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"Cross Hugh Howey with Stephen King and you get Jason Gurley."

Patrice Fitzgerald, author of The Sky Used to Be Blue and Cleaning Up




"By the end of the prologue, I was shaking my head. Jason has taken a world which we know and love and flipped it on its head. (Greatfall) will grip you from the start and leave you gasping for air."

W.J. Davies, author of The Runner and Binary Cycle




"(Greatfall is) a fun and exciting addition to the Wooliverse. Gurley's prose is polished and, in some places, magnificent. (Greatfall) is terrifying and textured and delivers the goods!"

Michael Bunker, author of The Silo Archipelago




"Though Jason Gurley is building on pre-existing material, he still manages to find a new path. A chilling and disturbing, different path."

Max Zaoui




"Greatfall is the best (Wool fan fiction) so far."

Stefano Scaglione




"Jason Gurley, you S.O.B., you have me totally hooked!"

Monique Harrison




"Wow. Mr. Gurley has got my attention."

Lori Grubbs
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She was a good girl.

Her name was Belinda Gold, and she was the seventeenth seeker. She began to ascend the Path on her thirteenth birthday, as did the children who went before her. She was prepared. She had practiced the mantra for months, and knew it by heart. She sang it out proudly as she stepped on the first of many stairs, and her voice rang out through the silo as she climbed.

Belinda arrived at the top of the silo faster than any seeker ever had. She stepped from the last stair onto the first floor with a radiant smile, and warmly embraced her mother and father, who waited for her there. 

Like all seekers who preceded her, Belinda was escorted before the court on the arm of her father. She was proud, bursting with happiness.

It might have been her wedding day.

The Book records Belinda's appearance before the court in clinical, almost sobering terms.




The seeker, Miss Belinda Amanda Gold, was greeted by the court at 4:14 a.m. Her ascent lasted 46 hours, 14 minutes. The court acknowledges this as a speed record, and congratulates Miss Gold on her rate of ascent.




At 4:19 a.m., the Wise Father appeared and welcomed Miss Gold to the court. 




Miss Gold responded courteously.




At 4:21 a.m., the Wise Father asked Miss Gold the customary question.




"What do you seek?" the Wise Father asked.

Belinda had rehearsed the answer in her head during her climb -- not an easy task while continually chanting the mantra -- and she straightened her shoulders before she spoke. 

"I seek an honorable assignment, Father," she said. "One by which I may contribute to the happiness and success of the silo."

The Wise Father nodded at Belinda's answer, his face calm and without expression. He glanced at the court announcer, who stood and recited, "All will rise as the Wise Father consults with the One True."

The court, populated with Belinda's family and friends, a small knot of spectators from the highest floors of the silo, and attended by the Wise Father's personal staff, rose as one. The Wise Father stood and turned, long white robes rippling. He stepped down from the bench, and a heavy bronze-cast door was opened.

The Wise Father entered, and an attendant closed the door with a sonorous thud.




At 4:24 a.m., the Wise Father retired to seek the One True's counsel.
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For every seeker who appeared before the Wise Father, there were two possible outcomes.

If the Wise Father emerged from his consultation with the One True and declared the seeker worthy, then the seeker would be assigned an apprenticeship in the silo, and would begin the great journey into adulthood.

If a seeker was deemed unworthy, they would be dispatched to work the mines below the silo for a period of one year. On their fourteenth birthday, they would be permitted to climb the Path again, having learned from their temporary banishment. 

No seekers had yet been declared unworthy.

Of the sixteen who preceded Belinda, six now shadowed adults in the mechanical sector, three worked in supply, four worked in agriculture. One worked as an attendant in the Wise Father's court, one trained as a messenger, and one was learning how to bring babies into the world.

Belinda quietly hoped that she would be assigned to the nursery as well. She dreamed of welcoming new lives into the silo. She would be the first face those damp new eyes would see, even before their mothers. She would gently ease them into this world, and lovingly hand them to their parents.

The Wise Father remained in the prayer closet for some time. None of the attendees in the court that day knew how long was ordinary, so none of them seemed to worry. But the Wise Father had never been in the closet for longer than a few minutes, and nearly twenty minutes had passed.

When he finally emerged, he seemed uncomfortable. He climbed the steps to the bench shakily, patting his brow with a square white cloth. The eyes of the court were upon the slip of paper in his left hand.

On that paper would be printed Belinda's assignment.




The Wise Father returned to the bench at 4:48 a.m.




The court director asked the audience to remain standing for the reading of the judgment.




The Wise Father asked Miss Gold to approach the bench.




Miss Gold complied.




The Wise Father sat quietly for a long moment.

Traditionally, the judgment would be read, and the seeker's assignment would be announced shortly after.

But on that day, the Wise Father broke tradition.

"Miss Gold," the old man said, "do you believe in the One True?"

Belinda blinked, and looked over her shoulder at her family. Her mother smiled encouragingly, but her father seemed to realize something was amiss. His brow furrowed, and he tilted his head inquisitively.

"Miss Gold," the Wise Father repeated.

Belinda turned back to the Wise Father, sitting high above her, and said, "I believe in the One True, Father."

The Wise Father had expected this answer, and nodded shortly. He took a deep breath and said, "And you believe in the One True's plan? His immaculate plan for each believer?"

A murmur spread through the court then, as if the audience had suddenly realized that the script had been abandoned.

The court director stomped one foot and called for silence.

"Yes, Father, I do," Belinda answered, somewhat nervously.

The old man nodded again. He bowed his head, as if gathering his strength, then stood to his feet. He gazed out upon the court, the upturned and curious faces, then turned his attention to the court director. 

"Come," the Wise Father said.

The director approached the bench and leaned in close. The old man whispered into the director's ear, and the director flinched. He stepped away, clearly alarmed. The Wise Father beckoned him close again, and whispered something more.

The director closed his eyes and nodded his assent. 

The court watched, thoroughly confused.

The director stepped down from the platform and approached the short line of guards who held the eastern wall of the courtroom. He talked in a low voice to them, while the audience strained to hear. 

"What's going on?" Belinda's mother whispered to her husband.

The director returned to his post, and two of the guards separated from the line and approached Belinda. Their blue uniforms were lined with gold, and at their sides they carried electric batons. They stood at Belinda's left and right, their backs to the Wise Father, facing the audience. Their expressions were inscrutable to the crowd, and their heels snapped as they came to attention.

The murmurs in the crowd grew louder.

The Wise Father stood to his feet and held a hand up for silence. 

"My children," he said, addressing the court at large. "Today is an unusual day, but a special and important one. We are the followers of the One True, who asks little from us. He asks that we are kind to one another. That we trust him to hold evil at bay. He asks us to prepare our children to care for our silo, for his creation. It is this final requirement that leads our children to walk the Path. They walk the Path and become adults. The Path brings to full flame the warm glow in their hearts, so that they may carry the light for the children who follow them. For their own children."

Belinda's father shifted uncomfortably. 

Such an address by the Wise Father was unexpected. He was a mostly quiet man, and spoke to the believers just once every season, to encourage and enlighten them, and to share words written by the One True. 

"Today the One True asks more of us than ever before. Today, though it will be difficult, the One True asks for us to trust him. We have given him our safety, our lives, our human desire for control. In return, the One True protects us from the untoward forces -- forces within and without -- which would otherwise tear our silo, our home, apart."

The Wise Father pressed his hands to his face, and steeled himself for what must be said. He could not remember a day so lovely, and so utterly painful in its beauty. Would his children understand? Would their belief be strengthened this day, or shattered?

As the crowd stared up at him, the Wise Father lowered his hands and clasped them together. 

"Today, children," he said, "the One True asks for our child."
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At 4:58 a.m., the Wise Father delivered the verdict to the court.




The seeker, Miss Belinda Amanda Gold, was sentenced to Greatfall.




The court stirred. This was not worthy or unworthy. What was this?

"What is Greatfall?" Belinda's father shouted. 

The Wise Father said, "You may proceed."

The guards grasped Belinda's arms tightly and began to march up the aisle.

"Father!" Belinda's father cried. "What is Greatfall?"

The court director stomped both feet. "The court demands silence!"

The Wise Father said, "It was written, and now it is spoken."

With that, the old man turned and descended from the bench. The remaining court guards fell into their places around him, and escorted him through an inconspicuous door. 

The guards on either side of Belinda stoically marched her down the red-carpeted aisle and through the wide wooden doors at the rear of the court. Behind them, the crowd stood still, stunned into inaction by the strange development.

But Belinda's father pushed his way through a tangle of attendees and into the aisle. He ran after the guards.

"Stop!" he yelled. "Where are you going with my daughter? What's happening?"

At the door, he was brought to a halt by three new guards. They formed a line across the doorway, blocking his path. Beyond them, Belinda began to struggle against the men who held her.

Her father pushed against the guards in the doorway, and they pushed back. He pushed harder, and they shoved him forcefully to the floor. He climbed to his feet and leaned on them, helpless to pass, and watched as his daughter was carried away from him. 

"Mercy!" he yelled. "Bring back my daughter, please. Please!"

Belinda's mother, still in the audience, turned to someone beside her. "Can you see what's happening? My husband -- is that my husband?"

The two guards escorting Belinda led her to the railing of the great staircase. She struggled, her heart suddenly bright with fear. 

"Dad!" she cried out. "What are they--"

The guards arrived at the staircase. They hoisted Belinda into the air by her arms, held her over the staircase opening, and released her into the wide gap between the stairs and the towering concrete pylon.

Belinda's father sagged to his knees, and the terrible wail he uttered came from deep in his belly, and turned his wife's blood cold.




Greatfall was carried out at 5:03 a.m.
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Belinda's panicked screams were heard for nearly twenty stories, and then a horrible, awful clang rang out as her body struck a railing, and her voice went silent. She plummeted through the silo quietly, the only sound that of her clothing flapping against the steep updraft. 

There were no crowds gathered at the railing to watch her descent. Most were still asleep when Belinda fell to her death, and woke to the news as it spread through the silo. For days after, the believers moved through their daily routines as if asleep. Most were unable to speak of what had happened. All felt, for the first time, an undeniable fear of the One True.

The seeker who followed Belinda up the Path, three weeks later, was sent on his way with a great feast attended by all he knew. Nobody said a word, but everybody knew that it might be the last time they would see him. None mentioned the awful, almost-black stain at the base of the stairs. None needed to. 

That stain would never come out of the concrete, and in the centuries to come, would only deepen and grow darker.

So went the first Greatfall.

There would be many, many more.
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Isaac would stop, if not for the watchers. 

He can feel their stares. He tries not to acknowledge them, but it isn't easy. They're stacked two or three deep around the railing of level one-fifteen, just... watching. He remembers being one of them himself just last year. Isaac was only twelve years old, and as he watched each seeker climb the Path, he felt a sick tremor in his chest.

Next year, he had thought, that will be me.

Funny how fast a year passes when you're twelve.

Funny how slowly the time passes when you're thirteen, and on the Path. 




My heart, my soul

My body, my mind




He has been climbing since morning. His shins have begun to ache, and he sweats profusely under the gaze of the crowd. They're always silent, but as he passes each level, he can hear the people disperse, murmuring among themselves. Murmuring about Isaac. About him.

He remembers the conversations well. Last year, during his sister's climb, he'd joined his family at the railing, and they had watched in quiet support. Isis had climbed the Path without looking in their direction, and he had felt his mother's arm tighten around his shoulders until Isis disappeared out of sight. 

As they returned to their compartment, Isaac had heard their neighbors taking bets.

"What do you call?" one had asked.

"Unworthy," answered another. 

"No way." 

"She'll be back again next year."

"I don't think so," the first had said.

"You know," the second man said, "we haven't had a Greatfall in awhile."

"Four years. The Maslo kid."

"Long time."

"About due for another one."

"Yeah."

Isaac shudders at the memory, and presses on, those awful words echoing in his mind.

We haven't had a Greatfall in awhile.

About due for another one.

Another one. 

He shakes it off and keeps walking the Path, whispering the chant, trying not to think of the dark stain surrounding the first stair.




My hands, my feet

My eyes, my ears




The Maslo kid.

Isaac had been only nine years old, but he remembered the Greatfall. 

You never forget your first Greatfall.




My life, my death

My death, your life
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People never stopped speculating about the Greatfalls.

Why that kid, and not the other one? What was so special about the worthy ones, and even the unworthy ones? Why weren't they chosen for the great sacrifice? 

Entire books had been written about the events. The way they had changed over the years. How the first Greatfall had been an unwilling, brutal affair. How modern Greatfalls were performed with ceremony, and without resistance. The way the entire silo turned out for the execution, and the way they celebrated it afterward.

Isaac's class had, along with the rest of the believers in the silo, set aside its books and walked, single-file, to the railing of the 88th floor. The children around him lamented their poor fortune. The middle floors were considered the worst viewing locations for Greatfalls. The best, he learned from his peers, were the highest floors and the lowest ones. 

Up high, you got to hear if the seeker screamed. They weren't supposed to, but sometimes they did anyway.

Down deep, you could hear them hit the concrete. 

"Like a bag of wet sand," one of his classmates swore. 

"How would you know?" another demanded. "You've never been down deep in your life."

Isaac, dutifully walks the Path, reciting his mantra quietly. He shudders at the memory of that day. 

The boy's name had been Richard Ezekiel Maslo. Isaac didn't know him, but Richard's brother Harry was in Isaac's class. Richard was thirteen, of course, and had been the beneficiary of the seeker feast the night before. Isaac didn't know him, so he hadn't been invited to attend, but the flicker of firelight had cast its glow high into the silo, and sparks and smoke had swirled up even to the 88th floor. Isaac had lay in bed that night, listening to the revelry, distant and thin, so far below. He couldn't believe the sounds carried so high.

As was customary, word of the seeker's ascent filtered up through the silo as Richard climbed. Each floor turned out to observe. Some cheered for the boy. Some jeered him. Most, however, quietly watched, and listened for Richard's recitations. 




The One True, the truest one

Warm as light from the sun




Even at nine years old, Isaac had known the mantra by heart. Everyone in the silo knew it. If the seeker were to miss a line, or to mumble, the Wise Father would know of it by the time the seeker reached the summit. Nobody knew if such offenses weighed against the seeker when judgment came, so most seekers had shouted themselves hoarse by the seventieth floor, loath to appear uncommitted. 

But the mantra gave Isaac pause.

What, he wondered, was a sun?
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There have been faster seekers. Much, much faster ones. 

In the amount of time it takes Isaac to reach the ninetieth floor, past seekers had made it as high as sixty. He's content to walk the Path slowly. He has broken only a faint sweat, and hasn't missed a word of the mantra. He's grown used to the observers. They are there at all hours of the day and night, watching in the electric light and in lantern light. During the first night, a piece of rotten fruit came sailing out of the darkness and struck the concrete pylon. Some of the foul juices spattered onto Isaac's face and hands, but he kept climbing. 

There were a few among the believers who considered the Path and its rite of ascension to be a kind of tyranny, but they kept their ideas quiet, and resorted to minor demonstrations such as this. Blasphemy against the Path was blasphemy against the One True. 

Blasphemy would send a man to the mines for the duration of his life.

Most men didn't last more than a few months in the mines. 

If it wasn't the dark and the narrow passages that got to them, it was the Dark One.

Isaac doesn't like to think about that sort of thing.
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The Maslo Greatfall had left Isaac with nightmares for weeks. 

By some awful stroke of luck -- good fortune, according to his classmates -- Richard Maslo was still conscious as he whipped past the 88th floor. His scream was a thin hum from high above, growing louder as he approached Isaac's class, who hung on the railing, huddled close, watching. Nobody had wanted to miss the blur as the falling boy passed them by.

He was there and gone in an eyeblink, but his scream lingered in the air like a mist after he had disappeared from sight. By all reports, he hadn't struck the railing until the hundredth floor or so. They always hit the railing. Nobody fell in a perfectly straight line. The longer it took to collide with the curved steel rail, the faster they were falling. The faster they were falling, the more the rail behaved like a blunt blade. 

Maslo had left a hand behind, messily lopped off by the steel bar it had smacked into at a hundred miles per hour. The hand was nothing more than a wet lump of flesh, the bones inside it hammered into pebbles. 

Isaac had looked at Harry Maslo as his older brother had disappeared down the shaft.

He could have sworn Harry was grinning and cheering with the rest of his peers.

Had that been Isis, Isaac knew, he'd have been a complete wreck.

Maybe something was wrong with him.
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Isaac stops to uncork his water bottle on the eighty-ninth floor. The silo is mostly dark, each level marked by a cluster of bobbing lantern lights or candles. The staircase winds around its central pylon at a distance of eight or nine feet, and Isaac takes a moment to examine that empty space nervously. He can't imagine how a body might fall a hundred stories without striking that railing or the pylon itself. A seeker would have to fashion himself into a straight line to make it so far.

He regrets looking more closely at the pylon. A string of tiny bulbs winds around the concrete pillar, casting a soft golden glow, enough light to guide Isaac's dark ascent. In the wash of light, to his horror, he can see a rash of blood on the pylon from some ancient collision. 

He bites his lip, then leans forward and peers down the chasm between the stairs and the pylon. The staircase descends into darkness, the string of lights growing dimmer floor by floor until he cannot make them out any longer. 

"Hey," a stranger's voice sings out. "Get your ass moving, already, why don'tcha."

"Hush now," someone else scolds. 

Isaac takes a pull from the water bottle, then replaces the cork. 

He starts the mantra from the beginning, and takes another step towards the summit.
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The burlap pack hangs on Isaac's back, rocking against him with every step. He can hear the slosh of his remaining water in the bottle inside, and feel the hard lump of his gift for the One True. He swallows hard, thinking of what he has prepared, and wonders for the thousandth time if it will be good enough.

The truth is, nobody knows how crucial the gift really is. Nobody can say if the quality of a seeker's gift influences the judgment. If the gift is too ostentatious, does it count as a mark against you? If it is too humble, will it sway the One True's favor in the wrong direction? 

No seeker is permitted to share the contents of his or her gift with another seeker. 

Isaac hopes it is good enough.
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He ascends a little more slowly as the second morning dawns. The shadows retreat from the center of the silo as the lamps crank up, bringing life to the dead concrete walls and steel landings. The crowds are still there, gathered quietly at the railings, watching him as he climbs. Beyond them he can hear the sounds of the silo coming alive -- great windows thrown open as shops are opened, the heavy thrum of the water filtration system on 42, the hum of people making their way from their compartments to their jobs. 

On the fortieth floor, he finds a new bottle of water waiting for him. A strip of tape circles the metal bottle. Written on the tape is the word seeker. Isaac would like to pick it up, but seekers are not permitted to accept gifts. The Path must be climbed solely with one's own force of will.

He listens to the thin slosh of water in his own bottle as it jostles on his back, and sighs.

[image: Image]

Every step brings him closer to the One True's dwelling.

The 34th floor is unlike any other level in the silo. There is a grated metal landing, like every other floor, but the entire floor beyond that landing is walled-off. The wall is foreboding and dark, welded together from great slabs of metal. The ridges between each slab are uneven. Some panels are riveted into place. Some panels are beginning to rust. 

No door has ever been discovered on the 34th floor. Many believers have speculated about what lies on the other side of the wall, but they do so quietly, for talking about a subject so near the One True is to dance on the fine razor wire of blasphemy. More than a few have been sentenced to serve the remainder of their days in the mines for talking about the One True's dwelling.

Isaac doesn't like to think about the mines, either. 

But he has heard stories.

The stories filter up, passed from man to man on hushed lips. Stories of the Dark One who lives beneath the mines, the great, hungry beast who wriggles about in the soil and rock, waiting for men to dig too close. The heat that radiates from the Dark One warms the silo, but threatens to consume it if the mines go to deep. The Dark One is scaled, they say, and his teeth are as tall as an entire story of the silo itself. Isaac imagines that black, gaping mouth, waiting to swallow men whole.

Men don't die in the belly of the Dark One, they say.

Men boil in the acid of his belly for all time, begging for their lives.

The One True sees and hears all, Isaac knows. But they say he turns a deaf ear to the cries that come from within the Dark One himself. The men who end up there are lost, never to be rescued.

But that doesn't stop Isaac from imagining their gnashing teeth and wails.

They say that the One True is all that stands between the Dark One surging up from the depths and crushing the silo with a few terrible snaps of its jaws. 

In return, what the One True asks for, the One True receives.
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Isaac reaches the thirty-fourth floor at mid-day. There are no spectators gathered around the railing here. Those on 33 stare up at him through the holes in the stairs, and those on 35 stare down. None dare to speak or heckle him here. The reverence for this floor is almost palpable. Isaac can almost hear the sigh of the entire silo as he arrives at the landing, as if they have all been holding their breath for this moment. 




My hands, my feet

My eyes, my ears




My life, my death

My death, your life




He breathes the mantra softly now, and approaches the great wall with wide eyes. He can feel his heart skidding about in his chest, slamming first against his ribs, then against his spine. 

The Path permits the seeker to pause on one floor and one floor only.

Thirty-four. 

Isaac looks around him and sees gifts laid at the base of the wall in all directions. These are the gifts that the One True did not accept, he knows. These are the gifts of the unworthy, and of the Greatfallen. There are bundles of rice in lace packages, tied off with tiny blue ribbons. There is a hand-painted slab of concrete. Isaac wonders how difficult it must have been to lug that gift so high on the Path, only to have it dismissed out-of-hand by the One True. 

There are dozens of gifts. Flowers that have long since withered into rigid little stems, black and fragile. A jug, probably full of homemade wine. A wristwatch. A necktie. A pair of shiny red women's shoes. Isaac wrinkles his nose at one gift that appears to be a bowl full of human hair. 

All of them, rejected. 

Isaac swallows hard, and prays silently, one last time, that his gift will be well-met. He slides the pack from his shoulder, and kneels. Above and below him, the observers turn their backs, as no believer is permitted to watch the seeker's homage. 

Isaac opens the pack and withdraws a small, hard object wrapped in oil cloth. He unties the string around the package, takes one last deep breath, and unfolds the cloth wrapping gently. 

Inside, cupped in Isaac's hand, is an artifact.
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Nobody knows where the artifacts come from, or what they mean. 

The artifact that Isaac holds is a gift passed down to him by his grandfather, William. Many decades before, when William had been a thirteen-year-old seeker, he had ascended the Path only to be found unworthy. With two other children who suffered the same judgment -- a rare occurrence in the silo -- William had been banished to the mine for a year. Upon his fourteenth birthday, he was permitted to ascend again.

Again he had been found unworthy. 

William spent four years in the mine. At seventeen, practically a veteran of the Path, he was finally found worthy, and assigned to mechanical. For all the years that Isaac had known his grandfather, William had been a repairman. He climbed from floor to floor, servicing the ventilation shafts that circulated air through the silo. 

A rather uninteresting career, by a child's standards, but following William's haunting four years in the mine shafts, it seemed like the life of a king. He traveled throughout the silo, permitted to use the staircase only on days when a seeker was not following the Path, and only two floors per day. The Path was holy, and not to be trudged on for mere service work.

William did not talk to his children or grandchildren about the days in the mine. Almost nobody who survived the darkness of the rocky tunnels spoke in detail of their experiences, afraid of being sentenced to return, possibly for life. But he did speak proudly of one aspect of his past life, and that was about the artifacts he had located.

There were three, and he kept them hidden behind a near-invisible panel in his compartment until his death. His will was private, and left the artifacts to his family: one for Isaac's father, one for Isis, and one for Isaac himself.

The artifact given to Isaac's father was a long, slim piece of metal with eyelets at each end. His father liked to dream of what it might be, and what possible properties it might possess. To Isaac, it looked like a rod in a machine, but he kept his theory quiet. Artifacts were not to be dismissed so handily. Some believed that they were precious belongings of the One True that he had misplaced in the distant, dark past. 

Isis's artifact was a shallow bowl-shaped bit of metal, hammered into its current state. She kept it in her room even now, where it held her jewelry. Isaac thought this an irresponsible use for an artifact. To reduce it to such a common trinket! 

Isaac stands on the 34th floor landing and peels back the oiled cloth now to reveal an orb the size of his fist. It is battered and has seen great wear. Its leathery shell has been scraped by years of exposure, and in some areas the skin has worn away to reveal a nest of stringy insides. He strokes the object reverently, tracing his fingertips over the symmetrical dark stitching that wraps the thing in a continuous loop. 

Whatever it is, it surely will have great significance to the One True, he thinks. 

Surely no seeker has parted ways with an artifact on the Path. 

Isaac leans over and places the artifact reverently upon the landing, just against the base of the great wall. The thing almost rolls away, but he finds that if he tips it just so, it will hold its position.

He stands up and backs away from the gift.




My gift for you

The One most True

Your face I seek

Your Path I climb

Your life, my death

My death, your life




It is customary for the seeker to rest upon the 34th floor. They are permitted no comforts -- no blankets, no pillows. Isaac lies on his back on the stiff, grated landing, and feels every hard metal ridge beneath his skull and back and arms. He is tired enough to sleep, but he wonders: if he remains awake, could he witness the One True accept his gift? 

No, he remembers. He is permitted to rest here, but he must leave without knowing if his gift has been accepted or refused. He will ascend the remaining floors along the Path, wondering, without an answer.
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The Wise Father closes his eyes. 

This is perhaps the moment he enjoys most of his days. Such a simple thing, to bring such pleasure. But with each downward stroke of the brush, he feels a tiny bloom of warmth within. It feels like... 

He always feels a twinge of embarrassment at the thought. 

It feels like love. 

But he knows that for his servant, it is simply a duty. The girl, dressed in her pretty yellow linen gown, kneels upon the Wise Father's bed. He sits upon a chair beside the bed, his back to her, dressed in his own bedclothes. She is quiet as she brushes his white hair from crown to curl, but he can hear the small measures of her breath.

He pushes away the thought that swims up then: I wish she were close enough that I might feel her breath.

Such thoughts are indecent for the Wise Father, though he remembers a time, many years go, when he felt the first flush of interest in a woman. 

No.

In a girl.

He had been twelve years old, and had not yet ascended the Path himself. There was a girl then -- what was her name? 

He cannot remember. 

He exhales a deep sigh, then recognizes that hint of longing in his breath, and interrupts it with a harsh, artificial cough.

The girl sweeps the brush through his hair, then pauses. 

"You are okay?" she asks. 

The Wise Father dips his chin. "I am fine, my child. Let's stop here for tonight."

"There are tangles yet," the girl says.

"No need," he says. "I will brush them myself."

The girl's expression turns to one of shame, and the Wise Father hurries to explain himself. 

"You've shown me no disgrace," he says, touching her hand. "I'm tired, that's all."

The girl brightens, and nods, then climbs gracefully down from the Wise Father's bed. She goes to the door, turns and bows deeply, then slips out, closing his chamber door behind her. 

He sighs again, this time not masking his sense of loss. 

In the morning, he will kneel and ask the One True's forgiveness for allowing such a distant emotion to cloud his mind.
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He is awake and dressing behind the partition when his chamber door opens slightly. His advisor, Matthew, peeks into the room. 

"Wise Father?" he calls. "Good morning!"

The Wise Father shrugs the robe over his tired old shoulders. "Come in, Matthew," he says. "And for One True's sake, please don't be so cheerful."

"You've done penance this morning," Matthew says.

The Wise Father emerges from behind the partition. "Yes," he says. 

"I could hazard a guess," Matthew says, "but I don't need to. I know that Sara attended to you last night."

"We will not speak of such things," the Wise Father says. 

Matthew places a breakfast tray on the table beside the Wise Father's bed. "Surely the One True doesn't see all," Matthew says. "Nobody would be the wiser if you were to allow Sara to attend to -- ahem -- other needs."

"Matthew!" the Wise Father snaps. "That's enough."

But Matthew only smiles. "Shall I present the day's agenda, Father?"

The Wise Father senses his advisor's sarcasm, but allows it to pass. Matthew is legacy, and the Wise Father is not permitted to replace him. For reasons he cannot fathom, the One True keeps a careful watch over Matthew's family line, and every new Wise Father is appointed an advisor from their family. 

Sometimes the Wise Father wonders if Matthew knows more than he does about the One True. Matthew's words don't simply conjure the possibility of blasphemy, but are downright blasphemous almost daily.

The Wise Father made the mistake of once discussing such matters with the One True, and shivers to remember the One True's response. He wonders if he himself is as protected by the One True as Matthew and his forebears have been.

"Yes," the Wise Father says, the day's energy sapped from him by this internal struggle. "Yes, of course. The agenda."

"Surely," Matthew says. "Mechanical wishes an audience this morning."

"Not in person," the Wise Father complains.

"No, sir. Radio only." 

"Oh, good. What do they want this time?"

"Location, of course," Matthew says. "They'd like to resurrect their annual petition to relocate the entrance to the mines. They feel --"

"That such proximity to the opening is damaging to their souls," the Wise Father interrupts. "Yes. What is this, the seventeenth year? The thirtieth? They know my answer, yet they return."

"This is their forty-first petition, Father," Matthew says. 

"Forty-first," the Wise Father repeats. "Am I that old?"

Matthew ignores the comment. "You'll be pleased to know that tomorrow is likely judgment day."

The Wise Father turns in his chair, leaving his food untouched. "Really? The seeker is doing well?"

"Slower than the average climber, but he is within the expected timeframe."

"And the complaints?"

"Eleven so far," Matthew says. "But I must say, most appear to be the usual observations."

"The mantra?" 

"Soft, but constant. He hasn't let up."

"Good," the Wise Father says. "I do hope this one is worthy. I'm getting too old for the other options."

"He seems likely to make the cut, Father."

The Wise Father nods. "Tomorrow, you say?"

"Tomorrow, early."

"Postpone Mechanical's audience until the day following," the Wise Father says. "I think I'll use today for rest."

Matthew nods. "Of course, Your Highness."

The Wise Father opens his mouth to protest, but Matthew has already disappeared through the door. It closes behind him with a gentle click. The Wise Father pushes his plate of food away, and rests his head in his hands.

"Fuck," he says, tiredly.
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He sleeps for awhile, and then lies in bed, awake, unmotivated to do much of anything. He thinks about the boy on the Path, and offers a silent prayer to the One True to spare the boy's life. 

Too much blood, he thinks. 

Fourteen Greatfalls in all. 

And he remembers every name. 

Green.

Shepherd.

Coxswain.

Hilyard.

Dennis.

Morgan.

Conway.

Bell.

Harrelson.

Hernandez.

Sampson.

Rushing.

Kriegel.

Maslo.

During his annual pilgrimage to the 34th floor last year, a believer had approached him with a gift. A painting. At first glance, the image was difficult to parse, but then he understood the perspective. The old believer had painted a view of the silo from the uppermost floor, as if the viewer were peering over the railing. The great Path slanted away, and the floors below stacked like dishes. And there, far, far below, was a very discernible red seal around the base of the Path. 

Not a seal.

A spreading red stain, vivid even from such a height. 

Fourteen young children, nine boys and five girls, met their end on that hard concrete floor during the Wise Father's tenure. Mechanical shared their bottommost floor with Cleaning. The cleaners waited at a safe distance during the Greatfall, then moved in a ring from the outer walls of the bottom floor toward the staircase, scrubbing and collecting bits and parts. 

Greatfalls are presented with such ceremony, he thinks, but so few in the silo see the terrible consequence. The blood. The bodies that split like overcooked meat. The insides that come gushing out, nearly liquefied by the impact. 

Once, in secret, the Wise Father asked Matthew to bring a cleaner before him. The woman who arrived on the first floor looked older than her years, and wore the mask of someone who has grown familiar with tragedy. He interrogated her gently for a few minutes, until she broke, and wept, and told him of all of the children she had picked up, scattered in unrecognizable pieces on the bottom floor. 

Her confession was full of unintended blasphemy. He had pardoned her, and sent her home again, and arranged for her to be transferred to a new assignment. He did not ask where, or specify one. 

Anything, he had said to Matthew. 

And Matthew had seen to it. 

Too much blood, he thinks again, lying in his bed. So much blood.
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The Wise Father sleeps again, and dreams of his name. 

For seventy years he has worn the robes. Seventy years of entering the prayer closet to determine the fates of children. 

He is nearly ninety years old.

For most of his life he has been nameless. 

The Wise Father. 

Father. 

In his dreams, he is Daniel once more. 

