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We are what we think. All that we are arises with our thoughts. With our thoughts, we make the world.
—Gautama Buddha
You are the drop and you are the sea 
You are mercy and you are wrath 
You are nectar and you are poison 
—Rumi



CHAPTER ONE 
Eli
Callisto, the Four Cities
Inside his right ear was a constant ache. Sometimes it jabbed. Sometimes it throbbed. At all times, it persisted. It ran a straight line from deep inside his cochlea to the bullet scar on his right shoulder, as if it were a string attaching two ends of a tin-can telephone. Accompanying it was a beating sound—the rhythm of a heart. It had been the soundtrack to his life since the day he stood on the precipice of death. The assassin had aimed to kill and missed, but they did not fail. A part of him had died—and in its place was the unending, consuming pain.
Above his tabletop, a schematic diagram floated like a golden spiderweb. He rearranged the threads of lights connecting the various points with a finger. At first glance, it was a web of chaos. But there was order and meaning to everything. The process of organizing his predictive model soothed him, like how one got peace from raking a Japanese sand garden. It was the only way to calm his ever-racing mind.
How did we get here? Eleanor’s voice rose through the veil of memory. It was a question she had asked the last time they spoke. He couldn’t answer her then, and he did not know how to answer her now. He had been trying to pinpoint a defining moment in their life together that could shed light on this riddle. But there wasn’t one.
He hated not having answers. He was supposed to be the one everyone looked to for solutions—the one who brought order to chaos. Perhaps he hadn’t looked closely enough. Thirty-one years together. A lifetime together. To him, though, it was multiple lifetimes—each layer needing to be peeled away to reveal the one beneath. But memories were subjective, each one wrought with the dark spots of imperfection.
“Eli, everyone is waiting for you,” a voice said, disrupting his reverie.
He looked up and saw the slim flat shape of a silhouette against the backlit door. His heart jumped. Elle?
“Lights,” he said.
The room slowly brightened. The silhouette took a defined form. Tall, a woman, hair up in a loose bun. It was not his wife, but his assistant, Kennedy.
Of course not, the thought bitter on his tongue. His wife was missing, or rather hiding with John and the other enemies of the state. An enemy of the state. What a strange title to associate with the love of his life.
Did Eleanor know that her one action had tipped the scale in the Resistance’s favor and put the survival of the Four Cities in jeopardy? She must. That’s why she left. Now he had no choice but to push everything forward faster than he intended.
“Do you want me to cancel today’s address?” Kennedy asked.
“No.”
He looked down at the speech his publicist had written—bullet points with keywords in bold. The people of the Four Cities needed reassurance. They wanted to feel safe again.
Smoke and mirrors.
There was no peace, and there could never be peace. The problem was choice. The problem would always be choice. Why couldn’t anyone else see it?
He rose from the chair. A sharp pang stabbed at a spot on his neck below his earlobe, as though someone had driven a nail through the soft tissue behind his jawbone. The pain pulled him back down and he landed on his seat with a heavy thud.
“Damn it!” he spat.
Kennedy rushed to him. “Let me help you.”
He raised a hand. “I’m fine.”
She stopped in her tracks, concern written on her face. She was becoming more empathetic and responsive to his commands—a feat, considering what she was just a year and a half ago. He could take pride in that.
“Can I get you anything? A glass of water? A Tab?”
He shook his head. “Just give me a minute.”
Tab was Eleanor’s creation—a PTSD drug used to calm anxiety and lessen depression. She had made it to help those suffering from their painful memories of the war, the one that killed the rest of humankind. He would not give her the credit of curing the wound the Resistance had inflicted. He, himself, would be its cure.
Eli stood again and leaned against the desk. His head felt heavy. He succumbed to its weight and let it droop like the branch of a willow tree. The pain was good, he told himself. It served to remind. Of human nature. Of the fine membrane separating life and death. It would make what he had to do easier.
His gaze landed on the white-gold wedding band on his left ring finger. He began sliding it up—the ring resisted, and his stomach hollowed. He stopped and quickly pushed it back down. A lifelong habit could not be shrugged off. Not in a day. Not in a month. Maybe not ever.
Suffering. He could never be free of it. He should not expect to be. It’s the first Noble Truth, which explained everything. Life was suffering, and he was fated to suffer his love for Eleanor.
He lifted his eyes. Through the doorframe was a long corridor. How many times had he walked this path? A hundred? A thousand? Never before had he felt this same seizing anxiety. But this time was different from all the others. After this, nothing would ever be the same.
He drew in a breath, slowly and deeply, until it touched the bottom of his lungs. One long breath out. He took one step after another until he reached the door to the future.
Kennedy was standing in front of it with a lapel microphone in her hand. She stepped forward and clipped it to the collar of his shirt. “Ready?”
He nodded, and she opened the door. Bright lights stung his eyes, making him squint. A series of images flashed through his mind like blazing comets: cities in flames, land crumbling into the ocean, death. He shook his head and steeled himself before entering the room.
The long, carpeted walkway led to a podium in the middle of a drum-shaped space. From here, he could see that every seat was filled. At the crescent table in front of him sat the head of each council, and in rows of stadium seats behind them were the council members.
The room felt enormous, though at the same time the walls seemed to be closing in. Fear prickled his spine. He reminded himself he had taken steps to ensure his safety. Everyone here was fully vetted. They had all passed the detectors. He was not the kind of man who made the same mistake twice. With a deep breath, he swallowed his fear, stepped onto the stage, and faced the councils.
There were several closed-circuit cameras around the room—each pointing at him, waiting to capture his message to all the citizens of the Four Cities. One of those would get him to her. He needed her to see him—to look into his eyes and know there was no hiding. Not for her. Not from him.
He squared his shoulders. The audience inched forward in their seats. All eyes were on him.
“Today begins the excising of our tumor,” he addressed the crowd. “The Resistance.”



CHAPTER TWO 
Eleanor
Tunnel to Elara, the Four Cities
Something hard kicks her feet—once, twice—followed by a startlingly bright orange light shining through her closed lids. She opens her eyes and stares straight into the barrel of a shotgun. Blood drains from her, and the freezing train tunnel feels even colder.
“What are you doing here? Are you from Callisto?” a man’s voice yells.
Will a “yes” translate to a spray of pellets through her face? Should she lie? What should she say?
“Wait, that’s Eleanor Hope,” another voice, a woman’s, speaks. The one grasping the gun. She lowers it slightly, eyes still fixed on her.
Eleanor was afraid her face would be too recognizable even with the scarf on her head to cover her blond hair. There’s no hiding. She gives up and pulls off her scarf.
She tilts up her chin. “I am Eleanor Hope.”
“Why are you here?” There’s panic in the woman’s voice. Panic and a gun do not make a good pairing.
“I need to see John Chang.”
Her friend since college, once the head of the Research & Intelligence Council of the Four Cities. After his fallout with Eli a year ago, he had joined the Resistance. Since that time, she’s had no contact with him.
The man and woman look at each other, both obviously unsure of what the correct move is. Eleanor takes their silence like an intermission during a play and gets up. The gun lifts and points directly at her. Her heart jumps. She raises both hands, showing her empty palms.
“I’m unarmed,” she says. “And I don’t think shooting me will solve anything, except maybe start something you can’t win with Callisto.”
“Why shouldn’t we? We’re already at war,” the man spits.
She does not have the heart to tell the young man that a war implies both parties have a chance of winning. Callisto, the capital of the Four Cities, holds most of the power and resources. Elara is but a moldy tomato in a large bushel—granted, one that will rot the entire bunch if ignored.
“It’s important that I talk to John Chang. Trust me, he’ll want to hear from me. Call it in,” she says.
“We can’t.”
She knows. In a tunnel this deep underground, there is no phone or Wi-Fi signal. No radio frequencies that could penetrate through the thick rock. The digital through-the-earth communications system the Four Cities uses to transmit messages between belowground locations was cut off from Elara long ago. They have only one option.
“We have to bring her in,” the woman says to her partner.
“What if she’s a spy?” the man asks.
Eleanor scoffs. “Come on, do you think they would send me as a spy? I can tell you I’m not the best choice.”
The woman lowers the gun. “She’s too valuable. We’ll bring her. But tie her up.”
The man walks toward her. He is about six feet tall and thin as a rail. The woman is much shorter but just as slight. Eleanor wonders what they are living on with no farms of their own.
“Put your hands together,” he orders.
Eleanor picks up her backpack from the ground.
“Hey!” he yells.
“I need to put this on first. It’s just my clothes.”
“Check it,” the woman says.
The man takes the backpack and roots through it—pulling things out and putting them back in. “Clothes, some lady stuff—lotion and shit.”
He throws it to Eleanor, and she eases the straps around her shoulders. The bag contains what’s left of her worldly possessions. The weight and bulk make her feel like a turtle, carrying her entire home on her back.
“Put your hands together,” he says again. She does, and he tightens a zip tie around her wrists.
The man leads them. The woman is behind her. The tunnel is dark but for the pale white glow emanating from both their jackets. They do not talk. The sound of gravel crunching beneath their feet is the only sign of time moving—like the ticking of a clock.
Though the trains no longer run, this tunnel leads directly to Elara. Eleanor knows she is close, just not how close. She first saw Elara years ago—when it was just raw desert, before it became a part of Eli’s Four Cities—and hasn’t seen it since. It was still in the middle of construction when the war destroyed the world.
During the expansion period afterward, the Dwelling Council extended the pipes here, intending it to be a new settlement for those who were rescued from the surrounding areas. But there were not enough building materials left, and this place ended up with no more than the basic infrastructure.
Population continues to concentrate in the other cities: Callisto, Lysithea, and Europa. Neglected, Elara has become a glorified spring in an unforgiving wasteland. A refuge for those who prefer living on the fringe, and a hotbed of the Resistance.
Her original plan was to sneak into Elara and find John. She does not know what will happen after she meets him. Does he still care about her? What if his year with the Resistance has changed him significantly?
After what seems like forever, the man stops and addresses the woman. “You wait here with her while I go tell them about this.”
She nods. The man turns and runs until his jacket is but a tiny glow in the distance. The woman gestures with her gun at Eleanor to sit. Even though her legs could use some rest, with both hands tied and the heavy backpack affecting her center of gravity, Eleanor knows she would never be able to get up without help. She decides to lean against a wall instead.
“What’s your name?” she asks.
The woman does not answer. Though the light is dim, Eleanor can guess from the way she carries herself that the woman is probably half her age. Early to midtwenties. She must have been a teenager when the bombs lit up the sky. How old was she when her parents told her that the atomic bombs had leveled metropolises, that chemical and biological weapons had made life outside the Four Cities impossible to sustain, that they could never leave? How old was she when she learned she would never be able to have children?
The gun in the woman’s hands makes Eleanor nervous. Eli’s publicist once sent her an article listing what to do in case she was ever kidnapped. She’s not sure if this situation is exactly that, but it cannot hurt.
One: remind the kidnapper you are human.
“Have you always lived in Elara?” she begins. “I’ve only ever lived in Callisto since I moved to the Four Cities. Before that I was in Silicon Valley, and before that New York City.”
The woman does not reply, so Eleanor continues.
“I lived near Central Park. Have you ever been to the real one? It is—was—spectacular.” A lump forms in her throat from the longing. She clears it. “The one in Callisto is just a replica and much smaller. My mother was still living in the city when it was destroyed.”
“Why are you telling me this?” the woman says.
“Just making conversation. Do you remember anything about the world before the war?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
Two: obey instructions.
Eleanor stops talking and stares into the darkness. Elara is about a hundred and seventy miles from Callisto—the same distance from San Diego to Yuma or Seattle to Portland. It’s an hour by the speed train connecting the two cities, or two days of continuous walking. She has no idea how long she’s been in the tunnel with no sun or a watch to tell her, but she has eaten and drank everything she packed. The person who dropped her off somewhere midway had risked everything to take her to that spot, though she didn’t even know them. A someone arranged by someone arranged by someone, as they usually are. She can’t even remember their name now. Did they even give it?
After a long while, the male captor returns. But he is alone. Eleanor’s heart sinks. Where’s John?
“They want us to bring her to Command,” he says.
He unfurls a long piece of black cloth and approaches her. “Turn around.”
She realizes it’s a blindfold. Cold travels down her spine. She follows his instruction, and he ties it tight around her head, pulling a few strands of hair from her scalp in the process. Complete darkness covers her entire vision. The man takes her elbow, guiding her forward. It feels odd having to trust a complete stranger to keep her from falling—one who probably hates her guts—but she has no choice.
Three: pay attention to your surroundings.
With her vision taken away, other senses become more acute. Every sound—the echo of their footsteps, their breathing, the beating of her heart—becomes louder. She can even smell the chalkiness of the concrete walls and the sharpness of soil. After a while, her nose catches the scent of rust and oil, like a mixture of old blood and degreaser.
They stop. She hears the beeping of digital buttons being pushed. Six numbers. A large bolt unlocks, and metal wheels squeal on a track. The man pulls her forward before pausing again. Every sound is repeated, ending with the final clunk of metal against metal.
The air smells stale, earthy, and slightly acidic—eau de postapocalyptic bunker. They continue walking, turning right and left and left and right before they come to another stop. A door unlocks. Someone pushes her forward. She stumbles sideways, and her bottom lands on something bouncy and coarse. Her head hits the wall with a thud, rattling her skull.
Callous hands touch her wrists, and the tie around them loosens. The blindfold is yanked away with the suddenness of lightning. Bright light assaults her eyes, blinding her. She blinks and sees her two captors standing in front of her. They are inside a room not much bigger than a cubical. The woman’s hair is red, and she looks even younger than Eleanor imagined. The man is mixed-race—she’s unsure of which—with wavy hair and hazel eyes. There are no smiles on their faces.
She takes in the room. The walls are concrete, no windows. The only light source comes from the florescent fixture above. Besides the dirty, sagging cot under her and a plastic bucket in the corner, it is without furniture. The makeshift holding cell has a surreal feel to it. Like a set in a movie or a familiar dream.
“There’s a bottle of drinking water next to the bucket. You’re to stay here until further notice,” the man says in a monotone, absolving himself completely from any discussion.
“Wait, what! What about John Chang? Where is he? I need to talk to him!”
The answer comes in the form of the door shutting and locking. She is alone, apparently now a prisoner of war. She buries her face in her hands. What has she done?
Four: Stay calm and focus on survival.
“Breathe, Eleanor. It’s all a big mistake,” she tells herself. “John will come for you when he finds out they’ve locked you up.”
Before he left, he was the one person she leaned on in tough times. She cannot imagine him seeing her in danger and not doing anything about it. Still, her words do little to calm her. People change, even someone as steady as her old friend.
Her stomach begins to protest its emptiness. She ignores it, doubting she will get anything to fill it soon. She takes off her backpack and rests her head against the concrete wall. Hunger is replaced by exhaustion. She closes her eyes.

The Earth spins on its tilted axis. Its gentle curve slowly transforms from dark to light as they leap over oceans and continents. From the height of Io space station, everything is blue. Turquoise water. Cerulean sky. Indigo land.
Suddenly, large orange clouds the shape of portobello mushrooms puncture through the blue. The clouds grow, spreading out like volcanic eruptions.
Her fingers touch the windowpane. It is cold. So cold. “What’s that?”
“I don’t know,” Eli says from next to her.
She turns to him. He stares ahead, his eyes blank, entranced. How can it be? With his predictive model, he has always had all the answers. She turns back to the image below.
The orange intensifies and blossoms like drops of ink on rice paper. Over Russia, China, Indonesia, Australia—everywhere. Lands change shape as explosions send up orange and gray debris. Dark clouds expand and join together—a monster of soot and fire devouring the world.
The entire image turns black until the only thing she can see on the windowpane is her reflection. Her eyes are no longer blue like the ocean, like her father’s, but blood red like the sky.
“Find him,” the reflection whispers.

Eleanor startles awake. Her heart shrinks to the size of a pinhole and her throat constricts. Her breath comes in gasps. Fighting through tears, she reaches for her backpack and searches for the one thing that always helps. Her hand digs, pushing aside her clothes and toiletries, feeling for the pouch containing her most precious possession, but does not find it. She upturns the backpack. Everything falls out. Everything but what she needs. Her mind goes to the tunnel—the place where her backpack was last opened and searched through—and the person who was responsible.
“God damn it.” The pouch is gone. Either lost or stolen.
Five: Don’t complain and avoid being belligerent.
She can live without Tab if she must, but hypnos . . . The extract and its seeds are the entire reason for her being here. She has spent almost half her life genetically engineering the flower. It’s not found in nature. There’s only one place she can get a replacement, and she just left it. She can’t go back. She won’t.
The heat of anger and beneath it, a sinking panic, overwhelm. She launches at the door and hits it with her full strength. Sharp pain shoots through the blade of her hand and up her arm. The door is metal. She screeches and cradles her right hand with her left like an injured wing.
“Come back with my stuff, you bastard! You stole my shit!” she yells. The sound bounces around the room and disappears into nothingness. No one replies.
Six: Wait to be rescued.
She collapses into a heap on the floor. What is she going to do? She brings her knees to her chest, bracing for a rough night without hypnos. It will begin with shaking followed by a stabbing pain in her joints. After, there would be sweating and unbearable thirst—the kind that sends hot, shooting pain up the length of her esophagus. If she is lucky enough to fall asleep, there will be a nightmare that—at its most cruel—transforms into one she cannot shake even while awake. Of all the ways to begin her new life, this is, by far, the worst.



CHAPTER THREE 
Eli
Lysithea, the Four Cities
The electric whirring of the drone was a welcome reprieve. Whenever he was high in the air, the pain in his right ear was more manageable. Maybe it was the altitude. Maybe it was the speed. His doctor could not tell him. Whatever it was, he did not question it.
“ETA to destination: ten minutes,” said Seneca, his AI.
Eli looked away from the predictive model and out the window. The expansive beige yellow of the desert—like the parched skin of a sleeping giant—eased by below him. They must have already crossed the mountain range. Ahead he could see the gentle hills and valley of Lysithea.
Designed after San Francisco, the homes here offered privacy and space that the apartments, condos, and brownstones in Callisto and Europa could not. They quickly became a favorite of Silicon Valley tycoons who used them as vacation houses. They were mostly vacant now—their previous occupants perished with the rest of the world.
The drone landed at the programmed coordinates on a grassy knoll in a small park. Eli grabbed his backpack and opened the door. One of the straps grazed the bullet scar on his right shoulder. He winced. An eighteen-month-old scar should not hurt, but what did the doctor know?
He walked a few blocks to a neighborhood of colorful bungalows. The yellow house was one of several two-bedroom, one-bath homes he had added after his Painted Ladies sold out in bidding wars before they even went on the market. He rang the doorbell and a man in rimless glasses and a black beanie opened the door.
“Hello, Hyde.”
The man stood aside to let him in before closing the door.
Eli noted the solemn face. “How are you feeling today? Any headaches?”
“Yeah, but it went away in the afternoon after lunch.”
“Nightmare last night?”
“Yes. The usual.”
Eli pulled out a pillbox from his jacket pocket and a water bottle from his backpack. He handed Hyde one pale pink pill with the water. “Here.”
Hyde reached out and took both. Eli noticed his hands were shaky. Maybe he needed to shift his visits to earlier in the day.
“Are you going to see Bonnie too?” Hyde asked after he swallowed the pill and drank all the water. His shoulders became less tense, his demeanor more relaxed.
“Of course. All your neighbors.” All four of them.
“Good. Good. She’s been waiting.”
“You talked to her today?”
“She came by after lunch.”
“What did you talk about?”
“The tofu salad. It was good with the sesame dressing.”
“Did you talk to anyone else?”
“No, no one else. They stayed inside the whole day.” Hyde looked down at his feet. “Hey, do you want to see the painting?”
“Are you done?” Eli had commissioned it as a gift for Eleanor. But that was before she left.
“Almost.”
“Sure.”
Hyde led him to the art studio in the back, converted from one of the bedrooms. Paint in all colors spattered the wood floor where the plastic sheet failed to protect. Every wall was covered by paintings. They hung side by side, one atop the other.
The paintings were landscapes captured at various times of day. Lonely sand dunes. Distant mountains rimmed by rain clouds. The empty vastness of the desert. Hyde led him to the one on the easel by the window, still smelling of linseed oil and paint. Done in an impressionistic style, it was an image of two oak trees backdropped by the desert. Seeing it stirred a memory of a day long ago.

They had been walking for an hour. The midday sun beat down, heating the strip of skin between his shirt collar and hair. Sweat dripped from the base of his neck to his waist, bonding the spine of his shirt to his back. The sky above was cloudless and bright cobalt—a blue so sharp it could cut. The still air felt like the inside of an oven. It was spring in New York, but this place did not operate under the same rules.
“Are we there yet?” Eleanor asked. Her usually pale cheeks were pink. In her hand was a hat. She was using it to fan herself.
“Wear your hat. You’re going to burn,” Eli said.
She scrunched her face but complied. “This better be worth it.”
“I’ll make it worth it.” He winked.
She rolled her eyes. “So he says.”
He looked down at the GPS in his hand. “We’re almost there.”
“You’ve been saying that for the last ten minutes.”
“It doesn’t tell me how long. Just distance. It’s not like this place is well mapped out. There’s not even cell service.”
She made a sound in her throat. “That’s why your phone hasn’t rung in a while. I suppose I can get used to this.”
“There.” He pointed to the two tall oaks ahead.
“Shade!” she yelled.
Before he could say another word, she ran off, her hair—a river of gold—blowing behind her. He followed. She was fast. He quickened his pace until he was next to her.
“A race, my love?” he said.
She broke into a wide smile and her legs moved faster. He knew from running around the reservoir in Central Park with her that she was a force to be reckoned with. The heavy steps of their feet crunching on sand sent surprised lizards scurrying off. The trees grew closer. They both sped up. Happy screams burst from her. He couldn’t help but laugh.
They reached the shadows of the ancient oaks at the same time. He leaned on a tree, trying to catch his breath. Eleanor grabbed both knees with her hands, breathing hard. When she looked up at him, her face was flushed with pure joy.
“That was fun,” he said between gulps of air.
“Yeah.”
She took off her hat and fanned herself. “So, this is it?”
“Yeah, from here to as far as the eye can see. You like?”
She studied their surroundings. The yellow and orange desert. The mountains. The sky. She circled one of the tall oak trees, her gaze traveling up its trunk.
She walked back to him. “I like.”
“This is where we’ll build our new house.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“Imagine a house in the middle of a park surrounded by trees. No neighbors but birds and lizards,” he added.
“A park out here? That’s going to take a lot of water. We’ll be competing with other cities.”
“We won’t. We’ll make our own.”
“How?”
“There’s a new technology John and I have been talking about.”
“Oh, so John is in on this now too?”
“He’s not a hundred percent happy where he is, and I can really use his help.”
“What about power?”
“Solar. Wind farm. Hydrogen. Enough to electrify four Las Vegases. We can sell the excess energy. I already have investors lined up on that. They’ll build the infrastructure in exchange for a piece of the pie. We’ll operate them of course. The plants will be incorporated into our system.”
“What else will be here?”
“The Met, Natural History Museum, some of our favorite buildings.”
She laughed. “A replica of New York? How?”
“Let me worry about the how.”
“You want to completely transform the desert?” She touched one of the oaks. “But I don’t want to kill these trees. They’ve probably been here a hundred years.”
“Of course we won’t kill them. We’ll save them.”
“But life won’t be the same for them, being surrounded by strangers.”
“All right. We’ll let them stay the way they are. No building near here. We’ll preserve this area as a nature trail.”
Skepticism crossed her face. “Why are you being so agreeable?”
He laughed. “You don’t want me to be? I just want you completely happy with this project.”
“Or what?”
“Or we walk.”
“So, you won’t buy it if I say no?”
“No.”
“What about your investors?”
He shrugged. “My lawyers will handle them.”
“Really?”
“Really. We’re in this together. Both of us have to agree.”
“Can we even afford it?”
“Yeah.” Thanks to his own predictive model, he had made an absurd amount of profit on stocks before the crash. “The housing market’s in the dump. Credit’s all locked up. No one can afford to build homes anymore, so land—especially in the middle of nowhere—is really cheap. There are three other pieces of land I want aside from this one.”
“Where?”
“The nearest is about a hundred and fifty miles away.”
“Are we going to buy them all?” she asked.
“Why not? The price is right. They’ll only go up from here. And owning land will make us more attractive to investors.”
“I thought we’re just building one city.”
“They’ll be connected by high-speed trains, so you can quickly travel from one to another. It’s still one city.”
“But across four locations. So, technically, four cities.”
He rolled his eyes. “If you want to be technical about it. It’ll beef up our collateral and give us leverage with investors.”
“We’re using our own money on the land?”
“You don’t like the idea?”
“Howard always said never to gamble with your own money,” she said.
“Since when do you listen to your stepfather? I don’t think buying land is a gamble.”
Eleanor gave him a cautious look. “Can we really afford it?”
It was his turn to laugh. “Such a worrier. I cashed out all our investments and it’s been sitting collecting interest.”
“Lucky.”
He made a face. “The predictive model isn’t luck.”
She put her arms on her hips. “We’re going to be landowners? Sounds like a lot to handle.”
“It’s the safest decision. No matter what happens, we’ll always have the land.”
She looked at the trees behind her. She became quiet.
“What are you thinking?” he said.
When she turned back, her eyes glistened. “I was just thinking about my dad. My mom told me once—I think she was tipsy from champagne—how much he loved his little plot of yard behind our first house. She said he thought of it as his own kingdom, a place he could always call his.”
She did not often mention her dad. Though they had both lost their fathers, he never knew his. Her pain came from losing what she had, whereas his was from never having. He didn’t know which was greater, but in this moment, his heart ached for her.
“Maybe it’s our innate desire,” she said. “To need a piece of land to call one’s own.”
He pulled her close and placed a gentle kiss on her head. “I don’t need this. You’re my home.”
She leaned her weight against him. “And you’re mine.”
Their bodies melded together. The scent of her hair—sweet coconut mixed with sage—tantalized. He breathed in, committing it to memory.
“What do you think of cobblestone streets?” he asked.
“Umm . . . I like them?”
“Makes me think of us walking wrapped in each other. The scents of crepes and chocolate in the air. The possibility of a glass of red wine around every corner. A night that ends with us tangled in bed sheets.”
Her warm lips pressed on a hollow spot below his collarbone. The butterfly touch of her tongue trailed his skin—more sensitive from the sun.
“Mmmm . . . chocolate,” she whispered, an electric current traveling downward.
His heart, having already recovered its regular beat after the run, sped up again. He moved his hand lower, taking in the soft curve from the small of her back to the mound of her behind. Her skin was warmer than usual, almost hot. He sunk into its feel, increasing his pressure and molding it like clay.
With his other hand, he unbuttoned her shirt and tugged it to reveal a shoulder. He leaned down and traced his nose against the smooth skin of her neck to her cleavage. Her chest rose and fell to the fast rhythm of her heart.
“Out here?” she asked. Hesitance and excitement mixed in her voice.
“You’re the one who started it. I’m just a weak man.”
“I blame your talk of cobblestone streets.”
He peeled off her shirt. With a finger, he released the hook of her bra, exposing her breasts. He dipped his head and tasted her—a mixture of sweet and salt.
She let out a moan. He increased the pressure and speed of his tongue, teasing her. Her fingers laced through his hair, alternating between stroking and softly pulling, spurring him on.
He slipped a hand through the elastic waist of her leggings. He searched and found her ready. Still, his finger circled her most delicate spot until a moan broke free from her, louder this time. He kissed her, hungrily capturing her sound of pleasure like a man thirsting for water.
Her fingers traveled to his pants and unbuttoned them. He yanked down her leggings and panties in one quick movement. With hasty hands, they helped each other strip and cast aside everything. He lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he entered her warmth. A gasp escaped her lips.
“You feel so good,” he murmured into her mouth as they kissed, and she whispered back words he could not understand.
His hands held firm on her hips as they moved against each other. Their eyes bore into each other, tying themselves to the moment. Heat danced through his entire body like the licking of flames. If they were tinder, they would set this plot of desert ablaze—consuming everything and being reborn again.
After they came down from their high and were back in their clothes, she returned to his embrace. He felt the biting effect of the sun on the part of his skin where it usually never touched.
“I think this place will be a good home,” she said. “An oasis in the middle of the desert.”
“A paradise. With zero carbon emission,” he added.
She giggled.
“So . . . it’s a yes?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
He picked her up off the ground and swung her around. Her laughter rang in his ears.

“Do you like it?” Hyde asked. His voice was hesitant.
Eli turned from the painting to him. He had forgotten the man was there. “I do.”
“You’ve been staring at it awhile . . . so I wasn’t sure.”
“I look forward to taking it home when it’s done.” Home. Where was that now that Eleanor was gone?
He looked down at his watch. His backpack was becoming heavier by the minute with four more water bottles he needed to deliver. “I have to go.”
Hyde’s eyes traveled to his own watch—the one with a sleek silver band Eli had given him when he first moved into the bungalow.
“Yes. Yes. Of course. Bonnie is waiting,” he said quietly, almost to himself.
Eli made his way to the front door.
Hyde followed him. “You’ll come back tomorrow?”
Eli had been coming here every day—three hundred and twenty-eight days to be precise. “Of course. I’ll try to come earlier.”
Hyde’s face brightened. “I’ll show you a sketch I’ve been working on.”
Eli noted the man’s enthusiasm—a complete shift in mood.
“Until tomorrow.” He opened the door and walked down the steps into the street. He stared at the quiet bungalows down the same row. Four more.



CHAPTER FOUR 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
She wakes to the musty smell of the cot. Her eyes are puffy, empty of tears. She had cried for what seemed like forever, stopping and starting randomly like a broken music box. But surprisingly—despite what she had feared—there was no pain in her joints, no night sweats, no burning thirst. Still, the craving for hypnos is there. A constant quivering like an aftershock on the surface of her brain, reminding her she is tethered.
Sometime during the night or day or whatever time it was, she drank half the water in the bottle they had provided and relieved herself once. Her first into a bucket. She hopes she does not have to do any more firsts into it. How long has she been here?
The door unlocks and Eleanor sits up. With quick hands, she wipes both cheeks to rid herself of any telltale sign of weakness. A woman with olive skin and gray hair steps into the room. Behind her stands a bald-headed man with muscular arms the size of her thighs.
“My name is Amruta. I need to take a blood sample.”
“What? Why?”
The woman steps forward.
“No!” Eleanor yells.
Amruta looks over her shoulder and the bald man comes in. With his vice-like hands, he grabs Eleanor’s right arm and holds it steady. The woman wraps a tourniquet above her elbow.
“Don’t move. Or the needle may break, and we’ll have to cut it out.”
Eleanor stops struggling. The woman pierces her skin at the fold of her elbow. A sharp pain jolts. She bites her lip. Blood begins filling the vial. Once it’s full, the woman pulls the needle out and they leave. The door is, once again, locked.
Eleanor looks down at the bead of blood pooling at the puncture site. She finds a clean napkin in her backpack and presses it to the spot. Her mind reels with questions. What are they doing with her blood?
Sometime later, she can’t be sure how long, yelling comes from outside her holding cell. The voice is angry, becoming louder. Someone is coming in. She springs up from the cot and braces herself. They’re not going to take any more of her blood without a fight.
The door unbolts and swings open.
“Oh my god, Eleanor.” It’s John. A friend, finally.
She fixes her eyes on him, afraid that if she does not, he would disappear like a hallucination. He looks older than she remembers. A bit frayed at the edges. There are more lines on his face, his skin tanner. His hair now skims his shoulders. Then there’s the facial hair accentuating the angles of his sharp cheekbones. His stay with the Resistance has stolen his once-boyish looks.
“What are you doing here?” he asks, dread apparent on his face.
What? Did he forget? “I—I thought you said to come.”
“It’s been a year, Eleanor,” he says. “Things have changed.”
Where else is she to go? She can’t go back to Callisto. To Eli. Tears threaten to fall. She fights to hold them in. John steps forward, wraps her in a hug, and the dam collapses. Everything she feels and has been feeling forces its way out and spills onto his shirt. He places a hand on the back of her head and holds still. A harbor in her storm.
“You shouldn’t have come.” John kisses her forehead. His action a contradiction to his words. “How did you get here?”
“Someone took me halfway and I walked the rest.”
“Who?”
“Didn’t get a name.” God, what was their name?
“Were they with the Resistance?”
“I assume so.”
“You don’t know? What if they were dangerous?”
Aren’t all Resistance members? she wants to ask but doesn’t. “No one outside the Resistance would knowingly help me get to Elara. Not since they stopped the train.”
He grabs her shoulders and holds her at arm’s length. “You look different. Not obvious, but it’s there.”
“You too. Like you said, it’s been over a year.”
Suddenly he breaks his hold on her. A new face is at the door, her wild, curly hair taking center stage. The woman’s almond-shaped eyes flash as she scans Eleanor from head to toe. In them is something akin to suspicion and—Eleanor isn’t sure why—panic.
“You shouldn’t be here, John,” she says. “They asked you to wait.”
“We talked about this. She’s my friend.”
“We told him not to go in, Angela, but he pushed through,” a young man with a deep tan and wiry ash-blond hair says from behind her. He must be the guard.
The thought of her friend assaulting someone to get to her seems a contradiction to his mild manner. Then she notices the pistol in the holster around his waist. It’s difficult to reconcile this version of him with the bookish, mellow man she met decades ago.
He has changed.
“Leadership won’t be happy,” Angela says.
“They should have told me earlier. She doesn’t deserve this.”
“That’s not for you to decide. They have to assess her threat level.”
Eleanor scoffs. The idea of her being physically threatening to anyone is ludicrous. Wait, is that why they took her blood?
“They’re waiting to meet her. I’m to bring her in,” Angela says, still not addressing Eleanor directly.
Apprehension returns to John’s face. “What do they want from her?”
“How would I know?” Angela says. She looks at Eleanor from the corner of her eye. “She can either come easily. Or not.”
“Give me a minute,” John asks. “Please.”
Angela turns without a word and leaves the room.
John places both hands on Eleanor’s shoulders and leans down to look directly into her eyes. “They’re going to want to know why you came. That answer will determine whether they’ll let you stay.”
“I can’t go back.”
“You won’t.” His face is grave. “No one leaves Elara.”
Fear travels up and down her spine. There is no way out now. “I can be useful.”
“That’s what I worry about.”
She is about to ask him why, when Angela yells, “Your one minute is up.”
They find her tapping her feet just outside the room. She leads them down a long corridor until they come to a stop in front of an unremarkable beige-brown door. From behind it, Eleanor hears the muffled sound of several voices arguing. Her heart feels as though it might leap from her chest. Beads of sweat form at the nape of her neck.
Angela knocks. The voices from the room cease. A minute later the door opens. The first thing Eleanor sees is a field of eyes. Some benign, some venomous. All of them on her. The impact hits her squarely in the stomach like an invisible punch. A lot of it has nothing to do with her, she reminds herself. They despise her because they despise Eli.
She counts fourteen people. Some sit on folding chairs, some on wood crates and everything else in between. Their faces are in various states of unwashed, as are their clothes, making Eleanor far from the shabbiest in her dirt-stained pants and shirt.
“This is my friend, Dr. Eleanor Hope,” John says from where they stand. Her heart warms at the protectiveness in his tone.
“Welcome,” says an old Black man with pure white hair.
Etched on his forehead are deep lines. And in those, dirt. He is one of the owners of the benign eyes. His face is an ocean of serenity. He reminds Eleanor of someone she knows. Maybe a professor she once had.
He waves his hand toward the center of the room. John leads her to it. All eyes are on her. She feels like an insect being studied.
“My name is Desmond,” the old man says. “I’m sorry we had to hold you for so long. You surprised us by showing up here. It took us a while to agree on the next step.”
She wonders which options they discussed. Trade her for a ransom? Continue to hold her hostage? Kill her?
“Why did you take my blood?” she asks.
“How was your trip here?” Desmond ignores her question.
“It was . . .” Her gaze catches a pair of eyes that belong to a woman with frizzy hair. She is staring at Eleanor with something that resembles hatred. Eleanor draws herself up and turns back to Desmond. “. . . okay.”
She wants to demand her missing pouch but changes her mind. There will be questions she is not prepared to answer. No one can know what she brought with her or what it does. She has to get it back on her own.
“How did you get here?” he asks.
“I had a ride halfway. Then I walked.”
“Who gave you the ride?”
“I don’t know who it was.” Literally. She cannot seem to remember the name of the person or even if they told it to her. “Someone from the Resistance.”
“Why are you here?” he asks.
Here’s the question John warned her about. Her throat dries. She swallows. She had rehearsed the answer many times to herself but has never had to say it out loud. It isn’t the full truth. No, that she cannot tell, lest it lead to another assassination attempt on Eli.
“I’m here to start a new life.”
“I’m sorry but that’s not a good enough answer. You left your husband and an important position behind. A ‘new life’ is the kind of vague answer people give when they have something to hide.”
“It’s a perfectly valid answer,” she says.
“Not for someone married to the most powerful man in the Four Cities. The man who would prefer the Resistance not exist. I’ll be clearer. Many of us here don’t trust you. You showed up here with no warning, with nothing more than a vague answer and a backpack. Tell us why we should trust you? Now, I’m going to ask again. Why are you here? Your answer will determine our next step.”
Her stomach drops. She has to tell them the truth. But how much truth? She hangs her head. “I can’t go back.”
“Why not?”
“I can no longer support my husband on his path. If I stay, I’ll have no choice.”
“Are you two permanently separated then?”
She prickles. “Look, I prefer not to air out my personal life in a room full of strangers.”
He studies her with his benign eyes. “You’re right. I’m sorry. But you need to be more specific.”
“Let’s just say we no longer agree on policies, projects, and people.” She breathes in. “I don’t have any intention of hurting him, I just can’t support his decisions anymore.”
“Please be more specific.”
She blinks. This man is like a snapping turtle. He is not letting go. “You want an example?”
He nods.
Fine. “Project Genesis. I don’t agree with the way he wants it run.”
Desmond’s brow furrows. “I thought you managed the program.”
“I had a lot less control than I was led to believe.”
“If you didn’t like the job, why didn’t you just quit? Surely that’s an option, considering who you’re married to.”
“No. Quitting wasn’t an option, considering who I’m married to.”
“So, how does he want it to run?”
She hesitates. She has to proceed cautiously. “The created children come from mixing randomized DNA of the survivors. This decision was made to remove bias. I agreed to that. We also scan the genes to eliminate diseases so all the children are born healthy. That’s fine too. We don’t want to burden the children with health issues for the rest of their lives. But what Eli wants us to do in the future is to also select based on specific propensities. Say, we need more artists, we select genes with a propensity for art.”
“And you don’t want that?”
“No, I think we need to allow nature to work its . . . magic.”
The expression on the old man’s face changes. He seems pleased.
“Thank you for your honesty, Dr. Hope,” he says, his tone friendlier. “I can respect your stance and reason. And I believe you can become an important part of our community. What do you think about continuing your work on Project Genesis here?”
Everyone in the room leans forward in their seats. So, they want it—must have been wanting it considering how fast Desmond pivoted. She cannot fault them. It’s how Eli gained an upper hand.
“Desmond,” John says, “we don’t even have the artificial wombs. There’s no way to do this safely.”
The old man raises a hand. “I know your feelings on this, John. But Dr. Hope is her own person, and I’d like to hear her thoughts on it.”
She looks at her friend. He could have restarted the program but did not, and she can guess his reasons. Now, they’re trying to pit her against him. Her mind reels. What should she say? What can she say?
“I don’t want to go down the same path. Like I said, it was one of the reasons I left.”
“Let me be clear. We’re not trying to go down the same path.” He casts his arm around the room. “We’re here because we want things to be different.”
“Exactly. So why do we even want to do what they do?” the woman with the hateful eyes says. “Shouldn’t we try to fix what’s wrong with us first? Then we can have babies the old way.”
Some heads nod at her words.
“We tried,” Eleanor says. “We couldn’t.”
“So, what’s going to be different this time?” she says, mistrust in her eyes. “If our bodies are broken, what’s the point?”
“Let her talk, Tanya.” Desmond’s voice is full of the authority of his position. He turns to Eleanor. “Is there a way to do it differently?”
She could lie. Maybe it would be better, considering the possible consequence of the truth. But she cannot go back. She drags in a breath, preparing herself for the effect of what she has to say.
“Yes. At least I think so.”
The room falls silent. All eyes are focused on her, but there’s only one person here she cares about. John’s gaze is heavy, like a boulder.
“It’s something we were only beginning to explore,” she adds. “But there’s no guarantee it’ll work.”
“We’re not looking for a guarantee. Just a chance at another way forward,” says a middle-aged woman with cropped black hair and freckles across the bridge of her nose sitting to Desmond’s right.
“Explain to us how this other way works,” Desmond says to Eleanor.
When those outside of academia ask about science, she’s come to realize they don’t really want to know about “the science”—only how it will personally affect them. They don’t have the time or the interest, and she’s had to learn to withhold details. To give just enough. But that, too, creates a barrier to understanding.
“Though we were able to fix the damage to our DNA caused by the effects of the fallout of the war, for reasons we cannot explain, the genes reset themselves when a woman becomes pregnant,” Eleanor begins.
“Pregnancy triggers the defects and accelerates them during cell division in the early stages of fetal development. Usually, the body will naturally abort a defective fetus. But in our case, the mothers’ bodies do not recognize the fetuses as defective. Eventually, the defect will affect the placenta, leading to preeclampsia and placental eruption, causing the eventual death of the mother and a stillbirth.”
An image rises in her mind, sending goosebumps across her skin. She wraps her arms around her chest and drags in another long breath to steady herself. “Until we arrived on the current path, we tried several others. We implanted embryos—genetically engineered to correct the defects—into the test subjects. But the women’s bodies rejected them before they were able to attach to the uterine wall. Healthy embryos cannot survive inside our bodies.”
This failure to reproduce is the legacy of the war. It’s the price they all must pay.
“When the artificial womb proved to be a success, we abandoned all other paths to focus our efforts on it. But before that, we were experimenting with turning down the test subjects’ immune system so they would take an embryo and keep it throughout the pregnancy. It was deemed too risky. It leaves the mothers exposed to illness and possibly death. Our goal for Project Genesis has always been to create life without trading it for another, so it was abandoned.”
“So, there is another way.” Desmond murmured. Fervor dances like fire in his eyes.
“Wait, we don’t even know if we can trust her,” Angela says.
“Are you lying?” Tanya’s tone is accusing.
Eleanor’s hands tremble. She squeezes them into fists to stop the shaking. “You can think whatever you want.”
“So, for it to work, we’ll need defect-free embryos and women who are willing to put themselves at risk to carry babies to term?” a woman with well-defined biceps asks. Even while sitting, she is bigger in both height and width than those around her.
“Yes,” Eleanor says.
“Sign me up.”
A woman sitting next to her—a sister perhaps, judging from their resemblance—looks at her with a stunned expression. “Jie! You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I mean it, Jorah,” Jie says.
“But we’ll need a lab with all the necessary equipment,” Eleanor adds.
“We can set one up,” Desmond says.
“Why are we negotiating already?” Angela says. “Shouldn’t we talk about this without her here?”
Agreement comes from some in the room. Desmond looks from one to another with his benign eyes.
“Eleanor, please step outside while we discuss,” he says.
She and John move toward the door.
“John, you stay,” Desmond says. “Please.”
Her friend halts and Eleanor continues on without him. She exits through the door. The lock clicks behind her. Loneliness settles into her pores like dust. She feels lonelier than when she and Eli had stopped talking. More scared than when she decided to leave Callisto. More alone than when she was in the tunnel, grappling her way through the dark. At least all those times she was in the driver’s seat. At least then, she had hypnos.
She walks to the other side of the hallway and sits against a wall, her eyes staring at the closed door. The low hum of conversation comes from the other side. How much pull does John have, if any? Her future—as unknown to her as the strangers in the room deciding her fate—is behind that door. She closes her eyes, shutting out the fear.

“Silicon Valley Venture Capitalist’s Vegas Wet Dream!” Eli yelled at the newspaper headline displayed on the screen. “The Four Cities is nothing like Las Vegas.”
“They always get it wrong. I wouldn’t worry about it.” Eleanor sipped her morning coffee. “We’ve only lived here a year. You’re more New York than Silicon Valley.”
He shot her an annoyed look.
She laughed. “You know I’m just kidding. But you really shouldn’t let it bother you.”
“How can I not be bothered? My investors are breathing down my neck.”
“The people who believe in you will always believe in you. They’re not going to be swayed by one piece of bad publicity.”
“It’s just the first. There’ll be others. I’m an easy target.”
“Why do you think that?” Eleanor asked.
“We’ve been in the biggest recession since the Depression and I’m only getting wealthier. I’m a good punching bag.”
“When the Four Cities become a success, they’ll eat their words.”
“They’ll conveniently have selective amnesia. They’ll pretend they’ve been on my side all along.”
“All the more reason to not let it bother you.”
Eli groaned. “I hate this.”
“I know. But you knew it was coming. A project this large is bound to attract attention. The oil companies probably have a few of their own publicists spinning negative campaigns against you. You are trying to put them out of business.”
“I guess.”
“It’s just the price of being a pioneer.”
“When will it get too costly?”
“It won’t be if the Four Cities work. You’ll change the world for the better.”
“We. We’ll change the world for the better.” He walked to her and gathered her into his arms. “No class today?”
“No, just a meeting with my adviser tomorrow.”
“Should I call in sick?”
“Mmm . . . that’s a thought. But wouldn’t the company fall apart without you?”
“Maybe. But who cares.”
She laughed. “You care. I care. It’s okay, I have plans today anyway.”
“Doing what?”
A long-haired black and tan cat meowed up at them. She reached down to pick it up.
“Good morning, Crisper.”
The cat purred loudly. They had adopted him from a shelter after their move to Palo Alto. They decided on this city since it was close to both Eli’s company headquarters and Stanford, where Eleanor was studying for her PhD.
“Crisper and I will be working on a project in the garden together,” she said.
“New plants?”
“Yeah, something I’ve been working on for a while.”
“What is it?”
“It’s a secret.”
“Marriage means no secrets.” He fixed his intense gaze on her.
She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”
She shifted Crisper’s weight over one shoulder and led Eli outside. They followed a stone path, meandering past a vegetable garden and the native-plants garden, and ending at her greenhouse. Once there, she set the cat down on the grass and opened the door. Her face met the warm air.
She took Eli’s hand and pulled him toward the back where a row of potted flowers grew at various heights and stages.
“Here,” she said.
“What are they?”
“Flowers.”
“What kind of flowers?” His impatient tone made her want to laugh.
“I still have to name it. But it’s my own hybrid.”
He leaned in and studied the cluster of tiny bell-shaped flowers climbing up a long, tapered spike. Though they looked like a cross between foxtail lilies and foxgloves, they were from neither.
“Green. Unusual. What do they do?” he asked.
“Do they have to do anything but be beautiful?”
“With you, yes.” A small smile turned one corner of his lips.
She did not want to tell him—not yet. “It’s just something I’ve been working on.”
“For?”
He was not going to let it go. Fine. “Alzheimer’s.”
His eyes widened. “How?”
“Do you really want to know?”
“Absolutely.”
“So, the current drugs on the market can’t stop the damage Alzheimer’s causes to the brain cells. At best, they help stabilize and lessen symptoms for a limited time. What I hope this flower can do is reverse the destruction of neurons and synapses. Perhaps even help increase the levels of CREB functions in the brain.”
“CREB?”
“Cyclic AMP-responsive element-binding protein.”
“That’s a mouthful.”
“It regulates genes that participate in neuronal plasticity, learning, and memory.”
He squeezed her hand. “It’ll help cure Alzheimer’s?”
“That’s what I’m hoping.”
He picked her up and planted a kiss on her lips.
“That’s amazing, Elle!”
“Well, it’s not there yet. I just began to study its properties. No testing yet. I still have so much to do.”
“I know it’ll work.” He placed her back on the ground.
She laughed. “Your optimism is a bit premature, don’t you think?”
“Nope. You’re brilliant. I know it’ll work.” He wrapped his arms tight around her and buried his face in her hair. “I have faith in you.”
Her cheeks warmed. “Thank you.”
His phone rang. He grumbled, lifted his cell phone, and looked at the number on the screen. The space between his eyebrows folded like a curtain. “China. I have to take this.”
Then he was gone.
Crisper meowed at her ankles. She picked him up and cradled him in one arm before getting a pair of garden shears. She walked around the pots of plants, searching for the largest flowers. She cut each, letting the blossoms fall onto the table. Once she had ten, she placed the flowers in a specimen bag before putting them on the cat’s furry stomach. He remained still, as if trying to keep them from falling.
“You’re a great helper. Thanks for holding these for me.”
He purred. He had been a wonderful companion, trailing her around the house and keeping her company while Eli was working, which was most of the time. Still, she was lonely. She missed New York and everything about it. Her favorite coffee shops, bookstores, museums, Central Park. Her mother.
She headed toward the house. Modern in style, it had a flat roof and large windows and doors that opened to the elements. The architecture was unusual for an area surrounded by craftsman homes—a new build on two adjacent lots. Until their house search, she had no idea that Eli favored clean, modern design over her preference for cozy New England shingled cottages.
Inside, she walked past furniture by designers with names she could not remember and expensive artwork she did not choose. They had hired an interior designer to decorate the entire house since they had given away everything they previously owned in New York except for books and a few special heirlooms. Though Eleanor did not mind the style and even found some elements to be beautiful, the house did not feel like hers. Instead she felt like its visitor, merely passing through.
She arrived in her airy office and deposited Crisper on the couch. The specimen bag fell off him. He lowered his head to sniff it.
“No, no. Can’t eat this.”
She picked up the bag and brought it to the distillation apparatus on a table at the far side of the room. Eleanor placed the flowers in the biomass flask. She turned on the electric hot plate under the boiling flask half filled with distilled water. After a time, the water boiled. Steam began to form and rose up the glass connector. It traveled through the flowers and into the distillation arm. After it passed through the condenser, droplets of extracted oil formed and ran into the collection flask.
Once settled, the liquid in the collection flask began to separate. Oil at the top, water at the bottom. She loosened the valve and let the water drain out until only the oil was left. She opened another valve and placed a glass bottle under it until filled. She withdrew a tiny amount of liquid with a dropper and squeezed a droplet onto the back of her hand.
The essence of the flowers had a transparent green tint. Enticing. She sniffed it. Scentless. She touched it with the tip of her tongue. The bitter liquid numbed.
Crisper meowed. She looked at him.
“Not very scientific of me, I know. But you won’t tell, right?”

The door unlocks. Eleanor’s eyes flick open. John is poking his head through the door.
“We’re ready for you now,” he says.
She wipes her face and gets up, her butt numb from sitting so long on the hard floor. John leads her back to the center of the room. Angela is leaning against a wall with her arms crossed. There is no smile on Tanya’s face.
“We voted in favor of supporting this new project,” Desmond says, cutting to the chase. “If you agree to restart it here, you’ll have total control of setup and training. To make it the way you would have wanted, with our full support.”
Rehashing Project Genesis isn’t why she’s here, but their offer entices her. With their support and resources, she will have what she needs to work on her goal—perfecting hypnos. Besides, it doesn’t appear she has the option to decline.
She nods. “Yes.”
“John has agreed to be the organizer. We will help him secure everything you need.”
There is no expression on John’s face, but she knows from three decades of friendship that he is upset. At Desmond. At the situation. And at her. She understands why. He left Callisto to escape his old life. She has not even been here a day, and already she is pulling him back in. But she also knows he would rather it be him to help her than anyone else.
“How are you going to get everything?” she asks. “Eli has stopped the trains. And I’m sure removing my security access would be the first thing he did.”
“We have a way in,” Desmond says.
“I thought no one leaves Elara.”
“Not easily,” John says.
Eleanor wonders who John still has left on the other side. He was well liked and respected by many, but helping the Resistance is a crime. Being a member is a crime. Who does he have there that’s willing to risk everything?
“Be assured, Dr. Hope, we will do everything to ensure the success of this project,” Desmond says.
He walks to her. His steps are confident and steady. He, too, has a gun in a holster. She holds her breath. He stops with a foot between them and extends a hand.
“Welcome to the Resistance, Dr. Eleanor Hope.”
Her stomach drops. She feels as though she is looking down a cliff face. She is now officially an enemy to the system, an enemy to Eli—her own husband.
She takes Desmond’s palm. It is thin and calloused. A desire to protect him—to protect everyone here—arises out of nowhere, surprising her. She needs to warn them, in as much as she can. The Resistance doesn’t know Eli, but they know enough to believe that they do. Their assassination attempt is proof. Their ignorance is going to be their downfall.
She tightens her grip on the old man’s hand. “A word of advice. Eli is smarter than all of us, but what makes him formidable isn’t his brain.”
Desmond looks down at his palm, noticing the change in pressure. “Then what?”
“His idealism. He holds it as dogma. He’s obsessed with it, built it into the system. His goal—the system’s goal—is the ultimate survival of humanity. Eli will sacrifice everything for it. If you are in his way, you will get hurt.”
The folds on Desmond’s forehead deepen. “I thought he cared about human life.”
“He cares about the fate of humanity. They’re not the same thing.”



CHAPTER FIVE 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
The city of Elara sits on land that was once a sprawling military research outpost—decommissioned and subsequently abandoned in the fifties. Command is deep underground, judging from the many stairs she has to climb. As she drags her weary feet up each step, the pack on her back seems to have grown in weight. She should have taken John’s offer to carry it for her. But then again, it is not just a bag but a sense of home.
He is next to her, Angela a few steps ahead. Now and then, the woman turns her head slightly over her shoulder, trying to glance at Eleanor while pretending not to. Eleanor wants to tell her she has nothing to worry about.
With sienna skin and angular bone structure, Angela has the kind of striking beauty many would envy. From the possessive way she looks at John, it is clear they are an item. She is younger than him, probably by at least ten years. They make a handsome couple.
They come to a landing where a short ladder leads up to a metal door embedded into the ceiling. John is the first to go up it. Once at the top, he turns the latch and pushes. The door groans and opens. Light shines in and, with it, fresh air.
John climbs out and leans through the hole. “Come!”
Every atom in her body wants out. When her head emerges through the opening, she sucks in the air hungrily. The last time she had tasted its sweetness was the night she left Callisto, however many days ago.
“Anytime now!” Angela yells from below. It is the first time she addresses Eleanor directly.
Eleanor grabs hold of John’s hand as leverage and pulls herself through the door. The moment her feet touch the sandy ground, relief washes over her. She staggers forward, intoxicated by her newly regained freedom. Elara spreads out its arms and takes her into its embrace.
The sky is pale pinks and yellows at the horizon, the top a deepening blue. It is after sunset. Some people think of the desert as an unattractive wasteland, but not her. A natural beauty unspoiled by human hands, Elara is a world away from the lush green and glittering silver palette of Callisto. Free of tall buildings and genetically engineered trees—with mountains only at the rim—the heavens above expand like a lung full of breath. She drags in air through her nose, filling her own lungs.
“We have to walk a bit, then a drive to the barracks,” John says.
“A drive?”
“You’ll see.”
Angela climbs out and locks the door behind her—its color blending with the sand. Her critical eyes end their conversation. After a short walk through the desert, they approach a low hill topped with a group of standing stones. They hike up the gentle slope toward them. There, sandwiched between two enormous boulders, hidden from sight, sits a four-seat electric utility vehicle with a box bed.
Personal transports have not been allowed in the Four Cities since the beginning. Any vehicles brought in were only for the use of the police, the hospital, or for maintenance. This one must have been left behind by the Dwelling Council.
Poking from under the tarp covering the box bed, Eleanor sees wilting green leaves. “What’s in there?”
“Vegetables. I was just done with a food run when I learned you were here,” John says.
“Now you’re late for the delivery to the kitchen,” Angela grumbles. “Frankie’s not going to be happy.”
“It worked out since we’re heading there anyway.” He turns to Eleanor. “We’ll be just in time for dinner.”
“You have a farm here?”
“No. Stole it from one of the farms nearby,” John says.
Angela glares at him with disapproval. It’s clear she does not want him freely sharing information with a recently released captive. Eleanor will save her questions for when she is alone with her friend.
Angela hops into the driver’s seat and John gets into the passenger side. Eleanor climbs into the row behind them, her backpack on the seat next to her. The electric engine whirs and they surge 
forward.
There are no doors or windows. Warm wind blows against Eleanor’s face and hair, sending it flying everywhere, like loose strings. Being in motion makes her feel lighter, freer. A memory stirs. Of a day long ago. Of life when she was happiest.

