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			To Jochua, the first reader of any SFF I write, insha’Allah.

			Thank you for your insight.

			Love, “Emma”

		

	
		
			This is a work of fiction.

			Any resemblance to current global structures isn’t coincidental, though.

		

	
		
			Characters

			Upper Earth

			
				Align—Alliance Liberté of Independent Guardian Nations, a governmental confederation made up of Upper Earth and the lands known as the Bridge, with decisions made through a seventeen-member Council of Guardians; failed in its mission to take over Lower Earth through scalplinking its citizens

				Aeon Freelund—Raisa’s father, the chief guardian of the Council of Guardians; founder and director of the Ascension Institute

				Marcel Victor Hugo—lieutenant in Upper Earth’s forces

			

			Lower Earth

			
				The Ahraar—a group calling for revolution on Lower Earth to disrupt and cease the hold of Upper Earth/ALIGN; the Ahraar Originals are the main faction, with several splinter groups

				Raisa Freelund—daughter of Aeon, chief guardian of the Council of Guardians; now defected and a rebel soldier with the Ahraar

				Nayf Verg—fugitive crown prince; rebel soldier with the Ahraar; the late Amira Nushba’s grandson

				Musaid Habib—unofficial “mayor” of the Nothing People’s territory; engineer, handyman, and pilot; the late Nada’s husband

				Devon—Musaid’s adopted nephew

				Eyas—a child formerly enslaved in a bird shop; previously mute, now speaks, reads, and writes

				Khalda Jenin—sole remaining member of a record-keeping family; now maintains records; Eyas’s guardian

				Lein Verg—former crown prince serving ALIGN; believed to be deceased by the general public of Lower and Upper Earths

				The Stray—masked avenger with a vendetta against Upper Earth

				Kizuwanda McCoy—a former sought-after garment engineer of Upper Earth; now imprisoned in the palace dungeons

				Nada Verg—deceased; Nayf’s sister; Musaid’s wife; the late Amira Nushba’s granddaughter

				Salwe/Sumr Almarady—general of the Ahraar Originals; Raisa’s mother

				Murda—Salwe’s right hand

				Hasuf Mukhtar/The Tangled Servant/Murrabi Hasuf—Upper Earth’s designated ruler of Lower Earth; runs the palace; former husband of Amira Nushba; former spiritual leader

				Nene Nushba—the former ruler of Lower Earth, now deceased

				Jansu—a tech specialist member of an Ahraar splinter group

			

			The Oil Rig/The Bridge

			
				Dr. A—scientist with a neural-linking lab on the oil rig

				One-one-eight—Dr. A’s primary patient; has superhuman physical prowess and mental capacity due to superior neural link

				Zynnia—Dr. A’s assistant; helps care for One-One-Eight

				Firdous—medical technician; Dr. A’s top neural-linking facilitator

				Rohan—oil rig worker; One-One-Eight’s jujitsu coach

			

			Underground

			
				Saqri—Nada and Nayf’s former nanny; Eyas’s grandmother

			

		

	
		
			These are the accounts of the six of us who breached Upper Earth.

			The seventh didn’t survive—but lives on in our commitment to seed the future.

			For the sake of revolution, we all became record-keepers.

			Enclosed are the records of the reckoning.

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				Part One

				Pawns, Puppets, and a Seed
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				Chapter One

				Raisa

			
			A line of people moves on the path in the valley below me.

			Loaded weapon in hand, I can’t take my eyes off the woman in a blue kaftan, a toddler in a sling on her back, a crying baby at her hip, pulling a third child by the hand. Her dress is caked with dirt, the children similarly dusty, oversized clothing hanging on their tiny frames.

			On arriving at the Home of the Displaced—previously barren, drought-stricken grounds now covered in white plastic tents, enclosed in barbed wire—the refugees are processed by androids manning the gates.

			I know what occurs next. I’ve seen it happen over and over at these camps.

			The children are separated from the mother. The mother is assured that it is to check that they are vaccinated, to give them nutrition pellets to boost their immunity, to protect them from diseases prevalent at the camp.

			The mother nods, face relaxing, chasing away the initial confusion and fear stoked on seeing robots maneuvering her children.

			She doesn’t know this is the last time she’ll see her kids, that they will be taken to Upper Earth to be offered to its citizens who cannot have children.

			Like all the other women, she’ll wait in vain for her little ones to be returned to her.

			But this mother in blue doesn’t continue following the droid leading her into camp. She stops abruptly and turns to the kids crying out for her as they’re corralled onto a truck that will transport them to an off-site clinic.

			The woman breaks away and runs back to her little ones. Her oldest child pushes his toddler sibling toward their mother and tries to grab the baby from the droid’s arms.

			Each droid in the vicinity sounds their alarm, a static-piercing high note.

			It brings a human guard out of the concrete barracks at the outskirts of the camp, nearest to where I’m hunkered down on the escarpment, watching the scene below.

			The guard’s gun is already out and pointed at the mother before he even reaches the gates. He’s one of two humans at the camp at the moment, and his only role is to determine kills.

			I adjust the loaded arrow in the steelcutter bow, lock in, and lift, whispering, “One to the core. A second to the heart.”

			Though Mama isn’t here with me, her oft-repeated training guides my eyes to the back of the guard’s helmet. There’s a slight indent of half an inch, the core, which, once hit and depressed, unlinks the guard from the ALIGN communication system.

			So he can’t call for help.

			So Upper Earth doesn’t know what I’m about to do. That I’m about to—

			I lower my bow.

			I can’t.

			I can’t kill.

			This is the fifth time I’ve failed.

			I watch as the wailing woman below me is roughly placed in handcuffs.

			Once the camp has processed all the refugees, she’ll be shackled to a wooden post along with other “agitators”—a line of people placed on display for a week to prevent further disturbances—before they’re executed in sight of their compatriots.

			I turn around and lie on my back with minimal disturbance to the low grass on the plateau. The sky above is a hazy gray, which is why we’ve been commissioned here to take out as many guards, both droid and human, as possible. Mama’s second-in-command, Murda, a brilliant self-taught meteorologist, predicts a level-eight storm will hit tomorrow, which will make freeing the people in the camp below us almost impossible. If we don’t finish the job soon, that is.

			I said “us.”

			When it’s not really “us.”

			So far I haven’t been able to actively participate in any of the Ahraar missions except as a cosplayer. The moment I get close enough for success, I pull back.

			It’s not the thought of being killed by our enemy that I shrink from.

			It’s the thought of being captured. And brought to Upper Earth.

			To Papa.

			I haven’t seen my father in over a year.

			The news, mostly from Jansu, who communicates with Nayf, is that Papa’s safely ensconced in Upper Earth, commanding the complete reconquista of Lower Earth.

			Since the second revolution began, only a handful of Enlightenment aircraft—a clever yet cruel euphemism for neural-linking centers—have been able to settle into Lower Earth to process the population into compliance. And so Papa has ordered a steady supply of weapons and droids to herd the remaining people of Earth into “safe zones,” as ALIGN notices call them.

			In reality, they’re concentration camps where the refugees will await their fate to become “enlightened.”

			ALIGN’s official communication continues its laughably obvious propaganda efforts assuring the refugees that the links embedded into their brains will connect them to Upper Earth’s superior systems and save the population from the rebels’ ways, from their “brutality.”

			Which is an “us” I’m supposed to be a part of.

			The rebel Ahraar faction under my mother Salwe’s command, that is—not the increasing number of splinter groups that have broken away from my mother’s leadership.

			No matter.

			As Murda says, many chisels are needed to chip at a seemingly unmovable mountain. The “mountain” in this case being Upper Earth, hovering above us all.

			I stare at the stillness of the gray sky, trying not to think of the world I left behind up there.

			Something hits the heel of my boot, and I almost sit up to see what it is before remembering where I am. At this elevation, any upright movement will alert the droids below, causing them to train their bullet-loaded eyes this way.

			I slide my gaze down to check what touched my boot.

			It’s to see his hands nudging my foot once more.

			Nayf has commando-crawled to my location, trailhunt in hand.

			“Again?” he whispers, no disappointment clouding his face, just curiosity.

			I nod, letting my disappointment lead me to completely avert my gaze from his dark, searching eyes. I turn back to the sky and don’t bother masking the shame in my voice. “Can’t even take one guard out. And he’s right under my nose.”

			I can only say this so openly to Nayf.

			Sometimes I think Nayf’s become familiar with too much about me, and it’s making him wary of being commissioned on duties I’m on as well.

			He even knows of my fear of Papa. He’s occasionally become hotheaded with the rest of the Ahraar-in-training at the base whenever they tease me, sometimes too vigorously, obviously giving in to their suspicion about the daughter of the chief guardian—princess, as some call me—wearing fatigues among them.

			Cosplaying.

			“Give it here.” Nayf’s voice now is more matter-of-fact than exasperated, like he’s asking for me to pass the salt at our mess hall table at Namarax.

			I set the bow—a steelcutter 6, the newest upgrade in precision bows, which we recently secured from an Upper Earth warehouse takeover—beside me on the sand. “Already trained to the target’s specs once he gets in the vicinity of the barracks again.” I close my eyes to the sky for a brief moment and then flip over on my stomach to watch Nayf take another of my kills.

			Somehow it makes sense in my head that if his shots happened to alert ALIGN to our location, we wouldn’t get captured. Maybe it’s because I’ve seen him get us out of tricky situations countless times that I have such complete faith in him.

			When the guard is back at the barracks, away from the droids’ sight, Nayf gets into position. Then, in beautiful staccato, he deactivates the link in the man’s helmet with one shot, reloads the electric bow, and sends another arrow whizzing to execute a clean kill, causing the guard to slump to the ground.

			I sigh in relief while Nayf seamlessly turns his gaze to the Upper Earth leader assigned to this “refugee” camp.

			Nayf’s target.

			The man, bald, tanned, and muscled, wearing no helmet or body gear, casually dressed in a fatigue T-shirt and khakis, is at a land carrier to the side of the barracks, his back to us as he communicates to someone through his scalplink. Gesticulating wildly while talking, he rests his hands on his hips when listening.

			Helpful information when you’re timing your shot to kill a man.

			“The second he disconnects from whoever he’s on the line with, he’s dead,” Nayf whispers, trailhunt now in hand. He raises it casually, having already programmed the leader’s DNA into the gun. The notoriously precise weapon will find its mark even if the target should make sudden movements out of its range.

			We watch, like patient predators, for the man to stop talking. If he gets killed while on a call with Upper Earth, our cover will be blown.

			Though I’m confident of Nayf’s skills, and though I am not skilled at this at all, I feel the urge to reach out my hand to lay it on his arm, to restrain his movements—so he doesn’t pull the trigger too early, alerting…Papa.

			But while Nayf and I have spent hours training together, though we’ve shared our problems plenty, there’s a distance between us that is uncrossable. Untouchable.

			Once, long ago, there was a night when I felt the possibility of something opening up in me—in us. The way we smiled at each other when we got away from the palace, from Lein, Nayf’s cousin, my former fiancée, now thankfully deceased. The night air sent its intoxicating tendrils of romantic possibilities into our getaway car, and I let myself crack open my heart to someone I’d begun growing feelings for organically.

			Then we learned of Nayf’s sister Nada’s death.

			And everything changed.

			Possibilities disappeared under the weight of new expectations and the specter of our reality.

			Dealing with a world that led to the cold-blooded killing of someone as pure as Nada commanded Nayf’s heart.

			And my mind.

			While it’s true that I’ve grown love for my mother since reuniting with her on Lower Earth, I’d be lying if I said that I threw myself into training only in order to serve under Mama’s leadership, only with her goals in mind.

			It was also for Nada that I’d gotten over my discomfort, and pain, and the harsh reality of serving in a resistance army seeking revolution.

			I want the world Nada fought for—Aerd, a new Earth uniting all the realms into one, with equality between all peoples.

			In the aftermath of his sister’s death, Nayf became monosyllabic and singular in his aims: to bring down Upper Earth by all the means assigned to him by Mama.

			Anything that flared up between Nayf and me on that night so long ago—was it only in my heart that it occurred?—was extinguished with the dampest of towels, and now we were two soldiers living mission to mission.

			“He’s stopped moving,” I whisper, my eyes on the Upper Earth leader now suddenly gone still, arms at his sides.

			Nayf fits his eye in the gun’s scope. “Confirming he’s cut communication.”

			The man’s hands go into his pockets, but the rest of his body remains motionless.

			I hesitate, my eyes narrowing. “Pause. Maybe he’s listening to someone.”

			“He’s been still for a while.”

			“Let’s wait.” I try to say it the way Mama would, but it comes out like a plea instead of a directive.

			“The scan-droids on periphery duty will be here any minute.” Nayf’s finger is on the trigger.

			I reach my hand out, fear flexing its tentacles around my heart again. “Wait.” This time I command him in a stern whisper.

			When I touch his arm gingerly, he shakes my hand off, and I’m bewildered by both the harshness of his move and the irritation in his voice as he barks, “This isn’t your task.”

			“I’d rather ensure it’s a clean shot.” I grip his arm as the man below us makes a sudden move, swiveling his right foot to turn—

			Nayf pulls the trigger.

			We watch as the bullet hits the dead guard on the ground instead, ricocheting when it strikes the steel armor that my arrow was able to cut through.

			The leader, hands still in his pocket, now facing us completely, smiles triumphantly before walking forward. “Excellent shot. If we hadn’t switched out my DNA from that trailhunt, I’d be dead now.”

			“The bow!” I yell.

			Nayf feels the ground between us, but the weapon is not there.

			“This bow?” a voice asks from behind us. “This superb steelcutter six?”

			We both turn, because the voice is familiar.

			Jansu holds the bow in the air and nods to the man below, the man we came here to kill.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Nayf

			
			It should have been a relief to see Jansu, but all I feel is the blow of failure, of not getting the shot I was sent to take.

			And bewilderment. How are Jansu and the man below us in charge of an ALIGN concentration camp connected?

			The man I’m itching to kill?

			Yet, when Jansu holds his hand out for my trailhunt, I immediately give the weapon over without hesitation.

			Next to me, standing upright on the escarpment now that we’ve stepped out of sight of the droids, Raisa shoots me a look like Why are you listening to Jansu?

			She doesn’t know Jansu like I do. I’ve known him since I was born. He’s connected to my life growing up in the palace before I was sent to prison. And he’s connected to my freedom after.

			More importantly, Jansu is one of the few threads connecting me to my twin sister, Nada, in my memories, he having been Nada’s personal guard at the palace when we were children.

			Jansu leads us away into a sparse grove of trees. We walk for a while until the trees become dense. There’s a green land carrier tucked behind some heavy brush, and he motions for us to get in the back.

			I do so without hesitation, but Raisa stops.

			Seated in the vehicle, I open the carrier door I just entered wider so I can see her.

			She’s so different from the first time I laid eyes on her—standing outside on the steps of an air carrier in a sky-blue purform suit, holding a matching carrier case, thick dark hair falling around her face, long bangs parted and skimming her cheeks under big eyes.

			Her entire self screamed Upper Earth elite back then.

			Even when she rejected that version of herself and chose to come away to fight with us in that red dress I’ll never forget, her class distinction was clear to any outside viewer.

			Now, though, she’s one of us. The Ahraar.

			She dresses in whatever is handed to her for a mission, keeps her hair ponytailed and secured under a cap, and wears no sign that she is different from the rest of the crew she’s with.

			But I still see those eyes that drew me in so deeply the first time I glimpsed them. Eyes that I realized hold courage, and that, after months, learned to trust me.

			Sometimes—okay, too many times—I just want to gather her tight in my arms and take her somewhere only we know about—completely free to reveal my feelings for her.

			Safe in the trust we’ve developed for each other.

			When Jansu grunts in frustration from the front of the land carrier, I come back to earth.

			I’ll need to appeal to that trust in Raisa’s eyes now.

			I swing one of my legs out so that I’m half in and half out of the carrier. I make sure my body is turned to face her, though. “What’s the matter, Ray?”

			“Getting in there is not part of our mission.”

			“Jansu is Ahraar.”

			“He’s not part of Mama’s faction.” She crosses her arms at the same time as her brows scrunch. “We’re supposed to be keeping watch over the valley and eliminate the rest of the guards scheduled to arrive later.”

			“They’ve all been decommissioned already,” Jansu interrupts. “They were all droids. And they’re lying in heaps, batteries drained, in trucks overturned on the road to here. We remotely depleted both the droids and the charging stations in each vehicle right after they left the warehouse. The remaining droids at the camp will also lose juice in an hour or so. They’re all on fifth-gen batteries, and those—”

			I shake my head at him. Jansu likes nothing better than to overexplain gadgets, and Raisa’s frown hasn’t eased on hearing this proud recount of his.

			“Does Mama know all this?” She tilts her head to peer at Jansu.

			“I don’t serve your mama.” He turns away from her and adjusts the carrier controls.

			“That’s why I’m not getting in.”

			I exit the carrier and walk back to Raisa. “Okay, look, have I ever gotten us in trouble, Ray? Haven’t I gotten us out of it?”

			“The leader isn’t dead down there. The one you were supposed to kill.” She glances behind me and points at Jansu. “He’s working with our target. And he has our weapons.”

			“Let’s find out what he has to say. Especially since he did our mission for us.” I raise my eyebrows. “Just think about this: When the rest of our team arrives at the camp to release the refugees, they won’t have an army of droids to take down. Due to Jansu and his crew.”

			She becomes quiet at that. “Can I tell you something about Nada? Which is why I refuse to get into that carrier?”

			I nod. It’s extraordinary to me that she asks if she can talk about Nada before she does so.

			She’s always mindful of how it varies for me—sometimes my sister’s death is still fresh in my heart, and sometimes it’s a dull ache, and sometimes—actually, often now, I’m sad to admit—it doesn’t ping anything in me. “What does this have to do with Nada?”

			“She once gave me a weapon to use against her, should I need to.” Raisa raises her eyebrows and then repeats, “Against her. Simply because, at the time, Nada knew I didn’t fully trust her.”

			I swallow, remembering the ease with which Nada walked in the shoes of others. If she’d thought Raisa was scared, she’d have taken every measure to eliminate that fear. Meanwhile, I prefer to stick to doing what I’m told to do, going where I’m sent, following orders, not making instinctual decisions.

			It’s better that way.

			“And Jansu did the opposite. He took our weapons away.” Raisa uncrosses her arms, but her voice is firmer now. “I’m not getting into that car without personal protection.”

			I look at the determination settling into those eyes that I force myself away from again and again on the daily, afraid I’ll be distracted by them, when there’s no time for distractions, and nod a second time.

			After a brief one-on-one with Jansu, we are in his land carrier, trailhunt in my lap, Raisa’s bow on the seat beside her.
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			We enter a hill that slides opens like a garage door. When the entrance closes behind us, we’re in pitch darkness. I hear movement nearby and realize Raisa has reached for her steelcutter bow.

			“Nothing to worry about,” Jansu says. “We’re on a hydraulic system that will take us where we need to go.”

			“Inside a hill?” I risk getting Jansu on a roll talking about the technological wonders of the place we’ve entered.

			But his reply is simply “Inside a sod-covered building.”

			After that he remains quiet.

			I close my eyes as we’ve been taught to do in situations like this. When it’s more important to save your mental clarity than cloud it trying to see into the blackness closing in.

			I try not to think of Raisa beside me, because I’m remembering she once told me she hated the dark and always had to have some source of light nearby.

			I inch my foot over in increments until it comes to rest beside hers, our boots just barely touching. It may be my imagination, but she lets out a small breath when I make contact.

			After several minutes, lights gradually dawn to reveal that the land carrier is now in a large warehouse, except the floor and walls are khaki colored and shiny. When I get out, I realize it’s soil, the floor and walls covered in some type of resin.

			Obviously an underground location.

			Jansu motions us forward to a door. He walks behind us, and I’m relieved to see he holds no weapon.

			When we’re a couple of feet away from the door, a red light turns on over the threshold, and a voice emerges from a speaker. “They must enter unarmed.”

			“I vouch for them with my life,” Jansu speaks firmly. “And I have done so since the boy was a baby.”

			“Unarmed.”

			Raisa shakes her head at Jansu. “Unarmed means it’s a kidnapping. Is that what you’re doing here?”

			I look into the red light, uncertain where the camera is, but certain the owner of the voice is watching us. “Let Raisa keep her weapon, and I’ll give mine up.” I hand the trailhunt over to Jansu. “And I vouch for her with my life. You can kill me if she tries anything.”

			Raisa stares at me, and I can see the turmoil simmering in her glance. I turn back to the door to escape its intensity.
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			We step into a dark room full of screens.

			Behind the desk in the center sits the man I was sent to kill.

			“Marcel,” he says by way of introduction, still seated but holding his hand out to me. “I’ve been embedded with Upper Earth for the past twenty years. Still embedded. I’m here to speak to both of you.”

			I nod, aware that Raisa is not looking at Marcel but at the screens filling the walls.

			“What is this?” Her voice has become small. I come to stand beside her and see the extraordinary scene she’s watching on one of the screens.

			A little boy sulks, looking at a bird lying dead at the bottom of a golden birdcage. He’s in an overly gilded room that looks like a page out of a book I read long ago in the palace library called Versailles: An Introduction to Splendor.

			A woman enters the room. Her hands are hidden behind her.

			“Mama, you told me Skylar wouldn’t die,” the boy says. Text lights up the bottom of the screen, capturing his words, which is useful, as this room we’re in hums with voices coming from numerous screens. “You said Father bought a stronger kind of bird.”

			“Let me check on Skylar, but only if you go sanitize your hand. I know you’ve poked at him. Remember Colm got sick from his bird.”

			The boy nods and runs out of the room. The woman watches him leave and then turns back around and opens her cupped hands into the cage, after which she swiftly removes the dead bird with a cloth she took out of her pocket. A new bird, identical to the dead one, perches on the twig fitted across the cage’s bars.

			“Upper Earth,” Raisa whispers. “Birds can’t live there. Many of my friends had birds exchanged by their parents like this.”

			She turns to Marcel, her voice not so low any longer. “Why do you have videos of Upper Earth?”

			“They’re surveillance videos. Real time,” Jansu answers for Marcel, with pride.

			“Why do you surveil Upper Earth’s homes—” She stops talking and leans to look at another screen. “Suzume. Moineau.” She says this more to herself than any of us. I glance at her and witness something I’ve never seen in her before: a strange tenderness.

			Longing? As she looks on at these people—her friends? From home?

			No, it can’t be nostalgia.

			For Upper Earth, of all places.

			We watch two young women seated at a counter swiping auras of dresses. Across from them stand two humanoid droids, both with women’s figures, one short and one tall. Peering, I realize they each have hairstyles exactly like the young women.

			“Mimicquins. Custom droids tailored to their owners’ physical characteristics,” Jansu offers as though he glimpsed the curiosity lighting my mind.

			“This one. It’s perfect for your frame,” one of the girls says. “And it’s aqua and white. It will be a froth of a dress, and Merle will adore you in it. Imagine walking with him on the red carpet in this.”

			“Try, M-Two,” the girl with golden hair pronounces, and a dress projects onto the petite humanoid that looks like her, which is now twirling and taking sashaying steps back and forth to show off the projection it wears.

			But this isn’t a projection like the auras we have here on Lower Earth.

			It looks like the droid is wearing an actual dress, real fabric and all.

			“There are no wings, though. I need wings.” The girl with golden hair pouts. “After all, it is for Le Vol—”

			“Doré,” Raisa finishes, pensive. “They’re shopping for Le Vol Doré.”

			Marcel comes to stand beside us. “Yes, Le Vol Doré, the grandest one of all, according to ALIGN communications, to bolster the spirit of Upper Earthers’ supposed suffering due to being in a state of war.”

			“What is the Le Vol Doré?” I’m confused as to why this is the first time I’m hearing the term. While my knowledge of Upper Earth is limited by personal choice, I’m still familiar with all the “grand” events they stage in a scheduled series every year to flaunt their excesses. We used to get auras streamed regularly on Lower Earth of each glitzy occasion.

			“Le Vol Doré, the Golden Flight, is a gala event held every decade to venerate the people who’ve taken flight, a euphemism for those who’ve died in the cause of Upper Earth,” Marcel shares. “The elites gather, dressed in fancy clothing that brings to mind the remembrance that we will all fly off into the sunset one day. They wear masks, either decorative ones or actual masks of their chosen hero’s visage, the dead person they’re commemorating. You were both children when the last one occurred, and only adults were permitted into the event, with no streaming allowed, because there’s always a special bonus at the end that they call a surprise for future generations. The Golden Reveal. The elite elders get a first glimpse of what is to come before the event, followed by an unveiling for all the revelers at Le Vol Doré.”

			Marcel exchanges glances with Jansu.

			“Why do you have all this surveillance of Upper Earth’s private citizens?” Raisa asks.

			I whip my head to stare at her.

			Her tone. It’s accusatory.

			Like she’s upset on behalf of the people of Upper Earth?

			“We don’t. This is all Upper Earth’s surveillance of its own people,” Jansu says. “We just intercept it to gather intel. We can’t access all the locations we’d like to, such as the council’s chambers, where decisions are made, so we take what we can and make our own notes.”

			“But some of these are private.” Raisa touches the screen displaying the scene containing the two girls.

			They must be her friends up there.

			“We don’t seek those out. The interceptions are sporadic and glitchy. But they provide us valuable information such as…” Jansu turns to Marcel, who’s back at the central command desk. Marcel nods at him, flicking all the screens in the room off.

			Marcel takes over from Jansu. “Such as the SomaScape program, to be introduced at this year’s Le Vol Doré.”

			We’re in semidarkness, with dim track lighting skirting the room’s periphery being the only source of luminance. Then the biggest screen in the center flickers on, revealing a red house in the forest.

			I lean forward. The house is familiar. It’s the one I hunkered in when I escaped prison over a year ago.

			There are six ALIGN soldiers stationed outside the house.

			“This is our surveillance footage. As it’s an Ahraar safe house, we have cameras outside and inside the place. And last week, we captured this.”

			Soundless, textless video plays of vehicles pulling up to the red house, of soldiers and men dressed in clothing I recognize as belonging to a Lower Earth mercenary group that works for Upper Earth. They enter the house, and the footage shifts to the interior.

			An old woman in the kitchen wiping counters turns on hearing the noise of men entering but is too slow to make any escape. The cleaning cloth in her hand falls to the floor as she’s grabbed and led to the carriers out front.

			The screen goes blank. Then comes back to reveal the interior of the house once more.

			The old woman is now in a flowery nightgown, sitting in a wooden chair in the living room, wearing a scalplink, rocking, the knitting needles in her hands flying as she works on a woolen scarf.

			Her wrists and ankles are fitted with metal bracelets and anklets. She has a content smile on her face.

			It’s a peaceful scene.

			She suddenly jerks and then sits up. Her knitting falls. She jumps up from her chair, seemingly no longer elderly from the way she moves.

			She dances like she’s in a club and then laughs maniacally. She starts undressing, the content smile still on her face.

			The scene blurs as she finishes disrobing, and when it clears, she’s in a short green-and-pink gingham dress.

			She goes to the window and stands there looking out.

			The screen goes blank. When it comes back on there’s a wolf facing her.

			Very obviously someone in a wolf costume.

			The old woman screams and runs from the house, panic stricken. The wolf waits, tapping his foot for a while as though counting, and then runs after her. The screen shuts down.

			In the seconds before all the screens come back to life, humming once again with real-time surveillance footage, we’re all silent, unnerved.

			Marcel emerges from behind the desk and stands in front of us. “This is what they’ve developed to roll out at this year’s Le Vol Doré: the SomaScape—the first phase of a grand project they call Second Skin internally. Phase one is hair-raising situations you need to ‘escape’ from, hence SomaScape. Soma meaning ‘body.’ This ‘escape’ we just saw takes place in the woods and happens with the use of an old woman’s body. The experience will be called Woman in the Woods.”

			“What’s happening to her?” I ask, unable to shake the feeling of dread. The scalplink the old woman was wearing is nothing new, but I haven’t seen the wrist and ankle cuffs before.

			“It’s a program where Upper Earthers can slip into select Lower Earthers’ bodies through their own scalplinks and play games using others as their surrogate,” Marcel says without emotion. “The next Second Skin rollout will allow people to live out their fantasies. Using Lower Earth people.”

			“They’ll present it as a safer way for Upper Earthers to experience Lower Earth,” Jansu says. “ALIGN has banned all trips down here for their populace, due to the brutal conditions, as they describe them. Now they’ll get to experience the thrill of the danger of Earth in the safety of their homes through SomaScape.”

			“What they call harmless fun—but it’s only harmless to Uppers,” Marcel adds. “While people like this old woman pay the price.”

			“What happens when the wolf catches her?” Raisa asks. Her eyes are wide, stricken.

			“We don’t know,” Jansu says. “All we’ve seen so far in these SomaScape trials they’re conducting is Saqri running into the woods, controlled by whoever is in her body, only to be caught by soldiers, to be brought back to the house, to be reset and used again.”

			I take a breath. “Saqri?”

			Saqri was my and Nada’s nanny. She went missing shortly after our grandmother died.

			Jansu nods. Even in the dim lighting, I can see his eyes filling with sadness. “We found her last year hiding underground, weakened by a lack of access to consistent meals. We sheltered her in what we thought was a safe house, since we’d commandeered the place from shadow marketers a while ago.”

			“But then they found her,” I say slowly, though my heart is quickening with impending rage.

			“This is why we need you and”—Jansu turns to Raisa—“especially you, Raisa.”

			Marcel crosses his arms over his fatigues T-shirt. “This is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the extent of ALIGN’s plans for Lower Earth. They can’t use enslaved labor from the prisons any longer, now that both the men’s and women’s prisons have gone to the Ahraar, so they need to somehow expand the percentage of Earth’s population scalplinked to serve them. The quarter they currently have in hyperdrive servitude mostly on the Bridge is not enough, and that’s why they’ve turned to drugging the drinking water systems of those living underground, to get them out into the light, where they can be corralled into the refugee camps they call Enlightenment Centers, where we just met each other. And to deal with the boredom and dissatisfaction of Upper Earthers, now that they can’t travel down here, there are grand plans for expanding entertainment opportunities.”

			“But doesn’t using Lower Earthers’ bodies for fun cut down on their labor force?” I can’t shake the images of how Saqri had twitched and jerked, as though she was literally a puppet on a string.

			“Having read the specs of the SomaScape program, I know that only a segment of society will be neural-linked to serve as toys for Upper Earth.” The ends of Marcel’s mouth slacken. He finally shows emotion: Grief completely sears his face for a moment—but he quickly transforms it into a scowl. “It’s going to be the elderly, the disabled, and the young—children not physically ready to enter the workforce yet, and the ones not deemed worthy enough for Upper Earthers to adopt as their offspring.”

			We’re all silent for a long moment.

			Then Jansu takes a deep breath and nods at Marcel. “We need to eliminate the nucleus that runs this enslavement,” Jansu says. “All the exploitation, whether for labor, entertainment, whatever it is.”

			“And that nucleus is on Upper Earth,” Marcel adds.

			“We don’t know exactly where it is, though,” Jansu says.

			“But we know some sites are more guarded than others,” says Marcel.

			They’re tag-teaming. To rope us in for something.

			“If we locate the right site, we’ll find the core of this entire enterprise.”

			“And if we eliminate that, we’ll break Upper Earth’s hold on us. Just like that.”

			“Forever, instead of fighting these little fires they send our way like we’ve been doing all this time.” Jansu moves to stand in front of me. “Little fires that Salwe uses her pawns like you to run around and put out all day, only for another one to start a minute later.”

			Marcel comes up behind Jansu. “We simply have to shut the entire thing off at its very core so we can stop fighting and live free.”

			“No, not just live free but—”

			“Thrive,” Marcel finishes for Jansu. “Thrive together, even if it’s for a short time, as it’s better than the perpetual enslavement this system promises, that ALIGN guarantees.”

			“And then, once we bring Upper Earth down to earth, there’ll be no distinctions between us except those we earn through our character. Aerd will be as one community.” Jansu now moves to stand in front of Raisa. “For that, we need someone on the inside who will have the highest clearance.” Marcel joins him in staring at Raisa.

			Without a word in response, without waiting for a single beat more of their duet, I begin walking to the door we entered through.

			Behind me, Jansu and Marcel are quiet.

			Then I hear movement and turn to see that Raisa’s following me.

			“What are you both doing?” Jansu asks roughly. He’s big and bearlike and can seem fearsome when he raises his voice.

			But I’m not scared of him. “The answer is no. We’re not going up there to do your bidding.”

			“The Council of Guardians will receive Raisa back with open arms.” It’s Marcel’s turn to press us now.

			“She’s not going back to Upper Earth.” The fury that ignited on realizing it was Saqri on-screen builds in me.

			I’ve seen Raisa’s face when her father is brought up.

			No matter the nostalgia she showed just moments ago, she’s terrified of her father.

			“Neither of you will be compelled to do anything against your will. Actions done as a result of force are wasted efforts. Only actions born from convictions change the world,” Jansu quotes. “You know that’s the Ahraar code. That even Salwe knows. Whether she follows it is another story.”

			I finish the rest of his speech derived from the ethos my grandmother taught all those working for justice. “And yet, be it that way, even the smallest action from the smallest of convictions will make an impact.” I shake my head at him. “And my conviction is we’re not going to Upper Earth!”

			“But each person must decide their own course; that’s another ethic we live by.” Jansu’s tone changes to pleading. “And right now, Nayf, you’re speaking for Raisa.”

			“Let me lay it out.” Marcel puts a hand on Jansu’s arm to stop him talking. “Unlike myself, you two will not be undercover. You will be yourselves: a fugitive crown prince surrendering and returning to take his ‘rightful’ place as Upper Earth’s proxy on Lower Earth, and a beloved, missing daughter returning to the safety of her father’s dominion.”

			“No,” Raisa says, her voice firm as she turns to the two men behind us. “You accused my mother of using Nayf as a pawn. And then you want to use me, us, as your pawns? No, never—”

			She suddenly stops speaking, and I turn to see what she’s looking at.

			The large screen in the center of the wall behind Marcel and Jansu is now streaming live footage of the house in the woods, this time a shot toward the house from a clearing.

			Our friend Musaid; the little girl we love, Eyas, and her robot dog; and a little boy are walking toward the red house, unaware of the Upper Earth soldiers stationed around the place.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Musaid

			
			In this sparse, arid village of far-apart settlements, a crowd always gathers without me saying a word.

			Just who tells them I’m about to try out a new repair?

			It seems the Nothing People have a better communication network than ALIGN.

			I nod with confidence at the men, women, and kids gathered around the decrepit bus I’m in. “Where’s my assistant?”

			Devon pushes through the crowd and holds up his hand, Nada’s bracelet wound around his scrawny wrist. “I’m here, Uncle!”

			“Can’t launch the second village bus without my man here!” I pat the seat beside me, and Devon scrambles in. “You turn the key and shift the gear, Captain Devon.”

			I press my foot down on the clutch pedal of the bus that a few other villagers and I rolled in from an abandoned town nearby, and nod at Devon to start the ignition.

			The bus sputters alive, and I smile big, holding a thumb up for my audience. But, as the crowd begins to cheer, I notice the dark smoke snaking out of the hood. “Everyone out of the way!”

			People dissipate just in time as the bus coughs a big black cloud and suddenly lurches backward. I hold out my hand to secure Devon in the seat as the vehicle slams into the junk pile behind my repair stall.

			The bus dies amid a clatter of metal falling from the heap, and the crowd bursts into laughter.

			I stick my head out of the window. “Now that’s what we call a diagnostic test! Get your spots for the next show in a couple of days!” I move the gear shift out of the reverse setting I didn’t realize Devon had put the bus in and go on to mutter to myself, “And you guys always seem to know when I’m about to mess up.”

			“That was so amazing, Uncle!” Devon high-fives me when I exit the bus, our sea-glass bracelets meeting briefly. Mine is a necklace, his is not, but both were made by Nada long ago, gifted to Devon before her death, and to me when she passed away.

			A couple of months after she died, I remembered the aura capture of Nada winding the bracelet on Devon’s wrist, so I made my way to the Nothing People’s territories at the periphery of Lower Earth. I sought the boy out among the shantytowns of humans who weren’t accepted by the original migrants to Lower Earth simply because these people straggled in in groups much later.

			Once I learned that the boy had been orphaned, I became his guardian.

			I decided to leave the Namarax rebel base, leave fighting Upper Earth, and serve the people Nada had cared about, like how she’d worried about all those without protectors.

			She’d be so proud to see me taking care of this boy left all alone at the end of the world.

			So far, mishaps aside, I’ve fixed plenty of things for the Nothing People, things we scavenged from leftovers at the landfills, after the other Lower Earthers and Undergrounders had picked over them, or the useful items found on my incursions into ghost towns, sometimes even beyond the outskirts of Lower Earth.

			I’m also in the process of helping move the settlements closer together, to become an actual village, with cooperation and trade.

			The Nothing People are the lowest in the hierarchy of Lower Earth, but my mission since joining them has been to give them the best life possible with my donated skills. I sleep on the floor in a lean-to behind my repair stall, Devon getting the bench inside as his bed. One day, I hope to build us a real house to raise the boy properly.

			“That was fun. A real hoot.”

			I turn from peering into the engine bay under the bus’s hood to see who’s making fun of me next.

			It’s Khalda, with little Eyas and her robot dog, Boston, at her side.

			“This bus will be gleaming and rolling by the time you arrive for your next babysitting drop-off,” I boast. “And yes, we can go visit your granny again.” I nod at Eyas, who’s already standing on her tiptoes in her excitement, face beaming on hearing my words. She talks a little now and then, but sparingly. And still chirps high notes when she’s happy.

			Like she’s doing now on learning I’ll take her on the air carrier into the forest where her grandmother lives.

			The little girl loves flying.

			Khalda doesn’t know that whenever she drops Eyas here every two weeks while she goes to deliver provisions to the rebels fighting underground, I have a secret.

			Besides taking the kids flying, which Khalda knows about, I’ve also been teaching them to fly.

			Something Khalda would probably not like to know about.

			It’s the only reason I’m happy I stole one of the air carriers from the palace after I had Jansu deactivate it from ALIGN’s systems.

			“About that, the last time we went by Grandma Saqri’s, there was no one there,” Khalda says, the ends of her ginger braids sticking out of her hood, eyes lined dark. She has a canvas bag bulging with contents slung across her overcoat and a wrapped package in her hands. “It was worrisome. Because it didn’t look like Saqri was just out of the house foraging, or at the river washing or something. There was a stillness to the place, and you know how she stays on top of her weeding? There were weeds sprouting in her flower beds.”

			“Did you check inside the house?”

			“We did. We looked into every corner. Even sent Boston to scan everything.”

			“No one,” Eyas says. “No Gramma.”

			“All right, I’ll check it out. Hopefully, she’ll be there when we visit today.” I bang the hood shut. “And if she’s not, we’ll take an extra look around.”

			“Be careful.” Khalda hands the package to me. “Your favorite.”

			I open the container and let the smell of caramelized onion and spices waft to my nose. “Kids, we’re having delicious mujda today with Grandma Saqri!”

			I close the lid and straighten to look at Khalda. “And speaking of being careful, don’t forget to do that yourself. News is that Upper Earth’s found out about the Stray. They know he’s leading the rebels underground now. They’re going to ramp up security going in and out of the transport tunnels.”

			Khalda nods and looks at Eyas, a twinkle in her eye. “Be good, Eyas. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.”

			“Have you ever met him?” I ask.

			“Who?” She’s hugging Eyas, not looking at me. And then she gives Devon a hug, too, but he tightens his shoulders to try to avoid it. Mental note, gotta teach the kid to accept physical affection.

			“The Stray.” Again I mention the name of the masked man who, without rebel direction or even knowledge, began sabotaging the trucks transporting produce, manufactured goods, minerals, and other resources to the Bridge’s processing plants serving Upper Earth.

			The Ahraar hadn’t even known there was a whole underground highway system.

			We’d always thought the goods produced here for Upper Earthers traveled overland in the huge armored-truck fleets, with ALIGN soldiers and android armies in tow in their own fortified land carriers.

			But when we intercepted communications talking about the explosion of several trucks in the tunnels, Raisa’s mother, Salwe, launched a huge attack on a fleet of armored trucks traveling overland, resulting in the loss of many on our side, but also ultimately proving that those trucks were empty.

			They’d been a show all along.

			The real goods for Upper Earthers traveled way below us in a sleek system designed to bypass Lower Earth’s notice.

			Until a few months ago that is, when a masked man called the Stray—who all the factions of the Ahraar agreed they absolutely did not know the identity of—began booby-trapping and blowing up the goods.

			Upper Earth went berserk. Their communications wouldn’t stop sending internal alerts.

			Salwe and other rebel leaders, including the wardens at the massive men’s prison, sent fighters to help the Stray, and now he commands them.

			But we still don’t know who he is.

			Khalda hasn’t responded to my question and is on her way to the waiting cart she’ll hitch a ride to Verg in.

			“Hello? You didn’t answer me? About the Stray?” I call out.

			She simply shakes her head without turning around.
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			Once we board the air carrier and enter the cockpit, I indicate for Devon to take the controls.

			Eyas chirps, agitated.

			“Can you try to use your words?” I encourage her, the way Khalda taught me to intervene whenever Eyas chirps to communicate with me.

			“My turn,” Eyas says, her eyes dancing in distress. “My turn.”

			“No! You got it last time!” Devon is about to shove her hands reaching for the controls, but I pull the override on the carrier, locking them both out.

			I spin my chair around to Devon and fill out my chest. “WE NEVER EVER USE OUR HANDS ON ANYONE WE LOVE!” My voice booms even louder. “ESPECIALLY OUR SISTERS! DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”

			Eyes big with trepidation, he nods.

			“SAY IT. I WILL NEVER USE MY HANDS ON MY SISTERS.” I lean to loom over him.

			“I will never use my hands on my sisters.”

			“Okay, good boy. Now.” I turn to Eyas. “What do you mean it’s your turn?”

			She chirps and then pulls out a thin notebook from her satchel. It says The Records of Eyas, Granddaughter of Grandma Saqri in her spindly handwriting. She turns to a page and shows me the date and a chart that logs a tally under Devon’s name. I flip through the book and notice that there are flight tally charts throughout, and, yup, it’s Eyas’s turn today.

			We show the proof to Devon, and while he can’t read any of the words, he sure understands tallies.

			Eyas shoves the book back into her satchel, takes it off, and fits herself into the pilot’s seat and harness.

			Then, with Boston keeping watch with his digital eyes, she executes a perfect landing in the forest clearing behind Saqri’s house while Devon watches with his arms crossed.
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			Eyas runs ahead, Boston’s mechanical legs galloping along, keeping up. She loves visiting her grandmother, and I love taking her.

			Besides the fun of flying with the kids, for me it’s also that Saqri was Nada’s nanny once long ago at the palace. Whenever I stop in, she always makes sure to tell me a story of when Nada was young that I didn’t know.

			Though we grew up together, there were parts of Nada’s palace life that I hadn’t been privy to.

			Something made me cry recently; Saqri had told me how much Nada loved beautiful things like dresses and jewelry, and how she often raided her grandmother’s closet looking for “beauty-bits,” as she called them. This made me tear up, because I’d never seen Nada get to truly indulge in that love.

			Once she’d committed to the cause of freedom for all, she lived solely for that.

			I wish I’d gifted her a dress.

			“Where’s Eyas?” Devon breaks into my sad thoughts.

			“She’s probably at the house already.”

			“No, she isn’t.” Devon pulls me to him, to hide behind shrubbery. His grip is surprisingly strong. “I heard her chirp, but it wasn’t near the house.”

			Then we hear it.

			The saddest sound I’ve ever heard: excited chirps that become anguished screams.

			I make a move forward, but Devon says, “We can fly above to see what’s happening.”

			I shake my head and run toward the house.

			ALIGN soldiers. Surrounding the place.

			One is holding a squirming Eyas while fighting off Boston, programmed to protect her, now going berserk trying to get a grip on the soldier’s clothing with its imprecise jaws.

			Another soldier sees me. “A brute!” he shouts to the others.

			“Musaid!” Eyas screams. “Musaid! Help me! Please!”

			As I rush forward, I feel a wallop on my shoulder and almost fall back before realizing they’re shooting at me.

			Devon.

			They’ll get him too.

			A shadow looms, and I turn to see that it’s the air carrier gliding forward, Devon at the window.

			He’s moving closer slowly to allow me to get in.

			The door opens, and he’s yelling, “Uncle! You’re bleeding. Get in! We’ll get Eyas too!”

			I stumble into the air carrier, splattering blood everywhere.

			Devon lifts off and we hover over the scene, but we can’t see Eyas any longer.

			Just a bunch of soldiers attempting to riddle the carrier with bullets. “Higher!” I command Devon.

			We lift up.

			That’s when I see a land carrier whizzing away on the road out of the forest.

			Fitting a scope to my eye, I zoom in and see Eyas’s face looking through the window behind her.

			Looking to see if I’m coming to rescue her.

			But all I’m doing is dripping blood all over her satchel lying on the floor of the carrier.

			And letting Upper Earth take another precious one of us.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Khalda

			
			I knock two times, three times, then once. A pause and then once more.

			He opens the door unmasked, shirt unbuttoned, and finishes buckling his belt after I catch the heavy door. I shut it quickly behind me, activating all three locks to secure us.

			The red-and-purple lesions traveling up his neck and the side of his face to his right eye would cause most people to skip a breath, perhaps balk, but for me they mean I’ve returned home.

			In the opening of his shirt, by the glow of the sole lightbulb hanging above us, I see the remainder of his scars traveling down his chest and stomach. They lie like topography on the landscape of muscles he worked hard at redeveloping after he’d healed as much as he could from the explosion.

			I reach out and button his shirt for him. He finds fine motor skills challenging now due to the scarring on the tips of his right fingers.

			Before I reach his collar, he pulls me in wordlessly, and I rest the side of my face on his chest, wishing his heart didn’t race so much.

			We fight all the time about this.

			In my care of Lein, I’d previously gotten his heartbeat down to a healthy level.

			In his work now, he’s brought it back to the dangerous rate it had been when I picked him up as a burn victim, before he abruptly left the secret room under the cellar of my home, where I’d nursed him back to health.

			He left seven months ago without telling me where he was going.

			I searched for him everywhere on my own, lying to Eyas that Sorrow had left to visit family.

			She didn’t know him as Lein, as we couldn’t risk tipping off a world that thought he was dead. Especially Upper Earth, which had already begun mythologizing his death and was now teaching its new generation about the Last Prince of Valor of Lower Earth: Crown Prince Lein Verg.

			Five months ago, when I heard from Jansu about a masked saboteur working for the cause in the underground, it took my all not to let the emotions flood my face, revealing that I knew it could only be him.

			Lein, who patiently learned everything about our world along with me, after I gathered the truth of it all.

			Eyas and I went out every few nights, unearthing the peoples’ records my father had buried in various places on Lower Earth. I taught Eyas how to read through those records, and Lein listened, and then, once the skin around his right eye healed enough for him to open it slightly, he himself continued learning the accounts of treachery, of the years of collusion between the palace and Upper Earth, as witnessed by the people.

			I never told him back then that I’d finished falling in love with him by the light of the candle he’d burned all those nights to go on reading about the suffering he had contributed to, tears running down the left side of his face.

			I never told him this, until he left and I first tracked him down to this abandoned underground maintenance room he had commandeered as his abode after leaving Eyas and me.

			I followed him down the steps to it at a safe distance, soundlessly I thought, but when I got to the bottom, he was waiting in the dark ready to tackle me—not knowing who it was.

			At that moment, all I could say was “I can’t live fully while uncertain whether you’re alive or dead. And my need for you to be alive has been killing me slowly.”

			After a beat of a second, in the utter darkness, he unlatched his mask and embraced me, sobbing into my hair.

			We kissed, our mouths speaking unabashedly all the passion we’d kept at bay, and he picked me up and took me to this room, to fall into each other’s forevers.
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			Now that I’m in his arms again, he has no qualms about wrinkling his clothes as we seek each other.

			The rest of the day is just for the two of us.
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			The next morning, he slips his fingers into gloves and puts his mask on, a matte silver that covers his entire face and connects to a band around his head, making removal impossible without his fingerprint.

			With that action, he becomes the Stray—the saboteur who knows more of Upper Earth’s secrets than any rebel in all of Lower Earth.

			I supply him with food, with information, with love, to keep going.

			“Upper Earth now knows it’s you in full command of the rebels underground.” I’m putting away the rest of the breakfast I brought him. We’d shared the food, feeding each other, me curled against him, tracing his scars in between bites, him periodically burying his face in my hair and softly kissing my neck and ears. “They’re upping the manning of the tunnel entrances.”

			“They’ll never get a chance to get ahold of those. We’ve got men stationed twenty-four-seven in the mountains spanning all the entrances.” His voice comes out deeper through the mask. “Blackwater men are willing to die for others. They already lost most of their years in the prison mines.”

			The women’s prison provided indentured labor in the fields and factories, and the men’s prison, Blackwater, worked the mines, drilling for oil, ranching, and more—all for Upper Earth.

			The mines were the most treacherous: Our men went into crevices deep below to excavate precious minerals to power technology that elevated the people up there.

			The men’s fury at being so exploited fueled their willingness to do anything to topple Upper Earth; in the last few months, under the Stray’s command, they’ve kindled a roaring fight that ALIGN’s armies of droids and uncommitted soldiers could not easily put out, no matter how hard they stomped on us.

			It was a dangerous world out there. “Just be careful. Please.”

			He nods. “Let me follow you to the palace today.”

			“Why? It’s through the other tunnels, not the transport ones.”

			“All the tunnels are being manned.” He tips his head slowly, and it always makes me catch my breath whenever I face him in his mask.

			He looks utterly menacing.

			I can imagine the fear the Stray commands in the hearts of the minions ALIGN sends to deal with rebels. Upper Earth doesn’t have enough of a population to build a real, courageous army, so they often recruit Lower Earth traitors and informants, who are, of course, flimsy fighters, being so weakhearted. And these soldiers are limited to infantry, because Upper Earth can’t risk bombing us.

			It will ultimately destroy the resources, already disappearing from Earth, that they covet so much.

			Lein adds, “You yourself told me to be careful.”

			I tip my own head at him. “About you. And your men.”

			“Why wouldn’t I be careful about my woman?”

			I button my coat and sling my bag across it, smiling in defeat. “Okay, but only if you promise to spend time in the Room of Records with me for a bit.”

			He nods again and holds the door open, revealing the black leather cord he always wears wound around his right wrist and up his forearm. “After you, my lady.”
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			We travel underground until we emerge into the feed-storage warehouse on the palace farm grounds. Now that there is no royal family in charge, only an interim leader appointed by Upper Earth, the staff has been cut by two-thirds, so it’s easy to make our way through the warehouse to the entrance of an abandoned cellar under the palace. I take out the key Lein stole for me a couple of months ago, after he told me about this route into the underground level of his former home.

			Once inside, we skirt along the walls of the cellar and continue until we reach the door leading to the dungeon, where I have another provision delivery to make.

			We enter and move as soundlessly as we can through the corridor, bending as we pass each cell door in case any of the peepholes are open. When I get to cell forty-nine, I knock the same code I did to get Lein to open his door.

			“Khalda?” The whisper emerging from within the cell has vigor, and I sigh with relief.

			“Yes, yours always.” From my bag, I take out the food that I made sure to package in a long roll and wait for her to open the peephole.

			Kizuwanda’s big eyes fill the opening. “Thank you.” She moves away, and I funnel the package through the narrow gap until she has her grip on it.

			I talk as she eats her ration for today, leaving six portions she’ll save until I come again next week. I visit her more than I visit Lein, as the palace is not too far from home, and I can leave Eyas on her own for the time it takes to keep Kizuwanda alive in this notorious dungeon at the palace.

			It was Lein who told me to save her when I’d learned from Jansu so long ago that she was being held here.

			Upon learning this information, Raisa wanted to storm the palace to rescue her friend—before Salwe intervened to remind her of how dangerous it was.

			None of us can risk Raisa getting caught.

			Me coming to sustain Kizuwanda with food until we can figure out a way to break into the cell and free her without Upper Earth’s knowledge was the better option, and Raisa had finally agreed.

			Now Lein waits, hidden in the shadows of the dungeon he told me horror stories about.

			But thus far, Kizuwanda says she’s surviving because they’ve forgotten about her down here. That occasionally they’ll come and rattle her with threats, but otherwise it’s been quiet.

			I squeeze a few packets of candies and other sweets through the gap and take leave of her to proceed to the part of the palace I spend a majority of my time in weekly.

			Lein waits until Kizuwanda closes the peephole and then moves behind me stealthily.

			We continue through to a maze of dark corridors that is the scariest part of my visit.

			A constant threat of being caught hangs over this stretch until I get to the main passageway under the actual palace.

			There’s always the possibility of meeting palace guards or staff running an errand or heading out to dispense punishments to those imprisoned in the dungeons.

			Thus far, I’ve never seen anyone.

			But I know statistics are not in my favor, and—I pause walking—today, of all days, it appears I’m going to learn that.

			There’s breathing that’s not mine nor Lein’s in the dark with us. Up ahead.

			More than one person.

			Getting louder.

			Unafraid breathing.

			That means they’re people comfortable in the palace, moving around with ease down here.

			Guards.

			I turn to Lein, reach back my hand.

			He isn’t there.

			Something whizzes by me, and then I hear a grunt and low screams.

			“Sorrow! Where are you?” I can’t see anything, and blood rushes to my ears, my breath catches, and only one face comes into my head as I think about dying here: Eyas.

			“Eyas!”

			It’s not me saying the name of the littlest love of my life.

			“Khalda, are you here? It’s Eyas!” The voice, raspy as it tries to maintain a low volume, is familiar. “Stop! Let us go! We’re here about Eyas!”

			“What?” I whisper. “Who?”

			“Me and Raisa.” It’s a male voice. “Salwe told us you’d be here delivering food to Kizuwanda.”

			Nayf.

			Raisa and Nayf are in the corridor with us.

			“Tell this person you’ve sicced on us to let us go!” Raisa’s whisper comes out like a growl.

			Of course it was Lein who ran past me to tackle them fearlessly.

			“Let them go, Sorrow!” Once again, I succumb to speaking the name I use among people for him.

			No one in the whole remaining world knows I rescued Lein, the former crown prince of Lower Earth, from death.

			“How do we know they are who they say they are?” Lein’s voice comes out at his regular volume, deep as the Stray, and I hear the scuffling ahead of me stop.

			They must be stricken with fear to hear their captor speaking normally, unafraid, in a dungeon of all places.

			“I recognize them.” I hold the strap of the bag strung across my chest tightly and begin walking again. “Follow me, we’ll go to where we can talk without danger.”

			I need to know what they have to say about Eyas.
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			We turn a corner into a wider corridor, this one with walls and floors made of smooth large, bleached stones, housing sconces always lit and large framed paintings of people even Lein does not know.

			We’re in an official part of the palace now, and we have to be extra careful, as the likelihood of palace staff being present has just ramped up even more than before. Not guards, just regular maintenance workers.

			While not as dangerous, I never want to be caught by anyone belonging to the palace.

			I step nimbly, continuing to whisper the prayers I did in the dungeon, the ones I learned from the records.

			Repeated prayers for protection until I’m secure in my second favorite place in the world, the first being in Lein’s arms.

			We finally arrive at the massive automated doors. I dig in my bag for the fingerprint spoof to pass over the access pad, remembering that Lein can’t just remove his left glove to gain entry for us like he usually does when he and I are together.

			Nayf and Raisa will wonder how the Stray—who they’ve been looking at with fascination ever since we moved into the well-lit corridors—can access a part of the palace so freely.

			So I take out the mold Lein made me of his index finger and scan us in.

			We step into the Room of Records, a large space that houses the complete records of the former rulers of Lower Earth and their staff—until, that is, Lein’s father stopped the practice of record-keeping in the middle of his term under the direction of Upper Earth.

			But today the Room of Records will not have only me in it, as usual, or me and Lein, as on occasion.

			Two additional people I haven’t seen in almost a year, who I only communicate with via links, will be with us.

			And I’m worried one of those two people will get Lein’s heart racing to even more dangerous levels than it is currently.

			I just want the one I love to be at peace finally.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Lein

			
			It’s the first time I’ve seen him in person since his failed attempt to sway Upper Earth with a treaty at the council meeting last year.

			Strangely, all my contempt for Nayf comes rushing back to me.

			I thought I’d moved beyond my hate for him.

			But if my gaze streaming though this mask’s meshed eyeholes could kill, Nayf would be in a casket right now.

			Meanwhile, he looks at me, at my mask, with awe.

			So does Raisa.

			For her, I feel nothing.

			No hate, no regret, not a single feeling.

			There’s now only a small space in my heart for affection, and a fraction of that is taken up by Eyas.

			She’s the only reason I’m allowing myself to be in the same room as Nayf, my cousin, the traitor who has always chosen everyone else over me since we were children.

			I want to hear what he has to say about the little girl who brought me bits of joy and simple solace during my excruciating time recovering from the flames that engulfed me when Musaid rigged my car with an explosive.

			Eyas often made little nests in which she’d put a “surprise” for me that she’d collected while foraging for food. When I left the room under the cellar for good, not wanting to involve anyone in my plans to punish Upper Earth by all violent means, I also left behind a lineup of her tiny gifts on my bedside ledge.

			Now I lean against the stone wall, hands in my pockets, and turn to the one who commands most of my heart’s allocation for love.

			Khalda’s taken her hood off but keeps her coat on. This room is always cold, and I wish I could light the fireplace across from her now.

			But that will only alert the old man who roams the floors above, the one who runs the palace now.

			Hasuf. The ultimate traitor.

			He who pretended to be a spiritual advisor to the people of Lower Earth and a political advisor to my great-aunt, Nayf’s grandmother Nushba, who married her to continue influencing her—all on behalf of Upper Earth, the council of which he was reporting back to all along.

			He was preparing the population down here for their oppression by teaching them that the pain of tyranny was cured by practicing patience, that this response was the ultimate goodness, the highest level of piety.

			And worse, he even taught them that turning against their “leaders” would result in societal chaos, which was the opposite of peace. That to “disrespect” those in charge was treachery against the One who had “set the hierarchy of the world in the first place.”

			Khalda showed me all this in the records she’d been reading diligently in this room every week—carefully memorizing all the discoveries made by those at the palace—its rulers, its advisors, even its lowly staff.

			In addition to the records I’d read of the laypeople back in Khalda’s house, this last part—Hasuf’s treachery—was what drove nearly all the space for kindness, affection, love, out of me.

			Because I was once a vital part of Hasuf’s and the council’s plans.

			I myself let such cold, calculating criminals run the world. I myself helped them before, as their little puppet dancing to their tunes, to their tugs on my strings.

			I will never ever let any entity command me again.

			Not the rebels below, not the monsters above.

			No loyalty will be kindled in my heart henceforth. It will solely contain the single drive to extinguish the power of those who manipulated me so shamelessly.

			But, even with this, I’d always leave enough space to love Khalda.

			Now she’s putting the extra security in place she always does when she gets into the Room of Records: a desk on wheels in front of the doors, a rolling shelf cart against that.

			“It’ll give just a bit of a warning for us should anyone try to enter,” she explains, turning to Nayf and Raisa. “Now. What about Eyas?”

			They exchange glances, and then Raisa speaks. “I think you should sit down.”

			I step away from the wall and move closer to Khalda, who doesn’t take one of the chairs around the many tables.

			“It’s okay, tell us.” She tries to sound brave, but I can hear the tremor. She loves that little girl like she’s her birth mother.

			“Yesterday, we found out that—” Raisa starts slow, pauses, and then blurts out, “Upper Earth’s taken her.”

			“What?” Khalda’s gone still, and I come up behind her, a hand out to rest on her upper back. “What do you mean? She’s with Musaid right now.”

			Nayf looks at Raisa again. They seem to have great nonverbal communication, because she nods and he speaks now. “We’ll just tell you it all up front. They’re using her in a new program they’ve developed. She’s to be fitted with neural and body links that will put her consciousness and physical abilities under the control of Upper Earthers—for their entertainment. Jansu thinks they’ve already started the procedure on her.” Nayf’s voice quiets. “Like they immediately did after kidnapping Saqri.”

			“No. No. Oh no.” Khalda’s tone keeps lowering, until it comes out as a whisper. I pull a chair out for her, but she remains standing. “We need to get her now. That’s why you’re here, right? To take me to her?”

			“We can’t.” Nayf shakes his head. “If we rescue her—”

			“We can get her and take her to the Removers. You know them, right? Jansu knows them. They remove scalplinks; they’ve done a few people already—” Khalda is rambling in between sobs. “Jansu knows where they are. The Removers. I’ll pay them later; I’ll give them—”

			“No, these are not regular scalplinks,” Raisa says softly. “Jansu’s the one who told us about them. If we remove them, she’ll be brain-dead.”

			My hand drops from Khalda’s back.

			I can’t try to calm her any longer, because I’m enraged, in flames, ready to explode. I can’t stay quiet. “Explain.”

			“They drill these links farther into the brain than regular scalplink embeds. While Upper Earth’s Office of Neural Advancement and Design, ONAD, officially runs the program, it’s the Ascension Institute that engineers the specs, and they’re willing to be unscrupulous in ways beyond Upper Earth’s official council decisions,” Nayf says. “The Ascension Institute is Aeon’s brainchild and why he lobbied for ALIGN to be born, to bring all the realms of Aerd under Upper Earth’s command. Upper Earthers’ supremacy now extends to using us for their entertainment and pleasure through a venture called SomaScape. Saqri will be used as the grandmother and Eyas as Little Red in a ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ simulation.”

			Khalda finally sits.

			I start pacing.

			Everything I’ve done so far for Lower Earth has been in payment of my debt to its people. For my choices before I fell.

			Before I let myself learn the truth.

			I used every bit of my knowledge as the former crown prince to sabotage all of Upper Earth’s previous agreements with my father, which allowed them unfettered access to Earth’s resources in exchange for palace riches and protection.

			My work cutting off a majority of Upper Earth’s supply of goods and produce in the underground transport tunnels for months now is enough of a payment.

			It’s time to move my heart along from debt remittance to revenge.

			It’s time to kill each one of them up there. Painfully. With no mercy.

			“This new program is not going to happen.” I turn to Khalda, not to Nayf or Raisa. “Not under my watch.”

			“That’s why we’re here,” Nayf says. “We’re not going to let SomaScape happen either.”

			I refuse to look at him.

			I’ll never trust him with freeing Eyas.

			“Jansu told us that there’s a core megaprocessor on Upper Earth where all the maintenance and manipulation of neural links happens. If we shut down the nucleus, it will cut Upper Earth’s access to people’s minds, to their autonomy.” It’s Raisa who speaks, her voice now firm. “It will shut down the regular scalplinks manipulating Lower Earthers as well as the new ones they’ve developed. It will free Saqri and Eyas.”

			“Jansu’s faction is trying to come up with a plan once they locate the core,” Nayf says. There’s a change in his tone now, and I stop pacing to look at him.

			He’s scared.

			Cousin is scared shitless.

			About what?

			“He wants us to do it, me and Nayf.” Raisa looks at Nayf. “But that means facing my father.”

			Nayf shifts. “And we don’t know where the core processor is located, so it will take a while to complete the mission.”

			Raisa stares long and hard at Nayf. “Just say it.”

			“And we don’t completely trust Jansu’s plan. It sounds like we’ll be waiting on orders, unsure of next moves, in extreme danger. Being pawns, again.” He mutters the last part.

			Raisa takes over once more. “Basically, they haven’t figured anything out fully, and they want us to commit now because there’s an event coming up where the SomaScape program will be unveiled, and once people start ‘inhabiting’ Saqri and Eyas and the other people they’ve neural-linked, it’s less likely they’ll recover their consciousness once we shut down the core. We’re running out of time.” Raisa looks scared.

			“So essentially, you’re being tasked to break into Upper Earth without a strategy to obliterate this processor?” I walk to the table Khalda is seated at, where Nayf and Raisa are gathered as well now.

			Khalda’s head is cradled in the space made by her arms crossed on the table. The tremor of her upper back and shoulders tells me she’s crying softly. I can’t stand to see it and begin roaming the room again.

			“Well, technically, it’s not a break-in,” Raisa says, her voice quiet. “They want us to walk into Upper Earth.”

			For several minutes, we’re all silent—but not motionless. Nayf’s seated, staring off into the distance, his left leg jittery; Raisa is also seated, right beside Khalda, rubbing her back as she sobs; and I’m pacing between the door and their table.

			The creak of a chair pushing back hard breaks the hush. Khalda finally stands up. “Le Vol Doré, that’s the event you’re talking about, right?” she asks Raisa, her tone lower, swollen with grief. “The fancy masked event happening in just over a week?”

			Raisa nods, curiosity lighting her face.

			“So we have a week and a bit to disable the core. We can do it. Because I know exactly where it is.” Though she’s still crying quietly, tears streaming down her face, Khalda’s also strangely activated, and I feel my rage settling. She heads to the shelves, and I accompany her, keen on drawing some kind of hope from her resolve. “And we don’t need Jansu directing us.”

			She suddenly stops walking and turns around to Nayf and Raisa, who’ve remained seated at the table. “We don’t need any more masters. It’s all of them who got us into this mess in the first place, and we’re going to get ourselves out. By ourselves.” She beams though her tears, oddly, and my heart skips a beat, as it always does when she feels any joy, small though it may be. “We’ve got something they don’t. The records. And everything is in there, including, if you piece different accounts together, a complete layout of Upper Earth’s strategic centers. I think I can figure out where the nucleus of their megaprocessor is.”

			Nayf and Raisa get up on hearing that and join me in following Khalda into the stacks.

			I realize something as she leads us: There is actually one person in the remaining world who can absolutely command my loyalty.

			And then and there, without missing a beat, I make a decision. Should Khalda order me to, I’ll go to Upper Earth.

			Even with my nemesis Nayf.

			I’d hate the partnership of such a mission, but I also love Khalda with the little bit of my heart I’ve left intact.

			Almost on par with that love is my commitment to completely destroy those who think they rule the world.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				One-One-Eight

			
			He finally tells me why he calls me One-One-Eight instead of my name.

			I’m the 118th client he has fitted with a neural link.

			I dislike that I’m just one of his numbers.

			But more than that, I hate the link embedded in my brain that continues to be an unwieldy burden my head carries.

			He tells me it’s a phantom thing, the weighty feeling. That they are designed to be unobtrusive, that I have the newest, most lightweight model.

			He’s always downplaying the invasiveness of his invention.

			“It’s literally controlling my mind!” I said to him on our first trials using the link, after I recovered from the days-long procedure to install it. I actually screamed it at him in my frustration at not understanding how to move anything on my body we were attempting to manipulate.

			My arm, a foot, even a single finger wouldn’t do its job.

			“You’re controlling your body through it. You. Only you.” He smiled big, and the plastic beard cover he used to wear in those early days of treating me—to ensure no contamination of any sort—stretched out with a scrunchy sound, and upon hearing it, he decided to make a show of it, relaxing his face and then smiling, over and over, to some sort of musical tune from his beard cover, his thick white eyebrows moving along with the whole performance, and—and I just couldn’t stay mad.

			I laughed then, as I laugh now on the deck of the oil rig, the salty wind whipping hard in attempts to reach my face buried in the hood of an oversized yellow rain jacket.

			With the sun rising behind him, Dr. A is across from me at the other end of the deck in his patched-up survival suit, the one with a built-in flotation device already inflated around his hips. The suit’s patches are differently colored vinyl pieces, some neon, and even include a section from a strawberry-print umbrella.

			He’s basically an elderly clown holding his timer in the air, a whistle in his mouth, encouraging me to run as fast as I can into him.

			I blink to activate my link. I’ve already powered the brace wrapping my torso, fitted down my legs.

			I want this to be the first success of the series of my final tests. Once I pass this one—the highest bar for speed in movement—Dr. A promised he’ll assess proficiency in the remaining series of physical exercises that we’ve been training for this past year.

			That’s when he said he’ll call me by my name.

			When you’ve returned to it, he said. And I will return you to your name.

			I lift my eyes now, and through the sting of ocean spray, the creaking of the oil rig, and the smell from the depths of the sea rising with the sun, I power into the fastest run I’ve ever subjected my paralyzed legs to.

			Though I almost topple the old man when I reach him, Dr. A wraps his arms around me as much as he can with that ridiculous doughnut around his middle. “That was TEN seconds for one hundred meters! You broke your record by three seconds! Now you’re actually stretching the plasticity of the pathway we’ve laid in your brain, exceeding human limitations!” The glee in his voice fights the winds beginning their bouts against the rig for the day.

			Breathing heavily, I lean on the rusted rig railing and look down at the waves crashing below us. For the first time since I was brought here in a catamaran, I breathe in the sea air like I’m refreshed by it. I turn around when my breath has settled. “Now let’s break my record for a mile round the rig. No, not my record, the record.”

			He nods. “Let’s do it, One-One-Eight.” He waddles off, clutching the sides of the flotation device around his hips. “I’ll get Zynnia to clear the route.”

			I gaze at the drilling tower looming behind him, at the clouds clearing beyond the helipad. “Ask her to add obstacles and elevation. I want it to be hardest thing I’ve ever run!” I call out.

			In reply, despite his elderly age, Dr. A begins sprinting himself. Every time he runs out of breath, he pauses and turns around to me, a big smile on his face. When he reaches the door to descend to the crew zone, his giddy laughter is loud enough to make it back here to me.

			I turn to the rising sun far off on the horizon and smile too.

			I haven’t seen land in over a year now, and I think I’m finally getting used to it.

			It’s easier to forget the world this way.

			Especially when you can’t remember what you’ve left behind anyhow.
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			In her own oversized yellow raincoat, Zynnia runs alongside me at the start, smiling her dimpled, encouraging smile, her long blond hair blowing in the wind and whipping her face occasionally.

			But she gives up at the quarter-mile mark, as I maneuver around the empty barrels and crates she’s littered the route with as a challenge.

			The cold wind is a harsh companion on the rest of the route, so I don’t blame Zynnia for not going on.

			When I get to the finish line—Dr. A holding a covered basket of freshly baked scones—I turn around and run the basket back to where she’s seated on one of the crates.

			“You’re like a speeding rocket that thinks. And likes baked goods,” Zynnia says, laughing. She picks out a blueberry scone and splits it in half. As the steam rises from within, I scoop a huge dollop of butter from a jar in the basket. I plop the one thing she loves to have on everything she eats right into the center.

			“And you’re like your namesake flower, happy and bright, except you don’t grow in soil, but in blocks of butter.” I hold out another dollop. “More?”

			“Mm-hmm.” She nods with her mouth full. “Did I ever tell you that I named myself?”

			“Were you one of those super-intelligent babies on Upper Earth? Who could speak when you were a year old and say, Behold, my name is Zynnia?” I’m not joking—Dr. A’s lab assistants are all brilliant.

			She wrinkles her nose. “Never. Lower Earth–born and—well, not raised but sold. No—” She looks off into the distance as she searches for another word. “Peddled.”

			Oh yes; Dr. A told me Zynnia had a tragic past and that I wasn’t to probe, as she’s doing well with ongoing therapy on the rig.

			“Why Zynnia?” I break open a scone, cinnamon flavored, and inhale. It reminds me of something. But I stop the memory-seeking right away, as Dr. A only likes me doing it when he’s present.

			“You’ve seen my room, and you ask why Zynnia?” She shakes her head. “I thought you were working on your inferring skills, One-One-Eight.”

			“You have pictures of every single flower under the sun in there, and I’m supposed to know you love zinnias the best?” I forgo the butter—I decide Zynnia should be gifted all of it—and bite into the scone. It’s just the perfect breakfast for this cool morning, like a warm carbful hug. “My link provided me the number eight hundred and twenty-seven when I scanned for how many flowers were taped on your walls.”

			“Zinnias aren’t my favorite flower actually,” she says. “I named myself when I was clipping wall-flowers from a book Dr. A gave me.”

			“On the rig? Here?” I pause eating my scone. “But how—that was only recently. Dr. A told me you’ve been here just over a year.”

			“Yes, I was a number like you when I arrived.” She stops eating, too, and then stops talking, like she’s considering something. And then she abruptly continues. “We arrived together, One-One-Eight.”

			“Oh.” I think about this new revelation, wondering why I’m learning it only today. “Were you One-One-Seven?”

			She shakes her head. “Dr. A named you One-One-Eight. He didn’t give me a number.” She leans forward. “He asked me my name and I told him it was zero, because I wanted to erase my old one. It was given by people who didn’t want me.”

			As I look into her eyes, my brain sees stairs, huge stairs. And green plants hanging from gaps in the ceiling.

			Zynnia’s blue eyes flash in between each of these images. Then everything fades.

