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 Praise for Patrice Fitzgerald and the Karma series


 “Hey Patrice ~ I love this story idea! You have my complete blessing.”

 Hugh Howey


 “Fitzgerald has created another masterpiece here with Cleaning Up. It’s as good, if not better than, The Sky Used to be Blue. She has such an immediate style of writing which grips you from the start and takes you on a wild journey through the desperate lives of those living in the Silo.”

 W.J. Davies, author of The Runner and The Diver


 “A definite PLUS to the Wooliverse, and a must read if you want to be well-versed in all things WOOL!”

 Michael Bunker, author of The Silo Archipelago, The Letter, and WICK



 “I think I’m in love with Karma. I was curious about her life when Hugh Howey mentioned her in SHIFT. I highly recommend, not just this book, but this whole series! Read them all. You won’t regret it… I can’t wait for the next/last book!”

 Hanna Elizabeth, author of Visions of Wool


 “Fitzgerald’s characters come alive and threaten to leap off the page, they are so engaging.”

Jerilyn Dufresne, author of Who Killed My Boss? and the Sam Darling Mysteries


 “The Sky Used to be Blue manages the difficult feat of placing itself within the existing narrative, just like a missing piece of the great puzzle, and not just a parallel story or spinoff. It is well-written, gripping and filled with suspense. All the ingredients necessary are here: good writing, action and unexpected twists, characters you care about, and a deeper meaning.”

 Max Zaoui


 About Karma of the Silo: The Collection

 Karma lives in the Silo, deep underground. She lives with a man whom she barely knows and with a name she doesn’t remember choosing. When visions come to her about another husband, another way of life, and another world, Karma struggles to discover what came before.

 Outside, there is only the swirl of toxic clouds and an endless darkness broken by the rare glimpse of a faded sun or a dim star.

 Slowly, Karma learns where the real power is, and how to survive in this hellish concrete cylinder. Birth, death, love, murder, uprisings and Cleanings come and go over the years, but still she carries on.

 Beaten but unbowed, Karma vows to preserve her memories of life above for those who will never breathe the open air.




 A Note About This Collection

 Karma of the Silo contains all five books in the Karma series, which are

 The Sky Used to be Blue, Karma #1
Cleaning Up, Karma #2
Deep Justice, Karma #3 
Rising Up, Karma #4 
Last Walk, Karma #5

 This story explores the fate of a character who was dreamed up by Hugh Howey in his world of WOOL, and was written and published with his explicit permission.





Karma of the Silo


The Collection



Patrice Fitzgerald



To Richard


 The Sky Used to be Blue

 
 Karma #1


We are acquainted with the mere pellicle of the globe on which we live… We know not where we are. Beside, we are sound asleep nearly half our time. Yet we esteem ourselves wise, and have an established order on the surface.


 Henry David Thoreau, Walden
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 I go to the top to remember what is forgotten. My husband tells me not to go, that I always come back upset, but I want to see.


 My fingers clutch the railing as spiral stairs fall away beneath me. Step by step I rise. Others rush past in the opposite direction, leaving the cafeteria and going downward. My breath tightens in my chest as I round the last post and see, far across the open room, the huge screen showing the world outside.


 Once again, my mind balks. That haze of gray and brown landscape, the swarm of angry dust in the air, stills me. Dead earth and bleak hills. A city destroyed. It does not change.


 I force myself to walk forward, against the tide of those leaving the room. If they are affected by the view, it is not apparent. They go about their business, carrying trays of dirty dishes, speaking in groups about the day’s work, hitching up their coveralls.


 I hear the whoops and hollers of the teens who have just finished breakfast and are heading off for their classrooms. Though they are in identical coveralls, they seem to have no problem telling each other apart. Flirting is apparently still very much a part of high school.


 Despite the size, the room is stuffy and full of the smell of cooked food. My hand touches the back of one of the hundreds of chairs as I walk through the middle of the cafeteria, and comes away sticky. I wipe my fingers on my coveralls.


 I stand for a moment in the middle of the room and look at the Outside. Here I am again. What am I looking for?


 Before I can turn back to leave there is a sudden rush of voices from the stairs behind me.


 “Oh my God,” someone yells.


 “No, don’t!” comes another voice.


 “Help… stop her!” The screams erupt in a cacophony of shock and dismay. I don’t have to ask. I can feel the pull of the deep down, the silo levels calling the jumpers to their deaths. I can hear, but I resist.


 For now.
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 “Karma? Have you taken the wash out of Vat 5 yet?”


 I turn toward the worker on my right. Julie. She’s a big woman, her hair dark and threaded through with gray. She makes me think of my mother. I try to imagine my mother’s face, but I can’t.


 “Yes. Vat 5. Yes, I did.”


 Julie smiles. I can tell that she’s pleased I’m getting better at the laundry. It’s hard physical work, and Rick says I don’t have to do such hard work—because of his position in the silo—but I want to do something that keeps my hands busy, if not my mind.


 We are responsible for washing all the coveralls for the up top. Julie has told me that it’s important for us to get everything clean. There are signs on the wall.


 A Clean Silo Is a Healthy Silo.


 About eight of us work each shift, but it’s hard to see who is here today. Along with the rumbling machines, the wetness and the warmth, there is a collected mist that runs down the center, a product of all the steam. The laundry is open twenty-four hours a day. I work first shift.


 I lean over to pull out wet clothes from the next machine. Suddenly my stomach starts churning. The strong bleach we use hits my nostrils like acid.


 “I have to…” I rush past Julie to the toilet and lose my breakfast. Rinsing my mouth out, I look at my face in the mirror. It’s the same face I’ve always seen. Dark eyes, pale skin. But something is different.


 Julie has a hand on her hip and raises one eyebrow when I return to my station. “Anything you want to tell me, Karma?”


 “What do you mean?” I can’t tell if she’s angry or not.


 “Come on—’fess up. Have you and your husband been trying to get pregnant?‛


 Pregnant. Yes. That’s something I’ve thought about for a long time. My head feels full of cotton.


 “I… yes. We have been.”


 Her face breaks into a smile. “Well, congratulations!” She gives me a hug that folds me into her substantial bosom. Mother. This is what a mother feels like. Am I going to be a mother? Somehow I know I have longed for this. The sudden happiness hits me, like the memory of yearning.


 “You should go to the doc and get checked.” Julie says, her voice worried. “A lot of women have lost their babies.”


 From behind her comes another voice. “They need all the babies they can get, now, what with the suicides.”


 It’s Ethel, who has short white hair and is usually ignored.


 “What suicides?” says Julie, rounding on the smaller woman. She rolls her eyes at me and leans in to whisper, her words reaching me despite the drone of the huge washing equipment. “Don’t listen to Ethel. Everyone knows she’s a fruitcake.”
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 Dr. Whittaker comes in smiling and pats the exam board for me to lie back on.


 “So this is exciting—your first baby, am I right?” The doctor’s smile is bright but the rest of her is pure steel. Gray hair, silver glasses, eyes a shade of hazel that looks like the clouds outside the silo. “Spread please,” she says, squatting on a low chair in front of me and brusquely lifting the wide cotton smock they handed me when I walked in. I swallow as I feel the doctor’s cold hands part my legs. “Just going to check on how you’re coming along. Try to relax.”


 I can’t see her head, which is hidden under my big gown. I gasp a bit when the metal hits my skin.


 “Sorry—just take a minute. Some pressure now. Good. Looking good.” The doctor raises her head above the smock and looks directly at me. “And do you know when you and your husband conceived?”


 For a moment I don’t understand the question. How stupid I’ve gotten.


 I have a sense of shame at my foggy thought process. Conceived? Of course. She’s asking when we got pregnant. It feels like my brain gets slower all the time. Somehow there are things I used to know that I can’t bring back to mind. But maybe it’s just the baby. Maybe being pregnant muddles you up.


 I realize I’m holding my breath, and the doctor is waiting for an answer.


 “I don’t really know when.”


 “Have you and your husband been married long?”


 “I’m not… I can’t remember. I think… for a while now.”


 The doctor smiles and pulls my smock down. “Don’t worry. Confusion is normal in early pregnancy.” She puts her instrument into a bucket and reaches out a hand to help me back up into a sitting position.


 Grabbing a small white board, she takes out a felt pen. “I’m giving you a prescription for the duration of the pregnancy.” Her eyes meet mine. “This is what you’ll drink. And stay away from tap water. Just this for liquids. Other than that, you should be fine—you’re a healthy young woman. Get plenty of rest, and come see me in a month.”


 She stands, smoothing her coveralls, which are a soft shade of blue-green, and hands me the white board.


 “Thank you, doctor.”


 Dr. Whittaker opens the door to the hall and then turns back. “Remember, no water. Just the prescription drink I’ve ordered. Give the board to the folks in the front and they’ll get you enough for the next month. And don’t worry if you experience any… strange thoughts. You may have bizarre dreams, or even hallucinations. Just a side effect of the medication.”
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 Rick greets me at the door of our apartment with a big hug. “I was worried, Karma. Did you have to put in extra time in the laundry today?” He pushes some hair out of my face and kisses me on the mouth, lingering with that special nibble on my lower lip that feels somehow unfamiliar.


 I take him by the hand and walk him over to our chairs in the kitchen, thinking about how we will soon be issued a tiny new chair, and maybe enough sleeping space to squeeze in a crib.


 My grin is probably giving me away. “I was at the doctor.” I’m biting my lip to keep from smiling too much.


 Rick stands up and moves toward me, edging past the stove in the tight quarters. “Are you okay?”


 “We’re pregnant,” I say, and even as I say it, it feels… strange.


 Rick’s eyes grow wide. He wraps his arms around me, gently this time, and cups my chin with his hand. “A baby. We’re going to have a baby.” He places his hand on my belly, grinning. “And I thought you were just gaining weight.”


 I’m so glad that this husband of mine, who always seems preoccupied and often worried, is happy for once.


 And then his voice changes, and his eyes grow darker.


 “When is the baby due?”


 “I… I didn’t ask.” Stupid, to forget to ask such a basic question. My foggy brain again.


 Something in his expression puzzles me and I take his hand, smiling. “Does it matter?”
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 Ethel moves closer to me as we stand beside the big washing vats. I can smell a sour vegetable odor coming from her. That’s the reason the rest of the laundry workers say they avoid her.


 “Are you happy about the baby?” Ethel asks, her voice loud so that I can hear her over the immense noise of the machines.


 “Of course,” I answer, and then realize that I have been waking up happier recently, despite the weird dreams. Dreams of colors that don’t exist in the real world. Pink and purple skies and a glowing red sun. Fantastic visions that are impossible to reconcile with the hazy clouds and brown hills we see from the wallscreen up top. “And I guess I was a little down before.”


 I stop myself before saying more. I don’t know why I’m talking to Ethel so much lately. Probably it isn’t a good idea, in the gossipy world of the laundry, to get too close to her.


 “I don’t blame you,” Ethel says. “Being down is the only way to be. In the silo.” She laughs at her own joke and I find myself laughing too.


 “Truth is, Karma,” she says, “I used to be depressed myself—I was on meds for years. Until now, of course.” She leans in, still closer, the noise and the billowing steam making our conversation inaudible to the other workers across the room. “I’m sure it’s some kind of mistake that I’m here at all. I’m just the crazy aunt of a family that happened to bring me along on the fateful day.”


 I wonder what day she’s talking about. Maybe she really is crazy. Before I can pick up the wet laundry in front of me and put it into the rolling bin, Ethel looks into my eyes and wraps a strong hand around my lower arm.


 “So are they giving you anything for the pregnancy?”


 I pull slightly away from her to get out of her grip and shake my head, lifting the dripping coveralls into my bin. “No. Just some special drink. And no tap water, the doctor says.”


 Ethel nods as I push the bin away and head through the steam toward the other side of the room.


 “What a weirdo she is, huh?” It’s one of the other laundry workers, suddenly appearing beside me. “And she stinks, too.”
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 Helen felt her lover’s arms around her. His hands roamed down her back and one of them meandered around the side of her right hip. Slowly his fingers wandered up to her breast and caressed the roundness, the swell. She was smiling, and his lips were smiling on top of hers as they kissed.


 “Close your eyes,” he said.


 “Why?”


 “I want to kiss your beautiful eyes.” And he did, gently pressing his lips against each eyelid. “So dark and deep that I could get lost in them. Did anyone ever tell you your eyes could launch a thousand ships?”


 She laughed. “I have heard something like that before.”


 “Someday,” he said, “we will make babies who have your beautiful eyes.”


 Helen pulled away so that she could look at him. “Don’t make an offer like that unless you mean it, buster.”


 He smiled. “Well, no babies just yet. But I think we should start practicing right away.”


 She gave him a playful punch in the shoulder as he rolled on top of her. She could feel the roughness of the blanket under them. Helen had insisted on a blanket. He wanted to feel the grass on their naked butts, as he put it, but she disliked ants and spiders and other crawly things that lived in the dirt. So they brought a blanket.


 The sun was warm, with a breeze just light enough to raise goose bumps on her arms. But his body covered hers and her shivers were not because she was cold.


 He pressed closer to her and she moaned as his hand slid between her thighs.


 “Helen,” he said.
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 I wake to the gentle buzzing of the morning alarm. Someone is squeezing my hand.


 “Time to get up, hon, you’re going to be late for the laundry.”


 Opening my eyes, looking for the face of my beloved, I scream.
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 The steam billows through the center of the room as I make my way across the laundry. I stop in front of the big drying vat and start to pull the coveralls out. Green. Blue. Gray.


 For the first time, I think about the colors. Gray, I understand. Gray is like the concrete and the metal, the walls, the railings. Gray is familiar.


 Green? Plants, of course. But blue? Where does the color blue come from? Only in kid’s drawings do you ever see blue. Like the imaginary color of the sky in children’s books.


 I smile and put my hand on my swollen belly. My own child is coming. My own baby. A little boy or girl who will go to school and learn to read and then make pictures.


 A memory returns, like a whisper from the past. My mother, reading to me from a children’s book about a boy who lived in the woods with his friend the bear. A bear of very little brain. It makes me laugh, and I glance around to see if any of the other women in the laundry are watching me.


 I see no one. There is only fog.


 And then I remember. Woods. Trees. Whole forests. Where are the forests?


 We didn’t always live this way.


 I can feel my heart pounding and my breath coming in short gasps. Bending at the waist, I wonder if I’m going to vomit. Suddenly there is a hand on my shoulder.


 “You okay Karma? Feeling sick?” It’s Ethel, looking at me with concern. “Need me to walk you to the john?”


 I stifle a gag reflex at her sour smell. Rising back up, I look into her eyes and reach for her arm to steady myself.


 “Trees. Where did the trees go?”


 Ethel gives me a look that is at once surprised and wary.


 “Shh.” The older woman looks around, and seeing no one approaching through the laundry room mist, says, “Meet me by the wash machines in fifteen minutes. We can talk there.”


 I sit on the floor with my back against the rumbling dryer. My eyes close.
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 Helen settled into bed with her reader and sighed. It was almost eleven. Again. He had promised to call by ten every night. This wasn’t the kind of government work she had voted for.


 Was D.C. changing her husband? On her visits to Washington she had found most of his colleagues to be phony, competitive, or both. Rather than doing anything to improve the lives of their constituents, it seemed they were focused only on gaining power and running for the next term.


 Finally her phone blinked.


 Don’t be angry, she told herself. He’s far away from you and there are lots of women who wouldn’t think twice about plucking a nice fresh Congressman from Georgia off the legislative branch.


 “Helen,” he said, when she pressed the phone on. She could hear the apology in his voice before he said it. “I’m sorry.”
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 I wake up to Julie shaking my shoulder. “Sleep on your own time, little mama,” she says, laughing, and walks back into the mist in the middle of the room. I stand up and wait for the dryer to finish, looking at the dull sheen of the machine as it rumbles. My face is reflected back dimly. My hair is long now, the dark strands held back by a cap that matches my coveralls. All I can really see is my staring eyes. Did I always look this way?


 Have I always been here?


 Why is my head full of visions… memories? Of trees, hills far bigger than what can be seen through the wallscreen, some of those hills topped with white. The word snow comes into my mind. Snow. How could I have forgotten snow? And… and huge expanses of water, in shades from blue-green to steel gray to indigo and purple and red, even, when the sun is setting. The sun. The sun a red ball of fire lighting up the sky. The sun blindingly bright—so bright it can’t be gazed at with the naked eye. The sun flirting with the clouds, peeking in and out as their translucent edges suddenly release dramatic shafts of light.


 There was never a sun such as this. Was there?


 I must be deranged.


 Unless… I shake myself, remembering that Ethel is waiting on the other side of the room with the big washing machines. Rolling a cart full of clothes in front of me, I hurry across and spot Ethel in the farthest corner.


 For a moment, I think my knees will buckle before I get there. I lean on the cart handle for support and remind myself to breathe.


 Ethel turns slightly toward me while loading the machine in front of her.


 “We have to talk quick and we have to be careful. I figure you must be remembering now.”


 “Remembering?” I ask, puzzled, while a part of me is shouting with joy, relief. With a huge gush of gratitude. And horror.


 “Remembering the Outside. Before.”


 Ethel waits, apparently expecting a reaction.


 “Before?” I feel stupid, as I have been feeling for… for how long? How long have I been stupid? Not always. I am sure of that. Some part of me, deeply buried, stands back, watching and waiting for the memories to emerge.


 “What do you remember, Karma? Tell me.”


 I stare at Ethel for a moment. And then something gives way, as if her eyes, encouraging me, make it all right to speak about the impossible.


 “I remember trees. And green grass. And… mountains and the ocean. And the moon! Stars. A sky full of stars in the dark. And… the sun. And I remember…” I turn toward Ethel, speaking past the catch in my throat. “I remember… that the sky used to be blue.”


 Hot tears pour down my face and I quickly scrub them from my cheeks. They are tears of pain as well as exultation. To know that I’m not losing my mind. But also to think… to imagine… to remember.


 My mind whirls. I used to live in a different kind of world.


 I touch the laundry bin for balance and look to Ethel. “What is this place? Where are we?”


 Ethel peers quickly around us and brings her mouth near my ear. “Everything you remember used to be.”


 And now the grief wells up in me as a powerful rage. “How did it happen?” I can hear the fury and despair in my voice.


 “Here’s what we know for sure. Just three months ago, we all lived outside.”


 “What? Three months?” I put my hand against the washer, my head thick with disbelief. Ethel takes my arm and urges me to sit on the floor against the machine, which vibrates mightily behind my back. She sits beside me and leans in, keeping an eye on the clouds of vapor surrounding us.


 “Yes. Now just listen. We only have a few minutes before we’ll have to move, or we’ll attract attention.” She pulls the laundry bin in front of us to further hide our conversation.


 “There was a plan, Karma. Someone built this place. Pretending it was for something else. They made the opening day an occasion. A big celebration—bands, singing, planes overhead. A political convention.”


 My brain is trying to keep up with her words. Bands. Yes. I remember bands. Singing. Planes! In the sky. The blue, cloudy sky. In… Georgia.


 “Then there was some kind of attack, and we all came down here. I don’t know all of it. Nobody knows the whole story. We’re trying to figure it out.”


 “We?” I ask.


 “Yes. There are a few of us. We call ourselves the Rememberers. Tell the truth, most of the gang is probably half cracked. Turns out we all had ‘mental health’ issues in the before times.” She gives a gruff laugh. “Our theory is they make us forget by putting some kind of happy juice into the water—which is why we suck on vegetable pulp instead of drinking the stuff.”


 I can only listen, my mind stunned.


 “Whatever they add to the water supply must not be good for pregnant women,” Ethel says. “Have you seen any newborns recently?”


 I think for a moment and then shake my head.


 “So they’re not taking any chances with you. Keeping you away from the tap water. I told Jeff yesterday –”


 “Jeff?”


 “Jeff’s one of us. He works in IT. He has to be really careful, but he gets a lot of information the rest of us can’t.”


 “Careful? Why does he have to be careful?”


 Ethel looks at me as though she’s trying to gauge what I can handle. “All those suicides recently? Well, some folks can’t stand it here. Quite a lot of folks, apparently. Even with the happy juice. Something about the human animal just doesn’t want to live underground.”


 She looks around again to make sure we are not being watched. “That’s part of the reason they upped the dosage in the water supply. Makes the general populace even spacier—and more confused about what happened yesterday or last week, let alone in the before time.” Ethel’s voice gets quieter, and I can smell her vegetable breath coming at me. “But some of those ‘jumpers’ aren’t really so much jumpers. Involuntary fallers, you might say. Science experiments we call ‘em—Galileos.” She gives a grunt which might be meant as a laugh. “Get it? Testing the gravity in the silo. Terrible way to die. You won’t catch me jumping.”


 She grins at me. “Splat. There goes Ethel.” Standing up, she starts to empty the stilled machine behind us, dropping a sopping coverall on the floor, where the soggy mess lands heavily and sprays water on me.


 I shiver as the chilly water hits my bare skin.
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 “How lovely to see you again, Helen. It’s been too long.” The Senator gave a slightly military bow, bending low over her hand, and she nearly blushed. For an old coot, he was in pretty good shape. A little respectable flirting seemed to be in order.


 “Senator, I agree—it’s been too long! But you’re the man who’s been keeping my husband chained to his desk here in Washington, working till all hours, for the last two years… to tell you the truth, I can barely remember what he looks like.” She hyped the Southern lilt that came naturally to her, and realized she was batting her eyelashes. It felt a little too Gone With the Wind, but then, Washington was all about illusion. And BS.


 He laughed, his crisply cut white hair never moving, and the crow’s feet around his eyes minimal for a man of his age. How old was he? The Senator had been around for as long as she could remember.


 A drink appeared at her left side and just as she turned to pick it up, the Senator looked over her shoulder. “And here he is! Our local boy made good. The gentleman from Georgia, I do believe.”


 She heard a familiar laugh, and realized suddenly that it was her husband putting an arm around her waist as she took the drink out of his hand. He smiled at the older man. “Leave it to you to know where my wife is when I don’t, Senator,” he said, and turned to Helen. “Hi honey.” He leaned in and gave her the kind of public kiss suitable for the occasion.


 She was glad that she had worn heels of just the right height, so she wasn’t quite as tall as he was.


 “And here comes Anna,” the Senator said. His daughter appeared through the crowd, wearing a form-fitting green sheath that was attracting more than one male glance.


 Helen felt her husband stiffen. She wondered if there was really something going on, or if his response was only to her own wariness about the woman.


 Anna smiled and nodded to both of them. “Helen,” she said, serene and lovely as ever.


 “Anna.” Helen concentrated on keeping her face relaxed and her voice normal. She searched for something charming to say, but came up empty. She certainly didn’t plan to stand in the middle of the grand ballroom and accuse the other woman of being a home wrecker—there was no point in making a scene. It would only arouse gossip and piss off her husband. He knew Helen thought that working with an old girlfriend—and the daughter of his mentor—was a bad idea, but that clearly hadn’t stopped him.


 The Senator lifted his glass. “Let’s raise a toast to the new Congressman!”


 “To the new Congressman,” they proclaimed loudly.


 Somehow there was an understanding between her husband and these two people that Helen didn’t share. And with a chill, she realized that she wasn’t sure she wanted to.
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 As I walk up the dozen spirals to the laundry floor, I feel the new heaviness in my body. I am happy about this baby. It makes it easier to forget about the pull of the Down Deep—I realize that I haven’t thought about jumping since I found out that I’m carrying this little passenger.


 And the urge to see the Outside is no longer as strong. What is there to see that isn’t saddening? There are no explanations out there.


 Ethel will meet with me again when we can find a moment in front of the wash machines, when the noise level is high and the mist fills the center of the room. Then, it will be safe to talk. I am both exhilarated and full of dread to know that today I will learn more about the before time. I hasten my steps.


 When I reach the laundry floor I see a group of workers clustered around the door. Julie, the large woman who somehow reminds me of my mother, turns to me shaking her head.


 “Such a shame,” she says.


 “But I’m not surprised,” says another woman whom I don’t recognize.


 “We always knew there was something funny about her,” says a third.


 “What is it? What happened?” I feel the hairs on my arms stand up.


 “You know Ethel?”


 “Yes.” And then I know. Of course. They don’t even need to say.


 “She jumped last night. All the way down.”


 “Splat,” someone says, and laughs.


 “Shush,” Julie says. “Show some respect. The woman is dead.”
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 I am dreaming. I am running. Running up a hill. There are clouds in the sky and planes overhead and everyone else is going in the other direction. A man shouts my name. He catches me and pulls me back down.


 I am in the wrong place. He is the wrong man.


 I am dreaming. I am running.


 I am in the wrong place.


 He is the wrong man.


 I am dreaming I am dreaming I am dreaming I am running I am dreaming I am running I am dreaming running dreaming running dreaming falling down into the earth.
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 My name is Helen. I’m sure that’s right. I still know that.


 And I know that the sky used to be blue.


 At least, I think so.
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 I am awake and I am running down the stairs, running around the spirals, breathing hard. Running away from Ethel’s death.


 I hear a scream from above and I know someone is being pushed. Will they push me?


 When? Now? Now.


 Rick. I must find Rick.


 Can I trust him? Does he remember? If he does, will he tell me?


 My belly, heavy with baby, slows me down.


 The baby. I must live for my baby. I breathe deeply. People are staring. Sweat is dripping down from my temples.


 I slow and smile. Gently, gently. Happy pregnant lady making her way down the silo. Yes. Very elegant. I remember the Savannah of my youth. Warm and sunny, with a touch of hypocrisy.


 It’s all illusion.


 I smile and make my way down the lovely spiral stairs to find my loving husband.


 Whoever he is.
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 I hear Rick approaching the door just as I am finishing the meal I’ve prepared. With so much of the truth bleeding through from the past, everything seems very different now. The fog is lifting, slowly, and sometimes I can see that we are in a tiny apartment, eating bland and repetitive food, and living a very limited life. I didn’t know, before.


 No wonder so many people can’t stand it down here. Those who remember, and those who don’t. Even if you don’t know where you’ve been, you carry memories in your body and in your heart.


 How many people remember?


 Surely my husband does.


 I turn as Rick opens the door to our little room and kitchenette. He is smiling. He comes over and gives me a kiss. I have to stand on my tiptoes to reach him.


 He never kisses my eyes anymore.


 For a moment I’m confused. Did he used to kiss my eyes? I banish the concerns from my mind so that he can’t see them.


 “Hi sweetheart,” he says. “How was the laundry today?”


 “Um… sad, actually. One of the women who worked there jumped.”


 And in that moment, I can see that he knows. A tiny spark of guilt, or fear, glances across his face. In an instant it is gone.


 “I’m so sorry to hear it, Karma. Was she… was she unhappy for a long time? Some people… well, some people are just troubled, I think.” He ends weakly, as though he realizes how uncaring he sounds.


 I turn over in my mind the concept of a long time. There has been no long time here, if Ethel is right. If Ethel was right. A mere three months.


 I look at this man, my “husband.” He is not a stranger. But he is not the man who kissed me on the eyes on that sunny day on the blanket and promised me children.


 There is nothing to rely on here. My baby and I cannot trust him.


 But perhaps there is someone who can get me in touch with people I can trust.


 “Maybe she was unhappy,” I say, which is in fact the truth. Everyone sane would be unhappy. “But I was so sad to hear about it. I want to… well, to tell someone I am sorry.”


 “Like, send a message to her family?”


 “Yes.”


 “Hmm. Do you know her last name?”


 “No. But I know she had a brother… or maybe a cousin. A man named Jeff who works in IT. Could you get a floor address for me? I could send him a note by the porter. A…” What is the word? “A condolence card.”


 My words are coming back. This is some consolation.


 “Sure honey. I’ll see what I can do.” He looks over at what I am heating up on our tiny stove. Like a man from an old-time cartoon, he rubs his hands together in anticipation, and I realize just how much he’s been play-acting with me the entire time. Not a very long time, as I realize now. “So what’s for supper? Smells delicious.”


 I get a sudden memory of this man, suave and handsome, in a dark suit and tie, at a grand reception. We were drinking champagne and eating the most delicious of morsels, passed by hand from servers wearing tuxedos. For just an instant I can see him standing beside my husband—my real husband—laughing as they argue about who will get the most votes.


 And then my real husband turns toward me and I see his face. It is the face of love.
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 I feel the baby kicking as I once again make my way up the stairs. Level after level, I rise higher. Does my little passenger feel it? The pressure lifting, the slow journey up through the earth back to where we were meant to live…


 De profundis clamavi ad te, Domine.


 From out of the depths I have cried to you, O Lord.


 Strange words and visions come back to me, now, from the time before. I want to sit and see the Outside again. See what we made of our world.


 I reach the cafeteria, and the view on the wallscreen is as it always is, brown and gray and forbidding. Clouds swirl in dark patterns against dry, nameless ridges and the ruins of an old city. How can anyone live out there—how could anyone ever have lived out there?


 I notice a group of mothers and toddlers sitting at tables on the other side of the vast room, making drawings. One little boy with dark eyes escapes and runs toward me.


 In an instant a woman is up and chasing after him.


 “Let me go,” he shouts as his mother scoops him up to carry him back to the table. He wails in her arms.


 Soon I will be holding my own child. I flash back to the memory of my “real” husband and the babies he once promised we would make. How much time has passed since then?


 Ethel—the name makes me weep—claimed that we have been down here for only three months. But how can that be? All of the people in here have lived lives above—are they all so deeply drugged that they do not remember, do not strain against it, do not revolt? How many people jump because of despair? How many are pushed?


 I am sure of nothing.
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 The assignment sheet at the laundry puts me at Vat 6 for wash and at Dryer 18. Normally I would see Ethel at the machines on both sides of the room.


 Today there is a stranger to my right, who appears out of the mist with a smile and pushes her rolling bin slowly and carefully.


 “Hi. I’m Ghia,” she says. I’ve never seen her before.


 “Hi Ghia. Karma.” For a moment that makes me want to giggle, but I’m not sure why. This Ghia is younger than I am. She swings the large wash machine door open and starts to shove in the clothing.


 “So you’re taking Ethel’s place?”


 “Ethel. Who is that?”


 “Oh. Somebody who worked here.”


 Ghia shrugs and keeps on working. Julie comes through the steam onto our side of the laundry and checks on the new worker’s progress, then nods.


 I shove my batch of coveralls into the machine and turn my head toward Julie.


 “Are we doing anything for Ethel?” I ask.


 She stares at me. “Doing anything?” she says. “For Ethel?”


 “As a… a memorial? Because she’s gone.”


 Julie shakes her head as she grabs a rolling bin and pushes it back across the room and into the swirling mist. “I can’t believe you even remember that. That was… what? Weeks ago.”


 I stare at her back. Or rather, where her back was before she disappeared. I would cry, but who would it help?


 The mist beads up on my face and supplies me with tears.
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 Tears of frustration spilled down her face, and she didn’t care. “How long do we have to wait? I’m in my thirties, I can’t wait forever. Well, I could wait, I know people are having kids now in their fifties. But I don’t want to wait forever!”


 Helen sat up in bed, knowing that her nakedness would be both a temptation and a reproach to her husband. It felt like she was playing dirty, but she didn’t care. She finally didn’t care.


 “Here’s the deal, buddy. You work up in Washington. I live in Savannah. You barely get down here.”


 “Helen –”


 She cut him off with a quick “Shush. Just listen. I married you because I loved you. Because I wanted to be with you! Whether you wanted to be an architect or a member of Congress or a window washer… I wanted to live my life with you. And have babies. A family!”


 There was a whimper outside the door to the bedroom, and she knew Karma was swishing her tail and wondering what mom and dad were fighting about.


 Mutely, her husband pointed toward the door. He held his hands up like paws and made his “Karma face,” grinning at Helen.


 “And don’t make me laugh!” she said, laughing. “I know we have Karma, and I love her, but she is a dog. I want a family. When we were married, you said it would be a couple of years. And then when I asked again you were running for Congress, and you’ve hardly slowed down since. But now… well, your stupid project, that has kept you away from me practically full time for more than two more years… it’s over! So… now. Now is the time!”


 “Helen.” He reached for her with his warm hands. “Okay. You’re right. Okay.” He leaned in to kiss her. She could feel his hands coming up to cup her breasts.


 She pulled back. “What? You’re kidding me. You’re giving in that easily?”


 “Well, it is hard to resist a naked woman asking if she can have her way with me. And you’re right. We can’t wait forever.” He placed his palms against her face. “You’ve been very patient. The project is nearly over. The big unveiling will happen at the convention, so… sure, why not?”


 He kissed her on the eyes. “Beautiful Helen, who launched a thousand ships. Helen of Troy, whom I love so much.” His mouth came down to cover hers. “I was going to suggest it anyway.”


 She hit him gently on the shoulder. “You brat. I can’t believe you made me get all mad at you. I rehearsed that for days, thinking of ways to persuade you.”


 He smiled. “Well you did.” His face became serious. “So are you ready for take off? All checked out with the doctor?”


 “All checked out.” She ran a finger down the middle of his chest and stopped just under his navel. “And luckily, we have some time before the convention to really get into this… new project.” Helen grinned. “Now that you have time for me in your schedule.”


 He pulled her down beside him and brought his length alongside her body. “I’m just glad you can fit me in.”


 She arched her brow and gave him a sly smile. “With pleasure.”
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 I ask Rick to walk me up to the cafeteria to see the wallscreen. It’s getting harder for me to lift my bulk around the spirals. The doctor says I’m nearly due.


 We climb slowly upward, people passing us in both directions, smiling at the pregnant lady and her tall, handsome husband. Everyone seems pleased that new life is coming to the silo. There are children here, but not many. I can see clearly that they need new babies. Perhaps someday I will understand more about how this place works. Or is supposed to work.


 At this moment in time, I am concentrating on carrying this baby to safety. Thinking is getting easier, and that’s good. That gives me a swifter brain to figure out how best to protect my child. Sometimes I remember what came before, and sometimes I don’t. And sometimes I feel horrified that I am bringing new life into this tomb.


 But what choice do I have?


 I turn toward Rick, kicking myself for my cloudy memory. He never got back to me about Jeff from IT, and I forgot to ask him.


 We stop so I can catch my breath. We are nearly there. I can see the doors to the cafeteria just ahead at the top of the stairway.


 “Honey, did you find that relative of Ethel that I asked you about? Somebody named Jeff, who works with IT.” I try to keep the anxiety out of my voice.


 “Oh. Yeah. I forgot to tell you.”


 He smiles at me, and there is once again something tentative about the smile. Almost an apology.


 “Yes?”


 We start heading upward again, just a few more steps to the top, the diamond-shaped treads on the stairs keeping them safe and slip-proof. Everything gleams. I see now that this place is practically brand new.


 I am afraid of what Rick will tell me.


 The huge wallscreen stretches out before us, across the cafeteria, showing a storm of clouds in browns and grays. The destroyed city stands beyond the hill, towers crumbling.


 Atlanta.


 “I’m sorry sweetheart.” Rick turns to me and takes my arm gently. “I asked about that guy you mentioned from IT. They told me there’s nobody named Jeff at all.”


 My vision contracts and I feel myself falling.
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 Dr. Whittaker’s face is in front of me. I am in the medical room. She looks worried.


 “You’re a little early to deliver, but it should be all right. We’re going to give you something for the pain.” She takes a syringe and I see that the back of my hand is already prepared for the medicine, a needle and tube attached with tape.


 I look over at Rick, who is smiling a false smile of encouragement.


 Who is this man? He remembers, and she remembers. Only I am fighting the fog.


 I have no options, as I sink back into the mist. I send waves of love to my future child and hope that he—or she—will be safe through this journey. There are terrible possibilities, but for now I will sleep.
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 My name is Helen.
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 And now I see it, in full color. The Convention. All the tents and people. Livestock, bands, crowds. Each state in its own little valley.


 I am waiting for… my husband. I am waiting for him in Tennessee. At the Tennessee delegation. I keep texting him, keep looking around, shading my eyes. His friend… Mick… is standing beside me, trying to reassure me that my husband will be here any minute.


 It was raining lightly, but it’s stopped now. The mud is being churned up as people walk to and fro, and the little golf carts they use to get around make ruts in the grassy mess.


 Where could he be?


 A young lady is singing the National Anthem in the purest, loveliest voice. I have never heard it sung so beautifully, but I can’t stop to listen. I start to walk up the hill beside us, thinking that perhaps my husband is in the wrong place.


 As I get closer to the top, I can see other mounds. There are fifty different states. He said he would be in Tennessee. But why not Georgia? He should be with the delegation from Georgia. That would make more sense.


 I think it’s just over the rise. The song has ended and planes fly by in formation, screaming overhead, wings nearly touching. Suddenly there is a bright flash from the direction of the tall buildings of Atlanta. How bizarre. It can’t be lightning, because the flash doesn’t end. And then there comes another flash. And another.


 Klaxons sound, so loud that they seem to be echoing in my head. They come from every tent.


 Chaos erupts as people down in the valleys begin to see the flashes, which have turned into… mushroom clouds. I know what they mean. I’ve seen them in videos. My grandmother told me about an old war in which huge bombs decimated cities. But these can’t be…


 Someone grabs me. It’s Mick. He pulls me down, and as he does, I think I see a silhouette I recognize, a man scrambling up the other side of a hill and looking with desperation in the wrong direction.
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 The contractions astonish me with their intensity. I try to breathe through them, but my body is not my own. It has become like a great grinding machine with unused parts that have locked into gear, and nothing I can do will stop them. Closing my eyes, I remind myself that women have survived this—mostly—for millennia, and I will probably survive it too.


 Dr. Whittaker comes in to check me and says everything is coming along nicely. Rick holds my hand and I am grateful.


 I want my baby to be all right.


 Though we live deep in a hole in the ground under tons of soil, and the world above has died, I want my baby to live. It is the only thing that matters.
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 “Push,” Dr. Whittaker urges. “Almost here.”


 I squeeze my eyes closed and bear down until I think I will tear myself apart. There is a gush of liquid and a sudden release…


 “Yes!” Rick is beside me holding my hand and tears are sliding down his face.


 Dr. Whittaker holds up the weakly yowling baby so that I can see.


 “It’s a girl. Congratulations.” She wraps the infant in a soft cloth and passes it to me. I cannot believe that I have created this child.
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 At last, they left me alone to rest with my daughter, and I fell into exhausted slumber. I don’t know how long we slept. The lights are dim, but she is awake now. She opens her eyes to look right at me, and I see my own eyes in them.


 I unwrap her covering to look at her whole precious, perfect self.


 And then I see.


 On her tiny feet, she has an extra, miniature toe.


 The door opens and Dr. Whittaker pushes in. Quickly, I wrap my daughter up and wonder if anyone else has noticed. Surely the doctor saw it when she examined the baby. Will Rick know—will he recognize her father’s genetic legacy? And if he does… what will he do?


 I must hide any evidence that I remember who she really belongs to.


 “So she’s awake, is she? Pretty active little critter, eh?” Dr. Whittaker sits on a small stool and gently places her stethoscope on the baby’s chest to listen. She smiles. “She’s a beautiful girl. And quite healthy. Good for you.” She stands up. “You ought to try to nurse her now.” She places the baby on my chest. “Have you and your husband decided on a name?”


 “Not yet.”


 “Well, I’ll send word that you and baby are awake, and he can come keep your company.”


 The door swings open and a nurse comes in with a pitcher and a cup, placing them on the tiny table beside us.


 “Thank you, Bella,” the doctor says, and gets up to leave. She opens the door. “Now, drink up, mom!” She winks and lets the door swing closed behind her.


 “Is this water?” I look at the pitcher and try to keep my voice from betraying me.


 “Of course.”


 “But the doctor says I’m not supposed to have… regular water.”


 “Oh, don’t worry about that any more. It’s fine for you now.”


 “Thanks, then.” I smile.


 “Let me know if you need anything,” she says. “And congratulations. She’s a beautiful baby.” The nurse pulls the door closed behind her.


 I know Rick will be here in a moment, now that he knows we’re awake. I put the baby down on the bed and carefully raise myself. Taking the pitcher, I pour the water away into the sink beside my bed and leave just a little bit for the cup.


 I remember Ethel and her vegetable concoctions—stinky but effective. I’ll have to figure out how to get myself—both of us—enough liquid.


 A fierce determination arises in me. I will keep us alive, and my daughter will learn about the outside world—about the time before. The blue sky, and the day of music and chaos and clouds. The baby will learn about her real father. And I will do whatever it takes to preserve the truth.


 I look down at my child, who has my eyes and her father’s funny little genetic signature. She looks back at me, baby fists waving, as though she knows and approves. I smile and lift her into my arms, nuzzling her impossibly velvet cheek.


 A new life. A new chance.


 Keeping my voice low, I speak to her.


 My name is Helen.  You will be Athena.  


 Here is a secret you must remember.  The sky used to be blue.  


 You will tell the story—the truth—to your daughter and to your daughter’s daughter and on down the line for as long as it takes.  


 Together, we will remember the world.
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CLEANING UP


  Karma # 2


  

  Who controls the past controls the future. Who controls the present controls the past.


  George Orwell, 1984


  
1


  Underground we live our lives


  Underground we lie


  Underground we breathe our last, and


  Underground we die
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  Andy didn’t breathe his last underground. Andy was outside.


  He took his last gasp of toxic air while fumbling at the clasp that locked his helmet to the suit. I watched him fall to the ground, my own throat clenching in terror. His body was wracked with spasms, and his hands, encased in thick gloves, pawed at the glass over his eyes.
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  We don’t talk about the time before. There’s a lot we don’t talk about. We especially don’t talk about the Cleanings.


  Andy was the first to be sent out for Cleaning, but we didn’t call it that then.
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  The hardest part is pretending not to remember.


  I used to think that Rick was fooled, but lately I’m not so sure. Some days it seems as though all of us are engaged in one big performance. He puts on an act for me, I put on an act for him, and we both put on an act for Athena.


  Athena holds my hand as we climb the stairs, round and round the great spiral in the center of the Silo. It is a big trip for her little legs. We are taking a family journey up to the wallscreen to see the outside. The mass of people making its way around the turns is slow, but patient trudging is just the right pace for a five-year-old. The air is warm and stuffy, and smells of many bodies in a close space. My coveralls are damp at the small of my back.


  We are three levels away from the top, and already I can feel Athena’s weariness with the climb. As she often tells me, she is not a baby any more, and doesn’t need naps—but I suspect that she’ll fall asleep in Daddy’s arms on the way back.


  “Mommy, why are there so many people?” she asks, her large dark eyes taking in the churning legs in front of her as we gradually rise up through the earth. I can feel the thrum of the stairs ringing with hundreds of other feet. Rick and I have Athena positioned safely between us, buffeting her small self from any stray elbow or off-balance climber.


  “They’re all going up to the top of the Silo, honey, just like we are. To see the sun.”


  “The sun?” She looks up at me, and for just a moment my heart squeezes with pain to know that my child will live out her life in this cylindrical tomb.


  “Yes, Athena,” Rick says. “You remember—we told you that the sky is going to be extra pretty today when the sun comes up.”


  “Like in the picture books you show us at school, Mommy?” Again, the trust and innocence in her eyes make my own mist up. How can I tell my baby that she will never see a sky with the colors in the picture books?


  I dare not look at Rick. It is moments like this that are most treacherous.


  “Not quite like that, sweetheart. But it will be nicer. Cleaner.”
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  I think it was two years ago that Andy talked about wanting to go outside. It’s hard to know exactly. The passage of time is not a topic for discussion here.


  “I’m curious,” Andy said.


  “You’re nuts,” I said, my hand reaching out to grasp his wrist, and then quickly dropping it. We were sitting in the cafeteria as clumps of people came in and out for lunch. Here, people could talk. There was a constant babble, but that was good.


  Andy was my partner in the chain… the chain connecting those who still remembered a past we were supposed to forget. It was surprisingly easy to talk about the forbidden in the middle of the noisy cafeteria—no one would suspect we would dare discuss the time before out in the open like this.


  “I just want to see,” Andy said, his bushy eyebrows pulled together. “How bad could it be?”


  “Very bad. Bad enough to kill you.”


  “But not right away. They have to have suits or something—I mean, we went to the moon, for God’s sake, Karma, all that technology—”


  “Careful.” I looked around to see if anyone was listening. Andy had crossed a line in mentioning something he remembered about the time before. We could depend upon most people in the Silo to know little and care less about last month, and barely recall last year—but if the wrong person were seated nearby, his words could be fatal.


  I thought I saw a man turn just slightly in our direction as he carried his tray toward the back of the caf. But then he walked past. All was safe.


  I had already lost a friend to “suicide” in the three years we’d been underground. It was easy for someone to get pushed off the spiral staircase when the lights were dimmed for sleeping time.


    Looking back, I kick myself thinking of how foolish Andy and I were that day in the cafeteria, talking so openly. There had been few recent jumpers, so perhaps our guard was down.


  “I’m gonna do it,” Andy said, pushing his chair back with a scrape, “before I lose my nerve… or you talk me out of it.”


  “Then I’m coming with you.” I stood up and felt a surge of glee—why not? Why not go outside, and see what was out there? The worst that could happen is that we would confirm that the air was toxic… and then we’d come back in.