“Friends and family, we are gathered here today to celebrate the union of Eleanor and Eli,” John Chang said, in his most respectable voice.
“And to freeze our asses off !” someone yelled from the crowd.
John did not flinch. Eleanor admired his complete focus.
“I met the groom our freshman year at Columbia. Everyone knows him as a brilliant mind, but I’ve had the pleasure of knowing his great heart. He isn’t just my friend. He’s family.”
A few sentimental awws came from the crowd.
“I’d do anything for him, including officiating his wedding to this lovely young lady against my will and better judgment,” John added. The crowd laughed.
“In all seriousness, it’s a gift to have found someone to love who loves you in return at any age, let alone at twenty. Eli is lucky to have found that person in Eleanor. She is—” He looked at her. “Perfect.”
She turned back to Eli and was met with the impact of his intense gaze on her. He was handsome in his gray tailored suit. His normally unruly, wavy hair was slicked back, revealing a widow’s peak. The expression on his face was of a kid on Christmas morning.
Her heart danced with the knowledge that she was marrying the only man she had ever fallen in love with. The love of my life. The words made her want to break into a fit of giggles. The whole idea seemed too romantic and unfitting for her practical disposition. And yet, here she was.
“At this time, the bride and groom would like to exchange their vows,” John said.
Eleanor had been dreading this moment. She loathed public speaking. The thought of people staring at her, hanging on her every word made her nauseated. But Eli wanted to write his own vows and it seemed unfair if she did not. With shaky hands, she unfolded a piece of paper she had been holding in her palm. It was damp with sweat. Her heart thumped violently in her chest.
She breathed in deeply to steady herself and cleared her throat. “It was at this spot where I met you. You don’t know this, but I was stalking you for days before I finally approached you. I needed your help with a project, which you gave in exchange for a date.”
The crowd laughed, making Eleanor feel lighter.
“I don’t think either one of us suspected one harmless date would lead to this. Honestly, if I had known then the kind of trouble I’d get into with you, I may not have agreed to the date.”
The laughter became louder.
“Marriage was not something I ever considered a priority, and definitely not at such a young age. My mother can attest that I’m not the romantic type. All of this”—she gestured around her—“is just as surprising to me as to anyone. But I’ve come to realize that love isn’t logical.”
She abandoned her notes and looked into Eli’s eyes. “Saying yes to your proposal felt right. Marrying you feels right. Standing here, on this freezing January day, feels right. You told me once that magic is just a holding place for what we don’t yet have an answer for. Who am I to argue with magic?”
From the corner of her eye, she saw her mother dabbing her face with a small handkerchief.
“Eli, I promise that I will love you for as long as I live. In good times. In bad times. When we’re so angry with each other we can’t even stand to talk. Even on days we may not like each other very much. I will always love you.”
His brown eyes were shiny with newly formed tears. He leaned down and kissed her deeply, surprising her.
John cleared his throat. “It’s your turn to say your vows, buddy.”
“Sorry.” Eli smiled sheepishly.
He took Eleanor’s hands into his. “This bench is where I came to sit whenever I needed to feel less alone. I always felt out of step with everyone. I never thought I belonged anywhere. Not at school, not at home. Sometimes not even in this world. Then you came along, and I found in you the other half of my soul. Loving you is the most natural thing—like breathing or being.”
She felt a jolt of electricity to her heart.
“You have no idea what a gift you are to me,” he added. “To have your trust, your heart, your nearness . . . I will never be able to fully express how deeply I adore you, but I will spend my life trying. You deserve the best version of everything I’m capable of giving—me, my love, the world.”
He smiled at her through his tears, and Eleanor felt her own eyes welling.
“I know love wasn’t on your mind when you approached me that warm spring day. But here you are, and here I am. Today and every day, you have all my love. You have all of me. That’s my promise.”
She stood on tiptoes and kissed him—every single one of her atoms vibrating with joy.
“Um . . . I now pronounce you man and wife,” John said, and the crowd cheered.
Once she and Eli emerged from their kiss, he whispered, “I can feel my mom here. She’s happy for us.”
“Hey, Viv,” Eleanor whispered back.
She missed the warm woman, had been missing her every day since she passed. A modern hippie, Elton John’s “Tiny Dancer,” collector of student art, lover of Joni Mitchell, a fierce single mom—there was no one with whom Eleanor felt more understood.
“Are you ready for forever and a day with me?” Eli asked.
“Yes.” Her answer sounded like a breath.
The bright red convertible sat in front of the Plaza Hotel, looking like a movie prop. John was waiting in the driver’s seat, his face a shade paler from the cold. Eli and Eleanor left their guests and the reception party inside. Their flight was leaving in a couple of hours. Following them were only her mother, stepfather, and the wedding photographer. He was snapping photos like a paparazzo.
The hotel was not their idea. Her mother chose it and paid for everything. She would have taken over the wedding ceremony too had Eleanor and Eli not insisted on marrying in front of Eli’s dad’s bench.
“Thanks, Mom,” Eleanor said as she hugged her mother. “Great party, as usual.”
Her eyes found Howard, a silent figure standing just behind. “Thank you for—uh—everything.”
He nodded. She did not hug him. It was not their way. They were only bound to each other by the woman standing between them—a silent, uncomfortable agreement forged since the beginning.
“Your daddy would have loved to be here,” her mom said with a sad smile.
The comment took Eleanor by surprise. Her mom never mentioned her old husband in front of her current one, and rarely spoke of him even to Eleanor. Over the years, there were only a handful of times he ever made it into their conversations.
“Maybe he is,” Eli said.
Her mother looked at Eli with an inscrutable expression. She never understood him, would never understand him, or why Eleanor chose him. And Eli never seemed to care what she thought. His self-assurance was one of the reasons Eleanor admired him. He knew who he was and what he wanted, and she was what he wanted. The thought filled her heart like helium, making her feel as light as a balloon.
John opened the back door. “Your rescue chariot awaits.”
Eleanor and Eli slid into the back seat.
“A convertible?” she asked, her voice high in her ear.
“You’ve never seen Thelma and Louise?” Eli said.
“Most romantic movie in the world,” John said with a chuckle.
“One more photo,” the photographer shouted. Eleanor grumbled.
“One last smile,” Eli said and turned Eleanor toward the waiting camera. He kissed her on the cheek just as the photographer snapped the photo.
“I hope your mom knows I’m never bringing you back.” Eli pulled her in and squeezed.
Eleanor looked back at her mother and Howard and felt a sense of relief. She did not turn out like them. The weight of their money and choices in life did not affect her. She had escaped that fate. She was free.
John eased the car forward. The wintry wind whipped her face, prickling her skin. The night sky was clear, or as clear as the city could be.
“It’s freezing! Can’t we roll up the roof?” she cried.
John pushed all the buttons within his reach. “It’s stuck. The heater is on full blast though.”
She looked at Eli accusingly.
He laughed. “Sorry, love. One day I’ll make the weather exactly the way you want, and we won’t have this problem again.”
“Still wish to play God?” John said.
“It’s just geoengineering. We do it now with cloud seeding using silver iodine to increase rain in places with water shortages.”
“And stratospheric aerosol injections to reflect sunlight back into space,” Eleanor added.
“You two are ganging up on me,” John said.
Eli turned to her. “Thank you, my incredibly beautiful and intelligent wife.”
Her entire body warmed. She found she loved being called his wife. The wind suddenly felt less cold.
“How far to JFK?” Eli asked John.
“With this traffic? A while. Why don’t you theorize with your wife on ways to get rid of traffic or something?”
“That’s easy,” Eli said. “We just need to ban all personal cars and make public transportation the only option.”
“You just need to be dictator for life,” John said.
“Now, that’s a thought,” Eleanor said with a laugh. “A dictator with a god complex.”
“Wait a minute, don’t put your words in my mouth,” Eli said. “I don’t want any of it. I only want to keep my wife from being cold.”
“Where’s my change of clothes?” Eleanor asked John.
“Your luggage is in the trunk,” John said.
“Will we even have time to change before the flight?”
“We’re going to be the most stylish in the departure terminal,” Eli said.
Eleanor groaned. She dreaded the thought of eyes on her and congratulatory words from complete strangers.
Eli chuckled. “Life with me will always be exciting.”

A laugh escapes.
John turns back to her. “What’s funny?”
“The time you drove us to JFK in January.”
A smile dots one corner of his lips. “It’s much warmer today. You were freezing in your wedding dress.”
“We were all freezing.”
“Well, we didn’t really have a choice, did we?” he says.
No, they did not have a choice. The lightness flits away, replaced by a familiar weightiness. John’s mood, too, changes. He turns to face forward, and they both fall into silence. Angela’s face does nothing to betray her feelings, but Eleanor knows she’s listening.
Eleanor shifts her gaze to their surroundings. Joshua trees dot the vast landscape. Some are as tall as a two-story building. With their many outstretched limbs ending in clusters of spiky leaves, they remind her of the trees in a Dr. Seuss book. The setting sun casts orange light on them, making their tips appear dipped in fire.
After what feels like ten minutes, John yells over the wind, “That’s the barracks. You’ll be staying there.”
Her eyes follow his pointing finger. Ahead is a cluster of low-lying rectangular structures with flat roofs. They look like they were once military living quarters.
The vehicle is approaching the edge of the barracks when she notices it. A tree. But it is different from any she has ever seen. It’s leafless, dead—its gray trunk and branches smooth from exposure. Hanging off it are random items. She cannot say what they are from this distance. All she knows is the feeling it gives her. Like the one she gets staring down into an abyss.
Angela turns the vehicle to the left. Dilapidated wooden sheds with corrugated roofs—obviously added as an afterthought—dot the grounds. In one area, bedsheets hang off lines. Someone would need to collect them before nightfall.
What Eleanor sees next makes her heart leap.
“You have a garden,” she says of the group of raised garden beds.
John looks at it. “It’s a stretch to call it that. It’s been abandoned more times than we can count. We’re in the desert. No one has ever been successful at growing vegetables here without technology.”
“I can try.”
She has a knack for making things grow. Wherever she lived, she always had a little patch of garden. On the rooftop deck of her stepfather’s penthouse. In the tiny box hanging from the kitchen window in her and Eli’s apartment in New York City. In the backyard of their midcentury modern house in Palo Alto. On the unruly plot behind her cottage in Callisto. It’s her happy place. But it’s more than that. How can she properly explain the visceral desire inside her to grow things? Her heart tugs for the seeds in her missing pouch. She needs to get them back, and soon.
“Be my guest,” John says.
“With what water?” Angela objects. “The gray water is already allotted for other uses.”
“If she succeeds, we’ll have more food. No one is going to argue that. I’ll talk to Desmond.”
Angela huffs but does not say more. Tension fills the air. Eleanor shifts in her seat. She does not want to be in the middle of—worse, the reason for—this lovers’ quarrel.
They stop in the back of a large building. Two people, a young man and a middle-aged woman, are standing in front of an opened door. They look thoroughly annoyed.
“Where have you been?” the woman asks. “Dinner is about to start.”
“We were held up at Command,” John says as he steps off the vehicle. Eleanor gets up, her legs stiff.
He walks to the box bed and releases the tarp.
The woman tuts. “They look like they’ve been sitting in the sun.”
“That’s because they were. It all goes down the same, Frankie,” John says, and turns to Eleanor. “Frankie here makes the best of the worst. You have to try her veggie stew.”
The woman sweeps a strand of her salt-and-pepper bob over an ear and blushes at the compliment. She looks at Eleanor fully for the first time and draws in a quick breath. “Is that who I think it is?”
“Frankie, meet Dr. Eleanor Hope. Eleanor is here to help us with a very important project. Desmond blesses the whole thing.” There is a hint of warning in the last sentence. “Eleanor, meet Frankie. She is the one to know at the barracks. Handles all the cooking and the water tokens. If you need anything, ask her. If she doesn’t have an answer, she’ll know who to ask.”
“People are going to freak,” the man says.
“Desmond shook her hand.”
“So, she’s in the Resistance now?” Frankie asks.
“Yes,” Eleanor says. “I’m here to help.”
Angela scoffs and walks off.
John ignores her. “She’s going to need a room.”
“We can put her in the empty one in building C. No one’s coming back for it,” the man says.
“Thanks, Bogey.”
“What kind of name is that?” The question slips through Eleanor’s lips. Her habit of thinking out loud has led to many embarrassing moments in the past. Her face warms. “Sorry, that’s rude.”
“That’s okay. I was named after Humphrey Bogart,” he says sheepishly.
“I like Casablanca.”
“Now, let’s eat! You must be starving,” John says.
At his words, her stomach rumbles. She nods and grabs her pack from the back seat. He walks her around the building to the front, leaving Bogey and Frankie to deal with the stolen goods.
“All meals are served in the mess hall at designated times. No exceptions. The alternative is to starve until the next meal,” John says. They enter the door and make their way through the hallway.
The mess hall is one big space that takes up the entirety of building A, with tables and chairs set up in random configurations. At the far end is a stainless steel open-counter display where food is served. John leads her toward it. Eyes track her as she walks, making her feel like a zebra parading through a lion’s den. From her left and right, she hears gasps followed by loud whispering. Then the eyes become openly hostile. She regards them nervously while trying to keep a calm face. If she was not under John’s protection, she wonders what they would do. After all, they tried to kill her husband.
“Smaller people get the red tray,” he whispers as they wait in the food line. “Never, ever take the blue one. You’ll get Frankie’s wrath.”
Eleanor picks a red tray. On it is a premade plate containing a potato and a quarter head of broccoli. On John’s blue tray are the same, but he has two of everything instead of one.
“The only thing we have to drink here is water,” he says.
They walk to a large water-filtering system in one corner. He grabs two cups, sets one under the spigot, inserts a red card into a slot, and pushes a button. “This thing supplies drinking water to everyone in the barracks.”
With food and water in hand, they find an empty table and sit. The hostile eyes turn away and back to their food.
“Is Angela joining us?” Eleanor asks.
“Not tonight.”
“You should assure her I’m no danger.”
“She knows that.”
“She doesn’t look it.”
“She doesn’t like change. Give her time.”
“What about the others? They’re not happy I’m here either.”
“They see you as a threat.”
The Resistance is mostly made up of survivors from the towns surrounding the Four Cities. Gritty. Hardy. Distrustful. The original Four Cities inhabitants—those who bought stakes in Eli’s model cities before the war—called them “Outsiders,” when in reality they may have never left this area.
“It’s who you’re married to,” John says as he cuts one potato in half and gives her the piece. “He’s the reason they’re hiding in a half-built town with unreliable infrastructure. He’s why they’re separated from their families and friends. The reason they’re living off stolen food.”
The comment cuts deep. She had fought her entire career to have her own identity. Ironic that despite having left Eli, she will never escape his shadow.
“Will this always be a woman’s fate?” she says.
“I know it’s unfair.”
Yelling comes from the other side of the mess hall. “Anya! Anya!”
Eleanor looks up and sees a harassed-looking woman with long black hair so shiny she could be in a shampoo commercial—if such a thing still existed. “Who’s that?”
John pushes a potato around with his fork like a soccer ball. He doesn’t seem to be affected by the woman’s disruption. Then Eleanor realizes no one else here is either.
“That’s Myra,” he says.
“Who’s she looking for?”
“Her niece. Try not to stare.”
Eleanor shifts her eyes to the food on her plate and begins cutting the broccoli into small pieces with her fork. She puts one in her mouth. It’s bland. “Where’s the salt?”
“No trains, no salt,” John says. “We’ll get some more when we go into Callisto for the lab equipment.”
“That’s why people hate me. I’m married to the person who makes their food bland.”
“Give it time. You’ll win them over with your sweet personality.”
She smiles at the obvious joke. “Comforting.”
She spears another piece of broccoli and chews. “Are you responsible for getting all the food?”
“Me personally? No. I lead a team of five.”
“How often do you do it?”
“Once a week. We take turns. We don’t take more than what we need to stay under the radar.”
At a table on the other side of the room, she sees a familiar face. The man who took her from the tunnel is sitting with a different woman, not the redhead with the gun who was his partner. From the way they gaze at each other, Eleanor is sure they are together.
“That’s the guy who locked me up,” Eleanor says.
John looks over his shoulder. “Which?”
“The good-looking one with the pretty Asian woman.”
“That’s Pax. His girlfriend is Yuri.”
“I think he took something from me.”
John raises an eyebrow. “Him? He’s one of the nicest people here. What was it?”
“A pouch is missing from my backpack, and he was the last person to touch it.”
“What was in it?”
Eleanor knows she cannot mention hypnos. John, of all people, would throw a fit. She decides to tell him a half-truth. “Tab.”
John leans forward and whispers, “Good thing it’s missing. Tab’s not allowed here.”
“Why not?” It’s as readily available as aspirin in the Four Cities.
“Leadership decided it’s important not to numb ourselves.”
“It’s to treat PTSD. The trauma we all went through with losing everything, everyone we loved.”
“Exactly. If we don’t face our past and deal with it, how can we be sure we’re heading toward the right future?”
His words jab. She was the one who created Tab. “It helps people.”
“I know. I was responsible for it too. But there’s two sides to every coin.”
She turns back to her plate of tasteless food, and they eat the rest of their meal in silence.
After they finish, Bogey approaches their table. He places a threadbare towel and two plastic cards on the table. “Um . . . your room is ready.”
“Thank you,” she says, and picks up the cards. One is red, the other blue. John had used the red one for water.
“The red gives you access to three liters a day for drinking, the blue to one shower a week,” Bogey says.
“One shower?” Eleanor asks.
John nods. “Or you can trade it for laundry. We have to conserve water. We get the bare minimum.”
Water in the Four Cities comes from the Pacific Ocean through a complex system of pipes. The pipes and the desalination plants responsible for making the water potable are two of several ingenious inventions by Eli. They allow this place to exist in the middle of nowhere. Without them, life here would be unsustainable.
Permitting Elara to have the bare minimum is Eli’s way of reminding them he’s still in charge, though she knows he would never cut off the water entirely. He may make their lives miserable, but he won’t kill them. The people here know it too.
“I’ll take the trays, you guys go ahead,” Bogey says.
“Thanks,” John says.
As they leave the mess hall, their movement is again tracked by eyes. He leads her through a hallway with doors on both sides. All closed.
“All the buildings are connected. The mess hall is in A. Now we’re in B, heading to C.”
“How many buildings are there?” she asks.
“Five. There’s a communal bathroom in each with toilets and showers. The rooms are small, so be prepared. It’s no Four Seasons.”
They turn the corner and enter the threshold of building C. Midway through the hallway, they stop in front of a door. Its beige paint is peeling from age and use, revealing the plywood beneath.
“C18. Your new castle.” John twists the handle and the door opens with a painful creak.
They enter the room and he closes the door behind them. She takes in the small space. An old cot. Battered wood floor. Grimy windows.
Yeah, it’s no Four Seasons.
She sits on the cot. The mattress sags and the springs squeak under her. She shifts position. The hard metal coils continue to poke at her flesh through the lumpy mattress. “Why is it vacant?”
“I don’t know. It’s always been as far as I can remember.”
“Is it haunted?”
“Are you afraid of ghosts?”
She smiles ruefully. “Only one.”
John shifts his gaze, and they again sink into an awkward silence. She misses their once-easy way together.
“Are you nearby?” she asks.
“Angela and I are in E12. It’s the building where all the couples are. Bigger rooms. We used to be at Command, but it was making me claustrophobic.”
She wonders if Pax and his girlfriend are also there. “How long have you been with Angela?”
“Six months—we met during my first week here. She hated my guts at first.”
“You? But you’re so nice.”
John walks to the window and opens the curtains to reveal the darkness beyond. “The lights are only on for two hours after sunset since the solar panel batteries can’t hold that much power. I’ll get you a flashlight for when you have to use the bathroom in the middle of the night. Until then, try to do everything before lights out.”
“Do I get a gun? Everyone here seems to have one.”
“Not everyone. No, you won’t get a gun.”
“Seems unfair.”
He sits on the cot next to her, making the bed groan in protest. He pulls out a pocketknife and hands it to her.
“A consolation prize?” she asks. “Yay.”
He chuckles and leans his head against hers. “Even though you shouldn’t have come, it’s good to have you here, Eleanor.”
Even after decades of knowing each other, he still calls her by her full first name—not Elle, not Ellie, not any nickname he, as a close friend, has every right to make up instead of the three-syllable mouthful.
“It took me a while to adjust when I first came here. Homesickness will happen, but it’ll go away,” he says. “Try to make friends, if you can.”
“Ha.” Making new friends has never been her strong suit.
He smiles and gets up. “Remember, I’m in E12 if you need anything.”
“I don’t think Angela will like me knocking on her door.”
Another gentle smile. “Goodnight.”
He leaves. The door squeaks closed, and her stomach hollows.
She takes off her backpack and leans it next to the bed. Slowly she eases her shoes off each foot and strips her sticky socks from her skin. Her heels are an angry red with peeling blisters. Released from their confines, her toes spread out like wings—a small comfort after her many days in the tunnel.
She lies down, turning sideways into a fetal position. The springs dig into her hip bone. The bedding and pillowcase smell like a stale motel room. There’s no blanket to keep warm but the thin towel Bogey gave her. Here isn’t where she wants to be. But here is where she must be. Some decisions, once made, can never be taken back.
She closes her eyes. A tear rolls down the side of her face and onto the pillow. An image of a seed pod appears behind her lids.
Round, wrinkly, a tiny world. It breaks open, spilling out. A new leaf. Two . . . Three . . . Four. Hands waving hello. The stalk thickens, stretching tall. Buds form like stairs up a tower. Green. Growing. Becoming flowers. Stronger, pushing through. Emerge. Petals unfurl and open. Widening like a mouth speaking a secret, revealing its spotted interior. Pendulous. Bells tolling. Long stamens reach out—tongues tasting the sweetness of the air.
Hypnos. Her Frankenstein’s monster. Her savior. Her doom.



CHAPTER SIX 
Eli
Callisto, the Four Cities
On day 335, they lost Bonnie. She was so close to reaching a year’s mark. All the data except for the nightmares pointed to her—to all of them—being a success. Eli felt like a failure.
Hyde was the one who found her. They had planned to have lunch together, but Bonnie never showed. He had waited an hour before knocking on her door and a few minutes before letting himself in. Today’s lunch was one of their favorites: a fried tempeh sandwich with spicy vegan aioli.
When Eli saw him, the man was inconsolable. He had to give him a double dose. He also gave Hyde’s neighbors—the three left—double dosages as a precaution.
“Can I get you anything?” Kennedy asked, stirring him from his thoughts.
He looked up at her. “No, thank you.”
He studied the young woman. From a certain angle, she reminded him of Eleanor twenty years ago. He wondered if this Bonnie-thing was contagious. Would he lose her too?
“How are you feeling?” Eli said, lacing his fingers together.
“Fine, I suppose.”
“Do you still enjoy your job?”
“I do. It keeps me busy. No one day is exactly the same.”
“Do the long hours bother you?” She was often here before he arrived and left before he did. And he was a workaholic.
Her eyebrows scrunched together. “Do my long hours bother you? If you’d like alone time at the office, I can cut down.”
“No, please don’t do it on my account.”
She looked relieved. “Then the answer is no. My long hours do not bother me. As I mentioned, I enjoy my work.”
The woman may have been the best assistant he had ever had. She was dedicated, thoughtful, pleasant. Above-average intelligence. High conformity. High propensity for loyalty. The conformity part took a while; the loyalty was always there—he just had to shift its focus.
“Do you have any nightmares?” he decided to ask.
“I’m sorry?”
“I’ve heard reports of nightmares in some citizens.”
The distressed brow returned. “Oh. No. I take Tab regularly.” She looked at him cautiously. “Are you getting any nightmares?”
“I don’t remember my dreams,” he told her the truth.
She nodded. For a moment she looked as if she was about to leave, but she didn’t. Her hand fiddled with her silver bangle watch.
“My mother once told me that nightmares are our brains facing the monsters we’re too afraid to confront while we’re awake,” she said.
He leaned forward. “So, what does that make Tab?”
She tilted her head in thought. Then she said, “A shield, for the very big monsters we’re not yet strong enough to face.”
Eleanor would have loved this definition, he thought. “That’s very wise.”
Kennedy’s cheeks reddened.
“Actually, there’s one thing you can arrange for me,” he said. “I’d like to walk to the park.”
Blood bleached from her face, making her pale complexion even paler. “The park? Are you sure?”
He noted the panic in her voice. “Yes.”
Eli had not been to the park since the assassination attempt. Above, lacy leaves cast dancing shadow and light on his face. A quiet breeze eased through. He hugged his arms to his chest. It was a touch colder than it should be for this time of year. He would ask Seneca to adjust the weather.
He leaned back against the same worn bench he always sat on. Here, he had spent countless hours untangling complicated knots into a smooth strand. It was a quiet space to clear his thoughts, rethink a problem, and see it from another angle. His portal to answers.
The simple slatted bench was made of iron and wood painted in forest green. The design of the Central Park Settee was based on the ones used during the creation of New York City’s Central Park in 1858. This particular bench, though, was different.
Fixed to the back of the bench was a plaque. He ran his hand over the raised letters, just as he had countless times before, the words unforgettable.
In loving memory of Professor Abraham Abadi

“Imagination is more important than knowledge.

Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world.”

—Einstein
It was a dedication to his father, a beloved professor of physics whom Eli never knew. How could one be loved by so many without loving those who matter? Maybe it was because a lone child didn’t matter. After all, his father had loved the world more than its people.
Eli had bought the bench from the Central Park Conservancy for a sum more than any logical person would ever pay for a beat-up bench. One could say it was the most expensive in existence. He ordered replicas for all the parks throughout the Four Cities. But only he and Eleanor knew of this one’s special identity.
Love was a strong word for an object, but he did love the bench. In its swollen grain were some of his best memories with Eleanor. The day they met. Their many conversations. Countless kisses. Their wedding. On it were stains of melted ice cream from humid summers. In its cracks were crumbles of fallen maple leaves; the musk of warm springs; the essence of evaporated wintery snow. And now it was tainted with specks of his dry blood.
He lifted his head and gazed at the round mosaic. He had combined both his best-loved spots in the real Central Park into one—a wonderful benefit of building the Four Cities. His favorite word stared back at him, taunting him with its demand. Imagine.
That word had been propelling him forward ever since he could remember. The Four Cities existed because of it, their sustainable model his way of showing humanity they could strive for better. He had fought so hard for the vision, put everything he had on the line to see it realized. Instead, this place became a lonely sanctuary in the middle of a destroyed world.
Eli did not generate a predictive model for what happened, but deep down he knew where they were heading. Before the bombs lit up the world and the biological and chemical warfare that followed, the signs were there. Big and small.
For generations, governments had turned a blind eye to the environmental failure that made places once hospitable unlivable. Human conflicts, hidden and visible, were growing like cancer—life teetered on the edge of a knife. Fascism and racial supremacy, a way for one group to dominate and enslave another, ran rampant. Everyone for themselves.
Toward the end, the clearest sign of all was the escalating conflict over precious metals used in digital technologies. The discovery of these rare metals and the world’s richest uranium deposits in Afghanistan had superpowers vying for its control. Its geostrategic significance—linking central Asia, Iran, China, and Pakistan—meant that instability there affected the world. He had seen the signs, but he was blind to them. Was he also blind to the signs pointing to Bonnie’s death?
He needed to figure out why it happened. For days he had been sifting through her data. There were no signs except her being a little out of sorts the afternoon prior. Eli had noted that she was not as cheerful as usual after he had given her the pink pill and water, but it was not alarming enough for him to move her to the hospital. Her blood tests a week ago were normal. Her friendship with Hyde was blossoming. She was on her way to full recovery.
So, what happened?
In the old days, he would have talked things through with Eleanor. She had her own brilliant way of looking at the world that was different from his. Often, she would show him another path he had overlooked, another way to arrive at a destination. His heart ached.
This past month, even without her physical presence, he was never without her. She was just the other side of him—the only one who could ever fit so perfectly in him. But that seemed to somehow exacerbate his loneliness.
More than once he wondered if he could start over with someone else. He tried to imagine another woman, someone just as gorgeous and smart—many in the Four Cities would welcome the position of being the next Mrs. Ander. He thought of making love to her, her voice whispering his name. But each time the faceless woman would transform into Eleanor. He knew then he would compare everyone else to her for the rest of his life. The thought made him devastatingly sad.
Was there even a time when he did not love her? Could she have even preexisted her entrance into his life? Their love was nothing he had ever known and had always known. A mystery beyond logic and reason. It could not be replicated.
She had all his love. Yet, she had betrayed him.
A beep from his watch interrupted. He pressed a button on it. “What?”
“We have a report of unrest in Europa,” Seneca said.
He sat straight. “What happened?”
“The police arrested a female Resistance member while she was stealing medicine from the hospital.”
“Was she working with a team?”
“Data confirmed she was operating alone.”
A lone perpetrator. A new strategy.
“They also confiscated a gun from her,” his AI added.
His anger shot up, making Eli see red. Guns were forbidden in the Four Cities, a punishable offense.
“Did anyone get hurt?”
“No.”
He sighed in relief.
Since the beginning, the Resistance has been intent on destroying the system. No matter what he did, nothing was ever enough. It had never been about survival for them, but chaos. If this was how they thought they’d win, he would show them how wrong they were.
“Sedate her and transport her to my house in Callisto.”
He stood up. From around him came eight droids. They closed in, staring blank-faced, awaiting instructions.
“I’m walking home,” he told them.
The droids formed two lines of three each on either side, one at the front, one in the back. A shield.
Originally created by Research & Intelligence for the service sector, they were adept at taking commands and executing them. But the one thing the team could not fix was their lack of expression.
There are forty-three muscles in a human face controlled mostly by the seventh cranial nerve in the cerebral cortex, which splits into five branches when it reaches the face. A single facial expression was a complex combination of emotion, eye movement, reaction time, and muscle control. A smile that raised the corners of the lips and the upper lip required five muscle pairs—ten muscles in all. A small frown that lowered the corners of the mouth into a pout took three muscle pairs. But there were only so many motors one could fit inside an android.
As server droids, they made people uneasy. But Eli did not need them to smile for him. With them was the only way he could be in the park. His once-favorite place. The Resistance had taken this away from him too.



CHAPTER SEVEN 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
They live in E7. She had followed Pax’s girlfriend, Yuri, from the laundry line to the building and through the entrance, pretending all the while to look for John. She even knocked on his door to cover her tracks. Thank God no one was there, or she would have had to lie. She even prepared an alibi: the flashlight John has yet to give her.
She’s not sure how to get into Pax’s room to search for her pouch, though she has noticed that most people are gone during the day. Those who stay behind are either old or disabled, or caretakers of them. Yuri is in the last category. So far, Eleanor has seen her do laundry, help out at lunch, and clean up after those who cannot themselves. Her industriousness makes Eleanor feel even more useless. So when not spying, she has been spending her time in the garden, trying to coax it back to life.
Someone—or many someones—had started and subsequently abandoned it. She doesn’t know what happened to them. Maybe they had completely given up on life here and returned to Callisto—back when the trains were still running. What’s left of the tomatoes are minuscule and deflated. The green beans are dried out, their pods brown and leathery. She had to uproot them all.
The soil feels cool, like fine beach sand on foggy mornings. She has been religiously adding compost and gray water, trying to trick this small plot of land into giving up its nature. It hasn’t rained since she’s been here.
She cups the dirt in both palms and brings it to her nose. The earthy scent reminds her of the word home. She misses her garden in Callisto. How the herbs and flowers of different heights intermingle and sprawl into the well-trodden trail between the plants. The way the bean tendrils cling to the tomatoes and the squash flowers peek-a-boo through whatever gaps they can find. How the blackberry bushes grow wild and unpredictable despite her persistent pruning, making her tiny one-story cottage appear as if belonging to a witch who lives at the edge of a dark wood.
Without her constant care, everything has been left to its own fate. The tomatoes will wither, the beans grow limp, the squash harden to stone. The blackberry bushes will overtake everything, stretching out their prickly limbs across the yard, proclaiming themselves rulers. The hypnos, surrounded by the circle of danger, will soon be swallowed like a ship by a whirlpool . . .

Eleanor awoke on the couch, Crisper curled up next to her. The light streaming from outside told her it was early afternoon. She pushed herself up, her skin making the sound of a Band-Aid ripping as it peeled away from the vegan leather. The cat meowed in protest. Nausea rose up her throat, making her feel like she was on a rocking boat. She ran to the kitchen sink and threw up. Nothing but air.
She remembered she hadn’t eaten since breakfast yesterday. She opened the refrigerator. It had recently been stocked by their housekeeper, who came twice a week. Eggs. Tomatoes. Asparagus. Onions. Different types of cheeses. She could make an omelet. She lined the ingredients she needed on the counter and pulled out a knife and a cutting board. The asparagus she cut into one-inch pieces. She placed a knife on the onion, then decided against it. Her stomach may be too sensitive. She still wanted the tomatoes. Those she would dice. She halved one. Its juice burst out and painted the board a pale red, reminding her of a dream.
Unexpected tears formed and dropped onto the knife. She leaned against the counter. Sobs rose up and shook her body uncontrollably. Her appetite disappeared.
She wiped her face with the back of her hands and put the ingredients back into the fridge. She closed the door and dropped down onto the floor. The stainless steel was cold against her back, the tiles hard against her bottom. Her bones, the ligaments between them, ached. Her skin, sensitive, felt as though it was being stabbed by a thousand pins. There seemed to be no boundary between her and the world. Everything hurt.
There was only one way to end the pain. She jumped up and ran toward her office. There, she opened the cabinet and searched for the vials of green liquid. There were none. How could they all be gone? She checked the drawers of her desk. Nothing there either. She went to the distillation kit. A trace of green at the bottom of the glass receiving flask taunted. She needed to make more.
She hurried toward the back door. She pulled it open and raced into the backyard barefooted. Fresh air pressed against her face like a cool hand, making her feel slightly better.
No.
She halted. The greenhouse was ahead. She knew she shouldn’t go in there. Nothing good would come of it. Against her will, her legs continued to carry her forward. She fought it. They stopped. They continued again.
Her hand found the door handle of the greenhouse and yanked it open. A wall of warmth hit her and, with it, the sweet scent of flowers. Relief washed through her. She made her way to the back toward the pots of hypnos. She had decided to name it after the Greco-Roman god of sleep. The green flowers looked wilted, the soil dry. When was the last time she watered them?
She rushed to the spigot and turned it on. Water filled the hose and poured onto the ground. With shaking hands, she pulled it toward the pots and filled each with water.
“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
A flower fell from the stalk. She dropped the hose, the water gathering in a pool around her grassy feet. With gentle fingers, she picked up the blossom and placed it in the middle of her palm. She touched its fragile petals. How many blossoms could she pick without killing the plants? She decided on five. She nipped them off with her fingernails, remembered the still-running hose and turned it off, and ran back to her office.
With shaky hands she put the flowers into the flask with the solution and started the fire. The tightness inside her chest began to relax. She walked to the chair by the window and sank into its soft cushion. Leaning back, she watched the solution boil and the distillate drip down into the receiver.
It gathered in a pool of green in the receiving flask. She poured it into a glass bottle and plunged a dropper into it. Two squeezes. Two droplets fell onto her waiting palm. More than that and she could lose consciousness. The last time she tried, she woke up naked on the bathroom floor near a filled bathtub. Thankfully, she awoke before Eli came home.
She hesitated briefly before lapping it with her tongue. Once it passed through her lips and down her throat, her body instantly relaxed. She leaned her head on the chair back. All the pain in her bones disappeared.
The craving and the accompanying pain from withdrawal were side effects she had not anticipated, but the dream memories were a pleasant result. It appeared the drug did more than increase CREB function and strengthen memory consolidation in the pathway between the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex. Somehow—probably because her brain was not diseased—instead of repairing damaged neurons and synapses, it had reactivated something deeper, something attached to emotional memories long ago forgotten.
Her dead father, once a blurry figure in the landscape of her mind, was now a clear image inside her dreams. She could hear his booming laughter, could smell the green earthy scent that accompanied him. He was becoming as real to her as her mom, whom she talked to once a week.
In those dream memories, her mother looked different. Not in the way one changed with age, but bone deep. It was written all over her. Exuded from her. At first Eleanor could not put her finger on it, not until she realized she had seen that look before. Not on her mother, but on herself, in her wedding photographs. Happiness.
Eleanor knew she had to figure out a way to get rid of the addictiveness. She would never be cleared to get test subjects otherwise. Crisper meowed from the doorway.
“Are you hungry?” she asked.
What time is it? She grabbed her phone and saw several missed texts from Eli.
“I’m coming home early” was the last message, thirty minutes ago.
She scrambled to the bathroom and ran the shower. The still-warming water made her feel better at once. She lifted her face and let the water rain down on her, clearing out the fog in her brain.
“Hey,” Eli said from the door.
She turned off the water and opened the shower door. “Hey. Sorry I didn’t text back. Was busy and didn’t see it till it was too late.” It was not a lie. She was busy.
Eli’s eyes traveled down her body. Instead of the usual lust, there was concern in them. “Did you lose more weight?”
She wrapped a towel around herself. “Um, I don’t know. I don’t weigh myself.”
“You need to take better care of yourself. I brought dinner from that Mediterranean place you like.”
“Thanks.”
She walked out into their bedroom. He followed her and watched from the bed as she dried her body and hair with the towel.
“Do you want me to call Dr. Mirza?” he asked.
She did not look at him. “Why? I’m fine.”
“Are you sure? You haven’t really been yourself lately.”
Her stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”
“You’ve been stumbling around like you’re sleepwalking. When you’re here, it seems like you’re not. Is there something I should know?”
She grabbed a brush from the nightstand and ran it through her hair, yanking out the knots. “Of course not. I’m fine. You’re being paranoid.”
“Am I though?” He gave her a skeptical look. “I’ve been watching you the past few months.”
The heat of anger—rapid and surprising—rose from her stomach to her face. She stopped brushing. “You’ve been watching me? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means I’m worried about you, Elle. You’ve changed. You don’t eat. You don’t go anywhere. You don’t talk to anyone.”
She rolled her eyes. “Can you please stop being so dramatic? I told you there’s nothing wrong with me.”
“Then maybe you can interview with John. It’s been months since you got your PhD, and he’s dying to have you join his lab. You should give him a call.”
“A job!” she shrieked. “Is that what this is about? Am I embarrassing you because I don’t have a job, because I just lounge around all day?”
“You know that’s not it.”
“For your information, I’ve been working very hard on my project.”
“I know. You’ve been working too hard. It isn’t healthy.”
Her eyes bulged. “Don’t you dare criticize me about working too hard. You’re never here!”
He grabbed her hand. “Eleanor, please, I know something is wrong. Please tell me.”
She pulled her hand away. “There is nothing wrong with me. And if you were home more often, you’d know that I’ve been fine alone all this time. I don’t need anyone. My project is enough.”

Eleanor brushes away the errant memory. From their trays, she gently pulls out the fragile seedlings she has germinated. They came from the tomatoes Frankie had reserved as the crown jewels for Sunday dinner, the ones she puts the most effort into each week. It took a bit of convincing for the cook to give up the seeds inside her precious tomatoes, essentially rendering them too “deformed” to be roasted. All Eleanor had to do was promise her the entire harvest when they come in.
Around each seedling, she makes a groove to hold water. She likes planting tomatoes. They are quick growers and can yield large crops. Rich in nutrients, they’re a good source of vitamins and antioxidants. But she likes them mostly because they remind her of her father.
He died when she was eight. In the backyard of her childhood home, he grew blood-red tomatoes of a size and sweetness that, no matter how hard she tries, she has never been able to replicate. Eleanor cannot disassociate him from his garden. He was always crouching in it, his knees forever embedded in the black earth, as if he himself had sprung from it.
Her mother rarely spoke of him. For a time after his death, she had shut herself off from the world—from even Eleanor. When she came out of it, she had the look of someone startled awake from a nightmare. Still, even as a child, Eleanor knew her mother was forever altered in fundamental ways.
Until recently, she could not understand what it was her mom had lost. Faith. In the world. In love. In her father. Her mom had resented him, hated him, for leaving her. That was why she didn’t—couldn’t—talk about him. Grief doesn’t always make sense.
A shadow looms over Eleanor, followed by the sight of bare, dirt-encrusted feet. She looks up and sees a skinny prepubescent girl peering down with a curious expression in her light brown eyes. A smile cracks Eleanor’s dry lips. Then the reality of what she is seeing dawns on her.
“Hi,” Eleanor greets in a careful voice.
“Hi,” the girl says. “What are you doing?”
“Planting tomatoes.”
“Is it hard?”
“Well, this isn’t the ideal climate, and the soil is sandy and nutrient poor. But I’ve been conditioning it with compost and dead leaves. I wish we had soil conditioner, but it’s good enough for now. Just have to water it consistently.”
The girl looks at her with a blank face.
Eleanor smiles. “Do you want to plant one?”
She nods.
Eleanor hands her a seedling. “You see that hole there? Place it gently in it and put in some dirt to keep it upright. Then draw a line around it to hold water.”
The girl crouches opposite Eleanor. As she follows her instruction, her face is fixed in concentration. Her pink tongue sticks out in one corner, reminding Eleanor of Crisper, her old cat.
“Maybe when I grow up, I’ll be a horticulturist,” the girl says without looking up.
“That’s a big word for a young lady,” she says. “By the way, I’m Eleanor.”
“I know. I hear them talk about you sometimes.”
“What’s your name?”
“Anya.”
The name sounds familiar. Where has she heard it before? “That’s a pretty name.”
“It means sun in Mojave,” she says in a proud voice.
“Are you Mojave?”
“My mom is—was.”
Oh. “I’m sorry.”
The girl shrugs. She is wearing a shirt too big for her size. Her tawny brown hair falls loose to her waist. It looks like it could use a good combing. Eleanor wonders who is taking care of her now.
“Are you here with your dad?” she asks.
“Never met him. I’m with my aunt, my mom’s sister.”
There’s an openness to her atypical of a child.
“How old are you?”
“Eleven.”
This means Anya was born a year before the war. She may be the Four Cities’ youngest survivor. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
“My mom died giving birth to my brother. He was . . .” her voice trails off into the warm air.
Eleanor knows. She has seen those stillborn babies. She can never forget how they looked in the nurses’ arms. Transparent eyelids covering the bulges that were supposed to be eyes. Gaping mouths like hatchlings’. Delicate limbs. Papery skin. Deformed skulls.
The girl finishes planting and is drawing swirls on the soil absentmindedly.
“When did she pass?”
“Before my ninth birthday.”
Eleanor’s heart aches for her.
“Hey, you did a pretty good job on that plant. You want to help me with the rest?” she asks, changing the subject.
“Sure.”
“I hope you like tomatoes.” She hands her another seedling.
The girl takes it and eases it into a waiting hole that Eleanor had dug previously. “I like them in salsa.”
“What’s your favorite vegetable?”
She looks thoughtful. “Corn.”
“I like corn too. The sweeter the better.”
Anya fills the space around her seedling with dirt and tamps it down. “Is it true that you play God?”
Eleanor was not expecting the question, especially asked in such a nonchalant way. “Who told you that?”
“My aunt.”
“I’m just a scientist.”
“Don’t scientists change stuff ?”
“Science is just the study of the natural world. Scientists don’t break the laws of nature. We follow them. We observe them. We use them to solve problems. Sometimes we offer shortcuts, but our solutions are ones already provided by life.”
It’s not the whole picture of what science is but simple enough to explain to an eleven-year-old without making herself sound like Dr. Frankenstein.
“My teacher used to say science can fix broken things,” Anya says.
“Sometimes.” Eleanor does not add that it can also break things.
“I used to like science when I was in school.”
“Where was it?”
“Callisto. When we used to live there. There’s no school here.”
“I’m from Callisto too. Where did you live?”
“First in an apartment building with the other factory workers. I don’t remember it. I was just a baby. But a few years after the war, we were moved into a bigger place near the Natural History Museum and my school.”
“That’s a nice area,” Eleanor says.
She shrugs. “My aunt didn’t like it there, so she moved back to the old apartment with her boyfriend.”
“Why didn’t she like it?”
“The people in our building weren’t very nice. They were the snobby, rich type. My mom didn’t like it either, but she stayed for my school.”
“I’m sorry.”
She shrugs. “Some of my classmates were nice though.”
“You must miss them.”
The girl nods. “I miss my best friend.”
“What’s her name?”
“Nori.”
“Like the seaweed?”
Anya looks at her askance. “Like a nickname. She’s a couple years older than I am, but we got each other. How come you know a lot about gardening?”
“I’ve always had one.”
“Back in Callisto?”
“Yeah. I had a beautiful one in the back of my cottage—” She stops herself.
No one is supposed to know about it since no one else in the Four Cities is allowed a personal garden due to water restrictions. There’s something about the girl that makes her feel as though she can tell her anything.
“That sounds nice. So, why did you move here?” Anya asks.
“I just couldn’t stay with my husband anymore.”
“Did he hit you? My aunt’s boyfriend did.”
“No, nothing like that.”
Anya points to an empty plot in one of the raised garden beds. “What are you going to grow in that?”
Eleanor left it for hypnos. “A special flower that can help people. Well, once I get the seeds back.”
“What happened to them?”
“I lost them.”
“Where?”
She does not want to mention Pax in case the girl and he are friends. “Maybe in the tunnel.”
Anya makes a face. “Bad luck. It’s dark down there.”
“You’ve been there?”
“Yeah, loads of times.”
Eleanor’s heart quickens. “Is there an entrance nearby?”
“Yeah.”
“Where is it?”
“Near the—”
“Anya!” a voice yells from somewhere nearby.
She and Eleanor whip their heads toward the sound. A woman is standing a distance away in front of an entrance to one of the buildings with her hands at her hips. Her head is moving side to side, searching.
Eleanor recognizes her face. She’s the woman who was screaming for her niece in the mess hall the first time Eleanor had dinner there. Myra.
The girl rolls her eyes. “That’s my aunt. I have to go.”
Anya stands up and brushes her dirty hands on her shirt.
“Wait! You haven’t answered me,” Eleanor says.
“Anya!” her aunt yells again, her voice louder and higher. She is walking in their direction.
“Meet me at the Tree of Lost Things when you’re done,” the girl says, and takes off in the direction opposite her aunt.
“Where? Wait! Aren’t you—” Eleanor calls after her. As quick as a breath, Anya turns a corner and is gone.
Eleanor looks back at the girl’s aunt. She sees the resemblance between the two, the woman a darker version of her niece. Myra notices Eleanor. When their eyes meet, Eleanor sees in her distrust and fear—and beneath that, something odd she cannot put a finger on. Something volatile and brewing. Like an approaching storm.
Then she remembers John’s warning about staring. Too late. The woman is heading her way. Eleanor springs up from her seated position.
“Where’s Anya?” Myra spit-screams.
Eleanor fights the urge to look behind her in the direction Anya went, but something inside tells her nothing good will come of her meddling in this family affair.
She shrugs. “Who’s Anya?”
“Don’t you lie! Don’t you dare lie to me! You know damn well where my niece is.”
In her eyes is a crazed look, an unsteadiness that sends chills to Eleanor’s bones.
“I’m new here,” Eleanor says, the only neutral truth she can think of.
The woman startles and steps back as though Eleanor is a rattlesnake she’s come upon during her walk. “Stop lying to me.”
Before Eleanor can correct her, Myra storms off, leaving her stunned at the strange confrontation.



CHAPTER EIGHT 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
She deduces the Tree of Lost Things is the dead tree sculpture she had passed on her way into the barracks her first day here. She’s proven right when she finds Anya next to it—her form a contrast to its ghostly color. The image looks like a chiaroscuro drawing, the kind one finds in a curio shop on the edge of nowhere.
Anya is on her tiptoes, trying to reach one of the items hanging off the tree with a stick. Eleanor looks up and sees that it is a pair of shoes dangling from their strings. Other objects are just as random: backpacks hanging from straps, decayed dolls from arms, stuffed animals on their last thread. Children’s things. All weathered and bleached white by the sun. They make her inexplicably sad.
“Who made this tree?” she asks the girl.
“I don’t know.”
“Why these things?”
Anya hits the shoes with the end of her stick, and they spin like a top. “They’re not being used.”
“You were telling me about an entrance into the tunnel. Can you show me?”
“It’s too dark down there.” She hits it again, and it swings like a pendulum.
“Don’t you have a flashlight?” Eleanor asks.
“My aunt doesn’t let me take hers.”
“I’m supposed to get a flashlight soon.”
“We can go then.”
Eleanor points to the stick in the girl’s hand. “Let me help.”
Anya stops hitting and hands her the stick. Eleanor uses it to untangle the shoes from the tree. They fall with a thud, making a mini cloud of dust where they land.
Eleanor picks them up. Under the soles, she sees ANYA written in bold letters. “These are yours? I thought you said they’re not being used.”
“Thanks.” Anya takes the shoes from her. She beams as though she had just unwrapped a Christmas gift.
A moment later she looks up at Eleanor. “Hey, you wanna see something cool?”
“Is it the tunnel?”
Without another word, Anya takes off running. Again.
“Wai—” Eleanor shakes her head.
She follows the quick shadow of the girl. The barracks give way to scraggly bushes and beyond it, the expansive desert. Though she is not as fast as when she was younger, she is not terrible for a middle-aged woman. She soon catches up to Anya.
The scent of dry sage surrounds. Alligator lizards roam the path, rustling bushes like specters. The farther she is from the barracks, the lighter Eleanor feels. The coil inside begins to unwind. The wind whips against her face, sending hair flying behind her, reminding her of the days she felt most free. When life was less complicated. When love was pure.
Anya comes to a sudden stop at a spot where all the sounds seem to have disappeared. There’s no susurrus of the wind. No chirping of birds. Around them are mountains in shades of brown and blue. Elara sits in a bowl-shaped valley, like the dip in a giant’s palm. Something about this specific position must render it an acoustic anomaly.
Out here, Eleanor feels like an overexposed photograph. It’s the light. The harsh sun penetrates her clothes, prickling her skin. Its pureness demands the same of everything it touches, stripping it bare and leaving it naked.
“Do you see it?” Anya whispers. Her voice—the only one for miles—sounds as if she is speaking inside a drum.
“What am I supposed to see?”
“Look closely.”
Something catches her eye on the mountainside. A deep shadow between rocks. She steps to her left and right, catching changes in the image as if trying to decipher an optical illusion. The sun in her direct sightline makes it hard to see. She wishes for her sunglasses. They are sitting on a desk in her house in Callisto. No longer hers, like everything else she has left behind.
“What is it?” Eleanor asks.
“A cave.”
“Really? Can you take me?”
“Sure. It’s a climb though.”
“I can do it.”
Anya leads her toward the mountain and up the incline. The girl is fast, zigzagging like a sure-footed goat. Eleanor keeps up. Not bad for a fifty-year-old, she thinks.
The ground becomes steeper the higher she goes. In places, she has to crouch and use her hands to grab onto rocks. As she gets closer, she can see the shadow deepening, growing. She quickens her step. The sun above beats down. Sweat drips down her brow and into her eyes, stinging them. She wipes it off.
“This last part is the hardest.” The girl points to a ledge of flat rock.
She grabs onto the rock and pulls herself up. Eleanor follows, using her knees as leverage. The rough stone digs into her palms and her jeans. At the top, she finds herself in front of a cave.
It resembles a lean-to—wide-mouthed but shallow. She follows Anya inside. The ceiling is about nine feet high. It doesn’t smell musty like other caves she’s been in, a benefit of being in the desert. Its single large opening looks out onto the valley below. The girl plops down on the ground. Eleanor does the same.
The cave isn’t big enough to be more useful than as a rain or sun shelter. The walls are a combination of sandstone and granite; the ground, tamped earth and coarse gravel. Eleanor sees a small pottery sherd sitting innocently, color blending into the pale orange ground. She picks it up, turning it with her fingers, feeling its rough and age-worn edges. She wonders how old it is.
Native Americans lived throughout the Mojave region for millennia, leaving behind evidence of their existence in objects. Mementos. She places the broken piece back where it was and settles on the ground next to Anya. She leans back, legs stretched out and arms behind her like an easel.
Below, the yellow and light brown landscape spreads out like butter on toast. Rolling hills and rocky mountains rim it, corralling this part of the desert from the rest. The air is hazy and dancing, as if the whole thing could be a mirage. One blink of an eye: gone. For now, it’s still here.
She remembers the first time Eli brought her to Elara. It was the first piece of land they had bought, but the last to be developed. Some things are meant to be left untouched, preserved like a precious moment.
“This is some place,” Eleanor says. “Thanks for bringing me.”
“It’s not so bad,” the girl says, “for the desert.”
“You don’t like it here?”
“I prefer more trees. Big ones like in Callisto.” Anya’s index finger draws an S for a river and an M for a mountain on the bone-dry sand, then it dances—changing the letters into the shape of a flower.
Clouds move in, partially covering the sun, mellowing out the colors of the desert. Silence stretches out before them, and Eleanor and Anya relax into it like road trip partners.
It’s not so bad, Eleanor agrees. At least for the moment. Perhaps she could learn to settle into a comfortable life here. Maybe the people will get used to her, and the scornful looks will go away. Maybe someone else besides the girl would talk to her like a normal human being.
“How did the birds survive?” Anya asks, breaking the quiet.
“I don’t know exactly. It helps being small for one thing. Birds are also able to predict weather. Most have a middle ear receptor, the Vitali organ, that can sense tiny changes in atmospheric pressure. Some are known to flee before natural disasters. Maybe their ability to predict changes in weather also allows them to sense other disasters.”
“Do we have the same thing?”
“We have what we call a gut reaction,” she says. “Which we don’t always listen to.”
“How come?”
“It’s hard to trust what we can’t see. Our mind can play tricks on us, so sometimes we don’t act on that gut reaction and sometimes we overreact.” Like Eli and the pain in his right ear that began after the attempt on his life—a stuck alarm constantly alerting him of danger.
Anya looks pensive. “I get it. Older people keep talking about all these animals that were around before the war. My aunt told me she took me to the zoo to see them when I was little. Living ones. Not like the ones at the Natural History Museum. But I don’t remember them, and sometimes I wonder if adults just made them up.”
“You saw them, you just can’t remember. Scientists call it childhood amnesia. Kids can usually recall memories from before the age of three when they’re small. But by the time they’re seven or so, those memories fade.”
“So, we’re meant to forget?”
“In a way. It’s kind of like cleaning your closet. We’re built to remember only important things. The mind sheds what is no longer relevant, creating more space for new information. Forgetting makes room in our brain to focus on the now.”
Anya scowls. “But I don’t even have that much in my closet.”
Eleanor laughs. “What’s your first memory?”
The girl places her chin on her knees and pauses for what seems like forever.
“A tree in Central Park near our apartment. All the leaves were bright yellow. I thought it was on fire.”
Eleanor’s stomach hollows. The trees in Central Park were a big part of her life too—except hers were in New York. Those trees are no more.
“What’s yours?” Anya asks.
“My father gardening.”
“Is that why you like to garden?”
“Probably.”
“I never knew my dad, but my aunt said it’s better that way. You can’t really miss what you never had, right?”
Eleanor thinks of her husband and his absent father. Eli never knew his dad but has been haunted by him all his life. The missing of him is as much a part of Eli as is the devoted ever-presence of his mother. From the longing she sees in Anya’s eyes, Eleanor knows the girl will be forever haunted too.
A gust of wind blows, hot and dry, sucking moisture from Eleanor’s already parched throat. She wishes she had brought water, but she was not expecting to be on this expedition.
She looks down and sees that the flower Anya has been drawing has morphed. It’s now a shape within a shape, entwined as one. The outer design is of interwoven lines that form a nine-point mandala. Inside its center is a square with indented sides. It looks familiar. Perhaps she has seen it in drawings.
“People are saying that you’re going to experiment on us,” Anya says. “Is that true?”
Eleanor raises an eyebrow. “Word gets around fast.”
“So, it’s true?”
“Yes.”
Her brow furrows. “Why?”
“You know how there are no babies around?”
The girl nods.
“It’s because the babies make their mothers sick while they’re growing inside.”
“Like my mom and my brother.”
“What I’m going to work on—with the other women—will help decide if there’s a way to change that.”
“So, it’s a good thing?”
“I hope so.”
In the distance, Eleanor sees black dots moving against the brown canvas of the desert. They continue to grow as they appear to be coming closer. “What’s that?”
“That’s people in their UTVs returning to the barracks.”
“From where?”
Anya springs up. “I wasn’t gonna tell you, but I changed my mind.” She walks to the far end of the cave and waves Eleanor over. “Come on.”
Eleanor has a feeling this girl is adept at the art of distraction.
“Where?” There is nowhere to go. It’s a dead end.
The girl answers by disappearing. Eleanor gasps. She leaps to her feet and rushes to the spot where Anya vanished. There, she sees a natural fissure in the wall the width of a person. The way the rocks slant and overlap creates the illusion of a solid wall.
“Anya!”
No answer comes. She slides through the opening and walks forward. The corridor walls are made of large rocks stacked on top of one another. Sunlight shines in through the gaps where the rocks do not quite meet. As she walks, she holds her hands out, running them against both walls. They have the roughness of sandpaper.
After about ten feet in, the passage becomes smaller. Her elbows scrape on the rocks, and she pulls them close to her body. In front, she sees an opening.
She slides through the gap and enters a dimly lit space. It is much bigger than the outer cave. The shadowy figure of Anya stands in the middle of it. Eleanor steps gingerly toward her; the crunching sound of sand beneath her feet amplifies against the tall ceiling. This moment feels strangely like a dream.
“What is this place?” Eleanor asks.
“A room I found,” Anya’s voice echoes.
“Whose is it?”
The girl shrugs. “No one uses it.”
“It’s amazing. How did you find it?”
“There’s not much to do when you’re bored.”
Eleanor walks the perimeter of the room. This will be a great place to continue her study on hypnos. Here, she won’t be distracted by the commotion pressing against the four walls of her tiny bedroom. She will be able to think properly again; to look closer at possibilities. “Are you sure no one is using it?”
“Not that I know of.”
The entrance could have easily been overlooked as just a crevice that goes nowhere. “Thanks for telling me about it.”
“You’re not gonna tell John Chang, are you?” Anya asks.
“You know him?”
“Uh, yeah. Everyone knows him. So, you’re gonna tell him?”
“I won’t. We’ll keep it between us.”
“Good. My mom said smart people can’t be trusted.”
“Why not?”
“Because they think they know everything, but they don’t. And people like that are very dangerous. Like the Planner.”
“The Planner?”
“Oh, that’s what they call your husband. A code word, I guess. They call him other names too, but those aren’t nice words.”
The Planner. Somehow the title fits him. “John’s not like that. He’s nice.”
“Nice people can’t be trusted either,” Anya says.
“Why not?”
“Because they always want to please everyone. But you have to pick a side.”
“I don’t think John feels the need to please everyone. He just likes to help people.”
“My aunt said you can’t save everyone. You have to look out for yourself and your family first.”
“But there’s not that many of us left. Aren’t we all one big family?”
Anya looks at her skeptically. “Wow.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“What!”
“You’re kind of naive for an old woman.”
“Excuse me? I’m not naive. And fifty is not that old.”
“I mean, aren’t we all like running away from your husband because we can’t live as one big happy family?”