			“Don’t try to remember when we arrived here on the rig, One-One-Eight.” Zinnia looks beyond me and waves. “Dr. A will not like that, and he’s coming now to collect you for your session with Firdous.”

			“But why Zynnia?”

			“I found it in a book called The Language of Flowers.” She begins packing away our breakfast. “And its meaning was perfect.”

			I see her bedroom on the rig in my mind and scan its walls papered with images of flowers. Dead center above her bed is a picture that’s labeled zinnia. I zoom in and read the words aloud now. “This flower communicates the ever-present thoughts of one who is absent from you, fully or partially. One you have enduring affection for and have made a lasting bond with. Zinnias say, ‘I will be resilient, for I remember someone who is everything to me.’” I pause and squint to see the words scrawled at the bottom in Zynnia’s handwriting. “And you added this line yourself: because she gave everything for me.”

			Zynnia nods and stands up, holding our breakfast basket. When Dr. A arrives, she smiles at him and rushes away.

			But not before I see that her eyes are wet.

			I don’t think it’s due to the ocean spray.
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			Every evening, Dr. A and I have tea together, mostly in his study. He has mint or chamomile, and I have lemon balm and sometimes, if I’m feeling buoyant, ginger tea.

			Today it’s a mint-and-ginger evening for us.

			The study is close to his living quarters on the rig, away from the lab and procedure rooms, which is why I so look forward to teatime.

			I don’t like that my room is on the lab side.

			Dr. A thinks it’s better that I stay close to medical and lab personnel in case I need a sudden intervention. His rooms are in the second accommodations structure on the rig, where the other staff, rig employees, maintenance, and housekeeping crews live—on the complete opposite side from my quarters.

			In a week, however, once I pass the last of the tests, I’ll finally be moving here, away from the sterile environment I wake up to each morning.

			As is our custom, Dr. A pours me my tea, and I pour him his, my hands never shaking now. When we started this routine, both my arms would shudder so wildly, Dr. A kept cleaning supplies nearby. But he always made me practice, no matter the mess.

			“That you exceeded my expectations on two assessments today has filled me with a delight I never expected to feel at my old age. Thank you, One-One-Eight.” Dr. A holds his cup up to me in cheer.

			“What are the things you expected in your old age?” I lean back into the chair, adjusting myself to sit comfortably into my brace. At least that’s one device drilled into me that I’ve become accustomed to now.

			“The first old age or this second one?” Dr. A asks, a twinkle in his eyes. “We can live many lifespans within one life, through being shaped into different people by our experiences.”

			“Both of your elderly lifespans.” I enjoy hearing him talk. It helps fill in pieces of a world I don’t see in my head clearly anymore.

			“The first old age, I thought I’d be teaching hospitals how to use scalplinks for patient care. In the second, when I escaped the bombardment on the Bridge, at first I only wanted to survive the catamaran trip to the rig. Our lab crew had planned and even practiced the evacuation many times once I saw signs of Upper Earth’s plans for Earth’s population. But when it wasn’t just a ‘potential’ scenario any longer, when we had to put it into action, we almost drowned on that boat.”

			“Because of the bombing?”

			“Because we didn’t know the catamaran had gotten damaged in an earlier bombing run and was leaking fuel.” He sets his cup down. “But in my heart I knew we would make it. I felt I was inspired to set up this lab on the rig so long ago, before the troubles began, because it had a purpose to serve.”

			“To help people like me learn to walk again.”

			“You’re actually the first person I’ve helped learn to walk with the link I invented for that exact purpose.” He smiles proudly at me. “You’re the purpose of this lab.”

			“But I’m client one-one-eight.” I look at him confused. “You’ve fitted one hundred seventeen others.”

			“For other reasons. Like vision, and hearing and speech.” He leans forward. “And not here. I treated them on the Bridge. Before scalplinks became a tool for ALIGN.”

			“I’m your first client here on the rig?”

			“I truly believe you’re the one who will bring back the idea of neural medical technology for good.”

			I shrug. “I highly doubt that. You know how much I hate this thing.”

			Dr. A suddenly stands up. “Do you remember ever hearing this phrase: A bird flies to us in the midst of war and desolation, bringing a seed of peace?”

			I shake my head.

			He goes to one of the bookshelves lining the wall behind his desk and removes a red leather-bound book and brings it to the quartet of armchairs circling the coffee table our tea service and teacups rest on. He sits back in his seat, opens the book, and turns it over.

			It’s a photo album, clear acetate holding fixed pictures and drawings, even fragments of paper. He flips the pages and holds up a photo of four people, two older men, and two women, one very apparently younger than the other middle-aged one. “This is SEED.”

			I accept the album and peer at it.

			The group is standing on a boardwalk with water behind them, a clear blue sky above, birds flying. The women are wearing belted long coats with cute brimmed hats, the wind blowing hair across their smiling faces, braids in front of the younger woman’s face, tendrils for the older woman. The men are in coats, too, one short, the other long, and at first I recognize only one of their faces—the shape of the beard and the wide smile and thick eyebrows are unmistakably Dr. A—but then something tugs at my consciousness about the second one. “It’s you and…this other man. I remember something about him.”

			Dr. A leans forward, nodding encouragingly. “Take your time.”

			“Knots. I keep thinking of knots. And I keep seeing images of boots.” I shake my head clear. “Is this picture on the Bridge?” When Dr. A nods again, I add, “Then I don’t think I’m remembering right. You told me I’ve never been to the Bridge, so I wouldn’t be familiar with these other people.”

			“Two of us are from the Bridge in this picture.” He takes back the album and rests it on his knee. He’s always so careful to not overtax my brain with trying to seek memories.

			He once told me that whenever humans are in imminent danger, our brains circle through memories searching for one that will give us tips on how to survive the situation we face, and that is the only processing he’s preparing me for. He wants me to act fast to survive. Because, as he put it, the world beyond the rig is dangerously evil.

			Now he looks down at the photo of his friends fondly, maybe even sadly. “The other members visited me at my lab for our monthly meetings when we were able to safely have them. We call ourselves the society of elders for ethics defense, but the actual organization we formed is the Society of Ethical Ethics Defense. Our acronym is—”

			“SEED.” I smile. “I’ve learned that you really love your acronyms, Dr. A, so my link is quicker at supplying them to me than you are at speaking. Society of elders for ethics defense.” I mull that. “Are you martial artists? Is that why you have me practice jujitsu with Coach Rohan every single day?”

			“I encouraged jujitsu for you as my way to honor the women in SEED, as they were both learned in that art. I want their strength to continue through you. And now you can beat up Rohan.” He smiles proudly. “But no, we are not a martial arts organization. We were primarily concerned with ensuring that ethics will be carried forward to future generations.” He points at the woman standing in the center, next to the man who pinged familiarity in me. “She thought you in particular should be taught to defend the application of fairness, of equity. She asked me to be your ward. That’s why I did everything to make sure the second you got injured you were brought here. My hospital informants moved fast, putting into action everything SEED had planned should they come for you, even manufacturing a dupe to throw both enemies and friends off your scent, a dupe with even exact details of your palm and footprints. When they brought you here clinging to life, I knew that was the whole purpose of the lab. You are the reason I’ve had to hide from the world all these years.”

			Though Upper Earth gets biannual handoffs of the oil collected here, the rig is just on the outskirts of ALIGN’s patrolled zone, and no one has any idea Dr. A has been here for over a decade now.

			The minute Dr. A tries to leave the premises of the zone, he’ll be killed; he tried a few times before I came to live here, when the tanker crew smuggled him on board. With each try, they had to turn back due to the drones conducting aerial scans to ensure that only rig employees with their tattooed work imprints were on the tankers.

			Dr. A gets constant communication updates from the rebels about Upper Earth’s relentless drive to kill their detractors, so I’m truly glad he stays put here. And I’m grateful he has people he can trust out there—like SEED. “Where are the others in SEED now? And can I say, this woman doesn’t look very elderly.” I point at the woman with a big smile on her dark brown face, long, thin braids reaching out of her hat to graze her elbows. “Not as elderly as the rest of you, I mean.”

			“She is actually an elder-in-training.” Dr. A looks affectionately at the woman. “Her ward is a young one in my family, in fact. I have the highest trust in this member. When she moved from the Bridge to Upper Earth to develop her engineering skills, she still made it to all our meetings with stealth, at great danger to herself. But that was over a decade ago, before Upper Earth’s already tight grip on humanity squeezed further to shatter all of us.”

			“Are there other elders-in-training?”

			“There used to be.” His face twists strangely.

			Is that a scowl?

			My link’s hold on my brain makes it hard for me to make inferences—which is why Dr. A has me working on this skill daily with Firdous, reading passages and making personal connections and links between information in the text, as well as reading facial expressions and other images to glean contextual understanding not directly given.

			Scowl: an angry or bad-tempered facial expression.

			Dr. A is scowling. He’s remembering something that made him upset.

			“Elaborate, Dr. A?”

			“Many of our chosen candidates for SEED didn’t make the cut. And it was mainly due to not making ethical choices in diverse situations in their lives. Which we SEED members must do, even in the face of tyranny. But”—now his face becomes—what is it?—“some got consumed by revenge.”

			It’s remorse on his face. He’s feeling guilt for something. I’m not sure I should ask him to go on.

			But he does continue, his voice distant like he’s talking to someone else in his head and not me. “And yet, I can’t fault them, as perhaps I myself am to blame.” Now he looks at me, tone shifting to his regular teacherly one. “Even though I’d been a member of SEED since I was a ward myself, I could not see the truth clearly before me. And so I introduced one of my loved ones to an evil-minded young man.”

			“And your loved one joined his cause?”

			“No, she got twisted by his evil and turned to another sort of evil: one who can’t see beyond their pain to such a degree that they become bent on inflicting pain on the world.” His eyes drop from me to his lap but not before I see how much sadness they contain—so much that the amassed pool of grief is threatening to spill out. “We must resist everything in us that leads us to become the evil we fight.” He speaks so sadly that I feel a squeeze in my heart. He must have loved this person deeply to be so pained. “That’s why I work relentlessly hard here on the rig. It was I who introduced evil forces into my family. And it’s solely my fault that these forces stole my life’s work on neural-linking and used it for their aims.”

			Dr. A is crying now.

			I let him sob for a while, sending my link scrambling to find me a solution to stop his tears.

			It comes up with nothing. Because—and my link infers this for me beautifully—what he’s grappling with is huge—both guilt for bringing some kind of malevolence into his family and for contributing to the scalplinking of the masses.

			That’s heavy.

			Suddenly a feeling extends through me like warm water is spreading inside my body, stirring my heart. I want to help Dr. A in his cause.

			And with that decision, I clear my throat. Neither I nor my link know how to handle other people’s emotions well, let alone mine. We need to move on. “So the regular members of SEED, do you all still meet via comms?” I hold out a napkin.

			He accepts it and wipes his eyes. Then, after a few seconds, he, too, clears his throat. “We do what we can. We each have our wards to tend to. Because that is the only way to win this horrific war—if the young carry on the work themselves.”

			“That’s why you’re teaching me to walk, to run, to read cues, to—”

			“To fight,” he says firmly, his grief overcome by a certainty settling in his eyes. Dr. A looks down at the album in his lap and begins flipping pages quickly. “But fight fairly, with justice. And especially with the truth.”

			He turns over the book to me again and shows me a photo of gently sloping green land, with red flowering trees on the hills, trees Zynnia would adore, and in the distance, two blues—the blue of the sky and the blue of water. There’s a group of houses settled at the foot of the hills, people gathered around a vegetable stall, some people in their gardens or sitting on the hill in groups together. “This is what it looked like before, in my great-grandparents’ time, when they first arrived in the last migration. They made it work; they lived peacefully, in harmony with the land, taking only what they needed and giving back to each other and the earth, having learned what happens to this planet and its peoples when selfish greed rules them. This is the truth Upper Earth denies. This is the seed we carry to you, the young.”

			I nod, goose bumps rising on my arms. I’m surprised at the flood of emotion that fills me when I see the image.

			The overwhelming one is the immediate urge to see this place.

			No, not just see it, but belong to such a place one day.

			I crave it, physically.

			But how?

			I live on an oil rig. I want to help Dr. A with his work. And I don’t want to ever convey this new feeling to him—that I want to bring this image alive, to have what was in the world before—because how ungrateful would that be?

			To leave behind this man who taught me back to life?

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Two

				The Plan, Unfolding
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				Chapter Seven

				Raisa

			
			Though we’re under the palace, the boom of thunder striking nearby breaks the reverie of research we’ve fallen into in the Room of Records, and Nayf and I exchange glances.

			Mine is a guilty one.

			I quickly draw my gaze away from his, sure he’ll figure me out somehow.

			The tables are covered with leather-bound books of records, cylindrical containers of scrolls, unfurled maps. The scent of aged paper mixing with the damp stone of the room and the slight whiffs of mold has begun making me feel nauseous.

			And the intricately patterned wool rugs under our feet, on the cold floor, do nothing to warm the chill I feel here.

			I quickly fight the deep discomfort that rears its head regularly whenever I’m in less-than-optimal conditions, as we are much of the time on Lower Earth. You aren’t an Upper Earther any longer, so drop the ugh, I scold myself.

			Each of us has an entire table to ourselves. The assigned task is to corroborate the map of Upper Earth’s strategic locations Khalda drew from the memory of reading the records of past Lower Earth rulers and key staff, like advisors, security personnel, and engineers. If we encounter anything in our allocated texts directly matching the map Khalda drew on the back of a large scroll, we are to circle those points with the bits of charred wood from the fireplace we divided among ourselves. Anything we can’t find evidence of in her drawing, we underline; all this with the hope of verifying the map enough to give me—as soon as I return to Upper Earth—the confidence to explore the location of the site we need access to, sending confirmation to the rest of the team down here.

			If I return to Upper Earth, that is.

			Though I’m trying to be diligent with this work, my hands shake as I turn to a certain section in each of my assigned texts: records of meetings on Upper Earth.

			Meetings with Papa.

			Record-keepers were careful about titling all entries, so the second I see a heading like An Appointment with Aeon and the Council of Guardians, I freeze for a beat.

			I truly want to rescue Eyas.

			I absolutely want to stop the enslavement of the people I’ve lived with for the past year and a half.

			But what about my enslavement?

			This is the base of my fear of Papa, one I haven’t shared with Nayf yet.

			There’s a very real possibility that, should I return to Upper Earth, Papa will put me back under his control. As all Upper Earthers are, I was scalplinked before, which was euphemistically called “being knitted,” when I lived up there—though we were also encouraged to remove our links to maintain authentic social connections.

			But unlike everyone else, I was also psychologically manipulated by Papa every single waking day since I was nine years old, with lies he spun so well, I felt secure in their cocoon.

			So secure that, sometimes, even here on Lower Earth, I long to not think too deeply, to not choose from options, to let others decide for me.

			To not exercise my free will.

			Just as this thought ends, a second strike of thunder booms, sending its reverberations down here, making me physically jolt again.

			I look up and then away from Nayf.

			Again.

			This time, he’s sure to have caught the unbridled fear on my face. I’m bad at hiding emotions.

			Fear is essentially why I let myself be led so easily—but it’s not fear of others.

			It’s of me.

			It’s to be safe from dealing with my own strong will, which I know with certainty, now that I’ve been free of a scalplink for over a year, holds fearsome power.

			Fearsome power to move mountains in the pursuit of my commitments.

			But then, moving mountains will only cause earthquakes—Upper and Lower Earth ones.

			There will be pain and suffering for both peoples I’ve lived with.

			And, more selfishly, I don’t want to face taking down Papa with this power.

			I force my gaze back to the record book in front of me, but blankly, and think of that which usually helps me reset my will: When Nada died, I committed to fight the lure of ignorance, of complacency, with every breath I have.

			“It’s time, Ray. You heard that second clap of thunder.” Nayf stands up. “I think this is enough map verification for a while.”

			“It will be enough when Khalda says it is.” The deep voice from the one they call the Stray has begun making me feel on edge, especially when his speech is tinged with scorn, as it is now. “She’s in charge. Not you.”

			I close my book on a new chapter entitled “Aeon Explains the Revised Treaty and Its Urgency”—one I wasn’t looking forward to reading. “What about if we meet again here soon? Right now, Nayf and I have another task to undertake.”

			“What task is more important than this.” The Stray stands, too, and in his dark suit, dark shirt, and silver mask—his stature—he commands the room. “And I don’t pose that as a question.”

			He’s tall, the same height as Nayf, but something about the way he stands makes him look bigger. Nayf is strong in a wiry way, whereas the Stray’s physique is obviously mostly solid muscle from his broad shoulders down.

			Nayf takes a breath, and I’m surprised to see him walk to the door. When he reaches it, he turns back to us and speaks with clear exasperation directed at the Stray. “When you so roughly accosted us in the tunnels to the dungeon, we were actually on a mission.”

			“Wasn’t it to tell us about Eyas?” Khalda looks up with surprise from the notes she’s making in a book she took out of her satchel the minute she sat down to research. Her pen is fashioned like a quill, and it pauses in the air, as though perked keenly to listen to our answer. “That’s what you told us.”

			I stand, and turn to the Stray, since it’s apparent he’s the one who’ll need more convincing to allow Nayf and me to leave. “We came here to free Kizuwanda. We were told to wait for the storm to start before breaking her out. And, as you heard, the storm’s arrived in full force.”

			“Free her on whose orders?” the Stray asks, slowly walking toward Nayf.

			I can’t figure out why I sense a strange shift in tone whenever he addresses Nayf. I step into the Stray’s path before he reaches Nayf. “On our own. Jansu’s idea was to ask the council to pardon Kizuwanda upon my arrival on Upper Earth. But I’d never consider leaving Lower Earth without freeing her. I can’t rely on the council that ordered her imprisonment in the first place to let her go. And my plan is to inform them I can only return to Upper Earth with her by my side.”

			“But how? She’s imprisoned in a cell.” Khalda’s face wears confusion. “How’d you get down here anyway?”

			“I threw my voice, pretended I was a servant, and tricked the guard into drinking the drugged ale I’d brought him. It’ll keep him knocked out until morning, and his sleep gave me this.” Nayf holds up a passkey. “But we needed the cover of this storm Salwe’s right hand predicted to make it out of the palace again. We’re going to take Kizuwanda to a place of safety until Upper Earth guarantees her clemency.”

			“But how’d you get into the palace itself?” Khalda is now also standing.

			“We walked in through the servants’ quarters, holding squawking chickens for the weekend’s meals like we were farmers,” I say. I point at Nayf. “I was shaking in my boots, but he just walked right in like he owned the place.”

			“As the sole remaining heir of the royal family, I technically do own the place. And I used to live here, remember?” Nayf says. “But to walk out of the servants’ quarters at this time of the night is a different thing. There’ll be guards roaming everywhere. With the weather in our favor, we’ll hopefully evade them.”

			“Or I can take you to the tunnels we used,” Khalda says, walking back to the table her Upper Earth map is spread out on. “But only once we complete the map. When we’ve figured our route to finish Upper Earth for good. Is that satisfactory?” Her tone is strong, but still, she’s being polite by asking us to stay.

			The Stray nods and tips his head at us like he’s waiting for us to sit back down.

			Nayf and I look at each other.

			And then Nayf surprises me again.

			He roughly pushes the cart and table Khalda stacked against the door out of the way.

			Then, without a backward glance, Nayf walks right out.
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			I follow him down a series of corridors to the dungeons. When the reach of the lights from the main corridors begins to fade, he does what he did the first time we attempted to rescue Kizuwanda—before we were tackled by the Stray unexpectedly: Nayf extends his hand to me.

			It’s how I dealt with nyctophobia previously—by letting him lead me through the dark.

			At least the corridors here are spacious, and I don’t have to contend with my other, more severe phobia: claustrophobia.

			I fit my fingers in through his, and we continue in the damp dark, the faint peals of thunder more frequent now, until he suddenly stops.

			I know he’s turned to me, because I hear his breathing change direction. “Do you really want to do this?” His voice is gruff, and his fingers hold mine tighter.

			“Of course.” I’m trying not to close my eyes, to succumb to walking on unseeingly, instead of using the faint vestiges of light to see beyond the reality of the dark’s oppression. I’m trying to not cave in to my fears. “I’ve wanted to free Kizuwanda for so long.”

			“I mean…” He pauses. “Do you really want to go back to Upper Earth?”

			“Yes, of course. For Eyas.” I attempt to untangle my fingers from his grip, but he’s not letting go and, instead, is tightening his hold. “Nayf, what are you doing? You’re hurting me.”

			“I’m sorry.” He eases his threaded fingers, and I spring my hand away from him. “Ray.” After saying his nickname for me, he pauses for so long that for a moment I get stricken with another fear: Has he left me alone in the dark?

			But then he speaks again, from close by, and it breaks through my trepidation—even though it sounds like he’s the one afraid now.

			“I don’t want you to go, Ray.” His voice is low, his words almost slurred.

			It’s a version of Nayf I’ve never encountered before.

			“Because you think I’m scared of my father.”

			“Because you shouldn’t be up there. They’ll hurt you again.”

			“We have a team. It’s not just me.”

			“You don’t even trust Jansu,” he reminds me.

			“No, I mean Khalda and the Stray. And we’ll get Musaid too.” I perk up, thinking of Musaid. Before he moved to live with the Nothing People, he’d been like a brother to me. “Musaid will be on board for sure. They took Eyas away from him. He’ll be our getaway driver! I mean pilot. Our getaway everything!” I reach out to Nayf, but he’s moved. There’s only air where he stood before.

			I start to panic.

			And the thoughts start roiling: Without the possibility of light, everything will close in on me. I’ll be buried while trying to breathe. I’ll suffocate.

			I take a deep, shaky breath, trying to fight those thoughts so that my voice doesn’t betray me. “Nayf, where’d you go?”

			“I’m still here.” His voice is coming from below. A hand reaches up and clutches mine, but it’s gentler this time, and I let go another breath.

			He continues. “I need to think about all this.” He is somber now. I can hear the dark clouds weighing down his words.

			I let go of his hold and feel the wall behind me with both hands to make my way down to sit beside him. As soon as I’m on the floor, I pull my knees up to my chest, wrap my arms around them, and rest my head on my kneecaps. Then I close my eyes. My breathing begins to slow.

			“I don’t want you to go up there on your own.” His voice is low. Grave. “I can’t stand the thought of something happening to you. Too.” That last word is so softly spoken, it’s heartbreaking.

			I open my eyes. Because my heart is whispering, Does he feel the same? The same quickening inside that happens to you when he looks at you with that slight distance always present in his eyes?

			Does he feel the same flush of joy that spreads inside when you laugh together? The flush that draws you more to him, though the space between you never seems to close?

			Does he love you too?

			“Nayf—” I’m about to find his fingers again when he says, “The only way you can do this is if I go with you.”

			“What do you mean?” I lift my head. “Your part is to return to the palace as the rightful heir, to run our plan from down here, to coordinate everything on Lower Earth. Especially to get that spy Hasuf’s hold out of this place.”

			“You can’t go up there without me.” His voice has turned stern and hard, and I bristle as he continues more briskly now, like he’s in charge. “My only part in this plan is to keep you safe. You’ll feel more confident when you don’t have to think about security. I’ll take care of that for you. It will be the same as down here, how I cover for you all the time. You’ll be secure.”

			Now my heart switches course and whispers, He sounds like Papa.

			“No, that’s definitely not your part.” I stand up, anger flushing my fear of the dark right out of me.

			Nayf has no right to threaten me with his “protection” of me. With his imprisonment.

			It will hold me back from what I need to do. I’ve committed to fight the lure of complacency with every breath I have.

			“I’m here to rescue Kizuwanda, not be told what I can or can’t do.” I hold out my hand, though he can’t see it. “Give me the passkey. I’ll do it on my own. Even in the dark.”

			After a beat of a few seconds, in which there’s an unmistakable sigh, I hear him get up.

			And then I hear something else: steps behind us all of a sudden.

			Heading toward us.

			“It’s us.” Khalda’s whisper travels down the hall. “We’ll take you to the tunnels so you can exit safely with Kizuwanda.”

			I heave my own sigh—of relief.

			Once Khalda and the Stray join us, we walk in quiet the rest of the way to the dimly lit cell block. When we emerge in the long corridor housing the cells, I see that Khalda’s holding a thick book against her chest, her arms crossed in front of it to keep it secure. The book has a string of wooden beads wrapped around it, tassels hanging from a single larger bead.

			She now holds the tome out to Nayf. “You read her Upper Earth meeting notes, but I thought you’d also want to have your grandmother’s personal memoirs.”

			Nayf takes the book, his face grim. He doesn’t look at me when he hands me the passkey to access Kizuwanda’s cell.

			I harden my resistance against his attempts to control me and lead the way to cell forty-nine.

			My focus now is Kizuwanda.

			When I open the door, I freeze for a long moment, grief welling within on my first sight of the interior of the cell, rendering me unable to move forward to confirm what I see.

			Kizuwanda looks dead.

			She lies on the concrete floor, bundled in blankets like a corpse.

			The dark cell holds no cot, no seating, just a bucket in the corner.

			The others hang back as I step into the room and walk to my old friend, to gently move aside the fabric around her face.

			It’s not her.

			A silicone replica of her face stares up at me.

			I remove the remainder of the blankets as the others come up behind me.

			“A livesuit,” the Stray says, not lowering his voice in fear like the rest of us have been doing since we entered the cell block. “Wrapped around an old droid’s body. Interesting.”

			“A livesuit?” I ask quietly. Where is Kizuwanda?

			“The opposite of a deadsuit. Any scans will detect a living being, when it’s obviously not.”

			“But she was just here earlier today!” Khalda is also not whispering now. “She took the food I gave her. We talked.”

			A faint sound behind us. I hear it.

			From the way everyone turns, they also hear it.

			A squeal?

			The Stray immediately moves, and we follow.

			The corridor is empty.

			I shut the door to forty-nine behind me. That’s when I notice it.

			The cell across the hall, two doors back in the direction we came, is ajar.

			I touch the Stray’s arm and point. He nods and, without missing a beat, runs to the cell and kicks it open.

			A woman’s scream, followed by a yell.

			An old man’s yell.

			The Stray comes out holding a man in a headlock.

			Although his gray hair, parted and spilling around his face, almost obscures his identity, we all make some sort of noise of recognition.

			It’s Hasuf, the ruler of the palace, as appointed by Upper Earth.

			My gasp turns to a yelp of joy, though, when I see who steps out of the cell behind him.

			Kizuwanda.

			I run to her.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Nayf

			
			Hasuf, or the Tangled Servant, as he used to call himself, is kneeling on the floor. Using a black leather cord he unwound from his wrist, the Stray is binding the old man’s hands behind his back, pulling hard on the ties until Hasuf grunts in pain.

			Watching this from Raisa’s side, Kizuwanda speaks finally. “I don’t think that’s necessary—”

			After a quick glance at Kizuwanda, Hasuf interrupts her, staring at the Stray, his voice hoarse. “What is necessary is figuring out what you lot are going to say when Upper Earth’s soldiers flood this place. They’ll have no mercy for you.” He then looks back at Kizuwanda and raises his eyebrows. “You too. You’re a level-four prisoner. You’ll be tortured if you try to escape. What you experienced here will pale in comparison to Upper Earth’s plans. Go back to your cell.”

			“Quiet, old man. Your days of calling the shots are finished,” the Stray says, his words emerging from behind his mask leisurely, as relaxed as his walk around the kneeling Hasuf. “Actually, your days are done. For the people of Lower Earth, you’re the lowest-level prisoner, a traitor who manipulated people on behalf of their oppressors.”

			Hasuf looks unmoved. “I pity you, for I foresee, clear as day, the pain Upper Earth will inflict upon you.”

			The Stray ignores him. “I know this place has seen plenty of blood running down its floors, but I wonder if it has ever witnessed a guillotined Upper Earther’s head rolling down its corridors. Although, to be candid, I come with simple tools that will make the punishment a painful process. It will be a slow sawing off of that arrogant head.” He unsheathes his knife. “And while this is not the special occasion I envisioned for your death, I was taught to never delay a necessary task.”

			Raisa looks at me. I’ve been avoiding her glances since we argued, because I can read everything in them, but at this moment I hold her gaze. Do something, she’s saying. This is not the way we do things.

			I shoot her my own thoughts: Just how do we do things? When the world falls, how do we not let it go to utter ruins?

			Brutally killing a man in the dark, in the dungeons, even an enemy, seems utter ruins to me.

			With that thought, I somewhat answer my own question and make a decision. “Let’s bring him to the Room of Records. We can discuss things there.”

			“There are no discussions to be had. There’s no ‘we’ here. I work alone.” The Stray stops circling the old man, and, without a glance at me, walks forward to stand directly in front of Hasuf. “They call me the Stray for a reason. And”—he turns to me now in that slow menacing way he has—“did you forget that I’m the one who captured this public enemy of Lower Earth? I get to mete his punishment.”

			Kizuwanda shakes her head, her voice ringing out firmly. “This is not the way. Listen to Nayf.”

			“No. You will not tell me what to do.” The Stray points his knife at the older woman, and Raisa steps in front of Kizuwanda. He alternates holding the knife at them and me, speaking carefully like he’s teaching us something we don’t already know. “The man before you has caused endless suffering. One man’s life to atone for thousands. It’s more than a fair price.”

			“Nayf is the ruler now. He’s the king. He gets to decide what happens here at the palace,” Raisa says, still shielding Kizuwanda, her voice oddly firm while staring into a knife in the hands of the most celebrated, most ruthless rebel fighter on Lower Earth.

			The knife stays pointed at both of them as the Stray takes a step toward Raisa, and while I’m assessing how to disarm him quickly, Khalda speaks. “Sorrow, can I talk to you for a moment? Privately? In that cell?”

			“I don’t trust these people with our captive. They’ve all gone soft.” He points the knife at me. “Especially this one, who should remember his sister was killed by these monsters.” He pauses, and it may be my imagination, but his tone is softer as he says, “If it had been my sister hunted down like that, I’d have already finished shredding this old man.”

			Anger boils within.

			My sister Nada is the reason I don’t flinch at danger. She’s the reason I rush into volatile situations, take risks others balk at, that I won’t let even a single beat of fear enter my heart when it’s in the cause of fighting Upper Earth.

			A world where no one is threatened is my goal because of Nada. A secure world, where not a single person has to check in fear at who’s behind them in the middle of the night.

			Because even though Nada tried to protect everyone else, she herself didn’t get that treatment from a world run wrong. And, along with the weight of my sister’s death, the weight of all the history books I read in the library upstairs at the palace pushes me to this truth: Cold-bloodedly killing a man down here with no due process is definitely a world gone wrong.

			As soon as the Stray turns his knife toward Hasuf again, I drop Nene Nushba’s book of records and tackle the Stray from behind, grabbing the wrist of his hand holding the knife while wrenching his other arm back.

			At first, his resistance kicks into gear, and I grip harder to hold him, but then he falls to the floor, causing me to stumble with him.

			In a matter of seconds, he flips me over and pins me down, holding both my arms twisted behind my back, the knife now held at my neck.

			I hear Raisa sobbing through the roar of blood rushing to my ears, and a thought unfurls: I need to stop this man who strangely holds so much hate for me.

			I try to turn, but the second I attempt it, pain shoots down from my shoulders as the Stray brutally tightens the twist he has my arms in. And then he cuts me.

			I see the drops of blood before I feel the sting of the line he’s tracing with his knife from under where my jawbone meets my ear.

			Khalda screams, “No, Sorrow!”

			He keeps me there for a second longer and then gets up, pulling me upright with him, knife still held at the point he paused cutting me, close to my jugular. “If you need another scar to remind you to never ever get in my way, I’ll oblige on the other side of your neck. The third time you challenge me will connect the two points, and your resistance to me will be done simply because you’ll be dead.” He removes his knife from my throat. “That’s a promise.”

			I shrug the hold of his remaining arm off me and wipe my neck. It’s a surface cut.

			As I step away, I catch sight of Hasuf’s face.

			It wears shock. His lip is trembling.

			The old man is afraid.

			He knows the Stray will torture him to death and enjoy it.

			“Let’s go to the Room of Records,” Khalda says decisively, though her voice shakes. “With Hasuf. I have a plan. It will make everything easier for us.” She looks pleadingly at the Stray. “Please, Sorrow. Just give me a few minutes. If you don’t like it, you can decide what you want to do.”

			He holds up the knife and points at me again. “As long as this one doesn’t flex his kingship over us. And as long as I get to be the one to kill the old man. Slowly.”

			To her credit, Khalda doesn’t nod at him but turns around and starts walking.

			Raisa hangs back to wait for me as I pick up Nene Nushba’s records, before she joins me, Kizuwanda on her other side.

			The Stray doesn’t move. “I’ll remain here until you’ve all made it through the dark before bringing the old man. I don’t trust the little king Nayf’s mercy on the way out. He might try to flex his tiny muscles and free him again.”

			I glance back and see the Stray standing behind Hasuf, his knife held with the blade straight across the front of the quaking man’s throat.
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			We have a few minutes before the Stray enters the Room of Records with Hasuf. And in those minutes, Khalda is efficient with the three of us gathered around her. “We make a bargain with Hasuf. To spare his life, he gives us these keys to Upper Earth: He confirms our map; he gives us vital information to secure our goal; he gives us cover to accomplish the task. In short, he prepares us.”

			“How can we trust him?” Raisa says. “He double-crossed us. He was working for Upper Earth all along.”

			“He stays a prisoner until we accomplish our mission.” Khalda speaks fast. “We can even have Salwe imprison him at Namarax until we’re done.”

			“What if he gives his life willingly for Upper Earth? I wouldn’t put it past him to set us all up for failure, to be caught and killed ourselves, and then accept his own subsequent death,” I say, remembering the way Hasuf and the chief guardian of Upper Earth, Aeon, embraced each other when I went up there with the old man last year. “He’s an ALIGN patriot through and through.”

			“If I may say something,” Kizuwanda interrupts, gathering her braids to coil them on top of her head, tucking the ends in to make a bun. “The Hasuf I knew on Upper Earth really valued his life. He hasn’t changed in that regard. Did you see how scared he was thinking he may die?”

			That’s true.

			I’ve never seen the old man’s face in such a state before.

			“Being in good health even in his elderly age, like all Upper Earth elites are, the man clings to life. He won’t give it up so fast. Even for his friends up there.” Kizuwanda shakes her head. “He’s selfish in that way.”

			The door behind us, as we’re huddled around the map table, slides open.

			The Stray finishes putting on his left glove and, without warning, pushes Hasuf into the room with a sudden kick. The old man stumbles, losing his footing on a slightly raised stone tile in the floor, and Kizuwanda hastens to prevent him from falling. She straightens him gently.

			This elicits deep laughter from the Stray. “The only way I’m agreeing to anything going on here is if I get to kill this man in front of the whole world—Upper and Lower Earth. Look how this woman who’s been imprisoned here for over a year just coddled her torturer. The whole world needs to understand how to treat traitors, to ensure you don’t create more of them by your softness.” He directs the last part at Kizuwanda. She turns away from him.

			I do the same, facing Khalda once again. “Now, tell us your plan.”

			We all pretend it’s the first time we’re hearing it.

			In the end, Kizuwanda, the only other elder among us, is right.

			In exchange for his life, Hasuf readily says he’ll work with Khalda to come up with a plan for how we’ll break into Upper Earth’s core.

			With a voice now weak and shaking, not at all the belligerent tone he used before in the dungeon, he says, “I’ll help you plan this—this heist, this theft you’re planning of what humanity’s greatest minds have given the world. Perhaps it will be the last heist in the world.” He almost sounds like his old philosophical self when he mutters that latter part and then adds, “A world needs order to thrive.”

			But none of us will ever fall for the Hasuf-the-spiritual-leader persona again, so it’s wasted theatrics.

			Leaning on a table, his form relaxed, the Stray taps the point of his knife with the tip of his index finger and responds to Hasuf, “It is indeed a heist. But we are stealing your privilege and power, not a treasure. And that power will be divided among the people properly.”

			Khalda addresses Hasuf passionately. “And we’re dissolving that privilege so everyone can be secure from the greed of those who seek its exclusionary benefits. Like your people.”

			The Stray doesn’t nod to that but continues speaking as though Khalda hadn’t interjected. “During this heist, you’ll come up to Upper Earth with us, old man, and stay in my sight the whole time. If you make one wrong move, you’ll be slaughtered, your death captured and streamed down to be celebrated by all on Lower Earth.”

			This is the first time I’m hearing that the Stray plans to travel to Upper Earth too.

			Now it’s even more vital that I go up when Raisa does.

			With a madman on the team, I can’t risk losing the only loved one I have remaining in the world.

			Actually, I can’t leave her up there with any of them: the Stray nor the traitor Hasuf.

			And especially not her father, Aeon.

			I assign myself a task during the mission: Protect Raisa.

			Bring her back to Lower Earth, truly free.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Musaid

			
			The stall’s a mess.

			But the water purifier isn’t anymore.

			I turn the handle, and after a single squeak, a stream of clear water gushes out. I tighten the faucet to shut off the flow and fit back the lid housing the solar panel, grunting as my bandaged upper left arm protests the exertions I’m subjecting it to.

			Fortunately, the ALIGN soldiers around Saqri’s house yesterday only had basic guns. As a result, I wear a surface wound today.

			When I turn to throw the rusted wrench into the box of tools behind me, I see a chessboard tucked in with some of Devon’s toys.

			I get up, pick up the wooden game board, and head out the flap in the back of the stall and chuck it onto the pile of junk behind my lean-to.

			As I listen to the clatter of various items falling as the chessboard settles into a spot in the heap, I realize I’m doing it again.

			It’s what I did when I lost Nada: threw away everything that reminded me of her.

			This time, it’s Eyas.

			She flashes in my eyes every two seconds. I spoke to Jansu immediately after her kidnapping, and he said he’d inform Khalda, that he’d put men on the hunt, and while there’s no one I trust more to bring her back, the remembrance she’s gone ignites worry in me on a loop.

			Two queens—that’s how Eyas played chess. Quickly crowning another queen for her side, risking other valuable pieces to do so without a second thought.

			Unlike Devon, she took to playing chess quickly and, within a couple of lessons, had the game figured out.

			Devon played chess like checkers; his entire aim was to collect pieces.

			But Eyas repeated “checkmate” to herself quietly over and over and concentrated on just that, often cornering my king out of the blue, clutching only three or four pieces she’d taken from me. Devon would then protest on my behalf, saying, “But how did she win? You have more of her pieces!”

			And Eyas would skip around the yard chirping, “Checkmate! Two queens! Checkmate! Two queens! Checkmate!”

			One time, when she was about to lose, she shouted, “Absr!” and pointed behind me. I turned, looking for the big dark bird, a rook, that often accompanied Eyas wherever she went. Once she arrived at her destination, it would fly away, knowing to come back exactly when it was time for her to leave. He sometimes even flew beside the air carrier to visit Saqri with us.

			“Where?” I couldn’t locate the majestic bird that appeared to engage in conversations with Eyas whenever it landed on her shoulder—though that can’t be possible, of course.

			“Oh, it’s not Absr!”

			I turned back to the game, and somehow in three moves, she had checkmate.

			While she was skipping her victory dance in the yard, and I was putting away the board, I saw my bishop and knight on the ground. The bishop and knight I used to gain control of the board before Eyas mysteriously won. “Hey, get yourself back here, young lady! You cheated!”

			She laughed. “Two queens! Two queens!”

			She did play that cheating game with two queens too.

			Nada would have loved her.

			Two queens.

			And I lost both of them.
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			The village kids running while kicking up a dust storm, with an even bigger dust storm rumbling behind them, is what always alerts us when we have visitors in these parts—the nonthreatening kind of visitors, that is.

			The children have some sort of message system that passes from one kid to another about any vehicle headed our way, which then causes them to congregate at the outskirts of the Nothing People’s territory to meet the cart, land carrier, or bus rolling in.

			They will then all run beside the vehicle until it comes to a stop.

			Today’s second dust storm is huge, telling me it isn’t an ordinary land carrier the kids are escorting.

			Sure enough, rolling behind them is a large jeep, dented in parts, but with such darkly tinted windows all around that it’s one of the more slick carriers I’ve ever seen, even back when I ran the palace garage.

			I pick up a rag and rub the grease off my hands and throw back my shoulders, wounded arm be damned. As I step out of my stall, I hold my head appraisingly, serious expression on my face. It’s unlikely the jeep brings unfriendly business, but it’s always a good idea to present a strong first impression to strangers venturing into Nothing People’s territory.

			I’m the toughest-looking one here, so I serve as a sentinel of sorts for the village, with the aim that a visitor to these parts, one with not-so-good intentions, would think there are a lot more of us here who look like muscled me, and not the reality: people struggling to get more than a meal a day.

			The jeep eases to a smooth stop in front of my stall.

			The passenger door opens a tiny bit, and Khalda squeezes out, slamming the door shut behind her.

			I drop the rag, grateful for the opportunity to sink my gaze to the ground with it.

			Khalda is here to see me after I lost her Eyas.

			I bend to pick up the cloth, and my heart crumbles with pain for her.

			Reluctantly I straighten up to meet her eyes.

			Khalda’s face isn’t a mess like I thought it’d be.

			She isn’t screaming and hitting me with her satchel.

			She isn’t even sobbing silently while staring at me.

			She’s strangely businesslike, opening up her bag and turning to pass out cellophane bags to two of the older girls in the group of children crowding the jeep in curiosity. Bags of candy and bags of multicolored chalk. “Can you divide these with the kids? At the Painted Wall? Add some more pictures to the wall. The old ones have faded.”

			The girls nod and run to the old concrete barrier that once was a gate to a home demolished before the old world disappeared. The foundation of the home is still there, but the only upright section remaining is the barrier that used to have a faded mural on it. When we became a village, people began drawing on it, and it became known as the Painted Wall.

			Now, with the kids’ laughter gone to the wall, only Khalda and I are left.

			And whoever drove her into our village.

			“I’m sorry,” I blurt, my voice unable to conceal my anguish. Khalda entrusted a child to me, and I let that child get taken by our enemy. “I’m sorry I didn’t stop it. And I’m sorry I don’t know where they took Eyas. I’m sorry for being a failure.”

			Khalda holds out a candy wrapped in shiny gold. “I saved one for you. But give me back the wrapper.”

			Confused, I mutter thanks, take her offering, and slowly pop the soft caramel into my mouth, grateful for a temporary distraction. I hand her the rectangle of gold foil. “I wish I could get her back, but that means leaving here. And if I do, these people will die. But Jansu promised me he’s working on finding Eyas. He won’t ever give up on freeing her.”

			She takes the wrapper and straightens it between her palms, gently rubbing the creases out of the foil. “We’re going to get her back, Musaid. We know where she is. And we’ll go there to rescue her.”

			“We?” I slow my chewing, perplexed at her words. “Where?”

			“Upper Earth.”

			I stop chewing and look at her in disbelief. The sticky sweetness in my mouth is too much to handle with this news, and I spit the candy out onto the road. “Who told you she’s there?”

			“They took Boston too. Jansu was able to track the chip in Boston to the Bridge’s launchpad to Upper Earth. The signal doesn’t extend beyond, but we got confirmation from our people that Eyas was in the carrier with Boston near the shore across from the Bridge.”

			I shake my head at the news. Why would they take her there?

			“If we don’t get her, she’ll die.” Her eyes flash pain. “It’s a guarantee. And Saqri too. And other people, the most vulnerable, on top of the hundreds who’ve already died, the thousands since this whole thing began.”

			“But Upper Earth? You’re going to Upper Earth?” I kick a rock. It’s foolish to believe that anyone can go into the literal mouth of the beast to rescue someone imprisoned in its teeth. “How? How’ll you get her?”

			“We have it all worked out. You—” She stops when she sees Devon running over from the Painted Wall with a lollipop in his mouth. He comes to a stop beside me and turns to stare at the jeep. Khalda pats his back. “Devon, aren’t you going to draw?”

			“I don’t like drawing.”

			“You wanna see inside?” She moves to the jeep and presses her face on the window, looking in, pointing at Devon. Then she moves away and opens the door a fraction, enough for him to get into the jeep.

			Just who is in there that she’s so carefully shielding?

			“Join us,” Khalda says abruptly, turning back to me once she’s slammed the jeep door shut. “We need a pilot. And you’re the best in Lower Earth, maybe all of Earth too.”

			“What are you talking about? You want me to fly you to Upper Earth? I’m a wanted man, remember?” I shake my head. More insanity.

			“Musaid, trust me, trust us; we have a plan.”

			“Who’s us?”

			“Nayf, Raisa, myself, and a few others.”

			I process this news. “Is one of them in that jeep there?”

			She nods.

			“There’s nothing I want to do more than help, but I can’t leave these—my people. Every day there’s something vital for me to work on for them.” I sigh, softer this time, remembering just how much Eyas means to Khalda. I can’t imagine Devon being taken away from me by the evil that is Upper Earth. “How long is this plan to rescue Eyas?”

			She pauses. “It’s more than just rescuing Eyas, so it’s going to take a week for your part.” She adds quietly, “If we’re fortunate.”

			“The villages will not make it if I leave them for that long. Today, I got clean water flowing for one of the settlements. That’s life or death.” I shake my head again. “I made a promise to help them.”

			“What if I tell you that these people will get the same share as everyone else if you join us and we succeed? I promise.” She raises her gaze to me in challenge. “Nada wanted the same freedom and rights for all people. That’s what this is about. It’s bigger than Eyas, bigger than the Nothing People, bigger than all of us—but it’s for everyone equally.”

			“Piloting an air carrier is going to do all this?” I lift my eyebrows at her.

			“Piloting an air carrier, and managing the movement of the Enlightenment Centers, to boot them out of here.”

			My confusion returns. “Those are manned by droids and ALIGN soldiers. Run by Upper Earth.”

			She says the next part with such confidence and certainty, the doubts stirred in my heart begin strangely settling, like a blanket’s been thrown on them. “Those will be run by us. And we need you on the team to run them properly.”

			“And the Nothing People? When I’m gone for a week?” I clarify. “If I join you?”

			“You have two days to teach them to rely on their skills without Papa Musaid.” Khalda grins, and though the smile is not her usual big-watt one, it sends an air of hope into my lungs.

			I’m surprised.

			Why am I suddenly feeling oddly secure and hopeful in her presence?

			Maybe it’s because she’s exuding a strange, quiet confidence, so opposite of the mess I thought she’d be in.

			But I still don’t know what I’m committing to. “Why do I have two days to prepare?”

			“It’s two days until we all meet up at Vireo Regenesis.”

			“Vireo Regenesis? Lein’s greenhouse?” I frown. “On the Bridge?” I vowed to never set foot in that place again, after years spent chauffeuring Lein to his pet project.

			“It’s changed. I can’t talk about it all here right now, but I promise you, everything will make sense, Musaid.” Looking into my eyes, she stops smiling, and I can see it’s because she understands my discomfort.

			She’s like Nada in that way. She has a well of empathy, the kind that immediately understands others and can become a conductor for pain.

			Nada.

			I remember she tried desperately to get me to help her free Lower Earth.

			I was so blinded by duty that I couldn’t see the bigger picture.

			Now, again, I’m focusing on my immediate responsibility here to the Nothing People.

			If Nada were here, she’d whisper, Change the world, Musaid.

			Make it a world I’d survive in.

			A world that wouldn’t take Eyas away.

			Do it for us two queens.

			Holding Khalda’s gaze, I nod, not even attempting to hide the tears pooling in my eyes.

			She nods back and passes me the gold candy wrapper. “Your ticket to the Golden Flight.”

			“Huh?”

			“That’s the name of the mission. Operation Golden Flight. The heist. We’re stealing their nucleus so they can never enslave anyone again.” She turns and knocks on the door to the jeep. “We meet on Sunday at six a.m. at the old customs checkpoint to the Bridge. Jansu will come by to pick you up at the crack of dawn, as it’s two hours away. And once we get into Vireo, we’ll be there for a few days preparing. Pack light but pack for the whole mission.”

			Doubt reenters my heart as I hear the words checkpoint and mission. “How will we even get on the Bridge to access Vireo? The whole thing is guarded by countless checkpoints.”

			“Since all Upper Earth tourism’s ceased, the customs checkpoint isn’t manned.” She holds the jeep door open—but again, cracked just enough for scrawny Devon to exit the carrier. “In fact, sources say it’s in ruins.”

			“That’s one of dozens.”

			“We’ve got it figured out. See you bright and early on Sunday!” With a wave, Khalda gets in the jeep quickly and slams the door.

			But not before I catch a glimpse of a shot of silver in the driver’s seat. Where the driver’s head would be.

			The jeep does a U-turn and tears out of the village.

			It’s only when I get back to the repair stall and see that Devon is in the junk pile, picking out flat metal pieces to try on his face that I think I know exactly who was driving that jeep.

			When Devon brings a dented metal paint can lid and asks me to cut eyeholes in it so he can look like the jeep driver, I get my confirmation.

			The legendary Stray is in on the mission, or the “heist,” as Khalda called it.

			Operation Golden Flight.

			As I slide my welding mask down to work on Devon’s toy face shield, I realize I’m humming.

			With someone like the Stray on the team, I feel a sense of hope.

			No, it’s more than hope.

			It’s determination settling into my heart, winning me over to whatever Khalda’s planning.

			Eyas absolutely won’t have the same fate as Nada.

			One queen will survive.

			Because this time, unlike last time, she’ll have a team to deliver checkmate.

			Unlike Nada, who fought this evil, evil world on her own.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				One-One-Eight

			
			For miles and miles, there’s just ocean around us.

			Dr. A invited me for tea on the deck. He sometimes does this, but it’s random, never depending on the weather conditions surrounding the rig. On some occasions, we’ve sipped tea cooled by the saltwater drizzles of an impending storm.

			Today, it’s serene.

			Dr. A is quiet.

			My head is tipped back on the deck chair I’m relaxing in, bangs held at bay by a hairband, eyes closed. I’m trying to get my forehead tanned. The past week’s physical tests resulted in an uneven tan on my face, and today’s sun is a perfect fix for the problem.

			We’re at the very edge of the deck, so when I first closed my eyes, it was to the sight of nothing except water, but out of the blue, the photograph Dr. A showed me the other day of a beautiful world flashes in my head.

			Greens. Blues. The hills laughing in spots of red flowers, crowds of people gathering freely, the land alive, thriving, happy.

			That photo disappears and is replaced by another: the lonely image of the four adults by the sea. The other picture Dr. A passed me.

			I open my eyes and straighten in my chair. “Why were there so few of you?”

			“Hmm?” Dr. A looks up from the book he’s reading. So that’s why he wasn’t his usual talkative self before.

			“In SEED? Why were there only four of you?” I pull my hairband off and wind it around my wrist, and then adjust my bangs back to their natural state. They partially curtain my eyes. “That doesn’t seem like a lot of people who wanted an ethical world. And, just being honest, maybe that’s why you failed. It doesn’t seem doable with so few of you.”

			Dr. A grins and closes his book. The cover is ripped, much of the intact parts faded. It’s one of those ancient books he gets the rig’s tanker crew to bring him back in boxes from their trips to the Bridge. He’s got someone on land who collects them for him.

			He doesn’t care what the books are, just that they’re old—“way older than before the world exploded” is how he puts it.

			“You don’t need many people when the few are committed,” Dr. A says.

			“Quality over quantity?” I smile blankly as my link provides me with a list of basic idioms to choose from. “Less is more? Cream of the crop?”

			“No, it doesn’t have to do with who we are. It’s about the actions. Like preserving. Protecting. Persevering. And also—” He pauses. “And this is the part where it doesn’t matter that there’s only four of us in SEED. It’s also about giving up thoroughly.”

			Dr. A loves making me think. And I’m usually game to riddle things out, but my physical feats recently have made me more antsy. Impatient. “Persevering and protecting, I understand. The other two, not so much. Tell me?”

			“SEED members committed to seven p’s in our constitution. Two have to do with those whom we take as wards—we protect and prepare them. Two have to do with our mandate: that we practice and preserve the ethics passed down through generations that are the preconditions for a just world.” Dr. A opens the book in his hands and begins to flick through it until he reaches a dog-eared page. “Like the nuggets I find in books of the past. Such as these here: What destroyed the nations preceding you was that if a noble among them stole, they would forgive him, and if a poor person among them stole, they would inflict the full measure of legal punishment on him. Then I underlined these: We do not belong to those who make distinctions between humanity based on affiliations, or those who fight in the name of affiliations, nor die for them. We are all one body; when one part suffers pain, the whole of the body feels it. And this one too: Food for two persons is sufficient for three, and the food of three persons is sufficient for four persons, and so on. These are gems to enact and pass on. And that’s what we in SEED do. We collect these, practice them, and pass them on to all those we have the opportunity to interact with.”

			“Like me.” I smile. “My head is crammed full of your ethics.”

			He smiles back at me. “And thanks to your link, they are stored forever, and accessible at all times.”

			“There you go with the link again.” I grimace. “It’s your one true love, Dr. A.”

			“One day you’ll be grateful for the link. It’s helped you walk.”

			“Technically, it’s helped me live. But forever? You said your teachings are stored in me forever. I won’t live that long, even with the extra-fancy contraptions you’ve fitted into other parts of my body.”

			“The link is accessible to others. The information you’ve gathered will be available after your death. It’ll become a cache from which to rebuild the world properly.”

			“So I’m simply a tool you created.” I do a gotcha! smile to tease him. “Just ol’ tool number one-one-eight.”

			“No, One-One-Eight.” Dr. A’s eyes strangely tear up. “You’re a leader.”

			I pretend not to see his sentimental state. He’s been getting emotional more and more recently, and it’s making me feel unsettled, like he knows something behind the scenes.

			Something that I should know too.

			And it’s not only Dr. A who’s been hiding something.

			Zynnia has been leaving the oil rig lately and actively concealing it from me.
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			It was Firdous who let it slip.

			He has a soft spot for Zynnia and often saves her special fruit that makes a limited-time appearance at the cafeteria, or leaves intricately folded paper origami flowers on her desk—until one day she put a vase there to collect them all. There’s a big bouquet of never-dying flowers on her workspace now.

			I think she may like him back.

			Because she, too, brings him things—a discarded fork she bent to make a stand for his glasses, a bookshelf built from wooden crates that she painted in his favorite shade of blue. Because we don’t have access to special materials here on the rig, she’d had to wait until she had had enough paint leftovers from the maintenance crew to mix the color just right.

			A labor of love, my link told me when I saw the shelf she’d made.

			At one of my reading sessions with Firdous, I noticed a new pen on his desk. Its body was octagonal, its nib long and thin. As I used it to write the word that came to mind when Firdous showed me an aura of a man raising his eyebrows while tipping his head down—disbelief, I wrote—I noted that its ink flowed well on the notepad page. When I remarked on its superior quality, he hummed.

			“Where’s it from?” I asked, knowing that the standard-issue pen on the rig was a round blue cylinder with a thick stubby head. Everyone used those.

			“Oh, I found it when the tanker crew returned from the Bridge the other day. Someone must have dropped it.” He flicked to another aura and asked me about it.

			But then the truth was revealed by a glass paperweight on his desk last week.

			Firdous is a collector of old children’s games—“playground games,” he said they were called—and sometimes, when the rig had social evenings, he’d teach everyone a game or two.

			Maybe because Zynnia had had a nonexistent childhood, she loved playing them the most of all of us. When the rest of the rig went to bed, Zynnia and Firdous would still be up playing, me sitting with them until the middle of the night—because I was “trusted to keep score precisely” due to my link’s accuracy.

			Their absolute favorite game to play was jacks—they had a months-long obsession with beating each other—and last week, there was a glass globe enclosing a beautiful gold jack and a striped ball on Firdous’s desk.

			“Did Zynnia give you that paperweight?” I asked. He nodded and started talking about how much of a beautiful, stunning, gorgeous gift it was—until I asked where she got it from.

			Then he looked stricken, his eyes growing wide as he quickly set the orb he’d been extolling down.

			He reached for his aura controller to move on with our lesson.

			To move on from the topic.

			I picked up the other “beautiful, stunning, gorgeous gift” he’d received, the octagonal pen, to get ready to work with Firdous. And then swiftly slid in, “Did the tanker crew drop the paperweight as well? And you found it? Just like that?”

			He took off his glasses, stuck them into the fork holder, and put his forehead down on the desk, breathing deeply.

			I felt sorry for him, so I made it easier for him to tell me the truth. “Which one of you has been sneaking out to the Bridge with the rig workers who have authorized leaves?”

			Everyone knew that those with oil rig work imprints who applied for special occasion permissions to visit the Bridge often got clearances from Upper Earth.

			But those were workers. Not lab assistants or med techs who worked with Dr. A.

			They were unknown to Upper Earth. They never left the rig. Like Firdous—a med tech, the most senior one under Dr. A—and Zynnia, an assistant.

			And me. Client One-One-Eight.

			Firdous looked up at me, his thin brown face full of anxiety. “If I tell you who, will you never ask me about it again? Please?” He blinked fast, and I handed him his glasses. “Dr. A will be so disappointed in me.” He put on his glasses, but when he drew his hands away after fixing them, his eyes were closed, like he didn’t want to see me.

			“Okay, I won’t ask any more about it.” I like Firdous too much to hurt him. I think I even love him like a brother—from the evidence I learned of what brotherly love is like from my readings.

			Ultimately, I don’t want him to suffer something if I can prevent it.

			“Zynnia has been going to the Bridge with the tanker crew.” He opened his eyes. “She got a fake oil rig worker tattoo done by one of the guys in the kitchen to pass scans. Upper Earth is so busy with rebel threats on Lower Earth that they’re lax on Bridge security. So I trust she’ll be safe for now.”

			I nodded and picked up the paperweight with my left hand, and held both it and the pen out to Firdous. “Put these away if you want to keep that a secret.”
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			Now, on the deck with Dr. A, I decide to steer the subject back to where Dr. A felt comfortable. In the spirit of brotherly love—or, actually, in Dr. A’s case, grandfatherly love. “That’s four out of seven terms of the SEED constitution. The others?”

			“The other two words are about our attitudes as members. We persevere. And we are patient.”

			“Then where’s the giving-up part?”

			“Patience is the giving-up part. We thoroughly give up on seeing the fruits of our labor in our lifetimes. We commit to the belief that if we keep to our mandate, a just world will come to be—even if we don’t live to see it.”

			“As long as you keep planting seeds.” I nod slowly.

			“And as long as the young keep carrying our messages in all the smart ways opened up in each era. It’s a long flight, through generations.” Dr. A points out at the ocean. “As big as this world is, time is actually the great distance we are crossing in our journey of hope.”

			I get up and move to the rig’s railing. There’s a wisp of a gray cloud on the far horizon. And a strange stillness has settled onto the water. No gulls screeching.

			An impending storm?

			It feels like some sort of uncertainty is looming.

			Dr. A is suddenly beside me. He has a tendency to do that—abrupt fits of activity after his more “scholarly” moments. “You didn’t ask me what the seventh p of SEED’s constitution is.”

			“Participation? Positivity? Peace?” I laugh on seeing Dr. A’s aghast frowns at my shallow guesses. “Sorry, blame the link. It loves providing clichés.”

			“It actually is a simple word: plan.” Dr. A smiles triumphantly. “Plan long, plan deep, plan beyond the reach of eyes.”

			“Plan behind the scenes?”

			“Not only that, but sometimes make decisions that on the surface appear ridiculous.” Dr. A looks off into the water, his eyes glazing. “But we do it for the cause.”

			Before I can ask what he means by “ridiculous” decisions, he gives a start and quickly says, “No, no, we do it for the One, and for the oneness of all people ordained by the One.”

			He often corrects his intentions with that very specific line he mutters to himself, like it’s a reminder.

			It’s a line that seems to involve a lot of inferencing, so I never question Dr. A when he utters it.

			Like now, when I steer him back to what he was talking about before. “Ridiculous decisions by whose standards?”

			He answers right away, “By all standards—such as having some of our wards sent to prison at an early age.”

			I balk. “That doesn’t seem very protective. Prison is harsh.”

			“When the outside world is harsher, when your society is out to prosecute you, an opportunity for seclusion from it is freedom.” Dr. A turns to me. “The children our SEED member protected through imprisonment would’ve been killed otherwise. He even had one sent back to prison when they were released.”

			“Are they doing well now? In prison?”

			“They’re both out. One is thriving, ready to crouch, ready to spring with a roar into the world.” He smiles at me, raising his eyebrows.

			What is he talking about?

			My brain goes into inference mode.

			There was some kind of other meaning in how he looked at me now.

			The connection between the look on Dr. A’s face and the words he just uttered makes me wonder if he’s referring to me.

			Spring with a roar?

			I tilt my head and consider him, consider chipping away at his good mood, pouncing on him like I did to Firdous. “And is something dangerous happening soon with your secret plans that I should know about? A threat?”

			Sure enough, his smile fades.

			And he doesn’t answer.

			“Dr. A? Tell me, please.” The right word comes to me. “Prepare me, as you committed to in SEED.”

			“That’s what I’ve been doing all along, One-One-Eight.”

			“But tell me what’s happening out there that I need to know about.”

			“In due time.” He turns around. “Now, please pour us a second cup of tea while I share more from this book. Its spiritual gems are numbered into forty bits.”

			Before I rejoin him at the chairs, I search the skies.

			There are three more darkening wisps assembling in the distance.

			Something is brewing, and I fear it isn’t just a simple storm.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Three

				The Bridge
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				Chapter Eleven

				Lein

			
			The customs crossing is deserted.

			Not just deserted, abandoned.

			There’s an old notice taped on the window of the checkpoint at the foot of the road leading to the shores across from the Bridge.

			No travel for the purposes of business or pleasure shall henceforth take place between Upper and Lower Earths. Any citizen of either realm who breaches this order will be met with grave consequences, including either immediate apprehension and imprisonment (Lower Earth) or rapid reconditioning via scalplink with the risk of permanent severance from security protections guaranteed by ALIGN if rehabilitation is unsuccessful (Upper Earth).

			This order will take place immediately and is administered by all arms of ALIGN forces.

			The date printed as a footnote in a tiny font is a familiar one to each of us gathered around the notice: It’s the day of Raisa’s speech at the palace gates last year, when it was clear she’d defected from Upper Earth.

			“This place used to be full of Upper Earthers getting off the customs crossing train station up ahead, or being dropped off by hired carriers after their Grand Market shopping trips,” Jansu says, looking around. “Day trips to Lower Earth. Traffic for miles.”

			“How do Upper Earthers still roam Lower Earth, then?” Raisa asks, her gaze fixed on the notice. “If travel’s been banned?”

			“They come down when necessary for their aims,” I pronounce as I assess the road beyond the customs checkpoint. We’ll have to travel on it without cover for a bit. “But only elites and soldiers, taking the high-speed rail that runs from the Bridge over the ocean, entering the heavily fortified building they built on Lower Earth’s shore recently.”

			I realize, from the way she’s staring at me, that Raisa is waiting for me to explain further.

			There’s nothing more to say. Except: “They built what they needed to continue their conquest. For the purposes of war, all things are possible.” Previously, Upper Earth elites and soldiers used to fly right into air hangars all over Lower Earth, on any whim, without a worry in the world—into the same hangars where Musaid used to drop me for my visits to Upper Earth as their lackey-prince.

			Now they only visit to keep us in check down here, and to rain down their fists.

			Jansu adds, “From their new fortress on the shore, their soldiers venture into our territory cocooned in armored land carriers. That’s the only way those cowards can fight us: from behind walls.”

			“We’d better move.” I duck under the checkpoint arm extending across the road and walk on ahead. “I timed this to avoid the train schedule.” If a train is running while we’re on this route, its elite passengers will be able to clearly sight the ten of us walking.

			We move in silence on the paved road for around twenty minutes.

			As we near the shore, the edges of the man-made island called the Bridge and the far-off shimmer of the city it hosts are visible.

			It looks like a cityscape hovering just slightly above the ocean.

			And hovering higher, on top of it all, is a massive, dark megastructure: Upper Earth.

			“This is getting too close. You still haven’t told us your plan,” Jansu whispers from behind me. “They scan everything around the Bridge. It’s only a matter of time before we’re detected.”

			I don’t answer him.

			Because I don’t answer to him.

			And it wasn’t my idea to include him.

			Musaid and, okay, even Khalda, insisted on it due to his “technical expertise.”

			Of course that led to Raisa saying she wouldn’t join without Kizuwanda, who she believed to be more technologically sophisticated.

			And then Raisa’s mother, General Salwe, imposed herself on the team, but I was on board with that—she’s a fearless fighter, after all.

			But she brought her right-hand woman, who looked like she was good for nothing except staring at you mournfully.

			What a ragtag, useless bunch.

			I hike on until we reach the point where the sandy beach on our side is visible below our elevation. The rest of the group takes a step back when they see the view.

			A dance of gulls and surveillance drones peppers the air above the beach.

			But I ignore the danger and make a right turn off the road, onto a new path, this one leading into the woods.

			Just as I suspected, the gate at the end of this path is overgrown with vegetation.

			I take my knife and cut away the vines and twigs impeding our entry onto this second road—more of a trail as it cuts through the woods.

			The gate creaks open. I turn to nod at Khalda and hold it open for her. She enters and gestures to the rest of them to follow.

			“Where is this headed?” Nayf. He’s walked through the gate, but with eyebrows raised in suspicion.

			He’s another one I don’t answer to.

			I lead the way, batting at the branches reaching across the path. Inwardly, I’m batting away at a doubt rearing its head repeatedly: whether, when we reach our destination, the code I remember will still be operational.

			According to my sources, Upper Earth shut down the customs crossing immediately on the day of Raisa’s speech rousing Lower Earth to fight because they couldn’t risk Upper Earth citizens encountering auras of Raisa’s message should they travel down and mix with the people here—in case it instigated intrigue in Upper Earthers about the rebellion—so everything socially transactional froze at that point in time.

			That’s my hope.

			Otherwise, I’m leading this group to futility—or worse, capture—should our attempt to cross into the Bridge through this route be detected.

			At first the only sounds are our steps snapping thin dried reeds among the grass, punctuated by random bush branches hitting our legs. But then—

			Flutters. Cries.

			Birds swoop down toward us from the trees, whoosh around our group, before flying away abruptly.

			A warning?

			I turn when I hear no sound behind me.

			Everyone’s stopped. Even Khalda.

			The birds have spooked them.

			“They’re nesting. We disrupted them. Simple as that,” I assure Khalda. “Now, if we don’t move, we’ll be discovered by other flying objects.”

			“We signed up to be part of a team. It’s not a team if we don’t know anything about what we’re doing here.” Raisa, with her arms crossed.

			“You signed up knowing we were going to the Bridge.” I take a step toward her. “How did you think we were going to get there? Just take a train like the elite you are?”

			“We were told it’s going to be at Vireo, a greenhouse,” Raisa says, uncrossing her arms to hitch her fingers on the straps of her backpack, going from petulant to embarrassed in seconds.

			Ah, noted: Being seen as an elite feels shameful, or at the very least, uncomfortable to Raisa. It’s a pressure point for her.

			For me, it’s insight to use as needed. “And?”

			“I thought it was on Lower Earth’s shore across from the Bridge, not on the Bridge itself. The Bridge is enemy territory.”

			Beside Raisa, her mother nods. But then Salwe surprises me. “Sometimes, enemy territory is the safest place to be.”

			“Exactly.” I’ve been impressed by Salwe’s prowess on the battlefront since I joined the revolution—especially as she provided me many soldiers to command in our underground forays—but I haven’t had the privilege of working directly with her. “The Bridge is the most secure place on Earth for ALIGN at the moment. They think they have it solidly covered. Each human working there is scalplinked, all others are droids, so they believe they have a handle on every single moving thing.”

			“They’ll have a handle on us, too, as soon as we step foot there,” Nayf says, his gaze on me filled with challenge. “Don’t tell me this didn’t occur to you?”

			“Nayf, stand down,” Salwe commands. “The Stray knows what he’s doing. He’s led my men impeccably for months. Trust him.”

			Nayf looks scalded at the dressing-down, and I smile behind my mask.

			I like Raisa’s mother.

			Time for me to sift the chaff. “If you don’t want to be a part of this, swivel yourselves, and scuttle back to your vehicles stashed in the woods—however many of you who feel fear in your hearts right now. I don’t have time for scared soldiers. Either go toward the specter of death boldly or cower in defeat, but do it away from my sight. I repeat: I won’t have cowards on my watch.” I stare at each of them and pause at Hasuf. “Even the old traitor looks less fearful than some of you.”

			“Maybe because he knows we’re delivering him into the safe hands of his people,” Jansu says. His permanent frown deepens as he adjusts the enormous backpack he wears. He’s big and tall already, and then he has to add more bulk with whatever tech, probably trash compared to what I’ve assembled, he’s brought with him? He looks pointedly at me. “While you’re delivering the team to danger.”

			“And what do you mean, your watch? I thought Khalda was leading this,” Raisa says belligerently, staring at my mask like she’s boring holes into it.

			What a bunch of fools.

			I turn around and march on.

			“I asked him to lead us for this part of the plan,” Khalda whispers from behind me. “And I, too, trust him.”

			My heart contracts—upon hearing that and on seeing the wall up ahead. Like the gate, it’s covered in brush, but in between, bits of the dark green door are visible.

			I hope the code works.

			I use my left hand to still my gloved right hand, to calm its tremors, and then enter the numbers from memory. There’s a sudden loud buzz that almost makes me jump, followed by a click. I pull the handle.

			It opens and my heart sings.

			If it was just Khalda and me, I would lift her in happiness and kiss her right there, against the concrete wall of the corridor I’ve stepped into.

			Tonight. I’ll hold her tonight.

			I don’t check, but I know she’s the first person to follow me in. The rest of their footsteps cross the threshold, and the door closes.

			It’s dark, but I turn a pencil flashlight on quickly, lest the cowards behind me get loud in their fright again.

			We walk the concrete floors until I see the descending steps. “A stairwell here. I’ll pass the flashlight to the back. Light the path down for us.”

			“Kizuwanda? Will you do it?” Khalda asks, taking the flashlight from me.

			Kizuwanda’s tall, so we get a wide shaft of light almost reaching the bottom of the staircase.

			We descend.

			Our steps echo in the cavern.

			When we reach the bottom, I hear the panting before Khalda reaches out for my arm.

			“It’s Raisa. She’s claustrophobic. She’s hyperventilating, and if it doesn’t subside, we may need medical intervention.” Even in the weak light, it’s easy to see the worry flooding Khalda’s face.

			“I can give her something to settle her nerves.” I check my lapel pocket where I keep some of my medication. After the burns of last year, I can never predict when I’ll get sudden flare-ups. “But it may knock her out, so give her only a portion.”

			Khalda nods and takes the pill I give her.

			But it’s apparent Raisa doesn’t trust anything that comes from me.

			She chooses instead to slide down on the last step and place her head on her knees, her backpack heaving as she struggles to breathe. Nayf is beside her, rubbing her arm, while Salwe stands on the step behind, watching over her daughter, a gun slung across her chest. Her second-in-command, Murda, is beside her, hunched almost in half due to the incompatibility between her height and the tunnel’s low ceiling. She looks like she belongs in a horror aura.

			I observe the scene for a moment before retaking command. “Someone volunteer to take Raisa out, smuggle her back through the terrain to a land carrier, take her back to the comfort of Namarax. The rest of us need to make it to Vireo to get going with the mission.”

			“But Raisa’s vital to our plans,” Khalda whispers to me.

			“No one is so vital that they can choose to thwart the mission,” I remind her loudly, albeit in a tone gentler than before. “Including myself, including you. No one can stop the others.”

			“She isn’t choosing to stop us.” Nayf looks up at me, face filling with anger.

			“She’s choosing not to take the medication that will permit her to go on with us.”

			He doesn’t respond to that.

			I make an executive decision. “You go back with her, little king. You’ll be useless, it seems, without her by your side. You’re only here because she is, anyhow.”

			He gets up, his fists clenching and unclenching as he takes a step toward me.

			His pressure point.

			This “team” is so easy to unravel, I’ll have all their vitals by tomorrow.

			“Nayf!” Salwe barks. “Step back!”

			He immediately freezes. And obeys her.

			Attaboy.

			“It’s true. Raisa has one of two choices. Abandon the mission or take the meds that will help her continue,” Salwe says—seemingly to everyone—while only looking at me. “It’s her choice to make, though.”

			“May I suggest a third option?” Kizuwanda, from the back. “She can walk with me at the end here. The light is dimmer, making her less aware of her surroundings, and I can soothe her mind with other talk. Our minds are powerful enough to carry us through challenges of this sort, given the right cues.”

			“Third option permitted,” Salwe says.

			“And now she has a minute to choose,” I say. “Before I go on, light or no light.”

			After a spell of audibly strained breathing, Raisa gets up with the help of Nayf and turns to Kizuwanda.

			We begin walking again.