  I smiled as I made my way through the crowds of people taking dirty dishes to the back of the cafeteria.


  But Andy turned suddenly and put his hand on my elbow. “Karma, let me do this alone. We both know it’s a risk—”


  “How do you know?” I held my ground. “They might be grateful for volunteers. Maybe they’ve been doing this all along, sending guys out in suits to check out the air quality—but only at night when the caf is empty. Maybe I’ll be the first woman to go—”


  “No. It’s not smart for you. You’ve got a little girl, a husband… you’re part of the chain. You’re too important. We need your memories to add to what we know—”


  “You’re part of the chain too!” Now I was whispering, but always keeping an artificial smile on my face while I pleaded.


  “Look,” he said, his expression equally bland as we walked slowly across the large room, “just don’t do anything until I see what kind of reception I get. You go back down, and I’ll simply stop in the Sheriff’s office to ask what the procedure is to volunteer.”


  Reluctantly, I nodded. Part of me was crushed, but part of me was relieved. And all of me was worried for Andy.


  “So I’ll meet you here at the usual time next week for lunch?”


  He grinned. “And I’ll tell you all about my great outside adventure.”


  It was only then that they swooped in, two men in white coveralls, startling us both as they grabbed onto Andy’s arms and hauled him, backwards, toward the Sheriff’s office.


  “Hey!” he said, trying to pull out of their grip, his feet scraping desperately against the smooth concrete floor. “What the hell?”


  The look on his face was one of surprise but not panic. He seemed stunned, and his first reaction was an animal instinct to hold onto physical control.


  I started shouting, my voice shrill and unfamiliar. “Where are you taking him? He’s done nothing wrong—” and then I saw Andy make a desperate gesture—his hand managing to reach toward his neck in the ancient throat-cutting signal. Shut up, he was saying. He jerked his head to the left. Get out of here, he was saying. Save yourself.


  And I did.


  The last time I saw Andy was through the wallscreen, as my friend retched and buckled and gasped his last.


  At night, in dreams, I see him die over and over again.
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  “Wanna go home, Mommy,” Athena says, and I can see that her eyelids are drooping. She’s sitting up on top of Rick’s shoulders, high above the crowd.


  I, too, am ready to go. I have seen enough of the barren wasteland outside, and the swirling clouds of dust that form and break over the dry ridges in front of us. The view is definitely clearer, but it’s no more reassuring than it ever was.


  For many months I had visited the cafeteria regularly for my lunches with Andy. But in the years since then, I have barely been able to stomach the place.


  At the base of the ridge in front of me are his remains, covered by the now-tattered protective suit that he’d donned in an attempt to shield himself from whatever was out there.


  It was because of Andy that we had enjoyed, for a while, a cleaner view. But it had slowly deteriorated, the dusty grime dimming the wallscreen.


  And now, another Cleaning.


  The body of the second man, in a fresh suit and helmet, lies scant yards past what is left of Andy.


  From what I have heard whispered between the levels, the second Cleaner didn't go willingly. Nevertheless, he has done his scrubbing and left us with a better view of the outside.


  And now we stand and gaze through the newly washed lenses at the toxic environment that keeps us all inside.


  The message is clear.
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  Rick pushes the door to our apartment open and carefully hands me Athena while he ducks under the low frame and inside. I squeeze past him through the kitchen and into her sleeping room, then tuck her gently into her narrow bed. I smile to see my little girl so happily exhausted. This was a big trip for her—one of the biggest of her life.


  In quiet moments it hits me how different her growing up years will be from mine. No camping trips in the mountains, smelling the scent of fresh pine and hearing the song of morning birds through the tent walls. No bobbing up and down in the frothing ocean, holding onto Daddy’s hand while waves break and his strong grip keeps her upright. No plane flights to see family on the other side of the country, watching as the sun sets in oranges and pinks over the curvature of the earth.


  I shake myself and try to banish these maudlin ideas. Athena knows nothing about mountains or oceans or sunsets—she doesn’t miss them because she’s never seen them, and she never will. She gets plenty of exercise running around the Silo, and for her the world of the Up Top is glorious and still unlimited, with more space than she can imagine.


  “Mommy,” she says, her eyelids fluttering. “Tell me a story.” Nestling under the covers, she clutches her yarn doll. “Tell me a Helen story.”


  I gasp a bit when I hear my old name. I made the mistake of using it once to tell Athena something about an imaginary little girl who went to the zoo—a place of which she could have no conception. The zoo had animals I knew to be perfectly real—giraffes and elephants and lions—but which seemed quite unbelievable to my daughter.


  Somehow, she clung to the name Helen, though I mentioned it only once. I was petrified that Athena would use it in front of Rick, with what consequences I didn’t know, but I didn’t relish discovering.


  “I’ll tell you a story, honey, but it’s going to be about a girl named… Ella. Okay?” Close enough, I figured.


  “But Helen will be her secret name,” she murmured, half asleep, her lids closed and her breathing regular.


  I shook my head and started a story about a girl with the secret name of Helen, and before I got past “Once upon a time, there was a little girl named Ella, and she climbed up a long long staircase to the top of a statue. The statue was a gigantic lady made of metal and you could look out the windows in her crown and see the water sparkling below…” she was sound asleep.
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  “Pros? I can see the Cons, but what are the pros?” I said, trying to keep my voice low and my expression cheerful as I sat across from Andy over a lunch of potatoes, greens, and a meager portion of gristly chicken. We were in the busiest part of the cafeteria, voices raised all around us, and it seemed a safe time to talk.


  “Well,” he said, raising his forkful of salad to the air, “food, for one. We all have enough food. No one goes hungry.”


  I nodded, slowly. “True, though most people didn’t go hungry… before.” I said the last word quietly.


  “Well, maybe not the people we hung around with. In our neighborhoods. In our country.” Andy seemed to realize that even this vocabulary was dangerous. He went back to monosyllables. Raising one finger, he said, “Food. We have.”


  I nodded. “Work. Everyone has work.”


  He dipped his head in agreement and forked a hunk of tomato into his mouth.


  “Education?” I said, raising an eyebrow.


  “Of a sort,” he said. “Rudimentary education. At least in terms of vocational instruction. And apprenticeships.”


  After a minute of thought, I added, “As much indoctrination as education.”


  He smiled. “So that’s not a pro, is it? More of a con.”


  “Right.” I thought for a moment, munching my salad, which held a couple of slices of good tomato but disappointingly soggy greens.


  “One pro is safety,” I said. “Especially for women.”


  “True. At least, you’re not as likely to get raped or murdered.” He stabbed his own tomato, looking sober.


  “Unless they kill you,” I said, and started to grin.


  The two of us stifled our laughter with bites of mushy potatoes, trying not to look like we were having too much fun. Secondary to the brazen risk we were taking in chatting about the time before was the danger of being perceived as an adulterous couple—a crime that would get you some serious punishment in the Silo. But Andy and I were just friends, he a widow still grieving for his wife, and I solidly married to Rick.


  “Cons?” Andy asked.


  “No travel,” I said.


  “No art.”


  “No music, no books, no movies… no romance.” I swallowed once and lowered my voice. “And speaking of romance, did you know they are putting some kind of implants in the baby girls now?”


  He shook his head. “Implants of…?”


  “Birth control,” I said, practically whispering, my head swiveling to the tables around us to make sure everyone else was talking too loudly to hear.


  “In babies?” Andy looked skeptical. “That’s bizarre.” His eyebrows came together as they did when he was thinking. “Did you get one, too?”


  “I don’t… I… guess I don’t really know. They might have done it without my knowing.” For a moment I felt the way I did when I inadvertently drank the water filled with what my friend Ethel used to describe as happy juice. Muddle-headed, my mind as confused as it had been for my first months in the Silo.


  I knew they had placed an implant in Athena’s tiny hip, in a quick operation within a month of her birth. Rick had assured me that it was safe and painless. I hadn’t dared protest too much for fear of arousing suspicion, since playing dumb was a requirement for everyone in the Silo, especially those of us who remembered the past and who were part of the chain.


  Acting passive and dopily acquiescent had become automatic for me by that time. Only something that really threatened Athena’s safety would be critical enough to protest—and even then, since the result of objections would probably be my own death, I was primarily resigned to silence. Plus, in terms of the impact of an implanted birth control device, her reproductive years were decades away.


  But had they planted a contraceptive device in me? Though I saw no evidence, it was certainly possible.


  “So, that’s a con,” I said. “They’ll soon have control over when and if you can procreate. If they don’t already.”


  Andy nodded. He put his hand on the table and began to count off on his fingers.


  “No freedom,” he said. “No knowledge of the world.” Two fingers up.


  “No self-determination.” I poked a slice of tomato with my fork and put it in my mouth.


  He raised another finger.


  “Drugs in the water,” he said, putting up a fourth finger.


  “No sun,” I said, as he added his thumb, splaying his whole hand against the table. “No mountains, beaches, sunsets, stars, moon, clouds—”


  “No rain, wind, snow, ice, lakes, oceans—”


  “No autumn leaves, skiing, flying, sailing, swimming—”


  We both had our hands open flat against the table, fingers spread, eyes glistening.


  “No fire,” he said.


  “No storms,” I said.


  “No forests, horses, orchestras, dancing—”


  “No wife,” he said, and he put his hand to his face to cover the tears. “No wife.”
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  Now, we don’t watch the Cleanings. Now, we find it too terrible.


  But the first time, we didn’t know.


  I stood in the cafeteria with hundreds of others, curious to see what Andy would encounter once the doors opened into what looked like a toxic world of swirling dust and dead soil. I was worried for him, but not really afraid. It didn’t seem possible that they would send him out—let him out, since he had been eager to volunteer—simply to die. How foolish that trust seems now.


  Rick stood beside me that day. We had left Athena, who was only three, in the nursery. I had worked out my routine by then—vague and mostly compliant with Rick, sharp and inquisitive with Andy. Somewhere in between for my daytime job. I had left the laundry, where I first worked, and found a position as a teacher in the elementary class for the Up Top. Though I had to remain cautious about revealing my clear memory of the time before, it seemed safe to demonstrate that I had enough intelligence to teach five-year-olds.


  At that point, we didn’t have any idea what was about to happen to Andy. At least I didn’t.


  I hadn’t seen him since the day he was dragged out of the cafeteria, not yet afraid, just stunned at what was happening to him.


  And now, I could see him. Though his face wasn’t visible through the reflective glass on his helmet, and his moves were jerky and impeded by the bulk of the protective suit, I still recognized my friend.


  I knew that when Andy made a slow, balletic but clumsy twirl, he must be awed by the view. Though the landscape featured only the usual menacing gray clouds of dust over barren hills, I figured that it still must be thrilling, for the first time in years, to get a 360 degree view of the sky and the world—what was left of it.


  He went to work right away scrubbing the lenses through which we saw the outside. A cheer went up after the wallscreen view cleared—and we realized that we had been looking through a grimy build-up of dirt and whatever else was flying through the air with the noxious clouds. Somehow Andy’s work with those ingenious pads—wool?—had made all the difference.


  But I was less concerned with the cosmetics of our view than with his health. Though everyone believed the outside air to be toxic, this suit they had put him in seemed to be doing the trick. Andy showed no signs of distress. Perhaps after he had completed the brave task of scrubbing the Silo lenses, he would be welcomed back in, penance completed, cleansed of whatever sins they considered him guilty.


  Rick was right beside me, his hand placed protectively on my shoulder. I was careful to keep both my expression and my body language neutral as the emotions raging through me swung from fear to relief and then back to fear.


  Andy had apparently finished his duties with the little cleaning pads, and had returned them carefully to the numbered pockets on his suit. He turned and started to walk away from the wallscreen toward the brown hill in front of us. He seemed to be heading for the ruins of the tall towers I knew to be what was left of Atlanta.


  My breath caught in my throat as I realized how naïve I had been to imagine a triumphant return into the Silo. I would have given anything to have him safe back inside again. What had felt like a prison only moments before seemed like a blessed refuge compared to the wasteland Andy was now shuffling through.


  Keeping my voice carefully neutral, I turned to Rick. “So what happens now?”


  He looked down at me and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know.”


  As was so often the case, I imagined I saw something in Rick’s eyes that meant he knew more than he was admitting. But how could he know what Andy’s punishment entailed? Rick wasn’t part of the Sheriff’s staff. And no one had ever gone outside before.


  I turned back to the screen to see Andy start to slow, and then stumble. What was wrong? Had the suit ripped? I couldn’t see any outward reason for his change of pace. Maybe he was simply getting tired.


  But then he fell, clutching his thickly padded hands to his gut. It was all I could do not to scream. He tried to rise again, but clearly could not. For a few feet, he crawled forward, even the awkward suit unable to conceal what looked like spasms. As my friend’s agony became apparent, and he drew what seemed to be painful breaths, his body heaving with the attempt, the mood in the packed cafeteria changed. What had first been curiosity, followed by a celebration after the lenses were cleared of grime, became gasps of horror and disbelieving cries. Shouts came from the crowd.


  “No.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Is he…?”


  Women began to sob and men clenched their jaws.


  Andy sank to the ground again and didn’t rise. I wept, ashamed and full of despair. How could I have let this happen to my sweet Andy?


  Rick wrapped his long arms around me.


  “Karma, I’m so sorry. I know he was your friend.”


  As Andy’s form, still encased in the bulky suit that was supposed to protect him, stilled at last, I nearly crumpled to the floor myself. Only Rick’s arms kept me upright. It was safe to cry now, as so many others were, stunned and horrified to witness the dead man lying in full view of the giant wallscreen and all the observers.


  Only I had the irrational urge to scream at my strangely unreactive husband, to pound on the doors to the outside begging to retrieve the remains of my friend, or do something, anything, to change the outcome of his tragic last walk.
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  I jump as Rick comes into the bedroom. I have to remind myself that my mind is still my own—no matter how much power the Silo has over our lives, we are still free in our thoughts.


  He makes one of those husbandly sounds, kind of an “mmm” of appreciation as his eyes run over me. He comes up close and puts his arms around my waist. I can feel his heart beating as he presses his chest against mine. I catch a whiff of the pork that he must have eaten for dinner as he worked late on thirty-four, serving the servers, his babies. His masters.


  He smiles at me.


  “Sorry I’ve been working such long hours lately, Karma. It’s crazy down in IT right now.”


  “That’s okay, honey. You know I don’t mind. I’m proud of your work.”


  He seems to take this as encouragement. His lips come down on mine and they are demanding. I am thinking of how to play this.


  I dance out of his embrace and give him a flirtatious look. “I’ll be right back. I need to brush my teeth.” Scooting out of our tiny bedroom while avoiding any further bodily contact, I go into the bathroom and lock the door.


  Privacy. A rare and precious moment. Quickly I smear some of the Silo’s best mint-flavored goop on my teeth, so he’ll think I just brushed. Reaching into my small personal cubby, where I keep my stash of “feminine items” including what we use down here when we have our periods—only loosely related to the sophisticated tampons I used to have at my disposal—I pull out my most precious possession. It’s a crude excuse for an old-fashioned diaphragm, and while it is rumored to have a very poor success rate at curbing pregnancy, it has apparently done the trick for me recently.


  For several years after giving birth to Athena, I hadn’t even known if I was capable of getting pregnant. Between my foggy confusion in the first months in the Silo and the drugged haze of the day she was born, I would never have known if some device had been inserted to keep me from conceiving, like the one they implanted in my tiny daughter’s hip.


  Even not knowing for certain if I could get pregnant again, I kept Rick at arm’s length as much as possible. I wasn’t sure how I felt about bringing another child into the Silo, and so it seemed best to minimize the possibility.


  But my situation was made obvious when I got pregnant a year ago. Recognizing the signs, and having no one to share it with, I was panicking. And then two months in, I suddenly saw my period again, and it seemed a second baby was not meant to be. At least not yet.


  Before my Silo life, I had been a Christian, but even if that were permitted here, I no longer believed in a God that would allow his children to destroy the world and end up living in an eternal underground tomb.


  I am determined at this point that no other child will spring forth from my loins. Thanks to the instructions of Grace, an older woman who lives on our level, I was able to fashion a rudimentary contraceptive device. I insert the faux diaphragm, and then run my fingers through my long hair to do what I can to untangle it. Even an Up Top apartment like ours is mirrorless, and I long ago gave up wondering how I looked. Or caring very much.


  I emerge to find Rick in our narrow bed, a telltale rise under the sheets. He reaches out his arms and I slip in beside him.


  As he caresses and then enters me I make encouraging noises and run my fingers down his back. After five years of no exercise other than climbing stairs, he is still a fit, lean man, and handsome. It is no chore to let him make love to me. But it is no passionate affair either.


  His gasps turn to groans and my fingers slip over his skin as he gets hotter and sweat appears on his upper lip. Always careful to keep our noise down, because Athena is close by behind a flimsy wall, neither one of us can let go vocally.


  Despite myself, I find my breath coming harder and my hips rising to meet my husband’s. He takes my hands in each of his and presses them tight against the shapeless mattress, locking them forcefully above my head. With a sudden shudder down the length of my body, I begin to respond to his rhythmic movements.


  “Mommy?”


  Both of us stop mid-thrust and look toward the door of the bedroom, which is practically at our feet. Athena is standing there in her nightshirt with her yarn doll.


  “Why are you fighting, Mommy?” Her eyes are wide but not afraid.


  Rick scrambles off and out of me, making sure to keep the sheet over both of us. His eyes are stormy and every muscle in his body telegraphs frustration.


  I pull my nightshift down and get out of the bed.


  “Honey, we’re not fighting. Don’t worry. We were just… playing a Mommy and Daddy game.”


  I take her by the hand and lead her back to bed.


  Behind me, as I close the door, I hear Rick punch the wall and swear.
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  The first day of school for my baby! Athena is especially cute with the two pigtails I fashioned in her hair this morning. I can’t help smiling as she waves goodbye with the other children, pretending to leave my classroom at the end of the day, and then immediately popping back in, laughing. Her dark eyes and nearly black hair remind me of photos my mother had of me in elementary school.


  Athena runs up and hugs me as I am putting some of the books away, wiping the stickiness of kids’ hands off the plastic.


  “Bye, Mommy. I’ll see you.” She gives me a damp kiss on the cheek, and then dashes toward the door.


  “So why did you pretend to leave, Athena? And then come right back in?”


  “Because. I told you I didn’t want you to act like a mother. Just like a teacher, when I’m here. So the other kids don’t say I’m your pet.”


  “Of course, sweetheart,” I say, nodding seriously at her logic. “So we won’t tell anyone.”


  “Right.” She stands holding the doorknob for a minute. “But of course Jenna knows, because she lives right near us. And Dylan, ‘cause I told him.”


  “Oh. Why did you tell him if you’re trying to keep it secret?”


  She looks at me with wide eyes and five-year-old amazement. “He’s my best friend! I had to tell him. And I told Clara. But that’s all. Don’t tell anyone else.”


  “Okay,” I say. “I won’t tell anyone else. Now you better get going before you miss Jenna and her Mom—they’re walking you back home.”


  At that moment the door swings open and Athena almost loses her balance because she was leaning on the knob. It’s Jenna.


  “Come on, Athena. We gotta go! You can talk to your mom later.”


  My daughter disappears through the door, pulled by her curly-haired friend.


  “That’s your mom?” I hear a voice say from outside in the hallway. “Hey you guys, the teacher is Athena’s mom!” Laughs and shouts echo from the walls as the small group of kids moves away with their parents.


  It is bittersweet to watch my daughter grow and bloom in this place. She is the heart in the middle of my existence; she is everything I live for. I love to see how smart she is becoming and how she already has a sense of humor. But I ache for all the joys she can never know. Everything from seeing the house I grew up in and meeting her grandmother to playing in a field and riding a Ferris wheel. She will never bike and she will never swim in a lake and she will never see the Grand Canyon. She will also never meet her real father.


  I push these thoughts away and get on with my preparations. I told Rick that I’m spending an hour organizing my classroom because the term has just started—we call it that, even though school is year-round here—no agricultural seasons changing or summer vacation plans necessary. But in fact we just welcomed the new class of five-year-olds that Athena is a part of, so it is a beginning of sorts.


  There is a quiet knock on the door and a slim young girl with olive skin comes in. I don’t know her.


  “Can I help you?” I say, stacking wooden blocks into a small plastic bin.


  She looks nervous, and her hands twist together in her lap as she stands in front of me, looking at her feet. “I… I don’t know. I hope so.”


  I walk over to her, and sit down in one of the child-size chairs. “What is it, honey? Are you lost?” She’s not that young—probably about eleven years old—and certainly would be old enough to make her way from one level of the Silo to another. But perhaps she’s one of those children who is particularly susceptible to the drugs being delivered in the water. For that reason, I do my best to minimize Athena’s exposure to it. Some of them seem to be developing more slowly than they should be—and of course it’s impossible to know if it’s because of the happy juice or the constricted environment. “Do you want me to help you find your mother?”


  “No.” Her eyes are looking at mine now. “No. Please, not her.”


  “Sit down.” I pat the chair beside me. “What’s your name?”


  She sits. Every move seems to cause her anxiety. “Rose.”


  “My name is Mrs. Brewer.” I give her my teacher name, the one the kids call me.


  “I know,” she says.


  “Do I know you?” I look closely at her face, but nothing resonates. She is a stranger to me.


  She laughs nervously, and the hand twisting resumes. “You probably don’t remember.”


  I’m beginning to wonder if she is mentally challenged. “Honey, why don’t you tell me what you need. I’ll be happy to help in any way I can.”


  Her hand goes up to her hair and twirls a strand around her finger. “I thought that….” She looks around at the crayoned pictures on the walls of the classroom. I can see her throat moving as she swallows. “Are you sure….”


  “It’s okay, Rose. You’re safe here. You can say anything you want.” As I tell her this, I think about how carefully I’ve searched for possible recording devices in all the desks and shelves around the classroom. I hope I’m right. I can’t say how far the authorities would go—I imagine they would go as far as they needed to—but I don’t really know if they’re able to snoop out treacherous conversation. I don’t know what technology they have. Tiny listening devices? State-of-the-art hidden cameras? I have never seen such things around the Silo… but then, I wouldn’t see them, would I?


  Rose clears her throat. “Okay. Well. I remember that we used to live in the outside.” She stops.


  My hand goes to my throat and my eyes to the door. “Be careful, sweetheart.”


  She stares at me with deep brown eyes. “Mrs. Brewer. I have been careful. I can’t… I don’t know what to do. I think I’m going crazy.”


  Tears move slowly down her face, and she makes no effort to wipe them. “I saw you… I talked to you on the day of the… the day with the clouds and all the noise… I dropped my ice cream cone and was crying, and you got me a new one. It was my birthday. I was five.”


  My mouth is open, and I look at this child, this ghost from out of the past… a past I strive to remember but can only partially break open. “Tell me.” I strain to imagine her face much younger. Nothing. No memories.


  “My Dad had gotten me an ice cream cone, but I dropped it, and he was talking to a strange lady… she’s in here… she’s my stepmother now… only they pretend she’s my real mother….” Rose looks again toward the door.


  Then with her eyes looking down at her lap, she whispers, “I want to kill myself.”


  “Oh, honey.” I stand up and give her a hug, this vulnerable child, and wonder how awful it must be for her to be caught in this web of lies and obfuscation. So many questions. How does she remember me?


  Why do I not remember her?
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  Athena is happily sitting at our table in her small chair, practicing her ABC’s. Some things are the same. She writes with chalk on a slate, but she still forms her letters slowly and carefully, like I did some thirty years ago.


  Proudly she shapes the letters of her name, all upper-case, laboriously and with a downward droop.


  “Look, Mom!” She holds the small slate up so I can see it.


  “Beautiful, honey.” I stir the pea soup I am making, hoping that we’ll have a little bit of pig’s cream come up with Rick on his way home, and I can add it to the mix. “Pretty soon you’ll be writing whole sentences.”


  “What’s senten says?”


  I smile. “Sentences are what you say, and write. We’re speaking in sentences right now.”


  “Oh.” She puts the end of the chalk in her mouth while she thinks.


  “Take that out of your mouth, Athena, that’s not good for you. And we’re about to have supper. Pea soup tastes better than chalk, right?”


  “I don’t know. I never ate chalk,” she says, grinning at me. After a moment, “So, sen-tences are like what you make up when you tell me stories.”


  I find myself biting my lip, and stop, turning back to the soup. “I suppose. But you know, my stories are just for us.”


  “Why, Mommy? I like your stories.”


  The door swings open and I jump slightly, trying to place a smile on my face for Rick.


  He walks in with his arms wide. “How are my girls?”


  “Daddy!” Athena jumps up from the table as he crosses the room in two long steps. She reaches for a hug and he lifts her up in his arms.


  Still holding Athena, Rick leans over and gives me a kiss on the cheek. He’s in good spirits. I smell a night of passion coming on, and I do a quick mental check of where I am in my cycle. Not a good time to be coupling. And I can’t say no… I did that the last time he asked. Too many refusals will lead to suspicion.


  “Hi sweetheart,” I say, going automatically into fuzzy mode. Back in the time before, we used to say something about wives being “Stepford.” But I can’t remember why.


  At least he’s being kind toward Athena. Sometimes he gets angry at her, and I worry that he knows.
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  I waited for a day when I was sure I would be alone. Athena was only four days old at that point. Bella, the nurse who had been coming to make sure I knew how to feed and bathe my infant safely, had left me on my own for a few hours. Clearly, babies were a rare and precious commodity in the Silo, because Dr. Whittaker and Bella acted as though they hardly trusted me with Athena.


  It had crossed my mind that if I didn’t seem to be a good candidate as a mother to one of the only infants down here, they would be quite happy to find her a better one. Another reason why what I was about to do would have to be done carefully and in private. And while she was as young as possible, to minimize the likelihood of her being discovered.


  Rick was down in IT doing whatever it was he did there all day, and no one would interrupt me. I took the supplies I had snuck out of the birthing room in my satchel… string, bandages, the closest thing to a scalpel I could find. Some concoction that they put on me when they wanted to give me an injection… so it must contain some properties of sterilization. I had nothing else, so it would have to do.


  I unwrapped Athena then, pink and smelling of the sweetness of babyhood. She had already plumped up a bit from my generous breast milk. For a moment I was overcome at what I was about to do to this child. But I had to. To protect her.


  I laid her down on the bed with the only rag I could spare under her wriggling foot. Though she had been sound asleep, she was now starting to fuss. Kneeling beside her, I got the supplies ready, setting them out on the floor on my right. I took a deep breath and let it out.


  I knew I could do this. I knew I must do this.


  Tying the string as tightly as I could around her miniscule extra toe, which was barely visible, tucked as it was between the normal third toe and the pinky, I gritted my teeth and poured a bit of the unknown liquid onto the site. The sharp smell hit my nose.


  I was about to cut my baby. I could feel my heart in my chest and hear my pulse.


  Fingers, stop trembling. This is for Athena. This is to protect her.


  Tears escaped my eyes as I imagined her pain, this precious infant who had been a part of my body only four days before. It was like taking a knife to myself. Worse.


  I fisted the scalpel, held her tiny toes apart, and sliced quickly, gasping as I did so. The volume of blood was stunning, exceeded only by the volume of her screaming. She was crying for her life, her face turning red and her eyes squeezed shut. Her arms and legs flailed.


  I poured some of the liquid onto where the toe used to be, which made her squeals louder, if that was possible. Every inch of her body was racked with protest and fear. I was fairly sure I was making it hurt even more, but that didn’t concern me as much as keeping that extra toe a secret.


  I stuffed a bandage—praying that it was as sterile as anything gets down here—between the existing toes, and wrapped her entire foot up in a clean rag. In an instant I had the rest of her body comfortably covered and I brought her to my breast, the both of us weeping. She latched on and suckled, snuffling and hiccupping in her distress before settling down to a rhythm, tiny bubbles coming from her nostrils as the crying was overtaken by the nurturing of Mommy.


  As she nursed, I carefully took a match to the bloody rag and watched it burn. Then I used the blade to make a tiny slice in my own wrist, to explain the red stains on our bed cover.


  I lay down beside my precious daughter and rocked her while she drank.


  “Mommy is sorry, sweetie. Mommy is so, so, sorry.”
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  The fire was intense, the flames leaping upward while sparks rose and danced in the dark when new driftwood was added. My front was warm and my back was chilly. I looked around for the friend who had invited me, who at some point must have drifted off to a sand dune with that guy she had been eyeing earlier.


  Wrapping my arms around myself, I tried to remember that it was fun to be on the beach, fun to be with new people, and that not every social occasion would result in my meeting Prince Charming. Or even Prince Charming-Enough-To-Hang-With-On-The-Beach.


  “So, what if a stranger asked you….” The voice came into my ear from behind me, which gave me both a freaky shiver and a frisson of excitement. The owner of the voice sounded strong and masculine and surprisingly confident.


  “… Since you look chilly, if he could offer you his jacket. Would you think he was just trying to pick you up?”


  “Umm…” I heard myself giggle, and then stopped. I was twenty-four years old, and no guy was going to intimidate me with flattery. No matter how hot he was. “I would be pretty sure he was trying to pick me up.”


  I was smiling, and I knew he could hear my smile.


  “And even if he was, and you knew it, could he still sit beside you and put his jacket around your poor chilly… delicious… shoulders?” I could feel his warm breath as he spoke.


  I laughed. “Delicious shoulders? That’s kind of forward, isn’t it? You don’t even know me. Are you into shoulders?” It was killing me not to turn around and find out what he looked like, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.


  “So far. But that’s probably because that’s all I can see of you. I’m sure there are other parts that would be equally… delectable.”


  “Well, there won’t be any checking out of further parts until you tell me your name and convince me that your jacket is worth accepting on my… delectable shoulders.”


  And suddenly there was this guy beside me, and he had an amazing smile and dark eyes, and he was slipping his nice warm jacket around me. We started talking and we sat in front of that fire for the next three hours, sharing everything from the names of our first grade teachers to how we would spend a million dollars… if we had it. And every topic, whether critical or comical, intensified a kind of connection that I had never felt before. The night got dark and we barely noticed, so mesmerized were we by each other. Somewhere in there we shared buttery lobster bits and littleneck clams along with a foamy cup of beer, and as the beach temperature dropped off I snuggled deeper into his jacket, firelight reflecting in the eyes of this guy that I knew… though I realized it was crazy to think so… that I was falling for and would someday marry.


  And even as I thought that, it was crazy and true all at once.


  The party was breaking up and the girlfriend I’d come with wandered back from the dunes and said she was leaving, but my Shoulder Man said he’d drive me home. I was thrilled. Nothing in the world seemed as important as staying with him, talking to him, gazing into his deep brown eyes as they reflected the leaping flames.


  “Wait,” I said, pulling back a bit so that I could see him properly. “Are you an axe murderer?”


  “Oh my god,” he said, “usually girls don’t get that about me right away. You are really sharp.”


  It took me a minute, I was so bedazzled by him, and then I started laughing. “That is terrible! And I was slow to get it, too… you must think I’m dull!” I winked.


  “You make a good point,” he said, deadpan.


  I laughed again, shaking my head. It was at that moment that I realized I’d been sitting beside this guy, shoulders and thighs touching, for most of the evening, and he had not yet suggested a walk into the dunes or tried to kiss me. Desire was thrumming through my body at a high pitch. Didn’t he feel this? Certainly he felt it too, right?


  The only partiers still left on the beach were off in the distance on a towel. The fire was low, red embers glowing over the charred driftwood and only a small flame leaping in the center. Over the quiet lapping of the water I could hear the sound of my own heartbeat.


  I was watching the moon paint a path of liquid white across the gentle waves when he leaned in and kissed me, finally, finally. His hand on my chin, his warm lips on mine. I practically dissolved.


  It must be the romance of the summer night and the hypnotism of the flame, I thought. Or I’m losing my mind. I felt like crawling into his arms and living there forever. But I hardly knew him.


  “Am I the only one here trying to resist doing something brash?” I said, while still holding onto his kiss.


  “No. You’re not. If you feel anything like I feel, you’d better be stronger than I am, because I want you in the worst way,” he said, his lips nuzzling mine, his hand on my back, warm. “But I don’t want to waste this—I don’t want to waste you—I don’t want to take the chance of losing you by making you think I just want your body.” He was looking in my eyes as he said this, and I believed him. “And believe me, I do want your body.”


  At this point I moaned, perhaps giving him more encouragement than I meant to. I leaned in and kissed him again. He was still wearing his swimsuit, and I observed that it was getting tighter.


  Leaning back, I tried to focus my thoughts. “Um… okay… I probably should get to know you better, Mr. Shoulder Man.”


  “What do you want to know?” His voice was tight with desire. “I’ll tell you anything.”


  “Tell me something secret about yourself.”


  “Something secret?” He paused for a moment, his hand gently caressing my hair as he smiled at me with that amazing mouth. “I have a sixth toe on my right foot.”


  “Really?” This made me curious, and distracted me from more intimate parts of his body. I looked down at his feet, barely visible in the waning firelight. He was in flip flops. “Show it to me.”


  “Nope. I can’t do that.”


  “Why?” I was suddenly very petulant, like a small child who was used to getting her way. It was a strange way for me to behave, I remember thinking. I felt intoxicated… with the moonlight, with the ocean, with the kisses. With him. “Show me!”


  “It’s gone.”


  “What?”


  “Surgically removed when I was a baby. But see how there’s a little space between my pinky toe and the one beside it? That’s where it was.” He lifted his foot out of the flip flop and wiggled his toes in the light from the fire.


  “So. Now you know a secret of mine.” He put his hand on the back of my head and pulled me toward him. He kissed me, harder this time. “Your turn.”


  “A secret?”


  “Yes, of course. You owe me. And then we will know each other well enough to do it.”


  I widened my eyes. “Do what?”


  He just smiled.


  I looked out toward the moonlit waves and took a deep breath. “This is probably something I should keep to myself,” I said. “But my secret is that I think…” I shook my head and looked directly in his eyes. “I think that I’m falling in love with you. And that I definitely want to do it.”


  So we did.


  And it was amazing.
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  Rick comes into the bedroom and puts his arms around me. He starts to nibble on my lower lip. His hands roam across my back and down to my ass, moving, caressing, kneading. It could all be very pleasant. But it isn’t.


  Who is this man who calls himself my husband? I wear a simple ring on my left hand… but it isn’t the one I was married with. There was another man… I remember that now. A man who kissed me on the eyes and called me Helen of Troy. I can see him, sometimes, in dreams. He had dark eyes and was not as tall as Rick.


  My husband… my real husband. I can’t remember his name. That kills me.


  As Rick pulls my loose sleeping shift off and starts to kiss my neck, I remember that husband’s nickname… Mr. Shoulder Man. We met on the beach. I married him in my parents’ backyard, in Georgia. He was a Congressman. We had a dog… Karma. I stifle a laugh as I remember the etymology of my name. A name I can’t even remember selecting.


  Rick takes my response as enthusiasm and he eases me on to the bed, his hands running down my body and over the peaks of my nipples, now ripe and responsive.


  My body is listening but my mind is not. What was my husband’s name? How did I lose him, and how did I end up with this man?


  Rick is starting to nuzzle my neck and his lips are coming closer to my breasts. I realize I’d better get my diaphragm.


  “Honey—let me run to the bathroom, okay? I’ll be right back.”


  He growls in mock annoyance, and lets me go. Athena will be asleep, so I don’t bother to replace my sleeping smock. I pad out the door of the tiny bedroom and into our cramped bath. In my cubby I look for the diaphragm. It’s not in the usual place. I start pawing through all the things in my personal compartment.


  It’s gone.


  More alarming than the fact that I’m now at risk of pregnancy is that someone—Rick?—must know that I have… or I had… such a thing. We are supposed to be making babies now. All the married adults are urged to reproduce.


  But I don’t want another child. It’s sad enough raising one child in this underground tomb. Why would I bring another one into this life?


  Hastily I put back all my things. I have no idea who could have taken it. But it could hardly have been accidental. So now someone knows. And now… I can get pregnant.


  I return, trying my best to look excited, to Rick. He’s undressed and he meets me at the door with a look that I can’t decipher. Did he discover my birth control device, crude as it was, and turn me in to the Sheriff? Or does he have no idea, and the only message his eyes are conveying is desire?


  Smiling and putting on my most enthusiastic show, I submit to his wishes, feeling him enter me while I silently pray to whatever gods there be that this night of coupling does not end in conception.
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  Rose and I have worked out a routine. She comes up once a week after my classes. If anybody asks, I am giving her drawing lessons.


  Today when I hear her tentative knock and tell her to come in, she is followed by a tall teenager. A blonde beauty, with the kind of legs that manage to draw attention even in coveralls, she smiles at me with an openness I don’t see in many of the teens here. Not that there are too many teens to compare her to.


  The Silo has definite age gaps in the population—with many people in my age range, from mid-thirties to late forties, but not a whole lot who are sixty and above.


  My neighbor Grace is one of the few. She’s probably in her late sixties, which is rare down here. I’ve met hardly anyone that looks to be twenty-something. And there are some older teens and adolescents, but my class of five and six-year-olds is tiny. Those are the kids born just before or just after we got into the Silo, like Athena. We lost a lot of pregnancies in the first year or so, and new babies were coveted.


  I guess they still are. The younger women are encouraged to marry and get busy making new Silo residents. But those like Athena who were born since we went underground have had a device inserted at birth, so when they get to puberty they won’t be able to procreate without permission from those in charge.


  I stand up and offer Rose’s friend my hand. “I’m Mrs. Brewer.”


  “Right,” she says, shaking my hand firmly. “Rose told me. Thanks for letting me come. I’m, like, dying to talk to someone.” She plops down into a child-size chair and pulls her long hair up into a ponytail with a piece of yarn. “I’m Delta.”


  I look at Rose. She looks at her shoes. “Sorry. I meant to tell you.”


  For a moment I feel a sense of panic. It’s one thing for Rose to share her childhood memories with me. But if she starts talking about our “art” lessons outside of this classroom, it could be very bad. For me and for her. Though I doubt they’d send a child of eleven to Cleaning, I have little doubt they would send me.


  My hand goes to my throat, and I try not to frighten her. “Rose… um… have you been sharing our discussions? You know—”


  “It’s all right, Mrs. Brewer,” Delta says. “Can I call you Karma?” She’s looking around the classroom at the drawings done by the children. She pulls a book over, flipping through the plastic-covered pages quickly and reading as she goes. “I remember this book. Only, I think they changed it. Didn’t the terrible teeth gnashers scare him and then he sailed home for dinner with his mom? They took the same story but had him eaten up by the monsters. That’s pretty funny.”


  I’m tongue-tied. Here is an anachronism. A teenage girl who is not woozy from the drugs in the water, who remembers clearly the time before, and who reads swiftly and speaks openly to adults. I fear for this child.


  Reaching across the round table, I put my hand on hers. “Delta—please. I’m not sure that it’s safe for us to speak this way. Even in here.”


  She puts down the book and grins at me. “My Dad works for IT. I think I’m safe.”


  Rose looks at her older friend in wide-eyed admiration. She turns to me. “Delta is on my floor. She babysits me sometimes.”


  “So what’s the deal? We just, like, talk? About stuff we remember?” Delta has her elbows on the table and is looking ready for business. I flash back to the world before the Silo, and I can see her sporting the teen fashions of the day—hot colors, leather pants, tats on her cheeks. This was a girl who would be at the head of the pack in any environment.


  “I don’t think this is a good idea, girls. I’m sorry.” I shake my head. I think about Ethel, the first person to tell me that there were others who remembered the time before—and the one who told me about drugs in the water. Ethel clued me in to drinking only vegetable pulp before she was pushed off the spiral staircase to her death.


  And of course Andy, who was my only link to the chain. After he was sent out to Cleaning I had expected to be contacted by his link. But I never was. Were they all gone? All pushed or hanged or poisoned… or filled with so many drugs they forgot it all? A shiver runs over my skin as I think about the danger.


  It was lonely, but safe, to be silent. Until Rose, I hadn’t spoken to anyone about the time before in… at least two years.


  Someday I had planned to tell Athena. But the longer I went without speaking about it, the more forbidden it seemed. And the more it receded into my memory. Sometimes I wondered if there had ever been another way of living; a life aboveground. Sometimes, when I drank water because I couldn’t refuse without arousing suspicion, I sank into that comfortable blankness of forgetting the truth.


  Sometimes I considered just giving up and staying drugged, like everyone else in the Silo.


  I realize that Delta is still speaking. “Well, if you won’t talk to me, I’ll find someone who will.” She sounds like a rebel, one with the energy to defy the powers that be and lead her people. “I bet there are a lot of us out there.”


  Reluctantly, I nod. “Perhaps. But let me ask you… how do you remember? Why? You know they…” I can’t help but lower my voice, although I’m pretty confident there are no bugs in here due to my ever-vigilant examination of every nook and cranny in the classroom. “…they put drugs in the water.”


  She laughs and slaps her thigh. “That’s it! I always wondered. I never drink water. I make Dad bring me soda from IT. He has a secret stash. That’s what I always drank, even when I was Clementine—isn’t that the awfullest name you ever heard? I was so glad when we got the chance to pick new names.”


  This girl was either going to get us all killed or be a welcome breath of honesty. Maybe both.


  “So, Delta—we better stick with your Silo name—tell me about yourself. Tell me what you remember.”


  “I remember everything! Cars, dancing, that hot new boy group—Sextupelo! With the six guys that sang without their shirts on? I was only eleven when we got herded in here but—”


  “Wait.” I hold my hand up to stop her. “You remember the day the bombs fell? When everyone came down into the Silo.”


  “Yup. Don’t you?”


  “No. Well, a little. But it’s fuzzy. What do you remember?”


  “Okay, so I was eleven. And it was kind of a crazy day… my Dad was running all around because he had something to do with the tours of the Silo, and of course we didn’t know then that we were gonna end up living here.” She stops and looks at me as though something has just occurred to her. “You don’t think he knew, do you? I mean, we were just lucky that we were at a place where it was all set up for people to go in and be safe when the bombs started to fall, right?”


  I hesitate to say anything to her in response to this, and she seems content to plow on.


  “So then, a bunch of people are trampling along going down into this place, pounding down the stairs, and I’m tall for eleven only not that tall. My Dad takes me to Level thirty-four and orders me to stay there. I’m pretty scared, but less scared to stay inside this funny underground building than to be outside with the explosions and the big clouds like mushrooms. I was pretty happy that day, too, ‘cause I got to wear my new sunglasses with the rainbow reflections.” Delta takes a piece of stray hair and tucks it behind her ear. “I never saw them after that day, though. They must have gotten stomped on the stairway.” She smiles at me in a slightly wicked way. “Jared—that’s the guy I like—tells me I must have looked hot in sunglasses. I told him what they were. He doesn’t remember, like, anything, and he’s already eighteen.”


  Once again, I am alarmed at her seeming disregard for the danger of what she’s saying. If she talks this way to her boyfriend, what is she saying to the adults around her?


  I know I need to stop the flow of chatter, but I want to know one more thing. “Do you remember how they changed our names, Delta… how they got us into new families? I can remember the day we all went in, vaguely, but then it’s all a blur until I found out I was pregnant a few months later.” As concerned as I am with Delta’s safety, I am savagely interested in what she can tell me. What is locked up in those precious memories she holds and I don’t?


  “Well, I remember you.”


  My stomach flips. “You do?”


  “Sure. You were with that guy—I guess he’s your husband now, ‘cause he and my Dad know each other—and—”


  “Wait. Who’s your Dad?”


  “Mr. Scott. Well, Jeffrey, I guess, to you.”


  “Jeffrey?” My skin turns cold and I feel a spasm in my neck. “Jeff… from IT?”


  “Yeah, that’s him.”


  Jeff from IT… the man my husband told me didn’t exist. Who was one of the “Rememberers,” according to Ethel. He was meeting with all the people who had retained their memories of the time before. And sharing lots of critical information with them to help them put the past together.


  Or so she thought. Until one morning her body was found shattered at the bottom of the stairwell.
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  I dream of planes and bombs and singing children. A high, beautiful voice leading everyone in the national anthem. Where did the national anthem go? Where did the nation go?


  Animals are floating through a sky filled with big puffy clouds. Giraffes, like we used to see in the zoo. Huge butterflies unlike any in the real world. What real world?


  I am in the Silo. It is dark and I am swimming through murky water, thick with algae and sweeping green plants that claw at my ankles, pulling me down. I can’t breathe. I try to scream. I swallow water. They are punishing me. They are poisoning me. They are killing me.


  I thrash about, my legs caught by the slippery tendrils of the plants. I hear a voice from far away, “Mommy. Mommy!”


  It is my baby, Athena, and she needs me. I can’t breathe. I am drowning. There is no air but still I fight the plants that now tie my ankles and hold me under water, “I’m coming, honey, Mommy is coming!”


  The acid-tasting water burbles in my throat and chokes me. I sputter, trying not to swallow. I open my eyes and Rick is over me, pouring something down my throat.


  I gag, and it spurts all over the bed. I make strangled sounds and retch.


  “Karma. It’s okay. Calm down. You have a fever.”