CHAPTER NINE 
Eli
Callisto, the Four Cities
From his side of the large windowpane separating them, Eli observed the woman lying quietly on the white table. Her eyes were closed; long black hair framed her face like a lace mantilla. Both her arms were strapped to the bed, and attaching the left to a machine was a clear tube dripping colorless liquid. She looked at peace. It was difficult to see her as a dangerous Resistance member—worse, an armed one.
The Four Cities had banned guns from the beginning. No one used them. Not the police. Not the security. It was one of the rules determined by his predictive model. The data was indisputable. What else was a weapon of destruction for but to destroy?
The guns came later with the survivors from the periphery of the Four Cities. These people had lived with them and, in many cases after, had died by them. To them, the guns were a security blanket and a deliverance from pain. To Eli, they were a threat to peace.
On the woman’s right forearm was a tattoo—one he’d come to identify as a symbol of the Resistance, like a logo on a letterhead. Branding. He sneered. It and the existence of the Resistance itself did not surprise him. For as long as there have been rules, there have been those who live to break them. It is human nature. No one is ever fully satisfied, constantly seeking to undermine and upend. He himself had created the Four Cities to disrupt societal convention.
Still, he could not help but feel the raking pain of their betrayal. Since after the conflict that lit the entire world on fire—what he had vowed to be the last war—Eli had done all he could to save everyone regardless of who they were or where they came from. Every policy placed the survival of the whole at the center. Hadn’t that been their agreement? What was the point of fighting when there were so few of them left?

The sky was ochre with bands of pink clouds. They were living in perpetual twilight except for when the sun occasionally peeked through. It had been two weeks since the cataclysmic event. Based on the sky, the bombs must have not all been nuclear. That would have thrown up more black soot and debris into the stratosphere and plunged them into a nuclear winter—their worst nightmare.
The rumble of discordant voices continued to come from outside his window. A sea of protesters was gathering on the street below between the Four Cities Inc. building and the train station across the way. What had begun as a small, peaceful assembly had now increased in anger and size. Chaos was infectious. Left untreated, it would destroy this sanctuary—what may well have been the last remnant of humanity.
Tensions were high. Data showed they were directly correlated to the people’s perception of lack. Of food. Freedom. Answers. He was doing his best to give them the first. There was nothing he could do on the second. The third was within his control, but there were no answers he could give that did not carry the risk of everything falling apart.
Sixty-five. Eighty-three. Ninety-nine. His options had always been in numbers. In the past, he would never have chosen a path with the possibility of failure higher than 20 percent. The “event” had thrown everything into chaos. With it tangling the lines, the predictive model foresaw a complete collapse of society. He could not let it happen. Not on his watch. Not while there was breath left in his lungs.
“Eli,” Eleanor’s voice called, stirring him.
He swiveled his chair around. His wife and John were staring at him from across his desk. He was luckier than many—the two most important people in his life were still alive.
“We need a plan on how to respond to the protesters,” John said. “The rescue team is already on the train from Elara. That gives us just over an hour before they arrive at the station.”
The station was their stop for the hospital, where they needed to bring the survivors. The protesters must be dispersed before then, or there could be a clash.
Someone must have leaked word about this rescue mission. After the first crew came back a week ago from combing the area around the Four Cities for survivors, the grumbling began. More mouths to feed, less food to go around. It was an age-old complaint that began the moment people learned to draw an imaginary line between themselves and others—refugees, immigrants, outsiders—and see them as threats. But what was he supposed to do, let people die when he could save them?
His head began to throb. The pain came from a spot between his eyebrows. He rubbed it in a circular motion with his thumb. “How bad are the injuries?”
“The medical team told us that all the survivors were suffering from severe dehydration and starvation,” Eleanor said. “Some are showing early signs of radiation sickness. Some had to be sedated.”
“Why?”
Eleanor’s expression darkened. “They didn’t want to be rescued. They wanted to be left to die.”
Eli sighed heavily. “How many people total?”
“Forty-six,” John said. “We’re going to need to break them up into smaller groups to get them out of the station.”
They were lucky to have found as many alive as they did, after two weeks. The first group of survivors was the biggest, but the number had dwindled each day the team went out. More were found dead than alive.
From the photos the team had taken for records, the deaths were gruesome. If not from radiation sickness, it was starvation or suicide, a gunshot to the head being the leading cause. The ones that hit Eli the hardest were those of children in the arms of their mothers.
“Can they be diverted to a hospital in Europa?” Eli asked.
“It’s too late to make the change,” Eleanor said. “Plus, Europa doesn’t have all the necessary equipment. All the survivors will need to stay at the hospital for treatment and observation before they can be released. That could be a week or a month. Callisto has the most personnel and the most beds. As it is, we’re running out of beds, and the healthcare workers are already working nonstop.”
“That’s a different issue. Let’s focus on this one right now,” Eli said.
Each problem was a massive mountain on its own. Every day, new ones emerged like volcanoes after the crashing of tectonic plates. Not having enough workers to manage the infrastructure. Not enough resources to fix their broken tunnel. Not enough food to feed everyone. How was he supposed to sustain those in the Four Cities and the people they’d been rescuing from the surrounding areas with only their existing hydroponic farms—with no supplements from the outside world and not enough sunlight to grow plants outdoors?
One at a time! He chastised himself.
“What should we do?” Eleanor asked, her voice shaky with agitation.
A careworn expression had lived permanently on her face since they had returned from the Io space station. She had not been sleeping well. Every night, mourning the loss of her mother. Every day, sifting for answers in Sci-Cloud.
They were all woefully ill equipped. With no government left, people had begun looking at his company as a surrogate—and him, its CEO, as the de facto leader. His entire board had left the Four Cities for vacation the same time he did, and none had returned. All must have perished with the rest of the world.
Eleanor and John, scientists by training, were roped in because of their relationship to him. None of them had any experience in governing or even community organization. But what they had was better. Data.
On the screen was a moving graph with information collected from the protesters’ conversations below. The graph undulated like an audio waveform as it actively mapped and ranked the people’s levels of dissatisfaction. Food rations. Outsiders. Movement restrictions. Lack of communication. At the moment, desire for news of the outside world and restarting the train to Riverside were at the top. As minutes passed, the numbers increased, and the wave spiked into the dangerous red area of the graph.
“Where do they think they’re going to go?” Eli asked.
“It isn’t about where,” Eleanor said. “Sometimes you just need to not be where you are.”
“We don’t have enough resources to fix the collapsed sections of the tunnel,” John said. He ran his hand through his hair and blew air out in frustration. “I think it’s time to tell the people.”
“Tell them what?” Eleanor asked.
“The truth,” John said. “That it was a worldwide war. That people died. That everyone outside is dead and we’re all that’s left. I don’t understand why we’re keeping things from them.”
John’s eyes were rimmed with red. He was barely holding himself together. Eli could tell that Helen’s death had affected him as much as it had Eleanor. With no mother of his own, John had found a kind of surrogate in Helen.
“We can’t say all that without proof. We don’t have all the data,” Eleanor said.
“What other proof do we need? We all saw the photos of the outside,” John said tersely.
Eleanor flinched, and her face flooded pink. John and she were rarely in disagreement. There was a tension between them Eli could not put a finger on. They looked like a pair of strings pulled taut, each approaching its breaking point.
“We have to be careful. We don’t want to cause widespread panic,” Eli said.
“We need to trust the people with the truth,” John said.
“If they can’t handle it, we don’t have the manpower to deal with that level of chaos,” Eli said.
The chief of security in the Four Cities, Flynn Krajicek, whom Eli’s company had hired before the war, was also in over his head. Up until the cataclysm, his toughest job had been dealing with the occasional overintoxicated individuals on a Friday evening. The Four Cities had the lowest crime rate in the US.
“What about the droids?” Eleanor asked. “Maybe they can assist Flynn. Just for now.”
John looked at Eleanor as if she had grown two heads. “That’s a terrible idea. They weren’t created for this. We’re just reacting. This isn’t the best way to make decisions.”
“We don’t have the time,” Eli said. “Like you said, the train is coming. We can’t afford a confrontation between the protesters and the rescue team. Bringing in the droids would at least give us backup in case things get out of hand.”
“Why do you assume the worse of people?” John said. “Why can’t we be transparent and let them make decisions for themselves?”
Eli leapt out of his chair and pointed outside the window. “Look at the fucking sky! People did that! How can you trust them?”
He already knew how. His friend had always looked for the best in others. It came from years of fighting to save the best of himself in the foster care system. In that way, they were polar opposites. But it was also the reason Eli needed him.
John stood up. “Looks like you two have already decided what to do. You don’t need me here.” He turned to walk away.
“Stop, please,” Eli begged. “I can’t do this by myself. You and Eleanor are the two people I trust most. I need you. The Four Cities need you. We can’t let it all burn. Look, I know this isn’t the best approach, but we have to do what’s needed when it’s needed.”
John studied him for a long moment. His eyebrows knotted. “There’s something else. What are you not telling me?”
There was no hiding himself from his longtime friend. Eli sank back into his chair. He dragged in a long breath. “The predictive model warned the Four Cities is in danger of plunging into pandemonium. We’re at the precipice. One bad decision . . .”
John turned to Eleanor. “Did you know?”
She nodded.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” John looked pained.
“I asked her not to,” Eli said. “You were already under a lot of stress.”
“So you kept it from me.”
“You want to tell everyone everything. I don’t. We can’t afford widespread panic. What we need is stability.”
Stability required a central governing body and one cohesive message. That was why he had had to assume control. And why he had begun establishing councils—Dwelling, Education, Research & Intelligence, Law Enforcement, Health, Distribution, and Food—drawing experts from these fields to help him manage the overwhelming demands.
“But decisions don’t have to be binary,” John said. “It doesn’t have to be complete ignorance versus complete knowledge. What I know is secrets will eat you up.” He flicked his eyes to Eleanor before pointing to the same window Eli had a moment earlier. “The people out there don’t need to know everything, but they at least need to know that everyone they loved outside the Four Cities is most likely dead. They deserve to know that. Call the droids for backup if you must, but we have to tell the people.”
“John has a point,” Eleanor said. “We have to let them grieve their losses.”
Eli leaned, both hands against his desk, the weight of his head pulling it down into a bow. “There’s an eighty-three percent chance this news will lead to total societal collapse.”
“There’s still a seventeen percent chance it won’t happen,” John said. “I beg you to consider that.”
He knew John was right. The predictive model had shown that all paths forward would involve risks and tradeoffs. There would be no easy decisions. There was no one way to eliminate all risk.
“We have to give them something,” Eleanor said. “Look at the graph. Dissatisfaction with the lack of communication climbs the longer we sit here.”
He looked up at the screen. She was correct. Despite the risk, the answer was clear. He nodded. “I’ll tell them.”
“I’ll call the droid lab to have the engineers send them down here for backup,” John said.
“I’ll call Flynn and update him,” Eleanor said as she glanced at John.
Eli walked to the window. The crowd below was growing by the minute, the shouting louder and angrier. He sighed and pressed his forehead against the glass pane. He had spent the last decade as a businessman; his talks had been limited to boardrooms and investors. How was he supposed to save the last of humanity?
Eli squared his shoulders and stepped onto the podium. He didn’t know where his publicist had found it in such a short time. The camera was also her idea. One message, one path.
Someone in the crowd yelled out. The mob surged like the tide, a sea of eyes directed at him. He could feel the fear, anger, and frustration emanating from them. For a moment, his spine tightened in panic. Flynn and his team stepped forward, forming a shield in front. The droids were in the train station. They would be the ones guarding the rescue team and the survivors en route to the hospital.
A cacophony of screams surrounded him, ringing in his ears.
“Let us leave!”
“Get the fucking train running!”
“I need to know if my mom is still alive! Please!”
“Tell us what’s going on!”
“You can’t keep us in the dark!”
Eli held his arms in the air gesturing for quiet.
“I know you’re looking for answers,” he said, the microphone clipped to his lapel transmitting his voice to an amplified wireless speaker. “You want to know what’s been going on. I’m here to tell you what we know and what we think has happened.”
He looked at the upturned faces, feeling the intensity of their eyes.
“What you may have thought was an isolated, local catastrophe was in fact a global war.”
After the words left his lips, he felt lighter, but only for the briefest of moments. A gasp tore through the crowd as realization rippled across their faces. Some dropped to their knees, praying for a god, any god, to hear them. The image plunged him into despair. It was the worst feeling in the world telling someone their loved ones were dead.
“I don’t know how the Four Cities was spared,” he continued. “Out there beyond this place is death. Our drones have captured devastating images. Leveled towns and cities. Destroyed freeways. Casualties.”
The memory of the images buckled his knees. He bent forward, his hands grabbing the podium for support. John and Eleanor were next to him at once. Their presence steadied him. He closed his eyes, centering himself. When he opened them again, he saw the people leaning against each other, their eyes dazed. They looked as if they were not quite sure whether they were awake or dreaming.
“And it doesn’t end there,” he said. “The past week, we’ve been searching for survivors in the surrounding areas. Our rescue teams have been seeing what no one should. Death by sickness. Suicide. By starvation. Thirst. By the lack of hope.”
He looked from one tear-streaked face to another.
“But we in the Four Cities have a reason to hope. We are in a unique position. Our survival means we are the last of a species on the verge of extinction. I don’t know why it’s us. But we have to trust that it’s for a reason. We have to trust that the reason will reveal itself in the future. But in order to know, we have to get there.”
His thoughts went to his mom, the one who had inspired him. “My mother once quoted Seneca to me: ‘You must live for another if you wish to live for yourself.’ The responsibility falls on each of us to do what we can to ensure our survival as a whole. There is no longer us versus them. There’s only us. The last of our kind. We have two choices: survive together or die alone. We must choose survival.”
His heart squeezed.
“I know I’m not your elected leader. I’m only here because you trusted in my vision of the Four Cities. I’m asking you to please trust in another vision. A future where we survive. Where we thrive. To get there, we have to choose each other. It begins with all of us.”
It would be this collective purpose that would push them all forward.
“The sky may look like hell, but there’s still hope. That’s us. We are humanity’s last hope.”
Eli stepped down from the podium. He stumbled. John and Eleanor caught him, embracing him. Their hands clutched each other as sobs rolled through them.
We will survive.

Eli shook his head. It had been ten long years since that horrific day. Ten years of hard work. Of sacrifice. He’d be damned if he let the Resistance tear it all down.
“Seneca, wake her,” Eli ordered.
A moment later, the Resistance woman opened her eyes. She yawned and blinked as though she was waking in her own bed on any given morning. When she realized she could not move her arms, she began to struggle against the restraints.
“What the hell?” She thrashed like a freshly caught fish attached to a nylon line. “Let me go! Where the fuck am I?”
“You’re in Callisto,” Eli said over the speaker.
Panic contorted her face. She recognized his voice. “Fucking let me go!”
“Why did you come here?”
“Let me go!” Her screech carried on for so long, Eli did not know how she could breathe.
She was not going to make this easy. “Seneca. Administer TBT128.”
A second later the woman relaxed. Inspired by the twilight sedation method, the drug hovered her somewhere between waking and dreaming, allowing her to fall into a deep state of mental and physical calm without becoming entirely unconscious. It had proven to be more effective than the truth serum. When one spoke from the subconscious, one could not hide.
“Why did you come here?” Eli asked again.
“To steal medicine,” she said, her voice dreamy.
“Which ones?” He had already ensured their weekly food ration and medicine delivery included antibiotics, pain medicine, and Tab.
“Clomiphene citrate, anastrozole, metformin.”
Drugs to stimulate ovulation?
“Why are you trying to get pregnant? It will kill you,” he said.
“It won’t. We have a way.”
The idea could only come from John or Eleanor, the two at the helm of Project Genesis. Which meant they knew the risk yet were going for it anyway. Disappointment clenched his stomach. What happened to protecting life at all costs?
“Why do you want to create children?” he asked.
“Like you said, ‘children are the future.’ No children, no future.”
True. He had said that in an address to the citizens of the Four Cities before implementing Project Genesis.
“What are you going to feed them? You’re still relying on food from us.”
“We’re going to annex a farm.”
“Through force, I assume.”
“If we must.”
“Okay, so you want children and more food. How are you going to educate them and keep them healthy?”
“You worry too much. That’s just part one of our plan to secede.” Her voice was becoming more slurred.
“Seneca, reduce TBT128,” Eli ordered his AI. He couldn’t have her fall asleep during their chat.
“So, you want to create your own children in order to become self-ruling,” he continued. “That sounds like a reach. But let’s put logic aside, what’s part two?”
“Sending in the rescue team,” the woman said. “The best we have.”
He blinked at the unexpected answer. To rescue whom? A realization dawned. They knew. His thought narrowed on Eleanor. She must have told them. It could only be her since John was gone before Eli had any concrete results. But how did she find out?
Sci-Cloud.
“And part three?” He was afraid to ask, but he had to know.
“A takeover,” she said in a singsong voice.



CHAPTER TEN 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
She has decided on noon. Yuri will be busy helping out at lunch. This will give Eleanor twenty minutes to get inside E7, search through it, and return with enough time to grab food before the meal is over. One problem, among many, is she doesn’t have a watch. She had left all trackable electronics behind. Timing will be less precise than she is comfortable with, but what choice does she have?
She eyes the clock on the mess hall wall while pretending to refill her water bottle. It’s now a quarter before twelve. Yuri will be here in five minutes to help the kitchen crew set up. Eleanor caps her bottle and collects her red card before making her way to building E.
With her pack on her back—empty now but for the essentials—she walks slowly, taking her time to keep from attracting attention. It’s a strange feeling to be carrying her bag everywhere, but most here do, so it is odder to not have one.
Clouds of dust follow her every step. The dirt here is fine like talcum powder. It lives in every crevice. On doors, windowpanes, and siding. On nail beds. In the folds of ears. Embedded in souls.
Elara in the middle of the day feels akin to the daze one gets after a heavy nap. The air has a way of leaching moisture from everything, making her throat dry and filling her head with clouds. People—the few who are out—move about with a trancelike gait. A woman hangs clothes on a laundry line in slow motion. A man has been sweeping the same patch of dirt the entire time Eleanor has been watching. Another man with a face full of scraggly beard hair sits against the wall of a building, his head bowed and his eyes closed. Eleanor uncaps her water bottle and drinks deeply, hoping to ward off whatever spell is afflicting them.
She looks for any sign of Anya. She has not had another chance to ask the girl about the tunnel entrance. The only time Eleanor saw her was at the mess hall eating with her aunt at their own table. But if she finds her pouch in Pax’s room, there will be no need to go into the tunnel. Besides, John still has not given her a flashlight.
Her friend has been busy. She sees him and his girlfriend only at dinner where they eat their bland meals together with a few words sprinkled in. They talk mostly of weather, as though there’s something new to be discovered in its predictability. During the day, the desert bakes. Once the sun falls below the horizon, it will cool to the temperature of a fridge. An endless cycle of fire and ice. An endless cycle of labored conversations.
Sadness drapes over her, a familiar shawl. She pulls it tighter around herself. What if John really doesn’t want her here? He seems to have settled into a new life—with a new love, a new job, a new purpose. And here she is, an anchor pulling him down into a past he clearly wants to leave deep below the surface. He isn’t wrong to not want her.

The hypnos distillate by itself was powerful but with high addictiveness—more than any scientific review panel would allow for a clinical trial. Oil and water had reduced both its effectiveness and addictiveness, with water being the best solution. Still, there was something missing. She could not put her finger on it.
Crisper sidled next to her and rubbed himself against her legs.
“Hi, Crisp.” She picked him up and cuddled him in her arms.
Since their last fight, Eli had been spending less time at home. He used to work at Callisto three days a week, the rest at his Palo Alto office. Now it was five days. When he was home, they barely interacted, keeping to their separate offices. He no longer asked her about hypnos, but he also stopped accusing her, which served her fine.
There were times she wanted to tell him everything. But shame would descend. How could someone as intelligent and accomplished as he understand her frailty? Besides, why would he care when he had the Four Cities to occupy all his attention?
An alarm sound came from her phone. She tapped the security camera app and saw John walking down the path toward her house. He, too, had been coming by less often. Callisto was now a fully functional city, with Europa and Lysithea following closely behind. Elara was still in the design stage. Eli had big plans for it, wanting to transform it into something that rivaled Paris. As usual, John was second in command.
Knocking came from the front door. She gathered all her notebooks and locked them away in her desk before running to answer it.
“Hi,” she greeted. “What are you doing here? It’s not the weekend already, is it?”
John smiled, but it was not the usual kind that lit up his face. His hand reached out. She felt it on her face—solid, gentle. Fingers brushed against her chin, reminding her of her father’s hand. Like in her dreams, she felt as if she was standing outside herself, a spectator of her own life.
“You look terrible,” she heard him say. “He hasn’t been taking care of you, has he?”
At those words, she snapped back into herself, and tears fell. It was as if they were always there, on the verge of overflowing.
“I’m fine,” she pushed the two syllables out.
“No, you’re far from fine.” He embraced her and kissed her on the cheek.
She sobbed into his chest, and he held her tightly.
Just tell him.
I can’t. He won’t understand.
You won’t know until you tell him.
I can’t. He’ll be ashamed of me.
He won’t.
He will. I am.
John closed the door behind him and led her to the couch. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
She looked away. “There’s nothing to tell.”
“I know something is wrong. Please tell me.”
She shook her head. I can’t.
“You have to tell me.” His voice cracked. Tears began to gather in his eyes.
Her resolve melted. “I don’t know how.”
He squeezed her hand. “Start from the beginning.”
She dragged in a long, deep breath. “It started small. With just a drop.”
“A drop of what?”
“The drug I made to repair memory loss.”
His mouth gaped open. “Hypnos? You were testing it on yourself?”
She nodded and braced herself for a reprimand. It never came.
“What happened when you took it?” he asked.
“At first nothing. Then I began to see things. Not in real life. But in dreams.”
“What kind of things?”
“Things from my past. When I was a small child. I saw my life at the first house I grew up in. My mom. My dad . . .”
“What happened in the dreams?”
“Nothing huge really. Just us spending time together as a family. My parents . . . they were happy. So happy. My mom is never that way with Howard.”
“Have you told her about this?”
“I’ve verified my dreams with her to see if they did happen in real life. But I didn’t tell her those details about herself. She’d be upset. She doesn’t like hearing about my dad, let alone hearing she was happy with him.” Eleanor closed her eyes. “I couldn’t remember him before. Not in a concrete way. But since the drug . . . these dreams, he’s becoming more . . . real. The more I saw him, the more I knew him. The more I knew, the more I wanted to see. So I began to take more of it.”
John stared at her, a soft expression on his face. “I understand.”
“You do?”
“I was taken from my parents at a young age. I don’t have a lot of memories of them. If I had any hidden memories of my parents, especially of the good days, I would have wanted to see them too.”
“I only wish there weren’t so many side effects.”
“What are they?”
A knot formed in her throat. She swallowed it. “Nausea, loss of appetite, body aches, jitteriness, thirst.” And the craving. “Once, a temporary loss of sight and loss of consciousness. But that was because the amount was too high. I’ve made some adjustments since.”
The color drained from his face. “Why are you still taking it? Are you addicted to it?”
A memory rose of what her mother had once told her about her dad, striking fear in her heart. “I’m not an addict.”
“That’s not what I implied.” He grabbed both her hands and held them firmly in his. “We are not our actions. And we can change. This drug is poison, and it’s hurting you. You have to stop using it.”
Panic gripped. “No! I’m close to an answer. It has the potential to work—to help millions. I need to continue the testing.”
“The price is too high.”
“Someone has to pay it.”
“You’re not Marie Curie, Eleanor. It doesn’t have to be you. I can help. Once we have the lab going, we can analyze it and make it better. Come work with me.”
Her stomach dropped. The moment people laid eyes on her, they would know she was . . . unwell. She could not risk anyone else knowing. Her mother would be devastated. Her professors. Her old classmates. People who respected her. They’d judge her, dismiss her. The media would have a field day. Eli would lose face.
She shook her head. “No.”
“Why not?”
“It’s not ready.” She was not ready.
He buried his face in his hands. When he looked back up, his eyes were rimmed with red. “I need to say one thing in case I don’t get another chance.” He sighed. “I love you. More than as my friend, though that is what you are. I love you more than you’ll ever know. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. I don’t want to lose you.”
Her heart hollowed. She had always suspected he had feelings for her, but this was the first time he had admitted it. He loved Eli—loyal to him and his cause. He must really believe she could die to chance telling her this.
Tears streamed down her face. “You won’t lose me.”
“My parents were heroin users. I wish I could fight this battle for you, but I know from living its consequence that there’s nothing I can do. Not until you’re ready. When you are, let me know and I’ll be here.” He leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. “I hope that day will come before it’s too late.” He got up and left.
She was alone again. It was nearing sunset. The talons of darkness reached in, and she felt the drop in temperature. She buttoned her cashmere cardigan, one she had been wearing for days, its front blotched with old coffee stains. In a daze, she walked down the hall and into her office. The silence of the house overwhelmed.

Her craving for hypnos rises. She beats it down. She isn’t an addict, she tells herself. She is bigger than her urges, her goal more important than a few sacrifices.
Ahead of her is building E. Farthest from the mess hall, it sits on the edge of the barracks with windows facing the vast desert. There are fewer rooms here than in B, C, and D. It was probably the living quarters for officers back when this place was an outpost. Now it houses couples and families.
Eleanor hides behind a dilapidated wooden shed and watches the entrance to the building. No one is coming out. It’s almost noon, and everyone who’s here is probably at the mess hall.
She steps forward. The door swings open. Her heart does a summersault, and she darts back into the shadow. It’s Yuri. She’s late. Eleanor watches the young woman dash toward the direction of the mess hall, turn the corner, and disappear.
This is stupid. Pax didn’t take the hypnos.
She jumps at the sharp, incessant sound of a digital bell. It’s the signal for mealtime. Noon sharp. Her twenty-minute countdown begins. If she spends ten minutes in Pax’s room, she can take her time walking back to the mess hall and not draw attention. If she takes fifteen, she will have to run back. If it ends up being twenty, she will miss lunch and will starve until dinner. Longer than that and she risks being seen by those on their way back.
What would he do with hypnos anyway? They don’t look more special than other seeds. Turn back around.
She tightens her fists and hurries toward the entrance to E. The sound of her violently beating heart fills her ears. She opens the door and enters. The long hallway appears even longer. Doors into each room line both sides like soldiers awaiting inspection. Sweat beads on her neck and runs down the middle of her back.
Turn back. You’re going to get caught.
E7 is the fourth room on the left at the far end of the hall. She had thought about entering through building D but did not want to walk by the communal bathrooms between the two buildings in case anyone was lingering there. More eyes mean more witnesses—and no one will forget seeing her.
It’s cooler inside. She keeps her focus on putting one foot in front of the other and counting down the room numbers on her left. E19. E17. E15 . . . She side-eyes E12 on the right, wondering where John and Angela may be.
E11, E9 . . . She stops in front of Pax’s room. Her heart feels as though it is about to explode. E7 stares back, unsympathetic to her plight. She grabs the handle and twists. It clicks open.
She knows there are no keys to these doors, so the rooms are left unlocked when no one is home. People trust one another here. In the desert, the things of value are water and food, and those are already being shared.
She pushes slightly. No sound comes from inside. She slips through the door and closes it as quietly as she can.
She leans against the door and lets out a long-held breath. The room is sparse, clean, and bigger than hers. Against one wall are two cots pushed next to each other. Overlooking the window is a wooden desk with a chair. A small closet is built into one corner.
Desk. Closet. Bed.
She rushes to the desk and opens the single drawer. Her hand touches something the shape of a pouch and her heart leaps. She grabs it and pulls it out. It is not black; nor does it have the prominent logo of a luxury brand on the front—a Christmas present from her mother. This one is a simple cotton pouch, pale yellow that had been brighter at one time. Its edges are dirty and ragged, loose threads hanging in places. She unzips it and finds pencils in need of sharpening and bits of charcoal.
She looks back in the drawer and sees a black notebook with a textured cover. She extracts it. The first page is blank. No lines. No words. She opens to another page. A pencil drawing of a canyon with waves of mountains rippling in the background. Under it are the initials H. M. She flips through the pages. Several close-ups of cactus flowers in bloom. Old midcentury storefronts. Rock formations. Stormy skies. They are quite good—done by the hand of a natural artist, if not a trained one. All are signed with the same two letters: H. M. Maybe the artist was related to Pax or Yuri. Or maybe another person occupied this room before them.
She comes to an image: a dilapidated cottage covered with climbing roses. It elicits in her a sense of longing. Of home. Of family. Of Eli. Without conscious volition, she rips the page from the spine.
Taken aback by her own action, she shoves the drawing into her backpack with the shaky hands of an addict stealing a bottle of gin from a liquor store. How long had she spent on the drawings? She’s running out of time. She quickly puts the notebook and the pencil bag back into the drawer and beelines to the closet.
A shower curtain—white and plain, the kind one sees at a roadside motel—hangs in place of a door. She pushes it to the side and finds a neat closet. There is not much in it. Two jackets. Five pairs of pants in various states of wear. Four shirts, mostly tees. One dress, rarely worn, judging from its relatively pristine condition. People here, like her, left their homes for Elara with very little.
On the floor of the closet is a duffel bag. She kneels down and pulls it out. It is red, black, and white—the kind high schoolers used to carry things to soccer or track practice. Pax and Yuri couldn’t be more than in their midtwenties. Ten years ago, when the war ripped apart their world, they were just teenagers.
Eleanor unzips the bag. In it she finds translated Japanese manga, a deflated basketball, a stuffed animal the shape of an oval gray cat holding an ice cream cone, and a music box with a broken ballerina on top. Precious things. But not hers. There are no hypnos seeds here.
Suddenly drained and indomitably sad, she does not even bother looking under the bed. There would be nothing there but dust bunnies and more ghosts from the past. She closes the duffel bag and puts it back where it belongs.
She does not know what time it is. All she knows is that she is no longer hungry, but if she does not leave this room soon, she will be caught. Pax would surely do more than blindfold her and throw her in a tiny cell. She drags herself up off the floor.
She breathes in, opens the door, and peeks through the gap. There is no one in the hallway. She slips back out and closes the door with the gentlest click. She turns left toward building D, the closest exit.
The heavy sound of a door shutting against its stop comes from behind her, startling her out of her skin.
“Eleanor?” a man calls. She feels as though her soul has left her body.
Run.
But it’s too late. The person has already identified her. There is no hiding her pale blond hair, which at her age is almost platinum. A part of her recognizes the familiarity in the voice. She turns around and sees John standing in front of his door, his face perplexed.
Think fast.
“Oh, hey. I was just looking for you.” She arranges her expression to resemble confusion and points to the door of room E7. “I thought this was yours.”
“No . . .” He measures her with his eyes. “I’m in E12, not E7.”
“Oh. I guess I was knocking on the wrong door. It’s a good thing no one’s there.”
He tilts his head. “You look a little peaked. Are you okay?”
The genuine concern on his face, mixed with the growing ball of misery inside her, makes her feel as though she is about to break into a thousand pieces. Tears fall. John’s eyes widen in surprise.
“What’s wrong?” he asks.
“Nothing.”
“Let’s talk inside.” His resolute tone leaves no room for discussion. He opens his door and waits for her. She hesitantly walks toward him.
John and Angela’s room looks similar to Pax and Yuri’s. Two cots pushed against each other. A desk. A chair. A closet. The difference is a tall stack of books on the desk. Seeing them makes her miss her books in the small library of her cottage. She only had room in her backpack for one, her favorite.
John closes the door, and she knows a serious conversation is coming. He pulls out the chair and puts it opposite the bed. He gestures to the chair and takes a seat on the cot.
“Tell me what’s wrong?” he asks.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine. I’ve known you long enough to know that you don’t cry easily.”
“It’s just . . .” She wipes her cheeks, not knowing how to finish the sentence.
“You’re lonely,” he says simply. “I’ve been there.”
There is no point in denying his words.
“Part of it is my fault,” he adds. “I haven’t been a very good friend.”
“No, you’ve been wonderful.”
“I was angry with you.”
She looks down at her hands on her lap. “I know. But you have to know I didn’t plan to restart Project Genesis here. That’s not why I came.”
“Why did you come? Really.”
If he was angry with her agreeing to experiment on women and possibly killing them in the process, she cannot imagine how livid he would be if he finds out about hypnos.
“I wanted to start a new life,” she says.
“You said that. But why?”
She cannot tell him, and she does not want to lie, so she settles on silence.
John sighs. “I had given up on ever seeing you again. I had to let you go. I made a new life for myself—one that’s purposeful and quiet, even if not the most comfortable.”
Let me go?
“Now you’re here and changing everything . . .” He sighs, an echo of the last. “Don’t get me wrong, I love having you in Elara. Maybe too much. I guess I’m having a hard time dealing with it, so I don’t. It’s not just about Project Genesis 2.0 or whatever it’s called.”
A lump forms in her throat. She’s always known he has feelings for her, but not this much. Never this much. “John . . .”
“Angela is good for me. She’s a good-hearted and caring person. She knows about you from the beginning, that’s why she’s the way she is. But you have to give her a chance.”
He takes her hands into his warm and reassuring grasp. “I’ll try to be a better friend, but please know that it might take some time to find a new pace for our . . . friendship.”
Why is he talking to her as if they had a history of being more than just friends? Is that why Angela hates her? “I—”
The door clicks open. He pulls away and her hands fall back onto her lap. Angela appears through the opening. She sees Eleanor, then looks to John. The expression in her dark eyes is that of confusion . . . and hurt.
“Hey, Angela,” John greets in a neutral tone. “Eleanor came for a flashlight and stayed to chat.”
He says the lie so smoothly that Eleanor wonders what else he has lied about.
“She did?” Angela asks, the pain in her eyes changes to wavering suspicion.
Eleanor clears her throat. “Yeah. It’s been difficult when I have to use the bathroom at night. Old people problems.”
John gets up from the cot and walks to the desk. He opens the drawer and pulls out a black flashlight with a long handle. “I’m giving her one of ours. I hope that’s okay, since we have two and I haven’t been able to get another.”
“That’s . . . fine,” Angela says, her tone revealing the opposite sentiment. She enters the room, her arms crossing tight against her chest.
Eleanor has a hard time breathing. She sees a clear path to exit and springs up, her chair legs scraping against the floor. “Well, I should go.”
“Don’t forget this.” John hands her the flashlight, but he looks past her.
“Thanks!” she says in her chirpiest voice. “Umm . . . I’ll see you both at dinner.”
She steps through the opening. The door to E12 closes. Her stomach is the sea in a storm, her heart a sinking ship. Everything feels wrong. As though she had been left out of an inside joke. As if she’d been handed one less page of the script than the other actors.
She rushes out of the building without a look back. She needs to get away. She needs air.
Whipping her head left and right, she deliberates where to go. Not the mess hall when lunch has already ended. Not her depressing excuse of a room. She does not even want to go to the garden, where more ghosts of her past await. Her mind flits to the one place where she last breathed free. She runs, letting her legs carry her as fast as they can.



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Eli
Callisto, the Four Cities
He gazed past his vast backyard into the line of trees. Oaks, elms, beeches, and maples—the same ones found in the old Central Park. In the fall, some burst into shades of orange and yellow, making a display that rivaled paintings in the Met—a vibrant contrast against the pale white marble and glass of his modern house.
There was no fence. No gate. Behind its apparent vulnerability, though, was the most advanced security technology in the Four Cities. Hidden in every surrounding tree and throughout the lawn are detectors and deterrents that would stop intruders in their tracks.
The Resistance woman was still sleeping off the drugs Eli gave her. He would allow her some rest before prying more secrets from her brain. So far, she had told him what she knew of the Resistance’s plan to annex the farm. It was on the outskirts of Elara. A logical mark.
It was one of Eli’s least concerns. Due to its location, the predictive model had long ago noted the farm’s vulnerability. As a result, he had already planned against such an attack.
What he really needed to find out was what Eleanor had shared with the Resistance. How much was she a part of the plan to overthrow him? Was she the mastermind? Was John? The thoughts sent shrapnel through his heart.
How did we get here?
Over their many years together, they had had their fair share of problems. But not once had he thought she would join the enemy. They had tried to kill him, for God’s sake!
He leaned his forehead against the floor-to-ceiling window. His breath formed a circle of condensation, blurring out the view. Maybe there was a part of her that wanted him dead, he thought. If she did, all she had to do was ask. His life was hers. It had always been hers.

Eli found her in her office, poring over her notebooks. He knocked on the door. She looked up, surprised to see him.
“Can I come in?” he asked.
“Um, yeah. Sure. What can I do for you?”
The distance portrayed in her choice of words induced pain in his stomach. He could feel anger beginning to boil inside. He breathed in, trying not to lose his calmness. John told him it was key, that Eleanor did not respond well to anger or accusation.
He pulled up a chair and sat next to her. “Our house in Callisto is ready.”
She blinked successively. “Oh?”
“I’d prefer we move in by the end of the month.” He needed to distance her from the damn plants.
“But I have my research.”
“John told me about its . . . toxicity.” John had said to not use the word addiction.
She looked pained. “John told you?”
“Of course he did. He’s worried about you. We both are.” He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “We can get you some help to wean you off it.”
She pulled her hand from his grip. “I don’t need any help.”
“Yes, you do. When was the last time you ate? Or slept?” He reached out and touched her hollowed cheek. Her skin felt so fragile, like a balloon that might break if he were to press too hard.
Her face crumpled, a flower wilting in the rain. “You can’t help me.”
“Then tell me how,” he begged. “You can’t keep shutting me out.”
She sunk her face into her hands. “I—I don’t know how to let you help me.”
“Then we need outside help. You need to go to a clinic. The kind that can help you deal with this.”
Her mouth gaped. “No! Absolutely not.”
“But we have to get through this, Elle. There’s no other option for me.” Tears began to run down his face. “I can fail at everything else, but not this. This thing will kill you. I don’t think I can survive losing you. We have to find a way out.”
He gathered her into his arms and pulled her against his chest. She clutched his back, holding on. The impact was of two worlds colliding, shifting something inside him. John was right. She needed him and he hadn’t been here.
“Today and every day, you have all my love. You have all of me. That’s my promise,” he recited his vow from their wedding day. She sobbed louder.
“Please move to Callisto with me and give up your research,” he said. “I’ll take better care of you. We can get through this together.”
She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m so close.”
His heart sank. John had prepared him for this. Eli wiped tears from his face. It was time to lay all his cards on the table.
“I won’t ever ask you for a divorce, because I never want to divorce from you. But if you don’t quit this drug, I will move by myself. I can no longer watch you destroy yourself. I love you too much, and it hurts me to see you in this pain. And when it kills you, because it will, I’ll make plans of my own. Like I said, I can’t survive losing you.”
Her face paled. “You can’t do that.”
“Your life is your choice. My life is also my choice. I choose us. What will you choose?”

“The drone is ready to take you to Lysithea,” Seneca’s voice announced through his watch.
Eli lifted his head from the windowpane. He patted his jacket pocket to make sure he had the pillbox. He picked up his backpack—heavy with water bottles—and made his way to the front door through the long hallway connecting the two wings of his house.
His eyes flicked to the black-and-white photographs along the walls. They were of the Four Cities at various stages. The water filtration systems. The underground train tunnels. The skyscrapers around Callisto’s Central Park. The Painted Ladies of Lysithea. Eleanor had found the photographer, a retired Asian American architect, in one of her favorite galleries and insisted on commissioning her. The woman was now gone like all the others, her photos the only reminders of her having existed.
The perimeter alarm sounded, the chirping of a distraught bird. Eli ran to the vestibule and looked at the large screen. On it showed security footage of the same woman from different angles walking across a green lawn. Kennedy. She was alone. What was she doing here?
“Seneca, turn off alarm,” Eli said. The insistent beeping cut off. “Disengage security.”
“It is done,” the AI said.
He tracked Kennedy’s path on the monitor. Across the lawn. On the stone pavement leading to his house. Up the short set of stairs.
The doorbell sounded.
“Let her in,” Eli ordered.
One of the droids opened the door to reveal the young woman. Kennedy saw Eli and raised a hand in greeting. She looked nervous.
“What are you doing here, Kennedy?” His thought went to Bonnie and her affliction. Was it also affecting his assistant? “Are you feeling okay?”
“Um . . . yes. I’m fine. I didn’t hear from you after your walk in the park and was concerned. I tried to call, but you had your phone on Do Not Disturb.”
“As you can see, I’m fine.”
“I saw a drone outside. Are you on your way to Lysithea?”
He nodded.
“Can I come?” she asked. She looked at her feet. “It’s just, I haven’t seen my friends in a while.”



CHAPTER TWELVE 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
Her climb up the mountain is sure-footed, even with the sun blazing above her and hunger nagging inside. The act demands her complete focus—keeping her from reeling through the words John had said to her in his room. Or the gentle way he held her hands. Or the look on Angela’s face. She pulls herself up the ledge and enters the cave.
Once there, she takes off her backpack and settles on the ground. She pulls her water bottle from the side pocket and drinks from it. A bit drops onto the earth. With her right index finger, she begins drawing random lines on the wet sand.
Her mind returns to John and Angela. Has she been inadvertently dragged into a love triangle? But how? From the moment they met, she and John became fast friends. They are compatible and similar in temperament. At work they were partners, consulting each other on everything. There is a deep respect and trust between them. But why would he think they were more? Or is she misunderstanding what he said?
She looks down. The random lines she drew have morphed into a design. It looks similar to the one Anya had drawn the first time she showed her this cave. A mandala with nine points. Funny how certain memories stick while others don’t.

“How are you?” John asked, his voice careful.
His cautiousness reminded her of Eli. Sometimes she even caught her husband watching her. In his eyes was a fear that she was going to fall apart at any moment.
She composed a smile. “I’m good. It’s nice to be working again.”
After several months at a detox facility and half a year of nursing herself back to health, she’d decided to join John at the lab. Eli had suggested it. She knew it was because he did not want her mind to wander back to hypnos. She had left it behind in Palo Alto as a part of their agreement.
Just thinking of hypnos made her throat dry. She missed it, had been missing it every single day since she’d stopped. The way the warm liquid traveled down her throat and exploded in her stomach, pouring out of her pores like sparklers. The lightness that spread throughout her limbs, turning them to feathers, making her feel weightless and carefree. The sense of utter peace that hugged her entire body. With it, she had not a worry in the world.
But even more than the high, she missed the memories. Her father no longer visited her dreams. She was losing him all over again.
She cleared her throat and refocused on the expansive lab in front of her. It had a new-car smell. Fresh, bright white paint. Sparkling clean workstations with thirty-inch monitors. On one side, rows of glass-and-steel structures housed state-of-the-art equipment with robot arms busily moving about.
“This doesn’t look like any lab I’ve ever seen,” she said.
He smiled. “Welcome to Sci-Cloud, the future of science. One of these work cells can do a hundred and ninety thousand experiments a day. Our scientists no longer have to waste energy on time-intensive manual work. They can focus more on the creative aspects, like generating hypotheses and analyzing results. Best part, these can be controlled remotely.”
“Wow. How?”
“Everything is cloud based and executed by computer code. You simply sign on to our website, upload your own codes or select an existing scientific process, make all your selections—including samples—and click launch. We verify to make sure nothing dangerous will happen, then send the instructions to the robots to run your experiment. Once done, you’ll get a notification to look at the results.”
Her mouth gaped. “This is going to revolutionize the field. How many work cells do you have?”
“Ten for now, but we’re planning on adding more. Our plan is to have scientists from all over the world use our lab to do their experimental work remotely via the internet. Right now, we have contracts with a couple universities and several small companies in Europe. We even have PhD candidates from Thailand using it for drug development, designing their own molecules and making them for their doctoral theses. And of course we have our own scientists doing cutting-edge work.”
“So small labs can now compete with big pharma and biotech companies,” she said.
John nodded. “Eli is also building predictive models based on existing data. It’ll help scientists decide which experiment to run next based on the results of their last one.”
She smiled. “Of course he is.”
John’s eyes were fixed on a robot arm moving a plate of samples from one apparatus to another. “You guys seem better.”
Neither John nor she had brought up his confession of love in Palo Alto since it happened. She preferred to think of it as a deathbed conversation, except she had survived. If not talking about it meant keeping their friendship, she was all for it.
She nodded. “We are. He’s been really supportive. I only wish he would relax just a little. He looks at me weird sometimes.”
“Give him more time.”
“It’s been almost a year.”
“Everyone deals differently.”
Eleanor dragged in a deep breath. “I know. Viv had warned me.” Every wound festers. Every cut leaves a scar. “At least we’re talking the way we used to again.” Making love again. “If only we didn’t have to live here.”
“You don’t like it in Callisto?”
“You know how in New York we can just be random faces in the crowd? Here, there’s no anonymity. Eli said we have to be an example. I don’t even like being looked at, let alone being anyone’s example.”
“Is that his publicist talking?”
“That’s what I said! Can I tell you I don’t even like our house?”
He feigned surprise. “You don’t appreciate living in a mausoleum?”
Eleanor laughed. “It’s not that bad. But it’s a modern art installation, not a home. And the furniture is so uncomfortable. It fits me all wrong. It’s like the architecture firm custom-made everything purposely to torture me. But Eli said not to think of it as a house but a symbol.”
“For what?”
“The future, I suppose.”
“You didn’t have a say in the design at all?”
She shook her head. “The architect is some kind of a wiz and apparently quite temperamental. He demanded total control.”
“And Mr. Control Freak gave it to him?” John seemed stunned.
Eleanor never seriously considered her husband had control issues before. Eli was particular, sure. He liked knowing—or rather, he hated not knowing. He could not stand the idea of being blindsided. It would be an affront to his predictive model, which was an extension of his intelligence. Still, it did not predict her addiction to the memory drug. Maybe that was why he was watching her closely. She was an anomaly in his well-planned world.
“That’s what he told me,” she said. “They probably worked together and just didn’t want my input.”
“It’s probably not that.” John nudged her shoulder. “Let me show you something else cool.”
They took an elevator down to the basement. Eleanor did not know there was an office down here. They came to a large, unmarked metal door with no indication of which department they were in. John leaned toward a glass monitor next to the door and scanned his eyes.
The door slid open like one in a TV spaceship. It revealed a single open space. Five platforms were scattered throughout. On each stood a figure, still as a mannequin. Next to each was a computer desk with a person typing away. The employees looked up briefly at Eleanor and John, then focused back on their work.
“Welcome to our droid lab,” John said.
Her breath hitched. “How come I didn’t know anything about this? How long have you been working on it?”
“We acquired the project and the team that had been working on it for decades.”
The droids were turned toward the desks and half-hidden by curved partition walls. Eleanor walked closer to one. Its body was silver metal with some internal parts exposed, but its face was made of some kind of silicone to resemble a human’s.
“You’re not going all Skynet, are you?” she asked.
He laughed. “No, we’re using them as server droids, not Terminators. There’s a big need in the service industry.”
“This is incredible.”
“Like I said, we’re doing cutting-edge stuff here.”
“World-changing stuff. What you’ve always wanted to do.”
“Also, expensive.” He chuckled. “Eli said the board members almost had a collective heart attack when he told them the cost.”
“How are we paying for all of this?”
“I don’t know. I let Eli worry about such things.”
Eli never told her the financials of the Four Cities. She did not even know how much their house cost. Just as well. She hated both the house and financial details. If she never had to hear about money again, she would be happy. She had had enough in childhood, suffering through Howard spouting philosophies on the economy.
“Now to lunch at the cafeteria,” John said. “We hired a Cordon Bleu–trained chef. Food here is amazing.”
She laughed. “You know you don’t have to sell me so hard on this place. I’m already sold.”