			The princess is going to be a royal pain.
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			When we reach the second door after thirty minutes of proceeding single file in the narrow corridor, I decide it’s time for a brief explanation. “We’ve been walking in an underwater tunnel. Beyond this door is a vestibule containing a hatch that connects to the main transport tunnel, also underwater, leading to the Bridge. The main tunnel is the opposite of this space we’ve been in for the last while. It’s bright, wide, loud, and very busy.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Jansu bursts out. “That transport tunnel to the Bridge is full of surveillance!”

			All the faces in the line behind me wear incredulous expressions—except Khalda’s. She knows to trust me. Plus, she knows why we have to travel this way.

			She takes a breath. “Everything we need to get the mission done, the tech we require, the fabric, the tools, they are all on one of the trucks—the Stray’s men got it all loaded, and they’ve eased their attacks in the tunnels this past week just to let trucks through to the Bridge. All the trucks are headed to processing plants, but we’re going to get into our truck and steer it to the cargo entrance of Vireo Regenesis,” Khalda explains. “This was the only way to get what we needed in without alerting the ALIGN systems.”

			“And now the grand plan is to alert the systems at this point?” Jansu tips his head and repeatedly taps it on the wall behind him. “If you’d shared this brilliant plan, I could have told you that, since the explosions in the transport tunnels inland, ALIGN has designated the underwater tunnel unsafe for humans. Only droids are permitted in there. Droids that scan each inch of every self-driving vehicle to check contents, to check that they line up with the data they have at all times. Droids that will pounce on us the minute our breathing, living selves show up on their radar.” He stops tapping his head to straighten it and thunders, “AND SHOW UP WE WILL!”

			“Again, the exit is that way.” I point in the direction we walked all this way from. “I’ll be entering the transport tunnel in eight minutes, as that’s when our truck will be positioned right beside our hatch’s entry into the tunnel, making it easy to get inside.”

			“Undetected?” Jansu snorts. “The tunnel walls themselves are embedded with surveillance.”

			“Not necessarily.” Musaid finally speaks from the middle of the line, where’s he’s got Hasuf shackled to his belt harness in front of him. “We’ve walked for around thirty minutes, which translates roughly to two miles in. If we’ve been going at an angle, as I’m guessing, to meet the bigger tunnel, then we’re meeting it after the mile mark.”

			I nod.

			He goes on. “The intervals of scans for the trucks only occur for the first mile. With this plan, there won’t be any more scans of the trucks after we get on board.”

			He remembers how the tunnels work.

			I feel strangely proud of him. Attaboy.

			“How do you know this?” Nayf asks from the back, where he’s with his girlfriend.

			“I used to accompany the trucks delivering plants and soil and the fancy toys for Lein’s greenhouse,” Musaid says. “I was his houseboy, remember.”

			“No, I wasn’t asking how you know,” Nayf says. “How does he know all this?”

			He’s pointing at me.

			“Yeah, you blow up things inland. You’ve not ventured this far. You’re not a techie.” Jansu raises his eyebrows at me. “How’d you even know about this secret corridor to the transport tunnel?”

			“And the code for the door back there?” Nayf adds. “Just who are you? How do we even know you’re the Stray? You could be leading us right into Upper Earth’s trap for all we know.”

			At that, whether inadvertently or not, Kizuwanda shines the flashlight right at my mask, and I close my eyes to the glare entering through the eyehole mesh.

			The dark is always welcome.

			The silence, heavy with suspicion, that greets Nayf’s and Jansu’s words, less so.

			Even though I don’t answer to anyone except Khalda, I’m tiring of these constant challenges.

			In effect, they’re just repeating “show me your credentials.”

			My credentials will make them quake and run away, tails between their legs.

			“I’m ashamed of all of you. Utterly ashamed!” Khalda booms. “He’s been working for most of last week, since the moment we learned of Eyas’s abduction, to facilitate a way for us to infiltrate ALIGN—as per MY request, may I remind you—and this is how you’re responding to all the plans he’s made? At great risk to himself?”

			“We have a right to know how he has access to these things,” Jansu deadpans. “Your yelling at us won’t change that.”

			“He has men who surveil all access points to the Bridge. Remember, his entire focus has been to cut off goods, supplies, even food to Upper Earth, so that they can’t stay aloft much longer, so that they have to mix with us lowly humans!” Khalda’s earnest voice carries and echoes. “His men told him about this tunnel!”

			She lies impeccably for me. I finish with the truth. “This tunnel we’re in was used by elites to merge with the transport tunnel should hangars be inaccessible due to rebel violence. The elites used to practice evacuation drills in here.”

			I sheltered in place here many times.

			“And the door code?” Jansu won’t let up. “How’d you know that? That’s classified information that only a sophisticated hacker can access.”

			Is the tech-obsessed lug jealous of my knowledge?

			“I found it in the records, okay?” Khalda lies beautifully again. My heart swells with love for her; this is so out of her pristine character. “Now, time’s ticking. Who’s proceeding with us? Those heading back to Lower Earth, hug the wall, and let those brave enough to join us in destroying Upper Earth’s core step forward.”

			To my surprise, Musaid steps away from the wall. “I’m in.” He pokes Hasuf to move forward.

			Salwe steps up too.

			I don’t wait to see who else joins us. I open the door leading to the hatch. “To whoever meets me on the other side of this door, I’ll lay out just how we get into our truck.”

			As soon as I cross the vestibule and reach the sealed circular hatch leading to the transport tunnel, I turn to see who’s actually part of the team.

			Even as I blink in the light that’s flooded the vestibule, I see that everyone has stepped through.

			Everyone and one extra person.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Khalda

			
			Devon rubs his eyes in the bright light. Some kind of round metal is on top of his head.

			“What are you doing here?” Musaid’s face is a mess of emotions. “How’d you sneak here?”

			“I hid in the back of Jansu’s carrier when he came to pick you up. And then I followed all of you from far behind.” The little boy’s voice is small as he looks up at Musaid. “And I breathed quietly in the dark hallway.”

			“You shouldn’t be here!” Musaid is stern, loud, and I feel the worry underlining his anger. Many times I’ve succumbed to the same with Eyas.

			“We don’t have time for this,” Lein says. “I’m fine having this young soldier join us. He’s fearless, and we’re currently lacking that quality on our team.”

			He nods at Devon, and the boy immediately steps forward to stand by Lein’s side. His dark eyes are not so morose now, and a small contentment begins to settle on his brown face, lifting the corners of his mouth.

			But I notice those eyes of his are clearly avoiding looking at Musaid.

			I, too, don’t look at Musaid, sure he’s now livid at two people: the little boy and Lein.

			Everyone, it seems, harbors animosity toward Lein—except Salwe—and I’m not interested in diving into it.

			We need to get to Vireo.

			We need to get going.

			I signal to Lein to start.

			He quickly outlines how he’s going to exit through the hatch we’re assembled in front of and immediately crawl under the truck parked outside it, then proceed to open up a shaft leading into the truck’s trailer. We’re going to follow him one by one and climb into the trailer and hide in the ample space inside. Lein will then begin to reprogram the truck’s routes via a console his men stashed in the truck. “It serves two functions; all along it’s been emitting the wrong data as to the contents of the truck so that it aligns with the details the droids have, and once I hack it, it’s a way to get us out of being delivered to the processing plants. I’ll direct it to Vireo Regenesis instead.”

			Jansu pounces on that. “Where’d you get such tech? How do we know it’s reliable? Has it been field-tested?”

			I know Lein stole it from the palace when we were there last week. I know his fingerprint can still access all the stash there.

			The dead prince wasn’t erased from the system.

			And because we had free-roaming rights, with Hasuf captured and ordered to assign the guards tasks away from the palace rooms we needed, Lein was able to secure a lot of important tech for our mission.

			Little does this team even know just how hard Lein has worked to make this all possible.

			“I’ve got smart men working for me. You’re not the only tech wizard in the land,” Lein simply says. “Moving on from your ego, I’ll be exiting from here shortly. Once I get out, give yourself to the count of twenty before the next person follows. All the trucks are stopped to wait for the actual bridge to the Bridge to lower for transport before crossing out of this tunnel onto the terrain, so we’ll have about ten minutes in total to tuck ourselves inside the trailer. Move fast, but space yourselves in timed increments so that if we get sighted, not all of us get captured.”

			“Is this how this mission is going to be? Are we going to be told the insane dangers we’ll be putting ourselves into right before we execute each action?” Nayf asks. “Khalda, this is something for you to answer.”

			“No, I promise you’ll know everything about our plans for Upper Earth. It will all be laid out,” I assure him. “Once we get to Vireo.”

			“But you won’t decide anything,” Lein says. After a beat of staring down Nayf, he adds, “That’s Khalda’s domain.”

			Nayf’s jaws immediately tense on hearing that.

			With this team, it’s going to be hard to protect the one I love from getting lost in his rage. My mission includes keeping Lein’s identity hidden from the others.

			I have to keep him safe.

			But not from others. From himself and the revenge simmering under that mask.

			“Let’s move now,” I quickly say. The way the team is sparring from the get-go, I’ll be grateful if we get to Vireo in one piece. “I’ll bring up the rear.”

			Even with his mask on, I can tell Lein doesn’t like that, but he swivels forward. After a few seconds, he presses the button at the side of the circular hatch, and it splits open. He scrambles through, and we get a glimpse of a white truck parked right outside it before it closes again.

			I pray it’s the correct vehicle, that he makes it undetected, that he is safe.

			Then I unshackle Hasuf’s wrists. “You’ll still be connected to Musaid. You’ll enter the tunnel together and go into the truck together. Devon will come with me.”

			Musaid salutes.

			He’s been such an asset to the team already, I smile and salute in response before heading to the back of the team, holding Devon’s hand.

			Raisa looks much better. “Sorry,” she whispers as I pass her.

			“No reason to be.” I shake my head and turn to watch Jansu scuttle through the hatch.

			We’re all on tenterhooks.

			There’s no way to know what’s happening on the other side—unless droids enter this vestibule to find us.

			If that happens, it will be a massacre in here.

			On my watch.

			I clear that worry from my head with the method Lein taught me when he learned just how much anxiety I carried with me about the future, how much sadness about the past.

			He gave me a natural remedy, but there’s no nature here, so I resort to examining the beauty of the tiling of this space, starting with the floors, ending with the ceiling.

			Rooting myself in the known.

			I’m only leading this mission because of Lein—actually, the Stray. Because he taught me his way to see beauty even in an ugly world.
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			I discovered his method by accident.

			Soon after we reunited, after he’d become the Stray, I came to his supply closet of a home to deliver food as usual one day and found it empty.

			This happened occasionally, so I just set about doing something helpful for him as I awaited his return.

			While straightening the blanket on the mat he used as a bed, I felt a lump in the folds of the cloth.

			Later on, I was so glad I hadn’t picked up the blanket to snap it in the air before folding it like I normally do.

			All his efforts would have flicked away.

			The lump was a leather-bound notebook with a self-enclosing string to keep it tightly shut. It was untitled.

			As in, it wasn’t titled Secret.

			So I opened it as I do any book: gingerly and thankfully.

			Inside, tucked into pages, were pressed foliage and flowers, even weeds, some with simple tape holding them down, others loose. Each page housing a plant had notes, either a label identifying it or a location or just an observation.

			Eyas brought me a daisy like this in one of her gift nests.

			I could have sworn these were a darker green growing up. Or maybe it’s because the palace grounds got fertilized often.

			These remind me of Khalda. Note: one day, make her a bouquet of them. This was jotted next to a cluster of perfectly dried nigella flowers, their blues preserved, the outburst of yellow green from their centers giving them a starry appearance.

			Nigellas, which Hasuf taught me had seeds that are cures for numerous ailments. Whenever I foraged for food, I’d keep an eye out for them.

			Its flowers are also called love-in-a-mist.

			Something about reading that Lein thought of me when he saw them made me feel guilty, so I quickly closed the book and tied the leather string to keep all its treasures inside, and tucked it under the folded blanket.

			But as we stretched out on the mat after his return that day, his feet touched the lump, and he brought the book forth. Then he sat up against the wall, pulled me into his arms, and showed me everything—what I’d seen before and other “specimens,” as he called them.

			“It’s my records.”

			“Of Earth? Of what it yields?” I asked, in bliss because my head was most at home against his chest, enveloped by his arms.

			“Of keeping my sanity.” He pointed at a pressed dandelion. “Found this the day Upper Earth sent droid wolves into the mountains. They couldn’t move very well, but they also shot at anything that did move. We lost nine people that day, including three kids. Only two lost that day were rebel soldiers—the rest, people who sought refuge from the violence in caves. Families. We destroyed the droids, destroyed millions of dollars’ worth of tech, and they never sent them again. And I found this dandelion plant after we hauled the bodies away.”

			“So each is associated with a memory?” I turned and wrapped my own arms around him, sad for all the horrific imagery he carried.

			“No, look at them, Khalda.”

			He traced the stem of one of three dandelions in a bunch, until his finger met the dark green sepals, after which we saw a white flower base topped with a burst of yellow. Then he pointed at the leaves gently—upside-down triangles stacked on top of one another. “Look at the teeth on each leaf.”

			I peered closer. There were tiny spikes on the leaves.

			“See how there are more teeth the lower you go? But the mature leaves on top have lost them?” He took my finger and traced the entire plant. “That’s how I cope. By examining what’s here, what’s now, in detail. Every plant in here is one that has rooted me in a moment in time beyond the pain of what I experienced in it.”

			As I traced the pressed roots of the dandelion, I noticed the tiny date at the bottom of the page: Eighth day of Parchd, Lunar year 1580, Gregorian year 2154. I turn the pages carefully. Each specimen had dates.

			“Ah, so your mind becomes occupied with the intricacies of something positive during a sad moment,” I tried summing up, tipping my head to look at him, to gauge whether I’d gotten it right.

			“Not only the positive. Of the now. Of what I know is true and real in that moment.” He tucks in the edge of a red poppy peeking out of a page. “And for me that’s only found in nature.”

			“I’m going to try it. Examine something in detail.”

			“Do it whenever you need to rein in your mind, whether it gallops ahead to bring you all the terrible things that can go wrong, or, as mine tends to do, if it ruminates on the failed past.”

			“Mine does both, sadly.”

			“I know. That’s what struck me first when I got to know you. How much trauma you carry, how much it freezes you from moving forward.”

			And then Lein said a thing I’ll never forget. “There’s no one I care more about in this world than you. So I have to say this: With the work I do, every day becomes a day I might die. But I want to die knowing that—and forgive the botany metaphor here, but you know me.” He chuckled at this. “I want to know that you won’t let your roots mold in stagnant waters. In your past.”

			“Nor get stunted from lack of seeking the light?” I ventured with my own plant metaphor. “Being so fearful of the future?”

			“Exactly. Plant yourself in the now whenever you get immobilized by grief or anxiety.”

			“By collecting plant specimens.”

			“By tracing anything you find, preferably from nature, but even man-made will do. Trace with your mind’s eye, see every detail of it, and your mind will first be engulfed in it, in something else other than the past or the future, and then find its way to utter calm. Like I’m going to do right now.” His fingers found the edges of my face, and their gentle touch glided along to my jawline, and then, all of a sudden, his face was buried in my neck, kisses making their way over me.
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			I flush at the memory and continue paying attention to the tiling in the vestibule. They’re simple, rectangular white tiles, but there’s a faint marbling effect on them I can trace with my eyes.

			Rooting myself in the known here and now.

			Soon it’s only Kizuwanda and Nayf left with Devon and me.

			I move my eyes up to the ceiling tiles.

			That’s when I notice a tile that’s been partially moved aside.

			There’s someone looking down at us from it.

			There’s a gun looking down at us too.

			I poke Nayf so I’m not rooted in fear alone.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Nayf

			
			I’m supposed to exit the hatch in fifteen seconds, but I can’t without finding out why Marcel is pointing a long gun down at us.

			I can’t leave Khalda and the little boy behind with him, even if it’s someone who works with Jansu.

			Ultimately, you can’t trust anyone from Upper Earth. “What are you doing up there?”

			“Providing cover. A droid enters, I immediately disable it. Take out its battery,” Marcel says. “Now go, your time is up.”

			I glance back at Khalda to check how she’s taking this. She doesn’t appear to be buying it.

			I look up at Marcel, trying to assess next steps.

			“The Stray assigned me this task,” Marcel clarifies. “As someone with Upper Earth clearance, I can help get you all to Vireo safely.”

			“You’ve been here the whole time?”

			“Since before you entered. I’ve been tracking our truck to make sure it lined up ready for you guys. I’m also clearing data scans for it to take you along the correct route to the greenhouse.”

			Khalda finally speaks, but quietly, to me only. “How do you know him?”

			“Jansu introduced us,” I tell her. “He’s been embedded with Upper Earth on our behalf, has been for years. For over a decade now, he’s been providing us the inside intel that’s helped us break into weapons warehouses, timings for droid movements, a bunch of other things. And, at the moment, he seems to know the Stray’s plans.”

			When Khalda hears mention of the Stray, the doubt on her face clears a bit. “Okay, go,” she says to me. “Your time’s up. If you don’t go now, it will impede our getting out of the tunnel on time.”

			I take a breath and press the button and exit backward, to keep my gaze on Marcel in the vestibule, suspicious to the last second.

			Only when the hatch door closes do I turn to the truck.

			To come face-to-face with a droid between me and the vehicle.

			My only weapon is a handgun, which is useless on droids, as their suits are impenetrable. The only way to stop them is by gutting their power cores, like Marcel would have with his precise weapon—but it’s an impossible task if you’re not familiar with each model, as we Lower Earthers aren’t.

			Staring at me is the sleekest droid I’ve ever seen, not only humanoid in form but also finish, its light gray skin a buttery texture.

			I peer into its lively eyes roaming my face, probably mapping it to assess if it lines up with one of the “illegal” humans stored in its cache.

			Do those eyes house bullets like the worker droids that ALIGN sends to Lower Earth?

			Or are these just data machines? Can I knock it off its legs, twist its spine, and watch over it as Khalda and the boy scramble under the truck, after which I’ll crush the droid and rush to make it into the trailer myself too?

			The droid starts talking with human cadence but stilted words. “No human entry permitted in transport tunnels. Stand still for scan to determine your value. Demerits for Upper Earth citizens, detention for Bridge residents, execution for members of Lower Earth populace—” The droid stops talking mid-speech, its jaw going slack.

			The entire thing is frozen.

			The Stray tips his head to reveal himself standing behind the droid and holds up a battery pack in his hands, its edges cracked, wires hanging from it having been pulled out of the droid roughly. “I didn’t kill it for you, little king. It’s for them.” He nods behind me, and I turn to see that Khalda and the boy have already exited the hatch and are standing still with their mouths hanging open in fear at the scene they just stepped into. The Stray prods me. “Now move!”

			I lead the way under the truck and pull myself up through the shaft quickly and then reach down to help tug the little boy up and give a hand to Khalda.

			I’m about to turn and let the Stray climb in when I see the top of the droid’s head entering the shaft. “Yank it up,” the Stray hisses. “We can’t just leave it out there.”

			I haul it through and pass it down the rest of the group huddled on the floor of the trailer, walled in by crates, the only source of light being the flashlight Kizuwanda holds.

			Once the Stray comes in and pulls the door on the shaft shut, the truck lurches and begins moving.

			“You guys got in just in time,” Musaid whispers.

			“I underestimated how long it would take a team like this to execute a successful stowaway,” the Stray says, his voice exasperated, no way of seeing his facial expression under that mask. He begins working the controller console to direct the truck, gesturing for Kizuwanda to shine the flashlight his way. “If I hadn’t been watching from under the truck the entire time, little king would have gotten two other people killed along with him. Lucky for him, it’s just a data droid.”

			“They don’t kill?” Kizuwanda asks.

			“They do, but they’re not equipped with sensitive receptors alerting them to anything behind them while they’re in the process of conducting scans.” He moves the toggle on the controller while watching the embedded screen.

			I exchange glances with Jansu. Just how does the Stray know so much about so many things? Types of droids, how to maneuver a self-driving truck—vehicles we know Upper Earth is completely meticulous about programming—locations of secret tunnels and—even Marcel?

			Could he and Marcel be in on a double-crossing mission?

			He, Marcel, and Hasuf?

			What if that’s the reason the Stray made a big deal out of attempting to violently kill the old man back in the dungeons? To throw off the scent of their alliance?

			There’s no way to check with Jansu on just how Marcel suddenly showed up in the vestibule back there, as it’s quiet in this space with no privacy.

			All nervous eyes are on the controller in the Stray’s hands.

			“Let’s hope little king didn’t alert the system already by staring into the droid’s eyes.” The Stray won’t let up on me. He suddenly laughs. “It’s hilarious that this is the caliber of your rebel army. A soldier who smiles while Upper Earth takes his picture. Fool.”

			“Sorrow, please,” Khalda says. “Can we focus?”

			And he complies, just like that, shutting his mouth.

			I don’t know why Khalda calls him Sorrow, but the greater mystery is why he listens to her so readily. Maybe all the food she smuggled to him and the rebels fighting under his command in the transport tunnels has softened the bastard’s heart to her.

			Maybe the way to that cold heart was through his stomach.

			I audibly chuckle at this, which makes the Stray look up from the controller.

			I let him see that he doesn’t scare me with his attempts to flex his “ruthlessness” all the time.

			He doesn’t take his eyes off me.

			And I don’t take my eyes off him, a smirk still on my face, imagining him stuffing his face breathlessly when Khalda brings him kebabs.

			“We’re just about to cross the bridge,” the little boy who showed up in the other tunnel whispers. He’s hunkered down on his stomach beside the Stray, watching the console in his hands.

			The Stray drops his gaze from me back to the controller.

			It hits me that this is the boy we saw with Eyas and Musaid in the surveillance footage of the red house in the woods.

			“Devon, come here. Leave him to his task,” Musaid says, patting a spot beside him.

			Devon shakes his head. “I want to be with the leader.”

			The Stray chuckles at this and murmurs, “Attaboy.”

			Musaid sits back against the crate he’s leaning on, not bothering to mask the frown on his face.

			When we reach this greenhouse, some of us need to have a private meeting of our own.
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			When the truck’s back door rolls open, we emerge onto a ramp leading us into darkness.

			At first, the cool air makes me think we’re outside, but there’s concrete all around us. A briny smell in the air.

			And the dark is lit by weak lighting.

			The Stray slides the ramp shut into the vehicle once we’re all out and activates the truck door to close it.

			He begins walking forward without saying a word.

			“Where are we?” Raisa asks. “This doesn’t look like the Bridge.”

			“We’re in another underwater transport tunnel, this one leading to Vireo.” Khalda points ahead at a concrete wall that the Stray is moving toward, Salwe by his side. “The Stray told me we need to be scanned individually at the entrance there.”

			Khalda begins following them, and after looking at each other, Raisa and I hang back while the rest of them join the group. The wideness of this space we’re in makes it easier to talk quietly.

			“It looks like the Stray is calling all the shots, not Khalda, as we were told,” Raisa whispers to me. “And I’m uncomfortable with that.”

			“Ultimately, we don’t know him, where he popped up from, what his aims are,” I say. “Khalda’s too trusting.”

			“And”—she puts a hand out to my arm—“he has some kind of vendetta against you. I hate that.”

			Some of my trepidation around Raisa after she shook me away in the dungeons so roughly dissipates on hearing that. “And you. He’s terrible to you.”

			“With the entire team, actually,” Raisa clarifies. “Except Khalda, and my mother.”

			“And now the boy.” I watch the Stray up ahead, Devon trotting beside him to keep pace with his “leader’s” long strides. “Anyone who reveres him earns benevolence from him. Classic manipulator.”

			“We have to be on watch.” Raisa sighs. “Not just with our enemies, but with our team too.”

			“Not to worry, I learned this the day I found out about Hasuf.” I add one more thing before we continue to join the group gathered in front of the wall now. “I’ve been on guard with everyone since.”

			Sometimes—lately—even with you, Ray, my conscience whispers.

			I shake that thought away.

			To make up for it, I stop walking and shrug off the left strap of my backpack and pull it forward to unzip a pocket on the side. I extract Nene Nushba’s masbaha and hold it out to Raisa, who has also paused. “My grandmother ran these beads through her fingers when she needed grounding. She’d be so calm sitting there with them. She’d whisper something to herself, but I don’t know what it was, so I can’t share her words, but I can give you this. To help you when you get overwhelmed, you know?” I wait until she takes it before I go on. “The beads are made of wood from the hill blossom tree. This masbaha’s been in our family for a long time.”

			Raisa rolls the beads between her fingers. “These were around your grandmother’s records when Khalda gave them to you in the dungeon,” she says reverently before handing the masbaha back to me. “It’s precious.”

			I shake my head. “You keep it. Like I said, I remember they helped my grandmother find her calm.”

			In response, she smiles at me and winds the masbaha on her right wrist. The largest bead hangs its tassels into her palm, and I wish I could sweep them aside and hold that hand—but instead I hitch the backpack strap on my left shoulder and secure it with a stoic face.

			I can’t look at her too long during this mission, I decide. Or else all I’ll be doing is thinking of her.

			On some kind of cue we’re not privy to, the concrete wall ahead slides to one side seamlessly and reveals a large opening to a spacious, empty warehouse. Marcel is standing in the center of the entranceway, a smile on his face, a security wand in his hand. “Welcome to Vireo Regenesis. I apologize for the intrusion, but I need to ensure all security protocols are followed, so please line up to be scanned for any bugs—inadvertently picked up or planted without your knowledge—before stepping inside. When we’re all in the clear, we’ll get the truck backed in here. Once our team and goods are sealed from the exterior, I can finally open the air lock for us to enter the greenhouse.”

			Air lock?

			For a greenhouse?

			After being the last to be scanned, I glance at the Stray as we await Marcel’s maneuvering of the truck into the warehouse.

			With his inscrutable mask, the Stray looks nonhuman. Lacking in anything that makes humans accessible, appealable, empathetic. Humane.

			Jansu is beside him now, talking, his body language not so defensive.

			I guess seeing Marcel on board with the Stray just made Jansu less on edge.

			That’ll never happen with me.

			I’ll never trust the Stray, regardless of what he does for our team.

			Even if it’s due to him that we achieve our goal.

			“Before Khalda takes over when we enter the greenhouse, some background,” the Stray says once the exterior door slides shut and we’re sealed in the warehouse with the truck. “We’re here in the fancifully named Vireo Regenesis because it’s gone to crap. It’s a forgotten, abandoned place Upper Earth hasn’t destroyed yet because of the potential harm to the Bridge structure itself.”

			“Can I add something about the Bridge?” Marcel asks. When the Stray nods, Marcel continues. “The Bridge is all hustle-bustle, designed like the docks districts throughout history. Its sole function now is to house processing plants for everything that feeds Upper Earth. Completely guarded by personnel and fail-safe procedures, it’s built like heavy-duty shipping vessels of the past, but well anchored, never susceptible to floating off. And yet it’s designed to look delicate, natural, like it belongs on water. There are nine lily-pad-shaped terrains, one that is a main hub of sorts, two that house the people of the Bridge who work in processing, four terrains that are full of the factories they work in along with droids, and then the launchpad at the end to travel to Upper Earth. The main stem connecting the lily pads is solely for commuting via the high-speed rail overland, or the transport tunnel underneath the stem, in the water, that you all traveled in. The whole of the Bridge is deeply embedded into the ocean floor. But even so, the structure still has to contend with some buoyancy. While the engineering is solid to make the Bridge as stable as possible, there’s one lily pad where that’s not the case, the one I haven’t talked about yet. The first one on the right when you enter the Bridge.”

			“The one we’re gathered in,” the Stray adds.

			“On, you mean,” Jansu corrects.

			“In,” Marcel says, a strange expression flickering on his face. Discomfort? Trepidation? “Vireo Regenesis is embedded into one of the lily-pad terrains floating on the ocean. We’re entering a structure beneath the lily pad, the ceiling of which is the only part that is attached to the terrain itself.” He pauses. Swallows. “That may be part of why it’s failing.”

			“Not at all,” the Stray says roughly. “It’s due to neglect. Now, open the air lock.”

			Marcel nods, a strange expression on his face—reluctance?—and keys in a code on a pad beside the sealed entryway.

			The doors activate.

			We step into a pristine white antechamber where we get misted with some sort of faint spray before another set of sliding doors opens and we see the most unbelievable sight ever: Vireo Regenesis is an underwater greenhouse.

			We are literally in a structure that can only be described as the opposite of an aquarium. Instead of stagnant water we’re surrounded by stale air.

			A huge terrarium underwater—a forgotten, forsaken one.

			Outside the glass walls surrounding us are ocean creatures swimming by, some seemingly peering into this humid, dank, artificially lit place full of rotting vegetation, others oblivious to the odd structure in their midst.

			We walk onto a floor covered in sod, bone dry in some areas, moist in others, following Marcel, the Stray close behind him.

			It must be my imagination, and the ambiance, but the Stray’s posture is different.

			His walk too. It’s slower, with shoulders more slack, not so thrown back.

			I turn to Raisa.

			Her eyes are fixed above us, and I follow her gaze way up.

			The glass ceiling is domed, and between the lichen and algae covering parts of it, the sky is visible.

			And, also visible: the edges of the hovering megastructure that is Upper Earth.

			The parasite.

			The Bridge is its proboscis, feeding the brain—the privileged ones—by sucking Earth’s resources dry.

			But I have a feeling Raisa is not thinking about that.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				Raisa

			
			For a moment, I think I’m experiencing déjà vu—but not in the sense of having been here or done this previously.

			It’s more of an emotional déjà vu.

			Sparks of how I felt before, when I first landed on Lower Earth, kindle my heart and mind to a roaring ache: a longing to return home.

			A longing for the familiar.

			Upper Earth.

			It’s not the glimpse of my previous residence hovering high above the “greenhouse” that’s causing these glitches in me.

			It’s this place we’re in right now.

			I need to be rescued from it by Papa.

			No.

			No. I can’t believe such a thought flared across my brain like I’m still scalplinked to ALIGN, to Papa.

			Never again.

			I need to get out of here.

			This supposed greenhouse.

			It’s everything I hate about a space: dark, musty, a pungent pickle-y smell in the air, enclosed by walls of creepy swimming creatures outside, with the greenhouse glow continuously casting shadows on the glass surrounding us.

			And most terribly, we don’t have quick access to exits.

			Claustrophobia in a moldy pickle jar.

			I take small sips of air in an attempt to avert the sudden urge to gulp a huge breath in, followed by what inevitably strikes next: gasping for air when it doesn’t feel like there’s enough oxygen.

			Strangely, this is worse than the corridors of the palace dungeons.

			I need to get out of here.

			Yet I know what requesting that is going to look like to the others.

			The Stray is going to scoff at my “elite” behavior; Khalda will become filled with anxiety; everyone else will think I’m spoiled. Even my mother.

			Well, there’s an exception to “everyone.”

			Nayf will inevitably volunteer to accompany me out of this place and put all his effort into bringing me to safety—physical and emotional.

			He’s been glancing at me every so often as we walk the paths between long box planters on one side and a series of hydroponic planters in tall columns on the other side.

			The boxes hold cultivated plants, most dry, others strangely thriving but overrun with some kind of climbing vine trying to choke them out of existence. The columns are also depressing: a few plants surviving limply, interspersed with many dead ones, long gone brown.

			How will we work on our mission here? In such a disheartening environment?

			And more importantly, exactly how will I be helpful to this mission with all my phobias?

			That’s it, that’s what’s been heightening all my fears further: I’m actually of no value to this team beyond the clout of being a “princess.”

			Nayf taps my arm gently and whispers, “Use Nene Nushba’s masbaha.”

			The string of wooden beads he gave me just before we entered this place.

			I unwind them from my wrist and let the beads slip between my fingers as I move them on their string with my fingertips, trying to focus on the sense of touch.

			As I’m about to take a bigger breath to expand the feeling opening up in my chest now, we emerge out of the path, and I exhale slowly.

			Space. Wide open space.

			Here, there’s a huge waterless fountain in the center of cobblestoned ground, like the squares of old towns in history, wrought-iron tables and chairs in clusters around the fountain. On two ends, camouflaged with vines on all but the sides facing the fountain, are large trailers, one labeled office, the other lab. Behind the lab is a wall-mounted ladder leading to a booth overlooking the greenhouse, covered in draped netting.

			I look all the way up and suddenly realize why we’re here; the entire center of the dome, the part directly above us, is dense with the most lush vegetation in the entire place: the climbing vines overtaking many of the living plants around us.

			Sending long tendrils swaying down, it has created a tightly woven canopy clinging to the glass ceiling that doesn’t let much sun in.

			Other than the edges of the ceiling where the creeper plant hasn’t spread to yet, where I previously saw the periphery of Upper Earth hovering high above us, the takeover is astonishingly complete.

			The dense canopy doesn’t let anyone on the Bridge—whether human or droid—see the goings-on in this neglected space.

			Feeling safer, I immediately relax.

			Maybe it’s also the relief of bursting out from narrow pathways into this spacious area, the escape from all that oppressive decaying and dead flora, but as I join the others in taking a seat at the tables around the fountain, it’s with renewed energy.

			Again and again, I’m reminded of a truth I’ve been trying to learn this past year, one Mama taught me: Comfort is relative and can evolve. Our brains can adjust to new concepts of home.

			My breathing settles, and I decide the smell here is less briny and more chlorophyll.

			I even smile at Nayf.

			In response, he sighs. Whether it’s in contentment or unease, I don’t know.

			I pocket the masbaha beads, grateful for them.
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			Khalda takes center stage in the fountain, literally standing on the raised platform in front of a dolphin sculpture. “Today, there’s only one focus for us: unloading the truck, moving its contents to the spots I’ve assigned them. Then we settle in for an early bedtime, as we start preparing for the mission at the crack of dawn tomorrow. Sleeping bags are in one of the crates to be unpacked.”

			“Is the air here safe?” Murda asks in her deep, gentle voice. “Especially for people with respiratory issues?”

			She doesn’t look at me, but she’s thinking of me.

			I can’t believe I was scared of her the first time I met her.

			“We thoroughly tested it,” Marcel confirms. “And I’ve been sleeping here for the last couple of days with no issues.”

			“Well, that explains why you’re that shade of green,” Jansu jokes. “And the leaves growing out of your ears, the roots out of your butt.”

			While everyone else joins in laughter, including Marcel, Mama shoots Jansu a look, and I stop my giggle.

			Ever since I heard that they’d both signed up to be on the mission, I’ve been worried. It’s only a matter of time before the first of many fights breaks out between them.

			“Speaking of hunkering here,” Marcel says, “I need to go over emergency evacuation procedures for Vireo. See that perch up there?” He points at the booth covered in netting above the lab, with the vertical fixed ladder. “It’s got a secret sealed exit to a submersible that will stay hidden underneath the Bridge, undetected. I stocked the sub with food and essentials in case we need to huddle in there for a few days or even longer. But, in case of a breach of Vireo, we must climb up there single file, with cooperation, to all make it out safely, so we’ll be doing a couple of drills while we’re here, got it?”

			We all nod, and I size up the ladder. It doesn’t reach the floor, and I wonder how hard it will be for some of us to jump up to climb it, like Kizuwanda and the little boy. I guess that’s why Marcel mentioned cooperation and drills.

			I’ll make sure Kizuwanda makes it.

			It’s surprising how that came to my mind faster than helping Mama make it—but I know it’s because Mama is a more-than-capable soldier.

			“Thanks.” Khalda nods at Marcel and then turns to address us again. “Any questions before we pick up our sleeping bags?”

			“Where do we sleep?” Nayf asks. “Choose our own spots, or have those been assigned too?”

			“You’ll sleep where the practice location for your part of the mission is. Along with the members working with you.”

			“Who’s in my group?” Nayf. “Again, do we get to choose, or has the Stray figured that out too?”

			That’s met with silence from everyone.

			The Stray, sitting at the rim of the fountain, feet dangling into it, doesn’t respond. Beside him, the boy who snuck into the mission, Devon, is dangling his little legs, too, a cute mask made out of a lid on his face.

			It’s so obvious that the boy has found his mentor.

			Too bad it’s someone like the Stray, though.

			And not honest-hearted Musaid, who’s standing over a seated Hasuf, still guarding our prisoner but granting the elderly traitor a seat over taking the chair himself.

			“For the last time, I’m leading the mission.” Khalda speaks coldly to Nayf. “Now drop the posturing and empty the truck.”

			We all get to our feet.

			But as I begin following the others, Khalda puts a hand on my arm to hold me back. “The Stray insisted I take the office to sleep in, because as the lead, I’ll be locking up the plans in the safe there every night. But I don’t want to do it on my own. Will you stay with me? There are foldout cots in there.”

			“What about my mother? And Murda?”

			“Your mother already signaled an interest in keeping her eyes on Hasuf. She told the Stray she doesn’t trust Musaid’s ability to deal with him on his own if the old man tries something. So she and Murda will be in the lab trailer with Musaid and our prisoner.”

			I nod. “I’ll stay with you if you allow Kizuwanda to join us.”

			“I’ve been conferring with her and Jansu for this mission since I started drawing up plans, and they both wanted to stay close to the generators in the truck, due to the nature of their prep.” Khalda starts walking, and I join her on the path between the plants. “Kizuwanda will sleep in the truck’s trailer, and Jansu, Nayf, Marcel, and the little boy will camp out in the warehouse it’s parked in.”

			“And the Stray?”

			She shrugs. “I tried to assign him a spot, but he said he doesn’t need sleep when there’s work to do.”

			If you ask me, that sounds really suspicious.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Before I head to sleep, I go see how Kizuwanda is set up for the night.

			Just as I suspected, she’s made it cozy in the back of the truck, her sleeping bag spread out on a few empty crates pushed together to make a platform.

			She lifts up the sleeping bag and reveals what’s underneath. “Until we have to cut these, after I’ve worked out the dress patterns, that is, I have the perfect mattress.”

			A series of flattened rolls of fabric are laid out neatly beneath her sleeping bag. I run a hand on the rolls, noting their cushiness. “It’s nice, but if you want to trade, Khalda told me I have a cot in the trailer?”

			“Maybe later, when we’re making the dresses and these are gone.” She looks at the fabric roll my hand has come to rest on. “You like that one? Gorgeous, isn’t it?”

			“Stunning.” It’s a beautiful bright lavender. There’s a roll of gauzy fabric in the exact shade beside it. “Is it for my Vol Doré dress?” I beam.

			“A designer never reveals her grand plans until everything is in place to wow her client.” Kizuwanda smiles knowingly. “Remember how your red dress ignited a revolution? It was a surprise. This lavender dress is too.”

			I smile back at her. “Thanks for walking with me in the tunnel earlier. And holding my hand.”

			“Oh, I’ve needed my hand held plenty of times, so I was just passing the kindness on.” She raises an eyebrow. “Believe it or not, before she became General Salwe, your mother helped me through many such situations.”

			“Mama?” I don’t know why I’m surprised.

			She nods. “Your mother is an excellent motivator. She can even be positively inspirational at times. I have a lot of her words recorded in here actually.” She picks up her backpack at the head of her sleeping bag and pulls a dark green book out of it. She flips through and opens the book at one of the dog-eared pages and hands it over to me.

			I read the heading to myself. By our records, shall we resist. In our past, we find our future.

			The block of handwriting underneath it is small and tight. I turn the book over and read the title, Commonplace Book Volume Nine, Dame Kizuwanda McCoy. The Dame is crossed off. She made me stop calling her that last year, when she outfitted me in the red dress that restarted the revolution, saying a knighted title was a tool of hierarchy enforcement, that she’d borne it while on Upper Earth but no longer. I see that Dame is crossed off the spine of this book too. “Is this your journal?”

			“You’ve never seen a commonplace book?” She considers me with surprise in her eyes. “Your father’s? Other guardians’?”

			I shake my head. Papa? Having an actual book to write in?

			“Oh, right, you were being trained to be the ultimate usherer-in of the Enlightenment Project. Conditioned to love your technological binds, unlike other Upper Earth children.” She moves toward me and reaches a hand out to place it on my arm. I feel her gentle touch through my sleeve, see the care in her eyes as she goes on. “On Upper Earth, we were reminded daily to unknit ourselves from our links, to touch grass, get our hands dirty with the real world. Well, as real as it gets up there.”

			“I know about all the messages to unknit.” I don’t know why I feel so defensive. “I used to unlink myself. You know that, Kizuwanda.” Though I did it reluctantly, as I hated unknitting back then, feeling safer staying connected to ALIGN’s womb-like network.

			Maybe it isn’t defensiveness rearing its head now but guilt.

			“Yes, but you were kept apart when the other children had their free hours. Up until you traveled to Lower Earth last year, you were still being programmed to comply with your father’s plans for you, while the other kids were developing their intellectual capacities. The children of Upper Earth elites are trained to be leaders. That means”—she takes the book from me and holds it up—“learning how to use commonplace books to store their discoveries, thoughts, questions. To use pen and paper. To undigitalize themselves, for ALIGN knows that’s the way to both creativity and true innovation, as well as mastery over yourself.”

			“Writing in journals? Like records?” I try not to look skeptical. I mean, I know records are important stores of true histories, but serving as tools of innovation?

			“Sort of, but it’s beyond recording truths. It’s also about developing your brain outside of someone else’s thoughts—whether they’re manipulative or entertaining or something else. Without conquerors invading your mind space, overwhelming your innate sense of the world, you find a way back to your own soul. Which then leads to a freed brain—which is ultimately powerful.” Kizuwanda’s eyes are still kindly, but her voice takes on a steely tone now. “It’s been that way since technology was born in a place called Silicon Valley. Even back then, tech leaders brought up their children with limited technology while encouraging it for everyone else’s children, including in their schooling. Meanwhile, the kids of Silicon Valley went to technology-free schools. Their parents knew being incessantly linked long-term was harmful, to willingly and constantly give your mind over to others was for the weak, for the easily manipulated. And manipulate the masses they did.”

			“But wouldn’t people have noticed these differences?” My skepticism remains. How could unscalplinked populations not see this was all happening?

			And, also, how does Kizuwanda know all this?

			“When you’re happier in your knitted, virtual world than in your real one, you choose not to see what you don’t want to. You prefer the neatness of the world you’re fed to the efforts required to untangle reality.” She flips through the book, and as the pages rush by, I see an avalanche of illustrations and notes jammed into the pages.

			A cacophony of unwieldy thoughts.

			Ugh.

			But then again, why do I need everything so streamlined? Airy?

			Kizuwanda holds the book out to me once more, and I take it and do the same thing she did: fan it to fill my eyes with the abundance of knowledge she’s collected.

			What she just said repeats in my head. You prefer the neatness of the world you’re fed to the efforts required to untangle reality. “Where did you learn all this? About these people of the past, in the valley?”

			“I learned it on Upper Earth, along with all the guardians, and other elites. The true history of the manipulation of technology to aid in the rise of the Visionaries, as your father calls them.” She puts a finger on one of the pages flashing by and flips forward until she finds an entry titled The Powers of Knowing Truth and Its Twin, Enactment. “That’s why I wrote down this reminder to myself, that which I shared with you when we were walking in the tunnel together: What you feed your brain is what shapes your actions. Your fears can be manipulated by your thoughts, and those thoughts can be fed by lies or truths.”

			I nod and slowly speak my realization aloud. “That’s why you asked me to recount the facts I knew outside of that dark, narrow tunnel we were in.” Every word I responded with—from the blue of a clear summer sky to the soaked soil after a rainfall to the cold, whipping wind before a storm, things I’d actually felt and experienced on Lower Earth—created palpable, visceral images in my brain, took me out of the darkness around me, and then drained the dark mass I’d imagined filling my lungs before. Like what happened here in Vireo Regenesis again earlier.

			I take the masbaha beads out of my pocket now and move the wooden spheres on the string, grateful that Nayf gave them to me. They remind me of the wideness of the world, its trees, that we have an entire planet—even if it’s mostly destroyed presently. We still have it. “So it’s literally matter over mind. Matter I had actually experienced in real life.”

			“Yes, and that remembrance of reality helped your feet move. When you know and experience truths, your actions have to fall in line; they become true too. But when you’re fed lies, whether to conjure an enemy like ‘brutes’ or to believe enslaving people in servitude is somehow beneficial, it always leads to destruction.” She closes her book. “That’s what led to the rise of the fascism that ultimately destroyed our world in the Great Catastrophe, with tech titans profiting off the discord they’d seeded, while war ravaged the earth, killing millions, devastating our planet until she couldn’t stop heaving from illness.”

			I’ve heard this personification of the earth often from the Ahraar, and every time I hear it, I get sad.

			It makes me want to stroke the earth, assure her we’re going to love her again.

			And suddenly, just like that, my skepticism dissipates. Kizuwanda’s passion is admirable, because it’s for something beyond herself. So I try to match her energy as I say, “But we’re going to change it all for the better, Kizuwanda.”

			Her face remains somber. And when she speaks, it’s like she didn’t hear a word of what I just said. “As I said before, your father considers those who ignited the Great Catastrophe over a hundred years ago as visionaries. You’ll see many of their faces in the masks worn at Le Vol Doré.”

			I glance back at the beautiful lavender fabric roll, not looking forward to wearing it any longer.

			How can you wear such beautiful clothes to such an ugly party?
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			After that somber discussion with Kizuwanda, I’m surprised that a bout of gratitude—stronger than the one I felt at the fountain before—envelops me when I get into the trailer to sleep.

			The space is pleasantly clean, with a trio of large wooden desks pushed against three of the four walls. The fourth wall has the door we entered through, and beside it, a large window looking out onto the square with the fountain.

			The trailer’s got cupboards in between the desks to store all materials, with flat doors that don’t even have handles, just a push mechanism, so the entire thing is minimalist, clutter free.

			It reminds me of my home in…Upper Earth. Sigh.

			I open the cot and place it under the window. Khalda’s taken up space near the desk overlooking a smaller side window, where she’s got a computer running already. She’s working on something, so I make my bed by unrolling my sleeping bag on the cot and sticking my backpack in the space underneath.

			It’s dark in the trailer—we were warned about not using excess electricity, as we need to save power for our mission—and the only thing to do really is to sleep as we’ve been commanded.

			Before lying down, though, I open the blinds and look out the window onto the square.

			Though I can still see the flashes of the fish as they swim by the glass wall far across from me, the “town square” look outside the trailer almost feels cozy, like I went back in time to stay in the world of long ago, the worlds we were taught about in our knowledge streams on Upper Earth.

			Well, that I was taught. I now don’t know what everyone else was fed through their links.

			I decide to keep the blinds open tonight. It will help me fall asleep.

			As I’m kneeling on the cot to fold down the head of the sleeping bag to serve as a pillow of sorts, the door of the trailer across from ours opens.

			Instinctively I move my head back; there’s less chance someone will see me if I’m away from the windowpane.

			Mama.

			I’m about to stick my nose on the glass and wave to get her attention when I see she’s looking to her right and left furtively.

			She appears to see something—someone?—to her right side and proceeds that way.

			It’s the Stray. Standing at the foot of a path between plants, one of the paths we haven’t walked through yet, it being on the opposite side of where we entered the greenhouse.

			She follows him onto the path until I can no longer see them.

			I turn on my back and am about to settle down when I realize, with a start, that someone has been standing behind me while I’ve been looking out the window.

			Khalda.

			She flips her two long coils of red braids behind her shoulders and moves to the head of my cot to press her forehead on the glass.

			To peer after the Stray and Mama.

			“Do they have a meeting now as part of the mission?” I ask.

			Khalda shakes her head.

			I sit up and peer after them too. Where are they going, then?

			Another question pops into my head, and I ask it. “Why do you call him Sorrow? It’s such a misnomer.”

			She shakes her head again. “I’m going to sleep now.” She pauses, still looking out the window. “We should all be sleeping.”

			I wonder if she meant that advice for the Stray and Mama.
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			My eyes flutter open, and for a moment I’m disoriented.

			But the ocean casting a glow into the trailer through the window I’m sleeping beside reminds me.

			Vireo Regenesis.

			On a mission.

			With a team.

			I’m about to turn on my back when a black shadow moves across my view, outside the window.

			It’s winged and wide.

			Quick and sweeping.

			I’m afraid to sit up.

			And that scares me more—how someone so fearful as I am has agreed to do this assignment.

			I close my eyes to whatever is flying around in the dark.

			I have a bigger fear to face, and it’s the biggest one in my heart: Papa.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Musaid

			
			Most of us are already assembled around team headquarters—the fountain.

			Hasuf and I got here the earliest, and I made sure to greet each team member with a smile on my face, however grumpy some of them might be.

			There are enough chairs for everyone now, so I’m seated beside Hasuf. Even though Salwe had ordered me not to, I let the old man sleep with his hand- and leg cuffs off, with only the chain attached from his waist harness to mine, eased to its full length so he could sleep in peace.

			I just hid the evidence from Salwe with a blanket spread wide to cover up all of Hasuf.

			He isn’t even cuffed at our meeting.

			Salwe hasn’t arrived yet, but the Stray saw and didn’t say anything, so it should be okay.

			What was this frail elderly man going to do anyhow? His fighting style was behind-our-backs snitching. Not hand-to-hand combat.

			“The refrigerated rations crate is still in the truck. Someone needs to get this morning’s breakfast,” Khalda announces, her back to us as she adjusts the aura projection from the presentation device in her hands.

			Breakfast. One of my favorite words. I get on my feet. “I’m on it.”

			“Not so fast,” the Stray says. “If you go, the old traitor has to go too. No enemies entering the warehouse or boarding the truck now. It’s got sensitive items at the moment.”

			I sit back down.

			Nayf enters from the path between the plants, holding a large plastic bin. “Breakfast. Marcel had me send it on. We heated them all up for you.”

			I’m so hungry—been hungry since we started this mission. In the truck on the way over to Vireo, we got two protein bars each. And then nothing.

			It hit me as I was falling asleep last night that those bars had been lunch and dinner.

			I jolted awake, thinking of the specter of not having access to fresh food. Even living with the impoverished Nothing People, I ate good food from the land. Eggs, bread made with coarsely milled grain, fruits, vegetables, and greens, the latter three both grown and foraged.

			We ate once a day, but we ate well. For me, breakfast was king.

			As I lay awake disturbed at the thought of no actual food for the next week, something Khalda had said as she’d handed out the protein bars tugged at my memory.

			Wait.

			She’d said not to worry, that these would be the last bars we’d see on this mission.

			They are going to give us a proper breakfast! With that thought, I fell asleep to wake up refreshed and content.

			I draw my chair tight to the table and smile at Jansu and Raisa putting the other tables closer to make a bigger communal dining experience. I immediately push my chair back out and get up to help them as much as possible without tugging Hasuf out of his seat.

			This right here is one of my definitions of happiness: eating good food with people on the same page as me. Well, mostly on the same page—not Hasuf, for sure, and then everyone else was ribbing on one another the entire way over.

			Not me. I’ll be a team player. I’ll do everything with a smile.

			Because we are actually saving the remaining world.

			And there’s breakfast!

			Nayf passes out the sealed platelike containers and bottles of water.

			Oh.

			When I heard rations, I thought of the food we’d eaten back at Namarax when I’d served under Salwe’s command: mashed potatoes, sloppy joes, steamed vegetables, baked chicken, pasta, the occasional fish.

			Once everyone has received their plate, we begin peeling back the plastic seals on top of the meal containers.

			The black tray is divided into four sections, and I don’t see food in any of them.

			One has five brown pellets, another holds a twisted brownish-green piece of rope, the third contains a single wobbly, gelatinous yellow cube, and the last one has beige foam brimming to the top.

			Beige foam.

			I hold up a pellet like it’s a bug I found crawling in my bed. “Breakfast or abuse?”

			I look at everyone else. They have begun eating like it’s a normal day.

			Even Devon has pushed up his faux Stray mask to rest on top of his head to eat.

			“It’s nice and warm,” Nayf says, ripping off the seal on his tray, shrugging. He picks up the piece of rope and chews. And chews.

			And chews and chews, without swallowing. He lifts up the tray and reads underneath. “Ah, the super-dehydrated soy jerky is super chewy.”

			I lift up my own tray. Nutrient-Dense Pellets, Citrusy Electrolyte Cube, and Grain Crunch Foam.

			Grain crunch foam.

			I smell that particular horror. Something milky and sweetly sticky. But not good sweetly sticky, like cinnamon candy, the kind Baba used to make.

			“It’s rude to call this breakfast,” I say, not even trying to hide my despondence.

			I place a pellet in my mouth.

			It tastes like ground-up cardboard. I drop the rest of the pellet into the tray.

			“We’re on a mission,” Khalda reminds me. “Not gathered for a feast.”

			“Yeah, and we at the Nothing People’s villages were on a mission too. A mission to survive on the fringes of the world. Yet, I had breakfast there. And it was A FEAST. Every day. Half a flatbread made of coarsely milled grain, but it was cooked in the communal clay oven and smelled divine. A single egg if we had collected enough for everyone, if not, some homemade cheese or stewed lentils replaced that protein, add a few sprigs of silkleaf, and other foraged greens, two fistfuls of bitterberries, smashed with a smear of sweet sap we’d saved from late winter, washed down with pitchers of tea—hot, iced, in between—and we ate like royalty.” I remember the food spread in front of my stall on the rug on the ground that served as my dining table, which I’d invite anyone passing by to. But they’d only join once they’d run back to their homes and gotten something to add to the banquet. “It wasn’t simply a feast, it was a kingly feast. We wept in joy at our fortunes.”

			“Yup, I, too, would be sobbing if I had to eat what you just described,” Jansu says as he scoops up foam and shoves it in his mouth. Due to his size, he’s got two ration trays in front of him.

			Grain crunch foam?

			“But it was real food.” I put my hands in my pockets, searching for something to make this more pleasurable. I find a balled-up cotton handkerchief. I’m about to shove it back into my pocket, when I remember it’s my foraging cloth, where I’d fold in any tender plants I found. It’s still in my pocket from my last foraging excursion.

			Maybe there’s something remaining in it.

			Excitedly, I open it up.

			A sprinkle of some kind of crushed herb. I smell it.

			Thyme, I think.

			Mmmm.

			I drop the flecks on my meal.

			It bounces from the gelatinous cube, falls off the twisted rope, and sinks in the foam.

			Only the pellets are emboldened with some flavor now. I take a bite. Ugh. I gulp it down with water like it’s medicine and place the bottle back on the table. Even the water tastes artificial. “What about tea? We have tea, right?”

			The Stray, not eating, just watching all of us through that mask, shakes his head. “We’re not using power for kettles. Nor making campfires for your caffeinated pleasure.”

			I don’t even need my tea to be caffeinated.

			I just need it to make me feel comforted.

			It reminds me of simpler times.

			It reminds me of—

			I’m trying not to think of her and all the times we sat together to enjoy a warm drink.

			I can’t think of it; I try to halt it blooming in my head—but there it is, a Nada memory.

			I see her walking toward me with the tea she spiked full of excess sugar, playing one of her tricks on me, her eyebrows raised in expectation, eyes feigning innocence, but lips totally giving it all away with their slight, already-satisfied-with-the-outcome smirk. She’s wearing the last outfit she ever wore, the one from Hasuf’s clothes collection in the cave.

			The shirt I had to work so hard to unbutton when I finally got to kiss her all over.

			It’s a flash; I always make sure the memory is a flash whenever Nada invades my head.

			I can’t linger on thoughts of her, especially now, or I’ll become an unmotivated, useless lump for this entire mission.

			Like last winter, when I had a breakdown at the village.
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			It happened when Nayf showed up at my repair stall suddenly. He rarely stopped by due to his duties in Salwe’s army, so it had been a pleasant surprise.

			We sat in the old truck I’d been fixing, sharing a simple snack of dates and black tea. In early fall, along with a team of young climbers, I’d harvested great bunches of dates from beyond the parameters of what was called the safe zone by ALIGN. So far no one in the settlements had gotten sick, so I’d continued leading foraging missions into early winter, as dates were a great source of nutrients and had already improved the lives of the villagers considerably.

			After catching me up on Ahraar-ALIGN skirmishes, Nayf suddenly sighed. “I’m not here on my one day off to chit-chat, Musaid.”

			“Just lay it on me. I like bad news delivered fast.” I put my emptied tea tumbler in the cup tray and took a deep breath. “Are they going to round up the Nothing People? Did they discover precious minerals or oil here? What are they going to do to us?”

			Nayf set his own mug down and opened his jacket. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a rolled notebook and handed it to me.

			I unfurled it. The Records of Nada Verg.

			“We buried this. I buried it.” I shook my head.

			“I found it in Salwe’s office when I was sent to get a file. I was looking at what types of books she likes to read and found this tucked in between them,” Nayf said. “Apparently, Salwe unburied it.”

			“Why would she do that?” I couldn’t help the rise in my tone, the shake in my voice. “Nada’s grave shouldn’t have been disturbed!”

			“I don’t know, Musaid. Maybe there’s something Salwe needed to corroborate in it.” Nayf sighed again. “Anyhow, Nene Nushba taught us that we don’t take anything with us when we die. This notebook is of no use to Nada in that grave.”

			I thought about that, and my breathing slowed. “I threw it in because Nene Nushba used to say we only have the record of the good we’ve done when we leave this earth. So I gave Nada her records.” I added quickly, “I know she’s not going to need them.”

			“Nene Nushba meant the actual stuff we do. Not the written account of them.”

			“I just said I know that. I’m not as dumb as you think I am.”

			“I’ve never thought you were dumb.” Nayf leaned over and bumped his shoulder into mine, hard. “Only too literal. Which is great for an engineering mind. Look at all the amazing things you’re doing here, Musaid. This whole place has been transformed. What a record you’re sending on.”

			“Thanks,” I mumbled, still staring at The Records of Nada Verg. “It’s all because of Nada. She would have wanted to live here and serve them. So I’m just following her.”

			“I stole the records because Salwe shouldn’t have them. I think it should be the one who loved her the most.”

			I handed the notebook to Nayf. “You’re her brother.”

			“You’re following in her footsteps. You married her. You waited for her practically your whole life.” Nayf put his hand on the door handle. “And I trust that if I ever wanted to read Nada’s thoughts again, you would have safeguarded that book like nothing else in your life. That’s why you should be the one to have it.”

			I nodded. Because it was all true. “I’ll keep it safe.”

			“Now I have to get back to Namarax or else Salwe will wonder where I’ve gone off to.” Before he opened the truck door, he bumped my shoulder again. “Don’t reread it all in one go and marinate in it. Remember you’re another kind of soldier here. You’re building up a new generation of last migrants with the safety and security you’ve established in this part of our still-living lands. That’s powerful work. Don’t wallow in the past, but keep marching us forward, Musaid.”

			I nodded again—but immediately after he left, I utterly wallowed in it.

			She was so close in that notebook of hers. So close that she took over my world right then and there, and the villagers came to find me, day after day, listless, lost in my head.

			Almost two weeks went by where Devon was attempting to fix all sorts of things for the people.

			When there was a fire in one of the huts due to an overheated battery that Devon had put wrongly into an old appliance, I had to shake myself alive again.

			But those weeks with Nada in my head taught me that I had to clamp down on memories fast or I’d lose myself and maybe the entire village.

			To continue “building up a new generation of last migrants,” as Nayf called it, I’d need to keep myself squarely in the present.
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			Nada is only for my dreams at night.
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			I pick up another nutrient pellet and swallow it down with water again.

			When I lower the bottle, I see that Devon is staring at my tray, his mouth full of foam. “Are you going to eat all your foam, Uncle?”

			“I wouldn’t even feed this foam to an evil droid shooting at us, Devon.”

			Raisa laughs and then tsks. “We’ll have to deal with a dying Musaid if you don’t eat every meal from now on. Each of these items is calibrated for optimal energy. For us to take on Upper Earth with strength.”

			“Well, if I die, everyone will know why. He refused to eat foam for breakfast.”

			That brings a chuckle from around the table. Hasuf coughs, and I see the ends of a smile in the corners of his lips.

			“We run down our mission in ten minutes,” Khalda says flatly. “Eat up, everyone.” She shoots me a look, and I nod.

			Ten minutes to pretend this is food.

			But first, grain crunch foam.

			I spoon my foam onto Devon’s tray, and he finally awards me with a smile for the first time since we discovered he’d stowed away with us.

			He even reaches out and clangs his sea-glass bracelet with mine.

			Nada. That’s why I’m doing this.

			I smile back at him and eat my punishment.
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			The first order of the meeting is to change into the clothes Marcel hands out so that we’re actually a team. The men head into our trailer to change, while the women go into the office trailer.

			When I emerge with Hasuf, both of us wearing dark green purform coveralls, Kizuwanda is waiting outside similarly dressed. She calls me to the side of the trailer and hands me a plastic tumbler with a lid. “Press the center of the lid.”

			I depress the soft spot I feel there, and a digital temperature shows up: sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit.

			“Press it again and bring it up in temperature. Though I would suggest less than the boiling point, as that particular tea mix, a jasmine one, contains actual jasmine flowers, and they’ll lose their aroma if they get burned.”

			“This is tea? Inside here?” I perk up.

			“Yes, I took a fancy self-heating tumbler from the palace kitchen, filled it with a handful of fancy tea bags, and put it in my backpack.” She smiles at me. “I, too, am a tea person.”

			“But this is yours.” I try to give it back to her. “I wouldn’t want to steal your morning’s joy.”

			“Food for one is enough for two.” She smiles again. “And I already had mine—a ginger lavender with black tea—first thing when I woke up. How do you think I’m going to work on all the clothes for this mission?”

			“Clothes?” I press the tumbler to simmer the tea at one hundred and seventy-five degrees. Jasmine tea? With real jasmine?

			I haven’t had such luxury in over a year.

			“Khalda will explain it all at the meeting,” Kizuwanda says. “Just drink your tea out of sight to avoid the extra attention. I’ll provide cover.”

			“What kind of clothes will we be getting?” I unscrew the lid of the tumbler, and there’s an inner strainer with a beautiful bag of jasmine tea.

			“You can screw the top back on and unscrew the bottom of the strainer portion to drink the steeped tea, so you won’t get the tea bag in the way.” Kizuwanda demonstrates for me.

			It’s a marvelous thing, this tea tumbler. I take a sip.

			It tastes like a feast.

			I turn to Hasuf and lift my tea in the air. “Thanks for this fancy contraption, since it does come from your kitchen.”

			Kizuwanda looks at Hasuf and nods, a sheepish smile on her face. He responds with “Taken from the kitchen, you mean.”

			Kizuwanda turns her gaze to me. “Clothes? I don’t know who’s getting what, but I know I have four elaborate dresses to make.”

			“Oh wow. Jansu said only Raisa and Nayf are slated to go to the Golden Flight party as guests. Who else needs a dress?”

			“Khalda will be there too. Not as an invited guest, but my assistant. And then my dress, of course. We all need special features worked into our outfits.” She quickly adds, “I know all this because I had to make a list of all the materials I needed to be delivered to Vireo. And the Stray delivered.”

			“And the fourth dress?” I hope she doesn’t say Salwe. Jansu will be a mess if Salwe goes to Upper Earth. He told me on the drive over that he partially joined the heist team to watch over Salwe. He doesn’t trust her, calling her a “vengeful monster.” And I absolutely need Jansu to be emotionally stable to execute my getaway piloting well because he’ll be my control tower. If piloting is indeed what I’m assigned to do, as Khalda mentioned before when she came to recruit me. “It’s not Murda getting a dress, is it?”

			Kizuwanda shakes her head slowly and then looks behind her at the fountain, where Khalda is setting up for our meeting.

			Hasuf has a sudden coughing fit, bending himself in half as he hacks.

			I instinctively tap his back, rub it.

			It’s not in kindness, though. Jansu told me the old man is a vital key to get us into Upper Earth.

			He’s the ignition that starts the mission.

			When Hasuf unfolds himself and swallows, I take a last gulp of the tea and then hold out the rest to Hasuf. “Tea enough for one is good for two?”

			He pauses for a beat and then accepts.

			But I don’t forget about the dress. My mind is mechanical, detail oriented, and I revel in keeping in mind what’s missing, looking for those pieces. “And the fourth dress? Who is it for?”

			“Is there someone you hope it isn’t for?” Kizuwanda says, eyebrows raised. “Because I think I know who you don’t want it to be for. And she happens to be an old friend of mine.”

			“She’s too intense to be a friend of mine.” I shrug. In the month I spent under Salwe’s command, I felt depleted physically and emotionally.

			Khalda suddenly blows a whistle from the fountain, cutting into our conversation. “Meeting starting now.”

			Kizuwanda takes the tea tumbler from Hasuf and puts it into her backpack. She turns and walks swiftly to join the meeting at the tables, which are now back in their respective spots, three chairs in each cluster, so that everyone seated can face the fountain’s “stage.”

			But then Kizuwanda suddenly slows her walking and waits for me to catch up to her. When I do, she glances at me and says, “The dress is not for Salwe. That’s all I’m going to say.”

			Who is it for, then?

			I’m confused, but I know the answer is ahead of me.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				One-One-Eight

			
			A crowd has already gathered—rig workers on break, Dr. A’s med tech and lab crew, kitchen and maintenance staff.

			Even though Coach Rohan and I train on our own every day, when there’s a bout, people know.

			They take up any available spot around the mats in the space belowdecks that we repurposed to be a training room. Several people are sitting on railings delineating the path where supply carts run, others on lower steps of the stairs leading to the deck, or the rungs of ladders to other areas of the rig.

			Then there are some members of the audience who are prepared: seated on folding chairs and overturned crates or buckets that they brought over themselves. The concrete floors are too cold, hard, and, frankly, dirty to sit on.

			Dr. A descends in an elevator, and his lab crew rush to wheel him the only proper seat in the place: an overstuffed, yet saggy, old office chair.

			He always protests the privilege, but if I glare at him long enough, he eventually takes the seat.

			He’s the oldest person here, still working as hard as he can.

			If that doesn’t earn you a perfectly lumpy seat, what good is there left in the world?

			Zynnia gives me a thumbs-up.

			Coach Rohan bows, and I return it and immediately flex my wrists.

			He lunges for my collar, but I slip away before he makes contact.

			His next attack is more precise, but I’m ready with a corner throw that I change mid-move into a sweep.

			He lands on the floor hard. Murmurs move through the crowd.

			On the mat, after a brief grimace, surprise floods Coach Rohan’s face.

			And then, when he sees me—is that pride in his eyes?

			We reset.

			“This is the quickest you’ve opened,” Coach Rohan says as we circle, facing each other.

			“That’s because I fought you before we started.” I flex my wrists again.

			“Fought me?”

			“In my head.” I already know he’s going to go for a fast outer leg sweep next. The slight tightening of his right thigh muscle tells me this. But then he’ll switch it up to an inside trip if he senses that I’ll be shifting my weight back to avoid the initial sweep. “My body was just following the sequence I went over in my mind.”

			“You’re anticipating my moves. Reading me before I come to a decision.”

			Due to this conversation, he might be rethinking that first move now. I see a stance change, but then he resumes his previous one, a flicker in his hips confirming that he’s going to follow the sequence I first anticipated. “Thinking is the first part of fighting.”

			“Where’d you learn that?”

			“I don’t know actually.” I initiate a sacrifice throw to counter his sudden sweep while I’m talking and then am up swiftly, with a shoulder throw that catches him off guard because I pivoted from my foot instead of hip. I flip him sideways and then have him on his back, wrists pinned. “I just know it’s true.”

			He slaps the mat, and the crowd erupts.

			Firdous cheers the loudest and then steps in to circle me. “My turn next!”

			People chuckle, but I turn seriously to Firdous—a slight figure, a whole foot shorter than me—and bow. I rise and look at him again, concentrating on infusing warmth into my eyes.

			He’s my teacher of reading cues, and I want him to read my face now: I have the utmost respect for you.

			He bows to me quickly and then runs fingers through his mop of black hair and adjusts his glasses to sit more firmly on the bridge of his nose. He then drops his hands from fighting stance and puts one in his pocket and pulls out a small cloth beanbag. “But our challenge will be at Hacky Sack. Which I’m an expert at. You can call me the Hacky Sack master actually.”

			The crowd groans. One man tosses back, “More like master of sideshows,” and another mutters how he doesn’t want to see a “pocket ninja” hopping around the mat. Most of them begin leaving, but Dr. A’s lab assistants and the med techs all stay, moving in closer to watch. Zynnia is right at the front.

			They love Firdous like I do.

			“We gotta go back to training, so I’ll count most kicks in a minute, but if you drop it before time’s up, you’re out.” Coach Rohan holds up a timer. “Best out of three.”

			I bow to Firdous again. “After you.”

			Firdous throws the sack in the air and quickly kicks it back up. He keeps it going with ninety-four impressive kicks.

			I take the sack and make it to two hundred and twenty, which brings some of the audience back from where they had paused to watch when I started my turn, a few staring with mouths open while mid-step on ladders.

			When I toss the sack to Firdous, I can’t help notice his face.

			Shock.

			I mean, two hundred and twenty Hacky Sack kicks in a minute is a lot.

			But ninety-four kicks for someone without a link helping boost their capabilities is more than a lot.

			His second round, he reaches a hundred and three kicks. After he hands me the sack, he uses the bottom of his shirt to wipe the sweat off his forehead.

			It isn’t even hot in here.

			Firdous is nervous.

			I wipe my own forehead before I start—to match Firdous’s energy. He’s the Hacky Sack master.

			I toss and then keep the sack in the air but, at a hundred kicks, miscalculate and drop it.

			That was hard—to go against my body’s physical cues, to take command and steer myself away from directions that felt instinctual to then deliberately fumble.

			I hope nobody noticed. I look up from retrieving the sack to see that a crowd has gathered again.

			Zynnia’s playing with her hair ends—a giveaway that she’s anxious.

			Firdous reaches for the sack, and instead of relief and joy that he won that last round, I see something else on his face.

			I scan the memories of my work with him, gazing hard at various emotions in the auras he’d project of diverse human visages to try to find what I’m looking at now.

			Desperation.

			“Three, two, one, start!” Coach Rohan starts the timer.

			Firdous makes it to ninety-nine kicks.

			He hands me the sack, failure evident even in the way his fingers fold up quickly afterward.

			I start fast, do a couple of tricks to wow the crowd—give it my all, and then, at ninety-seven, do a high kick and try to catch it with my other foot but miss.

			I groan as Coach Rohan stops the timer.

			Firdous springs up, pumping his fists in the air like he won a war. “You see that? Did you see it? Master Hacky Sacker right here!” he says to the crowd, turning himself clockwise and then counterclockwise to make sure not a single person missed the win. They cheer, and some even make it onto the mat to congratulate him. In the midst of being celebrated, Zynnia by his side beaming, Firdous points at Coach Rohan. “See, I told you no one can beat me!”

			As the crowd begins to leave, I head to the wall to do stretches before getting back on the mat with Coach Rohan.

			Across from me, Dr. A is in the elevator, his eyes on mine, doors about to close.

			But not before I catch and read the expression on his face. It’s the same one Coach Rohan wore when he looked at me during our bout: pride.
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			In the all-white, completely tiled bathing room off the med-tech lab, I unlatch the harness at my hips and knees and then disconnect the link at the base of my neck. Once the harness goes slack, I remove its links to the brace wrapped around my torso.

			Now I’m paralyzed from the hips down.

			I wrap a towel around my midsection and call out to Zynnia. She enters the bathing room, her blond hair in a tight bun on top of her head as she always wears it when she’s working in here, and picks up the harness from my side. There’s a huge scar outside her left eye that I’ve been told to never ask about.

			I also pretend not to see the tip of an imprint tattoo on the base of her neck, at her back. The one she’s been using to sneak off the oil rig with, that Firdous was forced to reveal to me.

			I’m already on the sling poised above the tub, and I nod for Zynnia to lower me into it. Once she immerses me in the warm water, she smiles her dimpled smile and waves goodbye. “Happy bathing!”

			She exits the room immediately to clean and condition my harness for refitting after my bath.

			She’s learned to leave me right away when I’m in this vulnerable state; while I’ll always be bothered by the link attached to my brain, I’ve realized now that I’m more bothered when it’s not giving me control of my legs.

			It’s a surreal feeling.

			Before I wash, I observe the ripples in the water becoming still, my submerged legs lying limp.

			In here, this porcelain tub fitted with a special chair to secure me in place, I hold several contradictions within at the same time: I feel incredibly alone and also incredibly powerful; I’m the only one who understands this feeling of relying on an exoskeleton to move, but I also know that with my brace, I can do more than any other human out there.

			I’m simultaneously sad and excited; my loneliness goes beyond the reality of being an anomaly, or, if we put it positively, one of a kind—it’s also about being moored on this oil rig. Zynnia, six years older than me, is my only friend here, and she’s a great one at that, but at the back of my mind, there’s a tug to know others in this world. Firdous and Coach Rohan are the next closest in age, both being over a dozen years older than me, and while they’re friendly, I respect them more as my teachers. Though the rest of the crew try hard not to, the way they all interact with one another in the break rooms and get-togethers inevitably leaves me out.