  He’s telling me to calm down but he doesn’t look calm. He looks angry. And frightened. I am covered in sweat and my legs are twisted up in the bedclothes. I pull the sticky nightshift away from my chest. I try to breathe.


  Athena stands at the door, her eyes wide. “Are you okay, Mommy?” She brings me her rag doll. “You can hold my doll. She’ll make you feel better.”


  I want to weep but I will not in front of her.


  “Athena, go back to bed,” Rick says. He pushes her gently away from me. “Mommy—and I—don’t want you to get sick too. You need to stay in the other room while I deal with Mommy. She’ll be better real soon.”


  As he says that, he turns back to me and tries to funnel more water into my mouth. “If she’d only drink this,” he mutters, his eyebrows tightening.


  I can feel the fever coming on again. I sip, unable to resist the desperate thirst in my body. I lie back and pray for sleep.


  I pray for deliverance from this underground tomb.


  I would go in a minute if I didn’t need to keep my child safe. Drifting, I remember a childhood prayer.


  Now I lay me down to sleep


  Pray the Lord my soul to keep


  If I should die before I wake


  I pray the Lord my soul to take


  No. Let me die, but take Athena and keep her safe. I care nothing for my life here.


  I am already in Hell.
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  Six girls now come to my classroom for the supposed art lessons I am giving. We have to be careful even with the cover story—arts are frowned upon down here. No surprise. Creativity leads to freedom of thought.


  Rose and Delta have been joined by Mercedes, Steph, Willow and Rachel. They range in age from eleven to eighteen. Every time someone joins us I am more afraid of the consequences if we are discovered. But I can hardly turn a child away from a place where she can tell the truth in safety.


  It is a mystery as to why some of the girls remember and none of the boys do… at least not the ones that I’ve met. Delta drinks only soda, but the others drink the water and seem mostly to be unaffected. Maybe it’s the female hormones brought on by adolescence.


  It’s rather astonishing that all these girls have managed to safely navigate the confusing taboos about conversation within the Silo despite all those forbidden memories in their young heads. But children are adaptable… or perhaps children are ignored… and if they have sometimes dabbled in openly telling the truth, they have so far survived it. I pray that it remains so.


  We start each session by promising to keep the truth quiet and vowing to protect each other. We have a “secret sign”—Delta came up with it. It’s the crossing of the fingers behind their backs that kids used to do when they were fibbing. It’s also, as Willow pointed out, the letter “R” in the sign language alphabet. R for remembering, Rose says. And for her name.


  Delta is late today, so we wait a few minutes for her, but finally decide to begin because our time is precious and always fraught with danger. We’ve started the little ceremony, right hands up in the air with our fingers crossed as we recite the words that Delta wrote for the group.


  Whether down below


  Or up above


  We know the only truth is love


  Secret memories


  We will not tell


  We’ll stick together in heaven or hell


  The chant is a little melodramatic for my taste, but the girls glow when they say it. I can’t help but think of Girl Scout meetings and the way we used to recite prayers together in church. There are no clubs or churches to join down here. Communities form from where you live and what you do… but there are no overt declarations of loyalty to anything.


  Of course, we have no choice about being members of the Silo. Whether because of loyalty or fear of death, we all walk the line.


  Willow stands up in front of the group and uses the colored chalk to share a memory she has of a trip to Paris. She’s done a creditable sketch of the Eiffel Tower. Ironically, the class has actually led to the girls learning some artistic skills. We spend each week sharing and reinforcing memories, arguing at times over hazy recollections that differ, and generally shoring up the truth about the time before. It’s a weird sort of reverse geography. Bringing forth buried knowledge of a world that is no longer.


  Or is it? The Eiffel Tower could be sitting under a sunny sky surrounded by cafés peopled by Frenchmen enjoying croissants and crepes—just as it was on my honeymoon—on the other side of an ocean that might still exist. Or it could be a former tower turned into melted steel, twisted out of recognition, buffeted by the same toxic clouds visible from our wallscreen. We just don’t know.


  Willow is a sharp seventeen, a few months younger than Delta, who recently turned eighteen. Normally the older kids would be shadowing a worker for the job they would someday take over, but there seems to be some laxness regarding kids living in the Up Top. In any case, I don’t pry too much into their lives outside of my classroom, in the hope that less information means less chance of betraying anyone. I don’t even know most of their last names or where they live. Not that they’re torturing anyone for information here in the Silo.


  As far as I know.


  The door swings open without a knock and I jump up, grabbing the chalk rag and immediately sweeping Willow’s forbidden Paris knowledge off the board in case of a stranger coming in. But it’s Delta, and she’s a mess. Her long hair has come loose of its ponytail and she is breathing hard. A child—woman now, at eighteen—as beautiful as she is sure to attract attention wherever she goes, and it worries me constantly that she is so blatant in her disregard for the taboos everyone else fears.


  “Oh my god,” she says, slamming the door behind her and leaning on the knob. “You guys gotta help me.”


  The girls gather around her, both excited and alarmed. “What’s the matter, Delta?” Rose asks, taking her friend by the arm and leading her to a tiny chair.


  “Are you all right?” Willow gets up and brings her some of the smelly vegetable pulp I make them drink while they’re here. Delta bats it away. Soda is the only thing she’ll drink, and only thirty-four has it.


  “My Dad…” she puffs, “is making me…” she stops to pull her hair back up into its normal ponytail, and I realize that she is going for the drama even in her anxious state. If movies existed in here, she’d be auditioning.


  “What?”


  “Tell us!” The girls can hardly contain their excitement. For once, they seem like typical kids.


  Delta stands up for her announcement, thrilled to be the center of attention. “My Dad says… I have to get married!”


  “Really?” Rose looks stunned.


  “But that’s okay, right?” Willow says. “You said you and Jared are in love. You said you and he already…” she stops and looks slyly at me, and I groan inwardly when I imagine I know exactly what they are already doing.


  “Shh,” Delta says pointedly, nodding in my direction. So I guess they don’t tell me everything. Probably because they figure I’ll try to talk them out of it.


  “So what’s the problem?” Willow looks downright pleased now. “You love him, he loves you. He’s nineteen, right? And you’re eighteen, so…”


  Delta raises an arm to stop her. “But it’s not Jared. It’s some old guy I don’t even know. Dad says I have to marry somebody named Larry. He’s like… 30. Or even older.”


  “Ewww.”


  “Gross.”


  “What does he look like?” This from Rachel, who rarely speaks up.


  Delta sighs in exasperation. “I don’t know. Probably ugly. But it’s not like I’m interested.” Her voice perks up, and the rest of the girls gather closer. “Jared and I are secretly engaged, anyway. He’s just waiting until he gets an official position as a porter—which is soon. The guy he’s shadowing for is complaining about his right knee, so Jared should have his own spot any day now.” She’s looking very happy, and she sits down, her high color lessening. “We were just waiting for that to tell Dad.”


  “Wow. You are so lucky!”


  The excitement in the room is getting too loud. “Quiet down, girls,” I say, as I hear a noise behind me and the door swings open. A large man is standing in the doorframe.


  “Delta,” he says, in a voice brooking no argument. “Come.”


  He raises his arm to summon her to his side and she stands up from the kid-size chair, her chin set and her cheeks reddening again.


  The other girls simply stare as she walks out of the room with a man who must be her father, his hand wrapped tightly around her wrist. I realize I’m holding my breath after the door shuts with a bang. I glance over to the board and see that the Eiffel Tower is no longer visible, lost in a haze of chalk smear.


  The rest of the class is starting to chatter soberly when it comes to me that this is Jeff from IT. Very possibly the man who murdered Ethel.
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  I am surprised the next day to see Delta burst in to my classroom just after the kids leave. The pink in her cheeks is less noticeable than the black eye and swelling on the left side of her face.


  “Delta,” I say, coming over to her and taking her by the wrist to pull her inside. She winces and withdraws her hand.


  “My Dad…” she says, breathing hard, “My Dad says I really have to marry this guy. Tomorrow night. Tomorrow night!” Her eyes are glistening with fear and she looks like a different person from the confident young woman I have been talking to for the last three months.


  “Wait. Sit down.” I don’t touch her again, but gesture toward one of the chairs. She sits.


  I lean toward her, wanting very much to give her a hug, but afraid I’ll hurt her. “Did you tell him how you feel?”


  “He doesn’t give a shit,” she says, tears dripping on to her coveralls. “It’s like he’s doing this as a favor to his friend. Like I’m… like I’m some kind of a pig he owns or something. That he can sell.” She stands up and walks across the room, her arms wrapped tightly around her torso. “I told him I’m in love with Jared. That I don’t want to marry some old guy… that it’s disgusting and I don’t even know him and….” She stops and turns back, flopping into the chair again. Her voice gets quieter. “I even told him—like this would make him change his mind—that Jared and I had been, you know, doing it.” A fleeting twist of her mouth might have been a smile or a grimace. “To convince him that we were already, kind of, married… that we had to get married. Because we’d already had sex with each other. I told him we were engaged.”


  She leans forward onto the table and puts her head in her hands. Her voice is muffled. “He just laughed. He said… now I really have to marry the old guy. Because I sure as hell won’t be seeing Jared again.”


  The door swings open and I see a gangly young man, tall and as gorgeous in his way as Delta. He has dark hair that hangs in his face and he walks with a practiced slouch. The two of them are an irresistible pair. In another era, they would have been the models in magazines, wearing the clothes everyone else would want to buy because of the way they hung on their rangy frames. Chiseled chins and startling blue eyes complete the picture. Such beautiful children.


  Delta stands and wraps her long arms around him, and he surrounds her with his. He kisses her, defiance in every limb.


  She lifts her eyes up to mine and gives me a trembling smile through her tears.


  “This is Jared. My father is going to have him killed.”
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  When Rick comes in the door, I’m ready. I’m wearing my sleeping smock, because the coveralls are hopeless when it comes to seduction. I’ve asked Grace to watch Athena in her apartment tonight. My hair is down, the way Rick likes it.


  I don’t know which makes me feel more desperate… the fact that I am stooping to sexual enticements to curry favor with my husband, or the fact that I have so few tools to do so. There was a time when champagne, satin sheets and lacy undies could have been brought into the scene. But we live in another century now—the underground century. I would use what I had.


  My husband enters the kitchen and looks around. “What’s this?” he says, pointing to the candle sputtering in the middle of our small table. “Where’s Athena?”


  “Oh, I thought it could be just the two of us tonight,” I say. “Sort of a… romantic evening.”


  I’ve never said anything like this to him, and if he’s surprised, he doesn’t show it. I offer him a lick of the spoon that I’m using to stir tonight’s soup. He takes it, and looks bemused.


  Putting the spoon down, I press myself against him and let him discover that I’m pantiless. He picks up on that very quickly. I place his hand on my tush and smile at his raised eyebrows.


  “What’s gotten into you?” he asks. He doesn’t seem unhappy about it.


  “You, maybe…” I say. “If you’re interested.” I groan inwardly at the cheesy line, but Rick groans out loud, pulling me closer.


  “Turn off the soup. I’m interested. Right now.”


  I take his hand to lead him to the bedroom, but he has other ideas. He moves the candle from the table and leans me across it, face down, lifting my smock over my head and dropping it to the floor. He caresses me from my neck down to my thighs, and then slides his hand in between my legs.


  “Yes,” he says.


  I haven’t been using any birth control for more than two months now, and I know that every time we couple is a risk, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take this time. I moan and start to move as he slides in. After all the anguish of this life, I am still a human being, and the physical needs of the body do not disappear.


  I wriggle a little while he positions himself deeper, and I can feel his tension mounting. He lifts me higher onto the table and finds a rhythm. I lose myself in the passion of his need, my need, this blessed temporary release from the world of the Silo.


  Some powerful thrusts and breathless, stifled screams, and we both rest, spent, across the table. Rick stands up and rights himself.


  “Karma.” He turns me over gently and touches my face with his hand. “You know I love you.”


  This surprises me. Does he? He has never said so. In this game we play, I am the compliant dope, and he is the savvy fake husband and Daddy. I never knew that love was supposed to be involved.


  He’s looking at me. And then I get it. I’m supposed to say I love him back.


  I swallow. “Me too,” I say, my fingers crossed behind my back to undo the fib. Gently sliding out from under him, I smile and say lightly, “I’d better check the soup. I didn’t know you were going to get all hot and bothered so quickly.”


  He chuckles. It’s a nice sound. I turn to him—now is the moment to see if I can expect any help from him.


  “I wanted to ask you something. One of the girls I teach—in my art class? Her name is Delta. She came to us today and said that her father is planning to have her marry a man she doesn’t know. Like, an arranged marriage. Is that… normal?”


  Immediately Rick’s face closes down. He gets a look of distaste, and I’m not sure whether it’s for my bringing up a subject he doesn’t think I should even discuss, or that he is suddenly losing his afterglow and it just makes him annoyed.


  “Fathers arrange their daughter’s marriages. Of course. How else would it be done?”


  “But surely… a young woman is capable of choosing her life partner?”


  I know I am blowing my stupid, drug-addled cover here, but I don’t care.


  “No, actually, I don’t think that’s true at all. Who would you rather have choose a mate for Athena… me or her… as a teenage girl?”


  I don’t tell him my answer. I think he knows. I stir the soup and keep my back to him, trembling with anger and frustration for my daughter and all the women in the Silo… and with fear for Delta.


  I pray that I can find some way to help her in time.
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  My classroom is relatively quiet for a moment as I survey all the children munching on their snack of corn cookies and drinking red juice. Dylan comes over to my desk with his cup.


  “Can I have some more Mrs. Brewer?”


  “Sure, Dylan.” He holds out the metal cup with his name on it and I pour in a little more juice. I know that it has some level of drugs in it—but so does all the water in the Silo, and it is impossible to keep the kids from drinking whatever they are feeding us. It seems that the dosage rises and falls. Over the years, even though I’m not drinking the stuff, I have been able to detect changes in the loopiness of the population. There must be a reason it ebbs and flows, but I don’t know why. Perhaps the powers that be are searching for the perfect sweet spot—a citizenry acquiescent but not stupid.


  The bigger question is who are the powers that be?


  Dylan takes his juice and immediately spills it when he trips over Sven’s foot. Before either one can yell or cry, I swoop in with the rag I keep in my desk. Getting down on my hands and knees to wipe up the spill, I feel dizzy. And a little sick to my stomach.


  I carefully finish the task and go back to my desk, bringing Dylan by the hand for another cup of juice. This time he makes it successfully back to his table with the drink still in his cup.


  Phylla, a little girl with red hair and a mischievous smile, comes up to me to ask for another cookie. “Don’t you want a cookie, teacher?” She picks one off the plate and offers it to me.


  I gently push it away, shaking my head. “No thanks, Phylla. I don’t like this kind of cookie.”


  Her eyes widen. “I love this kind of cookie!”


  The door swings open, and I turn to see who it is. Rose is standing there, clearly breathless and upset. She gestures to me to come over.


  “Delta,” she says. “Delta…” I can’t tell whether it is emotion or exertion that makes it impossible for her to speak.


  “What?” I say. I am afraid.


  “Delta… and her boyfriend… this morning, before she was supposed to get married.” Her voice is a hoarse whisper as she leans toward me and stares into my eyes with her young ones. “They snuck out together. They held hands.”


  My throat constricts. I nod for her to go on.


  “They jumped.”
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  My hand clamped over my mouth, I run to the bathroom and vomit. Sobs rack my body, and my stomach is in spasms.


  I pull the door closed behind me and hope that the children will be all right alone for a minute.


  Delta. Delta and Jared. Unbidden, a vision of the two of them comes to me. They are as beautiful as young colts, climbing the railing before the daytime lights brighten up. She takes his hand and they leap, flying into the depths, bodies smashed on impact.


  Dead. And for what?
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  I walk down the hall to Grace’s door. My body feels somehow disconnected.


  When I knock, I hear her say, “Come in.” I swing the door open and stand still.


  Here is my baby, Athena. I have a sudden gruesome vision of Athena’s body, mangled beyond identification, at the bottom of a stairway landing. I can feel my vision narrowing to a pinpoint.


  “Honey—Karma. Sit down.” Grace supports me as I move toward a chair, letting myself lean downward until I hit it.


  “Mommy?” It’s Athena, her eyes looking worried. She is trying to climb into my lap.


  “Athena, not now, dear,” Grace says. “Why don’t you go into the kitchen and find Mommy a cookie?”


  Athena trots off. Grace pats my hand and gazes into my face. “What is it? Are you all right?”


  “I… no, I’m not all right.” I notice that I am trembling. My heart is beating twice as fast as normal. From Grace’s kitchen come the smells of old vegetables and cooking oils. I feel as though I am going to vomit again.


  Leaning my head down between my legs, I gasp, “Sick.”


  Grace grabs a metal bucket from somewhere and puts it under me. I let out the sour sick and she hands me a rag to wipe my mouth.


  “You’re white as a sheet, Karma. Is your husband home yet? I don’t think you should be alone.”


  Athena has come back with a cookie for me and one for herself. I smile as well as I can, but I don’t take the cookie. My throat is raw, and I can only croak. “No. He’s not home yet. Not sure… when.”


  Grace turns to Athena again. “Sweetheart, get your Mommy a wet rag please. Can you do that? In the kitchen.”


  Athena nods, happy to be of service. “I’m almost six,” she says.


  “You certainly are,” Grace says, patting her head. “Such a big girl now. Run along and get that rag.”


  Athena leaves the room and Grace looks at me, her wrinkled face concerned. “Could you be pregnant, Karma?”


  My mouth falls open. It can’t be. “No. No, I’m just upset because a girl I know… a girl and a boy… they jumped.”


  “I heard. I understand she wanted to marry her young man.” Grace walks slowly to the other side of the small room and puts the smelly pail as far away from us as possible. “I don’t know when they decided that girls couldn’t choose their own husbands. That’s a new twist.”


  She places the rag across the top of the bucket. “Still, both of them jumping—two beautiful young people despairing like that. Giving up on the future. I don’t know why they’d do such a terrible thing.” Her mouth purses up. “Actually, I do know. Some days I question why I even bother to get up in the morning. There surely isn’t much to live for, since my husband Al died last year.”


  She comes back to me and pats my hand again. “But I don’t mean to go on about me and my lonesome self, Karma, with you in your condition.”


  I am starting to feel better physically, if not emotionally. “What condition?”


  Grace is smiling, but not in a superior way. “How old are you, Karma?”


  “Um… 37, I’m pretty sure.”


  “And you told me someone took that diaphragm I set you up with, so you’re unprotected—have you and hubby been having sex?”


  “Of course.” I feel a strange twinge of guilt admitting this, as though I was being unfaithful to my real husband. “But only as often as I have to.”


  She laughs. “You’re healthy, you’re young, you’re having unprotected sex. You’re nauseated and vomiting. Let me see your fingers.”


  I hold up my left hand. Even I can see that the fake wedding ring I somehow got is tighter than it normally is.


  “And your period?”


  With a sinking heart I realize that she could be right. I haven’t been keeping track the way I usually do… but I did miss this month. My hand goes to my head and I gasp.


  “Oh no. It can’t be. I don’t want….”


  I think I might be sick again. Children are throwing themselves to their deaths and I could be bringing another baby into this hellhole. I look up at the gray-haired woman and hear myself whispering. “I don’t want to have a baby. I can’t have another baby. Are you sure?”


  Grace nods gently. “Karma, I think it’s safe to say that the rabbit died.”


  “What?”


  “Never mind. Old expression. It was old even when I was born, back in 1990. Ancient stuff. Like me.” She gives a sad-sounding chuckle.


  Athena comes back into the room, water dripping from the rag in her hand. She puts it up to my cheek, getting my coveralls wet. “You feel better now, Mommy?”


  Grace moves toward the door to her bedroom. “Let me get you something before you go back to your place.”


  I relax under Athena’s sweet, if damp, ministrations until Grace returns. She hands me a small package tied with string.


  “Some strong herbs here, Karma. To give you some options. Make them into a tea. It will be bitter.”


  “Thank you,” I say, standing up. I hold onto the back of the chair until the dizziness passes.


  “Karma…” Grace reaches out to take my arm. “This tea is powerful. It will help you if you don’t like where you are headed. Do you understand me?”


  And then I get it. I am startled at her calm suggestion. I haven’t even had time to process this.


  I nod. “I… I’m not sure what to do. I’m not sure what I want to do.”


  “Think about it. But don’t think too long. This is effective only for the early days.”


  “Grace, I don’t even know for sure…” I look at Athena and stop.


  “No harm done, then, if you drink a little bitter tea.” Grace gives a small smile and leads me to the door. “But I suspect that you are.”


  Leaning down to Athena, Grace says, “Now, big girl, do you think you can help your Momma get safely back down the hall to where you live?”


  “I sure can,” Athena says, as she opens the door and leads me by the hand into an uncertain future.
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  I lie in bed staring at the ceiling. Can Grace be right? Am I carrying another child? This one, Rick’s, for sure.


  I am starting to believe that it is so. My body feels the way it did when I was carrying Athena. As though some great process is gearing up again.


  And I am terrified. Life in this underground hell is bad enough for me… but at least I have memories of another way of being. I grew up in the sunshine and felt the wind.


  What kind of life would I be bringing another baby into?


  I sink into dreams where a swarm of children chases past me on the stairway, screaming. Their feet are on fire as they race upward to get off the burning steps. Higher they go, until one of them mounts a rail and jumps. A body flies past me, and then two more. Finally, dozens of melting children, their faces an agony of screams, like an old painting I remember seeing. Silent now, frozen in contortions as they fall, an endless stream of pain.


  The last one is Athena.
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  The children have had their lunch and the classroom is mostly quiet, but Dylan and Phylla are tussling over a set of wooden blocks. I feel as though my head will explode. Everything about my body aches.


  I try to keep my voice calm.


  “Dylan, honey, we have another set. I think Phylla was playing with those blocks already.”


  There is a noise and the door opens. It’s Delta’s father and a powerfully built woman, whom I recognize as Copeland, the Sheriff.


  Copeland comes toward me and I see that she is carrying handcuffs. Who can she be after? There are only children here.


  “Can I help you?” I ask, as several children cluster around me, touching my coveralls, sensing the tension.


  “You’re under arrest, Karma,” says Jeff from IT, as the Sheriff locks the handcuffs around my wrists with stunning efficiency.


  “Mommy!” Athena screams.
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  The long night stretches ahead of me as I sit in the cell. I don’t know what’s going to happen.


  One by one my “art students” have come to visit me in here today, most of them crying, and all of them bewildered. I am afraid of what will come of them. I am afraid that if they keep meeting and sharing their memories of the time before, they will be discovered. I am afraid that if they stop meeting, they will despair.


  What will be done to these children if I am sent out to Clean? I cannot bear the thought that my attempts to help them survive life in the Silo will become the reason they are punished. What punishment could be devised? More, stronger drugs to make them forget? I shudder at the thought.


  And what about my Athena? Sometimes it seems that Rick merely tolerates her. He may well know that she is not his daughter. He is not a cruel man, but I could certainly imagine him ignoring her if I were not around.


  I envision a Silo without me, Athena raised by some new, uncaring stepmother, perhaps being pushed aside for another child that her father prefers.


  My head throbs. I close my eyes, clenching my fists and trying to rid my mind of such thoughts. The sheets, bunched beneath my hands on the small bed, are the only reason my fingernails do not pierce my skin.


  Opening my eyes again I watch the clouds swirl before me as the sun—the meager sun that we can see through the cell wallscreen—sinks. I have never seen this view before. The camera I can see from on this side captures different hills. The same brown hills, of course, and the same toxic gray clouds as on the cafeteria screen. But somehow, to see something different is in itself amazing. Not that I have looked at the cafeteria view much since Andy’s body became a feature of the scenery, his suit rotting away and his body gradually doing the same inside the peeling layers.


  I shiver at the specter of my own body out there, encased in a worthless suit, lying there decaying as my daughter, her daughter, and generations to come live and die locked in this mausoleum below the earth.


  Surely they will send me out for Cleaning. It won’t matter that the lenses have been buffed mere months ago by the Cleaner before me. There has been tension in the Silo—anger and agitation, particularly since young Delta and Jared joined hands and jumped—and even the most obedient citizens know that there is something wrong when young people are forced into a desperate death because of the rigidity of their elders.


  Such tragedy calls for a response, even if that response is absurd. Something dramatic and satisfying. A casting out of the wrong, so that they can begin anew, cleansed of the past.


  I am likely to be the sacrificial lamb.


  I hear a noise in the hallway. Reluctantly, I pull my gaze away from the view. As toxic as it is, to see the Outside is incredible after all the years in here.


  Rick stands outside the bars. I am surprised to see him. I don’t know what I expected, or if I thought he’d ignore me, but I certainly didn’t imagine I would see him, fists gripping the bars, with tears in his eyes.


  “Why did you do it?” he asks.


  “Do what?” I have done so many things of which he wouldn’t approve, I can’t guess what he means.


  “You… you tried to stop our baby.”


  Does he mean the diaphragm? The tea that presumably would have ended the pregnancy? I think I am damned in any case, but if there is even a sliver of a chance I will get out of this cell to go back to live with—to live for—Athena, I will not give him any potential ammunition.


  “I… what do you mean?”


  “Karma… I love you. I will do whatever I can for you. But I don’t have unlimited power. And you have hurt me.” He thumbs the moisture from the corners of his eyes. I am astonished.


  With that he turns and leaves. For a moment, I don’t move. I’ve never heard language like this from Rick. He spoke to me as if he knew that I was capable of thinking, capable of something those on the happy juice are not—remembering and reasoning and making choices. Has he always known I am more than I’ve been pretending to be?


  The merest glow is still visible in the swirling sky before me, now so dark that the clouds are like shadows of shadows layered one upon the other. I feel blessed to have this view. I can see what remains of the world without having to gaze upon Andy’s disintegrating suit and body.


  As the deepest twilight imaginable falls, I believe I actually see a star.


  Any moment I expect someone to show up to talk to me about my fate. They have not explained why I’m in here. Even Sheriff Copeland was mute when she locked me into my cell. Only the Deputy, Timmons, who came to bring me some unappetizing supper on a tray, gave me information.


  “They’re talking,” he said. “Your case hasn’t been decided. Charges not clear.” He didn’t smile, but he gave me a nod, which might have been encouragement, as he slipped the tray in.


  “Thank you,” I said. He left the food about three hours ago, before Rick came.


  Oddly enough, I am glad for the time. Glad for the solitude. Even though it is nerve-wracking not to know whether I will be suited up and sent to die… or set free and left to molder in this concrete coffin until I die naturally… it is nice to have privacy.


  I turn over in my head the idea of dying. I am not afraid to die. What I don’t relish is a terrible, painful death.


  For a moment I imagine my lungs constricting as the toxins break through. The first fall. The spasms. The breathless, poisoned death. And my baby, my Athena, watching my body sit there disintegrating on the wallscreen for the rest of her life. I also wonder about Rick… will he care if I lie there in a tattered suit?


  I am convinced that I am pregnant—all signs point to it. The bitter tea Grace gave me is still sitting in my bag in the bathroom in our apartment. Would I have used it? A moot point now. I think I would not. As reluctant as I am to bring another child into this world, I am also reluctant to squelch that possibility.


  If there is a God, perhaps he… or she… will lend me some wisdom. Perhaps take the decision out of my hands.


  I sit up. The tea. Of course. Someone must have found it. The same person who took my diaphragm. Was it Rick? Who else would be in our apartment?


  Would Rick turn me in for trying to keep from conceiving?


  There were so many secrets I was keeping… so many reasons that I could be put to Clean. It would take just one.


  All the memories I have. The way I avoid the drugs in the water. Athena’s real parentage. The tiny extra toe I removed… I give an involuntary shiver when I think about that day.


  My conversations with Ethel, so long ago, the first person I found in here who remembered the past—or would admit to it. She got together with what she called the “Rememberers.” Who may all be dead now. Pushed off the stairway by those who had fooled them into thinking they could share safely. Pushed by… maybe by Jeff. Delta’s father.


  My conversations with Andy. Being part of what we called the chain. No one had ever come forward to connect with me again. Were they all gone too?


  The girls I am talking to about the time before. I put my head down in my hands and weep to think about the danger I might be putting them in. Perhaps it would be better to let them suffer alone than encourage sharing knowledge that could get them all killed.


  I lie in the narrow bed in the cell looking out the wallscreen at the darker than dark clouds, seeing an occasional tiny spark of what must be a star. I am glad to know that the stars are still out there. The moon too, I’m sure, though I haven’t seen it in… more than five years. The universe is out there, and I remember it. The truth is out there, and I remember that, too.


  Tears course down the sides of my face as I am hit with profound gratitude for my life before. I knew sunsets and the ocean and snowfall and mountains… I knew forests and fields of golden wheat and the way it felt to race a bike down the street with wind in my hair. I remember firelight on the beach, and sex on the grass, and sunrise coming up over the Grand Canyon, and if the children born in the Silo will never know those joys, at least I am happy that I’ve helped preserve memories in a few children… a few precious seeds to carry the truth onward through whatever hellish decades and centuries it will take until someday the world is safe again. If that day ever comes.


  I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I know there are keys rattling and the door to the cell creaking. I open my eyes and push myself up, my muscles stiff from a night on the hard bed. Turning, I steel myself for the sight of a Cleaning suit being readied.


  Instead, it is Deputy Timmons, smiling.


  “You’re free to go,” he says.
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  Like a bird released to fly, I race down the stairs, my feet hardly touching the treads. To know that I will not die today is astonishing and wondrous. I am alive!


  The air smells sweet and the Silo—even this awful Silo—looks beautiful to me. How perfect the turns of the stairs! How glorious the design, like a DNA strand, like the twisting chambers of a nautilus. The red of the paint… I love it!


  I laugh aloud… I am alone on the stairs, the night lighting still on, and the world all mine. How much better to live… even a limited life… than to have it ended today.


  Oh frabjous day! My child, my baby, my Athena will be waiting for me. She will have her mother and I will have her. She will have… she will have a sister… or a brother!


  And I will continue to share all that I remember with the children.


  I arrive on my level—my beautiful level—and tiptoe into our apartment. I can hear the quiet snuffling of Athena in her bed, and I go in to her tiny room. My heart shatters with joy to see her again, and to know that she will not lose her mother today.


  Quickly, I crawl into bed with Rick, who stirs slightly and then recommences his even breathing. He curls his long form around my back without waking.


  I am home.
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  “Mommy,” I hear just before small arms wrap around me while I lie in bed. Rick is up, dressed and standing in the doorway to the bedroom, smiling. Athena climbs in with me.


  Contentment washes over me to be with these two people who are my family. I am not quite sure how Rick came to be my family, but here we are, together. And soon we will be four, I think.


  “Would you like some breakfast, sleepyhead?” he asks.


  “I’m… yes, I’m hungry.” I am actually feeling friendly toward him. I shelve the question, hanging in my mind, of how long this could last.


  Athena climbs back over me, having just climbed across me to get into the bed a moment before. “Daddy, let’s make Mommy corncakes. I can help!” She takes him by the hand and pulls him back to the kitchen.


  I reach down and pat my belly, realizing that I have a secret. And it’s a secret I’m happy about, now.


  After brushing my teeth I join Rick and Athena in the kitchen. We are happily eating our corncakes, burnt a little around the edges from the expert help of Athena, but nevertheless some of the most delicious food I’ve eaten in years.


  Somehow I want to celebrate.


  “Let’s go to the Up Top and see the wallscreen,” I say, turning to Rick. “We’ll take a little family trip. I don’t have class today, and you can take a day off, right, honey?”


  “Please Daddy, please!” Athena is already out of her chair, jumping up and down holding Rick’s arm as he tries not to spill his juice.


  A somber look replaces his unusually happy expression. He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, but today’s not a good day to go. There’s going to be a Cleaning.”
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  My walk back up the stairs is slow and full of dread. Full of disbelief. When I managed to get Rick to tell me what had happened, he was both angry and defensive.


  “It’s Grace,” he said. “She… she turned herself in.”


  I realized that my mouth was open. My stomach had somehow fallen below my body and my voice was a mere whisper. “Turned herself in…. For what?”


  “For Delta and Jared… their suicides.”


  “That… that’s ridiculous.”


  Rick shrugged his shoulders and his eyes skittered away from mine. I went into Athena’s bedroom, where she was happily playing with her ragdoll. My throat clenched when I thought of what was going to happen to Grace, who had spent many kind hours watching my child.


  “Athena, Daddy has to go to work and Mommy has to do some errands. So we’ll bring you to Jenna’s today to play, okay?”


  She turned to me with a brilliant smile. “Can I bring Helen?”


  I startled at the name. “You mean… your doll?”


  “Yes… don’t you remember? That’s her secret name.”


  Shaking off my surprise, I nodded. “Sure. Let’s get you packed up for the day.”


  After dropping her off I had started on the climb. It is past lunchtime, and the stairs are fairly empty now. Not like they will be tomorrow, I realize with a shudder, when those who still want to see a Cleaning will tramp their way up the stairs. The next day will be much busier. All the kids will get a day off from school, and many adults will come up with their families to see the newly buffed wallscreen view.


  Our third Cleaning. The first was Andy, and the second a man I hadn’t known. I didn’t even know what he had done to get himself sent Outside.


  The third would be Grace. The first woman.


  It should have been me, I think.
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  Grace wouldn’t talk to me at first. I got there just before they offered her a last meal. Deputy Timmons slid it into the cell—a cell I had been in mere hours before—but she didn’t eat it.


  I sit outside the cell, quiet. I can see her, right there, inside the bars. She is lying on the narrow bed. I had started by asking her questions about what had happened, but after a while I stopped.


  After the weak sun goes down, I start to hum. We don’t sing much in the Silo. It is frowned upon. But Grace isn’t going to get in any more trouble than she already is. And I don’t care about what is forbidden, not now.


  I call to mind the words of songs from my own childhood… camp songs and kid stuff. A really old song my Mom sang… “You Are My Sunshine.” Such a simple concept… sunshine… but no one is allowed to sing about that down here.


  I sing familiar tunes with words that are dangerous enough to get me in trouble on any other day. She shows no sign of listening.


  Quietly, I begin a hymn, “Amazing Grace.”


  Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,


  That saved a wretch like me.


  I once was lost but now am found,


  Was blind, but now I see.


  Another voice has joined in. A gentle soprano with rich vibrato. It is Grace, singing from the cell.


  Through many dangers, toils and snares


  I have already come;


  ‘Tis Grace that brought me safe thus far


  and Grace will lead me home.


  I stumble to a stop, having run out of verses, and then hear Grace’s sweet voice continuing alone. Of course she would know this song.


  When we’ve been here ten thousand years


  Bright shining as the sun.


  We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise


  Than when we’ve first begun.


  There is silence after she stops.


  “Grace, please, please… tell me what you did. Why did you confess to something that had nothing to do with you?”


  As I say it, I know it is hopeless… she won’t talk to me.


  “I told them it was my fault. About you. About Delta and Jared.”


  Her voice comes from the far end of the cell, where she lies on the hard bed. I sit up straight, startled to hear her speak.


  “What was your fault? What do you mean?”


  “I told them that I persuaded you to use contraceptives and then gave you the tea to terminate your pregnancy.”


  I shake my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would you care?”


  “I said that I didn’t want any babies born into this terrible life. You were easy to persuade because of the drugs—you didn’t really know what you were doing, I told them.  Because you don’t remember basic things like reproduction and birth control.”


  “I do, though.”


  “They don’t know that.” Her voice is quiet, but clear. “I told them that your young friends Delta and Jared killed themselves because of me. That they jumped after I gave them birth control and told them it was all right to have sex without marriage…”


  “But you didn’t even know Delta… why would you say such a thing?”


  “Karma, it’s better that I put that suit on than you do. You have a life ahead of you. A daughter to raise… and perhaps another child. These young girls depend on you. They need someone like you.” Her voice rises and I can hear the pride. The stubbornness. “You’ll preserve the truth for the next generations… long after anyone who can remember is alive. It’s important that you do this. Important for humanity… what’s left of it.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “Certainly more important than a few more unwanted years for me.”


  “But I can’t let you do this.” I pull myself up on the bars and strain my eyes to see her in the dark cell.


  “It is done.”


  A rumbling comes from the Sheriff’s office down the hall. One of the suit technicians is trundling down the hall with his equipment, ready to put Grace into the ungainly apparatus that surrounded Andy when he died.


  “Go now,” she says. “You don’t have to watch this.”


  I stand up, angry in every fiber of my being, but at whom?


  “Grace… this is crazy. You don’t have to do this. You can’t do this. Not for me. I don’t deserve it.”


  The tech approaches, carefully ignoring my now whispered pleas.


  “I can ask Rick to talk to the Sheriff… this is nonsense, Grace! I can tell them the truth… it can still be me instead of you….”


  “Shh,” she says. “It wouldn’t be instead of. It would be both of us. Now is not your time, Karma. Go.”


  I turn away, tears blinding me. As I leave, I hear one final message in a still, small voice.


  “Your time may yet come.”
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  I stand in the cafeteria once again, watching a friend appear on the wallscreen. Grace turns in a circle, taking it all in. She looks almost jubilant. It must be something, to be out there, even with the terrible dust clouds and the death in the air.


  She takes out the wool pads and cleans the lenses that we can see. As she does so I hear others entering the cafeteria behind me. Smaller bodies, with a lighter step.


  Beside me, they walk up one by one. Rose, Willow, Mercedes, Steph, and Rachel.


  I wish I could see Grace’s face, but the helmet has a reflective view panel, and I don’t see anything but dark shine. When she’s finished scrubbing and spraying, she raises one arm. The gloves are bulky, but I can see that she’s trying to do something with her hand.


  And then I see it. She’s giving us the sign. The crossed fingers that show she remembers.


  The girls and I raise our hands and make the R for Remember with our fingers.


  “We taught Grace,” Rose says. “We taught her our pledge.”


  “When?” I ask.


  “When you were in jail. We came down to talk to her about you. And she said she would fix it.”


  My eyes are moist. The girls start to chant together.


  Whether down below


  Or up above


  We know the only truth is love


  Secret memories


  We will not tell


  We’ll stick together in heaven or hell


  Grace disappears from our view as she cleans the other lenses. There is silence for a long time. When she reappears, she gives a weak wave back toward us. She moves as though her body is already faltering.


  Instead of heading off in the direction of the towers of Atlanta, she stumbles out of our view again, deliberately avoiding the wallscreen.


  For a moment I am puzzled. And then I recognize that this is her final gift.


  Grace will die out of sight. Her body will not lie desiccated and tragic, a memorial for her and a warning for us.


  And I will carry on here in the Silo, knowing that she made that possible.


  Until someday, perhaps, it is my time to go Outside.
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DEEP JUSTICE


  Karma # 3


  

  

“…most men and women will grow up to love their servitude and will never dream of revolution.”


  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World


1

  I can’t remember a more beautiful day in the Silo.


  Erica holds my hand as her short legs tackle the last round of stairs before we reach Level One.


  “Come on, Erica, you can do it,” Athena says to her daughter from behind me. I hear her add to her husband, under her breath, “Maybe you should have carried her a little longer.”


  “Mommy.” Erica stops about ten steps before the landing, her hand leaving mine so that she can turn and face her mother, “I can do it myself. I’m six years old!”


  The entire marriage procession, which is forced to stop as my granddaughter halts our progress, laughs at her defiant stance. I shake my head and smile as I look at the dark-haired child in her golden coveralls and the flower wreath Athena wove for the occasion. Another powerful Brewer woman in the making.


  And then I correct myself. Not really a Brewer woman at all. She is Donald’s granddaughter, not Rick’s.


  It’s been so long, sometimes I forget.


  We resume our progress, and as we reach the top I can smell the banquet the cafeteria crew is preparing for our celebration. Savory chicken, sweet cakes, rice wine. Rick and I have spared no expense to make this a memorable day for Mars and his fiancée Ruth.


  We assemble in front of the wallscreen, Mars and Rick beside me at the front, Athena and Ruth’s brother Moab to my right, and guests in chairs set out in rows before me. I think of Andy, as I always do when entering the cafeteria. His tattered suit and decomposing body have been a fixture in our view of the Outside for more than twenty years now. But today, instead of ancient pain, I get comfort from imagining my old friend looking on for this happy occasion. Would that he were standing beside me, wrinkled around the eyes and gray, an older Andy—I do the math—almost sixty, since I am fifty-seven, or about that. I would have loved to see him age as I have, perhaps happily remarried, with children and now grandchildren.


  The assembled guests are looking at me attentively, and I give the signal to the wedding player to begin plucking his handmade instrument. We have gotten permission; music will be allowed today.


  Little Erica walks up between the rows, smiling and throwing her flower petals with great gusto. She seems to think that the objective is to hit the guests. Fortunately, the blossoms make for pretty gentle projectiles.


  Ruth appears at the end of the makeshift aisle, her brown hair glistening in long braids with flowers woven through the plaits. She wears a diaphanous dress of palest gold, and I gasp at her beauty. Tiny and delicate, with arresting green eyes, Ruth makes her way through the chairs with a natural grace. In another era, she would have been a dancer.


  I’m not the only one gasping. Mars is nearly trembling with pride and joy beside me. I am so happy to see my son beginning married life with a young woman who is smart, strong, and deeply in love with him. His father, Rick, looks as content as I ever see him. It is indeed a grand day.


  The guests have stood up for the entrance of the bride, and the wedding singer intones a familiar melody with strangely changed lyrics. Somewhere in time, between the days we lived above and the years we have lived below, the words were rewritten.


  Here comes the bride


  To the top of the stair,


  Soon to be half of a newlywed pair.


  Lovely is she,


  Tender and mild,


  May they be chosen to have their own child.


  Gathered today we will witness their vow


  The Silo has sanctioned a new marriage now.


  Here comes the bride


  To the top of the stair,


  They’ll follow the Pact through the new life they share.


  “Dearly beloved,” I begin. I have officiated at dozens of weddings in my capacity as a Silo judge. But never before have I been both the one doing the marrying and the mother of the groom. I blink, once, to make sure the moisture in my eyes will not betray me and slide down my cheeks.


  Concentrate, Karma. You don’t want to cry. This is a happy occasion.


  I teared up when Athena got married, too. I wasn’t conducting the ceremony, so it was easier to have a discreet cry as my baby girl married the man she loved, Dylan. That wedding reminded me of my own even more than this one. My wedding to her father… the real one. The only one.


  I don’t know how I became married to Rick. Or if I will ever know. It seems unlikely we had any kind of ceremony. Probably it was simply a matter of putting it in the records that way. Karma—original name Helen, but who would know?—wife of Rick Brewer… formerly Mick Webb.


  A few keystrokes into the master server, and voila. A new life. A new wife. A past erased.


  I bring my concentration back to the ceremony. I have said the abbreviated words that create a marriage in this world, and Mars has put a simple metal band on Ruth’s delicate finger.


  Hurray. We are almost there and I’ve made it through—so far—without crying. Mars will be pleased. He didn’t want me to get all mushy.


  “It’s just a wedding, Mom,” he told me when he was getting ready this morning. “Not a big deal,” he said as I helped him pin on the flower he was struggling with. Mars is so much like Rick. Close-mouthed, mostly, and determined to keep his emotions in check. Especially since he started shadowing his father down in IT.


  I look at my son and his bride, standing before me in their glorious youth, ready to leap into a new life. So brave. Life goes on, and love grows between people, even in this wretched tomb under the earth.


  I smile, take a deep breath, and intone the formal phrase that makes a marriage official.


  “And so, by the power vested in me by the Silo, I now pronounce you—”


  A thundering blast is heard from deep below us, and I reach out to Mars to steady myself as the floor trembles. He quickly moves to support Ruth with one arm and me with the other. Rick is at my side at once, an expression of fear on his face as he swallows and looks around the cavernous room, where guests are reacting with shock and dismay. Erica was knocked off balance by the vibrations, and is crying, upset about seeing her flower wreath on the floor. Athena has rushed over to her daughter to make sure she isn’t hurt.


  The Sheriff is on his feet, having jumped up from where he was sitting in the back row of chairs. He is slapping his hip and I see that he is checking for his gun, probably something he didn’t expect to need for a wedding.


  The cafeteria workers, standing on the side behind tables laden with the aromatic feast, are busy mopping up spills and righting containers.


  Deputy Herring rushes in from the Sheriff’s office just across the way. Her eyes are serious and she doesn’t hesitate to run across the floor of the large room to reach her boss. As she does so, the entire gathering can hear her radio crackle as a loud voice informs us:


  “Explosion in Mechanical. Not an accident.”
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  “By the power vested in me by the Silo, I now pronounce you husband and wife.” I shout the sentence over the chaos, just to make sure the deed is done, and then hustle to the back of the crowd to talk to the Sheriff. Rick and Mars, who has been his father’s shadow since he turned sixteen, are intent on getting down to IT on thirty-four to figure out what had happened, and both of them have urged me and Ruth to stay in the Up Top where things are calm.


  Athena lets Erica grab some cookies and then leaves with Dylan, who has hoisted Erica onto his shoulders for the walk back down to seventeen. Most of the wedding guests mill around, confused about whether it’s safe to stay and enjoy the mouth-watering feast set out on the long tables beside us. Most seem to decide it is safe enough… or maybe that if there’s going to be trouble it’s even more important to be well-fed and fortified with wine, a renowned inspirer of courage.