Daniel, the boy who skips down the corridor of 62. 

Daniel, the boy who built tiny models out of found materials, and hung them on fine cords from his tiny bedroom ceiling.

Daniel, the boy who--

The Wise Father starts awake. 

Matthew is at the door again, peering into the darkness. 

"Father," he says. "The boy is on the fourth floor. Time to dress."

He closes the door again, and the Wise Father closes his eyes, Daniel no more.
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Maya crests the hill, struggling to catch her breath. 

This hill was larger than the rest, built up over time by the fine grains deposited by the sandpaper wind. Climbing it was like trying to climb a pile of dust. 

She bends over and takes a visual of her suit. The wind has abraded the exterior layer, exposing a smoother inner layer. Already that second layer is taking a beating, peeling and flaking away. 

Not good, she thinks.

She wishes the home silo had better range. Their radio signal had been scratchy from the start, but this far away, all she could hear was white noise. Maya wasn't even sure that the noise belonged to the radio channel. The wind had grown more fierce at the top of the hill, its roar audible even through the ostensibly soundproof helmet.

She worries about that. If it's not soundproof, then what else isn't it? 

The wind is too strong. She needs to get off of this hill. 

Her knees ache from the long walk, and from traversing hill after hill. She doesn't know why someone from another, closer silo couldn't have done this. She asked, but Murray had no answers for her. 

No answers. None. Not for any of her questions, and she had so many.

Why now?

Why not, say, a hundred years ago? Two hundred? 

Why me? Why not someone from 22?

Her answers will have to wait. The wind gusts up the hill with startling force, and takes her off her feet -- and not for the first time. She is grateful then for the accumulated sand beneath her. Her ass in particular is grateful. 

She decides to take the child's route down the hill, and scoots through the deep sand until she reaches the bottom. 

There. Okay. Not bad. 

Maya checks her oxygen levels. Pretty good, and they had better be. The spare tanks on her back are heavier than she'd like, and she's never struggled with anything more than the little wheeled cart she drags behind her. The cart holds six more tanks, and handles the sandy hills about as well as she had expected. At one point, she'd had to carry the cart in front of her. No easy task, with the weight of those tanks.

She straightens up, squares her shoulders. The light, dim to begin with, is fading. The sky turns to rust, then erases itself from view. Maya sighs, and starts trudging toward the silo ahead, pulling her little wagon, careful to avoid the sensors. 
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The shelter sucks. 

It was custom-made for her excursion, and approximates a lean-to. She plants a pair of stakes six feet from the silo's exterior, then props them against the wall. The shell is supposed to stretch over the two stakes, then bolt to the wall. She has a clever little tool that IT's stooge in Mechanical built for her. It drives little looped spikes into the wall, giving her something to fasten the lean-to's shell to.

On this, her second overnight stay, the shell cracks as soon as she stretches it over the first stake. Its flexible properties have disappeared, and it's gone brittle from the exposure. 

"Shit," Maya says, wishing someone was listening.

The wind has changed direction, at least, and is blowing against the opposite side of the silo. She has a little protection from the elements, but it's not enough. Her suit could come apart by morning if she isn't able to take shelter. She realizes for the first time that the suit won't get her home again. 

One-way trip, she thinks. Goddammit.

She leans her back against the silo wall and stares out into the darkness. 

What would Murray do right now? she wonders. 

He'd tell her to figure it out.

She looks down at her boots, stained brown from the blown sand and grit. She feels the blocky shapes of the tanks on her back, and it comes to her. 

The wagon.

Maya grabs the first of the six spare tanks and puts it down on the ground beside her. The cylinder begins to roll down the mild slope of dirt at the bottom of the silo wall, and she grabs it. 

"Stay put," she warns.

But it rolls again. 

So she paws at the dirt, then drives the ten-inch-tall tank end-first into the hole and builds up the loose dirt around it. When she lets go, the tank doesn't budge. It looks as if it's been protruding from the earth for a thousand years, she thinks. 

She turns over the dirt next to the tank, digging another shallow hole. The second tank goes in, and she scoops the loose dirt up, packing it tight around the tank. The next four tanks follow, and then the wind shifts, and snags the empty wagon like a sail, upending it and flipping it away from her. 

"No, no, no!" she yells, jogging after the wagon as quickly as her heavy suit and payload will allow. 

The wagon strikes a rock -- no, not a rock, she realizes. A body. Of course, a body -- and it does a spectacular end-over-end flip, spinning up into the air like a piece of shrapnel. The wind shifts again, angrily, and catches the hollowed-out metal container and slings it right back at Maya. 

"Shit!" she yells. She tries to sidestep the projectile, but the suit is too bulky, and she moves about as fast as a block of concrete. The wagon slams into her left shin and knocks her over, then clangs away from her. Maya scrunches her face up at the sudden smack of pain, and tries to stand up. 

A bright flash seems to explode from her leg, and she goes down again.

The wind captures the wagon again, and sends it clanging across the shallow plain, towards the hills.

Maya fights the pain in an attempt not to pass out.

Her last thought before she fails is: I hope nobody inside is watching the wallscreen.
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Deet.

Deet.

Deet-deet.

Deet-deet.

Deet-deet-deet.

DEET-DEET-DEET-DEET-DEET-DEET-DEET-DEET-DEET-DEET--

The klaxon in her helmet yanks Maya up into consciousness, and she yells against the awful clatter in her ears. She's disoriented, lying face-down on the sand, with a great weight on her back. Her brain struggles against the noise, trying to process what's happening. 

A great weight on her back.

A great weight --

She snaps to attention in her suit. 

The oxygen tanks, she thinks. Oh, shit. Oh, shit.

She recognized the angry buzzing in her ears now. She lifted her left arm and checked the O2 gauge on her wrist.

The thin red needle was significantly beneath the E.

"Spare tanks," she mutters. "Where are the spares, where are the spares, where are the --"

The events of last night surface in her mind at the same time the pain signals from her leg reach her brain, and she remembers everything: the broken shelter, the buried oxygen bottles, the enemy wagon, attacking from the sky --

The spare bottles. 

If she didn't get to them five minutes ago, she was going to die right here in her custom suit, in full view of this strange silo's sensors. 

She wondered if there was a crowd gathered inside, right now, staring at this strange human being who had appeared on their wallscreen. 

Maya tries to get to her feet, and her left knee buckles. Pain spreads up her leg, hot and liquid, and she resists the urge to scream.

"Oh, fuck this," she says, gritting her teeth. 

She opens her mouth and screams as loud and as hard as she can, nearly drowning out the terrible screaming alert system in her helmet. 

She actually feels better afterward.

But now my oxygen is really and truly fucked, she thinks. 

She forces herself to her feet again, and tries to block out the pain. One step at a time, she thinks. One step. Two steps. Three steps. You can do this. You can do this. 

And she does.

For a few steps.

She falls again, but now she can see the tips of the oxygen tanks protruding from the little scoops of dirt she hand-packed last night. She gives up on walking, and puts all of her weight onto her forearms. She grunts at the heavy load of tanks on her back -- how can they be so heavy when they're so goddamned empty? she wonders -- but she is able to hoist herself forward nearly a foot. 

She pulls her arms forward again, putting everything onto her forearms, and repeats the movement once more. Twice more.

Her lungs seem to burst into flame, and she wheezes inside the helmet, sucking up every last molecule of oxygen she can find.

How shitty it would be to die like this, she thinks. Some cleaner would find her someday, and think to himself, How curious, a stranger I don't recognize -- and then the cleaner would keel over himself, probably right on top of her, and die, too. 

She claws at the ground, dragging herself forward by her bulky, gloved fingertips, and is surprised when she feels the bulbous tip of a spare tank beneath one outstretched hand. Maya grabs it and pulls as hard as she can, and the dirt around the bottle gives a little. She pulls again, and this time the dirt collapses, and the bottle comes free. 

Faster, faster, faster, she thinks. 

Her vision blurs.

She feels for the clip at her waist that releases the oxygen pack, and presses it. The strap around her waist releases, and she pushes herself to her knees. She has to shrug the pack off of her shoulders in order to replace a bottle -- no easy task when you're out of air and gasping CO2. 

The pack comes off and Maya feels instantly like she might float right up into the sky, so relieved is she to be free of the heavy payload. She fumbles at one of the empty bottles, but the catch is hard to press with her thick fingers. 

She can feel the dizziness overtaking her, the dark shadows creeping in at the edges of her vision.

No time, she thinks, and she cracks the seal on her right glove and pulls it off. 

Her bare skin seems to crackle in the toxic air as she finds the release catch on the empty bottle and pops it. The empty tank slips out of its sleeve and falls to the crumbled dirt by her knees. She picks up the spare tank and, with the last of her strength, slams it home. Her fingers reset the release catch to lock the tank into place, and Maya sags to the ground.

The sweet tang of oxygen, thin but heady, fills her helmet. 

She takes a deep, deep swallow, and the sensation rushes to her head, and she passes out.
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Maya comes to just as the new tank expires. There are five spares left, and she spends the next few minutes ejecting the empties and replacing them. The replacement tanks will give her enough oxygen to reach the silo if she leaves now, and arrives before nightfall. 

After that, she's lost. 

She locks the last tank into place, and that's when she notices her hand.

The skin is fiercely red, chapped and windburned. Her knuckles have split open, and blood has dried in heavy clumps all over her fingers. 

"Oh, no," she breathes. 

There's absolutely nothing she can do about it. 

Glove on. 

Stand up. 

Ignore the pain. 

Walk. Walk. Walk.

Don't stop, she tells herself.

Walk.
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Isaac can see the small crowd waiting for him as he makes the last turn around the spiral Path. His mother, his father are there. Isis, freed from her responsibilities for the day, is there as well. He finds himself wishing that his grandfather were there to witness his ascension, to knuckle his hair one last time and tell him that no matter what happens in the court, Isaac is still tops with him.

Behind his family, who wear the traditional beige-colored robes, are several dozen spectators, none of whom Isaac recognizes. Standing at the final stair, awaiting Isaac with a string of flowers, is a man in a crisp red suit, the uniform of the court. 

"Seeker," he says, as Isaac steps his last, "you are hereby welcomed to the first floor. The congratulations of the silo for your accomplishment."

The man lays the string of flowers around Isaac's neck. He dips a shallow bow, then turns aside and gestures for the boy to follow the red carpet.

The crowd of observers applaud politely -- though Isaac's family claps with great cheer -- and part to allow Isaac passage. The red carpet crosses the first floor landing and points through the heavy double doors. Isaac can see that it becomes an aisle between several rows of benches, and terminates below the feared bench of the Wise Father. 

He smiles nervously at his parents and Isis, and starts up the carpet. His feet and calves throb from the long climb, and he genuinely wishes for nothing more than to sink into a soft bed among a thousand pillows. He thinks he might be able to sleep for a week. 

Then his stomach rumbles, and he thinks that maybe he could stand a hot meal first. 

Isaac scans the faces of the strangers who line the red carpet, searching their expressions for any hint of his fate, but of course, they know no more than he. They watch him with a sort of detached curiosity. He can tell that they are far more pleased to have been randomly selected to attend the judgment at all than to be present for his arrival. To the spectators, he is just another seeker in a long line of children.

In some of their eyes, he sees a perverse hunger. 

They're hoping to see a Greatfall, he thinks. 

A sense of vertigo overcomes him as he imagines being lifted onto the platform that would be the last solid ground his feet might touch. He has a sudden vision, horrifyingly clear, of his body ricocheting between the pylon and the railings as he plunges to the red concrete floor.

Isaac swallows hard and continues to put one foot in front of the other. 

The end of the carpet seems a thousand miles away.
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The Wise Father stands in his chamber as Matthew secures the golden sash about his neck. 

Outside the chamber, the Wise Father's guards wait to escort him to the bench. He's not ready to go just yet. 

"Matthew," the Wise Father says. "What do you think will happen today?"

Matthew has been asked the question more times than he can remember, and he answers it as he always have. 

"One True only knows," he says. 

But the Wise Father lowers his head this time, and says, "I cannot send another child to the Greatfall."

Matthew says, "Sit," and the Wise Father sinks into his dressing chair. Matthew raises the white satin cap onto the old man's head, and secures it with two small clips to the Wise Father's silvery hair.

"I can't do it," the Wise Father repeats. "Too many children, Matthew. They're only boys and girls."

"You'll do as the One True instructs you to do," Matthew says, reassuringly. "The decision is not yours. It belongs to a higher power than you. You are simply the voice. You know this."

"I do," the Wise Father says. "But -- if I were to say something else this time... If I -- if I changed the judgment... What would happen? What could the One True really do?"

"You know the answer to that," Matthew says. "And you know better than to speak such things. You're fortunate that it's only me in the room with you today, for I will not betray these confidences. But if you were to say these things before someone else -- I fear you would not be long for the silo, Father."

"I confess I would welcome such a fate," the Wise Father says. "I'm tired, Matthew."

"You do not have the luxury of being tired," Matthew admonishes. "You serve at the One True's pleasure, and you will continue to do so until he deems otherwise."

The Wise Father slumps in the chair. "You're right."

"I am, but we can talk more about that later," Matthew chides. "Perk up now. It's time to go."

Matthew pats the Wise Father on both shoulders, then turns to the door and pulls it open. To the guards he says, "We're ready."
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The boy stands before the bench, clearly nervous, and visibly exhausted. His hands tremble slightly from hunger and exertion, and as the Wise Father settles into his chair behind the bench, he takes pity on the boy. 

"Seeker," he says. "How long since you've had a drink of water, or a bite of food?"

Isaac looks up at the Wise Father shakily. "My water ran out on 30," he says. "And I haven't eaten since longer than that."

The Wise Father nods, then turns to the director of the court. "Director," he says. "See to the boy's needs, please."

Matthew, standing in his customary place below the bench, out of sight to the audience, is displeased. He whispers up at the Wise Father to get things moving, but the Father doesn't acknowledge his words.

Wait -- no, the Wise Father does acknowledge Matthew's words. Matthew can see the old man flapping a dismissive hand in his direction. 

"As you wish," Matthew whispers, a barb in his tone.

The director brings Isaac a cup of water and a carrot. 

"Thank you," Isaac says.

The Wise Father leans over the bench. "Will you be alright, son?"

Isaac bows slightly. "Thank you, Father, for this kindness."

With a grandfatherly nod, the Wise Father leans back. 

"Welcome to judgment," he bellows, and the audience applauds.
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Maya fairly tumbles down the last hill. 

She has been taking shallow breaths for the last three hours, but she can feel the oxygen in her suit thinning again. The wrist gauge is clogged with dust and no longer working, but she knows what it would say if it were. 

But she has arrived, and the darkened silo stands before her. 

For nearly two centuries, it has been silent. Murray had showed her the silo map, and this silo -- number 23 -- was circled in red, a question mark scribbled next to its glyph. 

"What happened to it?" she had asked, but Murray hadn't had an answer.

"That's what we want you to find out," he had explained. "It's been dark for a long, long time. We don't have any idea what you'll find."

"They're probably all dead," Maya had guessed.

"Probably so. But all the same, management would like to know for sure. Too much time has passed to remain in the dark."

And so here she is, in the empty plain surrounding silo 23. 

Something strikes her as she stands there.

There are no bodies.

She had passed seven silos on her way here, and the front yard of each was littered with the suited-up bodies of cleaners, most long-dead, some reasonably fresh. But here she saw none, and that was unusual. Every silo sent people to clean. Every silo had outcasts and rule-breakers. 

Where were silo 23's bodies?

Maya eyes the sensors.

Even from this distance she can tell they are a mess.

She begins walking again, sucking down stale air with every step. She looks down to make sure she still has the disengage tool. It's there, still clipped to the front of her suit. Maya pats it gently. It's the only thing that will keep her alive now.

Closer now, she can see that the silo's exterior sensors are crusted-over. The metal prongs they're attached to have rusted and corroded in the toxic wind. She squats down and looks more closely at one of the sensors. It doesn't appear that the sensors have ever been cleaned before. 

She looks past the sensor at the silo's door. The metal seam is clogged with debris, and appears to be almost rusted shut.

"They really are all dead," she says aloud.

Then she inspects the door again.

The door's going to be a problem.
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The court director calls for quiet, and the audience hushes behind Isaac.

The Wise Father adjusts his robe and sash, then folds his hands on the bench. He regards the boy, who looks a little better now with a bit of food and drink in him. Isaac holds the Wise Father's gaze, and the old man is pleased.

"My child," he says. "Tell me. What do you seek?"

Isaac takes a long, slow breath. The question tagged along with him as he climbed the Path, and he had struggled with his answer. The room around him is still, and the audience waits for him to speak. The Wise Father gives him plenty of time, and he is grateful for it.

Finally, he says, "I don't know what I seek, Wise Father."

Someone in the audience gasps, but the room is otherwise silent. 

The Wise Father waits patiently.

Isaac says, "I'm just a boy, Father. I want to make something of myself, but I don't know what."

The Wise Father nods. Without a word, he stands.

The court director follows suit. "All rise," he calls. "Please remain standing as the Wise Father consults with the One True."

Isaac, knees shaky beneath him, watches the Wise Father turn and descend from sight. He cannot see the heavy door to the prayer closet open, but he hears it when it shuts. 

The echo surrounds him. It sounds like a hammer falling down on him.

The faintest whisper comes from the back of the audience. 

Greatfall.

Isaac closes his eyes.

And waits.
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The prayer closet is utterly dark.

The Wise Father knows it by heart, however. His feet have mapped every inch of the wide, narrow room during these last seventy years. He removes his sandals and positions them carefully beside the door, then removes his sash and hangs it neatly on a hook on the back of the door.

The room is still and quiet. 

If he takes pleasure from any part of his responsibility after all these years, it is from this single moment of sightlessness. The dark courses over him, taking away from him any obligation to the lighted silo outside this room. The warm room enfolds him, and for a moment, it's almost like -- it's almost like being in the womb again, he thinks. 

But then the lights buzz and flicker on, and the sensation drains away.

The prayer closet is sparsely furnished, for the One True does not encourage luxury. A single chair sits in the middle of the room, upholstered in black. The chair faces a small table. Upon the table: A computer display. A keyboard. A mouse. A small, blockish printer. 

There is one other thing that the Wise Father likes about the prayer closet.

In the closet, he is Daniel once again.

He sits in the chair, fluffing his robe beneath him, and pulls himself towards the computer. The screen is dark, and he presses a key on the keyboard to wake the display. 

As he waits for it to brighten, his eyes are drawn, as they always are, to the great metal cabinet on the wall.

As a young Wise Father he ceased to ask questions of the One True that he knew would remain unanswered. Asking such questions would lead nowhere, for the One True simply refused to acknowledge them. Certain topics were forbidden even for the Wise Father himself.

But to this day he still wonders about the metal cabinet. 

The cabinet is an enormous rectangle. He guesses that it is maybe fifty feet long, though he has never messaged, and perhaps eight feet high. It is several inches deep, and is firmly bolted to the concrete wall. He knows, because over the years, he has inspected every inch of the cabinet, looking for some sort of opening.

There is none. 

If the Wise Father were permitted to ask one question before his death, he would ask the One True to reveal the contents of the cabinet to him. He suspects that whatever secret it holds is powerful enough to split a man's mind in two. He would welcome such a fate these days. He would welcome death itself, if he were to be frank.

The display comes alive, and he blinks at its brightness.

In the center of the screen are two words.




Hello, Daniel.
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A cursor blinks beneath the message, and the Wise Father pulls the keyboard onto his knees and taps at it.




Praise be, One True.




Today is the day of judgment.




You say true. 




Please tell me the seeker's name.




The Wise Father closes his eyes, searching for the boy's full name. It's getting harder and harder to remember them all. Except for the Greatfallen. He will never forget their names.




Isaac Andrew Singer.




One moment, Daniel.




He can hear the computer inside a drawer of the table, chugging. The sound always makes him think of mice in a cardboard box, scuttling about.




Please select from the following. Was the seeker's answer to the Great Question:

a) satisfactory

b) unsatisfactory

c) blasphemous

d) honest




The Wise Father has, over the years, always selected option A or B. He doesn't know what might happen if he were to select option C. Perhaps the One True himself would storm up the Path and hurl the seeker to Greatfall himself. 

He has never selected option D.

He presses the letter D on the keyboard.




One moment, Daniel.




While he waits, the mice running in circles inside the desk, he turns his thoughts to his bed. Each morning of his life, he thanks the One True for permitting him some simple luxuries within his own private chambers. His bed is the most important to him. Soft, thickly blanketed, and very high from the floor -- he is still a child beneath those blankets, tugging them over his face and falling asleep in a linen cavern, warmed by his own breath.

The mice stop running, and he looks up at the display.




Isaac Andrew Singer, 13, has successfully met all personality requirements.




The Wise Father breathes a sigh of great relief. He dreads the possibility of Greatfall each time he enters the prayer closet. 




Thank you, One True. You are gracious and kind.




Goodbye, Daniel.




The printer whirrs to life, and the Wise Father waits for the boy's judgment and assignment to emerge. When the paper spools out of the printer, he tears it against the tiny metal teeth. He pushes away from the table, and turns off the display before he gets up. 

The overhead lights snap off, a little earlier than usual, and the Wise Father makes his way through the dark to the door. He finds the sandals and slips his toes into them, and dons his sash. He always worries that he will put the sash on backwards in the dark, and look the fool to the crowd, so when he opens the door, he shoots a quick glance down.

The sash looks good.

He walks to the stairs, suddenly tired again.
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Maya kicks the door again. 

It's solid, practically frozen from nearly two centuries of disuse. Nothing happens.

If this were any other silo, she thinks, they'd hear me and open up.

But that's not true. Any other silo would let her die out here, just one more body to molder away within a few feet of safety.

She kicks the door a little harder, and nearly topples over at the surge of pain in her bad leg. Some of the grit in the jamb rattles around, but doesn't dislodge. She wishes she had a pry bar, though she knows it wouldn't really do any good. There's only one way into a silo that you're not welcomed into, and since strangers are never welcomed into a silo, that means there really is just one way in. 

Maya looks down at the disengage tool, then at her oxygen gauge. 

It's this or asphyxiation, she thinks. 

She turns her back to the silo and rests against the wall. The hillside glides up around her in all directions, as if she's sitting in the middle of a rocky bowl. The surface has been scorched and scrubbed away until only raw shale remains. The ever-present wind lashes over the crest of the hill, visible in the blur of sand it scrapes from the earth. The sun is somewhere above her, and barely seems to penetrate the shawl of bruise-colored clouds.

She's not really anxious to die here.

She unclips the disengage tool from her suit, and holds it up. It's nothing more than a cheap box of black plastic. There's a short antenna collapsed into the box, and she fumbles at it with her glove, but it's impossible to grasp. Grunting, she tucks her right hand between her knees and pulls, separating the glove from her hand.

She screams at the unexpected, searing pain, and looks down to see the skin of her right hand peeling away in sticky sheets. Most of it is stuck to the glove. What hasn't been scalped away is fiercely red and cracked. Blood begins to well up in the raw patches now, in tiny red beads that find each other and pool in the creases between her knuckles. 

"Fuck, oh, fuck," she says.

The oxygen gauge may be broken, but the warning system still works, and chooses that moment to begin its death knell.

Deet.

Deet.

Deet-deet.

Maya grimaces, then grips the antenna with her bleeding hand and tugs. It telescopes open. She pries open the panel on the front of the box. There's a simple flip-switch inside, and she remembers Murray's instructions despite the clanging sound ratcheting up inside her helmet.

"You'll want to get away from the door," he had said. 

"How far?" she had asked.

"Stay close to the wall," Murray said. "But no more than fifty feet, or the signal won't take. Maya -- fifty feet is really close. This shit could collapse the entire aboveground structure if it's gone bad."

"How likely is that?" Maya had asked.

"Maybe only a little, but even that worries me."

"There's no other way in?"

"None."

Maya sobs inside her helmet now, a fresh and roaring fire consuming her exposed hand. She sidesteps along the wall, estimating her distance, and when she thinks she's fifty feet from the door, she grinds her teeth together and flips the switch.
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Isaac hears the sound of the prayer closet door closing before he sees the Wise Father appear at the bench. 

The court director says, loudly, "Please be seated."

Clothing rustles and shoes clop as the audience takes their seats. For the briefest of moments, the hush in the court evaporates, and Isaac hears once again the faint whisper.

Greatfall.

He feels a sheen of sweat rise on his face and upper lip.

The Wise Father gives the court director a nod of thanks, then turns his gaze immediately upon Isaac. 

"Seeker," the Wise Father says, "I have conferred with our One True maker, and he has issued your fate. Will you accept the One True's decision wholeheartedly?"

Isaac swallows hard. His voice feels like it will pull apart like wet paper. He clears his throat.

"Yes, Father," he says. 

"Very well," the Wise Father says. 

Every man and woman in the court, including the director and his guards, hangs on the Wise Father's every breath as the old man lifts the small sheet of white paper into view. 

That small slip of paper, Isaac thinks, says whether I live or die. 

The Wise Father's eyes seem to smile at Isaac. 

The old man says, "Isaac Andrew Singer, on this day, the One True declares you to be --"

The Wise Father stops as he reads the printed sheet of paper for the first time. His eyes fill with tears and boil over, and his vision blurs as he looks down upon the skinny, still-hungry boy who stands before him. The skinny, still-hungry, completely petrified boy. 

The Wise Father starts again.

"Isaac Andrew Singer," he says, "on this day the --"

His words are swallowed up by a roar that seems to come from the very walls themselves.
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Maya can feel the explosion ripple through the structure against her back, and for a moment it seems like the concrete walls will fall upon her. The earth shakes, and little clumps of dirt are lifted into the air, then drop back to the trembling ground. The sound is deafening. Inside her helmet she has no way to cover her ears, which now ring so brilliantly that she cannot even hear the sounds of her own breath.

And she should, because she's nearly out of oxygen, and every breath is another torrid gasp.

She pushes off of the wall, half-expecting it to give way as she does, and makes her way quickly towards the door. She drops the plastic disengagement tool to the ground.

The front of the silo is a fractured, smoking hole. The door is gone altogether, and Maya half-turns to look for it. The dust and vaporized concrete makes it hard, but she finally spots it. The great metal sheet, warped and bent, looks as if it has been punched by a god. It's embedded in lower slope of the hill two hundred feet away. 

She turns her attention back to the destruction, hoping that the tool has worked as Murray had explained, and has done no more damage.

"Every silo has a safety," he had explained. "The doors that cleaners walk through? The hinges are explosive charges. If they still work -- if they haven't gone bad after all this time -- then they should blow that door right off the front of the silo."

"What about the inner chamber? The inner door?" she had asked him.

"If the charges work the way they were designed to," he'd said, "then you should be able to walk right in."

"Will they? Will they work that way?"

Murray had shrugged and given her his best hell-if-I-know expression. "Anybody's guess," he said. "I would hope so. If they don't, well..."

He hadn't needed to finish the sentence. Maya knew what would happen to her if she couldn't get into the silo.

The concrete dust and smoke are quickly whipped away by the wind skidding down the hills behind Maya, and after a moment, she sees the interior of the chamber resolve. She squeezes her eyes shut, not ready to accept her fate if the chamber is wrecked. 

She pulls a last, wheezing breath from the dying oxygen tanks, then opens her eyes. 

The chamber is scorched from the blast. Black streaks crawl across the walls like the wings of some shadow bird. There are a handful of strange objects on the floor, and as Maya looks at them more closely, she realizes that they're the giant metal hinges of the door itself, exploded from the inside. They look like little heavy steel flowers, blossoming open, full of death.

The inner door, she remembers.

She looks up nervously, then exhales in a rush.

The door is in one piece.
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She leans on the thick steel handle with everything she's got, and almost falls down. The handle drops easily, and to her surprise, the door opens almost on its own. The hinges are rusted with age, though, and after a couple of inches, the door seems to freeze in place. 

Maya grips it with both hands, then stifles another scream. Her right hand is bleeding openly now. She lets it dangle, and instead uses only her left hand. She plants her feet as leverage, then pulls, leaning against the wall as she does. The hinges groan and squeal, but the door moves. Once it's opened enough, she can push against it with her legs, which are a little stronger. 

She ignores the arrows of pain that pierce her bad leg.

Maya tries to squeeze through the gap, but it's still small. 

The oxygen pack, she thinks.

She fumbles with the clip, releasing the pack and letting it fall off of her shoulders. Again she feels nearly weightless, but shedding the bulk does the trick. She still has to wriggle and suck in her belly, but she makes it through.

She falls into the second inner chamber, and wastes no time. The air here is quickly being contaminated by the outside, and Maya lurches across the room and finds the next door well-maintained. She yanks it open, looking over her shoulder at the swirls of dust following her in, then steps through.

And collides with a wall. 

No -- not a wall.

It's solid and metal, yes, but it jostles when she runs into it. Whatever it is, it can be moved.

Maya throws her weight against it.

The object blocking her way rocks forward, just a little, then rocks back. It clangs against the wall.

Maya's lungs are screaming.

She backs up a step, then gives it everything she's got. 

The wall tips, then falls with a resounding metal clank. It's maybe eighteen inches thick. Maya steps up onto it, pulling the final inner door closed behind her. She falls back against the door, eyes shut, gasping for air. 

Air. 

There's still air in here. 

And -- she has the distinct sensation of being watched.

Maya opens her eyes.

And the audience of the court stares back.
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"You don't understand," Maya protests, but the men in the strange blue uniforms haul her down a long corridor. "You don't understand, I'm not -- I'm from -- where are you taking me?"

The Wise Father had broken the silence following Maya's strange appearance, calling immediately for the guards to take the stranger away. The audience began to murmur among themselves.

"What is she wearing?"

"She's covered in blood."

"Did she kill someone?"

"I've never seen her before."

"She knocked over the display."

Maya had heard this last whisper and strained to look back at the metal wall she had toppled. It didn't look like a wall now, but like a tall display case that had been positioned carefully to hide the door behind it. All around the fallen case was broken glass and ceramic shards and clay fragments, all from trophies and sculptures created to honor past Wise Fathers.

And then she had been pulled out of the room.

She can't keep up with the guards on just one good leg, and before long, she stumbles. The two men keep their pace, dragging her now. 

"Where are we going?" she asks again. 

She should know, she thinks. None of the silos are unique -- every silo has a top floor, every silo has a cafeteria, a lounge. A sheriff's post. The mayor's office. A holding cell.

The holding cell. Of course that's where they will take her.

She's confused by the uniforms, by the strange old man with the golden sash who ordered her away. By the crowd of people in linen robes, by the walls draped in red. By the little boy who had been standing alone among them.

The cafeteria.

She closes her eyes tight as she bounces along in the rough grip of the guards.

Of course. That room wasn't completely unfamiliar. The track lighting had been the same. The size was right. But why remodel a cafeteria? Why -- wait. 

Where was the wallscreen?

They stopped at a nondescript door, and she recognized it as the sheriff's office. One of the guards pushed her roughly against the corridor wall and held her there while the other opened the door. The first guard stepped through, and then her guard gripped her by the shoulder -- his grip was painful and sharp -- and led her into the room.

There was nothing inside. 

She could see the doorway to the next room, where the holding cell should have been, but instead of seeing the cell inside, she saw that it had been dismantled, and the bars had been installed across the doorway instead. The entire second room had become the cell. It was unfurnished and bare, just raw concrete on all six sides. 

The first guard opens the cell door, and the second pushes her through. She stumbles at the force of it, but rights herself shakily. She won't let herself fall down in front of these goons. 

The cell door clangs shut, and the two guards turn on their heel and walk away.

"Wait," she says. "Wait, how long are you keeping --"

But they ignore her, and close the outer door behind them.

She's left alone in the cell, which is windowless, devoid of any lighting fixtures. There's nowhere to sit, no toilet, no food, no water. The only feature is a small round drain in the center of the floor, and she notices that the floor dips slightly to create an incline leading to the drain. 

She doesn't want to think about why.

Maya turns back to the cell door and leans against the bars. Some light filters through the glass in the outer door, enough for her to realize that the walls of that outer room -- what she knew as the sheriff's office -- had been painted over. They were a startling red. She hadn't noticed as the guards had rushed her into the cell.

But there's something else about the walls of the sheriff's office. 