			I’m still relearning life, while everyone else here is lifespans ahead.

			But that’s why being on the oil rig is also exciting: I’m always being challenged to grow and learn new skills by the best, most patient, and kindest of teachers. The thrill of climbing high on never-ending staircases of mastery in a variety of areas is what I wake for each day. It single-handedly blows away the gray clouds of loneliness when they gather above my head. I’m even learning how to lasso—one of the workers, who is a former rancher, pulled in a dinghy, and I asked him to teach me some rope throws; very soon I became obsessed with a new achievement.

			Here on the rig, I feel small but also vitally important; it’s apparent I can only rely on half of me consistently, waist up, but it holds the part of me, my brains, that I need to execute everything Dr. A is training me for.

			Over time, I’ve realized he’s preparing me for something I’m uniquely suited to do.

			Each time he fleshes out more of what he’s priming me for, but we always come back to and retrain the first thing he ever taught me when I began to get control of my legs through my link.

			I didn’t understand one word of my training back then, because it was a month after I’d arrived on the oil rig, and he hadn’t told me about who he was, what he was hiding from, nothing.

			The only thing I knew then was that Upper Earth had been exploiting Lower Earth for as long as our memories went back as migrants in the new world, and now they’d evolved to a new phase in their oppression: neural-linking every free human being into compliance with the new world order they envisioned.

			But, as Dr. A said from the very beginning of our meeting, it wasn’t going to happen.

			There was a way to stop them and unlock a better world.

			And I was the key.
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			“One-One-Eight,” Dr. A said, the first time he explained how I had a role in all this. “You’re not going to understand a word of what I’m about to say. But each time we meet to check the skills you’ve developed over the course of a week, I’m going to repeat the same drill. And each time, I’m going to add more to it, and it’s going to make more and more sense in little bits, and each time, what I teach you will be impressed into the quadcore you’re made up of: your brain, your heart, your consciousness, and your soul, until one day you won’t need my voice to guide you any longer. It will be instinctual.”

			“What will be?” I was sitting in his private lab, still a little testy. Dr. A had just removed the sensors from my head and spine after running diagnostics on them and, back then, while getting used to the scalplink, it had driven me bonkers whenever he’d mutter things to himself about my brain.

			“Ah, beautiful. Latency is under a millisecond.”

			“Signal fidelity is 99.98 percent. Syncing exceeding expectations so soon?”

			“She isn’t wired to the machine; she’s instructing it. Remarkable. To have agency, no, command at this stage.”

			And then last week, his eyes grew wide. “Unbelievable. Like a grafted tree branch, her system makes space for the link. Integration without intrusion. Nor interruption. Wow.”

			At our moment now, right before he said I wasn’t going to understand a word he’d be saying, he’d just muttered, “We’re almost at effortless proprioceptive coherence already.” And then added, even quieter, “It’s time, then.”

			I shifted in the examining chair. “Dr. A, what will feel instinctual?”

			“What will feel instinctual?” He repeated my question. “This.”

			With long surgeon’s tweezers, he held up a tiny, smooth, opalescent module.

			I groaned. “Something else to embed?”

			“It’s already there. It’s part of the advanced calibration protocol we’ll be training.” He held the module out, and I unfolded my fingers fully to reveal my palm. He placed it in there. “That beauty there has a singular signature in it, the only known stable wave form in the world. When activated properly, it can disrupt any multi-patterned or even chaotic force within other processors.”

			I closed my hand into a fist around the tiny pill-like device and leaned back in the chair to stare at him. “I have no idea what you just said. Not a single word from that block of words you spewed.”

			“Perfect.” Dr. A smiled. “You heard it all, though, right?”

			“You’re going to repeat that to me every single week at these scalplink checkups?” I didn’t hide my dismay. “That sounds worse than being hooked to the diagnostic machines while you talk to yourself.”

			He laughed. “Like I said, One-One-Eight, each week, you’ll understand more as time goes on.”

			“Let me understand more now.” I opened my fingers and looked at the iridescent capsule. “Tell me about this thing.”

			“Imagine a blade: smooth, sharp, fierce. Imagine a tangle of wires or a woven metal fabric or a heavily embroidered one. The blade can cut through all of them cleanly, correct?”

			I nodded. “If it’s sharp.”

			“The sharpest,” he affirmed. “Now imagine there are no blades in the world, because no one has ever made one. The world only knows how to produce complex codes to do complex things and when things go awry, and one needs to cut through to nullify those codes, there’s nothing available. That’s where a blade comes in handy.” He pointed at the module in my hand. “I’ve given you a blade to use when needed. Beginning next week, if you agree, you’ll learn how to use pressure patterns to shift electromagnetic fields. You’ll use motion to bring that blade to life.”

			“And why would I agree to learning this?” I turned over the module and used my link to hone in on the microscopic writing on the other side. WOLF-1.18.

			“Upper Earth uses cascading codes,” Dr. A said. “It is beautiful-looking, but its results are chaos. It powers all their technology, from the hovering terrain that is Upper Earth itself to each scalplink they weld onto Bridge residents and Lower Earthers to remove their free will.”

			I’d almost lost my life due to Upper Earth—certainly lost my legs.

			And without my memories, I don’t know what else was taken away from me.

			“What is WOLF?”

			“It’s the original lab that developed the ability to weave those beautiful cascading codes into our brains.” He moved behind his desk and took out an aura projector. “Woven Optogenetic Linking Facilitation. My lab on the Bridge, carrying on the work of my father, and his father before, treated all those migrants arriving to Lower Earth from other parts of the world with horrific injuries after the globe partially exploded and imploded. The Bridge was where all the research and development was done in pursuit of using technology for good.”

			Dr. A projected an aura of a massive white building softened by its rounded entryways, majestic but gentle at the same time. A green lawn in front held a fountain made up of various geometric shapes. “So many achievements happened here. Only to be co-opted.”

			“By who?” I watched the people going in and out of the WOLF building. Whenever they’d see the aura capture, they’d wave, a smile lighting up their face immediately. Dr. A must have been taking the aura—I’d seen the same smiles for him on the faces of his lab assistants here on the oil rig.

			“WOLF was taken over by the Ascension Institute, an Upper Earth organization. They now run all the forcible-scalplinking stations called Enlightenment Centers they land on Earth.”

			“Then why do you still have WOLF on the things you use?” I raised my eyebrows at Dr. A. “ ‘WOLF-1.18’? ”

			“Because it’s my grandfather’s name for his lab. Upper Earth has no right to steal his legacy and disguise it as theirs.” Dr. A spoke firmly, but his eyes were still jovial, as they always tended to be. “That’s why I set up my lab here on the rig, where Upper Earth can’t find me. To wrest the science back from them and use it for good.”

			“Through me?”

			“With you, One-One-Eight. To distinguish my WOLF work, I added ‘one,’ as I believe in the oneness of all people, and here, the eighteen is for the program this module is a part of—” He stopped talking to stare at the aura still playing, and I looked at what had taken his attention so keenly.

			A petite young woman with dark hair in a single long braid hanging in front over one shoulder, and a tall young man with a shock of blond hair, swinging a laughing toddler by her hands between them, had walked out of the building, and the aura recorder suddenly bounded closer to them, clearly excited on seeing this family. The couple looked up and, upon sighting the recorder, smiled big, waving their free hands. They posed like a photograph was being taken.

			Dr. A shut the aura down.

			It was quiet until I asked, “Who are they?”

			“Just some lab workers.” He shook his head, and from being with him these past few weeks, I knew that meant he didn’t want me to probe.

			“Can I ask you another question?” Without waiting for a reply, knowing he’d be happy to switch topics, I went on. “Why did your grandfather call the lab WOLF? Why that acronym?”

			“Wolves are multigenerational family animals. They create community. They don’t rule by domination but lead through guidance. They care for their young and their old. They are honest and loyal.” He was still somber, and his thick white beard was unable to conceal the downturn of his mouth when he finished speaking. His eyes had now lost their spark. My question hadn’t taken his mind off whatever was bothering him. “That’s enough for today, One-One-Eight.”

			I nodded, even though it had been a long time since I’d been so intrigued by something.

			The people in that aura were electrifying.

			The woman wore a vivid red dress, as did the little girl. The man’s demeanor with the girl was protective. Their joy was palpable.

			Why were they so happy?

			And why was Dr. A so sad about it?
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			Once I’ve dried off in the bathing room, Zynnia helps me get back into the harness.

			I wrap myself in a big towel and activate my link.

			The gratitude at once again controlling my legs is instantaneous, and I let out an audible sigh of relief.

			Zynnia smiles tenderly as she hands me fresh coveralls and picks up the old ones for the laundry.

			“Thanks,” I say, reaching out an arm to hug her gingerly from the side—which is another skill I’ve been working on, demonstrating affection more.

			My appreciation for Dr. A’s cadre of assistants is boundless. All of them were with him at his lab on the Bridge. To rejoin him, they left the various spots where they went into hiding a decade ago, when they escaped the season of Upper Earth’s relentless campaign to forcibly scalplink the Bridge and Lower Earth residents. Trickling in over the years, they faced numerous dangers to make it to the rig. Zynnia herself only showed up when I did, just over a year ago.

			As I unfold my new coveralls, I wonder why the lab workers in the aura Dr. A accidentally showed me when we had our first session never showed up to the rig here. The young woman and man. They looked like they enjoyed their work with him.

			Zynnia suddenly converts my tentative side hug into a full one, squishing my old clothes and the clean new ones in between us, but I break from the embrace quickly, laughing. “You won’t turn me into you so easily. Always hugging the world.”

			“Ha, no, you won’t find me doing that out there.” She points out the door.

			“What are you talking about? You hug everyone out there.”

			“I mean the world, outside this rig.”

			“Ah, got it.” I nod. “The world beyond the rig is evil, as Dr. A has told me over and over. And not to worry, I believe him!” I quickly add in case word about my naivete gets to Dr. A.

			“This here is a special place Dr. A has built.” Zynnia rolls my old clothes up again and heads to the door. “I’ve regained my ability to love here.”

			“Not to mention all the work you assist Dr. A with in his lab.” I unbutton the coveralls to slip my legs into them.

			She pauses walking and turns around. And, like she sometimes does, she stares at me as though she’s assessing something. And then she walks back. “One-One-Eight, I’m not a lab worker. Nor a med tech,” she says slowly. “While I’m not a client-patient like you, Dr. A also works with me. He trains me too.”

			I pull on the coveralls up to my waist and then hold the towel to keep them clasped to me while I ask, “Via an embed? Because there isn’t a link on you.”

			She shakes her head. “With my own mind. He’s training me to reenter the world, as we both must one day.” She looks around as though there might be someone in the room with us listening, and setting my laundry down on a bench, she folds up the sleeve on her right arm. There’s an imprint tattoo above the elbow. It looks fresh, drawn blood still evident. “I’ve been leaving the oil rig with the workers occasionally, when they go to the Bridge. Learning to ease back into the world.”

			She finally admits it. What Firdous was trying to hide from me.

			What she was trying to hide from me.

			But…she has another imprint tattoo. On her back. One not so crudely done as this one. “What’s the other imprint for?”

			“Uh?” She picks up my laundry quickly.

			“The one on the base of your neck? At the back?” I reach out for her arm before she gets away. My grip is strong. “I thought we were friends. I guess I was wrong.”

			Zynnia relaxes her hold on my clothes and sighs. “We are. That’s why I haven’t told you. Because I care about you so much, I didn’t want you to know that”—she leans in closer to whisper, her face solemn—“I got a special work imprint. That’s why I’ve been going to the Bridge with the tanker crew, not to have fun like the others do.”

			“Are you going to be working on the Bridge?” A pang of something hits me.

			Anxiety.

			Fluttery feelings that imminent despair is inching closer.

			I don’t want Zynnia to leave me.

			“No, on Upper Earth.”

			My heart falls. “Why?”

			The comm speaker set high into the wall, in the corner by the door, crackles, and Dr. A’s voice breaks through. “Firdous is waiting, One-One-Eight. Is everything okay?”

			Zynnia nods at me and heads to the door as I call out, “Yes, Dr. A, just finishing up.”

			Before she exits, Zynnia says, “Everything will make sense soon, One-One-Eight, and then you’ll be as happy as I am now.”

			Something about her smile, strained though it is, assures me it’s the truth. And I command my link to dull the hammerings of my anxious heart.

			As I button my coveralls from my waist, I think about the red dress worn by the woman in that aura Dr. A shut down quickly.

			I think about dresses and not the mystery of the people in that aura.

			Zynnia wore a blue dress to a celebration last month for two rig workers who got married. Some of the other rig people had as well—dressed up in fancy clothes, instead of their lab coats or work uniforms.

			My uniforms are my only clothes, coveralls that allow ample space for the harness running down my legs and that don’t have folds or frivolous fabric to get snagged in my waist brace, completely utilitarian.

			Which makes sense, as I have lots of physical feats to do while wearing them.

			But I wonder what the fall of a dress feels like on this new body.

			What will moving around in soft fabrics feel like to my new brain?

			Would my link be okay with it?

			Would I have to order it to comply with my desire to look pretty?

			After doing the last button, I turn to the mirror to fix my collar, and an unbidden thought enters as I look into my eyes: Blades don’t wear pretty dresses.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Four

				The Undoing
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				Chapter Seventeen

				Khalda

			
			Wrangling cats.

			I’ve read that term countless times but never understood it. Watching the team I’ve assembled, some murmuring among themselves, obviously talking about others in the group from the way they steal glances in unison—mostly at the Stray or Salwe, depending on who’s talking—while others are quiet and sullen (who knew breakfast was so important to Musaid’s mental health?), or quiet and vengeful (I love him, but I know the Stray’s refusal to sit with the group, instead sitting at the edge of the fountain again like yesterday, has to do with his thinking that no one hates Upper Earth as much as he does), I’m dismayed.

			It’s apparent I have a task almost as challenging as the mission itself ahead of me: getting this team onto the same page and keeping them there long enough to achieve our goal.

			That’s why, as I watch their squirming behavior, I’m glad that a few days ago, I decided to design my presentation without calling anyone to order, no pleading with them to unite, no pleas at all.

			I simply flip on an aura now while they’re still talking or being silently resentful, removed from the task at hand.

			Filmed footage of Lower Earth, the Underground, the Nothing People’s territory, refugee camps, and “Enlightenment” Centers plays out.

			Nothing surprising for the crew gathered here, including Hasuf, but as the series of struggles that our people deal with flashes by, their situations growing more dire as the aura plays on, the team becomes quieter and quieter, until it’s dead silent as the aura pans to some of the final images I added early this morning, which I asked Marcel last night to get for me, knowing that he, being from Upper Earth’s upper echelons, would have access to them.

			When he sent them to me, I was surprised; I didn’t realize that Upper Earth had perfected their technology to go farther than ever before and see much of the globe now. There were parts that shocked me—but I didn’t include those images in my presentation. I edited what was necessary to make an impact.

			The team now watches footage I included from beyond Lower Earth, captured by Upper Earth drones.

			The devastation of the rest of our planet; dried, open sores on the earth’s surface; plants and trees, blackened and scarred, evidence they’d been sickened to death. The haze is thick enough to imagine being able to touch it.

			Not a living thing crawls or flies in the desolation. But there are plenty of bones—animal and human—littered all over the lands.

			This introduction concludes with three clips: a lingering shot gazing back at Lower Earth in the distance, still lush, framed by the dead trees of the lands our forefathers had fled, then a screaming Grandma Saqri being manhandled by Upper Earth soldiers, and, finally, droids lining up refugees to enter scalplinking centers, while soldiers select certain people from the line.

			This last clip speeds up and then slows to pan across the group removed from the general population: the elderly, the disabled, and children who aren’t approved for adoption by childless Upper Earthers.

			I turn to the group. “We live in the last remaining safe zone on Earth. But our reality is not one of safety. The same thinking that destroyed the rest of our planet rules these lands too: Only certain people deserve rights, because somehow they’ve ‘earned’ them, and these rights give them permission to exploit the land. That because we migrants weren’t here when they established what they envisioned for themselves, we get no say over our lives, only to contribute our hard work to keeping the privileged on top. Literally on top of us.” I point up.

			“This is why…” I gesture for the aura to switch to part two of my presentation. Operation Golden Flight is titled over an image of Upper Earth. “If we don’t rescue Eyas, and bring down Upper Earth for good, Lower Earth will become the final breaths of our planet.”

			Everyone is riveted, and I dare not take even a tiny sigh of relief. The cats are listening, but I know some of their tails will start flicking soon, as they listen to the plans.

			And I do not know how to wrangle them, nor do I want to learn the process.

			I simply press play, and letters begin unfurling in the air, crisp in the space above the fountain, clear against the backdrop of the dark greens of Vireo’s glass.

			
				
					Operation Golden Flight

					
						Objective: Extract and disable the core megaprocessor controlling scalplinking systems and free Eyas and Earth.

					

				

				
					I) Infiltration:

					
						Point of entry: Upper Earth’s decennial masquerade gala Le Vol Doré (The Golden Flight) at the Founders’ Oculus in the Ascension Institute

						Access: secured via invites through Hasuf’s connections to Chief Guardian Aeon

					

				

				
					Cover roles at the gala:

					
							
							Raisa & Nayf: returned defectors, newly married, honored guests

						

							
							The Stray (masked for event) & Musaid: performer & assistant—selected by Hasuf as his choice of entertainment for the event, as each guardian on the council gets to choose an act

						

							
							Kizuwanda & Khalda: Raisa’s dress designer (granted pardon) & tailoring assistant respectively

						

							
							Marcel as himself: decorated Upper Earth lieutenant, accompanying Hasuf at all times

						

					

				

				
					II) Distraction:

					
							
							The Stray and Musaid’s show glitches; audience taken up with this

						

							
							Raisa distracts her father and other guardians on the council

						

							
							Nayf, dipping in and out of oculus throughout party to disable security droids outside event and scout route to processor (Pavilion district), now joins with Marcel to tackle security en route and scan the area; they take Hasuf with them—both to provide cover in case of discovery and to keep watch on him

						

							
							The Stray and Musaid also exit gala during cover of audience excitement and follow the route cleared of potential threats

						

					

				

				
					III) Asset Retrieval

					
							
							Once Nayf signals all clear, the Stray and Musaid enter penthouse behind geisha lounge in Pavilion district; Marcel will keep watch while Nayf and Hasuf return to the party

						

							
							The Stray and Musaid scan for core processor

						

							
							Once found, use processor controls to locate Saqri and Eyas through their link signals

						

							
							Musaid sets up timed explosive device on core processor, returns to the gala to alert rest of the team to Saqri and Eyas’s location; Khalda and Nayf set out to rescue them

						

							
							Upon receiving word that Saqri and Eyas are safe, the Stray sets up communication with and network access for Jansu on Bridge, and starts timer on explosive attached to the processor

						

					

				

				
					IV) Gala Interruption Sequence

					
							
							At time of confirmation of Eyas’s rescue, Kizuwanda and Jansu work in tandem to orchestrate network disturbance at gala: music distorts; lights strobe irregularly; projected auras glitch

						

							
							Upper Earth’s broadcast systems hacked to emit an alarm and the broadcast “Emergency alert: fire in the Pavilion district. Evacuate immediately” to sound nonstop

						

							
							Dispensers leak both smoke-scent compounds and faux smoke to drive people away from direction of the Pavilion district

						

					

				

				
					V) Extraction and Broadcast

					
							
							In the midst of chaos, team meets on rim nearest to the Pavilion district to exit via an air carrier cleared for security protocols by Marcel, piloted by Musaid

						

							
							Once air carrier lands and he gets the signal from Salwe, Jansu broadcasts Public Uplift Policy on Upper Earth: All Upper Earth citizens will be evacuated before megastructure crashes into the ocean once all systems shut down

						

							
							Salwe and rebel forces ready the Enlightenment Centers they stormed and took over on Lower Earth once Upper Earth’s core processor became disabled; on signal, Murda and a second rebel pilot fly the two centers to evacuate Upper Earth citizens and—

						

					

				

			

			“What?” Her face livid, Salwe is suddenly off the table she was partially seated on; it’s apparent that she’s never one to actually sit down properly anywhere. “You want me and my soldiers to help free Upper Earth’s citizens? Get them to safety? This is your grand plan?”

			“You didn’t let me finish,” I respond calmly.

			“There’s nothing you can add that will compel me to execute your mission.”

			“If I recall correctly, you joined the mission without invitation,” I continue, unperturbed. “You’re welcome to leave the team.”

			“It won’t be only me exiting, though. You won’t have your extra pilot nor your techie dress designer either.” Salwe nods at Murda and Kizuwanda. “And then my soldiers won’t follow through on any orders regarding the scalplinking centers if your mission is achieved.”

			Murda begins getting up from her chair, unfolding her great height slowly—almost reluctantly—but Kizuwanda remains seated.

			A small wing of hope beats in my heart: We really need Kizuwanda to stay on. The mission will fail without her.

			“You will not leave, General Salwe. You’ll stay and do as you’re told. I gave everyone a chance, in the tunnel, to exit earlier, after which it was mission lock-in.” Lein doesn’t move, and the eyes of his Stray mask are fixed in the direction of Salwe. “You, out of everyone here, should understand just how binding final assignment orders are.”

			After staring back at Lein, Salwe steps closer to the table she was previously seated on. “Explain how this make sense to anyone? Rescuing Upper Earth?”

			“We’re rescuing humanity.” I enlarge a section in the aura that has the protocol for the aftermath of our mission: the Restoration. “And if you’d let me finish previously, I bring up potential methods for meting out justice later, either via tribunals or another agreed-upon process during the Restoration. That’s not my area of expertise, and I left it vague, but I didn’t shirk from dealing with the crimes Upper Earth’s elites executed.”

			I let everyone read that part of the presentation silently.

			“This makes sense. Deal with them via a process we choose jointly, that we can implement to deal with any criminals going forward.” Nayf nods. “And because you have access to all the remaining records of Lower Earth, and keys to the palace library, we can spend some time learning the most effective ways to implement justice. That was what the Restoration was envisioned to be about in the first place. All the realms becoming one Aerd, one justice for all.”

			Others join in nodding, and I let myself take that tiny breath of relief.

			“Now, if we can go back to Operation Golden Flight particulars.” It’s Nayf again, a strange eagerness in his eyes. “What do you mean Raisa and I are ‘newly married’?”

			He looks over at Raisa, sitting at a table with Kizuwanda and Salwe, after asking, but Raisa continues to stay focused on me.

			The mission narrative before—that Nayf knew about—to be shared with Upper Earth was that Raisa had been drugged by the rebels all this time and kept hostage over the course of a year, that she escaped and made it to Marcel to reveal that she wanted to come back home.

			But then Hasuf changed it.

			He should be the one to explain it now, but I don’t think the team will take that too well. As I’m honing in on that section of the presentation on my device, trying to get my bearings, Hasuf suddenly speaks.

			“The new story is that Raisa and Nayf fell in love the moment they met for the first time, when she landed to marry the late Crown Prince Lein, that they eloped after his death, that they’ve been ‘role-playing’ being rebels to remain together but then eventually escaped Namarax to go into hiding—afraid of the rebels and the wrath of Aeon for having married without his blessings.” He pauses. “That now, impoverished and unsafe, they’ve regretted their young foolishness and sought refuge at the palace with me, who, upon confirming this state of affairs, went ahead and sanctioned their union, knowing Aeon would want nothing less—especially as the rebels are seeking to imprison and punish the young couple. I’ll tell Aeon I assured Raisa that I’ll talk to him about pardoning them completely and to introduce the couple back into Upper Earth society at Le Vol Doré, after which, Nayf will return as the rightful heir to the palace, a proxy of Upper Earth on Lower Earth, with Raisa. They’ll divide their time between the two realms. That is the new narrative.”

			“Why this new narrative? Why a royal wedding? Nayf will already be up there as the pretend proxy with the original plan. Attending the Vol Doré from Lower Earth.” Lein slowly gets up from the edge of the fountain, staring at Hasuf. “And I’m asking Khalda to answer this, as leader of this mission, not you, old traitor.”

			I take a breath. “The potential for Raisa being kept hostage by her father should something go wrong when we get to Upper Earth is high. If the mission hits a snag, they’ll see through her and hold her accountable.” I pause, avoiding looking at Raisa. “Meaning they’ll kill her.”

			“That’s why we’ll all be there, to protect the plan. That’s what the team, bumbling though it might be, is about. We all go in together and get out together.” Lein is making his way to Hasuf.

			Why? What is Lein going to do to Hasuf?

			“I KNOW AEON.” Hasuf’s voice booms all of a sudden, startling half the team. “The second something goes awry, he’ll turn on Raisa. But not if she has alert company by her side, even through the night—which she’ll have with him as her husband.” He indicates Nayf. Then, with scorn on his face, Hasuf turns to Marcel. “Provided, that is, this traitor to Upper Earth teaches the boy the potential stealth tactics used by ALIGN to take designated enemies down without a trace.”

			Marcel nods. “It’s already part of my training plan here.”

			“I don’t trust this old man.” Lein, now standing right beside Hasuf, speaks quietly, perhaps to himself. But then he turns to the others seated, who, like me, are watching his every move with bated breath. “Who else thinks it’s odd that an Upper Earth man is directing how we get into Upper Earth to take it down?”

			I quietly gulp as almost everyone puts up their hand.

			Marcel and Kizuwanda are the only ones who don’t.

			Because they’re the only ones who know of my bargain with Hasuf.
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			The night before we left for the Bridge, Hasuf sent word through Kizuwanda, on shift to watch over him, that he’d come to a decision; seeing how much manpower and intelligence we had, he’d realized that it was time to surrender.

			I raced through the palace to the spare bedroom he was chained in to hear what he had to say.

			He said he’d give us all the background information we needed to pull off our mission, including guidance on how to get Upper Earth’s buy-in without suspicion, on one condition.

			“Your life?” I asked, shooting a glance at Kizuwanda. She’d been right, he was all about preservation of his own life.

			He nodded. “But not only that. Something greater. And if you promise me that, I’m at your service completely to bring down Upper Earth.”

			I was perplexed. What would be more precious than his own life in his mind?

			“I want you to promise that Aeon will not be killed or captured. That he’ll be brought down safely, and that he’ll be given amnesty.”

			I’m sure my mouth hung open so much that I must have looked funny.

			But then Kizuwanda, sitting on her chair by the door, knitting, nodded.

			In shock, I got up to confer with her quietly. “Do we just pretend to honor his request? And then, when we get what we want, pull the rug?”

			She shook her head, dropped her hands full of knitting into her lap, and leaned over to whisper, “Do it with intention, from now until when we get to that point of the mission.”

			“But why? Aeon is public enemy number one.” I shook my own head.

			“To spare one evil man’s life can be the price of putting a stop to the oppression of thousands forever,” she said.

			I thought of Lein, Nayf, and the others and shook my head again. “Nobody will allow this. Forget about killing him, to not even capture Aeon?” I thought about what Jansu’s face would look like on hearing such news. Salwe. Salwe would never comply with such a thing. “It’s not only me who can’t accept this bargain. Again, nobody will be okay with this.”

			“That’s why we tell nobody.” Kizuwanda leaned in closer. “Not a single soul. Until the moment we decide on what happens to Upper Earth guardians in the aftermath, we keep this agreement close to our hearts. And then I’ll take on all those who challenge your decision. That is my word, and I keep my word.”

			I looked into her eyes, usually so playful and lively, now solemn. “Why? Why are you so committed to honoring the request of the man who betrayed us?”

			“Because without his buy-in, we won’t even get up to Upper Earth. I guarantee you that.” She widened her eyes. “I lived on Upper Earth for fifteen years before defecting and, before that, spent too many years escaping their attempts to scalplink all of us on the Bridge, where I was born. As much as they are ruthless, nothing comes close to how security conscious they are. We are not getting close to their core without that man who betrayed us guiding us every step of the way.”

			“And why should we trust the word of such a man?” I tilted my head suspiciously. “He could be setting us up for failure.”

			“Such a man is all about himself. And the only one he thinks can guarantee his own safety in the aftermath of such turmoil is Aeon.”

			I was quiet, reflecting on this and thinking of how to agree to such a momentous request that was not solely in my hands.

			But I also thought about the records I’d been reading at the palace for the last five months. About how many times I’d come upon mentions of the security features on Upper Earth, how they evolved, how palace visitors from Lower Earth had to put up with new protocols each time they stepped on the rim.

			Without someone directing us, we would be relying on old information.

			“Remember, if you choose not to agree to this, the failure of the mission due to the lack of proper intel will be in your hands.” With that, Kizuwanda picked up her knitting again and dropped her gaze from me, like she was already disappointed in my leadership.

			I straightened up and turned around to make a deal with the devil.
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			The reason Marcel knows about the deal is because when we got to Vireo, I’d gotten cold feet, fearful I was walking everyone to their demise, and just this morning, before the team meeting, I told Kizuwanda I was thinking of taking it to a full-team vote.

			In the truck, where she was rolling up her sleeping bag, she got agitated in a way I’d never seen before. And then she saw Marcel out the door of the truck and told me that if I was so worried, she was in agreement to enlarge our circle of confidants to include him.

			“And Marcel was born on Upper Earth. Other than Hasuf, he knows Upper Earth the most here. Let Marcel hear us out, and he can either affirm or negate the advice I gave you about using Hasuf’s counsel,” she said, jumping down from the back of the truck. “What do you think?”

			I agreed, and then, subsequently, Marcel agreed with everything Kizuwanda had urged me to do.

			Including keeping everyone else out of our bargain.
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			At the meeting now, Lein suddenly turns to me, and his voice is icy as he says, “I told you I should have sawed the old traitor’s head off in the dungeons. You’re too softhearted.” He takes his knife out of his pocket. “Since a majority are in agreement that you’re falling for the old man’s tricks, perhaps we should do the sawing here now? Or will your heart bleed for him all over the floor too?”

			I know that as the Stray he is colder than his real self, but it’s apparent that during this mission, when Lein slides on that mask, he also cloaks the part of his heart that naturally softens when he turns to me.

			He even masks his feelings for me.

			Well, then, I’ll do the same to him.

			“You agreed to this mission under my command.” I look into the mesh eyeholes on his mask, probing into them until I see Lein in my mind’s eye. That’s the man I’m talking to now. “Don’t you dare challenge me like this ever again. Now, take a seat like everyone else, or you’re done here.”

			The hush that falls over the group as the Stray stares back at me, motionless, is palpable.

			I stare him down, tipping my head as though waiting for his next challenge. I will boot him out of here if he gets in the way of rescuing Eyas properly.

			Maybe that sentiment in my heart comes through in my gaze, because Lein returns to his spot on the fountain periphery, keeping his eyes on me the entire time.

			I look away from him as though he’s not worth my gaze and address Hasuf, deciding to not waste time trying to find my notes on the story we agreed to present to Upper Earth. “Go on with the narrative cues so everyone knows their roles better.”

			Hasuf nods and points at Nayf and then Raisa. “Nayf and Raisa will make their triumphant return to Upper Earth as a royal couple, brought by myself on a palace air carrier. Once there, I’ll ask Aeon to pardon Kizuwanda, as Raisa wants her as her garment engineer for her Le Vol Doré outfit. What you didn’t know before is that it’s Aeon’s belief that Kizuwanda was manipulated through a hacked scalplink to sympathize with the brutes’ cause, and he’d already commissioned her to be reprogrammed during her imprisonment in the dungeon. He doesn’t like wasting Upper Earthers’ lives, after the investment that goes into their well-being.” He turns to Raisa. “That’s where Kizuwanda and I were coming back from actually when you found us in the dungeon that night. I’d take her periodically to reset her mind.”

			Kizuwanda nods, a smug smile spreading on her face. “Luckily, it didn’t work on me, no matter how hard he tried.”

			“Why put a dupe of her body in the cell?” Raisa asks.

			“Because ALIGN doesn’t want guards knowing of the reeducation program. They didn’t want guards to start treating prisoners differently. Either better or with contempt, for being privileged.” Hasuf explains with polite patience, something he does with Raisa a lot. After all, she is Aeon’s daughter, and in his mind, deserves his respect and awe. “When the guards scan the doors each night, the livesuit registers her as being in her cell.”

			“Privilege?” Kizuwanda lets out a long laugh. “Being strapped to a chair with a helmet on my head, covering my face, drilling propaganda into my mind?”

			“You liked it better than the option of being tortured.” Hasuf says this sternly, like he’s her father.

			“You didn’t give me the option.” Kizuwanda sits back, her face pained. “And that was torture. To be ‘reset,’ as you called it. I am not an object.”

			Salwe leans back and puts a hand on Kizuwanda’s shoulder. Her face is livid, and I immediately go on alert, her being another live wire like Lein.

			Hasuf goes on. “Once Aeon agrees to Kizuwanda being pardoned, she’ll be brought up on an air carrier with Khalda, who I’ll present as a Lower Earth tailor used to working for me at the palace, who’ll now serve as an assistant to Kizuwanda to prepare outfits for Raisa. Because Khalda’s been in hiding since she was a child, and has no imprints, she’ll pass all security clearances.”

			I nod. The way I wear my hair with long, mussed bangs and loosened braids covers the faint scar on the outside of my right eye, the vestiges of the imprint removal I underwent as a child.

			That I once belonged to a family of record-keepers will hopefully not endanger me on Upper Earth.

			“And myself?” Jansu asks. “How will I get up there?”

			“You won’t be going up there,” Hasuf pronounces to Jansu. He turns to Salwe. “Neither will you. You’ll only send up the evacuation carriers.”

			Salwe abruptly stands, her hands clenching into fists. “My daughter will not take part without a role for me. There will be no taking down Upper Earth without the one who challenged them in the first place.”

			She practically snarls this at Hasuf, making a motion to lunge at him, until Raisa grabs her and stands up too.

			I realize this is one of those points where I could rely on Lein helping me navigate. I could always count on him to cut through these conflicts and give me back the reins.

			Now I’m on my own, and I’m faltering.

			“Mama, please!” Raisa tugs at her mother’s hand. “Please sit down! You can’t go up there. It’s too dangerous. Papa has your DNA stored. There is absolutely no way for you to pass any systems to get into the place. You’ll be killed immediately.”

			“There are deadsuits.” Salwe is still death-staring at Hasuf.

			Kizuwanda now stands. “You can’t move in a deadsuit. If you go up there in a deadsuit, it will be to lie there like a lump of flesh for a week. Any movement and you’ll be dead. Almost everything is artificial up there, without the lushness of other organisms for the deadsuit to mimic. It’s not like wearing a deadsuit on Lower Earth. You know that, Salwe.” She grabs Salwe’s other hand gently. “You don’t like this idea, but it’s for your own good to not go up there.”

			“Deadsuits don’t show up on scans,” Salwe shoots out, again facing Hasuf as though he’s the one who just spoke to her, not Kizuwanda. “I can survive up there in one.”

			“Not if you’re moving under the gaze of the tens of thousands of surveillance cameras,” Kizuwanda says, tugging at Salwe’s arm, coaxing her to sit down. “You know you can’t stay still, Salwe.”

			At that, Salwe reluctantly sits down. “I have my eyes on you,” she spits at Hasuf. “You’re up to something. Trying to isolate all these young ones up there without us being able to help them.”

			“That’s the only thing I agree with Salwe on.” Surprisingly, this comes out of Jansu, who hates Salwe and all that she stands for in the rebellion: vengeance. “You want them up there without us elders. Alone with just you, and Aeon.”

			“And me,” Marcel says. “I’ll be up there, too, in my rightful capacity as a lieutenant in Upper Earth’s forces.”

			“All Upper Earth men,” Salwe says. “Of course. The perfect plan to turn the kids in.”

			I stand by, letting all this unfold, unable to take back control of the meeting from these older adults shouting at each other.

			“And that’s exactly why you’re not going up there,” Hasuf states. He takes a deep breath, and I brace for his lecture, one of his old-style, supposedly “profound” lectures that we now know were huge performances, but he simply says, “The kids wanted to do this on their own.”

			This is where I can take control. “To clarify, this is not Hasuf’s decision. It’s mine,” I say, staring at Salwe and then Jansu. “You’ll be apprised of everything when the mission is completed. You’ll have no part in the planning, nor the proceedings. On my orders.”

			Salwe turns to Raisa, eyes blinking fast in a flushed, grimacing face. “And this is something you agreed to? This turn on us Ahraar?”

			“Mama, this is in service of everything you’ve ever wanted. A stop to our enslavement.” Raisa’s soft, pleading voice is irritating me, but from the way Salwe quiets down, perhaps it’s effective.

			I’m about to take charge of the meeting again when Raisa suddenly stands and moves to Murda’s side and speaks with the same quiet urgency but without the begging tone this time. Her voice is now firm. “You taught me that each one of us needs to do something to change the world. Many chisels to chip at a mountain of injustices.”

			Murda nods. “One can’t do everything, but everyone can do something to bring that mountain down.”

			“But—” On pausing after that single word, Salwe stands, too, to deliver her next thunder. “Only under the leadership of those who know how to make mountains quake!”

			“No, Mama.” Raisa’s voice rises, too, still firm, and I’m surprised to see her face Salwe squarely. “To change the world, each one of us has to take charge of something. We can’t just be followers.”

			The whininess is gone. Raisa is surprisingly resolute.

			I seize on that. Because I can’t have any queens or kings among us, whether that’s Salwe or anyone with aspirations to be one. “Following orders without knowledge and conviction is what led to our Earth’s destruction before. Blind allegiance to political tribes without truth and the rule of law being the arbiter of who was a just leader and who wasn’t. I’ve read enough records to know this with certainty.” I look Salwe in the eyes. “We’re choosing our own chisels to bring down Upper Earth. We respect those who came before us, but each of us in this room will lead our own destinies. We have to be leaders in our own ways. And if there’s one command we’ll always follow, no matter what, it is that our only loyalty should be to truth and justice—whether it is for or against us and our own.”

			After trying to stare me down—with me holding my own—Salwe nods at Murda. “We’re not needed here any longer. Let them work out the rest of their childish plans.”

			Murda sits for a second more than she would have typically when Salwe commands her, but then the kindly woman gets up slowly to follow her general.

			Before Salwe heads into the lab trailer, she turns to Raisa. “I’m surprised you don’t know me as well as I thought you did, daughter. I don’t merely want to stop the enslavement of Lower Earth. I don’t want to quote, unquote, ‘change the world,’ as you squeal so idealistically. I want to bring Upper Earth crashing to earth, to make them pay for what they did.” With clenched teeth, she sneers the last part with a wide-sweeping glare at all of us gathered.

			Behind me, Lein claps slowly but loudly.

			I ignore him.

			When the lab trailer door closes, Hasuf continues as though there hadn’t been an interruption. “Musaid and the Stray will come up to the gala together. I’ve already been dropping word in Aeon’s ear of an opening performance for Le Vol Doré composed of a talented entertainer I’ve discovered on Lower Earth. I’ve said I attended a few of his underground shows before the revolution, and that he entertains us at the palace on occasion.”

			I speak up now. “It was the Stray’s idea to change the prior plans of them being smuggled as maintenance crew. So if any of you have problems with this new narrative, talk to him.”

			Let Lein deal with the discontent he created with his unnecessary harshness.

			Uh-oh, I feel my protectiveness of Lein chipping.

			And the flecks from that chipped armor lie around my feet in his greenhouse.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Nayf

			
			For some reason, Raisa has gone back to avoiding my eyes as we continue listening to Operation Golden Flight. Did her mother’s outbursts rattle her?

			Once Khalda finishes outlining the mission’s intro, I agree so fast on the marriage plan making sense, I’m certain I see mirth skipping in Hasuf’s eyes, which throws me off for a moment, almost melts some of the icy cold I feel toward the old man.

			But then his gaze hardens again.

			Khalda asks if there are any other questions about our roles. She turns to the Stray pointedly.

			I steal a glance at Raisa again. Is it my imagination, or does she not look too pleased with the story of us two being in love?

			In the long silence that follows, during which we all—except for Raisa—look at the Stray for his response to Khalda, the Stray continues to stare at Hasuf. It’s apparent the Stray is obsessed with meting justice to the old man.

			And I can’t stop thinking about Raisa.

			Something about her instantly changed when we got into Vireo Regenesis to prepare.

			Besides being studiously fixed on Khalda right now, Raisa also looks preternaturally composed for someone who just had, for all intents and purposes, a screaming match with her mother.

			She’s holding herself more alert, at attention, keen on her task. Her hair has been down for the past few days, just clipped back when she’s working on something needing concentration. She also looks very comfortable, back to wearing purform coveralls, a staple of her wardrobe when traveling from Upper Earth before she defected.

			But I wonder if she’s actually at ease, with the looming reality of facing her father again.

			Her dark hair falls over the green purform fabric, the long ends reaching to skim her waist, and I wonder another thing: How would it feel to wrap my arms around that waist and bury my face into that hair?

			“All eyes here,” Khalda says, staring at me.

			I abruptly turn back to the fountain and hear a chortle from behind Khalda.

			The Stray. He’s laughing at me checking out Raisa.

			I try to think of him eating kebabs again, but it’s actually hard to imagine it in this place.

			“I have a question,” Musaid calls out. “What performance will I be assisting the Stray with?”

			“The Stray will be outlining that in a bit.” Khalda quickly adds, “And the only reason he had a say in that is because I needed to check with him about what talent he felt confident entertaining everyone with.”

			I close my mouth, shut down my objection that the Stray shouldn’t have had any hand in designing the mission.

			Khalda moves on to review the official map of Upper Earth, which I’ve already committed to memory. I’ve only taken one trip up there, but before we started the operation, when Raisa, Khalda, Kizuwanda, the Stray, and I hunkered down in the palace to await our trip to Vireo Regenesis, I memorized as much as I could in the Room of Records and the library, which the old man had surprisingly restored to be the same as in my childhood memories.

			The images Khalda shows us now of Upper Earth match the ones in my head: inner courtyards of “unique,” cheerful communities all surrounded by a single perimeter of a tall impenetrable fortress of accommodations housing soldiers and droids on the side facing out, and the Upper Earth populace on the inner side. The outside walls are matte charcoal steel with windows so dark they appear indistinguishable from the facade; if anyone tries to scale it, they’ll fall to their deaths in the ocean below (or the hard ground of the Bridge), watched by armed forces essentially living their days guarding the place.

			By contrast, the inner accommodations are in the ancient Haussmann style of architecture, a series of spaced-apart, equal-sized, big, cheery windows with wrought-iron balconies, set into beige stone, the ground floors housing quaint shops and cafés.

			Very fitting for Upper Earth. Though they’re of diverse backgrounds, Upper Earthers idealize only one culture: European.

			Khalda—now projecting building facades and neighborhoods for the team to get used to the change in scenery up there—hasn’t said this fact out loud, but the knowledge I inhaled in the palace library growing up reveals it clearly: All the aesthetics I see on the screen, all the homages paid, the cultural rites, are all in awe of a single civilization.

			“According to our evidence, corroborated by our asset…” Khalda indicates Hasuf by pointing in his direction with the aura control she holds. Then she turns the control to the projected aura and uses it to circle a courtyard near the eastern fortress perimeter. “The core megaprocessor to be eliminated is located in an area called the Global Pavilion. It’s a place Upper Earthers go to get their ‘ethnic kick.’ Being the most undeveloped neighborhood in the art-and-culture sector of Upper Earth, it’s the perfect place in their estimation to hide such an important asset.”

			“It’s quite a distance from the Founders’ Oculus, where Le Vol Doré is taking place,” Raisa points out. “The streets outside will all be watched, and actually, there are screens all over the oculus that play live scenes of Upper Earth during events. That’s the point of the venue. There’s no way our team can escape detection when going to the Pavilion district.”

			“That’s why Nayf, under Marcel’s training and watch, will be reprogramming the security droids one by one, as mentioned,” Khalda reminds Raisa. “And they’ll be traveling through the cargo and service corridors that run under the surface of Upper Earth.”

			Raisa doesn’t look convinced. “And what’s my task at the gala?”

			“Your job is to act the part of an Upper Earther grateful to be back home. You have to convince the guardians at the party and other elites that you have actually returned to their way of thinking,” Khalda says. “Being convincing at this role will give the others cover to do their missions.”

			“So my mission is to allow others to do the mission?” Raisa asks. “Make small talk while others face dangers?”

			I’m surprised to see her shoulders deflate at this. She doesn’t like combat, so…?

			But I—we—need her on board. “Your job is likely the most dangerous, Ray. Your mingling with the diabolical minds that sustain the oppression while drawing no suspicions is elite spy work.” I turn to Kizuwanda. “I presume she’ll get training in case things go south?”

			She nods. “I have a black belt in jujitsu. I’ll teach her some moves.”

			I turn back to Raisa to gauge her reaction. She’s not looking at me, nor at Kizuwanda, eyes still on Khalda.

			But at least Raisa’s shoulders have squared again.

			I instantly feel better.

			I need her to feel good in order to feel good myself.

			Khalda takes a deep breath and goes on. “The Stray and Musaid will leave the event at the end of the show, in the midst of the hoopla they leave behind. They’ll head out to seek entertainment of their own. Remember, for the rest of Upper Earth, it’s business as usual. Not everyone’s at the gala,” Khalda says, circling the Pavilion district with the aura remote again. “So Musaid’s going to book himself a session at the Casbah Retreat, behind which is the Geisha Saloon, under which—”

			I can’t help interrupting her. “The Casbah Retreat? The Geisha Saloon? Are they for real?”

			“And the Bollywood Nocturne, a nightclub that plays fusion ‘ethnic’ beats, and the Pan-Africa Lounge. Don’t get me started on that place.” Raisa finally looks at me, shaking her head. “I can’t believe I used to love making printed masks of vague heritages all labeled African.”

			“I reviewed auras of the Geisha Saloon, and my mouth dropped at how strange it is.” Khalda raises her eyebrows. “The whole neighborhood is like a circus.”

			“But the Thé le Monde tea shop is there. I love that place,” Musaid protests. His voice diminishes in volume as we all shoot him looks. He adds feebly, “It’s got tea from everywhere.”

			Khalda moves on. “So, the Geisha Saloon is the access point to get to our target. There’s a passage from the saloon that connects to the accommodations closest to the Global Pavilion, and the processor is in the penthouse apartment directly behind it.” She makes a smaller circle in her previous circle. “The penthouse is supposed to be a secret location for meetings for those closest to Aeon, meetings not on the official record, and so only those with the highest level of clearance are ever in the vicinity of the processor, which Aeon himself controls.”

			“Why is it connected to the Geisha Saloon, though?” Raisa asks. “Isn’t that a popular place?”

			“Apparently, many on the Council of Guardians like to drink at the saloon—so those who attend the penthouse meetings can take a quick, undetected route to the saloon after,” Khalda explains. She indicates Hasuf, sitting beside Musaid. “All this intel is from him.”

			I can’t stand it any longer. I fell for one Upper Earth ruse already when they pretended they’d listen to my reading out of the treaty Nene Nushba had made with them to protect Lower Earth, so I refuse to let anyone fall for another of their tricks. “This sounds like a children’s aura we watched at the palace when we were little. Cartoonish. Simply absurd. Aren’t you all in disbelief at how those expertly ruining all our lives from up there seem so ludicrous in this scenario now?” I turn to everyone, to gauge their reactions to what Khalda is laying out, before turning back to her. “Are you sure this is accurate? And that he’s not deliberately misleading you?” I tilt my head at Hasuf.

			While I don’t want to go the route the Stray did of pulling out a knife in a meeting, I still want the group to think hard about Hasuf’s role in this.

			“I’ve met Aeon at the penthouse on many occasions. It’s one of the few spaces up there with no surveillance, being so close to the Geisha Saloon. Sometimes, Aeon even invited the geishas over to the penthouse,” Hasuf says solemnly. He doesn’t look ashamed of the suggestions in that statement.

			“To be honest, that Geisha Saloon is gossiped about quite often on Upper Earth,” Kizuwanda adds. “It’s an old-boys’ club in a realm that’s supposed to be egalitarian, that holds itself as superior to Lower Earth in that regard. Some women I know tried to enter the saloon once, to take a few drinks, and they were laughed out of the place as though they were young children.” She shakes her head, anger flashing in her eyes, and my doubt abates a bit. “Having known Aeon for years, I’m certain that’s indeed where he’s stashed such a vital asset for Upper Earth. He really values sleight-of-hand tricks and revels in wowing you with something so simple, you missed it. His sense of superiority is amused by such accomplishments, as he’d call them.”

			“I’ve also seen several mentions of Penthouse Thirty-Four in Amir Gauis’s records, so I’m inclined to confirm the location,” Khalda points out, looking at me like she wants my buy-in. I nod back at her, and she goes on. “Once Musaid gets into the penthouse, the Stray will join him, having finished planting smoke devices to be activated when we’re ready to execute our getaway.”

			“We’ll be masked, like most of those at the party, making it easier to mix with the crowds,” Kizuwanda explains. “Later on today, come visit me to decide on your mask.”

			“Masks of Upper Earthers who’ve died for their cause? That’ll be a painful decision to make.” I laugh grimly. “What a sick society, throwing a party to honor criminals.” Last night, I tossed and turned, trying to imagine what role I’d have in the mission Khalda had thought up.

			I’d hoped for a sniper task or to be assigned combat duties.

			Instead, she told me to go pretend to have fun at a party.

			While the part about being a couple with Raisa is intriguing, and frankly, very welcome, mixing with Upper Earth elites and pretending to like it is not something I’m keen on.

			It goes against every fiber of my being.

			I’m certain that within a single minute mingling up there with revelers in formal dresses and masks, I’ll lose it and seek either an escape or a weapon to take matters into my own hands. “We’ll have weapons, right?”

			Khalda shakes her head. “There are too many security scans.”

			“You won’t have conventional weapons, but we’ll get makeshift ones,” Marcel says. “We’ll smuggle in parts we can put together that can serve as bows and rudimentary guns.”

			Kizuwanda sighs. “And due to my work on Raisa’s weaponized dress before her defection, Upper Earth will be checking all my designs—so I won’t be able to camouflage any stealth tools into your outfits—but there will be ways to repurpose what’s already up there, through dress embeds I can add that will appear to be embellishments.” She smiles encouragingly at Raisa, who, again, doesn’t look too enthused by her role.

			“Loop me in on that task. I have some tech tips you can weave in, pun intended.” Jansu looks at Kizuwanda, eyebrows raised, with a strange smile on his face, as though seeing her for the first time. “I’ll be working in the warehouse, too, so we can team up.”

			“Actually, Kizuwanda will not be working there,” Khalda clarifies. “Marcel suggested another spot that’s closer to the emergency evacuation point, as the warehouse is the first point of breach should our presence be detected. You’ll find Kizuwanda at the opposite end of the warehouse, in the rose garden.”

			“I can work wherever, as long as it’s got the generator I asked for nearby.” Kizuwanda glances at Jansu like she’s making sure he’s paying attention before she goes on. “What I know about all Le Vol Dorés I’ve attended and designed for is that it’s maximalist in terms of technology, gaudy even. There will be an abundance of tools we can manipulate right there for our taking. I’m planning my designs accordingly.”

			“Can we just refer to the gala as the Golden Flight?” Musaid says. “I get lost when you bring Upper Earth terms in other languages. It’s hard enough remembering Golden Flight, which already makes no sense, so then to call it Le Voilà Whatever is even more of a task.”

			“Well, get used to it. Upper Earthers only like it referred to as Le Vol Doré,” Kizuwanda states, shrugging. “It makes them feel like it’s momentous, when it’s really just a party of excesses, to make them feel something, anything, in a hollow society.”

			Unbelievably, Hasuf shakes his head and interjects, “The Golden Flight is an occasion to remember we all eventually pass on from this life—Lower Earthers earlier, Upper Earthers later—but all of us must make that flight we never return from. The gala is a reminder to make that last flight a golden one.”

			What’s even more unbelievable is that Hasuf reassumes his role as a wise sage, going on to advise us that “We must strive to live a life that shines on even after we’ve flown from this world on wings built from the contributions we’ve left behind. For what is there to life except death? To die satisfied with your life? To leave on golden wings?”

			Raisa exchanges glances with me; from her expression, it’s evident we’re both feeling the same distaste left by Hasuf’s words. I have to set the old man straight. “The worst people often think they’re gifts to the world.” I lean forward until I’m almost in his face. “How can you sleep at night? When you’ve helped facilitate the oppression and destruction we just saw in that aura? Now you’re excited about a stupid party celebrating this cruel project using people against their wills for your pleasure?”

			I stand up. “Are we done here? I need some time to figure out how I’m going to fake enjoy being at a party full of the most evil people left on Earth.”

			“We’re not done, but the next portion is Kizuwanda giving background on the gala, the decorum expected, et cetera. Raisa can fill you in later, as I don’t believe you’ll be too invested in gala manners anyhow.” The kindness in Khalda’s eyes is evident even from where I’m standing now, just outside the pathway leading back to the warehouse. She can see how I hard it is for me to be in the same room as the old man who hurt my grandmother. She adds, “Once you’re ready, you can start training with Marcel on how to deal with security droids.”

			I perk up at that. Nothing better than unleashing my pent-up rage on Upper Earth’s military toys.

			As I’m about to step on the path, I hear Musaid pipe up. “I’m just a lowly assistant to a performer, so can I skip the party manners part of the meeting too?”

			“As long as you keep the old traitor with you.” The Stray.

			I’m at the door opening into the warehouse when I realize Musaid is coming up behind me.

			With that old traitor leashed to him.
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			“Hey, what’s going on?” To his credit, Musaid only speaks once we’re in the vast, airy room, which is a welcome break from the dark dampness of that jungle of a greenhouse.

			I’m making my way to my sleeping bag in the corner, not for a nap, just to take a seat and exhale.

			I’ve been cloistered with too many people lately.

			Without responding to Musaid, I pass the elaborate training ring Marcel set up early this morning in one half of the warehouse. It’s got various droids stationed inside, all deactivated.

			Once I make it to my bag, I turn around.

			“You’re not answering me now?” Musaid has his hands out like he’s perplexed. “What did I do to you?”

			“Nothing.” I sit down. “Just don’t know why you’re following me with the old man.”

			“I’m trying to talk to you?” Musaid takes a seat on the concrete floor, and I rummage in my backpack for a towel. I throw it to him, and he throws it back at me. “No thanks, I’m used to sitting on the floor without protecting my butt.”

			Hasuf remains standing, the chain linking him to Musaid slack, partially lying on the floor.

			Thankfully, the old man’s looking at the training ring and not me.

			“You’ve changed. You used to be the one we could depend on to be calm. Nada was all action, thinking second. Lein explosively responsive, bounding from one thing to another,” Musaid says, no pain in his eyes. “You’d hold the ship steady, no tantrums or outbursts without thinking through, no ideas that weren’t vetted thoroughly, like all the shenanigans Lein would get us into.”

			“Um, are you forgetting the fire inverter?” I lean my head back on the wall and close my eyes. “I have my explosive moments, is all I’m saying.”

			“That was all Lein’s experiment; he pushed us into it. He’s the one who thought he could build something to reverse forest fires. He was so convinced they’d end up consuming Lower Earth like they did other parts of the world.” Musaid speaks slowly, as though tracing his memories. “Remember Lein had a map of every fire reported on Lower Earth?”

			“Yeah, but I fed him the scientific possibilities of fire inversion. I’m the one who led him to the accident.”

			“Based on Upper Earth’s outdated data they dumped in some files you found at the palace.”

			“Exactly, that I found,” I emphasize. “Remember you and I tested a small one out in the library when Nene Nushba was away? Without flames? Lein found out about it and kept bugging me until I told him everything I’d read.”

			Musaid is quiet for a moment. “I just realized something. It’s after that accident that Lein changed. Remember, as a kid, he’d constantly talk about how he was going to bring Earth back to life? He didn’t talk about it as much after our experiment blew up.”

			“You mean, after his dad punished him?” I open my eyes, not wanting to see the images in my head again—of Lein in flames in front of the experiment on a kitchen counter in an old cottage, as I acted quickly to shepherd Nada and Musaid out of harm’s way. I came back and threw a blanket on Lein and pulled him to the floor, but by then, a portion of his torso had been burned.

			And when Amir Gauis asked me what happened to cause a fire in that decrepit cottage on palace property, how Lein had gotten burned, I said that Nada, Musaid, and I weren’t part of Lein’s experiment.

			I lied because I was afraid Amir Gauis would finally do what he’d threatened to do with Nada and me after Nene Nushba died: send us to prison.

			Even though I’d hidden the truth to save us, months later, Amir Gauis still ended up throwing us away. “Though Lein wasn’t the only one punished,” I add, to remind Musaid. “Amir Gauis got me and Nada too.”

			“Which I’ve never been able to figure out. How Amir Gauis knew. I was there when Lein was questioned. He didn’t bring you two up, nor my part in it. He said it was only him.”

			“It was I who supplied that information to Amir Gauis. That you and Nada were involved.” Hasuf is staring down at me, his voice deeper, like he wants to scare me. “And Musaid is right, you’ve changed. You used to be thoughtful, careful, work things out in your mind before speaking or acting. You used to be like your grandmother.”

			I get up and lunge at him.

			But Musaid comes between us and, with his strength, holds me back from ripping Hasuf apart.

			Hasuf steps to the side quite a bit, stands at a distance, and speaks again. “I see your grandmother’s memoirs peeking out of your backpack. That you chose to bring that weighty thing on the mission restores some of my faith in your previous thoughtful tranquility, your integrity. But you have to fight for that part of yourself to shine through again. It’s buried under heedlessness.”

			I try to skirt Musaid, left and right, but he moves and blocks me every which way. “Settle down. The old man will get what’s coming to him soon. Let’s just all show up in one piece for the mission, yeah?”

			“Your soul is in disarray. It’s not at home, like it was when you had guides in your life. That’s why I gifted you my cave last year. It contains the illuminating tract I mentioned to you last year, The Cave. As well as a book of collected teachings to live by. These will settle your soul again.”

			I roar and lunge.

			Jansu, Kizuwanda, and Marcel enter the warehouse right then and rush over when they see me get through Musaid with a sudden bypass for Hasuf.

			When he inserts himself again in front of the old man, I tackle Musaid. I know the Stray wants the opportunity to kill the traitor, but I may have to challenge the Stray to that task now.

			It’s truly one of the lowest things I’ve ever seen, to bring up my gentle, kind, powerful grandmother, who Hasuf—like his idol Aeon did to Salwe before—fake married to lead Nene Nushba to do Upper Earth’s bidding.

			And then Hasuf arranged for my grandmother to be killed.

			And now I just learned he also arranged for Nada and myself to be imprisoned for years.

			And then had the audacity to tell me to “settle my soul” with his pompous teachings!

			Once they take Hasuf away, I sit back on my bag and extract Nene Nushba’s memoirs from my backpack. Having read a portion every night since I received it, I’m halfway through, at the part where she learns that the “charming” Hasuf is interested in marrying her, and now I rip those pages out with as much passion as I want to rip the man apart.

			I have changed.

			That’s what serving in a rebel army does, especially under General Salwe’s stern command, especially when you’re sent out to deal with the worst of the worst, enemies full of contempt for us, who don’t even consider us human.

			Marcel activates the droids in the ring and beckons me.

			I jump up.

			I’m ready to destroy them.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				Khalda

			
			Hasuf is now shackled to me as I tour Vireo Regenesis to inspect the team’s training.

			Like on my first time seeing the greenhouse the day before yesterday, it feels familiar. Though everything within its glass walls is in dire need of repair, being either dead, overgrown, or choked by weeds, I know this place instinctively.

			I’ve seen its beauty in my mind’s eye many times before I even entered it.

			Soon after I rescued Lein, and until he left me abruptly to become the Stray, I set out to record his memories of his time at the palace, hastening to his bedside in our underground safe room the moment Eyas fell asleep, writing deep into the night.

			The evening he told me about this place, even with the bandages, I saw his face light up as he described it: a greenhouse in the ocean, fueled by direct sunlight from overhead, brimming with plants cultivated to regenerate the huge loss of Earth’s fauna and flora.

			To undo the catastrophic ecological disasters that led to the Last Migration.

			Vireo Regenesis.

			Now the glass panes I saw sparkling in the sun in my mind while listening to Lein talk about his pet project are partially covered with lichen. The rectangular fountain in the center of the whole space—once alive and sending both bursts of mist into the air and pleasing trickles of water through buried pipes to the vegetation—is emptied of liquid, and its flat bottom now serves as a screen for Musaid and Jansu to project holographic images of the interiors of Upper Earth’s air carriers and scalplinking aircraft centers. They sit at the fountain periphery, their feet dangling into the space where koi fish had swum before.

			I almost see the glittery flashes of the bright-orange-and-luminous-white fish in the emptiness.

			Such was Lein’s passion when he spoke about the conservatory he’d designed and hired the best horticulturalists for, including some from Upper Earth. “I’d visit every two days, sometimes daily when a special plant was flowering or fruiting, to get updates—until Upper Earth sent me on errands to sniff out rebels, the brutes, as they called them. Before I died in their eyes, before this happened”—he indicated his chest and face, covered in angry red welts as though still engulfed in flames—“I hadn’t seen Vireo Regenesis for three months. Now it’s been almost a year. I wonder how it’s doing.” He lay there staring at the ceiling with his good eye, and I hoped he was seeing the greenhouse thriving in his head.

			But now there he stands as the Stray, looking down on the bitter fruits of over a year of neglect.

			In his inscrutable mask, the one I’m beginning to hate, he’s tucked into the booth high up on the wall, scanning the decrepit space below him. Occasionally he glances behind him at the equipment Jansu stationed in the booth for him, streaming intercepted surveillance videos of Upper Earth. Part of the Stray’s assignment is to work out the movement plan for the night of Le Vol Doré, but only I know he’s already expertly familiar with how to move around Upper Earth. After all, he was born up there as Lein, former privileged crown prince of Lower Earth, spending months of each year on the megastructure on royal family holidays.

			But as the Stray, he has to feign diligence in front of the team, at this task of learning about Upper Earth.

			Even still, it’s apparent he mostly watches—from high above us—the rest of the team preparing for their respective assignments.

			I wish I could see the real Lein’s expression.

			Especially as he looks down on Musaid.

			Musaid, who worked before with the rebel explosive expert Qasam to rig Lein’s land carrier.

			Who “killed” Lein and contributed to birthing the Stray.

			Musaid, who’s now laughing after reading the label of the nutrition pack Jansu tosses him as a sample of their rations for the trip. “Snails and algae? You call this better food than what we had for breakfast?”

			I try not to glance up to check if the Stray is noting Musaid’s relaxed spirit.

			“You call that stew you cook me for me when I visit your village food?” Jansu snorts. “I did not recognize the meat in the last meal I had with you there.”

			Musaid opens the package and drops some of its contents into his palm. “Sometimes it’s squirrel from the outskirts. Maybe radioactive squirrel. When famine season hits, sometimes…it’s rat. Depends on the time of year.”

			I cover my mouth as Jansu gags. I clarify, “Did you just say rat?”

			“Honestly?” Musaid shrugs at me, chewing. “Even it if was rat, I prefer it to the sticky chunks in this pack. Snails and algae? A recipe for disaster.”

			“Give it back and take your freeze-dried rats up there with you instead, then.” Jansu pretends like he’s going to grab the pack from Musaid.

			Musaid holds it up and away while Jansu does ungainly reaching motions to try to retrieve it. Musaid suddenly jumps off the ledge into the fountain and takes off. The two proceed to chase each other, Jansu lumbering far back due to his bulk, the holographic images streaming ribbons of light on their bodies periodically.

			“This is your team?” Hasuf shakes his head, the only part of him he can control, as his hands and feet are back in chains. Scorn flits his eyes. “I see that Jansu’s changed completely. Lost his edge. It seems that’s what happens when your company is children.”

			I ignore the old man I once considered my only family and finally shoot a glance up at the Stray.

			Lein is watching Musaid having fun with Jansu.

			He must be livid.

			He’s never gotten over the betrayal of his closest ally.

			It’s the only time I’ve seen him become really quiet, whenever Musaid enters the conversation.

			Lein would abruptly stop sharing his records then.

			Because of this, while Musaid and Lein will be training on how to disable the megaprocessor with Jansu here, I asked Musaid to learn to set up the explosives for the task in the warehouse.

			My reasoning before was to protect Lein; I didn’t want him to see that we had to recruit Qasam—the man who’d rigged Lein’s land carrier—to guide us via comm.

			While this bothered me a lot previously, I’m okay if the Stray knows this now.

			We need the brains of the best explosive expert on Lower Earth to blow up Upper Earth’s core.

			This mission is more important than the Stray.

			More important than even Lein.
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			We move on to the warehouse.

			Nayf and Marcel are here, sparring with repurposed droids, with Devon watching intensely from outside the ring. Marcel’s teaching Nayf how to disarm the newest iteration of security humadroids in use on Upper Earth.

			As I am a survivor of my family’s brutal murders for being record-keepers, observing this training is painful for me personally. Through the palace accounts stored in the Room of Records, I learned that it was droids that had been commissioned to massacre all record-keepers. Apparently, even the palace guards had been reluctant to kill those who simply committed the crime of writing people’s lives.

			Many at the time had family or community connections to record-keepers.

			The droids did the task coldly, scanning each individual to ensure they matched those on their kill list before executing them, efficiently moving on to clean up the mess, while palace guards stood watch outside each home, averting their eyes.

			As the record-keepers were no more, there were no records made of this. But the secret plans for the operation, organized under Upper Earth’s command, were added to the files in the palace.

			I shed many tears on those pages.

			Here in the warehouse, the droids advance toward Nayf with eyes shooting foam bullets that he dodges while assembling a weapon on the move.

			He’s been practicing fighting enemy combatants, both droids and Marcel himself—who’s been playing the role of an Upper Earth soldier attacking Nayf.

			We watch Nayf put together a rudimentary gun, which he then uses deftly to take out the core of two droids at the back of the pack advancing toward him.

			“Those are the ones!” Marcel nods. He turns to us. “He’s been training to identify the battery and orientation droids. They’re almost indistinguishable from the others but are the most valuable. One powers the rest when they move too far from the battery station, and the other keeps them on track. Once the two are taken out, it will only be a matter of time before the others are useless.”

			Nayf comes up to us. The droids don’t turn to him as they usually would. Instead they turn in different directions, unable to shoot without a target. “Once we escape the chaos caused by disarming those, we can continue on with our mission.”

			I nod at Nayf, an encouraging smile on my face. “You look ready.”

			“He’s done impressively well.” Marcel clicks a console in his hand, and the droids all power off.

			“I have the best trainer,” Nayf says, putting his arm around Marcel’s neck in a show of affection. “I’m actually jealous that you’ve been teaching Upper Earth soldiers all these years.”

			“Let’s say, I’ve not sharpened their skills as fast as yours. Nor have they been as keen of a soldier as you’ve been, maybe even the best I’ve taught.” Marcel gives Nayf a genuine, warm grin, before pointing ahead at another set of droids lined against the opposite wall, waiting. “But you still have some ways to go to take on Upper Earth, so it’s time to level up the droids. Next are the mowers. They don’t simply scan and shoot. They turn into bulletproof machines that plow into you, herding you into the location their human controllers have chosen to trap you in.” He looks pointedly at Nayf. “Get ready for bruises in the next round.”

			Nayf gives him a thumbs-up, gives me a smile, high-fives Devon, ignores Hasuf, and gets back in the ring.

			Beside me, Hasuf watches without commentary, but I notice something that stirs worry within me: His gaze on Nayf’s fighting is as intense as little Devon’s stare is.

			I hope Hasuf isn’t taking notes to use against us.

			Despite my bargain with him, I reserve a healthy dose of suspicion and skepticism about his ultimate goals.

			I think maybe it’s time to figure out a place to keep Hasuf imprisoned so our mission is not compromised. The only thing is, here at Vireo, we’re missing the manpower to guard him wherever we put him. And to keep him shackled alone is risky when he’s in the vicinity of Upper Earth—if he gets access to some sort of communication link, we’re done.

			As I leave the warehouse, my mind’s working overtime trying to figure something out.
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			At the rose garden at the end of the greenhouse, beyond the fountain and trailers, the vestiges of the former glory of Vireo Regenesis are evident. Here, the pale pink roses are lush and still cascade over the gazebo in a beautiful canopy. The explanation for this becomes evident as we walk toward this wondrous sight: For some reason, the timed sprinklers still work, even if they only emit a faint mist.

			The hydration is enough, though, for a floral framing of the figures of Raisa and Kizuwanda in the gazebo, working on the team’s masks and outfits for Le Vol Doré. There are sewing machines, 3D printers, and circuitry spread on the round marble tables they move between.

			Salwe and Murda are at the gazebo entrance, conferring.

			I’m intrigued by something, however.

			Salwe won’t stop glancing up at the Stray in his perch every couple of minutes.

			She also periodically hovers near Raisa and Kizuwanda. Obviously she must want to be near them, especially Kizuwanda, who she hasn’t seen in over a decade.

			However, my senses are on alert with Raisa’s mother.

			Whenever I’d seen her in auras before I met her, she was in fatigues, erect, no-nonsense.

			From my encounters with her, I see that’s who she is always.

			Tough and quick with her commands, she now orders Murda to patrol the greenhouse. “I want you to report on every single person’s doings. We need to ensure everyone’s on top of their assignments.”

			“Everything’s under control,” I assure Salwe. “I’ve confirmed it.”

			“I’ll wait for Murda to report to me.” After shooting a single glance my way, Salwe dismisses me with a flick of her head.

			As irritation sparks in me, to light some empathy for her, I recall what Raisa told me about her mother last night as we were settling into our cots: Salwe never got over being betrayed by Aeon, being uprooted from everything she loved before in her life growing up on Lower Earth and the Bridge.

			While falling asleep, I remembered Salwe’s records.

			And how her love story was one of the most disturbing accounts in all the records I’ve read.

			Before Salwe joined the Ahraar, she’d loved Aeon with complete abandon, putting him on a pedestal, even challenging her beloved grandfather Dr. Almarady on his cautions about the Upper Earth young man on track to becoming a guardian.

			To Salwe, his ambition had been intoxicating. She fell so hard that she didn’t realize it was into a sinkhole created by Aeon’s careful manipulation of the world she thought she was firmly rooted in.

			That he actually hated her all along.

			She found correspondence with Upper Earth guardians that even described their love-making as a huge “nuisance” he had to bear, that her appearance was the “biggest downside” of the job.

			I can’t imagine the pain of discovering something like that about someone you trusted so completely.

			Aeon took away her belief in genuine love.

			So now I try to look at Salwe’s retreating back with gentleness as she patrols the gazebo.

			But I’m not trying to be such as a saint that I can’t also see she’s going to be a major thorn in my side, like the potential for Nayf’s enmity toward Hasuf to pierce our plans.

			Like Lein’s enmity toward everyone, my soul whispers, including me now.

			But with Salwe, at least there’s one silver lining: She’s not going to Upper Earth with us and is only tasked with sending up the evacuation carriers.

			She won’t get in the way of our mission. I won’t let her.

			From right behind me, Hasuf takes in an audible breath.

			I turn to see what he’s looking at with such a shocked expression.

			Kizuwanda is sliding a face mask onto one of the deactivated droids being used as a dressmaker’s form for Le Vol Doré costume fittings.

			The mask is a printed one of a handsome Lein—before his disfigurement in the explosion. The likeness is lifelike; anyone wearing that will appear as Lein himself.

			One of our team members wants to go to the event wearing a mask honoring the “deceased” crown prince of Lower Earth? Who would want to taunt the rest of the team here like that?

			I hope it’s not Nayf who requested it; Lein will be livid.

			Lein—he’s the one who’ll know just the place to imprison Hasuf here at Vireo, and how we’ll keep watch over him.

			As though he’s read my mind, Lein suddenly appears in the gazebo, at the entrance opposite where Hasuf and I are standing with Salwe.

			Lein moves behind Kizuwanda to look at the mask of himself pre-accident, and though I try hard to quell it, I’m suddenly overcome with emotion. What’s he thinking?

			However, with that Stray mask on his face, of course I can’t see how it’s impacting him.

			I undo that instinctual care that floods my heart for Lein, just as I undo the link to Hasuf from my waist harness and turn to Salwe, opting to use a respectful tone with her. I’ve read her as being excessively prideful. “Will you be able to watch our prisoner for a moment, General Salwe?”

			She nods and attaches the link to her belt, shooting Hasuf a menacing glare.

			I come up to Lein and burst out with “It’s not a good idea to have Hasuf with us while we’re training here. He’s gotten too much information already. I’m not averse to admitting I may have miscalculated how dangerous it is—”

			“To reveal everything to him?” Raisa pauses pinning two pieces of white fabric together to look at me meaningfully. “It crossed my mind many times as I was sitting there when you unveiled Operation Golden Flight, partially directed by the man who stabbed us in the back.”