  Ruth looks stunned to realize that her wedding day is going to be less of a celebration and more of a day of chaos… perhaps even a tragedy, since her people are from Mechanical, and may very well have been involved in the explosion. Whether as instigators or victims, we don’t know.


  That issue is on my mind as I urge her to go back to our apartment, where she was planning to open gifts with Mars before taking off on their honeyweek.


  “Are you certain I can’t be of help up here?” she asks me as we stand near the top of the stairway, making sure to let people by. The wedding was scheduled for the time of lightest cafeteria use, and even with the festivities cut short it is nearing the time when early eaters are arrive for their dinner. The stairs are humming with conversations about the explosion.


  I look at Ruth, my new daughter-in-law, and realize she is offering to be an interpreter of sorts. I get a chill of what might be foreboding as I think about her position here. If it comes to a test of loyalties, how will Ruth decide between her husband—with his Up Top family—and her Down Deep roots? It has occurred to me that I may find myself, as one of the Silo judges, deciding the fate of her rebellious colleagues.


  I shake my head and gesture toward the stairs. “Thank you, Ruth, but really there’s not much to do until we figure out what happened. It may be nothing, just a minor accident.” I can tell by her eyes that she doesn’t buy my attempt at nonchalance. Frustration has been building for years, and anyone with any awareness—that is to say, anyone not completely doped up by the drugged water—knows that the Silo population is an explosion waiting to happen.


  And now, perhaps, it has.


  Reluctantly, Ruth nods and heads down the stairs, her glorious wedding dress floating behind her and her delicate slippers soundless as they hit each step. Others making their way up and down stop to admire her rare finery, recognizing her as a bride, and knowing that this same recycled outfit will grace many a woman on her wedding day, until it turns to elegant tatters.


  “Poor child, right? To have her big day interrupted by that terrible bomb,” a woman says to her companion as she passes me.


  Her friend gives her a gentle chuck on the shoulder as she responds, “But won’t it be a fine way to keep track of her anniversary? Everyone will remember the day they blew up Mechanical!” She laughs and the other woman nods in agreement.


  My heart heavy, I look up to see the Sheriff waiting for me in his office across the landing.


  He looks as grim as I feel.
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  Deputy Herring stands up and offers me her chair when I arrive in the office. I shake my head no but give her a polite smile.


  Sheriff Aponte doesn’t get up. He’s speaking into the radio. “Right. Judge Brewer has joined us.”


  Static fills the room as he takes his finger off the speaker button. I’m well aware that his statement could mean he was cautioning those in radio communication that a judge, and the wife of the Head of IT, was now in the room. Or perhaps he was just being polite by introducing me. Either way, whoever is on the other end knows I am in here now.


  Aponte turns to me while he turns the radio crackle down. “So here’s what we know. It looks like Mechanical was trying to build a bomb of some sort, and it exploded prematurely. Probably saved some lives that it happened this way. Now we know what they’re up to.” He stops, apparently remembering where he’d been when it happened. “Sorry it spoiled your son’s wedding.”


  I nod quickly to acknowledge his concern. “Any deaths?”


  “No, remarkably.” He puts on his glasses and pushes his sandy hair back with a hand. The man needs a haircut, I notice. Probably because he doesn’t have a wife. Rumor is that he and the Deputy are sweet on each other. No surprise that he would be interested in her. She’s not bad to look at for a woman who spends a lot of time acting fierce enough to encourage good behavior from men twice her size. And they are about the same age—mid-thirties. Older than most who got married. Typically the young people jump in by twenty or before… it’s the only way to get your own place… and be allowed to have sex. At least that’s the official rule.


  Deputy Herring is a catch, for sure. But as far as I am concerned, Sheriff Aponte is not. I look at her looking at him, and can see she feels differently.


  Aponte examines his notes, apparently scribbled while he was getting a radio report from the Deputy Sheriff closest to Mechanical.


  “Deputy Lincoln says there were a few shrapnel wounds and some injuries from the force of the impact throwing people against walls, as you’d expect. But no deaths. They were lucky.”


  I see Herring nod, her blonde curls bobbing as she agrees. Admiration shines in her eyes. Too much time spent alone together in this office, I figure. He’s probably the only man she knows well enough to develop a crush on.


  “So what’s the plan?” I ask. What indeed? Mechanical might as well have declared the start of an armed revolt, since their attempt to build the bomb certainly telegraphed their intentions.


  “Deputy Lincoln is on the scene now, and the Security people IT loaned him are making their way from thirty-four to the Down Deep lickety spittle.” Aponte takes off his glasses and looks at me. “They’ll have… the necessary equipment.”


  I shudder, then repress it. Guns is what they will have, as I well knew. Rick keeps me pretty much in the dark about his doings in IT—protecting me, probably, as much as anything else—but I know they have guns and plenty of other means of controlling the population. There have been enough minor skirmishes in the quarter century we’ve been underground for me to realize that his department is equipped to put down any attempts to overthrow the power structure.


  Of course, there haven’t been any major attempts. Until, perhaps, now.


  The radio crackles to life again, and Aponte turns the volume up.


  “IT has sent most of its Security forces down, so we’ll find out what was brewing.” The hiss and crackle fill a space between words as the voice of Deputy Lincoln from the Down Deep pauses. “We’re going to stop whatever is going on in Mechanical way before it gets to you.”


  I look up, catching the eye of Aponte, and I see that he looks eager to take them on. Even the law is itching for a fight.
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  I stop in the cafeteria for some food before I make my way downstairs to reconnect with Ruth. The atmosphere is weirdly festive. Something is happening. And on most days in the Silo, nothing is happening. So even unrest seems exciting and different.


  I purposely sit on my own, at the back end of the cafeteria. I’m trying to get a little space after the events of the day. At one time, sitting here and eating by myself would have been seen as suspicious. But with my position as a judge, I am now considered wise. Or at least safe. Little do they know.


  Despite the general tension, it seems that surveillance is less prevalent than it used to be. While revolution may be brewing down below, here in the Up Top it seems that many of us are worn down, aging, or out of it because of the drugs, while anyone under twenty-five is so young there’s no “before” to compare it to… and all of us are cowed enough to realize it will be difficult to dislodge those in charge.


  Noisy as it is in the cafeteria at this time of day, it is possible to feel alone and think for a bit amidst the bustle of the people coming and going, the clink of utensils and the smells of food. I look around for evidence of this afternoon’s wedding and see nothing at all. Tables reconfigured, spills mopped up, food servers gone back to work in the large kitchen.


  It’s as though the marriage ceremony and the ruined banquet never happened.


  Two and a half decades down here and it is still a bizarre life to me. So many elements of the world above—the time before—are missing, and one of the biggest is communication. We don’t have phones, let alone an Internet, and the average person has no access to computers. All the ways it was once easy to talk, spout our opinions, share our photos and articles and videos… are gone. There are no photos and articles and videos. Entire threads of human expression were literally wiped from the face of the earth. And here we are underground with a dwindling number of people who remember any other way of life.


  I was thirty-two when I was locked into the Silo. Now I’m fifty-seven, or so I figure. Athena was the very first infant born in the Silo who survived, and she’s twenty-five. Only the people between about thirty-five and death remember the time before in any meaningful way—or could remember, if they weren’t doped up.


  And a precious few of us do our best to keep that truth alive.
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  I make my way down the stairs to seventeen, hearing the chatter of those walking past me on their way up. The stairs are thick with people in coveralls, every one in an assigned color. Here in the Up Top, we are the elite, but even here there are those whose work it is to slop food on trays, hoist wet clothing out of the laundry bins—my old job—or scrub dirt off the stairs during the quiet hours. Others of us teach, heal, govern. It looks as though this is where the power is, with the Mayor and the Sheriff on the highest floors. But I know where the real power lies.


  It is on thirty-four, where my husband is in charge, and my son will one day take his place. They tell me almost nothing. Nevertheless, I have eyes and ears, and I pay attention.


  There was a time I played dumb, but that is long gone. Now I don’t hide my avoidance of the drugged water, and I don’t hide my intelligence. Still, there are certain subjects we stay away from, Rick and I. Such as the world we once knew.


  With Athena, I can talk. I taught my daughter about everything, as soon as she was old enough for me to be sure she could keep it confidential. In her teens, she joined me in the supposed “art classes” I still hold. In secret, we resurrect memories in those who had them, and create them in those younger.


  It isn’t just girls anymore. There seem to be some boys who are not affected by the water, and some girls who are. As far as I can determine, it’s a brain chemistry thing, and the incidence of those who are naturally resistant to the drugs seems to be perhaps one percent. Maybe it was never gender specific, it was simply that the girls talked, and shared their confusion with friends sooner.


  Those young people found themselves to my door, eventually, because they were puzzled by what they remembered. But as time passed, and only those over a certain age had ever lived outside, it wasn’t a matter of remembering the time before, but remembering clearly what happened last week or last month.


  Even now, we have to be very careful. As the teacher, I know nearly all of the original young people who spontaneously remembered. Beyond those, I try to avoid knowing names. We work in cells. I’m head of the original, and my reach extends no further than our group.


  Each individual is linked to another small cell, and so on, the cells connected by only one person in common. From the Up Top to the Down Deep, there are cells of memory-holders—some of whom were clued in by another, and then decided to stop drinking the water. I’ve been told that there are entire families who keep their minds clear by using the vegetable pulp we typically drink… but I don’t know who they are. And that’s safer for all of us.


  Over the years, we have adopted various names. The Rememberers, The Chain. Friends of Rose. Or simply “R Group.” They all share the signal—crossed fingers as a symbol of membership in the group.


  Athena is a member. Someday, her daughter Erica will be one. As far as I am aware, Athena’s husband Dylan, my old kindergarten student, is not. But what they share via pillow talk is none of my business.


  Mars is not one of us. Once he agreed to shadow his father, and began spending his days with Rick, I was glad that I had never talked to him about the time before and those of us who remember. Not knowing saved him from having to choose between his parents. And not knowing means he is free to embrace the company line and do whatever they do down in IT without ambivalence.


  Do I love my son less than my daughter?


  I hope not.


  Now he is down on thirty-four, with his father, and he’ll be part of whatever is done to put down any threatening behavior in Mechanical. I pray that Mars will not have to test the loyalty of his brand-new wife by taking action against her people.
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  I swing the door open to our apartment and I’m startled to see Ruth sitting at Rick’s computer.


  “What… how do you know how to work that?” Rick has never let me touch it, and keeps it locked, though I certainly used a computer before I lived in the Silo. But Ruth is only eighteen, and I wonder how she would have learned. And how she got the nerve to do so.


  To my surprise, she doesn’t even turn around. Her fingers are flying on the keyboard. Clearly, this is not a first attempt.


  “Mars is in trouble,” she says, clicking one more button and then standing. I see that she has discarded her wedding dress and is once again in coveralls. “The bomb in Mechanical was a diversionary tactic. IT is being stormed right now.”


  She pushes past me out the door and is off, down the hall and onto the stairs. As soon as I close my mouth, I follow, her racing figure far in front of me, turning the spirals as I hear the ominous sounds of guns being fired, the echos reverberating up the stairway.
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  By the time I get down to the twenties, the stairs are teaming with people, most rising, getting away from the fighting and going to safer ground. I push against the tide, trying to stay on the inside of the spirals, my knees already sore from the punishing pace.


  Sweat drips down my forehead and the salty burn hits my eyes. My coveralls are damp on the small of my back. I am glad my hair is up and out of my face—for a moment I remember that this day started with a wedding celebration, and that’s why I have an elaborate braid woven around my head.


  Unwelcome thoughts of what might be happening to my son and my husband are jumbled in with questions of what I think I can possibly do to help. Since I’m unarmed, untrained, and disinclined to use violence—those precious few of us who remember hope to preserve the past and share our knowledge while avoiding a bloody uprising—I don’t really know what I might accomplish. But I know that I can’t do anything but go and try to help.


  Wiping the sweat off my brow, I turn another spiral.
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  The sounds of battle have quieted as I approach thirty-four. I’m exhausted but eager to get there. I can feel the dryness in my throat, which is aching for water. My knees tremble with the impact from hundreds of steps I have walked down… each moment of impact still reverberating in my bones and muscles.


  There is no traffic on the stairs anymore. People have gone up or down the Silo to avoid what is happening on this level. I breathe a sigh of relief knowing that the fighting is over and I can rest at my destination. Rick and Mars are down here. I’ll get some water, sit down, figure out what happened. Thank God I see no blood. The shots must simply have been meant as a warning.


  As I turn the final spiral and see the landing for thirty-four, I realize I’ve been wrong. A dozen workers from Mechanical, completely silent, crouch as far away as possible from the double doors leading into IT. Something is about to happen. I hesitate, not knowing what to do.


  And then there is movement. I see an arm raised to throw something toward the door, and immediately the stairs buck beneath me. A hot white light stuns my eyes, and the heat of the explosion hits my skin.


  A blast that begins but never ends rings in my ears. Smoke fills my nostrils as I fall the last few steps, grabbing wildly for the railing without success.


  I can’t hear, but I can see, as the throng in the blue coveralls of Mechanical surges through the gaping hole in what was once solid metal.


  I close my eyes.
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  Gunfire wakes me. It is muffled. There’s something wrong with my ears.


  I pull myself up by the railing, standing now on the landing beside the bottom stair. My arm hurts. A throbbing fills my head.


  Through the opening blasted by the explosion, I can see that there is a gun battle going on inside IT. As I watch, someone is shot. Someone short, a woman, with a long blonde braid that becomes soaked with red as blood blossoms through the blue fabric across her back. She falls like a ragdoll.


  I stagger forward. Some part of me knows that it is absurd to be heading toward guns. But I make my way, listing to one side because of my peculiar lack of balance, toward the former double doors.


  My son. My husband.


  Perhaps it is a blessing to be unable to hear. The gun shots get through my stuffy ears. The screams, only barely.


  As I reach the opening and cling to what was once a handle, I see Rick at the end of the hall. He is attempting to disappear behind a reinforced door with a look of sheer determination on his face. One arm lies at a strange angle against his body. There is blood on his face and blood on the floor and blood on his arm.


  I can tell that he is shouting something as he tries to close the door, and then I recognize that Mars is the one he is shouting at. My son is standing with one arm around Ruth, his body shielding her from the IT Security forces holding guns.


  Of course. Ruth is from Mechanical. She is in blue.


  Mars pulls her back, moving toward where I am at what used to be the door, and I can see that she is having trouble walking. Her pants are shredded on the left side and a dark stain spreads down the fabric.


  The people from Mechanical part as Mars supports Ruth, holding his gun in one hand and turning wildly from right to left, his eyes wide with fear. He gestures with his shoulder to indicate that he is leaving the scene through the blasted out opening.


  For the moment, the gunfire has stopped. Mars keeps moving in my direction, brandishing his gun at the fighters from both sides.


  At the end of the hall, Rick slips down onto the floor, still partially hidden by the door he is trying to close. Someone reaches an arm toward him. I am relieved that he has plenty of people on his side.


  Mars is nearly at the door now. I wonder whether Ruth has been taken as his hostage to keep the insurgents from the Down Deep at bay… or if she is using Mars to get away from the IT Security forces. However they are doing it, the guns are silent as my son and his new wife stumble out of the tense standoff, clinging together. Safe.


  For the moment.
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  Mars and I join forces to get Ruth up one level after another, stopping only to put a makeshift tourniquet on her left leg. We pass thirty-three and think about stopping at the infirmary, but don’t dare out of concern about where the staff’s sympathies might lie. Whether they’re pro or con the revolution, we have someone to resent from both sides.


  I’m totally flummoxed about what is going on politically. All I know is that I love my son and I don’t want to see his wife suffering. So on I climb, making my way up the stairs and looking for safety for both of them. Adrenaline is keeping me going. I have long since stopped feeling the soreness in my knees, though the ringing in my head still muddies the sounds of the Silo.


  Mars takes most of the weight, on Ruth’s weak left side, and I take the other. I have my new daughter-in-law’s arm wrapped over my shoulder. With every step up I give thanks that she is bird light, and even so it is a long slow slog as we pull her along. The blood on her coveralls has stiffened and made the tattered fabric scrape with a crusty sound as we crest each new rise. At one point her wounded shin gets hit on a stair and she moans with pain and nearly buckles to the floor.


  Mars stops, grabs the bit of water he still has left in his canteen, and pours it into Ruth’s slack mouth. He has carefully tucked his IT-issued gun out of sight, but it is at the ready if necessary.


  We haven’t spoken, except in harsh monosyllables, as required. I can tell that Mars is spent, and Ruth is nearly unconscious.


  “Mars. What happened?”


  He is breathing hard, as I am. “Not sure,” he says. “The explosion—first one, down below—was fake. Just to get most of our guys…” he pauses and looks to see if Ruth is listening. She seems oblivious. “To get most of IT security out of the way.”


  He stops as someone passes, a man going down, his eyes skittering toward us and then away. He knows better than to mess with someone in the colors of IT. Particularly one who is dragging along an injured woman. A rule that works in every society: when there’s trouble, best to keep your nose out of it, lest it become your own trouble.


  The stranger hurries on, his eyes averted.


  Mars speaks quietly after the man passes. “I’m worried about Dad. His arm.”


  I swallow, and nod. “Where’s Jeff? He heads security now, right?”


  “He was gone by the time we got there. Below figuring out what happened in the Down Deep, probably.”


  I can see the worry in Mars’ face, the tight jaw line and throbbing vein in his forehead giving him away. He looks at his brand new wife and there is pain in his eyes.


  We touch the landing at seventeen, after an eon of placing one foot after another onto the next step, pulling Ruth upward, and I realize that I am close to passing out myself.


  “Need to… stop,” I say to Mars, feeling Ruth’s dead weight come off my shoulder as I prop her against a wall. I put my hands on my knees and try to breathe.


  “Almost there,” he says, his eyes dull with fatigue. He gestures with his head toward our apartment down a corridor on the right. He is holding Ruth by himself now, because if he lets go she will sink to the floor.


  We are so close. We have seen nearly no one else—the stairway was emptied by the furor of the explosion bookended by two gun battles. No one knew exactly what was happening, but all were eager to remain alive to find out later.


  I force myself to stand, and nod. Taking Ruth’s limp arm across my shoulder once more, I join Mars in moving down the landing toward the place where we will finally be safe to relax.
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  I push the door open to our apartment and stop.


  Jeff, the head of IT security, is standing in my living room.


  He is pointing a gun at me.
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  I turn to go back out, or close the door before Mars enters, or… I’m not sure what I intend to do, but it’s too late. Mars is already in, dragging Ruth, and looking past me toward his father’s top man. I see his pupils widen in alarm. He shoves Ruth as carefully as possible onto me and I do my best to catch her, managing only to break her fall as the two of us go down.


  I have no idea what’s happening. Only that Jeff, Rick’s trusted friend, is in my home holding a gun. My mind reels and finds no purchase. Is he in league with those from Mechanical? Or was it an impulse born of opportunity—when they stormed thirty-four, he decided to be in charge?


  Mars fumbles for his own gun, draws it, and the two men face each other. Jeff, older and bigger, Mars, younger and fitter. I hear my son cock his gun.


  Jeff laughs, an unexpected sound. From behind him, from my kitchen and from the two bedrooms, emerge eight others, all in the coveralls of IT Security, and all holding guns.


  “Put it down, son,” Jeff says. His voice has anger, power, and glee in it. “Unless you want me to give them the order to kill your father.”


  He gestures with an air of nonchalance to one of his people, who is holding a radio that begins to fill the room with static as soon as the volume knob is turned. Through the clicks and hiss I can hear a man speaking, and it’s the familiar voice of my husband. But he has never sounded like this.


  “No,” he is saying. “No, please. Not my son.”


  Another voice replaces his. “It’s him or you, Rick. Give us the code.”


  There is a howl, and a cry of anguish as someone—I imagine this only, in my mind’s eye, as I wince at the sound of his pain—twists his wounded arm, the one I saw bloodied and dangling at his side when we left thirty-four.


  I see a sudden movement. It is Mars, rushing at Jeff in anger and frustration, his hands out to throttle the older man. It is a foolhardy mission.


  My throat clenches in fear at my son’s crazy charge. My eyes close involuntarily for a moment, expecting at any minute to hear the awful sound of a gun exploding in Mars’ direction. But it doesn’t.


  Three of the Security people surround him and overpower him, forcing him to the ground. Mars swears and struggles under their painful holds.


  Clearly, Jeff and company could simply shoot him, but they don’t seem to want to. They don’t shoot… so they must need him.


  Mars lets out a groan of despair. “Let my dad go. I know the code too, Jeff.” His face is white and his eyes are hollow.


  “I’ll give you the code myself.”
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  Letting Ruth slide gently to the ground, I stand, with an effort. My years in court have taught me to recognize when a negotiation is in flux; when the outcome hangs in the balance. Sometimes a surprise move can change the result.


  I step over to where Mars was, picking the gun up from where it was forced out of his hand, and point the muzzle at Jeff. A crazy move—there are nine of them and one of me. Still, it gives me a rush of satisfaction to threaten Jeff.


  “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I say, using my best judge voice, deep and intimidating. “You’ll get medical help for Ruth. Someone we trust. And then you’ll take us down to see Rick to make sure he’s all right. Otherwise, Mars won’t give you that code.”


  Jeff looks uncertain. He wasn’t expecting this.


  The radio crackles and we hear a voice. “He’s passed out. Rick is down.” More static. “I’m not sure he’s going to make it.”


  My heart leaps to my throat. If I ever wondered if I had feelings for Rick, I know now that I do. The intensity of my pain surprises me.


  Jeff, who was staring at the radio, looks back up at the man holding it, who shrugs. “If Rick dies…” he says, and trails off.


  Mars speaks up, his voice stronger. “If he dies, there’s only me. And you know you can only try the code box three times before you are locked out for twenty-four hours. It will take you a long time to get in there.”


  Jeff doesn’t reply, but his eyes say he agrees.


  “So take us down there,” I say, lifting my gun and gesturing at Jeff. “And then we’ll figure out what the hell you’re doing.”
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  Rick is lying on the floor as we enter IT through the now blown-apart double doors. Shattered glass, blood, and the smell of death are around us. No one from Mechanical is in evidence—they have retreated—or are dead. Unless they were never from Mechanical in the first place. Anyone can put on a blue coverall.


  Mars groans as he sees his father, but cannot go to him because he is held by Jeff’s men with his arms handcuffed at his back. I move as quickly as I can, my legs spent beyond any exhaustion I have ever known, and collapse beside my husband.


  I feel for a pulse, and when I find it, fluttering weakly under my fingers, let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Taking a canteen off my hip, I spill some of the water onto Rick’s lips. There is no reaction.


  “Okay, now you’ve seen him. He’s still alive. Open the door.” It’s Jeff’s voice, and when I look up I see that he is force marching Mars toward the code box beside a thick door leading to what must be the inner sanctum. I have seen this door, but I don’t know what’s behind it.


  Mars is struggling, trying to hold his ground, but it’s impossible. “Stop!” There is fury and frustration in his tone. “Nothing you can do here will get you what you want, Jeff. Dad is head of IT. I’m his shadow. If anyone else tries to take his place, they’ll just shut us down.”


  I see the other security people look at each other in confusion. Doing a quick estimate, I figure that most of them are too young to have been alive before we were in the Silo, and the few who are old enough might have wiped out any memories. For myself, although I know full well there is an outside world, and perhaps others alive in it, I can’t comprehend what could he mean by saying someone else would “shut us down.” Who… and how…?


  My mind has been in a whirl during the endless walk back down from seventeen to thirty-four. I don’t know who is on which side or what is happening… and Mars and I have had no chance to talk. I know only that Ruth is being safely cared for on our level by people we trust, and my daughter Athena, with Dylan and Erica, is away from the danger. The only people I need to worry about now are right in front of me.


  Whatever the hell game Jeff is playing does not concern me. I simply want my family to be safe.


  I see that Jeff is glaring at Mars in reaction to his claim that the Silo could be shut down. He orders most of his people out of the area. They melt into another room, while one of Jeff’s men holds a gun on Mars and Jeff approaches my son.


  Taking the younger man by the throat, Jeff pushes him against the wall. I can hear choking sounds coming from Mars as he struggles to breathe.


  “What do you mean, shut us down?” Jeff asks.


  “They’ll kill us all. They have ways.” His voice is a rasp. I see Mars looking wildly around, judging the odds. No chance, I try to telegraph to him with a quick shake of my head. One gun trained on him, two strong men, him in handcuffs, an unconscious Rick, and me. We are outnumbered.


  “You’re lying,” Jeff says, a growl in his voice, but doubt there, too. I hear it, and so does Mars.


  “So go ahead,” Mars says. “I’ll give you the code, you kill me, finish off Dad, and see how many hours this whole sorry Silo survives.”


  Jeff says nothing.


  “The minute you contact Silo 1 without authorization is the minute they push the button.” His nostrils flare and his eyes are steady. “Boom!”


  I stare at Mars. I cannot judge if he is telling the truth. I’m not even sure such a thing is possible. But he is a damn good actor if it’s not.


  For a moment Jeff hesitates. Then he gestures with his chin toward the code box beside the door. “So… you go in with me. You tell them who I am.” His words don’t sound as though he’s convinced.


  “Forget it,” says Mars, his voice making clear that he knows he has the advantage now. “Here’s what we’ll do.”


  Jeff releases his hold, slightly, and Mars stands up straighter. “Take the damn handcuffs off me. And call off your goon. I’ll let you in there… but you have to bring in my dad and mom so they’re safe from any other fighting.”


  Jeff gives a gruff snort. “And why would I do that?”


  “You’ll do that,” Mars steps forward, to my amazement, getting in Jeff’s face despite the handcuffs still binding his arms behind him. “Because the only people they’ll listen to are my dad and me, since I’m his shadow.”


  “Bullshit,” Jeff says. He seems offended on principle.


  “As it is,” Mars says, his voice gaining confidence, “I’ll have to convince them I’m authorized. There’s a formal protocol to follow when it’s time to switch IT heads.” He looks toward his father. “Usually it only happens… on death.”


  Jeff snickers. “That can be arranged. Hazen?” He nods his head to his sidekick, who swings the gun in the direction of Rick, still unconscious beside me. Instinctively I move to cover his body with my own.


  I see Mars stiffen. “Kill him and it’s all over, Jeff. I won’t lift a finger to save you. You may as well shoot me too.”


  Hazen looks at his boss, the gun hovering uncertainly in midair between the two possible targets of father and son.


  Mars speaks again, his voice intense. “As soon as you get through that door—if you ever do—and you don’t answer Silo 1, they’ll simply hit the destroy button.”


  For just an instant, I see my son’s shoulder twitch. It’s his old “tell,” a sign that he is nervous.


  Jeff glances toward Hazen, who shrugs. Hard to know what they’re thinking. How much does Jeff know? And what is Silo 1?


  I’ve wondered if there are others living in the many silos that dotted the landscape on the day of the Convention… so many years ago. But it never seemed very important, since we were prisoners of the toxic clouds outside in any case.


  No doubt there was some sort of original plan concocted by maniacs… which I figured went awry. But until now, I hadn’t imagined that there were puppetmasters still pulling the strings from another silo. The notion is horrifying, fascinating and repugnant all at once.


  Jeff nods to Hazen.


  “Let him loose,” he says.


  Mars chances a quick glance at me and turns his back to have the cuffs removed. As he does so, I see his shoulder twitch one more time.


  It seems that we are going in. I wonder if this is yet a deeper circle of hell.
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  My days are spent caring for Rick. He speaks now, but it’s mostly nonsense. Perhaps the fever is making him delirious.


  We have set up a sick bed of sorts for him in the corner of this peculiar room on a lower level—a secret level we reach via ladder—that I never knew existed. Mars told me, in a moment when we came closest to privacy, that this is where shadows stay while they are being trained. Over on the other side of this bunker are the servers I once envied as the mistresses of my husband, a man who spent so much time here he might as well have been in love with them.


  Now he is here all the time, but he doesn’t seem to know it.


  There are plenty of supplies down here—gauze bandages and tape and liquids to help destroy bacteria. Even suturing needles. The entire Silo goes without, putting up with primitive resources, and here it was all these years, sitting in plastic boxes reserved for… whom? For those from IT who deserve 21st century care?


  Rick is out of it, but still alive. After watching him for three days, Mars and I have decided that the bullet lodged in his arm needs to be removed.


  I’ve been nominated as the person most likely to do so without killing him.


  Jeff, having been convinced that Mars is telling the truth about his value down here in communicating with the mysterious Silo 1, is cooperating. He’ll hold Rick down. Mars will be my scrub nurse, and I’ll be the surgeon. It would be funny if it weren’t so serious.


  The only other person down in the lower level with us is Jeff’s flunky Hazen. Hazen is tasked with staying alert to the ringing I sometimes hear from the servers, which indicates some sort of communication from the powers that be. We don’t know what’s going on in the rest of the Silo other than the fact that there is intermittent gunfire and an occasional loud noise that vibrates along the floor and the walls. There’s a camera just outside our coded security door on the upper level, so we can see if anyone is outside in the corridor.


  I try to keep my mind off the fighting except to send whispered prayers for my family outside. They are all in the Up Top, which is always the most secure area of the Silo. Or at least, it has always seemed so.


  We are in survival mode here, and since there is little I can do to affect the happenings outside of our secret lair, I do my best not to worry. Today I will concentrate on Rick.


  For the operation, the men have placed Rick on a high table so that he is easier for me to reach. We have fed him gruel laced with wine, and as much as he would drink of a bottle of Scotch Mars found in the storerooms here. My mind boggled when I first saw what was available to the people in IT. The brand name soda that Delta once told me she drank… plus shelves and shelves of alcohol, fancy canned goods, and all kinds of gourmet items I haven’t seen in decades. Luxury goods and electronic entertainment devices of every conceivable description were in the storage room. And all of it sitting here waiting for some gigantic Christmas morning that would likely never come.


  I force my attention back to the task in front of me—a task I’m dreading. Jeff has strapped Rick down to the table with some relish. Mars and I aren’t sure enough about the contents of various preloaded hypodermic needles we found in the medical kits to try to sedate or numb him with one—I’m already afraid that my efforts to remove the bullet could kill him—so we go with an old-fashioned attempt to get him drunk. Rick seems to be slurring his words after imbibing the liquor, but since he doesn’t make too much sense on a normal day, it’s difficult to tell just how out of it he is.


  I steel myself for what I am about to do.


  Mars pours some orange liquid onto a cotton ball and swabs Rick’s arm where the skin is swollen and purple. I palpate the area and locate the bullet. Rick grunts, but he is not struggling, which is a good sign.


  I take the scalpel, fresh out of its sealed wrapping, and place it about two inches ahead of where I feel the lump. I inhale slowly and with the release of breath I cut.


  It’s horrible and familiar all at the same time. I feel the give of his skin as I cut through, and then something harder and thicker. A tendon? I shudder, but I do not stop. It reminds me of cutting up a chicken, only this chicken is alive.


  Rick is moaning and Jeff holds his arm tight to the table so it won’t move. I feel my blade touch something hard and see the glint of metal.


  “Mars,” I say. “I need the tweezers.”


  He hands me some long tweezers we found with the medical equipment, and uses forceps to hold back the lips of the incision I’ve made. The blood is gushing and I can smell the hot living red of it. Everything is slippery and liquid inside as I try to get hold of the bullet.


  My mind flashes back to the day I sliced my baby’s tiny toe away, and even farther back to the day my brother cut his head in a fall. All the blood and fear I remember from my life is gurgling under my fingers in this moment, and I will my hand to be steady, to pull this thing out, to save Rick.


  My husband. My lover.


  He is groaning now, in pain despite any deadening of his senses by the alcohol we forced into him. His eyes open wide and flash on mine and I see awareness in them before they skitter away. For a moment I pause, stunned with the possibility that he is not as delusional as he seems to be. I wrench my thoughts back to the task at hand, grasping the bullet, which I know will be a rough homemade affair shaped by the folks in Mechanical.


  Pulling it out, gently but quickly, I deposit the bloody piece of metal into a bowl beside me.


  As I lean over and reach for the needle already threaded for suturing, I hear Mars swear.


  I look up and he gestures with his eyes toward what remains of the bullet. Even through the blood, I can see that it is not the primitive thing we imagined. It is shiny and expertly shaped. This is no handmade slug of metal. This is a bullet that came out of one of the weapons owned by IT.


  
16

  Rick talks to me now, at night, when we are alone together. A lifetime of secrets come tumbling out of his mouth, seemingly driven by a pent-up need to expel them.


  “I know you didn’t want this. I know you loved him. It wasn’t my idea. Not all mine, anyway. Helen… can you forgive me….”


  I was startled the first time he began babbling, his voice awakening me from a sound sleep when he uttered the name Helen. I thought he was dreaming about the time before, and not in his right mind. But night after night, it went on.


  “We didn’t know. We didn’t understand. We thought we were saving the world.”


  At first I tried to shush him, concerned that the others would hear. For all I knew, Jeff was waiting to kill all of us… that is, me, Mars and Rick. If Rick started speaking the truth, it could be a death sentence. I did my best to quiet his ranting.


  “Shhh… sweetheart,” I said. “It’s all right. There is nothing to explain.”


  I didn’t know if he heard me or not. I didn’t know if he cared anymore.


  Sometimes he talked about the here and now.


  “Jeff. Was my buddy. Twenty-five years.”


  He had my attention. I whispered back.


  “What happened? Between you and Jeff?”


  “Trusted him….” Rick’s voice faded.


  “Why did he turn on you?”


  There was no answer. And then. “Power.”


  I said nothing. Finally, he spoke again. “Watch out for him.”


  Another night Rick moaned in his sleep and then the moans became words. “We are buried. Not human….”


  I shushed him, and left my cot, which was wedged close to his, to wrap my arms around his shivering form. “It’s all right, sweetheart. You’re all right. Not buried.”


  This seemed to agitate him.


  “Buried! All buried!”


  And then he fell back to sleep, a low hum emanating from his throat.


  Sometimes it was just a fragment.


  “Jeff! Be careful of Jeff!”


  Tonight, he goes back again to the time long ago. “Helen,” he says, startling me awake.


  “What?” I whisper. I feel guilty encouraging him to talk. I feel that I am putting him—all of us—in jeopardy. But still, I am desperate to receive this knowledge only Rick has. I am glad when I hear his voice again, unusually lucid.


  “The damage was already done. To everyone. Everywhere. That’s what the Senator told us. He had all the answers… all the power.”


  For a moment, nothing, as I hold my breath. Then I hear strangled sobs from his cot, just a few feet from mine.


  “We were so young, Helen. Young and stupid. This important man… wise man… man who advised presidents… told us we were doing the right thing.”


  Now I am sitting up. Ancient ghosts stir in my memory as I think about my life with Donald, a quarter century ago. Sweet Donald, my first love, who was indeed young… but never stupid. I want to tell Rick to stop speaking, to lock the truth back down and keep us all safe. But more than that, I want to know.


  “What did he tell you to do?” I ask. “The Senator?”


  In the dark, his voice comes back to me, clear and lucid.


  “He said we were going to do it. We were going to end it all, and save a precious few. In the Silo.”


  I wait.


  “There was a book they wrote.” I see that Rick’s good arm is raised up in the very faint light and gesturing toward some unknown wall. “It’s here. The Order. Find it. Read it.”


  “What is the book about?”


  “Everything. It tells everything. What to do. All emergencies; all contingencies. It’s for those in charge here in IT.”


  He sounds rational. Is there a book here that will explain everything? Part of me wants to get up and find a flashlight, start combing through this secret lair to find it and uncover all the secrets. And part of me is terrified to know.


  “Be careful,” Rick says. His voice is conspiratorial now. “There are cameras.”
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  Jeff is on a rampage. I do my best to stay out of his way, keeping to our private corner with Rick and attending to his needs. Rick can sit up now, can move around a little bit, and is healing. But there is something very different about him, and even though the wound in his arm continues to improve, I am not sure if he understands everything around him anymore.


  Mars is attending to the business of the Silo, doing his best to take the place of his father. We have been in here for three weeks, judging by the marks I have put on the wall by my cot. We have plenty of food, and the place is well stocked for months or years of this.


  But the space we share on this secret, closed level is starting to feel like a jungle.


  I can smell the men as they come near my living space on their way to get food, or to use the toilets. They are dank and musky, as though fighting season is at hand. I see Jeff eyeing Mars, his frustration at the younger man’s position chafing. Rick doesn’t seem to be a threat, addled as he is, and weak. Hazen is taking the brunt of the anger.


  “You idiot!” Jeff shouts loud enough for me to hear from the other side of the floor, where he must be near the servers. “I told you before, Hazen. If you hear that noise, that means a call is coming in. And you gotta get Mars. He’s the only one who can answer.”


  “What’s so special about him? Why does he get to talk to them?” Hazen’s voice is a whine.


  “Because if he doesn’t answer, they’ll fuckin’ shut us down! What part of that don’t you understand?”


  There is a loud crash. It isn’t the first time I’ve heard what sounds like fighting from that end of the room. Mars comes out of the bathroom at the end of our hall, fastening his coveralls, and hears the commotion. “Imbeciles,” he mutters under his breath as he starts to jog toward the altercation.


  There is another loud slam, the sound of a body hitting metal, and then silence.


  When I see Hazen later in the day, he has red blood vessels filling the white of his right eye and a dark purple circle around it. Jeff has a swollen lip. They are sullen as they come through our area to pick up cans of food. They do not bother to heat the food anymore. They puncture it with a can opener, pour whatever glop they’ve chosen into a bowl, and devour it.


  If they’re really in a hurry, they just glug it down directly from the hole in the top of the can.


  Tonight, Jeff has taken a bottle of Scotch with him when he leaves the food storage area. I can hear him talking with Hazen outside of our sleeping quarters. They must have made up—they sound pretty chummy.


  “Wait’ll those bastards calm down outside—shouldn’t be long now. Then we’ll come out and see what the damage is.” Jeff’s voice trails off as his mouth meets a glass.


  “There was shooting yesterday. Nothing today that I could hear.” Hazen says.


  “Yeah. The assholes from Mechanical must be running out of bullets,” Jeff says. “If they’re not all dead.”


  There is a clink of glasses together, and laughter.


  “So when are you gonna be in charge?” It’s Hazen’s voice.


  “When I damn well please,” Jeff says. “I sure as hell can run this place better than our nutty friend.” They chuckle, again, their scorn apparent.


  “So, you gonna kill him?” It’s Hazen.


  “Shut up. Jesus. No.” Jeff sounds angry and then he laughs. “Well, not yet anyway. Not even sure the stupid bastard would know the difference. He’s like not all there, you know?”


  I glance over at Rick to see if he’s paying attention. His eyes meet mine. He is.
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  Mars gives me reports about what he hears from up above, on the days when he climbs the ladder to the thirty-fourth level and watches and listens at the door. For a week there is almost no fighting, and then there seems to be a resurgence. We all feel a blast that must be an attempt to blow the coded security door down from outside. It reverberates through our lower level as though even the servers are shuddering.


  Mars comes into our living space a few minutes later. I am grateful for his attentiveness. Without him, we would be at the mercy of the increasingly malevolent Jeff and his stupid sidekick. With Mars, we are safe. At least for the time being.


  He looks terrible. His eyes are hooded and have a shadow of purple underneath. His bristly chin and snarled hair give him an unkempt look. The youthful muscles that usually bulge under his IT coveralls seem diminished.


  I know that he is worried about Ruth, up above us by eighteen levels. We left her in the care of neighbors we trust. But who knows what is going on now? Is there a full-scale rebellion?


  “Mars,” I speak in a near whisper, since we never know who is nearby. “Do you know what is happening?”


  He shakes his head in frustration. “Hard to know. I hear some of the radio communications. And I can see the hallway in IT. But it’s hard to tell who’s on which side. Fighting, double-crossing, frustration. Anger. Just… anger.”


  “Are there a lot of dead?” As I say it, I know it’s a foolish question. Of course there are, and there will be more, no doubt, until this thing is over.


  “Yes.” His answer is gruff.


  “Do you know if Ruth is safe?”


  Now he turns to me, and I can see his eyes are wet. “I think so.” His head goes down. “I hope so.”


  I reach up to hug him and he lets me, passive, at first, and then responding as he wraps his strong young arms around my back. I hear a choked sob, and I realize that my baby… my little not-so-little son… is crying.


  I don’t think I’ve heard him cry since he was eight years old. My heart breaks for him.


  “I’m sure she’ll be okay, honey,” I say quietly, trying not to weep aloud myself. “She’s in good hands. She’ll get well and you’ll live a long and happy life together.”


  As I say it I pray that it may be so.


  He quiets and pulls back from me, fisting away any moisture from his eyes. He won’t look at me.


  “How’s Dad doing?” he asks.


  “The same.”


  Mars nods. “Do you think he’ll ever be… normal again?”


  I suddenly focus on the burdens Mars himself is carrying. Concern for his wife, far above and out of reach. Grief for his father, who is not the man he once was. And most of the responsibility for keeping his family safe while we endure this bizarre imprisonment with our fellow inmates.


  All of that, plus a pivotal role in keeping the Silo itself alive. So much for one so young.


  I realize that Mars must be the official IT head now—though I don’t understand exactly what powers that gives him. Clearly, he is the only individual authorized to talk on the communication device that keeps ringing from the back of one of the servers. I hear it now. The sound of the ringing phone—if that’s what it is—is echoing throughout our level.


  “I’ve got to get that,” he says, turning to jog toward the big room.


  For just a moment I picture Mars as a typical twenty-year-old of an earlier generation, though he would never have raced to pick up a phone. He would have grabbed it out of his pocket and answered on the run. He would fit right in, with his dark skin and his lithe tallness, so like his father, always a handsome man. I realize with a start that he looks very much now like the thirty-something Rick I once knew in the time before—not yet Rick Brewer, but Mick Webb. Same man, different name. Same memories, different world.
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  The uprising, or whatever it is, is taking longer than anticipated to put down. It has been more than a month. Down on the secret level under the thirty-fourth floor, we are bored and twitchy.


  At night, when I dare, I take a flashlight and look for the book that Rick told me to find. Read it, he said. It explains everything.


  What I do find is a vast array of gorgeously illustrated books that are akin to an encyclopedia—but with details made necessary only because, as I now realize, they were created to be read by people who would never live on the Outside. Every critter and every natural or man-made wonder is described in a way that is tediously obvious to those of us who grew up in the real world. The Grand Canyon—does it still exist? I hope so—is pictured in a glorious full-color photograph showing the golden striations of the same rock that has been there for millennia, but the words describe it in terms of levels and numbers analogous to our life down here. I would imagine that a Silo-dweller could not conceive of the width of the thing from side to side, even if the depth were comprehensible. But most of all, someone who had grown up in here would have had trouble taking in the astonishing sky… a sky that must have been photographed at sunrise. The clouds glowed brilliant in colors ranging from rose to cerise to deep purple, and the rich blue behind them depicted a kind of light never contemplated here in the Silo.


  The beauty of this photograph nearly makes me weep. Whether because I saw such scenes in the real world and never will again… or because so many never got the chance.


  When I walk back toward the cots where I sleep beside Rick, I hear an unfamiliar sound. It is the breathing of someone else in our space. Someone big. Someone loud.


  My own breath in my throat, I hurry over in the dark, trying to stay quiet, my light switched off.


  When I get there, I can see by the dim glow spilling into our little corner that it is Jeff. He’s pacing beside Rick’s cot.


  “What are you doing here?” I ask, hoping my voice doesn’t tremble.


  He turns to me, and I smell the alcohol on his breath, plus all the days of staying in this same close space together. His breathing is even louder now that I’m up close.


  Jeff laughs, a guttural sound that is not at all amused. “I’m doing whatever the fuck I want. And your hubby here, who’s kind of a moron—even more than he always was—isn’t going to stop me.”


  I back off, wondering how far he might go. Wondering what he wants, other than a little entertainment.


  I see his expression change. I realize that I’m in a sleep shift that I found in a closet here—extra clothes no doubt meant for emergencies. Jeff has been standing there in the semi-darkness, like me, but now he turns on his own light, and his smile becomes wider. His beam is focused not on my face but on my body.


  I get a shiver, an animal memory of what it means to be hunted. To be overpowered in a way I haven’t worried about in years. I’m a woman of fifty-seven, a mother of two adult children and a grandmother of a six-year-old. Unwelcome male attention hasn’t been an issue for me since… since I’ve been in the Silo.


  My mind tries to process this. He’s drunk, he’s angry, he’s been cooped up for a month. He’s twice my weight. I can only try to deflect, try to distract.


  “Jeff,” I say, “do you miss Delta?”


  His nostrils flair. Whatever he was going to do before, he’s now going to do it faster. He comes toward me and I turn to run but he grabs me by the bottom of my flowing sleep shift. There is a roar as I pull away and the thin fabric rips.