They're covered in small placards, each one about four inches wide and two inches tall. The placards are bolted to the concrete wall, about six inches of space between them. The entire front wall is blanketed in them, in clean columns. She counts -- there are forty-four placards in each column, and twenty columns on the wall. Some are made of metal, like little punch cards. But she notices that some have a tiny frame around them. A red frame.

She squints at the cards. There's some sort of writing on them, but she can't make it out in the dim light. Whatever she's looking at sends a shiver up her spine. She doesn't understand anything that's happened since she entered the silo. She had been certain the silo was dead, silent for two centuries because of some horrible accident, or some mass suicide. It wouldn't have been the first silo to self-destruct like that.

But this -- something was wrong with silo 23.

Something was very, very wrong.
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The Wise Father paces in his chamber. 

"What do you mean, outside?"

Matthew holds his hands up. "I don't mean anything. I'm just saying, that's what the people are starting to say. If we don't address it quickly, it's going to turn into a problem."

"There is no outside," the Wise Father says. "There is the silo, and that is all there is."

"There is the mine below the silo," ventures another assistant. "Isn't that --"

"Out!" Matthew snaps at the little man. "Everybody. Out, now."

The Wise Father paces in front of his bed as the room is cleared, until only Matthew remains. 

"Matthew," the Wise Father says, "what exactly just happened?"

"Father," Matthew says. "Sit down. Please."

"I can't --"

"Please," Matthew says, more sternly.

The Wise Father stops pacing and reluctantly sits on the edge of the bed. 

"Thank you," Matthew says. 

"What happened?"

"We don't know yet," Matthew answers. 

"That person -- that thing -- it came through the wall. Through the wall of my court!"

"Yes," Matthew says.

"Through a door, Matthew. Through a door I didn't know was there."

Matthew treads carefully. "The silo is very old, Father. Many areas have been shuttered or closed off over the years."

"But that noise, Matthew. That sounded like a bomb. Where did that person come from?"

"That person is a she," Matthew says. "And I've asked the guard captain to take a few men through the door and see what's on the other side. The noise is unsettling, I agree. The important thing is that we've put the woman in custody, and that she'll remain there until you wish for her to be questioned."

"A woman," the Wise Father says. "From one of the other floors?"

"It's likely," Matthew says. "Where else would she have come from?"

"I don't know, Matthew. I don't know."

"Would you like me to speculate?" Matthew asks.

The Wise Father nods. "Please."

"I think what happened is someone from the lower floors found an old elevator, and probably activated it out of curiosity. I suspect our men will find something like that on the other side of the hidden door. She probably found herself in a room that had been boarded over, with no way back down," Matthew explains. 

The Wise Father seems to find this soothing. "That would make some sense," he says. "There are ancient secrets in this place."

Matthew latches onto this. "Yes, Father. Wise Fathers throughout the years have left behind their own secrets, their own private places. We may even find things of historical significance in such places."

The Wise Father looks up at his assistant worriedly. "But her clothing, Matthew. What of her clothing?"

"I'm sure there's an explanation," Matthew says, dismissively. "There's a more important consideration to talk about."

"What could possibly be more important?" the Wise Father cries.

"Father," Matthew says, gently. "There's still a room full of believers out there."

"The boy," the Wise Father breathes, remembering. "I must see the boy."

"What shall I do with the crowd?" Matthew asks.

The Wise Father waves his hand. "Send them home. Bring the boy to me."

"The assignment," Matthew says. "What do I tell them?"

"Tell them whatever you must, but send them away," the Wise Father says.

"The believers will spread rumors," Matthew says. "Should I really tell them nothing?"

"Tell them there is to be no Greatfall today," the Wise Father says. "Tell them that I will address the silo tomorrow, and bring me the boy. Now."

Matthew bows lightly. "As you wish, Father."

As the door closes behind his assistant, the Wise Father stands up and begins to pace again.
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Isaac's parents protest as they are led away from the courtroom with the other believers. He stands alone on the carpet, watching them go, utterly terrified. The stranger's appearance had interrupted his assignment from the Wise Father, and Isaac cannot tell if this is good fortune or a bad omen. 

The stranger might be sent by One True to intervene, he thinks. 

But that doesn't make any sense. Greatfall or any other assignment is the will of the One True. Why would the One True contradict his own will? 

He wouldn't, of course.

Isaac is left alone in the court. The believers are ushered to the staircase. He can hear the skinny man with the strange hair admonishing them not to break protocol on their descent. Protocol -- two floors of descent per day, so as not to soil the Path with ordinary business.

Then the skinny man appears in the doorway to the courtroom then.

"Isaac, is it?" the man says.

Isaac nods, and suddenly his body is shaking. A powerful sense of doom captures his heart and squeezes. He is certain that this man will take him to the railing and throw him over. No witnesses, no audience. Just this stranger and Isaac. 

Isaac begins to cry.

"Child," the man says, approaching him. "You're crying."

Isaac sinks to his knees. His strength fails him entirely. His mind seems to recede from him, fleeing from the impending pain. He is dimly aware that his bladder has released itself, and that he should be ashamed, but he is too terrified.

The man squats down beside the boy. 

"Child," the man says. "The Wise Father wishes to see you."

Then the man notices that Isaac has urinated on himself, and wrinkles his nose. 

"We'll have to get you cleaned up, then," he says, taking one of Isaac's hands. "Can you walk?"

The boy is out of sorts, frightened by the events of the day, still exhausted from his ascent. Matthew feels sorry for him, and scoops the boy up, wet and dripping. 

Isaac throws his arms around the strange man's neck and weeps, hitchingly, into the man's shoulder.

"Shh," Matthew whispers, carrying the boy up the red carpet. "There's nothing to be afraid of. Nothing at all."

The boy slumps against him, and Matthew carries him out of the courtroom and up the corridor to his own quarters. He will give the boy a bowl of food, and toss him into the shower for a few minutes to wash away the ammonia smell. 

"Let's take care of you," Matthew says. "Can you stand?"

But the boy, overwhelmed by the events of the past few days, has fallen asleep.
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The Wise Father stands in the doorway of Matthew's compartment. The room is very different from the Wise Father's chambers, sparsely furnished with a cot, meager cooking tools, a table and chair, and a washing shower. 

Isaac is asleep on Matthew's cot, covered with an old quilt.

"You see?" Matthew says. "I couldn't bring him to you in the state he was in. The poor boy was exhausted, and probably terrified that he was going to be the next Greatfall. You heard the whispers in the court, too?"

The Wise Father nods. "They whisper every time. It has become a game."

"Father," Matthew says. "You had me send everyone away without completing the ceremony. Why?"

The Wise Father steps fully into the room, and closes the door behind him. "Sit," he says to Matthew. 

Matthew sits down in the metal chair. "You didn't read the boy's assignment."

"And for good reason," the Wise Father says.

Matthew nods. "Is it Greatfall? The poor --"

"No," the Wise Father says. "No, it was not Greatfall."

"Unworthy, then? He's a strong boy, despite this incident today. He'll handle the mine well --"

"Matthew," the Wise Father says. "The boy has been chosen for Ascension."

Matthew opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. 

The Wise Father looks down at the sleeping boy. 

"Isaac Andrew Singer," he says. "It's a good name, don't you think?"

Matthew is stunned. He works his jaw up and down, then finally says, "Father -- Ascension?"

"Don't you think it's time?" the Wise Father asks. "It has been seventy years since the last Ascension, Matthew, and it was forty years before that. I do think I've earned the right to spend my remaining days in solitude, don't you?"

"Ascension, Father," Matthew says. "I just -- I can't believe it. This boy? Are you sure?"

The Wise Father nods. "The One True has selected my replacement, Matthew. Even if I was reluctant, I would not challenge his will."

The Wise Father opens the door again, and starts to leave. 

He turns back. "Prepare the silo for the announcement," he says. "I will address them in the morning. All must hear."

Matthew nods. "I will send word."

"Good," the Wise Father says.

He studies the sleeping Isaac once more, then says, "Keep him safe, Matthew. This little boy is the most important person in all of the silo now."

"I will," Matthew says. "Father -- I --"

The Wise Father smiles. "I know, Matthew. Thank you."

And he closes the door.
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Maya rubs her temple and groans. 

Sleep has been impossible, though she has tried. Her body aches from the hard concrete. Her leg throbs. Her hand burns bright. She removed the suit during the night, but found the room too cold for her overalls and long-sleeved shirt alone, so she has put it back on, sans helmet. 

The cell had seemed quiet and isolated at first, but as she grew still, and the night wore on, she had detected the faint presence of many sounds. A distant shout, and another one in reply. The sounds of footsteps, small and very far away. A sharp clatter that seemed to echo throughout the silo. She heard the gentle rumble of the air filtration system, which meant they hadn't removed some of the basic support components in the silo. Maybe the entire silo hadn't been renovated. Maybe it was just the top floor. She was beginning to think that the old man in the white robe was some sort of monarch. Perhaps this top floor was his domain, with its plush carpets and velvety red tapestries.

All night, between failed attempts to catch some shut-eye, she has wrestled with what she saw. The door to the outside had been blockaded, hidden behind some sort of furniture. The cafeteria was now -- what? Some sort of church or assembly hall? And what was the story about those men in the blue uniforms? They felt like authorities of some sort -- not sheriffs or deputies, but... like royal guards. 

Which would support her monarch theory.

But how would a silo do such a thing? How could they dispatch with years of new tradition and safeties and responsibilities, and replace them with a new form of governance? 

She has nothing. 

Her body hurts too much to follow any train of thought to a real conclusion.

And she'd do just about anything for a thimbleful of water.

More footsteps outside.

She straightens up, ready to stand up if someone enters the outer room. She's not about to be caught sitting down, or moping. Whoever it is, she'll give them a serious piece of her mind. 

For the first time, she wonders if Murray will ever hear from her again. If she fails to return, or to even contact him, will he send another? Or will he draw a red X over silo 23, and mark it as another lost cause? 

"Stupid," she mutters. "Of course he won't send anybody."

The footsteps outside grow louder, and she sees a blur as someone walks past the outer door and continues on. The sound of their steps recede and finally disappear, and Maya sinks back to the floor. 
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She awakens to a crackling sound, surprised to find that she had fallen asleep. Her neck hurts even more now, and she rubs it while she scans the two rooms, searching for the origin of the sound. 

The crackle resolves into a feedback whine, and she recognizes it as a public address system. But where is the -- there. She spies a square plastic speaker above the outer door. Maya doesn't know how she missed it before, but she must have. 

The whine ends with a sharp click, and then a voice begins to speak. 

"Good morning, believers," the voice says. 

"Believers," Maya repeats. "What the hell?"

"Thank you for your attention this morning," the voice continues. The speaker is male, and sounds reasonably young. "Please suspend your activities and give your ears to the Wise Father, who wishes to address you all."

The Wise Father.

Maya is beginning to feel like she's stepped into some alternate reality. 

There is a short pause, filled with a rustling sound as the microphone is transferred.

The voice that fills the air next is familiar -- it belongs to the old man in the white robe, the one who sent the guards after her. His voice is measured and intelligent. Warm, she thinks. Maybe overly warm. 

"My children," the voice begins, and Maya experiences another jolt of alarm at this phrase. 

"My children, we are a curious people, and I know well how quickly news spreads in our dear home. By now, many of you have surely heard about the unfortunate interruption during yesterday's judgment. Perhaps speculation has already begun to spread as well. I wish to speak with you about both the judgment and the disturbance, and to rest your minds."

Maya's eyebrows raise at the word judgment.

Also -- "the unfortunate interruption"? 

"He can't be serious," she mutters. "I'm from outside! Don't they--"

"First, allow me to address the disturbance," the Wise Father says. "During the judgment ceremony, it is true that a person did enter the courtroom in an unusual way -- through a door that many did not know existed. My trusted advisors are looking into this matter, but we believe the explanation is likely to be a simple one. As you know, many areas of the silo have been modified by my predecessors -- closed off, or renovated."

The old man pauses, and Maya hears the faint sounds of water being sipped. Her thirst returns, fiercely.

"We think it's likely that a believer stumbled upon an old staircase or elevator, and found their way into one of these old spaces, and that they opened an ancient door while searching for an exit -- leading them, as you may have heard, into the courtroom during the judgment ceremony."

Maya is stunned. The old man is -- quite masterfully, she thinks -- spinning the story of her arrival. For any silo, the arrival of an outsider would be a momentous event, full of questions and revelations.

Not so in silo 23.

The kindly voice of the old man goes on. "However, the most important news I wish to share with you today is about the judgment ceremony that was so unfortunately interrupted. I know you're all very curious to learn the One True's judgment, and the young seeker's future path. Allow me to quell any speculation, please -- the One True does not wish for Greatfall."

Maya's head reels from these new terms. Greatfall. Seeker.

But the one that worries her most is One True. 

"My children, the rarest of all things has taken place," the Wise Father says. "Only once every few generations does the One True invest so greatly in the future of a child, and I am both proud and honored to tell you that Isaac Singer, the young seeker from the 88th floor, has been selected for Ascension."

Ascension. Maya cannot keep up.

"Those of you who are older than me may remember the last Ascendancy," the Wise Father says. "On that day, seventy years ago, I shed my name at the One True's request, and received the mantle of leadership. My fellow believers, three eves from now we will celebrate the Ascension of young Isaac, and as he sheds his name, mine will be returned to me. Celebrate this momentous, historic occasion with me in the coming days. A new era is imminent."

Another pause, and then the Wise Father speaks to someone else. "Would you like to end the address of the believers?"

The pause continues, then a young boy's voice says, "A blessed day, believers."

The wall speaker goes quiet, and Maya sits in the darkness, shocked by all she has heard. She wraps her arms around herself for warmth, feeling the suit crinkle and creak. Somehow, she realizes, silo 23 has broken with tradition, and has fashioned itself anew as a theological state. This worries her more than anything else she might have found. And was that a child who spoke at the end? Did they just elect a child to lead the silo? 

But there's no time to think about it. 

The door to the outer room opens, and two guards enter. They approach the cell, then abruptly spin on their heels and turn their back to Maya. Their feet click together, and then they sidestep away from the door. Each takes up a position on either side of the cell door. 

A young man in a red robe enters the room, followed by the old man in the white robe and golden sash. 

"The Wise Father wishes to speak to you," the young man says. "Please rise." 

Maya recognizes his voice from the speaker.

"I need water," she says. "And medical attention."

The Wise Father walks slowly up to the cell door, hands clasped behind his back. His kind old face is corrupted by shadow. "Our resources are ours to do with as we please," he says. "You'll have access to them, and to whatever else you need, when you tell me the things I wish to know."

Maya says, "What do you want to know?"

"Tell me where you've come from, and why you're here," the Wise Father says. 

"Water first," she says. 

Behind the old man, the young man in red says, "It is not permitted to refuse the Wise Father. You risk peril."

"Water," she says again. "Water, or I won't say anything."

The Wise Father studies her face intently. Maya holds his gaze confidently and refuses to look away.

"Mm-hmm," the Wise Father says. 

He turns sharply, white robe fluttering, and to the younger man he says, "Take her leg. The good one."

Maya's heart plummets like a stone. The Wise Father strides out of the room, a different man than when he entered. He does not look back.

"As you wish, Father," the young man says. Then, as the door closes, the young man turns to Maya and says, "Pain brings you ever closer to the One True. I just wanted you to know the name of the man who will take you there."

Matthew leans closer to the cell door. "My name is Matthew."

Maya screams.
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"Ascension," the Wise Father explains, gently. "You do know what it means, don't you?"

Isaac, underneath several blankets and Matthew's old quilt, nods. 

"You've learned about it in school, then."

"Yes, Father."

"And do you understand what it means that you've been chosen?"

Isaac's vivid blue eyes stand out in the pale, damp setting of his face. He shivers, having developed a cold overnight. He stares up at the old man, too exhausted to be overwhelmed by being so close to the revered Father. 

"Yes, Father," he says, finally.

"Do you have questions?" the Wise Father asks. 

A strange, high-pitched whine filters up the hallway outside. It's far away, whatever it is. Isaac doesn't recognize the sound, but he is too tired to ask about it.

Then, over the whine, he hears what sounds like -- like a scream.

His eyes flicker toward the doorway.

The Wise Father says, "You hear it, don't you."

Isaac nods.

"Do you know what the sound is?"

Isaac shakes his head.

"Good," the Wise Father says. "You're innocent yet, my child. There's no reason you should know."

The Wise Father sits beside the boy's cot for a time. He wipes the cool sweat from Isaac's brow and pats the boy's dark hair. 

Isaac says, "I'm going to be like you, aren't I."

The Wise Father smiles. "It is every Father's wish that his replacement is even greater than he is. It is my wish for you, Isaac, that you will achieve wonderful things in service of the One True, and the greater good of our children."

"That's nice," Isaac says, fading back into sleep.

The old man grasps the boy's hand and holds it until Isaac's breathing becomes even. Far away, the terrible whining sound grows quieter, then falls silent.

"May you be greater than all of us," he whispers to Isaac. "May you stir the hearts of the people to awe and to fear. And may you be the Father who delivers the One True's greatest plan. Praise to the One True for sparing me that terrible responsibility."

Isaac stirs a bit, and for a moment his eyes flutter open. 

"Shh," the Wise Father says. "Go to sleep, my child. Be young a little longer yet."

A faint tap comes from the door, and then it opens. The Wise Father looks up to see Matthew standing there in a smock and safety glasses, a cap covering his hair. The smock is spattered with blood. Flecks of it are flung across Matthew's exposed forearms. The young man tilts his safety glasses up.

"She'll talk?" the Wise Father asks.

"Maybe not tomorrow, or the day after," Matthew says. "But she'll talk now."

"Is she stable?"

"She's on oxygen and IV. She's not going anywhere."

"Good, the Wise Father says. 

Matthew nods at the sleeping boy. "How did he take the news?"

A small smile crosses the Wise Father's face. 

"He'll do," the old man says.
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The sky is blue.

It isn't the blue that she'd heard the older generations describe wistfully. Maya has always imagined those blue skies as static, as fixed curtains of color that hung overhead, unchanging. This blue is a wash of pigment, so rich and close that she can almost touch it. Maya basks in it, turns her face up to behold it. She resists blinking, afraid it might vanish before her eyes if she does. 

And the sun. Oh, the sun.

She'd heard those same Old Ones speak of the sun before, but she was born in the silo. A bright star in the sky, near enough to warm the world with its touch, they would say. 

But she feels it now on her skin, lifting every tiny hair on her arms, enfolding her in its warm, comfortable embrace.

In the dim recesses of her mind, Maya quells the voice that tells her this isn't real.

Instead, she cranes her neck, listening. There's something else here. Something else that runs beneath this world like a current. She can't place it, but her heart wants to sing at the sound.

She climbs the hill, expecting to see the pitted plains, silos tucked into every bowl of earth. But instead, there are trees. Acres and acres of them. She has never seen a tree, either -- at least, not trees like these. She has seen tomato stalks under the grow lights. Broccoli bushels. The trees are almost like the broccoli, but different somehow. They tower over the land as far as she can see, their heavy branches waving about in the --

Wind.

She feels it surge up the land before her, the updraft breaking over her body like a -- 

Like a wave.

Maya whirls about, suspicious now of the sound she thought she heard, and --

"Ohhh," she breathes.

She is standing on the crest of a hill that separates earth and sea. The ocean is a blue even more beautiful than the sky, its depth reflected on its surface as striations of brighter and darker blues and greens. The waves roll in patiently, their white noise carrying up to her like a love song. Beneath each bulging wave she can see churning, curling billows, and she wonders what might be even deeper still. 

Maya's heart swells at all of these new things.

And then she hears the voices.
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She follows the sound, straining now to hear them clearly, until she pinpoints two men in crisp suits, strolling along the same crest she stands upon. They are far enough away that they haven't yet seen her. Their ties flutter in the wind, and the wind carries their voices to Maya.

"...non-responsive," one of them is saying. "Talking to... some kind of nonsense. Delirious."

"Give her another hour," the other says. "Then... have to adjust the dosage. ...need her awake."

Maya feels the first flush of fear. Are they talking about her? Who are they?

One of the men pauses, and lifts a hand to shade his eyes. 

Maya has the distinct impression that he is looking at her. She gasps, then scuttles down the ocean side of the hill, her bare feet sending landslides of warm sand ahead of her. Her heels dig in and find cool, damp hardpack, and the sensation lights up pleasure centers in her brain, even as she flees. 

At the bottom of the hill, Maya finds a series of slopes and dunes. Sawgrass -- another unfamiliar sight -- waves in the ocean breeze. She can smell the salt water now, and hear the dim squawk of seagulls farther up the beach. 

The mens' voices are still there, closer and overhead. Maya slides into the shadow of a dune and flattens herself into the sand, feeling it spill over her fingers and arms. 

"When will he be here?"

"He was scheduled to see her this morning," says the second one. "In an hour. Clearly that's not going to happen."

"My apologies," the first says.

"It's not your fault. But she needs to be conscious -- conscious enough, at least -- by tomorrow. Understand?"

"Yes, sir."

The voices pass above her, not thirty feet away, and then begin to recede, the words tangled and then snatched away by the hushed roar of the sea and the sound of the wind skipping across the sand. Maya counts to one hundred, and then, having heard nothing more, rolls out of the shade and into the sun again. She feels immediately better, and stretches her arms and legs wide. She closes her eyes, and her every sense brightens. She can hear every blade of grass as it bends against its neighbor. She smells the slight tang of blood. She can taste the sun on her tongue. It tastes like an orange, juicy and not the slightest bit tart.

The hill above her cuts the sky in two, and she can see the two men growing small in the distance. Something else catches her eye, and she turns to her right -- and there, sliding down the hill, is a woman. She is younger than Maya, with pretty red hair painted by the sun itself. 

The woman approaches, and calls to Maya. Her words are indistinct, whipped into pieces by the ocean wind.

"What?" Maya calls back.

The woman breaks into a jog, confused by the sand that collapses beneath her every step. She arrives, out of breath, a few minutes later, and bends over, putting her hands on her knees.

"Where are we?" she asks, struggling to catch her breath. "It's so -- it's warm and bright."

Maya smiles. "You're one of them," she says. "Aren't you."

"Them?" the redhead asks. "Them who?"

"It's real, you know," Maya says, gesturing at the world around them. "The outside. It's real."

The woman opens her mouth to answer, but then the world goes suddenly and painfully dark. 

Something is horribly wrong.

A voice booms out, as loud as the Earth splitting in two: 




ARE YOU AWAKE?




Maya flinches away from the sound, and shuts her eyes tight. The smell of the ocean is metallic now. Its leisurely roar takes on a rhythmic pulse. The darkness behind her eyelids sours into a dull red, hammering red.




CAN YOU OPEN YOUR EYES?




Maya shakes her head. 




WHY NOT?




I don't want to, she starts to say, but her mouth tastes like plastic, and something is in the way, something where her tongue and teeth should be, something not right, something isn't right --
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Maya's eyes fly open in a panic.

The ocean, the watercolor sky, the sun -- gone. 

She is overwhelmed by darkness, by deep shadows that resolve, too slowly, into the four dank concrete walls of her cell. Something is pressing against her tongue, and her gag reflex fires, and she strains and coughs and feels the frightening sensation of choking to death.

"Take it out," the new voice says. "Take it out!"

She coughs, but her mouth and her throat, are blocked. A shadow blots out her light, and she vaguely identifies it as a person, and that person reaches for her face. A hand presses against her cheek, palm rough, skin cracked, and another hand grasps whatever has slipped into her throat and pulls, not kindly.

A crinkled tube comes snaking and twisting out of her throat, and Maya's body arches up in response. She coughs violently as the tube escapes. She tries to turn her head. The vomit comes then, but she can't turn over -- something is holding her down, holding her flat -- and then she is choking again, and the rough hand is back, fingers in her mouth, scraping the back of her throat, trying to clear her air passage. She fights for a breath, finds a tiny pocket in the chaos, then inhales her own stomach acid. Her body lifts up, and she gags forcefully, so hard she thinks that everything inside her body will soon be outside. 

And then whatever has been holding her down is gone, and hands are turning her onto her side, and Maya spits and coughs and throws up some more, and tastes blood in the midst of it, and then blacks out.
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When Maya wakes again, she can breathe. 

Someone has propped her up against a stack of blankets, and there are no tubes in her mouth this time. Her throat feels as if it has been scaled with steel wool, and every breath is like hot needles spinning into her lungs. But she can breathe, painful as it may be. 

She is alone long enough for her eyes to adjust to the darkness of the cell. Her brain is still foggy, and then she sees the cell door, and through it, the strange wall covered with little placards, and her memories return.

Maya looks down at her arms. There are straps holding her wrists and elbows to the table she has been placed on. The skin beneath the straps is bright red, rubbed raw from her struggling episode earlier. She's dressed in a beige gown, and to her horror, there are enormous rust-colored stains all over it. 

Blood. 

So much blood.

And then she remembers, and looks down at her feet.

No.

At her foot.

Maya's scream rattles from her burning throat, and becomes a horrible, plaintive wail. It echoes down the hallway and carries out into the open hole of the silo.

They say later that some heard it as deep as 21. 

Maya cries and cries until she is exhausted. From the darkness, a strange man in a smock appears, and slaps her inner elbow. She can feel the bite of a needle, and then the blackness reclaims her. 

Her last conscious thought is of the sun.

But where she sinks now, there is no light, no warmth. 

Just cold, awful silence.
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Isaac pads down the hallway, barefoot, the red carpet soft beneath him. This has become his favorite time in the silo, the dark hours between sleep and waking. Up here on the first floor, it's much quieter than down on 88, where the sound of people rustling about in the night -- trekking to their very early shifts or bringing out their waste bins with a clatter -- might keep a boy awake into the wee hours. 

On the first floor, everybody retreats into their compartments by eleven o'clock, and though there are thin seams of light beneath some of the doors, Isaac has never seen anybody in the hallways. Perhaps there's some rule he's unaware of, he thinks. Maybe the Wise Father punishes people for being out of their rooms after hours. 

But the Wise Father is asleep, and Isaac can't seem to sleep himself.

So he walks.
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He had awoken from his sickness in strange new quarters, in a bed that stood high off of the floor and was layered thick with soft blankets. The bed had four tall posts, and a gauzy canopy, and a curtain that could be pulled around it for privacy. Isaac had never seen such a bed before, and he instantly fell in love with it. 

The Wise Father had rapped on the door a few minutes later, and entered alone. 

"Good morning," the old man had said. "You're looking well, Isaac."

They had talked about beds. The Wise Father loved them, he had confessed. All Fathers were permitted some measure of luxury by the One True, and a soft bed was the Wise Father's idea of luxury. 

"My predecessor, Wise Father seven, denounced luxury altogether," the Wise Father had explained. "When I ascended and became Wise Father myself, I had the room decorated. The bed in my quarters belonged to the very first Wise Father. I imagine that I can feel his wisdom seeping into my mind as I sleep, guiding my decisions."

The Wise Father had shaken his head then, as if to clear a daydream. "But you, my boy -- when your ascendancy becomes formal, you'll be free to change everything I've created for myself. You'll be the Wise Father."

"So I can do anything I want?" Isaac had asked.

The Wise Father had laughed. "Well, not exactly," he'd said. "You'll have some freedoms much greater than the average person in the silo, this is true. But you are beholden to the instructions and desires of the One True, and he exacts a fine measure of control over the Wise Father's life."

Isaac had been unable to mask the concern on his face.

The Wise Father patted Isaac's knee beneath the blankets. "Don't worry, son," he said. "You'll have Matthew to guide you through all of these details. Becoming the Wise Father is a great honor, and if it comes with a few minor restrictions, well, so be it. Do you understand?"

"I understand," Isaac had said.

"Good. I'll leave you be," the Wise Father had said. "Your coronation is only a few days away. Enjoy these last moments as a boy, Isaac. You'll have to grow up quickly soon enough."
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The coronation had been an unsettling affair for a boy accustomed to being unnoticed. The Wise Father had presided over the event with glowing cheeks and undeniable pride, speaking of Isaac with words he had never heard applied to him before. Words like chosen and revered and holy. Isaac's parents and Isis had been there, looking out-of-place among the upper-level believers. His father had been asked to give Isaac away in a ceremony not unlike a wedding. 

The feast was delicious, of course, with roast rabbit and copious amounts of fresh vegetables. A cake had been prepared for Isaac himself -- a final indulgence, the Wise Father had joked, before Isaac's servitude began -- and the revelers had carried on deep into the night. Isaac had slipped away to his quarters, finally, without being noticed, and had fallen asleep to the muffled sounds of the party. 

Isaac walks through the halls now, remembering, then stops short. The doorway ahead of him is closed, and through its glass window he can see dim blue shadows inside. But he can hear something -- sobbing, it sounds like. 

He steps quietly to the door and peers through the glass, but can't make out anything in the shadows. 

The sobbing halts, and a voice tentatively speaks. "Hello?" 

Isaac steps quickly away from the glass and flattens himself against the wall. 

Shit, he thinks. The Wise Father is going to find out --

"Hello? Please? Please, I need water."

The voice sounds raspy and tired, and Isaac doesn't recognize it. 

"Please?" the voice repeats -- a woman's voice, he thinks, but so harsh -- and then the sobbing begins again.

Isaac feels a twinge, and then reaches for the doorknob.

"Hello?" the voice asks, hopeful this time, the hitch of her tears still in her words. 

Isaac steps into the dark room and pulls the door closed behind him. The shadows fall down around him, and he stands still for a moment, letting his eyes adjust. The room that emerges from the darkness is unremarkable, save for the barred door on the south wall. 

"Who's there?" the woman rasps.

Her voice is coming from behind the bars, he realizes. Slowly, he puts one foot in front of the other, and approaches the cell door. He leans forward, peering into the second room, which is even darker. There are no windows, only walls. 

And a steel table with casters at the end of each leg.

"Who's there?" the voice repeats.

On the steel table is a woman, Isaac sees now. She's propped up against something, but her body is strapped to the table, and she looks desperately uncomfortable. And -- he puts a hand to his mouth. The woman is missing one leg below the knee, and the stump that remains is swaddled in a bandage that has soaked itself black with blood. 

As his eyes grow familiar with the darkness, he can see more blood -- pooling in the shallow bowl of the steel tabletop, collecting thick in the lowest corner; blood in great splashes on the cell floor, pointing the way to the red-stained drain in the center of the room; streaks and flecks of blood on the woman's remaining leg, dried and crusting.

"Please?" the woman says again. "Water."

She's not looking at him. Her eyes are closed, and she faces the ceiling, her head tipped back on the pile of blankets behind her. Her mouth hangs open, and something -- more blood? Isaac can't tell -- has dried on her lips and face and neck. 

"I'm so --" the woman starts to say, and then she coughs, the sound of it knocking around deep in her lungs. "Please -- I'm so -- I'm so -- thirsty..."

Isaac leans on the bars, but the cell door is locked tight. 

"I can't come in," he says.

The woman's head snaps up, and for the first time her eyes open, darting about. "Who is it?" 

"My name is Isaac," he says, gently. "I don't have the key."

Her head falls back onto the blankets. "Isaac," she repeats. "The boy from -- from the radio."

Isaac is confused for a moment, and then he remembers the Wise Father's broadcast last week. 

"Yes," he says. 

"So -- thirsty," she repeats, her head lolling back and forth on the blankets.

"I'm sorry," he says. "The door is locked."

The woman takes a deep, crackling breath, then exhales it slowly. "Locked," she says. "What -- where..."

"Where are you?" Isaac ventures. "Is that what you're asking?"

She nods her head with great effort. "Where," she repeats.

"I've never been in this room before," Isaac says. "But it kind of looks like a jail cell to me. Did you do something wrong?"

The woman almost laughs. The sound of it is awful, and Isaac winces. She sounds as if she's on death's doorstep.

"The corner," she says. "Look -- in the corner."

He looks around the room, but sees nothing. He steps back and peers into the corners of the room he's in, on this side of the bars, and -- there. 

"What is that?" he asks.

But before she can answer, he recognizes the shape of the thing piled there. He recognizes the helmet, the color of the material in a heap. 

"You're her," he says, stepping back up to the bars. "You're the -- the --"

"The out--" she says, then coughs again. "The outsider."

"The outsider," he repeats. "Outside of what?"
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The Wise Father stands naked behind the partition in his bedroom, staring at his different robes. The door to his bedroom creaks open.