			“It’s not a revelation if he knew,” I say. “He had to be a part of it.”

			“We have the records.” Raisa puts the pieces of fabric down and picks up two more. “As I recall, that’s why we put our faith in you to lead this. You’re the last remaining record-keeper. And thus have the most information on Upper Earth.”

			“The records needed corroboration.” I shoot Kizuwanda a tiny look. Help me out here.

			“We double-checked everything the old man said with Lieutenant Marcel.” Kizuwanda comes through. She looks up at me from the programming table she’s moved to, a pristinely neat space with all her devices in a row, and smiles. “I have great faith in Khalda’s leadership.”

			Raisa doesn’t say anything and goes back to her pinning work.

			But, from my side, Lein speaks quietly. “I do too.” He doesn’t look at me when he pronounces this vote of confidence.

			His voice remains deep and steady as it usually is through his Stray mask.

			I’m still going to suspend my feelings for him, though, until this mission is done—until he proves himself to me. I direct a question at him, detached and cool on my end. “Do you know somewhere Hasuf can be imprisoned in Vireo while we train and hold meetings? Somewhere with surveillance?”

			Kizuwanda turns to me before Lein can speak. “I know a place.”

			“Go on,” I say.

			“The truck. It’s empty now except for some of the outfits already completed, not augmented yet with tech, so completely safe for the prisoner to be around them.” Kizuwanda picks up another mask that just finished printing. It’s a woman’s face, eyes upturned at the outside corners, sporting a gentle smile.

			Now it’s Lein’s turn to make a noise when he sees a mask, and Kizuwanda looks at him, startled. With a confused tone, she asks slowly, “Do you know who this is a mask of?”

			He shakes his head, but I know Lein. He recognizes the woman.

			It, like the previous mask, is very lifelike.

			“This is Nushba, former amira of Lower Earth.” Kizuwanda takes the Lein mask off the droid’s face and replaces it with Nushba’s. “This is her when she was young, how she looked when she got married for the first time.”

			“Ah, brilliant, will Raisa be wearing that?” I ask.

			“I hope not, that would be a dead giveaway of our plans.” Lein laughs. “Raisa will be seen as a defector still.”

			“So who’s wearing it?” I risk asking the other query brimming in me. “And who’ll be wearing that mask of the former Crown Prince Lein?”

			“Tsk, tsk,” Lein says. “Just because you came up with Operation Golden Flight doesn’t mean you get to know everything. Let’s go back to discussing the idea of using the truck as a prison. I like the suggestion, especially as Marcel and Nayf are in the warehouse most of the time training, and Marcel has real weapons on hand should the old traitor try something.”

			“And I’ll be going in and out of the truck myself, so I can keep an eye on him,” Kizuwanda adds. “It’ll be poetic justice, too, to continue to watch over the one who watched over me in the palace dungeons.”

			“Just be careful. You don’t have a weapon,” I remind her.

			“Who said that?” Kizuwanda unbuckles her beautiful belt and turns around so her back is to Hasuf. She tugs on the prong and pulls out a whip. “It’s razor sharp. And charged to zap anyone trying to outmaneuver me.”

			For the first time, I hear Lein laughing genuinely with his Stray voice. “Impressive. I remember hearing of your legendary skills with stealth dress designs.”

			“Yes, except this too will not pass the scans of Upper Earth.” Kizuwanda sighs. “Unfortunately, these Le Vol Doré outfits I’m making for our team here will have other advantages, not my weaponizing augments.”

			We admire the impeccably designed whip—it’s as beautiful as it is deadly.

			“Then it’s decided: Hasuf will be chained in the truck,” I announce. “And Kizuwanda can sleep in the office with us.”

			Raisa glances our way and then turns her attention to the sewing machine she’s now seated in front of to fit the white pieces she pinned under its presser foot. “Truck door raised to give him air, though.”

			“Oh, Raisa, with that bleeding heart of yours.” Kizuwanda tsks. “Door rolled down, a crack at the bottom is fine.”

			She feeds the tail end of the whip into her belt and presses a tiny button; the whole thing retreats into the lining, and Kizuwanda reclips her belt before turning back around.

			Lein and I rotate with her to look at Hasuf. I lean slightly toward Lein, tipping my head to whisper, “Will you tell General Salwe to take Hasuf to his cell in the warehouse?” I ask, sure that while Salwe will not take that order from me, she’ll jump to attention for Lein.

			I wonder what they were meeting about a couple of nights ago, when Raisa and I glimpsed them moving down the paths in the direction of where we’re standing right now.

			I’m reluctant to ask Lein.

			All I know is that ever since that night, Salwe does everything Lein—no, I mean the Stray—tells her to do.

			I refuse to think they made some sort of bargain—like Hasuf and I did.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				Lein

			
			It’s our last meeting at the fountain before we leave for our respective starting points tomorrow.

			The “special” guests to be formally invited to the Golden Flight (I refuse to call it Le Vol Doré!), Nayf, Raisa, Kizuwanda, and Khalda, will depart in the morning in the “empty” truck programmed to travel to the foot of a Lower Earth quarry, ostensibly to pick up materials to haul back to the Bridge but actually depositing the team where rebel forces will shepherd most of them onto a land carrier headed to the palace.

			From there, under the muzzle of Nayf’s trailhunt, Hasuf is to arrange the “rescue” of the young, “remorseful” “married” couple, Nayf and Raisa. Kizuwanda and Khalda will be there, too, waiting for Raisa’s beloved godmother/dress designer to be pardoned before traveling to Upper Earth themselves.

			Fortunately, Khalda is unknown to ALIGN. She’ll escape their suspicion as Kizuwanda’s tailoring assistant.

			Salwe and Murda, also hitching a ride in the truck, will head to confer with Blackwater rebel leaders to organize the takeover of scalplinking aircraft when they get the go-ahead from Jansu.

			Once the team at the palace sends the signal that Aeon has accepted Hasuf’s story and opened his arms to receive his prodigal daughter back, the rest of us, Musaid, Jansu, Marcel, Devon, and I, will set into motion our respective roles: Jansu and Devon will remain in Vireo, connecting with those of us at the Golden Flight event via comms, overseeing all our movements; Musaid, Marcel, and I will take off in the submersible to a point on the Bridge where we can disembark on the day of the Golden Flight event, with clearance from Hasuf to be his chosen entertainers for the evening.

			Then Marcel will mingle with the rest of ALIGN forces as himself, Lieutenant Marcel Victor Hugo, to head up to Upper Earth and provide cover for us during the gala as well as keep his eyes on Hasuf at all times.

			Other than Khalda, Marcel is the only one I completely trust here.

			He’s come through on everything he’s promised us.

			And to know that for twenty years, he’s worked behind the scenes to get to a point where he has free access to top secret vital information from Upper Earth, which Lower Earth rebels need to bring this revolution home, is absolutely moving.

			He’s a hero, and when this thing is done, when Upper Earth explodes, it will be my pleasure to award Lieutenant Marcel Victor Hugo a medal for his services.

			Qasam is another one who’s come through. Salwe showed me the stash he smuggled surreptitiously onto the truck, which I’ve transferred to the submersible already, along with some of the items Musaid and I need for our performance.

			I had to get it in quickly before the others saw.

			Yes, over a year ago, Qasam helped Musaid rig my—Lein’s—car with explosives, but he’s also come through for me, the Stray, now.

			“Stray?” Khalda’s voice breaks into my thoughts. “Are you ready?”

			I turn to Khalda on the “stage” in the fountain. She and the rest of the team are looking expectantly at me. She’s back to her gentle self—or at least appears to be—and gives me a sweet, encouraging smile as she continues with why she interrupted my reverie. “You said you wanted to add a few things before we disband for our final prep work?”

			I nod and get up, aura control in hand. I flip it on and observe the group’s faces as they watch footage of themselves.

			Over the course of the past few days, I sent a drone smaller than a fly to take auras of them all as they “prepared” for the mission.

			“Once you’re up there on that megastructure floating, gloating, above us, this is how you’ll appear to the ALIGN forces at any moment of the day with their surveillance system running twenty-four-seven, reaching into every corner of Upper Earth,” I say. “Weak, vulnerable, foolish. Not in the roles you’ve been assigned.”

			There’s Nayf and Devon shooting foam bullets at each other; Nayf talking leisurely to Khalda, his arms draped around Lieutenant Marcel’s neck; Nayf sprawled on his sleeping bag reading his grandmother’s memoirs while Lieutenant Marcel cleans up the ring at the end of their session, as though the lieutenant is Nayf’s servant.

			Then: Raisa—in the rose gazebo, looking in the mirror, flicking her hair, piling it on top of her head, trying on different masks, pulling her Golden Flight gown over her coveralls before it’s finished being made, and tugging at it until a side seam bursts and she turns to Kizuwanda mortified. Then trying to squeeze into a purple dress that obviously doesn’t fit her, until Kizuwanda runs up the gazebo steps and reprimands Raisa, who immediately sulks.

			Finally, I gesture for the aura to reveal the most embarrassing clips: Musaid and Jansu chasing each other around the fountain like they’re on a playground, over and over, on different days.

			I stare at them before I go on. “Unprepared, unprofessional.”

			Everyone’s quiet, and I revel in watching Jansu’s face redden completely. I wonder, with keen interest, what that’s currently doing to his blood pressure. Whatever it is, I’m thrilled to see the physical effects of my presentation on everyone. “I’ve been watching you all from up there in my booth, and except for Khalda, Marcel, Salwe, and Kizuwanda, the rest of you are not ready for this mission. The moment to get into your roles was the moment you were assigned them.” I point at Musaid. “You acting like a child playing tag doesn’t bode well for a successful team getaway after neutering Upper Earth. And you’re supposed to be the one actually doing the neutering? Handling explosives? And doing the piloting?”

			Musaid’s face reddens to match Jansu’s.

			“They’ve gotten better over time,” Khalda reminds me, her tone losing its gentleness.

			I’d better take the reins before she attempts to discipline me again. “And what happens if the entire mission fails due to the incompetence of these buffoons?”

			“It won’t happen, not with plans B and C.” Her voice slowing, Khalda sounds like she’s trying to convince herself of this. “And I do have a plan D too.”

			“This team, this supposed team, needs contingency plans up to Z, based on everything I’ve seen so far.” I turn to Nayf. “From the way the little king treats the danger of security droids, we’ll get rounded up and scalplinked ourselves within minutes.”

			Nayf shoots daggers at me with his eyes.

			“Fortunately for you all, I decided that in my role as entertainer, I will be running a plan E.” I switch the aura out for a black screen. “And E stands for Eyas. Because we can’t just rely on tech theatrics to find her. Especially when we’ve got a big foolish lout running the show on that.” I look at Jansu.

			Kizuwanda clears her throat. “I’ve been wondering about that. Just how will Musaid get security clearance to be your assistant? Upper Earth will never let him in.”

			I bring up an image to answer her query. “Musaid will be found beaten up by the brutes for being a traitor, for telling the palace that Raisa wanted to return home to her father.” An artificially generated image of a bruised Musaid appears on screen. “I’ll take care of making this authentic. And authenticity is a must to pass security clearances. Aeon will offer amnesty for Musaid if he believes the brutes meted punishments to him. I’m sure Aeon already knows Musaid’s not been fighting with the Ahraar this past year? That he’s been playing village chief in the Nothing People’s territory?” I direct these questions to Marcel.

			He nods.

			I turn around and join them all in staring at the aura of Musaid with one eye swollen shut, cuts and bruises all over his face. The image flips, and a shot of his profile appears, similarly disfigured.

			“So, it’s as simple as that. Musaid goes up as my assistant, then relaxes at the Casbah Retreat, getting his bruises massaged away.” I hold in my laughter.

			Kizuwanda speaks again. “I’m quite an accomplished makeup artist. Permit me to do this effect on Musaid? To pass visual scans?”

			I shake my head and bestow that query with actual laughter. “You know as well as I do that the scans will check beyond the epidermis. No, Musaid’s assault has to be the real”—I finally look at Musaid—“deal.”

			Other than Salwe, Musaid is the only one without discomfort on his face as he stares at the aura. Instead, he says, “I agree.”

			Ah, interesting. Musaid has finally become a willing soldier.

			There’s no visible fear in his eyes, as he continues, “If we expect results with this mission, we can’t mess up at any point. I’ll be the bruised assistant. And when I accompany the Stray to the party, I’ll be masked anyhow. No need to scare guests with my face.”

			“We’ll all be masked,” I say, pleased with Musaid’s response. I’m going to enjoy prepping him for the role—for over a year, I’ve wanted to punch that face of his to a pulp.

			“That’s the other thing.” Nayf now speaks, after sitting there silently with a disgusted look on his face as the images of Musaid, large and clear, looped in the air. He looks right into my Stray mask. “All of Upper Earth knows you’re the masked avenger. They have blurred images of you. What makes you think you’ll be able to walk into the party as the Stray?”

			“I won’t,” I say calmly. I whistle.

			After a few seconds, we hear the unmistakable flap of wings, and I keep my eyes fixed on Nayf.

			After all, it was his bird first.

			From the booth perched high on Vireo’s wall, a big bird stretches out its full wingspan and flies down toward the fountain.

			The rook settles on my shoulder.

			“This is Absr, Eyas’s best friend,” I continue with a calm, almost grave tone. “I haven’t been only watching Upper Earth surveillance videos or all of you from up there in that booth these past few days. I’ve also gotten here at the crack of dawn, before anyone else, to train Absr in my role as the Rookmaster.”

			I turn to the bird and open my hand. Absr drops something into it, and I hold up the coin for everyone to see. “A small treasure from Eyas’s satchel that Khalda gave me, a bag the girl left behind. This coin is one of the many trinkets in there. With them, I’ve trained Absr to know that his mission with us is to locate where they’re keeping Eyas. I’ll be putting on a performance as a rook wrangler, but when I send him out on his last flight of the show, he’ll leave to look out for his old friend Eyas.” My gaze dropping to the coin, I say the next part quietly. “I’m certain she’s a friend to all of us too. And if that old man Hasuf turns out to betray us up there, as is my suspicion, at least he won’t know this part of the mission. And at least one of us can try to get Eyas out by following Absr’s lead. Even if none of us survive, we need to get her back home, somehow.”

			That’s greeted with a somber silence—I hope they’re contemplating the disaster of not finding Eyas, not their mortality.

			“If you won’t perform your rook wrangling at the party as the Stray, what’s your cover?” It’s Nayf again. But his face is less hostile now and more pensive.

			“Isn’t the point of Le Vol Doré to honor Upper Earth’s fallen?” I reach behind my head and press the strap holding my mask in place. The mechanical note that indicates I’ve released it sounds. I bring up my other hand to the chin of my Stray mask and lift, as Khalda calls out, “No, Sorrow, don’t!”

			But she doesn’t know that under this mask, I’m in another mask—the one I’ll wear to the Golden Flight gala.

			I’ll be Lein, the former crown prince, Upper Earth’s hero, Lower Earth’s tyrant-in-training, until Musaid killed me—rightly so.

			As I gaze out at the group through this new mask, I see something that downright startles me.

			Nayf’s face is full of grief.

			His eyes are anguished—like he’s sad to see his dead cousin.

			He wears the state of his soul on his face, and right now his soul is in tears.

			And instead of this making me pleased, a feeling I don’t readily recognize rears its head, and I’m disconcerted, like I need to disappear from here.

			After a beat, I recognize the emotion flooding me now—because it’s what Khalda first saw in me when she nursed and then buried Crown Prince Lein, so that I could evolve into someone better: sorrow.

			I turn around abruptly and switch off the aura, ending the meeting.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				Raisa

			
			So I wasn’t imagining it.

			The winged shadow I saw the other night was Absr flying around Vireo.

			It’s now spread its wings to swoop down and up above us as the five of us meet in the middle of the night in the rose gazebo.

			Back in the office trailer, Khalda woke me up, finger placed on her lips, and I followed her unquestioningly, because my heart is hers even if my mind doubts her decisions.

			I recognize that she has the same type of core that Nada had—brimming with compassion for others, though they exercise that mercy in different ways.

			Nada was quick-actioned, while Khalda is measured.

			That is why we’re all patiently waiting and watching as she spends time riffling through her satchel for something.

			Nada would have had the meeting prep all done and laid out before our arrival.

			Khalda takes out a rolled woolen cylinder and begins unfurling it on the marble-topped table Nayf, Musaid, the Stray, and I are sitting at, yawning and bleary-eyed.

			“I asked Kizuwanda to design a man-to-man, or actually, a person-to-person delivery system for us to communicate with when we get to Upper Earth, and this is it here.” She reveals six gold-feathered lapel pins arranged neatly on the black wool. “In the week leading up to Le Vol”—she pauses and, after a glance at Musaid, continues—“the Golden Flight gala, Upper Earthers and all those working at the event from the Bridge wear these feathered pins to commemorate those who’ve died for their cause. Every decade, the design changes a bit, but Kizuwanda was able to get a sample of this year’s pin style from Marcel to make us exact dupes. With one difference.”

			Khalda unscrews the nib of the feather, and it comes away. She turns the nib around and uses its tip to pull out a few rolled-up paper pieces tucked into the hollow of the shaft. She then screws the nib back on and pushes the point down on the table, and a pen tip pops out. “And there, you can use it to write the message you want to give others.”

			“How do we pass it to them?” Musaid asks, picking up one of the pins, clearly intrigued.

			“We’ll all be wearing these pins as we move around Upper Earth, both to mix in with the general populace and, if we don’t wear one, not stand out to the elites with our disrespect for their fallen.” After saying this, Khalda shoots a significant look at the Stray and then goes back to looking into her satchel. She pulls out her device and flicks through it. “If you have a message to share with the team, pass it in this looped order: Nayf to Raisa to Kizuwanda to Khalda to Musaid to the Stray and then loop. That means if I have a message, I pass it to Musaid, who passes to the Stray, who passes it to Nayf and so on. I decided this order based on proximity and access. As assistants, Musaid and I will interact in our accommodations district. The Stray and Nayf connecting will be a challenge, but I believe you both can figure out ways to do it.”

			“We pass the paper we write our message on?” Nayf asks, turning around the feather pin in his hands to examine it. “Wouldn’t that be risky?”

			“No, you pass your pin with the message inside it. You exchange it with the other person discreetly, remembering that there are cameras everywhere. They take your pin with the message and give you their empty one. The person you passed it to reads your message when it’s safe to do so, and passes that same message to the next person in the loop, exchanging pins again.”

			“That sounds like a very slow process,” the Stray says in his deep voice. It always gives me a little jolt when he speaks. “Painfully, dangerously slow.”

			Khalda stares at him, slightly exasperated, and I clear my throat, very exasperated at him. He didn’t think of giving us a plan B for communication. Khalda did.

			Though I don’t agree with her strange trust in Hasuf, I do believe in her leadership of this mission.

			But still, I’m surprised at how irritated I’m getting at the Stray. It’s actually eroding my fear of appearing “princessy” in front of him.

			I don’t care when he’s the one actually being a jerk.

			“And do you have another plan?” I snap at him, picking up my own gold-feather pen and clipping it above the chest pocket of my coveralls. “I think this will work. I think it’s a great idea. Thank you, Khalda.” I smile at her, and Nayf and Musaid follow suit, pinning their feathers on too.

			The Stray just tips his head back, watching me. But at least he’s quiet.

			Maybe part of my value on this mission can be bolstering Khalda. And not just being a pretty prop at the party.

			Now that I’ve put the Stray in his place, I move on to another topic. Because I just realized another way I can contribute to the team—I know Upper Earth more than anyone here. Like when we were discussing the heist on our first morning in Vireo, and no one here at the table knew anything about the Pavilion district. “Just make sure you don’t have any words on the paper inside the pin when you travel up there, because the moment we land on the rim, the scans look for unauthorized written content.”

			Khlada nods and adds, “Marcel says that they are also working on instituting those scans in the oculus for the duration of Le Vol Doré. People are not allowed to have or walk around with written content not sanctioned by the Council of Guardians at the gala. So Kizuwanda designed our pins with materials that bypass those scanners. The luggage she and I are taking up with our clothing is also protected from discovery. That’s how I can bring this with me.” Khalda removes a final item from her satchel. It’s a quilted satchel just like hers, but smaller. “I’m taking this up to give to Eyas when we reunite, and it has her records, so I want to keep it safe.”

			The Stray finally picks up a pin and pins it to his suit. “May Eyas live long enough to fill many books with her records.”

			His voice is quieter, gentler when he says this, and I’m reminded of someone, but I can’t put my finger on who.

			Looking at Nayf’s spooked face, though, I have a feeling he’s thinking of someone too.
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			We hang back once everyone leaves the gazebo.

			The sight of the night ocean surrounding us lends an air of mystery to where we’re seated. My sewing and Kizuwanda’s engineering items have been moved away, and with clutter-free surroundings, draped with cascading roses, the scene is very beautiful actually.

			So maybe an air of mystery and romance surrounds us.

			“I have to ask you something serious,” Nayf says. “But I’m nervous to do so.”

			“I just realized I’ve never asked you anything beyond surface questions in all this time we’ve known each other.” I almost reach out to trace his hands on the table but then draw my inching fingers back, nervous too. “For example, I never ever asked about your scar.” I wished I could trace it, actually, while mentioning it just now.

			“Have you heard of an intriguing practice called ‘taking your turn’ in conversations?” he asks, laughing. But then he sobers up and touches the scar on the left side of his face. “This one, or the others I got the same day?”

			“From prison?”

			He shakes his head. “From being hunted. At the palace.”

			I take in a breath hard. “What do you mean?”

			He leans forward suddenly, his hair falling, too, until it partially covers one eye. “I’m only answering truthfully now because before I fell asleep tonight, before Khalda woke me up for this meeting, I realized we might not have very long to live. So what is the point of secrets anyhow?”

			Instead of leaning forward like him, I sit back, processing what he just said.

			He’s talking about the danger inherent in the next few days, which his mind assessed while mine shrank from even contemplating.

			I don’t want to think about dying, about taking the golden flight, as they call it on Upper Earth.

			Their version of what contributions are “golden” is not the same as mine.

			What is mine?

			Truth. Freedom.

			Nayf just brought up secrets—that’s another thing I want to fill the world with before I leave it: openness.

			Sincerity, not manipulation. No secrets. “Who hunted you at the palace?”

			“Lein.” He straightens up and leans back like me, crossing his arms over his chest when he’s settled into his seat. “But it wasn’t his idea.”

			“But I can see him just loving the idea.”

			“He didn’t!” He says it so suddenly, with such passion, that I’m alarmed. “His father ordered it a couple of weeks after Nene Nushba died. Amir Gauis said it was how he was going to train us to be strong rulers. The one who proved himself to be the most ruthless in a series of competitions he gave us would win his throne. He ordered Lein to hunt me first.”

			I whisper, “And Lein caught you and hurt you?”

			He shakes his head. “He didn’t. He didn’t want to hurt me. Even though I’d hurt him before.”

			I can’t imagine Nayf hurting Lein.

			But then something Nada told me before she died comes to me.

			That Nayf lost his hope in one day.

			She wanted me to ask him about it. But all this time Nayf and I have been together as rebel soldiers, I could never fulfill her request—the space between us emotionally was too far.

			The closest we came to each other was in the dungeon.

			Until now.

			So I lean forward to fulfill Nada’s wish—but I decide to tread carefully. “Is that a day, an incident, that you wish you could go back and change?”

			Without looking up, he nods. “I wish I could go back and tell the truth about something that happened when we were kids. So that his father wouldn’t punish Lein in addition to the burns he suffered that day. I hid that I had a part in the whole thing. That we all did, and I let Lein take the fall. Like a coward.” He finally looks up at me, his face full of grief. “That’s why it’s been hard for me to put all my effort or initiative into anything fully—it’s the effort of someone who’s not worthy of good things. I don’t want to be rewarded with success. I don’t deserve it.”

			I want to wrap my arms around him, to assure him that it isn’t true, that he always steps in for others, that he’s done so much.

			That he was a child when it happened.

			But I can’t open my mouth nor try to touch him, because I’m even afraid to cross this distance that’s now actually shrunk between us.

			There’s so much pain in that space, and I’m afraid to widen it again by being unwise.

			So I just stare at him, waiting for him to go on.

			“And then Lein wouldn’t hurt me when he cornered me on the hunt.” He traces the scar on his face. “So I cut myself in a few places to save him from his father’s wrath a second time. I presented my wounds to Amir Gauis as Lein’s wins.”

			“Did he know? And was he pleased?” I’m shuddering at the idea of inflicting pain on oneself to save another but also perplexed as to why Nayf still carries guilt if he helped Lein out so painfully later on.

			Nayf shakes his head. “He doesn’t know. Because very soon after, Nada and I were sent to prison. Which I learned was on that traitor Hasuf’s advice.” He pauses and then continues, “After that, my cousin became Crown Prince Lein, completely under the command of Upper Earth, doing all their bidding, and I couldn’t see him the same again.”

			I nod. “Of course.”

			“And since then, I either do whatever others with initiative tell me to do, or give in to my urge to hide away.” He lets out a sudden sigh. “Or, lately, the urge is to fight with anyone who gets too close to the truth of who I really am. My view of what’s ahead is bleak. And I can’t say I have any hope in anything turning out well. I’m pretending I have some faith in this mission.”

			This is what Nada was talking about—his guilt overwhelms his ability to hope.

			We’re quiet.

			It’s a reflective quiet, and I don’t want to break it, but I want the mood to shift back to how it was when we first sat together.

			Because this is too hard to fix.

			But I know with true certainty that I’m willing to listen to him as much as he needs me to—whether we have years ahead of us or just the next few days.

			Suddenly I realize I know how to get the mood to shift: Nayf was going to ask me something before I interrupted with a question of my own.

			He seemed so happy with his question, even with the nerves he mentioned.

			“What were you going to ask me?” Before I took you down a dark path that wound back in time, I think. “That you’re nervous about? Which, in case you didn’t know, you can just do this to deal with.” I tug some tendrils of my hair and have them fall in front of my face so my eyes are partially shielded by them. “There, nerves gone now. It’s like you’re talking to someone from behind a screen.”

			A smile grows slowly on his face and then becomes a chuckle. He pulls on his own hair until it covers most of his eyes and then pops a question—literally pops the question: “Do you really want to marry me? Because I do. Not marry me, I mean, you.” He laughs again nervously. “I want to marry you.” He clears his hair from his eyes and looks me straight in the face. “There, I said it.”

			In reply, I simply tear up and nod.

			Is the uncrossable distance no longer there between us? Has it vanished? Forever?

			Has it swallowed the pain, his pain—at least for a bit?

			To check, I’m just about to reach my hands out to him across the table when we hear a noise.

			Like someone is moving in the plant columns behind the gazebo.

			Nayf stands up and heads over to investigate. But as he steps off the gazebo and traces its walls to the rear, I see the Stray going up the ladder to his booth high behind the office trailer.

			The Stray was listening to us talk.

			If Nayf knows this, there will be further problems for Khalda to deal with, complicating our mission, which officially goes out into the world tomorrow.

			“Psst, Nayf,” I call out in a loud whisper, stepping off the gazebo myself. “It was Absr moving between the planters, pecking at plants for food or something.”

			In reply, Nayf turns around to me.

			I come up to him. “And we should go to sleep. I think the Stray is up there training the bird, and he might see us.” I smile slyly and add, “But the way to my trailer is uncomfortably dark.”

			Nayf grins at me and puts a hand out.

			We hold hands back to my trailer.

			When we get to the steps of it, we both look up to see the Stray standing at the edge of his perch, holding his arm bent at an angle. Absr flies and lands on the crook of his elbow.

			Then they both look down at us.

			I say good night to Nayf and slip into the trailer, wondering why the Stray was lurking like that.

			Like Nayf, I, too, don’t trust that masked one.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Lein

			
			Before Nayf and Raisa depart to “be rescued” by Upper Earth, the old traitor feigns a ceremony solemnizing their union.

			Hasuf wants to make a spectacle of it, saying Aeon will believe it more this way. So he goes so far as to dress in a rough gray robe made out of emptied seed sacks that Kizuwanda quickly sewed up, covering his head with an old brown cloth. He turns away from Jansu’s aura recorder, which I hold in my hands, to hide the chains around his wrist that I insisted we keep him in.

			The aura will capture an anonymous Lower Earth holy man marrying the two lovers under roses.

			The rest of the team finish their prep work in the greenhouse, while I stay to record and watch this scene.

			I stand at the foot of the steps to the rose gazebo, eyes on the old man.

			He brings Raisa’s hands together with Nayf’s, and my cousin’s face bursts into a smile as the old man pronounces, “I join your vows. You are now one under the One.”

			I see the scar meeting with the end of Nayf’s smile on the left side of his face, and I remember everything I heard last night when he and Raisa were talking.

			So it was sorrow in his eyes when he saw the Lein mask on my face.

			He feels remorse. He doesn’t believe he deserves any good.

			He has no hope left.

			My own eyes under this Stray mask mist as I watch Nayf objectively now and see the genuine love he has for Aeon’s daughter light his face.

			It’s the first time I’m looking at him without hate.

			I can’t see her face, but if Raisa is truly cut from the same cloth as Aeon, I wouldn’t put it past her to be putting on a performance at this wedding ceremony for her own ends.

			If she hurts my cousin, she’ll pay.
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			After the “wedding,” I make it back to my perch on autopilot.

			I look down at the activity in the greenhouse below, as everyone gets ready for phase two of Operation Golden Flight: awaiting the formal invitations to Upper Earth to arrive, to attend Le Vol Doré as honored guests, as regular guests, as a designer and her assistant, and as entertainers.

			The team has been jittery, talking about how nerve-racking it is to see if we passed the test of believability in Aeon’s eyes.

			I’m not nervous.

			I’ve got other uninvited emotions to contend with.

			I wish I was back on good terms with Khalda; I wish I could touch her, curl up with her, and tell her everything I learned last night as Raisa and Nayf were talking in the gazebo. I’d hovered around wondering why they’d hung back after the rest of us left, my distrust of Nayf leading me to eavesdrop.

			Now I wish I hadn’t listened in on them.

			I need a healthy dose of contempt to see this mission through.

			And not this unmanageable thing I feel now: deepening sadness.

			We got it all wrong about each other, me and Nayf.

			I thought I had no protector growing up in the palace, when Nada and Nayf had each other and their grandmother, and Musaid had them and Nene Nushba too. Father had warned Nene Nushba away from having anything to do with rearing me, so I thought it was me alone facing his wrath.

			But Nayf tried to protect me, even cutting himself to do so.

			And this truth is unsettling me, steering me to the dangerous waters of reassessing what I’m doing.

			What I’ve done.

			Why.
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			My motivation is always to get back at people.

			From my cousins growing up to Upper Earth now, to avenging what tomorrow?
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			I shake my head clear.

			No.

			To finish this mission properly, I need to reanchor myself in fury at the sins of those hovering above us.

			And not let other emotions turn me inside out, into a mess.

			I shake my head again and clench and unclench my fists.

			This is not about me and Nayf; this is about bringing down Upper Earth. And I won’t let anything come in the way of destroying them.

			Before this soul-searching attacked me just now, I thought up a plan to ensure that the softer elements of our heist team don’t prevail with their endgame.

			Now I’m glad I’ve already set things in motion for my and Salwe’s play for checkmate.

			I can’t let remorse rear its head and peek into my heart again.

			I am the Stray, because I was brought up to be alone.

			Now I’m glad Khalda and I have become estranged.

			It’s better this way.

			I’m better this way.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Three

				Lein

			
			We gather to watch half the team board the truck to leave for Lower Earth. Hasuf is already inside, chained. Kizuwanda has the controls for the truck, which Marcel and Jansu set up the route for.

			Though Nayf has a trailhunt with Hasuf’s DNA with him as a safeguard, both for the journey and when they’re at the palace, it’s a weapon he’ll have to ditch before they come back to the Bridge’s launch lily pad to Upper Earth, so our plans essentially rely on Hasuf not turning everyone in as soon as the team leaves Lower Earth rebel territory.

			Or betraying us later, once we’re all on Upper Earth itself—which would be the ultimate proof that we are the bumbling, naive team I suspect we are.

			But that’s where my instincts come to the rescue.

			The old man knows that if he double-crosses us at any point, Salwe will blow up the entirety of the Bridge, cutting off all supplies to Upper Earth, starving them slowly.

			That’s something I visited him privately this morning to inform him of. I showed him an aura of the stockpiles of explosives Qasam entrusted us with, which I’ll leave on the submersible when Musaid and I exit for Upper Earth ourselves as gala entertainers.

			A submersible that will be floating under the Bridge’s launch lily pad to Upper Earth.

			I told him Salwe will have the trigger in her hands—when, unbeknownst to both Hasuf and Salwe, it is actually in my hands.

			Hasuf understands Salwe enough to know she’ll gleefully activate explosives at any sign of the mission being compromised.

			Other than us three, and Qasam, not another soul knows of this contingency plan, not even Khalda.

			And to make sure I’ll have my eyes on the old man at all times, this morning I also forced Jansu to tell me how to track Hasuf’s movements on Upper Earth; I don’t want to just rely on Marcel’s or Nayf’s eyes on the traitor at the gala, especially when he’ll be cozying up with Aeon and his old guardian buddies.

			I want my eye on Hasuf.

			Jansu said that all guardian movements are accessible to Aeon, as they’re tracked through the insignia pin they must wear at all times. “Here’s Hasuf’s code; he had me put in dummy tracking data for it when he was on Lower Earth so they couldn’t keep tabs on him here. I have no idea why, when we’ve learned that he was actually their spy the whole time.” Jansu scribbled a series of numbers and letters for me. And then looked up. “It was probably to convince Nushba, as she wouldn’t let him wear that pin anywhere on Lower Earth. When he went into hiding after her death, the pin went dead as well. But I know for a fact that he’ll have it on again for Le Vol Golden Whatever.”

			He gave me a dead tag that I’d need to activate on Upper Earth by adding Hasuf’s tracker number. It’s a rudimentary device that’ll vibrate when I get physically close to Hasuf’s location.

			I memorized the code right there, after my meeting with Jansu.

			After I get Eyas’s location, either through the penthouse system or through Absr, I’m going to hunt Hasuf down for the final part of “The Rookmaster” show: killing the traitor.
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			I also visited someone else this morning.

			I couldn’t stop myself.

			I waited until I saw her leave the trailer to go to the bathroom, Raisa by her side.

			Then I snuck in and left a rose under her pillow, the stem of it sticking out so she wouldn’t miss it.

			I unwound the long leather cord from my wrist and took out one of the coins from Eyas’s satchel that I’ve been training Absr with. I’d punched a hole in it last night, and in Khalda’s trailer now, I strung it onto my cord, weaving it through thrice to make it small enough to be tied on and worn like a choker.

			Then I left the necklace under the pillow.

			It was my promise to Khalda that I’d do my all to find Eyas.

			Even if we aren’t talking, I still love Khalda like I have never loved anyone else. And if I don’t make it through this mission, I want her to know that.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Four

				One-One-Eight

			
			“Ask me anything and everything.” With an uncharacteristic slam, Zynnia places her lunch tray on the table across from me. “I’ve been told I’m leaving the rig after this meal.”

			I blink. “Who told you that?”

			“Dr. A.” Her eyes are red-rimmed.

			She’s been crying.

			“Why?” I lean forward, and my mind flips through situations I’ve read about, and I know that the right thing to do now is to reach out my hands and place them on top of hers on the table, at the edges of her tray. “Why do you have to leave?”

			“I’ve been ordered to,” Zynnia says. She turns her hands palms up and clutches my fingers with hers.

			“By Dr. A?”

			She nods. “And I want to. Need to, so it’s on my orders too.”

			“Will you come back here?”

			“I don’t know.” At that, her lips tremble, and a tear falls from her left eye. “I think I’m leaving for good.”

			Something stirs in my heart. But it hurts so much that I order my mind’s focus away from my feelings.

			Zynnia told me to ask anything I wanted. “How did you get that scar outside your eye?”

			“Dr. A removed an embed from me.”

			“You were embedded?”

			“As a human to be sold, to be used by men.”

			My heart skips. “Why did you come here to the oil rig? If you’re not one of Dr. A’s lab workers?”

			“Dr. A’s people brought me here. With you.” Zynnia leans over and blinks at me quickly, likes she’s trying to send me a message, her tears falling on her lasagna, her eyes searching mine. “Dr. A doesn’t want you to know why.”

			I look around the cafeteria and see Dr. A sitting with Firdous and some of the other med techs at the other end of the room, near the entrance to the cafeteria. Dr. A sees me looking his way and waves at me, holding up a plate with a big slice of chocolate cake, a huge smile on his face. He loves chocolate.

			But, for some reason, while he cuts a piece of cake with his fork, and while he eats that forkful, his eyes never leave me.

			I don’t care that he’s watching me.

			I care about Zynnia. “Why did you come to the rig with me?” When I see her lips tighten, I add, “You said I can ask you anything.”

			“But remember Dr. A told you to never ask me about my past?” She turns to scan the room and looks back quickly when she notices him watching our table.

			I search my brain and then, by instinct now, also scan my heart: What do I feel?

			I still want to know why Zynnia came here with me that day so long ago.

			I look up at Dr. A. His eyes are still on me, and surprisingly, his face is turning sterner—and not just suspicious.

			He’s getting upset at me. He knows I’m doing something I shouldn’t be.

			Across from me, Zynnia’s face is stricken, but underneath that is something deeper: anguish.

			She’s my friend, and she wants me to know something.

			“Again, why did you come with me to the rig?” I speak slowly, emphasizing each word firmly.

			She swivels her head and looks at Dr. A once more, her hand going to her hair, tucking in a tendril behind her ear, nervous.

			He’s watching.

			Angry.

			“Because I wouldn’t leave you when they found you dead in the street. I didn’t make a sound, but I wouldn’t stop clutching on to you.” She says it all quickly, breathlessly, like she’s been waiting to get it out all this time we’ve been on the rig, like Dr. A is going to come up behind her all of a sudden, even though he’s at the other end of the room, like she needs me to know some kind of important truth. “You saved my life, and I wanted to be with you, holding your hand, as you lost yours.”

			“But we regained our lives here together. With Dr. A. Right?” I can’t help adding that last query, wondering what she knows that I don’t. “He did save us, didn’t he?”

			After I ask it, though, I also can’t help glancing behind her at Dr. A’s table.

			He’s not there anymore, his plate of chocolate cake still remaining, untouched except for that one bite he took.

			I search for fear within me but only feel something else: concern for Zynnia. I lean in toward her. “I don’t want you out there alone. I’ll ask Dr. A to keep you on here at the rig. I’ll demand it.”

			“I can’t stay,” she responds, her eyes lowering. “I really can’t.” She looks up again. “But I also want you to know I won’t be out there alone. I got Firdous to get a fake oil rig worker imprint like mine. He’ll be leaving soon too.”

			I relax a bit. “That makes me feel better.”

			“Have you asked me everything you want to?”

			“Who is it that you miss so much?” I survey the cafeteria again. Where did Dr. A go so abruptly? He’s not back in the food line. “The one you thought of when you named yourself Zynnia. The one—” Now I survey my brain via link to share the exact words on the wall of her room under the entry on zinnias. “The one you have enduring affection for and have made a lasting bond with.”

			“She’s the one you stare at in the mirror each day.”

			I’m perplexed. “But in The Language of Flowers, it says the one you miss is absent from you, fully or—”

			“Partially,” Zynnia finishes for me. “As you are.” She stands up, like an unseen alarm clock has gone off. “I have to go pack. I don’t have much time.”

			I’m about to nod when something else pops into my head. “What was your name before Zynnia?”

			“Zero. Her name was Zero.” Dr. A is standing right behind me, and I realize that I forgot about the entrance to the cafeteria on this side.

			Zynnia leaves the table without another word to me.

			Was her internal alarm spooked by seeing Dr. A reentering the cafeteria behind me?

			Dr. A goes around and takes her spot at the table. “You won’t see her again today. She has a lot to do before she leaves.”

			“What was her name before Zero?”

			“She told you to ask her questions—not me.” Dr. A stares at me, his face grave, not angry any longer. “Why did you probe so much when I’d told you a very long time ago to never question Zynnia?”

			I look back at him without dropping my gaze, my heart under my command, not hammering with fear of him, or sadness in his disappointment. “Because I care about Zynnia. Because she wanted me to ask her. And there’s nothing wrong with the action I took.” I raise my eyebrows—in emphasis, like Firdous taught me—and add, “It doesn’t go against the ethics you taught me. I don’t have to blindly follow orders.”

			Suddenly Dr. A bursts into a grin, his eyes lighting up. If he were wearing a beard cover now, it would be making the scrunchiest noise as his smile gets bigger and bigger.

			“One-One-Eight, you are completely ready. I’m proud of you.” He beams. “You made your own decision, not giving in to someone else’s demands for you that make no sense. This was your final test, and you passed it with flying colors. I feel like I can now go to the One in peace.”

			I’m perplexed but also completely at ease with Dr. A’s abrupt change in behavior. I’ve grown accustomed to his eccentricities. But what about— “Was Zynnia a part of this test?”

			He nods and explains that by turning to him and tucking in her hair, Zynnia gave him a signal that I’d inquired into her past. That I’d been “successful.” I stand up. “Then I can go see her now?”

			“No, alas, she’s already moved on to her next task.” Dr. A stands up too. “The tanker crew won’t let you into their area, as it’s got Upper Earth’s scans all over it. Only imprinted workers there.”

			“Why did she have to leave?” I’m despondent. “Why did you make her leave?”

			Tendrils of anger reach into my heart.

			“She wanted to leave, One-One-Eight.” His face softens, and he speaks tenderly. “And it’s only because she cares so much about you that she wanted to do this job on Upper Earth.”

			I’m confused, but I also know Dr. A too well. He’ll only tell me what I need to know when I need it.

			So I know better than to pepper him with more questions.

			But I can’t resist one last one, now that his performance of being angry with me is over.

			It’s a question that may lead me to myself.

			“What was Zynnia’s name before she called herself Zero?”

			Dr. A searches my face. I’m sure he sees the determination in it, but he still provides me a frustrating answer. “That’s solely up to Zynnia to answer. But I’m certain you’ll learn it soon. Just as you’ll learn your own name.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Five

				Musaid

			
			To shake the recurring dream I have of Nada—of her searching for me in a maze while I watch from above, unable to communicate with her to guide her to the exit, a dream I keep dipping back into every time I fall asleep—I wake up earlier than I want to.

			It’s been a few days since half the team left. Kizuwanda sent Jansu a message that they’re still awaiting Aeon’s acceptance of Raisa’s return. We’ve been told to keep our backpacks close by at all times to be ready to leave right away when we get the call.

			Everyone’s on edge—here and at the palace.

			Vireo is practically empty now.

			It’s just me staying in the main greenhouse, as Marcel, Jansu, and Devon are still in their sleeping bags in the warehouse.

			I, like the rest of the team, have no idea where the Stray sleeps.

			I’m making my way to the bathrooms next to the entrance when I see some leaves I recognize peeking in between the weeds: butterbalm.

			The thin, light green herbs are growing in bunches out of a hydroponic column planter off the path.

			Finally something fresh.

			I make my way through the planter columns to the one holding butterbalm and grab fistfuls, thinking of the reaction of the other men when I enliven their breakfasts this morning.

			Since I’m remembering now that butterbalm is slightly bitter on first bite followed by delicious lemony notes, I realize I’ll have to convince them to put up with its initial taste for the payoff later.

			I’m just excited about the novelty it will bring to the meals we have remaining at Vireo now.

			Jansu won’t care, but everyone else will be overjoyed.

			As I’m smiling, imagining Devon’s face when he sees something new to eat, I glimpse feet.

			I freeze. There are gray feet on the floor.

			And they are attached to the rest of the body stuck behind two columns of plants.

			I’m afraid to look, but I force myself to peer up in between the planters.

			Oh, I’m just looking at a droid.

			Oh, it’s the one Nayf pulled into the truck after him back in the transport tunnel. I guess someone stashed it here.

			I jam the plants I picked in both my coverall pockets and bend over to pick up the droid, to straighten it. By planting its feet apart, I get it to stand.

			I check to make sure it’s deactivated. It is, its heavy battery pack hanging down its back on twisted wires.

			Perfect, I can play a prank on Devon with it.

			“What are you doing?” I turn around to see Jansu peering at me through the hydroponic columns. “Is that a droid?”

			I nod and put the droid on my back, its arms hanging down over my shoulders, and bring it out with me onto the path. “More importantly, I foraged butterbalm!” I indicate the bunches of herbs in my pockets. “Our meals just got better!”

			He ignores the greens and takes the droid from me. “Uh, never seen one of these up close in the light. The skin is realistic.” He talks to himself as he begins to carry it with him to the fountain area.

			I tell him to take the butterbalm with him too while I finish up in the bathroom, and then go get our breakfast trays.

			When I come back to the fountain, the droid is sitting beside Jansu while he scans every part of it with a device in his hand. He’s got his collection of tech that he brought to Vireo with him spread out on the table, and Devon’s kneeling on a chair on the other side of Jansu, palms flat on the table so he can lean over from a greater height to see more clearly, observing the older man’s actions with the droid carefully.

			I’m about to shred the herb into pieces to add as salad to our containers when the Stray appears out of nowhere to grab a bunch from my hand. “Do you want to poison us?”

			“What are you talking about?” I try to take my harvest back, but he holds it away from me. I remember how the man never seems to eat, the way he keeps aloof from us during mealtimes. He probably doesn’t know anything about food, so I explain the delicate taste of this particular herb. “The bitter part only lasts for the first bite. The aftertaste is lemony! I promise!”

			“This is not butterbalm, fool. This is its poisonous cousin, bitterbalm. You’d be immobilized for days like you’re in a coma if you ingested even a small amount.” The Stray takes the entire bunch from me and throws it into the trash can and then even brings the trash can over to sweep any and all herb—poisonous herb, apparently—remains off the table. “Now eat up. We have to clear out the warehouse to be ready to exit the second we get word from the palace.” He leaves us and shoots up the ladder to his perch in the booth.

			Is that where he sleeps? And eats?

			I sigh and place our meal containers on the table with our trio of backpacks, and call out to Jansu and Devon to come eat. Then I head to the fountain to pour some bottled water over my hands to wash off the…the—the bitterbalm?

			I turn back around to see that only Jansu’s moved to the meal table. Devon’s still with the droid, running a finger down the skin on the back of its neck. I peel the liner off his food tray and call out to the boy. “Hey, Captain, your grain crunch foam is getting soggy. Eat up!”

			He doesn’t move and instead continues studying the droid keenly while talking to himself. “It feels just like my skin.” Devon traces the skin behind his own neck and looks up at us. “What if it can really come to life? What if it’s actually alive already?” He touches the droid’s spine, pushing on it.

			I sit in front of my tray and stare at its unappetizing contents. Imagine today’s our last day to eat this crap. “If that droid really came alive, it would want to die again when it sees what we have to eat here.”

			“Oh, quit it, Musaid. At least we have something to eat,” Jansu says. He looks up at Devon. “Hey, kid, quit playing with that thing. It’s not a toy. And you don’t ever want it to come alive.”

			When Devon doesn’t move and continues tinkering with the droid, I yell at him. “I’m telling the Stray you’re disobeying his orders! Come and eat!”

			He scowls and lets out an exaggerated breath and stomps over to us. He scoops his favorite, the grain crunch foam, to shovel it into his mouth first, and then wolfs the rest down by tipping the entire tray through his parted lips to follow that sweet froth. Then he shoots me an are you satisfied now? look and marches to the trash to dump his tray.

			He pockets something after doing so.

			“What did you just put in your pocket? It better not be that poison herb.” I get up from the table to check, and that’s when we hear it.

			A faint hum.

			Then a metallic echo.

			Then the door to Vireo from the warehouse bursts open, and Marcel comes pounding down the path.

			“The security cam alarm went off! There’s an army of droids coming down the ramp to the warehouse! Everyone evacuate!” In the seconds we stare at him uncomprehendingly, he yells, “NOW!”

			Jansu runs to the table with the droid and, in one fell swoop, picks up his devices and throws them into his backpack, strapping it on as he gets up.

			I pick up Devon, grab our packs with the other hand, and run to the ladder. I hoist the boy to the first rung, and after he scrambles on, I jump onto the ladder myself, pausing midway to give a hand to help Jansu. He waves me away and uses a rope and hook attached to the side of his backpack to pull himself to the lower rung, and then, breathing heavily, makes it up the ladder.

			We pause when we reach the booth and look down, checking for Marcel.

			Marcel isn’t in the greenhouse any longer.

			From this perch, the entirety of Vireo is in view, and we see that the place is empty of life, except for the crawling and swaying and choking weeds.

			And the gray lifelike droid.

			It’s sputtering like it’s waking up.

			“Oh my—” Jansu says, his hand going up to his forehead slowly. “It’s the battery. Someone put it back in.”

			“What’s the battery?” I’m watching the droid begin to swivel its head.

			Devon was playing with the droid.

			Wanting it to be “alive.”

			Did he touch the battery?

			The sound of heavy ramming fills the greenhouse.

			They’re opening the exterior door to the warehouse.

			“The battery activating alerted Upper Earth to its whereabouts.” Jansu looks ashen. “I didn’t tell the boy how vital it was to not turn the droid on.”

			We hear bullets.

			“They’re in the warehouse.” Jansu heads to the ladder. “I need to go down to help Marcel.”

			The Stray steps in front of the ladder, blocking his descent. “Get into the submersible now. Marcel told you to evacuate.”

			Below us, the door to Vireo opens, and Marcel comes back in, a gun slung on his chest, sleeping bags in his arms. He drops the bags on the floor and punches keys to seal the door.

			Then he picks up the sleeping bags again and runs to the fountain.

			He spots us. “Get in the sub! But take these with you. We can’t have evidence anyone was here.”

			“With you!” I call out. “We leave with you!”

			He shakes his head. “I’ve sealed them in the warehouse. They’ll have to get through the air lock to get in here. By then, you’ll be gone.”

			He’s under the ladder, passing up the sleeping bags that the Stray, mid-rung, grabs.

			“And you?” Jansu says. “We’re not leaving you here!”

			Marcel doesn’t answer but heads to the fountain.

			“If they get through, it’s easier to convince them this was an incident of a single officer who lost it for a moment, and not the plans for an Upper Earth takedown.” Marcel stands behind the seated gray droid. “It makes sense that I went off the rails and stole this droid from the transport tunnel. Now go.”

			I look at Jansu and the Stray and shake my head. “This doesn’t make sense. He has to come with us.”

			The unmistakable sound of the initial door to the air lock vestibule being breached can be heard.

			Behind me, the Stray opens the door to the submersible and pushes a shaking Devon in. The Stray turns to Jansu. “And now you, techie, get in. Destroying the core processor on Upper Earth will not work if you die here.”

			Jansu doesn’t move.

			We hear the droids working on the second door, the one leading out of the air lock into this room. They’re using some kind of laser.

			Marcel kneels down and gets into position, his gun pointing down the path they’ll enter from. Remaining in the pose, he turns his head to us. “I need to unload something in case I don’t make it. The insider information I’ve been feeding you all these years isn’t from me.” He blinks as though clearing his eyes. “I’ve been getting intel from someone high on the council, someone with special Upper Earth privileges. A message shows up in my comm every few days. The location of a weapons stockpile, the code, where the security is stationed, all things that even someone like me with a high rank in Upper Earth forces wouldn’t know details of, that only someone who makes decisions has access to. It’s intel that’s helped us arm the rebel factions with weapons and tech, and information to keep us at least two steps ahead. Someone up there is working against the regime and fueling the revolution. I didn’t want to die with this secret, that I’m not your only friend from Upper Earth. You need to know, when you land there soon, that you have another friend up there watching out for you.”

			We’re silent, both absorbing this and in terror at the sudden racket as the droids ram the door while the laser hums continue.

			“It sounds like there’s an army out there. I better move for cover.” Marcel straightens and then stands up. He straps his gun back on his chest and turns his body fully to us. “See you soon or…on the other side.”

			With that, he salutes us and heads to the lab trailer, where I’ve been sleeping for the past few days, and opens the window facing the path the droids will come down. He sets his gun in it, its muzzle sticking out, positioned and waiting.

			The series of piercing sounds of the laser’s cuts pauses.

			There’s a beat of silence of two seconds, and then the door falls in.

			Jansu pulls me back, and we scramble onto the submersible.

			But not before I see one of the scariest sights I’ve witnessed in my life: A formation of droids a foot or two taller than the tallest humans I’ve ever seen march down the path toward the center of Vireo, toward the gray droid still sputtering awake.

			These superdroids shoot bullets—from their eyes and fingers—in a relentless scanning motion.

			Still watching through the round window of the submersible door, I see them pause in unison and swivel to train their eyes on the trailer Marcel hides in.

			As our submersible glides away, I keep my face stuck on the window, though the view into the greenhouse covered in lichen is getting more and more tiny.

			I know that hundreds of bullets moving in neat rows down the wall of the trailer will eventually find their target: the one who gave his life to save everyone else’s.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Six

				Raisa

			
			We wait for the Upper Earth air carrier on the Bridge’s “lily pad” at the end of the rail line. This one juts out into the ocean, a peninsula of its own on the man-made peninsula that is the entirety of the Bridge.

			The three of us are the only people on it, and except for the sound of the water lapping angrily at the edges of the platform, the silence is uncanny.

			They cleared the carrier launchpad of all other passengers due to our special considerations—Hasuf had told us that I, as the chief guardian’s prodigal daughter, returning with my new husband, would need all the security rollouts.

			Without glancing at him, I know that Nayf’s eyes dart to my face often.

			I, too, felt the shock of happiness as Hasuf brought our hands together in the tea rose pavilion, but I’ve been trying not to think about it.

			I need all my wits to focus on not being found out by Papa.

			The one thing I’ve been dreading is happening imminently: returning to my imprisonment up above.

			But I’m grateful to have Nayf by my side.

			Just as I succumb to shoot a look at him—yes, to meet his eyes on me—the sky bursts with noise.

			I look up in shock at the sudden eruption.

			Many air carriers have suddenly fanned out in the skies above, traveling frighteningly fast over us and the ocean. The sound is like the incessant motors from the old land carriers Mama permits to be used only around the Namarax grounds, because of their embarrassing noise.

			Still, however embarrassing, it’s a terrifying sound.

			“What’s happening?” Nayf shoots out to Hasuf. “I don’t mind snapping your neck right here if this is the game you’re playing.”

			“They’re scanning for rebels before they send a craft our way. Once they confirm that, besides us, only Bridge workers with registered imprints are showing up in their scans, we’ll get an air carrier.” Hasuf looks off into the distance as more air carriers join those spreading far and wide. “They’re taking this very seriously. I’ve never seen them sweep such a wide expanse before. Even going to the outskirts where the rigs are.”

			I’m surprised to see him shaking his head. I narrow my eyes, worry gnawing at me again, after I slapped that anxiety monster away with the busyness of the preparations for the mission. “They must suspect something. Why would they, unless you’ve alerted them?”

			“Like Kizuwanda said, I, too, want to survive this heist of yours,” Hasuf says simply, turning to me with raised eyebrows for a second. And then he continues looking off into the distance.

			We all jump at the sound of an explosion far away.

			Then more.

			The air carriers are shooting at something.

			And that something must be shooting back, because there’s fire rising from the ocean, leaping into the skies.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				One-One-Eight

			
			The pounding on my door reaches deep into my sleep. “Open now! One-One-Eight!”

			I jolt awake and throw my cover off.

			A drill.

			I need to move fast.

			We used to practice these often, but lately, due to my tests, drills have been put on pause.

			I’m going to prove to Dr. A this is another test I’ll pass.

			I blink twice to activate my link, and my legs immediately respond by swiveling off the bed, landing me gently on the floor. I’m pleased with how automated they are now, like my body assesses situations independent of my brain.

			I run to the door, grinning in anticipation of seeing the look on the face of whichever member of the lab crew is knocking on it. They’ll be shocked at how fast I’ve made it!

			But I open to a horrific sight: Dr. A bleeding from his leg, panting, holding Coach Rohan, covered in blood, in his arms.

			Not a drill.

			“Dr. A, you’re hurt! And Coach Rohan—” I take Coach from Dr. A and notice the younger man’s limpness. “What’s happened?”

			“We must get to the lab now!” Heaving, Dr. A bends over to catch his breath, blood dripping from his leg and pooling at his feet. “Bring Rohan!”

			I lift Coach Rohan up, and we run toward the lab, with Dr. A stopping so often behind me that I rush back to try what was unthinkable for me before: I hoist both men over either shoulder and power my legs to run with more weight than I’ve ever carried.

			We make it into the lab, and Dr. A locks the door. “Put Rohan on the other patient bed and go to yours.”

			“You also need help, Doctor.” I lay Coach Rohan down. “Let me get a med tech to bandage you.”

			“They are all dead,” Dr. A says flatly while he gathers equipment on a tray. “I’ll wrap my leg up after. Go to your bed, please.”

			“Who did this?” I pause moving, tears welling in my eyes, thinking of the med tech crew, watching my mentor rushing around the lab while losing blood, seeing the motionless Coach Rohan. “What’s happening?”

			“What’s happening is what I’ve dreaded all these years.” He points at my bed. “But you—you need to survive, even if no one else does.”

			“What do you mean, Dr. A?” I’m lying down now, but I’m sobbing as he wheels Coach Rohan’s bed closer to mine.

			Along with Dr. A’s surgical hat and mask, he’s wearing a beard guard again, like that time long ago when he tried so hard to make me laugh, and this makes me cry more until he says, “I’ll tell you what I mean if it will get you to be still enough to get the procedure done.”

			I nod, wiping my tears away.

			“Upper Earth has found out that I’m hiding here. They did sudden aerial scans of the rig, and when our team tried to push me into a submersible to wait out the danger deep underwater, the air carriers suddenly bombed the sub’s launch platform…which we never expected from them, which we never had a plan for, them risking bombing a part of the rig, as this oil is valuable to them. They issued a directive that all oil rig workers were to get on the tanker immediately, and all those not imprinted would be safe if they surrendered, that everyone except enemies of the state would be imprisoned for not having work permits. Enemies of the state would be killed outright. That let all of us know they’d found me here.” Dr. A fills an anesthetic syringe. “Rohan and some of the other rig workers tried to smuggle me back here to reach you, but we were fired upon. Rohan is on his last breaths, and he asked me to gift you something before he dies. So I need to work fast, as the gift will only transfer if it’s still receiving his life force.”

			My eyes fill up again, but I don’t allow myself to cry. “Gift me what?”

			“His imprint. I’m going to graft it onto you. It will be good enough for you to pass the aerial scans, for you to leave on the oil tanker. The rig crew knows you’re to be released to mix with the other Bridge workers once you anchor. To be free.” He turns to me. “Even though this procedure is beyond a tattoo, I promise to lessen the pain. I’ll be numbing the area in addition to the anesthesia. The afterpains will be like when you first got sunburnt on the rig and you told me you quite liked the sting.” His eyes under his glasses well with his own tears. “Do I have your permission to graft an imprint onto your upper left arm?”

			I nod. “But what will happen to you? When I escape?”

			“I’ll rest knowing my greatest seed will bloom soon. And I’ll be by your side to set you off on the tanker. I’ll make sure of that with all my will, under the One’s will,” he says, before lowering an oxygen mask onto my face. “Now sleep.”
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			When I wake up, I’m on a stretcher right by the lab door.

			I don’t even feel the sting that Dr. A described. Maybe because I’m just so comforted to see Dr. A by my bedside. His leg is all tied up with clean bandaging, and I let out a breath of relief. “Dr. A, you took care of yourself.”

			“I did. Because I’m going to accompany you as far as I can, and I need this leg to run as much as possible.” He smiles at me and holds up the device he uses to communicate with my neural link. “I also need to adjust your link one last time before you leave here, so I need to be in tip-top shape. Alert.”

			I sit up amid the waves of dizziness hitting me.

			“No, One-One-Eight, lie down. I’ll be pushing you on the stretcher. You’re recovering from anesthesia; you need recovery time.”

			I shake my head. “Dr. A, I can’t let you push me and run on that injury.”

			I blink to activate my link. My blinks are too slow, and nothing happens.

			“Please lie down.” Dr. A pats the small white pillow my head was resting on.

			There’s a loud boom, and the lab shakes, knocking equipment down. Coach Rohan’s bed clangs into the wall behind us.

			I blink twice as fast as I can.

			My link initializes, and I drop my legs onto the floor. It’s not as fast as I’ve developed it to activate, but I can’t let Dr. A down.

			I’m going to carry him like he carried me this past year.

			He protests, but I lift him, and crying, knowing they are coming for him, knowing that he won’t last this day, I run clumsily to the stairwell that will lead us to the lower deck of the rig where the tanker is docked with its crew, where they’re waiting for me.

			I take a meandering route, ostensibly to avoid the bombing but really to win me more time with Dr. A.

			When we reach the gangway to enter the tanker, the crew member at the door shakes his head, indicating to go back with his hands. “Doc, she can proceed, but you can’t come farther! Only imprints!”

			Dr. A nods and turns to me. “Before I adjust your link for the last time, let me give you these photographs.” He reaches into his pocket and holds up the scene of the world before Upper Earth enslaved Lower Earth, the blues, the reds, the greens of the world. The second picture is one of the four older people on the Bridge. And then there’s a third photo, too, a smiling young woman in a beautiful dark blue-lavender dress, a bouquet of lavender in her hand. “The first is an image I hope you’ll work toward. The second, as you know, is of the highest helpers, only two of whom will remain after I leave this world. Seek them out and they will guide you to bring only goodness into the new world you usher in. They know you’ll be with the rig workers on the Bridge soon. Before I go from this world, I need to know you’ll find them.”

			“No, please, don’t say that.” I reach out to him, sobbing, and he embraces me. “You don’t need to go, Dr. A.”

			“For you to go on, I need to go. If I remain, they’ll get the truth of who you are, of your power, out of me, and that’s the worst thing that can happen in the world.” He eases me from our hug and tucks the photos into the pocket of my coveralls. “But I don’t go sadly. I go proudly. You were an extraordinary girl before, and now you’ve exceeded even that. I’m happy I’ve fulfilled the promise I made to a woman who loved you so much. She’s the third photo I gave you, on the day she married your grandfather.”

			“But I don’t want you to die.”

			“Don’t worry about me. I’m not afraid to die, because remember, everything I did is for the One, and for the oneness of all people ordained by the One.” He looks right into my eyes, and I see it: There’s no fear there under those thick eyebrows. “When it’s my time, I go happily.”

			As the tanker sounds, he glances down at the device in his hand and asks, “Ready?” like he always does before adjusting my link.

			I dry my eyes with the back of my hand and nod.

			Then I concentrate on something other than what he’s doing, because whenever Dr. A works on my link, I imagine a tug inside my brain that I don’t like to linger on—perhaps a phantom feeling, as Dr. A always said.

			Soon it will be as Dr. A used to say.

			Tug.

			“Go! Now!” Dr. A shouts. “They’re closing the hatch! I’ve released your memories! I had to shutter them before so that you could focus solely on regaining your life!”

			I steal one more look at him and run across the gangway leading belowdecks and jump in through the portal. As the tanker pulls away, I peer through the gap in the entryway before it seals shut to get a last glimpse of my greatest friend.

			“Go and seed the world with all that is good!” He pauses, and then shouts, “Go, Nada!”

			As soon as he says my name, memories fall and fall and fall and fall.

			I move to one of the portholes and look for the one who opened the memories up only to see that he’s engulfed in flames.

			Upper Earth fired upon the rig exactly where he’d stood at the edge.

			I lean my head on the glass and let the tears flow unceasingly along with the memories.

			Not only of my past long before, but the ones I had with Dr. A: as he danced in happiness in his silly survival suit, marveling at my growth, telling me of all that he envisioned for the world, all the efforts he had put in for that kind of a world before, in his youth and his very elderly age, never giving up his hope for change.

			All of him was gone now.

			I cry and cry.

			As I twist in my grief, one of the photos slips out of my pocket.

			Through my waterlogged eyes I look at the members of SEED again.

			But everything is blurry.

			I sit on the deck of the ship, lean against the wall, and hold up the photo, wiping my face with my other hand, and a realization bursts into my brain as the image becomes clearer: my grandmother Nene Nushba was a member of SEED.

			The Tangled Servant—Hasuf—another member of SEED.

			That’s why the word knots came into my consciousness when I looked at the picture of these four on the Bridge before. Because Hasuf called himself “tangled.”

			And why boots also popped into my head—Hasuf had lent Raisa boots.

			He lent clothes to all of us in the cave.

			Dr. A said that the other man in SEED—who I now know with certainty is Hasuf—was a specialist in escaping Upper Earth biometric scans, embedded in clothing, in items, even on the body.

			Is that why Hasuf insisted that we wear his clothes when we left the cave?

			Myself, Raisa, Nayf, Khalda, Eyas?

			All these names fall into place, names that have been held back to help me heal, along with another: Musaid.

			When his name lights my brain, I see a face I love, kind and smiling; I hear heartbeats I know so well from so close.

			A feeling warm and secure envelops me. I want to be with Musaid.

			I need to find them all.

			But first, I need to fulfill Dr. A’s wish for me to find the final two remaining members of SEED.

			I don’t know the woman beside Nene Nushba. But I’m going to find her.

			And Hasuf.

			I trust SEED with my life. Because they took care of us for so long; Hasuf looked out for Nayf—and me, when Dr. A couldn’t—and my inferencing skills are already sharpening, because I know with certainty who Nene Nushba’s ward was: Musaid. That’s why she paid special attention to him.

			When I was left for dead, Dr. A helped me bloom again, with the power of a technology Upper Earth had twisted to lord over us all.

			But it’s a power I will harness to wrest back the world from them. To give it back to everyone.

			I’m ready to spring into the world with a roar.

		

	
		
			
				Part Five

				Upper Earth: Rise Above!
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				Chapter Twenty-Eight

				Raisa

			
			A council aide takes us across the Concourse of Ascendants, a vast open plaza that hosts ceremonial arrivals. We build while others flee, one of the mottos Upper Earthers are reminded of often, is etched into the pale pink stone of the floor.

			The plaza is empty, just like each of our experiences so far on our journey here.

			Not seeing a single Upper Earther, except for our series of security escorts, who hand us off to one another wordlessly, is sending chills down my spine: Where is everyone?

			Papa.

			He smiles at me when Hasuf, Nayf, and I enter the council’s guest reception room.

			His choice of this room for our reconciliation tells me one thing: He’s on high alert.

			Under my steel-gray coveralls—we decided on casual for an initial impression of my “rough time” on Lower Earth—my stomach clenches.

			“Raisa. My daughter.” Wearing his white council robes, a golden feather exactly like ours attached to his lapel, he doesn’t stand from his seat in front of the window overlooking the Concourse of Ascendants. All he does is tilt his head.

			Another sign of his distrust.

			“And Nayf. It’s nice to meet you again.” He tips his head the other way while looking at Nayf. “This time as my new son-in-law.”

			Is it my imagination, or does his smile freeze a little?

			“Hasuf!” Now Papa is up, his arms out, smile bigger, mouth open wide in joy to show his straight, pristinely white teeth. “My old friend!”

			Hasuf’s face is similarly ecstatic—a change from the ride up to Upper Earth on the air carrier. He went silent from the time we boarded, and even kept his eyes closed the entire time, as though preventing Nayf and me from speaking to him. It made us on edge, wondering what he was up to, whether something nefarious was planned on our arrival at the rim.

			Now he hugs Papa tight, and they turn to us, an arm around each other still. “May I present to you our new power couple, ready to change the world under your superb leadership,” Hasuf announces, looking at us proudly. He then turns to Papa, raising his eyebrows, still smiling. “They’ve had their taste of the best and worst of Lower Earth, and needless to say, they see the light we offer up here all the time, where we never vacillate between the best and worst. Just stick to the consistency we provide at all times!”

			“They have become, shall we say…” Papa pauses, looking back at Hasuf.

			“Enlightened?” Hasuf says at the same time as Papa, and both of them burst out laughing in concert at their bad joke.

			I feel Nayf stiffening beside me, but I reach for his hand and join in the laughter, leaning on him as though it’s too much, this hilarity. Nayf immediately relaxes and grins slightly too. I slide my hand out of his and put it behind his lower back and tickle him gently. He gets it and guffaws, even throwing his head back in mirth, as I continue giggling.

			Papa lets go of Hasuf and moves forward, his hand out. “Nayf, welcome to Upper Earth. And to the family.”

			Nayf clasps Papa’s hand firmly and shakes. “Thank you. I’ve been looking forward to this day for a long while now.”

			I gird myself and look at Papa, to meet his eyes in feigned happiness, to return his hug that he’ll inevitably turn to me with.

			But he moves away from me and goes back to his chair. “Come, sit down. Let’s talk about logistics.”

			Then, it’s a certainty: Papa doesn’t trust me.

			And that sends spikes of fear shooting through every fiber of my being.
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			As soon as we’re alone in the temporary “bridal suite” Papa commissioned for us in the guests-of-honor manor, Nayf moves around the room with the gloves he put on before we entered, touching things as though admiringly.

			It’s a bug scan. And it’s revealing surveillance tech everywhere, except, interestingly, any cameras pointing at the bed.

			Strange that our intimacy will be off limits.

			I’m thankful. Not that I expect much intimacy, as we are essentially still soldiers on a mission.

			I’m just thankful that there will be at least one safe space to communicate—but only if we can find a way to do it without the room’s audio surveillance picking up anything.

			As I’m about to sit down on the bed, Nayf waves me over to the window. We look out, and he leans closer to me, deliberately covering a pair of ceramic kittens on the sill. “The bed is full of thinkflares. Marcel told me to be on the lookout for those,” Nayf whispers into my ear as we pretend to sink into each other’s love.

			“Thinkflares?”

			“They record your thoughts. Remember what they did to Nada?”

			I shudder. “How will we rest, then?”

			“Jansu gave me deadhats. We wear them to sleep. They shut down access to our minds.” Nayf buries his head in my hair. “We’ll act as though we’re two old people wearing sleeping hats.”

			“But they’ll realize we’re acting odd. It will raise their suspicion.” I shake my head and turn to him. His face is the closest to me it’s ever been since I met him. It’s so close I can kiss him. But all I do is whisper on. “Papa is already suspicious of me; I can tell. He’ll immediately home in on us and know we’re up to something.”

			Nayf looks at me, and it’s with a gaze I’ve never seen before.

			He wants to kiss me.

			He removes his arm from the kitten sculpture. I’m pretty sure there are cameras in one of the eyes. “Kiss?” Nayf asks, a slight smile on his face. “Since we’re all alone now?”

			I can’t believe him. He’s using the fact that we’re being surveilled to get a kiss out of me.

			But they have to believe us, so I turn my lips to him.

			And let him have a small peck.

			But his mouth wants more, and the minute I feel his hands tight around me, my lips betray me, and they let him know I want more too.

			The only way to stop is when I put my arm in front of the ceramic kittens and draw my face away. “You never answered me about Papa being suspicious,” I whisper, breathless from the kisses.

			“He’s not suspicious.” Nayf draws me closer and moves to kiss my neck.

			I still him, my face serious. “He didn’t welcome me in the same way as he did you and Hasuf.”

			To his credit, Nayf straightens and eases his hold on me. “I learned from Marcel that Aeon is livid. His ego is hurt that you chose your mother over him. You’ll have to convince him he is your ultimate parent. I’m sorry.” At that, he looks genuinely sad. “Your task is going to be the hardest, Raisa. But that’s why I’m here. You’ll never be alone with it. I promise,” he whispers solemnly. “Unless you want to be alone with it. I promise that too. To respect your wishes at all times. Including now.”

			He lets go of me, and I feel myself tearing up.

			This is the safety I wanted.

			Nada-like safety: there when I need it, free when I want to work out my own thoughts and decisions.

			I lift my arm off the ledge and encircle Nayf’s neck to bring him closer. I whisper into his ear, “Thank you. Now, a last kiss before we get ready for the welcome dinner?”

			He answers with a kiss that tells me it will be hard to stick solely to the mission when we’re alone.
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			I’m disappointed to see that Kizuwanda is not at dinner; Hasuf said that, after conferring with Papa, he’d get her and Khalda to Upper Earth on the scheduled late-afternoon carrier launch, that he was certain Papa would have her at the intimate family-only dinner.

			As Nayf and I, in the evening clothes brought to our room by Papa’s staff, make our way to the dining table, I’m scanning for the old man himself.

			Hasuf is not here either.

			It takes great effort to control the shake of my hands as I unfold a napkin to spread it on my lap.

			Where is Hasuf?

			Why did he leave Nayf and me alone with Papa?

			But strangely, it seems Papa, too, won’t be dining with us, as the servers start ladling soup for only me and Nayf.

			While I’m suspicious of tasting the meal without seeing others sample the food, too, in case it is drugged, I take Nayf’s lead and begin eating.