  Modesty is the last thing on my mind as I do my best to get away, heading for the servers, dodging between obstacles. He is bigger but I am more nimble. His legs are longer but I am sober. We are neither of us young. Out of the corner of my eye I see Hazen, sitting up on his cot on the other side of the room, looking bleary-eyed.


  “Hey… what the…?” he yells as we pass. He doesn’t move except to shake his head in surprise. No assistance coming from that quarter.


  Where is Mars? I can’t spare the air to scream for him. I can hear Jeff’s labored breathing right behind me and at every instant I imagine his long arms reaching out to grab me.


  I hear a noise from where I know the ladder is. Then there is a blur of speed to my left and Jeff goes down, with Mars on top.


  Fists fly, mostly from Mars, and soon Jeff is moaning, and finally still. Hazen has stirred himself to come witness the fight, but has stayed out of it. He stands beside the two men, shaking his head.


  Mars, his nose bloodied and sweat dripping from his forehead, looks up at me. It’s only when I see him avert his eyes that I realize my shift is only partially covering me.


  “Are you all right, Mom?” he asks.


  “I am. Thank you.”


  I wrap what fabric is left around me, ignoring Hazen’s sudden interest in my appearance, and walk back to our sleeping area. When I fall into my cot, exhaustion in every pore of my body, I realize that Rick is looking at me.


  What is he thinking? What does he know?


  He says nothing, but he hands me a kitchen knife with a six-inch blade. For the rest of our time down here, I will sleep with that knife in my hand.
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  It’s been two months down here. We are like tigers. We each pace, restlessly, around our underground cage.


  I now spend time in the big server room, just to have somewhere to go. Sometimes I climb the ladder to the upper level of our two floors. I watch and listen for action outside the door. There has been no gunfire for some time. No explosions sending tremors through our walls and floor since the last big one. But there is still occasional pounding on the door from wild-eyed men in coveralls whose colors we cannot trust.


  We never open it.


  Mars tells me Jeff is waiting for a signal from someone outside the door, and since he hasn’t gotten the high sign, he’s apparently concluding that the good guys—or his idea of good guys—are not yet firmly in charge. Jeff won’t authorize the opening of the door until the code is given.


  “Do you think it’s over?” I ask Mars when I know Jeff and Hazen are on the other side of the server room.


  “I can’t tell. I only know that we have to stay down here so that we preserve what Silo 1 thinks is important. That would be me, in particular.” His stance is defiant, but there is something of despair there, too.


  “Because you’re the IT guy now.”


  He nods. “As long as I am down here, they won’t blow the whole thing to smithereens. And as long as the airlock to the Outside holds.”


  “Thank you, Mars.”


  He looks at me, surprised. “For what?”


  “For everything. For keeping us—me—safe down here. For taking over your father’s job. For keeping whoever the hell has that power from cancelling all of us… the Silo.”


  He nods.


  “How are you holding up?” I ask.


  “Fine,” he says, but his mouth makes a grim line, and I see him fighting for control. A moment passes. “It’s a lonely job,” he says finally.


  “I’m your mother,” I say, my eyes meeting his. “You can share whatever you want to with me.” And I smile, because it’s true. I know I can bear whatever burden he carries.


  Mars closes his eyes, and slumps against the wall. “I can’t, Mom.” He runs his fingers through long hair and rubs his now bearded chin. “I can’t tell you this.”


  His eyes open again and he looks at me.


  “You don’t want to know.”
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  Sometimes I wonder why I don’t care more. Perhaps because caring is futile. All I can do is take care of those I love. I would pray if I believed in praying. But I don’t. Not anymore.


  Rick has stopped mumbling in his sleep. He speaks very little, but his eyes seem to indicate he knows what’s going on. His arm is nearly healed.


  Mars did say there was a sort of ceremony, early on in our voluntary imprisonment, in which he was interviewed over the communications device that I now know is in the back of one of the servers. When the buzzing starts from that area, I scoot out of view but not out of hearing range. Before he picks up the phone I hear Jeff speak to him.


  “So you tell them that everything is going well here, you got me?”


  “All right,” Mars says.


  “Don’t mention me or anybody else.”


  “I know.” There is a pause, and then Mars speaks again to Jeff, his impatience clear. “I don’t want us to be shut down any more than you do.”


  The ringing stops and Mars answers. “Yes?”


  There is no sound for a moment. Then, “Right. I won’t open the door until I’m sure… yes. Correct. Two explosions, several weeks apart. No more gunfire recently. More than a week… right. Yes, I believe I can handle it. Understood.” There is nothing, and then, “By the letter, of course. Just as you say. Thank you, sir. Goodbye.”


  And then Jeff speaks. “Makes no sense to me that they need someone special to do all that sucking up. I could do that.” He laughs. “Hell, Hazen, you could do that.”


  Hazen chuckles, but he doesn’t sound amused. Mars is silent.
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  Every night now Jeff gets drunk. Hazen and he sit near the servers and open a couple of cans of something, then make the rest of their meal liquid. Sometimes they argue, and it gets loud.


  Mars eats with me and Rick, who is docile but quiet, and then stays nearby until we fall into bed for the night. It is hard to sleep, with no exercise, no stimulation, and no privacy. It is hard to know what time it is. The lack of sun is nothing new—we’ve been living that way for years—but even with devices that tell us what time it is, figuring out where we are in the day gets confusing. There are no times of brighter lighting than others, like in the rest of the Silo. There is no routine of getting up in the morning and going to work. There is no quieting of the apartments around ours, to signal the calming down at the end of the day.


  The hours drag. The minutes drag. The seconds drag.


  I take up biting my nails, a habit I conquered decades ago. I walk, I bite my nails, I lie in my cot and think I will go crazy. Sometimes I fall into a restless nap, which means it’s even harder to get back to sleep at night. Some nights I don’t sleep at all.


  We have been here nearly three months now. I crave release. I know that the men are about to go mad. Only Rick is placid… I have no idea what he is feeling, or if he is feeling anything at all.


  I wake up with a start. It’s nighttime. I must have slept. There was some sort of noise. A loud bang. I hear it again.


  I sit up and see Rick looking at me, his eyes clear. I don’t see Mars in his cot nearby.


  There is a sound like choking, a struggle, large bodies. I stand up and I take the knife from beneath my pillow. Walking quietly, I head to the edge of the server room, where the lights are high. Across the room, Jeff and Hazen are fighting again. There is a certain balletic quality to their motions. They pull back and forth, each gaining the advantage in turn. It is like theatre… like a ritual played out by men since the beginning of time. The clashing of bodies to remind themselves that they are alive. Jeff is very powerful, but Hazen is fighting harder. I realize, as I watch and the dance changes, that Hazen is fighting for his life.


  Jeff has his hands around Hazen’s neck, and the latter is turning from red-faced to bloodless. His fingers claw at the strong grip cutting off his oxygen.


  “Yaaah. Yaaah.” Jeff is lifting the shorter man off his feet now, shaking him, practically making him rattle. He is shouting sounds like an insane man, caught in an ecstasy of visceral power. “No more,” he says. “No more!”


  I look at my knife and I know that I cannot stop him… I can only sacrifice myself. This, I am not willing to do. Not for this. Not for Hazen.


  My attention is diverted from the hypnotic scene before me to the ladder from the upper level. Mars is making his way quickly toward the two men fighting—the one man strangling, the other man dying. Mars hastens down the ladder and rushes over to Jeff, pulling him away from Hazen. But the damage is done.


  Hazen drops to the floor. He is dead.
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  A week has passed since Jeff killed Hazen. We do not speak except when it is absolutely necessary.


  Somehow, they have dealt with the body. The wise masters, whosoever they were, who designed this inmost circle of hell must have thought of even that. People cooped up for a long time together. Frustration… boredom… desperation. Fighting, murder, death. Mars located a body bag for Hazen and a powder that seems to mask the smell. They packed him up and somehow found a place to put the corpse.


  There was no ceremony.
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  I lie beside Rick in the narrow cot. It is the only way to get close enough to whisper to each other without being heard.


  For a week, I have been asking him questions. And he has, finally, been answering them.


  What happened to Donald?


  He is in Silo 1.


  What is Silo 1?


  Where the men live who control this entire experiment.


  Where is it?


  Just over the hill.


  You mean… the silo where the Georgia tent was?


  Yes.


  Why did you do it?


  Why did I do what?


  Separate me from Donald? Pretend you were my husband?


  I didn’t do it.


  How did it happen?


  The answers stop. I hear him breathing. I wait. The pent up questions of twenty-five years are being answered.


  He sighs.


  It is so complicated, Karma… Helen. It was so long ago. Thurman—


  Senator Thurman?


  Yes, Senator Thurman—


  He’s there too?


  Yes.


  I feel my hands ball into fists. An explosive anger pumps through my chest. If sheer adrenaline could boil over and burst out, I would launch out of this room, this silo, this depression in the earth, fly over to the neighboring silo where that monster still lives, and disembowel him with my hands.


  I try to breathe again. I try to make sense of it.


  So the Senator sent me over here and him over there.


  Not exactly.


  What then? Who?


  The Senator wanted Anna. Anna wanted Donald. I gave him my spot, and I took his, so that you would have someone.


  What?


  It was supposed to be me. Donald was supposed to be here with you. But when it was clear that Anna was going to have her way… she always did have her way… I told the Senator to send me here, to Silo 2, as your husband.


  I find myself standing up, my body instinctively pushing itself away from his. This man I have lived with, made love to, borne a son for… this man for whom I have deep feelings, if not exactly love… I cannot touch him now. I must get away before I start to pummel him. Someone. Something.


  I walk off into the deeper shadows of the storage area, my mind a chaotic tumble.


  All these years. All these years! Donald has been right over the hill, a pawn in a scheme set out by that slime, that Machiavellian manipulator, Senator Thurman. And Rick took me on as some sort of babysitting duty, a debt he owed to his old college buddy. Who was living another life… with another wife! Anna… perhaps the wife he always wanted. Over in Silo 1, where they are still in control of all the rest of us.


  Grief wars with fury in my breast as I pace, walking down the hall through the only spaces I dare travel. Back and forth I go, trying to wrap my mind around the blasphemy… the betrayal. The shock.


  Donald is right there. Donald, for whom I have pined these last twenty-five years. Whose daughter is growing up—has grown up—a few hundred yards away from him, with a granddaughter whom he’s never met, in a separate world.


  A world of which he was the architect. I shove my fist in my mouth and chomp down on my knuckles as I realize the irony. An architect, of course. All those blueprints. All those important meetings. All those busy days in Washington while he was supposedly serving his constituents.


  While instead he was part of a mind-bending scheme to… what? Destroy the world, get the girl he always wanted, and live a life apart from me in the master silo? It sounded ridiculous. It sounded like the plot of a bad comic book. Except that my husband was the evil nemesis. And there were no superheroes in sight.


  I walk until my feet start to blister, and then bleed. I am numb, but I see the trail of red drops when I turn back to retrace my steps. I see the pattern I am making, that of an animal caged in a long corridor, going round and round.


  I drop to the cold floor beside a shelf. Wrapping my arms around my knees I weep for the life I never had with Donald. I weep in anger for all the wrongs that were done to me. And to my daughter—our daughter, Athena, who was the product of my love for Donald.


  In my mind, I travel back through the years of confusion and unhappiness with where I was and how I got here. The first months filled with drug-addled puzzlement and forgetfulness, when I could barely remember the time before. My first pregnancy, when I was so eager to protect my baby but could not make sense of memories and dreams about a world very different from the one in which I was living. My years of hope and belief that talking to those rare children who remembered the outside would be helpful, and not too dangerous, for them.


  So much fear. So much loss.


  Ethel, murdered for remembering. Andy, sacrificed for being naïve and too curious. Delta, jumping to her death because her love was forbidden.


  And when my life had finally seemed to make some sense—when the pain of losing Donald had faded and the joys of being a mother and a grandmother, a judge and a woman allowed to use her brain—had balanced, if not erased, the tragedies… now this. Now I find myself locked in a prison with a man who was part of the grand plan to put us here. I learn that my first love has been a brief walk away for the last twenty-five years. And I discover that the wise mentor to my husband—both of my husbands!—was the megalomaniac who concocted this hellish scheme.


  Hot tears seep out from under my eyelids and my throat sobs without any input from me. It is my body weeping. My mind is numb.


  I finally curl up into a fetal position and lie there, feeling my pulse in my temples, and thinking about the sharp knife lying in the bed under my pillow.
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  I awaken with swollen eyes and a sore throat, my neck aching from the position I have been in for… how long? I don’t know. Every muscle is sore. It feels as though my body is my very sorrow.


  And then I hear it.


  A muffled scream.
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  I raise myself up, an animal poised for flight. Death is in the air, and I can smell it.


  Creeping back to the beds, staying to the shadows, I pause until my eyes adjust.


  A bulky figure—Jeff—stands over the cot where Rick lies. He has a pillow over Rick’s face, and the frantic actions of Rick’s legs and arms signal the body’s last fight for air and life.


  I remember my knife.


  The only advantage I have is surprise.


  I move as silently as possible to my bed. I slide my hand under the pillow. Jeff has not turned. I can smell the booze. He’s drunk. That’s in my favor.


  He is very close. The cots were set up so that they’re nearly touching. I try not to breathe.


  The knife. Where the hell is the knife? I pat around wildly, trying to be quiet. My heart is so loud I think Jeff will hear it.


  Don’t panic. If you panic you are both dead. He will not hesitate to kill you too.


  My hand touches cold metal. The knife! I pull it out, mouth some words from a prayer I dimly remember, asking a God I don’t know if I believe in to help me do this terrible deed, and I swing.


  I dodge under Jeff's long arms and beneath his tallness and plunge the knife straight into his soft belly, where I know the guts are.


  This is for Rick.


  I twist the knife in deeper, making sure I reach his grizzly inner parts. My vision is red and my veins are throbbing and it feels good.


  And this is for Delta, and Andy, and Ethel.

  
  I shove the blade in one more inch.


  And this is for me.


  He falls to the floor, the weight of his body pulling the knife from my hand. I hear the impact of the metal on the ground and imagine the blade going even deeper inside him.


  I stand looking at the gore on my hands, the endless blood sliding out from the man that was Jeff pooling under my feet, dank, metallic, slippery.


  What have I done?


  What have I done?


  [image: ]


  
RISING UP


  Karma # 4




  “There will be in the next generation or so a pharmacological method of making people love their servitude and producing dictatorship without tears, so to speak, producing a kind of painless concentration camp for entire societies so that people will in fact have their liberties taken away from them but will rather enjoy it.”

Aldous Huxley
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  I stand looking at the gore on my hands, the endless blood sliding out from the man that was Jeff pooling under my feet, dank, metallic, slippery.


  What have I done?


  “Karma.” I hear my name called as if from another country.


  “Karma.” It comes again, faint but louder. Rick is sitting up on the cot, his pillow on the floor, his body sucking in great gulps of air while the tendons in his neck stand out. He is trembling.


  Mars races into our sleeping area from the server room. He flips a switch and throws blinding whiteness across the body, the grue, the killer standing there with her arms covered with blood.


  That would be me.


  I am the killer.
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  Mars wants to get out of here now. He is pacing the floor, eager to leave this hellish secret level immediately.


  Rick and I say we need to talk while we can. We need to come up with a plan, agree on a story, and figure out what to say when we emerge.


  So we’re talking. But we’re talking fast.


  “I’ll just turn myself in, to Sheriff Aponte,” I say.


  “No,” Rick says. “They’ll put you out to Clean.”


  He reaches across the small table in the sleeping area we carved out for ourselves. His arm touches mine. I am still getting used to his new way of caring.


  I look at him, in part because I am amazed at his kindness and concern. But in part because I don’t want to look at the large sheet-covered mass on the floor. The sheet is stained with blood and already stinks of death.


  Mars stops his pacing. “Dad. We have to get the body—Jeff—taken care of. At least put him in a bag. That will take both of us.”


  Rick nods and stands up. He is stronger now, but his arm is still weak.


  “I’ll help,” I say.


  “We can handle it,” Mars says, heading off to the storage room where I assume there are extra body bags.


  “I killed the man. I’ll help take care of his body.” I look at the sheet. The lump that used to be Jeff.
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  We work in silence.


  We pull and stuff the corpse into the bag, a task horrifying enough to give me nightmares, if I weren’t already having them. I mop up the blood on the floor and do my best to rid the place of odors, knowing that Rick… or Mars… will be back down here soon.


  When we finish, we stand near where the cots were, each of us buzzing with impatience to get out of this dungeon.


  “I’m going to report to the Sheriff and tell him exactly what happened.” My arms are crossed and I’m glad to note that they have stopped trembling. “I’ll tell him—Jeff killed Hazen, threatened me and Mars, and then tried to suffocate Rick in his sleep.”


  Mars shakes his head. Rick looks worried.


  “Self defense, you’re saying?” Rick says.


  “It was self defense. Of you. He almost killed you.”


  “Karma, we don’t even know who’s in charge right now. We don’t know who’s dead, or what happened in the time we were down here.” Rick’s brows come together. “How long have we been here?”


  It takes me a moment to realize that my husband would know less than any of us. He was out of it half the time.


  “Three months, just about.” I look over at Mars. He nods in agreement. I see the marks in the wall behind him where I crossed off the days. So many.


  “And what do we know about the rest of the Silo? Is the fighting over?”


  Mars shakes his head. “I think so, but it’s hard to say for sure. Jeff kept a tight grip on the radio. He was pretty cagey about talking to the folks outside of our level, and wouldn’t talk while I was around.”


  “So let’s radio the Sheriff now,” I say, starting to move toward the server room.


  “He smashed it, Mom. In one of his drunken fits. There is no radio.”


  I pause, then nod. “Okay, well, let’s get out of here. I can’t stomach this place for another minute. We’ll find out as soon as we open that door what happened.”


  “Let’s go,” Mars says, nodding in agreement. “I want to see my wife.” His voice catches when he says the last word, and he turns his head away from me and his father. He picks up a pack with a canteen and his gun. “I don’t care if I never see the IT floor again.”


  Rick puts his good arm on our son’s shoulder and shakes his head gently. “The job’s yours now, Mars. You’re the Head.”


  I see Mars start in surprise. He raises his hands slightly, as if to ward off the idea. “Me? I was just doing your job while you couldn’t—no way I’m going to be head of IT. Maybe someday, but—”


  “Mars, I can’t take that position back. It doesn’t work that way. You shadowed me, you were accepted as the man in charge, and now you’re it.”


  My son shakes his head strongly, his brows drawn together. “But we can just tell them you’re better now.” Mars sounds almost desperate. “They don’t know what went on down here. All they have is what we tell them.”


  Rick puts both his hands on our son’s shoulders. “They know everything. They saw everything.”


  Mars looks wildly around at both of us. “What?”


  “Yes.” Rick’s voice bears no hesitation. “It’s a miracle they didn’t shut us down. They should have. Between the uprising going on outside and the fact that we had too many people down here on this level. Not to mention the fighting in here. According to the Order, we should all be dead now.”


  No one responds. Rick looks at both of us and then at the floor. He continues, his voice sounding weary.


  “The only reason I can figure is that they are worried about killing off too many silos too soon. They don’t want to pull the plug if they think we have a chance of getting through this.”


  I feel my fingernails cutting into the soft pads of my palms as my fists clench.

  “But what about you, Rick? They know you. You know people in the silo that… that’s in charge. In Silo 1. Right?” I realize I sound like I am pleading. “You know the Senator.” And then I play my ace card, and when I do, my voice breaks. “You know… Donald. Donald knows me…”


  Rick comes closer to me and puts his forehead against mine. His voice is kind and final.


  “Karma… we don’t matter to them at all.”
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  First Mars looks through the camera that shows the hallway on thirty-four right outside our secured door. Then he eases it open.


  No one.


  I walk through the door between Mars and Rick. The first thing I notice is that the outside smells different. The lights are brighter. There is a movement of air that didn’t exist in our little hellhole down below.


  There is a noise and a door opens. A woman appears that I don’t recognize. She is wearing IT coveralls, and has a gun strapped to her back. She is tall with dark hair pulled back tightly from her face. Her eyes open wider when she sees us.


  “Brewer,” she says. Her tone includes both relief and resentment. I see her looking us over, one by one, and realize how dirty we are. The men have shaggy hair and beards. We must stink.


  I expect Rick to speak, but he waits. Mars steps forward, realizing. “Jeff and Hazen are dead. How many casualties here?”


  I recognize the voice of a boy, trying to fill the shoes of a man. His nervousness is apparent to a mother; I see his shoulder twitch.


  The woman looks puzzled. She directs her words at Rick. “What happened?”


  Rick says nothing, but leans toward me. I take his injured arm.


  Mars moves toward the woman. “I’m Head, now, Cassidy. I had to take over. My dad was… hurt. He’s not the same.”


  Rick does his part by gazing placidly at the woman, looking peaceful but uninterested.


  Cassidy looks skeptical. “Okay.”


  Her move. None of us says anything for a minute.


  I see her stance relax just a bit. “Okay. Mars, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’ll probably want a full report.”


  “Absolutely.”


  I watch as Mars assumes the mantle. “I want to know everything that happened since we went in.”


  That takes me back for a moment, that he says in rather than down, until I remember that none of the other people working in IT have been to the unknown lower level from which we just climbed. The inner sanctum is a door leading to nowhere except another room, as far as they know.


  Cassidy nods. “Of course, um, sir. Should I call you Mars or Brewer?” She blushes just a bit, and it occurs to me that Mars has suddenly taken a giant leap in status. Not that he wanted it.


  My son smiles. “Mars is fine. Less confusion that way.” He steps aside, gesturing for me and Rick to pass. “If you’d take care of Dad,” he says, his eyes communicating to me that he knows this little charade is for Cassidy’s benefit, “I’ll meet with the Security team. Please tell Ruth I’ll be up later.”


  I move past him with Rick’s arm in mine. I can only imagine how painful it must be for Mars to know that he won’t be able to see his wife right away. Tonight, though, he should be able to get up to seventeen. I vow to see to it that they have a proper wedding night… since the real wedding night was postponed by the explosion in Mechanical.


  Mars turns back to Cassidy. “Where is everybody else?”


  Her eyes turn sorrowful. “I am everybody else.”
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  Rick and I make our way up from thirty-four. Though Cassidy assured us that the fighting has been over for weeks, we are still cautious. It’s hard to believe that three months have gone by while we were locked inside the bowels of IT.


  I feel very strange to be outside of those confines. After our claustrophobic quarters, the Silo seems vast. Surreal.


  There is something hypnotic about the long spiral staircase, as we rise step by step through this world that was so familiar for so long. Familiar, and yet starkly different, now.


  Yesterday, I killed a man. Certainly I had cause. Certainly, he would have killed me. And Rick.


  But that doesn’t change the fact that I took a blade and plunged it into his guts, spilling the life out of him. And what’s more, I enjoyed it. I wanted to hurt him, and I wanted to do it with my own hands. I wanted him dead.


  And, just for a moment, I reveled in that power.


  I didn’t know that I had that kind of anger inside me. I, a mother, a giver of life, took the life of another. Was that urge always there, lurking, ready to be called into action when I was cornered?


  How am I different than those in the godlike Silo 1 who would run this inhumane experiment in… in what? Preserving mankind? Preserving us, yes, but dooming us to a life in this underground tomb, drugged and numb to the hellish quality of our environment.


  We were never meant to live this way.


  I look at the concrete walls we pass as we circle around the center of the stairs. Round and round. Over and over. I gaze at the red paint on the diamond treads of each step. It’s not as fresh, now, as when we first were herded into the Silo. There are signs of wear, especially in the middle of each step where thousands of footfalls have hit repeatedly. Twenty-five years of walking, walking. Twenty-five years of stale air and no room to run and no sky above us.


  Why do we persevere? In some ways, it’s surprising that more people don’t simply end their lives. Some do. But why not all of us? Jump, en masse. Or tie ropes around our necks and dangle until we breathe no more? This is no sort of life.


  Of course there are the drugs, their level seeming to ebb and flow in response to the degree of agitation in the Silo. Those who drink the water are cheerier… or perhaps simply more foggy. But still, they know. I believe they know. Somewhere, deep inside their consciousness, the lizard brain that exists in each human being is flailing out in frustration, looking for freedom. Looking for space. Looking for the Outside.


  But the human individual wants to live. It is at our very center. And as we need oxygen to breathe, we carry on, day by day, living despite our circumstances. We eat, we sleep… we fall in love. We find ways to make small joys in our dreary concrete lives. And when we are blessed with the coming of a brand new life, our existence takes on an unquestioned goal. To keep those new ones alive.


  And so it goes.


  On and on, generation after generation, just as the puppetmasters in Silo 1 would have it. Preserving our seed for the future. Preserving us. We are the seed. We and our descendents, for generations to come.


  The power of the life force creating an ongoing march of human beings for their grand experiment. Despite ourselves.


  Lost in thought, trudging up rung by rung, I realize with a start that we are already walking past twenty-five. We have passed very few people on the stairs despite rising up nine floors. I’m not sure why, and I’m almost afraid to find out. Several spirals down, two porters had loped quickly past us going in opposite directions, and while each of them took note of us, both kept their focus on moving their feet and were out of sight in moments.


  I look over at Rick and realize that he is pale, and breathing hard.


  “Are you doing okay, honey?” I ask.


  “I need to rest,” he says.


  “Of course.” We stop at the next level; twenty-four. “Only seven more levels to go,” I say, helping Rick sag slowly down against the wall as I grab the canteen and hand it to him. “I have a can of something. Do you want food?”


  The expression on his face answers me before he does. “I never want to eat that canned slop again.”


  I smile. “It’s going to make the food out here taste delicious.”


  He gives me a wan grin. “That too shall pass. And it will taste like shit again.”


  I snort a little at his words. This is definitely a less buttoned-down Rick than I’ve known since… well, since we have been here underground. Is it just that he’s no longer in charge? Was that so much of a burden that he had to squelch his sense of humor? The Rick Brewer—actually, the Mick Webb—that I knew decades ago in Georgia and then as a Congressman in D.C. was a pretty suave guy. Most of that personality seemed to have leeched out after we got locked into the Silo.


  So is my husband coming back to his true self after our ordeal? Or has he been changed for good by the fever that raged through him after he took a bullet to his arm?


  I will probably never know.


  We say no more as we lift our packs and head toward the stairs. After two more rotations around the spiral center we finally encounter activity. Up ahead is a crew of workers repairing the stair railing. As we reach it, I see that there must have been some sort of blast. The metal is twisted and buckled and black. Ropes have been lashed across the opening to keep walkers from an accidental fall into thin air… a fall that would land them in a bloody splatter many levels below.


  When we get close to the opening, the workers move aside to allow us to pass. All of them are silent and withdrawn, as though the safest course these days is to look away and keep your mouth shut.


  I can’t help but glance down far below to where the bodies would have fallen if people had been thrown—or had thrown themselves—off the stairs from this blasted opening.


  And then I see it.


  Blood. A large round blossom of red, encrusted on the Silo floor.
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  I am so tired. We are on eighteen, and almost home. It feels like the end of a long journey. In both distance and time.


  More than my home I am eager to see my daughter Athena and her family. Somewhere in my heart I am terribly afraid that something could have happened to them, but I won’t let myself think of it. The very notion makes me want to move faster. I force my weary legs onward around the last few turns, my arm linked with Rick’s to give him support—a new sensation for me.


  There is a woman walking toward the stairwell on seventeen.


  “Is that…” I say, nodding my head at the figure, trying to get Rick to look too. “Athena?” My voice at first is a whisper, but then I find energy from somewhere, and push ahead more strongly, pulling Rick along.


  “Athena?” I shout it, but I’m hardly daring to believe it’s my daughter.


  The figure turns, and I think, no. Not her after all. This woman has short hair and some kind of red mark across half her face.


  “Mom… Dad?”


  I stop. My beautiful daughter. What happened?


  She comes walking toward us, one of her legs moving crookedly. She seems stunned. There is a strange hesitation in her approach.


  “You’re alive,” she says. She stops and watches as we reach the landing. There are tears coming down her face, and the half of it that can move is twisted up in what might be a smile, and the other half is a grimace of shiny red scarring. “I… we… we thought you were dead.”


  “Sweetheart,” I say, reaching out to her. She doesn’t respond. “We were down on… thirty-four.”


  “On the IT floor?”


  I want nothing but to throw my arms around her, but she is strangely still. I don’t know what to say.


  “You were in IT.” Her face is hard. “You were just taking some time out.” Her hands are on her hips as she stares at us. “Down there… doing what, taking care of the fucking computers? While they attacked us… with guns, and knives, and bombs? While people died?”


  “Athena—”


  Her voice gets harsher. “We didn’t have enough to eat… your granddaughter went hungry! They threw people off the stairway….” She puts her hands over her face and makes a sound that is half bark and half sob.


  “And you, Dad,” she says, and she moves toward us. “You’re supposed to be in charge.” Her tone is even more intense. “You abandoned us.”


  “We were locked in, Athena,” I say, my voice like sandpaper. I step between her and Rick. “We couldn’t get out. There were guns and knives down there, too.”


  I wrap my arms around myself instead of her. I feel sick. What can I say to this?


  Athena turns and walks away from us, her face hard, her posture stiff. She walks away and doesn’t look back.


  My daughter.


  My baby.
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  Rick and I head back to our apartment. I am more tired than I can remember being.


  We see words scrawled on the walls of the Silo in garish paint. Red, orange, and purple splashed in huge letters taller than a man.


  Cleaning = Murder


  Death to the Wrenchers


  Rise up!


  As we walk down the hall we pass a few other people carrying bundles. They scurry by, averting their eyes. They don’t look familiar.


  We see doors smashed open; apartments where all the furniture is overturned. Cabinets are torn off hinges, mattresses are shredded, trash is strewn on the floor.


  One open door has singed corners and black soot on the floor inside. In another apartment we see blood stains. As we turn a corner to get to our own home, I hear a child crying. It is a forlorn sound, and echoes down the hall until finally there is a shout. Then quiet.


  What has happened while we were locked away?
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  Athena and her family knock on our door. I am very surprised to see her. Dylan must have persuaded her to make peace. And Erica probably wanted to see grandma and grandpa.


  Rick and I have had an hour to wash and change. I tried to sleep, but it was impossible. I feel terrible, but less terrible than I did down below.


  I am trying to get used to the tragedy that is Athena’s face.

  
  “Go to Grandma, honey,” Athena says.  She won’t look at me.


  Little Erica obediently comes and sits in my lap, quieter than she used to be.


  Athena has put food on the table, but it is meager. Her manner is distant. Dylan sits across from me, smiling, though he looks haggard. He seems unfazed by his wife’s anger, and quite used to her altered appearance.


  “How is Ruth doing?” I ask, suddenly realizing that we’ve heard nothing about the young woman from the Down Deep who married my son on the day of the explosion… and hasn’t seen him since.


  “She’s fine, Mrs. Brewer,” Dylan says. He reaches out his arms to Erica, and she decamps from my lap to his, snuggling into his embrace. “Her leg was a bad for a while, but she’s healing, and she’s been helping with the other wounded.”


  I want to hear what happened to everyone, but I don’t want to discuss it in front of Erica. She’s now acting more like her old self, looking up mischievously at her mother while she grabs a cookie. She shrugs out of her dad’s arms and slides to the floor.


  “Can I go see Leah?” she asks, already heading for the door, but walking backwards with the cookie in her hand as she faces her parents.


  Athena slowly nods yes. “Go straight to her door, though, okay honey? She’s just down the hall?”


  “Yes, Mom.” Erica takes a bite of the cookie. “I told you. She’s No. 57. Only four doors from Grandma. I counted!” She turns and scampers out the door, the strap of her overalls falling off her shoulder.


  “Dylan, will you make sure—” Athena begins.


  Before she finishes her sentence, Dylan is out of his chair and standing at the door making sure that Erica arrives at the next apartment. After a moment, he nods. “She’s there,” he says. “Leah’s Mom waved.”


  With Erica out of the room, all pretense of normalcy is gone. “So tell us about the last three months,” I say. “And what happened…” I hesitate, not wanting to hurt my daughter.


  “To my face?” Athena completes my sentence, her right hand going up to the disturbing pink scars that cover half her cheek and extend down her chin.


  Dylan walks over and stands beside her, taking her other hand. I watch as tears seep out of Athena’s eyes and slide down the two contrasting sides of her face.


  “There was a fire. It was on the classroom level, with the kids—”


  Rick, who has been mostly silent, interrupts. “Was it set?”


  “We think so,” Dylan says. “But not right in the classroom. In another room, and it spread—”


  “I thought she was in there—Erica—and other kids. I didn’t know they had gone out, down the hall…. There was so much chaos, at the beginning, after you went down and left…”


  She trails off, and I see her struggling not to cry. I move to Athena and take her by the arms until she stands. “Sweetheart—I am so sorry. We never meant to disappear without telling you—everything happened so quickly—Jeff, your Dad’s security guy from IT, was in our apartment with a gun, and they threatened to kill your Dad…”


  Athena is weeping now, and I embrace her, feeling her body wracked with the sobs she is trying to suppress. She mumbles into my shoulder. “I know you didn’t do it on purpose…”


  We stand there, holding each other, the pain not gone but assuaged by the hugs and the simple act of touching.


  “So tell us,” I say, bracing myself for what we may hear. “What happened?”


  Athena sits down, facing me, her hand in Dylan’s as he stands behind her. The room is crowded.


  Athena looks up at Dylan, and he speaks in a low voice.


  “It was very bad, Mrs. Brewer. I think we lost… easily two hundred or so people, and that’s just in the Up Top.”


  I gasp. “How?” Rick, beside me, crosses his arms, and I see his jaw clench.


  Dylan looks down at the floor. “Direct fighting, of course. Gunshot wounds—lots of injuries, even among those who didn’t die. Handmade bombs. You probably saw the gap in the railing—”


  I nod quickly. “We passed it.”


  “Fires, secondary to the bombs. I never imagined something with concrete walls and metal stairs could burn much, but there were fires…”


  “And some of them were set,” Athena says. Her eyes are hard. “Like the one near the classroom. By someone who had paper…”


  I look for a moment at Rick. His eyes meet mine. Paper means IT… or the Sheriff’s office. We don’t say it.


  “It was very strange,” Dylan says, his gaze directed at me. “After a few days, we couldn’t figure out exactly where the fighting was coming from. All the gossip said it was the folks in Mechanical—the Wrenchers—who were stirring up the trouble, but I saw hardly any of them up here. I saw random people, in red, blue, green coveralls—fighting—and there were guns….” He stops. “Eventually, there were retaliatory killings. Stabbings, hangings. Some of them were supposedly suicides.”


  Athena stands up, her hand going to her ruined face again. “We just hunkered down, and tried to stay inside. Neighbors shared what food we had. Like a siege. Explosions, gunfire, people running up and down the stairs.” She paces and then comes to a standstill, facing me and Rick. “After the bomb that took out part of the railing—the one you saw—people were afraid to travel between floors for a month. They were…” she trails off, and looks at Dylan.


  “The people who went down the stairs between those levels never came back.”


  “What happened to them?” I ask.


  “They were pushed.” Athena’s voice is a near whisper. “Right out the hole in the railing.”


  “Straight down until they hit bottom,” Dylan finishes.
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  Athena and I stand in the kitchen washing up dishes. I am still reeling from the news about how many lives were lost. It’s hard to tell what was a true rebellion from the Down Deep and what was the interference from Jeff and his followers. In the end, it was the same. A lot of death, a lot of injuries, and great agony for the survivors.


  Athena turns to me. “So how bad is it, Mom?”


  For a moment I am blank. How bad is what? Her Dad’s peculiar personality change? The state of the Silo?


  “My face. I mean, how bad is my face, really? I can feel it, but I can’t see myself, of course.” She gives a crooked smile, as though that’s an absurdity, and I realize once again that conveniences I once took for granted—things like mirrors, which I still miss—have never existed in her world. To think that people in here never know what their faces look like except for the occasional ID photo taken by IT is still a surprise to me.


  I smile at Athena. “It’s nothing, honey. Nothing at all. You still look beautiful to me.”


  She looks at me with an expression of doubt. “Thanks.” A tear slides down her face on the scarred side. I’m not sure if she’s crying or this is the way her eye will be from now on. Before we came into the Silo, a burn like that would have been treated with plastic surgery and expert repair. In here, that scar is forever.


  “I am so sorry, Athena, that we couldn’t get word to you.”


  She pulls back. “I understand.” And then she stops and looks at me. “And what went on down there? Dad is… different.”


  “He had a fever,” I say. “There must have been an infection.”


  “But he’ll be okay, right, Mom?” She looks at me with hopeful eyes. “I mean, after he rests up…”


  “Well—”


  The door to the tiny kitchen swings open and Ruth appears, a big grin on her face. “Karma! You’re back!”


  She bounds in and reaches for me, still a sprightly thing, though it’s clear she has a limp.


  “Where is my husband? Where is Mars?” Along with the joy and anticipation, there is a slight blush in her cheeks. It hits me, then as it has before, that these young people growing up in the Silo come to marriage with an innocence I could not have imagined in my own youth. With no privacy and powerful taboos keeping them away from sex before marriage, many are true virgins on their wedding nights.


  And she has been waiting three months to be with Mars.


  “He’s still down in IT, but he’ll be back tonight,” I say.


  Ruth is beaming. “They’ve lifted the lottery. Because of the uprising. “ She turns to look at Athena and puts her hands out to touch both of us on the arms. “I know it’s awful, and I’m not happy about all the deaths… but I’m so happy that Mars and I are going to be allowed to make a baby!”
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  Athena and I are determined to give the newlywed couple the wedding night they never had. I walk down the hall to borrow some pillows from my neighbor Griffin, a widower who lives in the apartment occupied long ago by my dear friend Grace, the woman who sacrificed her life for mine. I always feel there is still some of her sweet spirit around the place whenever I visit him, despite the fact that he is alone after losing his wife five years ago. The place is always immaculate, and he has nice touches like woven hangings on his walls.


  “Hi Griffin,” I say when he opens the door. “I wonder if you can spare a couple of pillows on a temporary basis? My son is finally getting to spend some time with his new wife.”


  “Lucky man,” he says, smiling. “I’m sure I have some I can loan you, especially for such a good cause.” He walks into his bedroom and comes out quickly with two square pillows. “Please give them my congratulations. Young love is a thing to celebrate.”


  “Definitely.” I smile. “But it’s not only the young who find love. You could get married again, Griffin.”


  As soon as I say it I feel I’ve gotten too personal, but Griffin just smiles and shakes his head. “Why would I do that?”


  “Well, there will be a lot of available women after the recent fighting… sad as that is. A handsome man like you could have your pick.”


  He gives me a quizzical look. “Karma, my wife and I were more friends than lovers. I guess I thought… you knew that.”


  I pause and absorb his meaning. I feel foolish. Though everyone is presumed heterosexual in the Silo, obviously not everyone could be. Griffin is in his forties, and I know him as a neighbor… but not well.


  He watches me for a moment. “My wife was very unhappy—our arrangement, which was meant to shield us from suspicion—meant that both of us were living a lie.”


  “I… see.” Slowly it dawns on me that he must be saying that she took her own life. Another secret that didn’t make its way down the hallway.


  “Everyone in the Silo is hiding something, aren’t they?” Griffin’s eyes are moist. “Danni just couldn’t carry that lie around any longer.”


  After I leave his apartment, the conversation stays with me. People in the Silo are indeed hiding many things—especially whatever they know about themselves that doesn’t fit the mold. You don’t hear about anyone being gay in here—because, officially, no one is. Officially, we are all just the way the designers of this place wanted us to be.


  The denizens of the Silo—this Silo, I remind myself—are a starkly homogenous lot as compared to the diversity of people I knew when I was growing up. Everyone down here is white, or just the slightest shade of golden. Maybe there is a bit of Asian, native American, or Latin influence somewhere in the background of some folks, but it’s pretty rare.


  You also never see anyone with significant physical anomalies, or mental retardation. You don’t see anything even as common as a cleft palate. It’s impossible that these things never occur in newborns. So what is happening to these babies when they are born?


  I shiver as another layer of horror settles over me. After living this way for so long, there are new realizations still to be absorbed about what goes on beneath the earth. I try to push it out of my mind for the time being. This is the place and the time we live in, and if we are to pull any joy at all out of our brief existence, we must continue to love and raise our children… and, naturally, conceive more children.


  Mars and Ruth want a baby, and they now have permission to have one. Another child to grow up obedient to the Pact and the rules of the Silo. Another individual to live his or her life out in this eternal tomb under the earth.


  And yet, would I deny my son a child? I shake my head to clear it of these heavy thoughts, and concentrate on the task at hand.


  I pull the best sheets I have out of my tiny closet and head down the hallway to connect with Athena. Another result of the recent deaths is that there is a lot of living space suddenly available. Mars and Ruth, who were on a waiting list for their own place, are now the proud owners of a brand new apartment on eighteen.


  I am startled when I realize that the woman coming toward me down the hall, the one with the scarred face, is my daughter. I quickly arrange my mouth into a smile, and wonder how long before I will get used to her disturbing appearance.


  She is alive, and that is all that matters, I tell myself.


  Athena has something in a cloth bag that she looks happy about. “Guess what I got?”


  Without waiting for my answer, she pulls it out. A lacy nothing of a nightgown, which is far sexier than most of what gets worn in the Silo, emerges, as she giggles. “She says she wants a baby… well, this should do the trick.”


  Raising my eyebrows and realizing again how straitlaced life underground is for the young people, I laugh and nod. “Well, I’m certain he will be very happy to see his bride tonight.”


  At that moment Ruth comes around the corner, finding the two of us grinning. Athena stuffs the negligee back into her bag.


  “What?” Ruth says, looking around at us in curiosity.


  We each take an arm and lead her back toward the stairs to walk down one level to her new home.


  “A wedding gift for you,” Athena says. “Mars will like it, too.”
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  I lie beside Rick listening to the sounds of his even, peaceful breathing. It is good to be home.


  Tomorrow I will go and speak to Sheriff Aponte about Jeff’s death. For just a moment I picture the scene, and feel once again the sickening, satisfying push of the knife into his gut. I smell the blood. I hear his shocked intake of air, his grunt, and his heavy fall that plunges the blade even deeper.


  It stuns me to know that I killed a man.


  I must have made some sound, because now Rick stirs and turns toward me.


  “Karma. Are you all right?”


  “I’m…” I don’t know what to say to that question. Am I all right? Is anything ever all right in here? I roll onto my side to face him, realizing that we have complete privacy for the first time in months.


  I feel his hand touch my face, and then he reaches out and wraps his arms around me. “Karma,” he says.


  His lips are gentle as they kiss my mouth. They move down my neck with sweet passion. Is this Rick? He has never touched me like this before.


  I pull him closer and my fingers brush the scar from where I extracted the bullet. It seems like another life, our months down in IT, where we were caged together for so long. I sigh as his lips meet my breast and his tongue caresses me.


  How long has it been since we have made love?


  A long time.


  It feels natural and yet unfamiliar, like a dream from long ago now remembered, and dreamed, again. Rick positions his still strong body over mine and gently enters me. We find our old rhythm, the rising and falling, the coming together and coming apart.


  I delight in the feel of his skin against mine. The squareness of his muscles against my round softness. It is old and yet it is completely new, to find myself this connected to my husband… my husband now of so many more years than the man I used to think of as my “real” husband.


  His lips meet mine again and I feel the rough stubble of his chin scraping my face, but I don’t mind. Our bed makes telltale squeaks, but there is no one to disturb, no young children to awaken, and no threatening men in the next room. Rick is breathing hard now and I hear my own quiet moans as pleasure overtakes me and I tremble with sensation.


  He rolls me over and I am on top of him. I can see him looking up at me, his mouth parted, our breath coming quickly and a deep groan emanating from him.


  “I love you,” Rick gasps just as he finishes, both of us aquiver with the final throbs of delight.


  “I love you too, Rick,” I say, and I am surprised that it is true.
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  We are sailing. The water sparkles before me and the sun is so intense that I have to shield my eyes. The breeze whips across our little boat as we skim an ocean that seems endless, all blue and purple and indigo and dotted with the foam from rolling waves.


  This is the most beautiful day I’ve ever seen. Why has it been so long since I’ve sailed? I’ve missed it so.


  Sailing is my favorite thing. I remember now.


  My mother hands me a paper cup of juice and I sip the sweet nectar. It must be from fresh fruit, it is so delicious! I have never tasted juice so bright and tangy.


  I hear my father laugh and look over to see him steering the craft as we loop carelessly back and forth through the water. There are no other boats. There are no other people.


  There is only us, me and my little family, skimming the waves.


  I look down at us from above. I am high—far away, gazing down from the top of the sail. Surely this isn’t possible! But it is. I perch safely up there, swaying with the movement of the boat, content to adore the family below.


  I gently slide down the sail and land standing, embraced and then swept off my feet by Donald, my love. My favorite sailing partner. For a moment I’m confused. I thought I was a little girl…?


  I must have been wrong. I’m in the arms of my beloved, Donald, who has just married me. We’ve sailed off from the wedding, and I’m still wearing the dress. How beautiful I feel with my long wedding dress flowing in the breeze we make as we slide across the water.