“Hey,” Anya says from one corner of the cave, surprising Eleanor. How long has she been sitting there?
“Hey! You’re so quiet I didn’t notice you there.” Glad for a diversion from her own thoughts, Eleanor walks to her and sits down. “Guess what? I have a flashlight now. Maybe later you can show me the entrance to the tunnel?”
The girl does not answer. She appears distracted; her hand keeps wandering to her left upper arm. She doesn’t touch it, just hovers over it to gather courage before she does.
“What’s wrong with your arm?” Eleanor asks.
“What? Nothing. I fell. It’s nothing.”
Eleanor opens her backpack for the medical kit that John had given her. She sees the drawing she stole. Her stomach drops. She pushes it aside and quickly pulls out the kit. She reaches for Anya’s arm. “Let me see it.”
The girl scoots back. “Don’t.”
“Why not? Does it hurt?”
“Kinda.”
“We have to clean it before it gets infected. I can’t imagine healthcare is top-notch here. We have to treat even the smallest cut seriously.”
Anya makes a face.
“Come on,” Eleanor urges. “You really don’t want gangrene and to have to cut off your arm, do you?”
“Okay, but be gentle.”
“I will.”
Anya slowly rolls her T-shirt sleeve up. On her arm, fresh blood forms a pattern of angry red lines.
“This isn’t from a fall,” Eleanor says.
“It is! I got it when I tripped over a rock.”
“Looks more like you were cut with something sharp.”
Anya yanks her arm back. “Rocks are sharp. Do you want to clean it or what?”
Eleanor sighs. “Yes.”
She scrounges through the medical kit and pulls out an antiseptic wipe, antibiotic ointment, gauze, and an elastic bandage.
“The good thing is the cut is healing. But I still need to clean it. This will hurt a little.”
She rips the antiseptic wipe packet and presses the cloth gently around the wound, being careful not to reopen it. Anya closes her eyes and presses her lips in a straight line.
“Now I’m going to apply the ointment and protect it with gauze and a bandage.”
“Gentle.”
“I am.”
“What’s it like at the CDL?” the girl asks as Eleanor dabs old blood away.
Eleanor pauses at the random question. “I’ve never been there. I just know there’s only one train to it, and it’s from Callisto. The place is a boarding school. It’s where all the children go to live and learn together.”
“And their parents let them?”
“Many do.” But some not without a fight. When Eli first presented the idea of the Center for Discovery and Learning, some parents pushed back. Many left for Elara.
“Why do kids have to go there?” Anya asks.
“The councils determined it to be the best, fairest way for children to get an education. It also frees the parents to be more productive. There’s too much work to keep the Four Cities going for a small population.”
She does not add that the other reason was to get some kids away from their unfit parents, who were spiraling down their own funnels of despair. The war had left more than cancer, nightmares, and rotted wombs. Some people ended up hiding inside themselves, unable to handle the responsibilities of daily life. Some collapsed under the weight of pain and lashed out at those closest to them. Children, as in all wars, bore the brunt of the damage. Hurt begot hurt. A continuous cycle of suffering. It was the same reason that propelled her and her team to create Tab.
“Nori is there,” Anya says. “Her parents sent her. But my mom didn’t trust it, so we moved even though she was pregnant. She was afraid of the place. Then she was killed by the one thing she wasn’t afraid of at all.”
“I’m sorry.” The words feel as empty to Eleanor as the black hole inside her that appeared after her own mother’s death.
“Did you send yours?” Anya asks.
“I—we don’t have children. But if we did, we would have had to. It wouldn’t be fair otherwise.” Eli is ultra-aware of optics, having had it drilled into his brain by his publicity team.
“Sometimes I wonder if it’d be better for me to be at the CDL. My mom’s not here anymore, so there’s no point in staying.”
“Your aunt is here.”
The girl looks at her cut. “But is she really here?”
Eleanor had noticed that Myra does not leave with the others during the day. Instead, she wanders around the barracks aimlessly until mealtime. There are a few like her here. They live mostly inside their own heads. They do not require much—just a room to sleep in, food to eat, and a spot of dirt to sit on. No one seems to mind them.
“What’s wrong with her?” Eleanor asks.
Anya does not answer. The girl’s silence is typical, endemic in Elara. From her short time here, Eleanor senses there is more to this place than meets the eye—an underlying something people do not talk about. At least not with her. She hasn’t yet earned their trust.
Eleanor goes back to cleaning Anya’s wound. Once done, she sees that the cuts are not random but deliberate—as if someone had attempted to draw on the girl’s skin. Definitely not a scrape by a rock. She lightly applies the ointment to the area. Anya’s arm is warm to the touch.
“When did it happen?” Eleanor asks.
“Earlier.”
“Where?”
“Below.”
“Why didn’t you go to the clinic?”
She gives her a sideways look. “Because they’re annoying and ask too many questions.”
“Well, I’m glad you let me clean it.”
The wound looks like it was done by a piece of broken glass or a knife. What also bothers Eleanor is the way Anya acts. She seems ashamed of it, as though it’s her fault for being hurt.
“Who did it?” Eleanor asks.
“I did it. I told you I fell.” Anya looks at her bandaged arm. “Where were you during lunch?”
Eleanor’s heart jumps. “Were you looking for me?”
“You’re hard to miss. No one looks like you around here.”
Eleanor’s light hair and height have always made her stand out.
“Were you with John? Is that why you have a flashlight now? You didn’t tell him about this cave, did you?” Anya continues to barrage her with questions.
“No, I didn’t tell him about the cave. Any other questions, Miss Sherlock?”
“Who’s Sherlock?”
A laugh escapes. Eleanor feels instantly lighter. “A very good inspector.”
Anya looks pleased. She stands up. “I’ll show you the entrance to the tunnel if you take me with you.”
“Deal.”
“So, where’s the entrance?” Eleanor asks, looking around. This better not be another ruse to distract her.
“There.” Anya points at a spot two feet from where she stands.
They’re back at the base of the Tree of Lost Things. Fitting since its pale long torso looks like a slit into the netherworld.
“It’s been here all this time? Why didn’t you just tell me?”
“This is more fun.” Anya crouches down on the ground and wipes sand away, exposing the latch to the door. “Ready?”
“Now?” They’re out in daylight, the sun bright overhead.
“Now or never. Look around. Everyone’s gone.”
The girl is right. Elara during the day is a ghost town. Eleanor nods in agreement.
Anya lifts the latch.
“Careful, your arm!” Eleanor says.
The girl ignores her. The door opens to a vertical shaft that leads into a dark pit. There is a metal ladder down it. Eleanor is amazed at the strength of the skinny girl. Does the cut on her arm no longer bother her?
Anya lowers herself into the hole. Eleanor follows. The metal side rail is frigid against her fingers. The farther they descend, the colder the air becomes. Each sound—the soft thud of her soles on the rungs, her heartbeat, her breath—is an echo of itself. They are deep in the gut of the tunnel when her foot touches gravel.
She turns on the flashlight and casts its orange glow around her. There’s a set of letters and numbers next to the ladder: EL189. The tunnel runs in two directions.
“Which way?” she asks.
The girl points to the left. “That’s toward Command and Callisto.” Then she points in the other direction. “That’s to downtown Elara.”
In addition to the military outpost and the surrounding desert, the land Eli bought that was to become Elara included a small town square with a rambling ranch-style motel, a defunct theater, an empty strip mall, and nearby dilapidated houses left over from the gold rush days. Of all the Four Cities, this area had the worst air quality after the war—though not enough to kill.
“How far to each?” Eleanor asks.
“Really far.”
“I’m going to try anyway.” Eleanor turns left toward Command and Callisto. She sees the girl yawning from the corner of her eye. “You sure you want to come?”
“For now,” Anya says. “If I get bored, I’ll just go up one of the ladders.”
“How far is the next one?”
The girl shrugs.
They trek side by side on the empty tracks. Their steps crunch on the gravel, filling the tunnel with the sound of dogs munching on dry food. Eleanor is reminded of the time she spent underground trying to reach Elara. The only instruction she received then was to keep her right hand on the wall and walk until she got to a place where the train tracks end. She never made it to the end.
Many times she came upon metal ladders, but she never climbed up them—afraid one of Eli’s surveillance drones would spot her. She has not seen them in Elara. The people must shoot them down.
They walk for what feels like hours. The path ahead appears to stretch on into the kind of endlessness that can turn one insane. Eleanor does what she did before to keep herself from drifting. She begins to hum, a song she and Eli had on constant rotation when they used to listen to music together.
The song reminds her of quiet Sunday afternoons spent lazing in bed and making love until their stomachs growled from hunger. She and Eli would sing along at the top of their lungs, replacing Eleanor Rigby with Eleanor Hope-y and Father McKenzie with Eli An-n-der. It was a bit dark for a Sunday, but such was their style.
The edge of her flashlight glow skims over a wall ever so briefly, but it is enough to catch her attention. She stops and turns, directing the beam of light fully on the wall. On it is a line from “Eleanor Rigby,” the song she’s been humming, scrawled in black spray paint. A shiver runs through her, and the hair on her arms stands on end.
What the—
The glow of her light catches something else. About a foot under the line of lyrics are two words in capital letters: FIND HIM.
“Who wrote this?” Eleanor asks, her voice shaking like the surface of water during an earthquake.
Anya shrugs.
Her throat is closing. “I—I need to get out of here.”
The girl looks at her with suspicion and a little bit of fear in her eyes. “Why? What’s wrong?”
She clears her throat, not wanting her own panic to infect the girl. “Nothing. I just need air.”
“Maybe there’s a ladder at the next bend.”
Eleanor quickens her step. She feels better the farther she is from the creepy lyrics. Questions bombard. Why were they there? Why put them there? Why that song? Is she awake? Who’s the him the writer wants to find? Another shiver runs through her.
“You’re acting strange,” Anya says.
“I’m just fried.”
The ladder is ahead. EL174. She turns off the flashlight and puts it into her backpack before grabbing onto a rung. A foot finds a lower rung and steps. One. Another. She scales the ladder as fast as she can. Her fatigued legs protest the climb. The muscles in her forearms ache. Heat radiates from the friction of her hands rubbing against metal.
“Don’t hit your head on the door,” Anya says from below her.
Eleanor stops and reaches up. Her hand feels the hardness of metal.
“There’s a latch on one side that you have to turn,” the girl says.
Eleanor does and pushes. Fresh air rushes in. She scrambles out and sprawls on the ground.
The sky is paler now—yellow with threads of pink. It’s nearing sunset. They have been walking for hours.
Anya’s face peers down at her, her eyebrows scrunching together. “What was that about?”
“I don’t know.”
It’s the truth. She has no idea what just happened. Why is a line in a favorite song—the one she was just humming—on the wall of a train tunnel in Elara? Are they just words coincidentally put there by a random person, or are they a message to her? And who the fuck is him?
“There are no coincidences,” Anya whispers.
Eleanor’s heart jumps. She springs up. “What did you say?”
“I didn’t say anything.” The girl looks genuinely confused.
Eleanor wipes her face. She must be more exhausted than she thinks.
“Is there a way to get back to the barracks without having to use the tunnel?”
She does not want to go back in. Not right now. Not until she makes sense of those words and who put them there.
Anya points. “That way. There’s a shortcut over one hill. We should leave now. People will be coming back soon. We don’t want to get caught out here.”
The air is changing—heat mellowing into a cool crispness. The chilly air makes it easier to walk than during the heat of the day, and they progress quickly through the desert. As they wind up the small hill, sweet-green fragrance perfumes the air. They are surrounded by a dense grove of wild sage. A hooting sound comes from somewhere nearby. Eleanor inhales deeply, flooding her lungs with fresh air and pushing out the unsettled feeling.
They reach the top of the hill when the horizon is a band of orange. The sun is setting. In the valley below, Eleanor sees moving dots followed by a cloud of dust.
“Are those the UTVs from the barracks?” she asks.
“Yeah.”
“What are they doing?”
The girl says nothing. For a moment Eleanor thinks she will fall back into her usual protective silence. But she doesn’t.
“If I told you, do you promise not to tell anyone that you know?” Anya says.
“I promise.”
“They’re looking for the CDL.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
After lights out, she does not sleep. From the cot she had moved under the grimy window, Eleanor watches the moon.
When she was little, her mother told her the pale gray orb was a man’s heart, hardened to stone after his wife had died in childbirth. Over time his sadness ate at it until it was no more. The goddess of love took pity on him and brought it back full. But his sadness returned each night to consume it. The goddess refused to give up on the man and enchanted his heart to restore after every disappearance. Still, the sadness continues to come back, and the moon waxes and wanes in an endless cycle of love and loss. It is half-full tonight—stuck in between.
Dinner, just as she had predicted, was awkward. Angela and John, in addition to barely speaking to her, were barely speaking to each other. Their conversations were stilted, with too many empty praises for a cabbage-and-beet soup. She felt like she was back in the dining room of her mother and Howard after another fight.
Eleanor clutches her thin towel-cum-blanket tighter to her chest. Too much has happened during her afternoon of discovery—things too monumental for her to process alone. Pax does not have her pouch. John confessed he had to let her go in order to move on with Angela. Anya is either cutting herself or someone is cutting her. There’s no way to walk to Command to search for hypnos and back without people noticing her missing. The Resistance is actively looking for the CDL.
To top everything off, there’s the eerie lyrics on the tunnel wall. The song title, “Eleanor Rigby,” makes her wonder if it is a message to her. She tells herself she is reading too much into it. Maybe what she saw was just written by someone with a love for the song. Someone who was drawn to the haunting portrait of loneliness, of neglect.
Yet, like a bad dream, she cannot shake it.
Find him.
A feeling—dark and ominous—claws at the back of her neck. She reaches behind, touching the goosebumps along the nape. It’s nothing, she tells herself. Just the cold.
Noises from the other side of her walls—talking, footsteps, doors banging, the amorous squeaking of cots—begin to die down. As it does every night, when the only sound left is of her own breathing, her mind goes to Eli.

He was sitting at his desk, staring unblinkingly at a wall. From the doorway where she stood, he looked as though he was gazing into space. It reminded her of their first meeting. Him lying on his father’s bench, looking up at the sky.
“Hi, can I come in?” Eleanor asked.
Eli turned and smiled at her. “Of course. You never have to ask. Actually, your timing is impeccable.”
He pushed his chair away from the desk to make room for her. She came to sit on his lap. He pointed at the monitor on the wall. It showed a line of Victorian homes overlooking the landscape of Lysithea.
“These are beautiful,” she said.
Eli wrapped his arms around her. “I need your help picking paint colors.”
With one touch of his finger, he brought up a palette of colors on the screen. “These are the historical colors the designer said to pick from. Touch one.”
She considered the thirty colors ranging from warm beige to eggplant. She chose her favorite, a robin’s-egg blue. All the homes on the hill turned that color.
“Like magic,” she said. “But I think these will look better in different colors.”
One house stood out. It was the prettiest and biggest. A design she loved, it had wood siding, an overhanging roof, and a wraparound porch. Warm and homey. The kind where gray smoke rises from a stone chimney on winter nights. Where family and friends gather around a large mahogany dining table during Thanksgiving.
“I think only this one should be in the blue,” she said and leaned forward. “Can we live here?”
“You want to move away from Callisto?”
“Why not?”
“For one, our commute to work will be an hour each way.”
“I can work from home some days. We can also do some work on the train.”
“Are you thinking we’ll live in Lysithea full time? These are going for sale at the beginning of the year, and I’m already getting a lot of interest from Silicon Valley CEOs. You’ll have to deal with them as neighbors.” He made a face.
She smiled. A delicious thought—something she had been mulling over for a while—rose in her mind like the scent of roasted chestnuts on a cold morning, warming her cheeks. She cleared her throat. “It won’t be so bad to have neighbors. Our kids can play together.”
Eli went quiet for so long she was unsure he had heard her.
“I think I’m ready for us to start a family,” she added to drive the point home.
“Seriously?” The stunned expression on his face made her want to both cry and laugh. “I thought you didn’t want children.”
“Things change.” She was thirty-three and happy. Healthy. Hypnos was far behind her.
Maybe it was the ticking of her biological clock. Or perhaps the desire came from the same innate place every woman in love felt—a need to take the object of her love in to nourish her, to fill her body and her soul.
He sat straighter. “Really?”
She giggled. “Really.”
“Can I name it?” he asked.
She smiled. “I knew you’d want to.”
“I have the perfect name if it’s a girl.”
“Which is?”
“Amalthea. It’s the name of a water nymph who had nursed the newborn Jupiter. A moon of Jupiter, like each of the Four Cities.”
She found she liked the name. “We may have to call her Amal for short. But what if it’s a boy?”
“I’ll figure something out.”
He must have wanted a little girl if he had a name at the ready. The thought warmed her.
“I’ll keep that house for us,” he said.
“Maybe also the one next to it for my mother?”
He looked as if he had just smelled something foul. She laughed. “We’re going to need all the help we can get. I have no idea how to keep a baby alive, do you?”

What is Eli doing tonight? Is he with his assistant, Kennedy, who for the last few months had constantly been by his side? A powerful man is never in want of an admirer, her mother had said. She should know. Howard was a powerful man.
When Eleanor was a child, her mom and Howard’s relationship appeared a banal affair. Theirs was an endless cycle of bland “good mornings,” nods goodbye, hours of absences, and tedious dinners. Now, she knew the dullness was a disguise—like the camouflage soldiers wore to war. It was to hide the violence of the truth. That the landscape of their relationship was filled with landmines of unmet needs, disappointments, and betrayals.
When she married Eli, she thought she had escaped that prison of a life. But toward the end, their relationship followed the same pattern. Except worse. There were no bland “good mornings,” not even a nod goodbye. Dinners were only when necessary and always in the company of others. They rarely talked, and when they did, it frequently resulted in a fight.
The change came after the assassination attempt. A part of him had died that day—the best part. She was left with a man who looked like him, talked like him, and even smelled like him, but the man she had married was gone.
It was too painful to be together, so they stopped. Their marriage is one of true love—and that made it all the more excruciating.
Her heart aches and she closes her eyes, shutting out Eli and the half-full moon.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
Ahead is the oldest pair of trees in the Four Cities. They’re not majestic like the redwoods or glamorous like the changing-leaf maples in Callisto’s Central Park. Their DNA hasn’t been manipulated with technology; their growth hasn’t been accelerated by human hands. The California oaks have been here for decades, steadily growing near a stream that brings water down from the mountains.
The sky above is unblemished sapphire and expands from horizon to horizon. The land around her is barren and flat. No mountains. No bushes. Nothing but the twin trees.
From their direction comes a melody—no, a poem—spoken with a soft timbre. The words are ones she cannot understand. She quickens her step, the gravelly sand scratching against her shoes. If she walks fast enough, she thinks she can catch the meaning of the poem like a butterfly before it’s out of reach.
As she gets closer, she sees Eli standing near the trees. He’s young and as handsome as the day they married. In his arms is a bundle wrapped in a robin’s-egg blue knitted blanket. Her heart jumps. She runs to him, each step a breath and a penance. But when she reaches the trees, he is no longer there.
Suddenly, red and orange flames engulf the trees. The twin oaks do not seem to mind. Their bark appears impervious to the blaze. Their leaves jiggle side to side, engaging in a dance with the fire.
She stares at them in bewilderment, half-expecting the trees to speak to her the way the bush did to Moses. But they do not. The only sound from them is the thundering of the fire. She walks closer, attracted like a moth to a flame.
The closer she gets, the hotter and dryer the air becomes. A trail of sweat drips down her spine and dries before it reaches her waist.
She turns around and sees Anya walking toward her, in the direction of the fire. She is holding hands with a woman who Eleanor assumes is her mother, judging from their similarities, who in turn is holding the hand of a toddler.
Behind them is John. His arm is looped around Angela’s. They are both smiling and talking with each other, unaware of the danger they are heading toward. A few steps behind is Desmond, and next to him are Pax and Yuri. Seeing them trek forward undeterred—a train of pilgrims to the burning trees—fills her with terror. The word “run” plays in a loop in her mind. Eleanor sprints away from the trees to Anya.
“Stop!” she yells. She is almost to Anya now. The girl does not halt. She does not look up. It’s as though she cannot see her.
“Stop!” she screams again. No one hears her. Each walk past her, unable to sense her existence.
Panic rises. She hurries to John and grabs his arm. His skin is cold to the touch, as if it, too, is unaware of the fire. “Stop! The trees are on fire. Can’t you see that?”
Her friend does not look at her, his eyes are only on Angela. She rushes to Pax and Yuri. They ignore her. More people stroll past, looking as if they are merely taking an evening saunter along the Seine. Frankie and Bogey. Jie. Tanya. Everyone she saw at Command. Everyone she’s ever seen at the barracks.
“Stop!” she screams at the top of her lungs.
One person finally does. Myra is standing in front of her in a white sleep dress. Her hair and eyes are wild. In them, Eleanor sees the reflection of the flaming trees.
“Where’s Anya!” she shrieks.
Eleanor points behind her at the people heading toward the burning trees. “She’s in the front. She’s heading for the trees.”
“We need to save her!”
“I tried. I told her to stop. She wouldn’t listen.”
“Why didn’t you save her?”
A sob threatens to escape. “I tried. I couldn’t.”
“You’re lying! You’re a liar,” her aunt accuses.
Eleanor feels boney fingers wrapping around the flesh of her throat. Forcipules around a prey. They tighten, closing her windpipe.
“S-stop!” She grabs the hands, trying to yank them away, but they squeeze even harder. She tries to run, but her legs are rooted in place. All her limbs are heavy. She feels as if she is drowning, her breath leaving her.

“Myra! Stop! Get off her!” a voice yells.
The hands are ripped away. Eleanor guzzles in air. She sits up on her cot. In front of her, Myra is struggling in Bogey’s arms. At the threshold of her door, people begin to gather.
“Where’s Anya!” the thrashing woman shrieks, eyes on Eleanor.
“I don’t know,” Eleanor says. Her words come out in a whisper.
“Give me back Anya, you bitch!”
Eleanor looks around, trying to decide whether she is still dreaming. Dirt-encrusted floor. Grimy windows. An old cot under her. She is in her room at the barracks.
She turns back to Bogey, who is still struggling to restrain the woman. “What’s going on?”
“I heard yelling from your room. I came in and found Myra on top of you,” Bogey says, breathing hard from exertion.
Eleanor’s hand shoots up to her neck. Pain travels across its length. It wasn’t a dream.
“Where’s Anya!” Myra yells.
“She doesn’t have her,” Bogey screams back. “Can’t you see your niece isn’t here?”
The angry woman whips her head from side to side, her eyes wide in panic. “Then where is she?”
“You know where she is,” he says.
The woman crumples to the floor, taking Bogey with her. For a moment Eleanor thinks Myra will get up and launch at her. She doesn’t. Instead, she wails, the sound of an injured animal. Hot tears spill down Eleanor’s own cheeks, and sobs roll up her battered throat.
They had to wake John. He comes in his pajamas, fright in his eyes and hair standing on end. He looks as though he just had an encounter with a ghost.
“Oh my god, Eleanor, are you okay?” he says in one breath.
She shakes her head. He looks at the nurse tending to her neck, who then nods and gets up. The nurse closes the door, leaving John alone with Eleanor in the room.
He rushes to her cot and settles next to her, his weight tilting her body toward him. He examines her neck with the gentlest touch. His face crumples.
“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry I didn’t keep you safe.” He wraps her in his arms, in a protective cradle. “Don’t worry. I won’t let her hurt you anymore.”
“It was real,” she says, her voice no more than a whisper. Hot pain sears her esophagus when she speaks. “I thought I was dreaming. But she was really choking me. She wanted her niece. I—I don’t—”
“Of course you don’t know. She’s mentally unstable. She doesn’t know any better. They took her to the clinic.”
John squeezes her tighter against his chest. More tears gather and fall. She feels as if she is about to break apart. Or maybe she is already broken, but the glue or whatever it is that’s been holding her together is coming undone.
“What—” he says and pulls away from her. He stares at his arm. “You’re bleeding!”
A spot on his white undershirt is red. The color is so bright it looks fake. He yanks up her left sleeve.
“God damn it, Myra.” His voice is shaky, full of restrained fury.
Eleanor looks down and sees blood seeping out of several cuts on her bruised arm. It is in the same pattern as Anya’s wound. Something clicks inside her head. Her heart drops to her stomach.
“Myra did it. The girl—”
“Shhh . . . Don’t worry. Everything’s fine.” John’s voice sounds far away, as if it’s not his.
John left her room at dawn after cleaning and dressing her cuts. His eyes were rimmed red and exhausted, probably the same way hers would look if Eleanor could see herself in a mirror. Though he had said over and over that Myra does not know any better, Eleanor knows he is angry.
Word has already traveled around the barracks about Myra’s attack. When Eleanor gets to the mess hall for lunch—starving after having skipped breakfast—those there are already seated with food in front of them. Instead of hostility in their eyes, there’s pity, which to her is not much better.
Where’s Anya?
She looks around but cannot find the girl. If she had to guess, Anya must be in the cave, hiding from shame even though it was not her fault. It’s the same shame Eleanor had felt all morning until hunger urged her off the bed.
Eleanor walks to the stainless steel counter and grabs a red tray. A potato—sweet this time—with a side of cabbage. She slides into a seat at her usual table. Keeping her eyes fixed on her food, she cuts everything into small pieces. The faster she eats this tasteless plate of food, the quicker she can return to her bedroom.
Suddenly two trays clunk on her table: one blue, one red. She looks up and sees Jie—the muscly woman she saw while being interrogated by Leadership—and next to her is the redhead who held a shotgun to her face and locked her in the closet. The hair on her arms stands on end. She braces herself for another attack.
“Can we sit?” Jie asks. Without waiting for an answer, they both take the two chairs opposite. “I’m Jie. That’s Allie, my girlfriend. You may remember us from Command.”
“I didn’t say you could sit.” Eleanor’s hand is on her tray, ready to use it as a shield or weapon.
Jie cocks an eyebrow.
Allie places an arm on her girlfriend. “It’s my fault. We got off on the wrong foot.”
“That’s an understatement,” Eleanor says. Though her voice is still hoarse from the choking, there is flint in it. “You held a gun to my face.”
“Occupational hazard,” Allie says sheepishly. “Between us, I wouldn’t have shot you.”
“You’re not supposed to say that!” Jie says.
“But she’s one of us now, right?” Allie looks at her expectantly.
“We both volunteered for your project,” Jie adds.
Project Genesis 2.0.
Eleanor releases the tray from her grip and leans back against her chair. “Are you aware of what it entails?”
“John briefed us. We’d have to subject ourselves to blood tests, pass health checks, take a bunch of meds, and carry a fetus to term,” Jie says.
“And you’re fine with all that?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means it will be your life for the next year or so. There may be things you can no longer do, depending on how high-risk the pregnancy will be and how healthy you are throughout.”
“I am,” Jie says.
“We both are,” Allie says. “Besides, we’ll have each other for support. We’ll go through everything together. The two of us.”
Allie clasps Jie’s hand, and they look at each other with love in their eyes. Eleanor’s heart squeezes. She misses Eli.
Jie turns back, her eyes intense. “We want to do this, Dr. Hope.”
“Eleanor,” she corrects her.
“Desmond said we have to call you Dr. Hope.”
“Why?”
“Probably so people will give you more respect.” Jie looks around the room. “And won’t try to kill you in your sleep.”
Eleanor feels color draining from her face. Allie slaps her girlfriend’s arm.
“Too soon? Sorry.” Jie looks genuinely remorseful. “But now that we’ve moved here from Command, you have us to watch your back. Extra benefit.”
Allie leans forward on the table, a big smile on her face. “So, can you tell me more about growing up in New York City?”
“I thought you weren’t interested.” Eleanor recalls her indifference in the tunnel.
Allie makes a face. “We’re not supposed to be friendly with captives.” Her expression returns to cheerful. “So, did you live in Brooklyn? That’s where my mom’s mom came from before she moved west.”
Jie groans. “Don’t mind her. She’s enthralled by the city. Her parents were from the Slab. They don’t like cities, so she grew up out here.”
“The booniest of the boonies,” Allie says. Up close and without a gun in her hands, she looks every part a bubbly girl next door who would bring you the extra chocolate chip cookies she baked.
“I lived in a neighborhood called the Upper East Side.” Eleanor prays the young women do not know the area and think her a rich snob. Their expressions tell her that they do not.
“What was it like?” Allie asks.
“It’s considered a family neighborhood with brownstones mixed in with high rises.”
“What did you love most about it?”
“The pace was slower than the rest of the city. There were many museums. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Guggenheim, the Whitney. And then, of course, there was Central Park.”
“Was it like the one in Callisto?”
“It was a lot bigger and had more trees. There was a very large reservoir in the middle I used to run around.”
“What’s your favorite thing about it?”
“So many. Maybe the fall. It’s when the leaves turned color and the park looked like one huge painting.” Eleanor relaxes into the memory. She can imagine it now—the crispness in the breeze, the sound of dry leaves crunching under her shoes, the sweet scent of toasty, sugary honey-roasted nuts in the air.
Allie moves her mouth in a silent wow. “I wish I could have seen it.”
“There are a few sections in Callisto’s Central Park with trees that change color in the fall. Not as impressive but still beautiful.”
It was she who had insisted Eli plant American elms in two lines along a walking path near her work to mimic the cathedral-like canopy above the Mall in Central Park. In the early days of the Four Cities, they would walk it daily, hand in hand, on their way to their respective offices. Sometimes they would linger on a park bench with freshly brewed coffee warming their hands, breathing in the cool dawn and each other.
“This morning, with her, having coffee,” Eli would say into the crook of her neck, reciting Johnny Cash’s definition of paradise. Those moments became rarer over time until they stopped altogether.
“I love Christmas in Callisto,” Allie says. Excitement gleams in her eyes. “The lighting of the Christmas tree in Central Park. The chestnut stalls. Carolers on the streets.”
It is an event everyone looks forward to, even more so after the war. On that day, Eleanor would walk down meandering paths with hot chocolate in hand, absorbing everything. She could pretend that life was normal and they were not the only survivors of the apocalypse.
The thought of not being able to see it anymore saddens her, even if at the same time she never wants to return. Is there a word for that?
“I used to go there every year to visit my brother—” Allie says and stops herself.
“You have a brother in Callisto?”
“Used to.” There’s grief in her voice.
“What’s his name?” Eleanor asks, wondering what happened to him. Cancer? The silent killer had taken many after the war until Research & Intelligence figured out a way to reverse the damage done to their DNA.
Allie looks down at her tray. “Henry.”
Eleanor opens her mouth to ask more, when Jie disrupts her.
“Oh, hey, John said for you to go to the garage after lunch. He wants to talk to you.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
She walks slowly to the garage, as if wading through a weed-filled pond. John’s reaction after Myra’s attack showed he cares for her more than just as a friend. It’s obvious to anyone with eyes despite his talk of moving on. But what is she supposed to do with that knowledge?
The building sits away from the living quarters with nothing else around. There are no vehicles inside except for one. They are all out looking for the CDL, according to Anya. What will they do once they find it, if they find it?
She imagines a scene of gun-toting Resistance members, security droids, and children caught in between. Every possibility ends in a tragedy. She has no more space in her brain to worry about this, she tells herself. Not right now.
“Hi.” John leans out of his UTV. His voice is cautious. His eyes trail to her bruised neck and turn sad. “I see Jie and Allie finally delivered my message.”
“Yeah. We talked a bit about the project. I don’t know if they really understand the risks.”
“They do. They really want to be a part of it. Not for them, but for everyone. I think you can understand that.”
Silence passes between them.
“Did you get any rest after . . . ?” he asks, almost as an afterthought.
“I dozed on and off.” Maybe. She cannot remember whether she had slept. “Did you?”
“Not really.”
They smile ruefully at each other.
“Hop in,” he says. “I have something to show you. Something I hope might cheer you up.”
Eleanor hesitantly steps into the UTV and sits on the passenger seat. John starts the engine and speeds off, leaving the barracks behind them. He takes the direction opposite to Command, away from the hills and toward the sweeping desert.
There’s a tinge of coolness in the air as they march inevitably toward year’s end. The wind buffets her cheeks, sending her hair flying. She leans back and enjoys the feeling, not caring that her last set of clean clothes will be covered in dust by the conclusion of this ride. Not worrying, for the moment, about the undercurrent of tension that now exists between her and John.
Birds and lizards, startled by the unexpected crunching of tires on gravel, scramble away as the UTV tumbles shakily through. The land extends before them—a carpet of brown sugar. Joshua trees stand guard, their arms outstretched in greeting or warning—Eleanor isn’t sure which.
Taller trees begin to give way to scraggy bushes, then nothing but the pale yellow ground. Hazy light washes over everything like a wet paintbrush, making the edges blurry. She feels as though she is inside a Rothko painting.
Suddenly the horizon drops—land surrendering to the vast sky. They are heading toward the edge of a canyon. The ending of Thelma and Louise flashes through her mind before John eases the vehicle to a stop near the edge of a cliff.
He turns off the engine. Silence settles. Her heart slows, then it simultaneously tilts and aches. For the beauty before her. For its serenity. For its emptiness.

After the pies were served and the coffee poured, the guests spread throughout the penthouse. Fueled by wine and whiskey, some were chancing talks of politics and the chaotic state of the world. Eli was deep in conversation with Howard about investing. Eleanor searched from room to room for her usual conversation partners but could not find her mother or John. There was one more place she could check.
She opened the sliding door and stepped onto the expansive deck. From beyond it, the city glittered around the dark square that was Central Park. The air was freezing, nipping at her nose and cheeks. She hugged her sweater tighter and walked toward the greenhouse.
The fifteen-by-ten glass structure with black metal trim glowed like an old-fashioned lantern. It was the only spot in Howard’s penthouse where Eleanor ever felt at ease. Since she’d moved out, her mother had employed a gardener to tend to the myriads of vegetables it had accumulated over time.
As she got closer to it, she saw John and her mom inside. Their voices floated through the door left ajar. She stopped, not wanting to disturb them.
“Thank you so much for having me,” John said. “I can honestly say it was the best Thanksgiving I’ve ever had.”
Eleanor smiled. She had forced him to come with her and Eli after discovering he had nowhere to go and would have spent the day alone riding the train to and from Montauk.
“I’m glad you could come. Eleanor has been talking so much about you, and she doesn’t talk about many people. She doesn’t have a lot of friends as you may have noticed,” her mother said.
Eleanor rolled her eyes. Of all the problems in the world, her mother worried about her lack of superficial bonding.
“She doesn’t need them. I admire that about her,” John said.
“Everybody needs friends. She’s just always been solitary, and I think that makes life harder for her than necessary. But God knows she keeps busy. She doesn’t like being still.”
“Is this greenhouse hers?”
“Yes. She loves growing tomatoes, as you can see. Her father loved gardening. He passed away when she was eight. This, I suppose, is her way of connecting with him.”
“She never told me that. I thought Howard . . .”
“No. She and Howard . . . Well, that’s a different story for another time.”
“Eli seems to get along well with him though.”
“They’re both empire builders, I suppose. They always have something to talk about.”
“Eli is something else.” The admiration in his voice was apparent.
“You’ve known him long?”
“Since our first year at Columbia. His reputation preceded him.”
“Good reputation, I hope.”
John chuckled. “I heard a rumor in the dorm about a whiz kid who bet a professor on a stock’s performance and won. Then I met him in one of my classes. We’ve been friends ever since.”
“He lost his mother earlier this year, right?” she said.
John nodded. “Did you ever meet Viv?”
“No. I— Well, Eleanor never set anything up. Everything happened so fast.”
“You would have liked her. She was also known for hosting an occasional dinner for undergrad students who didn’t have a home.”
Eleanor doubted her mother would have appreciated Viv, at least not the way she did. Aside from the two women being complete opposites, somehow, she thought her mom would have been irked by the vivacious flower child.
“Did she like Eleanor?”
“Oh yes, they were close. Viv may have even liked your daughter more than her own son.” He grinned but there was a touch of sadness in it.
John was missing her too. Eleanor’s chest cracked, and her missing of Viv poured out like water from a broken vase.
“Then I’m very sorry I didn’t get to meet her.” Her mother cleared her throat. “And your parents? Where do they live?”
“I actually don’t know where they are. The state took me away when I was young . . .”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. It could have been a lot worse.”
“You did well for yourself. Eleanor told me you’re finishing your degree a year early.”
“I’m luckier than most.”
“You shouldn’t downplay your hard work,” she said.
“I always assume when one is in my position, hard work is a given. I’ve also had some amazing opportunities.”
“What’s your plan after graduation?”
“I’d like to get a PhD and become a professor. But I have a huge student loan to pay off, so I might have to sell my soul to a corporation for a bit,” he said good-naturedly.
“Eleanor wants to get a PhD as well.”
“You must be proud.”
“I am, though I don’t know how that’s going to work with her wanting to get married.”
“Why not?”
“When you have a family, your priorities change. Two people with big dreams don’t always work out. Someone has to give. And I worry that person will be Eleanor.”
“Eli is a good man, and he loves her. He would want her to have her own dream. They’ll work it out.”
“I married young the first time. Things don’t always work out. With Eli, I’m afraid she’ll end up in a life that’s not her own. I don’t want her to make the same mistake I did.” Her mother laughed nervously. “I’m sorry I’m dumping on you. You’re just so easy to talk to.”
“Don’t worry. They’ll find a way. I know they will.”
“You’re a good friend to both of them, I can appreciate that.” She sighed. “When you’re a parent, the instinct to protect overwhelms. I worry about her all the time. But she hates when I meddle. She’s stubborn, you know.”
“You’ll always keep her safe.”
“I won’t always be here.” She placed a hand on his arm. “If it’s not too much to ask, would you mind keeping an eye on her? She trusts you, and that says a lot.”
“Of course.”

The missing of her mother rakes at her heart. After her death in the destruction of New York, Eleanor sunk into a deep depression she could not have climbed out of were it not for John. He was the only one who truly felt the loss along with her. They pulled each other out of the hole together, using one another for strength.
She turns away from the majestic view to him. “Do you still think of them?”
Them is their shorthand for everyone who had perished.
There’s a faraway look in his eyes. “Often. Some more than others. The other day I had the biggest craving for a pretzel, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the guy who sold them from a cart by my apartment in New York.”
“I think of my mother all the time, especially lately.”
He grabs her hand and squeezes it. “I think of her too.”
“You were her favorite of the three of us.”
John smiles. “I doubt that.”
“She had to love me. But you actually deserved her love.”
Her mother had always admired John. Raised in the system from a young age, he survived it with not an ounce of bitterness in his veins. How he never lost himself, Eleanor would never know. His name was always at the tip of her mother’s tongue. John, who put himself through college. John, who could always be depended on. Steady, thoughtful John.
“I miss her, but I’m also glad she’s not around anymore. Isn’t that terrible?” she says. “She wouldn’t have survived this way of life.”
“She was stronger than you think.”
“I don’t know if it’s about strength.”
“Then what?”
“Luck. Stubbornness. The sheer will to stay alive, maybe. Sometimes I can’t help but think that death is a better alternative to living this way.”
“It isn’t. Death is a blankness.” His voice is hard.
“Life can also be a blankness.” Melancholy descends. She pushes it away before it has a chance to land.
John places an arm over her shoulder and pulls her into a side embrace, being careful not to touch her dressed wound. He kisses her hair. “You shouldn’t have come, but I’m happy you’re here.”
“Tell me about your last year,” she says.
“I already told you.”
“You told me bits and pieces.”
“There’s not much to say. I left Callisto, and Desmond welcomed me here. I took the job as a runner between Callisto and Elara, using my contacts to procure certain necessities. When the trains stopped, I moved to managing the food runs.”
“Why are you doing it?”
“What do you mean?” he asks.
“I mean, it’s a menial task. Couldn’t someone else do it? You’re way more—”
“I enjoy doing it,” he cuts her off. “It’s good, necessary work.”
Silence falls between them again. She turns her attention back to the scene in front of her. The vast emptiness of the desert reminds her of a dream. She feels as though she, too, may be an illusion.
“What did you mean when you said you had to let me go?” The question falls unexpectedly from her lips.
He relaxes his arm around her. “I’m a lot less complicated than you think.”
“I’d rather not assume.”
He takes his arm back.
“Twenty years is long enough to be in love with someone who can’t be with you, don’t you think?” he says in an even tone, his eyes fixed forward.
Her heart simultaneously sinks and flitters. “But you’re okay now, right?”
“I’m working on it. And like I said, Angela is good for me.”
They settle back into silence. Time is an endless lake she’s swimming through. The quietude, an entity with a solid shape she can touch.
He digs in his pocket, pulls out a piece of paper, and hands it over. “Here.”
“What is it?”
“All the volunteers for the project.”
She unfolds the piece of paper and sees a list of names. Jie and Allie are there, as to be expected. But the next one Eleanor stares at in disbelief. “Why is Tanya on this list?”
“Because she volunteered.”
“But she was against it. I’m not sure I feel comfortable with her.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers, Eleanor. You only have ten volunteers. You’ll need to run health assessments, and you’ll lose some in the process. Why don’t you talk to her first and see?”
Ten women total. That’s hardly a study. But when death is a possible outcome, ten martyrs are more than she should hope for.
“Fine,” Eleanor says.
“She might surprise you.”
“I doubt it. The woman hates me.”
“Maybe. But she still volunteered. That means something.”
“Sure. It means something. She wants to sabotage it so she can send me running.”
“Everyone is counting on this project to work, and Desmond will be watching it like a hawk. She won’t sabotage it.”
“What if I test her and find she’s not a good fit?”
“Then she’s not a good fit.”
Eleanor shifts her gaze from John back to the vista. Its grandness makes her feel small and vulnerable. “What if I end up killing them?”
“You won’t. You’ll pull the plug before it gets that bad.”
“You sure I’ll be allowed to?” She remembers the fervor in Desmond’s eyes and the hope in the others’.
“Desmond’s a good leader. And he said you’d have full control.”
“Desperation changes people,” she says.
John does not argue. He knows that truth better than most.
“When are you going to Callisto?” she asks.
“The logistics are complicated. My contact said to hold tight and he’ll let us know.”
“Who is this person?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“Why not?”
“Because he asked me not to, and I’m not going to betray his confidence.”
“How do you know you can trust him?”
“Because he hasn’t failed us yet. He’s the one who got us the farm’s schedule so we can go in without getting caught.”
“I don’t like it. We rely too much on the existing system.” The Four Cities’ system.
“We don’t have to like it. We just have to survive.”
The same uneasiness clawing at the nape of her neck returns.
Find him.
John turns on the engine. “We should go.”
They ride back in silence. Once they reach the entrance to building C, John drops her off with a single “bye.” She is alone again.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
Eli
Lysithea, the Four Cities
Hyde stared at Kennedy, mouth agape. Eli could have warned him. There had been enough time to ask Seneca to send a message. And Eli did think about it briefly while his drone flew over the desert between Callisto and Lysithea, but decided against it. Shock was a measurable response, a data point with embedded meaning. From his reaction, Eli was certain there had been no contact between the two since Kennedy left Lysithea.
“H-hey, Kira. It’s been—uh—a long time.” Hyde was stammering, another measurable response.
“Hi, Henry,” Kennedy said.
“It’s Hyde now,” he corrected.
Good.
“Oh, right. Old habit. Please forgive me.”
Eli listened for any hidden meaning in the word forgive. Was it said with true remorse, or was it just an automatic response like a tic? From her red cheeks, he decided it was the former.
Good.
Hyde raised a hand, pushing the apology away. “No worries, Kennedy. I did the same thing. Old habits die hard.”
“Eli told me on our way here about Bonnie. I’m so sorry.”
Grief returned to his eyes. “She was your friend too.”
“Of course. I’m sorry she died.”
“I was the one who found her,” Hyde said, his voice trembling. Kennedy reached over and held his hand. Hyde’s eyes flicked to Eli and back to her.
Interesting.
Kennedy’s high level of loyalty—its focus was shifting. But by how much? There would be a lot of useful data to collect in this one interaction.
Eli decided to walk to the fireplace in the living room, still within line of sight. The fire was going, the scent of hickory filling the air. It was not real fire. That would be too dangerous in Lysithea with all the priceless, irreplaceable wood houses.
From the mantle, he picked up a desiccated branch of brown leaves and acorns and pretended to study it. He could even be in another room if he chose; the video recording would be waiting at home for him to evaluate. But he preferred to get his data face-to-face, in real time. More than half of human interactions were nonverbal.
Hyde stepped toward Kennedy, their hands still holding. “You look good. You’re well?”
“Yes. I have an apartment overlooking the park and a job I enjoy.”
“That’s good. That’s good.”
“I also go to the art museum every weekend.”
“Yeah?” Enthusiasm bled through his voice. “Did you go to the American Realism room?”
“Of course. Every time I’m there.”
Eli recalled it was Hyde’s favorite at the museum. They must have gone together before.
“Are you still painting?” Kennedy asked Hyde.
“Yes. Every day. Do you want to see them?”
“Maybe later.”
Hyde made a sound in his throat of shielded disappointment.
“Maybe we can just talk for a bit first?” Kennedy asked. “It’s been so long.”
“Sure, sure.” He led her to a reading nook by the front window with two chairs and a small wooden table.
Here was where Eli decided to leave the two. The data would be more accurate if they believed no one was around—watching, listening. He made his way to the front door. When they saw him, they leaned away from each other.
Yeah, the data would be more accurate if they were alone.
“I’m going to step out for a bit,” Eli said.
“Are you going to visit the other three?” Hyde asked.
“No, we already saw them before we came here.”
“Oh?” Hyde turned to Kennedy. “How are they?”
“They’re fine. Sad about Bonnie too,” she said.
“I should go see them sometimes,” Hyde said wistfully.
Eli knew the man wouldn’t. A guilt complex was a deeply rooted emotion, labyrinthian and far reaching. It had taken Hyde months to begin talking to Bonnie again, and she had been his next-door neighbor.
But Hyde was different with Kennedy. Their bond came from their past affection. Not idealism. Not a shared cause. Some emotions were stronger than guilt.
Outside the yellow bungalow, the sky was cotton candy pink and sherbet orange—sweets his tongue had not tasted since childhood. Eli turned right, up the hill, the familiar path he took every day after the last water bottle left his pack.
He wondered what Hyde and Kennedy were talking about when they believed no one was listening. More about Kennedy’s job and Hyde’s mundane life? Bonnie’s death? Sweet nothings? Their shared history?
He thought of his own shared history with Eleanor. They first met when they were only eighteen. So many years had since passed. Would she have agreed to their first date had she known their future? He could not tell. All he knew was his own answer.

The chirping of crickets filled the late afternoon air. Strawberry Field was popular, and today was no different. Tourists filled the triangular area where three paths merged, posing for photos with the famous black-and-white round mosaic. Still, there was no better place he could think of to bring Eleanor.
The day had been perfect. So perfect he did not want it to end. He watched, with a sense of loss, as she ate the last of her sandwich. There was a crumb at the corner of her mouth. Without words, he reached over and wiped it off. He did not even think about it, the gesture as natural as something he had done a hundred times before. Her face flushed pink, and he realized what he did was too intimate for a first date.
He cleared his throat. “Are you all done?”
She tucked a strand of her hair behind an ear. “Yeah.”
The idea came out of nowhere, something he never thought to do before. All he knew was he wanted more of her. “I want to show you something.”
“Okay.”
They gathered the picnic blanket and leftovers and put everything back into the basket they had come from. He took her hand, a gesture that felt as ordinary as any given Sunday, filled with the same easy comfort.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“You’ll see.”
They made their way northeast on West Drive and onto a small path toward the Oak Bridge. They talked of classes, favorite coffee shops, and music—light things. She liked jazz and classical piano, she confessed. It was her piano teacher’s influence. His taste veered toward classic rock. The Beatles. Pink Floyd. Creedence Clearwater Revival. Joni Mitchell. Everything in his mother’s vinyl collection.
The path opened up to a reservoir on their right. Glittering water. Couples in rowboats. Skyscrapers behind a copse of trees. Like Strawberry Field, the Oak Bridge was crawling with tourists snapping photos and enjoying the warm day. He led her across it and kept walking. She asked no more of where they were going. Instead, she told him about her childhood home in Riverdale, where her dad grew a tomato garden. When they reached Fifth Avenue and turned left, she had a knowing look on her face.
The Beaux-Arts building with Grecian columns stood in contrast to the buildings opposite like a duchess amid modernity, a relic from a bygone era. A smile upturned a corner of her lips as they climbed the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. He was smitten.
“Do you have your ID?” Eli asked once they were inside the Great Hall. She nodded.
They showed their IDs at the ticket booth for reduced admission tickets and stickers.
“Where are we going?” she asked as she placed a sticker on her shirt.
He took her hand again and led her toward the Greek and Roman Arts room filled with marble sculptures of gods and muses. But they did not stop. They continued toward the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, past decorative and ceremonial objects within glass boxes. Still, they did not stop.
“This date is getting more and more interesting,” she said. His heart doubled in size.
They exited the room and walked toward an elevator in the back. He pressed the button to the second floor. He did not look at her during the short ride up. He couldn’t. His heart was thumping out of his chest.
When the door opened, he turned right and then right again through a large entry into a spacious room filled with paintings the size of walls. Here, he stopped. In front of them was a vertical red painting taller than an average man.
No. 21 by Mark Rothko.
“We’re here,” Eli said. “Eleanor, meet my favorite painting. My favorite painting, meet Eleanor.”
He had felt a kinship with this artwork since the first time he laid eyes on it. The abstract color field of diaphanous crimson layers. The melancholic smears of slate blue peeking through. A window into the heart.
She stared at it for a long time without words. He felt edgy, exposed, as if she was peering inside him. Through the bloody layers of his skin, along the highways of his pulsating veins and aortas, and right to his soul.
Then she turned to him.
“I love it too,” she said simply.
In a move as surprising as this entire day—surprising even to him—he leaned down and gave her a kiss as throbbing red as Rothko’s No. 21.

Over the years, he had tried to acquire the painting, but all his efforts were thwarted. Now it was gone forever. The loss of it felt personal. It was not only the lives of people and animals that were the price of war, but countless beautiful objects that human hands had created. Irreplaceable art collections. Majestic architecture. Historic sites. The only things he knew to have survived were here in the Four Cities.
As he walked, small homes began to give way to larger ones. The higher he went, the bigger they became. At the top, in a section his publicists dubbed the Jewels of Lysithea, was a neighborhood of Queen Anne–style mansions of various colors. Happy coral. Sage green. Pale rose. Mysterious dark purple. His Painted Ladies. All vacant. All except one.
The spectacular Victorian presented herself like a grand dame—robin’s-egg blue gown and white lace petticoat—awaiting a carriage to a ball. Eli walked up the wide wraparound porch and paused to admire the view of the Lysithea valley and its downtown. From the moment he bought this land, he had a clear vision of this city. First a thought, then a thing.
He unlocked the door. The intricate stained-glass design was a commission done by an artist whose work was also in the Met. It opened to a foyer with shiny mahogany-paneled walls and a blown-glass chandelier. The chandelier, curved lines with delicate flowers and leaves, was another commission. The best from the island of Murano. Eli had selected only the finest for this house—the one he and Eleanor had hoped to move into once they had a child. Amalthea.
Eli made his way past walls of books and carved fireplaces—through the dining room with a table large enough to fit all their friends and family at Thanksgiving—past a kitchen with modern high-end appliances that rivaled those in Eleanor’s mother’s penthouse—and into the sunroom. Surrounded by windows, it looked out onto the backyard where trees stood leafless.
There, he imagined their daughter racing around with her arms out, pretending to be an airplane. Pigtailed and pale golden skin. Light brown hair. Large eyes. A perfect mix of them both.
A black grand piano stood in the middle of the sunroom. It may be in need of tuning. He ran the tip of his index along its shiny and smooth surface, leaving a line of matte fingerprint. It was Eleanor’s. Everything here was for her.
“Eli!” a tiny high-pitched voice called from behind.
He turned and saw a face he had longed to see all day. Cherubic and sweet, framed by bright blond curls. Eyes blue like the sky on a warm summer day. Like the ocean.
“Hi.” He went to the toddler and scooped her up. She was light as a bird. In that moment he felt fragile, as if one wrong touch would shatter him.
“Did you have a good day today?” he asked.
“Yes.” The little girl stuck a thumb into her mouth and began sucking.
A woman with gray hair and a soldier-straight back came into the room. “Nora, no thumb in mouth.”
The little girl pulled it out.
“Hi, Agatha,” Eli said.
“Hello, Mr. Ander,” she said in the Queen’s English.
No matter how many times Eli had asked her to call him by his first name, Agatha insisted on using his last. She was once a nanny to the children of a minor royal. The entire family was lost during the Last War. Eli had chosen her based on her data. High discretion. High propensity for trustworthiness. High organization. High loyalty.
“I don’t know how you can tell which is which,” Eli said.
“The differences are there. Minute, but there,” Agatha replied.
He looked back at Nora. “Where are your siblings?”
“There!” The girl pointed to the backyard, where a moment ago he had imagined Amalthea. Goosebumps rose on Eli’s arms.
“No, they’re not outside. They’re coming. I just dressed them for bedtime,” Agatha said.
When another girl—identical in her looks to the one in his arms—toddled into the room, Nora pointed to her instead. “Nandia! There! Nandia!”
Behind the Nandia came two little boys of the same age and physical appearance. Eyes dark like coffee. Hair brown and curly with a widow’s peak. The curls would loosen over time to a wave, and the brown would darken, Eli knew.
“Nandia, Elias, Leander—say hello to Eli,” Agatha said.
“Hello, Eli,” they said in different volumes and pitches.
“Hello, everyone.” He placed Nora gently back on the floor and sat on his haunches. “I brought you all something.”
The other three ran over, the pitter-patter of their feet music to his ears. Once they were all in front of him, the two sets of identical children held out their palms, giggling all the while.
Eli opened his backpack and removed an insulated pouch. He unzipped it, and inside were four chocolate bars. No real cocoa, no real cream, but they tasted almost as good.
“Chocolate!” the little voices shouted in unified excitement.
Their eyes crinkled with glee—two pairs of brown, two pairs of blue. He used to find them eerie, these eyes. It was like looking into the past and seeing the future at the same time.
“Did you already brush your teeth?” he asked in a mock-serious tone.
They shook their heads. “No.” “Nope.” “Uh-uh.”
Behind them, Agatha tutted. “No sugar before bed, children.”
“This is for snack tomorrow, okay?” Eli said to them and handed each a bar. The four children smiled from ear to ear.
“What do you say?” Agatha asked.
“Thank you!” they said in unison.
He felt his own lips pulling up at the corners. It was impossible not to be attached to these children. Eli knew he was breaking the rules with them. All the created children should be at the Center for Discovery and Learning with the others. When they’re old enough, he kept telling himself. They just needed a little more time. He needed a little more time.
Right now he could not bear the thought of not seeing them every day. It was the only time he felt something besides empty. There was a void inside his chest—a black hole swallowing everything that dared cross its event horizon. Sometimes he would try to recall the ways in which he had felt something—anything—in the course of a day. Like when he caught himself tearing up while watching the rain hit the limbs of trees. Or feeling the benign pleasure of the first sip of coffee in the morning. But those moments were rare, and becoming rarer.
He was reminded of a passage he once read:
Funny how the spectrum of loss narrowed over time. It became something he could not gauge. Loss was loss and every loss hurt equally no matter the circumstances. Not the small insignificant losses, no. Not the superficial disappointments life threw at you. But the things that grew into you and were excised like a tumor or a limb. Those were the losses that stuck, ironically, in your mind, until the loss filled the hole where the “something” was and now the loss was physically a part of you too.
“Eli,” Seneca’s voice called from his watch. “The Resistance female is awake.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
Leadership gave her a phlebotomy kit. It comes in a gray plastic box. Inside are collection tubes, needles, a tourniquet, alcohol pads, gauze, gloves, and bags with labels. How—with this one basic kit—do they expect her to change their entire future? Eleanor sighs.
John told her there will be more equipment. Things are just more complicated without the trains running. She needs to be patient, he said, as if this Project Genesis 2.0 had been her idea in the first place. She has a feeling there’s more he is holding back from her.
The first step is to assess fitness. That’s what the phlebotomy kit is for. John told her Tanya will be her first appointment. She was supposed to come after breakfast, but she is late.
When Eleanor is about to give up and go to her garden, a knock comes at her door. She opens it to find Tanya’s unsmiling face. Her heart does a nervous jump even though she had expected her.
“Tanya.”
“Dr. Hope.”
“Come in.” Eleanor closes the door once the woman is inside.
She studies Tanya closely for the first time. Her skin is leathery, and her face is marked with lines. Her back is slightly curved from years of hunching over. The woman looks weather- and life-
beaten.
“Please sit.” She points to the desk with two chairs on either side in the middle of her bedroom.
Tanya sits on a chair, and Eleanor takes the one opposite.
“I have a few questions to ask before we begin,” Eleanor says.
“Alright.”
“How old are you?”
Tanya bristles. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Age affects pregnancy success.”
“Forty-seven,” Tanya says begrudgingly.
“Have you ever been pregnant?”
“Yes.”
“How many times?”
“Four.”
“Are all your children living?”
“No.”
“What happened to them?”
“Two died during the war. Two died before they were born.”
“Before or after the war?”
“After.”
“What happened?”
Tanya is stone-faced. “The usual. They just couldn’t live. The doctor didn’t know why.”
“And you still want to be pregnant again?”
“That’s why I’m here.”
“How’s your health?”
“Fine. The gene therapy helped me. I haven’t even had a cold in a long time.”
“Is your mother living?”
Tanya looks about to protest. Then she changes her mind. “No.”
“How did she die?”
“Cancer.”
“Do you have a partner at home?”
“No. He also died of cancer.”
“Was it from exposure to the bombs?”
“That’s what the doctor said.”
“When did he die?”
“Two years ago.”
Too many red flags.
Eleanor crosses her arms over her chest. “You have factors against you. I’m sorry but you’re not the best fit for the program.”
Panic surges in Tanya’s eyes. “I have to be in it!”
If this were the old days, when Eleanor had the option of weeding out test subjects if they did not perfectly match the criteria, she would have left the conversation. But that luxury is behind her. “Why?”
Tanya’s face turns somber. An air of sadness emanates from her. She breathes in.
“I lost my entire family, my entire life. My husband Paul and I married out of high school. We had two children, one right after the other. One was in college on a football scholarship, the other in the army when the war struck. They didn’t survive. Paul and I were living in our RV at the time. It was something we had always wanted to do after the kids left home—you know, that van life everyone was raving about. We were parked in the desert when the bombs hit. I remember seeing the flash, then it got darker. Not pitch dark, but like dusk. The sunset that night was the most glorious I had ever seen.”
Eleanor remembered. For half a year after, they had twilit sky, the sun partially concealed by the dust clouds. Without the backup wind and geothermal power, desalination plants, and hydroponic farms set up before the war, they would have all starved.
“After we were rescued, we came to the Four Cities and settled into a new life. Just us two,” Tanya continued. “The Dwelling Council put us in a fancy apartment in Callisto, and we both got jobs. Then I got pregnant. I didn’t expect it. We were very happy though; we missed our boys so much. But the baby, he didn’t make it. I call him he, but I don’t even know if it was a boy or a girl. Couldn’t tell. The baby came after four months. He looked like strands of purple grapes.” She closes her eyes as though trying to will the image from memory.
After a pause, she opens her eyes and continues. “At first I thought it was just bad luck. Then we tried again. This time the baby came after seven months, but he was missing an arm, had three toes on each foot, and his head was . . .” She swallows. “He lived for two minutes. The doctors did everything possible.”
Eleanor feels wetness traveling down her cheek and wipes it. She had not realized she was crying. “I’m sorry.”
Tanya does not hear, or does not acknowledge it. “Two years ago Paul—he died. Thyroid cancer. Before that, he had had to remove a tumor a year. The gene therapy thing didn’t work on him, though it worked on me. His cells were too damaged.”
Tanya looks up, her eyes glistening with tears. But in them is a steely determination that strikes Eleanor.
“I know I can get pregnant again. I had two healthy babies, and I would have had two more if they’d lived. I’m healthy and strong. And I can deal with pain real well. I’ll do whatever you ask. I know I can be a good test subject. I just—I just want another chance to carry a baby, to feel a life growing inside me. It doesn’t have to be mine.”
A lump forms in Eleanor’s throat. Tanya’s entire family is gone, and this is her chance to create another, to not feel so alone. In that moment, she sees the woman as a fellow traveler journeying through the desert, searching for a path forward after her world had crumbled beneath her. They are no different.
She nods. “Roll up your sleeve. I’m taking your blood for testing.”
Tanya’s face brightens. She unbuttons her left shirt sleeve and pulls it up. There is a red tattoo on her forearm. It’s an intricate flower with nine petals made of overlapping loops. Its center is of interconnecting lines forming a complex, indented square. It looks like an image one would see through a kaleidoscope. It is the same design Anya was drawing on the dirt in the cave. And a crude version of it now lives as a scab on her arm.
“That’s an interesting tattoo,” she says as she puts on latex gloves, gently pulling to keep them from breaking. They will be disinfected and reused until they fall apart.
“All the Resistance members have it,” Tanya says.
“Does it have a meaning?”
Tanya looks at it. “I don’t know.”
Eleanor wraps a tourniquet above the crook of Tanya’s elbow and cleans the area with alcohol. “You’ll feel a slight pressure.”
She slowly guides a needle into a vein. Red liquid travels through the tube into the waiting blood collection vial. “You’ll get used to this. I’ll be needing it regularly.”
“It’s fine. Needles don’t bother me. I’ve done more of these than I can count. The hospital took almost all my blood when they were trying to figure out a way for me to keep my babies.”
“I’ll only take half.”
Tanya makes a face.
“I’m just kidding,” Eleanor says. “You can relax.”
“You’re real funny.”
Eleanor replaces the full tube with an empty one. Once she fills five vials of blood, she presses a piece of gauze on Tanya’s skin to stop the bleeding. “You’re all done. Hold this until the blood stops. I don’t have Band-Aids.”
She writes Tanya’s name on each tube and places them in a small bag with her name on it. John said she can drop them off at the clinic to be analyzed.
Tanya eyes the bag of blood vials. “What are you looking for in these?”
“To see if you’re healthy. I’ll also look for traces of toxins, both chemical and biological.”
“The things they bombed us with?”
“Yes. The gene therapy you underwent extended your life, but your germ-line genes reverted in gestation. So your toxin-heavy, mutated genes were passed on to the embryos. We need to know how much of it we’re dealing with before we turn down your antibodies.”
“To know whether I can handle the treatment.”
“Exactly.”
“What if I can’t?”
Eleanor drags in a long breath. “Worst-case scenario, you will die along with the fetus you’re carrying. Since your immune system will be compromised, you’ll be more susceptible to viruses, bacteria, and fungi. You can get sick more often. A bad potato can cause chronic diarrhea. A small cut can lead to gangrene. A simple cold can turn into pneumonia.”
Tanya swallows. “Well, let’s hope I won’t die.”
“I know this is a lot to deal with all at once. You can drop out whenever you want.”
Her face hardens. “I won’t. I can do it.”
“Just know it’s an option.”
“When are you going to know the results?”
“It depends on the clinic. It’s the only place with a blood-analyzing machine.”
Tanya’s gaze falls to the crook of her arm, where the gauze is pressed down tight. “This is our last chance, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” There is no point in sugarcoating it. She doubts Desmond would let her kill any more women if her experiment failed, nor would she want to. “I’m going to do my best to make it work.”
“You do that,” Tanya says, and leaves.
As she stares at the wood grains on the back of her door, Eleanor sees in her mind’s eye an image of babies with brains and hearts beating through their transparent skin.