			He smiles at me from across the table and then looks for a beat too long at the long ceramic salt and pepper shakers between us. I murmur how, while the soup is delicious, I’ve gotten used to too many spices after being on Lower Earth. Laughing, I reach for the pepper shaker and immediately realize that the weight of the item belies its function.

			It’s a surveillance tool in addition to being a pepper mill.

			I pepper my soup and then set it back down.

			And, for the rest of dinner, Nayf and I put on a beautiful performance for Papa—of gratitude, of loyalty, of love.

			When we return to our suite, we sleep with our hats on as soon as our heads hit the pillow.

			It’s too risky to communicate in any way when there are eyes assessing our every move to see if we are indeed defecting from our defections.
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			The next morning, I have a scheduled fitting for my Le Vol Doré dress in the fashion atelier district, and when the doorbell rings, I rush to open the door. I need to see that Kizuwanda and Khalda have made it up here without any trouble.

			That Hasuf did what he said he’d do. That he hasn’t, instead, alerted Papa to everything.

			At the door is Alet, our previous house droid—short and old-fashioned-looking, without even a face or legs, just arms and a dome of a head with big bulbous camera eyes atop a stubby core that glides on the floor. When I was young, I refused all external updates on Alet, having gotten used to him.

			I force a smile of feigned happiness on sighting our old family robot, but inwardly I want to run away from Alet. We learned on Lower Earth that every household up here has a droid or two whose real job is not to “help” you at home, as Upper Earthers have been conditioned to believe. Their primary goal is to spy on each family for the Council of Guardians, so that the council can monitor the conditions of all ALIGN citizens. I’d always been told that Alet was Papa’s assistant, but it was only after I left Upper Earth that it dawned on me that Alet had actually spent more time following me around than assisting my father.

			Alet glides over to tell Nayf, who just came out of the bathroom, still tying his bathrobe, that he has an “education tour” with a guardian while I’m at my dress appointment, that Nayf is to meet his escort in the lobby in fifteen minutes.

			I kiss Nayf goodbye under the watchful eyes of Alet, and the droid moves swiftly alongside me as I hurry to the awaiting land carrier outside the manor; I’m surprised to see a driver. All carriers I’ve been in on Upper Earth while living here previously were automated.

			Alet scans me into the carrier and waves goodbye with his stiff arm.

			As we zip along, I can’t help notice the exactness of the streets and buildings, and my breathing begins to settle.

			There it is again: my desire for the controlled comforts of—home?

			I force my eyes to take in the propaganda panels here and there—Rise Above! is written over a flickering image of Earth on fire with stereotypical “brutes” raising their fists in agitation, angry scowls on their faces.

			And then: We are entering a new era of enlightenment for all of humanity, announces an aura misted in the air above the Council of Guardians building.

			But its grounds are devoid of people too.

			Again, as earlier, where is everyone?

			Finally, I see people in front of the imposing structure that is the Ascension Institute. Built to be a replica of the historic Roman Pantheon, except clad in completely modern materials and digitized, it is the largest single building on Upper Earth, located in the dead center of the floating terrain.

			The cylindrical sides are reflective obsidian-tinted glass, mirroring the sky during the day, becoming dark at night, lit with points of light from inside. The broad, low steps leading to the portico are white-veined black marble, the veins meeting to form concentric circles like ripples of water from in front of the doors, leading into the interior. At the front, the eight giant columns are made of translucent crystal glowing faintly, while the glass triangular pediment on top of the portico is completely transparent with auras projected within on special occasions.

			Today, inside the pediment, a series of phrases loops:

			On their golden flights, but never forgotten

			Remember those who built while others fled

			Our peace was earned by their valor

			They paved the way for our freedoms—honor their golden flight!

			Never forget their sacrifices for your security

			And finally, the Ascension Institute motto: Rise above!

			Behind the portico, I can glimpse the top of the huge “eye” I used to be scared of when we flew over it as a child; now, of course, I know it’s just a dome made of the same seamless black alloy that covers the armed forces accommodations on the rim.

			The Founders’ Oculus, the huge room in the institute’s nucleus, its “eye,” completely opens to the sky via this retractable dome.

			When I lived on Upper Earth, I thought the oculus was just a venue for the fanciest of parties. That the institute was a place Papa worked in sometimes in his capacity as chief guardian.

			I never knew the Ascension Institute was actually Papa’s brainchild, the culmination of his life’s work studying methods to control populations through neural technology. Before we set out for Vireo, Marcel had given me and Nayf a rundown of Papa’s infiltration of my great-grandfather’s lab on the Bridge, how Papa leapt ahead with all the research he stole, developing the technology to go beyond individual patients’ medical needs. He synthesized my great-grandfather’s work with the sophisticated and always evolving surveillance technology that had been in place up here since the Visionaries founded Upper Earth. And, with backing from ALIGN, Papa created something new: a streamlined system to pacify the masses by providing selective knowledge, entertainment, connections, and, ultimately, an ever-present sense of contentment.

			Though what Papa had been up to all this time at the institute was completely a revelation to me, I knew too well what he’d achieved.

			I too had been dependent on the comfortable cocoon I was knitted into previously.

			In front of the Ascension Institute, lines of people, clearly workers and officials setting up for Le Vol Doré, move into the building while others exit. The precision in their lines of movement is striking until I see that the marble ground on the plaza in front of the institute has lighted patterns in motion, guiding them where to walk. On the low glass walls beside the paths are the words No loitering or assembling; keep it moving.

			I shudder, remembering that in addition to being scalplinked, these societal messages were part of my imprisonment here on Upper Earth.

			This is not home.

			Home is freedom from programming in the service of rulers.
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			In the atelier district, I get dropped in front of a beautiful bright turquoise shop, which, when I enter, I find empty except for a luxurious turquoise sofa in the middle of an all-white room.

			A middle-aged woman in a black work-apron dress, with pincushion wristlets on both wrists and a measuring tape around her neck, emerges from a back room. Her auburn hair is piled on top of her head, reading glasses wedged into it.

			She’s not Kizuwanda.

			My heart sinks on seeing her.

			But she smiles big on seeing me. She puts out a hand to shake mine, and then drops it to hold out both her arms for a hug. “I’m so honored to meet you, Raisa. My name is Aracely, and I’ll be your dress fitter.”

			I want to say, But it’s supposed to be Kizuwanda. And Khalda.

			Not YOU, an Upper Earther.

			Instead I smile and let her hug me, well aware this is another of Papa’s setups. He’s the one who scheduled my and Nayf’s time leading to Le Vol Doré tomorrow evening. He’s most probably watching footage of me in this shop right now. “Thank you, Aracely. I’m so excited to see my dress.”

			“Please take a seat while I bring it out.” She turns to go to the back room but then swivels. “I should give you some background before I present it.”

			She smiles at me, her eyers lingering on my face as though searching. “In your time on Lower Earth, did you ever visit any of the Enlightenment Centers?”

			I shake my head, worry gnawing at the edges of my mind. What happened to Kizuwanda?

			“When Lower Earthers are introduced to the concept of enlightenment, before they are scalplinked, there’s a beautiful note they are each given to help them understand the necessity of joining our minds together.” She continues smiling but is now staring into the distance as though she’s seeing the Enlightenment Centers on Earth. “For your dress for Le Vol Doré, we decided to revisit the idea that the brutes twisted when they robbed you from us. When they forced you to give a speech against your will.” She puts a hand into the pocket of her work apron and pulls out a card. “Read this so you may see how significant your dress will be before I show it to you. It’s what your father asked me to use as my inspiration.”

			I take the card.
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			Welcome to Enlightenment Day

			The day you are born is the greatest of all days, being your first moment of life outside the womb.

			And it is the only moment you are truly not alone. The receivers, the carers, and, of course, your parents are there to envelop you in warmth.

			From then on, from the moment you open your eyes to the world, you live alone. For your eyes are the gateway to a mind recessed and hidden, capable of sprouting thoughts and yet, through these same thoughts, also capable of spreading corruption.

			Like a cave holding sources of both light and darkness.

			In the past, before natural catastrophes tore Earth apart, much of the world lived “online”; so much hate, enmity, and destruction spread between people whose minds were not contained within safe parameters.

			There is nothing worthy of a mind shielded from all who care, who love you, who love all beings.

			It is for this reason that the mind can be frightening terrain—if navigated alone, that is.

			Forcing one to do this is like snatching a just-hatched baby bird from a nest and flinging it to the wind.

			It does not learn to fly but to fall to its destruction.

			Only a fledgling is ready to fly.

			You are all fledglings.

			And we are here to help you fly in-line, with the very best of evolved humanity guiding you always.

			We welcome you to a new age of enlightenment.

			I keep my polite smile frozen as I finish reading, as I digest the subtle horror hidden in the benevolent text, as a realization hits me hard.

			Papa wants me to be the Fledgling once more, to be unveiled this time on Upper Earth.

			To be streamed to Lower Earthers—see, your Fledgling has returned home; now the rest of you get “in line” to be scalplinked.

			He’s using me for his agenda again.

			I rise, pocketing the card. “I can’t wait to see my dress now. Will it have wings?” I ask enthusiastically, clasping my hands as though thrilled for the reveal. When Aracely nods to my query, I add, with a big smile, “I’m so excited!”

			This is so hard to do, pretend to be what I’m not—but, reading that disgusting propaganda card, I’ve come to a decision: I won’t let Papa control me ever again.

			It means he and his institute get to keep on controlling so many others below, while Upper Earthers continue to be free to knit or unknit themselves from invasive technology.

			For however long the earth lives.

			Back at Vireo, I was clearly told my part in our mission to destroy Upper Earth’s hold on the world: to play a convincing act as a remorseful daughter, to woo back the love of elites at the gala tomorrow, distracting them while the rest of the team does their dangerous jobs—but I’m adding another task to my plate here: take on Papa.

			Kizuwanda by my side or not, I’ll be doing my own dangerous job: playing a game against the mastermind of it all.

			When Aracely goes to the back to get my dress, I put a hand in my pocket and run my fingers through the beads on Nayf’s grandmother’s masbaha.

			I brought it up with me in case my phobias revisited.

			I know I have to be brave.

			But I also know I need tools to face my fears.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Nine

				Nayf

			
			I’m being taken on a tour of Upper Earth’s museum district to begin the process of “educating” me—before I become their good little proxy in the palace on Lower Earth. Officially titled “Tools for Promoting Peace in Lower Earth Societies,” the guided excursion’s intent is to teach me useful knowledge to “civilize” the brutes below.

			It seems Aeon has accepted the story Hasuf fed him of my contrition. It appears Raisa’s father is convinced of it more than he believes his own daughter has returned to him.

			And that’s been gnawing at me, sending my senses into high alert.

			It’s the way Aeon skirted Raisa when they first reunited, the small flashes of hot-cold he’s been steadily subjecting her to since then.

			I try not to linger on the whys of that. I try not to see Raisa’s worried brow in my head, the slight downturn at the right corner of her lips that accompanies the faint frown.

			Thinking of her unhappiness will make me more ill than I feel here right now, surrounded by history so altered and/or so cherry-picked, it’s almost comical.

			But instead of laughing, I feel like throwing up.

			The first museum my tour guide took me to—a “fun” interactive one—had an entire section detailing the minds of “famous” criminals, like serial killers and murderers who “got away,” all European or of European descent, the lore so detailed, it was apparent they were memorialized for being “evil geniuses.”

			So Upper Earthers can spend time trying to understand a depraved mind but not the minds of those exploited or oppressed.

			Those people they saw, according to entries on museum displays, simply as “savages,” “heathens,” “extremists,” “insurgents,” “terrorists,” and now “brutes”—terms evolving over the course of history to suit each oppressor’s aims.

			In that same first museum I visited, there was a section celebrating the interiors and fashions of “Key Figures from History,” which included colonizers and genociders of Indigenous, non-European populations, and then a series of bare, solemn rooms with a bench and a single word capturing a period in time when Europeans faced calamities.

			These empty rooms spoke to the subconscious: Reflect on who would dare hurt us. Such heinous people will not get a single record of their humanity in this museum.

			In the building I just left, there was an entire wing dedicated to Fibonacci and not one mention of the House of Wisdom that birthed his findings.

			That’s when it hit me that Upper Earth’s self-aggrandizement was an integral part of their hegemony; they “Rise above!” by literally convincing themselves they are superior, deserve better, and are the center of the world.

			The books in the palace library I read as a child revealed a part of this truth to me before: Upper Earth is another in a chain of destructive civilizations throughout history.

			Like the world order that led to the Great Catastrophe.

			Now, up here, they are once again actively reviving the ethos that led to disaster: Only those who buy into the “innate” superiority of this one civilization are to be valued.

			Upper Earth’s arrogance even leads them to believe the evil minds of their shared past—the killers, the criminal “masterminds,” the racist genociders, the enslavers, and the colonizers—were more worthy of understanding, empathy, and even celebration than those suffering under their domination.

			The roots of this prejudice went deep in the polite veneers of the “democratic” societies of the past. And I now walk on the yield of that ancient tree of hate, this grotesque fruit hovering in the sky: Upper Earth.

			Suddenly Hasuf’s voice from when he lectured the seven of us gathered in the cave almost two years ago enters my head unbidden: The seeds of the destruction of a civilization are within it.

			So he knew, and he did nothing to stop Upper Earth’s path to that utter destruction.
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			At the museum I’m in now, all the books are in glass cases, and the only way to read them is via a digital display beside each “artifact” that you swipe through.

			Who knows if these digital copies are the actual books?

			I’m certain one of the texts I’m swiping through is distinctly different from what I remember reading in the palace library.

			The more “dangerous” books are inaccessible, enclosed together in a room that you peer at through a large porthole.

			My guide, Benini, a guardian’s aide, tells me that the titles imprisoned across from us are those that undermine societal good. “As a rule of thumb for a truly civil society, it’s important to scan what your citizens are reading. Once a population is scalplinked, as yours will be soon, we’re able to monitor this, of course, and prevent what happened in the past.” He points at the criminal books. “These caused a lot of chaos at different points in history. The critiques in them made people upset about the careful order required to run safe communities. That anger led to uprisings, violent protests, simply the pure terror of societies agitating against traditional status quos that had provided security for so long.”

			I want to retort and say, As much terror as destroying people to fuel that sense of security for only the privileged? but I bite my tongue to play the dutiful-son-in-law part I’ve been assigned.

			As we exit the Museum of (supposed) Knowledge, I quell the anger growing about this tour I’m being subjected to by remembering I’ll get to kill some droids and clear the route for Musaid and the Stray tomorrow.

			I can’t wait for the mission to actually begin.

			Maybe it will revive something in me that feels close to hope.

			“Here’s a newer museum, very popular with young people. The Hexarchives.” Benini activates the door to yet another museum with his scalplink. “It has items from our past in cells shaped like those found in a—”

			“Honeycomb,” I finish. I’ve just stepped into a streamlined version of the hive that Anton, a rebel disciple of Salwe, ran embedded deep in a mountain on Lower Earth.

			It’s so similar that I wonder if—

			Anton. It is him.

			Wearing his distinct orange-hued suit and hat calling to mind an actual bee, he’s helping two teens looking at cameras.

			I pivot—unsure of how Anton will take to seeing me again—and feign deep interest in examining a communication device from the past, thick and brick-like. After oohing and aahing for a convincing length of time, I turn to Benini. “At the gala tomorrow, will I get to see some of the museum curators I’ve met so far? I’d love to chat with them a bit more.” I need to know if Anton will be there—as he may recognize Musaid.

			Even with his bruises that the Stray has promised to give him.

			“No, it’s quite an exclusive gathering,” Benini says, sighing. “I won’t be there myself as a junior aide to the council. Though the curator of this museum will be there. He’s a former brute and risked his life to bring the knowledge he’d collected while with the brute cell he was a part of, so the chief guardian invited him as a guest of honor.”

			Of course Anton turned traitor.

			I’ll have to warn Musaid somehow.

			In the meantime, I give Benini an excuse for why I need to leave the museum district now. “I have a suit fitting back at the manor.”

			I’ll be doing my fitting only when Kizuwanda arrives, but Benini does not need to know that.

			I just need to get away from Anton’s eyes.

			The last time I saw those eyes, they were staring at me through the aperture of his gun.
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			When I return to our suite in the guest manor, the droid servant that escorted Raisa to her dress fitting is inside.

			It’s holding something out to me in its hands.

			I take a sharp breath. They’re Nene Nushba’s records.

			I checked with Kizuwanda if I could take them up here with me, but she reminded me of the security scan on the rim. “You’ll never pass it with that book. You’ll get all of us killed for treason too.” And then she added, “The only way is in Hasuf’s suitcase. As a guardian, he doesn’t go through the same scans as the rest of us. But he’d never agree to such a thing, of course.”

			I nodded and left the memoirs in my old room at the palace.

			But now they’re here.

			“This was delivered to you by a guardian’s aide,” the short droid says, holding out the book.

			“Thank you.” I take it and watch the droid glide to the door. “Do you know which guardian sent it?”

			The droid swivels its head to look at me with its huge bulbs for eyes. “Guardian Hasuf’s aide, a droid, delivered it in a secure container. The aide unsealed the box for me to scan its contents to ensure it held no unsafe materials for you, Amir Nayf. I also scanned the book to ensure it contains no harmful information before I presented it to you, a newly pardoned citizen of ALIGN.” It turns around again and motions for the door to open so it can exit the suite.

			The droid scanned my grandmother’s memoirs.

			What did it find?

			Where is it rushing to?

			Are we in trouble?

			I set the book on a table, open the door, and walk swiftly out of the suite to block the path of the droid in the corridor. “I’m agitated. Why would anyone do this? Give me those memoirs? There must be a rebel plant here. I saw a former brute in the museum I was just at, please have him surveilled to check for counterespionage.”

			The droid blinks. “Affirmative. I will let Aeon know of this possibility.”

			“Now I need your help with drawing a bath to my very exacting specifications.” I give it a command, knowing that house droids are conditioned to obey.

			This droid pauses, its eyes rolling back and forward. Then it turns and glides away, returning to the suite.

			I make a ridiculously long set of bath instructions that includes calling down to the kitchen for disparate items, like lavender (real dried flowers, not its essence), honey (but only the raw kind), et cetera, and then pull on a deadhat just in case, go to the windowsill, and block the cat sculpture with my arm.

			And finally open Nene Nushba’s records.

			I flip to a section well after the pages I ripped out; I was reading while waiting at the palace for Aeon to give us word that we were accepted to Upper Earth, and now I’m at the section I found drafts of in the fireplace when I was a child so long ago.

			The Records of Nushba Chemalk, an Amira Due to Being Married into the Verg Family, Aerd

			Third Week of First Spring, the Year of Straitening, as told to Abdu

			In the Name of the Merciful One, Whose Watch I Toil Under

			The week began with a shock, a terrible one. Now that I won’t talk to them any longer, Hasuf had gone to Upper Earth on my behalf to negotiate the reversal of several mining embargoes on Lower Earth that are set to expire next week. I continue to get requests from Lower Earth companies seeking intervention on their behalf to resume their own mining ventures to support local industrial projects, but Aeon persists in stalling on answering these requests. I suspect the Upper Earth responses will be the same as in recent years: “Energy extraction projects sustaining the Bridge’s factories take precedence. Too many mining projects will result in more landscape instability. The store of nonrenewable resources has been found to be shorter than expected and must be managed to ensure no loss to Upper Earth investments.”

			The shock, however, doesn’t have to do with economic matters. It’s more personal. And political (though when I think about it, that is an economic matter as well). I’ve been trying to make sense of it by rereading The Cave, a tract preserved by my clan, which I have memorized. The Cave speaks of not jumping to conclusions. That there is more than what we see in front of us. More than what I found in the pocket of Hasuf’s clothes before I sent them to be laundered. It seems he had gone to Upper Earth just the week before. But it was for an unsanctioned visit.

			I found an insignia lapel pin from the Council of Guardians.

			It said Guardian Hasuf on the back.

			How could that be?

			He’s my husband, a former advisor—a spiritual advisor—not a guardian.

			The entry finishes there. I feel my grandmother’s pain.

			I turn the page.

			“Your bath is ready, Amir Nayf.”

			“Does it have rose petals tossed on top? Only purple, dark purple roses. Emphasis on the dark. Almost black.” I look down at the droid. “Also, the candles have to be exactly ninety-nine in number and different heights, no higher than five inches, no lower than a one-and-a-half-inch votive. Absolutely no tea light candles at all.” I glance into the bathroom, sure that the poor thing has assembled mostly tea light candles.

			It glides away to correct its mistake. “And please make sure the candle scents are a pleasing mix of lime, basil, mandarin, bergamot, grapefruit, wood sage, sea salt, oud, sandalwood, spruce, sage, and amber driftwood, emphasis on the amber, for there are other varieties of driftwood scents, and I detest quite a few of them,” I call out after it.

			The next entry in Nene Nushba’s records is one about the funny things Nada did. How Nene Nushba had hidden things for Nada to find in her closet and how they were returned in the wrong places when our grandmother got back from her meetings.

			I peer down, into where the pages of the book meet its binding.

			Pages are missing. They’ve been removed stealthily with a sharp tool in a way that would pass most casual observers.

			I flip pages.

			There are no more entries about Hasuf.

			What was in them?

			I leave the records on the ledge, blocking the cat sculpture with its spine, and go into the bathroom. The droid has done a phenomenal job decorating the tub, but it’s currently sending messages for specific candles to be delivered to our suite. I bend down to its level, and then kneel lower.

			Sure enough, its eyes only move so much.

			It’s a very old model and doesn’t track me all the way down here. “Did you not notice that pages were removed from the book when you received it?”

			“They weren’t removed,” the droid says, its eyes going every which way, trying to rest on me. “I removed them.”

			“Why?”

			“To present as evidence to Aeon.”

			“Can I see them? They speak of palace matters I need to get a handle on.”

			“They speak of palace matters from the past.”

			“But what do they speak of from the past?” I risk asking. “The rebel infestation is heavy even at the palace. If I know some of their roots, I can cut them off more effectively.”

			The droid’s eyes move back and then forward.

			“Guardian Hasuf told Amira Nushba that he accepted the insignia pin to show that he was still loyal to ALIGN. But for him personally, they are a reminder of his ‘tangled’ status, how he must always atone for it, for being Upper Earth’s inside man. That he regrets agreeing to lead Lower Earth, through his advising of the amira, to accept their scalplinking. That he regrets his participation in Building ALIGNed Networks, a project to spiritually prepare Lower Earth’s people for their mental colonization. That he has, and this is the key I must convey to Aeon, turned against Upper Earth and has been providing intelligence to Lower Earth rebels ever since he switched allegiances. That he has a reliable general named Marcel who he anonymously feeds information to, who liaises with the rebels. That when he joined the organization SEED so long ago with Amira Nushba, it was, and I quote, ‘truly because I believe in the kind of world you do. And I will work at great risk to myself to bring about that world of balance. Of mizan, as you call it. And a big part of that risk is to keep on the right side of Upper Earth so that I can protect you, my dear Nushi, and the resistance, along the way.’ The next mentions of Hasuf in your grandmother’s records are when Amira Nushba makes him promise soon after she suffers a suspicious accident that if something happens to her, he will take care of you and your sister by sending you to prison to protect you from the rule of Amir Gauis and Upper Earth. That they will hunt both of you down for fun. Amira Nushba said she had arranged protectors for you and Nada in each prison, and that, whenever you’re released from imprisonment, to ensure you’re sent back until you are in a position to change the world. She asked Hasuf to continue having you as his ward, and for Dr. Almarady to take over Nada’s care. That she trusted SEED to continue the work that the rebels were losing sight of.” The droid pauses. “In summary, Guardian Hasuf has committed the highest treason on earth.”

			My heart pounding, I grab the droid. It starts whirring. “What are you doing, Amir Nayf?”

			“I’m sorry, I lost my balance for a moment.” I let go of trying to find its battery, realizing it will send some kind of distress signal to Aeon. “Where are the pages you cut from the records?”

			“In my storage compartment.” Its arms swivel to indicate its rear.

			I need to remove those papers immediately.

			Still hunkering low, I ask, “Will you check the temperature of the water for me?”

			The droid turns its entire body and moves to the tub, getting onto the first step by using its arms, then pulling itself up to the second step. “Yes, it must be cooled now, but I can—”

			I push it into the water.

			There’s a buzzing sound, followed by a snap, then fizzing. Using a long-handled shower brush, I pull the droid through the water toward me and then yank it out, dropping it on the floor in case any electrical bits are live.

			Fortunately, it lands face down, its rear to me. It begins sputtering as though trying to catch its breath.

			“Why are you drowning poor Alet?” Raisa comes up behind me, her tone one of concern, almost cooing when she says the droid’s name. I’m about to tell her what’s happening when I remember the bugs.

			In the bathroom, surveillance is clustered near the mirror and vanity, so I’m certain they didn’t see my push, but not so certain what sounds they’ve recorded. “The poor thing fell in when it was checking the temperature of my bathwater.”

			Raisa gazes at the grand candle-and-floral production around and in the tub, eyes raised, but I concentrate on pulling the compartment on Alet open. She kneels beside me and presses a button I can’t see. A section of Alet’s back pops open, and I tug at it to reveal a vertical drawer.

			The pages from the memoir are in there, dry and secure. I take them out just as Alet regains its composure and jumps back on its gliders. “Drawer ajar, drawer ajar—” it repeats until Raisa snaps the compartment shut.

			I flick through the pages to show Raisa, and she nods.

			“Alet, please dry yourself and reduce the amount of musky candle scents and integrate some of my favorite fragrances so that Nayf and I can bathe together,” Raisa says. “And how many candles are there thus far?”

			“Starting internal fan to evaporate remaining liquid.” It actually produces a humming sound. “There were originally ninety-nine candles, but it is at seventy-two at the moment, as I am in the process of changing them out to fulfill Amir Nayf’s list of scent preferences.”

			“Make it one hundred and ninety-eight; ninety-nine of Amir Nayf’s scents and ninety-nine of mine, which you already have knowledge of. All my favorites from when I was a child to when I left Upper Earth last year.” Raisa indicates the windowsill to me.

			We meet there, and I tell her what I found out. “But”—I say, indicating the pages I tucked back into Nene Nushba’s records—“we have the incriminating evidence returned from Alet.”

			Raisa shakes her head. “Nayf, Alet wouldn’t just take the pages to my father. He’s already communicated the contents.”

			I stare at her.

			“We are all in danger,” she whispers, unlatching her feather pin from her dress. “We need to tell the others immediately. Though…” Her eyes fill with dread. “Kizuwanda and Khalda haven’t made it to Upper Earth yet, so I’ll have to find some way to pass the note to Musaid.”

			“And we’ll have to look for…to warn”—I swallow the pain swelling in my throat—“Murrabi Hasuf.”
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			As we sit on the bed reading the pages Alet cut out, my heart sinks further and further.

			And I realize a terrible truth: It’s not only Upper Earthers who are arrogant—I am too.

			I slide on an armor of arrogance when I get unmoored. When I feel attacked.

			Like when I went to Upper Earth over a year ago and failed in my mission to present Nene Nushba’s treaty effectively.

			To deal with my feelings of inadequacy, I immediately turned on Murrabi Hasuf.

			Now I see it clearly from reading about the other espionage missions he undertook, the ones he recounted to my grandmother; he knew that he needed to reassume his role with Upper Earth thoroughly—convincingly—to help the revolution succeed.

			Then it’s most likely that he voted against me at the council to secure Aeon’s trust in him.

			Only such a “betrayal” of Nene Nushba and Lower Earth would have won Aeon’s heart.

			In these pages and in the rest of her memoirs are an oft-repeated sentiment my grandmother recorded that encapsulates everything we are facing now:

			Arrogance leads to lies. Lies lead to tyranny.

			Only humility leads to truth.

			This is why I, too, couldn’t see the truth. Even when Murrabi Hasuf advised me to read the tract called The Cave, which Nene Nushba recorded in her records here—a text all about not jumping to conclusions—to understand his actions on Upper Earth.

			My heart breaks, and I let myself sob as I think of how I hurt the one who helped us the most in our fight for justice.

			Raisa puts her arms around me, and I sink into them, our deadhats meeting.

			“I wanted to hurt him. In Vireo, I wanted to kill him,” I whisper. “When all he’s ever done was help us after he joined the cause.”

			“You were angry. You didn’t have all the facts,” she whispers back. “And remember in the palace dungeons when the Stray wanted to hack his head off, you disagreed and tackled the Stray? You wanted to be just, Nayf. That’s who you really are.”

			Not always. Not when I feel threatened.

			What Murrabi Hasuf said in the cave to us, that I was reminded of earlier in the museum, comes back to me again: The seeds of the destruction of a civilization are within it.

			And now I remember the second part to his statement: The seeds of its upliftment are within it too.

			I’ll carry the seeds of upliftment. And—“I’ll be Murrabi Hasuf’s protector.” I make this promise to myself but whisper it out loud to Raisa to seal it. “From now on, until the end of his days. And my days.”

			She nods. “But first we have to find him.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty

				Raisa

			
			Dinner that night is just Nayf and me again.

			Until, as the servers are dishing out the main course, Papa enters. He has a smile on his face and pauses before pulling out his chair.

			Then he comes over to me first and bends to kiss me on the cheek. “Welcome, dear Raisa,” he whispers.

			I try my hardest not to tighten up.

			Instead, I gaze at him and smile sweetly. “Thank you, Papa.”

			He straightens up but doesn’t leave. He reaches behind his neck and unclasps the necklace he always wears—a round white onyx pendant on a gold chain. Holding the opening out to me, he says, “May I?”

			Is he giving it to me? Why?

			I nod, camouflaging my reluctance by tilting my head down to lift up the back of my hair so he can clasp it on. I say thank you again, holding the pendant with my hand to settle it at my neck.

			“I wanted to welcome you with a gift that I hope to see you wearing at the gala,” Papa says, going back to his chair. He waits for a server to pull it out for him. Once he takes a seat, he says, “Nayf, I hear your suit for the gala is arriving tomorrow morning!”

			“Excellent.” Nayf nods and sets his hands down after having already picked up his fork and knife. He waits until Papa has been served and has picked up his utensils before he resumes eating as well.

			“Aren’t you wondering why it hasn’t arrived yet?” Papa’s eyes twinkle as he looks up after cutting a piece of steak. “Why it’s not on time?”

			Is he asking if we’re wondering why Kizuwanda isn’t here yet?

			“I’m simply grateful I’m getting to go to Le Vol Doré at all. While I don’t remember any auras of it as a child, Raisa told me about how exciting it is for young people to finally get the opportunity to attend.” Nayf beams and spears a green bean. “She said they spent a year, and sometimes even years, dreaming up what they’re going to wear, who they’re going to attend masked as, and who they’re going to go with.” He turns that smile to me. “And Raisa chose me of all people.”

			Papa finishes chewing and swallows before he goes on as if Nayf hasn’t said anything. “Your suit is not on time because we learned some new information.”

			“Oh really? What is it?” I take on Papa directly, having just set down my glass of sparkling cherry soda. “Is it that the brutes are planning more disruptions?” I sigh like I’m bored. My steak is mostly untouched, though, and Papa will pick up on that, that I’m losing my appetite, so I lift my cutlery.

			“They’ve already made one. A monumental one on the Bridge. We lost a man.” Papa stares back at me, unsmiling. “He was an exemplary lieutenant. Or made us all think so.” At that he laughs suddenly and motions for the servers to fill his brandy glass—always aged calvados at dinner.

			It takes my all to maintain my composure—pausing my knife from cutting into the meat only for a second, and not exchanging looks with Nayf.

			Papa’s talking about Marcel.

			Did we lose Marcel?

			What about the others?

			Where is Hasuf?

			Popping the tiniest piece of steak into my mouth, I immediately chew and swallow.

			I feel like throwing up.

			I quickly take a long drink, to help whatever’s rising in me settle.

			Seeing Papa’s steely gaze on me through the bottom of the glass, I lower it and swirl the ice in it as I tilt my head, thinking. “That is odd. In all our time seeking protection from their brutality, we never encountered him. An Upper Earth man, you say?”

			“Yes, an exemplary one, as I already mentioned.” With his eyes still on me, Papa puts his brandy glass down hard. He suddenly looks up and rises. “Just like our favorite guardian here!”

			It’s Hasuf entering the dining room energetically with a smile on his face. He’s in white robes over a purform suit exactly like Papa’s, except Hasuf’s is gray, while Papa wears his usual all white.

			Across from me, Nayf finally relaxes his shoulders—and I immediately feel a bit at ease.

			His all-consuming worry about Hasuf’s whereabouts filled me with dread. I can’t stand to see Nayf’s eyes swimming with fear.

			“Apologies for my tardiness. Apparently”—Hasuf takes the seat Papa pulls out beside me—“someone ordered that my spa treatments to prepare for tomorrow be the full package! I never knew an old man’s toes could look that good.”

			Papa laughs. “Only the best for the most exemplary.”

			Nayf shoots me a glance. And I understand it. Why is Papa using the same term to describe Hasuf that he used for Marcel?

			“Aeon, you absolutely spoil me.” Hasuf unfolds his napkin as the server enters with a covered plate for him.

			She sets it down and uncovers it, saying, “Goose, cooked in a Judas fig reduction, accompanied by eel pie and artichoke heart in blood sauce.”

			Another server places smaller covered plate down. The first server reveals that one. “And for ever after, an abundance of herbs astringent.”

			The green herbs spill out, having been so jam-packed into the small plate, squeezed in place under the lid.

			With a smile losing its wattage, Hasuf looks from his food to Papa.

			“I hope you remember how challenging it is to get fresh poultry here?” Papa asks, still as ebullient as he’s always been around Hasuf. Then he adds, laughing, “Only the best for you, my trusted old friend.”

			The rest of the dinner, Nayf and I keep a chatter going about the glory of Upper Earth, preparations for Le Vol Doré, and other small talk to help Hasuf out.

			He has become quiet and pushes around the food on his plate.

			With that blood sauce made of swine blood, I know he’ll never touch it, as Nayf told me his grandmother was very particular about sacred food rules.

			Papa is playing some kind of trick on our old friend.

			We need to protect him.
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			Before I go upstairs, I go to the powder room with one of Nayf’s surveillance-scan gloves in my purse.

			Once I confirm there’s nothing watching me in here, I take off my feather pin, pull out the paper within it, and activate the nib. Our rooms upstairs are rife with cameras and I can’t risk being recorded holding an object as “dangerous” as a pen.

			I write, H, the Tangled Servant, actually our dearest one, is under imminent threat. His protection is part of our golden flight.

			Tomorrow I’ll give the note to Kizuwanda.

			And I have to believe it will get to everyone in time.

			Back in the suite, at the windowsill, Nayf tells me what he thinks Papa was communicating to Hasuf through presenting a meal different from the rest of ours. “His goose is cooked is that he’s in trouble; you don’t need an explanation for the Judas fig; and then slippery eels, he knows Murrabi Hasuf has been playing tricks on Aeon; artichoke hearts mean that the murrabi’s heart is too soft, falling for others quickly; and then the blood sauce is a threat.”

			“It means they’ll kill him?” I whisper, aghast.

			Nayf shakes his head. “No, I’m actually worried about what that load of bitter herbs meant. They’re symbolic of suffering. The server said ‘ever after.’ ”

			“That his suffering will last forever,” I say slowly. What does that mean?

			Nayf becomes quiet, like he’s evaluating something. “Well, bitter herbs are specifically about the suffering of bondage. What do they have planned for him?”

			I refuse to give in to the grief growing in me when I hear that.

			I won’t let it turn into fear.

			Because Papa is cruel, the cruelest, and to defeat whatever he’ll think up for Hasuf to suffer will require me to be the strongest I’ve ever been in my life.

			As though Nayf sees everything unfolding in me, he envelops me in a tight hug. I sink the side of my face into his chest and quiet the racing thoughts within by listening to his heartbeat.

			My breathing slows, and my eyes close.

			But then a new thought forces my eyelids to flip open: Will Papa separate us?

			Nayf and me?

			If Papa’s watching us and realizes we’re truly in love, rending us apart will be a new part of his game.

			I break away from Nayf’s embrace quickly—and avoid what I know is the look of confusion on his face.

			I can’t lose him by giving our love away to Papa.
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			As we ready for bed, we discover our deadhats are gone.

			We spend a sleepless night on a sofa each in the sitting room, tossing and turning under surveillance, as we grapple with our new reality.

			We’re imprisoned here—not in this suite, and not only Nayf and me.

			Our entire team is imprisoned on Upper Earth, awaiting our punishment to come.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-One

				Khalda

			
			In the back room of a fashion studio in the atelier, Kizuwanda and I finally get a quiet space to ourselves—away from the frightening world that is Upper Earth.

			From the moment Nayf and Raisa departed with Hasuf, leaving us at the palace to await Upper Earth’s approval before we joined them, things went wrong.

			First, Jansu sent word that Marcel had been killed—sending me into a spin of both sadness and practicality as I tried to rejigger the mission mentally.

			Then huge, unrelenting bright lights shone into the windows of our palace bedrooms very early on the morning of Le Vol Doré, when Kizuwanda and I had almost given up hope on our plans to join the team on Upper Earth.

			It was a fortified Upper Earth escort carrier to the Bridge’s launchpad.

			Fortunately, we had the two Le Vol Doré garment trunks packed and ready.

			The entire way to the launchpad, my heart was hammering—how to tell the others about Marcel’s death?

			Marcel, who was our touchstone, the one who I’d developed a deep trust for, who I’d keep reminding myself would help get us through the most dangerous portion of the mission. He knew Upper Earth like no other.

			Now our inside man is dead.

			And then, at the Bridge, I thought I’d lost Kizuwanda, because she went to the bathroom at a diner, pulling her trunk with her—she insisted we keep watch on one trunk each and never leave them unattended—and took so long, I went searching for her.

			She wasn’t in the bathroom, nor in the diner itself.

			When I was wondering what to do, I came out into the sunshine of the bustling launchpad, and there she was, smiling and waving at me, an Upper Earth guard beside her. “He came to collect me earlier than you did!” she said.

			The journey to Upper Earth itself was so visually overwhelming for me that with each movement deeper into it, the bravery I’d set out with in the Room of Records of the palace upon learning of Eyas’s kidnapping shrank with fear, courage twisting upon itself, tumbling smaller and smaller, until I’m sure it’s a tiny date pit in my stomach now.

			Everything about Upper Earth is imposing, guarded, polished, and this, along with Marcel’s death, is frightening.

			And yet I have to be composed at all times, never revealing that on seeing the grandeur of the Ascension Institute, my stomach churned.

			This is what we think we can take on?

			Nothing in the records about Upper Earth captured this level of—of genius. That was the only word for it.

			I reached up and clutched the pendant on the necklace Lein had left under my pillow in Vireo, and I was suddenly thankful that I’d gone against my anger at him and worn it.

			Looking at the new landscape surrounding me, especially the imposing venue of tonight’s gala, I appreciated the reminder that there’s someone who’ll watch out for me.

			“Guardian Aeon’s institute. Magnificent inside and out,” Kizuwanda said, pointing out the building to me with pride, for the purposes of optics; from the moment we stepped out of the air carrier onto the rim of Upper Earth with the other passengers, there’d been two guards assigned to us, to watch every step of our way.

			Until, that is, we were deposited in the atelier district, in front of Kizuwanda’s former office, now divided into a series of studios for garment engineers to rent, a huge sign in its window announced.

			It was buzzing outside with people going in and out of various studios in the neighborhood for fittings. When I first stepped out on the street from the land carrier, I tried not to stare, but everyone looked so well-maintained and put together. Visually striking, even simply walking in their ordinary clothes beside their droids carrying their sealed ball gowns and dresses for Le Vol Doré.

			Imposing, guarded, polished, just like their home.

			Until some of them noticed Kizuwanda, that is. Then there were squeals and aura captures right from their scalplinks. A few even came up to us, asking Kizuwanda to pose for auras with them. Their tones were affected and, frankly, fake, like they didn’t really care about Kizuwanda, just about collecting an aura with her.

			She waved them off and, rolling her garment trunk behind her, rushed into the building, pulling me in with her.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Once our trunks are in our space, Kizuwanda pulls a floor-length stiff screen from a track running along the ceiling and encloses us in our own studio.

			She puts on bug-scan gloves and checks all surfaces, including herself and me. “None.” She opens the trunks and takes out dress forms. “Let’s get to work. We need to fit Raisa and Nayf and Hasuf. We’re signed in as their garment engineer and assistant. We don’t have much time to get them ready and prep our tasks.”

			“Should I send word about Marcel?” I’m whispering, even though the buzz of voices outside makes it hard for anyone to eavesdrop on us.

			Unless someone is pressing their ears to the screen.

			I help get the outfits out and add a clarification for Kizuwanda. “Marcel had the task of watching Hasuf at the gala, remember?”

			“When Nayf comes in, we can let him know that I’ll be taking over that task.” Kizuwanda goes to the edge of the screen and begins opening it. “You set up the dress and the suits, and I’ll go send a droid courier to collect them for their fittings.”

			She gives a start when she turns away from me to head out of the gap she just made. “Aracely!” After a beat, she opens the gap wider and says, “Welcome, old friend!”

			A woman in a black apron dress steps in, taking her hands out of her pockets to wrap Kizuwanda in a warm hug. She draws away and says, “I missed you so much! When they sent the news out this morning that the Dame Kizuwanda, the number one garment engineer in all the world, had been released as a hostage from the brutes, I cried!” She traces Kizuwanda’s forehead. “Did they wrench your link from you? Such terrors!”

			“I’m fine. How have you been?” Kizuwanda says. “Let’s walk and talk? I have to have Raisa and her new husband come in for their fittings.”

			“Oh dear. This is hard, but Guardian Aeon tasked me with the job of making Raisa’s dress. It’s all finished, and she absolutely loves it. We just had a fitting yesterday.” Aracely glances at the back of the gown I’m smoothing out on the dress form. “That’s one of the reasons I came over here right away. Word got through to me that you thought you’d go back to being Aeon’s choice for his daughter. He wanted me, however, for her debut at Le Vol Doré.”

			I pause fixing some of the white ribbon roses on the dress and look at Aracely’s face. It wears guilt and shame. Like she doesn’t want to take this away from Kizuwanda. She’s sincerely upset on Kizuwanda’s behalf, I realize.

			But she’s an Upper Earther. They have no ethics.

			“Raisa specifically asked me to design her dress,” Kizuwanda says firmly. “I’ve been working on it all week, immediately after my release from those brutal brutes. Guardian Hasuf himself gave me space at the Lower Earth palace to make this stunning gown that captures the new era we’re finally entering as a unified, enlightened world!”

			She gestures, and it takes me a moment to realize that she wants me to spin the dress form around with a flourish.

			I clumsily do so.

			“AHHH!” Aracely claps her hands and then draws them to her face to cover her mouth in awe. “Oh my!” She drops her hands and says, “Raisa must never turn away from this gift to the world from you, to take my undeserving dress! I will send word to Guardian Aeon right away that your dress must be her debut at such an important event of her life!”

			Kizuwanda grabs Aracely by the shoulders. “Stop, do not access your link!”

			Shock floods Aracely’s face. “What’s wrong?”

			“Is it off?” Kizuwanda whispers.

			Aracely nods.

			“What if we work together and surprise everyone at the gala? Let Guardian Aeon think Raisa’s wearing your dress but then she arrives in mine?” Kizuwanda loops her arm through Aracely’s and turns to face the dress I’m standing behind. “Your name can be on it; I don’t even have to be identified as the designer.”

			“Oh, I would never want that.” Aracely gazes at the dress in dreamy delight. “However beautiful it is, I still want my friend Dame Kizuwanda to show everyone at the gala that she still has it. Even after being around those brutes for so long, the Dame Kizuwanda McCoy is back on the scene!”

			I’m moved at Aracely’s immense regard for Kizuwanda. It’s apparent she still commands respect as the most successful garment engineer on Upper Earth.

			But then, even more moving is that she readily sacrificed that ambition to help topple our oppressors.

			“I insist it is known as an Aracely design to one and all,” Kizuwanda says.

			“Really?” Aracely turns to her, linking her arms tighter. “You’d really put my name on it?” When Kizuwanda nods, Aracely goes on, “That is so kind, Dame Kizuwanda. And it will make me feel better about not undertaking Guardian Aeon’s commission, then. Because, this way, he’ll think I actually did do it! However, can I ask for one thing to be added to the dress so that I feel a bit better about taking credit for it?” She walks over to the gown and turns the dress form around to examine the back. “And it is something Raisa absolutely loved on the dress I made her.”

			“Sure, what is it?” Kizuwanda comes over and stands beside Aracely as she traces the tucks on the back of the bodice.

			“Wings. Can we add the golden wings I made?” Aracely asks. “They are light but majestic, reaching eight feet from the ground up.”

			“Amazing.” Kizuwanda finally smiles a genuine smile. “On one condition to your condition. Can you courier those wings here so I can work on attaching them right away? And collect some materials I need—you, yourself—not via droid or drone?”

			When Aracely looks perplexed, Kizuwanda says, “I frankly don’t trust anyone to not leak that the dress design is actually mine. Only you should be known for it as Guardian Aeon chose your talent.”

			Aracely gives her a gentle smile back and nods. “Then I’ll leave right now to get your things. I’ll drop off the wings myself too.”

			When she leaves after getting a list, Kizuwanda pulls the screen shut and turns to me. “We can work a weapon into those wings, for one of us to access should we need to. I can engineer something quickly.”

			We both turn to the dress in unison. It is a stunning number.
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			Kizuwanda asks Aracely to take me to the dressing rooms section off the Founders’ Oculus to prep for tonight, a droid pulling my assigned garment trunk behind us. Aracely thinks it’s because I’ll be touching up Raisa’s makeup and helping her with any dress mishaps during the evening that I need to “set up shop” ahead of time, but we have two other reasons for the excursion: one, for me to scout the premises, to make sure all our plans can work as I envisioned them, and the second is so that when Raisa comes for her last fitting at Aracely’s studio, it is only Kizuwanda who’ll be there.

			Kizuwanda was able to put together some simple tools to be used as weapons with the items Aracely brought us, and we stitched them into her dress.

			Outside the Ascension Institute, in a ring around the building itself, I note there are white-uniformed guards holding weapons that, being white, blend into their uniforms. Though as an assistant, I’m not permitted to go up the main steps into the oculus, I see that each person walking in is getting scanned.

			The security will be even tighter tonight.

			“Lots of scanning,” I mention casually to Aracely as we go around to a back entrance.

			“Oh yes, we’ve been assured there are four security rings now that that Upper Earth lieutenant was found on the Bridge with a stolen droid.” She tsks. “There’s nothing linking him to the brutes, but the guardians are being very careful.”

			“Four rings, huh?”

			“Yes, that’s the first one we saw, around the institute and on the steps.”

			I want to ask for more details, but probing is sure to raise her suspicion.

			“Anyway, we don’t have to worry about the others. As those are scans of all guests entering the event tonight. We just have this one right here.” Aracely nods at the guard in white who directs us to pass through a doorway that beeps once as we enter. After we walk down the passage to the base of a set of stairs, she leans over to whisper, “But we can still see the event, as I’ve found a little spot to peer down into the atrium from the dressing room.”

			We climb the low broad steps that curve, until we reach a huge door that says Dressing rooms, level three.

			As I follow Aracely down the corridor to our designated dressing room for Raisa, I glance toward a set of steps that winds around and gives a glimpse of another level, and my heart skips.

			In the black tailcoat, black gloves, and top hat that Kizuwanda tweaked for him, Lein is standing there—in his Lein mask—holding open a short white jacket for Musaid to fit his arms into. Once Musaid does so, he turns around and picks up the covered birdcage on the floor.

			His cheek is swollen on one side, and he has a black eye on the other.

			He sees me and is about to wave when Lein swats his hand.

			I continue down the corridor.

			Things are being set into place. We are getting into place.

			And I’m beginning to feel that date pit in my stomach tossing as my heart begins to thump with all the things that can go wrong tonight.

			Root yourself.

			It’s like Lein is whispering to me. Fix your eyes on something around you now and plant yourself in this moment.

			As Aracely opens the door for me, I immediately look up and take in the beautiful dressing room Raisa’s been assigned. Aracely is chattering about the different storage compartments cleverly hidden in the bare-looking space, and that there’s a closet with a view of the atrium, but I’m tracing with my eyes the ornate tile work on the floor, which echoes the tile work on the ceiling.

			It’s made up of repeating tiny square tiles, cream, dark green, and a deep crimson red, that put together make up a series of mosaics of one specific flower interacting with leaves in a circular design.

			But it’s not just any flower—it’s the trumpet-like red ones from the trees that fed the first migrants for decades before Upper Earth razed every single one to the ground.

			Hill blossoms.

			I’ve seen example drawings of them in many records as people tried to keep the memory of these trees alive, after they went extinct on Lower Earth.

			Why are hill blossoms given such a prominent place here at the Ascension Institute?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Two

				Lein

			
			I swatted at Musaid for dropping his role for a second by almost waving at Khalda, but I can’t help doing the same thing—nearly forgetting the assigned mission myself as we step into the vast atrium that is the Founders’ Oculus.

			We’re supposed to follow our guide to our designated elevator to the raised stage where we’ll be performing “The Rookmaster,” but I stand stock-still in my tracks and stare.

			A huge hill blossom tree is in the center of the atrium, its red-flowered branches reaching for the sky through the oculus’s opened roof.

			The tree’s root system is visible through the glass floor it sprouts from; the roots descend into an illuminated subfloor, subtle mist rising from below.

			The alternating white and gold veins of the black marble floor of the atrium all meet precisely to make radial lines that gets smaller and smaller as they gets closer to the tree.

			It’s like our attention is being directed to the tree they stole from Lower Earth.

			That they denied the people, but took for themselves.

			I’ve been searching for years for any sprouts that resembled young hill blossoms, believing there to be some remnants on Earth still, but to no avail.

			I even made it a mission at Vireo Regenesis to try to isolate the genomes that comprised hill blossoms. Nothing worked.

			Even as Crown Prince Lein, I understood it was vital to revive the tree native to Lower Earth, that it was a mark of the earth coming back to life.

			I knew Upper Earth itself had eliminated hill blossoms on Earth but had believed what Aeon told me when I’d shared my desire to grow the tree again.

			He’d said that a bout of invasive beetles had destroyed many of them in the decades following the last migration and that the Council of Guardians at the time had decided that in order to prevent their spread to the people’s other crops, they had to raze the hill blossoms and sanitize the land. Aeon had said the people had protested, but—and then he’d repeated what he’d often said, that I’d believed wholeheartedly back then, too—Upper Earth guardians of the new world we were ushering in had to rely on learning all the ways general populations of the past were nearsighted, that the visionaries had to think ahead for their ultimate benefit.

			That this was what being a “guardian” was all about.

			Ha. I learned the truth of hill blossoms from the records in Khalda’s cellar. They’d killed the trees to starve the people, to make them dependent on Upper Earth.

			“Lein?” Musaid has come back to me. We decided on using my masked name for our interactions. “Elevator is waiting.”

			He turns around to see what I’m staring at. “Cool, the way the mist feeds the roots, huh?”

			I nod and continue walking.

			I’ve been quiet with him since I failed to beat him up in the submersible.

			I pushed him up against a wall, but every time I tried to punch him, Nada’s face came into my mind. And then I heard Nayf’s voice, talking to Raisa in the rose gazebo about when we were kids.

			Musaid loved Nada from the moment he met her; that was evident. Like a friend first, and then it became something more.

			I’ve only loved Khalda for half a year, and if I thought someone had killed her, I’d strap explosives to their car too.

			And then I remembered everything I’d put Musaid through with that torture link.

			Of course he hated Lein.

			I hate me before too.

			I abandoned beating him up. And then Jansu stepped in to try, but he, too, found Musaid’s face unpunchable.

			Desperate, Musaid goaded us, even trying to get Devon angry at him. Devon kicked him a few times but wouldn’t touch that earnest face.

			In the end, Musaid slammed his own face into the metal bathroom door a few times and then bent down and pulled the doorknob hard into his eye.

			Now he walks beside me with a face people turn away from quickly.

			I have to give it to him: He’s very serious about this mission.
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			As I stand on our stage—each performer gets their own spot somewhere high around the cylindrical walls—and look at the atrium, I think about my own mission.

			Besides the rook show and destroying the core processor, I also have two more tasks to accomplish tonight.

			There’s part two of my show: After I leave “The Rookmaster” to destroy the core in the Pavilion district and find Eyas’s location, I’ll return here and use my tracker to kidnap Hasuf, get back into the Stray mask, and kill the old man onstage up in sight of everyone, as a warning to Upper Earth guardians who think they’re invincible.

			As a message to Aeon: We know you sent Hasuf to deliver our minds to your new world order.

			And then I’m going to explode the Bridge when Salwe gives me the word that she’s done with her own goals.

			She wanted me to help her blow up Upper Earth too after she stormed it upon Operation Golden Flight’s conclusion, but I told her that once the team gets away, she can do whatever she wants with the crooks who will wine, waltz, and dine here tonight.

			I simply want to make sure that they never get to feed off Lower Earth again.

			That’s why, when the team members on the submersible went to sleep early last night to prep for Musaid and me to leave for Upper Earth this morning, I drove the sub deep into the ocean, across to the shore where Qasam was waiting on a Lower Earth beach. I smuggled and hid him on board with all the explosives he’d shipped me on the truck at the start of the mission, which Salwe and I’d been steadily stocking the sub with during the team’s time at Vireo.

			Qasam and his bombs are now waiting on the sub—unbeknown to Jansu—as it floats in the waters around the launchpad for the cue I’ll give to explode the hand that feeds Upper Earth: the Bridge.

			At the end, between Salwe and me, only Lower Earth will remain.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Three

				Musaid

			
			“What happened to you to get a face like that?” A woman with yellow makeup all over her face is staring at me. Her hair is yellow, too, as is her entire body.

			“That only a mother can love, huh?” This time it’s a woman all in blue.

			Even their scalplinks are completely yellow or blue.

			I turn from one to the other. “Are you two some kind of crayon show?”

			We’re the only ones in the greenroom I just entered to pick up some snacks. I’d expected something good, but they’re just more chewy ropy protein bars and nutrition pellets.

			Along with these pathetic offerings, at least there’s some tea on the table. The label on the teapot says ginger-apple flavor, and I immediately think about Nada. Something-and-ginger was always her favorite tea combination.

			“We are Time Immemorial and Primordial,” the women announce before getting up from their table to demonstrate some movements where their limbs get interlaced and they merge completely and then separate fluidly. They break away and turn to me to see my reaction.

			I’d picked up the teapot to pour my tea, then paused out of politeness to watch, but now look at them blankly. What was that anyway?

			There’s no tea in the pot. “Oh, great, the tea is done.”

			“We have some.” The yellow woman points at the cups on their table.

			“What did you think about our dance?” asks the blue woman.

			“I don’t understand it.” I walk over to their table. There are four cups full of tea. “Are there others joining you for tea?”

			The yellow woman shakes her head. “The dance is about our primordial needs to connect with each other and nature. We live on Upper Earth but don’t get to feel the land we are fed from. We don’t get to feel each other.” She opens her eyes at that and looks at me as though that sentence has some sort of deep meaning behind it.

			“But through our dance studio, you can ground yourself and liven up at the same time.” The blue woman touches the side of her scalplink, and an aura projects with the name, Time Immemorial & Primordial Dance Studio, and an address. She looks at the yellow woman, and they communicate through scalplink before she turns back to me. “We would love to dance with you someday. Even with that face.”

			“Because we can both tell there’s a lovely one underneath all those bruises.” The yellow woman walks over to me and reaches a hand out to my face, but I draw it back quickly.

			“I just wanted to ask if you’ll share some of your tea, or are all four cups for you two?” I brusquely ask.

			Or is tea enough for four not enough for three up here on Upper Earth?

			“Oh yes, they’re for us. We need it all to maintain our bodies’ flow state,” the blue woman says, coming to stand beside the yellow woman. They both stare at me. “Unless…you’d like to dance with us now?”

			The yellow woman takes a step closer. “Yes, we’d love to merge our bodies with yours.”

			I back away slowly and then turn around and run out the door.

			We were warned this mission would be dangerous, but I never thought that danger would involve a dance troupe trying to bribe me with tea to “merge our bodies.”

			As I run down the hall to our dressing room, I think about how I’m going to explain what just happened to the Stray.

			He’d laugh me out of the room.

			But he’s not in the dressing room when I return. I step out onto the stage on the other end of our room. Each dressing room acts like backstage, too, and leads onto its allotted performers’ stage in the venue. Ours is just to the upper left of the massive main stage on the atrium floor. There’s a large platform being wheeled onto it, and people in white lab coats directing equipment setup.

			I go back into the dressing room and then out to the hall again.

			The yellow and blue women are emerging from the greenroom.

			Any minute now they’re going to turn this way. They absolutely cannot see what dressing room I’m in.

			I slip into another prep room quickly.

			“Ah, simply superb!” someone says from behind me. “Just the man I wanted to see. Was going to pop into your dressing room right now! You’re from next door, right?”

			Oh no, I’m stuck with another weirdo.

			I’m afraid to turn around.

			“Will you help me?”

			I slowly rotate myself, raising my hands to my chest in fists in case I need them.

			There’s an elderly man in a wheelchair.

			I lower my hands, relieved. “Yes, of course I’ll help you.”

			“When is your show?” asks the man, dressed in a long tailcoat exactly like the Stray’s but in crimson. His face is clean-shaven except for a very thin line of a beard that follows the edges of his jawline. The beard is stark black, while his hair is stark white. “The Rookmaster. When I glimpsed that on your dressing room door, I wished to be in your audience immediately! Sounds exciting!”

			“I believe we’re the third performance,” I say. “Do you need assistance getting to your stage?”

			“No, I’ve got an aide for that. I’ve got loads of aides, and, in fact, not all of them are droids. Just not completely human, being so reliant on their links. But you, with a face like that, are fully human, plainly being unable to avoid life’s pitfalls, and I need one of those,” he says. He puts out his hand. “Dorian Hale. I’m closing the evening’s lineup before the big Golden Reveal from Aeon, but my assistant is going to be absolutely late even for that slot. She’ll make it for the disappearing act but for—”

			“Oh, sorry I can’t help with a magic show, as I have to leave right after my performance.”

			“Leave for what? There aren’t any other events going on in Upper Earth. And all the air carrier trips are canceled the moment Le Vol Doré starts, so you can’t go back to the Bridge, where you live, judging by your outdated scalplink.”

			My hand goes to the fake link Kizuwanda fitted on each member of the team very soon after we arrived at Vireo in order for us to “get used to them” on our foreheads.

			Bingo—I forgot I’m even wearing it.

			“I’m actually going to get treatment for my face,” I say honestly, though I don’t add the part about getting a massage at the Casbah. Who in their right mind would believe someone wants their bruises touched?

			“Oh come on, drop the act; you just don’t want to help me. You know as well as I do that the best thing to do for a black eye is to let it rest.” Dorian leans closer to me from his wheelchair. “All I’m asking you to do is mingle with the guests before my act so you’re seen as an actual gala-goer, and then, during my show, yell out ‘Yes, that’s mine!’ from the audience.”

			“For what?” I’m getting hangry now. First two “immemorial and primordial” women tried to chase me down, and now this guy wants me to be a part of his magician’s act—and all because I went searching for food.

			“I’m doing a billet reading trick as part of my mentalist magic performance, and for the first example, I read aloud a note not given from the audience, and I simply need a plant like you to claim it’s their note, to start the reading of actual written submissions from the audience. It’s just to prime their mind for the tricks to come.”

			“That’s it?” I’m suspicious. Wait—written submissions from the audience? Is this a setup to get me? “And what do you mean written notes? Security measures in place for the gala don’t allow that. No written content.” I clear my throat. “And rightly so.”

			“As a legacy honored guest, I have a special exemption for my show.” He tips his head and strangely shakes it at me. “You don’t know me, it appears.”

			I shrug, unsure why I would know him. “And how do I get into the audience if I’m a performer’s assistant? I don’t have an invitation for the gala.”

			“But, ah, I do.” He shifts his upper body to fish in his right pants pocket. He holds up a bunch of chit bracelets. “I got a few of these for my attendants and assistants as, unlike most of the other performers, I’m actually invited to the event.” He peers at me. “Do you really not recognize me?”

			I freeze. What’s he talking about? Is he someone I should know from Lower Earth? From the palace?

			Or—I gulp—from my trips here as a child with Nene Nushba and later on ferrying Lein as his pilot?

			“I’m the Dorian Hale, from the auras announcing Upper Earth’s events for Lower Earth.” He clears his throat and speaks in a pleasing, smooth tone, infused with positivity. “An emphatically galactic event tonight with the betrothal of Crown Prince Lein of Lower Earth to Upper Earth chief guardian’s daughter, Raisa—we, in each of the realms, breathlessly await the grand future this opens for all of humanity!”

			His voice takes me right back to my childhood, watching auras with my mother. She was obsessed with every single thing he presented. It was one of the lights in her hard days working in service at the palace—watching his upbeat auras soothed her into the belief that the world was an amazing place.

			They lulled me too. And were one of the reasons I was so excited as a child to see Upper Earth with Nene Nushba, so ready to fall for their exceptionalism.

			But I guess that’s not this man’s fault. “Ah, I remember now.” I gaze at him, seeing some sadness in his eyes as he finishes his announcement. “Why did you stop? And turn to magic?”

			“It simply stopped being fun, that’s why. I live for stories, and I thought I was telling the world the most wonderful stories with my auras. But I was actually an imbecile, as I learned when my garment engineer supposedly got kidnapped by the brutes and I dug into her story. Apparently, there was another story I didn’t know anything about. But you didn’t hear that from me.” He looks at me, not groveling or even appealing, just holding out the bracelet. “Will you be my plant? It’s the first part of my act. Then you can go on your merry way. But be sure to mix and mingle beforehand, and participate in my show later with that face. Disguise yourself only for your performance by picking up an eye mask from my pile here.” He indicates a box of generic masquerade masks, several with wings at their edges. They’re all either black or gold.

			The Dorian Hale is asking me to help him out.

			How am I supposed to say, But I have a processor to blow up and a getaway air carrier to pilot?

			Maybe I can recruit someone else to do this magic business in my place.

			And, a bonus: There will be proper food at the event—I can even eat before the performance begins.

			The Stray, too, hasn’t eaten. He probably wouldn’t get motivated by the lure of food, but I can convince him to join me on the floor to check out the security setup before we leave for the Pavilion.

			I nod and accept the bracelet Dorian still holds out. “Another for my partner? So he can get a bite to eat that isn’t the horse meal in the greenroom?”

			He shrugs why not and gives me another one. “Just make sure you tell me a good story after,” he adds with a smile on his face. Then he assumes his aura-announcer’s voice. “The Rookmaster and his sidekick take Le Vol Doré by storm with their charm and wit, leaving event-goers fluttering their fans in anticipation of discovering just who these men are, one properly masked, the other masked in bruises.”

			I grin at him. Then I open the door slightly and look out.

			The coast is clear, so I shake Dorian’s hand and go back to my own room.

			I’m more hungry than ever now, but soon I’ll get to eat what everyone at the gala is having.

			At that, I perk up and walk to the lighted mirror to add some more makeup to my face to camouflage the bruises better, now that I have to mix with real guests.

			When I’m done, I gaze into the mirror.

			I look like a complete mess, with a swollen face and purple-and-yellow welts showing through the makeup that’s too pale for my face, which I tried to stroke on lightly but appears caked on while still being translucent.

			I hope I don’t scare anyone tonight.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Four

				Nada

			
			I’m in the Harbor Grill, a diner in the port district, the lily pad terrain closest to the Bridge launchpad. When the oil tanker docked and I got off with the rig workers to jostle with the crowds of fishermen and dockworkers, someone had passed me a handwritten note telling me to come here.

			I’m here, but I don’t see anything or anyone connected to my mission.

			Until I see him.

			The memory falls neatly into my brain now: the little boy from the Nothing People I gave my sea-glass bracelet to. Here at the diner, he’s reaching for an ice cream cone the cashier is passing him and, as he does so, I confirm it’s him—he’s still wearing my bracelet on his wrist.

			He looks up from licking his cone right into my eyes.

			His own eyes light up with recognition, and he begins to walk over when a low voice passing by speaks into my ear. “Bathroom, now.”

			I turn and immediately follow a figure in a long brown dockworker coat into the bathroom.

			When I get inside, there’s no one there, but only one of the four stalls is closed, another “out of order,” so I’m certain the one I’m looking for is behind the shut door.

			The door opens, and Zynnia comes out.

			The memory she evokes is not so quick to fall:

			First, I see green plants hanging from gaps in the ceiling.

			A palace.

			Then stairs, huge stairs.

			Clure coming down the steps, her blue eyes sad.

			It’s Clure who just came out of the bathroom.

			Not Zynnia.

			No.

			She’s both.

			And just like that, I know Zynnia is Clure, the girl I saved before I “died.”

			Her long brown coat is off, and now she’s wearing pristine white coveralls ending in white boots, a white scalplink that matches her outfit across her forehead. The scalplink covers the wound from her embed removal, and her hair is wound up in a bun on top of her head

			As it always is when she’s working.

			She doesn’t look at me but proceeds to wash her hands. I move beside her and gaze into the mirror to pretend to check my hair.

			“Out-of-order stall has your clothes. Put them on under your coveralls. There’s also a bag with a weapon. The bag is scan-blanketed; your clothes are a head-to-toe deadsuit with face cover. Come to the dock area nearest to the launchpad. There are crates there for service items going up to the Upper Earth event where I’ll be a server. Your crate is numbered one hundred eighteen, and the top is loose. Take your coveralls off, climb inside, and find a nook to crawl into. Fit the bag with your weapon into another nook. Pull the top in and lock from the inside. The dock crew will put the crate onto a transport shaft that will be pulled into Upper Earth’s underside. I’ll meet you in the unloading zone through a service corridor once I get up there with the other workers. If I don’t make it to you, use your weapon wisely to find your way to a woman named Kizuwanda in the atelier district of Upper Earth. She’ll give you directions to the core processor. I’ll join the rest of the servers being airlifted now. I leave with them for Upper Earth in five minutes, you in twenty.”

			I nod.

			Zynnia finally looks up at me through the mirror.

			Then we look at our own images and smile.

			But the smile is for each other.
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			As I change, I activate the link to shutter my memories again. It’s not a complete lockdown like Dr. A instituted on the oil rig, but it’s enough that pieces of my life before won’t invade the things I do now.

			Like what happened in the tanker on the way over to the Bridge.

			Almost everything I looked at on the ship, from the floor, to the doors and windows, to the ceiling of the cabin I hunkered in, pinged some sort of memory.

			I let myself become awash in them.

			And I got so caught up in reliving things, I didn’t see Firdous enter the cabin until he shook my arm as though waking me up. “You need to dole those out in bits, otherwise you’re going to drown in images as your brain revives all of your life.” He settled across from me on the floor. “I’m here to help talk you through your core memories. To anchor those within you so you can stay steady as your actual self.”

			“Dr. A is dead, Firdous,” I said.

			“We knew that day would come, Nada.”

			“You’re the second person to say my name this year.”

			“How does it feel? To come back to Nada?” He sat up as though he wanted to take notes. Only he had no pen or paper. “What’s the overwhelming feeling you’re grappling with?”

			“Sorrow at Dr. A’s passing.” I closed my eyes. “But there’s another pain too. Like I want to solve this problem.”

			“What problem?” he prodded.

			“The problem that led to the killing of Dr. A.” I opened my eyes and stared into Firdous’s deeply sympathetic brown ones. “I want to go to Upper Earth and undertake the task Dr. A trained me to do.”

			“Are you sure?” Firdous now leaned forward. “Does One-One-Eight want to do the task, or does Nada?”

			“Are you asking me whether I’ve been externally commandeered to do it or whether I, at my core, choose to?” I leaned toward him, too, and for the first time since the attack on the rig, I smiled. The movement was a small one, but I couldn’t help it, looking at Firdous’s eyebrows knitting together in interest while anticipating my answer. “Are you wondering if my quest for justice is nurture or nature, like the good scientist you are?”

			He nodded quickly, grinning back at me. “Dr. A and I often wondered that, as the only reason Dr. A decided to teach you to obliterate Upper Earth’s processor is because you were intrinsically justice-minded from the start, from before you got to the rig. We were convinced you’d have wanted to learn it all, even if you knew you were Nada the moment you woke up from your medically induced coma after your shooting. But we were periodically worried that you wouldn’t choose the same role for your life if you got a second chance.” He stopped smiling, the worry he spoke about now conquering his face. “And medically, we couldn’t release your memories and stall your progress, so we had no real way of knowing.”

			“Especially since I hated being seen as a tool?” I raised my eyebrows at Firdous, but I was still smiling.

			“Do you see yourself as one now?”

			“No, not at all.” I shrugged. “Anyhow, I came to a striking realization when I passed all of Dr. A’s tests. Tools are not inherently evil. It’s what they’re used for and why.”

			He nodded but didn’t speak. He wanted me to continue.

			“You can use tools to exploit. To grow power.”

			“And what kind of tool do you want to be?”

			“I want to be an instrument. Pointing to justice. Dealing with those who hinder it.”

			“Dr. A would be proud.” Firdous beamed. “Is that what’s driving you now?”

			“For the past couple of hours, I scanned myself, and everything I remember of my life before, and everything I learned on the rig. And I know something with a certainty I can hear and see so clearly through all the noise I stirred within: I still want to stop the enslavement of all peoples. As both Nada and One-One-Eight. And I don’t ever want to choose otherwise,” I said firmly. Then I sat up, excited. “No, I’ll be Nada using the blade that is One-One-Eight to execute this mission. I’ll wield the tool as needed.”

			His smile reappeared. “So you’re still the same girl born with that super-strong will!”

			“Ready to take on ALIGN.” I lifted up my arms and flexed both my biceps. “With wills of steel. Muscles too. And a secret superweapon inside.”

			Firdous laughed. “Don’t I know it!” He settled back against the wall, relieved. “Okay then, after we go over your core memories, I’ll teach you how to keep those at bay, along with any other memories you don’t want interfering, so you can concentrate on the task at hand. I’ll also tell you about what’s happening on Upper Earth, the gala there.”

			I nodded, completely ready to compartmentalize my Nada-self, eager to once again activate the blade known as One-One-Eight.

			For Dr. A, I made the switch eagerly. For the cause.

			Or actually, as Dr. A always corrected himself, For the One, and for the oneness of all people ordained by the One.
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			When I emerge from the bathroom into the diner ten minutes later, the little boy with my sea-glass bracelet is waiting right outside the door, his ice cream cone almost finished.

			I put a finger up to my lips and beckon him to follow.

			We walk quietly to the docks loading area.

			The boy is smart enough not to talk until there’s no one around. And then he says something scary. “You’re Nada. You’re not supposed to be alive.”

			I don’t answer, wondering if he’s a plant.

			“Hey, little boy, where’s your scalplink?” a dockworker walking by calls out.

			The boy’s hands go up to his forehead.

			“He’s getting an update because the old one got zapped when our mom threw her drink at him,” I quickly say. Did my link just supply that? It does know that the rate of alcoholism on the Bridge is high.

			The worker nods, laughs, and continues walking. “Aye, the poor woman’s probably been working too hard like the rest of us.”

			When we get to the crates waiting for the transport lift, I scan until I find the one labelled 118. Then I stop and pull the boy behind it, with me. Our backs are to the ocean. “What are you doing here?”

			“Jansu said I could go try an ice cream for the first time in my life. He told me to wear the fake link Kizuwanda gave me, but it was so scratchy I took it off. It’s in here.” He pulls his backpack off and begins to unzip it.

			I stop him. “Did you just say Jansu and Kizuwanda?” I’ve never seen Kizuwanda before, but I heard Raisa speak fondly about her.

			He nods.

			“You’re with them? Really?”

			“And Musaid, Raisa, Khalda, Nayf, and—” Now his eyes widen. “The Stray. He’s the one who gave me money to try-ice-cream-one-day!” The boy says the ice cream part as though it’s one word, as though it was an order he had to follow.

			My heart sings. I’ve heard from Dr. A about the Stray that the boy talks about so fondly. I know the Stray is on our side, and then, the others the boy mentioned are my people.

			And they’re all still alive.

			“Where are they—” I pause, sighting more dockworkers heading this way from the far end of the lily pad. One of them looks like the supervisor by the way he walks, leading the others. He won’t so easily accept that this boy is awaiting a new scalplink.

			I open the boy’s backpack and find the link he’s talking about.

			It’s a toy—something someone made by bending a piece of scrap metal into a semicircle. “This is the link Kizuwanda gave you?”

			He blinks up at me and then a tear rolls down his face. “I didn’t get a fake link. Everyone else did. So I made my own.”

			“But why would Jansu tell you to wear this to go get ice cream?”