  He kisses me, and then hands me a glass of champagne. We kiss again, our mouths sweet with the taste of the bubbly goodness.


  This is the most beautiful day!


  We walk off the boat which has reached a shore and it is autumn, a glorious golden moment with leaves floating down around us and no sound except the rustling our feet make on a path through the woods. I hold hands with Donald and we are transfixed by the sight of a deer that has stopped right ahead of us, her ears alert and her eyes deep brown and curious. We stop, wanting her to stay, but her head rises and she is off bounding into the forest, only the white flick of her tail identifiable in the brown surrounding her.


  The sun slants through the trees, making everything into hues of yellow and red and orange so that the whole world seems to glow.


  This is the most beautiful day.


  We walk on and come to the edge of the forest. Ahead of us is a spectacular canyon reaching miles in every direction. I see the striations in the rock that were formed over millions of years, and lean out as far as I dare to see a hawk flying, far down below. It is so deep that I can’t make out the bottom. Donald holds my hand tightly as we both lean over the edge.


  The sun is going down in long finger-like rays of gold, and the canyon walls are ablaze in shades of pink and ochre, the world on fire.


  It is so glorious. This is truly the most beautiful day!


  I lean too far. I can’t resist, I love the world so that I want to leap into it. Donald shouts to me, “No, Helen!” but I have let go, I have fallen, I am flying through the air. I am heading into the dark, into the depths, and I realize too late that there will be no getting back.


  Deep down into the Silo I rush, the wind roaring by my ears, the stairs spiraling past me, and I know that death lies at the bottom.


  I scream. It echoes up and down the concrete walls.


  No one hears me.
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  “Karma! Karma, honey, wake up!”


  I hear the voice from afar and understand that I have been sleeping. That it was all a dream—both the beautiful parts and the frightening parts.


  Rick is looking down at me when I open my eyes. The morning lights in the apartment have turned on… I don’t know what time it is, but night is officially over.


  I clutch at his arm. “Rick. I was there. I was back there… in the world. It was so real.”


  He nods, understanding in his face.


  “It was glorious,” I say, knowing that there are tears in my eyes. “The sun was out. The sun! Do you remember the sun?”


  “Yes,” he says. Rick wraps his arms around me and rocks me as we lay on the bed together.


  “The wind… the way the world smelled, salt breezes, growing things, flowers! Oh my God, Rick. What did we do?”


  I am crying now, because it is over and will never be again. A new world may exist someday, but the world we knew is gone.


  “I know, Karma. I know.” Rick takes my hand and holds it up to his face, and I feel a warm tear like ocean water wetting his face. “We were such fools.”
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  I am dressing as Rick heats up coffee mash in the kitchen when there is a knock on the door. I hear him open it, and an angry male voice startles me. Who would that be at this hour? And who can be mad at Rick, who until just a day ago, was the most powerful man in the Silo?


  I hook my overalls over my shoulder and emerge.


  “There she is.”


  It’s Sheriff Aponte. He walks toward me with a purposeful stride and takes me by the arm.


  Rick puts his arm on the other man’s. “Aponte, what is this? You have no right—”


  “I have every right, Brewer. And you aren’t in a position to stop me, either. Your wife here, Judge Brewer, killed a man while all of you were down in IT. I just heard about it or I would have been down here last night.”


  “She was about to come up and explain—”


  “I can speak for myself, thank you.” I step back a foot and firmly remove the Sheriff’s hand from my arm. “Rick is correct, Sheriff Aponte. I was about to report to your office to give a formal statement. I’ll be happy to come with you now and describe how Jeff was trying to murder Rick in his sleep.”


  Aponte takes handcuffs from his belt.


  “Hey,” Rick says.


  “There’s no need for those,” I say, and walk toward the door before it turns into a tussle. “As you know, Sheriff Aponte, I’m an officer of the court, and I will gladly cooperate with the investigation. In fact, I applaud you for being eager to get the facts out in the open.”


  Rick’s eyes catch mine as I reach for the doorknob. “I’ll come up with you.”


  “No need, but thank you,” I say, keeping my voice even with an effort. “I would feel better if you stayed here. You can explain to Athena that it’s only a formality. I’m sure that Sheriff Aponte can be relied upon to treat me fairly.”


  Aponte grunts under his breath and follows me out the door. Rick looks concerned but nods in agreement.


  As we head for the stairs, I see the sheriff take his gun out of the holster. I know that it’s just a show of power, but I feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. He is mumbling as he walks, and there is a strange look in his eye.


  One by one, we start to climb the levels to the very top.
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  I tell my story—our story—to Aponte, leaving out anything about Mars communicating with Silo 1. I can see that he’s skeptical when I tell him that Jeff killed Hazen, and attacked me. As I describe the night Jeff tried to suffocate him, I feel my body tense up.


  “He couldn’t breathe. Jeff was holding a pillow over his face, and Rick’s arms and legs were jerking around—”


  “So that’s the point where you say you happened to come around the corner and see them?” Aponte sits behind the sheriff’s desk, still holding the gun in his hand, slapping it against his open palm. “Awfully convenient that you did, wouldn’t you agree? And that you managed to have a knife in your hand—”


  “I didn’t just happen to come around the corner.” I try to keep my voice calm. “I heard Jeff grunting, and the strangled noises Rick was making. And no, the knife wasn’t in my hand. Rick had given me the knife to put under my pillow after the night Jeff chased me around the room trying to…” I hesitate. “Trying to attack me.”


  Now Aponte gets a mocking look in his eye, and smiles. “So you say Jeff was… interested in you. He has a pretty attractive wife. Had.”


  I don’t take the bait. “Jeff was bored and angry and drunk most of the time. I was the only female down there. It wasn’t personal.”


  Aponte grunts. “So then what happened?”


  “When I saw that Rick was being asphyxiated, I grabbed the knife and stabbed Jeff. To protect my husband—who at the time was injured, weak, and unable to defend himself.”


  He looks at me with an expression that’s hard to read.


  “Jeff was a big man,” he says.


  “Yes.”


  “You, personally, with no help from your husband or your son, stabbed him with a knife and he died.”


  “Yes.”


  “A lot of blood when you kill somebody that way. A lot of pain, too.”


  “Yes.” I wonder where he’s going with this.


  “A bunch of us lost people in this uprising.” He looks away for a moment. What is he talking about?


  “Did you… lose someone?”


  “Deputy Herring. She was killed.” He averts his eyes again.


  I remember that the Deputy was sweet on him, and he, on her. They might have been a couple waiting to make it formal.

  
  “I didn’t know. I’m sorry to hear that.”


  He nods, grief showing in his face.


  “How long had you… how long did you work together?”


  “Six years,” he says, reaching for his handkerchief and making a show of blowing his nose. “Good worker.” He clears his throat. “Good woman.”


  “She was,” I say. “That’s a loss. To you, and to the Silo.”


  He bows his head slightly in agreement, and I continue. “How did it happen?”


  “She was down on the classroom level… investigating that fire. Same one your daughter was caught in.” He pauses, and stuffs his handkerchief back into his pocket. The atmosphere between us has changed. “Terrible shame about her face.”


  I nod now, in return, each of us acknowledging our losses. I realize once again how little it matters that Athena has a scarred face, as compared to his loss.


  “Did Deputy Herring get caught… in the fire?” I shudder to think of dying that way.


  “No.” He turns his head away again and looks at the wall. “She was stabbed.”


  No wonder hearing about a stabbing made him angry.


  “How… terrible,” I say. For just a moment I picture the lively Deputy, her blonde curls bobbing, smiling at him in this office just a few months ago. And then I imagine that same young woman dying from a knife wound. “Who…?”


  “We don’t even know,” he says, spitting out the words as though they taste foul. “Don’t know if it was the people who set the fire—probably from Mechanical—’cause no one from up here would start a fire so close to where the kids go to school.” He looks away from me again. “Or just someone who had a grudge against me—or the law in general. It was chaos out there. And IT running around with guns, explosives. Of course we know it wasn’t one of them, since they are on our side.” His voice rises and his eyes meet mine. “Whoever the hell it was, though, I’ll find him, if it takes me the rest of my life.”


  I don’t tell him what I know about IT and the divided loyalties, or how dirty I think Jeff’s men would have fought. I don’t see how it will help him to say that I imagine they might have used a knife, and could have killed anyone who got in their way.


  “I hope you do,” I say, and he gives me a brief expression of appreciation.


  Standing up, Aponte points to the holding cell behind us. “I want to do this by the book.” He moves over to the door and unlocks it. “I have no deputy. As you know.” He gestures for me to go in. “There’s a lot of killing been going on around here. But I’m still the Sheriff. Even over IT.” There is a certain look of satisfaction as he says that. “And you are the subject of a murder investigation. I’ll have to hold you here while I complete the investigation.”


  I stand for a moment before I walk into the cell. “How long… before you complete the investigation?”


  “Hard to say. Since the only witnesses are your son and your husband, some of this will depend on forensics. The body will need to be examined by a medical expert.”


  I close my eyes and swallow. I step forward into the cell, and Sheriff Aponte swings the metal door until it connects with a thud. He locks it.


  Turning away, he says, “It shouldn’t be more than a few days.”
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  I was in this cell before. Twenty years ago, contemplating what I imagined would be my death the next day. I was scheduled for Cleaning, but the Cleaning never happened. At least, it didn’t happen to me.


  From in here I have a view of a different wallscreen, one that shows the other side of the Silo. For decades we have been looking out from the cafeteria wallscreen at the same dead bodies in deteriorating suits. My friend Andy, the first Cleaner, and the dozen or so who followed in the decades after him. Behind them are the hills they tried to scale, and behind those the towering ruins of Atlanta.


  I gaze out at the hills on this side. Much the same. Except that there are no bodies. On the other side of the Silo, everyone cleaned the lenses on the cameras, and everyone set out toward what looked like a promising destination. No one got there. Each person dropped, one by one, as toxic clouds—made out of whatever hellish substance has taken over the Outside—ate through his suit and clawed its way into his lungs.


  I watched only one Cleaning. Andy. I watched him with my heart in my throat, knowing that he had initially wanted to go out—and then had been forced. We didn’t understand, then, how bad it was. We do now.


  A memorable lesson for those of us watching from the Silo:


  Do not seek to go Outside. There lies death.


  My eyes wander, now, across the barren landscape, making out what I can between the shadows of the dark swirling storm that seems always to be raging. There is never a sun to be seen, but there is occasionally a lighter patch.


  I fix upon a lump… a bit of something quite close to the Silo. Or so it appears. I’m not sure where the cameras are affixed in relation to where I am, so I’m not sure what my view is. It couldn’t be a body, because the decaying bodies I’ve seen are all much farther away.


  But… then I remember what Grace did. She was the only one who didn’t march off toward the towers. Instead, she cleaned the lenses carefully, apparently on each of the four sides, and then waved goodbye and walked out of sight of the wallscreen in the cafeteria, so that we wouldn’t have to look at her suited corpse forever.


  Tears spring to my eyes as I realize that this is Grace. The woman who traded her life for mine.
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  I hear someone coming down the hall toward my cell. A light step—a female. It will be nice to talk to another human being. Sheriff Aponte hasn’t been here in hours. Perhaps it’s someone bringing food. I ate nothing at all before I came up here, and I’m hungry.


  My visitor is Rose, the very first student from my faux art class. It was she who brought along Delta—another victim of Jeff, whom Delta was unfortunate enough to have as a father. After Delta showed up to be part of the group who remembered, four other young girls eventually found their way to my door. Willow, Rachel, Steph and Mercedes were the entire original class… the first cell… along with Rose and Delta. These days, I suspect that we have hundreds of sympathizers all up and down the Silo, doing their best to keep the truth alive.


  As I stand up to greet Rose, now a beautiful, olive-skinned woman in her thirties, I quickly wipe the tears from my eyes. Ever the teacher, ever the mother figure, I don’t want to alarm her. It’s bad enough that she sees me locked up in here.


  “Karma!” she says as she runs the last few steps and reaches through the bars to take my hands. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine, Rose. Only bored. And a little bit hungry.”


  She looks over her shoulder as if food could be coming down the hallway behind her.


  “Aren’t they feeding you?”


  “Well… they should be. I can’t exactly go out for deli.”


  She laughs, because she’s retained all her young memories of the world before. She remembers fast food and traffic and airplanes and horses and all the myriad things that are no longer, both good and bad.


  “You must be starving. I’ll get you something,” she turns to go.


  “No! Don’t leave yet.” I’m startled to hear the note of desperation in my voice. “Just visit with me for a bit. I’m sure Sheriff Aponte will be here soon, and he’ll have somebody bring me breakfast… or lunch, or something.”


  “Okay. But then I’m going to the cafeteria and make sure they get you some food.”


  “That would be great. My stomach thanks you.” It rumbles, as if to prove the point.


  Rose is still clutching one of my hands. “I’m so sorry you’re in here, Karma. What is it… what was it? They’re not talking about sending you…”


  She doesn’t even want to say the word Cleaning. “No, no,” I say quickly. “It’s just a… formality.”


  I’m surprised she doesn’t know what I’m being accused of. But I’m happy to hear it. That means other people don’t know that Judge Brewer killed a man, whether in self-defense or not. That will be good for my case.


  “The Sheriff is just… getting statements from other people,” I say. “Tying up loose ends. Doing it by the book, as he says. Because of my position.”


  “Okay,” she says. “Though I don’t know why he had to lock you up.” Rose shakes her head. “I don’t know him well, so I don’t know if he’s different, but with all the fighting—all the death—I think folks in the Up Top are a little bit crazy.”


  I let go of her hand. “That’s probably true.”


  “Is everyone in our group okay?”


  Rose hesitates for a moment. “We were very careful. We didn’t take sides. Though it wasn’t as though there were really any sides. Everyone just wanted to stay alive.” She gives a brief laugh that doesn’t sound like a laugh at all. “Rachel, though…”


  I look at her, waiting. “Rachel?” I fear what might come next.


  “You know she was in the lottery this year. She and her husband Brant… were trying to conceive.” I hear a sigh. “Brant was killed in an explosion. And Rachel….” Rose bites her lip. “Rachel was raped.”


  My breath catches. Beautiful Rachel, married more than five years, finally getting a lottery ticket. She had been so happy, knowing that she and her husband could try for a baby.


  “How terrible. Poor Rachel.”


  We are both silent for a moment.


  “They’re spiking the water again,” Rose says.


  “What?” I say, surprised.


  “People seem to be getting loopy. Though it’s pretty hard to tell, since everyone’s nuts anyway.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Pretty sure. It started at least a month ago… or that’s when I noticed it. I talked it over with Willow and she said she saw the same thing. Some of us from the group had dropped our guard in terms of avoiding water, because they must have either lowered the dose or eliminated it for the last few years. And now it’s back again.”


  I nod. It made sense. Dampen the trauma. Calm the people down. Keep the Silo running.


  And then, of course, it hit me. Who was keeping the Silo running?


  Silo 1. The puppetmasters. And who helped keep the puppets in line?


  My husband. My son.
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  Food arrives. Finally. I can use it. That and some liquid.


  I recognize Henrik from the cafeteria staff, an older man who usually has a smile on his face. Not today, though. He slides a tray under the bars without speaking, and I take it from him eagerly.


  “Henrik—thanks so much! I’m starving. Didn’t the Sheriff leave word to bring me food if he wasn’t in the office?”


  Henrik gives me a blank look. “The Sheriff? I haven’t seen him. Someone told me to bring food to the jail cell.”


  “Will it be as delicious as all that food you made for Mars and Ruth’s wedding?” I smile at him. “It was such a shame most of it never got eaten.”


  He looks puzzled. “Wedding?”


  “Oh,” I say, at a loss. “Henrik. You don’t remember my son’s wedding?”


  “Maybe,” he says. “You look a little familiar.”


  As he turns to leave, I add, “Will you be coming back later with dinner? I’m kind of stuck here.” I laugh, but it’s a frightened laugh.


  He doesn’t seem to notice. “Hard to say.”


  I put the tray down and reach out to grab his arm before he moves too far away. “Can you get the Sheriff? No one seems to know I’m here.”


  “The Sheriff?” A flicker crosses his face, and he walks away. “I’m not sure I know who that is.”
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  I eat the food, ravenous. The mug full of water is sorely tempting, but I resist. Barely.


  Instead I squeeze the juice out of the cucumber slices he gave me, and lick the tomato. At home, I would have my homemade juicer, or at least a mortar and pestle. Here, I use my hands and do what I can to maximize the liquid sliding down my parched throat.


  Henrik moved and spoke like a man half awake. Clearly, they’ve upped the dosage of the drugs in the water—maybe up to the level it was set at after we were first herded into the Silo.


  I remember the feeling of fog and confusion. The inability to remember… and the lack of concern about that. It was only when I was taken off the water during my pregnancy—women were losing babies, and they couldn’t afford that after the initial rash of suicides— that the fog started to lift.


  As soon as I stopped drinking the water, memories came rushing back. By then, I wanted to remember. As uncomfortable as it was, as horrifying as it was, my grief at realizing what we’d lost was not as great as contemplating a future where I had forgotten the time before completely. And so I chose to hold onto the memories, and pass them down to others who fought to retain their hold on reality. The old reality.


  The current reality is that I am sitting in a cell and looking out at the toxic world we have been bequeathed. I think about my daughter and all the others in the Silo who were born too late to experience life in the time before—the time before that terrible day when we were banished to this living tomb. For them, I must remember. I must keep my mind alert and free.


  And so I pour the water out and try to ignore my thirst.
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  I am dozing, hungry again, when I hear someone approach. I can tell from the tread that it’s a man. But it doesn’t sound like the lumbering walk of Henrik. This man is moving much more quickly.


  Someone I don’t know comes around the corner to my cell. A young man, very dirty. His hair is shaggy and he has a rough growth of beard. He comes right up to the bars.


  “Where’s Aponte?”


  I shrink back, grateful for the cell that keeps him from me. I know that the keys are often in plain view on a hook in the Sheriff’s office, but I hope he doesn’t.


  “I don’t know,” I say.


  “When’s he coming back?”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t know that either.”


  With a sort of growl, he turns around and heads back down the hallway. It occurs to me that I could ask him to have someone bring me food, but I’m sure he isn’t the helpful type.


  If I could, I would warn the Sheriff.
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  It is getting late. The wallscreen is darkening. I am so hungry.


  More than hungry, I am desperately thirsty. I gaze with regret at the wet stain in the corner of the cell, where I dumped the water. What I would give now for a sip. How could it hurt? A little bit of fogginess doesn’t sound so bad now.


  For a moment I consider getting down on my hands and knees and licking the wet spot.


  There is a noise. The man is back, now with a friend. The friend, taller and lankier, looks even more scruffy. Both of them have homemade masks over their faces, with holes for their eyes.


  “Where the hell is he?” the first one asks me.


  “I haven’t seen him,” I say. I keep my eyes low and my posture unthreatening. The tall one has a metal bar tucked into a loop on his coveralls. I see a knife on the other one.


  I’m glad that I’m in the cell, and they are outside.


  “Okay then. We’ll wait for him.” The first man turns and strides back toward the Sheriff’s office.


  I can do nothing but wait myself. Wait to see what unfolds.
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  Despite my thirst and my hunger, I drift into sleep. I dream of being locked up. When angry voices wake me, I open my eyes to discover that it’s not a dream.


  On the wallscreen, there are shades of black swirling over darker shades of black. It is night, outside and in.


  I hear a few words. “… him. I told you. I saw him.”


  “Bastard. I thought he was supposed to be the law. If we…”


  There is another sound. The slower, heavier tread of Aponte. He is inside. Shouts of surprise. The slam of a body against the wall. I can hear it but I can see nothing.


  The noise moves closer. They are scuffling.


  “He’s got his gun!” It’s the voice of the tall man.


  “Damn it…” Aponte’s voice, still coming this way.


  The cluster of men comes into view. I can see the Sheriff, his gun in his hand, with the first man clutching his wrist, twisting. Trying to direct the barrel up toward the ceiling.


  Grunts of effort and pain come from the Sheriff. More shouts. Fierce contortions, resistance, strength strained to the max. The taller man has his metal pipe raised.


  I see Aponte look up, his arm held tight by the younger man, his gun trapped. The pipe comes down on his skull, and there is a crack.


  He falls to the ground.


  As I see all this, I am lying on the cot at the far end of the cell. I get as low as I can, and keep my eyes like slits. They are just barely in my view. My hope is that they don’t know it.


  “Gaah!” The first man takes his knife and strikes out at the Sheriff’s inert body.


  He pulls it out and plunges it in again. I close my eyes.


  “Okay. Enough.” It’s the voice of the taller man. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


  They never glance in my direction. I watch as they pull their masks down and turn away, leaving the Sheriff.


  I assume that he is dead.
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  The blood is flowing into my cell.


  I can smell it.


  And he’s still alive.


  Broken moans come from the floor, only feet from the bars that hold me in.


  “Sheriff,” I say, “can you hear me?”


  Moaning.


  “Can you move. At all? I could… if I could get out I could go for help.”


  He says nothing.


  “The keys. Can you get the keys?”


  There is a sound like an attempted word. “Pah…”


  “Pah… in your pocket?”


  “Pah…”


  “If it’s in your pocket I could reach for it, let myself out. Get you help. Can you… can you move?”


  There is a scraping sound.


  Moaning and scraping. He is getting closer.


  There is just enough light to see his form. There is matted blood in his hair and one arm doesn’t seem to move. He is using the other to push himself along, inch by inch. He is only five feet away from my cell now.


  “A little closer,” I say.


  I reach out of the bars, my shoulder as far as I can get it between them. My arm is still missing him by two feet. I shudder to think of reaching through the blood to his pocket. But if I can touch him, I will.


  His breathing is labored. Between every tiny move, he stops. Another inch. Another.


  “You’re almost here.”


  He groans. He moves. I reach out and touch him. “Where?”


  He heaves himself three inches closer and I can see the pocket. I stretch my arm as far as it will go and connect with the keys. They are fastened to something. Of course.


  Slippery and covered with blood, they are impossible to pull off. The man is going to die. What can I do?


  I realize that my food tray is still in the cell. There is a knife. Like everything else in the Silo, it is built for permanence. I scramble over to the tray. I grab the knife. It isn’t sharp, but it’s strong and made of metal.


  Going back to the gate, I take the knife in my right hand, slide my arm through the bars, and reach out to the keys. I put the point of the knife against the pocket and start to saw. I have no confidence that this could possibly work.


  The blood is in my favor. The string holding the keys has become wet and weak. As I saw, trying to maximize friction but minimize movement for the Sheriff’s sake, I feel progress. Slowly, the knife is narrowing the thickness of the string.


  Suddenly there is only a thread holding it together. The knife pops through and releases the keys. I use the tip to slide the jingling bundle toward me.


  There are no more groans from the Sheriff.


  “Hold on.” I don’t know if he can hear me.


  The keys slide across the floor and under the bottom bar. I’ve got them. I can see which one must be for this door. I work it off the ring with my hands, smelling the sharp tang of blood.


  I grasp the key and slide my hand through the bars, contorting my wrist so that I can reach the lock. I turn, and hear it spring. Pushing the door gently open so I won’t hit Aponte, I slide out and race down the hall as fast as I can.
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  It must be the middle of the night, but there is someone in the cafeteria.


  “Help me,” I shout across the room. “The Sheriff is hurt. Can you get the doctor?”


  The man, far across the cafeteria, stands up. I am startled to see that it is Mars, sitting alone and gazing at the wallscreen.


  He races across the length of the room and I turn back with him as he jogs toward the stairway. “I’ll get her.”


  “Can’t you… radio?” I ask.


  He glances in the direction of the Sheriff’s office. “The radio won’t help—she’ll be at home. I’ll go on foot. What happened to the Sheriff?”


  “He was hit on the head and stabbed. I think he’s unconscious. There’s a lot of blood.”


  “Got it,” Mars says as he pounds down the stairs.
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  I go back to the Sheriff. If he’s going to die, I don’t want him to be alone.


  “I’m here,” I say as I sit down beside him. “I’m here. I’m sorry I couldn’t stop those men.”


  There is the faintest sound and a movement from one of his legs. He is still alive.


  I put my hand on his shoulder, far from his injuries. I stay that way until Mars comes back with the doctor, who takes over.


  So much death. So much pain.
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  I suppose I am free, at least temporarily. No one seems interested in locking me up again right away, and I’m not going to volunteer.


  The Silo is waking up, and I go to the cafeteria for a meal and a drink. They have juice. I know it is made from the water, but I don’t care.


  Though there is blood on my coveralls and in my hair, no one seems to be surprised. Perhaps there has been so much blood that they are numb to it.


  When I take the first sip of the drink, it reminds me of my dream. Juice, like my mother used to give me when we went on the sailboat. So many years ago. Another life.


  I walk back down the stairs and around the spirals, one after another, until I finally reach seventeen. Rick is surprised to see me. I tell him about the hunger, the thirst, the Sheriff coming back, the attack. He tells me that I was going to be released today in any case. Aponte had satisfied himself by interviewing Mars and Rick, and the doctor had examined Jeff’s body. Apparently the Sheriff was convinced that I killed Jeff in self-defense.


  I don’t care.


  I am numb.


  All I want is sleep.
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  “Mom.” The voice is my son’s.


  “Mars?”


  I open the door to let him into the apartment, and he follows me into the kitchen.


  I’m disoriented after sleeping. It seems to be afternoon.


  “Did the Sheriff make it?” I ask.


  “It looks like he will, so far. The knife wounds are more serious than the head. No question, you saved his life.”


  If that’s true, I think, now I am even. One killed, one saved from death.


  Mars is quiet. He shows no overt reaction to the fact that I am no longer under suspicion. I have never seen him so closed; so cold. My son, bearing such burdens now that he dares not let the cracks of vulnerability show. I realize that I will probably never again see him as open as he was when we were locked together below the IT floor. He has abandoned the things of youth and taken up a man’s job.


  I don’t envy him.
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  I am in my home, and it is good to be here. I never knew I could be so grateful for my own space, and a measure of privacy. My husband, my kitchen, my bed.


  We sit in the kitchen over coffee mash, and Rick keeps grinning.


  “I’m glad you’re here, Karma.”


  “Me too,” I say, smiling back at him.


  He takes my hand in his. “Ruth came by to say thank you for the other night—the way you and Athena set up their new apartment.”


  I feel surprisingly placid. And then I remember the juice I drank yesterday. No wonder I slept so deeply.


  I lean toward him across the table. “Rick.” I put my hand on his. “The drugs. Who administers the drugs?”


  Rick takes his hand away and stands up, moving back from the table. He shakes his head. “I can’t tell you… I’m not allowed to talk about this. It’s not good for me… and even worse for you.”


  “You can, Rick. You can tell me.” I go over to him and put my hand on his arm. “I’m your wife. You can trust me. I would never put you in danger.”


  His eyes meet mine, and they are afraid.


  “It’s not you I don’t trust. It’s him.”


  “Him?” I step back and put my hands up on his shoulders. This man who was once so intimidating. “Do you mean our son?”


  “Karma.” He looks befuddled, and then he continues. “There is nothing we can do. We can only try to be as happy as we can be, here in the Silo. There is nothing else.”


  “But… what are you saying?” My voice is rising. “Is Mars our enemy now? He administers the drugs… he sends people out for Cleaning?”


  “He does… what he’s told to do.” Rick sighs. “He does whatever he’s told to do, or we all die.”
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  Some of the members of my “art class” are meeting to help clean up the supplies from the Up Top classroom that were damaged in the fire. Many books were lost—a tragedy, since we can’t replace them—but some are salvageable. We sit around the miniature tables and wipe off the plastic covers of the children’s stories, the ones with beautiful illustrations of “imaginary” blue skies and fluffy white clouds, butterflies, and children standing out in a sun unlike any a Silo child has ever seen.


  Rose is here, and Willow, who is one of my old students and now the mother of a young boy herself.


  “We need to spread the word,” Willow says. “People were getting pretty relaxed about drinking the water. With the drugs back in the supply, they’ll start feeling the effects, so we have to let them know.”


  “Some people will be happy about that,” Rose says. “They don’t want to know what’s really going on.”


  I turn to her as I wipe off a book about petting a bunny. The cover is only a little singed around the edges, and most of the ash is coming off. “So they know about the drugs, but they still drink the water?”


  Rose nods. “Yes. I went to see Rachel yesterday—she’s in bad shape. Her husband’s gone, and she went through that attack. Everything has fallen apart for her.”


  “How about her family?” I ask. “Her mom is around, right?”


  “Her mom is double-dosing. She’s pretty eager to go back to la la-land,” Rose says, her voice worried. “I had to talk Rachel out of drinking the water herself.”


  “I’ll go down and check on her,” I say. “After we’re done.”


  There is silence for a moment as we concentrate on the books.


  “Our numbers are increasing, though. More cells forming,” Willow says. “Apparently we have a big following in the Down Deep. Way more than we knew about.”


  “Seriously?” I say. “How did you find that out?”


  “Grandon, a guy in the Mids—oops!” Willow puts her hand over her mouth. “No names… sorry!” She grins sheepishly. “Somebody from my cell who lives at a lower level keeps a rough count of members in the group.”


  “That’s good news,” Rose says.


  “Yes. For whatever reason, the numbers in the Down Deep are twice what they are up here. Something like twenty percent of the folks down there.”


  “I wonder if they’re really interested in remembering the time before… or just in keeping their heads clear,” I say, putting down a book about a pet goat and reaching for another.


  “Either way, it’s a good thing, right?” Willow looks up at me and tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “So we should let them know about the water.”


  “Definitely,” I say. And I wonder what it means that folks in the Up Top are less interested in being aware of what’s really going on than those in the Down Deep.
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  I’m preoccupied as I pad down the stairs to see Rachel. She’s only a few levels lower. I realize that I’m near the gap in the railing that was being repaired when we came up from thirty-four.


  Apparently there are still some repairs going on, because I see a cluster of activity blocking the stairs just below the next spiral. I sigh at the delay.


  After one more turn I find myself stopped behind a man with a massive backpack. I can’t see past him. I crane my neck to get a view.


  “What’s the holdup?” I ask.


  He turns to look at me. His eyes are strangely excited. “Girl’s going to jump.” There’s anticipation in his voice. He moves aside a bit and points.


  I look down and gasp.


  “Rachel!” I scream. I start to fight my way through the small crowd. People seem oddly unmoved. Some are laughing and some just stand as if transfixed.


  “Stop her. Grab her!” I am shouting, but no one moves to help.


  Rachel is standing on the railing, balancing, one hand holding on for support, and the other extended into the airy space that a body could fall into—would fall into—if she just leaned slightly.


  I push harder, shoving past the hypnotized onlookers.


  “Jump!” someone shouts, and others start to join in.


 “Go ahead… do it,” says one voice.

 
  “Come down,” a woman pleads. “Don”t.”

  
  “Jump, baby, jump!” says another.


  “Rachel! No!”


  She turns to look at me then, her beautiful brown eyes dead with sorrow. She raises her hand high, fingers crossed in the signal we use to recognize cell members, and leans out.


  Faster than I can breathe, she is gone. No scream.


  Only a sickening wet landing that we all hear. A moan goes up, and some scattered cheers. I lean over and vomit.
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  There is no body to bury; nothing to tuck respectfully into the earth to nourish growing things. There is little family to mourn. Rachel’s mother didn’t care to come.


  We are a woeful knot of five, standing in the classroom around a tiny table that holds a burning candle and a sketch of Rachel that Willow made many years ago. In the picture, Rachel is young and smiling.


  “The first time I met her,” Willow says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, “Rachel was playing in the cafeteria. It was recess. I think she was about… twelve. So cute, in her braids and overalls.” She smiles and then the smile fades away. “She started chanting one of those rhymes the kids used to use for games when we were on the surface. Real quietly. When she saw that I’d heard her, she looked scared. So I walked over and started whispering the rest of the thing to her… and she looked at me like it was Christmas morning. She had found a friend.”


  Willow sniffles. “She was two years younger than me. But we became friends that day and stayed friends for more than… twenty years.”


  She places a flower in front of Rachel’s picture and steps back.


  Steph, Mercedes, and I add flowers, and then Rose. “A long time ago, Rachel wrote a little poem. I set it to music, and Willow’s going to sing it with me.”


  They stand, and in sweet harmony they begin.


  So we link ourselves by love


  Though we spend our years below


  And we speak of life above


  To remember what we know


  For the world is not yet lost


  When it lives on in our hearts


  Though we bear the hardest cost


  Still we carry out our parts


  And we share what we once knew


  As we struggle on each day


  So the sky that once was blue


  Will be blue again… someday.
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  I’m alone in the apartment when I hear a knock. Rick is out helping with some repairs, which seem endless. There is a lot of damage to be undone.


  I open the door.


  “Hi Mom,” Mars says, looking serious, as he always does these days.


  “Mars. Hi.” I try not to look surprised. “It’s… nice to see you.” Things have been strained between us for the last several months, ever since we came upstairs after our months imprisoned on the level below IT. He doesn’t stop by much these days, even with Ruth. He doesn’t stop by alone at all. “Come on in.”


  “I can’t stay,” he says, standing, his arms across his chest and a nervous energy coming from him. Whatever he is, he is still my son. I wonder if he’s getting any sleep. “I wanted to tell you in person. So you heard it from me.”


  “Oh?” I steel myself. What could this be, that he needed to come to my door to deliver the message? “Is everything okay?”


  “No. Yes. Well, it’s okay with us.”


  I nod, willing him to get it over with.


  “There’s going to be a Cleaning.”


  My hand reaches out for a chair. There were Cleanings under Rick, and certainly some of them were while Mars was his shadow. But somehow… with Rick as chilly and remote as he was then, it didn’t touch me as much.


  This is my son. My baby boy who has grown into a man. And he is sentencing someone to his death?


  As soon as that thought runs through my mind comes another… and you are the mother who killed a man. Are you so pure?


  “Who is it?” I ask.


  “A guy from Mechanical. The one who tried to kill the Sheriff? Turns out he was the linchpin for this whole so-called uprising. It wasn’t really the Wrenchers’ idea at all.”


  “I don’t understand.” I sit down in the chair my hands have been gripping.


  “They’re not very happy in the Down Deep in general, but they didn’t start this. This man—his name is Samuel—was in cahoots with Jeff and helped set the whole thing up. He got a few buddies to create that first huge explosion—all timed to coincide with the wedding, so that Dad, as Head of IT, and you, plus the Sheriff, would be busy on the top level—and it was all one big smokescreen for an IT coup.”


  It takes me a moment to absorb what he’s said. “Okay,” I say slowly. “So this was all Jeff. There was no uprising.”


  “Not a real one, no.” Mars sits down.


  “How did you figure all this out? Especially without a sheriff?”


  His face glows. “Ruth did it. She knows everyone down there, of course. Her Dad is the chief man on the generator. Her family has a lot of clout… and they call the shots. No way there would have been anything going on down there without them knowing.”


  “I’m impressed.”


  “Yeah, they knew there was some sort of traitor who had started this whole thing. It was just a matter of digging him out.”


  I shake my head. “I’m glad you got to the bottom of this. But such a tragedy that so many lives were lost.” The enormity of it hits me. “Whether it was a real ‘uprising’ or not, they’re all still dead.”


  He nods, and lets out a long breath. “Yes. Including most of the IT staff. Because a good percentage were on Jeff’s side… and the others were loyal to Dad. They mostly succeeded in killing each other off.” Mars stands, his voice tighter now. “I have to go. The Cleaning is tomorrow morning. I’m not eager to do this, but I’m convinced we have the right guy. He’s a man whose actions led to the death of hundreds.” He sighs. “And he’s going Outside.”


  I walk him to the door. “This must be difficult.”


  He looks me in the eye for a moment. His expression is empty. “Harder than I ever imagined. But if it’s what keeps us alive… Ruth, and you, and Dad, and Athena, and… everyone we know… what choice do I have?”


  I give him a quick hug. My son. The man in charge of all of us now. I find that if there has to be someone representing us in response to the powers in Silo 1, I’m glad it’s him.


  “Thank you for coming to tell me in person, Mars.”


  “It matters to me what you think, Mom,” he says.
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  Mars and Ruth have come by our apartment to join us as we climb. We are going upstairs to see the wallscreen the morning after the Cleaning. No one wanted to go up for the Cleaning itself—except Mars, who felt he had to bear witness to the punishment he meted out.


  This morning he seems even more sober than usual. Ruth, on the other hand, is grinning slyly. Rick and I are putting our packs on for the climb.


  “Can I tell them, Mars?” Ruth says, hanging on to his arm, so tiny next to my tall, muscular son. Her eyes are sparkling.


  “Go ahead,” he says. He’s smiling now too.


  “We’re pregnant!” It practically bursts out of her, and she jumps up and down as she says it. “Mars and I are going to have a baby… you’re going to be grandparents again!”


  “Careful, honey,” Mars says, touching her gently on her arms as if to get her to stop bouncing around. “You don’t want to shake yourself up too much.”


  I laugh. “Oh, mothers-to-be are a pretty sturdy lot, Mars. Congratulations, you two!” I hug Ruth and then Mars, as Rick follows suit, slapping his son on the back.


  The door opens and Athena and Dylan come in with Erica. The apartment is full to bursting. “I’m going to have a baby!” Erica says.


  We all stop for a moment, stunned. “She means she’s going to have a niece, or nephew. Ruth’s baby,” Athena says, laughing. “I’m sorry, Ruth, she overheard us talking last night. Did we upstage your announcement?”


  “I just told them.” Ruth is all smiles.


  “You told Athena before you told me?” Mars asks.


  “I didn’t tell her. I asked her. I thought… I thought I was… we were, and… well, she’s a mother herself… so….” Ruth is blushing now.


  Finally Rick speaks up. “Well, it’s a great day. Another Brewer baby!”


  Yes, I realize. This will be a Brewer baby.


  We head out the door and down the hall to the teeming stairway. Mars takes Erica on his shoulders to protect her from the crush of bodies making their way up.


  “You can practice with me, Uncle Mars,” Erica says. “I’ll tell you all about what babies need. I used to help my mom put on the diapers when I was little.”


  I look over at Athena, who is rolling her eyes. Though we are making our way upward with a much bigger crowd, I realize that we are walking, once again, up the stairway as a family, just as we did six months ago on the day Mars and Ruth got married.


  So much has happened since then. So much death… and now, a new birth. There will be many new births in the year to come, with the lottery floodgates open. Even in the Silo, life goes on.


  I walk beside Rick, thinking good thoughts, wondering about this new little person-to-be who will soon join us. Round and round we go, each footfall taking an infinitesimal layer of metal away from the treads on the stairs. How many generations will it be, I wonder, until the toxic debris is washed from the world, and we are free to emerge into the sunshine?


  Will we be any different for all our years living underground? Will we even make it that long… or will we find a way to destroy each other here in the Silo… or break out, only to fight our way to extinction after all?


  When I look up, we are only steps from the top. I suddenly notice Ruth, just ahead of me on the stairs, her arms linked behind her back. Her hands are eye level with mine, and her fingers are crossed. It looks just like the signal we use for cell members to identify themselves to one another.


  For a moment I wonder if it could simply be a coincidence.


  But then Ruth turns around and nods at me, and I realize that she, too, wants to know the truth. She doesn’t drink the water. And she is married to the power at the top of the Silo.


  A challenging position, and one I know well.


  We reach level one. Far across the room above the throng of people I see the wallscreen, as clear and clean as it ever gets. Like sunrise in the Silo, it heralds our new day.


  I bow my head for a moment in remembrance of my friend Andy, out there in the storm, his body suffering the endless buffeting of the deadly clouds we made to destroy others, and which may yet destroy us.
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LAST WALK


  Karma #5


  

“Do you know that I’ve been on to you from the start, and not once did you pull the wool over this boy’s eyes?”


  Tennessee Williams, A Streetcar Named Desire


  “Knowing the truth is always good. And better that it’s us discovering it than someone else, right?”


  Hugh Howey, WOOL



  
1

  
  The young people are fighting.


  I see two of them, inked on the face with the colors of the Down Deep, locking bodies with two from the Up Top. It must have just started.


  So much of this now, everywhere I go. In the halls, on the landings, on the great stairs. Even in the cafeteria.


  A tall one with the white and silver dagger of the Up Top across his cheek is wrestling hand-to-hand with a shorter but more muscular opponent whose face bears a blue gear. I hear grunts and the sickening sound of a fist hitting bone. Something crunches and I shudder.


  Where are the level guards? There are supposed to be two citizens on every floor to stop such fights. Maybe they were outmanned. I notice someone lying on the ground near the wall. Is he part of a gang or one of the guards? I can’t see his face.


  The other two young men are circling each other, bloodied and purpling already with bruises they seem to relish. A grin passes between them, a moment of glory in the fight before they engage again. One of them gets perilously close to the railing.


  Most onlookers rush away from the violence, eager to get out of sight and sound of the fight. Those with children push them down the hall and into the safety of home. Others are attracted to the excitement. I see men—particularly young men—and some women, watching with eager eyes to see who triumphs. Up here on seventeen, the home court advantage goes to the Daggers. The Gears sense this, and their fighting becomes more desperate.


  A cheer goes up as the tall Dagger gets in a powerful blow, and the Gear is thrown against the stairs.


  I gasp when the crowd whoops with encouragement. As the shorter man is lifted above the railing and balanced for a moment on the brink, his eyes catch mine and beseech me as I scream out for mercy. Others are shouting, some for, some against.


  The crumpled figure near the wall lifts his head. “Don’t do it,” he croaks, but no one can hear him. I realize with a start that it’s my grandson, Abe. He tries to raise himself and I hurry over to help.


  And then there is a wail—of relief? Of disappointment?—as the young man is pulled back over the edge and stands, panting, still alive.


  “Get outta here, Gearheads!” the tall Dagger says. “This is our territory, and don’t forget it. Next time, I’ll throw you over.”


  The crowd roars.
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  There is a sickness down here in the Silo. A sickness that has to do with stunted ambition and the frustrated need to explore… to expand. We need to go somewhere, but there is nowhere to go.


  The young people feel it the most. They are exploding. Perhaps we bred too many of them in the time after the last uprising—an uprising that didn’t flare up on its own but was masterminded by Jeff, the derelict from IT—and which nevertheless left hundreds dead.


  These children don’t remember that. They were all born in the aftermath. The restrictive birth lottery was halted for a few brief years, and during that period the population boomed. These are the children of that boom.


  Too many teenagers, and not enough work. No military, no sports teams, no school past sixteen. Instead, they fight each other.
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  Ruth sets out the chairs in the small classroom. I put chalk on the tables in front of the slates. We still draw while we talk, giving cover for our cell meetings.


  “How’s Abe?” I ask her quietly.


  My daughter-in-law nods at me as she continues to arrange the seating. “Banged up, but okay. He felt terrible. He didn’t get there fast enough, he says. Someone could have died, he told me.”


  “Ruth, there’s only so much he could do. It’s out of hand. Thank god he didn’t try to take on all those kids by himself.”


  She stops and looks at me. “I know. I know.”


  She shivers visibly and then sits beside me. “It’s worse in the Mids. There were two murders last week.”


  “Oh my god. How…?”


  “A Gearhead from down in Mechanical stabbed someone, and then the Dirt gang members threw him over the railing in retaliation.”


  I shake my head. “Can’t the Sheriff do anything?”


  Ruth runs her fingers through her dark hair, sprinkled with gray. “She’s trying. She’s added another deputy for each section, and there are the level guards… but it’s out of control.”


  “Why haven’t there been any Cleanings?”


  As soon as the question is out of my mouth, I am astonished. To think that Cleanings would be a good solution for anything is out of character for me. I give my daughter-in-law a rueful glance. “I can’t believe I said that.”


  “I can’t believe you did either.” Ruth almost smiles, then shakes her head and goes back to arranging chairs. “We’ve got to come up with a way to channel all that frustration—all that anger.”


  I nod, as the rest of the cell members begin to come into our makeshift meeting hall. “Instead of fighting each other, we need to fight against control from the top. Get them to help us with the resistance work.”


  I see Ruth’s eyes cut to the door and stop talking as Celeste comes in. My lovely young granddaughter, walking the tightrope between cell membership and shadowing her father, Mars, to be the next Head of IT… a girl with great balance and a shaky future.


  “Hi Mom,” she says, giving Ruth a hug as she passes by. She leans over me, taller than I ever was, and certainly much taller than I am now. “Hi Grandma.” She gives me a kiss on the forehead and plops down into one of the schoolroom chairs.


  “I can’t believe how tiny these are. This whole room used to seem huge to me.”


  “That’s because you were tiny when you went here, sweetheart,” I say, and squeeze her hand.


  “How’s Grandpa?” she asks. Ruth looks up, awaiting my answer.


  “He’s doing better,” I say. “His arm has bothered him for years, so that’s not going to change, but the headaches he was complaining about have disappeared.”


  “So the doctor doesn’t think it’s… anything serious?” Ruth asks.


  “Actually, the doctor says his cognitive function is good for a man of eighty-five. He says that it’s hard to believe Rick went through all that… trouble, years ago.”


  “What trouble?” Celeste asks.