On the operating table lay a woman motionless from anesthesia. Blue fabric draped her from the chest down with only the hill of her abdomen exposed. Try as she might, Eleanor could not take her eyes off the round abdomen housing a tiny life. She felt as if she was staring down a cliff—an urge to jump, an electric impulse inside her own stomach. The call of the void.
“The patient, who we’ve been monitoring at the hospital the last week, has severe cramping and abdominal pain,” Dr. Raiya Iravani said.
She had called Eleanor at the crack of dawn. As director at Research & Intelligence, Eleanor consulted with different councils, and they with her. It was their way. This time she was here to witness what Raiya warned might happen. Eleanor did not want to see it. Still, she knew she had to. For herself and for the other survivors.
“She’s in week twenty-five. Extreme preterm,” Raiya said. “The mother has preeclampsia. Both she and the baby are in distress, and we have to deliver via C-section. Doctor Wood is about to make the first incision. Another team will handle the baby after delivery.”
Eleanor noticed the group next to an incubator nearby. The doctor standing over the pregnant woman pressed a scalpel on the skin of her abdomen, making a long line. Blood oozed out. For the next five minutes, Eleanor watched as the doctor cut through each layer of tissue until she reached the embryonic sac. A small puncture and fluid oozed out.
What Eleanor saw next made her want to scream out loud. The baby in Dr. Wood’s hands did not look human. Where the eyes should be were black spots covered with a thin film. The nose was flat against the face with small holes where the nostrils should be.
“It’s not breathing!” Dr. Wood said as she handed the baby over to a waiting doctor and turned back to close up the mother.
A team of physicians and nurses swarmed the newborn. Eleanor stared at the baby. Its skin was so transparent she could see its internal organs. A tiny stomach. A tiny brain. A tiny heart inside its chest. All of them still. Lifeless. It was too fragile for this cruel world. She felt both sad and relieved and hated herself for feeling the latter.
Sharp, incessant beeping sounds came from the heart monitor, startling her. All eyes turned back to the unconscious mother, skin as diaphanous as morning fog.
“Her HR and BP are dropping. She’s lost too much blood!” Dr. Wood yelled.
“She’s not clotting,” a nurse next to her said. “We need to control her blood pressure.”
A sustained high-pitched beep emitted from the heart monitor. Dr. Wood checked the patient’s pulse. “No pulse! She’s not breathing.”
She started performing CPR on the patient. “Code blue! Get the crash cart ready!”
Eleanor stared wide-eyed at the scene in front of her, her hands to her mouth. Raiya ushered her out of the room. Once she was on the other side of the door, Eleanor ripped off her mask and gulped in air. Her legs wobbled. She leaned against a wall. Her mind swirled, mixing memories of an old pain with a new one. She felt a sob coming.
Raiya removed her mask. Her face was an image of exhaustion, pain in her eyes. She placed her hands on Eleanor’s shoulders. They were freezing. “Are you okay?”
“Oh my god.” Eleanor’s voice was shaky.
“I’m sorry.”
“No, you warned me. I just had to see it.”
Raiya adjusted her hijab and pushed stray hair back into it. “I was really hoping it wouldn’t be a repeat of the first case. We’ve been keeping an eye on the mothers who conceived after the bombing. It doesn’t look good.”
It had been fifteen months since the day death scythed through cities and towns across the globe, ending civilization as they knew it. For a while, starvation naturally kept the pregnancy rate at zero. But now that they had stabilized food production, women were again getting pregnant.
“How many?” Eleanor asked.
“Eleven total that we know of. One had died.”
“And this one?”
Raiya shook her head. “I don’t think she’ll make it. And I don’t know if the rest will. They all have abnormal test results and ultrasounds.”
Eleanor wanted to throw up.
“At first we didn’t know what we were seeing. When we noticed a pattern, I realized we needed Research & Intelligence on this right away. This kind of information can cause widespread panic. But I wouldn’t be surprised if people are already talking.”
Eli had picked the right person for the job. As the head of the Health Council, Raiya was making a decision for the good of the entire community. Since the war, they had been going from one tragedy to another, teetering at the knife’s edge of total turmoil. Here was one more threat to humanity in a long line of threats Eleanor’s lab would need to find solutions for. And quickly.
“My team and I will make this a priority,” Eleanor said.
Raiya’s expression remained grim. “Oncology has also been reporting higher cases of rare cancers. Fast progressing. Aggressive. Treatments have done nothing. They’re pretty desperate over there.”
“We’re aware of that. We’ve also been doing a study of our own.”
“All the patients were in the Four Cities during the bombing. They were never exposed. Why is this happening?”
Eleanor shook her head. “I don’t know, but we’ll find out.”
“Do you think the deformed births and the cancer are related?”
She had a theory from her study of the cancer patients. “It was in the case of Bikini Atoll. For years after the US tested nuclear bombs after World War II, many from the island had cancer. The women within the fallout zone also gave birth to deformed babies.”
Some babies were born with half a skull. Some with missing limbs. Some looked like jellyfish with transparent skin and no bones. Like the baby she just saw. Studies later found the cause to be food and water contaminated by radioactive dust.
The color left Raiya’s face. The calm facade she had carefully constructed fell away. “Could it be happening to all of us?”
The fallout could affect anything. Water, air, soil, vegetables on the farms. But Eleanor did not want to cause panic. “We need to look at more data. We’ll need blood samples from everyone.”
“So many people have died already,” Raiya whispered, her hands clutching the prayer beads hanging from her coat pocket. “How much more do we have to suffer? When will God stop punishing us?”
The doctor began to sob. The sound triggered a break inside her. Eleanor pulled her friend close and held tight. She wanted to tell her that this atrocity was not God’s doing, like Noah’s flood or the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. The war was created by humans to destroy each other for reasons she could not understand. But if this was Raiya’s grasp at logic, who was she to deny her?
“We just have to do our best to survive,” Eleanor said.
“What if we don’t? What if this is the end?”
What if ?
They had thought they were absolved, believing they were the fortunate ones. Perhaps they were not so lucky after all.
Eli was still asleep when she came home. She sat on the bed, her weight dimpling it. He stirred. His hand found her waist.
“Where have you been?” he asked, his voice thick with sleep.
“At the hospital with Raiya.”
He opened his eyes and looked up at her. “Is everything okay?”
“No.” Her voice cracked, like the way her body felt.
He sat up. “What’s going on?”
Her hand found his. She wanted to scream—to cry her eyes out—but that would help no one. “All the babies born since the war have died at birth, and so have their mothers. There have been two deaths so far. Nine more pregnant women are at risk, and God knows how many more who haven’t found out they’re pregnant yet.”
His mouth hung open. “Why didn’t I know about this?”
“Because Raiya wanted to be sure. She didn’t want to cause panic without answers. But there’s a pattern—enough to be worrisome. I think we may have another Bikini Atoll.”
He sprung out of bed. “We have to get on this right away.”
“I’m going to talk to John after this.”
“People will panic. They’ll want answers.”
Eleanor was aware. People were prone to panic. How could they not when extinction constantly knocked at their door? That was why every public communication must be clear and measured. Every step had to be well thought out and mapped.
She nodded. “We’ll do everything we can to figure this out. We’ll find answers.”
And they had been. At the beginning, when they did not have enough food to feed everyone, their lab genetically engineered plants to increase crop yields. When suicide rates among their population were climbing, she and her team developed Tab to treat those suffering from PTSD caused by the war.
They could not have done it without the research other scientists had left in Sci-Cloud. The PTSD drug itself was based on a study at the Brain Science Institute at Johns Hopkins, where scientists used a drug to block specific protein receptors in the amygdala to remove learned fear in mice. She wondered what knowledge housed within Sci-Cloud would help her with the babies and mothers and those dying from cancer.
“Widespread panic will cause unrest. Unrest will cause instability. Instability will cause chaos,” Eli mumbled. It was what the predictive model had warned.
He put on his clothes in a hurry, his eyes wild, and ran to his office. Eleanor followed. He bent, hovering over his desk. He swiped across it, and a 3D diagram of golden light appeared on top.
“I have to add this into the predictive model,” he said.
His fingers darted to and fro—moving lines, connecting them, making a shape out of the gold threads. He looked like a spider weaving a web, except it was not a web but a possible future. She did not know the logic of how it worked, but it seemed to be the best way for him to process his swiftly moving thoughts.
He had been spending more and more time on his predictive model. She could feel the nervous energy building inside him. Soon, it would burst and cover everything with the confetti of his thoughts. Ideas. Plans. Policies. The search for solutions was his obsession now—had been since the moment they touched back down on earth over a year ago.
The image of the jelly baby came to her. She pressed both hands on her eyes, trying to erase it from her brain. It did not work. There were implications for humanity, for all women. It wasn’t just that. It felt personal.
She felt soft fur touching her ankle. She looked down but saw nothing. A phantom touch. Crisper was gone. Still, her body remembered him.
“Sixty-five years,” Eli said finally, rousing her.
She looked up. “What?”
“There is a ninety-eight percent chance that in sixty-five years, there’ll be no one left if there are no more live births,” he whispered. He leaned back on his chair. His face was drained of blood.

Eleanor shakes the memory away like droplets of rain on an umbrella. Extinction is behind them—for the moment—because Project Genesis had succeeded. Children were being born again, though not from women but artificial wombs. In a generation, the word mother would cease to exist.
She gets up from her chair. She will need a real office. Using her bedroom to meet the test subjects doesn’t scream professionalism. She picks up the bag of Tanya’s blood before making her way to the clinic.
Her thought goes to Anya. She hasn’t seen the girl in a while. At least not by herself. Sometimes Anya is sitting between Frankie and Bogey at a table on the other side of the mess hall during mealtime, looking glum. Sometimes Eleanor sees the back of her head as she runs off to God knows where. Eleanor wants to talk to the girl but does not want people speculating why Myra attacked her. At this point, she just wants the woman away from here. Anya is better off sans an aunt who tends to use bodies as cutting boards.
The clinic is an annex tucked between buildings A and B like an appendix off a colon. There is a small intake area with a desk and a chair. Behind them are three doors lined up in a row. Minimalist and utilitarian, like the rest of the barracks. There is no one at the desk.
Not wanting to leave the blood samples lying around, Eleanor waits. After a while, a harassed-looking woman—who appears to be a nurse—emerges from one of the rooms. She sees Eleanor and her expression shifts—to what, however, Eleanor cannot quite tell. Just as quickly, she composes her face into one of calm professionalism and tucks her long gray bangs behind an ear.
“What can I do for you, Dr. Hope?”
Eleanor remembers her face. This is the same woman she met on her first day here, the one who took her blood.
“Hi. I’m sorry, I forgot your name.”
“Amruta,” she says with a neutral voice, seemingly used to people not remembering her name all the time.
“Could someone run this blood sample for me? Here’s the list of what I need detected.” Eleanor hands over a piece of paper listing all the tests, along with the bag of blood.
Amruta holds the paper at arm’s length and squints at it. “This is a long list.”
“It’s what’s required.”
“This will take a while. I just began my shift, and my partner is late. So we’re a bit short on staff as you can see.”
The sound of something shattering against a wall comes from one of the rooms. The nurse’s eyes bulge. She rushes off and thrusts open the middle door. A scream bursts through.
Eleanor walks around the desk and toward the room, attracted to it like a looky-loo at a traffic accident. Through the door, she sees pieces of potato and carrots scattered all over the floor. Her eyes travel up to two figures wrestling. They are wrapped together—Amruta is behind the patient, pulling her arms apart. Something sharp glitters in the sunlight flooding through the windows. A broken piece of plate. The patient is gripping it with one bleeding hand, struggling to reach her opposite wrist with it.
“She’s supposed to be sedated!” Amruta yells.
Eleanor runs to the two women. She grabs the patient’s clenched hand and pries it open with her fingers. The broken piece drops to the ground. She kicks it out the door and stares flabbergasted at the panting nurse and patient.
Another woman rushes through the door. She must be Amruta’s late partner. Her eyes are wide as she casts them around the room. “What happened?”
“Last shift must have forgotten to give her a sedative. She tried to slice her wrist with a plate.” Amruta is breathing hard, still holding the patient’s arms apart.
Her partner rushes out of the room and returns with a syringe. She presses the needle into the skin of the patient’s upper arm. In defeat, the patient’s head droops to the side like a marionette’s. Her curtain of hair parts, revealing her face. Eleanor stiffens and steps back.
What the hell is she still doing here?
Myra looks straight at her. Her eyes—bright and more lucid than the night of Eleanor’s attack—are filled with tears. “You know, it’s the only way to fly.”
Her arms are splayed at her sides. Then Eleanor notices it. The red tattoo on her right arm, the same as Tanya’s. She was Resistance?
Cold travels up and down Eleanor’s spine.
Both nurses help Myra back onto the bed. One tends to the bleeding wound on her hand. The other begins cleaning the mess on the floor. Eleanor retreats out of the clinic. She needs to find John.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
Eleanor searches everywhere for John. She goes to the usual spots—the mess hall, the garage, even the room he shares with Angela. But she cannot find him.
Why didn’t he warn her Myra is still at the barracks? As her friend, he should have. Instead, he let her walk around unguarded, thinking she was safe. More than that—her thought returns to the tattoo on Myra’s arm—why didn’t he tell her the woman was in the Resistance? She isn’t just some ill person, but a once-dangerous gun-toting member trained to upend the system. Which also means she wasn’t always this way. What happened?
Frustration builds the longer Eleanor cannot find him. She was a caged tiger. She needs to do something—anything—to get answers.
Anya! The girl has to know. She must. Eleanor runs to the cave as fast as she can. She passes the Tree of Lost Things. Its pale body stands in contrast against the bright blue sky and the butter-colored desert. Not that long ago, she helped Anya get a pair of her own shoes from it. Other found objects still hang off it like pendulums. They look a part of the tree, as if they had grown from its branches.
She picks up her speed. The barracks are far behind her now. The muscles in her legs contract. Her heart hammers against her chest.
At once, all the sounds disappear—the lack of noise as jarring as a cacophony of it. She stops. She looks up and sees that she is at the bottom of the mountain leading to the cave. She zigzags up. Her climb gets easier each time. Her feet had memorized every groove and ridge of the mountainside.
The outer cave is empty. She squeezes herself through the tight passage and into the back chamber. There, she finds the girl sitting against a cave wall.
“I’ve been looking for you.” Eleanor sits down in front of her.
“Have you?”
Eleanor notices that the girl has a blanket around herself.
“Your aunt—I just saw her at the clinic.”
“Yeah, I know she’s there.”
“But she shouldn’t be here.”
“Why not?”
“She’s been hurting you.”
“No, she hasn’t.” Anya scoots further from Eleanor.
“Your cut. It’s the same thing she did to me. I know what it is now. It’s a tattoo of the Resistance. I saw she has it on her arm. She was in the Resistance.”
“Yeah. And?”
“What do you mean, ‘and’?”
“Everyone knows she was in the Resistance.”
“Well, I didn’t.”
“You don’t know a lot of things.”
Eleanor prickles at the girl’s comment, knowing it to be true. “So, what happened to her?”
The girl does not answer.
A tear—of anger, of frustration—beads at the corner of Eleanor’s eye. “No one tells me anything, and I hate walking around like a fool! Please tell me!”
The girl sighs. “If I tell you, do you promise not to tell anyone that you know?”
It is the same thing she had said when she told Eleanor about people looking for the CDL.
“I promise.”
Anya tightens her blanket around herself. “It happened during one of the raids.”
“Raids?”
“If you hadn’t noticed, we don’t have much around here. So we have to get things during raids.”
John’s job. Cold runs up her spine. “Like food.”
The girl nods. “I don’t know the details. No one does. All I know is that she was caught during one of the raids. Then she vanished off the radar. No one knew where she went. No one could find her.”
Eleanor has a sinking feeling in her stomach.
“She was gone for months,” Anya continues. “They’d given up on her, thinking she was sent to prison. But one day she came back on the train, back when it was still running, as though she’d never disappeared at all. Physically she was fine. Not even a bruise on her. But she’s not the same person. I overheard the doctor say she went through some kind of trauma.”
Eleanor could not believe her ears. Her fear of Myra dissipates, replaced by sympathy. Another question comes. Who did it?
If she was arrested . . . No! The droids were designed to serve and protect, not harm. Eli wouldn’t have let them hurt Myra. He just couldn’t. Her husband is many things, but he’s not that.
“Do people have theories as to what happened? Maybe it wasn’t even related to the raid. I mean she could have been attacked by some random people.”
In the past, things like this happened more times than were reported. They were due to a myriad of reasons. Domestic abuse, drug sale gone wrong, rape, racist attack. It was dangerous being a woman in the Old World.
Anya looks at her as though she’s naive. No! Like the girl said, nobody really knows. Whatever horror that happened to Myra is locked inside her brain.
“Don’t you hate the way they look at us?” Anya asks, changing the subject.
Is this another distraction tactic? “What do you mean?”
“Like they pity us. I hate it.”
She remembers the eyes. “Yeah. I don’t like it either.”
“That’s why I’m moving here.”
“Here? In the cave?”
“Yeah.”
“But girls do not live in caves.”
“How is this different from a room in the barracks?” Anya says. “There are walls and a roof. It’s nice and dry. It’s more quiet than down there.”
Eleanor cannot argue with that. “But what about the bathroom?”
“The outside.”
“What about food?”
The girl shakes her head slowly, looking very much like an adult reprimanding a child. “You worry too much to see that this is the best answer.”
“To what?”
“Everything.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
“I totally am! Just because I’m a kid, nobody listens.” The girl huffs. “I guess you don’t want to move with me.”
“You want me to move in here with you?”
She shrugs. “Sure, why not? We’re the weirdos nobody wants.”
“People want you.”
Anya gives her a skeptical look. “If you hadn’t noticed, no one is looking for us.”
The girl does have a point.
“Maybe my mom should’ve sent me to the CDL,” Anya adds. “She’d probably be alive. She would have been in Callisto, with all the doctors and the nurses.”
Like how Tanya was saved after she lost her babies. Eleanor thinks of Amruta and her harassed look. To say this place is understaffed is a gross understatement. The night shift didn’t even remember to sedate Myra.
A thought comes to her. She knows who can help solve the riddle of what happened. She is going to ask the one person who knows. Myra herself.



CHAPTER NINETEEN 
Eli
Callisto, the Four Cities
“Are you feeling rested?” Eli spoke into the microphone.
The woman nodded. She was still lying on the bed on the other side of the glass pane. He had removed her restraints. She was no longer a danger. At least not to him.
“Mary. Can I call you Mary?” Eli asked. “I want to talk more about your plan to take over the Four Cities. Are you up for that?”
“Thirsty,” she said.
Eli looked at the dripping saline solution attached to her arm. She should not be thirsty. It may be a delay tactic. “In a bit. Let’s talk first.”
“Okay.”
“Where did the order come from?”
“Leadership,” the woman said.
“Who in Leadership?”
“Desmond.”
Of course. The old man had been a thorn in his side since even before he left for Elara.
“When is it going to happen?”
“It’s already happening.”
Panic clutched. “Can you tell me more?”
“The cells—they’re activating, one by one.”
Like the one that tried to kill him.
“Where are the cells?” Eli asked.
“Dorms. Restaurants. Offices. Libraries. Schools. Everywhere. In every city.”
“How many?”
“I don’t know. Only Leadership knows.”
“Who’s in it?”
“Only Leadership knows.”
“These cells, what are they doing?”
“Activating others. Getting them to join the Resistance. Disrupting. The current system is wrong. It needs to be changed.”
Widespread panic will cause unrest. Unrest will cause instability. Instability will cause chaos. The predictive model had warned him of this. Now it was becoming real.
“The system is keeping us alive,” he said.
“Living isn’t just about being alive,” she said. Eli detected self-satisfaction in her tone, as if she believed what she said was a fundamental truth.
He felt a scream building inside him. What right did this “Leadership” have to destroy what he had fought to protect? How dare they assume to know better what humanity needed when it wasn’t they who had been working long, tireless hours to ensure there was enough food and water to feed everyone. That all citizens had a home and a purpose to keep them motivated. That all children were taken care of and protected. When they weren’t the ones who had sacrificed everything they loved to safeguard those in the Four Cities after the rest of the world was gone.
How dare they?
He breathed in to calm himself. He needed a cool head to properly assess the situation. He pondered the woman’s words, dissecting them as he would a book. If living wasn’t just about being alive, then what? The will to live was a shared attribute in all animals, but martyrdom was a unique human feature.
The willingness to sacrifice oneself for an ideal had been exploited for millennia. Teaching children there was honor in war had worked in getting them to run onto battlefields littered with dead bodies. Or to strap bombs to their chests and walk into crowded markets. Or to spray bullets into a classroom.
Why was humankind so insistent on destroying itself? Perhaps, despite having gone through the atrocity of the Last War, not everyone knew the true meaning of loss—truly knew it. Why else were they not cherishing their every breath, the gift of life?

It was the scream that woke him. The sound was unlike anything he had ever heard before. High-pitched but guttural. A sound so primal, it made all his hair stand on end. The worst thing about it was the source. It was coming from Eleanor.
She was lying on her side, her spine curved in a fetal position. Both her hands were cradling her stomach, round with life. Tears painted a river on her face. She was having a nightmare.
“Elle!” He shook her and she startled straight.
Her fear-filled eyes searched for and found his face. She leapt to his chest and wrapped her arms tight around his neck.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.
“It was terrible.” Her entire body shook.
He ran a hand up and down her back, trying to calm her. “Did you have a nightmare?”
“It felt so real.”
“What was it about?” he asked.
“I was on a dark road at night. You weren’t there. I couldn’t see anything, but . . . I knew there was something. Something terrifying. Stalking me and the baby . . . coming closer and closer. Amal, she was crying. A tiny baby in my arms,” she said between sobs.
Her words reminded him of “Erlkönig,” Goethe’s poem:
Who rides there so late through the night dark and drear?
The father it is, with his infant so dear;
He holdeth the boy tightly clasp’d in his arm,
He holdeth him safely, he keepeth him warm.
“I tried everything to soothe her. It was her voice that attracted the thing . . . but she wouldn’t stop screaming,” Eleanor continued. “Her eyes were wide with this fear that’s— It scared me so 
much.”
“My father, my father, and dost thou not hear
The words that the Erl-King now breathes in mine ear?”
“Be calm, dearest child, ’tis thy fancy deceives;
’Tis the sad wind that sighs through the withering leaves.”
“I took out my breast to feed her. And for a bit, she calmed. But then . . . all of a sudden, she dried up in my arms. Turning into dust. And the wind—the wind blew her away into the sky.”
The father now gallops, with terror half wild,
He grasps in his arms the poor shuddering child;
He reaches his courtyard with toil and with dread,—
The child in his arms finds he motionless, dead.
Her tears had soaked through his pajama top. Her sobbing was constant. Heartbreaking.
“It was just a dream, baby,” he said, and kissed her hair. “Let me get you a glass of water.”
He tucked Eleanor back in on her side of the bed and got up. He walked to the kitchen past a dark corridor where a wall of windows looked out into a stand of trees. Eleanor used to have vivid dreams when she was using her memory drug. Except they were of her father and, she had insisted, were memories instead of dreams.
An old hurt stirred and brought with it a question that had been waiting to pounce like a predator.
Is she using again?
In the kitchen, he grabbed a glass from the cupboard and filled it with ice water from the fridge.
She wouldn’t. Not when she’s pregnant.
He leaned against the counter, head bowed.
Please don’t be using again. Please.
Screams came from his bedroom, piercing the night with his 
name.
“Eli! Eli! Eli!”
He ran back and arrived in the bedroom to his distraught wife.
“Something is wrong! The baby! Something is wrong!” she yelled, her hands clutching her stomach.
“Seneca,” Eli yelled for his AI. “Call the ambulance for Eleanor. Get a hold of Dr. Ramachandran, her obstetrician, and tell him to go to the main hospital.”
“Right away,” Seneca’s disembodied voice said.
A server droid came into their bedroom, its emotionless face a contrast to his own. “May I help?”
“Don’t let him take her from me,” Eleanor wailed.
Cold ran down Eli’s spine.
The loss was quick. They held their limp, lifeless child for two hours before they had to surrender her. Those two hours were both a blink of an eye and an eternity. Time had no meaning.
Amalthea. A moon of Jupiter, like each of the Four Cities. One of their creations. One that meant the most. One that would never be.
The door opened, bringing with it the sound of crying babies. He felt hollowed out, empty. Eleanor was no longer sobbing. She looked vacant, like a house haunted by tragic memories. He had never seen her this way.
“How are you doing?” Dr. Ramachandran asked.
Eli wanted to punch him for his stupid question, and would have if not for the genuine concern on his face. Though he decided he would not satisfy the doctor’s idiotic query with an answer.
A nurse entered the room and had the tact to close the door. The sound of life from the outside ceased. There was no life here. Only the cold grip of death.
“The baby—” the doctor began to say.
“Amalthea,” Eli cut him off.
“Amalthea was born too prematurely. None of her organs were functioning. We did our best. I’m very sorry.”
“That’s it?” Eli asked. “No other explanation other than the fact that she was born too soon? We knew that! Why was she born premature?”
“We are still running tests for diseases and genetic defects. We will share the results with you as soon as they are available,” Dr. Ramachandran said.
“What about an autopsy?” Eli asked.
“No autopsy,” Eleanor said, her voice hoarse. Tears began to gather again in her eyes.
“But—”
“No autopsy, Eli.”
He swallowed. “Okay.”
“Now, can you please give me a moment? I need to talk to Dr. Ramachandran alone.”
“Elle . . .”
“Please.” Her voice was a whisper, a teetering wall barely holding back a deluge.
He got up from her bed and walked to the door. Steeling himself, he gripped the handle and breathed in. He yanked the door open and quickly shut it behind him. At once he was assaulted by the sounds. Babies crying. Parents laughing. Grandparents cooing. Overwhelming reminders of what he had lost.
Anger began to swell inside his chest. He had failed to see it coming. No, a small voice inside said. His model had predicted a small chance of this happening. But he had ignored it. He had pushed the possibility away because he did not want to accept it. He did not believe it would happen. But it did happen. He had failed.

Eli stared at the Resistance woman, weighing his options. He needed more information. He needed all she knew.
“Seneca, prep her for more assessments,” Eli ordered.
“The protocol is to wait twenty-four hours between assessments.”
“I’m well aware what the protocol is. I fucking wrote it. Just do it.”
He had to unlock more secrets from the Resistance woman’s brain. And quickly. While he did not doubt she had been telling him the truth about what she knew and did not know, her conscious mind may not remember everything. The knowledge could still be somewhere inside.
Perhaps there was something she had overheard when she was too depressed to focus. A face she had seen in passing on a day she was upset. Maybe she was having an argument with someone, and they had let something slip. Researchers had shown that being glum sharpened our eyes for detail. Eli would have to dig deeper, to go into the oldest part of her brain.



CHAPTER TWENTY 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
She has been staring up for what seems like hours. The dark ceiling reminds her of outer space. Still, it’s better than the blackness behind her lids. In it is a recurring nightmare. Of the burning twin trees. Of the people in Elara walking toward it. Of her own screaming.
Her throat is parched. It is not the kind of dryness that can be quenched by water, only by something more . . . elusive. Her mind flits to hypnos. The green flowers, once crushed and distilled, produce a most exquisite liquid the thickness of maple syrup. Her throat remembers how the fluid smoothly glides down like the best Irish whiskey; her stomach longs for the explosion of warmth. With it, she would gladly close her eyes, for it would not be nightmares that await her but dream memories—a reflection of her past condensed in a vision that comes in sleep.
Hypnos’ addictive property is an unfortunate side effect—one that despite what Eli may think, she has been trying to eliminate. Over the years, she has experimented with different proportions, adjusting the potency using herself as both judge and guinea pig. And it has been improving. She may have even eliminated the side effect entirely, seeing as she didn’t have the shakes and stabbing pains in her joints—signs of physical withdrawal—from the last batch she had sampled before leaving Callisto.
People are still awake; she can hear them in their respective rooms. Talking. Fighting. Fucking. She still has to wait.
Eleanor picks up the drawing resting at her chest and turns on her flashlight. The round orange glow illuminates a graphite drawing of a battered cottage covered with climbing roses. She wonders if the artist, this H. M., drew it from memory or imagination.
It’s become a nightly ritual of a sort. Staring at it makes her feel a gut-wrenching, desperate longing for something she cannot have. It comes with an addictive edge like the crust of a freshly baked croissant. The French have a name for it: la douleur exquise, “the exquisite pain.”
She now knows why she had such a strong reaction to the drawing the first time she saw it. It reminds her of her own cottage. Her sanctuary. His gift.

“I have something I’ve been meaning to give you,” Eli said.
“What is it?” Eleanor asked.
He straightened. “This is going to be strange. But go with it, okay?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“Just please go with it.”
She nodded. Eli stood and walked to her. He placed a scarf around her face and knotted it behind her head.
“Is this really necessary?” she asked.
“Yes. Now, I’m going to take your hand and we’re going to walk for a bit.”
“How long is a bit?”
He chuckled. “Not too long. Are you worried?”
“A little.”
“I won’t let you fall.”
The first few steps were the hardest. Wet grass tickled her ankles. The ground beneath was damp from an earlier rain. But then her senses opened up and the world welcomed her into its embrace. The sound of wind rushing through leaves was a melody to her ears. The earthy scent in the air, a perfume for her nose. Petrichor. A word coined by Australian scientists in 1964 to precisely describe the unique scent associated with rain falling on soil.
They came to a stop. Here, the smell was slightly different. Sweeter.
“We’re here,” he said.
The blindfold came off, and Eleanor blinked to adjust her eyes to the brightness. In front of her stood a cottage. Gray wood siding with a red door—the colors of her childhood home. She turned to Eli.
“A belated birthday present,” he said.
Her heart squeezed and her eyes welled.
“Do you want to see inside?” he asked.
She could not form a word, so she nodded. He opened the latch on the white gate and it creaked open. A meandering stone path led to a porch.
His hand paused at the doorknob. “It’s not big. It’s meant as a sanctuary rather than a home. No bed, one bath, zero kitchen. You will, I hope, still stay with me at our house.”
She smiled. He turned the knob and pushed the door open. Inside was one large open space the height of a two-story home. Light flooded through the large windows onto the Maidenhair fern, fig, Cyathea fern, and a variety of orchids in colorful pots scattered throughout.
The great room was sparsely furnished, but what was there was beautiful and distinct. A sapphire couch, two gray armchairs, and a thick glass-top coffee table with two identical carved wood bases sat on a large rug in the middle of the room. Pushed up against one of the windows was a sleek wooden desk and a matching chair. Tucked in one corner next to a small standing bookshelf was a chaise longue she had been coveting. Made of cherrywood and gray-blue leather from a company in Maine that made all their furniture by hand, it looked better in real life than in the photos on their website. In the back, a ladder led up to a loft.
“The ladder is temporary. The spiral staircase I want will take a while to be built,” he said.
“No, leave it,” she whispered. “I like it just like this.”
She stepped onto the first rung, and the ladder groaned.
“Are you sure? It’s not the steadiest.”
She nodded and continued climbing. At the top, she pulled herself onto the loft and gasped.
“Do you like it?” he asked from behind her.
She looked over her shoulder and saw on his face a tentative pride. “I love it.”
He smiled. “I only half-stocked the shelves with some of your favorite books. I figured you’d want to fill the rest over time.”
The loft was almost the length of the small cottage. Low shelves lined three sides of the room, each filled with books. She walked to the window in the back. It overlooked a substantial green lawn.
“I left the backyard bare. I thought you’d want to design the garden yourself,” he said.
“This is perfect.” She turned around and took in the room below. “Absolutely perfect.”
“It’s not that far from our house and your work, but it’s private. I had originally reserved this piece of land for a zoo, like the one in Central Park, so there’s nothing else nearby.”
She walked to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Thank you.”
A large smile bloomed on his face. He leaned down and kissed her hair. “It’s my pleasure. I’m happy you love it.”
The low hum of a drone came from outside. She flicked her eyes to him.
“One more surprise,” he said with a glint in his eyes.
They made their way down the ladder, and he led her to the backyard. In the middle of the lawn sat a picnic basket.
“A picnic?” she asked.
He squeezed her hand. “Like our first date, remember?”
He pulled out a blanket and spread it. After he removed his shoes, he sat down cross-legged. She did the same. From the basket, he pulled out packages of food: olives, slices of fresh bread, various cheeses, marinated vegetables, and a bottle of red wine. The last item he brought out was a handheld personal device the size of a picture book.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Turn it on.”
She did and a video appeared. It began with pitch-black space, and below that, the blue-marble likeness of a spinning Earth. The image panned to a floating spacecraft with a rotating centrifuge section. Then a close-up of it.
“Welcome to Io space station,” said a voiceover that sounded vaguely like Morgan Freeman, “a private and luxurious way to tour space. Like the International Space Station, it travels at roughly seventeen thousand one hundred and fifty miles per hour. That’s about five miles per second. This means that Io orbits Earth, and sees a sunrise, every ninety minutes. Sixteen times a day.
“The interior—designed by the top design firm of the world’s most luxurious yachts—is the perfect marriage of precision and comfort. Artificial gravity by rotation mimics that on Earth, minimizing risks associated with weightlessness. This is the next step in space travel.”
“Why are you showing me this?” she asked.
“It’s our next vacation. That is, if you agree. We can go as early as this August.”
“To space?”
“Yeah. It’s perfect for alone time. No one can reach us easily up there. And if it works out, we can even buy a stake. That way we can use it regularly.”
“Like a time-share?”
He laughed. “Kind of. With the way the world is going, it’ll be good to have a refuge. And you can’t get further away than space.”
Eleanor knew her husband meant it as a joke, but his statement was rooted in reality. The conflict in Afghanistan had been steadily escalating. It did not help being near countries with nuclear warheads.
She stared at the video of the sleek interior. “Can we really afford it?”
“We got a discount. The company operating the space station launches the spacecraft to it from our land. We’re leasing it to them. That’s how we were able to pay for Sci-Cloud.”
All of a sudden, the expression on his face turned solemn. It was like watching rain clouds overtake the sun. “It’s a place where we won’t have to split ourselves in two to function for the world.”
Her chest constricted. She closed her eyes. Warm tears welled behind her lids.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
He lifted her hand and kissed it. She opened her eyes and saw his. There was a tinge of desperation in the brown of his irises. Seeing it made her indelibly sad.
“I love you so much,” he said. “I want us to come out of this stronger. We are going to come out of this stronger.”

Finally, from the rooms around her come the sounds of sleep. Light snoring. Bodies settling in on squeaky cots. Murmurs of dreams . . . or nightmares. Eleanor puts aside the drawing and flicks off the flashlight. She focuses her eyes on the ceiling again, letting them adjust to the dark.
She sits up. A small voice inside tells her to lie back down, but she ignores it. She puts on her shoes and grabs her water bottle. The water will be her excuse in case someone runs into her during her stroll to and from the clinic.
She first makes her way to the mess hall. Her dark-adjusted eyes find the large water-filtering system in one corner. She sets her bottle under the spigot, inserts her red water card, and pushes a button. Cool water runs into it until filled. She drinks deeply and refills the bottle again. The thirst remains.
She treks to the clinic. It is dark inside—to be expected since they turn off the solar batteries two hours after sunset to conserve power. She looks around.
Where’s the night shift?
After five minutes of no one coming or going, Eleanor decides they must have stepped out, maybe asleep somewhere. She tiptoes past the intake desk toward the middle door of the three behind it. She places her ear on the door. There’s no sound coming from within. If she is lucky, she will find Myra between sedations—in a state where she can still respond to verbal commands but with impaired physical coordination.
Eleanor turns the knob and gently pushes. The door opens with a small squeak. She slides through, quiet as a shadow, and closes the door behind her. Inside she finds Myra on a hospital bed, her arms tied to the railing. She won’t be wringing anyone’s neck tonight.
To be unable to move while asleep—what must it be like? Eleanor wonders. She imagines it not being so different from death.
She squats next to the bed. A slice of the moon’s pale silvery light sneaks through a slit in the curtains. It falls on Myra’s right arm. Eleanor notices how thin it is. Small boned and delicate, like a ballerina’s. The Resistance tattoo red against her brown skin. This close, Myra looks the age of a college freshman. Her tattoo, a drunken-night initiation into adulthood. How old was she when the war happened?
Eleanor leans in closer. Myra’s s eyes are moving side to side behind her lids. She is in the middle of a REM sleep cycle. Perfect!
“Myra,” Eleanor whispers.
Neuroscientists at Northwestern University had found that a person in the middle of a lucid dream could understand and answer questions. They could follow instructions, do simple math problems, and answer yes or no. What Eleanor wants to attempt is more complicated and may result in Myra screaming her head off. But what’s life without a little risk?
“Myra,” she repeats.
The woman turns her head toward her but does not open her eyes. She is still asleep.
Good.
“Hey, I heard you went to Callisto.” Eleanor keeps her voice casual, the way friends would talk to each other while lounging on the couch, drinking wine.
“Mm-hm.” The noise could be interpreted as anything other than a yes.
“So did you go?”
“Yeah.” Her word drags the way conversations do after a tiring day.
“What happened the last time you were there?”
No answer. Too complicated a question.
Eleanor thinks of another. “Did you see anyone there?”
“Yeah.”
“Who?”
“Henry.”
A name! It’s more than a yes–no answer. She is getting somewhere. The name sounds familiar, but common. “Which Henry?”
Anya’s brows scrunch together. “Meyer.”
“Henry Meyer?”
“Yes.”
Eleanor doesn’t know a Henry Meyer.
“Is he your friend?”
“Yes.” Myra pauses. “No.”
Which one is it, yes or no?
“Did you stay with him in Callisto?”
“No. Neighbor.”
Did she stay with his neighbor, or was he her neighbor? Getting reliable answers is going to be more difficult than Eleanor had expected. One misinterpretation could send her down the wrong rabbit hole.
“What did you do with Henry?”
“Nothing. Stuck.”
“What do you mean?”
“Stuck.”
Is she talking about the months she was missing?
“Myra, were you kept against your will?”
“Stuck.”
“Did anyone hurt you?”
Myra shudders, though the window is closed. “Yes.”
“Was it Henry? Was he the one who kept you?”
“No.” A pause. “Yes.”
Ugh.
“Henry stuck too.”
“If it wasn’t Henry, who was it?”
No answer.
Eleanor thinks of other questions—something tangible she can verify. “Where were you stuck? Where did you stay?”
“Pink house.”
Pink house? Most of the dwellings in the Four Cities are apartments and brownstones. There aren’t many houses, let alone pink ones. She can only think of one place that would have a pink house.
“Lysithea? Was the pink house in Lysithea?”
“Stuck. All stuck.”
Myra is moving her head side to side. She’s becoming restless. Or she’s waking. Eleanor is running out of time. So far, the only concrete answers she has are a name and a place—kind of.
She leans in closer, so close she can see the trail of a tear on Myra’s cheek. Her heart aches for the young woman. “Myra, tell me who hurt you.”
Her eyes open, staring right into hers. A gasp escapes Eleanor’s throat.
“Help us,” Myra says, her eyes glassy.
Cold travels up and down Eleanor’s spine.
“Help us! Help us! Help us!” The same two words keep repeating, each one louder than the last.
“Shh . . . shhhh. Okay, okay. I’ll help. Okay?”
“Help us!”
“Yes, yes. Be quiet now. Shhh . . .”
“Henry stuck! Kira stuck! Conner stuck! Everyone stuck!” Myra screams.
Fuck.
Voices come from outside the room. Eleanor’s heart drops to her stomach. Without another thought, she slides beneath Myra’s bed. She pulls her legs up and squeezes them tightly to her chest, praying no one will notice a five-foot-eight woman with platinum blond hair hiding under the bed. Footsteps are coming toward her.
She closes her eyes and holds her breath, willing herself to disappear. If she’s caught, who knows what the consequence will be? There’s no logical reason for her being here with the woman who had attacked her—none except revenge. Maybe she’ll be the one they exile.
“Myra, Myra. It’s okay, you’re safe,” a gentle voice says. “It’s just a bad dream. Go back to sleep.”
Myra screeches. “I’m stuck. Stuck! Stuck!”
“No, sweetheart. The restraint is for your safety.”
“Don’t let him take me! Please! Don’t let him take me! Help!”
“No one is taking you anywhere,” the voice soothes.
“He took Anya! Where’s Anya?” Her voice is becoming more desperate now, teetering on a psychotic break.
“It’s time for a sedative,” another voice, an older one, says.
“I’ll get it.”
Eleanor hears footsteps walking away and, a minute later, returning. A pause, and Myra’s shriek turns to a whimper.
“Go to sleep, okay? We’ll see you in the morning,” the gentle voice says.
“The poor girl,” the older voice says.
Both pairs of feet make their way out of the room. The door closes. Eleanor breathes a sigh of relief.
Wait! Myra had given her two more names: Kira and Conner. Are they, together with Henry, the ones responsible for Myra being this way?
Eleanor has been thinking about what condition the woman could have. One option could be a hallucinogen persisting perception disorder—a neurological consequence of hallucinogen abuse. It’s rare but long-lasting. Or it could be hypoxic brain damage from a drug overdose. Did she go on a drug binge with these people?
Whatever it was that happened, it has taken much from Myra. Eleanor’s hand moves to the bandage on her arm, the pain an echo of what was there. She may never know what possessed Myra to attack her or what really happened to her in Callisto. But maybe these three people could shed some light—at the least on who they were to the woman.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
She waits for complete silence from the other side of Myra’s door before she slips out. She looks left and right around every dark corner for signs of the night shift. There is none. She tiptoes back to building C and her own room. Once inside, she lets out a long-held breath.
She slides off both shoes and lies down on her cot. Exhaustion settles like a worn-out pilgrim on the steps of a temple. And alongside it, anger. She feels stupid. There are too many things she doesn’t know, too many unanswered questions. She can no longer pretend as if it doesn’t bother her, this ignorance. It’s becoming downright insulting, if not dangerous.
She needs to quiet her mind so she can get some sleep tonight. She picks up the drawing of the cottage. She focuses on it, trying to get lost inside—resettling into her nightly routine. She begins to feel that familiar longing. The sadness. It reaches out its arms toward her. She relaxes into the cot, preparing herself as an offering to melancholia.
Find him.
The thought barges through her house of mourning. It brings with it questions that demand answers. Who were Henry, Kira, and Conner? What was Myra doing with them? Why were they all stuck? Who was keeping them?
Something deep inside—her spider senses—tells her there’s a wrongness. To this place. To its people. She can never get a straight answer to anything. Everyone is keeping a secret. What if something big is coming? How can she prepare if she doesn’t even know what it is?
She springs up from the cot. She needs to talk to John. Really talk to him. They have been doing this polite dance around each other long enough. She shoves her feet back into her shoes and marches to his room.
Building E is as silent as a tomb. She is standing in front of E12, knuckles perched in front of John’s door. His girlfriend is not going to like this. Whatever. She steels herself and knocks.
A rustling sound comes from inside the room. The door opens. Angela’s face peers out from behind it. The look on it turns from sleepy to bewildered to infuriated in the span of a blink.
“What do you want?” she demands.
“Can I please talk to John? It’s urgent.”
Angela narrows her eyes and closes the door. A moment later, it opens again. It’s John this time. He is in his pajama pants, his chest bare. He smells of sleep and warmth. For a reason unknown to her, she wants to reach out and touch his skin.
“Hey. Is everything okay?” John whispers.
“I’m sorry. I know it’s late, but I need to talk to you.”
“Now? Can it wait till morning?”
She shakes her head, her eyes burning. She had waited long enough.
John studies her. “Let me change. I’ll be right out.”
She goes to the steps behind the building and waits for him. Darkness presses in around her as if it, too, needs companionship. She is becoming accustomed to it, her eyes able to detect the slight differences in the grays between one shadow and another. A mountain, deep blue-gray with long ridges like that of a dragon’s back. A bush, light greenish gray with feathery edges. A building, medium gray, sharp edges. There, the warm gray of John’s tall figure coming to sit beside her on the step. The image elicits a sense of déjà vu.
“What’s the matter?” he asks.
She dives right in. “You have to tell me what’s going on.”
“What? What do you mean?”
“I know something is wrong. Something big. And no one is telling me about it.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. What happened today?”
“Please, John, tell me what’s going on.”
“I seriously don’t know what you’re talking about.”
She feels betrayal slicing her skin.
“I know people are looking for the CDL,” the words slip out. She panics. The girl had warned her not to tell anyone that she knew. But there’s nothing she can do about it now.
John’s eyes widen. “Who told you that?”
“Never mind who told me. That doesn’t matter. What matters is why. Actually, no. I can guess the reason behind the ridiculous plan. Nothing good will come of it.”
“So, you think you have us figured out, do you?” The accusation in his voice sends guilt to her stomach. He shakes his head. “For someone so smart, you can be so blind.”
“Excuse me?”
“I know you hate every minute of being here, but you’re not trying very hard to be a part of this community. You look down on it and its importance. We’re not just some backwoods undereducated hicks. Desmond used to be the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. Angela was a professor of English literature. Frankie was the head chef of a famous restaurant. We’re not resisting the Four Cities’ rules for the mere sake of resisting. We all chose to be here to make something different. Something better. We’re not shortsighted.”
She feels herself wavering. No. She’s come this far, she can’t turn back now. “Children aren’t bargaining chips.”
Anger lights his eyes. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”
“I’m not stupid. I can deduce things. Tell me I’m wrong.”
“Is that what you’re gonna tell him, Eleanor? That we’re looking for the CDL to use children as bargaining chips? Is that why you’re really here, to spy on us and report back to your husband?”
“What? No!”
“Then why are you here, Eleanor?”
The way he keeps repeating her name irks her. “I told you why.”
“I’m not just some random person you can lie to. I’ve known you for years. I know there’s more you’re hiding.”
“You should say! You haven’t been straight with me since the beginning. I feel like an idiot about everything. You said you’re going to protect me, but you didn’t even tell me Myra is still at the clinic. Why is she still at the barracks?”
His eyes bulge. “God damn it, Eleanor. The poor woman is restrained and drugged all day. She can’t hurt you anymore. What else do you want? The death penalty?”
She feels punched in the gut. “What the fuck! Who do you think I am?”
“I don’t know anymore. All I know is you’re not telling me the truth about why you’re here. People have been saying you’re a spy, but I keep sticking up for you, telling them you’re not. But now—I mean how did you even find out about the CDL?”
She cannot tell him. She had promised. His face contorts. Her silence seems to have made him angrier.
“Fuck, Eleanor. You are a spy.” He turns to walk away.
She grabs his arm. “No! I swear I’m not.”
“Then tell me one true thing,” he says, pronouncing each word separately, emphasizing them. “Why did you come?”
She has no choice but to tell him. The truth, suppressed for so long, slowly moves up her throat and leaves her lips. “To work on hypnos.”
His eyes bulge. “What! Why did you bring it here? Are you crazy? They don’t even let people use Tab here. Have you been using hypnos again?” His questions come at her like bullets.
She looks down at her shoes. “Yes. I was working on it until I left Callisto.”
“What it did to you . . . It almost killed you.”
“I’ve fixed its addictive properties, I think. I didn’t have any physical withdrawal from the last batch.”
He calms. “But what’s the purpose of working on it?”
She opens her mouth to tell him, but the answer flits away like a moth into darkness. She searches for it, but in the room that holds her reason for coming, she finds nothing. The feeling fills her with dread. There is a reason, she is sure of it, one good enough to have sent her hurdling away from her old life to this place. “I—I . . .”
“Eleanor . . . tell me.”
There is a reason, her brain tells her. Her father. Her mother. She misses them, has been thinking about them her entire time here. That is the truth. It makes perfect sense. The missing of loved ones is a logical reason to want to remember them.
“My parents . . .” she says. “But hypnos is gone, and I lost them forever.”
She feels the wetness of tears on her cheeks. John’s eyes become tender.
He reaches for and grabs her hands. “You haven’t lost them. Just because you can’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not here. They live inside you. They’re forever a part of you.”
But is that all? she wonders. Is she that selfish of a person to have left her husband for memories of her parents? No, she tells herself. Their relationship has been broken for a while, their love dried up like an overused well. There was not one culprit. Her past addiction to hypnos. Eli’s obsession with the Four Cities. Their busy lives. The end of the world. The crushing pressure that followed. All the secrets he’s been keeping. The terrible fighting. Even the deepest of wells will dry.
“Maybe it’s time to let hypnos go,” John says in a gentle tone, squeezing her hand.
“I’m so close. I can make it work,” she whispers.
“I know. I don’t doubt you can. But when we let desperation drive our actions, we can fail to think through every consequence.” He drags in a deep breath and lets out a long sigh. “What we did at Research & Intelligence . . . they have repercussions. Some we weren’t aware of at the time.”
“We did what we did because it was necessary.”
“Of course. Every idea was logical and well intentioned. Genetically engineering food to feed more people? That’s a no-brainer. Gene therapy to fix our bodies? Sure. A drug to help with PTSD? Makes perfect sense. Birth control delivered via the water system like fluoride? It saved lives. But do you see how each subsequent step took us further away from our shared humanity?”
“But it’s that or we die,” she says. “When the end is survival, it justifies the means—however complicated the path may be.”
“But that’s the kind of thinking that gets us away from what really matters.”
“If it isn’t the preservation of life that matters, what is it?”
A soft smile dots a corner of his lips. “Saving humanity isn’t just about preserving life, but the best part of us. Empathy. Love. Familial bonding. Friendship. The things that connect us to one another in a meaningful way. The things that he has forgotten.”
She knows which he John is referring to. There’s only one person her friend can no longer call by name. It’s for the same reason that Eli can no longer say John’s name. Pain.
“And the Resistance? What do they want?”
“A better path forward than the one we’re on. A different path.”
“Doesn’t everyone? It’s easier to criticize. But you were there from the beginning. We did our best.”
“There are two sides to every coin. The horror we went through may have brought out the worst in some of us, sure, but it also brought out the best in us.”
She cocks an eyebrow.
John continues, “Until death was knocking at our door, I didn’t know how fragile life really is, how precious. Until I felt true hunger, I was never aware of the miracle inside a seed pod. Until I felt the despair of helplessness, I never truly grasped how small, how transitory, I really am. That we all are. What happened taught me to no longer take the gift of being alive for granted. It showed me the true meaning of life.”
“Which is?” she asked.
“Life isn’t the number of hours between birth and death. It is the love that fills it during those hours.” He squeezes her hand again. “What I’m trying to say is that just because we can do something to fix what we think is broken, it doesn’t mean we should. Life has its own path—like water cutting through the land. We are temporary, a blip in the long history of this earth. We will all one day leave this place, but in what condition? And if you look at it from that perspective, ‘at any cost’ isn’t the right approach.”
She feels suddenly drained. There’s truth in John’s words. Still, a part of her struggles against it. What does he know of real loss? He has Angela. He has a purpose in his job. He has his newfound family in the Resistance.
She leans back, her elbows on the step behind her, and closes her eyes. Since she left Callisto, she has been in constant motion. Hypnos was what propelled her forward. Her hope. Without it, what does she have?
“I’ve lost everything,” she whispers.
She feels John’s calloused finger on her neck, touching the bruise lightly. Goosebumps rise on her arms. She opens her eyes and sees him staring back. He sits hunched, guilt weighing down his shoulders. There is fatigue in the features of his face, and behind it regret.
“You still have me,” he says. “You’re my family.”
Warmth travels through her.
“I can’t remember my parents,” he says. “I have no idea if I even have siblings. You and Eli, and by extension both your parents, are the closest things I have to family.”
“And now you have another family.” There is no hiding the pain in her voice.
“I wouldn’t say that, not that the people here aren’t extremely important to me. It’s just to get there, you need time. You and I had decades. Maybe one day that will change. I suppose the bonds we forge when we were young are more tightly knit.”
John touches her hand. Its warmth travels to her heart. He’s right. They are lifelong friends . . . family. Could Henry Meyer be Myra’s? Is that why they know each other?
Henry Meyer. Something about the name. Henry Meyer. It feels like a dream after waking—right at the edge of consciousness, flittering. Henry. Meyer. H. M. HM. Him.
It hits her with the speed of a bullet train. She springs up. Eleanor doesn’t know how she knows, but she is certain of it.
“It’s Henry Meyer! Him. It’s him,” she hears herself say. She looks at John. “Who’s Henry Meyer?”
John stands up, surprise tightening the muscles in his face. “How do you know that name?”
John knows him? She feels as if the air around her has been sucked out. “Who is he? Do you know who he is?”
He grabs her shoulders. “Who told you the name?”
“Myra. It was Myra. She saw him the last time she was in Callisto.”
“Tell me everything.”
She rushes through the story of what happened earlier that night and what Myra said about Henry, Kira, and Conner.
“We have to find him, John. We have to find Henry Meyer!” Her voice sounds like that of a crazed woman in her ear.
Without warning, John runs back into building E. She watches him in bewilderment as he opens the door to his room. A few minutes later, he rushes out with Angela behind him, her wild hair bouncing up and down.
Eleanor stands up. They both stop in front of her.
“We need to go to Command now,” John says, his voice curt.
“Why?”
“Please don’t ask any questions now. We need to go.”
He and Angela run toward the garage, leaving Eleanor no option but to follow. He jumps into the driver’s seat of the UTV at the front of the line. Angela takes the passenger side. Eleanor climbs into the seat behind. John starts the engine and the vehicle jerks forward.
Eleanor feels nervous tension bleeding off both John and Angela. No one is talking.
What the hell is going on?
Her insides begin to roil. Fear pumps through her veins. Her stomach threatens to expel her pathetic dinner, her heart beating a tattoo against her chest. She feels as if she is standing on the edge of a cliff with a hand behind her, about to push her off. She is on the verge of an anxiety attack. She needs to calm down.
She breathes deeply—in and out, in and out—and looks out into the dark landscape. Everything seems to have morphed into different forms. Joshua trees take the shape of humans—wayfarers traversing the expansive desert, searching for the Promised Land. Bulbous boulders look like trolls playing cards. The mountains, a nude woman lying in slumber. John is the Buddha statue she saw in Thailand. A constant presence. The calm in the middle of a storm.
Finally he comes to a stop. He parks the UTV on a hill, between two boulders—the same place he did the first day she arrived in Elara. He and Angela step out. Eleanor hesitantly follows. She lifts her flashlight and turns it on.
“Don’t,” he says. “We’re close to Command. I don’t want to be spotted by surveillance drones. We should be fine with just the moon.”
She clicks it off.
They speed-walk through the desert. Even with the full moon, Eleanor cannot tell which direction she is heading. Everything looks the same in the dark. They must use the stars as guides. She looks up at the vast indigo sky pocked with pinpoints of lights. There, she spots the familiar constellations—Orion, the Big Dipper, Cassiopeia.
Hooting comes from somewhere nearby. Birds and smaller animals are seemingly unaffected by the fallout. Somehow, they have not gone extinct like the bigger mammals. For a period after the war, people would still spot bighorn sheep, coyotes, and even wild burros on their walks in the nature preserves at the edges of the Four Cities. But over time they disappeared, unable to reproduce.
Their silent walk ends at a flat area with no markers nearby, not even a rock. John kneels down, hands feeling the ground. Then he stands up and pulls. Dirt and pebbles fall from a tarp, making the sound of raindrops. A metal door appears.
He folds the tarp over and digs his fingers into the notches on the cover. It opens to a shaft. It must be the same one she used to exit the bunker on her first day.
“Angela, you go first. Then you, Eleanor,” John says.
After Angela descends the vertical shaft, Eleanor climbs down. She hears John’s foot on a rung above, followed by the thud of the metal door closing.
The side rails feel even colder than Eleanor remembers. Luckily, this ladder is much shorter than the one by the Tree of Lost Things. A round glow of orange light appears below her. Angela has turned on her flashlight. Eleanor comes to the last of the rungs and hops down onto the landing.
From there, they continue to descend several flights of stairs. Their footsteps echo against the concrete walls, stirring up images of crypts and wells. Suddenly she hears the sound of a shotgun cocking. Her heart jumps.
“Stop where you are!” a voice yells.
Angela shifts the beam of light toward the voice, and Eleanor sees Allie’s face. Her expression is a mix of relief and confusion.
“What are y’all doing down here?” Allie says, gun lowered.
“We need to talk to Leadership,” John says. “You too.”
“Me? Why?”
“I’ll tell you everything.”
Allie leads them to a door with a security keypad. She pushes a six-digit code. The door opens and they enter the underground bunker.
They walk down the corridor, turning so many times that Eleanor can no longer tell where she is in relation to where she was. Finally, they stop in front of a nondescript door. John twists the knob and pushes in.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Eli
Lysithea, the Four Cities
“Mary, this is Hyde,” Eli introduced the woman.
“Hello,” she said, her gaze on the floor.
Hyde looked at her with an indecipherable expression in his eyes. “Hello, Mary.”
“She will be your new neighbor,” Eli said to the bespectacled man. “She’ll stay in Bonnie’s cottage.”
Hyde shifted on his feet. “Okay.”
“Would you mind showing her the ropes?” Eli asked. There was not much to learn. Where everything is in the house, mealtimes, when to wake and sleep, exercise routine.
“Sure,” Hyde said.
“Why don’t you show her your paintings?” Eli said.
“Do you like art?” Hyde asked Mary.
She perked up and looked at him. “I have art.”
She turned over her forearm. On it was the red tattoo. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
“It is,” Hyde said, showing her an identical mark on his arm.
“You have one too!”
“All of us do.”
Her eyebrows folded together. “Who?”
“The other neighbors.”
She looked down at her tattoo. “I wish I knew what it is.”
“I think it’s a mandala.”
“What’s a mandala?”
“It’s a symbol. From India, I think. Used in either Hindu or Buddhist religions.”
“Am I that?” Mary asked. “Hindu or Buddhist?”
Hyde pondered her question. “I don’t know, really. I don’t think it’s a requirement. The symbol is supposed to represent the universe”—he trailed a finger from the edge toward the center of the tattoo—“and one’s journey from the outside in.”
Mary traced her own tattoo the way Hyde did. “I like that. I like my art even more now.”
Hyde turned to Eli. “Can she meet the others?”
“When she’s ready. But we mustn’t push her. She needs to acclimate first,” Eli said.
“Of course. Sure.”
“Remember how long it took you to settle in?”
Hyde had fought the prescribed schedule at first, sleeping until noon and refusing to eat, until Eli brought in paint and canvases. He wondered what he could use to motivate Mary.
“So, you have paintings?” Mary asked.
“Yeah, I made them myself,” Hyde said.
Her mouth made the shape of an O. “Can I see them?”
Hyde’s eyes lit up. “Of course.”
He led Mary to his studio in the back. Eli noted the easy way between the two.
Good.
Losing Bonnie was unexpected, but it was just a temporary deviation—one Eli was determined to correct. He had always been a master of making the best out of the worst.
“This is the one I’m working on right now,” Hyde pointed to the painting of the twin oaks. “It’s for Eli’s wife, Eleanor.”
“I think I know an Eleanor,” Mary said. She turned to Eli. “Is she beautiful?”
“Very.”
“The Eleanor I know is too.” She stared at the painting. “I think I also know this place.”
“It’s a real place,” Hyde said, “in Elara.”
“That must be how I know. I used to live there.”
Perhaps he was moving her here too soon, Eli thought. With the others, he had waited six months before transferring them, to make sure they were ready. But, then, he was doing things differently with Mary.
The information he had unlocked from her brain had provided more knowledge than he had expected. Not only in terms of the Resistance, but on the human mind. Even though he had learned much from working with Hyde, Kennedy, and the rest, he now knew it was just the tip of the iceberg.
Eli looked on as Hyde and Mary chatted enthusiastically about plants of the desert. They were trading knowledge. Honey mesquite beans and piñon nuts for food. Joshua tree fiber for sandals and nets. Creosote for medicine.
His hand made its way to the bullet scar on his right shoulder. The Resistance had left a deep wound in him no medicine could heal. The pain would never go away, he knew. But he was rectifying wrongs, restoring order. Again.