			Now the boy looks down. I fit a finger under his chin and lift his face up. “He didn’t, did he?”

			He shakes his head. “Jansu is always looking at screens in the sub, and I always ask him if I can peek up at the Bridge from the peephole. One day it was so close to a ramp that went underwater from the dock, and so I opened the peephole and walked up to it. That was yesterday. Today I came for ice cream.” He hangs his head again.

			I peer around and see the dock crew going from crate to crate, scanning each one.

			They’ll apprehend him. Anyone without a scalplink is committing a crime.

			And I can’t take mine off and give it to him, because then I’ll be unable to move.

			The workers are getting closer.

			I take the bag with the weapon off my shoulder. It’s a bowgun that folds up like a box. “I’m getting into that crate to go to Upper Earth. You’ll have to come with me, as the only alternative is a droid capturing you.”

			The boy nods, like he understands.

			“But you need to get into this bag and sit where I tell you to so we don’t get caught, okay?” I take out the gun and drop it into the ocean. Then I undo my coveralls, step out of them wearing my black velvet deadsuit, and scrunch the coveralls into the boy’s backpack, zipping it up when I’m done.

			The boy gets into the black weaponless bag I open wide for him. He fits just so.

			It’s not a deadsuit, though, simply having some unscannable properties.

			I’ll just have to cover him myself and pray we escape detection.
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			In the dark of the crate, we wait, the boy siting in my lap in the bag, my arms wrapped around him, my head bent over so his is tucked under my chin.

			We hear footsteps.

			They stop.

			Scan.

			I hold my breath and hope the boy does too.

			The steps move on.

			But I dare not breath normally until we know for sure they’re gone.

			Suddenly the crate we’re in jumps up a bit, and I almost let go of the boy. Our container is rising.

			Another hard bump as the top of our box fits with a clang onto the crate above us.

			Then another attaches to ours from below and we jump again.

			It must be some sort of magnetic system, because we feel more and more crates attaching.

			And then we’re rising higher than ever before.

			We’re going to the place I swore I’d never ever go.

			But it’s not for a visit.

			It’s to bring them down to earth.

		

	
		
			
				Part Six

				Le Vol Doré
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				Chapter Thirty-Five

				Raisa

			
			Kizuwanda’s in Aracely’s shop when I go for my final fitting on the morning of Le Vol Doré. The gala takes place tonight and we have no time to lose.

			While I’m relieved to see Kizuwanda, I’m more eager to give her my feather pin to pass on to the others—we do the exchange when she unclips the pin from the outfit I wore here.

			“Did you know you’re such royalty that they clear the roads in the atelier district before you arrive?” Kizuwanda says aloud for the recording devices. There are no cameras in the changing room we’re in, so our performances here will solely be in audio. She mouths, They’re isolating you.

			I knew it—there’s a reason I don’t see anyone familiar wherever I move in Upper Earth, except from a distance.

			Hasuf is not with Upper Earth. He’s not a traitor, I mouth back. “Oh my gosh, Aracely did such a phenomenal job with this dress!” Kizuwanda made a loud production of just how impressive Aracely’s work was on the gown when I had entered, so I knew I had to play along.

			“Aracely’s engineering is superb. She’s quickly taking over my reputation! Let me just hem this a little bit more, though.” Kizuwanda leans closer, and amid the whir of the sewing machine she turns on with no fabric fed into it, she whispers, “I know, dear one, and it took everything in me to not share it with you all who hated him so, but the murrabi didn’t want to lose all the gains it gave us for him to be so close to your father. Every time Khalda would visit with rations for me in the palace dungeons, he’d drop me off there personally to pretend I was imprisoned. And then he’d wait in a cell until he could escort me back safely. He’s a saint.”

			I feel terrible. “But Papa knows now. He’ll be killed.”

			Kizuwanda’s face changes, falling like I’ve never seen it. “Are you sure?”

			I nod, flicking away the tears that spring to my eyes. It’s time to be stronger than my grief and fears. “What do we do?”

			She blinks fast, and I see that she, too, is holding back tears. Then she takes a breath and whispers firmly, “We don’t leave our teacher Murrabi Hasuf. That means we don’t leave our plans. That’s the only thing he wants before he passes on from this world.”

			I’m about to shake my head when I realize the truth of what she’s saying. After Hasuf stayed true to the cause for so long at great risk, he wouldn’t want us abandoning it now.

			That means Papa wins. Again.

			I remember he might be listening. “Oh, the wings flap now? Imagine if they were even taller!”

			Kizuwanda tsks, stopping the machine. “Taller? You won’t be able to move around, silly! I’m worried it might already be too unwieldy. Here, let’s practice walking in it now.”

			Instead, as I tap my heels in place on the floor to pretend walk, she removes certain quills from my wings. The feathers are pointed at the tip but hollow, with a stubby base attached. She pulls the base back into the feather, and a dart shoots out. “Each has five shots, range is ten to fifteen feet, and they will escape scanners due to utilizing compressed air to shoot. And the darts are part of the wing structure. The white feathers are tipped with paralytics, gold with penetrative charges—they can go through glass, if need be.”

			I nod and then pretend to trip. “Okay, you’re right, these wings are already quite hard to handle.”

			“Practice! That’s why you’re here a few hours before the event!”

			I take a penetrative-dart quill and shoot it at the wall. Kizuwanda presses the sewing machine again to mask the sound of the dart’s entry into the wall. Then she moves fast to throw water from a vase of flowers on the spark that immediately starts. She nods at me like she’s satisfied. “Aracely will be there to dress you tonight, but I’ll send the wings home with you now so you can practice more. Show Nayf their beauty as well!” she loudly exclaims before winking at me and mouthing, They’re for both of you as needed.

			I thank her, and twenty minutes later, the guard Papa assigned me carries my wings to the land carrier.

			I was never a good soldier before, but now I want to shoot darts into the heart of this empire.

			The carrier is the only one parked in the district. Again, the streets are empty of a single soul except for my guard and driver.

			Before I get into the vehicle, I rush back in to Aracely’s shop, pretending I left something in the changing room. When Kizuwanda follows me there, I ask her to use her network to locate Suzume and Moineau’s designers/engineers for tonight and send a message through them to the girls. “Ask Suzume and Moineau to drop in on me at the guest manor before the event,” I whisper. “Ask if they’ll have high tea with me.”

			I need to know there will be at least one or two friendly Upper Earth faces at Le Vol Doré.
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			Suzume and Moineau visit, but I immediately sense unease in their interactions with me.

			We’re having tea and sandwiches in the sitting room, yet it’s clearly not a visit between friends.

			They exchange glances frequently, and at one point, Suzume leans forward and asks, “Is it true that you wore red in front of a crowd? The color of the brutes who’ve been reared from birth to destroy us?”

			Moineau doesn’t add to Suzume’s query but sits there looking eager to hear my answer.

			They are not my friends.

			“Where did you hear this?” I take another salmon pâté sandwich and look at its neat roundness.

			Each of the sandwiches is distinctly shaped so you know which one is which. The roast beef one is shaped like a crown, as red meat is considered a luxury now.

			This was Upper Earth, all about classification—affirming that hierarchy, enforced and subtle, is a natural part of society.

			When they don’t answer, I press on. “Are people gossiping about me?”

			“Well, it’s because the guardian families get details and—” Suzume looks at Moineau as if to ask whether to proceed. Moineau nods discreetly, like I can’t see everything playing out in front of me. Suzume continues. “Moineau is engaged to Merle; you remember Guardian Jared’s son? And she’s been hearing everything through him. He’s just been made guardian, the youngest ever.”

			Merle, groomed to become a guardian since he was a child. Very arrogant, with lots to say on the “psychology of brutes.” And, come to think of it, I rarely saw him with a scalplink on—he was probably one of those young elites encouraged to think independently with a “freed brain,” as Kizuwanda called it. “Oh yes, I remember Merle. So brilliant, he was put in charge of making lists of the most violent brutes on Earth, right? At a young age?”

			Moineau nods again, blushing at my “compliment” of her fiancé. And then she speaks in that breathless way she has, as though her tiny frame can’t hold enough oxygen for her to communicate adequately. “Merle told me they’re saying that Amir Nayf is not actually in love with you, that he’s using you to take over Upper Earth from your father.”

			I almost choke on my sandwich, laughing. “I used to be the one to share made-up stories passed off as top secret information with you both. Now you’re sharing stories about me.”

			Moineau studies me. “You don’t believe it?”

			“I had to push Nayf to become an amir in the first place. He is the least power-hungry person I’ve ever met,” I say plainly—because it’s the truth. I continue with more truth. “His whole life, he’s just wanted what you all want: peace.” Now I embellish. “That’s why he finally wants to join with Upper Earth. I convinced him it’s the only way to ultimate peace.”

			Suzume moves closer to me suddenly, looping an arm through mine like she’s decided to let her guard down. “And you don’t distrust his brute background?”

			“Did you distrust Crown Prince Lein’s before?”

			They both shake their heads. Then Moineau also moves closer and says, “But Merle says it’s very hard for brutes to change their DNA. As they have bloodlust bred in their bones because they’ve been taught to hate us so much. He called them poisonous vermin if they’re not trained out of their natures. Like Crown Prince Lein was educated from birth, first by his father and then, later, your father.”

			Now I really have to stop eating if I don’t want to choke. I don’t answer Moineau, because I’m trying not to shake her. Does she really believe that about other human beings? That they’re born as “poisonous vermin”?

			That would mean that killing their babies would be seen as an act of virtue.

			Did I myself believe this before?

			I simply shake my head, being too hurt—by Moineau, for Lower Earthers—to speak.

			She goes on, not so breathless now, not so affected. “It would be so nice if there was peace through you and Amir Nayf joining us.” Her eyes are sincere, and I realize, yes, this was me a year ago; I, too, had been programmed to see the world in such a comforting, self-serving way, a world made up of hordes who wanted to kill us simply for our sweet and joyful exceptionalism.

			I almost reply with the Ahraar teaching: Peace without justice is not true peace; it’s a euphemism for tyranny.

			Instead, remembering how both Moineau and Suzume are as clueless as I was before, I just nod.

			And take a risk.

			They’re not my friends, but they’re also not my enemies.

			“Will you two spend time with me at the gala tonight?” I look from one to the other. “I’ve been so lonely since I came back home.” I truly mean that—but also, I need them around to execute my part of the mission properly.

			They’ll give me cover when I need to either escape, or hurt someone to escape.

			They both nod and lean over to side-hug me simultaneously so fast that I’m grateful that we’ll be evacuating Upper Earthers instead of following Mama’s violent ideology.

			I would never want Suzume and Moineau hurt in any way; they are how they are because, like I used to be, they both love being knitted into an alternate reality of the world; besides life on Upper Earth being so pleasurable—and here, I remember their delight at choosing Le Vol Doré dresses for their mimicquins to try as I saw them on Jansu and Marcel’s surveillance screens two weeks ago—it’s also comforting to not to think for themselves.

			Their scalplinks have simply “enlightened” their minds so much, they walk in a safe, selfish cocoon of light in a dark world.

			I just know their commonplace books are full of ALIGN sayings copied in peppy handwriting.

			Meanwhile, Merle must have a manifesto in his book on the legitimacy of killing “unfit” brutes and breeding stronger ones for labor.

			With the way Papa talked about the brutes to me growing up, those fascist thoughts won’t be impossible to find in a rising young guardian’s journal.

			While Suzume and Moineau chat on, now more relaxed, a strange new feeling shows up within me: What began as irritation about their complacency now fans to anger as I keep hearing about Merle and the thoughts of other young guardians in his circle.

			As Moineau goes on and on about her wedding and how Merle wants it to be very “indulgent” and full of luxuries, to show the brutes that “they will not terrorize us out of our joys too,” I suddenly know something with certainty: If Merle had been in the valley below me two weeks ago, that day I couldn’t shoot the guard, if Merle had been supervising the tying up of an innocent woman to a stake to be killed, a woman who didn’t want her children taken away from her by droids, I would have shot him without hesitation.

			And I would have been completely proud to do so too.
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			When they leave, a new wave of fear hits me as I realize that by committing to spend time with Moineau tonight at the gala, I’ll also be talking to Merle.

			Will he be able to sniff me out? With his suspicious, hate-filled mind?

			I reach for my masbaha beads, but they’re not on me.

			I left them at Aracely’s when I tried on my dress earlier.

			I take a seat on the sofa in the sitting room, heart sinking. I’m not a good performer. I’ll make a mess of pretending to be a grateful Upper Earther. Merle will report me to Papa immediately, proud to have rooted out the traitor in their midst.

			Mind over matter, Kizuwanda would advise me if she heard my swiftly accumulating thoughts.

			To that, I’d reply: It’s just that the matter that was Nayf’s grandmother’s beads helped my mind settle.

			I raise my head as something dawns on me. I wonder if that’s why everyone who knew Nene Nushba called her calm. Because she remembered that which was beyond her worries through that string of beads.

			I guess I’ll have to do the same thing—think beyond my discomfort and immediate anxieties.

			And focus on my little part in eliminating an unjust system that guarantees perpetual suffering for others, not just the potential of personal pain, like my phobias stir in me.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Six

				Raisa

			
			The columns in front of the Ascension Institute are glowing.

			There are two parallel lines of official aura capturers neatly stationed at the edges of the red carpet leading to and up the steps.

			As Nayf and I emerge from the special aerial carrier Papa sent for us, Aracely and Khalda stepping out behind us to fix my wings and fluff out the crinoline under the dress’s skirt, there’s a murmur in the crowd of Upper Earth citizens gathered to see guest entrances.

			“She’s wearing white!” someone shouts. And then someone else murmurs, “They also have no masks on.”

			We know the instructions for Le Vol Doré were no white clothing, but Kizuwanda deliberately broke that rule.

			The dress Aracely designed was all gold.

			This one I’m wearing now is white, with Aracely’s gold-and-white wings.

			Nayf is in a black traditional Regency-era suit that’s full of sensors. The white boots his pants are tucked into have thick piping that he can remove and turn into a bowed weapon to disable droids.

			Both of us opted to go maskless for ease; Nayf is going to especially need perfect sight to take clear shots.

			We pose for several aura captures as the crowd keeps murmuring about my “audacity” to wear white.

			The color was important, as, by undoing one clip, I can drop the elaborate, heavy skirt and, with my top and the pants I wear under, mix in discreetly with the servers, as all workers at Le Vol Doré, from guards to the maintenance crew, are in white.

			This will help me join the getaway efficiently.

			At the entrance to the atrium, there’s a fourth security scan, one with an actual wand wielded by a human, and this time, we don’t get waved through as fast as the previous ones.

			The wand lingers on my wings. The guard is about to call another when Aracely says, “Oh come on, have you never encountered real rachises in clothing? And wire to hold it all together?” And then she leans over and whispers, “She’s the chief guardian’s daughter, you know, right? Don’t you see that she has on his necklace? And my dress better not be delayed in entering on such an important night for her!”

			The guard nods.

			I squeeze Aracely’s hand. I’m not sure what she knows, but it’s not real rachises I’m carrying around.

			Kizuwanda has solid friends.

			We step into the atrium, and my breath skips.

			It’s been transformed into a lighted forest, with glowing trees dotted here and there, and a huge real one in the center, a circle of guards in white around the base of it.

			I gaze up and see a multitude of clear all-glass stages hugging the walls.

			The Stray will be up there soon. Once he releases Absr for its last flight of the show, it’s game on.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Seven

				Nayf

			
			“‘Don’t Get Me Wrong’ by the Pretenders, the 2007 remaster remastered in 2154,” the DJ announces. “Continuing our journey through hits from the pre-Great-Catastrophe era!”

			The place is bustling now, the atrium floor filling with dancers and servers moving with food and drink, and the alcoves at the periphery with guests talking or watching the revelry.

			The gala is full of masks I recognize from the history books I’ve read, and I realize Upper Earth programming claims a number of oligarchs and even fascists as those who’ve contributed to their cause.

			Apparently, they see a lot of terrible people as having “taken the golden flight” out of this world.

			Raisa is laughing with friends under a glowing purple tree. She looks stunning and stands out as the only one moving around in a white ball gown.

			It’s time.

			I decide to do my first dip out of the atrium to check on the path as far as I can to the Pavilion district through the service sublevels.

			I first go to the bathroom and turn my jacket and pants inside out. They’re both lined in white like my ruffled-collar shirt.

			Now I look just like the male drink servers who, in Regency dress, are outfitted fancier than the rest of the service crew. Marcel had passed Kizuwanda detailed information on all who worked this event, and she prepared us appropriately.

			In a slit in the lining of my jacket, I find the mask.

			It’s one of most common masks here: Aeon’s father, Everett Freelund.

			I step out of the bathroom.

			“Don’t get me wrong,” the singer croons as I grab an empty drink tray from a server who set it down to fix his shoe, and weave in and out of the workers in the service zone. I need to get to an elevator at the back of the kitchen.

			The kitchen is not chaos, though.

			There’s classical instrumental music softly playing here, and everyone is working in some kind of synchronized style.

			Oh, it’s mostly droids.

			“Drinks are at the bar,” the chef, very much human and angry, says. “What are you doing here?”

			“You’re addressing Chief Guardian Aeon’s personal server. He wants me to bring those bottles of Henri IV Cognac Grande Champagne he had me secure earlier in the storage below.” I assume an affected tone. “You do know that it’s the most expensive drink recovered from the old world, right? And has to be kept in cellar-like conditions at all times? He and his friends are waiting for me now, so if you’ll excuse me.”

			The chef barks, “Make space!” and the droids shift to allow me uninterrupted passage to the back.

			I turn to shoot a look at the chef before making my way out.

			There are workers among the crates of produce and other food shuttling in, but they pay me no mind as I turn abruptly and head down the shaft that leads to the maglev cargo transit tunnel.

			It’s well lit here, and while the trains have stopped running, the path is still open down the various routes the cargo train moves. I walk along the green-line corridor to the Pavilion district.

			There’s droid security here, and my aim on this initial run is to take them all out.

			The first droid is up ahead, its back to me. It’s following another one that’s about fifty feet in front of it, and then there’s another one.

			All in all, I have five to take down on this side of the tracks.

			I bend and slide out the tubes in both of my boots’ piping. Working quickly, I assemble the far-reaching bow.

			Then I move swiftly and with a light foot to hide behind a column separating the Pavilion train tracks from the other intersecting them.

			Ten feet away from my target, I line up my shot to disable the closest droid at its core.

			I trigger the bow. The shot is perfect and depresses the control to turn the droid’s sensors off.

			But instead of off, it comes on—the unmistakable sound of a low-level security droid activating itself.

			It stiffens and turns to see what hit it.

			I pull my head in behind the column.

			It’s coming this way.

			On the other side of the train tracks, across from me, another droid is walking in the same lumbering way the droids on this side have been.

			The truth suddenly dawns on me as I watch the droids on the opposite platform: None of these droids are active—they’re not sensing my presence.

			And I just turned one on.

			Holding my breath, I wait for the activated one to reach where I’m hiding.

			And then, hugging the column with my back, I move around it until I’m directly behind the droid.

			As it whirs in readiness to pivot to me, I push the button on its rear to deactivate it again.

			It immediately goes back to being a walking machine.

			I examine its specs, remembering what Marcel taught me to look for.

			It’s weaponless. This is the lowest-level droid Upper Earth has, even lower than a house droid, even below the quaint Alet.

			It doesn’t have any intelligence or surveillance capability.

			It’s not a security droid.

			I turn around and walk up to the others in the shaft.

			All the same.

			Why are they even here?

			I decide to keep going and jog the entire way through the sublevel, beside the green-line tracks, until I reach the cargo elevator at the end that goes up to the surface. It’s locked, but the steps beside it are accessible, so I run up them to street level, opening the door at the top into a dark alley.

			At the end of the alley is the Pavilion district, with its string lights around shops dotting the night sky.

			I peer out onto the streets carefully.

			There’s no security here in this district, not human or droid. Very few people milling around. I can even see the Geisha Saloon entrance from where I’m standing just outside the alley I emerged from, and there’s nothing to impede entry.

			We’re in the clear.

			Which worries me.

			As I retrace my steps to the gala, I review why we believed the processor to be in the Pavilion penthouse in the first place.

			Why did we go with Khalda’s reasoning again?

			Well, Murrabi Hasuf confirmed it. And while at the time I didn’t trust him, now I do, completely.

			With that, I decide to stick to the plan we agreed to.

			I forgo the return route through the kitchen with the angry chef and go up another service elevator to reach the gala floor, then change back into Amir Nayf in the bathroom.

			I walk into the atrium to see that a performance has started, featuring two brightly colored women dancing on one of the many all-glass stages set high up against the wall, to music with the words Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger pulsating on the screen behind them, the auras of their performance streamed all around us.

			Their dance is forgettable, and no one is watching.

			Frankly, our annual talent nights at the palace as children had better acts.

			The music, however, changes to something a little better. The DJ calls out, “Time Immemorial and Primordial now dancing to ‘Veridis Quo’ by Daft Punk, 2001.”

			Time Immemorial and Primordial? Just as I’m shaking my head, someone comes up behind me.

			“Status?” The Stray.

			“All immobilized.” I take a sparkling water off one of the server’s trays and, after taking a sip, stare ahead and go on. “But not by me. There’s no security anywhere en route. Be careful, as it could be a trap.”

			“Noted.” He moves on but then returns, clearing his throat. “Every day, if you do something a little better than you did yesterday, that hope comes back. It can be anything. Even blowing up Upper Earth’s transport tunnels better and better each day.”

			I turn around to him, but he’s already disappeared into the crowd.

			Did the Stray just give me advice?

			Kindly?

			I shake my head again, but this time with a smile on my face.

			I move through the guests toward Raisa, who’s circled by a pair of council guardians and their partners.

			I pause to watch her from afar, in all her beauty, in her magnificence—the most beautiful girl in the entire hall.

			She’s animated. Tilting her head back to laugh occasionally, her curled tendrils of hair moving along with her. Leaning in to whisper something, her eyes lively, after which the retinue around her bursts out in laughter themselves.

			This afternoon, at our windowsill meeting, she expressed such worry about her part tonight. Told me she’d been planning on circling Nene Nushba’s masbaha beads on her wrist, pretending they were jewelry, when she actually wanted to use them as a grounding tool to help carry her through the gala, but that she’d forgotten them at her dress fitting.

			But look at her now: She’s executing her role perfectly.

			No one would be able to see her and think she’s anything but at home among her “own.”

			And I’m so relieved that now, even with her “authenticity,” I know with utmost certainty she’s performing.

			I’m not afraid anymore that she’s not fully mine. That she’ll go back to her elite roots.

			Our promise to each other that night in the rose gazebo meant that the “fake” marriage in the same spot the next day was in fact not a lie. It’s a truth we both committed to carrying always.

			She’s mine forever. With glee, I grab a soda from a passing server. And I am hers.

			As though she heard me through all the revelers, Raisa’s eyes suddenly cut away from her company. In a few seconds those eyes land on mine. She’s quick to replace the concern that first lights them with warmth and a sly, sexy smile that reaches only me.

			I blow a kiss and raise my glass to her. She does the same with her drink, continuing to gift me her special smile. We both sip at the same time, eyes still on each other.

			Am I the only one who wishes all these guests would just disappear, leaving only the two of us here? With our thirsts not satiated by our drinks but by each other?

			One of the guardians turns around to see who Raisa’s looking at, and I immediately rein myself in, like I splashed water on my galloping desire.

			I nod at the guardian, a young one named Merle, and resume making my way to their circle.

			However, as I proceed through the crowd, I can’t stop my previous disquiet from coming back, now completely dousing all those feelings fanned by sighting Raisa again.

			I haven’t seen Hasuf, or Aeon, yet at the party.

			What plans does Raisa’s father have for us?

			If stationing useless “security” drones on the way to the core processor is part of it, it means something big is afoot.

			Big and dangerous.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Eight

				Lein

			
			“And the final act of the Rookmaster’s show for you all tonight, ladies and gentlemen, is titled the Golden Flight, in homage to those who gave their lives for our freedoms, as well as those who flew on after a life of service for the betterment of humanity!” Dorian Hale announces. Musaid asked him to provide commentary to liven up our performance.

			From the way the guests have been paying attention to our show, that was a phenomenal move.

			I nod to the DJ to start playing the first music selection to accompany this final portion, a cue for our team to get ready.

			A woman’s voice, unaccompanied by music, floats over the crowd, singing a short version of “Arirang” in soprano.

			I wait for the two verses of the song’s intro to finish and the DJ to lower the rest to a background ambiance, before I start my preface.

			“In ancient times, the rook was considered a bird that could see the shine of our souls from up high. The purest souls glimmered like pearls in its sight.” I stand at the very edge of the glass stage overlooking the audience. Below, to the right of me, is the main stage, all prepared for what is obviously the rollout of the SomaScape program. “Tonight, you’ve seen the brave flights Absr has taken to wow you all. However, now I ask my avian friend to take the bravest flight of all—the golden one. For it is fabled that, at the end of its life, the rook wishes to perch in its heart in the sky, where birds go to rest forever without the troubles that plagued them in this world. Who among us does not wish for such an end? A true golden flight?” I scan the crowd and see Raisa positioned on the far left of the room, near the main service entrance, ready to change out of her dress and join us in escaping to the rim when its time. Nayf is beside her. Kizuwanda is in front of the main stage, just below me. Her job is to keep an eye on Aeon until the last second. She herself volunteered for that.

			I hope Khalda is at the sublevel already, where Musaid is to return from the Pavilion with news of Eyas’s and Saqri’s location.

			I wait while the DJ turns up the song’s final refrain.

			The first selection ends, and the opening notes of “Sodade” begin.

			In Vireo, at one of our meetings, Kizuwanda cautioned that the music choices for my show had to be historic, as that was always the theme of Le Vol Doré: a flight back to “better times.”

			Nayf asked me—politely for once—if he could suggest songs, as he said it was important to send a message to these Upper Earth elites, that he’d get them from the palace library, and Kizuwanda would pass them to the DJ via her link.

			I accepted his request, and now, filling the Founders’ Oculus, we have songs from languages no longer remaining on Earth after Upper Earth wiped them out of existence through their relentless drive to stream people into their likeness.

			During the instrumental prelude of “Sodade,” Musaid brings Absr to me, freshly prepared for this last act.

			On its claws, Musaid has attached a small piece of Eyas’s satchel for her pheromone cues, as well as a tiny tracker.

			I hold out my right hand, and Absr hops onto it.

			I extend my arm so that the rook is directly above the audience.

			Then we respectfully wait for the first two verses of this song to set the tone. The reverent hush that the revelers below me fall into en masse is exactly the mood I want.

			I want them to be all caught up in Absr’s antics afterward, and that only works if we have this quietude now.

			After the singer sings two long mournful sodades, the DJ lowers the volume.

			“But in order for the skies to open—” I stop abruptly and look up at the open ceiling above us, a cue to the audience that they shouldn’t be surprised if Absr flies out of the oculus in this act. Which it will, as Eyas is out there somewhere. Even if we can’t find the little girl’s signal in the Pavilion processor room, I want to be reassured that we’ll still find her through Absr. I go on with my introduction. “Allowing for the rook to reach its heart in the sky, it has to find something else first. Which may very well be in this room, among you.”

			The audience murmurs in excited anticipation. With their inability to rear birds here, with the absence of them flying free in the sky above them, avian lore is simply too enticing to Upper Earthers.

			I’m just hoping the brief exposure to the air quality here isn’t actually sending Absr to an early death.

			“To pass on to the hidden realm easily and connect with its true heart in the sky, a rook must first find the purest soul in the city, or, in this case, Upper Earth, and settle on her or his shoulder. This pure soul is free of great corruptions, but free to have small corruptions, of course.” I wait for the laughter I already anticipated to settle down. “This soul has a heart quick to love everything and everyone in the world, though it has suffered much. A kind heart that looks forward with hope to leaving its painful past, to help usher in a better world.” I’ll never forget reading Eyas’s records of being enslaved to the Bird Shop Man. I’m already prone to anger, but that had me unable to control my rage. I raise my right hand higher now. “For this feat, I’ve asked Absr to be gentle as it flies among us. If it flies directly toward you, do not be afraid, for it only sees the good. It might be that you are indeed the purest soul in the city.”

			Without warning or easing into the next part, I snap my left fingers, and Absr flies off.

			The crowd takes in a collective breath as the bird spreads its large wings to do a wide sweep of the atrium, swooping in and out as the DJ turns up the music and transitions “Sodade” into a very loud rendition of “Guantanamera.” He’s been asked to loop the long song three times, giving Musaid and me time to get away.

			Before the lyrics start, I take a bow unseen by anyone—the audience being so busy tracking the rook—except our team.

			Absr suddenly swoops down into the guests and then away. I trained it to do this in-and-out—with scary dips right toward people’s faces, changing course at the last second—for twenty minutes, flying higher and higher before each dive, eventually flying out to find Eyas.

			As Musaid and I run back to our dressing room and out to the elevator that I already noted goes down to the sublevel, we hear the crowd gasping, some shrieking, others laughing, as Absr does its tricks.
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			The path to the Pavilion district is as clear as day, as Nayf said.

			We decided that, instead of waiting at the Casbah lounge, Musaid would move ahead to the Geisha Saloon without me, while I planted the smoke and scent dispensers.

			It takes me five minutes to finish, moving from location to location, pretending to study menus.

			I enter the Geisha Saloon, and a memory hits hard of coming here as a child with my father.

			The black polished-stone floors, the walls pulsating with digital images of cherry blossoms, ocean waves, koi fish, panels separating seating areas, and especially the scents in the air—lotus flower and sandalwood mixed with alcohol—bring me back to when my father insisted I pick which geisha walking around serving us was the most beautiful.

			I shake that memory and go to the bar and order a drink without looking at the menu. “Bathroom?”

			The woman at the counter indicates the back.

			I head in the direction but, in the corridor, open the second door instead of the bathroom one.

			The door leading to the penthouse is behind a fridge.

			Musaid left it open.

			I shut it behind me and run up the steps.

			Musaid shows up at the top. “Eyas located.”

			I push past him. There’s nothing in the first room but a large table and chairs.

			“In this one.” Musaid indicates a second room that he busted the lock to open. I enter it to see a screen in front of a desk.

			There are lights blinking with numbers and words. Musaid points at the one labeled SSRedHood. “Jansu told us to look for something connected to the program, remember? ‘SS’ for SomaScape?”

			It’s blinking in the Founders’ Oculus.

			“What about Saqri?”

			“I haven’t been able to find her.”

			I examine the screen from corner to corner and point it out to Musaid. It’s red and not blinking: SSGrandma.

			And it’s off the map.

			“Does that mean…” Musaid says, his face falling. “She isn’t alive?”

			“Where’s the core?” I ask, seeing that Musaid has removed the materials to build the explosive from his suit and spread them out on the desk.

			“I haven’t found that yet either. Searched everywhere.”

			I move around the penthouse, turning it inside out, moving furniture, flipping over beds, pulling paintings off the walls, wrecking musical instruments, pulling cushions off couches, tearing the place apart—but he’s right.

			There’s nothing here.

			We look at each other.

			“It was a decoy,” Musaid says. “And I didn’t get a chance to share with you, but Khalda passed me this while you were onstage.”

			He undoes his feather pin and hands me the note inside it: H, the Tangled Servant, actually our dearest one, is under imminent threat. His protection is part of our golden flight.

			I go back to the room with the tracking screen.

			I locate Hasuf’s number I memorized in Vireo.

			It’s blinking right beside Eyas’s. “We need to go back to the gala now.”

			“But what about setting up network access for Jansu? And a comm link with him?” Musaid is getting nervous. He’s fidgeting.

			“We can’t do that until we find the processor. We need to reconvene somehow with the others.”

			“Our plan has failed, then?” Musaid follows me as I rush down the stairs to the Geisha Saloon.

			I don’t answer him. Because my answer would be too gutting for optimistic Musaid: Someone smarter than all of us has better plans and is running the real show at Le Vol Doré tonight.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Nine

				Musaid

			
			I can’t keep up with the Stray as we race through the sublevel of Upper Earth, back to the Founders’ Oculus.

			Besides his speed, my lagging behind is also because I haven’t eaten all day.

			When we mingled with the guests earlier, before our show, I asked where the food tables were and was told by a young man in an old woman’s mask with stiff gray hair attached to it that the food “floats around, darling.”

			What he meant was that the servers carried trays of food through the crowd and offered random nibbles randomly to people. I tracked a few trays down, and they were visually shocking in themselves, but coupled with their names, I was demoralized about the state of the world.

			Sea urchin foam topped with crystallized seaweed.

			Smoked lentil cloud.

			Algae gel cradled in miniature kelp bowls.

			Chickpea air sealed in citrus-carrot orbs.

			Then I thought I saw the word beef and got excited—but it was vaporized beef reduction with sweet-pea protein foam.

			Now I’m completely famished as I trail the Stray. I can feel my stomach trying to eat itself.

			The Stray turns left into another corridor.

			I run faster and make the turn, but with worry I’ll miss the correct elevator. “Wait up, I don’t know where the—”

			And there it is, I’ve gone crazy with hunger, because I see Devon and—and—and Nada running toward me from the Founders’ Oculus sublevel service area.

			She’s wearing a beautiful dark blue-purple dress.

			Up ahead, the Stray also slows and then stops. I catch up to him, breathless. “I’m seeing things. It’s a mirage of Devon and Nada.”

			“I see Devon, too, but that’s not Nada; it’s a girl wearing a mask of Nene Nushba when she was younger.”

			Now I’m really going weak with hunger, because I just heard the Stray say “Nene Nushba” as though she was his grandmother.

			I peer ahead, and it’s true—although something about the girl is like Nada, her gait is completely different. And when she calls out, “Wait there! We’re headed that way!” her voice is mellower.

			But what is Devon doing here? Wearing his Stray mask too?

			As we wait for them to catch up to us, the Stray says, “Kizuwanda printed the mask the girl’s wearing back at Vireo, and I believe I saw Raisa sewing purple fabric like that in the rose gazebo. So I’m inclined to think the girl’s an Upper Earther recruited by Kizuwanda to help us.”

			I remember Kizuwanda’s mention of four dresses. And come to think of it, I saw that purple one in the truck in the warehouse. “Yes, that dress was made by Kizuwanda.” I turn to him. “How do you know that we used to call Amira Nushba Nene Nushba? Grandma?”

			He shrugs. “Everyone knows.”

			Devon and the girl catch up. It is a mask on that girl’s face. But, maybe because it’s of Nene Nushba when she was younger, it has an uncanny resemblance to Nada too.

			And suddenly I can’t move.

			I feel like I’m staring into one of my Nada dreams, but my gaze is not met with blurry, dreamlike images, because the girl in front of me is real.

			I don’t realize there’s a welling happening in my throat until I attempt to swallow and I feel the lump.

			My eyes are filling without my permission.

			I need to look away.

			I need to not drown in the part of my heart that’s a cavern of yearning for Nada.

			It’ll immobilize me again like last winter at the village when I read her records.

			Seal the yearning.

			NOW.

			I forcibly rip my gaze from the girl and land it on Devon.

			Humph.

			I wipe my eyes without shame, as the boy’s done it again. “What are you doing here, Devon? Don’t tell me you stowed away on an air carrier to Upper Earth too?” I rebuke him. Then I quickly turn to the girl, shrugging. “Sorry, he’s not supposed to be here, that’s why I’m yelling at him. Too dangerous, as you know.”

			She’s just standing there, gaping at me like I was staring at her before.

			Without saying anything.

			I can’t see her expression, though, because it’s a mask looking at me, but the way she’s standing is like she wants to actually hug me. Her arms are even slightly out, reaching.

			I drop my gaze, since I don’t want to fall for anyone else alive in this world.

			What is it about me today that’s making all these women want to chase me?

			Oh.

			My face. My bruised face—is that the draw? Or is this girl in front of me feeling sad for me? “I should explain my face—”

			“He beat himself up,” Devon says excitedly. “He slammed his face a few times into a door and—”

			“Why are you guys here?” the Stray interrupts. “We have something to attend to, so if you can hurry up whatever you’re here to see us about?”

			“Lein,” the girl says softly. “It’s really you? You’re the Stray? You’re the one who’s helped us all along?”

			I turn from her to the Stray, confused, before explaining, “No, this is a mask of the former Crown Prince Lein. It’s his cover for the party, just like you’re wearing that one.” I point to her face.

			The Stray’s voice does sound similar to Lein’s, though, being not so deep as when he wears the Stray mask.

			But how would this strange girl know such a thing anyhow? That he speaks like Lein?

			I turn to the Stray, because he’s suddenly gone still, too, like I did when I first saw this girl.

			No, not like me. He looks like he’s seen an actual ghost.

			His entire self is immobile like he’s a sculpture. And then he abruptly draws a deep breath as though he’s come to a decision.

			“No.” He suddenly drops his head. “No, it’s not a mask.” He looks directly at me after pronouncing this.

			I reach a hand out to stop him, because it’s wild what he’s saying. It doesn’t make sense.

			His own hand is reaching up to lift his mask, and I grab it to stop its ascent.

			What is he going to do here of all places? Is he going to reveal that he’s the Stray?

			But he can’t. He removed the Stray mask to put this one on.

			How many masks does this man have? I slide my grip onto the Stray’s forearm and tighten it in an effort to get him to think things through, and I feel his muscles suddenly relaxing.

			But it’s not because he’s come to his senses. It’s to turn to me again, to speak softly. “Listen, we’re about to die here. So I’ll just tell you—you never succeeded in killing me back on Lower Earth, Musaid. It’s really me. Lein.”

			I shake my head. I’m hallucinating now.

			All of this is a hallucination.

			When the Stray removes his mask, I faint.
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			I wake up to Devon fanning me with his little Stray mask. We’re in the Rookmaster’s dressing room. I’m lying on the floor. I sit up as it hits me where we are.

			Upper Earth. Mission.

			Team failing majorly.

			Anxiety floods my head. “How did I get here? Where are the others?”

			“You fell into the Stray, and he tried to carry you because he was worried people would see the-commotion-Musaid-just-made. But, even though the Stray is super strong, he couldn’t do it too much. But then Nada, she did it!” Devon stands up and demonstrates with the cloth cover from Absr’s empty birdcage how I was lifted and flung over a shoulder. “Then she ran all the way here, with me and the Stray way behind. Nada’s the strongest of all!”

			“That’s not Nada.”

			“It is. She gave me this bracelet a long time ago.”

			I sigh and groan at the same time. “She’s just wearing a mask that looks like Nada. Where are they now?”

			I haul myself up.

			“They’re at the party to look for Eyas. I peeked in through there. There are lights of all the colors dancing and LOUD MUSIC.” He points at the door to the stage.

			The girl is at the gala? She got in?

			Oh. My chit bracelet is gone.

			I open the door to the stage. Even without going out onto it, I can see the entirety of the atrium, including directly below us through the clear glass stage floor.

			Devon spoke truthfully about one thing, at least: Lights and loud music are dancing.

			“SWEET DREAMS ARE MADE OF THIS,” blares over the digital fireworks exploding on the cylindrical walls.

			I spot the girl right away, moving through the crowd, standing out for not dancing or mingling as everyone else is, but eagle-eyed searching. The skirt of her dress is embroidered with active circuitry threads that light, fizzle, and turn piercing bright, but not in a pattern.

			Some of the older people she passes by do double takes when they see her face mask.

			They must be the ones who knew Nene Nushba when she was young. When she married the old amir of Lower Earth.

			If that girl in the techno-purple dress is on our team, it’s not a good idea for her to wear that mask.

			Though Nene Nushba is probably the only one who deserves honor at this gala, the only one who has taken a true golden flight that Hasuf described before—on wings built of good deeds—it’s still a challenge to Upper Earth to show up in her mask. A slap in their faces.

			It will induce their suspicion.

			Is she even on our side?

			As I continue watching the girl scouting surreptitiously for Eyas among the guests, keeping her gaze low to look for a little girl, I understand why Devon wants her to be Nada so badly.

			“Everybody’s looking for something,” the singer sings.

			And that’s it.

			Who, having known Nada, wouldn’t be looking for someone like her to light their lives up again?

			But—it’s just like a dream. Sweet dreams are made of this…

			Her dress…its lines surge even brighter sometimes.

			There is some sort of pattern happening.

			Telling Devon to remain back in the doorway where he’s been standing watching the party with me, I step out onto the stage and track her with my mechanic’s eye. Like I’m looking under the hood of a land carrier. Opening the engine panel on an air carrier.

			Examining what’s going on with an eye for factual details.

			There.

			And there.

			Again.

			It’s every time she gets close to the big flowering red tree in the center that it happens.

			Her dress responds.

			I walk farther on the stage and look down at the tree. The base has rising mist, but it also has lights.

			And they’re interacting with the girl’s dress.

			The tree is surrounded by a circle of seven guards in white, holding white aegis repeaters in front of them—large shields that turn into powerful machine guns with a flick. Seven of those guns have the capacity to massacre everyone here and then some.

			When one of the guards abruptly looks up at me, I almost step back. But then I remember what the Stray taught me—acting fearful while in the grip of an enemy is losing twice. So I stare at the guard for a beat longer and then resume scanning the crowd as though enjoying the party from up here. In my peripheral vision, I see the guard look away, relaxing again.

			The Stray. He, too, is moving through the crowd. Sometimes coming up behind Nayf and Raisa discreetly, exchanging information with them. Nayf has Absr on his shoulder like it’s natural to walk around with a big rook at a party like this.

			I refuse to believe that that scarred face I saw under the mask in the corridor is Lein.

			While I hated him for torturing me into hunting down Nada for Upper Earth, I also know he wasn’t Nada’s murderer.

			Because over this long year of mourning the girl I loved for most of my life, I now know that the words of this song pumping into the air are true: that while “some of them want to use you,” “some of them want to get used by you” too.

			I never stood up to Lein before because I didn’t want to.

			I wanted everything he had—the riches, the carriers, the exciting trips to Upper Earth.

			I wanted all that comfort and privilege, too, and so I did whatever I needed to do to climb.

			Now I’m all the way up here, on Upper Earth itself, but only in order to live the opposite kind of life from the one I yearned for before.

			The kind I’ve been living with the Nothing People: simple, caring, giving.

			But with good food, of course.

			There—again. The dress is beaming.

			The girl’s dress and the tree are interacting somehow.

			I need to go down there and check it out.

			The DJ announces, “And we have our final show of the evening—before the Golden Reveal—coming to you right after this next song from the Killers! ‘Human’ from all the way back in the early 2000s, twenty-five years after our previous number. But here I have a super-extended Upper Earth–mix, tripling the fun. Hope you enjoyed this musical trip back down to premodern times!”

			As the synth beats hit, I rush back into the dressing room and grab the black eye mask from Dorian’s supply that I wore to the gala earlier. “Stay up here, Devon. You’ll get captured if you try to come down with me.” I turn around with my hand on the door out of the room, knowing what Devon’s face is going to look like before I even see it. Yup, it’s crestfallen. I’m about to head out when I pause in the open doorway, and call back, “Keep an eye out for Eyas down there. And keep an eye on me too.”

			I turn to see how he takes that.

			His eyes have lit up. “And Nada? And the Stray?” He hops in his eagerness to do the task.

			“On all of us. We’re relying on you.” I salute him.

			He salutes me back.

			I smile as I go next door to Dorian’s dressing room and knock.

			“Who dares interrupt Dorian Hale the Great right before his performance?”

			I dip my head in. “Lost my entry bracelet and also need another mask. Heading down now to be your plant in the audience.”

			Sitting alone in front of his lighted mirror, the door to his stage already wide open, he nods at me. “ ‘And so long to devotion / You taught me everything I know.’ ”

			My back to him now, I freeze with my hand in the basket of eye masks, a gold one with wings clasped in my grip. “What?”

			How does he know I’ve been sorry all this time for choosing loyalty over justice?

			“Relax!” Dorian laughs. “I’m just repeating the lyric I just heard.”

			I grin and go to the door. “Hopefully, I’ll be back with a story or two for you.”

			“Don’t forget!” he calls out. “Like everyone else does about me.”

			He murmurs that last part to himself, but I hear it before the door shuts all the way.

			I guess just about every human has something consuming their souls.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty

				Khalda

			
			I’m pacing restlessly, the music that’s thumping loud even back here putting me on edge further.

			I’m in the corridor right around the corner from the dressing room/backstage to the main stage of the Founders’ Oculus.

			It’s where I’ve been stationed since I heard that Absr indicated our Eyas was near it.

			But a line of three guards—human ones—stands in front of the door to the room where my little one may be located.

			How do we break in?

			If we haven’t been able to find the processor—as I learned from Kizuwanda—at least we need to rescue Eyas so this entire thing isn’t a disaster.

			I’ve led a failing mission.

			As I’m wringing my hands, I see Lein step into the corridor. Though he has his Crown Prince Lein mask on, his formal dress is turned inside out now, so he’s in all white to blend in with the servers.

			Maybe it’s all my anxiety and grief, but I just fall into him. He wraps me in his arms and our breathing slows.

			Did the chilly separation between us simply vanish with this wordless hug?

			When Lein tightens his hold on me, I know it’s true—we are at home in each other again.

			“Eyas may be around the corner.” I close my eyes on his chest. “Trapped all alone again, after everything that’s happened to her already. Since she was just a baby.”

			Lein takes a deep breath and breaks away to trace the leather necklace around my neck, the one he made for me, lifting the pendant—Eyas’s coin. “So is Hasuf—he’s in there with Eyas. The device Jansu gave me tagging the old man is humming. His location is right beside Eyas’s.” He draws farther away to stare at me through the small holes in his rubber mask. “Do you believe he’s not a traitor as Nayf and Raisa believe?”

			It’s my turn to sigh. And then I confess my bargain with the old man. “He only helped us because he wanted to save Aeon.” I shake my head. “Why would he want to do that if he’s a real murrabi? A sincere guide to the truth?”

			“There’s only one way to find out.” Lein breaks away from me.

			He walks down the corridor toward the corner where—

			I rush after him and grab him, hissing softly, “What are you doing?”

			“We’ll never find the truth if we don’t walk toward it.”

			“But you’re walking toward danger!”

			“You’ve known me for months now, and you don’t think I know that? You don’t know that I’ll always walk toward danger if it’ll bring us a better future?” He suddenly turns and lifts me and puts me against the wall so that his face and mine are level. “I love you. You’re the best thing in my life. You gazed at my corrupt, broken heart with mercy when others would have turned away. You loved my face even though I would have turned away from it myself. Your heart always extinguishes the angry fires in mine and turns them to righteous action. Or, as righteous as a man like me can be.” He laughs at that and then sobers. “Without you, I’d be a cadaver, whether lying on the side of the road or walking around this world living a selfish life. If I don’t go find out the truth now, I’d be going back to being the man you would never have fallen in love with. And I can’t die like that.”

			Then he lifts up his Crown Prince Lein mask and, with his real Lein face, kisses me with such passion that I wrap my legs around him to stop from falling.

			And just like that he sets me down.

			He takes a mini tray out of his pocket and puts a glass saucer on it that he drew from his other pocket. From his lapel pocket, he brings out a plastic-wrapped, light-green-and-orange-white layered appetizer and pulls off the packaging. He fixes the food on the small plate and holds up the tray to present it to me. “I don’t go toward the possibility of death empty-handed, though. I go with a weapon. These are compressed cucumber-and-lobster medallions, sprinkled with herbs, which Raisa told me is one of her father’s favorite canapés. This one, though, is flecked with the ultra-delicious bitterbalm Devon gifted me from his backpack.” He’s smiling wide.

			He slides his Crown Prince Lein mask back on and turns around to walk toward danger.

			Fearless as always.

			No, not as always; before it was for the sake of getting things to go his way.

			He’s fearless now in the pursuit of better.
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			I need to do something too.

			I can’t just wait here to see what happens.

			I need to go find my own weapon.

			With that decision, I exit the corridor of the first-level dressing rooms and start climbing the steps.

			I’m going to check all the other floors for anything I can use to protect the ones I love for as long as I can stay alive.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-One

				Nada

			
			Maybe it’s because the loudest noises I’ve been surrounded by for so long have been the roars of the ocean and the winds whipping the oil rig until its joints creak, but my link tells me this music is way too loud.

			And why does the singer keep repeating “are we human”? Why?

			I can’t infer an answer.

			Ancient music is so bad.

			I near the main stage.

			Lein gave me an update he’d gotten from Nayf and Raisa about the stage being a key location—and when he called Nayf and Raisa his team, my heart sang in sunshine.

			My estranged cousin considers his former enemies to be on his side.

			So, in some ways, while I was gone from it, the world changed for the better.

			Lein recounted that the rook trained to find Eyas had kept flying toward the stage, perhaps seeking the little girl, drawing the guards’ suspicion, until Nayf threw his voice and whistled and got the bird to settle on his shoulder.

			As I moved through the crowds on the floor to reach the stage, I tried my hardest not to stare at Nayf and Raisa from afar.

			I kept trying to shutter my memories so that I wouldn’t get lost in recollections of growing up with Nayf, about how much I loved my half-soul-of-a-brother.

			And I didn’t want to think of the night when Raisa had finally let her guard down and we’d become friends.

			Now she advances regally through the guests in a stunning white feathery gown, her makeup perfect.

			When we first met below in the sublevel service corridor, Kizuwanda told me not to reveal my identity until everyone could handle it.

			I didn’t tell her that my immediate thought on hearing that had been the same sentiment Lein shared later, when he took off his mask in front of Musaid: But what if we’re to all die here tonight?
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			When Zynnia brought Kizuwanda to me in the cargo warehouse I’d hidden in to wait for her when I first arrived on Upper Earth, stowed away in the crate, I realized something beautiful: Raisa’s beloved Kizuwanda is the fourth elder member of SEED.

			She was the younger one with braids in Dr. A’s group photo of SEED.

			Kizuwanda gave me a dress that she said would help me manipulate the processor. “It’s the same design and color as your grandmother Nushba’s wedding dress.” She beamed. “But it has circuitry that forms a fractal lattice antenna that will amplify your signal as you interface with the processor. Dr. A sent me very exacting instructions.”

			I used my link to shut down the emotions that rose whenever I heard his name and powered on, changing swiftly into the dress in the cargo box. I popped my head up to see Kizuwanda holding out a mask. “To complete your outfit.” She smiled at me again. “It was Hasuf’s idea for the mask to be of your grandmother. He said everyone deserves to see a real hero walking among crooks.”

			I slid the mask on my face. “I have to access the processor before anyone else tampers with it. Otherwise”—I jumped out of the box—“it will activate a reset cascade that’ll alert Aeon.”

			“You need to rush, then. Khalda told me she saw the Stray and Musaid heading to the processor already.”

			“I know you can do it! You’re Nada, my hero,” Zynnia said, hugging me quickly. “Now I have to get back to service at the gala. But I’ll make sure to get close to Kizuwanda when it all goes down.”

			“And I’ll be mingling at the party, ready for whenever the team needs me.” Kizuwanda hugged me too. “By the way, you’re just like her, your grandmother—unwaveringly committed to truth and justice.”

			Only with guidance from the best teachers, I thought.

			As I tried to run down the cargo shaft to start the mission, Devon attached himself to my leg, and looking down and seeing his eyes staring up at me through his rudimentary metal mask, I let my link melt my heart. So I lifted the little boy onto my back and ran like the wind.

			Until I set him down when I glimpsed Musaid and Lein, that is, returning from discovering there was no processor to be found.
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			“You’ve gotta let me go,” the singer’s wailing loudly now on the dance floor, but I still hear his voice whispering behind me at this deafening gala. “Psst, you should wear this instead of that mask.”

			I’d recognize that voice anywhere, anytime.

			I pivot to Musaid. He’s holding out an all-gold eye mask with wings at the side. I don’t accept it, though. “Why?”

			“Well, first, it’s easier to look through this than your full-face mask. And second, you’re drawing a lot of attention with that particular mask.” He looks up and points to one of the many stages hugging the massive curved wall surrounding us. “I saw from up high.”

			I take his gold mask and turn away to slide Nene Nushba’s off, hooking the old mask to my belt, not sure if I’ll need it later.

			“You know what else I saw from up there?” Musaid goes on without waiting for my reply. “I saw your dress interacting with—”

			New mask on, I swivel quickly back to him. “Interacting with what?”

			He draws in a breath, staring at me.

			Uh-oh. It only covers my eyes.

			As though the DJ can magically see my discomfort at realizing my face is half naked now, he turns up the music even louder, and the singer’s voice suddenly booms.

			“ ‘Let me know, is your heart still beating?’ ” Musaid repeats the lyric we just heard, like he’s in a trance.

			Just great.

			But how do I keep from revealing myself to Musaid?

			Should I quickly hug him and get it over with?

			But then I look into his eyes and see that the pupils are almost dilating. Worry floods my heart.

			So it’s actually true what Kizuwanda said: I can’t reveal myself to the people who love me until we’re in a space where they can properly handle the shock.

			I reach out and grab Musaid’s upper arms, shaking him as lightly as I can with my amped-up strength, as I speak roughly, deeply, trying to throw my voice away from its obviously Nada tones. “What was my dress interacting with?”

			He shudders and blinks. “Sorry, but you look just like someone I miss—”

			“Okay, but we’re on a mission now, not dancing down memory lane.” I shake him again, because he won’t stop staring at me. “Tell me about my dress,” I hiss.

			He shakes his head hard, like he’s snapping out of it. “Don’t look now, as the guards around it are hawks, but it was interacting with that tree in the center.” He leans over and sniffs. “You even smell like—”

			“Did you just sniff me?” I let go of his arms. “Get ahold of yourself. We need to get under that tree. Maybe the processor is there. Can you help me?”

			As he nods, the music suddenly stops. In the void, the remnants of people’s conversations can be heard. “And I told him, how does competing with her outfit make sense?” “The algae is great, much better than the beef bite.” “Ah, it’s Dorian Hale. Dame Kizuwanda used to design his outfits too.”

			On a high stage, a man in a wheelchair with a top hat waits for everyone to notice him when the room darkens and the spotlight shines solely on him.

			Without a preamble, he starts. “Walking among you are my assistants handing out pen, paper, and envelopes—yes, pen and paper, those quaint delights of the past—for the brave among you to record and seal a deep dark secret that no one else in the world knows. I’ll select a few and, without opening the envelopes, by simply feeling the energy of secrets, say aloud—”

			“Come on,” I whisper to Musaid, who’s respectfully paying attention to the magician. “Meet me in the back.”

			“I have to do something first.” He grabs a pen, paper, and envelope from one of the magician’s assistants walking around in lit-up suits and dresses.

			I wait for the assistant to walk on before grabbing the one arm of Musaid’s that’s not scribbling something frantically onto the notepaper. “We’re on a mission, Musaid.”

			He turns to me abruptly. “How do you know my name?” He leans over and sniffs me again.

			“From Devon?” I leave him, weaving through the audience to the back of the hall, seizing on the fact that there are people activated and focused on complying with the magician’s request, which makes it easier for me to move quickly through the crowd without drawing attention.

			“Wait up,” Musaid says, hurrying after me. Once he catches up, he points out the magician to me as if I hadn’t just seen him. “That’s the Dorian Hale.” Then he nods at Dorian, saluting.

			“My assistants have handed me the first stack of confidential information from the most eager among you.” Dorian’s voice booms, and people’s murmurs die down, though some around us are still scrambling to write their secrets. “The first one is—” The magician positions his hand to hover over one of the envelopes his assistant holds out, closing his eyes. “Ah. Love. Of course, we begin with love. There’s someone here who’s falling in love right at this moment, right at this gala. Deep love, the kind that cannot be stopped even if the world ends.”

			Musaid’s hand shoots up. “That’s me!”

			I’m so embarrassed as everyone turns to look at him. As their eyes land on me standing beside him.

			I’m afraid to scan to see whether Raisa and Nayf are watching this. I don’t want them to see me.

			Onstage, Dorian opens the envelope and reads aloud the words on the paper. “I’m falling in love right at this moment, and even if the world ends tonight, I’ll happily die with this feeling.”

			I turn around, keep my head down, and follow my route to the back. When Musaid catches up, I whisper, “Your note didn’t even reach him yet.”

			“It’s a trick. That’s not what I wrote in my note. He’s memorizing someone else’s note for his next mind-reading,” he whispers back. “My note said that I’ll never ever fall in love again.”

			I grin, feeling so much better now.

			Until he adds, as we burst out into the service corridor, “Even with a perfect hallucination like you.”

			My smile fades. He thinks he’s hallucinating me. “Okay, let’s drop the hysteria. How do we get below from here?”

			“There!” He points at a cargo elevator.

			We make it to the sublevel, and I look right and left, trying to gauge where the access to the center of the Founders’ Oculus may be located.

			“I’ve got an idea,” Musaid says. “Walk toward the Founders’ Oculus perimeter there and then around it. Your dress might surge as we get closer.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Two

				Musaid

			
			The door we’re certain leads to the roots of the tree is well guarded.

			And these guards, too, carry lethal aegis repeaters.

			The girl in purple and I are kneeling in a service corridor off the hallway that is the Founders’ Oculus periphery wall, sublevel.

			We’re beside a full-to-the-brim metal garbage dumpster, the first of many in a line going all the way to the end of the corridor, where the refuse cargo rail is located. According to the map Jansu projected onto the Vireo fountain floor for me, the refuse train takes all the dumpsters and deposits their contents in an incinerator at the end of the line. He said the energy created by the fire helps power the mechanism that allows Upper Earth to hover over us.

			The more garbage Upper Earthers produce, the more they stay on top of the food chain, Jansu said.

			And all that garbage is truly stinky, as the girl and I discovered walking through the cargo rail tunnel to get here. Years of Upper Earth’s refuse had seeped into the metal shaft and now the whole thing releases marinated bathroom-sewage smells and vomitous vapors.

			It’s less putrid here in this corridor we’re hunkered in, with the dumpsters stuffed full of fresh garbage from the gala, but the reek is still real.

			And yet, all I’m concentrating on is the smell of Nada beside me.

			The side effects of not eating properly all week, and then having not eaten all day today is that I’ve convinced myself that I’m wandering around with a girl who, if I peer hard, is Nada.

			Because I want it to be her so badly, I let myself give in to these hallucinations hunger has created in me.

			Can you kiss a hallucination? If the hallucination lets you, that is?

			She turns to me. “Okay, I’m going to run out there and get their attention, and then you’re going to—”

			I interrupt her. “Do you know the type of guns they’re holding?”

			“They’re holding shields.”

			“Those are guns. They just turn those shields and bam-bam-bam, you won’t last long enough for me to do what you’re ordering me to.”

			“That’s why I’m going to run across the hall they’re in, to the other end of this corridor, to draw their gazes that way. Then you’re going to push the line of dumpsters out into their path while they shoot.” She pauses and points at the dumpsters in the corridor that continues across from us. “And then I’m going to roll those dumpsters out so that they’re caught off guard. There are only five of them keeping watch, so we should be fine.”

			“How fast do you think you are that you can pop over there and push the dumpsters? And these things are so heavy, I can’t even push one, let alone a line of them.”

			“Yeah, that’s why they’re perfect to take the bullets coming our way.” She tilts her head as though saying Don’t you understand?

			I don’t understand. “There’s no way you can push dumpsters. Listen, why don’t I go talk to them, pretend I’m lost and—”

			“You know what? I’ll push the entire dumpster line myself, first the ones I run to, and then I’ll come back here and do the rest, and after I take care of the guards, you just go open the door to the tree roots when it’s safe to do so, okay?” She stands up. “I’m hoping the situation I saw when I gazed down at the base of the tree with my link—that the roots are unguarded—is factually correct.”

			I grab her hand. Oh my One, it feels like Nada’s. “You can’t do all that—”

			She shakes my grip off.

			And shoots across to the other side. She’s so fast, my mouth hangs open.

			But, judging by what I hear in the corridor, the guards have still spotted her. “Whoever’s there, you have to the count of three to show yourself.”

			The girl, now behind the fourth dumpster in line in the corridor across from me, counts to three and then pushes the whole line of dumpsters into the hallway with the guards.

			Rat-tat-tat, the machine-gun bullets hit the metal dumpsters.

			The girl crosses back behind those dumpsters to where I am and waits beside me for the shooting to die down. It doesn’t.

			She gets behind another four dumpsters on our side now and, this time, pushes them diagonally, so that they jut out into the direction the guards are coming down.

			The shots ramp up. The thud of boots runs forward, closer to us.

			And then, as the sound of shooting slows, the girl suddenly jumps onto the lid of a dumpster still in the corridor with us and, as my mouth hangs farther open, vaults across the others to reach the dumpster in the middle of the main passageway, where she can be seen.

			The same hall the guards are running toward us in.

			Still in the service corridor, I peek around the corner and see her jumping onto the back of the guard in the middle of the five, and with the fingers of one hand digging into his eyes, she grabs his gun to splay it in a full circle until the other guards drop to the floor.

			Then she gets down and, without losing a beat, slams the guard she was on upside down by his arm, until he lies on his back on the floor, eyes closed, one eye bleeding, face grimacing in pain.

			She picks his gun up and shoots him coldly.

			When she turns to me, I emerge with my hands up, thoroughly scared of her.

			She simply says, “You were supposed to get to the door right away. We don’t have much time, as I’m sure other guards have been alerted by the links on these guards we just eliminated. Let’s go!” She jogs ahead and I follow, still running with my arms up in surrender.

			These guards we just eliminated?

			As I speed with her toward the room housing the tree roots, I finally believe what Devon said about her flinging me on her shoulder to carry me to my dressing room when I fainted.

			Does that mean he’s also right about her being Nada?

			No, he’s just a kid who saw Nada for a few minutes once in his life.

			We enter a vast, empty room.

			We were right: The roots of the tree are in the center of the room, its glass base now above us on the ceiling. Through it we can see the legs of partygoers and hear the dull sounds of them responding to Dorian Hale’s tricks.

			Inside the massive tree roots, hugged by a number of them like ribs enclosing a heart in a rib cage, sits a large black spherical engine—that’s the only way I can describe it.

			Though its surface is curved, it’s covered in layered triangular plates pulsing with white and gold lines.

			As the girl walks toward it, her dress is all lit up.

			But if she goes right up to it, the guards standing at the periphery of the glass floor above us in the Founders’ Oculus will glimpse her.

			This is now my part of the job. “I have the explosives on me to destroy that processor. I just need to assemble them, though, with the materials Kizuwanda added to my clothes. I’m hoping it won’t take too long.” I decide to give her a task, to make her feel better, like I did with Devon. “Can you keep watch for me, at the door? It will help me concentrate on such a hard job, make it go quicker, you know?” I begin to take off my jacket to extract the reactive chemicals disguised as its buttons, which I snapped back on when I didn’t need them in the Pavilion penthouse before.

			Now I just need to do some chemistry in the vials I have stored in the sole of my boots.

			Basically, now it’s my turn to shine for this girl’s gaze.

			She turns to me. “Musaid, there’s no way you can blow this up. This core processor is tracking code that’s been stored in multiple systems. If you blow this up, it will just send a message to reset. It’s a self-healing processor.”

			I clutch the buttons I’ve already removed tighter. “How do you know all this?”

			“The inventor of all this taught me.” She looks at the engine again. “I need to feed it a null code so that it thinks its instruction to reset has already been copied. But I can only do it once I establish neural resonance with it. We have the same opalescent core.”

			I don’t understand anything she’s saying, but from the way she says it, it’s apparent she fully gets it.

			And I completely believe her—because now the sphere is glowing brighter, the closer she gets.

			But wait—Jansu.

			We need to establish comms with him in advance of taking out the processor.

			And we have to do it from here, before we get revealed through the glass floor she keeps walking toward fearlessly.

			“What’s your name, again?” From my pants pocket, I draw out the unpowered linking device Jansu gave me to talk to him. “We have to do something first before you shut off the processor.”

			“Once I distract it into processing the null code, we’ll have three hours before it all shuts down.”

			“Your name?”

			“One-One-Eight.”

			“Huh?”

			She turns back to me. “What’s the thing we have to do first?”

			“Establish comms with Jansu. He has some instructions for us to put into effect before we cut the core,” I say. “Um, One-One-Eight.”

			“Okay, let’s do this fast.” One-One-Eight takes the link from me. She looks at the device and turns it on. Then she flicks through its tiny screen quickly and gazes up at the processor in the tree roots, blinking rapidly. “Zooming in on the connectivity code.” She turns back to the device and presses the screen. “Jansu, come in.”

			His voice emerges clear from the link. “Who is this?”

			“I’m here. Me, Musaid,” I say quickly. “What’s the first order of the day before we cut the processor?”

			“You found it?”

			“Standing in front of it now.”

			“Okay, listen, Musaid. I’m sorry, but I can’t find Devon anywhere—”

			“He’s here on Upper Earth with us; what’s the first order, Jansu?” One-One-Eight brusquely asks.

			“Who’s this?”

			In reply she barks, “We don’t have all day!”

			“No, you don’t, as Salwe is already over the ocean approaching the Bridge launchpad, having commandeered the Enlightenment Centers–turned–evacuation carriers. They’ve exchanged fire with several aerial drones already, but we need you to shut down all security on the rim and in the skies above Upper Earth, all links between ALIGN’s defenses. Remember where I told you to look for those codes, Musaid?” Jansu pauses. “Once you give me the signal it’s done, Salwe will fit the centers into the massive docking hold under the rim. And then give me access to the emergency communication system by reading me its address key so I can record and play an alert to all of Upper Earth. You need to get everyone off Upper Earth through the emergency exits of their homes, which lead them down to the sublevel. They know how to get to the evacuation carriers; it’s a drill they practice often.”

			“Shut down the rim and the skies. Shut links between ALIGN systems. Hack you into the comm system here. Got it,” I repeat into the link. “We’re on it. We’ll keep you abreast so that—”

			“It’s done; the skies are clear,” One-One-Eight says. And then she reads off the code for Jansu to access the emergency alert system. “We’ll let you know when to trigger your evacuation script.”

			How did she do that so fast?

			Just who in the world is she?

			“All right, Salwe is on her way. For everyone’s sake, I hope she sticks to the plan”—Jansu’s tone turns quiet and grave—“and there isn’t a showdown between those two for power.” He mutters that last part.

			“Do we wait for your signal to start the processor shutdown?” I ask, hoping we have to wait.

			I’m worried about One-One-Eight getting under that tree—it looks risky, like the engine has been placed deliberately there for a reason.

			A dangerous reason.

			But Jansu’s voice picks up in urgency. “No, start now. This is what the mission is all about. Shutting off the core of the empire.”

		

	
		
			
				Part Seven

				The Age of Enlightenment

			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Three

				Lein

			
			“Aeon’s special request,” I say, walking toward the main stage’s dressing room holding up the tray with compressed cucumber-and-lobster medallions. “Asked for it to be delivered right away.”

			The guards look at me. One of them tips his head to speak into a comm, but then Aeon’s voice breaks through from the speaker above the door. “Let him in. We have space for a third participant in my presentation.”

			His laugh makes me almost back away—and the second I hesitate, the guards grab me, sending the tray and food I poisoned flying from my hand.

			They push me into the room, one entering with me, his aegis gun pointing at me from behind the shield he holds in front of him.

			It’s a prep room five times bigger than the one Musaid and I had. And Eyas is seated in a chair affixed to a platform with a scalplink and wrist and ankle cuffs—all three are connected to the apparatus she sits on. Her eyes are closed.

			Hasuf sits on a similar platform, but his eyes are open and there’s no scalplink on his head. The back of his chair has a tall, wide screen rising out from it. There’s a wheeled tray stand right beside him, a guard standing behind that.

			The old man makes a noise when he sees me. “Save Eyas,” he whispers. “It’s still possible.” He sounds frail.

			I see why—there’s some kind of liquid draining out of him and another into him, hooked to plasma bags that are attached to the back of the screen.

			Aeon peeks from a doorway off this room. “I’ll be right out with you in a minute. Just having a severe disagreement with my linking facilitators, who can’t see my vision clearly. They say it’s too early, and I say isn’t that what a Golden Reveal is? The future to come but presented today? Remember you used to believe in it, too, Lein.”

			Did he just call me Lein in a real way?

			Perhaps he sees my expression, because he laughs that unhinged laugh he has and adds, “Did you believe that we wouldn’t have your DNA stored? You are part Upper Earther, used to love living it up here. As soon as you arrived and started moving around, I’ve been tracking you, curious to see what a dead man’s up to.” He points at Hasuf and Eyas. “And just as I was about to collect you, you walk in here as though you knew we needed a third SomaScape host. Thank you. Now, if you’ll take a seat on one of the non-fancy chairs—but we’ll get you a special one momentarily—I’ll be with you in a sec.”

			The guard with me pushes me into a chair at a table. Then he nods at the other guard and exits back to door duty outside.

			What is Aeon talking about—a third SomaScape host?

			“I’m so happy to see that it’s you.” Hasuf speaks hoarsely. “I had a fleeting thought the Stray was someone I knew. Especially when you showed surprise at seeing your Nene Nushba’s mask in Vireo. Now I can die happy to know there’s another young one actually enlightened.”

			As he talks, I bow my head.

			Besides feeling the weight of his respect, I also feel shame at getting caught here instead of saving Eyas.

			At seeing the old man tethered like this.

			Then the worst emotion and its aftermath suddenly replace my embarrassment: I feel fear rearing its head within me, and instead of it sending a rush of energy within, getting me moving like it usually does, something new is happening.

			I’m sinking.

			Sinking into my fear.

			Aeon is going to hook me up to a machine like whatever is happening to Hasuf.

			And then we’re both going to turn into Eyas.

			I slide up my mask and look Hasuf in the eyes with my real face.

			He stares back at me.

			And then a smile slowly lifts the ends of his lips, and more vigor fills his voice. “The most precious one is he who has the furthest to climb to scale that mountain called integrity, and yet he continues. Lein, I’m proud of you. You kept on climbing. You’re in sight of the summit.”

			I nod, some twinges of hope entering my heart. I say quietly, “And I’ll keep on. Though I think it’s over now.”

			“It’s never over, even as you take your last breath.” Though it looks hard for him, Hasuf attempts to open his eyes wider. “The goal of my last breath is to go on my golden flight remembering the oneness of our world, and the One. So I still have something to work toward achieving: a beautiful last breath.” He smiles again, seemingly happy.

			I sit back in my chair, thinking, How do you get to a point where you’re happy talking about your “last breath”?

			Unless he’s playing the best performance of his life, Hasuf is on our side.

			No, he’s more than on our side: He is our side.

			My doubts about him are disintegrating, but I still have unanswered questions. Like, why did he want to save Aeon? Like he bargained with Khalda?

			I ask him that outright.

			He sighs and looks away and then back at me. “I was thinking ahead, for a peaceful society. That without Upper Earthers learning the true extent of what’s been happening, and until they do, Aeon’s death will simply mythologize him. And very soon after, we’d see more conflicts as groups formed to ‘avenge’ him. And, in the teachings your Nene Nushba preserved from her family, once you’ve captured your enemy, it is better to mete justice out through due process. I asked Khalda to save Aeon to secure us a better future.” His gaze holds me. “And Kizuwanda warned that unless I feigned having an ulterior motive to help you, no one was going to believe me.”

			I nod in respect of that strategy.

			Then I stay quiet as my mind churns what’s happening now over and over, growing in awe at the fact that this old man played a part so carefully, never giving in to his appetite for revenge for the harms he’d suffered—on either side—from suspicions to slights to shakedowns to life upheavals, completely in service of the biggest endgame of all: the establishment of justice.

			He was utterly committed to the revolution that would deliver checkmate—but, most inspiring, it wasn’t his checkmate; it was for all of us.

			I don’t realize I’m crying until I see a teardrop land on the table.

			“I’m certain you’ll keep on climbing, Lein. You’ll distinguish yourself without a title, because we distinguish ourselves with the good we do, the good only we know, not through public status, nor through performance.” His voice is back to being tired, but it sounds like he’s still infusing positivity in it with all the might he has left. “You’ll do amazing things, regenerate the earth; I see it in your eyes. You’ll go far; you’ll revive beauty—in nature and community. Especially if you keep undoing the binds you’ve wound around your heart.”

			I look up at him sharply. How does he know that’s exactly what it feels like? Like something is tied up inside me all the time?

			Hasuf takes a pause while I search his eyes. I’m grateful that he then goes on speaking. “But I know why you secured your heart. It’s to prevent those who’re supposed to love you from hurting you.”

			I nod slightly, suddenly aware of the guard in the room with us, listening. Then I remember what I told Musaid earlier, we’re about to die here, and succumb to speak, unashamed of doing so. We’re about to die here, and it doesn’t matter who’s listening to me unwind one of those binds on my heart now. “That’s it. It’s easier to keep aloof than suffer more wounds.” Especially from family. “It’s easier being alone.”