  “Before you were born, honey,” Ruth says, before I can answer.


  “Oh yes… the uprising. Dad’s told me about it.”


  I raise my eyebrows at Ruth and let the conversation end as others begin to enter. But I do wonder what Mars has told his daughter about the uprising that took place before she was born. In fact, I wonder what he’s told her about everything.
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  I walk back to seventeen slowly. There is no trouble on this return trip, but I am relieved when I reach my floor. My knees are old, and even a trip of two levels makes me tired.


  I’m happy to see that Rick is home. He’s standing at the stove making something that smells of onions and garlic.


  “What’s that honey?” I ask, giving him a gentle hug from behind.


  “Oh, you’re home.” His hearing isn’t what it used to be, and he’s often taken by surprise now. He shuffles back slowly from the stove and wraps his arms around me. One arm has limited range of motion, but there’s lots of affection in his grasp. “How was your meeting?”


  We don’t keep secrets from each other any more. What a relief it was, after the uprising, to be able to let down my guard. Once Rick was no longer Head of IT, he didn’t have to lie about anything to Silo 1—or to me. For years thereafter, as he regained his ability to think clearly, I was the one helping him navigate life. The balance shifted, and it never went back.


  I step over to the pot and lift the lid to take a whiff of supper. “Smells great. The meeting was good. We have increasing support—all over the Silo. The problem is the fighting.”


  “Abe stopped by today and told me about it,” he says. “It was a problem with the birth rate. It’s in the book—you have to carefully balance the population. Too many young people and they get restless.”


  I sit down at the table in our kitchen and take off my shoes. My feet ache all the time now.


  “So what does the book say you should do if there are too many young people?”


  He looks over at me grimly. “It says to find something to occupy them before the fighting between them leads to fighting between everyone.”
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  It’s a game Rick and I have played for years.


  “What do you miss most?” he asks me when we are alone.


  “Cars,” I say, this time. “Riding in an open car with the breeze blowing my hair.”


  “Ah,” he says. “I remember seeing you that way, once, when I visited you and Donald in Savannah. Racing up in a red convertible. You were so sexy.” Rick looks at me with the hungry eyes of memory. Of youth. “Donny and I had grabbed a rental at the airport, because I had to take another meeting the next day. You rushed home from somewhere in that red car—”


  “I was probably late to walk the dog. I was feeling guilty.”


  “Yeah,” Rick nods. “I remember you had a beautiful dog. What was his name… her name?”


  “Karma,” I say.


  “Karma was the name of your dog?”


  We look at each other and howl with laughter, and my laughter turns to gentle weeping.
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  I hear a knock at my door and use my arms to help lift myself out of the chair. “Coming,” I say, and then pause for a moment. “Who is it?”


  “It’s Abe, Grandma. I brought you some stuff from the farms.”


  I swing the door open to see my grandson standing there with a backpack full of greens and carrots.


  “Thank you so much, honey. Your grandfather will have a fine time cooking with this.” He walks in and gives me a big hug, and reveals a carbon copy standing behind him.


  “Oh, and I brought this guy back up with me, too,” he says, jerking his head toward his twin.


  “Ben!” I say, and hug his brother as he shuffles in smiling. I can’t believe how tall and strong they are—men now, at eighteen. “Both of you at once! How wonderful.”


  Abe puts the produce into the keeper while I start to boil water. “Some tea, boys?”


  “Sure, Grandma,” Ben says, as Abe rolls his eyes. “Thank you.”


  “What’s the matter, Abe, you don’t like tea?” I ask.


  “Abe prefers the hard stuff now,” Ben says, chucking his brother in the side with his elbow. “Since I left, he’s a little lonely.”


  “Lonely, hell! I’m thrilled to finally have enough room in the bedroom to stretch my arms out. Not to mention that it doesn’t stink as much now that you’re gone.”


  The two of them start playfully cuffing each other, looking like stretched-out versions of their toddler selves. “No roughhousing in here, please. Save it for the hallway, or your mother’s place. My bones are too delicate.” I reach for an open canister of tea that is just about to be swiped off the table by Ben’s long arm. “And so are my things. Sit down and settle down, please.”


  They do, reluctantly. Nodding at his brother, Ben laughs and says, “Looks like you got knocked around recently. Can’t handle the heat without me in your corner?”


  I see Abe bristle at the comment. “It wasn’t much of a fight. More of an ambush.”


  Ben’s demeanor changes instantly. “What happened? Was it a gang thing? I didn’t think that had gotten up this far.”


  “Well, they have the face tats,” Abe says. “But so far they’re only threatening. Not killing.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Ben says as I pass him a mug of tea and sit down beside them.


  “I heard there’ve been deaths in the Mids,” Abe says, turning his chair around and straddling the back. “And that things are bad in the Down Deep.”


  Ben nods, putting the tea down on the table between us. “No jobs to shadow for—more kids than work. That’s why I’m down digging in the dirt.”


  “Farmer Ben,” Abe says as he reaches over and gives his brother a thump on the back. “You’re gonna keep us all in tomatoes.”


  “We’re going to need a lot of tomatoes—and everything else—when people your age start having babies,” I say.


  This actually makes Ben blush a bit. “Yeah, like anyone would ever marry an ugly runt like Abe,” he says, to cover up his reaction.


  “Hey, who you callin’ a runt? Everyone knows I’m the good looking twin.” With that, Abe is up and rubbing his knuckles across Ben’s head.


  “Boys!” I shout, but it’s too late. The tea is all over the table, and Ben is leaping out of his chair to avoid a sudden bath.


  “You idiot,” Ben grins at his brother while he backs away from the steaming mess. “No matter what you do, the girls will still like me better.”


  “In your dreams, bro,” Abe shouts, and they begin to tussle again, as young men will, working off that excess testosterone.


  
7


  I haven’t seen the first level cafeteria in nearly a year. It takes me a slow, careful several hours to walk up here now. But I’m glad that I did.


  The whole family is together, and that doesn’t happen often.


  Anita and Dylan have come up from seventeen, and my granddaughter Erica and her husband Lloyd walked all the way up from the thirties, with little Jamie on Lloyd’s back.


  Ruth, Mars, Celeste, Abe, and Ben are all there. The rest of them them could have walked up and down twice—at least—in the time it took me and Rick to make the trip.


  We sit at two tables pulled together, and I am happy they gave me a view of the Outside, even with the ever-present dusty mess of a sky that is our legacy.


  It’s wonderful to have everyone gathered. This is the first time the whole family has been together since my great-grandson was born. My heart is full as I gaze around the table.


  Mars pours wine for all, the boys now being eighteen. “To Mom and Dad,” he says, raising his cup.


  “Up Tops!” everyone says, using the traditional Silo toast. I feel the rice wine slide down my throat and cough a little bit at the unexpected taste. I have never gotten used to the foul beverages in the Silo. But I live with them. The wine is sour and the tea is bitter. I wonder sometimes what it’s like for someone who never tasted the fruits of an abundant Earth.


  Rick must have read my mind. He turns to me and smacks his lips. “Very… unusual,” he says, and only his comical expression gives him away.


  “Isn’t there some of the good stuff still, down in IT’s secret lair?” I whisper, leaning over toward him.


  But it’s no use—he can’t hear me. “What?” he says with his brows furrowed.


  “No whispering down there, you two,” Erica says from the other side of the table. She turns to my daughter Athena. “Isn’t it cute, Mom, how the two of them are still in love after all these years? Like me and Lloyd, only about… fifty years from now.” Erica rocks the baby and looks like the picture of happy young motherhood. Lloyd puts his arm around her back.


  “You’ll still be beautiful, hon.” His voice startles Jamie, who snuffles and then cries. The two of them stand up to walk the infant around the cafeteria, where others coo and admire the baby, a sight that has once again become rare and precious.


  Ruth looks down the table at us and smiles. “Must be nice,” she says, “to be so well loved.” I am startled by her words. And then I see Mars look toward his wife with annoyance. Celeste, in turn, draws her brows together while watching her parents.


  The seeds of disagreement have been brewing for years.
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  I can remember the first time Ruth walked into a meeting of the resistance cell with Celeste and the twins. They were very young, and we didn’t often have children that age attend. Celeste was probably thirteen and the twins about seven.


  Ruth caught my eye as she sat down in front of the classroom board that we still used to draw pictures and tell stories on. There was a rebellious air about her, and the boys seemed bouncy and excited.


  “Ruth,” I whispered. “Does Mars know you brought the kids?”


  She shook her head and turned her face away from her children. “No. But it’s time for them to learn the truth about the Silo and the world that once was.”


  I can’t remember what we talked about at that meeting, years ago. I do remember being afraid that a rift was forming between my son and his wife. Ruth was always a strong woman, but until that day I thought she would use all of that strength in support of her husband.
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  “Celeste is not going to shadow you in IT,” Ruth said. “I told you. That’s not the kind of life for her.”


  Mars stood by the door of our apartment, his brows lowered and his arms crossed as he stared at his much-smaller wife. “She’s sixteen. She wants to shadow me. And aren’t you the one always telling me that women have the right to make their own choices?”


  I looked over at Rick, who was sitting at the table with me. He seemed surprised at both the news and the anger between Mars and Ruth. But he didn’t seem inclined to interfere.


  I was just glad that Celeste wasn’t here to watch the argument. Of course, it was probably being fought at home, too.


  “At sixteen, she doesn’t yet know what’s best for herself,” Ruth said, pushing back her chair and raising herself to her full height. She faced her husband squarely. “I’m still her mother, and I’m going to help guide Celeste until she’s mature enough to make such a decision.”


  “And I’m her father. Do I get to ‘guide her,’ too? Or is that only for the women?”


  “We both get to guide her. But I don’t think she’s ready to shadow you in IT. Not yet,” Ruth said. “Not now.” She walked closer to Mars, and there was concern in her voice. “Please. Wait until she’s seventeen.”


  Mars inhaled slowly. “I don’t know what difference that will make. Do you think you’ll persuade her not to come over to the dark side if you have another year to work on her?” He gave a sort of snort that may have been an attempt at a laugh.


  Ruth didn’t answer him directly. “One more year,” she said, and held up her index finger.
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  “Mars is angry all the time, Karma.”


  Ruth sits in front of me now, at my little kitchen table. She has her chin in her hands and is staring at the tea I just poured for her, steam forming a fragrant cloud above the cup. Her eyes rise to meet mine. “I don’t know what I can do. Celeste is loyal to her dad now. She barely speaks to me, though she still comes to some of the resistance meetings. And that’s probably just to keep track of what we’re up to. I don’t know exactly where she stands. I know she’d move out of the family home if she could. If there were enough apartments.”


  “What’s he angry about?” I ask. But I know. We all know.


  “Everything. He knows that I’m active with the resistance. He knows that the boys are on my side. And that they’re doing what they can to forward our cause. He just… he hates all of it.”


  I sigh. Mars would dearly love to stop all this agitation and simply live a life that complied with the rules from up above.


  “He wants to keep us all safe, Ruth. He’s afraid of what could happen if we attract attention.”


  “I know that,” she says, and stands up, pushing her chair back roughly from the table. “I know that, of course. I know he’s a good man, and he’s done everything in his power to keep this Silo humming for… hell, almost… well, twenty-five years now, right?” She sits down again, and smiles ruefully as she picks up her tea. “We had our anniversary last month. There was no celebration.”


  I reach out and pat her hand. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m sure it will get better. Marriages go through their ups and downs—”


  “This one has been going down for a decade, Karma. I’m afraid there’s no way to change directions now.”


  She takes a sip of tea and shakes her head as if to clear it. “But we have to talk strategy while I have you. The twins want to recruit some of the gang kids into helping us—we could use the manpower, and they could use some constructive work.”


  “They would help us?”


  “Well, they might if two guys their age ask. It’s a long shot, but….”


  I nod. “It certainly would be good if they had something to do. Other than fighting each other. Killing each other.” I pick up my mug and sip at the bitter tea. “So… when does this start?”


  “Today.”
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  I walk into the little classroom for our meeting. A dozen young men with piercings and Dagger tats on their faces are leaning against the far wall, eyes wary and arms crossed. There is a palpable energy in the room that I have never felt before.


  Energy. And danger.


  I’m relieved to see that Abe and Ben are both here, along with Ruth and regular members Rose, Mercedes, Steph, and a dozen others, mostly women in their forties and fifties.


  For a long time our cell meetings were jokingly referred to as the stitch and bitch sessions, where we didn’t really stitch anything, but we freely bitched about all manner of things going on in the Silo. I suspect this meeting is going to be different.


  “Grandma,” Abe nods as I walk in.


  I look over at Ruth and she gives me a tight grin. Why do I feel like we have a tiger by the tail here?


  “Welcome,” I say to the group. “And thanks for coming.” The tallest Dagger, the one I saw dangle a Gear member over the railing only a few weeks ago, nods his head at me, and I repress the memory of the scene.


  “I’m going to cut right to the chase.” There is a quick nervous laugh from one of the women, which she stifles quickly. “We are the resistance movement. This is not an art class.” Brief smiles from the women, bored stares from the young men against the wall. “We’re not about killing, and we’re not about starting a new uprising. We are a peaceful movement.”


  I see some restless shrugs from the Dagger bunch, and some subtle eye rolling. The tall one gives them a look, and all motion stops.


  “And we need your help.”


  Their eyes are on me now.


  “Here’s the short version. Some of you may know this, and some of you may find it difficult to believe. But this is the truth.”


  I move over to stand in front of the big board at the front of the classroom, without a plan for what I’ll do there. I pick up a piece of chalk.


  “I grew up in the time before. Before we lived underground. Maybe some of your grandparents, if they’re still living, remember this as well.”


  There are a few nods, and a few raised eyebrows.


  “We lived in a country called the United States of America, and it was only a tiny part of the whole world. There were millions of people. We grew crops on the surface, like we grow in the farms here, on huge plots of land. There were trees, some equal to four Silo levels in height, and even bigger. Whole forests of trees.” I draw a tree on the board. It looks ridiculous, like a child’s drawing. “There were oceans, so vast there’s no comparison I can draw you that you would understand. The oceans are still there… I think.” I blink for a moment, and push away any emotion about what has been lost.


  Crazy lady looks are passed among the Daggers.


  “I know it’s hard to believe.” What can I tell them? The truth is in fact unbelievable. “The sun was bright in the sky… so bright you couldn’t look at it directly or it would injure your eyes. There were clouds, like the ones you see on the wallscreen, but white, or gray with rain, or sometimes pink and orange and purple when the sun was rising or setting…”


  They are restless. They don’t believe me, and they aren’t interested in pretty pictures. What would teen boys be interested in? What would they be able to imagine?


  “There were cars. That raced along on fast tracks. There were movies, and television… and the internet….” None of this means anything to them. What would?


  “There were mountains to climb. Young men like you would climb mountains the equivalent of ten, twenty, fifty silos in height.”


  They look bored. There is shuffling and a slant of shoulders that means I’m losing them.


  “Or you could fly airplanes, and go out into space.”


  No spark.


  “No one wore coveralls. Well, they did, for work, but only sometimes. And girls wore… girls wore short skirts….” I know they’ve seen the occasional dress, for a wedding or the rare play performance. And everyone has seen a sleep shift, which is considered quite spicy in the Silo, with nothing more salacious to compare it to. I notice that the body language of our gang guests is becoming a little more attentive.


  “And when the girls went to swim in these oceans, they wore hardly anything. Just like… something like underwear.” The absurdity of describing bikinis to these guys as a way to turn them on to our cause is not lost on me. But it seems to be working.


  “With nothing else?” It is the leader. I figure he is about seventeen, and with the strict Puritanism in the Silo, he is probably pretty curious.


  “Right. And in many places, they swam completely nude.”


  This seems to interest them.


  Ruth comes to the front of the room to stand beside me. “Give me that chalk,” she whispers, “before you start drawing naked women for these kids.”


  I realize I’m still clutching the chalk. I pass it to Ruth.


  “So here’s what we hope you can help us with,” Ruth says. She takes in a big breath and lets it out. It is the sound you make just before going all in.


  “We’re not the only Silo, Daggers. We believe there are fifty silos total. One of them runs the rest of us. One of them set this all up. Blew up everything we used to have on the surface. Locked us underground and made the rules about who was in charge. It is called, of course, Silo 1. And they’ve been calling the shots.”


  Everyone is paying attention now. This is blasphemy. This is a Cleaning offense, and Ruth is standing there in front of all these people—some of them strangers—saying it out loud.


  “I don’t like the idea of someone else telling us what to do,” she says, looking directly at the head Dagger. “Do you?”


  She has their attention. A few mumble, “No,” or shake their heads. Their bodies grow defiant.


  “I think we should be in charge of ourselves,” Ruth says. “Don’t you?”


  “Yes.” There is no more slouching. They are alert, angry.


  “We need your help.”


  They lean in.


  “We’ve discovered…” and now she uses the chalk, sketching quickly while she speaks, “that the levels are thicker than they need to be for housing and all the other purposes—offices, classrooms, farms, and so on. There’s a lot of extra weight in concrete on every floor. Suggesting that destruction of the Silo—which is totally dependent upon a single central staircase—would be easily accomplished if the right bursts of explosive energy were detonated in the right spots.”


  She looks around the room, catching the eyes of the Daggers. “Do you have guys on your team who are capable of conducting discreet… investigations into where such charges might be located? A lot of them would be here in the Up Top, we’re thinking.”


  Her son Abe steps forward, facing the other teens. “I can help get you started. If you’re interested. Tell you what to look for.”


  The head Dagger speaks. “Why don’t we just go after these… Silo 1 guys? Why sneak around looking for what they’ve done to booby trap this place? We should just take ‘em on.”


  Abe nods. “Derek, is it? Taking them on is just what we’re doing. But we have to position ourselves first. The initial step—so they don’t annihilate us before we can make our move—is to discover and dismantle anything they planted in our silo that would destroy our ability to survive. We can’t take them on if we’re all dead.”


  Derek crosses his arms and nods, somewhat reluctantly. His gang is taking their cues from him.


  “Second step,” Abe says, “find and control the pipes bringing in outside gas.”


  “Gas? What kind of gas?” Now another one of the Dagger gang steps forward. He’s blond, and thin.


  “Well, we don’t know. We do know that there are pipes that have been discovered that come from… sources we can’t identify. And until we know they’re benign, we want to find them all and be sure of what they’re bringing into the Silo.”


  I turn to Ruth and quietly ask her how Abe learned all this.


  “It’s intelligence that’s coming up from the cells in the Down Deep,” she answers by tilting her mouth near my ear. “They’ve been finding things… for some time.”


  “The last step,” Abe says, “is to take out the camera feeds. Which we have to scope out, first. But we won’t do that until we’re completely secure. Because as soon as they can’t see us, they’ll get suspicious. And it takes nothing but the flick of a button over there to bring this entire place down in an instant.”


  “And how do you know all this? What makes you the expert?” Derek says.


  “There are people all over the Silo who’ve been working on this problem since… since they discovered we weren’t alone. Trying to unravel all the ways we’re tied to Silo 1.”


  There is a moment where I can sense that the head Dagger is balancing his interests. I find myself holding my breath.


  “Me and my guys,” Derek says, gesturing with his chin toward his buddies. “We could do this. Explosives, gas lines, cameras. But we aren’t going to cooperate with other gangs.”


  The blond teen steps up beside Derek. “This is our territory. As long as they stay away, we’ll play detective for you.”


  Abe nods slowly. “I think we can work with that. Ben?”


  Ben walks to the front of the room. “I have connections with the people in the Mids—”


  “Are you a Dirtbagger?” Derek takes a step toward Ben.


  Ben raises both hands. “I’m not a member of the Daggers and I’m not a member of the Dirts. Or a Gear. I’m from here—the Up Top, just like you—and I’m a citizen of the Silo.”


  “I’ve seen you down there, though,” Derek says, and his blond second chimes in.


  “Right. First time I saw you in the Mids, I thought you were your brother,” the other Dagger says, nodding toward Abe.


  “We get that a lot,” the twins say at the same time, and there is a moment of laughter that breaks the tension.


  “But you have a girlfriend down there. A Dirt girl,” Derek says.


  Ben blushes. I catch his mother’s eye, and it looks like this is news to her. “Look, I have no loyalties except to the Silo. I’m from seventeen, and I live in the Mids for now. I work on a farm—but that’s not going to keep me from doing what I can do to help us get out from under the thumb of people we’ve never met, and who shouldn’t be able to tell us what to do.”


  Murmurs of agreement come from the gang members.


  Abe walks directly in front of Derek and I see the Daggers bristle in anticipation of a challenge. Derek is taller but Abe is a year older, and has a maturity that compares well to the head Dagger’s attitude.


  “Derek, this work we’re doing—finding and reporting on things they don’t think we should know about—is dangerous. We have to watch out for the Sheriff and the Deputies—and we have to watch out for IT security. You need to be smart, and you need to keep your mouths shut. If you’re caught, they’ll send you out to Clean. Can your guys handle that?”


  Derek turns to his buddies. “Can we handle that?”


  There is a collective growl of “Yes” and “of course” along with a toughening of posture.


  The blond Dagger speaks up. “But your dad is head of IT, right? Are you working against your own father?”


  I watch my grandson carefully, but he doesn’t flinch. He must have anticipated this question.


  “I don’t see it that way,” Abe says. “I see it as working for the Silo.”


  “What if he catches you?” It’s Derek, stepping closer to Abe now. “Aren’t you worried he’s going to send you Outside if he finds out what you’re doing?”


  Abe nods. “I’m not worried about it… I’m sure of it. That’s why I don’t want him to find out. About me… or about you.” He looks toward Ruth and then back at the head Dagger.


  “So don’t screw up. Or we’ll all be sent out to Clean.”
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  “Rick,” I reach over to touch his hand before he falls asleep. “I have a question.”


  “Yes,” he says, and turns to me, smiling. His hair is white now, and thin, but he’s still handsome. “Is it one of those questions you’ve been saving up forever?”


  I laugh. “Yes. I guess it is. For so long you wouldn’t answer those questions.” I look at him in the dim light left from the candle on our bedside. “Why did you start answering me?”


  “Is that your question?” he asks, and I can see the twinkle in his eye.


  I give him a mock punch in the shoulder. “No. That is not my question.”


  “So get to it, woman. I need my sleep.”


  I shake my head at him, smiling. “What happened to the drugs?”


  “Ah. The drugs. They’re only needed during… times of difficulty.”


  “And what times wouldn’t be difficult down here?”


  “The first generation inside—like you and me—and those living through the years immediately after an uprising are the only ones who get the drugs. We call it a reset.”


  “So no drugs now?”


  “No. Which is why we’re probably heading for more violence. More than we’re already seeing, that is.”


  “Why don’t you just tell everyone what you know, Rick? You know more than anyone in the Silo… you know the whole story.”


  Rick looks over at me in the dim candlelight and takes my hand. “Karma, I have wrestled with that question for decades. I could tell everyone all of it. Everything I know, from the earliest political tinkering to the hellish reality we now live. And the next day the Silo would erupt with rage.” He kisses my hand. “And you can understand why. It would only fuel the fury.”


  I nod. “So you leave them to figure it out for themselves?”


  “I leave them to do what they can to reinvent our future. And let’s hope they do better than we did. Nothing that I could disclose would explain anything except the madness of the plan that got us here.”


  I blow out the candle and lie on my back, staring into the darkness.


  “What do you miss most?” I ask him.


  “Everything,” he says. “I miss everything.”
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  Six of us sit around the table in the classroom. My daughter Athena, my daughter-in-law Ruth, and Abe, along with Rose and Steph from the original group.


  “We got a message carried up by a porter from Mechanical. Using the code.” Ruth says as she passes me a folded piece of paper.


  1:40 tomorrow. Let’s talk briefly. Meet me in south hall.


  I read it out loud and pass it back. “Interpret for me, please?”


  Abe speaks up. “Level one forty heard some brief radio chatter coming from the south. Right, Mom?” He looks to Ruth for confirmation.


  “Exactly. This would be chatter on one of the irregular frequencies. We’ve been working at eliminating those used by Silo 1 to communicate with the other silos. Trying to find out if there are any back-channel discussions happening… or to find a safe spot for our own dispatches if we ever manage to detect friendly contact.”


  “Aren’t you worried that this could put us in danger?” Athena asks.


  Ruth shakes her head. “At this point, we’re just receiving. They wouldn’t know if we were listening at all… and frankly, I think Silo 1 has its hands full with official communications. Keep in mind that they have to keep track of everything going on in all the other silos.”


  For a moment there is silence. The thought of so many other silos out there, populated with strangers, is still sinking in.


  “How’s the work going up here, Abe?” It’s Rose, who was my first member as a little girl and the reason I started holding “art class” decades ago as a cover for meeting to talk about the time before. “I hear the Daggers are helping.”


  Abe stands up, his energy palpable. “They’re more than helping. They’re amazing. These guys can get anywhere—and they know their territory really well, which I guess makes sense. They’ve helped us map the Up Top in way more detail than we were able to on our own.” He sits down again, flipping the small chair around so he leans on the back. “They’ve pointed out stuff like closets and passageways that they knew about, and we never suspected were there. They’re experts at just hanging around, looking dangerous. Everyone clears out when they see a couple Daggers nearby. It’s perfect.”


  “Except when they start really being dangerous.”


  “Yeah. Well. We’re working on that.” He runs his fingers through his hair, which is hanging over his eyes. “I’m trying to get a summit meeting together with the head of the Dirt gang and the lead Dagger. Ben’s helping me. His girl—Sheela—knows some Dirts.”


  “Do they consider themselves allied with us at this point?” Athena asks. “I mean… can we count on their keeping quiet if someone questions what they’re doing?”


  “If there’s one thing you can rely on with guys like this, it’s the oath to protect one another.”


  “Sure,” Athena says. “They’ll protect each other. But will they stand up for us? Or will they sell us all out?”


  “I think we can trust them,” Abe says. “They’d rather do anything than snitch.”


  “Do they know the oath?” Rose says this with a smile. “Or the song? We could teach them our song.”


  Ruth shakes her head and smiles. “Somehow I don’t see them joining us in song.”


  “I don’t know—if Sheela comes to the meeting, she can be pretty persuasive. I think the head of the Dirts might have a crush on her,” Abe says.


  “Well then, he’d better watch out for your brother,” Ruth says. “Because I think Ben has staked a claim.”


  Abe grins and then looks pensive “I’m hoping that the question of which boy gets the girl will be safely established before the meeting. Because we’ve got other important things to talk about. Like how to get these guys to cooperate peacefully.”
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  We blow out the bedroom candle and I snuggle beside Rick. Times like this feel safe and cozy—as if I could be in any room anywhere, even aboveground.


  Rick reaches his arm behind my back and pulls me closer.


  “What do you miss most?” he asks.


  I always try to say something different each time we play. It’s easy. There is so much to miss.


  “Hot buttered corn. Apples picked from a tree. Cranberries—do you remember cranberries?”


  “Yes,” he says. “Do you remember cigars?”


  “Ugh. Yes!”


  “The taste of a good cigar… I miss that.”


  “I don’t miss the smell,” I say, “Donald used to come home… once in a while… stinking of cigars. After some political function.”


  “That was probably me. I barely saw Donald smoke a cigar in all the time I knew him.”


  I feel him pause, testing the words before he says them. Fifty years of sleeping beside Rick—living with Rick—and I know him well.


  “Karma… do you still miss him?” His voice is tentative, full. “Do you still… love him?” I hear the vulnerability in his tone.


  In the dark, I think for a minute.


  “You don’t have to answer,” he says, and there is sadness now, too.


  “I want to answer,” I say. “Do I miss him? No.”


  I feel Rick exhale beside me.


  “Do I love him?” I say, and the tension returns to his body.


  “What I feel is… nostalgia. A little sadness. For what might have been. For the life we never got to live together.”


  “You don’t have to—” he starts.


  “No, let me tell you. This is a conversation that has been a long time coming.”


  I pull away, a little, there in the dark, just to get my boundaries. To collect my thoughts. Do I love Donald, whom I haven’t seen for half a century? Do I love the memory of Donald? Do I love Rick?


  I can feel the dread of the man lying beside me. He is afraid of what he will hear.


  “I do feel that. I have to be honest. A wistful kind of ‘if only’ along with a lot of curiosity. Where is he? Well, I know where he is… he’s right over the hill.” I laugh, a little. “What is he doing; what is he thinking; what was he thinking, back forever ago when he went into Silo 1 and sent me into Silo… which one are we?”


  “Two. We are Silo 2.”


  “Oh.” I laugh again. “That’s funny, to know we have a number. Well, at least it’s a pretty good number.”


  Rick isn’t laughing.


  “So. That’s what I think about Donald.” I hug Rick.


  He is silent.


  “But what I think about you is… I love you.” There is a sound that could be a repressed sob, and he reaches for me.


  “I love you, Rick, and I have for a long time. We’ve been together so long—we’ve gone through so much. You used to be… closed. Maybe even cruel. When you were head of IT.”


  “I know, Karma. I’m sorry, I—”


  “Shh.” I put my finger over his mouth. “I’m not looking for an apology. That was decades ago. Since the time of the uprising—or the manufactured uprising—when we were locked downstairs in the floor under IT—you’ve been different.”


  He waits for a moment. “I wanted to be different… I came out of that changed. The violence, all the deaths… everything we went through down there. It made me question everything.”


  “Do you remember all that?”


  “I didn’t at first. It came back in bits and pieces over the years. I can’t remember most of the time we were down underneath level thirty-four. But I remember, of course, the night Jeff tried to kill me. And you saved my life.” He wraps his arms around me. “You saved my life, Karma. Everything was different after that.”


  “It was different for me, too.”


  “Is that when you… started to love me?”


  I smile, in the dark, and lean in to kiss him. “I don’t know when it started. Maybe I even loved you a little bit when I was married to Donald.”


  “Really?” he says. “You naughty girl.”


  I laugh. “Only in the sense that you were the hot guy that was free… and I knew you were attracted to me.”


  “I always tried to keep that hidden.”


  “Well, you might have kept it hidden from Donald, but I could tell. I found it flattering. I loved Donald desperately, but I was so lonesome, and bored, and it was nice to know that someone seemed interested, when Donald was far away and busy all the time—”


  “He was totally loyal to you. Always.”


  “Yes. I figured that. I hoped so, anyway. But there was Anna….”


  “Right. The beautiful ex, always lurking around him.”


  “And now he’s with her.” A visceral anger flows through me. “I could kill him. I could kill her.” I’m surprised at my venomous thoughts. After all these years…


  “Don’t blame him. Donald was a pawn.”


  “What is he doing now, Rick? Can you ask them—over there in Silo 1? I would give anything to know.”


  “I don’t know… and I don’t think they would tell me, or Mars, if he asked. I can’t talk to them. No one communicates with them except the IT head.”


  He pauses. “Anyway. Donald would be doing something quite deadening, I’m sure. That’s the job I trained for. Living here is—it’s no picnic, but it’s much better, Karma, I can tell you.”


  “Better to be a puppet than a puppetmaster?”


  “Hell, yes. The puppetmasters have to live with themselves.”


  I breath slowly for a moment, and feel Rick beside me, still waiting.


  “I love you, Rick. You are my husband. I’ve spent most of my life with you. Living in the Silo has its hellish moments, but being with you is one of the blessings.”


  He rolls over and puts his old, whiskery face beside mine. A face I’ve known for so long.


  I can feel him smiling.
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  Ruth walks beside me as we make our way up to the next meeting. There is no one else on the stairs, and I speak softly.


  “How much does Mars tell you, Ruth?”


  She snorts quietly. Instead of answering, she turns to me. “How much did Rick tell you when he was head of IT?”


  “Nothing. Then.” I look at the lovely woman who married my son. “But now he tells me everything.”


  Ruth’s eyes widen.


  “You didn’t answer me, Ruth. What does Mars tell you?”


  “Hardly anything. But I find things out. I snoop.”


  “Snoop? Does he bring… papers home?”


  “No. But he has a computer hookup at home. I’ve hacked into it.”


  “Do you think he knows?”


  Ruth hesitates. “How loyal are you to Mars, Karma? I mean… would you say anything that would put me in danger?”


  “In danger?” My whole body stills at the thought. “In danger from your husband? From Mars?” I find the idea shocking. “What… what do you think he’d do?”


  “I don’t know. Would he… send me out to Clean?”


  I look at her to see if she is joking. “No, Ruth. No, I… don’t be ridiculous.”


  She looks down at her hands, small and still girlish, though she has a twenty-four-year-old daughter.


  “Ruth.” I take one of those hands in mine, as we stop on a landing to let me breathe. She looks up at me. “What have you been doing?”


  “For years… I’ve been feeding information to my family in Mechanical.” She is whispering now. “Whatever I could find. On the computer, in the rare paper he brings home in his pockets. I’ve been searching for information about how this… this whole thing works. And I’ve been telling them.”


  Once again, she pauses, and I can see her gauging my loyalties.


  “Karma, I went after Mars. I saw him, and I liked him… years ago, before we were married. But to my family, this was a political marriage. A way for me to marry up, literally.” She gives a rueful laugh. “To get connected with the upper echelons of the Silo—and the IT hierarchy. They voted on it.”


  I drop her hand, stunned. My mind can’t wrap itself around this.


  “Ruth… do you love my son? Did you ever love him?” I face her directly. “Or was this all a set-up?”


  She doesn’t answer, and I can’t read her eyes.


  I remember the beautiful wedding day, the ceremony. And the explosion down in Mechanical, perfectly timed so that the head of IT and his shadow would be fully occupied and as far away from the Down Deep as possible.


  “Answer me.” I grip her arm with an anger that frightens me.


  “I do. I love him, Karma,” she says. “Now.”


  There are emotions swirling in her gaze that seem to include shame and fear and a request for understanding. I drop her arm and step back, remembering to keep my voice low.


  “Why did you tell me this? After all these years?”


  “Because… Karma. Loving Mars now might not get us through this. At least not… together.”
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  I’m on the landing for seventeen when I hear the shouting. A group of teens—I recognize some of the Daggers from the resistance meeting—is standing a level below, and someone is in the middle who is definitely not one of them. The few people around me have stopped and are clustered at the edge of the stairway, gaping and pointing.


  It’s a girl. It’s Sheela, the girl from the Mids that Ben likes—he introduced me to her. I can’t tell what’s going on except that she is surrounded, and being taunted. There is a feeling in the air of expectation, as though something is just about to give. I lean over the railing and shout her name.


  “Sheela,” I shout again, even louder.


  She looks up. There is at once fear and defiance in her face, and a strength I am pleased to see. I wave my hands wildly in an attempt to get the attention of the Daggers, but if they see, they don’t care to pay attention.


  They start to push her. Slowly at first, then faster. As if she is a toy, or a ball, being shoved between all the young men. Her movements, at first controlled, become panicked. She is lifted—and is now well above their heads, being passed back and forth among the gang members. She is nearing the edge.


  I hear her screaming.


  What can I do? I am too slow on the stairs. By the time I get down there…


  I remember my canteen, in my small pack, and scramble to pull it off my shoulder. Reaching into the bag and grabbing the canteen, I open it with trembling hands. I lean over the edge of the stairs and let the water arc out, doing my best to send the stream in the direction of the Daggers. A trickle and then a small stream of water hits one or two of them on the head.


  “What the hell?” Faces tip up to see me and yell upward, distracted from their intensive focus on Sheela. She is still being held, her feet thrashing, but the passing around has stopped.


  The other people on my level, who were standing, transfixed by what was happening, get the idea. Two others empty their canteens in a wide swath of liquid that hits most of the gang members. Someone throws down a scarf, another something heavy that misses and caroms into the empty space beside the stairway to fall fast and hard far below, landing with a sickening crunch. Others on my level start to race down the three spiral turns to the next landing.


  Amidst shouts and confusion, Sheela is hustled to safety.


  I sit down on the last stair and try to stop shaking.
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  Abe sits in my kitchen, his strong arms crossed on his chest. “I thought it was going so well,” he says.


  “Have they been working with us on the… project?”


  “Absolutely. The Daggers up top, the Dirts in the Mids—they’re making a huge difference. With another three dozen eyes and ears to ferret out suspicious pipes and find those hidden charges, we’ve made more progress in the last month than we have in the last couple of years. The Down Deep is way ahead of us—and now that they’ve got the Gears working with them, because of Mom’s family connections down there—it’s only a matter of time before they find the cameras too. We’re going to map this whole silo in the next few years.” He stops and looks at his hands. “There hadn’t been any problems until now. We set up a kind of buffer zone between the gang territories—”


  “So what happened?”


  “I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.” He reaches across the table to me and gives a grim smile. “Thank the Silo you were there, Grandma.”
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  I am dying. I can feel my heart stuttering occasionally, my breath shallow in my lungs. My legs slow and weaken every day.


  One day soon the breath will stop sweeping through my body and the swish of blood will cease forever.


  Often I dream of dying and seeing the sky again.


  The sky of my memory is glorious in variety and colors. From the salmon pink of dawn over a still lake to the clean clear blue of the heavens above a mountain range. A riotous sunset reflected by the ocean as the tropical sun sets in a sizzling path of red. A spangled night where the Milky Way makes a trail through the heavens and the moon is the faintest fingernail of white.
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  Ruth walks with me as I slowly make my way up the stairs. My knees ache as I lift each leg. She is patient.


  We talk, quietly, as we walk. When someone comes by—and everyone overtakes us—we turn the subject to something bland.


  “What are you having for dinner tonight?” she asks me as a porter hustles by.


  “Depends on what Abe brings home from the Mids,” I say. “I think he’ll have some greens, from the farm Ben works on.”


  As soon as we are alone on the staircase again, she lowers her voice. “He has some good news, too. It looks as though we have breached the impasse between the Daggers and the Dirts. They’ve agreed to put up with each other—if reluctantly.”


  She stops talking as a couple of young people make their way down the stairs.


  “That’s great,” I say after they pass. “So we’re in good shape.”


  “Yes. We’ve done so well in finding cameras that we think we must have all of them… or nearly all. Much faster than we would have expected. But of course, we won’t do anything about cutting them off until we are ready to go dark. Which could be a long time.”


  I nod, and stop for a breather on the next landing. We keep our faces outward over the railing so no one can hear.


  “What we could really use,” Ruth says under her breath, “is a peek at the outside. To find out about exterior cameras, and anything else that might give us a clue on pipelines—though they’re probably underground.”


  I let out a puff of air meant as a laugh. “Good luck with that. How is anyone ever going to see what’s on the outside of the Silo? Unless they’re sent out to Clean.”


  “I know,” she says.


  “And anyone who’s sent to Clean is going to have more important things on his mind, don’t you think?” I turn toward the stairs again and resume the climb. It doesn’t take long before I’m out of breath. “How about the other… items you’ve been looking for?” I ask.


  “Still work to do on the explosive charges. We think we’ve found the gas lines that are coming in from outside. But we don’t know what they’re used for, so that’s a big puzzle.”


  A family with a baby comes up the stairs and smiles at us when they pass, the father proud of the little bundle on his chest.


  “And supper for you, dear?” I ask Ruth.


  “Oh. Probably just soup. Not much cause for cooking these days.”


  “Oh?”


  “Mars and Celeste usually eat down on thirty-four. I don’t see much of either one of them lately.”


  I take her elbow and pull her around to face me.


  “They don’t come home at the end of the day?”


  “No.” She rubs her eyes. “Not for the last… month or so. Celeste comes home late, to sleep. And Mars… Mars doesn’t come home at all.”


  “Where is he sleeping?” I try to keep my voice low, because there are others behind us now, about to embark on another spiral of the great staircase.


  “I don’t know,” she says, and she folds her arms across her chest. “And I don’t care.”
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  I’m sitting down to tea when there is a knock on the door.


  “I’ll get it, Karma,” Rick says, and he pushes himself up from his chair. “Mars,” he says, swinging the door open. “How nice to see you.”


  Rick turns to me with raised eyebrows, and I know he’s wondering why we are getting this unexpected visit.


  “Mars, honey,” I say, and make my way to the door to hug him. “I didn’t know you were coming over tonight.”


  “It’s not a happy occasion,” he says. “Do you have any wine?”


  “Um….” I have to think for a minute. “Rick, do we have anything left of those bottles we got for that dinner in the cafeteria?” I start to move toward the cabinet where we might keep such things.


  “Never mind,” Mars says, and he slumps down into his father’s chair without asking. I can smell wine on his breath, so this wouldn’t be his first drink. “Ruth left me.”


  “What?” I struggle to understand his meaning. “Ruth left you?” I look at my son’s face and see the pain etched there. “Oh Mars.”


  “Are you certain?” asks Rick. “I mean… maybe she went down to see her family? I’m sure—”


  “Yes. I’m positive!” Mars stands up and begins pacing around the enclosed space. “She left a note.” He pulls a scrap of paper out of his pocket and throws it on the table.


  Rick picks it up. “I’m sorry Mars,” he reads aloud. “We aren’t a family any more. I’m going back to my people in the Down Deep.”


  I’m stunned. “I just saw Ruth… yesterday. She didn’t say anything….” But even as I say that I realize that she’s been talking about the problems between her and Mars for years.


  Mars is standing beside the stove, balling one hand into a fist and hitting his other palm.


  “Were you… fighting?” Rick asks.


  Mars shakes his head. “We’re weren’t fighting. We weren’t speaking. We haven’t really been… happy… for a long time. But I never thought—”


  I stand up to hug him, and he allows me to put my arms around him, but he’s like a rock, taut with tension, bristling with anger. “I’m so sorry, Mars. I’m sure she’ll cool off in a bit, and—”


  “Why is she always so stubborn?” He is walking in circles again, the kitchen seemingly to small to cage him. “Always running off to those meetings—trying to save the Silo. Trying to get us all killed.”


  He punches the wall beside him, hard, and winces as his knuckles come away raw and bleeding.


  And then he turns toward me, his face a mask of anger. “You encouraged her! With all this nonsense about memories of some paradise… some magical land that people used to live in. Filling them with myths about trees and flowers and butterflies. Who gives a shit about butterflies?” His voice is threatening but his expression betrays agony and despair. “These meetings, and all that talk about what was. As if that had anything to do with reality. As if we had any choices about how we live. How we survive here.” He stares down at me.


  I recoil, though it’s only his voice that’s threatening. I know he wouldn’t hurt me. Would he?


  Rick steps between us. “Calm down, son. This has nothing to do with your mother.”


  “Nothing to do with her? It has everything to do with her. With both of you. I know about your meetings. And I know you tell Mom everything, Dad.” He’s standing in front of Rick now, taller than his father, and stronger. There’s sweat glistening on his forehead. His fist curls.


  “Whatever happened to the promises you made about protecting the Silo from knowledge that would only lead to violence, and despair… what kind of a leader were you? What kind of a man are you, to let this go on, when you know what has to come next?”


  Rick tries to put a hand on his son’s shoulder, but Mars shrugs it off. Instead of calming down, he’s getting more angry.


  “You’ve turned my sons against me! Abe and Ben are both part of this so-called resistance… resistance to reality. I know what they’re doing. They’re trying to find all the ways that Silo 1 has to control us. But even if they find them… what the hell can they do about it? Silo 1 is in charge, and we’re just lucky they haven’t blown us to smithereens yet.”


  He runs his hand across his face and leaves traces of blood from his damaged fist on his chin. The bitter tang of it enters my nostrils. “Ruth… and you, Mom… and Abe, and Ben… you’ve got idiots traipsing all over the Silo looking for secrets.”


  He leans down in his father’s face. “Secrets that could kill us all. And probably will.”


  Mars heads to the door, holding his injured hand. “My whole family. Traitors. And I’m the one who has to cover it up so it doesn’t get to Silo 1. Before they pull the switch to take us all down.”


  He grabs the door and swings it open so forcefully that the knob hits the wall and gouges out a round divot.


  “Well, to hell with Ruth. She can stay in the Down Deep for all I care.”


  He steps into the hallway and faces us, bitterness in every millimeter of his stance. “And to hell with you.”
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  The door slams shut and I stumble over to my husband and reach out for him. “Should we go after him, Rick?” I realize my eyes are wet. “I’m afraid for him.”
 

  Rick puts his arms around me slowly, as though bearing a great weight.


  “Me too.” He sighs, and I feel the breath come out of him.


  “He’s so angry.” I know that tears are on my cheeks now. “Do you think he’s… safe?”


  Rick leans against the table. “I don’t know, Karma. I hope so.”


  “I think you should go and talk to him. He’s closer to you—”


  “But we need to give him a chance to cool off a bit, Karma.” Rick shakes his head. “Deal with his feelings on his own. He’s got to be knocked out by this.”


  “I know.” I sit down, supporting myself with my hands on the table until I can release my trembling legs and find a chair. “I know. I can’t believe it. Ruth seemed so… she seemed just like she always was. I mean, she knew Mars didn’t approve of the resistance meetings. But she sure didn’t behave like she was going to suddenly move out…”


  I feel a sob come from somewhere deep inside of me. “Do you think there’s anything we can do for Mars?”


  Rick shrugs. “What can we do?”


  “Go radio the Sheriff and have her make Ruth come back up here?” I laugh, a little, as I say it.