It had been almost nine years since the bombs lit up the sky. But in this moment, sitting on his father’s bench under the tree’s umbra as leaves trembled gently in the wind, Eli could pretend life was just as it was. He ran his hand on the wood. A relic of the Old World, it had survived against all odds. Like him and everyone here.
Here and there, people meandered about. A few glanced his way, but no one bothered him. A couple walked by and brought with them the comforting scent of fried potatoes. They must have just picked up lunch from the food co-op. The smell triggered a rumble in his empty stomach. Eleanor was late. With their busy lives, this scheduled weekly lunch on the bench was often the only time they would see each other in the light of day.
The memories of those terrible few years after doomsday seemed at once far away and immediate, like a childhood trauma. Fate had dealt them one blow after another. Though they had hydroponic farms, they hadn’t been able to provide enough food. That first year, they learned what real hunger was. They rationed as best they could. Still, there was loss. Until Research & Intelligence was able to increase plant yields and the sky began to slowly clear, he thought it was going to be their end.
Outside the Four Cities, only the smallest animals seemed to have survived, so meat was no longer an option. They had adapted as best they could. Chia seeds replaced eggs in baking; tofu and mushrooms replaced animal meat; almond and oat milk replaced that of cows. Pets became a luxury no one could afford.
After that came cancer, fatal birth defects, and more deaths. Had it not been for the work Eleanor and her team did on Project Genesis, they would have lost all hope. The first set of human babies grown in artificial wombs were approaching their fifth birthday. Genetically modified to fight against cancerous cells, they would not have to endure the legacy left by the war. Finally, things were beginning to take a turn for the better.
A shadow stepped in front of him. He tilted his head up and saw a thin woman with blond hair haloing in the sun. At first glance, he thought it was Eleanor.
When he saw it was not his wife, annoyance rose. He hated being disturbed during his private time. He looked around, wondering where his security agents were. He had instructed them to give him space without being far away. Maybe he should have used droids instead of men. At least they followed instructions well.
“Hello, Eli,” the woman said.
“Yes?”
“May I sit down?”
“It’s not a good time. If you need to talk to me, I suggest making an appointment with my office.” He tried to be polite but there was no hiding the irritation in his voice.
“I’m here to deliver a message from the Resistance.”
He blinked, stunned by her audacity. He sprung up. “What do you want?”
The Resistance had begun after the councils instituted mandatory birth control to prevent additional deaths and had been gaining in strength. Protests, sit-ins, destruction of property, thefts. They were an infectious disease—a root rot in a tree, threatening to kill the whole forest.
A smile curled one corner of her lips. “We know about your plan to retake Elara. I’m here to let you know that we’re keeping it.”
The heat of anger stirred inside him. How dare they, after everything he had done?
He leaned in, towering over her. “It isn’t yours to keep.”
There was a flicker of fear in her eyes. She straightened, trying to mask her unease. “We aren’t asking for permission. Elara is ours, and we’ll fight any attempt to take it from us.”
He scoffed. “You’re going to fight us when everything you have—water, food, life itself—you owe to us? One word from me and we’ll see how you can survive on your own.”
He did not know why he gave the empty threat when he knew he’d never cut them off. Though they did not want to be a part of the Four Cities, they were still his to protect. But he let the words hang between them like an iron curtain.
Anger boiled in her eyes. Her fists balled up. “We figured you’d say that.”
She turned and walked away. As he watched her back disappear into the trees, he remembered again about his security agents. They were supposed to prevent anyone from approaching him when he was out in public. Where did they go?
He heard a sharp popping sound and felt a tight pressure in his right shoulder. He looked down as red liquid oozed out, covering his shirt—the one Eleanor gave him for Christmas years ago. A sharp, burning pain radiated from the spot. As he fell backward, he wondered how he was going to explain to her how he had ruined an irreplaceable gift.
His back hit the bench. He bounced off it and landed on the ground on his stomach. His face hit the concrete, cold and rough. The impact punched the air out of him. He tasted his own blood. Was it from a cut in his mouth or the pool of warmth puddling around his head?
He cocked his head to one side. In his sight line was the round mosaic. In its middle was his favorite word. He repeated it like a mantra as images ran through his mind. His mother’s face. His father’s bench. Eleanor in her wedding dress. Amalthea dead in his arms. Bombs lighting up the sky. The ships in Halong Bay bobbing outside the window. He and his wife lying in bed, holding hands. Her mouth forming the words I love you.

“Breakfast is at nine. Lunch is at one,” Eli heard Hyde say. “Dinner is at six, after Eli gives us our pill and water.”
Hyde made his way to the kitchen, Mary trailing behind. Eli followed them.
“Your kitchen looks much like this.” The bespectacled man opened the refrigerator door. “This is where you will keep your food for the week. Every Sunday, you’ll have to pick them up from the delivery drone. They land on the knoll in the middle of a nearby park. I’ll show you.”
He pulled out a white box from the fridge. He pointed at the top. “This one is for lunch. You see how it says ‘Wednesday Lunch’?” He opened the top. “Today it’s tofu salad.”
He placed the box of food back into the fridge without its top, grief touching his face. “Bonnie liked tofu salad.”
“Who’s Bonnie?” Mary asked.
Eli stepped forward, his eyes cautioning Hyde. “Why don’t you show her the exercise routine?”
Hyde startled. “Sure. Sure. Here, let’s go to the backyard.”
They both walked out the back door and into the small yard, where Eli had placed an obstacle course. Hyde began to show Mary how to navigate the course. One minute he was jumping over hurdles, the next he was pulling himself up on a chin bar.
Eli had increased the amount of exercise time per week after the Bonnie incident. Regular exercise released a number of neurotransmitters throughout the nervous system. Endorphins blocked pain and increased sensations of pleasure. Higher dopamine relieved depression and expanded one’s capacity for joy. Endocannabinoids led to the feeling of calm euphoria. Everything a data point. Everything measurable.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
The door opens. Inside, she sees a brightly lit room with soft-white wall paneling, much larger than what she expects for something in a bunker. In the middle of it sit an oblong table and chairs in dark polished wood. A proper meeting room. Eleanor realizes where they brought her on the first day was just a ruse.
“You can wait here while I wake the three,” Allie says.
John goes to the far end of the table and pulls out two chairs, one for Angela and one for Eleanor. He sits in between. His eyes are fixed on the closed door to the room.
“Now, can you finally tell me why we’re here?” Eleanor asks.
“Henry Meyer,” John says.
“What about him?”
“About a year and a half ago—before I left Callisto—he, Kira, and Conner disappeared during a mission. They fell off every radar.”
“Sounds like what happened to Myra. She wasn’t on the same team, was she?”
“No. She left much later. Her mission was different. But whereas she returned, the others never did. The Resistance learned they’re not in prison and has been trying to locate them since. But nothing.”
The door opens, ending their conversation. Eleanor straightens. Through it come Desmond and two women. One has freckles and short black hair—also from the interrogation—the other, Eleanor remembers as Jie’s sister. Behind them follows Allie.
“John,” Desmond says. “Dr. Hope, Angela.”
“Desmond.” John nods at the other two women. “Zahra, Jorah. I’m very sorry for waking you all. But something came up I think you should know right away. I don’t know what to make of it.”
Jorah is Jie’s sister, which means the woman with short gray hair is Zahra. Desmond sits on a chair two down from Angela, with Zahra next to him on his left and Jorah beside her. Allie rounds the table to sit next to Eleanor.
“Please tell us,” Zahra says.
“I just learned from Dr. Hope that Myra may have seen Henry Meyer in Callisto when she was there last.”
A gasp comes from Allie. Eleanor turns to her.
The young woman has a hand to her chest. “My brother? He’s alive?”
“We don’t know exactly.” John turns to Eleanor. “I’ll let Dr. Hope tell you what she told me.”
For the second time, Eleanor shares what happened with Myra. She feels everyone’s glare on her.
“Henry Meyer may know what happened to Myra. We have to find him,” she says after she finishes.
“Thank you, Dr. Hope,” Desmond says. “May I ask what you were doing in Myra’s hospital room?”
“I wanted to know what happened to her. I had a feeling it had something to do with her—uh—condition. Perhaps if I knew, I could make sense of why she attacked me. I wasn’t sure what I would find, or whether it would be helpful. But I had to know.”
“I suppose curiosity must be inherent in all scientists,” Desmond says.
Her cheeks warm, unsure whether he meant it as a compliment or a criticism.
“So, this pink house, how certain are you it’s in Lysithea?” Zahra asks.
“I mean there’s always a chance I’m wrong. But based on what I know, there aren’t pink houses outside that city.”
Jorah turns to Zahra and Desmond. “Wherever it is, we need to find it. We need to know if Henry and the rest are there. The fact that no one else has been able to locate them all this time means something’s up. Something huge.”
“But Myra’s been back for months,” Angela says. “They might not still be at the pink house—wherever it is—if they were ever there in the first place. It could all be made up.”
Eleanor feels an accusation being directed at her.
“Please. If there’s any chance you can bring Henry back, I beg you,” Allie says. She is crying now.
“We will have to consult with the rest of the Leadership team tomorrow morning. The risk will be great,” Zahra says.
“You can send me,” Allie says. “I can go when the other team goes into Callisto for the lab equipment.”
Eleanor sees her chance. “I can go with her. I know Lysithea.”
Whoever this Henry is, he is the key to many unknowns. Not just what happened to Myra, but the mystery behind why no one has been able to find him. There are not that many places to hide in the Four Cities. More than that, she can use the opportunity to retrieve more hypnos seeds at her cottage at the same time. The thought resuscitates the hope in her heart.
“Eleanor!” John interrupts. “It’s too dangerous.”
“No one there will hurt me,” Eleanor says, though she is not completely confident.
“If they go, I go,” Angela says.
“Angela!” John exclaims.
“We’ll take all this into consideration,” Desmond says. He stands up. Zahra and Jorah do the same.
“Thank you, Dr. Hope, for sharing this important information with us. Good night,” Desmond says, and the three leave.
After the door closes, John turns to her. “Are you insane? You can’t go back there!”
“Why not? I can help,” Eleanor says.
He stares at her with murder in his eyes. He has known her long enough to know she wants to go back for hypnos. But he can’t say anything, not in front of Angela and Allie. Regardless of where they stand or how angry he is with her, he’s still her friend. Her family.

The motion sensor sounded. Eleanor lifted her head from the latest hypnos result and saw John on her laptop screen. She jumped up and put everything away in her desk. If her friend knew she had restarted her experiment on hypnos, he would be furious. Worse, he might tell Eli.
Her heart seized at the thought of her husband finding out. He did not trust her with hypnos to begin with. He would not understand even if she told him she had found a way to reduce its addictiveness. Or she was close to unlocking its full potential. Or the fact that she believed it would help others like her—those who found relief in remembering instead of forgetting. Since the assassination attempt, the smallest things set him off. A part of him—the trusting part—had bled out with the blood.
A series of knocks came from the front door of her cottage, followed by John’s voice.
“Eleanor, it’s me.”
She opened the door and saw his haggard face. “Are you okay?”
He leaned in and kissed her cheek before walking into the cottage. She closed the door behind him.
He turned around, his eyes fixed on her. “I’m here to say goodbye.”
Her heart dropped to her stomach. “What! Why?”
“Eli went off the deep end again at the council meeting today, and we had a huge fight in front of everyone.”
She brought both hands to her mouth. “What happened?”
“This time he wants to make a blanket decree to place all the children in the boarding school at the CDL.”
“Why?”
“Though the number is much lower since we released Tab, we continue to receive reports from schools and hospitals that some parents are still abusing their children.”
“Do they not use Tab?”
“It doesn’t appear to be in their bloodstream.”
“But it’ll help them with PTSD, if that’s the reason they’re lashing out at their kids.”
“You and I know that. All we can do is provide them with the drug. We can’t regulate who takes it and who doesn’t.”
She could not understand. If they needed help, they should take the help. That was logical.
“But moving all the kids is an overreaction to the problem,” John said. “Why can’t we just deal with it on a case-by-case basis? What a child needs is to be with those who love them, not be put away in an institution, no matter the intention.”
In his voice, she heard the residual effect of his sad past. “What did he say?”
His eyes dimmed. “He told me I was letting my own experience as a foster kid affect me.”
She gasped. Eli should not have shared such an intimate detail about John in front of everyone. She touched his arm. “I’m so sorry, John. But you can’t leave. You’re the only one he still listens to.”
“Not anymore. I should have left earlier.”
Panic roiled her insides. “But leaving isn’t the answer. The Four Cities is all that’s left. We have to make it work. You two have had fights before. You both just need to cool off. You can find a compromise.”
“I told myself that for years. But there comes a time when I have to choose what’s right for me. Frankly, his thinking scares the shit out of me. This, whatever state he’s in, isn’t healthy for him. For anyone.” His eyes brimmed with tears. “It hurts to watch him. He’s not the same Eli you and I remember. He’s changed.”
The assassination attempt had irrevocably damaged him. More than the physical mark, it had broken the part of Eli that trusted. There were mornings she caught him staring, hate blazing in his eyes, at the round scar on his right shoulder before putting on his bulletproof vest. The bullet had barely missed a major artery. It took him months to regain full use of his arm, and longer still to leave the house without jumping at every unexpected noise. She could not even remember the last time she heard him laugh.
Her eyes burned. “I’m trying to get him to see a therapist.”
John raised a brow. “And?”
“He wasn’t having it. But I’ll keep trying.”
“You can’t keep getting sucked in, Eleanor. I see how he’s hurting you too. I’ve already decided. I’m submitting my resignation. I’m moving to Elara next week.”
Her throat closed up. “And do what there?”
“I don’t know. Do whatever I can. The Resistance movement is gaining more support now that they have a new leader. They’re more organized. They want change, but a sustainable one.”
The thought of the Resistance stirred terror in her stomach.
“What, no! What about the extremists?” The people involved in the assassination attempt were in prison. But their ideology did not exist in a vacuum.
“There’ll always be the fringe. It’s who’s in charge that will make the difference. I believe in what they’re trying to do.”
“You used to believe in Eli.”
“I did. And I gave up everything for that belief. Even my own heart.” His eyes bore into hers. “Eleanor, you should come with me.”
“John . . .”
“Let’s leave together. We’ll start a new life away from here. Away from all this pain.”
“I can’t leave him,” she whispered.
John nodded solemnly. He seemed prepared for her answer, but he had asked anyway.
She hugged him, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I will miss you. So much.”
“I’ll miss you. Take care of yourself.”
His fingers reached out and caressed the side of her face.
“Let me know if you ever change your mind.”
With that, he was gone.

Eleanor feels a hand on her arm. It’s Allie’s.
“Dr. Hope, we have to get Henry back,” the redhead says. “My parents, they died not knowing whether he was alive or dead.”
“I know, Allie. We need to find him,” Eleanor says. “Can you tell me how he went missing?”
Allie looks at her hand on Eleanor’s arm as if she has no idea why it is there. She removes it and places it back on her lap.
“He moved to Callisto for college. He was studying art at the university. He’s an incredible artist. He’d draw everything, anything, with whatever tools he could find. Mud on the side of walls, charcoal on paper, dye on clothes. Our parents were so proud. Neither one of them had a college degree. We’d go into the city to visit him every Christmas. I looked forward to that every year. I even wanted to move there, but my parents wouldn’t let me. They said I was too young and a girl and they would miss me too much.”
The drawing she stole from Pax is Henry’s. Eleanor knew it the moment she realized H. M. was Henry Meyer but is glad for the confirmation. It means she’s not crazy.
“At first everything was great,” Allie continues. “Henry loved being in the city. The freedom. The museums. He was finally around like-minded people. He’s always been smart, you know. He’d tell me about these big ideas, quoting philosophers and writers. I ate it all up. But then, praises began turning to criticism. About our society going down the wrong path. About policies and rules. It made our parents very uncomfortable, but not me. I understood him. Eventually he joined the Resistance. I don’t know exactly when; he didn’t tell us.”
“Who’s Kira and Conner?”
“Kira was his girlfriend, and Conner his friend. They were very close. They hung out in the same circle.”
“They were all in the Resistance?”
Allie nods. “I remember the first time they showed me their tattoos.” She turned over her right arm, showing the same tattoo. “I wanted one so bad.”
She caresses it. “Somewhere along the way, he dropped out of college. He stopped telling me what he was doing. Then one day he disappeared. It was the same day—”
Eleanor leans forward. “The same day as what?”
Allie swallows, her eyes fixed on her tattoo. “The same day as the assassination attempt.”
Eleanor’s vision blurs. She feels as if she is falling off a cliff.
After a silent return trip that felt like a strange dream, John and Angela drop her off in front of building C. Without a glance back, Eleanor makes her way to her bedroom, dragging her weary feet through the long passage of doors. Her mind feels as though it’s been swimming in turbulent waters for hours. She needs to make shore or she is going to drown.
Dawn is a few hours away. Maybe she can catch some sleep before she has to process everything that has happened in the mere course of one night.
She enters C18, removes her shoes, and is about to take off her pants when she notices a movement on her bed. Her heart skips. She presses a hand tight against her mouth to stifle a scream. The glow of her flashlight falls on the thin mattress. Anya’s face pokes out from under the blanket.
“What are you doing here?” Eleanor whispers.
“I was waiting for you.”
“Why aren’t you in your bedroom?”
“I don’t want to be alone.”
“I don’t know if this is appropriate.”
Anya gets up off the bed. Her blanket slips from her shoulders and pools crimson, like blood, around her ankles. “If you don’t want me to stay, I’ll go to the cave.”
Eleanor is too exhausted to fight the girl, her heart too broken. “You can’t go there now. It’s too dark. You’ll fall and hurt yourself. You can stay.”
Anya hops back on the bed and curls up like a contented kitten on a spot in the saggy middle. “I like your bed.”
“What do you sleep on, a sack of flour?” She grabs the blanket from the floor and shakes it before putting it on Anya.
The girl giggles. “No, I just like how this feels like a hammock. Too bad it doesn’t swing.”
Eleanor turns off her flashlight. She settles on one edge of the bed and leans against the back. She stretches her legs out, releasing the tightness in them.
“Were you with John?” Anya asks.
“Yes. Him and Angela.”
“Did you tell him about the cave?”
“No, I didn’t. I told you it’s between only us. Anything else?”
“No. You can sleep.”
Eleanor crosses her arms and sinks deeper into the mattress. She closes her eyes. The girl rustles, moving side to side, making the bed sway. The movement reminds Eleanor of a lullaby.
Rock-a-bye baby, on the treetops,
When the wind blows, the cradle will rock,
When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall,
And down will come baby, cradle and all.
The tendrils of sleep coil around her, dragging her down.

The pair of trees stands pale against an even paler sky. Eleanor walks to one. She reaches up, grabs hold of a branch, and pulls herself onto it. She climbs—limb by gnarled limb—with the smooth, graceful movement of a jaguar. On each branch dangles things she remembers from her childhood. A stuffed cat hanging from its tail. The handmade scarf from her mom’s first attempt at knitting. A tetherball on a string. Pairs of running shoes from over the years. They are all bleached from being left to the elements, just like the found objects on the Tree of Lost Things.
She is high in the tree now. In the distance glitters the Callisto skyline. Between it and her lies the emptiness of forever. Then she sees them—people walking in a straight line like ants across the vast desert toward the city. Panic clutches. She screams for them to come back until her throat is raw. But they do not hear her.
At the base of the trunk, fire ignites and spreads, traveling upward toward her. She scrambles higher, palms scraping raw against the rough bark. She is almost to the top now. In the crook where two branches meet, she sees a wooden box. It rocks side to side, moving as she does. Fear overcomes her and she freezes, trapped between the blaze and the cradle.

When the morning light seeps in through the dust-caked window, Eleanor finds she is alone in her room. Anya must have sneaked out before dawn, leaving nothing but a pile of crimson blanket and the bitter taste of loss.
Her back aches. She gets up and stretches. Everything that happened last night rushes back like a deluge. Myra. Henry Meyer. The drawing. The assassination attempt. The pink house. Everything that seems unrelated at face value isn’t. And somehow—she feels it in her bones—they are all connected to the strange message she found in the train tunnel.
She can’t help but think she is in a strange telephone game with a ghost. Someone knew she was going to be in the tunnel heading toward Command. Someone knew one of her favorite songs was “Eleanor Rigby.” Someone knew she would not dismiss it as random graffiti. And that someone told her to “find him.” The him was no one until it ended up being Henry.
But is it really? The whole thing could be a coincidence, and she might be making something out of nothing. Maybe her own mind—in an attempt to cure itself of boredom—is playing tricks on her. Isn’t it more likely the message is random? Henry’s name flounders in the angry sea of confusion, threatening to drown.
She scrambles for the knife in her backpack. If she’s really in a telephone game, it’s now her job to keep the chain of transmission going. She looks around. It can’t be obvious. Obvious would be too easy. Too easy would be deemed unimportant. Unimportant would be overlooked.
Her eyes settle on her desk. She goes to it and opens the drawer. With the knife, she begins to scratch in her message.
Him = H. M. = Henry Meyer
Not as elegant as E = mc² but sufficient, she thinks.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
Eli
Lysithea, the Four Cities
Just as Eli had expected, the friendship between Hyde and Mary blossomed quickly. They began with a daily lunch together. After a few days, it became lunch and dinner. She was quickly filling the hole left by Bonnie. But when the camera caught them kissing, Eli knew Mary was also replacing Kennedy. Who could blame Hyde? A young black-haired beauty in such close proximity was difficult to resist.
That evening, Eli found them both at her house. They were sitting on the porch swing, hands clasped, heads tilted toward each other. When they saw him approaching, they separated and stood up. Their cheeks were pink.
“Hello,” he greeted as he walked up the steps, pretending he did not see the handholding.
Was this what children do when they see a parent coming? Was it what Amalthea would have done? Had she lived, she would have been younger than these two, but a teenager nonetheless.
“Hi, Eli,” they both said. They glanced at each other in the conspiratorial way of lovers.
Data showed they had been having sex together regularly. It was to be expected for a new connection. The chemicals coursing through their veins may even make them believe they were falling in love. Noradrenaline caused a racing heart and sweaty palms. Dopamine elicited the thrill of the chase. Phenylethylamine gave the feeling of butterflies in the stomach. All the telltale signs of love. But it was not love.
Love, the deep connection between souls, could not be created, nor forced. But lust—that was easy. Driven by testosterone in men and estrogen in women, mixed with physical attraction, lust was the result of an amalgamation of addictive chemicals in the brain that produced a rush of euphoria similar to the one caused by heroin.
Eli handed them each a bottle of water from his backpack and a pink pill from the pillbox. After they swallowed the pills and drank all their water, he began the next step of his plan.
Jealousy.
Research had shown there exists a “jealous part” of the brain in the left frontal cortex. Subjects whose left frontal cortex was stimulated instead of the right reported greater feelings of jealousy after being exposed to the same experience of rejection. But jealousy in a bonded romantic relationship was more complex, involving hormones like oxytocin and vasopressin. More than that, it required a meaningful stimulus.
“Kennedy is waiting for you at your house, Hyde,” Eli said, keeping his voice nonchalant.
Color bleached from Hyde’s face.
Mary noticed. “Who’s Kennedy?”

Eli had named her Kennedy to remind him of what sometimes happened to visionaries. She sat staring, awaiting instructions. She was becoming increasingly malleable each day. It had not been an easy path. This project had taken more time and energy than he thought it would. He had come to regret it on more than one occasion, but there was no going back.
“Dr. Hope is here to see you,” Seneca’s voice came through his watch.
“Kennedy, please go wait for me in your office,” Eli said.
She stood up and walked out the side door of his office. No questions asked. He nodded with satisfaction. She was improving every day.
“Seneca, let Dr. Hope in.”
A minute later, Eleanor walked through the main office door. She came to sit on the chair Kennedy had recently vacated.
“Hi, Elle. Is there something I can do for you?”
She blinked, looking unsure whether she had heard him correctly. “What can you do for me? Eli, you haven’t been home in days.”
“I’ve been working nonstop. The Center for Discovery and Learning requires a lot of attention.”
“Understood.” She crossed her legs. “Actually, there’s something I want to talk to you about.”
He straightened. “Okay?”
“I’m reorganizing Sci-Cloud,” Eleanor said. “There’re some projects in there no one knows anything about. They’re labeled with you as the owner.”
“They’re my personal projects.”
“Why can’t I access them?”
“Because there’s nothing you need to work on,” he said.
“But the protocol requires me to verify.”
“These don’t need to follow your lab’s protocol.”
He could see exasperation simmering beneath her controlled expression. “Everything in Sci-Cloud needs to. That’s how it was set up from the beginning.”
“That was how John set it up.” He could not hide the stoniness in his voice. His friend’s name felt like gravel in his mouth. “Now that he doesn’t work for Research & Intelligence, his conventions are no longer necessary.”
A small part of him was aware of his immature reaction. But there was a bigger part that saw John’s departure as a monstrous betrayal. And an even more substantial part that held John responsible for Eleanor’s increased coldness toward him. She blamed him for John’s leaving. Why would she think it was his fault John decided to join their enemies?
“How can you say it like he was doing whatever he wanted?” Eleanor said. “You had approved everything he did. There’s a reason scientific studies need peer review.”
Anger boiled up from his stomach to his face. “My projects are peerless!”
Her mouth hung open. “Oh my god, Eli. Can you hear yourself?”
“Why are you really here, Eleanor?”
She pulled her shoulders back and tilted her chin up, her typical fighting pose. “I’m here to do my job as the director of Research & Intelligence. You need to open up access to those projects for me to review. I will not tolerate secrets in my own lab!”
“I told you they’re my personal projects. I paid for those labs, and I’ll do as I wish.”
“Eli?” Kennedy spoke from the threshold of the side door. “Is everything okay?”
Damn it. I told her to stay. She was still not ready.
“Who are you?” Eleanor asked.
“My name is Kennedy. I’m Eli’s assistant.”
At least she remembered what he had taught her to say, he thought.
Eleanor whipped her head to him. Her eyes stared unblinking, burning a hole. “Is this why you’ve been working night and day, and not coming home?”
“Don’t be absurd.”
“At least you still have the same taste.” There was pain in her voice.
Eleanor stood up and walked out, not waiting for him to explain. But what would he say? There was nothing he could say that would make her understand. He had to let her go.

His fingers moved swiftly, adding and connecting the gold threads of light together. The predictive model—the finest of all that came prior—was coming together. He could see the finish line, the perfect ending, to this path.
The muffled sound of Kennedy’s sobbing came from the room next to his office. He gave her credit for keeping away the tears until now. The woman was stoned-faced when Hyde confessed what had been happening between him and Mary. She looked on emotionlessly as he explained his sadness after Bonnie had died. She did not utter one word while he blamed her being in Callisto. She walked away straight-backed as he begged for her forgiveness. Her steeliness reminded him of Eleanor.
Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, or a man brokenhearted.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
She moves the tube between her thumb and forefinger side to side like a metronome. Her eyes focus on the liquid jostling inside. It dances, a river of red. Extraordinary that in this tiny vial is a whole sequence of genomes that holds a snapshot of a person’s health, their genetic predispositions—the secrets of life.
On her desk are nine more tubes, all belonging to Jie and Allie, who came earlier for their blood draw. The redhead gritted through the procedure, and her girlfriend held her hand the entire time. Eleanor is glad they have each other; they’re going to need it. The project will push their bodies and minds to the limit.
Allie was out of sorts. She did not talk about her brother or ask about going to Lysithea to find him. The normally chatty woman did not say much of anything. Eleanor doesn’t know what to think. Desmond said the Leadership team would reconvene in the morning to make a decision on the next step about Henry Meyer, and whether she, Allie, and Angela could go. Almost an entire day has passed. Have they made their decision?
If they let her help get Allie into Lysithea, there will be other issues to resolve. How to travel a hundred miles from there to her cottage in Callisto for hypnos. How to get in undetected. How to keep Leadership from knowing about hypnos. And the toughest one of all: how to convince John she could do it without being in danger. She would figure out a way, she tells herself. She always does.
Eleanor separates the tubes into two bags and makes her way to the clinic. No one is at the intake desk as usual. As she waits, her eyes keep wandering to the door in the middle. She thinks of Myra. Of her struggling with all her strength to end her own life. Of the secrets she let slip in sleep. Was the woman still bound to a bed in a forced perpetual slumber? How long are they planning on keeping her in that room?
You know it’s the only way to fly.
Her heart aches for the woman. She is stuck in all senses of the word. In a tiny room in this claustrophobic place. Inside her own hobbled mind. By her tragic circumstances.
Henry stuck! Kira stuck! Conner stuck! Everyone stuck!
A nurse, no one she has met before, appears. “Hello, Dr. Hope. Are you here to drop off more blood for analysis?”
Eleanor recognizes her gentle voice. It’s one of the nurses who tended to the distraught Myra while Eleanor was hiding under her bed.
“Yes.” She hands her the two plastic bags labeled with Jie’s and Allie’s names. “Do you have the results from the first one I left here? Tanya?”
“No. I believe Amruta has been assigned to work on them.”
Everything here seems to operate on its own schedule, time moving like molasses one minute and the rushing rapids the next.
“Okay, thank you.” Eleanor turns to leave.
“Uh, Dr. Hope?”
She pivots back.
“I’ve been wanting to thank you,” the woman says.
Her words take Eleanor by surprise. “For what?”
“For giving us another chance at a future. Not everyone is willing to admit this, but you’ve given them, all of us, a reason to hope again.”
“Oh it’s—I appreciate the sentiment, but it’s too premature. We don’t know if this project will work yet.”
The woman waves a hand in front of her. “I know. Of course. Still, thank you.”
“Um . . . you’re welcome.” With a quick nod, Eleanor leaves. Is this a sign that people are warming up to her being here?
She makes her way back to C18 to change. There’s still time to garden before dinner. The tomatoes are growing in size. Once ripe, the “Big Boys” will be juicy and meaty. For now, the round fruits are pale green and solid, little planets of their own. The other day she found a few hornworms on the stalks. Green with diagonal L-shaped white lines on the side of each segment, they looked like an alien life form. She remembers staring at them in marvel. They are here because she put the tomatoes here. They wouldn’t have come if she hadn’t. The thought brought her a strange sense of joy.
She opens the door to her room and sees John sitting on one of her chairs.
“Hey!” Did he tell her he was coming by? “What are you doing here?”
“Where were you?” he asks, accusation in his tone.
“The clinic. I had more blood samples to drop off.”
“Did you go to Myra again?”
“No. Like I said, I only went to drop off the blood. What’s with you?”
“What you did to Myra—” He shakes his head. “It was unethical.”
“Unethical? I didn’t hurt her. I didn’t intend to hurt her. She wasn’t hurt.” Eleanor recalls Myra screaming and feels a pinch of guilt in her stomach.
“You tricked her into giving you information. An ill woman in a vulnerable state. That wasn’t right.”
“You make me sound like an evil person. I only wanted to know who hurt her. I didn’t know she saw Henry in Lysithea. Now Allie knows her brother is alive. How is that bad?”
“Maybe he is alive. And maybe she’ll get hurt trying to find him.”
“Is that why you’re here, to chastise me? To tell me how I’m going to put Allie in danger? God, you men are the same. A woman is capable of making her own decisions.”
“I’m here to tell you I know why you want to go into Lysithea. And I’m telling you to give up the idea. It’s not going to work the way you want.”
Of course he knows. He knows her. There’s no point in lying.
“I need to go back to my cottage for hypnos,” she says.
“You’re not going back there. It’s too dangerous.”
“But if I go with you, I’ll be fine. I’ll go in and out with the team. I just need an hour or so.”
“No.”
“Fine. Half an hour.”
“No.”
Heat rushes to her face. “John, hypnos is important to me.” All I have left.
He steps closer. “You’re my responsibility, and I have to keep you safe.”
“Safe?” Her voice is high in her ears. “Since I’ve been here, I’ve had a gun pointed at my face, was thrown in jail, strangled, and cut. You’re doing a great job keeping me safe.”
“All those were one-offs. You don’t know what he’s capable of.”
“He won’t harm me.”
“And you’re willing to bet that with your life?”
“He’s not a murderer, John.”
“Death isn’t the worst thing that can happen.”
She scoffs. “You’re afraid I’m going back to him.”
“Is that what you want to do?”
“No, of course not. I made my decision.”
John relaxes. He places both hands on her shoulders. “Eleanor, please give up the idea of going back for hypnos. Nothing good will come of it.”
“You know I can’t.”
They stare at each other, neither one backing down.
“It’s a good thing we’re not the ones making the decision then,” she adds.
He sighs. “That’s another reason I’m here. We’re going back to Command. They have a verdict.”
After another wordless ride in the UTV with John and Angela, they arrive at the same place they had just left less than twenty-four hours ago. Eleanor cannot help but think her life is becoming one unending cycle of sameness. Wake up, potato, draw blood, garden, potato, desert, potato, sleep, nightmare.
John parks in the same spot between the two boulders. They walk down the same path to the middle of nowhere. He picks up the same tarp revealing the same entrance to Command. They walk down the same ladder, the same stairs, the same winding path to the same door.
He opens it. Within is a roomful of faces. Everyone staring back at them. Some are sitting, some are leaning against the walls. Jie and Allie are standing at one end of the room.
“Thanks for coming,” Desmond says as though there had been another option. “Please take a seat and we can begin.”
There are three empty chairs left around the long table. They are not together. Eleanor takes a seat between Tanya and a man she saw at the interrogation her first day here. She doesn’t know his name. John and Angela take the other seats, separated by three people.
“We’ve been meeting all day,” Desmond says. “And we’ve finally come to a decision. It’s not unanimous, I’m afraid, but the majority agrees.”
Eleanor’s heart palpitates. Now that hypnos is within reach again, she wants more than anything to go back. If Lysithea is her only way to Callisto, then she will take it. She prays they do not have anyone else who knows the city better than she does.
“We discussed two matters at hand,” Desmond says. “One, the pending mission to obtain the necessary equipment for Dr. Hope’s project. John has been putting together a team to go into Callisto and had selected Krazowski, Marco, Pax, and Jie. Issue two. Last night we learned of the possibility of Henry Meyer being in Lysithea. Allie has appealed to go in to confirm whether he is still there.
“As someone who has lost a brother, I understand her desire. Everyone in Leadership does. So we all agreed that she can go in—but only to verify. This will not be a rescue mission. Once we have confirmation, we will then put together another team to retrieve him and anyone else who needs rescuing. I personally spoke to Allie, and she has given me her word that she will not veer from the mission.”
Allie nods solemnly. Eleanor’s stomach clenches.
Pick me to go with her. Please!
“Then we were faced with a dilemma. Because Allie is going to Lysithea, Jie had requested to go in with her. The team deliberated extensively on this, and the majority decided in the end that Jie would be too distracted during her mission to Callisto if she were not with Allie.”
Eleanor’s heart leaps. A spot to Callisto is open!
“With the Callisto team being one short, we had decided to replace Jie with another.” Desmond pauses.
Eleanor holds her breath.
“Angela.”
Her heart deflates. She looks at her friend. There is a flicker of anger in John’s eyes while Angela looks pleased. It’s obvious John does not want his girlfriend there. He thinks the mission is too dangerous. So, why is Desmond sending her? Does he not completely trust John?
“I can also go into Callisto,” Eleanor interjects. “I know the place well.”
Desmond turns his benign gaze at her. “I’m aware you know the Four Cities very well. However, I would have to decline your offer. You are extremely valuable to us, Dr. Hope. You’ll be safest here.”
No! But how is she going to get hypnos if she cannot go back to Callisto?
“But—” she protests.
Desmond puts up his hand. “We did not come to this decision lightly. Please understand.”
Desperation rises like bile to her throat. She needs to get hypnos back. It is the thing that gives her hope. Without it, she has no purpose. She has nothing.
She has one more card left to play. She doesn’t want to use it, but what choice does she have? “Eli has secret experiments he’s been conducting.”
Gasps come from all around the room.
Desmond straightens. “What experiments?”
“I don’t know. He keeps them in the Sci-Cloud lab at Research & Intelligence.”
Desmond turns to John. “John, do you know anything about this?”
“No, sir.” The surprised look on his face shows he is telling the truth. “That breaks protocol. All experiments get screened by the review board before they are executed.”
“No one else knows about them,” Eleanor adds. “I only came to the knowledge shortly before leaving Callisto. Not even I have access to them. They’re his alone.”
“Desmond, this could be why there’s been movement in the prison,” Zahra says and pauses. “Or why we can’t find Henry, Kira, and Conner.”
“Do you think he’s doing something to them?” Jorah asks.
“He wouldn’t be the first in history,” Zahra says.
“We need to know what’s in the secret experiments,” a man across the table says. Many nod in reply. “It could help us gain the upper hand.”
“I know a back door to get the data,” Eleanor says.
“Then why didn’t you use it?” Desmond asks.
“I left in a hurry. I didn’t have time.”
The night of her decision, she arrived at her cottage in a daze and—without another thought—began to pack. All she knew was she had to leave. She recalls throwing clothes and toiletries into a backpack. The handful of hypnos flowers, seed pods, and distillate vials, she remembers putting into the black pouch her mother had given her. Then she ran. To John. To a new life. A life without Eli.
“But I can go back to get them. Let me go back,” she says.
Desmond studies her. “Why you? Why can’t it be anyone else?”
“Because I’m the only one who can break into Sci-Cloud.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
The chill in the air soothes. Eleanor pulls off the netting, releasing the tomato plants from their nightly confines. She has trained them to climb up six-foot-tall wooden stakes the way her dad used to with his. The plants are not as lush and healthy as the ones she had before, but they are—despite nature being against them—producing. If they can, maybe the women here would too.
She begins her routine of watering and weeding. The process eases her. Her thoughts wander to what Frankie can do with her tomatoes. Make a gazpacho. Fry them green. Roast them whole. In her mind’s eye she sees them crowning a Thanksgiving feast. Everyone in the mess hall is smiling, happy.
A pair of bare, dirt-encrusted feet appears before her, pulling her from her daydream. The image reminds her of the first time they met. How long ago was that?
“Good morning, Anya.”
“I heard you’re going back to Callisto.”
“Word travels fast.”
“When?”
“In a few days.”
“For how long?”
“A night. Maybe two. And I’ll be in and out of the city in a couple hours.”
“Why do you need to go back?” Anya continues her barrage of questions.
“Lab equipment and other stuff.”
“They’re not as important as you think, you know.”
“How do you know what I think?”
Anya taps the side of her head.
Eleanor laughs. “Oh, you’re a mind reader now, are you? Then why do you still ask so many questions?” She finishes her watering and turns off the hose. “Anyway, can I trust you to keep my plants alive while I’m gone?”
Anya crosses her arms. “You should ask someone else. I’m moving to the cave.”
Eleanor rolls her eyes. “You are not moving to the cave.”
“I am too.”
“Your aunt won’t like that.”
“My aunt can’t even tell.”
“She still cares about you.”
The girl does not answer.
“What about Frankie? She won’t like it if you live in a cave.” The girl has been eating with the chef at mealtimes. The woman would surely miss her.
“She won’t know. I’ll come back for food and water.” Anya squints her eyes. “Unless you plan to tell her, which you can’t because you promised not to tell anyone about the cave.”
Eleanor realizes the girl will not listen to reason right now. She decides to deal with her when she is less stubborn. “Fine. Live in a cave, cave girl.”
A laugh escapes Anya. “You’re so immature for an old woman.”
Eleanor finds herself laughing too. “I’m not old. It’s you who talks like an old woman. Besides, age doesn’t matter on the inside. We’re still the same.”
The girl makes a skeptical sound in her throat. “Whatever. If you need me, I’ll be at the cave.”
Then she is gone.
“Who were you talking to?” a voice says from behind.
She turns to see Angela—wild hair and glorious beauty. She is not smiling.
Eleanor braces herself. “Angela. What do you want?”
The woman walks forward, closing the gap between them. Their faces are a foot from each other.
“Shhh. You do not get to speak. I get to speak now. You listen. You listen good.” The words boil past her lips.
Eleanor takes an unintentional step back. Her eyes go to the gun at Angela’s waist. The woman notices.
“Are you afraid of this?” Angela pulls out the handgun and points it up at the sky. She cocks it and uncocks it, the sounds sending a wave of goosebumps through Eleanor’s entire body. A satisfied smile curls Angela’s lips. She replaces the gun in her holster.
“You’re lucky that Desmond finds you useful. You’re even luckier that John has your back. But I see right through you. You are a thoughtless selfish bitch who’s used to getting her way because she’s always had it. You don’t care who you hurt in the process. You don’t care whose heart you break.”
Eleanor opens her mouth to retort.
“John has been fighting tooth and nail for you,” Angela continues, “to get you access to the gray water for your garden. To talk up your competency with all the test subjects. To keep you safe. Despite it costing him his reputation and standing.”
“I don’t understand. How did I—”
“Did you forget who you’re married to?” Angela cuts her off. “People think you’re a spy. John put himself on the line to vouch for you. Now, with that new piece of information you blurted out in the middle of a fucking Leadership meeting, everyone questions whether he’s been telling the truth all this time. A year of fighting hard to earn trust and proving himself through hard work—all down the drain.”
“What are you talking about? He hasn’t told me any of this.”
“Because you’re used to getting everything easily, you never had to fight for anything for yourself. Do you really think getting the gray water for your stupid tomatoes was that simple?” She waves her hand around. “Out here in the middle of the fucking desert? Do you think any of the women would trust you with their life had he not told them what a pioneer you are or how you’d never hurt them?”
“I would never hurt anyone.”
“Except him. The one person who cares for you here.”
“No . . . I—”
“He asked you, specifically asked you, not to go back to Callisto. Then what did you do? You made him look like a fool in front of everyone. A slap in the face. Why didn’t you tell him before about Eli and his secret experiments?”
“I don’t—I don’t want people to try to kill him again.”
Angela nods her head in vindication. “Still, you protect him. The man who’s actively stealing our humanity from us.”
“He’s still my husband!”
“What about John? You defied his request and put him in an even worse situation. How is he supposed to worry about his own safety while in Callisto and worry about yours too?”
“He doesn’t have to worry about me!”
“Oh my god.” Angela’s eyes bulge. “Do you not know what’s involved? We don’t have a safe way to go into the city. John’s connection can’t even get us in. There are no trains. The only way in is through force and luck. You never put any of this together?”
“I—I thought he had everything handled. He never said—”
“Because you never asked. Never thought. All you do is take, take, take. You never once cared what it would cost anyone else. You only care about yourself and what you’d get.”
Her eyes burn. “I didn’t know.”
“You just proved my point.” Angela shakes her head. “Selfish and thoughtless. Just a privileged bitch. That’s what you are. But he loves you, and I love him. And so we’re here.”
“No, he doesn’t. He’s moved on. He told me he has.”
“He may think he has. But no, not fully. He may never. You’ve known each other too long. Your bonds are too strong. Things like that don’t just go away.”
“We’re friends.”
“And let me guess, you don’t want to ruin a good thing.”
“That’s not why.”
“If you don’t love him, let him go.”
“But I—I don’t know how. He’s my only friend.”
“Then you’re just as clueless as you look. We’re going to be here all night arguing this point when we have a more pressing matter to discuss.”
“Which is?”
Angela leans in closer. “You’re going to tell John that you want me with you to watch your back the entire time you’re in Callisto.”
Her heart drops to her stomach. “He’ll never believe it.”
“Make him.”
“Why don’t you just tell him? Why me?”
“Because he has to completely trust that you’ll be safe, and I can’t promise that. I can’t lie to him. But you can.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
Eli
Callisto, the Four Cities
Kennedy—blue eyes cold and still, like the desert sky in winter—stepped up to the glass partition. On the other side was Mary lying in slumber on the bed.
“Why am I here?” she asked. There was no expression on her face, nothing to betray how she truly felt about the woman who had trespassed her.
“I need your assistance,” Eli said.
She turned to him. “What would you like me to do?”
“Mary used to be in the Resistance.”
“They’re dangerous.”
“Right. But she was misled. Young people can be easily deceived. They lack the wisdom that comes from age and experience.”
“Is she still in the Resistance?”
“Not while she’s under our care. Right now, she’s getting the help she needs. Hyde has been a good influence on her.”
Kennedy’s jaws clenched. “He’s not as good as you may think.”
“Of course not. We all fail now and then. Like Mary. If she ever returns to Elara, she may fall into her old habits, her old ways. Most people will succumb to peer pressure and their environment. Humans have an innate desire to belong, to fit into a whole. It makes us want to please those we love, and sometimes we compromise ourselves for it.”
“I understand.”
“So, I’m devising a special treatment for Mary. Something that may help her handle the pressure of the outside world.”
“Is that what you need my assistance with?”
“Yes.”
“What can I do? I’m not a trained scientist.”
“Neither am I. But that shouldn’t stop you from seeking knowledge. Or from building upon what came before. You’re a smart woman, you’ll figure it out.”
Her cheeks reddened.
“All you need to do is follow my treatment plan.” Eli handed her a tablet. “In here you’ll find all the instructions. Start from the beginning and follow through to the end.”
“But if all you need is for someone to follow your plan, wouldn’t you have used one of the droids? They’re better at following instructions and would be less likely to make a mistake.”
“Like I said, you’re smart. You can think independent thoughts. Droids are great at following instructions, sure. But my plan requires someone with . . . creativity. We’re in new territory here, and the plan, as much as I may think it perfect, isn’t foolproof. It can’t anticipate everything that may come up during the treatment itself. So, when you do come across something not in the manual, you have my permission to address it the way you see fit.”
“Really?”
“Really. I trust you will do what you think is right. Not just for Mary, but for the Four Cities. I just need a report at the end of each day so we can both learn from it.”
“And then what happens after I’m done?”
“We release her.”
“Release her?”
“Back to her family. They must miss her, don’t you think?”
“But isn’t that dangerous since they’re in the Resistance? You said young people are susceptible to outside pressure.”
“If you—we—do our jobs right, she won’t be dangerous anymore. And the sooner you are done with the plan, the sooner we can release her.”
“And she’ll go back to Elara?”
“Yes. Most likely.”
Uncertainty colored her face. “What if she wants to go back to Lysithea?”
“Do you want her to go back to Lysithea?”
Kennedy pondered his question. “No.”
“In the back of the manual is a special section. There, you’ll find instructions on how to make her not want to go back to Lysithea.”
“And I can follow them?”
“You can do whatever you want, as long as you follow my overall treatment plan. I trust you.”
She looked at the tablet in her hands with awe and a little bit of fear. “What if I mess up?”
“Then you mess up. Behind every success are hundreds if not thousands of failures. You learn from your mistakes and try again.”
“Try again? There are others to do this with?”
“Unfortunately, yes. The Resistance is hiding everywhere. Not just in Elara. They have plans to destroy our peace. That’s what Mary shared with me.”
A shudder ran through her. “They’re dangerous.”
“Yes, they are.”
She hugged the tablet to her chest. “I’ll do my best.”
Eli placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know.”