			“Just remember at some point, several points, in fact, everyone you love will hurt you; it’s guaranteed in the business of living.” Now Hasuf smiles again, another big beautiful smile. “But also remember, an unbound heart can love and be loved in a way that will transform the wounds you bear, maybe even fade them to scars you don’t think about often, and then later, don’t think about anymore. And then a joy that exceeds all the comfort and ease of being on your own will fill your life, until the end of your days. I guarantee that, because it’s happened to me, is happening to me.”

			Khalda happened to me when I let myself be still, without fear of her hurting me.

			Eyas too.

			In my mind, I see the lineup of Eyas’s little nested gifts on the ledge by my bed in Khalda’s cellar.

			Maybe Nayf and I would have gotten along right away, even with my Stray mask on, if I had not fanned the protective vengeance inside me when I saw him in the palace dungeons at the start of the mission.

			Hasuf and I are quiet after that, an easy, almost comforting silence for a while—until I remember that I’m still on Operation Golden Flight.

			And now we have to free Hasuf along with Eyas.

			Marcel said that Lower Earthers had another friend up there watching out for you. Is there someone else who can help us?

			Or was Marcel actually talking about— “Was it you who’d fed Marcel all the intel? To help the revolution? Or is there someone else on the inside?”

			Hasuf shakes his head, serious. “I started helping the Ahraar the moment I switched allegiance, when Nene Nushba influenced me, instead of me puppeteering her as ALIGN had hired me to. One vanity that I’ve been trying to remove from my heart all these years, to make it truly humble, is the satisfaction that I’d reignited the revolution through feeding the Ahraar top secret intel for decades now. And I voted against Nayf when he presented his treaty last year in order to continue helping the rebels. Because it was my chisel to bring down the mountain of injustice, the best way I could help, that I had to keep an utter secret to succeed. Even Nushba did not know the true extent of it all. I didn’t want to burden her with such a huge secret should they ever capture her and torture her.” He now hangs his head.

			But I still see the tears dripping down from his chin onto his lap. Something dawns on me as I realize how profuse his tears are, and I take a swift, audible breath in. “Did they torture her?”

			He sniffs and nods, taking a breath himself before going on. “To death. I spent many years gathering her remains from where they’d scattered them. Lein, promise me when you succeed, when you cut Upper Earth’s life core, and bring the realms into one Aerd, please tell the others that Nene Nushba is buried at the foot of my cave. There’s a marker of plain stone, same as the mountain, but it’s exquisitely round. Please visit her grave often. It will remind you to live a worthy life.”

			“I’ll tell everyone to,” I promise. I don’t want to ask if it was my father who supervised her torture or whether it was ALIGN.

			It’s all the same evil. The one that doesn’t see all people’s lives as being as worthy as those of your own “kind.”

			And I almost fell into that evil several times—before as Amir Gauis’s son, and then when I joined the revolution.

			Almost—because if somehow I escape this place, somehow, I want to live the way Hasuf sees me. Within sight of the summit of integrity.

			I look at him again, gauging his state now, as another question arises in me.

			He’s stopped crying and is looking ahead once more, somber, though his face remains wet.

			I clear my throat and speak gently. “Can I ask why you insisted that the processor was in the Pavilion district? It didn’t end up being true.”

			“The processor was there.”

			It’s not Hasuf talking.

			It’s Aeon, who’s entered without us noticing. He comes around the table I’m at. “Ugh, no wonder you keep a mask on at all times.”

			The way Aeon stares at me with such scorn is the opposite of how Hasuf looked at my facial wounds.

			The latter did it with mercy, the former with contempt.

			My anger stirs—maybe I can pick up this table and use it to bash Aeon’s head in.

			But then the guard will kill Eyas and Hasuf.

			And Aeon will be mythologized, as Hasuf mentioned.

			As Murrabi Hasuf mentioned.

			I want to pay heed to every word he taught me here.

			“Yes, the processor was in my Pavilion penthouse, so your tangled servant was being a good little traitor.” Aeon walks over to Hasuf. “You once told me that you called yourself the Tangled Servant because you felt yourself falling for Nushba’s views. We had a good laugh about that.” He nods to someone at the door of the room he came out of and then looks back at Hasuf. “But then you were actually laughing at me, it seems, having bought her philosophy hook, line, and sinker.”

			“I called myself the Tangled Servant out of remorse, to remind myself of what I had done by preaching your philosophy of peace—to look the other way from oppression taking place and quietly accept the kind of world run by you and your ilk. I tangled the people up by making them think that to be so quiet was to be so good.” Hasuf’s forehead fills with a frown. “Please, Lein, let the people know I seek forgiveness from them just as I seek forgiveness from the One.”

			“What makes you think Lein is going to be in any condition to convey your messages to ‘the people,’ whatever that means?” Aeon stands aside as men in lab coats exit the room they were meeting in. They set tools on the tray by Hasuf. Aeon turns to me. “Apologies, this is why I took so long to greet you properly when you entered. We were having a disagreement about the viability of doing the procedure onstage, but I finally convinced them of my vision. And that is why we moved the processor you were seeking from the Pavilion district. We need it close by to fully bring my Golden Reveal to life.”

			I’m suddenly yanked out of the chair I’m in and pushed into another one, vises secured on my wrists and ankles to hold them into place.

			It’s a chair like the one Hasuf is sitting in.

			One of the lab coats comes up to Aeon and whispers in his ear.

			Aeon whips his head to look at him. “Are you certain?”

			The lab coat nods.

			“Then let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” Aeon says. Then he adds, “And activate Mirror Halo, all weapons inward on confirmation, no one, not even citizens, to escape if there’s a systems breach.”

			While that sounds ominous, while I’m clamped to this chair, while I know I’m going to lose my free will forever, I can’t help being uplifted by the adrenaline rush of hearing the words systems breach.

			Someone is making headway on Operation Golden Flight after all.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Four

				Nayf

			
			Aeon walks onto the main stage.

			This is the only stage not made out of crystal clear glass.

			Its obsidian floor merges into the same black glass back wall. Even the sliding doors set into that background are made of the veiny black volcanic rock.

			Against this backdrop, Aeon, wearing his usual all-white ensemble, almost glows.

			The guests quiet down immediately, and the lights dim further.

			Solo cello notes sound, followed by a haunting woman’s voice singing in a language I don’t recognize.

			The music fades and Aeon speaks. “Once upon a time, a little girl went on a journey; it was a short journey, but a journey nonetheless. She wished to visit a loved one she hadn’t seen in a long time.”

			Is it my imagination, or did Aeon just shoot a look at Raisa standing all the way back here, beside me? We’re far from the stage, near an exit, because Kizuwanda gave us word that Musaid finally located the processor, that he’s working on it, that our getaway is imminent.

			“When the little girl arrived at the abode, alas, she believed a wolf had taken the place of her loved one. She questioned the wolf to verify whether her assessment of the situation was correct. Apparently, it was true, and a chase commenced. In some versions, the wolf won; in others, the girl won. Sometimes the loved one being visited survived, others not so. What story am I sharing today?”

			As people shout out “Red Riding Hood” and “Little Red Riding Hood,” Aeon beams at the audience. “I see the streaming of fairy tales and fables into your links when you were wee toddlers has worked out well!”

			Everyone laughs.

			“Now, what if you could experience the thrill of participating in a fairy tale? Decide the outcomes the way you’d like them to be? Against other players?” Aeon snaps his fingers, and an aura plays of a simulation fairy-tale game. “No, not like that. Not an external experience that only our minds participate in. What if our bodies could feel everything?”

			He swipes the air, and an aura of a firsthand view of looking into a dark forest while running through it appears. There’s heavy breathing as the aura’s perspective turns to look behind. “No, not like that either. That’s still your mind experiencing the feeling of being chased through visuals and sound effects.” Aeon hangs his head sadly. “You don’t actually feel your legs responding to the fear of pounding on a trail as you run away from the Big Bad Wolf.”

			The auras disappear. And gentle upbeat music begins playing.

			“That is why this year’s Golden Reveal at the tenth Le Vol Doré is based on the ancient human desire for the thrill of an unfolding story. Using the template of ‘Red Riding Hood,’ our excellent linking facilitators have perfected a program where you can enjoy every sensation of a story through the SomaScape program!” The doors behind him slide open, and four men in lab coats come out to great applause from the audience.

			“But there is one deep dark secret about this program. It works on the perfect meshing of two scalplinks: the user—all of you who will enjoy the program—and the host. Hosts will be from Lower Earth, where they can roam the great land below us safely for users. The deep dark secret isn’t about hosts being Lower Earthers, it’s that to make the program successful, hosts have to fulfill certain criteria advanced by a slight tweaking of Upper Earth ethics, as agreed upon by our esteemed Council of Guardians. Sometimes—” He pauses. “You might see children. But it is imperative you know this truth: These are children happy to run free, to participate in small and grand stories, to live lives they’ve never experienced before. This child, for example, was enslaved in a bird shop since she was a toddler. That’s the way the brutes treat their young. The privilege of participating in the SomaScape program is actually freedom for this poor soul.”

			Raisa grips my arm as Eyas is wheeled out, strapped to a chair.

			She has a smile on her face, and she waves to the audience.

			I glance around, grateful Khalda is not here to see this. Where is she?

			“This child is super happy to play host as Red Riding Hood! Aren’t you, little girl?” Aeon waves at her, and she nods at him.

			These people are the brutes.

			“Now, you may be asking, where is her grandmother who she visits? Can one of my friends play SomaScape with me as I play Red Riding Hood, and they play Grandmother? Well—” Aeon smiles secretively. “What if I told you Red Riding Hood doesn’t visit her grandmother in our version but her grandfather?”

			Hasuf is wheeled out, strapped to a chair that has a screen on top.

			He is not smiling.

			And he’s motionless, like he’s sedated and can’t respond to anything.

			“Sometimes, hosts volunteer. When our selected grandmother couldn’t make it, our dear Guardian Hasuf said he’d gladly take her place to make sure our program is successful. Thank you for your service, Guardian Hasuf. A true future Golden Flier!” Aeon begins clapping, and everyone joins in enthusiastically.

			“We have to get them off there,” I whisper to Raisa, my heart hammering. “This is diabolical. Your father’s punishing Hasuf for our choices.”

			“He’s not my father.” Raisa is staring at Aeon with a look I’ve never seen on her face.

			Pure hatred.

			Rage.

			“But what about the wolf? We do need one of those, right?” Aeon stops and suddenly laughs. “Well, a neat side benefit of this new entertainment experience is that some hosts will be serving for their crimes through the SomaScape program. And tonight, to demonstrate this, we have a two-birds-with-one-stone situation unfolding right in front of our eyes.”

			The door opens, and now the Stray—in his Lein mask—is wheeled out onto the stage.

			I’ve never seen him look so vulnerable.

			Aeon is absolutely monstrous, full of gleeful evil, and I can’t believe all these people are lapping this up.

			The monster goes on. “Our brilliant new guardian, the young Merle, put one man on top of the list of the most wanted brutes on Earth. Guardian Merle, please take a bow!” Someone in the audience waves. Up onstage, Aeon points at the Stray. “This, ladies and gentlemen, is that man, the terrorist, public enemy number one, the absolute brute who’s been disrupting our supply chains for months, who utterly destroyed our transport tunnels, so much so that we’ve been flying our supplies in, so much so that this whole evening, our chefs had to focus solely on seafood for main courses. That beef canapé tonight was actually mushroom and eggplant grown in our own greenhouses up here!”

			The crowd actually sounds aghast—at this more than the fact that there are three people imprisoned up there onstage, including a child.

			“This is the Stray, as he calls himself, as you’ve heard about on news streams, but do you know who he really is? And why he’s perfect for the role in this SomaScape edition of ‘Red Riding Hood’? Because for years, before he became the Stray, he’d been acting as our sheep—when he was really a wolf!” Aeon tugs the Stray’s mask of Lein up and reveals—

			Lein.

			My cousin.

			Even with half his face burnt, I recognize him.

			Even if almost all of his face were gone, I’d know Lein.

			The gasps in the audience are instant as most see the crown prince they knew before, but none of their exclamations match the thumping that’s taken over my heart on seeing Lein looking so scared up there.

			I need to help him.

			As I straighten up, looking for access to get on the stage, Absr suddenly flies off my shoulder.

			Is he going to the stage?

			No, he flies straight up and out of the oculus.

			“Wait! Let’s go back to Guardian Hasuf. He, the saint, has allowed us to demonstrate how simple the host facilitation process and experience is. How harmless it is for hosts. In the spirit of the good soul he is, he volunteered to have you all watch the special link that will be inserted into his brain right now onstage.” Aeon smiles big and throws up his arms. “Let’s give the loudest round of applause for his bravery! And the work of the Ascension Institute’s optogenetic linking facilitators!”

			Two more men in lab coats wheel out trays holding surgical tools. The screen above Hasuf flashes on to reveal a scan of his brain.

			“To prove how noninvasive it is, how utterly painless, Guardian Hasuf will be awake the entire time.” Aeon nods at the lab coats to start. “We’ve already made the incision, so you’ll only see the linking happening on-screen.”

			I’m not going to let this happen.

			If I have to die trying to prevent it, I don’t care.

			I start taking steps toward the stage. Raisa doesn’t stop me.

			Because she’s not beside me anymore.

			I don’t check where she is, though—there’s absolutely no time for anything else.

			All I can see is a probe moving into Hasuf’s brain on-screen. As I rush through the crowd, the dim mood lighting all around us in the Founders’ Oculus suddenly turns darker.

			It’s like a shadow has moved over us.

			I look up.

			An Enlightenment Center, massive and circular in shape, is hovering over the opening of the oculus. It’s so large an aircraft, its perimeter cannot be seen and it blocks all the lights shining into the atrium from outside the Ascension Institute.

			As the crowd starts noticing and murmuring, I begin running to get to the stage, pushing people out of the way.

			I can’t stop and think things through—like Hasuf said Nene Nushba used to.

			I have a feeling that if Nene Nushba were here, if Nada were here, they’d both be making decisions and trying to save precious lives.

			There are three precious ones up onstage, and I won’t rest until each of them is free.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Five

				Raisa

			
			Fury is consuming every part of me.

			I somehow make it up the broad shallow steps to my dressing room with my unwieldy wings before unhooking my dress and stepping out of it.

			Now I’m free to move.

			As I bend down to remove the weaponized feathers Kizuwanda added to my wings, I hear sobbing, followed by a sudden deep breath intake. The crying stopped mid-sob.

			Someone’s in the room.

			But the room is bare, with just a bag of cosmetics on the makeup table, along with my hairbrush.

			The closet.

			Holding a paralytic dart ready to release, I go to the closet door and pull it open.

			It’s Khalda. She’s curled up in the corner, looking through a long panel she’s pulled away from the wall to reveal the exterior glass, eyes glittery with remnants of tears. But she’s not crying any longer.

			And she’s not looking down onto the grief-inducing stage. She’s looking up and so fixed with her stare that she doesn’t even notice I’ve entered. “What is it?”

			“They’re rappelling down to a stage.” Khalda stands up. “It’s your mother. And Murda is on another stage. Look across.”

			She moves aside, and I see an extraordinary sight: Mama standing on the highest of the glass stages looking down at Papa on the main stage, the evacuation carrier hovering above the oculus. Across from us, on the same level as us, Murda is on another platform, the one the colorful women danced on for the first performance tonight.

			They both have weapons, Mama with two—one slung on her chest as usual, and another one in her hands, pointing at Papa.

			That one is long and, frankly, looks like some kind of rocket launcher.

			The guards around the tree and other parts of the room are all activated. Some are getting onto the stage; one is already shielding Papa.

			Mama says something, but we can’t hear it until the DJ actually turns on the mic that captures her stage. The sound system blares Mama’s voice mid-speech. “—we walking into here? Aeon up to his usual cruelty and deceit? Oh, how shocking.” She nods. “Release that child. And I assume that’s the Stray? Him too. You can keep the old man who dances to your tune.”

			No. Mama is wrong about Hasuf.

			He’s the one who gave us everything we needed to fuel the revolution: Upper Earth’s plans, guardian forces’ locations, arms, access to vital information.

			Gave us everything to allow us to be up here now.

			To bring all this evil to an end.

			I rush to go out the dressing room door.

			“Where are you going?” Khalda follows me.

			“To Murda.” I glance behind, pointing out my wings lying on the floor to her. “If you get the feathers off, they’re not lethal but still some kind of protection for us. Kizuwanda rigged them.”

			I’m about to leave when I realize that Khalda is going to be immobilized like I’ve been all this past year and a half when confronted with the potential for any conflict. I turn to her.

			Sure enough, she’s frozen, wringing her hands. I need to tell her what I’ve been telling myself while running up here. “Act now. We can’t do everything, but we have to do something.”

			She nods, her face full of worry.

			“You helped put all this together. We’re literally on that mountain we have to bring down with our chisels. Your planning got us here, Khalda.” I reach out my hands and clasp the hands that have stopped twisting on each other but are still intertwined. I shelter them in my touch. “Make the intention to act. And it will become clear what you need to do.”

			I remove my right hand and grasp the pendant of the necklace Papa gifted me. “I know what I need to do. And, Khalda, I just know you have a role, too, even if it’s not the one you initially planned.”

			She nods again, slower this time, like something is dawning on her. “I’ll do it. Now go, because I’ve never seen your eyes so strong. Go, Raisa!”

			I give her a quick hug and exit.

			As I run along the curved corridor to the prep room opening onto the stage Murda is standing on, Papa’s voice now comes through the speaker system. “Ladies and gentlemen, what we are looking at up there is the reason we use the phrase ‘Rise above!’ on Upper Earth. Why we have to take the lead in this world we inherited from the Visionaries. This woman is vengeance personified. She won’t let go of perceived wrongs and has spent her whole life terrorizing people to bend to her whim of challenging ALIGN.”

			“You know I’m holding an oblivion rifle.” Mama’s laugh booms over the speaker. “Your lieutenant Marcel was very adept at dropping those weapons-manufacturing locations you tried to hide. One of those Enlightenment Centers you sent to Lower Earth to enslave our people is now hovering above us, full of soldiers and weaponry that will eliminate everyone here. All your drones, droids, and human security on the rim and en route here have been obliterated by your handy weapons.” She laughs again. “Of course the Architect doesn’t know how to run his systems properly!”

			I reach the door to Murda’s room and find it unlocked. But when I open it, two rebel soldiers immediately grab me. “It’s me, Raisa!”

			“Princess?” one of them asks, before both let go of me.

			Ugh.

			Okay, then—I’ll princess.

			I order them to give me their guns. They shake their heads.

			“If you want all these people to die, including your daughter, then by all means use that gun, you brute.” Papa’s voice booms from the oculus.

			“Yes, call her that, my daughter, for she is my daughter. Someone who fights against oppression, not masterminds it.” Mama.

			Onstage, Murda turns back and notices me. She motions for one of the soldiers to take her place and comes into the room, bending her frame to get in through the doorway.

			“I need a gun,” I immediately say by way of greeting.

			“Take mine.” She holds it out. “It’s a—”

			“Trailhunt, I know. But what about you?”

			“I’ve got another one.” She points to the handgun on her belt.

			“Murda, that’s nothing.” I shake my head, giving back the trailhunt. “Did you see Mama’s? That has a far reach. You, on the other hand, won’t even be able to shoot someone across this room accurately. Can you get me another trailhunt?”

			She smiles and hands the gun back to me. “Even with that trailhunt, I’m a bad shot. And besides, I have two soldiers with me. They’re very effective with their weapons.”

			“Then why are you here?” I strap the trailhunt on. “I thought you were piloting?”

			“I am, I mean, I did, and now the carrier is in hovering mode. I thought we were going to the dock, but your mom wanted the evacuation carriers close to the institute, and for me to accompany her,” Murda explains. “She’s finally facing your dad, like she’s always wanted to do.”

			I nod and hurry out of the room, unable to stay and entertain these developments in the strangely positive way that Murda is doing so right now.

			In the hallway, I meet Khalda. She’s got a makeup aesthetician’s bag full of dart feathers across her body, and in one hand she’s holding my hairbrush. “I remembered, from reading your records, this is your mother’s hairbrush.” She releases the handle and pulls the knife out. “Extra protection. Or maybe my chisel!”

			I nod. “Let’s go!”

			“Where are we headed?”

			“We should go to Lein and Musaid’s dressing room; their platform has a clear view of the main stage,” I say, running to the steps that lead there.

			She stops. “I want to go onto the atrium floor. It’s closer to Eyas. And”—she looks looks away for second, shy suddenly, and then back at me—“Lein.”

			“Yes, do it. It’s better if we spread out.” I give her a wave and flee down the steps, calling out, “Let’s meet at the rim—”

			Papa’s voice interrupts loudly from the stage. “I have three of your loved ones now. Isn’t this your brand-new son-in-law?”

			Papa has Nayf?

			I burst into Lein’s Rookmaster dressing room and then, with my body, hug the wall by the door leading to their stage. I can’t risk anyone seeing me.

			I open the stage door slightly to peer down at the main stage Papa is on.

			My heart drops—behind Papa, Nayf is being held by a guard.

			Nayf went up there without protection or a weapon.

			I know he’s an excellent fighter, but he’s no match for all those guns.

			I’m devastated to see him in the opposite state of the relentless strength that I’ve seen from him all along, now that he’s trapped in Papa’s lair. Vulnerable.

			Hasuf.

			Nayf stormed the stage for Hasuf.

			He will do anything for the elderly guide.

			And that makes me straighten myself and unclasp my necklace. Just as I suspected, there are a few strands of Papa’s white hair entangled in the clasp.

			I need to save Nayf. He’s my everything, and I can’t imagine my world without him.

			“I think my guests are getting tired of this standoff. I’ll give you to the count of five before each of them gets executed.” Papa is standing, staring up at Mama with his hands on his hips, his robe falling open on his crisp white purform suit, the V of his arms making it seem like he’s got wings. “Is that clear enough for your rigid, unvisionary mind?”

			“I don’t think you’ll even have the count of five. You see, I have several pawns in play. First, the Bridge will explode if you touch a hair on my three Lower Earthers onstage, cutting off food for all of your citizens.” Mama pauses for a long moment. I look up to see what she’s doing. She’s peering down into the large tree growing out of the center of the oculus floor. “Second, I see my disciples working on eliminating your core processor as I asked them to. You know, the one you stashed under the hill blossom tree you stole from us?”

			Even from where I’m standing, I see Papa’s face fall.

			But then he changes back to his game face and nods to the guards surrounding the tree.

			One of them presses a foot down, and the glass around the tree slides apart.

			From up here, I have a clear view into the room under the roots.

			Beneath the muzzles of the guards’ guns, Musaid and a girl in a mask have their hands and eyes lifted in surrender.

			“Raise them now!” Papa shouts.

			The same guard who opened up the glass floor immediately activates a mechanism that lifts Musaid and his partner up to floor level.

			They still have their hands raised, but both of them look straight ahead at the stage. Musaid’s eyes are round with horror.

			“Bring them up here!” Papa orders.

			“If you touch them, I’ll blast a hole in the processor and you,” Mama responds.

			“The processor will reset as many times as it needs to. Some engineer you are.” Papa laughs before adding, “This isn’t Lower Earth tech.”

			“Then…” Mama raises her gun, and audience members scream, running away from the main stage. I see that all the entrances are blocked by guards with aegis repeaters.

			And then I see a beautiful thing: The droids around the room are all motionless. Did Musaid gut the processor already?

			“I’ll give it to you: Your people are smart, the way they ran away just now. They know the capability of this thing to make a huge hole in your fancy hall.” Squinting, Mama holds the massive oblivion gun steady.

			“Salwe, let the kids get up there with Aeon.” Kizuwanda has stepped in front of the stage. “Please lower the gun, I beseech you.”

			“Oh, so you’ve been Aeon’s all along, is that it? That’s why I sniffed the scent of betrayal on you when you supposedly returned to me.” Mama lowers the gun a fraction and then puts it back into position. “I shoot all traitors, so, Kizuwanda, if you are one, remain standing there.”

			Before the guards can stop her, the girl beside Musaid runs forward and stands in front of Kizuwanda. “If you shoot her, you shoot me, too, Salwe.”

			Then she removes her eye mask.

			I blink.

			Nada.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Six

				Nada

			
			There she is up there, up high, Salwe, her gun lowered as though she’s seeing a ghost.

			She is, though.

			She’s seeing me.

			“Nada?” she asks, her voice barely a whisper. The sound system cranks up, and the next part of what she says is so loud, people cover their ears. “Is that really you?”

			I nod. And then turn around to face Aeon. “Your processor is done. Reset codes completely obliterated. You have two hours and fifty-four minutes to get your citizens evacuated to safety. With the strong safety procedures Upper Earth has in place, your entire population should be out in an hour, hour and a half at the most. Release all these people.”

			He looks down at me, hands on his hips.

			And I see it.

			He’s the guy in the aura Dr. A played of his lab assistants, that young happy family he switched off so quickly.

			And behind me, standing on that upper stage is Salwe, the young woman.

			That means Raisa is the happy little girl who got her life ruined.

			“Ah, so you’re the Frankenstein Dr. Almarady has been working on on the rig we stormed. We found various remnants of his body floating almost all the way to the shores of Blackwater prison, a fitting end.” He looks up at Salwe. “Your grandfather, in pieces.”

			“If you cared about Upper Earth, you would be evacuating the whole terrain!” Kizuwanda yells back at him.

			“Why?”

			“The processor shutdown is going to crash this place,” Kizuwanda responds. “You know this!”

			“But what if it is reversed?” Aeon points at me. “By this girl, Nada.”

			Dr. A did teach me how to reverse it as a contingency.

			“But why would I?” I decide to be bold and move around Kizuwanda to pull myself onto the stage. I need to address everyone, and judging by their faces from up here, it’s a rapt audience who’ll actually hear what I have to say. “Why would I reverse what has enslaved everyone, including your people here?”

			“Do you know why I placed the processor under that hill blossom tree your people love so much?” Aeon walks up to me and then turns to the audience. “It’s to remind ourselves how interconnected we all are. Upper and Lower Earths. You know what will happen if that processor stops working? Lower Earth will die.”

			Behind me, Lein guffaws. He’s strapped in a chair, but he’s still fighting. Once I get people to agree to leave, I’m going to tear him out of there.

			“You laugh, but do you know who’s been handling your weather all these years? For over a hundred years, almost two hundred, since the Great Catastrophe?” Aeon puts his hands out in a flourish. “We have. That’s why your crops grow. That’s why Lower Earth hasn’t been swallowed up like the rest of Earth. You cut the processor, you’re condemning yourselves to death. That’s the symbolism of that hill blossom tree there. It’s the only one remaining, the only one we were able to cultivate to full fruit-yielding growth. Once the processor shuts down, the tree dies, too—literally, not just symbolically. And then, soon after, as the natural, unmanned weather systems begin to wreak havoc, you won’t have any crops to sustain you left on Earth.” He smiles. “See? We’re all in it together. We go down, you go down.”

			Nayf, in the arms of a guard, looking at me in shock all this time, finally speaks, turning to Aeon to do so. “We’d rather be happy, live free, together, for a short time, than live forever enslaved by your systems.”

			“Would you live happy without your sister, Amir Nayf?” Aeon asks, a strange smile on his face.

			“If you touch her, you’ll die painfully,” Salwe yells out.

			“It’s not me who’s going to kill her.” Aeon turns to look up at Salwe, and I think about how to tackle him effectively. He’s the one who won’t release his people, not calling for his guards to step down, the one letting time tick away.

			We can’t even give Jansu the word to trigger the emergency alert for all of Upper Earth until Aeon opens the doors here, or else there will be chaos, shots flying everywhere, people getting hurt and killed.

			“I’m sorry to spring this on you.” Aeon points at Salwe. “But it’s your grandfather who has set this all up to kill this girl. Your precious Nada.”

			I freeze. What does he mean?

			In the crowd, I see Zynnia coming forward from the people who’ve all flattened themselves against the periphery of the oculus. Her face is twisted in pain, and I know she’s wondering the same thing I am: What’s Aeon saying about Dr. Almarady?

			“When the processor goes, Nada will lose her link. Without the core up here connected to her, she’s going to lose her abilities. And then quickly die.” Aeon’s smile grows. “Again. Dr. Almarady, a mad scientist, was training her to become his weapon to get his revenge on us up here. He was using Nada all along. Like grandfather, like granddaught—like you, Salwe. Both corrupt engineers.”

			Zynnia runs forward, and a guard tackles her.

			Musaid rushes toward the stage and tries to leap onto it but is rammed against its wall by three guards who hold his arms back and shove his head up to look at me.

			I’m about to jump down to help him when Aeon grabs me and holds me in a vise grip against himself. “Now are you ready to reverse the processor, Princess Nada? You do want to live again, right? Live properly for once? You’ll have the best life here—I guarantee it. The Council of Guardians guarantees it.”

			With my skills, I can turn around and kill this man, but then I also can’t, as it won’t lead to what I want: to free everyone—here and down below us.

			I look at Zynnia sobbing on the floor she’s sunk to, the guard hovering over her; at Musaid staring up at me in such pain; at the people trembling in the back; at Salwe standing stock-still, unsure of what to do; at the magician Dorian Hale, who’s wheeled himself in his wheelchair to watch everything from another mid-rise stage, a troubled expression on his face; at— Wait, is that Raisa in the doorway of the stage adjacent to Dorian Hale’s?

			I look at all this, and even though visions of my legs lying limp in my bathwater keep interrupting what I see here, I decide something.

			I decide something even though all of me will go limp, too, now.

			Despite the fact that I didn’t get to see the world Dr. A wanted to build, the kind of world I want to see desperately—We thoroughly give up on seeing the fruits of our labor in our lifetimes—I speak clearly. “My life, my comfort, the privilege you promise me is not worth the price of anyone’s enslavement.” And then I tilt my head back, trying to see Aeon, trying to get at him and his twisted soul. “And anyway, we all eventually die. Aren’t you the one who wants to honor those who flew on from this world with golden records? Isn’t that what this party is all about? So yes, I choose to die again to help people live free. I’ll die again and again and again if it means justice for all those suffering from your tyranny.” I twist now to try to reach him with my words. I want them to cut him like the blade I am. “I choose freedom for everyone over my own gains.”

			In the silence that follows, Dorian Hale starts slowly clapping from up high.

			Initially, the action is solitary, but then people from the audience join in, at first scattered, until there’s full applause.

			Aeon yanks my face to look down at Musaid. “Ask your lover if that’s what he wants. We saw his thoughts from Lein’s torture files; we saw how much he loves his girl. He sure wasn’t happy you gave your life to save a whore. We on the council had a great time rolling in laughter at his thoughts about you.” He laughs and looks around as though for validation, but I’m buoyed to see via my link’s zoom that the other guardians in the room don’t join him.

			In fact, some of them have joined those clapping.

			“I love Nada for who she is, not for who you or I want her to be,” Musaid says, his voice trembling. Then he shakes his head. “We’re not reversing the processor.” He says this with tears streaming down from eyes beginning to shut tight now, and I decide right then that I want to spend my last couple of hours in this life, this second lifespan of mine, as Dr. A would say, staring at the way his beautiful soul shines like a light from his face.

			Like Nene Nushba’s face.

			From the middle of the hall, Zynnia suddenly stands and speaks, her voice shaking but loud, addressing the Upper Earthers in the audience, not Aeon. “All of us who love Nada know she means it. She is giving her life up willingly!” Zynnia tears herself away from her guard’s attempts to hold her again, and somehow he lets her be, his arms going slack as he continues watching her, seemingly unsure of what to do. Freed, Zynnia turns around fully to look at all the faces gazing at her and continues with a steady voice, now raised even louder. “That brave girl up there? Nada? She almost died before—everyone who loved her thought she had died—when she put herself at risk to save a girl! A girl sold as a child to be exploited all her life in the kind of world ALIGN gouged down below for the people deemed beneath all of you! I’m that girl! I was sold from monster to monster for years, including to guardians from up here, and I don’t want a single person to suffer what I was made to! Not one more trafficked human!” There’s no denying that the trembling pain in her voice is borne from the horrors she’s experienced. “I don’t want one more human seen as beneath you all!”

			I’m so proud of her for speaking truth in front of the powerful that tears quietly trickle down my face.

			There’s a silence in the audience, but my link zooms from face to face in the Upper Earth crowd, and hope blooms in my heart at what I see: I’m not the only one moved by Zynnia’s words.

			“Release all of us, Aeon,” Dorian says from his stage. “Your time is up.”

			“Speak for yourself and your third-rate tricks,” Aeon says roughly, and with that line, a series of things happens before chaos descends:

			First, we hear a long beep from the chair Hasuf is clamped to; then Khalda storms the stage from the dressing room with a knife held out, causing Aeon to whip me around with him as he watches the guards trying to tackle Khalda, which causes Lein to get up suddenly and use the chair attached to him to try to knock the guards over, some of whom trip, falling into one another.

			Then Nayf breaks away from the guard holding him and rushes to Hasuf.

			“The murrabi has died!” Nayf’s voice is full of anguish.

			In the split second when Aeon’s attention goes that way, I drop my weight, causing Aeon to fall forward, and then I execute a hip throw that would have made Coach Rohan proud.

			Aeon lands on his back, and before he can get up, a shot rings out.

			And then he can’t get up any longer.

			He, too, is dead—but there’s no one to cry out that fact in anguish for him.

			Before dealing with a guard heading my way from the dressing room, I look up.

			Raisa stands on a stage with a trailhunt in her right hand, swinging something from her left hand.

			I zoom in with my link: It’s a thick chain—a man’s necklace?

			It has a white pendant hanging from it.

			White.

			Aeon’s necklace?

			My link puts the pieces together and offers, Raisa got Aeon’s DNA from that necklace to program the trailhunt.

			“That’s my girl!” Salwe calls out. Then she talks into a comm to her forces, but we can all hear it. “To the edge. Rappel fast. Keep to formation. Secure the hall! Command new hive!”

			Rebel soldiers start gliding down on ropes anchored to the bottom of the Enlightenment Center.

			On the main stage still, I dodge a guard at the last minute, and then come back to trip him with a sudden wide sweep. I remember what Musaid told me about the weapons these guards are toting, which a rebel named Marcel had told him—that they’re so lethal, they’ve been commanded not to use them if Upper Earth civilians are in the vicinity.

			Aegis repeater guns.

			I grab this fallen guard’s aegis gun from him and use the threat of it to herd the other guards off the stage.

			I’m getting control again, and it feels good—but then a sound reminds me of my fate: There’s a humming noise coming from the hill blossom tree.

			The lights rising around it start fizzing. The mask of Nene Nushba I hung on one of the branches before I was pulled away by the guards now falls off.

			I swallow a sob as I realize right then that Nene Nushba’s face might have been the last thing Hasuf gazed at before he died.

			I’m about to jump off the stage to check what’s happening with the processor when Kizuwanda runs by, helping herd Upper Earthers huddled in fear to the exits. She calls out, “Musaid, trigger the evacuation orders.” She’s so close to the main stage that her voice gets captured by the mic.

			“No, ABSOLUTELY not!” Salwe, still standing on her stage up high, booms. “Team Operation Golden Flight, follow your getaway plan. Your air carrier, preprogrammed by Marcel, awaits. Thank you for your service. My swarm and I will take over now.”

			Kizuwanda stops running and looks up at Salwe. “The two large carriers are for evacuation! For Upper Earthers!”

			“They’re full of my men and women, ready to take over Upper Earth, not evacuate it. All Upper Earthers will be punished for their enslavement of us. You know, Kizuwanda, no one up here is innocent,” Salwe says. “And if you don’t like it, be my guest, and leave. Though if anything happens to me, the Bridge will be blown, all its people, including poor Jansu and that kid with him. My man Qasam is waiting on my cue to set the explosion in motion.”

			Onstage, I move to free little Eyas, which Musaid has been trying to do for the last while. He’s also periodically working on Lein’s clamps, also to no avail. Nayf is moving between Hasuf’s feet, wrists, and neck, trying to get them out of their respective vises.

			I pull all the sets of iron grips in turn and free each of them. Nayf catches Hasuf in his arms as the murrabi falls forward.

			Lein lifts Eyas and holds the little girl, her chin resting on his shoulder, with Khalda by his side. Then he turns to me and speaks quietly. “Qasam won’t blow up the Bridge without my signal. He’s working for me, not Salwe.”

			“Will you call him off?”

			“Do you have a link connection to Jansu? Qasam is on the same submersible with him, though Jansu doesn’t know it. He’s hiding on there.”

			Musaid pulls out a comm device from his pocket, and we relay Lein’s message to Jansu, who uses some choice words as we hear him searching for Qasam on the sub.

			While Jansu obviously didn’t even know there was someone stowed away with him all along, he’s aghast now to learn that there are bombs aboard too.

			Once Jansu finds the explosives man, we hear some more swearing before he puts Qasam on.

			Lein issues a simple directive: “Dump the stash, and you are not to answer to Salwe’s command,” to which Qasam affirms. Then we tell Jansu to broadcast the evacuation order immediately. He says he’ll do it as soon as he’s in the system, that the processor shutdown is making it hard to hack quickly.

			I find Kizuwanda to share this news with her. She nods, but wearily. “We have to get the evacuation air carriers sorted out in the meantime. I’m not having a face-off with Salwe. I’m going to go talk to Murda; she’s the pilot. She can reprogram both of them for us.”

			I decide to accompany her for protection, and as we run up the steps, she explains to me how the aegis repeater works.

			I decide it’s the first weapon I like a lot—a shield and shooter.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Seven

				Nada

			
			We make it onto the upper stage where Murda is directing rebel soldiers rappelling down. She and Salwe are communicating via earlinks.

			Kizuwanda asks Murda to shut her comm device off before she talks to her. Murda complies.

			“We need you to fly both evacuation carriers to their docks under the rim. We now have only two hours to get everyone out.” Kizuwanda’s face is filled with worry, like I’ve never seen it. “You know our ethos: One life lost is like losing all of humanity. One life saved is—”

			“Like saving all of humanity,” Murda finishes. She turns to me. “Did you know your grandmother entrusted me to take care of you in prison? I never got to tell you this during our time together and regretted it after we thought you’d passed away.”

			I tilt my head, surprised. “I thought it was Salwe who was assigned to watch over me?”

			“Salwe stepped in because I asked her to physically protect you. And then she had her own vision for you. She’s a good person, but her heart can’t see beyond what Aeon did to her.” Murda smiles at me from her great height. “I stay close to her to keep her from hurting herself more than she has already.”

			“Will you still help us, then? Even if it’s not what Salwe wants?” I ask.

			“Of course. Your grandmother personally taught me the Ahraar code,” she says, turning to head back into the dressing room, as we fall into step beside her. “I’m from Upper Earth, actually, a defector. We were few, but I’m sure there will be more now, with what you shared onstage—the value of one life not worth more than another’s, the value of a noble life however short it may be, of a noble death.”

			“Where are you going?” Salwe’s voice is so loud, it makes us jump. “Murda?”

			We think it’s coming from the sound system like before, but then we see up ahead that Salwe has actually stepped out onto the stage we’re still on.

			Kizuwanda shakes her head slightly to Murda. “Let’s keep walking.”

			“I always knew there was a snake in the grass.” Salwe shifts her stride to move toward Kizuwanda solely, pointing a gun directly at her. It’s the smaller weapon Salwe was wearing, but still a rifle.

			I look behind us. There’s a short glass guardrail, but if we back up, we’ll still end up falling.

			And we’re so high it will be to our deaths.

			“Where are you taking Murda, my right hand?” Salwe asks, moving the barrel of her gun threateningly from Kizuwanda’s face to her chest to her head, and then back again. “My best friend–turned-traitor Kizuwanda is taking my right hand, how dramatic—yet not surprising. Were you really just keeping an eye on Raisa for me all those years up here, or serving Aeon? Because on this entire mission, your most pressing concern has been saving the lives of these privileged, spoiled carcasses, devoid of souls.”

			“As in ancient Bakkah, reconciliation over revenge. Cooperation over conquest,” Kizuwanda recites. “We break the cycles of oppression; no generation shall inherit the sins of the past; no soul shall carry the burdens of another. These are all Ahraar codes. You know this.”

			“Codes recorded by a woman from a royal family.” Salwe actually spits on the stage floor after saying this. “Nushba was not my amira; I run my own hive, and we’ll have a new colony to set up here because Aeon destroyed our old one below.” She lifts the gun to Kizuwanda’s face again. “Now, are you finished with your theatrical recitation and ready for death if you don’t renounce Nushba’s way?”

			“You, of all people, should know I’m not afraid of death.” Kizuwanda is staring unflinchingly into Salwe’s eyes above the gun. “Your grandfather taught me what he couldn’t teach you. You don’t believe in the power of the oneness of all people, and so you hold on tightly to the only power you believe in: yours.”

			Salwe laughs. “And we should all believe in Nushba’s power? ‘For Nush,’ as you all announce before doing anything?” She mimics a solemn, high-pitched tone when she says “For Nush.”

			“No, she never taught that. That was erroneous, something people spread. She taught ‘for the One’—”

			“And for the oneness of all people ordained by the One,” Murda finishes.

			“You belong to the Originals!” Salwe barks at Murda. “And Originals don’t repeat teachings Nushba jammed in when she claimed royalty status, forgetting there was a queen running the Ahraar already! The old lady made up a bunch of lies to soften our soldiers! Under that traitor Hasuf’s influence!”

			“She didn’t make them up. They’re preserved from bits of lost revelations and sayings of trustworthy people.” I defend my grandmother, remembering what Dr. A taught me. What Nene Nushba preserved came from beyond her own mind.

			Kizuwanda adds, “She influenced Hasuf to turn against Upper Earth. And Nushba never ever claimed royal blood, and only used her position to establish justice.”

			“For everyone,” I emphasize.

			“Always,” Murda says, taking a step forward.

			“Where are you going without my say-so?” Salwe asks, unnervingly calmly.

			“To pilot an aircraft,” Murda says. For once, her voice is firm in the presence of Salwe.

			“Shut up,” Salwe suddenly yells.

			Then she turns the gun away from Kizuwanda and shoots Murda.

			To kill.

			Salwe shoots the one who’s been by her side for so long, dedicated to her. She extinguishes Murda’s soul like it was a soul that was Salwe’s to own, that it was her right to take—and for no crime other than deciding to save lives.

			Murda slumps onto the floor of the stage, blood streaming down from her chest, and Salwe shrugs and looks up at us. “Now you don’t have a pilot.”

			As Kizuwanda drops beside Murda and desperately attempts to stop the flow of blood, Salwe points the gun down, training it on Kizuwanda once more. “I asked you before, do you renounce Nushba’s way? You have to the count of—”

			I interrupt Salwe. “Don’t you choose your grandfather’s way?”

			She looks at me, a smirk lighting her face. Her voice mimics the same earnest tone she mocked before. “ ‘The way of truth and justice? Even if it’s against your own self?’ Ha, my grandfather was lost and surrendered to naivete. But I’m not giving in to that sentiment. Never.” She pats the oblivion gun. “And these carcasses are going to learn that up here on Upper Earth.” She positions the rifle to point at Kizuwanda’s head. “But first, there’s a snake to be dealt with.”

			I swivel the aegis.

			Because, as Salwe herself taught me, thinking is the first part of fighting.

			Because we can’t save people with the limited time we have, with the clock ticking, if we have to keep facing a heart so twisted with rancor that it can’t feel the humanity of anyone except its own self, I shoot Salwe with the weapon she didn’t know I had.

			Not in an eye-for-an-eye way, but in the way of taking one life to save the hundreds she wanted to kill here now.

			Carcasses she’d called them, “devoid of souls,” not human anymore—which is exactly how Upper Earth had developed the word brutes.

			Because it makes it easier to devour your enemies that way.

			But we’re done with all that now.

			As Dr. A taught me, We must resist everything in us that leads us to become the evil we fight.

			And, perhaps thinking selfishly, I didn’t just willingly give up a chance to live only for all this oppression to repeat again—in the hands of new victors.

		

	
		
			
				Part Eight

				Hope Is the Thing with Feathers
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				Chapter Forty-Eight

				Musaid

			
			“This is not a drill. This is a rescue directive. Upper Earth’s core has destabilized. Evacuate immediately. You have one hundred and twenty minutes before catastrophic impact. Leave belongings behind. Move quickly and calmly and follow your designated sublevel evacuation routes to the rim. Air carriers programmed for evacuation routes await. Repeat: Citizens are not in danger; this is a rescue; safety awaits all who follow orders.”

			Jansu’s voice plays the announcement every five minutes.

			I’m helping empty the Ascension Institute, directing people to the sublevel, where we have others—Salwe’s troops—stationed to get everyone to the rim in an orderly fashion.

			When Salwe died, Lein immediately put on his Stray mask and took over the forces she’d brought with her to invade Upper Earth.

			Khalda revealed to the rest of us that Salwe had taught all her generals that if she should be eliminated, they were to take orders from the Stray.

			Salwe counted on the Stray being on her side.

			And, until he saw the truth for himself, the Stray, Lein, had been out for vengeance like Salwe.

			Like I had been when Nada died.

			As soon as I think of her, Nada—Nada—comes running to me down the corridor outside the oculus hall. “Musaid, will you fly the evacuation carrier out to the rim? The one above this place? You know we lost Murda.”

			I nod. “And what about the other carriers? There are several on the rim that can be commandeered for evacuation purposes.”

			“We’ve tapped some of the Upper Earth pilots for those.”

			“And I have an idea for the carrier Marcel prepped, I know just the pilot to fly that one, with the Golden Flight team on board. I’ll go get him.” But first I take a step toward her. She takes a step toward me.

			“You can sniff me all you want later, Musaid, if you save me a seat next to you in the cockpit.” She laughs.

			“Will I get to kiss you?”

			“Have you ever tried to kiss a hallucination?” She raises her face. “It’s hard work.”

			I lift her, because she’s too short to kiss properly.

			I can’t believe the number of times I wished I could kiss my Nada again, and it’s happening—on Upper Earth of all places.

			“Mmm,” she says. “Mmm, mmm, mmmm.”

			I have to stop and laugh at her, as she adds another mmm with her eyes closed. “What are you doing, Nada?”

			“Counting five good things before I open my eyes to the world.” She opens her eyes to me. “And all the five good things today are you, Musaid.”

			I blink back my tears and resume the job at hand.

			When we break away, she says something I’ll have to keep repeating to myself. “And we’re not going to talk about how much time I have left, okay?”

			“Affirmative,” I say, and we go our separate ways. I turn and yell out, “Meet in the cockpit in ten minutes.”

			I need to get to Devon, who I stationed with Dorian Hale in his dressing room.

			All the old man’s attendants have fled, leaving the man sitting in his wheelchair on the stage looking down at the chaos. There were no elevators to the floor he was on, he told me. His droids carried him, and now they stood frozen, having lost functionality.

			Devon and I help carry him in his chair down to the sublevel.

			When we reach it, I bend down to Devon. “I’m going to fly the carrier above the oculus to the rim to evacuate those waiting there. Can you accompany Mr. Hale to the rim? But don’t take him onto the large air carriers. Take him to the smaller one you’ll be flying.”

			“Me?” Devon looks incredulous.

			“Yes, you.”

			“Will Eyas be there?”

			“She will. But she may not be able to fight with you for a turn in the cockpit. Yet,” I emphasize. “She’s not feeling strong enough. Yet.”

			“But can she sit with me at the front?”

			“You’ll have to ask Khalda. And Lein.” I nod. “Now go, we have a lot of people to rescue in a very short time.”

			Dorian Hale nods at me. “Thank you. Now let’s go, Captain Devon.” The old man spins his wheelchair around and whizzes forward. “But you’ll have to keep up with me!”

			I turn and walk back to the steps to ascend to the still-hovering evacuation carrier but almost fall over as someone tackles my legs.

			I hold the wall and look behind me.

			It’s Devon. He’s hugging me.

			I mean, it’s not a real hug, but it’s a start.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Nine

				Lein

			
			I meet him as I’m running to the atelier district. The streets of Upper Earth are empty as its citizens travel through the security corridors under the terrain to their evacuation carriers.

			So I’m surprised to see Nayf running alongside me. “Where are you headed?” he asks me.

			“A place called Aracely’s.”

			“Me too!” He picks up speed. “And what are you breaking the law for?”

			“Breaking the law?” I pump my legs. He’s slightly ahead of me. I won’t let him beat me.

			“Jansu’s voice keeps repeating Leave belongings behind on the PA system.” He’s now gained at least a foot over me. He breathlessly adds, “And you’re obviously going for some belongings! Like me!”

			We sight the name aracely’s written in a neon-white swirly font on a turquoise storefront. “Wait, do you actually think you can beat me?” I’m not even out of breath as I ask, “Because I didn’t even realize it was a race.”

			I sprint ahead and open the door for him, feigning looking at my nonexistent watch as he comes through it and, once inside, immediately doubles over to catch his breath.

			I move around the boutique, looking for the satchels.

			Oh yeah, Khalda pretended to be a tailoring assistant. Her things would be in the back.

			When I emerge from the workroom with both of the bags, I see Nayf coming out of the dressing room.

			He has what he came for in his hands. A string of wooden beads.

			I recognize them. Nene Nushba’s.

			I remember her moving her lips as she slid those beads through her fingers, and I think about how she was the one who actually started all this, because her character was so impeccable that she influenced the person sent to change her for the worse into someone better.

			And then Murrabi Hasuf helped us change the world.

			I don’t care that I’m openly tearing up.

			I don’t care who knows that I have a heart too.

			I don’t especially care that it’s Nayf.

			Because he’s crying, too, while calling me brother, while extending his arms, while telling me he’s sorry.

			I hug him back, but I don’t accept his apology. “There’s nothing to apologize for. But everything to make up for lost time.”

			We break apart, and he puts up his hand to grip mine, and without a word, we perfectly execute the goofy handshake Musaid kept trying to make our “secret” code when we were kids. “That’s a promise,” Nayf says, his solemn face reminding me of when he was a kid.

			“We’re on a hovering megastructure about to crash, so let’s go!” I head to the door and open it for him. “Race to the rim?”

			But he’s shot ahead, and that bastard, he was pretending to be slow all along—he’s already halfway across the square of the atelier district.

			I fling both satchels around my neck and chase after him.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty

				Nayf

			
			After we switched from the carrier the rest of the Operation Golden Flight team is on, the one Devon is piloting, Raisa and I are in the huge evacuation air carrier that Musaid is flying with Nada at his side. I wanted to spend Nada’s last hours with her, so we’re in the cockpit too.

			She occasionally comes over and hugs me or high-fives me or rubs one of my arms. Not talking.

			Because I can’t talk. The instances I tried, when we first entered the cockpit, I ended up bawling every single time.

			So now she just shows me and Raisa love in other ways.

			It’s a quiet ride back to Lower Earth, Nada’s head often resting on Musaid’s shoulder when she’s not with Raisa and me.

			Raisa, too, keeps quietly sobbing.

			It’s really hard for us to process that Nada will leave us again.

			Surprisingly, Musaid is calm. Maybe it’s because of what he told Aeon up onstage. That this is the Nada he chose to love, the one who would be so brave and giving.

			Maybe after all this time, he’s come to peace with who she truly is. And maybe he’s just grateful to have her back, even if it’s for a bit.

			When we first lived in Namarax together, Musaid shared with me something that Murrabi Hasuf had taught him and Nada, which I then memorized, because it rang so true: The way this world is, it is best to commit to love more quickly than slowly. Now rather than later. With joy, and not in fear of time running out.

			I undo my harness and wrap my arm around Raisa next to me in the seat. Then I take Nene Nushba’s masbaha out of my pocket and wind it around Raisa’s right wrist. “For you, Ray. Always.”

			She hugs me back. And, on my shoulder, her sobs stop. And both our breathing slows.

			“So now that you guys have dried up your tears, can we sing something? You know, to lighten the mood?” Musaid calls back.

			I grin and shake my head at Raisa, at Musaid’s ever goofiness. “Only if Nada gets to choose the song.” I manage to say that with only a small catch in my voice.

			She instantly swivels around in the copilot chair. “Well, there is this really awful song I heard at the gala. That my link has recorded and stored because I kept thinking about how awful it was.”

			“The ‘sweet dreams’ one?” Musaid asks. “Ah, I liked that one. It was at that moment I realized you were something special. Again.”

			Nada shakes her head. “Not that one, though I have that one stored too. So we can do that next if you want.”

			“Was it the one that kept saying ‘Don’t get me wrong’?” I ask. “I remember that one. It helped me get my mission done.”

			“I don’t remember hearing that one. It’s this song.” Nada pauses and blinks to activate her link, and we watch her beautiful face light up as she sings her “awful” song. Her voice rings true and clear and soft and slow as she asks, “Are we human or are we dancer?”

			And it’s the best soundtrack as we look at each other with love, as we look out the windows at the earth we’re descending to, as we spend time with joy, and not in fear of time running out.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-One

				Khalda

			
			Sitting beside Devon in the cockpit, with Eyas in my lap, I pull something out of my satchel.

			Eyas’s little satchel.

			Even though we were told “no belongings” in the evacuation orders, Lein ran all the way to the atelier district to get our bags from Aracely’s boutique.

			Eyas is numb, but she accepts her bag.

			It still contains her book of records.

			Then I look out the window and see a beautiful sight.

			Absr is flying beside the carrier.

			Devon and I point it out to Eyas, and I have to believe that I see a faint smile on her face.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part Nine

				Aftermath: A Brave New Aerd & Exile

				A year and a half later
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				Chapter Fifty-Two

				Nayf

			
			“It’s Dada’s day to visit his cave today. Let’s wave goodbye.” Raisa holds up Sausun-Nushba’s hand and waves it at me.

			I wave back and hike up the short distance from our house.

			When I get to the entrance of the cave, I can still see Raisa and our baby.

			I’m in the cave Murrabi Hasuf left me. To settle my soul, he said in the last words he spoke directly to me.

			Today I have to think deeply about something, and I need my soul to be as settled as it can get.

			The Society of Ethical Ethics Defense asked me to be coleader.

			I’m not sure I can do it.

			But that’s exactly why they said they wanted me to lead—one of the ethics stored by SEED is that the reluctant leader with knowledge is the best one. The members kept emphasizing how much learning I’d committed to memory and, especially in the past year, how much I’d weighed my actions in light of everything I knew about justice.

			I tried to protest—it’s antithetical to me that I, a member of a family considered “royal,” will be leading again.

			I’d rather live in a world where anyone can be a leader. But maybe I can help design that kind of world.

			And I need guidance for that.

			So I reread the tract called The Cave that Hasuf and my grandmother left me here. It emphasizes the patience of seeking knowledge, how much consideration must go into making decisions that affect entire communities, how humility is one of the first steps to just rulings.

			It’s a reminder I have hanging here and at home: Arrogance leads to lies. Lies lead to tyranny. Only humility leads to truth.

			I review the book of teachings they collected as members of the elder society of SEED. I see most of the Ahraar code in it, and I realize it is SEED that transformed the Ahraar to become truly justice-oriented, not vengeful.

			Finally, I thumb through the records I’ve stored here. I have copies of both Nene Nushba’s and Murrabi Hasuf’s accounts of their lives housed in the cave.

			While there’s only one SEED elder left now, Kizuwanda, and while she still gives the rest of us the best advice, sometimes I like to see what the others would have said too.

			Those I wish I’d listened to more when they were alive.

			While rereading Nene Nushba’s discussions of her treaty with Upper Earth—the one I presented to Upper Earth so long ago—I suddenly remember something: another incidence of Hasuf’s “last words” to me.

			On Upper Earth, after I accosted him for what I thought was his “defection,” he advised me to visit the cave but not to hide in it.

			Though at the time I hated him, he said something that stayed with me for long after: Leave the cave, or you’ll forget how to love your people.

			And there it was, the answer to the question I brought to the cave.

			To lead humbly, I had to be with the people. I had to develop love for them. I couldn’t think problems through hiding away in a palace, or a fortress, or a cave.

			When I return home that evening, I stop by the three graves side by side at the foot of the mountain: Saqri, Murrabi Hasuf, and Nene Nushba. I raise my hands in prayer like my grandmother taught me, when I wasn’t paying attention, and pray for her and her beloveds with the words I learned in her records.

			Because I want to pay attention now to that which is beyond me.

			At the door to the small cabin Musaid helped us build, Raisa envelops me in a tight hug. “Did you decide?” she asks.

			I nod. “Did you?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-Three

			Raisa

			I tell Nayf that yes, I’ll be coleader with him.

			Because yes, I want the kind of world Nada fought and was willing to die for—twice.

			That’s what we’re building here now: a new Aerd.

			We’ll tell SEED tomorrow, as Musaid is hosting a big breakfast-potluck/SEED meeting at his house in Twin Realms.

			For nostalgia’s sake, I’m bringing sautéed omelet foam. (With a real omelet hidden in a dish underneath it.)

			As I bathe Sausun-Nushba before her bedtime, as she gurgles at the soap bubbles floating near her chubby face like clouds, I smile to myself, remembering what Khalda and Lein’s potluck offering is going to be tomorrow.
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			Before bed, Nayf and I read. He has a big stack of books beside him, and I have only two: one thin notebook and a leather-bound book of straightened scrolls.

			The first is Nada’s records.

			Musaid gave them to me. “Nada wants you to know who your mom was, the parts of her you didn’t get to witness. And all that is in there from their years in prison together. Nada recorded it all.”

			The second book is also a set of records, this one given to me by Khalda.

			They’re accounts from Mama when she was known by her proper name, Sumr.

			Budding engineer Sumr Almarady, best friend of Kizuwanda McCoy, lab assistant to Dr. Almarady, who saved Nada’s life.

			Sumr Almarady before she met Aeon Freelund.

			From reading both these records, I’m making a list of things to share with Sausun-Nushba about her grandmother.

			The honorable things.

			Our baby will learn the truths of later times, but she’ll also learn the truths from before. That we all have paths we set out upon and how they can get twisted by others—and then by us.

			I want her to know the ways of the world: the good, the bad, and especially the timeless ethics that will help keep our paths clear.

			I want her to grow up with her eyes and heart wide open, a mind sharp and strong, and a bravery born from unfettered wings. And when it’s time for her to fly, I hope it will be how Murrabi Hasuf wanted all of us to: in service of ushering in better days for what’s left of humanity.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-Four

				Khalda

			
			We set an empty plate on the cheerily decorated extra-long table outside Musaid’s house.

			He looks up at me and Lein. “All right, what is it this time?”

			“Cloud croissants, so light they floated away on our walk here,” Lein says.

			Musaid shakes his head but succumbs to a laugh, before nodding at Devon as Eyas tugs at his hand. “Yes, yes, you and Eyas can go play on the swings before breakfast. But first, go invite our neighbors like I told you to.”

			I nod at Eyas that she can head to the swings, and then put the basket of our real contribution on the table: pawpaws that we foraged near our house. There are bouquets of love-in-a-mist in there, too, that Lein and Eyas went out to pick for me.

			I glance up from the flowers to Lein’s face, and he immediately understands how I feel.

			His heart is so at peace now, it’s attuned to mine. I think it’s even beginning to feel the hearts of others around him, besides mine and Eyas’s.

			Lein puts his arm around me and assures me quietly, as he’s been doing for the last few days, “It’ll be okay. Jansu agreed. Eyas is excited to learn tech from him. And Kizuwanda promised she’ll check in on her. And these guys? You know they’ll love having Eyas stay with them, keeping Devon company.”

			I nod.

			We’re going to be announcing to everyone that we’ve decided to go out and explore the lands beyond Lower Earth, Lein and I.

			Back in Vireo Regenesis, when Marcel shared with me the auras that Upper Earth’s drones had captured, there was something I didn’t show the team.

			There was concrete evidence of lands in the distance that had regenerated.

			Including mountains of hill blossoms.

			Now that we have access to proper hazmat gear from Last Bastion, we can venture out farther.

			Last Bastion is formerly Upper Earth.

			We changed its name after Jansu did the almost impossible task a year and a half ago of steering Upper Earth’s systems away from an explosive crash, once we’d evacuated everyone.

			Upper Earth came to settle (and partially sink) very close to the former Nothing People’s territory that we’re now assembling in for Musaid’s breakfast party.

			The lands of the Nothing People have become Last Haven.

			To unite the two, the greater area is called Twin Realms, with the citizens of Last Bastion and Last Haven helping each other out to survive—one in a new, unfamiliar setting, the other still struggling with the scarcity of their land.

			But then, by calling themselves the migrants (Last Bastion peoples) and the helpers (Last Haven peoples), they built a beautiful medina, a city that draws all the people of Aerd from miles away to visit.

			And it’s seeing the incredible cooperation between the two communities that makes me want to go out there, beyond Lower Earth lands—to help continue feeding our shared humanity.

			Lein wants to go out for a different reason.

			It’s a dark one.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-Five

				Lein

			
			I watch and smile and nod at everyone gathering for breakfast, but I’m waiting for Nayf.

			I need to tell him first so he’ll back us up.

			Back me up, specifically, which I know he will.

			Because not everyone is going to like what I have to say.

			Now that SEED has swollen in membership, now that we have so many people wanting to learn the ethos that will prevent the kind of earth we inherited, it’s time to put into practice some of those ethics.

			To make up for the destruction I wrought with my hands, I want to voluntarily exile myself.

			While it’s not anticipated to be forever, I won’t return unless I bring something back to save this last pocket of humanity.

			With the way the rations are going, we’ll have three years left before the slow rollout of famine begins.

			Even with the formerly privileged Last Bastion people sharing everything, the projections have been harrowing.

			However, I believe there’s something out there.

			I believe Khalda.

			Six months ago, Khalda began talking to me privately about the lands that she’d sighted far away in the drone captures Marcel had shared, about nature doing its own regeneration, a real vireo regenesis, but back then I was too busy to think about it.

			I was tasked to lead the transition to our new world, to be a liaison between the different realms—Last Haven, Lower Earth, and Last Bastion—because, strangely, I had earned the trust of each community.

			It was also because the Ahraar soldiers keeping order in these lands had asked me to consolidate their ranks, to make them cohesive enough to take on all the remaining gangs of shadow marketers and other exploitive enterprises, to quell any potential criminal uprisings and political coup attempts, like the one led by the arrogant Merle shortly after Upper Earth landed on Earth.

			Dealing with all that took months, but now a sense of true safety has finally entered every neighborhood, with Merle and his band of upstarts doing community service, building homes for those who emerged from the Underground to live in sight of the sky again.

			And Khalda’s plate has been full with what Murrabi Hasuf taught her so long ago—she cried when she recounted how the old man’s eyes lit up when he spoke about the possibility of restoring true knowledge in a freer world.

			So she charged herself with the responsibility of leading the Restoration, of bringing all the stored records out to be shared with the people, of encouraging the exchange of learning, skills, and wisdom, to grow organic, unmanipulated knowledge again.

			We couldn’t think of leaving back then while undertaking all this work.

			But Kizuwanda, Jansu, and a reluctant but changing Anton lessened Khalda’s load by committing to set up the palace—now belonging to all peoples—as a center of learning and a store for archives.

			Not a museum, Nayf insisted. Too many museums of the past had agendas, he said.

			By his suggestion, the center was named the House of Wisdom and has now grown to become a space bustling with visitors and students seeking and trading knowledge.

			As for me, I insisted that Nayf, along with Raisa, take charge of political matters, take it all away from my hands. They’ll make a good team, and with Kizuwanda’s and Jansu’s mentoring, they’ll be able to hold down the fort.

			Khalda and I are now ready to sacrifice our comforts here to go into the unknown.

			To seek provisions for humanity’s future.

			It’s the least I can do for my destructive part in everything.

			I told Khalda she didn’t have to put her life at risk to accompany me, that she could stay home, but before I could finish my thoughts, she replied with My home will always be with you, Lein.

			I let out a breath of relief on hearing that, because my home is joining me on a new mission.

			Hopefully, we’ll return in a few months with routes to new fertile lands for sustained crop growth, hardier seeds, and a way forward for all our peoples.

			Maybe even some hill blossom saplings.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-Six

				Musaid

			
			I peer out toward Last Bastion. Is that Devon coming back already?

			Yes, and good—he’s found the two guests I sent him to invite, our neighbors.

			Mindy and Mandy, the primordial and immemorial dancers.

			I chuckle to myself, remembering at how I met them—while I was terribly hangry they wouldn’t share their tea.

			I’ve been meaning to invite them to one of my famous breakfasts, but with all the work that went into finishing up construction on the house before winter hit, I haven’t been able to go much to Last Bastion to visit them.

			Some people from the old Upper Earth still live there, like our friend Dorian Hale in his wheelchair-accessible unit, but the half-sunken megastructure is mostly used for research and running tech systems. It still has powerful processors that Jansu and Kizuwanda spent a lot of time reviving to help us with our tasks.

			And our lives.

			And our love lives.

			I go to the back of the house I built with my own hands, to where Eyas is swinging high, and sure enough, Nada’s on a swing, too, her wheelchair waiting beside her.

			I don’t like when she does that, has fun on unreliable things like this remote-controlled swing that Devon rigged for her—I’m so afraid she’s going to fall and hurt something else, but she always laughs at me and says she’s super strong even without her link.

			She loves bragging about her strength, that she can still beat me at arm wrestling.

			Which is sadly true.

			I go to her now and cross my arms, frowning at how high she’s swinging.

			“Oh, come on, Musaid, let me live.” When she gets up in the air, she gazes far into the distance. “Do you think we’ll ever get tired of seeing such a beautiful sight?” She’s pointing at the community we’ve all helped build in Twin Realms.

			The hills are full of people enjoying the sunshine.

			After almost two years of dedicated work reviving the soil here in Twin Realms, especially with the hauling out of tons of rich compost matter stored on the former Upper Earth, plant growth has returned to this previously overworked land.

			The hills are no longer stripped of nutrients, starved, completely desertified.

			They breathe green now.

			But I shake my head, thinking of more immediate matters. “I’m just worried about you wrecking your dress. It took so long to learn how to use a sewing machine from Aracely, and then to cut that red fabric I salvaged from her sunken studio and washed and dried? And then adding those small ribbon roses all over the place like Kizuwanda patiently taught me to make? The bunched-up roses you laughed at when you first saw them?”

			She laughs again now and lifts up her face for a kiss.

			And I do my best to gross Eyas out so much with pretend smacking and mmming noises in the air that the little girl jumps off her swing and runs away screaming.

			Then Nada and I really kiss.

			It takes all my self-control not to bring her into the house for more than kisses.

			I want that more than the breakfast that’s waiting.

			She whispers, “Here. We stopped here,” and draws her face away to tap a finger at my lips. “Bookmarking this kiss to pick up after.”

			I sigh and turn around to compose myself, looking at the sky to quell the rising heat of desire.

			Yes, we’ll pick up on this later on, like Nada said.

			We have time enough to love.

			Finally.

			We smile at each other and then Nada grips the metal chain on her swing to steady herself before she maneuvers into the wheelchair, holding up a hand to stop me from helping her settle into the seat. She activates the chair’s controller and gets herself wheeling and we go around to the front of our house to see our guests.

			Actually, they’re really my guests, because I’m the breakfast maestro.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifty-Seven

				Nada

			
			I’m always at the head of Musaid’s super-long breakfast table due to my wheelchair. When Dorian Hale (everyone insists on calling him by his full name for the special effects factor) joins us, he sits at the other end, in his wheelchair.

			Because Dorian Hale couldn’t make it today, it’s Zynnia at the foot. Whenever she wants to talk to me, she gesticulates floridly and shouts across.

			It’s funny, and I’m glad she’s not the quiet, mousy Clure I met so long ago.

			Each week when I wheel around to do table settings for our breakfast, in addition to her personal ceramic bowl brimming with the butter that I save for her from my rationed portion all week, I also set a little flower vase at Zynnia’s spot.

			And sure enough, a paper flower usually falls into it.

			Today it’s a tulip.

			Firdous takes his seat beside Zynnia after gifting her this week’s origami flower.

			Yay, now Zynnia’s going to stop yelling at me. She’ll be too caught up with Firdous.

			It’s because of him, because he found me after Jansu landed Upper Earth/Last Bastion, that I’m still alive.

			Firdous learned from a crying, inconsolable Zynnia about what had happened—he told me she kept repeating, Nada died a second time saving others!—and he rushed to my side immediately.

			Using one of Upper Earth’s still-functioning medical centers, he was able to put me in an induced coma and remove the link in a way that enabled me to continue to live—but without the use of my legs.

			My link is still powerful, though. But not because it controls my body or brain.

			It’s more of a memory bank. It holds the cache of Dr. A’s expertise and knowledge, and the ethical and spiritual teachings he spent years collecting.

			The link is stored as a database in the House of Wisdom, accessible to all.

			I found out from Firdous that Dr. A hadn’t known the processor shutdown would affect my link the way it had—that it would shut down my brain’s function completely, rendering me brain-dead, as Aeon predicted.

			Dr. A had expected the link to operate like any other scalplink when the WOLF processor was completely obliterated: Simply break the hold on our thoughts. That the processor shutdown would allow deprogrammed humans to emerge freed from their binds.

			Fortunately, that is what happened to everyone else who’d been scalplinked, whether the population on the Bridge or Upper Earth, or the few linked on Lower Earth, including Eyas.

			Dr. A had wanted me to be a teacher like him in the Restoration, Firdous said.

			But all I want to do now is take it slow and rise each day to be grateful, to remember the One as Dr. A taught me to, to surrender to the way.

			And love Musaid and Devon. And little Eyas. And my brother, my sister-in-law, and Khalda.

			And Lein, my cousin, always.

			I want to use the inference skills Firdous taught me to love each and everyone around me—that’s the job I’m doing for a better world.

			I think Dr. A, Murrabi Hasuf, Nene Nushba, and all the giants going back in time, in a long chain of those who committed to struggle for truth and justice, would be so proud of what we’re building here now.

			All around me, I see their vision in the hills coming back to life, slowly filling with the laughter of both flowers and people.

			I see the sun rising on lands finally settling into a peace born from justice.

			I see no unseen ones, either burrowing themselves underground or hidden by traffickers, none struggling to live lives of dignity.

			We stand on the same plains, shoulder to shoulder, no hell for those below, no heaven for those up high, and above us, there’s only the same sky.

			And it’s a wide-open one. Big enough for each of us to spread our wings fully and fly.

			Whether we advance far or not, we will be with each other.

			Because as long as this Earth we ravaged so cruelly continues to cradle what’s left of us, we are all on it together for our remaining days.

			And I want these days of ours to end in golden flights as one humanity.

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Freedom, Ever After

			
			From across the street, in the market formerly known as the Grand Market, Devon watched the Bird Shop Man buy his doughnut.

			He always bought the same doughnut for breakfast.

			Then the Bird Shop Man would bring it in a paper bag to his shop.

			Today, Devon left the ice cream store without buying anything for himself. He left Musaid, Nada, and Eyas to choose their flavors. There were only four flavors, but it would still take them long to debate which ones to get.

			Devon had to visit the bird shop.

			When he went in, the door’s bells rang, and the Bird Shop Man looked up. “What are you doing here, kid?”

			“I need a bird. I have money.” Devon held up an empty leather wallet that he got as a hand-me-down from Mr. Dorian Hale.

			The Bird Shop Man nodded and went back to counting his coins. Since the Restoration, money had become tight.

			Devon went from birdcage to birdcage until he was close to the Bird Shop Man’s counter. The doughnut was sitting on there.

			It was high, but Devon could do it.

			When the man turned for a minute, Devon stood on his tiptoes, and tilting a small plastic bag, he showered the brown powder he’d ground up from dried leaves.

			It matched the chocolate powder on the Bird Shop Man’s doughnut perfectly.

			Then Devon went to the series of birdcages on the other side of the room.

			Through a mirror hanging in the cage he was peering into now, he could see that the Bird Shop Man had taken a bite.

			Devon left the shop.

			He waited outside the door.

			And sure enough, there was a loud thud.

			The Bird Shop Man had fallen. He’d be out for a day, according to what Devon had read about bitterbalm.

			Devon rushed back inside and, one by one, opened the cages.

			The birds didn’t all come at once. Some of them were scared. Some of them peeked through their doors but wouldn’t venture out.

			Others took a tentative flight out of the cages they’d lived in for too long.

			Devon opened the door to the shop and put an empty birdcage against it to keep it ajar.

			Then he ran like the wind to get Eyas.

			She was coming out of the ice cream store—with two cones. “For you,” she said. “Vanilla, like the first ice cream you had, Nada told me.”

			He accepted it and said, “Look, Eyas!”

			And he pointed at something that would make her happy, that would make anyone happy, that should make everyone happy, except people like the Bird Shop Man: birds flying free from their cages.

			Nada wheeled herself beside the kids to watch the birds, to remember that thing with feathers: hope, and Devon wrapped his free arm around her, his sea-glass bracelet glowing in the sun as he licked the fifth ice cream he’d ever had in his life.

			Today was, as Nada had taught him, a sunshine-in-your-heart day.
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