"Good morning, Father," Matthew says. 

"Oh, good," the Wise Father says. "Are there any appearances today, Matthew?"

Matthew flips through a few pages on his clipboard. "Nothing public, Father."

The Wise Father selects the casual brown robe, and shrugs into it. 

"The woman," the Wise Father says, rifling through a drawer of sashes. "Is she stable now?"

"I'm afraid not," Matthew says. "She's in and out, a little delirious. Doctor Rausch says he can give her something for it, but he's got to make it first."

"How much longer do I have to wait?" the old man asks. 

"Only a few days more, I think," Matthew says. "The doctor sends his apologies for the delay, of course."

"A few days more," the Wise Father grumbles. "Alright, fine. I need to spend some time with Isaac anyway."

"How did you sleep?" Matthew asks.

"Terribly," the Wise Father says. "I keep having these dreams that my bed is being taken from me, and that I'm made to sleep on a cot like yours until the end of time."

Matthew laughs. "Well, part of that is true."

"I know," the Wise Father says. "I'm dreading that part of this transition. I love this bed."

"Perhaps the incoming Wise Father will have no use for it," Matthew says. 

"Perhaps the boy will chop it up for firewood on a cold night," the Wise Father says. "I'd really like to take it with me."

Matthew frowns and shakes his head. "That's impossible, sir."

"You keep telling me so," the Wise Father says, stepping from behind the partition in his brown robe and orange sash. "But I really know nothing about what to expect. How is that even possible? The retirement process can't possibly be that secretive, can it be? Am I to be put to pasture? Dear One True, I hadn't even considered -- I'm not to be... put down, am I?"

"Of course not, Father," Matthew says. "Seventy years of service would not be rewarded with execution. Not even a merciful one."

"Then tell me, please," the Wise Father says. "What should I expect? How will I spend the rest of my days?"

"Soon," Matthew says. "You'll know soon enough. I promise you, it's a very pleasant reward for your troubles."

"How is it that you're permitted to know, and I'm not?" the Wise Father complains.

Matthew smiles. "The One True has his reasons, Father."

"This has something to do with it, doesn't it," the Wise Father says. "With your family line. With your legacy."

"I'm not permitted to speak of it, Father."

The Wise Father studies Matthew's face closely. "Really?"

"Really, Father."

"Well," the old man says, taking a seat at his dressing table, "you can't begrudge me the attempt. I'm curious, that's all."

"Of course, Father," Matthew says. "Should I send --"

"Sara," the Wise Father says, his voice lingering on the young girl's name. "Yes, Matthew. Send Sara in."

"As you wish, Father," Matthew says. "Call me when you're ready for breakfast."

The Wise Father sighs. "It will be all too soon."

"Father," Matthew says, cryptically. "The choicest things come to those who wait."

The Wise Father looks up at Matthew's face in the mirror. 

"I know what you're thinking," Matthew says. "Only a little more patience, and the rewards are worth the trials."

Before the Wise Father can ask what he means, Matthew has slipped out of the room. A few moments later, a tiny knock comes from the door, and the Wise Father smiles as Sara enters, carrying the Father's favorite brush.

"Good morning, Father," she says. 

"Good morning, Sara," says the old man.
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The Wise Father walks with Isaac, one hand on the boy's shoulder. 

"Where are we going?" Isaac asks.

The boy is wearing the customary training robes of an incoming Father: white linen hemmed with bold red cuffs. He is barefoot on the carpet, and his hair has been neatly cut and combed. 

"It's high time your training officially begins, child," the Wise Father says. "Have you enjoyed your few days of respite?"

Isaac glances up at the Wise Father as they walk. "I have, Father."

"Good," the old man says. "What do you know about your training? Has Matthew told you anything?"

"No, Father," Isaac says. "Well -- only that it's been a long time since anybody trained."

"Seventy years," the Wise Father says. "I was the last trainee."

"How long was -- the Father before you, how long was he Wise Father?"

"Not as long as I've been, certainly," the Wise Father says. "Perhaps you'll outlast me, Isaac."

Isaac smiles nervously. "It's such a long time."

"It is," the Wise Father agrees. "But it is a great honor, and the silo will look to you for guidance, as you will look to the One True. Are you afraid?"

The boy nods. 

"Good. I was, too."

At the end of the corridor, the Wise Father raps on a locked door. The metallic ring of his knock echoes inside the room, loud enough that Isaac can hear it. He can also hear soft footsteps approaching, and then the clunk of the door being opened from within.

Matthew's face appears in the opening. "Father," he says. Then he looks at Isaac. "Young Father," he says.

Isaac's face flushes, and the Wise Father chuckles. 

"Time for training, I see," Matthew observes, swinging the door wide. "Father, is there anything you need?"

"Not now, Matthew," the Wise Father says. "Isaac is here to see the Book."

Matthew nods, looking down at the boy. "The Book. This is a great honor. Do you know how many people have seen it?"

Isaac shakes his head.

"Only the Wise Fathers and their assistants," says Matthew. "No others."

"Not ever?" Isaac asks.

Matthew glances at the Wise Father. 

The Wise Father turns to Isaac and says, "Once, the Book was stolen."

"Stolen!" Isaac exclaims. "Who would ever --"

"We don't know," Matthew says. "The Book was returned a few days later."

"Unchanged, undamaged," the Wise Father says. "It caused the One True great displeasure, and as punishment, there were three more Greatfalls than usual that year."

"Three more," Isaac breathes. "When was this?"

"I had been Wise Father for four years," the Wise Father says. "I was only seventeen years old."

"And my father was the Wise Father's assistant then," Matthew adds. 

"Was he punished for letting the Book be stolen?" Isaac asks.

"One True, no," the Wise Father says, startled by the question. "No, he was not punished."

"But the Father's assistant guards the holy room, doesn't he?" Isaac asks. When the two men look at him oddly, he explains, "That's what the rumor is around the silo, at least."

Matthew says, "The line of assistants are -- they're --"

"Sacred," the Wise Father finishes. "They're sacred, Isaac. Matthew will be your assistant as well, when you are fully ascended. He and his father, and his father's father, all the way back to the very first assistant, are given certain dispensations and protections by the One True. You'll understand more later, of course, but it's important that you trust Matthew implicitly, as the One True does."

Isaac looks at Matthew, then the Wise Father, and nods. "Of course, Father."

"Well," Matthew says, clapping his hands lightly together. "I'll take my leave. If you need anything --"

"Yes, yes," the Wise Father says, waving Matthew away. "Go now. We'll be awhile."
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The Wise Father closes the door, then turns to Isaac. 

"I hope you'll understand," he says, "when I tell you I've waited a very long time for this opportunity."

He beckons for Isaac to follow. The foyer empties into a library. From floor to ceiling, the walls are lined with books. 

"I've never seen this many books before," Isaac says, awed. 

The Wise Father smiles. "Then you understand how precious this room is to men like you and me."

He motions to a worn leather chair, then crosses the room to one of the shelves. 

Isaac sits down. The chair is very old, and groans beneath his weight. The leather on each arm has worn smooth over time, and the boy can feel a painful spring digging into his back. 

"Uncomfortable," the Wise Father says, without looking over his shoulder. "Believe me, I know."

Isaac says, "It's okay."

The room smells musty. Dust filters through the overhead lights, twinkling a little. The boy looks more carefully at the shelves, which appear to have been crafted by hand from old wood. Each of the bookcases is stained dark. The lines of books are arranged neatly, paper and leather spines facing outward, titles printed in old ink or stamped in gold leaf.

The Wise Father tilts an unassuming book towards him, then grunts. He takes the book down, then turns and hands it to the boy.

"My child," he says. "Your guide."

Isaac takes the book, surprised at how light it is. "It's so slim," he observes.

"Open it," the Wise Father says.

The book's cover is nothing more than pressed cardboard. There's no writing on the cover or spine. Isaac opens it, and is surprised to find only a handful of pages between the covers.

"Read the first page," the Wise Father says. 

Isaac studies the words, then looks up.

"Read it," the Wise Father says again. "Go on."

Isaac reads. "Blessed is the Wise Father, who shepherds the flock."

"Again," says the Wise Father.

"Blessed is the Wise Father, who shepherds the flock," Isaac repeats. Then he looks up. "What's a flock?"

"Every believer in the silo," the Wise Father says. "They all look to you for leadership. For guidance."

Isaac looks dubious.

"Does that scare you?" the Wise Father asks.

The boy nods. "What if I do the wrong thing?"

"Oh, you will," says the old man. "Many times you will act, and discover that a better choice might have been made. But the One True guides you in all things, Isaac. You are but his hand. Each mistake is an opportunity for the One True to instruct you in his ways, to train you to be a more honorable Father."

"I'm afraid," Isaac says.

"Good. I'm afraid every day. That part never goes away. That's what makes you a good Father. A Father who isn't afraid is a Father whose self-reliance steers him down dark paths. A Father who does not fear puts too much trust in his own abilities."

"Has every Father been afraid?"

"Most," says the Wise Father. "But you'll learn about the fates of the others later. Read the next page."

Isaac turns back to the book. "For he is the guardian of the light, and the keeper of wisdom."

The Wise Father nods. "Continue."

The boy turns to the next page. Each page is blank, save for these printed phrases in the center. 

"He is the mouth through which the One True speaks," Isaac reads, "and the hand who issues His judgment."

"Amen," the Wise Father says. "And the final page."

"Blessed is he, and long shall he live. His trust shall be rewarded with love, and with grace."

"Simple, isn't it?" the Wise Father asks.

"What does it mean?" 

"What do you think it means?" the old man asks.

Isaac thinks for a moment. "I think it means that the Father must simply be open to the ways by which the One True wishes to use him," he says. "And if he can do that, the One True will reward his service."

"That's an astute reading," says the Wise Father.

"Father," Isaac says. "If I'm to replace you, what will your reward be?"

"My child, that is an excellent question, and one that I don't have the answer to," the Father says. "As anxious as you are to learn your new responsibilities, I imagine you are not half as curious as I am about what the One True has in store for me. It's not my place to ask, though. I will wait and accept the One True's dispensation."

"What if you don't like it?" Isaac asks.

The Wise Father smiles. "You'll learn quickly, Isaac, that you is a concept which must cease to exist. You are a shell, child, for the One True to occupy. His will becomes your own. His desires, yours. It's a wonderful, intimate feeling. You'll never be alone. Ever."

Isaac closes the book and hands it back to the Wise Father.

The old man puts it back on the shelf, then turns. 

"Shall we begin?" he asks.
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Matthew pulls the library door closed, then exhales slowly.

He brushes his hands off on his robe and makes his way back to the main hall. He couldn't possibly be more lost in thought than he is right now. For all of his life, he's known this time would come -- but now that it's here, he feels more unprepared than he had anticipated. 

"So turns the wheel," he mutters. "Now -- where was I?"

Back in the main hall, he rounds a corner and sees the Doctor Rausch emerging from the holding cell. The man's white smock is free of blood, Matthew sees, so things must have gone well. Rausch sees him coming, and smiles grimly.

"James," Matthew says, shaking the physician's hand. 

"Matthew."

"How's our guest doing today?" 

The doctor sighs. "Better, although that's not saying much. I'm not very happy with the way this was executed, Matthew. I wish you had let me remove the leg properly, under anesthesia, with the right tools. What we did -- that was barbaric. I don't like thinking about it."

Matthew pats Rausch's shoulder. "We weren't performing surgery, James. You know how this goes."

"Yes, but -- we've never -- not like that," James stutters. "I don't want to do this sort of thing anymore. It's not right."

"And you're the judge now of what is right?" Matthew asks. 

James points down the hallway toward the Wise Father's quarters. "Do you think he is? What he made us do --"

Matthew holds up his hand to quiet James, then turns to the guards. "Take a moment, please."

Each of the two guards nods silently, then turns and walks up the hall, blue uniforms rustling in unison. When they're gone, Matthew turns back to the doctor and gives him a tight smile. 

Rausch opens his mouth to speak again. "This isn't the way of a polite society, Matth--"

Matthew grips the doctor by the throat, then with his free hand, snakes a hand down to the man's crotch and squeezes. The doctor gasps, his voice throttled by Matthew's sharp fingertips, and kicks feebly as Matthew lifts him onto his toes. 

"Now," Matthew says quietly, drawing his face close to the doctor's own, "what was that you were saying? The Wise Father made you do what?"

Rausch shakes his head, his eyes welling up with tears. He can't speak.

Matthew squeezes harder with both hands, and the doctor's tears spill over, hot and fearful. 

"The Wise Father is our guide," Matthew whispers. "He is the arm of the One True. And I am in turn the arm of the Wise Father. When you blaspheme the Father's motives, you blaspheme the One True. Need I remind you of the penalty for blasphemy?"

Rausch struggles to put his feet on the floor, and flails weakly against Matthew's grip.

"I don't think you meant it, though," Matthew says, and he releases his grip. "You're under some stress, I know."

The doctor crumples to the floor like a tower of blocks, coughing like a dead man. He presses his face into the carpet, struggling to breathe. 

Matthew crouches beside him. "So," he says, genially. "Our patient. How is she today?"
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Matthew enters the courtroom through the north hall, and pulls the great doors closed behind him. They clank into place, and he draws the bar across the seam between them and lets it fall into the locks. The bang echoes in the large, empty room. 

Matthew stands there for a moment, scanning the room. "Hello?" 

But nobody answers, and he can't see anybody. The Wise Father's chambers, just off the southwest corner, are empty while the old man trains with Isaac in the library. On the southeast wall, the toppled display has been returned to its position. The broken trophies that once decorated its shelves are gone, replaced with framed portraits of past Wise Fathers instead. 

In a year or two, Matthew thinks, almost nobody will remember what was on the shelves to begin with. 

Looking around, he barely can remember what the room looked like when the outsider came through the wall. Memories can be erased sometimes just by moving the furniture.

He walks the center aisle, tapping each of the pews with his fingertips as he goes. He likes it here when it's empty, when his only company is the past. The courtroom has seen so many wonderful moments, so many terrible ones. A few thousand worthy seekers commended into the depths of the silo, assignments firmly in hand, to carry on the legacy of those who went before them. And their awful counterparts, the Greatfallen, some of whom accepted their fate resolutely, even proudly. 

But there were a few screamers, of course. 

Not everybody can hold themselves together when they come face-to-face with death.

Matthew taps out a rhythm on the last few pews, then ascends the platform to the Wise Father's bench. The desktop is clean, as usual. The Father spends only a few minutes there for each seeker, and the desk remains unused until the next ceremony. Come to think of it, Matthew realizes, the next seeker is already on the way up. Sixtieth floor, last he heard. Too soon for Isaac to perform his first ceremony. The Wise Father will have to carry out the next five or six, perhaps, before the boy is ready.

Ready, he thinks. He shakes his head. As if an adolescent is equipped to handle the responsibilities of the Fatherhood. 

Matthew takes the steps behind the Wise Father's bench two at a time, and stops at the door to the prayer closet. He's beneath the eyeline of the courtroom now, so even if someone had entered, he would not be seen. He tries the door, but it is locked.

Good, he thinks. 

Matthew produces a key from a small ring in his pocket, then unlocks the holy room and steps inside, firmly closing the door behind him. 
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The darkness dances away as the overhead lighting buzzes on, flickering a little. Matthew turns and locks the door behind him, throwing the floor bolt so that nobody will be able to enter, key or not. 

He ignores the small chair and keyboard and display in the center of the room. That station is for the Wise Father, who believes -- as they all have, Matthew knows -- that the prayer closet is for his own personal communion with the One True, and for no one else. 

But that's never been the case.

On Matthew's key ring, between the half-dozen keys the Wise Father has given to him, is a tiny, dull-metal capsule. Matthew takes it out now, and unscrews the cap. Inside the small metal cylinder, jutting from the base of the capsule itself, is a slim metal stem. At its tip is a simple, oblong paddle, quite small. 

The prayer closet is almost holy in its silence, almost devotional in its sparseness. The Wise Father has never asked Matthew to decorate this room, for he, like the other Fathers before him, recognizes the room's purity of purpose. 

But the Wise Father has also never asked Matthew about the enormous cabinet on the wall.

The cabinet is the size of a long, royal dining table, and has no visible means by which to open it. Its purpose has always been a question to the Wise Fathers, who seem to understand that the answer might be revealed to them when necessary, and not before. Matthew smiles at this, wondering what the holy men have imagined might be behind it. Weapons, perhaps? The face of the One True himself? Libations? 

Matthew chuckles, then places his hand against the heavy metal cabinet, fingertip on one of the tiny iron rivets that seem to hold it to the wall. He circles the rivet with his finger, then moves to the next rivet. 

"One," he says. "Two. Three."

He counts, following the rivets to his left.

When he reaches twenty-three, he pauses, then begins to count upward.

"Eight, nine," he says. "And here we go. Ten."

Matthew presses the rivet firmly -- it has grown tired with time and disuse, and requires a surprising amount of strength -- and finally, the rivet depresses like a button. A nearly seamless panel juts out of the cabinet with a faint clickety-click. At the center of the panel is a little keyhole, and Matthew fits the small capsule key into it and turns.

This is only the second time he has ever followed these steps, and his heart thrills, just a little, at the secrecy of it all.

A hydraulic hiss comes from the cabinet, and then the entire thing tilts slowly toward him, opening.

[image: Image]

Matthew lets out a slow breath. 

The cabinet unfolds, then stops when it is horizontal. The inside of the cabinet wall is mostly bare, except for a small display screen and a keyboard, both mounted flat to the cabinet, which now serves as a desktop. But it's what the cabinet has revealed on the wall that takes Matthews breath away.

The secret hidden behind the cabinet is a large flat screen, mounted to the wall. As Matthew watches, the screen blinks to life, waking up. It fills with blue, then white, casting a brilliant glow on Matthew's face. He squints at the brightness of it. 

In the center of the large wallscreen, a message blinks:




Locating feed.




He watches as the message flashes on and off, and then it changes:




Retrieving feed... 4%




The numbers count upward slowly, and Matthew feels his heart racing, just a little. 

He has opened the cabinet once before, years ago. He was a young assistant then, only a teenager, and the Wise Father had been very ill. The cabinet is to be opened only in the event of extreme emergencies, or at moments of power exchange, like Isaac's ascendancy. 

Before that, he had only seen its contents once, when his father trained him in the way of the assistant.




Retrieving feed... 38%




But the wallscreen isn't why Matthew is here now, and he forces himself to look away from the slowly ascending progress meter. The smaller display, flat on the cabinet desk, is lighted-up as well. A blinking cursor in the corner of the screen waits for Matthew's input, and he realizes with a sharp twinge that he has been distracted by the wallscreen, and has kept the One True waiting.

Matthew places his fingers on the keyboard, and types.




Hello, Edward.
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His first day of training has been exhausting. 

Isaac sinks into the bed in his quarters, fully-clothed, and buries his face in the blankets. His mind whirls with information, most of it oblique and foreign. He tries to remember what it felt like as a child to learn addition and multiplication for the first time. Was it overwhelming? Did it change the way he looked at the world? Yes, and yes -- but it also felt manageable. It felt small enough to understand. Two potatoes and two potatoes were four. He could understand that. 

But this... 

A Wise Father was to be the moral center of the silo. Thirty thousand people looked to the Father for his blessings, his judgment, his instruction. They reached for him, and through him to the One True himself. The Father was a conduit between their god and themselves.

Isaac tries to push all of it from his mind.

I'm only a boy, he thinks. Only thirteen. 

Get over it, a smaller part of him says. All of your friends are going through the same thing. They're taking jobs as machinists' apprentices, as agricultural scientists, as nurses and cobblers and carpenters and educators and accountants and shopkeepers and such. Do you think they're scared? Do you think they're complaining? 

Isaac ignores the voice. In his mind, there's simply no comparison. Maybe delivering a baby is hard, but people have done it for hundreds of years, haven't they? Of all of the people who have ever lived in the silo, how many have been called Father? He reaches for the number in his head, but though he learned it only today, he can't grasp it. A dozen? Fewer? 

How many people in the silo have ever been responsible for the immortal souls of every living man or woman or child? 

The weight of his new role presses him down into the blankets, and he considers -- just for a moment -- the pleasure of suffocation. The relief of it. 

But he rolls over instead, and takes a very deep breath. 

The Wise Father had noticed his hesitance during the training, and had asked if he was nervous.

"A little," Isaac had admitted, with some reluctance.

"A little," the Wise Father had repeated, scoffing. "My child, when I was appointed Father, I cried for a week. My heart and my brain ached. I was convinced that the One True, who had never made a mistake, had finally made his most grievous one. Who would appoint me to such a position? What if I made a mistake myself, and cost lives?"

Isaac lets his breath out slowly now. 

I can do this, he thinks. Maybe it'll be hard at first, but I can do this. 

The voice inside him tries to motivate him more, but Isaac doesn't notice. 

He has fallen asleep.
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He wakes to darkness, disoriented. He feels the heft of the blankets over him, the sheets smooth against his bare feet. 

His bare feet. 

Isaac remembers throwing himself across the bed in his clothing, shoes and all. But here he is, clothed in a sleep robe, the blankets pulled up to his chin, the lamp extinguished. The clock beside his bed reads 3:15. Someone had to have entered his quarters and found him asleep. Someone had undressed and redressed him, and tucked him in. 

Isaac shudders uncomfortably. Was it the Wise Father? Matthew? 

He blinks in the darkness, his mouth cottony from the hard sleep. 

His eyes adjust, and he slips down to the floor, barefoot. Quietly, he makes his way to the only door in his quarters. The door opens into the Wise Father's private quarters, and is unlocked. Isaac turns the knob slowly, then pulls the door open, lifting the door just a bit to keep the lock plate from dragging against the hasp. 

He peeks into the Wise Father's room. It's mostly dark, except for the pale orange glow of a lamp on the dressing table. The dressing partition stands between Isaac and the old man's bed, but he can hear the Father snoring gently. 

Isaac steps into the old man's room and pulls the door silently shut behind him. Tentatively, he starts across the room, padding softly on the balls of his feet. He steps over the Father's slippers, neatly paired at the base of his bed, and squeezes past the dressing chair. He holds his breath.

The old man grunts and turns over in the bed, and Isaac drops reflexively to the floor. He leans against the footboard of the bed, feels it shift against his back as the old man moves, then lies still again. His breathing calms, and Isaac counts slowly to one hundred. When he reaches eighty-three, the old man snores again, and Isaac closes his eyes gratefully.

In the hallway, he finally allows himself to breathe normally. The corridor is dimly lit by sconces placed every twenty or thirty yards, and Isaac walks in the shadows as long as possible between each pool of light. These are the precautions of a boy who enjoys the game, but are entirely unnecessary. The entire silo is sleeping now, and nobody roams the upper floors. 

Isaac finds his way to the sheriff's office, and peeks through the glass. He can't see anything inside, as usual, and so he tentatively opens the door, listening for anybody who might be in the room. 

He hears nothing, and steps inside. 
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"Is it you?" 

Isaac lets his eyes adjust to the darkness. The smell takes a little longer, and his heart sinks. The smell reminds him of the weird odor that permeates the crop wing on his home floor a few days after a body has been given to the roots. Sour, a little bitter. And terribly sad.

"It's me," he whispers. "Are you alone?"

A small laugh. "I'm always alone. Except for when I'm not."

Isaac approaches the bars and looks into the cell. 

The woman is still on the steel table. Pink water has pooled around her, and the wrappings on her amputated leg are dark, soaked through. Water drips from the wrapping onto the table, and the overflow drips to the cell floor, forming a long rivulet that runs to the drain. 

"You're wet," he says.

She's shivering, too. "They hosed me down," she says. "I'm freezing."

"I can't get in there," Isaac says. "I could bring blankets."

"It's not your fault," she says, through chattering teeth. "Although if you know how to pick a lock, I'd be grateful."

He hangs his head. "I don't," he says.

"Kid," she says. "Isaac, right? Isaac?"

Isaac looks up. The woman is looking right at him.

"Not your fault," she repeats. "Okay? Understand?" 

He nods. "You're going to be okay, right?"

She laughs again, and he hates the sound of it. 

"I really doubt it," she says. "Your Father -- that guy. Jesus, that guy. He's not a very nice man."

Isaac presses his face into the tight gap between two of the bars. "What do you mean? He didn't -- did he do --"

"Sorry, Isaac," she says. "You didn't know, huh? I'm not surprised."

Isaac feels his eyes well up. "Why would he do that? He's -- he's our Wise Father. He's good. He's good."

She exhales, the sound made jittery by her shivers. "You're young," she says. "You'll come to realize that people have two faces. Sometimes more."

"I just -- I --"

Isaac's confusion and fear bothers her. 

"Isaac," she says. "Isaac, listen to me. Look at me." 

He does, openly weeping now.

"You're a good boy to worry about me," she says. "What did I hear on the radio the other day? That you're going to replace him?"

He nods, sniffling.

"What's that like?" she asks, her teeth clicking together.

Isaac tries to compose himself. "A lot of work," he says. "A lot of studying."

"Studying, huh," she says. 

The water on the table drips, drips to the floor. The sound is unnerving. 

"Yes," Isaac says.

"What sort of things?"

Isaac hitches a breath. "History," he says. "Legacy. Tradition."

"Tell me some of it," she says. "What did you learn today?"

Isaac hesitates. "I don't know if it's secret," he says. "I think it is."

She chuckles. "Well, better not tell me," she says. "I have lots of friends to tell. I'll tell them all of your secrets."

Isaac smiles despite himself. "What's your name?" 

"Maya," she says. 

Drip. Drip.

"I'm Isaac," he says, then catches himself. "Oh. You know."

"Tell me what it's like to be the chosen one," Maya says.
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Isaac takes a moment to think, all-too-aware of Maya's condition. She trembles constantly, and occasionally one giant shudder seems to wrack her body, and the pinkish water in the recessed surface of the steel table splashes out. 

"It's scary," he admits, finally. "All my life my parents would take me out to the rail to watch the Wise Father. See, once every year, the Father tours the silo. He walks the Path from the top to the bottom --"

"The Path?" Maya asks. 

"The great staircase," Isaac explains. 

"You call it the Path? Why?"

Isaac thinks about this. "Well, every believer consecrates himself by walking the Path," he says. "It's really called the Enlightened Path, but nobody ever says the whole name. It's too long. We just call it the Path."

"What do you mean, consecrates?"

"When you're thirteen, you walk the Path from the very bottom to the very top," Isaac says. "It's sort of like a coming-of-age ritual."

"And when you reach the top?"

"Judgment," Isaac says.

"That sounds kind of scary," Maya says. "Who judges you?"

"The One True," Isaac says. "The Wise Father communes with him in private, then reads the judgment. There are four different judgments you can get, but really, only one of them is a good thing."

"What are they?" Maya asks, shivering.

"There's worthy," Isaac says. "If you're worthy, then the Wise Father assigns you a career, and you become an apprentice."

"Fair enough," Maya says. "What makes someone worthy?"

Isaac shrugs. "That's up to the One True. We aren't allowed to know."

"That seems unfair," she says. "What are the other ones?"

"Unworthy," he answers. "You don't want that one."

"Why not?"

"If you're unworthy, you have to spend a year in the mine. My grandpa spent four years in the mine. They let you walk the Path after you're down there a year -- after you've done penance, basically. But it's really scary down there. The --" Isaac drops his voice to a whisper. "The Dark One lives below the mine."

Maya shakes her head to clear it. "Dark," she says. "What do you mean?"

"The Dark One is the beast who wants to devour us all," Isaac says. "The Book says he waits for us to carve a path to his door, and when we do, he will swarm up and destroy us."

"Carve a path -- the mines?"

"We have to mine to keep the silo going," Isaac says. "But the deeper we go, the closer we get to the Dark One. We can feel his heat. Everybody in the mines is afraid they'll be the one to break through, and see the Dark One up close for the first time."

"That's bullshit," Maya says.

Isaac is silent.

"Sorry," she says. "Sorry. Please. Go on. There are two other judgments?"

"Yes," Isaac says. "There's the one I got -- ascendancy --"

"Which means you have to be the boss now." 

"Sort of," he answers. "Yeah."

"And the other one?"

"Greatfall," Isaac says.

"Greatfall," she repeats. "That doesn't sound very good."

"It's the worst kind of bad," Isaac admits. "It's just what it sounds like."

"A great fall," Maya intuits. "From where?"

"From the top," Isaac says, holding his hand up high, "to the bottom."

"The bottom of -- no. Of the silo?"

Isaac nods.

"And these people on the Path -- they're always thirteen years old?"

Isaac nods again.

"They're killing children," she breathes. "My god. How many?"

"Since I've been alive, I think four," Isaac says. "But there hasn't been one in awhile. That's why everybody was afraid I was going to be chosen for it."

"Fucking bastards," Maya says.

Isaac draws back slightly.

"Sorry, Isaac," Maya says. "But Jesus goddamn Christ. How can this be allowed?"

"It's the way of the One True," Isaac says.

Maya is silent, and Isaac can tell she is furious, despite her condition.

"Can I ask you something now?" Isaac asks.

Maya looks up at him distractedly. "Okay," she says, her voice still tight.

Isaac grips the bars tightly. "What did you mean before? When you talked about outside?"

Maya grimaces. "Your fucking Wise Father," she says. "Called me an outsider, he did."

"Yes," Isaac says. "But I don't understand. Outside of what?"

"Kid," Maya says, "I'm about to pass out, I think. But you find the key to that door, and I promise I'll tell you everything I can about anything you want to know. Including the outside."

"Wait," Isaac says. "Just -- what did you mean by outside? I don't understand. Are you from the mines?"

Maya looks discombobulated, but she says, "No, not the mines. I'm from outside, Isaac -- outside the silo."

Isaac's eyes go wide. "There is no outside," he says. 

Maya's head falls back onto the pile of blankets, and her trembling hands fall still.

Drip, drip.

"Maya," Isaac hisses. 

Drip.

"Maya," he says again, a little more loudly.

Nothing. 

"I'll find a key," he says to the dark cell. "I'll be back."

But he has no idea where to begin looking.
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Matthew stares at the small screen. His last message sits there, waiting.




Hello, Edward.




He glances up at the larger wallscreen.




Retrieving feed... 82%




He sighs, and wonders how the boy's training is going. The Wise Father will put Isaac through his paces. There are stacks of books to be read in the months ahead, but the first week of training is always a dangerous one. An ascendant has never failed to make it through the first week, but there have been a few close calls. 

Sometimes the boys just can't handle a glimpse behind the curtain. 




Retrieving feed... 91%




Matthew drums his fingers lightly on the keyboard. Click-clack-clack. He taps out a rhythm, closes his eyes, bobs his head a little. Softly, he hums to himself. 

The pattern of light on the inside of his eyelids changes, and he snaps open his eyes, and gasps quietly.

The wallscreen image has loaded, and Matthew sits before its view, a narrow-shouldered silhouette dwarfed by the panoramic scene that has appeared. He backs away from the keyboard, the screen so large that it fills his vision completely. A few steps back, it's less difficult to parse.

But he still cannot process what he is seeing. 

There are bits of color here and there -- a streak of scummy orange, a rough stroke of poisoned gray -- but most of the view is obliterated by dark blotches. He understands very little of what he sees, and knows only what the screen is intended to represent. 

He knows only what his father has told him.
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"Hush now. What we do, we do in secret. Do you understand?"

Nine-year-old Matthew nodded up at his father. The older man grunted, then unlocked the prayer closet door.

"In, go in," he said. He looked around the courtroom, saw nobody watching in the shadows, and closed the door behind them.

"How come we're --" Matthew started, but his father interrupted him.

"Hush," he repeated. "In this room, we speak only when spoken to. Do you understand?"

Matthew nodded again, careful not to speak.

"Come," his father said. 

Matthew followed his father across the room as the lights flickered on, and watched his father pop a small capsule off of his keyring. The older man unscrewed the cap, revealing an impossibly tiny key. Then he showed Matthew the count, working his way across the rivets, then up. When his finger settled on the false rivet, he said, "Then press here."

The lock sprang out of the cabinet.

"Your training is only beginning," his father said, "but this is important for you to see now. You must understand your place in the silo, and the great weight of the knowledge that you, and only you, will carry on when I am gone."

"Gone?" Matthew asked.