CHAPTER 



TWENTY-EIGHT 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
Angela said John would be in their room. Eleanor knocks on E12. Her hands feel sweaty. She wipes them on her pants.
The door opens and John’s face peers down at her. When his eyes land on her face, they are pained. Then, just as suddenly, the pain flits away, leaving a blank expression.
“What do you need?” he asks.
His tone stabs at her heart. “Nothing. I’m looking for Angela.”
Confusion crosses his face. “Why?”
“I have a question for her.” The lie comes easily, just as rehearsed.
He opens the door wider and stands aside. “Come in.”
“No, it’s okay. I’ll come by later.”
“I wasn’t asking.”
Even though she had expected he would do this, her hands still shake. She balls them up and walks through the door. It clicks closed behind her.
He points to a chair. “Sit.”
Her heart drops to her stomach. She pulls the chair away from the desk and does as he asks.
John leans against the window case. “What are you two up to?”
“Why do we have to be up to anything? We live in the same place. We know the same people.”
“You don’t like each other.”
“She doesn’t like me. I’m fine.”
“You don’t like her just as much. Why are you two talking all of a sudden?”
“If she hasn’t told you, I don’t see why I should.”
He hits the windowsill, rattling it. “Damn it, Eleanor! Why do you always insist on testing my patience?”
She stands up. “Why don’t you tell me anything?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I had to hear from Angela that you’re in trouble because of me. That some people don’t trust you anymore because of what I said about Eli. Why didn’t you tell me any of this? Why do you let me walk around like an idiot, thinking everything is fine when nothing is?”
“Angela told you that?”
She crosses her arms. “Yeah.”
His back bows forward—the drooping stem of a flower.
“I don’t tell you everything because I don’t want you sadder than you already are. I know you don’t want to be here. You haven’t wanted to be here since the beginning. But you can’t be in Callisto, and this place is just a slightly better alternative. I wanted to make life here a little easier for you.”
She walks to him and wraps her arms around his waist. This is veering off script, but she does not care. The heaviness between them instantly lifts. “I appreciate you wanting to protect me, but it’s better that I know. I don’t want to be kept in the dark.”
“Then I should tell you that our trip to Callisto will most likely fail. We’ll all be fucked.”
She blows air out of her mouth. “I already figured that. But Angela and I have a plan. Hopefully, it can help.”
He looks amused. “What is it?”
“I want Angela to watch my back while I’m in Callisto. That way, it’ll free you to focus on the mission. I don’t want you worrying about me. Angela and I got this.”
“You’re really okay with that?”
“I want to do what I can to make this trip a success. And if it means you not having to worry about me while we’re there, then I’m in.”
“What about Sci-Cloud? Can you two handle it?”
“Yeah, it’s actually better if it’s just me and her. Low profile. We don’t need a bunch of gun-toting men to go in with us. It’s just a lab. No one will be there. Just talk to her about the cottage. I need a little time there.”
“Okay, that way Krazowski, Marco, and Pax can help with the equipment. And no one else has to know about hypnos.”
“Krazowski? Someone who goes by just a last name can’t be friendly.”
“He’s not. He’s ex-military.”
“Exactly why I don’t need any of your men with me.” She touches his cheek. “You worry enough for me. Let me worry for you a little.”
He nods, emotions dancing in his eyes. He clears his throat. “You caught me just before I was about to leave. Want to take a ride with me?”
“To where?”
The jeep bounces along a rough trail, tires crunching over gravel as it advances. Eleanor tilts her head up to the late afternoon sun, letting its last warmth drape the skin of her face. She sticks an arm out the open window and flattens her palm like the wing of a plane. With the blade of her hand in the wind, she maneuvers it up and down. Her back sinks deeper into the seat. This feels normal. Almost.
“How far is the farm?” she asks, determined to stay far away from subjects to do with their mission. She wants to pretend, at least for a while, that they’re just out grocery shopping.
John drinks from his bottle and hands it to her. “Not too far.”
She takes it and drinks before giving it back to him. “Do you usually do this by yourself?”
“It really isn’t hard. You’ll see.”
There are farms throughout the Four Cities, spread apart so the crops would not be susceptible to mass failure from diseases or natural disasters. Plants are genetically engineered to use less water and withstand drought. Rotations are based on seasons to reach maximum yield. Amounts are determined by population to reduce waste. Unmanned drones carry the harvests to distribution centers before they get categorized, allocated, and shipped to homes and food halls. Methodical. Economical. Efficient. The entire process was, of course, determined by Eli’s predictive model.
The sun hits an object on the horizon, glittering silver. As they get closer, the crown of a glass dome appears.
“We’re really close,” he says.
John parks the jeep in a spot hidden from view. From the trunk he takes out a large wagon with four substantial wheels and a pull.
“That’s primitive,” Eleanor says.
“Judge all you want, but it has never failed me.”
“So, review with me again what we have to do at the farm.”
“We’re going in through the back. There, we’ll find a large metal box where they keep the vegetables that will be going to the compost tomorrow morning. We’ll pick the best ones. What we choose goes on the wagon. Potatoes, of course. Vegetables that can keep well. Lettuce, cabbage, kale, carrots. Squash, if any. Frankie makes a delicious squash soup. The plan is to get in and out before the security system turns on for the night.”
“Has anyone ever been caught?”
“No.”
“Isn’t that kind of strange? You guys do this once a week and never had an issue?”
“We stick to the schedule given to us. Besides, it’s not stealing if it’s practically trash.”
“So, we’re dumpster diving.”
“Pretty much.”
They walk in the shadows of a mountain range until they reach the farm. It is a sprawling greenhouse the height of a three-story building. Inside is a field of plants growing in tall hydroponic systems. Peas. Lettuce. Spinach. Squash. Potatoes. Tomatoes. Herbs. There is no sign of anybody here.
“What I would do for a hydroponic system for our garden,” she says.
“Too impractical. It weighs a ton,” John says. “And we wouldn’t be able to maintain it. We’d need the nutrients from the lab.”
“Just wishful thinking.”
John leads her to a boulder big enough to hide behind.
He points. “You see that large metal box about twenty feet away? That’s where we have to go.”
Eleanor nods. It looks vaguely like a dumpster, but she tries to push that thought out of her mind. “When?”
“After sunset.”
They won’t have long. The sun is already disappearing below the horizon. Soon, it is gone, leaving behind a pale pink cast on the desert.
“Ready?” John asks.
She nods. They take off and arrive at the box in a few breaths.
The metal box has double doors on its front and a latch with no lock. John slides the latch open, revealing green and root vegetables. She sifts through them and finds that aside from mold on a few tomatoes and some wilted greens, most are more than fit for consumption.
“Why are they throwing these away?” she whispers.
John does not answer. His face is in deep concentration as he loads the vegetables and potatoes onto the wagon. She does her best to keep up.
“Ready?” he asks once the wagon is full.
She is about to nod, when the door of the greenhouse opens. John’s hand circles her wrist. Every muscle in her body coils. Her thumping heart is so loud she is sure someone could hear it.
Footsteps head toward them. One person. No, two. They are not alone. They must be the last of the workers, late to leave. She closes her eyes and wills them away. They do not disappear. Instead, the footsteps come ever closer. John’s grip around her wrist tightens.
This is it. This is when she will be caught. She does not know the consequences, but they cannot be good. She is a part of the Resistance now, an enemy of the state.
“Wait,” one of the workers says. The footsteps halt. “There is another message coming down.”
The voice is without the expressiveness typical of human speech.
“What do I do with this box of vegetables?” another voice says, equally monotonic.
These are droids!
“Bring it in. We have to go back inside.”
The footsteps move away, followed by the closing of the greenhouse door. Eleanor lets out a long-held breath. John quickly shuts the metal door. Then he lifts his head just above the box and looks around.
“We’re good.”
He picks up the end of the pull and drags the now fully loaded wagon behind him. Eleanor follows as she looks back over her shoulder. Once they are beyond the boundary of the farm, she collapses onto the ground. Her legs have given out.
“John, those were droids!” Eleanor says, her head between her knees. “They almost saw us.”
“Yeah.”
She looks up. “I thought the schedule was good.”
“It usually is.” He looks distracted. “I’ll talk to my contact about this.”
“You sure you can trust the person?”
“Didn’t have a reason not to before.”
“What would have happened if they saw us?”
“I don’t know. We don’t usually come into contact with them. We keep to ourselves. They keep to the farm. They weren’t created for violence, so I don’t think they would have hurt us.”
“Can you imagine we’d end up here, hiding from our own creation?”
“That’s what I meant when I said life has its own path. You can’t control the future, no matter how much you’d like to think so.” He offers her a hand. “Let’s hurry. It’ll be dark soon.”
She takes it and pulls herself up.
Above, the moon is almost full. There’s a reddish hue to it, probably from a forest fire somewhere in the north. The satellite had long ago stopped working, making them blind to the rest of the world. Sometimes Eleanor wonders whether there are other surviving civilizations elsewhere. If they exist, they are most likely less technologically advanced, with no sustainable way of living. Unlike the Four Cities.
“What do you think Eli has hiding in Sci-Cloud?” she asks, almost to herself.
John sighs the kind of sigh that sounds like the expelling of the soul. “I don’t really want to think about it. I’m afraid of what we’re going to find.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
Eli
Lysithea, the Four Cities
Kennedy did not disappoint. She had been progressing through the manual quickly. Together, they had made discoveries worthy of multiple Nobel prizes in a short period of time—if the honor had still existed. When one’s creativity could fully be unleashed without fear, one could break the veil separating the imagined and the real.
“Imagination is more important than knowledge.
Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world.”
He had been reviewing her findings daily. Together, they would hypothesize using the new knowledge—building on the known—and develop plans to test their ideas in future sessions. The task had been keeping her mind focused and, he hoped, away from her broken heart. It was the same strategy he had been using to soothe his own.
“Where’s Mary?” Hyde’s voice roused Eli from his thoughts.
He turned back to the bespectacled man. Hyde seemed a bit jittery like someone who drank too much coffee, though not a drop was in the house.
“We talked about this. She moved to Callisto.” Eli zipped up his backpack.
Based on several tests, Hyde’s brain was excellent at retaining information. It did not matter whether he had a use for it, or if it was important. He only had to see something once to be able to replicate it in a drawing. Only needed to be told something once in order to recall it, even days or months later. The initial purge did nothing to hinder his ability to keep new memories. So if he asked a question to answers he had already been given, Eli knew it was not because he could not remember, but that he could not find logic in the answer—or believe it.
“But why? Did I do something wrong? She told me she was happy here,” Hyde asked.
“Happiness is an emotion. Remember we also talked about emotions and how they change?”
The man nodded. “They’re chemicals inside your brain. Serotonin, dopamine, endorphins, oxytocin.”
“That’s right.”
Hyde needed a second purge. Eli had meant to do one. The problem was the man’s artistic ability. It would be an atrocity to accidentally eliminate it. So Eli tested and waited . . . tested and waited . . . and waited. Now, it may be too late.
Experiments on Mary had shown some memories could be eliminated multiple times safely, while others . . . What happened were not failures exactly, but Eli would not call them successes either. Regardless, he and Kennedy had gathered some key lessons from them.
One: some memories were fundamental to a person’s sense of reality. Two: childhood memories, while nebulous, were essential to how people see themselves and how they relate to the world. Three: memories attached to emotions were persistent, requiring deeper probing. Touching any of these memories would lead to lasting consequences, some dire. But there were always risks associated with any serious medical procedure. They just had to learn to be more precise.
Hyde had a year’s worth of new information stored in his brain. His life in this yellow bungalow. His new paintings. Lunches with Bonnie. Sex with Mary. The fallout between him and Kennedy.
Over time, Hyde’s new knowledge—conscious and subconscious—would solidify to form a new sense of self. At its best, it could lead Hyde, like Kennedy, to be a productive part of society. At its worst, it could lead him back to the Resistance. Though Eli had erased the man’s memories of the dangerous organization, something in Hyde had brought him there in the first place. If Eli could not get to it—wherever this elusive desire lived—it would fester and reassert itself somewhere down the path.
“Will someone else move into Bonnie’s house?” Hyde asked. Eli noted the anxiety in his voice.
“Do you want someone to?”
He shook his head vigorously. “No.”
Eli knew people like Hyde: softhearted, guilt-ridden, with a hero complex. Somewhere inside the bespectacled man lived the guilt of Bonnie’s death. He had faulted himself, regardless of whether he was responsible. And now he was blaming Mary’s disappearance on himself too.
Hyde had lost everyone who had ever lived in that pink house. Understandably he did not want anyone else to move in. To him, it was now associated with loss. Like Eleanor’s cottage to Eli.
“Then we won’t move anyone else in,” Eli said.
Relief touched Hyde’s face. Still, his eyes were glassy. In them Eli saw something else, something indescribable. He had seen it before somewhere, on someone else. Where did he see it?
He put his backpack on. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
The sun was setting. He had been looking forward all day to his visit with the four children. Today he brought them candy made with beet juice—a new creation by the food council. He could not wait to see the look on their little faces when he gave it to them.
Eli turned and began walking toward the door. The recollection came midstep.
Bonnie!
The look in Hyde’s eyes was the same one in Bonnie’s the night before she died.
He turned back. “Would you care for a change of scenery?”
The early evening air felt pleasant against his skin. Eli breathed in, filling his lungs. There was one other person he made this walk with after the Last War. Suddenly he missed his old best friend.
Next to him, Hyde looked nervous. “I thought we’re not allowed to walk up here.”
“Now you are.”
“Why?”
“You’ll see.”
Eli had been mulling over an idea. It was an old idea that came in the form of a letter his mother had left him after her death. Purpose was the key in life. Without it, people tended to collapse in on themselves. Like Bonnie. Like the other three. Kennedy had flourished with her purpose. It was time to give Hyde one.
They arrived at the blue house just when the last thread of light disappeared from the sky. Eli knocked on the door. He did not want to startle Agatha with an unexpected guest. The caretaker opened the door. Her expression was one of confusion that turned to distrust the moment she laid eyes on Hyde. It was her propensity to protect.
“Mr. Ander. You brought a guest.” Her voice was stern.
“Agatha, this is Hyde. He works with me.”
She relaxed. “Hello.”
“May we come in to visit with the children?” Eli asked.
“Of course.” Agatha stood aside to let them in. “They’re in the back playing.”
“Children live here?” Hyde whispered to Eli as they walked through the foyer.
“Yes. Four of them.”
“I haven’t seen children since my sister was a kid.”
“They’re rare, yes. Most live in the Center for Discovery and Learning.”
“You told me about that place. It’s where children grow and learn together. A wonderful, safe place where they can thrive and be the best versions of themselves, you said.” His eyebrows folded. “How come these children are not there?”
“They’re special. You’ll see.”
Their walk ended in the glass sunroom. In one corner, the children were sitting together, playing with wooden blocks. One caught sight of him. She got up and ran over.
“Eli!”
He scooped her into his arms. “Which one are you?”
“Nandia.”
Agatha tutted from behind them. “No, Nora, don’t fib.”
The girl giggled. “It Nora!”
Eli laughed. “Hi, Nora. Would you like to meet Hyde?”
She turned to the stranger in the room. “Hi!”
Awe lit up Hyde’s face. “Hello.”
“And the rest are Nandia, Elias, and Leander,” Eli pointed.
“Hi! Hi! Hi!” The three greeted.
“Hello!” Hyde replied. “It’s so nice to meet all of you.”
The children giggled.
Eli lowered Nora back onto the floor. “Go back to play with your siblings.”
She toddled to the group and proceeded to sit on the creation Leander had been working on. The boy began to cry. Agatha stepped in to soothe him and reprimand the girl.
Hyde leaned in and whispered, “They look the same! I mean the boys, and the girls.”
“They’re two sets of identical twins.”
“Twins? I’ve never met twins.”
“It’s when two people have the exact same DNA.”
“I thought all the created children came from randomly mixing DNA of the survivors. How can there be twins from that?”
“How do you think?”
Hyde pondered. “Because they didn’t come from randomly mixing DNA?”
“Good.”
“So, who are their parents?”
“Well, in the case of Elias and Leander, mine.”
“You’re their parent?”
“No. My parents are their parents. They’re technically my clones.”
“And Nora and Nandia?”
“My wife’s.”
“So, they’re clones of your wife?”
“Exactly.”
“Wow.”
“I have big plans for them. They’ll have an important place in the future of the Four Cities.”
“I can see they’re very special.”
“I’d like you to be their protector,” Eli said. “Keep an eye on them. Make sure they’re safe.”
At face value, it may seem a risk to bring a reformed prisoner into a house full of children and ask him to spend more time there. But Eli knew Hyde’s propensity model like the back of his hand. No part of him would hurt the kids. On the contrary, he would be dedicated to them. It was his high propensity for loyalty and strong sense of morality.
Hyde looked confused. “Me?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“The how will come. It all starts with the mindset. Do you want this responsibility?”
Hyde turned to the children. They were stacking the wood blocks as tall as they could and laughed when the tower fell. His eyes became gentle. The glassy indescribable look in them was gone. Eli knew his answer before he uttered it.



CHAPTER THIRTY 
Eleanor
Elara, the Four Cities
Her stomach is tied in knots. She did not sleep much last night, and the little sleep she got failed to make her feel rested. She checks her backpack for the hundredth time: water bottle, flashlight, knife, toiletries, scarf, pen, small notepad she asked for from John. She pulls out Henry Meyer’s drawing—now crinkly and dirty at the edges—and takes in its serene beauty before putting it back. Everything else, she is leaving in C18. She looks out her grimy window and sees a pale glimmer in the eastern sky.
It’s time.
Eleanor zips her pack and puts it on. She takes one look at her bedroom, wondering whether Anya will try to sleep here tonight. With a deep breath, she leaves.
The barracks is quiet, most of its occupants still asleep. As she walks toward the exit between C and D, a voice calls from behind. Eleanor looks over her shoulder and sees a shape rushing toward her.
“Dr. Hope! I’m glad I caught you before you left.” Amruta hands her an envelope. “Here are the test results from the blood samples you dropped off.”
“Thank you.” Eleanor shoves it into the side pocket of her backpack. She will study it later. Based on the schedule John made her memorize, every minute is accounted for on this trip.
0545 – gather
0600 – leave the barracks
“Good luck to you,” Amruta says.
“Thank you.”
The sky is pale yellow at the horizon—its cheerfulness reaching upward, threatening to overtake the melancholic purple at the top. The cool air nips at her cheeks. Eleanor sucks it in, trying and failing to calm the brewing storm within.
At the meeting spot outside, she finds Jie, Allie, Pax, John, and Angela, a matching solemn look on their faces. Together they make their way to the garage in the reverent silence reserved for mornings too early for words. In front of it, Bogey is standing next to two UTVs, one with a covered box bed.
“Hey, guys. Ready for your trip?” Bogey asks, his light tone a balm to her nerves.
Pax grunts. Eleanor thinks of his girlfriend, Yuri, anxiously counting down the minutes until he returns.
“Frankie wishes she could be here, but she has to prep for breakfast. She sends her best,” the cook says. He touches one of the UTVs. “I packed some food for all of you. Six meals per person for the roundtrip. You might not need all of them, so just bring back whatever you don’t eat. I already put drinking water in the trucks you’re going to use in the tunnel.”
John places a hand on Bogey’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
“It’s the least I could do. Everything is in the back, and nothing needs heating or anything.”
Allie and Jie get in one UTV with Pax. John takes the driver’s seat of the other. Angela gets in the passenger side, and Eleanor slides into the back. They catch each other’s eye and incline their heads slightly, acknowledging their complicity. There was a time the sight of the woman would inspire a desire in Eleanor to turn and walk the other way. Now, her presence makes her less anxious.
“Good luck!” Bogey says as he waves them off. Eleanor wishes people would stop bidding her good luck. The thought of having to rely on what she has no control over makes her even more nervous.
Their ride to Command is unremarkable save for the whooshing of the freezing wind chilling their faces. The shift in weather reminds her there are seasons in the desert. In Callisto, Eli has been working to match the weather to the four seasons of New York City. Right now it’s far from perfect. But one day it will be. When he has his mind set on something, she knows he does not stop until he achieves it.
John and Jie park their UTVs between the two stone pillars. How long has it been since her first day here? Eleanor wonders. It feels both like yesterday and forever ago.
Angela uncovers the box bed to show individualized containers of food for every team member. Each person proceeds to divide up the provisions and stuff them into their backpacks. John and Pax take those that belong to Krazowski and Marco.
John looks at his watch—an analog relic with three arms pointing at numbers on a face. This is the first time she sees him using it. There are no sun and stars to tell time by in the tunnel.
“We’re good on time,” he says and leads them down the path to Command.
0630 – join the rest of the team at Command
0700 – leave for mission
In the meeting room, they find Desmond and Zahra with Marco and Krazowski. They appear to be in the middle of a serious conversation.
“Good morning, all,” the old man says. “Zahra and I wanted to send you off. We also wanted to thank you on behalf of our beloved community for embarking on not just one but three very important missions.”
Desmond locks eyes with Eleanor. A heaviness passes between them and settles on her limbs. Suddenly she is very aware of being many hundreds of feet underground. The thought makes her claustrophobic. She wishes for air.
“Thank you,” John says. “In the interest of time, let’s get started. To remind everyone, we will take two trucks in a caravan for the first leg of our journey. We will be driving for three hours, plus two fifteen-minute stops along the way to rest and swap out batteries. When we reach a junction that divides the path into three, we will split with Jie and Allie. They will take the Lysithea tunnel and follow their own plan. We will take the Callisto tunnel and follow ours.”
1030 – arrive at junction, Jie and Allie to Lysithea, the rest to Callisto
“The second leg of our trip, we’ll be driving for another three hours plus two more fifteen-minute breaks—again to rest and swap out batteries. Remember, unless there’s an emergency, we’re not to stop. At a designated spot fifteen miles outside Callisto, we’ll hand over the truck to the scouts Desmond will have sent prior. They’ll hide it until we return. It’s too loud, and we don’t want to attract attention. Then we’ll walk into the city. We should arrive in Callisto by six p.m.”
1400 – Team Callisto arrives at the designated spot outside the city, begins walk
1800 – arrive at Callisto downtown station
“We’ll split into small groups at the station, then make our way separately to Central Park, where we’ll regroup. Once we account for everyone, we’ll split up again. Pax will go to a food distribution center nearby for salt and other seasonings. Eleanor and Angela will go to Sci-Cloud. Marco, Krazowski, and I will go to the hospital for medicine and equipment. Pax is to meet us at the hospital after his salt run and help us with the load. All of us are to be at the same downtown station by nine. If everything goes according to plan, we should return here tomorrow morning. In and out in a day.”
1830 – arrive at Central Park
1900 – split up and accomplish assigned tasks
2100 – Team Callisto meets back at train station
0100 – return to truck
0430 – meet back with Jie and Allie at the junction
0800 – back in Elara
The plan is straightforward and efficient. Like John.
“This is the best-case scenario,” he says. “But we all know things rarely go according to plan. In case something unexpected happens and one of us can’t make the original schedule, the rest of us are to proceed as planned. After I drop the others off at the junction so they can return to Elara with Jie and Allie, I’ll head back toward Callisto with the truck to pick up any stragglers. So just keep walking toward Elara and I’ll find you.”
Getting into the city will be the easiest part. Each group will only have two hours to complete their mission. It’s a very tight schedule. But the longer they are in the city, the higher the chance of being spotted.
John had entrusted Angela with ensuring Eleanor goes to Sci-Cloud, the priority, before the cottage. They will have one hour to be in and out of the lab or risk not having enough time to retrieve hypnos.
“Godspeed,” Desmond adds. “We look forward to your safe return.”
“May God be with you,” Zahra says.
The coil inside Eleanor winds and tightens like a corset, making it hard to breathe.
The trucks are modified hi-rail vehicles. Each has four seats and an open bed.
“Where did you get them?” Eleanor asks.
“The Dwelling Council used them for maintenance on the railway,” John says. “They can’t travel faster than twenty-five miles an hour and need a lot of batteries, so they’re not the most practical. But they’re the only way we have to travel the tunnel without walking the whole way.”
Jie and Allie get into their truck and the Callisto team into theirs. Pax is driving this time, with John in the passenger seat. Eleanor is with Angela in the back. There’s not enough room for Marco and Krazowski inside. They hop onto the truck bed with the water jugs and battery cells. With their shotguns perched next to them, they remind Eleanor of guerrilla soldiers from a shoot-’em-up movie she cannot recall the name of.
“Do they really need to bring the shotguns?” Eleanor asks Angela. “They’ll be spotted right away in the city.”
“Only while we travel the tunnel. In case we run into something we shouldn’t.”
The truck starts and slowly rolls forward. Soon they pick up speed, the flanged steel wheels on the train tracks a deafening rumble.
John looks over his shoulder at them.
“You should all rest while you can,” he yells over the noise. “Pax and I will take turns driving.”
Eleanor remembers her exhaustion. She leans her head against the seat. The tunnel is only lit by the two trucks’ headlights, making it look as if they are driving at night, when in reality, it is the middle of the day. She doesn’t know how she can sleep with the ruckus. Still, the sandman beckons. She closes her eyes.

“Mama?” Eleanor calls.
Her mother sits silently, still.
“I’m going to school now. I made a cheese sandwich for lunch. Here’s your half.” Eleanor places the triangle of simple bread and cheese on a plate in front of her. “There’s no more cheese left. But we still have some peanut butter and jelly.”
Her mother does not say anything back. She has not been talking since Daddy’s funeral. After it, she collapsed on her bed and slept for two days. When she woke up, she had become like this. It’s as though she had left her real self inside a dream world.
“My teacher sends her condolences. She asked if we need anything. Is it okay if I tell her we could use some food?”
Her mother turns her face away. She is done listening. Eleanor picks up her pink, glittery backpack, its happy vibe a contradiction to her mood. School is a ten-minute walk away, and she is already running late. She doesn’t want the principal to call home. Her mom is in no condition.
Eleanor leans in and kisses her mom on the cheek. Her skin is cold. “Bye, Mama. I’ll see you after school. I hope you feel better.”
Her mom seizes hold of her arm and opens her mouth.
“He isn’t who you think he is. You’re not who you think you are.”
Her mother’s croaky voice scares her.
“What? What do you mean?” Eleanor asks.
She leans in closer. Her mom’s face begins to morph, becoming older. Skin wrinkly and thin as paper. An old woman’s face. Her eyes, too, change. They are no longer blue like sapphire, but blue like the ocean. Like her father’s eyes.
“Run!” her mother screams.
Eleanor does. She runs as fast as her little feet can. She runs until she sees a small tea shop. She goes inside. The ceiling is filled with dangling purple wisteria. Alone in the middle of the room is a table. On it sits a three-tiered tray filled with assorted finger sandwiches, fruits, scones, and tiny cupcakes. All around are bone china plates with intertwining flowers and vines and matching teacups. A feast. She walks toward it.
As she gets closer, she sees her mother and Eli sitting opposite each other. They look younger, frozen in time. Eleanor takes a seat between them.
“My daughter has spoken much of you,” her mother says. She is in one of her Chanel suits. Black.
“That’s a relief.” There is a small smile on his face. He looks amused by the entire situation. “I’m very fond of her.”
Her mother raises an eyebrow. “What are you studying at Columbia?”
“Statistics and sustainability studies.”
She brings up a cup and sips. “What do you hope to do after?”
“I don’t know. I think I still have some time to decide.”
“He’s had a few job offers,” Eleanor says.
“Aren’t you only in your second year?”
“They’re mostly in stock trading. Perfecting algorithms and such.”
“Eli is a genius at it. He has this predictive model that’s out of this world. One of the companies interested in him is Hudson River Trading,” Eleanor adds.
Her mom smiles. “My husband has mentioned that name. He’s also in the business.”
“I’m not seriously considering any of them,” Eli says.
“I understand. You’re keeping your options open,” her mother says, measuring him.
Eleanor groans inwardly at the meet and greet turned tough interview.
“What do your parents do?” her mom continues.
“My father was a professor, and my mom works at the registrar’s office at NYU.”
“Is that where they met?”
“Yes. She was his student.”
Eleanor feels her mother’s judging eyes. She chimes in, “Professor Abraham Abadi was renowned in physics. And Viv is just—amazing in every way.”
“You must have grown up in such a scholarly household,” her mom says.
Eli takes a cucumber sandwich from the tray and bites into it. “They never married. My mom raised me by herself. I don’t have a penny to my name. But I love your daughter with all my heart. Anything else?”
Suddenly he is gone from the table. Her mother is now in a blue dress, a beige coat hanging behind her on the chair.
She reaches for Eleanor’s hand but doesn’t quite touch it. “I know you’re in love, but you’re marrying too soon and too quickly. You’re only twenty.”
“This marriage is what I want, Mother.”
“Your daddy and I were in love too. We met in high school. Outwardly we were the perfect couple. He was the life of the party. Handsome. Smart. Romantic. A big dreamer. But inside he had a demon. He was a complicated man. He loved us very much, but he was also very flawed.”
Surprised by her mother’s rare remark on her dad, Eleanor leans forward. Her mom startles. When she realizes her reaction, she relaxes and rests her back against the chair.
“I need you to know that he loved you more than anything. After you were born, he really tried to be better. He wanted to be a good father to you. But his sickness—and believe me I didn’t understand this at the time—it was stronger than he was. He kept trying and losing. He believed he was weak. I thought it too.”
Her mother’s eyes shimmer with newly formed tears.
“That day, he didn’t come home for dinner. It happened periodically. We ate without him. When nine o’clock came, I put you to bed. You had a piano recital the next day, and I wanted you to be well rested.”
“I remember. I missed the recital.”
“The call came after midnight. It was the hospital. He was at One Fifty-Seventh waiting for the 1. I guess he was on his way home. Witnesses said he fell, but—” She looks down at her lap. When she raises her gaze back up, her eyes are glistening. “His blood alcohol level was so high. There were drugs too. It wasn’t the first time he’d gone on a binge. Police report said it was an accident. But . . .” She shakes her head slowly, her lips trembling. “I know he did it to himself.”
Eleanor’s heart stops.
Her mom clears her throat. “I was so angry with him for a long time. He left us nothing. No life insurance. No savings. The house that his grandmother gave him in Riverdale—the one you grew up in—was foreclosed on because he had been borrowing money against it. I had no idea he hadn’t been working.”
Her mother dabs her eyes with a napkin. “Love can blind us. It can cause us to not see faults or warning signs in those we love. I felt blindsided and betrayed. He left us. He didn’t have to, but he did. He promised we’d be together forever, that he would take care of us, and I believed him.”
“Do you regret loving him?” Eleanor whispers.
“Yes. But I’ve never regretted having you. If I had to have him to have you, then it was worth it.”
Eleanor feels warm tears running down her cheeks. She wipes them. “If you’re afraid I’m making the same mistake by marrying Eli, I’m not. He’s nothing like Daddy. He doesn’t even smoke.”
“Addiction isn’t just to drugs and alcohol.”
“If you’d rather I marry someone like Howard, that’s never going to happen.”
“Baby, what you don’t see is that you’re marrying a man who’s like both your father and Howard. Eli is a man in love with the horizon. He’s addicted to a vision. Today you are a part of it. But the problem with visionaries is that one day when his vision no longer contains you—when it’s more beautiful, glittery, and hopeful—he will choose it over you. Who you need, when you’re a bit older, is someone like John. He sees clearly what’s in front of him and appreciates what he has. He is the kind of person who will treasure the one he loves. He will care for you always.”
Eleanor is aghast. “Mother. Love isn’t something you can just trade in. I love Eli.”
“I know. As I loved your dad. You and I, we love deeply, and we tend to overlook the flaws in those we love. It’s both our strength and weakness. But remember this. The person we love the most can hurt us the worst. It’s a lesson I hope you never have to learn.”
“I don’t know how to love any differently. If I have to suffer, so be it.”
She stands up and leaves. Outside she sees the expansive desert and in the middle of it, the twin oaks. They are on fire. She walks toward them, attracted to the flame.