  Rick smiles grimly. “I don’t think that even the head of IT gets to haul his wife back home without her consent. And certainly his parents can’t do it for him.”


  I nod. “I know.” I reach out my hand and he comes and sits beside me, holding it. I can feel that he is trembling too.


  “It’ll be fine, Karma,” Rick says, patting me and attempting a smile. “Mars will be fine. He’s strong. Give him time. And I just bet that they’ll work it out after all.”


  I look at his face and try to believe him.


  “They do love each other. That’s what Ruth says, anyway,” I say. “That should give us hope, right?” I put my head in my hands. “Oh. The poor children. This will be hard on them,” I say. I look up at my husband.


  “Don’t despair, honey,” he says. “For all we know, Ruth will change her mind in a day or two and come back up here ready to run into his arms.”


  And then Rick wipes tears from his own eyes.
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  I am in that last whisper of sleep, holding on to a dream of the world gone by, when there is a terrible sound. The sound of a man in pain. More than a sob but not quite a wail.


  I sit up. The door to the bedroom opens.


  Rick stands there, and his fist is covering his mouth. Eyes that have seen something they don’t want to acknowledge.


  “Mars,” he says. His voice is raw. “Mars…”


  I raise myself slowly and walk to him. I don’t want to hear this. But it’s coming anyway. “What. What happened?”


  “Mars is dead. He killed himself.”
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  I stand before the layer of dirt that has already been shoveled over my son’s body, the gentle covering that saves us from seeing him in his grave. I am not weeping. My grief is too large for tears.


  Many minutes go by as the priest and his shadow, dressed in deep red robes, intone the ancient words.


  “In sure and certain hope of the wisdom of the Silo, we commend the body of Mars Brewer to the farm. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. The Silo bless him and keep him. Amen.”


  I feel a bolt of laughter bubbling up, a hysterical response to their parody of the old religions… I crush my fist into my mouth and the laugh comes out as a muffled cry. Rick puts his arm around my shoulders and I sense his own body shaking. He is making no sound, but his eyes are squeezed shut and his face is contorted with pain.


  Ruth has not come. I am stunned to know that she would not show up for her husband, even in death.


  Celeste is here, looking distraught but silent. Her eyes are puffy and show signs of recent tears.


  The priest and his shadow come around with the tomatoes, handing us fruit straight from the vines above the grave to bite and return to the earth, as my son’s body is being returned. I sink my teeth into the succulent ripeness, feeling the juice dribble down my chin and tasting the tang of the pulpy mass. It is like a bad dream; a nightmare anyone who has ever been a parent recognizes. My child, dead. A group of people—I look around and suddenly everyone, even Rick, even my granddaughter—seems to be a stranger. People I don’t know watching the body being lowered into the earth. A ghoulish sense of having been here before.


  I thrust the tomato away from my mouth, watching its trajectory through the air and into the open dirt hole where Mars lies. It lands with a moist thud on the fresh earth and I feel a roaring in my ears. I sag against Rick and let the tears begin to flow.
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  It has taken us two days to walk back to the apartment from the burial site. My legs ache, but not as much as my heart. I sit in the kitchen with my feet soaking in warm water and salt.


  “I can do it, Grandpa.” Celeste has her hands flat on the table and her jaw is set as she faces Rick. “I’ve been shadowing Dad since I was seventeen. That’s what I trained for.”


  “You’re too young,” Rick says. “They won’t accept you.”


  “Won’t accept me? What are you talking about? I’m twenty-four.”


  “Not old enough to head IT.”


  Celeste stands up, shoving her long brown hair away from her face with both hands. “That’s ridiculous, and you know it. Dad was… Dad was, like, twenty-one when he took over from you. Right, Grandma?”


  She seems to realize how uncaring this sounds, and her hand goes to her mouth. “I’m sorry. I know it’s… I don’t mean… I’m sad about Dad, of course. It’s not that I…” She trails off.


  Rick stands up now, and I see the way this week has aged him. The grief shows in the way his once-tall frame bends, and his knees uncurl only slowly.


  “Celeste, sweetheart. I know how old you are. I know how smart you are. And believe me, I know you’ve trained hard for years.” He takes his granddaughter, a tall woman in her own right, by the shoulders, in a way she probably wouldn’t accept from any other man. “But this is something I need to do. We are at a tricky stage right now. I….” He seems to hesitate. “I think the Silo is in jeopardy. I’m going to be the Head. At least for a little while.”


  Celeste’s eyes are on fire with frustration, but I am surprised to see that even as she crosses her arms and glares at her grandfather, there is an element of relief in her stance. “How can you be the Head? Aren’t you too old?” It is said not with venom but with grudging acceptance. “And didn’t you convince… everybody…” She is carefully dancing around any reference to Silo 1, though everyone in the room knows who’s really calling the shots. “I thought you made it clear that you were no longer capable of being Head… years ago, when you resigned.”


  Rick gives what may have been a smile, but comes out as a grimace. “I didn’t exactly resign. I wasn’t capable of being Head, then. I am now. But they don’t care so much about that, really.” This is as close as he is going to come, apparently, to identifying “they.”


  “Rick, are you sure?” I ask. “Do you want to do this? Can you do this?”


  As I ask him, I’m not even sure that I care. I don’t seem to care about much any more. What does any of it matter?


  He turns to me, and raises his bent frame up a bit straighter. “I can, and I will, Karma.”


  Then he faces Celeste again.


  “The difference between you and me, honey, is that I’m dispensable.”
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  The doctor listens to my heartbeat with his metal disc, cold on my chest, and is silent while he bends over me. He rises again and takes the earpieces out.


  “And how old are you now, Mrs. Brewer?”


  I look at him blandly, wondering why he bothers to ask, when he knows. Of course he knows. Everything is kept track of in the Silo. And everything goes into the servers. And everything that goes into the servers goes to Silo 1.


  There are no secrets here.


  For a moment I feel the urge to giggle. They’ve probably been waiting for me to die for years.


  “I’m… eighty-two.” It sounds shockingly old, even to me. How did I ever get to live so many years? I never expected to. And once I got sentenced to this underground life, I’m not sure I wanted to.


  The doctor pats my hand in that patronizing way I have become accustomed to. He seems pleased that this old biddy could manage to remember her age. Though, truthfully, age is a relative thing here. Between the lies about how we live now and the vacuum of knowledge about how we lived before, half the population doesn’t really keep an accurate age count.


  Fifty years I’ve been in the Silo now. It doesn’t seem possible.


  “Well, Mrs. Brewer, I’m concerned about your heart. Do you ever feel a shortness of breath?”


  “Yes.”


  He perks up. “When?”


  “When I climb.”


  He gives a dry laugh, and nods. “Yes, don’t we all? But I mean… when you perform normal tasks, such as walking around your home, getting up out of bed, and so forth. Are you noticing anything different?”


  “Yes.” I don’t add that I welcome the difference. The shortness of breath, the aging, the certainty that I won’t live forever.


  Thank god. I won’t live forever.


  One way or the other, the end is near.
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  Over and over, I dream that I am swimming in the lake where my father’s family had a summer cottage for generations. His great-great-grandfather built it in the 1930’s, by hand, after the economic crash of the twentieth century. It was the only thing that saved them—that they owned a piece of land to go live on when the money ran out in the cities.


  I swim on my back, lazily watching the clouds float by above me, my eyes like slits to keep out the bright sun. I see cotton candy, my current favorite thing, up there. We had it at the fair last night. It was pink and sticky and sweet. It got all over my cheeks and my mother fussed at me while she tried to clean me up.


  The cotton candy cloud turns into a giraffe with a puffy neck. He is kissing a long funny fish that turns into a cat. I feel the water lap at my sides and use my arms to keep my body up high enough so that I don’t swallow any.


  It’s a hot day, and the sun is intense. It bakes my arms and my face at the same time that I feel the coolness below me in the depths of the lake. I’m a good swimmer, so I’m allowed to swim alone.


  My baby brother, Kevin, is too young to come out this far. I turn and see him on the shore with my mother. She has a picnic lunch set out for both of us. I see a dewy bottle of lemonade and chocolate chip cookies for after my sandwich. My mouth tastes hungry. My mother is waving and calling me to swim back in.


  As she waves, her arm turns to liquid, and the flesh drips off her. Her voice, which was clear and strong, becomes a moan and then an ungodly scream. The water begins to boil around me and the clouds are putrid mountains of exploding toxins, fluid and expanding, billowing out as the light blazes from everywhere and the sound of panic fills my brain. Kevin tries to run toward the water but he melts along the way, dripping into liquid that reaches the sizzling edge of the lake and slides away.


  Only I am cool and whole and alive.


  I watch as my family burns and dies, no trace, no trace left at all of what came before.
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  I remember the world.


  I am one of the few who does. Fifty years we have been in the Silo. It was 2052 when the planes flew screaming overhead and the bombs fell on Atlanta. I believe it to be 2102.


  But what matters time when there is no measure? When no sun rises in the east and sets in the west, no moon waxes and wanes, no seasons change? Time ticks on without clocks or calendars and we measure the days with our body’s aging and the wear on the stairs.


  We measure the days by our weariness at living. The eternal turning and turning of the Silo stairs… the endless up and down of our days… the crunch of boots and infinitesimal thinning of paint on each step.


  I am an old woman now.


  I have spent more of my life underground than above. The end will be welcome when it comes at last.
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  It is rare for me to walk alone these days, but I am enjoying it. Slowly making my way up the stairs, I am greeted by a host of people who know me either directly or through my decades of work with the resistance cells. There are discreet signs of the crossed finger signal we use to recognize each other—women and men who tuck their hands behind their backs and twist the index and middle digit together for just a moment where I can see it. They turn and nod and go on their way.


  Most of these people know me, apparently, but I don’t know them. It’s better that way. Especially because of what I am about to do.


  As I get closer to the top, I start to notice how many young people support us. The movement is growing. I suppose that is a good thing, but it also frightens me. Does it lead to unwarranted hope? I cannot imagine that anyone alive in the Silo today will ever step out onto an Earth returned to health.


  I am very slow, and people are constantly walking past me. I need the railing for every step, so I hug the edge and try to be gracious. They seem to respect my age and frailty. I must be one of the oldest people in the Silo now.


  All the years in here, watching the levels go by. I wish I could remember the first day clearly. We have reconstructed it, from the recollections of the others in my cell… those who were very young when we first entered the Silo, who can remember the sounds of the National Anthem as they rang across the field of people gathered for the Convention. We all raced down into this underground crypt in a panic, ushered by those who—I know now—were well aware of what was going on.


  They knew no one alive that day would ever reemerge from those airlocks to breathe safe air on a healthy, livable planet. Of course, the rest of us had no idea.


  What I remember is only vague, cloudy images of panic and confusion. All of my energy was consumed by anguish over what had happened to Donald. Why hadn’t he met up with me at the Tennessee delegation? Why wasn’t he answering my texts? And what would happen to him… because the world seemed to be ending in a great conflagration over Atlanta, and Donald certainly wasn’t beside me being ushered to safety in the Silo.


  I didn’t know then that he was in the head silo. That he was one of the ones in charge.


  I didn’t know that he was one of the architects of our terrible destiny.
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  “I want to go out.” I am calm as I say it, standing just outside the Sheriff’s office, looking her in the eye. It seems that I have been holding these words in my mouth, keeping them from coming out, since the day I was locked into this premature tomb.


  I know that I am on camera, perhaps watched by unseen powers, but there seems no need for drama, since the very act of speaking those words renders my sentence final. As I repeat the statement, I feel a certain peace. The peace of completion.


  “I want to go Outside,” I say, and I remember my old friend Andy, whose innocent attempt to explore the world we once knew earned him death, and a memorial in the form of his corpse, eternally visible on the wallscreen. If I turn around and go into the teeming cafeteria, I will still see the remains of his body lying dessicated on the lifeless ground.


  People have gathered around us now, listening and watching. There are quiet murmurings and shocked intakes of breath.


  I see the pain on the Sheriff’s face. She is a good woman, and she will not be happy to escort me to my certain death.


  There is no pain in speaking these words for me. Only sweet serenity, and anticipation. Finally, I am completing the circle that began when Grace, decades ago, took my place and went out to Clean in my stead. She told me then that it was not yet my time. Now, it is.


  Let them think this old woman has gone mad. Even a madwoman must be sent out to Clean, according to the rules.


  And they always follow the rules.


  I find myself smiling, and turn to face the gathered crowd. I say it again, for the power, the freedom, the simplicity. The wonder.


  “I want to go Outside.”
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  There is all the time in the world now to remember. A long night stretches ahead of me in the holding cell.


  I remember a day when Ruth leaned across my tiny table as she dandled one of the twins on her lap. My other grandson, Abe, was crawling across the kitchen toward the stove. I jumped up to grab him before he got close to the hot water bubbling on the top.


  In those days, I could still move quickly.


  Once retrieved, he howled briefly and then settled down with me, sucking his thumb. My lips touched his soft hair, still sweet from a morning bath. His eyelids fluttered as he fought against sleep.


  “Thanks for catching him, Grandma,” Ruth said, smiling. “I’m hoping there’s a nap in their future.”


  I nodded. “How was the trip down to see your family?”


  “They were thrilled to see the twins again. My parents met them just once—you remember when they came up here right after Abe and Ben were born? Of course, I wasn’t in shape to walk down at that point. So it seemed fair that we do the traveling this time.” Ruth rocked Ben as he grabbed for the collar of her coveralls. “And it seemed like we should make the journey while these guys are still pretty portable.”


  “How did Celeste do?”


  “It’s a long trip for seven-year-old legs. But we stopped a lot along the way. You know, the farms, the bazaar…saw the sights. She ate it up. Quite the inquisitive little girl.”


  “Yes, she’s sharp, that one. Nothing gets by her.”


  Ruth looked down and saw that Ben was finally sleeping, while Abe, in my arms, sucked rhythmically on his thumb. Her eyes met mine.


  “I’m glad Rick isn’t here and we can talk. I learned some things down there, Karma, that you need to pass on to the Resistance.” She lowered her voice. “There is massive support—massive—down below. More than half of the families count themselves on our side. They managed to get through the drug dosing phase, after the uprising, with their memories intact—by watching water intake. And of course they have their local cells that share information about the time before.”


  Ben snuffled in his sleep, and Ruth shifted him on her shoulder. She looked toward the door. “There’s some information that they’ve learned—in working with some people in the Mids—about what comes in here from elsewhere.”


  “What do you mean comes in?” I asked.


  Ruth looked at me and I think now that it was the beginning of a change in her. When curiosity about the remembered past, and the search for truth, bumped into knowledge about those who were still pulling the strings in the present. When it dawned on her that her husband’s position as the voice of IT was both more and less than it seemed.


  “I know,” she said to me then. “I know about Silo 1.”
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  My first visitor is Rick. He stands outside the bars, his frame bent slightly, his hair now white and wispy.


  How long has he moved like an old man? I never saw it as clearly as at this moment.


  My heart gives a sudden squeeze at the thought of the fifty years I have lived with Rick. Fifty years constricted by the painful walls of our concrete home. Filled, at first, with my bewilderment and fear, and then anger. Later, I felt pity for his limited understanding. Finally, a partnership based on trust and reconciliation. The long unfolding that was our “marriage.”


  How could it have been different if we hadn’t been living in this hole in the ground?


  Of course, there would have been no Rick and me if there were no Silo. Our fates are intertwined with the concrete cylinder in which we lived those decades.


  I will never see him again.


  He is speaking to me now, softly, so that the Sheriff, if she is nearby, cannot hear.


  “Karma. I asked them for you. I asked your question.” His voice gets even quieter. “Silo 1.”


  I gasp and move closer to him, my hands clasping his ropy dry ones through the bars. “What did they say?”


  “They said…” He stops and his eyes move away from mine. They seem to gaze at the wallscreen behind me.


  “They said what?”


  “They didn’t want to tell me, of course.”


  “And…?” I want to shake the bars, shout, reach through and take him by the shoulders and wring it out of him. “What did they say? Did you speak to Donald himself?”


  “No. No… I…” He looks at me now, his white eyebrows overgrown and drawn together over his dark eyes. “I had to explain who I was—whoever was on the desk, of course, didn’t know me. And didn’t know a Donald Keene. All the names have been changed.”


  My hands are twisting on the bars now, and I can feel the sweat as I slide them around and around.


  “But I know Donald,” he says. “He would go by the name Troy. I’m sure of it.”


  Helen of Troy. A little bubble of love memory arises in me. Over there, Donald is Troy. And over here, Helen is Karma. Theater of the absurd.


  My impatience is boiling over.


  “Tell me. What did he say?” The pounding in my ears is deafening. I feel confused. I feel foolish. I feel overjoyed.


  My love, my love! Donald, over the hill for half a century. Communication at last.


  “Karma.” And I hear it in the groan of his voice. Donald is dead. I’ve missed him. All these years, and I got there too late.


  “Karma.” Rick moves his hands over to cover mine again. “Helen. Donald is asleep.”


  I almost laugh. “What? Well… they should wake him up, then! Tell him his wife… tell him I’m here, and I want to talk to him.” And then I do laugh. What a silly problem. Easily solved. But Rick’s face looks grave.


  He shakes his heard. “He is… asleep and frozen. He has been sleeping for years. Fifty years. Cryogenically frozen. And they tell me it’s not yet time for him to be awakened.”


  A wail comes from somewhere, and it is coming from inside me.


  “Make them wake him up.” I plead, clawing at Rick’s hands now.


  He tries to stop my frantic clutching by holding my wrists gently.


  “Helen, sweetheart. They won’t do anything for us. Not for me and not for you. I’m sorry.”


  I sag against the bars and let my weakened body sob. Rick holds me as well as he can through the barrier. Slowly I let out all the longing of the decades. I will never see Donald again.


  Rick strokes my cheek gently through the bars. “We must be content that they aren’t doing anything to destroy us.”
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  “Karma?”


  I must have fallen asleep. My eyes are gritty and I am stiffer than usual as I try to orient myself and sit up. Of course. I’m in the holding cell. The wallscreen is darker than ever, only shades of blackness showing as the omnipresent clouds swirl outside.


  “Karma?” the voice comes again.


  “Rose,” I say, pushing upward from the hard bed and moving slowly toward the bars. “Thank you for coming.”


  I feel her younger hands reach out to mine in the dim light drifting from the Sheriff’s office. As she grasps me, I remember that even young Rose is in her fifties. So much time has passed.


  “Of course I came, Karma. They all wanted to come, but I told the cell that I would carry their message. You must recant, Karma. Tell the Sheriff that you just had some sort of… fit. That your mind is not always clear. That you’re sorry you ever said those things about… going Outside.”


  “Rose, I—”


  “Everyone loves you, Karma. You’re one of the oldest—and most beloved—people in the Silo. They’ll have to let you go.”


  “The Sheriff would never let me off now that I’ve—”


  “And if she doesn’t, we’ll stage an uprising. There are a lot of us now, Karma. We have great support in the Down Deep. And all of us would stake our lives for you—”


  “Absolutely not, Rose.” I shake my head firmly. “I would never let you risk your lives for me. And I don’t want to change my mind.” I reach as far as I can through the bars and touch her cheek softly. “I am ready. I want to go out there. Really.”


  I feel Rose step back, and hear her quick intake of breath. “No,” she says. “No. Karma. We won’t allow it.”


  “Child,” I say. “There is no allowing.” I laugh once. “It is done.”


  “We all know why you’re doing this. You don’t have to be a hero! They’ll figure out a way to map the outside cameras. There’s no need to sacrifice yourself.”


  I pat her hands. “I’m not really such a hero. I am dying, Rose. Let my death be of some help to those who will live long past me. I want it to count for something.”


  She bites her lip and seems to be trying not to cry.


  “Karma. They’re lining up on the stairs for you. Everyone who is… part of the movement. You should see it… down in Mechanical. They’ve declared a day off. All the Gearheads—”


  “The gang?” I’m puzzled.


  “Yes. The word has been passed up. In the Down Deep the Gears are bringing all our supporters together. And in the Mids, the Dirt gang—”


  “And they’re not fighting?”


  “No. They’re cooperating. With each other. And with the resistance.”


  I smile and squeeze her hands. “That is great news. I guess the message got through—we aren’t the enemy.”


  “You did it, Karma. You started this. Bringing the Silo together.”


  “I’m counting on you, Rose, to continue the work. To keep the resistance going. And to keep it peaceful.”


  She nods. “I will do my best, Karma. For you.”


  I give her arms a final squeeze as she smiles through her tears.
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  Deep in the night, my daughter Athena comes to me. I recognize her uneven tread on the floor, the limp she still carries, and when I rise from the hard surface on which I cannot sleep, I turn and see her half-ruined face. A face which is now so dear to me I can’t imagine it any other way.


  She doesn’t speak, she simply weeps as she approaches the bars.


  I make my way slowly to her.


  “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I am ill. I am dying. This is my last wish, and I am glad to go.”


  Her hands tremble as they grasp mine outside the bars. She sniffles and finally speaks. “I knew they couldn’t persuade you not to do this.”


  “You know me well, Athena.”


  “What can I say to Erica? She’s devastated to think that her grandmother is going to her death tomorrow. She doesn’t understand at all. And she’ll have to look at you—your body—forever. Rotting out there.” I feel a shiver that comes through her fingers to me.


  “I’ll do my best to… to place myself… out of view.” It had occurred to me that my moldering body in the slowly disintegrating suit would be a feature of the landscape for decades or centuries to come if I didn’t get to the right spot so as to avoid the cameras. “I don’t want that… for her or for anybody.”


  “But why did you ask to go out? Why do you want to do this?”


  “Athena, you never lived outside. You were born in this place. These walls… they don’t close you in, like they do me.”


  “No,” she says, and I can see puzzlement in her dark eyes. “I don’t understand why you would want to go out. You’ll die.”


  “I want to see the sky again,” I say. “I want to feel the openness all around me, and no concrete, no stairs, no ceiling, no floor. I want to be on top of the Earth again. The way we were born to live.”


  “Were we?” she says. “All I see out there is death, Mom.”


  “All I see is freedom. At last. Before I take my last breath, Athena, I want to feel free again.”


  “If you’re really going…” her voice falters. “If you’re really going to do this, I want you to tell me. Now.”


  “Tell you what?” And as I say it, I realize.


  “Mom, I’ve known for years. Dad is not—is not my real father.”


  I let out a breath that feels as though I have been holding it in for half a century. Her whole life.


  For a moment I flash back to the first months here in the Silo, when we were all in a daze from the effects of the drugs. When I discovered I was pregnant and so confused about how and when that happened that I didn’t realize that I had conceived before we got swept into this life underground.


  Athena is speaking again, and I rouse myself from ancient memories. “I heard you and Dad—you and Rick—talking. Years ago. I was a teenager.”


  Yes. Rick and I did talk about it. Exactly once.


  “Tell me the truth. You owe that to me.” I hear more tears in her voice.


  “Athena. Your father—your real father—was a good man. He loved me. He would have loved you.” I stop. “We wanted children. I’m so sorry… so sorry you couldn’t know him.”


  “Did he do something terrible? You were so angry when you said his name to Dad… to Rick.”


  I sigh. “He didn’t do anything terrible. Neither one of them did. Neither Rick nor Donald—your biological father. They were both doing their best, trying to… simply to do the right thing. They were caught up in a scheme they didn’t really comprehend.”


  “Do you still love him? My father?”


  I shake my head. “I love the memory of him. I love the world the way it was, and I’d give a thousand lifetimes if you could just once step out onto soft green grass and smell fresh air. But you can’t. And neither can I.”


  I wrap my hands around hers through the bars. “So Rick and I made the best life we could, under the ground, in this concrete hole—for you and for us. And Rick loves you like you were his own.”


  “I know,” she says. “I know.”


  “Take care of him when I’m gone, Athena. He doesn’t have Mars any more. You are his only child, now.”


  She bows her head and her warm tears hit my wrist.
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  With the slight lightening of the sky on my wallscreen, I know it is dawn. Or what remains of dawn. And with it, I hear the slow, heavy trundling of the rack that carries my suit.


  My adventure is beginning, and to my amazement, I feel only excitement.


  At last! Outside again. My heart starts to pound with the adrenaline of anticipation. For a moment I wonder… what if my heart gives out before I make it to the outside? And then I laugh off the notion. It wouldn’t even matter. What happens is that I am going. And in the going out is the joy.


  The noisy wheels come closer and as the suit on its rack comes into view I see the young face pushing it along. Celeste.


  My own granddaughter will be suiting me up for my walk outside.
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  There is pride and sadness in Celeste’s face as she approaches me. “You don’t have to do this,” she says. “You know that.”


  “I know. It’s my choice.”


  She nods, as though this is the answer she expected. She unlocks the door to the holding cell and motions me out.


  “Come with me.”


  I walk behind her through the Sheriff’s office, which is empty. I am surprised to realize that Celeste isn’t leading me over to the airlock.


  When we step out instead onto the top level, my breath catches in my throat. The stairs are thronged. The crowd fills every step as far down as I can see… hundreds of people, some of whom I recognize, and some I don’t. Young and old, all holding shades of blue in their hands. Handkerchiefs, bits of ribbon, a scrap of fabric. They make a rainbow of blues up and down the grand stairway.


  I see Daggers, with their tattooed faces, and some Gears from Mechanical, standing side by side. Rose, Mercedes, and all my oldest cell members smiling at me, but sadly. My family. Abe, Ben, even Ruth. Athena, Dylan, Erica and her family. Rick, at the top of the stairs.


  There are no cheers, no applause. There are nods and smiles and tears.


  As I turn back to follow Celeste, I hear the words of the resistance song ringing through the Silo from my people, all the way up and down the spiral stairs at the center.


  Once upon a time


  In a country far away


  We lived a different life


  So the storytellers say


  I’m not sure that it’s true


  Unlikely as it seems


  But part of me believes


  And sometimes in my dreams


  I see meadows deeply green


  And golden autumn days


  The white of winter snow


  And flowery spring at play


  I have seen the sun in books


  Amidst a blue and cloudless sky


  And I hope my children’s children


  May yet see with their own eyes


  So we link ourselves by love


  Though we spend our years below


  And we speak of life above


  To remember what we know


  For the world is not yet lost


  When it lives on in our hearts


  Though we bear the hardest cost


  Still we carry out our parts


  And we share what we once knew


  As we struggle on each day


  So the sky that once was blue


  Will be blue again… someday.
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  Celeste has me sit down while she slides the bottom of the suit onto my legs. I can tell that she’s holding on to her emotions.


  “Grandma, we’ve made some modifications to the suit. You won’t die in pain. It’s airtight—we gave you the good tape. You should be able to make it… to the top of the hill. That’s where I understand you want to go.” She gives a grim smile. “What will happen is that you’ll run out of oxygen, which I’m told is relatively painless.”


  She puts the boots on. “We have a camera rigged to the front of your helmet that will send a live signal back to us. So we’ll be able to see whatever you see. Don’t worry too much about the cleaning itself. Save your oxygen for the climb… up the hill.” Her head is down, tightening the boots, and I think I hear a sniffle. She is being very brave. My strong girl.


  She takes a hand and wipes at her eyes, still looking at my boots. “Make quick work of the cleaning—we’ll get all we need if you simply make sure you do a general sweep of each side of the Silo with the camera mounted on the helmet.”


  She stands up, and I can see the red in her eyes.


  “Sweetheart—” I start.


  She holds up a hand. “Grandma. Please. This is so hard. Just let me finish, before I… or I won’t be able to.” She rolls the rest of the suit up and helps me slide my arms in. I’m stiff and have limited movement—it’s difficult for me, but she is patient and gentle. She pulls the gloves on and fastens them tightly.


  “We’ll have a one-way radio, so you can hear us. Dad and I—” she gasps, and I see her eyes widen and her mouth work. “Grandpa and I will be there to make sure you get the views we need. You can’t talk to us, but we can talk to you. Not a lot—we want to make sure our frequency is undetected.”


  I am all suited up but for the helmet.


  “Thank you, sweetheart. Are you going to be all right?”


  A small sob comes from her throat. “I’ll survive.” She reaches her free hand around me in the bulky suit and hugs. “I am… so proud of you, Grandma. You are amazing.”


  “I love you, Celeste.”


  “And I love you,” she whispers as she carefully places the helmet over my head and locks it down.
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  I stand in the chamber and feel nothing but anticipation. There is a rush of something foggy pumped into the room. I feel the pressure change. The curtains crinkle. My suit shrinks in to me.


  I have a vague memory of being here before, a lifetime ago, with a crowd of panicked people. We thought it was the end of the world.


  I remember the fear. And I remember that there were a few people who seemed to be in control. Who seemed to know just what was happening.


  Now, finally, I am to reverse that journey.


  The airlock door opens. Slowly, I begin walking up the ramp.
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  I am surrounded by a white cloud, and then… ahead… an astonishing blueness of sky. Glorious green grass.


  I step out into a beautiful day. I don’t understand. I turn in a circle, looking at the lovely hills around me, the sunshine, everything as I remember the world. I look up at the sky, and in the distance, Atlanta—whole and healthy.


  How can this be real? This can’t be real. A hallucination?


  I must be dead.


  I check my senses. I can feel the heaviness of the boots and the thick gloves at the end of my arms. I can smell the odd plastic scent inside the helmet. I hear… static, from the radio beside me. I see the world, the way I remember it from my childhood.


  I don’t feel dead. I feel very much alive. More alive than I’ve felt in years. If I could, I’d go bounding around the green earth in front of me.


  This must be why everyone does it… why everyone cleans, despite the puzzlement of those left in the Silo. It’s beautiful out here. I want the people inside to see it! But what is the purpose of the fake darkness, the horrible visions on the wallscreen?


  To keep us inside, surely. Is the air actually safe, and is there some other reason to keep us in? My thoughts are bumping into each other, contradictory theories tumbling one after another. What is real?


  They cannot have faked those cleaning deaths, though. What kind of technology would it take to do that? A video loop, running over and over? Our wallscreens showing ersatz corpses, rotting over time… who would do such a thing, and why?


  My heart leaps at the thought of Andy, the first Cleaner, still alive. Could it be?


  It was nearly fifty years ago. He would be an old man now.


  I look to where I know his body to be. But there is no dead Andy. There is no dead anyone. Just a gorgeous landscape with the familiar cleft in the hill running up to the other silo… Silo 1. And where Andy’s body should be, just a few jumbled rocks.


  My hands go to the helmet, and I think about removing it, to breathe the sweet fresh air I have longed for.


  Stop, Karma. Think.
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  The static in my ear becomes a voice. “Mom? Mom, can you hear me?”


  I stand still. It is the voice of Mars. Mars is dead. The world is dead and Mars is dead, too. Am I going mad?


  “Mom, it’s Mars. I’m so sorry. We didn’t mean to be cruel.” Static comes in and out when the voice stops. “I’m alive. I faked my death.” There is a pause. “I did it so that I could work with the resistance, undetected by Silo 1. I’m living in the Down Deep with Ruth’s family. It had to be convincing. You and Dad… we couldn’t tell you.”


  I try to breathe slowly. He’s alive? My son is alive.


  “We’ve been planning it for a long time.” The quiet voice continues. “Ruth and I. The kids knew.”


  I think my heart will break for joy. How I wish I could answer him. But the radio goes only one way.


  His voice comes again. “I can’t talk long. I love you, Mom. I’m so proud of you. We’ll…” I hear his voice choke. “We’ll take good care of the Silo for you. We’re all on the same side now.”


  It occurs to me that this might be a malicious trick. The green is real, but my son’s voice is false? My son is still alive, but the air is toxic? I am losing my mind.


  There is static, and then another voice. “Karma, honey, it’s Rick. I’m here with Mars. You need to get moving if you’re going to have enough time to make that climb.”


  He startles me out of my shock. I have to clean. I have to clean and make sure they get their camera feed of the outside of the Silo. And then I have to get up the hill.


  I hardly know what’s real. But I do know that I have to get up that hill.


  There is peace in my heart. My son is alive!
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  I clean, and as I do, I make sure to swing my head slowly right and left on each quadrant of the Silo so that the camera feed on my helmet takes in everything there is to be seen. I give up any notion of removing the protective headgear… surely Mars or Rick would have told me if it were safe to breathe the air out here. If the toxic view we got from inside the Silo were all one big charade, they would have clued me in.


  I wish that I could speak, but I can only listen, and right now there isn’t even any static. I concentrate on the task at hand.


  Take out the wool pads and the dedicated tools from the numbered pockets, scrub, wipe, apply, spray. Repeat. It is almost a pleasant job. If only I could give those still in the Silo a glimpse of the glory I see around me.
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  I start up the hill, trudging along the furrow. I am tired already. I’ll need to pace myself. But there is only so much time for this last walk. Placing each foot deliberately in front of the other, I slowly make progress.


  There’s a little jumble of boulders right in the cleft. I stumble getting around them. My muscles are aching the way they do when I climb the stairs, but even faster. Is the oxygen thinning in my suit?


  One step after another. All I need is to reach the top of the hill. I want to see the silo where Donald has been resting all these years—asleep. Frozen and dead asleep.


  And what would I say to him if he weren’t asleep? Scream at him? Hug him? From what Rick has told me, Donald helped design these structures, but knew less than Rick did about the ultimate arrangement.


  Can Donald still be a young man, though I am old? I hope he has had—will have—a good life. I think of him with nothing but affection, now. Sail on, Donald, I imagine saying. Live your own life and remember that I loved you.


  What I would give to see him once more.


  I could go down the hill to Silo 1. I imagine the chaos that would ensue if I walked up to their airlock door and pounded on it, pleading to be let in… if I stood in front of one of their wallscreen cameras and waved my arms. But what good would it do?


  It would only endanger those left at home—home, I think, and smile for a moment.


  The Silo is my home.
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  It’s getting harder to walk. I can feel my heart pounding with effort. My energy is ebbing.


  My breath is coming shorter. My legs are throbbing. I feel sweat trickling down the back of my neck.


  Will I make it to the top? To the top and just a bit beyond. I don’t want my body to lie where those I’ve left behind can see it.


  There is something wrong with my vision. The beautiful bright sun is going dark. The sky is no longer blue.


  What is happening?
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  Everything is brown now, like on the wallscreen. Is this what the world really looks like? Which is the mirage, and which is reality?


  I am nearing the crest of the ridge, my breath coming sharp in my lungs. Each step is difficult. My balance is teetering. Just a few more feet to go.


  And then I fall, slipping back down the gritty hill, sliding in the direction I just came. I don’t know if I have the strength to climb back up. Or even if I want to anymore.


  There is no one who cares about me on the other side of that hill.


  I look back for a moment toward my Silo, and I see the truth. All is brown. All is dead. And right there where I stumbled—the “boulders” I thought I walked around—I see Andy, his suit tattered and coming apart. A glove eradicated by the swirl of poisonous dust. A hand protruding… but all that is left is bones.
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  I am on my knees now. The pain of seeing my friend’s body desecrated here in this terrible landscape gives me one last ounce of strength. If I can’t see Donald I still want to see the place from which this deadly world is controlled—and where those who run it still live.


  I’m going to get to the top of the hill or die trying.
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  I can hear my lungs laboring to get enough oxygen to keep moving. I reach forward with a gloved hand and use it to pull my body forward. Inch by inch. I am almost there.


  I wonder if Mars and Rick are still watching—if the camera feed still works. There has been no sound from the radio for a long time. They are probably out of range. No more communication, no connection with those I left behind. I believe I am alone. But I’m going to do this. Whatever it takes.


  Another inch… another foot. Another agonizing minute trying to breathe. The air is foul. I stink of sweat. Everything hurts. My arthritic knees are aflame, and my leg muscles are cramping.


  Keep moving.


  Almost there. Yes.


  I can do this. It is the last goal of my life.
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  My head pokes over the top. I see the other silo.


  Silo 1. Georgia.


  A vivid memory, so bizarre now it seems like a hallucination, comes to me. The crowds, the anthem, the planes. Looking for Donald everywhere… wondering why he doesn’t answer my frantic texts. The final day of the world as we knew it.


  My breathing is shallow. I want to rest. I want to lie down and die.


  But I can’t stop here. If I stop here everyone in my silo will have to look at my body for the rest of eternity. I must get over the edge.


  I pause to get what breath I can, and marshal my energy to go over. If I have to, I’ll simply pitch myself over the top and let my body roll down.


  This will be the end for me. It matters not how I go.
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  Groaning, I push myself over the peak. I look down at the center of the great depression before me and see the concrete top of an identical silo.


  There’s movement at the base. Men in suits are coming out. They have guns.


  Of course. I should have realized they would see me. They see everything. They know everything.


  Surely they knew that I was being sent out to Clean.


  Will they shoot me? It’s almost comical to think of them coming up here to… what? Kill me? Me, an old woman about to die?
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  I try to stand. It is impossible. My legs are quivering jelly, and I have no more muscle control.


  My breath is ragged. I hoist myself up to a kneeling position as the men with guns approach rapidly. They raise their weapons, and I feel myself slipping, sliding down their side of the hill.


  My head hits with a bang, and all goes dark.
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  When I open my eyes, there is someone standing right beside me. Tall, with a corona around his head.


  He is not wearing a protective suit.


  I try to move. My muscles won’t obey.


  I feel something hit my foot, encased as it is in this heavy boot. I realize that they may think I’m dead. I know from looking at the helmet before Celeste put it on that they can’t see through it. They won’t be able to see my face.


  The tall man leans down and looks at me.


  “Oh my god.” An unexpected voice comes from the radio inside my helmet.
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  Someone is taking my helmet off. Not gently. I feel the latches being released.


  A faint voice sounds from the radio just before it is removed.


  “Mars. Celeste.” It’s Rick. “Remember this man’s face—” The voice fades as my helmet is pulled away.


  As the visor lifts, I see the tall man look down and gasp.


  “Helen,” he says.


  Barely changed, only a little more wrinkled around the eyes, the man who stares down at me is the creator—the destroyer—who inflicted his vision of dominance on all of us.


  My body sucks in a great draft of air and my lungs scream with pain.


  Thurman puts his hand under my head and lifts it up slightly, this time with kindness. The tiny particles in the air are pelting my skin like a million relentless insects, stinging, biting, slicing into my face.


  This is what the world has become.


  I draw in another breath, because I want to say something. Every inch of my body sings with agony. There is no time.


  “Senator,” I say, and he leans forward, a desperate eagerness in his eyes. If I could, I would laugh. Is he expecting me to be glad to see him? Does he seek forgiveness—a happy reunion and a final toast for auld lang syne?


  I take one more breath as my entire body quivers and my ears begin to ring. There is nothing to say. There are no words.


  I bundle up whatever energy I have left and I raise myself. My body is racked with spasms. As Thurman leans in even closer, I gather moisture from my parched mouth.


  I aim for his face and I spit, hard.


  The Senator reels back, dropping my head and wiping the spittle off his skin with disgust. There are shouts, but I pay them no heed.


  I have a clear, unobstructed view of the sky now. The beautiful, horrible, brown sky that is our legacy.


  It is wonderful to be outside. No concrete roof above me, and no concrete walls around me. Even this evil air is better than eternal burial underground.


  If it takes forever, we will take back the earth and live again as humans are meant to.


  My lungs bleed. My eyes tunnel. My body shudders.


  I look up and remember the sky that once was blue. I let the last rattle of toxic breath leave me and I am free again.


  [image: ]
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Q&A with Hugh Howey


 Hugh was kind enough to let me interview him at the beginning of 2013, when he had finished SHIFT and was working on DUST. 


 Hi Hugh!  


 Thank you so much for being willing to talk to me about the phenomenon that is WOOL.


 You have been very open with fans from the beginning and have a rare connection to readers.  How do you manage to find the time?  Do you enjoy blogging and making dance videos, or is it just a cynical ploy to sell more books… no, seriously, are you a gregarious kind of guy?   


 Yeah, this is just who I am. When I’m out in public, I make an effort to talk to strangers. And I’ve never really grown up. Besides, writing is such a solitary endeavor. I get antsy for social interactions. So it isn’t really about finding the time to connect with readers; it’s something I enjoy. Long before I thought I could make a living as a writer, I was driving two hours to sit and visit with middle school classrooms or conduct writing workshops. It’s not about making money. It’s about feeling happy and fulfilled.


 The WOOL universe is complex for a reader to follow, the way you move around in time and spotlight different characters in each segment.  Is this tough for you to figure out even as you write it?  Do you have to go back and reread the old books to remind yourself what is in each book? 


 I have notes I can refer to, but I rarely do. Each book feels self-contained to me in a way. I know where the beginnings and ends are, so all I have to do is shade in the middle bits. I have thought about putting together a timeline for readers so they can see how the stories overlap. Maybe when I’m done with the writing. :)


 Do you ever regret something you did in an old book and wish you could change it?  Will you change some of those books, since you can do so easily with ebooks?


 I don’t have any regrets on plot and structure. If I could go back and change one thing, it might be to give the first Wool a subtitle. At the time, I thought it would be a single work. It creates some confusion when there’s a novelette called “Wool” and a full novel from Random House and Simon and Schuster called “Wool.” But there’s no way I could have predicted the success of the series.


 Are the indie published ebooks going to be very different from the print books you’re now doing through traditional publishers?  Do you think they’ll try to make editorial changes?  How much control do you have over your material?


 I’m going to update the ebooks to reflect the changes made to the physical books. Most of the changes are very minor. The only big one is the inclusion of a new chapter to give some backstory on Juliette. I love how seamless this chapter slotted into the story. If I told readers who have only seen the print version that it was an addition, I think they’d be shocked.


 Two of my favorite novels have origins similar to Wool. Ender’s Game and Fahrenheit 451 both began as short stories that grew due to demand into full-length novels. Ender’s Game was later re-released in an “Author’s Definitive Edition” years after winning the Hugo and Nebula. This process goes back to Dickens, who expanded his serialized works before combining them into a novel. Heck, it goes back to the books that came together to form the Bible, which has been edited and changed over the years. If it was good enough for the greatest works of literature, it should be fine for my scribblings.


 Why are you allowing fans to publish (and charge for) books based on the WOOL series? Is someone at some point going to yell at you for doing this?


 The world of Wool is ripe for exploration. I won’t be able to scratch the surface. When readers got in touch to ask about fan fiction, I not only gave my blessing, I insisted that they charge for the work. Even if it’s just a dollar. I know what it’s like to struggle as an artist. If I’m now in a position to give someone else a boost, I’m going to. And yeah, I’m sure my lawyer is going to have a fit when he finds out. But I don’t care. I’m a fan of open-source, someone who hates DRM, and someone who thinks we shouldn’t go around suing one another. I’m making enough money. It warms my heart to see Ben Adams selling Wool prints and keeping 100% of the profit. The same goes for fan fiction.


 Do you have ideas for a new universe after you finish the WOOL series?  Will you stick with post-apocalyptic dystopian worlds, or are you going to switch to hot teen romances?


 I started my first erotica story a few months ago! I also have a vampire novel I’m dying to write. Plus, another Molly Fyde book to wrap up. Then there’s another dystopian world I want to explore, and a fantasy novel I’ve had in mind for ages. I’ll keep bouncing around and writing whatever excites me. I know that goes against certain rules and formulas in the publishing world, but my primary motivation is to enjoy what I’m doing. I never thought I’d make a living at this. I’m fully prepared to go back to a day job while I write for fun. 


 Do you worry that you might never have such a spectacular success again?


 I don’t worry about it. I just assume I won’t. Nothing about my success feels natural or normal to me. I marvel at it. I don’t have the feeling of: “Finally! Everything I’ve always wanted and fully deserved is now at my doorstep! What took so long? Give me more!” Instead, I’m feeling: “What in the world is going on? Is the universe going to get back to normal? Soon?” My focus is to enjoy it while I can.


 Can you believe it… are you pinching yourself with amazement every day?


 Every hour of every day. I wake up amazed and go to bed amazed. 


 You made a rare deal to have your books published traditionally in print while holding onto all of the electronic rights.  Will this become more common?  Where do you see the indie/traditional book scene going?


 I hope it becomes more common. Bella Andre had a similar deal from a smaller publisher. Colleen Hoover just followed with a similar deal from Simon and Schuster. I don’t think I deserve any credit for breaking through any boundaries. It was just going to happen. It had to be someone, and I just happened to be publishing and gaining attention at the right time. The key for all of us and for everyone who comes after was saying no to contracts that simply weren’t fair. The reason we were able to do that was because we were already making money on our digital rights. So we owe a lot to the indie authors who came before us, to the e-reader revolution, to readers who embraced this technology. It’s been a gradual change with a lot of people involved. I’m just one person.


 Congratulations on your success, which continues to grow.  You deserve it.  


 Thanks for taking the time to answer.  And don’t let me keep you from writing!  I’m now holding my breath for the next book in the series!  


 Thanks, Patrice! I’ll get back to work on DUST. Keep an eye out for March 12th. I think that’s when WOOL hits bookstores here in the U.S.


 Patrice again—you probably know that WOOL is now available in print from Simon & Schuster. It can also be ordered as a physical book along with the other two stories in the Silo Saga trilogy, SHIFT and DUST, from Hugh Howey’s website www.HughHowey.com. He will even autograph the books for you. Please tell him Patrice sent you!
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