He had known by then that his father was sick, but that had been the first time it had come up in conversation. His training had begun in earnest just a few weeks before, and he somehow knew that his father was trying to rush through it as quickly and thoroughly as possible. Before... something happened. 

Before what? 

Matthew thought he knew, but couldn't let himself think such an awful thing.

His father shook his head at him. "Hush," he said again.

Once the key had been turned, the cabinet descended from the wall, and his father turned to him. 

"You may not understand the importance of this now," he said, "but one day, I think you will. What you're about to see -- well, no man alive has seen it before."

"Have you seen it before?"

"Once," his father said. "Just once."

"How come nobody has --"

"There are some secrets that would unravel the world, son," his father said. "Some threads you don't pull on."

The cabinet door turned into a desktop, revealing the wallscreen behind it. Matthew stared up at it, wide-eyed. 

The words appeared in the center of the screen.




Locating feed.




Matthew looked at his father questioningly.

"Patience," his father said.




Retrieving feed... 3%




They stood in silence, watching the numbers climb and climb, and when it finally reached 98%, Matthew's father turned to him and said, "Any questions, I will answer."

Matthew nodded, and then the numbers turned over to 100%, and the text vanished, replaced immediately by -- something. 

Big blotchy shadows, and -- what was that? A splash of faint color, and then -- something moved. What was that? 

Matthew couldn't quite process the image. "What is it?"

"This is the outside," his father said, his own voice soft. "This is the world unknown."

[image: Image]

The world unknown, his father had called it.

Matthew stares at it now, trying to make sense of the strange picture. The dirty orange he recognizes as sky, though the concept is still very foreign to him. And the gray -- that's the earth, with little bits blowing around. 

The blotches, his father had explained, were the corrosion and debris on the sensors. 

Can we clean them? Matthew had asked, but his father had only laughed and shaken his head. 

In the weeks following Matthew's first view of the outside world, his father had taught him about the silos themselves. Why they were here, what purpose they served. He told him about the world which had preceded this one, or what he knew of it. His father was the ninth in a line of assistants who had served. The very first assistant had worked with the One True himself, Matthew knew, and had helped to create the stories themselves.

Matthew studies the screen now, wondering what life must have been like before the One True rewrote history. 

What was it like to stand under that sky when it was blue? To feel that wind, when it wasn't rich with poison?

Outside. Such a curious thing.

Matthew glances down and sees a reply waiting for him on the smaller screen.




Matthew. Status?




"Shit," Matthew says quietly. 

He steps back up to the keyboard and begins to type.
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Matthew takes stock of everything that has happened, and relays it to the One True.




The ascendant's training began today. 




When will it be complete?




It usually takes a couple of weeks.




Sooner.




How much sooner?




Now.




That's not possible. The ascendant has much to learn.




Now, Matthew. I insist.




Yes, Edward. 




Daniel must begin his transition immediately. 




Matthew blinks. Everything is moving so fast.




Immediately?




No delays, Matthew. It must begin immediately. 




Yes, Edward. And the boy?




He will learn as he goes, and you will guide him. This is the role you were born for. His training will fall upon you now.




I don't know how the training works. 




You will manage. Daniel will ask why. Leave that question to me.




I don't even know why, so that's not a problem.




Don't be smart with me, Matthew.




Matthew presses a hand to his head. "Shit, shit, shit," he says. 




Apologies, sir.




What of the Outsider? What is her condition?




She's not well, Edward. The leg is infected. Doctor Rausch says possibly gangrenous.




That's unfortunate for her. 




What would you like me to do? Doctor says we can move her to his facility and he can care for her better.




No. Leave her where she is. 




And the leg?




Let it rot. Is she still in seclusion?




Yes, sir. The only visitor is the doctor, and a guard who checks on her. 




Food and water?




None, as you instructed.




Good. Keep it that way.




What if she dies?




Then she dies. She is only a liability, Matthew. She is not a believer. She will only burn the silo down.




Matthew glances up at the wallscreen. The orange sky has dimmed to brown.




Edward, some of the believers are reporting to the doctors. 




Exposure symptoms, yes?




Difficulty breathing, skin afflictions. Some of them are coughing blood.




Quarantine them for now. Is Daniel afflicted as well?




Not as I can tell, sir.

	

Good.




Is there anything else?




The boy. He's critically important now, even moreso than before. Don't let him out of your sight.




Yes, sir.




Immediately, Matthew. This is very important. Daniel must transition now. Wake him up.




I'll do my best, sir.




Best isn't good enough this time, Matthew. Best is failure.




Matthew closes his eyes. 

This isn't happening, he thinks. 
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Maya grits her teeth to stop the chattering, but it doesn't work. The tremor just travels through her jaw instead, and sets her entire skull to shaking. Her neck is stiff from days of lying in this position, and from tensing against these horrible shivers, and her brain seems to have shut off all sensation from her missing leg. 

If she strains, she can lift her head just enough to see the bandages in the dark. They don't stand out. They're no longer white, but so saturated that they're as black as the shadows surrounding her. 

She's convinced that she's going to die. 

Her throat is beyond parched. Her stomach is shrinking, knotting itself up. She can't see her damaged hand, but it sends a steady stream of pain signals to her brain. The signals feel like fire now.

The pain. Always, the pain. 

She blacks out a lot now, and she knows she's losing her grip on what's real and what isn't.

She thought she saw the boy -- this morning? yesterday? -- but he had refused to look at her, and sang an old folk song to her instead:




Through the meadow weary

Along the silver stream

At midnight she sees clearly

His tender smile's gleam




But that couldn't have been right. She doubts the boy knows what a meadow is.

She deeply regrets not telling him about the outside. 

She's not sure she'll last until his next visit. 
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The sky is blue.

Maya can feel the grass beneath her feet. Cool. Prickly, then soft as her weight pushes it down. She flexes her toes, pushes them into the soil underneath. It's cooler. Damp, even. 

The hushed chorus of the ocean beats at the beach behind her.

The sea of trees rustle in the breeze.

She doesn't see where the fire comes from, where it starts, but it happens almost instantly. The trees flash orange as their leaves are scorched away. Maya feels a storm of heat, thick and suffocating, surge against her like an army. The grass at her feet curls and blackens and turns to ash. 

She turns to see the ocean drawing back from the shore, receding far beyond the tide lines. The sea floor, exposed to the air, dries and hardens in the furnace blast, and every living thing that scuttles and flops around does so for only a moment, and then collapses into dust. 

The sun falls out of the sky and behind the horizon of the Earth, and for a moment, all sound and light is sucked out of the world, and Maya stands alone in the darkness, the last woman on the face of the planet.

And then the sun explodes into view, a thousand times larger, a billion times hotter, and the world goes white. 
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"Hurry, hurry," Doctor Rausch says. "Faster! We have minutes at best."

The nurses wheel the steel table out of the cell, and Isaac jumps out of the way. 

Maya's arms sag unnaturally, still bound to the table, and her shoulders and head slump sideways off of the stack of blankets, which fall to the floor. Her head smacks hard against the table. The pink water sloshes over the edge, some of it splashing onto Isaac, and he stands, soaking, as the woman is wheeled away.

"To my office," Rausch says again. "Faster, please! Watch the intravenous!"

Isaac grabs the doctor's hand. "She's going to make it, right?" 

Rausch starts to pull his hand away, then stops, perhaps reminding himself who this child is. He stoops over and says, "It is good that you called me, but it may be too late."

Then the doctor looks over Isaac's shoulder at the empty cell, and almost mutters to himself, "Perhaps for me it is too late."

Isaac doesn't know what he means. 

"Can I come?" he asks.

"Not now," the doctor says. "You need to return to bed, before you are missed. But come tomorrow, when you can. If she is alive, I will let you visit her. You may be the only reason she has kept herself alive this long."

Isaac watches helplessly as Rausch dashes out of the room and up the hallway in pursuit of the gurney. 

Then, for the first time, he notices the placards on the wall.

Curious, he approaches the wall, and sees tiny names typed onto each card. He scans them, but there are so many. None of them are familiar to him, and he wonders who these people are. 

Then he comes across a card framed in red.

The name typed on it reads Samantha Mayfair.

Isaac takes a step back and looks at the rest of the wall. Scattered throughout the grid are dozens and dozens of cards with red frames. He inspects them, one by one, until he comes across one that he recognizes.

Belinda Gold.

The first of the Greatfallen, he thinks. 

The wall represents the seekers. 

There are thousands of names.

Hundreds and hundreds of them are bordered in red.

Fallen children, every one. 

[image: Image]

Isaac steps into the hallway, a little shell-shocked by the sheer number of names bordered in red, and leans against the wall. He feels a pressure on his chest that wasn't there a few minutes ago, and irrationally wonders if he's having a heart attack. If he were to drop dead right here in this hallway, in the dark, what would happen? 

He knows there is a new seeker on the Path today. Perhaps that child would replace him.

Isaac slides to the floor, taking deep, calming breaths. 

"Relax," he whispers to himself. "Relax. Relax."

He wonders about Maya. He's never seen anybody who looked so close to death as she did. His robe is still damp with her watery blood. He takes the cloth in his hands and wrings it out, and feels rivulets of pink water running down his bare legs beneath the robe. 

The hallway is dim, almost black. The only light comes from the faint mouth of the corridor, where a single fixture burns golden. Isaac feels the light shift around him, and glances up. 

The shape of a person carves the light at the opening of the corridor. 

Isaac goes very still. Can they see him? 

He feels for the door beside him, still open, and begins sliding as quietly as possible towards the opening. Maybe he can slip inside and pull the door closed --

The figure seems to make a decision, and starts moving slowly up the hallway towards Isaac. 

He moves a little faster, staying low, and scoots into the doorway. With the door frame at his back, he pivots, turning his feet into the room. He's pressed against the placard wall now, the names of dead children like bricks in a damned wall over his head. But there's no time to think about them, no time to imagine their awful, bloody fates. He can hear the stranger's footsteps, soft, but getting louder.

Isaac nudges the door closed, slowly, hoping that an errant creak won't give him away.

The door settles gently against the frame.

And then, with a hollow click, it closes. 

The click is deafening.
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Isaac retreats into the corner of the room, scooting backwards on his bottom. What if the person is the Wise Father? What if it's Matthew? Or a guard? 

And then, hope: Maybe it's the doctor, come to tell him of good news.

But no -- Rausch wouldn't have seemed so furtive. 

He's contemplating the identity of the stranger when a shadow blurs the gauzy light in the door's window. The shape leans left and right, as if trying to peer into the darkened room, and Isaac wills himself to become water, to melt into the floor, to become invisible.

The door opens.
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The doctor's office is dark. Inside, he and his staff work quietly, in shadow, to avoid detection. The outsider will die tonight unless they are able to replace her lost blood and stabilize her, he knows, but if they are found while doing so, the Wise Father will certainly have them all put to Greatfall. 

There are no degrees of punishment for disobeying the wishes of the Father or the One True.

Disobedience is death. 

This is the way of the silo. Blood paves the path of righteousness, of truth. 

"Doctor," says a nurse. "We're ready."

He nods, and leaves his office. The metallic smell of blood is sharp even here, undercut by the ripe smell of rotting flesh. The outsider is a piece of meat spoiling on a table, left out for days. The swarm of flies has followed them through the silo to the office. Today their tools include a plastic swatter, and it will not be enough to diminish the cloud of insects.

"Blood?" he asks, as he steps into the hall. 

"The transfusion is already underway," the nurse says. 

"Pulse?" 

"Steady now," she says. "It took time to get there, though."

"Good," he says. 

He bangs through a set of double doors, then flaps through the plastic sheet that divides the room. With a sense of purpose, he scrubs up, attacking his skin with a saddle brush so angrily that he almost draws blood. When he is finished, his skin is pink and new and smells of medicinal soap. 

He holds his hands aloft and backs into the operating room, and a nurse fits the latex gloves over each arm. 

"Anesthesia," he says. 

"She's out," says the second nurse. "But then, she hasn't been conscious in awhile."

"Okay," Rausch says. "Before we start, one thing."

The two nurses and the anesthesiologist stand still, studying the doctor's face. Behind the mask, his eyes are serious, crinkled at the edges with exhaustion. The three of them are tired themselves. It will soon be dawn, and there is still much to do before the silo begins to wake. 

"You've all committed to saving this woman," he says. "And I'm grateful, and she will be, too, if she survives the morning."

He pauses, and takes a deep breath.

"You've also all committed yourselves to Greatfall if we're caught," he says. "If we're found out, it will be the end for us. We can go willingly to our deaths, as good believers should, or we can stand here, united against the indecency of our leaders, who have punished this poor woman as a dog, and -- and go out together, on our terms."

The nurses look at each other, and down at the anesthesiologist.

"Either way, we're likely to die by morning," the doctor says. "I'm honored to be among you all."

The first nurse pulls her mask down. "Together," she says. "We stand together."

Rausch's eyes well up, and he blinks the moisture away. "You are beautiful people," he whispers, and then he clears his throat. "Sue," he says, "block the doors. Gentry, once we get started here, prepare a few syringes. Four. Four syringes -- no. Make it five. We don't want to leave our poor friend here behind. Her future would only grow darker."

The anesthesiologist nods. "Yes, doctor," he says.

"Okay," Rausch says, clapping his gloved hands together. "Let's begin. Saw."
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The door to the outer room opens quietly.

Isaac stifles a tiny cry, and closes his eyes as tightly as he can. If he's caught -- what would they do to an ascendant still in training? The prisoner is missing, and the Wise Father-to-be is found in bloody robes outside her cell -- what will the Wise Father think of him? What will the One True think? 

"Hello?" 

Isaac opens his eyes.

The voice is shaken, quiet. 

Female.

"Is someone here?" the voice asks again. 

"Here," Isaac says, standing up without a second thought. "I'm here."

"Oh, thank One True," the woman says, and she comes through the door and throws her arms around Isaac before he can brace himself. The force of her embrace knocks him to the wall. He grunts, just a little, but she hears it. 

"Goodness," she says. "I'm sorry. I didn't -- I'm so sorry. Are you alright?"

Isaac steps away from her and nods. "I'm okay. Who -- who are you?"

The woman is not a woman at all, but a girl not much older than Isaac himself. Her hair forms a ragged halo in the faint light of the hallway, and her features are only faint smudges on her face. Her shoulders are narrow beneath a stiff uniform, a formal robe that he has never seen before.

"Esther," she says. "My name is Esther."

"I'm Isaac," he says, awkwardly extending his hand.

"Isaac," she says. "Can you be the one? You are the ascendant?"

He nods. "You know my name?"

Then he remembers the Wise Father's announcement to the silo upon his judgment. "Of course you know my name," he says. "Everybody must know my name."

"You are to be the new Wise Father," she says, a little breathlessly.

"Yes," he says. "Where are you from?"

"Cleaning," she says. "I'm from Cleaning."

And she begins to cry.
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"I left my post one week ago," Esther says, sinking down to the floor. She's trembling. "Every night I climbed the Path in secret. I kept hearing footsteps behind me, but every time I looked, there was nobody there. I took off my shoes, so that nobody would hear me."

She lifts one of her feet. It's raw, the skin scrubbed away by the metal teeth on every stair. 

"There's a seeker," Isaac says. "They're on the Path right now. How did you get past them?"

Esther lowers her head. "I hid," she says. "On thirty-three."

"The floor beneath the One True's floor," Isaac says. 

"Yes," she says. "I hid, and then --"

"And while the seeker slept, you climbed past them," Isaac finishes. 

She nods.

"While you were there, on thirty-four," Isaac says, leaning forward, "did you see -- no, it probably wasn't -- did you see my gift?"

Esther looks confused. "I saw many things," she says. "I didn't linger long to look."

"My gift was an artifact," he says. "A sphere, with little red stitches."

Esther shrugs apologetically. "I didn't see anything like that. Some dead flowers, and some sacks of rice, and some books."

"Okay," Isaac says, disappointed. "Okay. No, it's okay. I'm just wondering --"

"You're just wondering if the One True accepted your gift," she says. 

"Yes."

"You are the ascendant, no?" she asks. "So your gift is probably prized. If it was an artifact -- well, that's the most special gift of all, isn't it."

Isaac smiles sheepishly. "I hope so."

"You trust the One True, then," she says.

"Don't you?" 

Esther looks around, then says, in a hushed voice, "I don't know."

"What do you mean?"

She frowns. "I suppose the view is very different from up here," she says. "But from where I am -- on the very bottom floor, the view is very, very different."

"I'm from eighty-eight," Isaac says, a little peevishly. "I'm not from up here."

"But you are here now. You will forget the way things were. Now you are given things. Now you are privileged."

Isaac contemplates this. "I guess so," he says. "I have a private room. I have a bed."

"A bed," Esther sighs. "A bed would be so nice."

"It's really nice," he says.

"And yet you are not in it now," she says. "Why not?"

"I -- I can't say."

Esther lowers her voice. "Perhaps you have some guilt about the bed," she whispers. "Perhaps you have doubts of your own, Isaac. Maybe the bed feels like -- a bribe."

"No," Isaac says. "No, that's not it at all. I'm going to be the Wise Father. I'm going to have to lead all of the believers. The One True thinks that I'm special. I'm chosen."

But he feels stupid even as he says the words.

"Lead the believers," Esther repeats. "Lead them where?"

Isaac doesn't have an answer. 
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The two of them sit for a time, and Isaac falls asleep. When he wakes up, Esther is pacing in the dark. She's furiously rubbing her nose, and quietly moaning.

"What's wrong?" he asks.

Esther stops. Her voice is teary when she answers. "I can still smell them," she says. "I can't get away from the smell."

"What smell?" Isaac asks.

"I smell the blood," she says with a sob. "I smell the blood of all of the fallen."

Isaac gets to his feet and goes to her. "It's okay," he says. "That's not what you smell."

"It is!" she says, turning away from him. "Even though it has been so long since the last Greatfall, I -- the blood, it's -- it's all over me, it's all over me--"

Isaac puts his arms around Esther and hangs on tight as she struggles. "No," he says. "No, it's not. You're clean, Esther. You're clean. It's okay. You're alright." 

She weeps, and stops struggling, and he holds her, awkwardly supporting her weight. 

"You're smelling the cell," he says. "Not the children."

"The cell?" 

"Behind you," he says. "The other room."

She turns to look, and rests her head upon his bony shoulder. "What's in there?" 

"Nothing now," he says.

"But something before," she says.

"A woman. The outsider."

Esther pulls back. "What do you mean?"

"The woman," Isaac repeats. "The woman who interrupted my judgment."

"The Wise Father said she was from the lower levels," Esther says. 

Isaac shakes his head. "She's not," he says. 

"What does it mean, outsider?"

"I don't know."

"Where is she now?"

"The doctor," Isaac says. "She's not good. They're trying to save her."

"Take me," Esther says.

"I don't know about that. It's dangerous. I'm not even supposed to be here."

"You are the Wise Father-to-be," Esther says. "What can they do?"

"You're not supposed to be here, either."

"I'm already in trouble," she says. "A cleaner who left her post during the quiet days. I'll be sentenced to the mines."

"Why do you want to see her?"

Esther grows inexplicably and suddenly calm. "I had a dream," she says. 

"What do you mean? A dream of what?"

"I dreamed of another place. A different place than this. Everywhere you looked was like the farms, with dirt and things growing. And -- and there were no ceilings there."

"I've never heard of any place like that," Isaac says. "No ceilings?"

"You've never wondered if there was something on the other side of the walls? Of the ceilings?"

Isaac shakes his head. "Why would you?"

"In my dream there was a woman," Esther continues. "A woman who didn't belong there, either. She talked to me."

"What did she say?"

Esther rests her head on Isaac's shoulder again. "She said, 'It's real, you know. It's real.'"

"What's real?" Isaac asks.

"That's what I asked her, too."

"But what did she say?"

Esther closes her eyes, and her voice becomes dreamy. "She said, 'The outside. It's real.'"

Isaac steps back, and Esther straightens up. 

"What?" she asks.

"I asked her something," he confesses. "About this."

Esther's eyes widen. "What did you ask her?"

"She called herself an outsider. The Wise Father called her that, too. I didn't know what that meant -- outside of what? So I asked."

"What did she say?"

Isaac takes a deep breath, then releases it slowly. "She said she was from outside the silo."

Esther's expression changes. "You have to take me to her."

"I can't, it's too --"

"No," Esther says. "You have to take me to her. I have to know."

Isaac hesitates. "We'll be caught," he offers, weakly.

But Esther is already dragging him towards the door.
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Matthew hurries along the corridor towards the Wise Father's quarters. The belly of the silo is coming alive, and he can hear the faint sounds of shops opening and people bustling about far below. 

Today is going to be a very difficult day, he thinks.




Wake him up.




"Wake him up," Matthew mutters. "Goddamn it."

The transfer of leadership from one Wise Father to another is a delicate one, Matthew knows. Every transfer takes months. Months of training for the incoming Father, to break him of childhood habits, to teach him the great legacies of the silo, to shape his voice for the people. And weeks of careful preparation and dissemination of information for the outgoing Wise Father, who is traditionally kept in the dark about his future.

"And for good reason," Matthew says aloud, drawing the attention of a guard. "What are you looking at?"

The guard snaps back to attention.

The Wise Father's door is shut, and this time, Matthew doesn't knock. The Wise Father sits on the edge of his bed, dressed in a black robe today, and Sara is perched on her knees behind him, one hand on the Father's neck to steady herself, the other hand in the middle of drawing a brush through the old man's white curls. 

Both Sara and the Wise Father jump when Matthew enters. 

"Matthew, what is the --" the old man begins.

"No time, Father," Matthew says. He points at Sara. "You -- out."

Sara practically leaps off of the bed, clutching the brush to her chest. She darts out of the room. 

Matthew closes the door behind her, then thinks twice. He pulls it open again.

"Matthew, what do you think you're --"

Matthew ignores the old man and leans into the hall. "Girl!" he calls.

Sara, who is already halfway down the corridor, stops in her tracks and turns around.

"Come back," Matthew says. 

"Matthew," the Father snaps. 

Sara flits back, embarrassed, her head bowed. 

"Here," Matthew says, pointing at the wall. "Wait here."

Sara steps up to the wall, still clutching the brush.

Matthew slams the door shut again.

"Will you please tell me what is going on?" the Wise Father demands.

There is a twinge in the old man's voice that betrays his worry.

"There's been a change in plans," Matthew says. 

"A change? What do you mean, a --"

"Today, Father," Matthew says. "You're exiting today. Get your things."

The Wise Father stands up, tipping over the chair. "Today? That's impossible. Isaac isn't ready, I'm not prepared --"

"Today!" Matthew roars, startling the old man. 

The Wise Father steps back, stunned.

Matthew closes his eyes, exhales, resets. 

"Father," he says, slowly. He opens his eyes. "The One True has ordered this. Gather your things. I will be back for you in one hour."

The old man sputters weakly. "One hour, Matthew. It's not -- it's too little -- there's so much to --"

Matthew steps forward and grasps the old man by the shoulders. "Father," he says. "We don't have time for this. Hear me, and set this in your mind right now: In one hour, you will never see this room, or me, or anything else familiar ever again. Do you understand?"

The old man's mouth falls open. 

"Good," Matthew says. "Gather your things. And Father --"

The old man's hands are trembling slightly, his blue eyes moist and scared.

"There's something else, Father. Something you didn't know. You're permitted one believer to accompany you," Matthew says. "She's in the hall now, if she's your choice. But I don't know who else you'd ask for. Make up your mind, prepare the girl, and be ready in one hour."

Matthew goes to the door. He turns and looks back at the old man, who is turning in a slow circle, studying the compartment that's filled with decades of things. The room is packed with trinkets and gifts and small bounties that have been given to the Father by his believers over the years. Some are nearly priceless, Matthew knows, and will most certainly be abandoned today.

"One hour," he repeats, and then he steps into the hallway and closes the door behind him. 

Sara stands there still, eyes large and naive.

Matthew scratches his chin. "Sara," he says, "how old are you?"

"I'm fifteen," she says, quietly.

Matthew nods. "Alright. I suppose that can't be helped. You stay here until the Wise Father opens the door, and when he does, you will do whatever he says. Do you understand?"

She looks puzzled. "I always do."

"Good," Matthew says. He pats her head gently, distractedly. "Good."

She is still standing there, thin and unaware, when he turns the corner at the end of the hallway, and when the Wise Father's door opens.
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Rausch steps back from the operating table and pushes his glasses up onto his forehead. 

"There we go," he says, almost to himself. "There we go."

In the corner of the room, Gentry has finished preparing the syringes, and is busying himself with further barricading the door. The bar is not enough, and he has pushed a second operating table in front of the doors, and an oxygen cart, and a supply cabinet. 

"She's stable," Sue says.

Maya lies on the table, an oxygen mask over her face, and several clear cords connected to her body and taped down. Her damaged hand has been freshly-bandaged, her skin scrubbed clean of blood spatter and stink. Her stump, so crudely created during her first, gruesome surgery -- if you could even call it a surgery -- has been cauterized and wrapped.

It's several inches shorter now.

"Doctor, I think this is the riskiest surgery you've ever performed," Sue says. 

He nods. "She's a strong woman," he says. "I was afraid I'd kill her."

Sue begins cleaning up the spread of blood-stained tools. 

Behind her, Gentry cries out. "Someone's here!"

Sue jumps, and knocks the metal tray to the floor with an enormous clatter. The sharp and gleaming tools scatter about like shining bones. 

The door to the room bends inward, but only a little. The bar holds, and the pile of things behind it manage to hold off the intruder.

Then young Isaac's face appears in the window, small between the clutter of cabinets and metal carts. 

"Open up!" he shouts, his voice muffled by the heavy doors. 

The doctor nods. "Let the boy in," he says. 

Sue sighs a heavy breath of relief, and Gentry drags the furniture away from the door, making a hole just big enough for the boy. He lifts the bar, and Isaac pushes through the double doors, ducking under the bar. 

"Thank you," he says.

Gentry is lowering the bar when a hand reaches through, and he shouts.

"No, no," Isaac says. "She's safe. She's with me."

Esther comes through.

"Block it up again," she says, a little out of breath. "Hurry."

"She's right," Isaac says. 

"You were seen?" Rausch asks.

"The guards," Isaac says. "And Matthew."

"Goddammit," Gentry says, dropping the bar back into place and setting about shoving the furniture against the door again.

"We have to move her," Sue says. "They'll kill her."

The doctor claps his gloved hands. "The medical lift," he says.

Gentry says, "It's out in the open."

"There's an access point here," the doctor says. "We never use it because there just aren't that many emergencies that the deeper levels can't handle on their own. In fact, I'm not even certain it works. I've never used it before."

"There's no other way out?" Isaac asks.

But the expression on Rausch's face tells him the answer.

"Okay," Isaac says. "You should go now. They'll be here any second."

"It's not that easy," Sue says. "There's a lot to do if we're going to move her."

"She's right," the doctor says. "It'll take an hour, easy."

"You don't have an hour," Esther says. "You've got maybe three minutes."

"Wait," Isaac says. "I think I can get you more time."

"How?" Esther asks, but then she knows. "No, you have to come with us!"

Isaac shakes his head. "I can't," he says. "As screwed-up as it might be, I have to stay here."

"Do they know the prisoner has been moved yet?" the doctor asks.

"I don't think so," Isaac says. "But they will, very soon. Silo's waking up."

"Then we move now," the doctor says. "Isaac, things will get pretty bad around here when they realize the entire medical staff has vanished."

"Yeah," Isaac says. "But I can handle it."

Esther touches his face. "We'll send word when we --"

"No," Isaac says. "No word. This only works if you disappear completely."

"He's right, dear," Sue says softly. 

"We're running out of time," Gentry adds.

"Go," Isaac says, memorizing the feeling of Esther's hand. Then he turns to the anesthesiologist. "Okay, I guess you better let me out of here."

Gentry carves a path, and Rausch steps forward and shakes Isaac's hand. 

"Be a good Father," the doctor says. "Be better."

"And you take care of her," Isaac says. "I don't know why, exactly, but I think she's very important."

"We'll find a safe place," Rausch promises.

Isaac offers them all one last, hopeful smile, and turns to leave.
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Isaac takes one last peek through the operating room doors. Inside, Esther scrambles about, two more pairs of hands for a team struggling to save a stranger's life. Gentry pops up in the window, and presses his hand to the glass.

Isaac matches his boy's palm to the man's larger one, and then Gentry gives him a thumbs-up.

Then the view is erased as Gentry stacks more things behind the door.

With a deep breath, Isaac leaves the doctor's office through a side entry. He scans the empty hallway, then darts out. He moves at a fast walk, slowing down at corners, peeking through windows, listening for the guards. The sounds of the silo have grown louder as the upper floors have come alive. He can see attendants and workers moving about in the main hall, stringing up lights and ribbons for One True knows what. 

Isaac passes the sheriff's office, the interior still dark, the door still closed. He hopes it stays that way a little longer, so that Esther and Rausch have time to spirit the outsider away to someplace safe, somewhere deep, deep in the silo. There are ancient places, boarded-over places, abandoned wings, that will serve as a fitting temporary home.

He hopes it won't be necessary for long.

The doctor's words echo in his mind as he makes his way through the hallways.

Be better.

He is contemplating this when he turns the last corner, and runs right into Matthew, the Wise Father, and a visibly nervous Sara. Six guards flank them, and Isaac almost shouts with surprise.

"Isaac," the Wise Father says. "Where have you been?"

"No time, Father," Matthew says. "Guards, take Isaac to his quarters and prepare him."

"Yes, sir," says one guard, stepping forward and taking Isaac by the arm.

"Hey, let go of me," Isaac says. "Prepare me for what? You can't do this!"

Matthew stops for a moment, and bends over to Isaac's level. 

"Prepare you for court, of course," Matthew says, his voice harder than Isaac has ever heard it before.

"Court?" Isaac asks. "What do you mean?"

"It's judgment day," Matthew says, cheering up. "The seeker reached the summit this morning."

The Wise Father says, "Isaac, just remember two things --"

"No time, Father," Matthew says, taking the old man by the arm and marching away. "The boy will learn by doing."

"Wait!" Isaac shouts. "Wait, I'm not ready for that. Where are you taking him? He's the Wise Father, not me! Not me!"

Sara looks sadly over her shoulder at him as the group walks away.

"Wait!" he cries out one last time, but then Matthew steers them around a corner and out of sight.

The guards shuffle about, and Isaac looks up at the one gripping his arm.

"It's time, Father," the guard says.

Isaac just stares up at him.
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The emergency medical lift descends slowly through the silo, its cables creaking worrisomely. Esther keeps looking up at the ceiling of the lift, and the doctor finally touches her wrist gently and shakes his head. 

"It'll be fine," he says, quietly. 

"Do we know where we're going?" Sue asks. 

Rausch opens his mouth, but Esther answers.

"I know a place, maybe," she says. "It's really deep."

Sue nods. "Okay."

"Your husband," Gentry says. "He's going to wonder, isn't he."

Sue offers a weak smile. "Yes."

The doctor says, "The first time someone breaks an arm and finds the office boarded up, I'm going to feel it in my bones."

"I don't have anybody to miss me," Gentry says.

They all look at Esther, who shrugs. 

"Disappearing sounds pretty nice to me," she says.

And between them all, Maya rests unconscious on the gurney, intravenous bags jostled by every lurch of the elevator, silent and alone.
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"Shouldn't we have taken the stairs?" the Wise Father asks. 

"Transitions are private," Matthew says. "You know that."

"Yes, but -- this just seems so indulgent," the Wise Father says, looking around at the elevator walls. 

Sara stands between them, clutching a small bag that Matthew allowed her to pack. Like most believers, she's never been off of her own floor, much less on an elevator. It hums smoothly down the shaft, little lights indicating the floors spinning by. 

Five.

Six.

Ten.

Twenty-four.

The lift slows to a feather-light stop on thirty-four, and Sara's eyes widen. 

"The One True," she whispers.

Matthew looks down at her. "And you'll remain silent if you know what's good for you."

"Matthew," the Wise Father chides. "Be kind."

But the old man seems nervous as well, Matthew notices, and if he had to be honest, he'd confess that he is, too. When the Wise Father's predecessor retired, it was Matthew's own father who facilitated the transition. Nobody alive has set foot inside of thirty-four.

Then the elevator doors open onto the thirty-fourth floor with a ting, and the three of them stand immobilized by the view.




