Eleanor feels her body moving. Her eyes flick open. She sees Angela’s hands on her. Why is she shaking her?
“What’s going on?” she asks.
“We’re at the junction.”
Has she slept the entire first leg of their trip? She wipes her face and gets out of the truck. John and Pax are helping Jie and Allie move their truck to the track heading to Lysithea. Eleanor and Angela join them.
“You’re all good now,” John says, wiping his hands on his pants. He hugs Allie and Jie. “Good luck, and I’ll see you back here at four thirty in the morning.”
When it’s Eleanor’s turn to bid farewell, Allie hands her a cloth pouch tied loosely at the top with a string. “We have something for you.”
“What is it?”
“Open it,” Jie says.
She unties it and finds a knitted black beanie.
“I made one for your hair,” Allie says. “So you won’t stand out. Your hair was what gave you away when I first met you. Your scarf didn’t do a good job hiding it.”
Her throat feels as though it’s closing up. She clears it. “Thank you.”
The redhead pulls her into a rib-breaking hug. “Just in case.”
It hits Eleanor then. Not everyone will make it back from their mission. They are heading into the dangerous unknown—some paths more perilous than others. And they’re all risking their lives because of her. If she hadn’t come to Elara, they would never have had to do any of this. The thought makes her want to crawl into a hole and cry.
She feels she has to say something optimistic, even if it’s a lie. “I know you’ll find your brother.”
Allie releases her embrace and wipes her eyes. “I know I will.”
Jie gives Eleanor a goodbye pat on the back and takes Allie’s hand. The two women walk off and get into their truck. They turn on the engine, and the vehicle proceeds slowly into the dark tunnel. Eleanor watches as the glow from their headlights becomes smaller and smaller, leading them away. In the direction of Lysithea. Toward the pink house. To Henry Meyer.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
Eleanor
Tunnel to Callisto, the Four Cities
The steady rumbling of the steel wheels against steel tracks cannot fill the empty silence left behind by the absence of Allie and Jie. Time passes slowly. Eleanor has already eaten her meal, drank her water, and stopped to relieve herself twice on the gravel ground of the tunnel—more out of obligation than desire. She has even tried meditation. Still, she cannot shake the strange feeling crawling at the back of her neck left by her dream.
She remembers the blood results Amruta had given her. She pulls the packet from the side pocket and fishes her flashlight from her backpack. She tears the envelope open and eases out the reports.
With the flashlight on, she sees Jie’s name on the first report. She scans for familiar abbreviations. WBC for white blood cells, RBC for red blood cells, HDL and LDL for high-density and low-density lipoproteins. Calcium level. Creatinine. Phosphate. Potassium. Triglycerides. She looks for any abnormal levels that would be the telltale signs of cancer or malfunctioning organs.
“What’s that?” Angela says from next to her.
“Blood results of the test subjects.”
“Why did you bring that with you!”
“What’s going on?” John asks from the driver’s seat. He is the one driving now, Pax asleep on the passenger side.
“I brought the blood results with me,” Eleanor says.
“Why?” John says. “We don’t want them getting into the wrong hands!”
She realizes she should not have brought them. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think about that. I got them on my way to meet you. I didn’t have time to bring them back to my room. Besides, I wasn’t planning on bringing them with me into the city. I’m leaving them in the truck.”
“We’ll have to burn them once you’re done,” he says. “In case someone finds the truck.”
“Okay.” She can memorize the results of ten people.
Eleanor looks back down. Next comes the panels for sexually transmitted diseases and drugs. Positive results will eliminate the subjects. She needs to make sure each is as healthy as can be—physically and mentally. Her rigorous experiment will push their bodies to the brink.
Jie’s results show she is slightly anemic and dehydrated, but Eleanor assumes most people in Elara are, having been subsisting on the bare minimum. Her liver and heart are healthy. Good white blood counts. STD panel is clean.
Something in the drug test catches her attention. It’s minute—too insignificant for anyone else to notice—but her eyes are trained to see its presence. She looks closer. It’s slightly different, enough not to be the exact same thing. A changeling.
“Is everything okay?” Angela asks.
“I—I’m not sure.”
Eleanor looks through the other test results. Aside from everyone being healthy, even Tanya, she sees the same odd marker. But how can it be?
“John?”
He turns back. “What’s the matter?”
“I need you to take a look at the blood results and tell me what you see.”
“Angela, can you take over?”
“Sure.” Angela says, curiosity on her face.
The truck rolls to a stop.
“Why are we stopping?” Krazowski yells from the truck bed.
John gets out of his seat. “Angela is going to drive.”
He rounds to the back and trades places with his girlfriend. In no time, the truck continues on its journey.
Eleanor hands John the blood results. He scans through Jie’s. When he gets to the second page, his eyebrows knit. He notices the same marker. She is not seeing things.
“Looks like Tab,” he says.
“But not quite exact. It’s been modified. It’s in all their blood.”
He sifts through the papers. “Why is it in their blood?”
“I was going to ask you the same.”
“We don’t keep Tab in Elara, not since Leadership’s decision. These results must be wrong,” John says.
“One or two, maybe. But across the board?”
How did a derivative of the drug she created get into every single one of her subject’s blood if they did not take it?
“What if they’ve been taking it without anyone knowing?” she asks.
“If Tab is that important to them, the easier path would be to petition Leadership. If there are enough people wanting Tab, they would have listened.”
“Would they? Really?”
“It’s a democracy in Elara.” John looks down at the report again. “It could just be a simple error.”
“Like what?”
“A trace of Tab in the syringe. In the blood analysis machine. On the hands of the analyst. I don’t know. The simplest thing to do is redo the blood test.”
“Amruta was the one doing the blood analysis. Could she be using Tab?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. But I don’t know how she would have gotten hold of it. The train hasn’t been running.”
“Maybe she has a stash saved up.”
Angela laughs. “Our nurse, the Tab dealer? For what? We don’t use money here.”
“I don’t know. Favors?” Eleanor says. “Wait, she also took my blood that day I was captured. What was she looking for?”
“Drugs,” John says. “Depending on the category, we may have had to isolate you from the population until it left your bloodstream to make sure you wouldn’t hurt yourself or anyone else.”
“It was because of Myra,” Angela adds. “When she first came back, she was out of control. Her blood showed all kinds of weird shit, things we’d never even seen before.”
“She was on a drug binge in Callisto?” Eleanor asked. Could one of her hunches be correct?
“She was on a mission,” John said. “I don’t know her well, but we have to at least give her the benefit of the doubt. We don’t know if she did it to herself or if someone else did it to her. All we know is there were substances in her blood.”
If their blood analysis can detect unknown substances, why didn’t Amruta detect hypnos in her blood?
“I wish Jie and Allie were here for me to ask,” Eleanor says.
“What if they lie?” Angela asks.
“Then we retake the tests.”
John looks down at his watch. “We’ll be at the rendezvous point in fifteen minutes.”
The tunnel begins to widen. There are more tracks, signaling that they are coming closer to a busy metropolis. Eleanor’s heart beats faster.
John points. “Here. Stop here.”
Angela steps on the break and the truck stops. She taps Pax awake. “We’re here.”
This section is broader than what came before, with a shadowed expanse beyond the tracks. Eleanor looks around for ladders and doors, telltale signs of being near a planned station, but it’s too dark.
John leans across the middle console, worry in his eyes. “No one is here. There are supposed to be two people waiting.”
He opens the door and steps out. Pax follows. The truck lurches side to side. Eleanor turns to see Marco and Krazowski jumping off the bed onto the ground.
“Wait here,” John says over his shoulder to Angela and Eleanor.
The four men trek forward cautiously, guns drawn. Eleanor puts on her beanie, a gift from Allie, and stuffs her ponytail into it. She hugs her backpack to her chest and watches the men walking to and fro in the boundary of the headlights. They remind her of actors in a stage play.
Pax turns on a flashlight and casts it where the headlights cannot touch. Empty. After about ten minutes, the men come back. Angela and Eleanor get out of the car to join them.
“I don’t like this,” John says. “Where are the two who were supposed to be here?”
“Maybe they went up,” Marco says. “Maybe they needed more provisions.”
“Something is wrong. I don’t think we should continue. Let’s turn back,” John says.
“Hell fucking no,” Krazowski says. “Our orders are to go into the capitol and retrieve what we need. We’re not going back empty handed.”
“We have no idea what’s waiting for us there,” John adds. “It’s not safe.”
“We never did. Nothing is safe. Shouldn’t stop us. This assignment is too important,” Marco says.
“What if we get caught?” Pax says. He looks nervous.
“We won’t.” Krazowski raises his shotgun.
Angela rolls her eyes and scoffs. “Put that down, you wantwit. You plan to shoot your way out? You have what, ten shells left?”
“I thought you’d have more,” Eleanor says.
“Using what to make more?” Angela says. “It’s not like there’s a store we can go buy from. Ammo is more precious than gold.”
“So why do you all carry a gun?” Eleanor asks.
“For when we absolutely need to use it,” John says.
“We’re running out of time,” Marco says. “We can’t wait for these guys to come back. We need to get going.”
“What about the truck?” Angela asks. “We still need to hide it.”
“We raise the steel wheels and drive it to that corner over there. Should be dark enough to keep it hidden,” Marco says.
John looks at Angela and they exchange a silent agreement.
“Alright,” John says. “We stick to the plan. We get in, we get out. Travel light.”
Everyone goes back to the truck and begins pulling unnecessary items from their packs. Eleanor decides to leave her drawing in her pack to not chance Pax seeing what she had stolen from him. He and Henry must have been friends for him to have the sketchbook. One day, maybe after she and he are friends, she will ask him.
From the corner of her eye, Eleanor sees a glowing orange flame. The scent of burning paper rises to meet her nose. John is setting the blood results on fire. At the same time, Krazowski and Pax are raising the steel wheels, leaving only the tires touching the rails. Pax drives the truck to one corner of the tunnel and turns off the headlights. Everything is dark but for the small pile of paper in front of John. Everyone watches as the flames become smaller until the last of the embers disappear.
“Put water on it,” Angela’s voice says from the dark.
“Already did,” John replies.
Angela turns on her flashlight and shines it at Eleanor. “You stick with me.”
Krazowski turns on the other. Together, they all walk forward.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
Eleanor
Callisto, the Four Cities
The Callisto-to-Elara platform is cloaked in darkness and silence. It is no longer in operation. One solitary train sits on the track like a dead snake frozen in winter chill.
The platform is vacant. Its emptiness is amplified by the echoes of their steps against the tile floor. Marco casts the beam of his flashlight around. Lonely pillars. Deserted stairs. Abandoned recesses.
Eleanor runs a finger along the back of a bench seat—cold to the touch—and feels a layer of dust.
“We should clean ourselves before we go up to the city. We won’t blend in dirty from traveling a day underground,” John says.
“Good idea. I feel like shit,” Angela says. “Let’s take fifteen.”
The four-hour walk was arduous, even with periodic rest stops. Eleanor steps away from the group and finds a quiet spot in one corner. She pulls out her bottle, pours some water onto a cupped palm, and washes her face. The freezing water is a shot of ice through her veins, reviving her. She takes off her beanie, fixes her ponytail, and puts the hat back on—making sure to tuck every strand in. She pulls the hood of her jacket over it. Once they’ve all finished refreshing themselves, they reconvene on the platform.
John looks at his watch. “Pax, Angela, what do your watches say?”
“Ten before six,” they both answer.
“We have a little cushion. So don’t rush, keep calm, look cool.”
“I’m always cool,” Angela says.
John smiles. “Remember, we meet back here at nine p.m. If it’s past nine and you don’t see us, do not wait. Take Eleanor back to the truck. We’ll catch up. If after half an hour we still don’t show, drive back to the junction to meet up with Allie and Jie. Leave one truck at the junction and all of you go back to Elara. Do not come back for us. Got it?”
“I thought you said you’d come back for us at the rendezvous point if we were the ones missing. Why can’t we?” Angela said.
“It’s vital that you and Eleanor get back to Elara. Promise me.”
She nods. A collective heaviness descends over them.
John points up to the right side of the platform. “We’ll leave through that door. I’ll go first. Then Pax, then Angela and Eleanor. Krazowski and Marco will go last.
“Take the escalator up to the main hall. From there, find an exit. Different ones. Try to blend in with the commuters as best you can. That means leaving your shotguns here.”
Krazowski grumbles. He and Marco hop down to the tracks and return empty handed.
“Alright,” John continues. “After exiting the station, make your way to the large gold sculpture that looks like a spiderweb. It’s at the north end of the park.”
John turns from one person to another.
“We can’t count on everything going as planned out there, but this is our chance to help our community find a better path forward.” His voice fills with emotion. He clears his throat. “And perhaps, the generations after us will truly live. Good luck out there.”
They make their way to the exit door. It is locked, as expected. Pax takes a tool from his pack and fiddles with the lock until it clicks free. John cracks open the door. A cacophony of sounds enters their quiet temporary sanctuary. He slips through and walks on, keeping his head low. The door closes, shutting out the noise and him.
Eleanor wanted to run out after him and drag him back. Next to her, she feels Angela’s anxiety forming its own entity. But outwardly the woman is steel.
After Pax leaves, Eleanor begins counting down her two minutes.
“Ready?” Angela asks a few breaths later.
“No, but yeah,” she says.
Angela opens a gap in the door and they squeeze through. The brightness of the station pierces Eleanor’s eyes. Commuters in cold-weather jackets weave around, chatting with one another or talking on their mobile phones. No one is paying attention to her and Angela.
“This way,” she points toward the escalator.
They step onto it. The moving stairs feel peculiar. After using her own legs to walk the four hours here, it feels . . . wrong having an external force carry her along as if she is nothing but an object with no mind of her own. The hair on the back of her neck rises. The strange feeling is back. Panic begins to bubble up. She breathes deeply. In through her nose. Out through her mouth. In. Out. In. Out.
I will survive this.
Their ride ends in the main hall—a miniaturized version of Grand Central station. Above her is a ceiling of constellations. She forces herself to not look up. There are more CCTV cameras here than she can see. Keeping her eyes fixed in front of her, she lets the flow of human traffic carry her out an exit and onto the street. As soon as the cold air hits her cheeks, she breathes a sigh of relief.
The sidewalk is filled with pedestrians making their way home from work. She was once one of them—an industrious bee among many, tirelessly working to fend off brood extinction. There are days she regrets her decision to leave the hive. Has she abandoned them to their own fate, choosing instead to find a new hive to belong to? But where does she really belong? The sleeve of Angela’s jacket rubs against hers, bringing her out of reverie, reminding her that she is still a part of a whole.
With busy stores and restaurants on either side of the street, this place resembles a time before the war. Except nothing is bought or sold. Things are given in exchange for contributions to society. Money is no longer valuable. Time is. The ticking clock reminds them they have only so much time left to save their entire species. Everyone, everything, serves this purpose.
Eleanor and Angela cross the street with the herd. No one looks left or right, only toward where they’re going. There are no cars in the Four Cities except those used by the councils, which rarely make appearances. Above them, drones fly, replacing delivery services. The whole image is a choreography of objects in motion—a flock of swallows migrating to nowhere.
Angela checks her watch once they reach the park. “We have twenty minutes to get to the statue.”
“It’s that way.” Eleanor points to the north side of the park. “We can take this path through the park.”
The trees are leafless now, reminding her of the Tree of Lost Things. Their colorful foliage blankets the ground, a tapestry of fall. She bends down to pick up a leaf and puts it to her nose, breathing in its musky scent. She gathers another.
“For Allie.” She tucks both in the front of her pack.
Angela’s lips curl into a smile. “She’d die if she were here.”
Eleanor arches an eyebrow at the double meaning. “I’d kill for a cup of coffee.”
Angela roars with laughter and Eleanor joins her.
“That was so lame, but I needed that laugh.” Angela wipes tears from her eyes.
They compose themselves and walk down a tree-lined path. The scent of wet earth tickles Eleanor’s nose. It must have rained recently. Just as planned.
In the distance, she sees the statue. At first glance, it looks like a globe of massive webs so intricate that one could imagine it having been woven by a cluster of giant gilded spiders. The closer she gets, the more detail it reveals until something that looks like an elaborate 3D subway map emerges. It is an artist’s rendition of Eli’s predictive model. All the lines connect into junctions. Perfectly organized. A complex organism.
“I see John and Pax.” There is relief in Angela’s voice.
The men are sitting on two separate park benches near the statue. John notices them and nods. She and Angela pick a bench on the path where they can still see the men but far enough away to look like they do not know each other. The bench is forest green, same as all the benches in all the parks in the Four Cities. Eleanor recalls her favorite bench. On it she sees two figures lazing. Hands interlaced. Eyes connected. So many moons ago.
The gray sky above deepens to a darker shade. Night is approaching. The cast-iron streetlamps flick on around the park. Easily. Frivolously. There will be no light curfew. No need to conserve.
“It’s six thirty. Where are the other two?” Angela whispers.
After ten minutes and still no sign of Marco and Krazowski, John gets up from the seat and paces. Pax begins to look paler and paler. In the old days, getting salt and seasonings would be a quick trip to the grocery store. For those from Elara, it is a day’s travel and a possible arrest.
When six fifty rolls around, John walks over and stands in front of them. To anyone, they could be strangers striking up a conversation.
“Did you see them leave the station?” he asks.
“They were supposed to be behind us,” Angela says.
“Did you actually see them leave?”
“No,” Eleanor says. “We were focused on getting out of there.”
“Fuck,” he says. “I knew they had something else planned.”
“What if they’re just lost?” Eleanor asks.
“They’re not lost. Marco is from here.”
“Where do you think they are?” Angela asks.
“I don’t know. They could be anywhere.”
“Could they be defecting?” Eleanor asks.
“No. They’re loyal to Desmond through and through. The equipment from the hospital is essential. They’re not going to abandon that responsibility. Desmond must have asked them to do something else while here.”
“Why didn’t they just tell us?” Angela asks.
The look in John’s eyes says one thing: they did not want to be stopped.
Eleanor ponders what their secret task could be. Her mind jumps to the worst conclusion. The blood drains out of her. “Are they going to try and kill Eli?”
“No. It can’t be. The lab equipment is what we need.” John repeats his reason, but Eleanor can see doubt emerging behind his eyes.
“What do we do?” Angela asks.
“Stick with the plan. There’s nothing else we can do. At seven, leave for Sci-Cloud,” John says before walking back to his seat.
A sense of doom sinks in Eleanor’s stomach. Time passes slowly, making ten minutes feel like ten hours. She tries to focus on the city’s skyline against the sculptural trees, pretending she is one of those who still live here. When that fails, she turns her attention to the people walking by, making up stories in her head about their lives. She adjusts and readjusts her beanie a hundred times, conscious of her hair underneath. It’s always been long—the way Eli prefers. But it is impractical now, since she’s not able to wash it more than once a week. Maybe she will cut it when she returns.
“You fidget too much,” Angela says.
“How are you so composed?”
“It helps to focus on something else.”
“That’s impossible.” Two of their team members are missing. What if they want to kill Eli? What if John cannot steal the lab equipment without them? What if she fails at getting Eli’s secrets in Sci-Cloud—at retrieving hypnos?
“When I consider everything that grows holds in perfection but a little moment, that this huge stage presenteth nought but shows whereon the stars in secret influence comment—”
“You’re reciting Shakespeare?”
“It calms me.”
“John said you were a professor of literature.”
Angela nods.
“Do you miss it?” Eleanor says.
“Do you miss your old life?”
“Parts of it.”
“Same.” The woman looks down at her watch. “It’s seven. Let’s go.” They amble slowly toward Research & Intelligence. They pass Pax’s bench, then John’s.
Suddenly Angela yanks at her sleeve. “Police.”
Across the street, past the gold sculpture, Eleanor sees a white car pulling into a spot. Then another. And another.
“Get out of here,” John hisses.
Pax gets off his bench—hands in his pockets—and walks slowly away. Eleanor and Angela clasp hands, pretending to be a couple strolling the park, and turn around slowly. Behind them comes the closing of car doors and the marching of footsteps. John gets up from his bench and walks toward the cars.
Wait! No!
“Raise your hands above your head and identify yourself,” a voice booms. It is without the expressiveness of human speech.
Eleanor looks over her shoulder and sees a group of droids approaching John. Angela’s grip tightens, pulling her forward. John runs. The group of droids chases after him.
“Identify yourself,” another voice says a few feet away.
The droid’s face is neutral. No smile. No anger. No fear. Its blankness sends terror through her veins.
“They have guns!” Angela shouts at the top of her lungs.
The crowd screams. People begin to scatter in all directions. The peaceful scene from a moment ago transforms into chaos. Eleanor feels a hard tug on her wrist.
“Let’s go!” Angela yells.
They run as fast as they can away from the panicking crowd and the droid.
Eleanor looks back at the frenzy behind her. “John and Pax . . .”
Angela tightens her grip on her wrist. “They know what they’re doing.”
They continue to run until they can no longer hear the screaming voices. Angela veers off the path and drags her behind a large bush among a copse of trees.
“Let’s wait here a bit,” Angela says, catching her breath.
“How did they find us?” Eleanor asks.
“I don’t know. Maybe someone noticed one of us and reported it. Maybe the CCTV caught us. That’s always a possibility. We are enemies of the state, remember?”
“What do we do now?” Eleanor asks.
“John would say to stick to the plan. We go to Sci-Cloud, then the cottage, then back to the station.”
“But the police—”
“John led them the opposite way,” Angela cuts her off. “Look, we all knew the risk coming here. I’ll be damned if I let his effort go to waste. He trusts me to help you get what you need and to get you out. God help me, I’m going to do it.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
Eleanor
Callisto, the Four Cities
“There, that person. His name is Igor Asimov.” Eleanor points to a man sitting outside a café. “He always spends time there after work.”
“Where does he keep his security card?” Angela asks.
“He clips it to his pants. Near his front pocket.”
“Alright. Give me five minutes.” Angela fluffs up her luscious hair and pulls back her shoulders. Then she walks forward with the confidence and looks of a runway model.
Eleanor watches Angela pretend to recognize Igor and pull him up to a stand. She smiles ruefully as the gorgeous woman presses against him in a lingering embrace. She giggles to herself as she watches Igor turn three shades redder. When the poor scientist regretfully tells Angela he does not know her, Eleanor almost dies from suppressed laughter as the woman touches the side of his face and looks at him with longing. After they part, Igor stares at her back as she walks away until she is gone from view before returning to his coffee and 
book.
“Got it,” Angela says when she is back.
“My god, woman. You were amazing,” Eleanor says with reverence. “Even I believed you, and I knew you were lying.”
“I did some theater in my past life.” She hands her the card with Igor’s face and name on it.
“Of course you did.” She tucks the card into her jacket pocket. “Come. Research & Intelligence is just around the corner.”
They enter the building easily with Igor’s card. No matter how many times Eleanor has been inside it, the modern design never ceases to awe. The inverted ziggurat on a large base, with a spiral ramp that leads to a dome skylight, is an homage to the Guggenheim Museum.
“How come it’s so quiet in here?” Angela asks, looking left and right behind her shoulders. “I thought there’d be more people.”
“Research & Intelligence operates more like research labs at a university than a company. Most people don’t really know what we do here, but this place is best described as a think tank. We think up possible solutions, we test them, we approve them, and then we pass them on to other councils for implementation, or mass production in the case of medicine.”
She leads Angela toward Sci-Cloud. It is situated on the first floor—the base of the building—occupying the most real estate.
“If anyone is still here at this hour, they’ll be in their offices doing research or in meeting rooms having brainstorming sessions,” Eleanor adds. “Those are on the higher floors. No one is ever in Sci-Cloud except on days the cleaning crew comes in.”
The system was designed so that no scientist ever has to touch the samples or enter the cells. All monitoring can be done on the computer, from anywhere. That is what made it a success from inception.
After another swipe of Igor’s card, they enter the bright and minimalist lab. Their footfalls echo through the cavernous space. Eleanor points to the massive glass-and-steel cube containing rows of work cells in the middle of the room. Inside each cell, robotic arms move busily, organizing and testing samples.
“That’s the heart of Sci-Cloud, where we need to go.”
Eli’s projects are all in the same cell; that’s all Eleanor knows. All other information about them is inaccessible to anyone but the man who had set them up. Still, despite his familiarity with the system, there is one thing Eli is unaware of: there is a back door. And Eleanor knows how to get in.
What she needs are the sixteen-digit identification numbers assigned to Eli’s projects. The numbers mark each experiment’s location, like coordinates on a map. The only way to retrieve them is to get inside the work cell.
“It’s one big cleanroom with hundreds of thousands of experiments running all at once, twenty-four seven,” Eleanor says to Angela. “We need to wear sterile suits so we don’t contaminate the experiments.”
She locates the cleaning supply closet. On one of the shelves, she finds packets of sterile suits the cleaning crews wear every time they work inside the cells. She remembers when John wrote that into the protocol.
“Do you think John is okay?” she asks.
“I can’t think about that,” Angela says. “Right now, this, right here, is all my brain and heart can handle. You understand?”
“Yeah.”
A loud clank comes from above. Eleanor’s heart skips. Angela shoves her between two shelves and squeezes herself in behind her. Another clank, and the air-conditioning hums.
Eleanor sighs. “False alarm.”
They each take a packet and make their way back to the towering glass-and-steel cube.
“To enter Sci-Cloud, we have to pass through two chambers,” Eleanor says. “The first to put on our clean suits, the second to go through the air showers.”
“Air showers?” Angela asks.
“Yeah, it’s a little like being in a mini tornado. Air blows on you to get rid of contaminants.”
Angela makes a face. “For future reference, you shouldn’t use tornado as a comparison.”
Eleanor presses a button to the first entrance. The sliding door opens to a small dressing area with glass walls and a Lucite chair.
She takes off her backpack and leans it against the wall. Her body immediately feels lighter. She tears open the packet and pulls out its contents. First, she slips the suit on over her clothes, then follows up with a hairnet over her beanie, a face mask, and shoe covers. She pulls up the hood on the suit and cinches it tight with the attached drawstrings. Next to her, Angela does the same.
Eleanor pulls her little notepad and a pen from her pack and holds one in each hand. “We leave everything else here. Ready?”
Angela nods.
“This next chamber, we can only enter one at a time. I’ll go first,” Eleanor says.
She drags in a long breath and presses a button next to the second door. It opens. She steps through and the door closes behind her.
The nozzles click on. She squints her eyes. A powerful wind scours her from all sides, the sound of a jet taking off overwhelming her ears. She doesn’t know why Angela doesn’t like her tornado analogy when it’s accurate.
After about fifteen seconds, the air switches off. A door on the other side of the chamber automatically slides opens. She walks through and is now inside the work cells. The door closes.
She signals for Angela to follow. The woman steps into the chamber, startles when the wind begins to blow, and looks relieved when it stops. The door slides open and she, too, is in Sci-Cloud.
“Not a fan of the air shower,” Angela says.
Eleanor smiles. “It’s protocol. Okay now, there’s only one way in and out, and all the cells are connected in series by sliding doors. So we’ll have to go through each cell until we get to the one we want.”
“Which is?”
“Cell 8.”
Eleanor turns left and leads Angela through the length of cell 1. At the end of it, a sliding door to cell 2 opens. They enter. The whirring of the robotic arms is louder in here. From the corner of her eye, she sees them busily agitating, testing, and moving trays of specimen from one section to another.
They continue their walk, leaving the second cell for the third, then the fourth and the fifth.
“I feel like a rat in a maze,” Angela says.
“There’ll be some good cheese at the end,” Eleanor says.
Finally they arrive at the eighth cell.
“Now the tough part,” Eleanor says. “This is going to be tricky, so I have to do this myself. You can wait here.”
For every sixteen-digit identification number to access one of Eli’s experiments, she will have to obtain the module code and the tray code. The module code, the first six digits, is located on the side of each module. The tray code, the last ten digits, is on the bottom of each tray.
In each twenty-by-ten-foot glass cell are nine modules. Through her previous process of elimination, she had identified that a little more than half of the modules in cell 8 contain Eli’s experiments. She just doesn’t know which ones. It is highly likely he houses related experiments in the same module for the same reason he has put all his experiments in cell 8—easier management and control. So, if she can get to five modules, she can get her hands on at least one of his experiments.
The problem: to get both the module and the tray codes, she will have to dodge the robotic arms moving about without disturbing the experiments in progress. If she does, an alarm will sound.
“If I set off the alarm, run out the same way we came in, okay?” Eleanor says.
Angela’s eyes widen. “Wait! What?”
“Keep time for me.”
Eleanor drops to the floor and begins to crawl. Once she reaches the first module, she searches for the code on the side but does not see it. It may be higher. She looks up at the robotic arm above her. How high can she go without it touching any part of her body?
She sees that it is working primarily on the top ten trays. She sits up. The robotic arm is about a foot above her head. She runs her fingers up the side of the module and feels for an indentation designating numbers and letters. She finds it. She peers in and sees the code. She jots it down on her note pad.
Now the trays.
She pulls the lowest of the fifteen trays out and locates the last ten numbers of the sixteen-digit code she needs.
One down.
She collects four more sets of numbers. How long did that take? She needs to leave enough time to go to her cottage.
She looks at Angela. The woman taps her watch and gives her a thumbs up. She is still good on time.
She moves on to the second module and obtains the module code and those of the first five trays. She moves on to the third. The fourth. The fifth. The sixth. The motion becomes automatic, a choreography of movements. Crawl, sit up, find module code, write code, pull out tray, write code. This is easier than she thought. Too easy.
The clawing feeling behind her neck returns. She shakes it off. There is no time for that now.
“Hey!” Angela whispers loudly.
Eleanor turns to her. The woman taps her watch and gives her a thumbs down. It’s time to go. She crawls back. Once she reaches Angela, she stands up.
“Did you get what you need?” Angela asks.
“More than enough.”
“We have to leave now.”
They rush through the cells, retracing their steps out. Once in the dressing chamber, they rip off their suits, masks, hairnets, and shoe covers and shove them into their packs for later disposal. They backtrack out of the lab and to the main entrance of the building. Research & Intelligence is as still and silent as a mausoleum.
They slip through the side exit and cross the street to the park. The sky is dark now, the air colder.
“What did you get?” Angela asks.
“Codes to access his experiments.” She notices she doesn’t use her husband’s name when referring to him anymore, the way John doesn’t.
“So, how are you going to access them?”
“The only way I can—sign into the Sci-Cloud system. Lucky for us, there’s one computer that will still let me do it, and it’s where we’re heading.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
Eleanor
Callisto, the Four Cities
The cottage stands alone. In the moonlight, its pale gray siding looks silvery, and the bright red door a rusty brown. The shadows of the surrounding trees moving in the wind give it the effect of a boat bobbing in the dark ocean.
Eleanor unlatches the gate and walks through with Angela right behind her. No alarm sounds. No electric shocks. The cottage’s multiple security sensors recognize her. They haven’t been tampered with. They couldn’t be. The cottage is the one place in all the Four Cities that only she has access to.
The commingling scent of grass and damp earth underfoot touches her nose. She drags in a deep breath, flushing out the Elara dust in her lungs. She has forgotten how sweet the air in Callisto can be.
Her mind goes to John, but she says nothing—both for Angela’s sake and her own. The thought of him captured, jailed, and in danger cannot, will not, help them right now. Right now, they need to focus on the task at hand. Right now, she needs to get hypnos and the data on Eli’s secret experiments. Right now, she cannot fall apart.
She steps onto the porch. Tangled leggy limbs of climbing roses, bare from the cold, weave through the posts and roof. In late spring to early summer, they would be covered with white flowers, making her front entrance look as if swallowed by a giant cloud and smell like a perfumery. She wishes she could see them.
“They need pruning,” Angela says as her finger traces a rose stem. There is melancholy in her voice.
Eleanor’s thumb touches the door handle, and it unlocks. She twists the knob and pushes. The inside is dark. She closes the door and turns on her flashlight. The orange glow searches and settles on the distillation kit on her desk. Her heart leaps. She walks to it and sets her backpack on the desk, stirring up a layer of dust.
“This place sets off my allergies like a haunted house,” Angela says, itching her nose.
“It can get dusty here, being in the middle of the city. I know it doesn’t seem it.”
Eleanor disassembles the lab kit piece by piece. “We don’t have much time. Can you help me wrap these and put them in my pack? They’re breakable, so you can use the clothes from my closet over there. I’m going to get into the Sci-Cloud data bank.”
Angela nods.
Eleanor goes to her laptop and powers it on. With a few clicks, she accesses the backdoor screen. She types in a username, an innocuous sounding one not attached to hers. It was a testing account she never erased—first out of forgetfulness, then later out of caution. Eli would have deleted her access as soon as he found she had left the city. Or worse, track her username.
She gets into the mainframe. She types a command into the computer and enters the first ID number. A curtain of data rolls up and stops. There.
She scrolls through. Eli was meticulous with his notes. One name appears over and over again. Hyde. He seems to be the subject of the experiment. She enters the second code. Another experiment with Hyde’s name. She tries the third. Again, Hyde.
The experiments are extensive. Various drugs. Various amounts. Various results. It appears Eli is testing medications on people. But they have a team at Research & Intelligence to create and test new drugs. Why would he need to do it himself, and why the secrecy? Wait—
She searches the ingredients in the drugs. She sighs. Nothing here resembles hypnos. Why would he test her drug on people anyway? He hates it.
From her notepad, she finds another ID number from a different module. Another set of data appears. Here, she sees a different name. Kennedy. Wait, isn’t that the name of his assistant, the one he’s having an affair with? What is her name doing here? The more Eleanor reads, the less she can comprehend.
“Are you finding anything?” Angela asks from behind her. She is done with packing the distillation kit.
“Yeah. How much time do we have?”
“Ten minutes tops, then we have to leave.”
“I need more time. I can’t get through all of these in ten minutes.”
“Well, you’re gonna. My job is to get you back at the station by nine.”
Eleanor flips through her notepad for an ID number from the seventh module, the last she was able to acquire. She enters it. The name here is different. Mary.
She speed-reads through the notes. The writing style here is different—straightforward and easier to understand. It’s written almost like a diary, not by someone with scientific training. But the data is comprehensive. Meticulous.
As she reads, she sees other names, some using the same methods as the first subject, Mary, some using modified methods. A picture begins to form inside her mind, connecting the three names—Hyde, Kennedy, and Mary. She realizes these are not just people but project names. Ice travels through her veins. Her body begins to shiver uncontrollably. She grips her desk, trying to hold on to what she hopes is still reality. How is Eli able to do this? How could he?
“What’s going on?” Angela asks, her voice shaky. She can tell from Eleanor’s reaction something is wrong.
“He’s been—oh my god—he’s been . . .” She puts her head in her hands. She feels a knot forming inside her throat, suffocating her.
“Eleanor? Okay, you need to calm down. Eleanor, breathe. We don’t have enough time for you to have a breakdown right now. We need to get everything you need and get the fuck out of here.”
“Okay, okay,” Eleanor whispers. She is trying and failing to slow down her breath. “Oh my god . . .”
“Eleanor, you can do this. There’ll be plenty of time to freak out in the tunnel.”
“Yes, I can. Yes, I can.” She drags in another breath.
“Do you have everything you need?” Angela asks.
No . . . No! She still needs hypnos.
Eleanor springs up and grabs her flashlight. Without another word, she runs to the backyard. Her breath catches at the sight. She blinks to adjust her eyes, unsure whether what she’s seeing is real. The yard is entirely engulfed by a sea of blackberry bushes. She has not been gone long enough for this. It was as if someone had given them steroids while she was away. Where are her vegetable and wildflower gardens? Where are the stone paths? Most importantly, where is her hypnos?
She dives in and wades into the dense brambles. The thorns tug at her pants and the sleeves of her jacket. Some brush against the soft skin of her hands, leaving long scratches and beads of blood. When she reaches the area where she thinks the hypnos should be, she gets down on her hands and knees.
There is nothing but blackberries. Her stomach drops. She continues to crawl forward, searching. No hypnos.
Her last meal threatens to expel from her stomach. Her heart drops and she wants to scream. Her years of work on hypnos is lost. They had risked their safety to come here for nothing. And now with Eli committing the worst act possible, she will need hypnos more than ever.
“We have to go!” Angela’s voice comes from the porch.
Eleanor remembers she had stashed some seed pods in the drawer of her desk. She scrambles out of the thorns.
“What are you doing?” Angela looks rattled now. “We need to go.”
Eleanor races back into her cottage. At her desk, she yanks open the drawer. She reaches a hand in and feels for the seeds. She does not find them. Instead, she touches paper. She doesn’t remember leaving papers in here. They’d get lost. She pulls it out.
She shines her flashlight on it. The picture is of a blob, sepia in color. She focuses her eyes, and the image takes shape.
“That’s an ultrasound of a baby,” Angela says.
At her identification, Eleanor begins to make out the shape of a fetus. It is curling on its side, its fisted hand resting by its oversized head.
“What’s it doing in my desk?”
“Could it be from Project Genesis?”
“No, I kept everything related to that at my lab.”
Her eyes travel up to the corner of the picture. Eleanor Hope, 22 weeks. Chills run up her spine.
What’s going on?
The security alarm screeches. Eleanor jumps and shoves the picture in her jacket pocket.
“What the hell?” Angela screams.
“The perimeter alarm. Someone is here.”
She and Angela grab their backpacks and put them on. The sound of her electric field engaging comes from the front yard. It is followed by the heavy thudding of bodies dropping to the ground.
“The back.” She pulls Angela toward it.
Eleanor yanks the back door open. She gasps. Staring up at her from among the blackberry brambles is a sea of neutral faces. All identical.
“Droids!” she yells.
She and Angela retreat backward into the cottage. The front door bangs against the wall, and they jump. Eleanor looks over her shoulder and sees a line of droids pouring through it. They are surrounded. Eli has found her.
Angela pulls her gun from her holster and points it toward the army of droids. “We didn’t do anything wrong. Let us leave in peace.”
One of the droids steps forward, an arm outstretched. “The possession of a firearm is illegal in the Four Cities. Surrender it and come with us.”
“Come closer and I’ll shoot,” Angela says.
“Put it away!” Eleanor pleads.
A blast discharges from the barrel. Eleanor screams. The droid’s head jolts back from the force of the bullet. For a split second, Eleanor wonders whether Angela has damaged it. Then its head returns to the same position. It has the same neutral expression on its face—a bullet hole in its cheek.
Eleanor’s mouth gapes. “Why did you do that?”
Angela tilts her chin up in defiance. “If they’re going to take me anyway, I want it to be for something I did, not some bullshit charge. Or worse: nothing.”
Eleanor’s heart drops to her stomach. Angela just handed Eli a solid reason to prosecute them.
“No, no, no, no, no.” Sobs roll up. Eleanor tries to swallow them down. “What I just found out—Eli. He does secret experiments on Resistance prisoners! He erases their memories!”
Blood drains from Angela’s face.
A droid comes from behind Angela and seizes both her arms. Her gun drops to the ground. She struggles but is overpowered easily by the machine.
“You must come with us,” the droid with the bullet in its cheek says in a monotone, smoke wafting out the hole with each word.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
Eleanor
Callisto, the Four Cities
The house stands stark, a ribbon of white against a vast lawn. With its pale granite exterior and geometric, minimalist design, it looks more like a modern art installation embedded in the park instead of a home.
The droids—three in the front, three behind, two on their flanks—usher Eleanor and Angela down the path toward the house. They stop at the front door. The camera scans their faces and the door swings open.
They enter into a vestibule, then an open space with a soaring ceiling—a place where Eli and she used to hold Christmas parties. They turn right and walk down a hallway of rooms Eleanor used to jokingly call “the cells.” As she stares down the long row of closed doors, she cannot fathom how she ever found them anything but unnerving.
A droid behind them steps up and grabs Angela by her upper arms. Another droid opens the door to one of the rooms.
“What are you doing!” she yells, her curls whipping side to side as she struggles to free herself from its grip.
Eleanor rushes to the woman, clasping her hand. “We stay together.”
The droid with the bullet through a cheek—the leader—walks from the front. “That is not possible.”
“Why not?”
It does not answer. Instead, it grabs Eleanor’s wrist and pries her hand away. The droid holding Angela forces her through the door and shuts it behind them. The sound of her high-pitched scream seeps through.
“No!” Fear prickles Eleanor’s spine. What are they going to do to her?
The droids on her flanks replace the vacant spots behind her and usher her forward. The one with the bullet hole opens another door.
“No! You can’t! You can’t do this!” she shouts.
She is forced into the room. The door closes behind her. Inside it, she sees two people standing. The woman is tall and thin with blond hair. The man has red hair and round glasses. Both look at her as though they had expected her arrival.
“Hi Eleanor,” the woman greets. “We meet again.”
Kennedy. The name stirs anger in her stomach.
“I don’t want to talk to you. Where’s my husband?” Eleanor says.
“He’s not available right now,” the man says.
He is a stranger to her. But there’s something in his facial features that reminds her of someone she knows. Allie. Could it be?
“Henry?” Eleanor asks.
What is he doing here instead of Lysithea? Her stomach sinks. Allie and Jie went there for nothing.
“My name is Hyde now,” he says matter-of-factly.
That’s the name from the secret experiments! Did Eli change his name? She looks at the blond woman. Did he change her name too?
Henry, Kira, Conner. Those were the names Myra mentioned.
If Hyde is Henry, is Kennedy Kira? If so, then Mary must be . . . She shakes her head. It’s so simple. So effective. Eli had changed their names so they could not be found.
“Where’s my husband? I need to talk to him,” Eleanor demands.
“You’ll see him soon,” Kennedy says.
“What am I doing here? I want my friend back.”
“Which one?”
Her stomach drops.
“Do you have . . . John, too?” she asks, praying the answer is no.
Hyde presses a button and one of the walls in the room changes from opaque to transparent. Eleanor finds she is now looking through a glass partition into a space that resembles a hospital room. On the bed she sees John. He is still, his eyes closed.
“Oh my god, what happened to him?” she asks.
“A series of events and a string of bad decisions,” Hyde says.
“Cut the bullshit!” Eleanor shouts. “Give me the truth. What happened to him?”
“The most precise truth?” Kennedy says. “You. You are the reason he’s here.”
Eleanor realizes the blond woman is right. If she had not gone to Elara, John wouldn’t be here. No one in the Resistance would be here.
“He hasn’t done anything wrong. You need to let him go.”
“He confessed he’s here to steal some critical hospital equipment,” Hyde says.
“Well, he didn’t. You have to let him go.”
“Unfortunately, we can’t,” he says. “We have rules we must follow.”
Her heart sinks. “What are you going to do to him?”
“We’re not at liberty to discuss it with you,” Kennedy says.
“But before we begin, we need some information from you,” Hyde says, “so we can be as precise as we can.”
“Fuck you! I’m not telling you shit!” She crosses her arms. “I’m not saying any more unless it’s with Eli.”
Kennedy and Hyde look at each other.
“Is he almost done with his appointment?” Kennedy asks her partner.
Hyde looks at his watch. “Eight more minutes.”
“I think it’s fine.”
“If you say so.” The man in round glasses opens the door. He stands aside. “Alright let’s go.”
Eleanor blinks. She wasn’t expecting they would listen to her request. She follows him. Kennedy walks behind. Together, they march her through the long hallway connecting the public and private wings of the house.
Through the floor-to-ceiling window facing the back is the borderless darkness. Silhouettes of tall trees stand like executioners awaiting the signal to fire. Nine o’clock must have come and gone. Eleanor wonders who is left waiting at the train station.
Their walk ends in front of Eli’s office door. Hyde opens it and leads her and Kennedy inside. This place looks nothing like Eli’s office. Light radiates from the entire ceiling, bathing it in blinding whiteness. The room is bigger than it ever was, most likely combined with the adjacent bedroom. Everything she remembers has been removed from it. Gone are the filled bookcases and the warm wooden furniture. There are no pictures from their wedding. No artwork.
On the far wall, she sees Eli on a screen, larger than life. In front of the screen stand four children. Two with brown hair. Two with blond hair. Their backs are to her.
What are the created children doing here instead of at the CDL?
“Sorry for our intrusion, Eli,” Kennedy says. “Eleanor insists on seeing you before she answers any of our questions.”
The Eli on the screen shifts his gaze to her. On his face is an impassive expression. There is no warmth on it.
“Alright,” he says.
He turns back to the children. His eyes turn softer, kinder. “Children, I’m going to have to cut our visit short today. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”
“Bye, Eli!” the four children say.
As they walk past her, one looks up at her and smiles. The little blond girl appears to be about five or six. Her eyes are so familiar. The color—where has she seen that shade of blue before?
“Kennedy, Hyde, you can leave,” Eli says. “Make sure the children get home safely.”
“Of course,” Hyde says.
Both he and Kennedy follow the four children out. The door closes. Eleanor is alone in the room with her screen husband.
She studies him. The man is Eli but there is something different about him. His eyes are so steely—no trace of compassion. She cannot reconcile him with the husband of her past. The few months since she left have transformed him more than they should have. Just like the blackberry brambles in her backyard. The hair on her neck stands up. Suddenly she feels cold.
“Hello, Eleanor,” he says. “You came back again.”
She does not want to reminisce, doesn’t want to give reasons for why she left. All she wants is to get her friends far away from here.
“Why are you keeping John? He hasn’t done anything wrong.”
“He confessed.”
“But he didn’t do anything. I demand our release! You have no right to keep us here.”
“I have every right to keep you and your Resistance friends here.”
“We didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Why did you come back? You were fine in Elara. You have everything you need.”
She cannot help feeling hurt by his words. He doesn’t miss her. He wants her to stay away. But what does he mean—
“How do you know we have everything we need in Elara?”
“You’re a smart woman, Eleanor. What do you think?”
What John had told her replays in her brain. About his first job in Elara procuring things from Callisto. About how he and the food runners steal from the farm once a week. How no one was ever caught despite droids working there twenty-four seven. All because of one person. The contact whom he implicitly trusts.
“You’re John’s contact, aren’t you? You’re the one who made sure we have access to the food from the farm and the medicine we need. You’ve been keeping an eye on us.”
His expression remains indifferent.
“Does he know?” she asks.
“If he did, do you think he’d accept my help?”
She knows he would not. “Who does he think you are?”
“Jacob.” John’s friend from the Dwelling Council.
Eli adds, “I used to provide all the necessary food and medicine, delivered weekly by train right to downtown Elara. But were they satisfied? No. They kept demanding more. More food. More medicine. Their own farm. Their own government. They wanted to take over. Nothing was ever enough, never would be. Not until they destroyed the entire system I built.
“Then I realized they, like caged wild animals, would never be satisfied with being fed. They needed to struggle, to fight for their food. Even if it’s just the illusion of it. It makes them feel powerful, as though they only have themselves to thank for being alive. Even though it’s because of me you’ve not starved to death.”
“You told John not to come into the city,” Eleanor said.
“I did. I warned him. Now he has to live with the consequence of, once again, disregarding me.”
“He didn’t want to come. He was under orders.” Because of me.
“I suppose I’m not the only one affecting others’ choices, am I?”
She wants to wipe away the certainty he wears like a protective cloak. “Is that why you’ve been drugging us with Tab in our water?”
It is the only logical explanation as to why Tab shows up in all the test subjects’ blood even though they do not take it.
For the first time, his mask slips. He looks surprised. “How did you find out?”
“Never mind how. Answer me.”
“It’s not Tab, but a derivative. A combination of pharmaceutical and nanotechnology.”
“For what purpose?”
“For the same reason you created Tab. To help people deal with the trauma of survival.”
“You mean to keep us calm and docile? You have no right to force it on us without our consent.”
“I beg to differ. Without it, you were a risk to yourself and others. A trauma can calcify to become a weapon used to carry out more acts of violence, over and over.”
“Is that what your predictive model told you?”
The image on the screen changes to that of a lab. Two shadows, tall and male, are walking through it. Guns in hands. Eleanor’s heart drops to her stomach.
“These two were caught trying to steal embryos,” Eli’s voice says.
“No . . .” Eleanor whispers. “They weren’t supposed to do that. We were supposed to just get the lab equipment.”
Eli comes back on the screen. “They confessed you’re working on another Project Genesis.”
She tilts her chin up. “That’s right. But we were going to create our own embryos.”
“Not if you’re going to endanger human life, you’re not.”
“I wouldn’t do that!”
“You have no idea what you would or wouldn’t do.”
“And you do? Who are you to tell us what to do?”
Rage crumbles the stony expression on his face. “I am the only one keeping humanity from destroying itself !”
“At what cost?”
“At any cost.”
Her anger boils over. “Like the prisoners you experimented on? Yeah. I know about them too. Henry, Kira, Conner, Myra.”
“They had tried to kill me.”
“Not Myra! She was here for a different mission. At a different time.”
“She tried to steal from the hospital.”
“The punishment doesn’t fit the crime.”
He breathes in. Calmness, again, settles on his face.
“You call it punishment but it’s better than detaining them in prison cells. By erasing the memories that led them to commit the crimes, they became again a productive part of society, no longer having to live the consequences of the worst decision they made.”
She stares up, horrified. “You really believe it.”
“The truth is in the outcome. Once the memories of the Resistance were erased, Kennedy and Hyde became better versions of who they were. You’d be proud of what Kennedy is capable of even without a scientific background.”
“I also saw Myra. What you took from her damaged her beyond repair.”
“Unfortunately, there are side effects to any pioneer project. It’s the cost of innovation. But because of her, we now know much more. We’ve been able to use that knowledge to help more people. And we’ve been effective at erasing most side effects.”
“Side effects . . .” She shakes her head in disbelief. “Myra is a person. A young woman with years ahead of her. You took away who she was. The promise of a future. You have no right!”
He sneers. “None of us is a simplistic singularity. Sixteen personalities, type A / type B—that’s all bullshit. There are multiple versions of us—our best version, our worst version, and every version in between—constantly staring down the barrel of choice. Each time we make a decision, we walk down one path and ignore the others. That one choice leads us to one life. Where we decide to go to school. Which city to live in versus another. Whether we give up a lifelong dream for a stable job. Who we decide to partner with. Erasing memories merely takes away one version. You are still you. It’s no different from when you have to choose one life over another.”
“The difference is choice. They weren’t the ones making decisions. You did. You took away all other choices but one—yours.”
“The problem is choice. Its unpredictability leads to chaos. Chaos leads to unrest. Unrest leads to war. I take away the burden of choice to help them arrive at the best version of themselves.”
“Oh my god! Can you hear yourself? What you did was wrong. It’s cruel to take memories away.”
“People, Eleanor, are cruel. Humans are hardwired for negative biases. We’re prone to dwell on bad experiences, and those lead us to form and harbor hatred and prejudices. We can’t help it. It’s built in, waiting for the right reason to act on that desire. Look at what happened. People destroyed the world. They hurt each other. They tried to murder me. Given the chance, they will destroy everything.”
“We didn’t all cause the war. We didn’t all try to kill you. You can’t group everyone together.”
“If my methods don’t work, explain to me why since we removed the Resistance from the equation, we have peace.” His eyes narrow. “I just have to figure out why you keep coming back.”
“What are you talking about?”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
Eleanor
Callisto, the Four Cities
Suddenly everything clicks, like a flashlight in a dark tunnel. The overgrown backyard. The state of her cottage and this office. The feeling of living life in static. Her heart simultaneously crushes and sinks. He did not only take from those prisoners; he has taken from her too.
She reaches into her pocket and pulls out the mystery photo she found at the cottage.
“What is this?” she asks, pointing it up at Eli on the screen.
A deluge of sadness rushes through the drought-ridden topography of his face. “Where did you get it?”
“Just answer me.”
“Amalthea.” The word comes out in a whisper. He closes his eyes. “She was our baby. She died a long time ago, soon after she was 
born.”
Eleanor’s knees feel as if they are made of strings. She lowers herself onto the ground, dragged down by the weight of the revelation. Her stomach—her entire body—feels empty, hollowed out. Her heart. Oh, but her heart. She grabs her chest. It’s still beating. But how is it possible when it is no longer there?
She looks at her husband on the screen. His eyes—the beautiful brown she fell in love with—look pained.
“Amalthea . . .” she whispers. “When? How?”
“About two and a half years after we moved to Callisto. We don’t know how. She just didn’t make it.”
“I don’t remember her. I thought—I thought we just never . . .”
“Your memory of her was destroying you. You held on to her too tightly. You couldn’t let go. It was driving all of your decisions—you with John, you joining the Resistance. I did it to save you.”
“What do you mean, me with John?”
He drags in a long breath. “After you left Callisto the first time, you and he began a romantic relationship.”
Her hands tremble. She slams them on the floor. The way John looks at her, the things he said—they all make sense now. “You took my baby, and you took John?”
“They were the reasons our marriage failed.”
“You’re blaming others for our marriage failure? Where’s your responsibility in this? You never chose our marriage first. We always came after everything else.”
“How can you say that when everything I did was for you?” he asks.
She cannot believe her ears.
“Like what? The Four Cities were not for me. The lab? That was never for me. Taking away my memories of my baby? Of John? That sure as hell wasn’t for me. Everything you did you did because of you.”
Her mother’s words, spoken long ago, come to her. Eli is a man in love with the horizon.
“No, that’s not true,” Eli says.
Eleanor lies down on the floor, her eyes staring up at the ceiling. Its brightness burns her eyes. Searing pain swells inside her chest. It forms a shape. A sphere. A heart. A child. Throbbing red. The shape bursts, forcing her chest open. She feels it oozing from the fissure. Rivers of tears run down both cheeks, but she doesn’t wipe them away.
“What did she look like?” she hears herself ask.
“Elle . . .”
She lifts her head and glares at him. “God damn it! The least you can do is answer my questions!”
His body shakes like the surface of water during an earthquake. “She was beautiful. Pale, like you. Gray eyes. They would have probably changed to light brown after six months. A head full of light brown hair. She had your lips, my nose, a dimple on one cheek. A perfect combination of us. We held her for a long time after she stopped breathing. She had a brief life, but she was very loved.”
“I miss her,” Eleanor says, her lips quivering.
“I do too. Very much.”
“You took her from me. Now she’s gone forever.”
“She’s not gone. I keep her here and here.” He touches a finger to his temple and heart. “For us. I remember her for both of us. I’ll remember her forever.”
A sob escapes. Eleanor grabs her stomach, trying not to break. But her body remembers the fault line where it had cracked time and again. She bends in two. The sound coming from her throat is one she has never heard. It sounds feral. Like that of an injured wild animal. Of a heartbroken mother. She turns on her side, curling her body into itself.
“Elle . . .” His voice is filled with emotion.
His mask is gone, and he is again the man she married. Loathing surges. She feels its heat running across her skin, pouring out her pores. She wants to reach through the glass monitor and claw his face. She wants to shred his skin to ribbons and tear his body into pieces.
She springs up.
“I hate you,” she says through gritted teeth.
Hurt ripples across the planes of his face. He swallows and recomposes the mask. “It doesn’t matter.”
She opens her mouth to yell a retort, but the reason for his statement dawns on her. It is why he has been transparent, why it was so easy for her to get inside Sci-Cloud.
“I knew all of this before, even your experiments on prisoners.”
Eli nods.
“And you’re going to erase my memories again,” she says.
“I have to.”
“How many times have you done it?”
He turns his head, looking somewhere off-screen. “After every time you came back to Callisto. We erased what memories you had that led you here, but you kept finding a reason to come back. It’s like you’re drawn to this place.”
“How many times, Eli?”
Slowly he shifts his gaze back to her. His eyes are glassy. In them is something resembling remorse. “Twelve.”
The word is a sharp blade to her heart, slitting down its length.
“You’ve erased me twelve times.” She repeats the words. They sound inconceivable.
“Twelve versions of you. You’re still you. The core of who you are remains. We never touched that.”
She can see it now. Herself graffitiing on the wall the lyrics to “Eleanor Rigby”—the words “find him.” Pax telling her about his friend, Henry, and showing her his drawings. Her in John’s arms as they watch the sun setting over the canyon. Her growing the tomato garden over and over again.
“How long has it been since I first left?” she asks.
“A little over four years.”
“I’ve lost four years?”
“You didn’t lose four years. You lived them. You just don’t remember them.”
“How often?”
“Every three to six months on average. The shortest was a month. The longest stretch was a year. It depends on how long it took you to want to come back.”
She cannot fathom how he can be so matter-of-fact. “You’re a monster.”
He looks like someone who has been jabbed in the chest with a hot poker. His eyes dance with agony. He closes them slowly. Silence shrouds the room.
After a long minute, he opens his eyes again. He squares his shoulders and stares straight at her.
“A lot of good happened because of this monster. Project Genesis is thriving. The babies are all healthy, growing every day. The CDL proved a success. All the children are safe and being educated. When they come of age, they will continue our legacy of peace. Humanity will endure.”
“What do you mean?” She sees the answer in his eyes. “You’re going to erase them too? No, Eli. This is wrong!”
“You don’t get it. They won’t be like you or me. They won’t know any different. This is the only life they will have. The only way to be. Children are resilient. Even that girl you’re fond of, Anya, is doing well at the CDL.”
“What are you talking about? Anya is in Elara. I see her all the time.”
His brow furrows. “Do other people see her?”
“Why wouldn’t they? She’s a whole person. She has an aunt. She eats with people at the mess hall.”
Eli’s image on the screen changes to a scene of a girl in a blue and white uniform. She is sitting with children her age in a classroom setting. Her cheeks are less round than Anya’s, her arms longer and thinner, but there is no doubt it is the same person. Eleanor feels the wind being knocked out of her.
“It’s a side effect,” his voice says.
Her mind is reeling. “That’s not possible.”
“We removed all the children from Elara years ago.”
She shakes her head. “No, that’s not . . .”
“Our brain lies,” Eli continues. “Most lies are mere shortcuts, a way to conserve energy. See patterns, make assumptions, fill in gaps, smooth out the flaws. Some lies exist to protect. Some lies, to hurt. I erased your memories of Anya, but they appear to have perpetuated themselves in a different form.”
Eleanor walks closer to the screen. The girl is raising her hand, supposedly to answer a question Eleanor cannot hear, from a teacher she cannot see.
“But I talk to her. I cleaned her wound. She helped me plant my garden. Took me down to the tunnel.”
“Our minds are limited,” Eli says. “We find our own subjective perceptions so persuasive that we are more willing to doubt the laws of physics than to doubt our own minds. We can’t help assuming that perception equals reality.”
“But she showed me things. Things I didn’t know.”
“Whatever she showed you, you already knew.”
A part of her keeps fighting his words, telling her he is making all of this up to trick her. But another part—solid and growing—tells her everything makes sense. She thinks back to all the times she saw Anya. There was never anyone else around. Her aunt, Myra, was always looking for her but never found her. She knows her niece is missing. The woman is more aware of reality than Eleanor ever was.
The people in Elara who have been looking for the CDL—they were searching for their stolen children. The Tree of Lost Things—it’s not an art installation but a memorial. Anya’s shoes . . .
“There are no other children at the barracks. Why didn’t I notice?” she whispers to herself.
Eli comes back on the screen. His eyes bear down.
“Just as we don’t see our nose because our brain ignores it, we fill in the blanks to make sense of what we do see. Perception is a brain trapped inside the skull, receiving external input filtered through experiences. Your brain misses Anya, so it recreated a version of her. And your brain decides to ignore everything else that counters that reality.”
His explanation gives new meaning to what she thought she knew. She takes off her jacket and rolls up her shirt sleeve. The scab of the cut on her arm resembles a pattern. Similar to the one she saw on Anya’s arm. The same design the girl drew on the ground. The Resistance tattoo.
“Did you erase a tattoo I had?” she asks.
“Yes.”
And she had tried to recreate it. Myra did not do this to her. “You have no right to my body!”
“You forfeited your rights when you joined the Resistance. You are all prisoners of the Four Cities.”
Chills travel up her spine.
“Elara is our jail cell,” she whispers.
“I would hardly call it that. It’s a beautiful place. Your very own nature preserve. I tried to make sure it has everything you need. Even John. Not as your lover of course. That’s the one thing I can’t bear. Still, no matter what I do to appease you, you insist on being a problem for us. We are a peaceful society, and we need to keep it that way.”
“Let John go. Please. This is between us. He has nothing to do with anything.”
Fire burns in Eli’s eyes. “He has everything to do with everything.”
Despair clutches. “What will you do to him?”
“What I always do. The same thing I do to you and those in Elara each time.”
“You can’t.”
“Then stop coming back! Why do you keep doing it? What’s the trigger?”
She knows. It is the thing she has been fighting all along to reclaim. A key to memory. Hypnos. She did not lose it in the tunnel. Eli took it. If her past self knew about the prisoners, then she also knew she needed it to counteract his plan. That person was erased. By taking the real reason she needs hypnos, Eli had forced her brain to trigger the only memory she has left of it—her addiction—to drive her forward. But she hasn’t been using it for four years. I’m not an addict. The knowledge both frees her and encages her.
There’s no point in knowing this now. It’s too late. Everything is too late. There is no way out of this endless nightmare.
Her mind goes to Myra and the last time she saw her—splayed on the floor after having lost her chance at freedom, the one Eleanor helped take away.
You know it’s the only way to fly.
How many times had Myra looked around the barracks and seen everyone walking in the fog of their own made-up reality when the truth was always staring them in the face? They were prisoners stuck in a perpetual loop, their memories and bodies no longer belonging to them. The worst part, Eleanor thinks bitterly, is she will not remember any of this. She is doomed to repeat this painful cycle over and over until her mind or body gives up, whichever comes first. She is an insect caught in a spiderweb, waiting to have her innards sucked dry.
Her hand finds the knife in the front pocket of her pants, the one John gave her. She unsheathes it. The sharp point, an arrow showing a way forward. She places it on the vein in her wrist, the way Myra could not.
“What are you doing?” Eli says, his voice shaking.
“Freeing myself. And freeing everyone else from having to come back here because of me.”
The door behind her opens, and a line of droids marches through. She brings the knife to her jugular.
“You want to see who’s quicker?” she asks.
The droids halt.
“You can’t,” Eli says.
“I can. I will not live a life where I keep losing slices of myself until there’s nothing left.”
“I can remove that desire from you.”
She glares at him. “Even if you succeed at stopping me this time, you better be sure to get it all. Because if you leave even just a trace, I will find it. There’ll be no warning next time.”
Panic contorts his face. “Please don’t.”
“Then let me go. If you truly love me, let me go.”
He looks close to tears. “I will never be able to let you go. I can’t.”
She realizes this is ultimately the problem. The only way Eli knows how to love something is to control it. He is a man afraid of pain. All of his predictive models were attempts at preempting it. To him, the world and its people are constantly on the precipice of destruction—not to be trusted. Time and again, he was proven right. With the war. With the Resistance. With the attempt on his life. With the failure of their marriage. But even with his boundless intelligence, he never learned that one could be right while also being wrong. The path to love is not through control—just as the path to peace is not through fear—but through surrender. Serenity washes through her.
“Goodbye, Eli. I love you.” She presses and the sharpness of her knife breaks her skin. An inch deeper and she will be free.
“No! Name your price,” he shouts.
She blinks, unsure of what she just heard. “What do you mean?”
“I will trade you for it. What do you want?”
“Freedom.”
“Be specific.”
She walks toward the screen, her hand still holding the knife to her throat. “I want the freedom to make my own choices. I want to remember.”
“That will make you a risk to the system.”
“What if there’s a way I won’t be?”
“How?”
Anya, or rather her own subconscious, had provided the solution. If only she had listened the first time. It is the best answer to everything.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
Eleanor
Saturday, January 5, 2041
Elara, the Four Cities
The sky is a quiet aquamarine with streaks of pale gold at the horizon. She sucks in the fresh, cool morning air. The plan today is to hike to the spot in the mountains where she keeps a garden. She has been working days on end in the cave, and the exercise will do her some good.
As agreed, Eli helped her establish a proper lab in the cave and supplied her with everything she needs so she will not have to mingle with those in Elara or go to Callisto for provisions. He even fixed up the cave. The walls are now made of sheetrock, and the floor is smooth. There is a table. A bed. A small bathroom. A metal cabinet stocked with canned food and water delivered monthly by a drone. There are even lights built into the ceiling that turn on at the detection of motion.
She hates being dependent on him. But Eli had integrated himself so thoroughly into the system that there is no other path. She tells herself these things also belong to her. They are her rights as half owner of the Four Cities.
Anya no longer visits. Eleanor’s type of delusion apparently loses its potency once its source has been revealed. Besides, the girl had existed to remind her what she could not consciously remember. Since Eleanor has been able to keep her past—the parts Eli did not previously erase—she no longer needs a guide.
The trek through the slot canyon is strenuous and slow. The yellow scalloped walls tell a story of repeated flash floods rushing through millennia ago, slicing the land like butter as they passed. Light beams and sand cascade down from crevices and alcoves, slipping through the fingers of time. Her feet slide where the gravel is loose. She grabs onto a sandstone wall to steady herself.
“Remember, you’re fifty-four and not fifty, Eleanor,” she tells herself.
One of the many consequences of Eli having stolen four years from her is that she is now older than she thought. An older body demands more patience and gentleness. She leans against a wall and rests. From above comes the tweeting sound of a songbird. She looks up and spots one high on an anemic shrub that sticks out sideways from a canyon wall. It has pale yellowish-brown feathers that blend in with the sandy desert. Its beak is decurved, its tail long. LeConte’s thrashers, once a rare sight, are more plentiful now without humans.
She continues on. The last climb requires her to push up with her knees to get on an overhang before squeezing through a narrow passage. On the other side, she emerges onto a small, flat piece of land. A greenhouse has been erected in the middle of it. Her very own secret garden.
She opens the door and the humidity hits her—a contrast to the dry air outside. In the greenhouse, three vertical hydroponic systems stand in a circle. Like the standing stones erected by Neolithic people, they hold a quiet sacredness.
These givers of life grow various vegetables and fruits for her consumption so she can stay in hiding. Lettuce, kale, peas, beans, herbs, beets, together with strawberries and tomatoes. There will always be tomatoes. These red fruits are a permanent fixture in her garden. She thinks of the plants she had left behind in Elara. But what about the people?
Once in a while, when she craves the sight of humans, she goes down from the cave to the edge of the barracks. She never strays too close and always hides behind the rocks.
From what she could see from her spying, everyone who left Elara with her has returned. Pax is back with his girlfriend, Yuri. Marco and Krazowski occasionally show up for meals at the mess hall. Jie and Allie are back, the redhead not showing any sign of grief.
More importantly, John and Angela are safe. They’re still together.
A few times, she catches a glimpse of them walking the path in the desert together. Sometimes he is alone. Whenever she sees him by himself, she has the overwhelming urge to run to him and wrap her arms around his waist. She wonders how much of his brain still contains her. Eli’s methods have become more precise each time he deletes memories.
For her part, she knows that whatever Eli took of John, it was not everything. Her feelings for him will always be there, commingling with guilt, admiration, and adoration. John is her family, just as she is his. Their bond, forged over decades, is too strong to completely erase. Just like her love for Eli.
Despite all his faults, she still loves her husband. And just as she had said to her mother, she is suffering for it. But for everything he is, what he is not is a liar. Eli had promised that John would get to keep what memories he has left as long as everyone stays in Elara. She intends to keep it that way.
Without her in the equation, there is no reason for anyone to go back. There will be no Project Genesis. No need for lab equipment. No knowledge of the prisoner experiments. Eli will even make sure they have salt and seasoning alongside their medicine delivery.
Maybe John will finally move on from her. He will love Angela fully, the way she deserves. No longer will she have to worry about the shadow of the woman who once had her lover’s heart. John will be free—at least the part of him Eleanor can do something about. She loves him enough to let him go.
She pops a ripe strawberry into her mouth. A tear falls. She wipes it away and begins her rounds. The system is in working order. Turning over a few leaves, she inspects for insects and diseases. There are none. She makes her way to the back and what she is here to collect. The yellow-green hypnos on long stems greet her. They grow relatively well in these systems and have been producing many flowers for her harvest. She pulls a pair of scissors from her knapsack and snips off several buds, depositing them into a specimen bag.
She has traded what’s left of her life to continue her research on hypnos. She has to make the memory drug work. It is an antidote, a counterbalance, to Eli’s skewed vision of the world. Her subconscious has known that all this time.
Her research is coming along slowly with only herself as a test subject. Any new findings, she adds to a notebook. It is almost full. She will have to ask Eli for more.
Both of them know one day she will succeed. Until then, they pretend what she does is not a threat. He made a promise not to erase her memories. While she is certain he will keep it, she also knows he will look for ways to get around it like a maze to solve. It is his agenda to minimize risk for the Four Cities. One way to do it is to control the variables. Hypnos is a variable.
She wonders if he has entered it into his predictive model. Maybe like the war, he does not make a model for it because he knows deep down it is inevitable. Maybe one day he will decide her life is not worth keeping when compared to the level of risk she represents.
Some of what he took is beginning to return through hypnos-triggered dreams. She has learned of crimes she had carried out in the past in the name of the Resistance. She doesn’t know how to feel about deeds she cannot remember committing. Is she supposed to feel remorseful? Guilty? Not remembering the steps that led her past self to those decisions, she can only surmise that they made sense. At least to the old Eleanor.
Some memories, on the other hand, may never come back. The awareness of what she has lost has become an important part of her, affecting her like the lost memories did. Like the missing of the father she barely knew and the daughter she still cannot remember carrying. They have left a constant ache where there was once a black hole. But the pain is hers, just as her dad and daughter were hers, giving meaning to the seemingly meaningless. She will not let Eli steal them again.
Her mind goes to the children at the Center for Discovery and Learning. Eli told her that once they reach eighteen, and every four years thereafter, their memories will be reset. They will have to surrender a part of who they are as a sacrifice for peace. Their lives will be lived in perpetual suspension. Never having enough memories to keep their connection with another. Never being allowed to stay in love.
Innocents throughout history have always paid the price of war. But if Anya had taught her anything, it is that memories have a way of coming back. If she succeeds—once she succeeds—could hypnos help the children take back what they’ve lost?
Just because we can, doesn’t mean we should, John’s voice reminds.
Is it morally right or wrong to lead someone to a past they can do nothing about? These children are not like her. They will be of a culture where forgetfulness is the norm, and the act of remembering is a threat.
She pats her knapsack and leaves the garden. It will not be she who will decide for those children, she resolves. She is not Eli. All she can do is her best, regardless of what comes after. The rest is up to those who want to remember.
Choice. It will be her last legacy. Her atonement.
She looks at the sky. Somewhere up there is her husband. Her heart aches at the thought of him. She does not know how her body can contain so much love and resentment for one person. Often she thinks back to that first moment they met at the park bench. What if she had said no to the date instead of yes? Maybe she and he would have married someone else and lived normal lives. Maybe the Four Cities would have never been. Maybe she would have died along with everyone else in New York during the war.
There are multiple versions of us constantly staring down the barrel of choice. Each time we make a decision, we walk down one path and ignore the others, Eli’s voice says.
Still, no matter what, she knows she could never have given Eli a different answer. Even knowing of the heartache she has endured and will endure still, she would have loved him just the same. Despite her mother’s warnings. Despite logic. Despite everything. She does not know how to love differently. That, too, is a part of her.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
Eli
Saturday, January 5, 2041
Io Space Station
Earth is beautiful today. Turquoise and cobalt interspersed with patches of cottony white clouds. From where he stands, it is difficult to not be in awe of its magnificence and magic. How can a great blue marble suspended in the greater nothingness hold life?
He turns back to the floating diagram of his predictive model on the table. A web of interconnected threads of gold light existing in perfect precision. A masterpiece.
The pain in his right ear is gone. So, too, is the accompanying beating sound. They vanished the day he came up to Io a year ago. Peace outside. Peace inside. Peace at last.
A scientist might say the disappearance of his pain is due to the lower pressure inside the space station. A psychologist might theorize on its relationship to his fear of being surrounded by threats—the sound having been an alarm bell alerting him to constant danger. A doctor might use it as an example of the body healing itself given enough time. A philosopher might attribute it to qualia, individual instances of subjective conscious experience. Perception of pain, just like how one perceives the color blue, is individualized.
So, too, is heartbreak.
Even with two hundred miles between them, he still feels Eleanor’s presence next to him. Their relationship is an unbroken cycle. Like life. Like existence. There is no other option. Not for him.
Today is their thirty-third wedding anniversary. In an alternate reality—in a world that had not gone so wrong—they would still be together. In that world, he would be lying in bed with Eleanor in a secluded cabin surrounded by snow. They would have just celebrated with wine, Thai food, and great sex. Their daughter would be eighteen and away at college. In that world, he would be happy.
Eleanor’s face, contorted by the agony of betrayal, haunts him. Each time her past caught up to her present, she demanded answers. He had given them to her in as many ways as he could. The easiest explanation was to attribute it all to a series of choices and consequences. The most convoluted was to blame fate. The most painful explanation—one he recently gave—was to tell her that she was a danger to both herself and the Four Cities. None of these holds the entire truth.
The problem is memory. The problem will always be memory, his predictive model shows. It is the source of greed, of hate, of attachment, of every suffering. Constantly tainted by perception and distorted by time, it is the biggest lie people tell themselves. It’s a human frailty that no one wants to accept. It stands in the way of peace, tangling every line to it. Remove it, and everything becomes free. His work on the prisoners had proven that.
Kennedy and Hyde, who once took part in an assassination attempt on him, are now his most loyal defenders. Eleanor cannot get past his methods, but he is the one who’s always had to make the hard choices.
“Seneca, report on the Center for Discovery and Learning.”
On the wall, a screen shows small children gathering in a bright room surrounded by low shelves filled with books and educational toys. The image changes to another—showing them playing on a playground, the older ones pushing the little ones on swings.
Mine to protect.
The CDL is a highly secured facility with one way in and out. He hand-selected all the caretakers and teachers based on specific criteria. No surviving family. Average intelligence. High conformity. High propensity for trustworthiness. High empathy. Devoted to the survival of humanity. For now, they are allowed to keep their memories. But when they pass on, he has a different plan for their replacements. Nora, Nandia, Elias, and Leander—his proudest achievements—will help raise and protect the future generations to come.
What he doesn’t have is a solution for his own frailty. He has forty to forty-five remaining years at most. Enough time to raise two generations to adulthood but no more. Though the new generations—designed for peace—will be better than all who came before, there will always be those who will push against boundaries. In them will prevail the destructive element—that inner voice that tempts a child to start a fire in a dry canyon or immolate a caterpillar with a magnifying glass—that will threaten to unravel his masterpiece. There will always be risks with humans. He cannot let them wreck what he has sacrificed everything for.
There is only one answer to the conundrum of death, just as there is only one answer to peace: he must not die. There is no life in death. To live is to survive. And he will live. The Four Cities need him.
With one swipe of his hand, he removes the floating diagram of his predictive model off the table. In its place, he brings up what look like fuzzy white spider eggs spun from threads of light. He taps on one, and it breaks into interconnected hexagons. He has been working on grouping and categorizing them—moving and adjusting their placement according to their relationships with each other. Though flawed and subjective, as memories tend to be, arranging them helps him to better see the path to a known outcome.
How did we get here? Eleanor’s voice asks, a perpetual echo in the chamber of his mind. A question he seeks to answer.

Pale light streamed in through the large window. Outside, the world was hazy, as if filtered through gauze. The pale blues of the sky and the water blended into each other like a diluted wash of an artist’s brush—making it difficult to discern what belonged where.
The scenery slowly transformed, revealing jagged green islands jutting out from the sea. They were once emeralds and jade spat from a dragon’s mouth to form defensive walls against Vietnam’s enemies. Or so the legend said.
Eleanor had chosen this place. She had kept all the details hidden from him except for the country. Neither had been to Southeast Asia before. When he found himself standing on the dock, staring at a modernized Chinese junk, he had been thoroughly and pleasantly surprised. Though rooted in logic and reason, at her core his wife was a romantic, and he couldn’t love her more.
Eli pulled the form tucked in his arm closer. Still not close enough.
She stirred.
“Good morning,” he whispered in her ear.
“Good morning.” Her voice was thick with sleep.
She turned to face him, one leg draping over his. Her yellow hair was a tangled mess weighted down by the humid air. He swept it off her face.
“There you are.” He kissed her forehead.
Her eyes fluttered open, and she stretched languidly. “What time is it?”
“I don’t know. But we missed the sunrise.” They had planned to watch it together last night before the high of the wedding had worn off and the jet lag set in.
“Maybe tomorrow.”
“Guess what? When I was meditating earlier, I realized something.”
“Uh-oh.”
He chuckled. “It’s not bad. I was just thinking how being with you is the only time I’ve ever felt complete. I’ve never been so happy.”
As soon as he acknowledged it, like a nervous bird, the happiness flew to a farther tree. Another feeling emerged in the place it had vacated—a familiar one that had accompanied him for as long as he could remember. It loomed ominously. It came as questions, one after another until there was no room left inside his head. Is she as happy as I am? Will we last? What if we don’t?
She frowned. “What’s wrong?”
Her ability to detect even the smallest of his mood shifts was at times bewildering to him. It was as if she was his very own barometer.
“Nothing,” he mumbled.
Her eyes dug into him. “Tell me.”
He leaned in, tracing the line of her shoulder with his nose, avoiding her gaze. “Do you ever get a feeling, when everything is going right, that something wrong will happen? Like everything is going to slip through your fingers?”
“Like the other shoe will drop?”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t think that’s uncommon. Happiness is . . .” She searched for a description. “. . . hard to trust.”
“Why do you think that is?”
“Maybe because no matter what you do, there’s an expiration date on it.”
There was a faraway look in her eyes. Was she thinking of her father and mother, and their love cut short? His mind wandered to his own absentee father and a mother whose death had left a black hole in his life. But Eleanor was here, and she was his, he reminded himself. He pressed her against him, and she nuzzled his chest.
“Are you hungry?” she asked.
“Starving. But not for food.”
He ran his finger up and down the contour of her side. The suppleness of her breasts. The gentle curve of her waist. There was nothing but skin between them.
His hand wandered below her waist. Desire formed a sound in her throat. She was ready for him. He entered her slowly, his eyes focusing on hers. Their blue reflected the color of the sky and water. She closed them, and the entire world fell away. In that moment, they were the only two that existed.
“I love you so much,” he said.
“I love you.”
She laced her fingers through his, and all his worries drifted away.

“Seneca, bring up Elara,” he says, his hand busy connecting one memory to another. The video of the CDL on the wall changes to a satellite image of the desert.
“Find Eleanor.”
The satellite image zooms to the location of her cave. Then it magnifies until Eleanor appears standing near the greenhouse. She is staring up, as though looking directly at him. Her body is strong. Her platinum hair, wild in the wind. Blinding, like the sun.
“Forever and a day,” he says and knows it will be true.
It must be.
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