[image: Image]




The courtroom is full, and the seeker is led along the red carpet. The child is proud, fresh-faced. Her dark hair is knotted behind her head, not a strand out of place, and her father, seated in the front row, beams at her. Never has a child stood before the court in such a state. She stands upright, shoulders back, chin up. 

The door to the Wise Father's quarters opens, and the six guards march forward. They take each step and hold it for a long moment, then in unison seem to topple forward into the next step. The result is a hushed rustle between each heavy footfall, dramatic and bold.

The crowd draws its collective breath when the Wise Father emerges.

Isaac steps forward, clad in the dark robe of the Father, ornamental chains draped around his neck, the symbol of the One True at their end, carved from the rarest of woods. He takes each step nervously, tentatively, and does not look to his side. He can feel the spectators watching him, studying his face for the beads of sweat that are trickling down his skin.

The guards separate before him, three breaking to the left of the bench, three to the right. They fall into line on either side of his place, their final steps ringing loud. 

Isaac stands at the base of the bench stairs, and swallows hard. His brain rushes to come up with the words that he heard the Wise Father recite at his own judgment, and he panics when nothing comes. 

The court director stands and announces, "All rise for the Wise Father."

The believers stand to their feet, and wait.

Isaac stands frozen, out of sight. 

The court director repeats his announcement. "The Wise Father," he cries.

Still, the believers wait. Still, Isaac is rooted in place.

The director masks his frustration well, and crosses the platform steps to the bench. He peeks behind to find Isaac standing there, a bundle of nerves. 

"Father," he says. "It's time."

Isaac looks up at the director. "I'm -- I'm so scared."

The director smiles warmly. "We're all here in support," he says. "Every Father has his first day. Though usually not so young."

"What do I say?"

"It's easy," the director says, whispering. "Welcome the believers, and then ask the sacred question."

"I can't remember it."

"Ask the seeker what she seeks," the director answers. "Okay?"

"Okay," Isaac says, biting his lip. 

"Wait for me to announce you once more," the older man says. "Then take a deep breath, and climb the stairs."

Isaac nods.

The director jauntily steps away, returning to his position at the platform's edge. He smiles broadly to the believers, who look confused. 

"Remain standing," he says, "and welcome our new Wise Father."

Isaac swallows hard, and wills his foot forward. He steps onto the first rise, then onto the next. With the next step, his young face emerges above the bench, and he sees the packed courtroom staring up at him. He drops his gaze, nervously -- and his eyes settle on the face of the girl who is waiting.

His heart leaps a little. He does not know her, but her face is serene and beautiful, and she smiles at him. Her intent is to communicate her confidence, but in his naïveté, Isaac interprets the smile as a vote for his own.

He looks out over the crowd, and in a reedy voice says, "Welcome -- to judgment."

The applause is tentative, but it waterfalls, and Isaac settles into his chair.
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The thirty-fourth floor is forever cemented into the minds of believers as an oppressive fort, its outward-facing wall hammered and welded from immense sheets of steel and iron. The wall presses right up to the Path, with only a walkway accessible to seekers. Every square foot of the thirty-fourth floor is hidden behind that wall, and none have seen beyond the wall who have lived to share the experience.

The Wise Father stands in the elevator, Matthew to his side, Sara huddled behind him. He is speechless at the sight before him, and absently reaches for Matthew's sleeve. He finds it with his fingertips, and tugs Matthew's hand to his own, and squeezes it tightly. He's surprised he has even the strength for that small act. 

Sara presses her face into the Wise Father's robe and closes her eyes.

"There -- I --" Matthew begins, but he falls silent.

The elevator has opened upon a room of light. The walls and floor and ceiling share all of the characteristics of the rest of the silo -- smooth concrete walls; a rough, cracked ceiling; the hammered metal floor of the staircase -- but the joint where the walls meet the floor glows with orange light. The room is large, and mostly empty, save for short pillars spaced evenly in rows. 

"Come," the Wise Father says, stepping slowly forward. 

The room is cool, and the Father sees that each pillar is topped with an object, and encased in glass. The first pillar holds a feather, suspended on a nearly invisible wire. The next pillar displays an ancient doorknob, rusted and dull.

"Artifacts," Matthew says. "Are these all artifacts?"

The Wise Father is distracted by the eastern wall, however. Sara follows closely, staying in the folds of his robe, stepping on his heels a few times. The Father barely notices.

The wall is covered with paintings, large portraits of men in robes. Each man wears the chains and collar of the Wise Father. A tiny plaque at the bottom of each painting displays the Father's name and years of service. 

Matthew appears at the Wise Father's side. "That's all of them," he says quietly. "My god."

"Who is that one?" Sara asks, pointing.

"That's the very first Wise Father appointed by the One True," says Matthew. "Thomas was his name."

"That was so very long ago," the Wise Father says. "So very long."

"Look," Matthew says. "The last one."

The last portrait is of a man whose shoulders have stooped with age, whose hair is pure white, and curls at the ends. His jaw is still strong, his brow stern, his eyes surprisingly warm. The plaque reads Daniel, 70 years.

"Oh, my," the Wise Father breathes.

"It's you," Sara says.

"Who painted this?" the Father asks. "When?"

Sara points at the painting just to the left. The man in the picture is also old, though his hair is golden-white, and his face seems to have collapsed inward with age, leaving him with a puckered, petulant expression. His eyes are dark, almost colorless, and his lips fold over into a perpetual sneer.

"Who is this one?" she asks. 

These are more words than Sara has ever spoken in the Wise Father's presence.

"Goodness," the Father says. "This is my predecessor, Edward. I had forgotten how sour, how very old he was. He was not a kind man, child. He was a hard Father to serve beneath. No Father sent more children to Greatfall than did he. Forty-seven, if I remember correctly."

Sara looks away from the painting.

Matthew turns to the old man. "It's time," he says. "You must go on."

He escorts the Wise Father to the door at the end of the room, then turns to face the old man and the young girl.

"I'm not permitted to continue any farther," Matthew says. "It's my duty to see you into the inner chamber, and then I must return to provide counsel to the new Father."

The old man steps forward and opens his arms. He enfolds Matthew, pulling him close. He kisses the young man's forehead, then presses his cheek against Matthew's face.

"You were a fine assistant, my child," the old man says, his voice growing heavy. "The One True bless you for all your days."

Matthew steps back and bows slightly. "Father," he says.

He turns to the door, producing a key. He unlocks it, then turns the knob and pulls it open as he steps back.

The room beyond is utterly black.

"Grace go with you," Matthew says. "For once you pass through this door, you may never return."

Sara scoots close to the old man, and takes his hand. 

"In the name of the One True," the Wise Father says. He closes his eyes for a moment, and whispers an imperceptible prayer. 

Then he opens them. 

"Sara, my dear," he says, looking down at the girl. "Shall we?"

She has no words, and her eyes betray her complete fear. The old man pats her hand, and steps through the door. On the other side, they both turn, soaked in shadow, and take one last look at Matthew.

"Bless you in your retirement, Father," Matthew says. "Serve him well, Sara."

Matthew closes the door.
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Isaac can feel the eyes of the court upon him. Perhaps one day he'll grow to like the attention, or at least grow accustomed to it, but for the moment, he feels like an insect under a magnifying glass. Rausch's advice echoes in his mind again -- Be a good Father -- and he wonders what that even means. He doesn't even know how to be the Wise Father yet, much less a good one, or a better one than his own predecessor.

It is strange to think of the Wise Father as his predecessor. Where is the old man now? Where do Fathers go when their end has been decided? Isaac wonders if a Father goes to a sort of heaven-in-the-silo, or if the Wise Father is on his way to a place beneath the soil.

He looks down. The girl is waiting for him, and he wonders how long he's been lost in thought. 

"My ch--" he begins, and stumbles.

It feels so strange to call a girl his own age child.

But there are rules, and Isaac must follow them.

He swallows hard, and says, "My child," half-expecting the room to burst into laughter.

It doesn't.

"My child," he begins again. "Tell me what you seek."

The girl smiles broadly. She has been waiting for this moment, he realizes. She has something prepared.

"Wise Father," she says, and now Isaac has to resist the urge to laugh out loud. "I come before you, and before my fellow believers today, to bear witness to the lust for life that my generation has. We wake each morning, hungry for knowledge. We go to classes each day, and learn about the One True, and the old ways. We believe that we are equipped to bring light to the silo, to improve the very machines that keep our lives running so happily. We are a generation of hope, Father."

Isaac nods. "Continue," he says, trying to speak formally.

"Father, I am here today to tell you that I seek nothing less than truth, and understanding. I seek knowledge, and love, and the heart of the One True himself. That is what I seek, and that is what my generation seeks as well."

She ends her short speech with a curt nod and another bright smile. Her cheeks fairly glow, and her eyes shine. Isaac wonders how many times she recited the speech, and if practiced it instead of reciting the mantra while she climbed. That's what he would have done, he thinks.

The believers in the courtroom nod and smile at each other.

The girl's father bursts out in applause, and is silenced by the director.

"Thank you," Isaac says. 

He's most fearful of what comes next.

He stands up, and the director shouts, "All rise!"

Isaac nods to the crowd, then turns, his dark robe flapping around him. He descends the stairs, certain he'll trip over the robe and embarrass himself, but he doesn't. 

The door to the prayer closet is all that stands between him and the One True himself.

Terrified, Isaac opens the door and steps into darkness. The lights flicker on, startling him, and his eyes adjust quickly to the small room. He notices the metal cabinet on the wall, but doesn't linger on it. The chair and computer in the middle of the room draw his attention, and he figures that's where he's supposed to go, so he does.

He takes a seat, and stares at the dark computer monitor before him. He leans forward, looking for some sort of power button, but can't find one. In doing so, he brushes the keyboard, knocking it against the monitor. The display illuminates, and he jumps.




Hello, Isaac.




Isaac stares at the screen, wondering how the computer knows his name. 




Welcome, my child. You have assumed the mantle of the Wise Father, and such assumption comes with enormous responsibility. I will guide you in every decision, and you may speak to me any time here, in this closet of communion. Today, you have been asked to judge your very first seeker -- a daunting task of great importance. But a very meaningful one, too.




Isaac puts his fingers on the keyboard.




This is Isaac. Who is this?




I am the One True. 




He feels like an idiot, but at the same time, this feels... strange.




I thought this was going to be different.




Different how?




I thought that you would speak to me in a different way. 




Perhaps as a voice?




Maybe. I thought maybe I would just feel you.




Don't you feel me now?




Isaac looks around the room, as if the One True might somehow be present here.




I guess so.




You're nervous, so we'll figure things out as you go. For now, let's proceed with the judgment, and you can ask questions as we get to know each other even better. In time, you'll come to trust me, and to let my will flow through you as though I inhabit your very body. Do you understand?




Yes. What do I do now?




Please tell me the seeker's name.




Isaac types Jennifer Lorraine Hughes on the keyboard.




Thank you. One moment, Isaac.




Isaac waits, thinking about the girl. He remembers what it was like to stand there, exposed, for the entirety of the time that the Wise Father had been in this very room. He wonders if she's still standing confidently, or if she's let her guard down now that he's out of sight. 

She's probably still standing at attention, he thinks. 




Alright. What happens now is crucial, Isaac. I'm going to ask you a question, and your answer will help me determine the worthiness or unworthiness of the seeker. Do you understand?




I think so.




Please select from the following. Was the seeker's answer to the Great Question:

a) satisfactory

b) unsatisfactory

c) blasphemous

d) honest




Isaac stares at the options. She seemed like a perfectly nice girl, and while her answer was a bit ambitious, he didn't think it was dishonest or blasphemous.

He presses the letter A.




Thank you, Isaac. One moment.




The computer chugs like a little machine. It reminds him of the chaff separators on the floor below his. He could hear them every night, spinning like little drums, the contents churning about, then growing quiet. 

Then the screen clears, and a new message from the One True appears.




Jennifer Lorraine Hughes, 13, has failed to meet the personality requirements I have set forth. Her sentence is Greatfall, to be carried out immediately. Do you understand? 




Isaac's heart stops in his chest. 

Greatfall. 




Isaac, do you understand?




Isaac stares at the screen. His eyes fill with tears at the thought of that poor girl -- that girl, his own age! -- being thrown to her death. He places his fingers on the keys, and through cloudy vision, types.




I don't understand. Why must she?




DO NOT QUESTION MY DECISION.




The One True's silent roar rocks Isaac back in the chair. He feels like a slab of concrete has fallen on his chest.

The words on the screen vanish, replaced with another message.




Do you understand?




Isaac presses his fists against his eyes, then bites his hand and screams in frustration. 




Do you understand?




He stares at the words until they seem to turn red on the screen.




Do you understand?




The boy slows his breathing, then places his hands on the keyboard.




I understand.




The words on the screen vanish again, and a final message appears.




Blessed are you, my new Wise Father. Goodbye.
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The Wise Father and Sara stand in the darkness. She takes his hand, and he folds his fingers over her tiny ones. 

"I'm scared," she whispers.

"Me, too," he says. 

Is this it? he wonders. Is he cursed to spend the rest of his days in complete blackness? Surely that isn't the reward for so many years of loyal service to the One True. And why would he be asked to bring anybody else to such a hell? Especially one so young and hopeful as Sara? 

Then he notices that the darkness is lifting. 

It's slow, but the dimmest hint of light has arisen, and is growing brighter. In the gray murk that replaces the darkness, he thinks he can make out the shape of the room. It's circular, and completely empty, and not very big. 

It's a foyer, he thinks. But to what?

"Wise Father," Sara says. "Look."

He can't see where she's pointing, but she takes his hand and aims it in the direction she intended. 

There, in the dim light, he can see that one segment of the wall is glass. It's clouded, but it's glass. As the lights in the foyer grow brighter, he steps forward and taps on the glass. He can't be certain, but he thinks there is movement behind it.

"Hello?" he calls. 

Something definitely moves behind the glass, then, and Sara flinches. 

"Who's there?" the Father calls again.

The glass moves, sliding downward, descending into the floor. Light spills from the open space that's created above it, and the smell of chicken soup follows soon after. The old man can feel his stomach knot up. After all, there wasn't time today for breakfast, and hours have passed since Matthew stole him from his former life.

"Who's there?" he repeats, more quietly.

Sara leans against him and holds his arm firmly. 

The glass slips into the floor completely, and the room beyond is revealed. It's a small room, with a coat rack and a thin-legged table.

And flowers in a vase. 

The flowers stop the Wise Father cold. Who would bring flowers here? 

He takes Sara's hand again, and steps forward, over the glass door. He half-expects the glass to shoot up from the floor and cut him in half, but nothing happens. The foyer now seems like something else entirely -- this little room with a coat rack and flowers seems more like a foyer to him. 

"Hello?" the Wise Father calls.

He feels his blood stop flowing when a voice answers him.

"Back here!"

Sara gasps, and pulls away from the old man, but he holds her hand fast. 

His curiosity sparked, he passes through the foyer into the room beyond. In the next room, the floors are polished wood, and a rich red rug is draped across the planks. There's a soft, fat sofa with a pile of books at one end, and a fireplace that flickers with gas flame. The walls are festooned with paintings and very old photographs, and one wall has only a single large frame. The image in the frame draws the Wise Father's eye. It's a painting of some strange other land, and his eyes can't even process the shapes contained inside.

Then the shapes move, and the Wise Father nearly leaps out of his robe. 

"Quite lovely, isn't it?" 

The old man whirls around, and Sara almost screams. 

A man with a dark black beard stands there. The beard is shot through with strands of gray. He's wearing a sweater, despite the warmth of the room, and carrying a tray with two bowls on it. 

"Soup?" he asks. 
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Isaac stares blankly at the screen. 




Wait.




But the One True does not respond.




Wait. Please.




No response.

Isaac plunges his hands into his hair and pulls, then pulls harder, as if the pain will change anything. But it doesn't, and when he opens his palms, there are thin sheafs of hair there, matted against his skin. 

"I won't go outside," he says. "If I don't go, nobody has to die. If I stay here -- I'll just stay here, I'll just stay here."

He sits still for so long that the lights extinguish themselves. He looks up, and the lights flicker back on. Then he sits still for long enough that they go dark again.

This cannot be the life of a Wise Father. What's wise about this? What wisdom is gained from killing children?

He thinks of the wall outside Maya's cell, of the hundreds of names, of every name bordered in red. 

Too many. 

Isaac stands up, knocking into the computer desk with his knees. The table rocks, inspiring him, and before he realizes what he is doing, he has grasped the table with both hands and is overturning it. The display topples backward, and the cord catches on the corner of the desk. Then the desk goes over, and the display goes blank with a hiss when it hits the floor. Isaac grabs the keyboard and yanks. It doesn't come free, but the rubber sheath around the cord strips back, and that is somehow enough. 

Then he hears the computer chugging in protest, and he goes after the brains. The old box is warm to the touch, and Isaac lifts it overhead. A bundle of wires strain against his weight, but he hefts the box up anyway. Then he throws it. The cords keep it from going far, but it swings down pretty hard, the case cracking open when it lands on one corner. 

And that's that. 

"Fuck you," Isaac says, quietly, half-expecting to be struck down in a moment. But when nothing happens, he risks it again, louder this time. "Fuck you!"

Be better, Rausch had said. 

Isaac throws open the door, and strides with adolescent purpose up the steps. He barely notices the guards that flank the bench, or the court director in the corner of the room. He doesn't see that Matthew has joined the ceremonies, and is watching him carefully. 

The boy stands at the bench, before the crowd of believers and before Jennifer Lorraine Hughes, whose smile hasn't faltered in his absence. There will be no Greatfall today, he thinks, and he wonders if he will be the first Wise Father cast from the uppermost floor for blasphemy. 

Isaac takes a deep breath, gathers his courage, and speaks.

When he finishes, Matthew turns quietly and slips out of the courtroom.
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"Who are you?" the Wise Father asks. 

The bearded man sets the tray down on a coffee table, then bends slightly at the waist. 

"My name is Armand," he says, clapping his palms against his thighs. Then he holds out a hand to the Wise Father. "And you must be Daniel."

"Daniel," the Wise Father repeats. "Goodness, it's going to be hard to grow accustomed to that name again."

"I suspect every Father needs some time to adjust," Armand says. "And who is the young lady with you?" 

Sara cowers behind the Wise Father's cloak. 

"This is Sara," the old man says. "She's to accompany me to my retirement."

Armand smiles. "Retirement," he says. "A blissful word, isn't it?"

"I hope so," says the Wise Father. "I confess I don't know what to expect. But this is a nice place. Cozy, even. It's not like any room I've ever been in."

"Of course not," Armand says. "The One True would have it no other way."

They stand about in silence for a moment, and then Armand remembers the soup. "Soup?"

"It smells very good," says the Wise Father. "Thank you."

Armand gestures to the sofa, and the Wise Father takes a seat. He pats the cushion beside him, and Sara follows, tentatively. Armand slides the tray across the table to them, and removes the lid from two warm bowls. Steam billows out and dissipates, and the Wise Father breathes it in with a smile. 

Armand says, "I hope you enjoy it."

"So," the Father says, sipping from his spoon, "would you mind telling me what all of this is? I'm a little out-of-sorts, I confess. Everything was so hurried --"

"Of course," Armand says. "Forgive me. You don't know much of anything yet, do you?"

"Nothing," the Father confesses. "My assistant brought me here -- well, me and Sara -- and that's about all I know. Maybe you can start with who you are?"

"I'm Armand."

"Yes, yes," the Wise Father says. "But what do you do? What are you doing here, on thirty-four? Why are you in the holy place?"

"Goodness," Armand says. "You really don't know."

The Wise Father puts his spoon down. "Know what?"

Armand looks unsettled. "Perhaps you should follow me," he says. 

"Armand, what's going on here?" the Wise Father asks.

"Please," Armand says. "Come with me."

The Father pats Sara's knee. "Stay here, my dear."

He gets up and follows Armand, who pads rapidly out of the room and into a short hallway. The walls are richly papered, and ornate sconces cast pools of warm light upward. The floor is wooden here, as well, and the Father shakes his head at the luxury of such construction. Wood is the most fleeting material in the entire silo, he knows. Well, wood and paper. 

The hallway has several doors, none of them open, but Armand passes them all by. The hall ends in another door, one with a crystal knob. A simple crest is printed on the door, the image of a hand, palm upward, with the spiral Path rising out of it. 

The Wise Father places a hand on Armand's shoulder. 

Armand turns.

"The door," the Wise Father says, his voice raspy. "The crest."

Armand glances at the crest and then back at the old man. "Yes?"

"That's the crest of the One True," the Wise Father says. "Is this the holy place?"

"You could call it that, I guess," Armand says, rather casually. 

The Father looks down at his robes. "I'm not properly attired for entering the holiest of holies," he says, growing pale. "I was not prepared for this, Armand. Nobody told me that I would be visiting such a place."

"Daniel," Armand says. "Relax. Thirty-four is not much to speak of."

"Not much to speak of?" the Father protests. "Our seekers lay gifts at the great wall year-round. It is our most glorified place."

"Well, that may be," Armand says, "but here, it's really just the One True's home."

The Wise Father grips Armand's shoulder forcefully. "Theoretically, you mean. You do mean theoretically."

"Daniel," Armand says, lifting the Father's hand from his shoulder. "Of course not."

Before the old man can stop him, Armand raps on the door. A frail voice replies, and the Wise Father's eyes widen and fill with tears. 

"This cannot be real," he whispers. "One True, this cannot be real."

"It is very real," Armand says. "I do wish that your assistant had prepared you for this. It's really not much."

With that, Armand pushes the door open, and the Wise Father blinks. The room within is filled with white light. Artificial sun lamps stand at each corner of the room, aimed down at a hospital bed that has been cranked nearly vertical. There are countless flowers growing in the room, from multi-colored pots. Blooms of all sorts stretch high, and the smell of fresh blossoms wafts over the Wise Father's face. 

Armand steps into the room, then beckons the Wise Father to follow.

The old man does so, feeling quite like a child again. 

A very weak man who seems to be made of crumpled paper lies in the bed, a blanket pulled over his chest. His sparrow-thin arms are folded on his belly, next to a keyboard. Beside the bed are two small tables covered with pill bottles and half-finished glasses of water. Towering over the bed, on a mechanical arm, is a very large computer screen. 

The Wise Father recognizes the screen immediately. It is a bright white, with text floating in the center. He can read a set of words there before he has even reached the old man's bed:




Her sentence is Greatfall, to be carried out immediately. Do you understand? 




The Wise Father feels a tremendous earthquake erupt inside of him at the sight of that screen and that keyboard. He feels all that he has ever known shaken, feels his very faith collapse because of a blinking cursor. 

"Are you okay?" Armand asks. "You look ill."

The Wise Father struggles to catch his breath.

"The wheels are turning," says the skeleton in the bed. "Do you see, Armand? He understands. He doesn't want to, but he understands."

Armand says, "He looks sick, Edward. He looks like he's about to pass out. Daniel, are you okay?"

"He'll be alright," Edward wheezes. He fairly cackles. "Look at him, Armand. Look! That's the face of a man who just realized that his god isn't real. That's the face of a man who just realized that his predecessor is still alive."

The Wise Father feels his body swaying, and is dimly afraid he's going to fall over. Then Armand is there, holding him up, guiding him -- despite the Wise Father's resistance -- to the skeleton's bedside. 

The withered man in the bed smiles broadly. "You've aged well, Daniel. Not like me, I'm afraid. But you'll get there."

The Wise Father tries to focus. "The door," he says, feeling flushed and weak. "The door had the One True's crest."

"Oh, that," says Edward. "That's been there forever. I wanted to remove it, but it gives the legend such credibility, don't you think? Plus, I can see it creeped you out, didn't it? That alone makes it worth it."

"The One True --" the Wise Father says.

"The One True," Edward repeats. "Yes, yes. Go on. What about him?"

The Wise Father can feel his head swimming, growing bleary. "Where is he? Where is the holy place?"

The Wise Father's predecessor laughs. "Daniel, you naive bastard," Edward says. "The One True? You're looking at him. Well, for a few more days, at least. After that, you'll have to find him in a mirror."

Armand nearly buckles as the Wise Father's knees go out. 

"Edward," Armand gasps, trying to keep the Wise Father from hitting the floor. "Stop being so unkind to the poor man. He wasn't prepared."

The Wise Father goes to his knees, and can feel tears streaming down his face. "The One True," he whispers again. "The One True, the One True --"

Edward leans across the bed and looks the Wise Father in the eye. 

"You've almost got it," Edward says, tipping the Wise Father's chin up. "You're so close. Say it, Daniel. Say it."

"The One True," the Wise Father repeats. "He's -- he's --"

"Go on," Edward prods, his breath foul in the Wise Father's face. "I can see it in your eyes. You've got it now."

The Wise Father tries to collect his thoughts. "The One True," he says again. "He's -- he's you."

Edward shakes his head. "No, my boy," he says, grinning. "No. He's you."
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He dreams of blood. 

In the uncomfortably large bed that has only recently been abandoned by the Wise Father, Isaac sleeps restlessly. The bed is so soft that it seems it will swallow him whole, something that his mind seems constantly aware of as he sleeps. And so he struggles, and in his dream, he struggles as well. 

His arms are held tightly at his sides, one side gripped by Matthew's slight but fiercely strong hand, the other side held by the Wise Father himself. The two men smile deviously at Isaac, and he looks back and forth between them, terrified by their curling grins.

He cannot speak. His mouth will not open. 

He stands there, pinned between the two older men, and watches as the guards of the court escort the seeker to the railing's edge. The seeker is Jennifer Lorraine Hughes, the perky, overachieving girl who stood before Isaac in court. 

Isaac tries to shout, to warn the guards away, to apologize to the girl, but his words die as unintelligible grunts, forever locked inside his chest, unable to escape through his lips. He tries to free himself, letting his body sag between the two men, then summoning every bit of his strength to wrench himself from their grasp. 

But the Wise Father holds on doggedly, and Matthew, for his part, digs the tips of his fingers into the soft pit of Isaac's inner elbow. Matthew leans down, placing his mouth so closely to Isaac's ear that the boy can feel Matthew's dry lips on his skin.

"The One True knows your secret," Matthew whispers. "He knows that deep inside you want to know this power."

Isaac falls slack in their grips, and shame settles over him like a red cloak. 

He watches the guards walk the girl to the edge. Listens to the girl -- proud and chipper until the end -- say, "To the honor of the One True, I submit my body." Watches the girl's chest rise and fall with each patient breath, her eyes shine with the light of her sacrifice. Hears the court director proclaim Greatfall, and watches, in horrid magnification and slow motion, as each knuckle of each guard's hand flexes and opens. 

Jennifer Lorraine Hughes drops out of sight as if she had never been there, and to her credit, does not scream. Isaac struggles again, and then somehow he is on the bottom floor of the silo, alone, his elbows and upper arms throbbing cold in the absence of his captors. 

It takes him a moment to realize where he is, and he looks up just in time to see Jennifer Lorraine Hughes fall out of the dark chasm above. She never screams, but Isaac sees the most awful resignation in her eyes before she hits the floor, and his body freezes, unable to look away. 

She practically explodes, her body nothing more than a fragile sack for all of the blood inside of her. Ninety pounds of blood, ninety pounds of blood under a thin skin that only looked like it could think, only looked like it could feel and talk and dance and laugh. 

The blood fountains in all directions, washing the brown floor in gouts of red, and Isaac, near the wall, throws up his arms and tries again to turn away. But the blood covers him, almost hot, and Isaac falls in it, falls, and then he is falling through the shaft himself, the Path so close that he can't believe he -- oh shit, oh god, oh shit, he's going to hit the railing, it's going to cut him in half, he doesn't want to die, he doesn't believe, he doesn't believe, he doesn't believe --

"--honestly believe you were the first fucking Wise Father to try to sabotage the One True's wishes?" 

Isaac bolts upright in bed, and Matthew is there, in the dark of Isaac's room, his face looming in the darkness. Isaac opens his mouth to scream, startled that his mouth will open at all, but Matthew claps his hand over the boy's mouth before a sound escapes. 

"There is one truth you will learn, child, and you will learn it goddamn good and fucking well," Matthew says, his voice like a thin razor in the dark. He leans closer to Isaac's face, his eyes flaring white and frighteningly wide. "When you don that robe, you are not the champion of these people. You are not a hero. You are not a revolutionary. When you wear the robes of the Father, you are a puppet, and nothing more. The One True's hand goes right up your ass, through your guts and into your mouth, which he controls. When he tells you what to say, you say it. When he tells you what to do, you do it. Do you understand me?"

For the second time in Matthew's presence, Isaac urinates on himself. 

Matthew feels the rush of warmth, and looks down. He turns his terrifying gaze back to Isaac, who stares up at him, his own eyes filling with tears. 

"I see you do understand," Matthew says, almost jovially. "That's good, Isaac. That's very good. Tell me, now -- do you remember your family?"

Isaac's eyes fly wide, and he protests against Matthew's palm.

"Oh, don't worry," Matthew says. "Your family is fine."

Isaac relaxes visibly. 

"They're fine," Matthew says. "For now. But one more stunt like that one today -- one more judgment overthrown -- and I'll make you choose which parent you love the least, and I'll make you push them over the railing yourself. Clear?"

The tears spill over Matthew's hand, and Isaac realizes that his entire body is trembling. 

He nods.

"Good," Matthew says. "I'm going to let go now. No screaming."

Isaac nods again. 

Matthew removes his hand, and pats Isaac's chest over the blankets. 

"You know," Matthew says, almost kindly, "every Wise Father wrestled with the things you wrestle with, Isaac. Yours is not an easy responsibility to bear, I'm afraid. But with time, you'll understand the reasons for everything. There are reasons, you know."

Isaac says nothing. 

Matthew stands up, smoothing his robe. "Tomorrow we'll resume your training. Don't be late."

Isaac watches as his assistant leaves the room, closing the door with a soft click.

Then Isaac leans across the bed and vomits onto the floor.
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The compartment is sparse, functional, and kept lit at all times. Esther learns this the hard way, after Maya wakes screaming in the darkness. Doctor Rausch sends Sue to the marketplace for candles, as many as she can find, and matches. From then on, there are always candles burning. Sue even managed to find some incense, which seems to calm Maya as well.

The apartment on the one hundred twenty-third floor is tucked away at the end of Wing 3, nestled between the hydroponic farm and the schoolhouse. There are forty other apartments in the complex, enough to reassure the fugitives that they have disappeared deeply enough into the populace. Every day, children run and play, and people bustle about, providing suitable cover for the rare instances when one of the fugitives must venture out into the silo.

Doctor Rausch, Sue and Gentry live in the apartment's front rooms, while Esther and Maya are kept in the hidden compartment in the back. 

"How did you know about this place?" Sue had asked her weeks ago. 

Esther had told them the story of the cleaner, then -- the cleaner who had been pardoned by the Wise Father himself, and who had been reassigned to other duties. Her name was Francesca, and she had been so rattled by the visions of the Greatfallen -- all that blood, so many unidentifiable body parts, sometimes as many as two every week -- that she had begged his mercy. 

The Wise Father had believed she would benefit from being around children who were very much alive, who were laughing and learning and playing. So she had been assigned to this complex, as an apprentice to the man who managed the place. 

"The Wise Father was wrong," Esther had explained. "Seeing the children didn't make it all better. She would run up to them and lift them off of the ground and wail, as if she was seeing all of them as dead boys and girls already. It terrified the children, and Francesca was incapable of performing her duties."

Word had gotten back to the Wise Father, who had regretfully ordered Francesca to spend a season in the mines, as penance for her behavior. But the apartment manager had known that this penance would not end well for Francesca, and he took pity on her. 

"He built this secret room in his own apartment, and kept her hidden from view," Esther told the group. "When she failed to report to the mines, they came looking for her. They couldn't find her, and they took the apartment manager instead."

"That's awful," Sue had exclaimed.

"The man died in the mines," Esther said.

"What happened to Francesca?" Gentry asked.

Esther had only shrugged. The truth was that nobody knew -- Francesca had simply disappeared, leaving behind only this apartment and its hidden room. The room itself was known to only a few others, including some of the cleaners. Esther had learned of it from one of the older cleaners, one of Francesca's contemporaries, who liked to tell the story. The tale always ended with Francesca in a hammock, hidden in some forgotten room somewhere, sipping from stores of liquor and sleeping soundly every night. 

Now Esther stands beside Maya's cot, her face painted orange by the waving candle flames. Maya's condition has improved in the weeks since their escape, and the doctor says she may even recover. He fears for her mind, and laments the effects of the torture. 

"Larger men have gone mad from far less," he often would say.

Esther pats Maya's face with a damp cloth.

The wall slides open, and Gentry peeks in. "Everything okay in here?"

"Fine," Esther says, softly.

"Sue's going to the market again," he says. "She has a craving for broccoli."

"If we have food, she shouldn't go out," Esther says. 

"Oh, I know," Gentry says, waving one hand dismissively. "But you know how she is."

"I know," Esther says. "But we can't forget, Gentry. We can't just pretend things are normal."

Gentry nods. "I know. They aren't."

"Right. They aren't normal. And going out for broccoli? That's a risk we can live without. We should be peeling the paint off of the walls and eating that before we dare go outside."

Chastened, Gentry turns his attention to Maya. "She's looking better."

"You're changing the topic," Esther says.

"I heard you," Gentry says. "I promise."

Esther nods. "Okay."

"She really is looking better," he says.

"I know. Now close the wall. It doesn't do any good to have a secret room if you're always opening it up."

Gentry bows, corrected, and pulls the wall shut. Esther can hear it latch into place, and the slight wind from the closing door swells into the room like a ripple in standing water, causing the candle flames to bob and sway.

She opens the wet cloth and lays it across the back of a chair. 

"They're going to get us killed," Esther says, mostly to herself. 

She closes her eyes and lays back against the wall, and slips into a thin sleep.

She dreams of Isaac, and wakes up, sweating.

Maya is looking at her. 
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Matthew is waiting when Isaac enters the library in the morning. The nightmare of the night before, and Matthew's terrifying appearance in Isaac's room, has left the boy shaken. 

"You don't look so good," Matthew says. "Have you eaten?"

Isaac, dazed, looks up at Matthew. He shakes his head weakly. 

"Oh, that's right," Matthew says, snapping his fingers. "I'm supposed to bring you breakfast, aren't I."

Isaac just stares at the man blankly.

"Well, I'll need to work on that, then," Matthew sneers. "So I'll tell you what. We'll make a deal, Isaac. You bury yourself in the things you're here to learn -- learn them as if they were a new language -- and not only will your family be safe, I'll begin to address you with the respect due your position."

"My position," Isaac repeats. 

"Wise Father is probably the sweetest gig in the entire silo," Matthew says. "You command respect and loyalty. You pass judgment on everybody else. Your words are passed down from floor to floor and absorbed by every believer. You have an assistant who waits on you hand and foot. You're permitted certain indulgences that the others aren't. Sounds good, right?"

Isaac doesn't answer. His robe hangs on him like a sack, and he looks smaller than he did the day before, standing at the bench, addressing the court with his newfound courage.

"That's because it is good," Matthew says, gripping Isaac's chin and lifting it. "And all of that is yours as soon as you play your fucking part."

Matthew's fingers are strong, and pain pounds in Isaac's jaw. 

"Understand?" Matthew asks.

Isaac nods, not without some effort. "I understand," he mumbles.

"I couldn't hear you," Matthew says, squeezing Isaac's face harder.

Isaac winces. "I UNDERSTAND!" 

Matthew releases Isaac's face, then grins and claps his hands together. "Excellent. Would you like some breakfast, Father?"

Isaac can only nod. 

Matthew puts his hand on the boy's shoulder and steers him to a chair, then puts a book in his hand.

"Start reading," he says. "Do you have any preferences for breakfast?"

Isaac looks up from the chair blankly. "Preferences?"

"That's right," Matthew says. "You're used to the same old meal every morning. I'd forgotten. Well, that's another perk of your new role, Isa -- Father. Your predecessor preferred poached eggs and toast. What would you prefer?" 

"Eggs?" Isaac asks. He feels as if he's entered some alternate reality. 

"How about I bring you poached eggs and toast today," Matthew says. "And we can try something a little different every day until you figure out what you like."

Isaac nods again. "Okay?"

"Okay," Matthew says. He goes to the door, then turns back. "It's a new world, Isaac. Once you get your bearings, you'll come to appreciate everything you've been granted."

Isaac nods once more. 

"Be right back with your breakfast," Matthew chirps.

The door closes behind him.
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"She likes it," Gentry says. 

Esther holds the slice of melon for Maya, who nibbles at it tiredly. The juices trickle down Maya's chin and drip onto the blanket. When the chewing motions are too much, Maya just rests her lips against the cool fruit and closes her eyes.

"Of course she likes it," Esther says. Then she turns to Maya and says, "Honey, can you hold it, do you think? I need to go talk with Gentry."

Maya weakly shakes her head, and her eyes droop shut again. Esther gets the message, and takes the fruit away. 

"We'll try more of it later," she says, wrapping the fruit in a damp cloth. "Sleep as much as you can."

Maya doesn't need the encouragement. She's already faintly snoring. 

"Poor woman," Gentry says, turning towards the secret door.

But Esther grabs his arm roughly and marches toward the corner of the compartment, fairly dragging the larger man behind her. Gentry protests, but Esther whirls him around and sticks her finger in his face.

"I cannot fathom how stupid you all are!" she snaps.

Gentry's eyes widen innocently, then narrow. "Hey, now," he begins. "We're not --"

"That door," Esther says, nodding at the sliding wall of the compartment, "stays closed. Do you hear me?"

Gentry opens his mouth to protest. "We just wanted -- we just thought --"

Esther steps in so close that Gentry becomes a little dizzy trying to focus on her. 

"The three of you are the most irresponsible, risk-taking, stupid children I have ever seen," Esther hisses. "You save a woman's life, and for what? So you can risk it for fresh fruit? You don't even know how dangerous it is for you to go out there, do you?"

Gentry holds his hands up as if to ward Esther off, like a curse. "It's just a local market," he says. "It's just like every other market on every other level. And we're feeling a little cooped-up, you know. We just --"

"Out," Esther says. "Get out of this room, right now. And from now on, not one of you is allowed in here unless Maya turns critical. Do you understand?"

"What about --"

"Gentry," Esther says, turning terrifyingly calm in an instant. "The next person who comes through that door is going to get themselves killed. Got it?"

Gentry pales at the severity in Esther's voice. "What if you --"

"If I need anything, I will let you know," Esther says. "Now. Out. And don't come in again."

She leans on the wall plate, sliding the panel open. On the other side, the small apartment is awash in light. Every lamp and fluorescent grid is active. Sue paces near the door. Doctor Rausch is lying on his back on the floor, tossing a small rubber ball at the ceiling. 

Esther pushes Gentry into the apartment. 

"No more shopping trips," she snaps, and then the secret panel slides shut, sealing her away from the medical team. 

Gentry turns to the doctor and nurse.

"Maya liked the melon," he says proudly.
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The desk is ornate, unlike anything Isaac has ever seen. The wood is stained an ominous cherry-red, blackened around the edges. Isaac studies the grain, idly picking out shapes. He traces a blade-shaped arc with his fingertips, then taps his nail on the wood. 

His fingernail leaves a dent, and he realizes that the wood is soaked in some sort of lacquer. He drags his nail across the surface, and a thin, porous strip of that sealant curls up. This fascinates him, and pulls his mind away from the task at hand. 

The task at hand is numbing. Isaac is surrounded by books, each of them hand-made. The paper inside each is pulpy, lumpy. The words are written by hand, in ink that sometimes catches the grain of the paper and bleeds into the shape of a plant's roots, little black fingers that spread and grasp uselessly at the other words.

Isaac slides a book over the groove he has carved in the desktop, and returns to the open book before him. This is the Book, the one that the Wise Father introduced Isaac to before he went to his retirement. Isaac thinks about the old man sometimes, and wonders what his retirement is like. He imagines the old man resting on a soft bed, fed whatever he desires -- 

Isaac looks down. His stomach rumbles. Breakfast was hours and hours ago. It's hard to focus on the Book while he's this hungry. 

Matthew has been away for hours, too, and Isaac wonders what he gets up to when he's not being scary. The prospect of spending the rest of his life in Matthew's company is more frightening than the prospect of sending children to Greatfall, Isaac thinks. Another human being has never terrified him more. 

He goes back to the open pages of the Book. 

Annually, the Wise Father shall share a message of hope with believers in the One True. This message should endear the children to the Father, and reinforce their trust in him. An ineffective Wise Father will be an ineffective leader, and the believers will falter. 

This is boring. Isaac turns the pages idly, skimming the ornate writing, page after page after page. The words run together, turning into small armies gathered on the paper, and Isaac yawns. 

Then he stops, and flips back a few pages. What was that? 

There.

In the deep well where the pages come together, written in shadow and in tiny script between the thick stitching, is a single sentence. The tiny hairs on Isaac's neck and arms lift of their own accord, and he slams the book shut.

Matthew enters the room at the same time, the heavy metal door's echo blending with the thwack of the hastily-closed book. Matthew holds a platter in one hand. "I thought you might be hungry, Father," he says, genially. 

Kind Matthew sends a deeper chill through Isaac than fearsome Matthew does.

Isaac pushes the Book aside, and Matthew puts the platter down in front of him. On the plate is a warm loaf of flaky bread, with something delicious-smelling seeping out of it. Isaac lifts the fork and cuts into the bread, and a steaming stew of meat and vegetables pours out. He looks up at Matthew in wonder, having never seen such a thing. 

Matthew only smiles, and there is no malice in this smile, only pleasure. He bows sharply, then excuses himself through the door again.

Isaac eats and eats, consumed by the wonderful tastes before him. But as he chews, his taste buds springing to life, his eyes drift back to the Book, and he remembers the simple, haunting sentence that he had spied in the gutter.

Lies, lies.
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They're sleeping when it happens. 

The door doesn't so much open as it explodes, the bent metal turned into a projectile that very nearly saws the threadbare sofa in two. Sue and Gentry are the first to wake, rising from the floor, each in a sleeping bag zipped up tight. Sue is disoriented by the blue-white smoke that courses through the apartment door, and Gentry simply pisses himself and screams.

The men who come through the door aren't strategic about their raid at all. They stroll in, casual-like, altogether unconcerned about any sort of blowback. They're carrying pistols, little dark small ones with sliding bits that slam forward with each trigger-pull. 

Gentry bends at the waist and pitches forward. For a moment he balances there, a lumpy V-shape, an incomplete sculpture, before he sags impossibly in the middle and topples to the side. 

Sue hops away from the men, and the bullet -- just one, no need for excess -- takes her through the back, stamping a nice hole in her lung. She barely makes a sound, lifted off of her feet by the slug, and deposited on the floor. She lies there, a little twitchy, beneath a framed painting of a cornflower. 

The men wave at the smoke, and shake out their gun arms a little. 

One of them goes into the bedroom, and the other inspects the kitchen. From the bedroom comes the chawp of the gun, and a long, wheezy rattle that tapers into silence. 

The ringing sound of the gunfire lingers in the air, along with the sharp tang of gunpowder and blood. The men have a look around, rifling through cabinets, throwing back the shower curtain, upending furniture, and then they leave. The apartment hangs empty, a place torn from space, a place where time has stopped.

Matthew steps through the door, his hands tucked behind him. He exhales, blowing away some of the smoke that drifts sluggishly about the doorway. Behind him, one of the guards says, "There were just the three of them," and Matthew nods, nods. 

He peeks into the bedroom, shakes his head at the sight of Dr. Rausch huddled in the corner beneath a blanket. There's a little thready rip in the material where the bullet went in. Matthew goes to the body and lifts up the blanket. Rausch's eyes are closed, the muscles in his face sagging. But Matthew can imagine how tightly those features were drawn just two minutes ago. 

He drops the blanket to the side, and studies the bedroom. It's like every other room in the apartment building. There are four walls, no windows. The walls are concrete, two feet thick, stacked together to resemble a living space and sealed up at the seams. There's a ventilation duct behind a small screen, and Matthew stares at the screen for a long moment.

But you can't fit an ailing woman through a six inch by ten inch slot.

He goes to the kitchen, where all of the cabinetry has been opened. There's no sign of the outsider here. Though the bodies belong to a former nurse and physician and anesthesiologist, there are no medical tools or apparatuses in the apartment. No gauze, no bandages. The gurney that they stole the prisoner away on is not here. 

Matthew goes into the bathroom and opens the medicine cabinet. Deodorant, toothpaste, aspirin. But no morphine. No needles, no bloody rags. He touches the shower curtain thoughtfully, working the fugitives' escape over and over in his mind. Why hole up here and stash the woman someplace else? 

A tiny rip-rip sound draws Matthew's attention, and he pauses to listen. 

Rip. Rip-rip. 

It sounds like something being drawn over fabric quickly, like the friction noise one sometimes hears when the guards jog in formation through the hallways, their work pants rubbing together. 

Matthew steps out of the bathroom, head cocked.

Rip-rip.

He goes into the kitchen, looking about, but sees nothing. 

Rip. Rip. Rip-rip-rip.

It's coming from the living room, he realizes, and he follows the sound. He pauses in the doorway, listening, and then sees it: the woman nurse is alive, scooting in her sleeping bag towards the wall with the painting on it. The bag fabric rubs against the tight-knit carpet.

Rip. Rip-rip.

He doesn't do anything, just watches. The bag is soaked through with blood, and her lips and nostrils are red from aspirating blood. She coughs, a tiny, involuntary hacking sound, and little bubbles and spurts of blood spatter her mouth.

"Where are you going, Sue?" Matthew asks, finally. 

The woman doesn't answer. She scoots, slow and painstakingly, until her head bumps into the wall. She turns to the side, pressing her cheek almost flush to the concrete, and then she coughs, a horrible, deep, lungish sound that sprays a fine mist of blood. The blood collects on the concrete and beads up, and the beads merge together into short trickle-lines.

"Nowhere to go," Matthew says, taking a step toward her now. 

Sue hears him this time, and her eyes turn wild in her head, focusing and unfocusing on the shape of him as he draws closer. She coughs again -- more blood -- and then, with great effort, raises her head. Then she drops it, and Matthew winces as her head thumps against the concrete. 

Thock.

He stops mid-step, one foot suspended over Gentry's body.

Sue struggles to lift her head once more, then just as quickly relaxes, and her skull hits the concrete again.

Thock.

Without looking away, Matthew raises his voice. "Come back in," he calls.

Behind him, the two guards step through the doorway, pistols raised. Matthew lifts one hand and waves it, and they lower the weapons. They walk forward, curiously, watching as Sue hits her head on the wall again.

Thock.

It is the last time, and Sue's eyes slide sideways as she dies, bent against the wall, soaked in her own blood. Matthew watches her head sag forward, and when the life has left her, he turns to the guards. He holds out his hand and twiddles his fingers until the first guard places his pistol in Matthew's palm.

Matthew looks at the gun, turns it over. The safety is already disabled. He looks up at the guards. 

"Boss?" the first one says.

Matthew turns and fires the gun at the painting on the concrete wall. Both of the guards flinch and drop into a crouch, looking wildly about for the ricochet. 

But there isn't one.

Matthew says, "Get up."

He waves the gun at the painting, and the second guard steps over Gentry and Sue and takes the painting down from the wall. He holds it up in the dim light, and Matthew can see the guard through the hole in the center of the canvas. He tilts his head and looks past the guard, at the wall where the painting hung. 

There's a tiny nail in the wall that shouldn't be there, Matthew observes. It's not easy to mount picture hooks in concrete. 

Below the nail is a round hole, ringed with a little puff of insulation.

And through the hole, the flicker of orange light.

Matthew hands the gun back to the guard. 

"Take that wall apart," he says. 
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Isaac goes back to the sentence several times during the evening.

Lies, lies.

What lies? Did the author of the Book write that? Did one of the Wise Fathers write that? Should he tell Matthew about it? What if the sentence itself is a test, and by keeping it quiet, he has failed? 

His back aches from sitting at the desk for so many hours, but he doesn't want to abandon his post until Matthew returns. Though Isaac knows Matthew is his assistant, Matthew's age and demeanor have upended their relationship. Perhaps it was easier for the Wise Father. He was older than Matthew. Perhaps if Isaac were the older one in this scenario --

The door to the room opens, and Matthew slips inside. 

Isaac smiles flatly as Matthew approaches, and then his smile fades at the expression on Matthew's face. 

"Did I do something wrong?" he asks, unable to help himself.

Matthew shakes his head. "No, you didn't."

"Did something happen? Is my family --"

"Your family is fine," Matthew says. He looks at the books on the desk, and says, "What did you learn today?"

Isaac swallows, and scours his memory for any bits of information that might have stuck. 

"I learned," he says, drawing the words out, stalling a bit, "that -- I learned that the Dark One and the One True have a pact with each other."

"Yes," Matthew says, nodding. "And that pact is?"

"The Dark One will not consume the believers so long as there are one hundred faithful," Isaac says. "If there are ever fewer, then the One True will not stand in the way."

"Why one hundred believers?" Matthew asks. 

Isaac thinks. "Because that's how many believers there were in the Beginning," he says. "When the One True created everything."

Matthew nods again. "Good. And does this concern you?"

Isaac shrugs. "I don't think so."

"Why not?" 

"There are thirty thousand believers," the boy answers. "That's a lot."

"What would you do if that number ever dwindled?" 

"Dwindled how far?"

"Let's say there were only five hundred believers left."

"What happened to the other ones?"

Matthew says, "Let's say the other twenty-five thousand just stopped believing in the One True. Let's say they chose to believe in nothing. There are only five hundred believers yet, and the number is getting smaller every day. You're the Wise Father. What would you do then?"

Isaac scratches his head. 

"There's no wrong answer," Matthew says. "You're still green."

"I think I would put the five hundred in a special place," Isaac says. "Where the other people can't influence them anymore."

"You'd segregate the silo," Matthew says. "Interesting."

"I don't know," Isaac says. "Maybe? I don't know."

Matthew pats the boy's hand. "There's no wrong answer, Father. Now -- you're free. Go get some sleep. We begin again in the morning."

Isaac closes the Book and leaves the room. The door clanks shut behind him, and Matthew goes to the electric fireplace and sinks into a chair. The imitation flames dance in a prescribed pattern, oranges and reds and yellows, and he lets his eyes relax, and the colors blur.

The fake wall in the apartment had come apart rather easily. The drywall, painted convincingly to resemble the other concrete walls in the structure, had come apart easily, revealing white insulation and a steel skeleton inside. Matthew had watched the guards struggle to remove the insulation, had watched them punch between the steel rods, knocking small holes in the drywall on the opposite side of the construct.

The nail had bothered him, and he had inspected it carefully while the men kicked and pulled at the materials. Matthew pushed on the nail, pulled on it, but it didn't budge. The nail head wasn't round, but squared-off, and something had occurred to him. He had picked up the discarded painting again, and looked closely at the bracket that the nail fit into. The opening there was square as well, and Matthew had played a hunch. 

He hung the painting back on the nail and stared thoughtfully on it. Then he gripped the frame and rotated it on the nail's axis. Turning it to the right did nothing. But when he turned it to the left, a faint motor whirred deep inside the wall, and the fake wall had slid open.

The guards had leaped back, startled by the sudden movement, and had then rushed into the empty space on the other side. Nobody was there. The room was narrow, big enough for two people to live in somewhat comfortably, and possibly for some length of time. There were two cots, a small pantry, a small toilet. Lit candles flickered, burned nearly to their bottoms.

But more importantly, there was a folded-up gurney propped against one wall. There were discarded bandages, rust-colored with dried blood. One of the cots had bloodstains on it.

Matthew sits in front of the fireplace now, rubbing his temples. Two weeks had gotten him this far. Two weeks of investigating the silo before someone had spotted the nurse in the market. Two weeks of surveillance and patient observation. But something hadn't worked. Somehow the woman had known they were close, and had made a move. 

He smiles, despite himself. A one-legged stranger shouldn't be too hard to find. Where could she go in this land of staircases and walls? He thinks about the second cot. If she has a friend, his search will be a little harder. 

Matthew sighs, and his eyelids grow heavy.

He'll start looking again tomorrow.
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Edward wakes up to the taste of blood in his mouth, and grimaces. Another tooth gone, he realizes. He probes his mouth with the tip of his tongue until he finds the freshly-empty socket, with its soft mush of tissue and the iron tang of blood. He keeps poking around, looking for the tooth, but comes up empty.

He's swallowing a lot of teeth in his sleep lately.

"Good morning, Edward," Armand says. He crosses the room, carrying a breakfast tray. Toast, a glass of water. A cup of coffee. He puts the tray on one of the two bedside tables, then adjusts Edward's bed. There is a slight hum as the bed's incline shifts. "Better?"

Edward pushes with his tongue, and thick saliva, mucusy and tinged a sickening greenish-red, blurps out of his mouth and runs down his chin. 

"Oh, Edward, no," Armand says, snatching up a cloth and rushing it beneath Edward's jaw. He catches most of the discharge, then folds the cloth upon itself and dabs at the old man's face. "You're feeling poorly, I take it."

"Bring me Daniel," Edward says.

"Is that -- Edward, is that another tooth gone? Let me call the doc--"

"No doctor," Edward says, his voice raspy-dark. "Bring me my successor, Armand. I don't want to waste any more time. It's been a couple of weeks --"

"Eleven days," Armand corrects, still clutching the soiled rag.

"Eleven days, whatever," Edward mutters. "It's time to wrap this charade up. Take the toast. I don't want it. Just bring him to me. Actually, bring them both. Bring the girl, too. It's important that she understands what she's being signed up for."

Armand shakes his head. "You don't want to wait until you're feeling a bit above the weather?"

"You've never seen weather, you goddamned lackey," Edward grunts. "Put my bed back down, and do what I say."

The bed goes back down, and Edward draws the blankets up to his chin. He listens to Armand scoop up the tray and depart, but then the old man eases up onto his elbows. 

"Armand!" he shouts, conscious of the wheeze that creeps into his voice when he raises it. 

Armand nudges the door open with his foot and peeks back into the room, still carrying the tray. 

"I need the keyboard," Edward says. 

Armand stands there for a moment, then nods. "Of course."

He puts the tray onto the floor, then comes back to Edward's bedside. With a twist and a turn, he arranges the large screen and keyboard so that they're within Edward's reach. 

"You'll need to be upright again," Armand says.

Edward glares at him.

Armand cranks the bed back up -- a little too far, Edward thinks -- and folds his arms. "Anything else?"

"Send them in as soon as you can," Edward says. "You're wasting time."
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Sara sits quietly upon her bed, rubbing her restless feet. 

The Wise Father -- no. Daniel, she corrects herself. Daniel lies on his own bed, just a few feet away, the blankets pulled over his head. He's been like this ever since meeting Edward, and Sara hasn't been able to coax a word out of the old man. 

All she knows is what she witnessed in the room over a week ago. The Wise Father -- Daniel -- had nearly lost his mind at the sight of Edward, the very old man in the bed. It had been hard for her to follow the rest, but she's had time to think about it quite often since then. 

The One True is not real. 

The One True is a part played by an actor. The actor is Edward, who was the Wise Father before Daniel. 

And now it's Daniel's turn to play the part.

She stretches, feeling the sparrow-bones in her tiny feet snap and pop. The sound is nearly deafening, but Daniel doesn't stir. Sometimes she wonders if he's even still alive under there, and then she'll hear him moan slightly, or turn a little. She wonders if he's getting bedsores yet. She hates the thought, because she knows who will be responsible for caring for those sores. 

Their room is small, but Armand has promised them larger quarters soon. Daniel will have his own room, says Armand, and Sara will be in a smaller room nearby. She delights at the notion, and it almost makes up for the life sentence she has been given. 

But it wasn't as if life before was much different. At least here she'll have a bed of her own, and nice clothes, if Armand's are anything to judge by.

There's a tap at the door. 

Sara practically flies out of bed, grateful for any distraction. 

Armand smiles as she opens the door for him. "Good morning," he says. 

"G'morning," Sara answers, and dips her head.

"No need for that, Armand says. He peeks into the room. "How's Daniel today?"

Sara frowns. "The same as yesterday, and the day before. He doesn't answer me when I talk to him."

"I brought the bedpan again," Armand says.

Sara wrinkles her nose.

"I know. I know. Believe me. Caring for Edward is almost no different."

"When do you think he'll snap out of it?" Sara asks.

Armand shrugs. "He doesn't have time to do it at his leisure anymore," he says. "Time's come."

"Time for what?" Sara asks. 

Armand hands over the bedpan. "For the transfer," he says. "Edward wants to see you both, just as soon as possible."

"How am I supposed to get him out of bed?" Sara asks.

Armand rolls up his sleeves. "Let's see if I can help."
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From the wheelchair, Daniel stares up at the crest on the door. The palm cupping the ribbon of stairs. The dwelling place of the One True, he had imagined. But behind this door is only another room, a room like any room, a room filled with lies.

Armand opens the door, and Sara pushes the chair through. 

Edward is asleep, lips cracked and dry. He appears so thin that Daniel thinks he could bundle the old man up in his bedsheets and throw him over his shoulder, and not feel much of a burden at all. 

Daniel realizes, dimly, that he wouldn't mind smothering the old man himself. 

Armand shakes Edward gently. When Edward opens his eyes, Armand whispers, "They're here."

Edward blinks, adjusting to the lights, and lifts his head. His skull is large, perched upon a wretched spindle of a neck, and Daniel thinks again about killing his predecessor. 

It would be so easy, Daniel thinks. Just grip and squeeze and turn. I wonder if I would hear his neck break.

Sara stands nervously behind Daniel, her hands on the rubber-sheathed grips of the wheelchair. 

"They're here," Edward says. He clears his throat, setting off a coughing fit. He pinwheels one hand at Armand as if to say Lift me up, lift me up.

Armand adjusts the bed and helps Edward lean against the angled mattress. 

"This is a lie!" Daniel shouts, surprising everybody in the room. Sara jumps a little.

Edward grins, showing the fresh gap between his front teeth. "You worked really hard for that one, didn't you," he says, cackling a little. "Summoned an awful lot of courage for that, yes?" 

"It's all a lie," Daniel mutters, staring down at his lap. 

"Well, yes," Edward says. "But come, now. You're surprised to find that there's no mighty god behind those iron walls? You expected -- what? A great white-robed fellow? A little floating mist? Maybe a strange creature with talons and large teeth?"

Daniel says nothing.

Armand leans in close and whispers something to Edward, who shoos his assistant away. 

"No, no," Edward says, distracted. He composes himself, folding his hands in his lap. "Armand here thinks it's very possible I'm being too hard on the two of you. You don't think that, do you?"

Sara shakes her head, but Daniel remains motionless. 

"Good, good," Edward says, shooting Armand a withering look. "Well, now that that's established, we can get down to business."

Armand looks sheepish. 

"Today is to be your own day of ascension, Daniel," Edward says. "The Book -- this is a different Book than the one you've read, Danny-boy -- the Book says that there may only be one Wise Father at a time, and only a single One True at a time, too. Now, don't get me wrong -- that Book is horseshit, a bunch of elegant, creepy-sounding mandates written a couple of hundred years ago for the sole purpose of scaring the shit out of you and me -- but I'm getting goddamned old, in case you hadn't noticed, and I'm ready to turn in."

Daniel mumbles something.

"What's that?" Edward asks. 

But Daniel doesn't repeat it. 

Edward grins again. "Never mind. I can guess. Armand, let's show them the machine now."

Armand nods, and goes to the large screen beside the bed. He turns it to face Daniel and Sara. 

"This is your mask," Edward says. When Daniel doesn't look up, Edward snaps his fingers. "Pay attention now, boy."

Sara pats Daniel's shoulders. He looks up, his face confused, his eyes radiating distrust.

"There we go," Edward says. "As I was saying -- this is your mask. It's not much different from the computer I used to talk to you on, Daniel, when you were in the prayer closet. But this is where you, quite literally, play god. Do you understand?"

Daniel nods. "I understand you're a liar," he snaps.

"Yes, yes," Edward says, chuckling. "I am that, but believe me, I'm not the first, and I didn't write these rules. I'm just one god of a long line of them. Now, pay attention. Armand, show them the conversation view."

Armand takes the keyboard and taps a few commands, and the screen lights up. A large cursor blinks in the center of a white screen, but otherwise the display is blank.

"This is how you talk to your replacement," Edward says. "You'll hear a little bell when he goes into the prayer closet, so you know to get on the computer, here. Then you just talk. There's a script in that binder over there" -- Edward points to a bookshelf by the door -- "but over time, you'll come to memorize the order of things. You'll say hello, he'll say praise be, you'll ask for the seeker's name, et cetera ad nauseum."

"The judgment," Daniel says, his voice thick. "The judgment is divinely guided."

"It's not, Daniel," Edward says, gently. "The judgment has nothing to do with the seeker."

Daniel's mouth works open and shut. "But -- Greatfall --"

"Greatfall has nothing to do with the gods," Edward says. "I know that they weighed heavily on you. They weighed on me as well. But there's nothing divine about them."

"Then why, why --"

Edward nods at Armand. "Show him the dashboard."
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Armand calls up a new screen, one with a series of readouts. It's unlike anything that Daniel or Sara have ever seen, and despite themselves, they both stare. The screen is covered with graphs and diagrams and numbers that fluctuate as they watch. 

"This is the silo resource dashboard," Edward explains. "I'm not going to tell you everything about it, because I'm old and tired, and it's going to take too damn long. There's more in the book, and you can figure it out on your own. You've got plenty of time."

He reaches for a glass of water beside the bed, and misses, and nearly topples over. Armand darts over and props Edward up again, and lifts the glass to the man's lips. Edward drinks like a child, water running down his face, soaking the neck of his robe. 

"Fine, fine, sorry," he grumbles when he's finished. 

Sara watches Armand wipe at the spilled water, and watches Edward fuss back at the man. In their interactions she sees what her life will become. Daniel is old, but Edward is ancient. Will she live well into adulthood caring for Daniel as he wastes away? 

"The only number that matters here," Edward goes on, "is the biggest one. See it? What's it say? I can't read it."

"Thirty-two thousand, six hundred four," Armand says.

"Thirty-two thousand, six hundred four," Edward repeats. "Okay. Good. Care to guess what that number is?"

Daniel looks away, but Sara speaks up. "Is it the population of the silo?"

Edward smiles. "Good, good. Yes. That's exactly what it is."

Despite herself, Sara beams. 

"Now, do you know why the number is red?"

Sara shakes her head. 

"That's okay," Edward says. "I'm going to tell you anyway. It's red because the silo is out of balance. Our population is larger than our resources can support. That's what the rest of the numbers are for -- they're resource status reports. How much power we're using. How much food we're growing. Do we have enough water? How's our reclamation project going?"

Edward starts coughing again, and waves at Armand.

Armand picks up the thread. "When the number is red, the population has to be reduced. It's simple mathematics. If we're overextending ourselves, we have to find ways to reduce that. If we can't produce more resources, then we have to -- well, we -- we have to --"

Edward clears his throat and wipes at the spittle on his lips. "We have to kill people," he finishes. "It's ugly, but true."

"The Path," Daniel whispers, a horrified expression on his face. 

Edward nods. "It's population control," he says. "Nothing more."

"But the worthy ones --"

"Alright, alright. It's a little more complicated than I'm telling you now. The easiest way to deal with that number," he says, pointing at the red digits, "is to send every seeker to Greatfall until the number goes green. But the truth is, some of the children are better than others. In school, they're given personality tests when they turn twelve. We watch them for a year. Some of the children are a waste of our resources, no doubt about it. But some of the others -- well, they're smarter. More resourceful. They might invent a better water reclamation system one day. They might find a way to double the growth rate of our vegetables."

"So you just kill the stupid ones," Daniel mutters bitterly.

"Well, it's more than just stupid ones. We mark the ones who will stir up trouble, or who come from troubled homes, or are orphans. If they're likely to follow the rules, we keep them. If they're smart, we keep them. If they're troublemakers or if they're going to go nuclear when they turn twenty-one? Greatfall, my boy."

"So all of the children I sent to Greatfall," Daniel seethes, clenching his fists, "had nothing to do with some great purpose of the One True."

"Not a one," Edward says, shaking his head. "There's no One True. There's only the system, and how well it runs."

"I should kill you right now," Daniel says, rising slightly from the chair. "Do you know how I agonized over those children? Do you know how painful it was to say that word, year after year?"

Edward nods. "I do, because I had to say it, too. You forget, Daniel. I was you, a long time ago."

"Well, you're just a monster now."

"I am that," Edward agrees. "But we all become monsters on thirty-four. You will, too."

Daniel shakes his head and falls heavily back into the chair, nearly knocking Sara over. "I won't. What's to stop me from doing away with Greatfall altogether?"

"Nothing," Edward admits. "But you'll see how long the silo lasts if you do. It's really not as simple as it might seem."

"It seems simple enough to not kill children," Daniel says. 

"What would you replace it with? What would take the place of Greatfall?" Edward asks. "When the water shortages begin, when there are families starving in their homes, what will you do to save them?"

Daniel folds his arms. "I'd figure something out."

"That's what I thought, too," Edward says, pointing his finger. "But you know what, Daniel? Do you know what? Greatfall is only part of the solution. Here's the hard truth: It isn't enough. You'll find yourself wondering about other solutions, other ways to reduce the impact of the population on the resources. You'll come reluctantly to the conclusion that death really is the only way -- because believe me, boy, brighter minds than yours have failed at this problem. So you'll say to yourself, maybe I can just do away with the old people. Maybe that's how we solve the problem. They've lived long lives, productive lives. They're able to contribute less and less each year. Maybe it's time to put the old people down, and let the young ones take their place. What do you think of that?"

Daniel glares at Edward. "If someone has to die, it makes more sense to take those who have had full lives."

"Agreed," Edward says. "That's why we already do it."

Daniel's face falls. 

"That's right," Edward goes on. "Ever wonder why there aren't any great-grandparents in the silo? Why grandparents die so soon after their grandchildren are born? Or didn't you notice that sort of thing, way up at the breezy top of the silo? Removing four or five teenaged children from the population doesn't make a dent, Daniel. Not a dent. So the old people? Gone. The second offenders? The ones who got caught stealing or what-not, and did it again? Did you ever notice that they never committed a third crime? Gone."

Edward studies the horror on Daniel's face.

"Shall I go on?" he asks. 

"Who -- who does these things?" Daniel chokes out. "If you're hidden away here, who --"

"You really are daft," Edward says. "Daniel, my dim-witted fellow, what did you think Matthew does when he isn't waking you up or bringing you breakfast?"

Daniel's eyes well up. "Matthew --"

"Matthew, and his father, and his father's father -- all the way back to the first days of the silo, Daniel, all the way back -- they're the descendants of the Prime Father." Edward watches Daniel carefully. "You really never wondered what made Matthew's family line so special?"

Daniel's tears run down his face, and he shakes his head. 

"The Prime Father," Edward says. "The man who architected the One True, who wrote this entire system. He was Matthew's great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather. Or something like that. I always forget how many greats. What's the one rule about the Wise Father's assistants?"

Daniel weeps. "They are holy, the honored lineage," he says, his voice thick. "They are under the direct protection of the One True, and to harm them is to blaspheme the One True's very name."

"That's right," Edward says. "An effective scare tactic, you see. A tidy little shroud to hide the real purpose for their existence, which is to maintain order in the silo. After all, it's not like you can go out there now and do it yourself, is it? Of course not."

Daniel is shaking his head, violently now. "It's too much, it's too much."

"That's too bad," Edward says. "And I feel for you, Daniel. I really, truly do. It blew my mind a little, too. But there's no more time for you to lie around and soak in your shock and misery, my boy. Today's the day of your ascension, and that means your first responsibility has arrived."

Daniel looks up at the old man through a veil of tears. "First responsibility?"

"The incoming One True," Edward says. "He must terminate the outgoing one."




















[image: Image]




The sky is red and orange, and streaked through with bolts of dark lightning that hang in the air and never dissipate. Maya's head pounds like a jackhammer, and the sky seems to pulse in response, and her mind slides into awareness. She is waking up. Her eyes are closed, the thin membranes shot through with light like the skin of a balloon held up to a flame. 

She opens her eyes, and the red-orange sky retracts. She blinks, and it returns, but only briefly.

The room around her comes into focus. There are no corners, only the smooth round embrace of circular walls. Maya feels the tingle of nerves awakening in her fingertips, and her skin vibrates with the surprise of finding herself alive. 

The darkness this time had lasted so long.

She licks her lips, and then there is a hand there with a cotton swab dipped in some sort of makeshift moisturizer. The hand swims in and out of focus, and Maya's eyes flick to the side, following the hand to a wrist, then a forearm. A face blurs into view, and Maya feels a painful echo in her head as she tries to resolve her vision. 

"How are you feeling?" a voice asks.

Maya rubs her lips together, feeling utter relief at their smoothness. 

She opens her mouth to speak for the first time in weeks, but her voice is alien, so throttled from disuse that she cannot even understand her sounds.

The hand presses Maya's shoulder in comfort. 

"It's okay," the voice says.

Maya closes her eyes tightly, shaking away the cobwebs, and reopens them. At the end of the hand is the face of a young woman.

"It's okay," the woman says. 

Maya tries to speak again, but settles for a nod. She rolls her head and tries to parse her surroundings. The cylindrical room is wide. Maya is horizontal -- she can feel the square-edged dowels of a cot's frame beneath her elbows. A fluorescent panel glows blue-white above her head, illuminating the cleaning equipment that's pushed away from the room's center. Buckets and mops, brooms and carts full of scouring pads. Hazardous waste containers marked with biohazard symbols.

"Where," Maya manages to croak.

"A safe place," the woman says. 

"What silo?" Maya asks. Her words seem to crack apart like eggs.

The woman looks confused. "What silo?"

"Is it twenty-three?" 

The woman's pale skin seems to pale even more. "What do you mean?"

Maya can feel the darkness creep back in, but it feels safer this time. Temporary. 

"Wait," the woman says, as Maya's eyes begin to flutter shut. "Wait, what do you mean, twenty-three? There are -- there are twenty-two others? Wait, don't -- wait -- wait..."

But Maya succumbs, and the world in her head rescues her once again.
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But this time the world inside Maya's dreams is not to be fucked with.

The sky is a putrid brown, the clouds heavy and sick. They stagnate, blocking the light from above, and sometimes they rain, and the rain is alive with poison. It collects in the cracks of the earth, too thick to seep into the soil, which itself is too dry, too harsh, to receive it.

Maya huddles under an exposed rock, naked, and watches the rain sizzle. The water rises, and she can see it overtaking the tip of the silo. The silo is like a submerged diver's breathing nozzle, but what happens when the water rises over the top? 

The poison rains down inside the silo, she thinks. That's what happens.

"Maya," a voice calls. 

She flinches, and hits her head against the bottom of the rock hard enough to draw blood. A thin seam of red descends like a fresh scar, tickling her skin. But she is distracted by the figure that emerges over the hill. Like her, the shape wears no suit, but this person -- this man, she sees -- is not naked. He wears the coveralls of the head silo, this man. 

Murray, she remembers. 

She tucks herself deeper beneath the rock. 

The man puts a hand to his mouth and calls once more, a long, lingering shout. "May-aaaaaa!"

Don't answer, don't answer, she thinks to herself.

But that doesn't make any sense.

So she answers.

At the sound of her reply, the man snaps toward her voice, but still hasn't seen her. He's holding one hand out, palm up, and she is startled to see what looks like a large red button from a control desk. His free hand is poised over the button, finger down. 

"Maya?" he asks. "Maya, are you there? Are you alive?"

She is sufficiently afraid of the red button, and does not answer.

"Maybe it was the wind," Murray mutters to himself, and Maya's mouth drops open as Murray's finger presses the comically large button. 

Beneath her, the earth trembles, and the silo vibrates like a tuning fork. She knows what this is. She has seen this button pressed once before. She never wants to see this again.

The silo collapses like a tower of blocks, straight down into the earth, a powerful jet of dust erupting from the empty well as floor after floor after floor drop onto each other like a stack of enormous weights. The sound is overpowering, as though the moon itself has fallen onto the Earth, and Maya screams. The ground around the silo's empty tube begins to spill inward, and the new fissures radiate outward, the entire bowl-shaped landscape folding upon itself. The rock over Maya's head shifts, and she throws her hands up as the earth beneath her crumbles into a vast dark nothing.

Murray stands on the hill, just short of the destruction. As she falls, she sees him sigh and turn and descend the other side, one more day's work finished. One more red X to mark on the silo map. And in Maya, just one more technician to replace.

Maya disappears into the chaos.
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Esther jumps back in shock as Maya bolts awake, screaming. 

"Whoa, whoa there," Esther says, gathering her wits. 

She drops to her knees next to the cot and presses a cool cloth to Maya's cheek. Maya's eyes dance about wildly, flashing around the room, looking upward at the cold light, her breath ragged and fast. 

"You're okay," Esther says. "It was a dream. You're okay."

Maya struggles to calm her breathing, closing her eyes and placing one hand against her chest. She remains like that for a long moment, taking in slow breaths and letting them out just as slowly, while Esther pats her brow and neck with the damp cloth. 

"Are you thirsty?" Esther asks, and when Maya nods, Esther lifts a bottle and a straw to the woman's lips. Maya drinks, trying to pace herself, and when she's done, her gasp is one for air, not one of relief. 

"You're okay," Esther repeats. "Everything is okay."

Maya lies back down with Esther's help, and then turns her head. "You," she rasps. 

Esther nods. "I'm Esther."

"I saw you before," Maya says. "When I woke before. When -- how long?"

Esther grips one of Maya's hands. "That was four days ago," she says. "Your body is rebuilding itself."

"Four days," Maya says. 

"And a couple of weeks before that," Esther adds. When Maya's eyes widen, she adds, "No, I'm sorry -- I don't mean to startle you. You were just -- you were in really rough shape when I first saw you. And then the surgery -- your body has just had so much to deal with."

"Surgery," Maya repeats. 

And then recognition dawns on her face, and Esther realizes that Maya is remembering all over again what has been done to her, what awful toll she has paid. Maya lifts her head and looks down, and sees her nightmare brought to life: one leg, and one awful, abbreviated stump.

And Maya cries, and Esther holds her tightly.
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"So what is this place?" Maya asks, looking around again. 

Esther smiles. "Impressive, isn't it."

"You could say that," Maya says, her voice a little smoother than before.

"We're in the cleaning supply room," Esther confesses. "It's the only place I could think of at short notice."

"The cleaning supply room," Maya repeats. "I'm confused."

Esther is, too. "By what?"

"Cleaning supply," Maya says. "Where are the suits?"

Esther looks bewildered. "Suits?"

"The suits," Maya says. "The suits for the cleaners."

"The cleaners wear scrubs and masks," Esther says, brightening a little. "Is that what you mean?"

Maya shakes her head. "No. The suits, with the helmets. Like mine."

"I don't know what you mean," Esther admits. 

"Where's my suit?" Maya asks. 

"Your suit?"

"The one I wore when -- when they arrested me," Maya says. She stares down at her well-wrapped stump. "Before they did this to me."

Esther shrugs. "I'm sorry," she says. "I didn't see a suit."

"The boy," Maya says. "He would know."

"Do you mean Isaac?"

"Ask the boy."

"I -- we can't," Esther says. "Do you understand what's happening? Do you know why you're here, with me?"

Maya says, "Tell me."

So Esther does, recounting the horrible state Maya had been in, how near-death she had been, and how Isaac had gotten help. She tells Maya of the surgery, how Dr. Rausch and his crew risked their lives to save hers. She tells the story of their elevator escape, of their hideout in the apartment complex. 

"But Isaac -- he's way, way up there," Esther finishes, glancing up. "We're on the bottom floor, in the room at the bottom of the Path. Isaac -- he's up at the top, becoming the Father."

"The Father," Maya repeats. "I remember the old man. The old man took my leg."

"The Wise Father," Esther says. "He did?"

"He gave the order," Maya says. "A younger man did it. It was -- I don't want to remember it, please."

Esther nods. "Of course."

"Isaac would know about my suit," Maya says again. "He'd know if it was still there."

"Do you need it for something?" 

Maya goes blank. "I -- no. I just don't -- I'm so confused."

"Can I ask you something?" Esther says, and without waiting for Maya, she plows ahead. "What did you mean when you asked if this was silo twenty-three?"

Maya looks heartbroken. "You aren't supposed to know."

"But you said it to me," Esther says. "You asked what silo."

"I shouldn't have said that," Maya says. "There are some things you just -- it's better if you don't know."

Esther takes Maya's hand. "People here want you dead. People I'm supposed to trust." 

Maya shakes her head. "I can't."

"I had a dream -- I dreamed of you. We were in some -- I don't even know how to describe it. It was so alien, it was -- but you told me something," Esther says. "You told me that the --"

"That the outside is real," Maya finishes, a tear of recognition slipping down her cheek. "The outside is real."

"Yes," Esther says. "Yes, that was exactly it. The outside. What does it mean?"

Maya studies the girl's earnest face, then nods in resignation. 

"Okay," she says, capitulating. "But sit down."
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Week four. 

Matthew guides Isaac to the library again, and Isaac walks the well-tread path from the door to the table at the opposite end of the room. The false fireplace warms the cubby, and the books on the desk have grown a little lighter. The boy doesn't protest much these days, and routine has taken hold. 

Good, Matthew thinks as he bids the boy farewell and locks the library door behind him. I don't have time to hold his hand all the time anymore. 

Leaving Isaac with the books, Matthew heads for the prayer closet to check on the Wise Father's progress. He nods at the guards in the hallway, dodges the court director, and slips into the courtroom quietly. With the prayer closet locked behind him, he opens the wallscreen.

The last message from Edward is still saved in the computer, and Matthew reads it again.




Matthew:




Daniel has refused to fulfill his responsibility to the outgoing One True. He has locked himself in his temporary quarters and will not come out. His assistant is locked out as well, and is distraught. 




Armand has not been informed that he will join me in my exit. I expect protest, but ultimately compliance. He has been a faithful assistant these long years. In my farewell, I wish you success in carrying the torch.




By the time you receive this, Armand and I will be dead. I regret my failure to train Daniel in the way of the One True, but I am too fucking old to control that spineless cow. Watch him carefully. Use your judgment.




Goodbye.




Matthew stares at the line again. 

Use your judgment.

Despite Edward's fears, the Wise Father has indeed been adopting the One True's responsibilities. Matthew calls up the record of judgments since the ascension. Edward's final judgment is there:




Jennifer Lorraine Hughes			Greatfall




Following it are four names, and the judgments enacted by the Wise Father:




Philip Grant Goodman			Worthy

Teresa Harmony Pettit			Worthy

Steven Barrett Harper 			Worthy

Jordan Martin Guilfoyle			Worthy




Matthew sighs, and taps the refresh key to see the Wise Father's judgment for the latest name, added last night:




Elena Maria Sampras				Worthy




"You fucking daft old man," Matthew says. "I knew you wouldn't learn."

He taps a series of keys, and logs into the One True interface quickly. The five seeker's names are correct, but the Wise Father did not have access to the dates of their ascent. None of them has actually climbed the Path yet. Predetermining their fates is not against the order, Matthew knows, but allowing one's personal judgment to overrule the process is.

"Failed the test, old man," Matthew mutters. "But one man's test can become another's."

He tabs over to the judgment for each of the five children, and selects another option.




Philip Grant Goodman			Greatfall

Teresa Harmony Pettit			Greatfall

Steven Barrett Harper 			Greatfall

Jordan Martin Guilfoyle			Greatfall

Elena Maria Sampras				Greatfall




"There," Matthew says. "Isaac, meet the deep end. Let's see how well you've learned to swim."

Matthew logs out of the system, puts the computer to sleep, and closes the wallscreen cabinet. The first of the seekers -- Philip Goodman -- begins his ascent in the morning. 

The scales are unbalanced. 

A little blood will set things right.

[image: Image]

Isaac turns the page, another chapter complete. 

The Book never seems to get shorter. The end never seems closer. 

He tries to pace himself, to protect his tired brain from exhaustion. Every chapter, he rewards himself with a furtive trip to the fireplace, where he crouches and warms his aching hands. He remains alert, ears carefully listening for the shck-chk of the door latch. He can get back to the desk in six or seven rapid lunges, and then it's just a matter of looking sufficiently studious when Matthew peeks in.

The Book no longer disturbs him. 




It is the responsibility of the Wise Father to still the believers during judgment. Emotions often run high following a proclamation, as parents celebrate or lament their child's outcome. A celebration is as dangerous as a protest, and must be quelled immediately. If the believers do not abstain from their demonstration, the Wise Father must promptly sentence the believers to a suitable punishment, the maximum of which is also Greatfall.




The Book is an instruction manual for repairing the inner workings of the silo. A user's guide for properly manipulating the believers. If the Wise Father prefers more reverence, there are steps that can be taken. If the Wise Father prefers to be feared, there are recommendations for achieving such a result. 

Isaac doesn't know what he wants.

The Book is sapping him of his identity, tiny bit by tiny bit. 

In the evenings, after twelve hours of tracing sentence after sentence with his fingertip, Isaac is joined by Matthew, who quizzes him about the day's readings. Ordinarily, Matthew had explained, this training would be drawn out over the course of a year, and would be administered by the Wise Father himself. 

Isaac couldn't see how either was much better than the other. 

Today, Matthew is late, and Isaac finds himself drooping over the Book. He slaps his cheeks to startle himself awake, but it's of no use. He wakes to Matthew's hand on his shoulder. Isaac's brow, damp with sleep-sweat, sticks to the Book's pages, and when he lifts his head, a page comes with it.

"It's hard work," Matthew says, peeling the page away from Isaac's forehead. "Isn't it."

Isaac, slack-jawed and exhausted, nods. 

"I have news," Matthew continues. "Shall I keep it for tomorrow?"

Isaac shrugs tiredly. "What is it?"

Matthew pulls the chair back, and Isaac stands up, unsteady on his feet. With Matthew's hand on his back, they head for the door. 

"You've been training for some time now," Matthew says. "Weeks, now. Are you feeling the comfort of your new position yet?"

Isaac says, "A little. There's so much to learn. And it's -- it's all --"

Matthew pauses in front of the fireplace. "It's all so what?"

"So terrible," Isaac says, lowering his gaze. "I know I'm not supposed to think so, but --"

"Isaac," Matthew says, pointing at the chair. When Isaac sits, Matthew goes on. "You're permitted to think whatever you want. Thinking and feeling isn't discouraged."

Isaac dredges one of the passages of the Book and quotes it. "'A creative thinker must be sufficiently burdened with routine, so that his soul will not be in danger of blasphemy.'" 

"Well, yes," Matthew admits. "But that passage applies to the believers. It very much angers the One True when a believer disrupts the peace of the many. But the Wise Father is the One True's chosen vessel. The Wise Father's soul is unique, and feeds his character. Did you think I would be angry that you recognize the violence of our community for what it is?"

Isaac looks away. "Maybe."

"Ours is a violent faith," Matthew says. "But the blood shed by a believer fulfills the purpose of that believer. The One True assigns that purpose, and to prevent such a violent fulfillment of that purpose would be blasphemy itself."

"So I'm not -- responsible?" Isaac asks. "I feel like a bad person."

"That's natural," Matthew says. "But it will pass with time, as you come to understand that every sentence you hand down will bring to pass the One True's will. You are his hand. You are not his mind, or his heart. Do you understand?"

"I guess so," Isaac says. "It will pass?"

"It will most certainly pass," Matthew says. "You will become the Father you wish to be. For now, as you are learning, you must try to project the appearance of the Father you will become, even if you do not feel confidence in doing so."

Isaac pulls his knees up to his chest. "It's so scary. I'm scared."

Matthew nods. "The first time you pass Greatfall upon a seeker, it will be difficult. It will get easier with time, and as you age. It's certainly overwhelming to sentence someone your own age to such a fate." 

Matthew leans forward in his chair. 

"The news I mentioned," he says. "There is a seeker on the Path. He began this morning." 

"Oh, no," Isaac says. "I'm not ready, Matthew. I'm not ready to --"

"Shhh," Matthew says, patting Isaac's knee. "It's alright. You may not be this time, but your training has gone about as far as it can go as book learning. It's time to put into practice what you've learned. Be scared, be apprehensive -- it's natural. I'll help you through. Okay?"

Isaac looks dubious. "What if it's Greatfall? What if I have to send someone over the edge?"

"Then you will commit your heart to serving the One True, and prove it in that moment. You'll come to view the responsibility as what it really is -- the greatest honor a man can perform," Matthew says. He whacks Isaac on the knee and says, "Now -- no more talk of fear and worry. I've asked the kitchen to prepare you a Wise Father's meal tonight, to fill your belly with enough good food that you'll feel bigger than you really are. Come."

Isaac follows, his stomach audibly rumbling. Matthew puts his arm around the boy's shoulders, and they head for the dining room.
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Sara finds the Wise Father in the kitchen, boiling eggs. 

"Good morning," the old man says, almost jovially. "Breakfast?"

"I'm supposed to make breakfast for you," Sara says. "The order says so."

Daniel shrugs. "I thought this morning I would change things up a bit."

"Is this because of the judgments?"

The old man smiles. "You know, Sara, my child, in my former capacity, I understand that I had no true effect on the outcomes of those ceremonies," he says. "Here, however -- here I can save the lives of children who might have otherwise been cursed by -- by a madman. By a horrible, insane, awful man posing as a god."

Sara is pleased to see Daniel happy at last. "Couldn't you -- couldn't you go further?"

He whistles as he plucks the two hard-boiled eggs from the pot of hot water. "How do you mean, child?"

"Well," Sara says, leaning against the counter. "If the One True makes the rules, couldn't you... I don't know. Couldn't you change them?"

The Wise Father pauses. "Change them," he says. 

"You could, right? You're basically the boss of everybody now."

The old man taps the eggs on the edge of the countertop, then begins to peel the shell away in sharp little segments, revealing the shiny white egg inside.

"You could do away with seeking altogether," Sara suggests. "Or you could even tell everybody the truth."

Daniel shakes his head. "The truth," he says. "I think the truth would be too much, don't you? Look at what it did to me, Sara. If you were to tell the believers that their god was a fairy tale, how would they respond? Some of them might not be as passive as I was. Some of them might explode."

He finishes peeling one egg, then completes the thought. "Especially those whose children were sent to Greatfall," he says. "Those parents, I think, would burn everything."

Sara says, "Maybe. I guess."

Daniel hands her an egg, and she nibbles at it. 

"I feel better, though," he says. "You're right about that."

"I'm sad about Armand," Sara says, putting the egg down. 

The old man's smile fades. "Armand knew what he was getting into. Edward was a fundamentalist One True. His fate was decided a long time ago, Sara."

"But he didn't want to die," Sara says. "I saw him kicking."

"Nobody wants to die."

"Edward did. Edward wanted to die really badly."

"You're right," Daniel says. "Edward is an exception."

Sara idly pushes the egg around the bowl.

"Something's on your mind," Daniel says.

She looks up at him. "Am I just like Armand? To you?"

He puts his own bowl down, and opens his arms. Sara doesn't move, so the old man steps forward and embraces her, pressing his rough cheek to hers. He pulls back and studies her, touching her cheeks with his thumbs. 

"No, my dear," he says. "You're very special to me."

"You have to kill me when you die," she says. "The order says so. The order says I can't be trusted with the things I will learn while I'm here with you."

Daniel kisses her cheek, lingering for a moment. 

"The order is a lie," he whispers. "Or if it's not, it's just hateful. I won't let that happen. I'll keep you safe, Sara. I promise you that."

Her eyes shine with tears. "I don't have anybody. I'm alone when you die."

He cups her face in his palms. "But I'm not dead," he says. "You have me."

Her face is soft and nervous, her skin cool. The Wise Father brushes his thumbs over her cheeks, swiping away the dampness of her tears. "You have me," he repeats, and then, almost without thinking, he leans in close and kisses the girl gently. 

Sara doesn't respond, but doesn't pull away, either. The Wise Father draws back, studying her expression. He sees trust and nervousness and loyalty reflected in her young eyes.

He touches her lips with his thumb, separating them, then brings his mouth back to hers. 
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The seeker stands before the bench, a husky boy with flushed cheeks and tired eyes. His ascension has not been an easy one. He sways back and forth like a battered boxer, and Isaac is afraid that the boy will topple over. He remembers the Wise Father's kindness when Isaac himself appeared before the court, and now he returns the favor. 

"Director," Isaac says, his voice cracking a little. "Some water for the seeker, please."

Isaac comes down from the bench and stands with the seeker until the director arrives with a cup of water. He takes the cup and holds it for the seeker himself, nodding as the boy sucks down the water like a starving flower. 

"How do you feel?" Isaac asks.

The boy nods, his mouth wet, his eyes a little more alert. For a long moment, the two boys stare at each other, each trapped on the opposite side of an invisible wall. Philip Grant Goodman and Isaac Andrew Singer are the same, and yet, Isaac knows, they never can be the same, not really. 

Isaac is powerless to adjust the boy's fate, and he worries deeply that the boy is doomed. The water may not be a kindness to a tired boy. No, it may be the closest thing that the boy will have to a final meal.

Isaac looks away. The Book instructs Wise Fathers to keep a certain distance, lest they become too greatly attached to the fates of the seekers. Matthew, standing along the wall of the courtroom, nods at Isaac from afar. The boy nods back, and this time, Matthew sees, his manner is different.

Isaac's countenance is different, and as he ascends the steps to the bench, Matthew sees the boy's shoulders square up, preparing to bear the burden of whatever might follow. 

He's ready, Matthew thinks. 

Matthew and the audience watch as Isaac opens his arms wide, his eyes hardened, his mouth a thin line. 

"Welcome to judgment," Isaac proclaims.
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Daniel and Sara watch the proceedings on the large display in what used to be Edward's room. The sick bed is empty, the bedside tables swept clean. Sara will tidy the room in the coming days, redecorating it, giving it more light, finding ways to make it into a pleasant space for Daniel. Two days prior, she had discovered a wing of the thirty-fourth floor that was full of white-sheeted furnishings. The belongings of past One Trues, maybe? She had gone through the room, flipping sheets over, discovering beautiful pieces beneath each one. She worries that she won't be strong enough to move all of the pieces herself, and doesn't want to trouble Daniel with his assistance. 

But she'll think about it later. 

Daniel pats her knee, and she resists the urge to scoot away. 

"It's beginning," he says. "How do you think Isaac will do?"

Sara shrugs. "I don't know him very well. He's -- he's just a kid."

"He's not much younger than you, my dear," Daniel says. 

The old man's fingertips dance slowly around her knee as they watch the closed-circuit images on the screen. The courtroom is packed today, and the proceedings move in an orderly manner, to Daniel's proud satisfaction. 

"I knew he would be a fine Father," he says. 

Sara studies the screen carefully, picking out faces she recognizes. She knows the court director, a kind old man named Jeremy who used to allow her to sneak through the courtroom to the kitchen when the lights had been turned out.

She finds Matthew, leaning against a wall, his thin frame and dark eyes unmistakeable even at such a small resolution. He stares in Isaac's direction with his arms folded, but then, as she watches, he turns and looks directly at the camera.

Sara flinches, and the old man notices. 

"Something wrong?" he asks. He withdraws his hand from her knee.

"No," she says. She swallows hard, and takes his hand and returns it to her leg. "Everything's fine."

The ceremony continues as before, and Daniel nods each time Isaac does something correctly. When the boy brings water to the seeker, Daniel rocks back and slaps his palms together. 

"He's just like me," he crows. "This boy has a heart. What a heart."

"Can I make you some tea?" Sara asks. 

The old man nods, not removing his eyes from the screen. Sara wriggles out from beneath his hand, and goes to the kitchen. The combination of the old man's sudden shift in behavior and Matthew's piercing, almost knowing stare has her rattled. She leans against the kitchen wall, taking a long series of deep breaths, until her heart feels calm again. 

Matthew may scare her, but he's far removed from here, she knows.

The old man is another story. 

The order binds her to him for life, she knows. Matthew had briefed her on this as well, explaining that there was no greater role for a believer to play than the one she had been selected for. He had tipped her chin up with his hand, and, certain he had her undivided attention, had said, "More will be revealed to you than has been revealed to any other human. Does that scare you?"

She had barely heard him. He scared her. But she shook her head. 

"Good," Matthew had said. Then he had lowered his voice. "Your Father's needs and desires belong to you. Do you understand?"

She didn't, not then, but she had nodded. 

Here, now, she understands. 

Bound for life.

She allows herself a short, good cry, then dries her eyes, makes the tea and returns to Daniel's bedroom. 
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The black-and-white image is sharp and clear. From the camera's high vantage point, it captures the thin seam of light revealed when the prayer closet door opens. Daniel leans forward and watches as Isaac climbs the steps slowly, a thin slip of paper in one hand. 

The seeker, a young boy, stands before the bench nervously. 

Daniel leans forward and presses his finger against the boy's image. 

"Don't worry, child," he says. "The One True cares for you."

Sara hands the cup of tea back to Daniel, and he sips it loudly. He turns to Sara and smiles, and says, "Do you know how much good I can do? Do you know how big my heart feels today? This boy will grow up to tend a garden, or to teach children, or to make parts for the machines."

His cheeks are pink with delight, and he sips the tea again, drinking it down. 

Sara cannot help but feel the old man's joy herself. 

"Does this mean no more --"

"No more Greatfalls," Daniel says. "No more Greatfalls!" 

He jumps up and does a little jig next to the bed, and Sara laughs with him. 

On the screen behind Daniel, Isaac reads the judgment. 

"Philip Grant Goodman," Isaac begins, and as he continues to read, Daniel freezes in place.

"Philip," Daniel breathes. "He said Philip?"

Sara looks at Daniel, then back at the screen. She nods.

"No," Daniel says, softly. "Philip already climbed. I already judged Philip. Philip is a carpenter now."

Sara can almost see the ripple of fear that courses through the audience. A woman -- the seeker's mother, perhaps? -- falls into her chair and slumps over. Then the guards come, and take the seeker into their arms.  

"No!" Daniel shouts. "No, no!" 

The guards lead Philip up the center aisle, and the audience falls in line behind them, following the doomed child. Isaac has already stepped down from the bench and is retreating to the Father's chambers. 

Daniel grabs the display with both hands and presses his forehead to the glass. 

"No!" he shouts again. "Worthy! Worthy! What are you doing? That boy is a carpenter! He's a carpenter!"

The courtroom empties, and the procession moves off-camera. 

"How do you change the camera?" Daniel demands, smacking the screen with his palm. 

Sara cringes. "I don't --"

"Change it!" Daniel roars, shoving the screen as hard as he can. 

The display swings away from him on its metal arm. 

On screen, the courtroom is empty of all but one person, and Sara covers her mouth and points. Daniel sees her distress, and turns to the screen again.

Standing in the middle of the empty room, staring right up at the camera, is Matthew. Arms folded, eyes almost black, he seems to look right through the camera at Daniel.

Daniel's heart stops.

Matthew shakes his head slowly, as if to say What did you really think would happen?

Then he walks out of the courtroom, hands clasped behind his back, while the old man staggers back, and while a child is carried, once more, to its terrible, terrible death. 

Sara withdraws to the corner of the bedroom and sinks to the floor, wishing she could disappear. She watches Daniel stand there, his shoulders fallen, his head low, and thinks that he looks like the husk of the man he was just minutes ago. 

Then he straightens up.

"A mistake," he says, softly. "That's all. It's a mistake. That boy isn't dead. It's a mistake."

She watches as he takes the keyboard and calls up the judgment record. 

"A mistake," he repeats. "A mistake, just a mistake."

The screen populates with names.




Philip Grant Goodman			Greatfall

Teresa Harmony Pettit			Greatfall

Steven Barrett Harper 			Greatfall

Jordan Martin Guilfoyle			Greatfall

Elena Maria Sampras				Greatfall




"MATTHEW!" the old man howls.

Sara throws her arms up to shield herself from Daniel's outburst. He screams, his voice cracking, and throws the bed over onto its side. The mattress falls out of the frame and lands face-down, and Sara can see years of blood and urine stains on the underside. 

The old man picks up the tea cup and hurls it at the wall. It shatters into sharp white shards, leaving a crust of crushed porcelain on the concrete wall. Then Daniel storms out, and Sara can hear the horrible sounds of furniture being tossed about, of glass being smashed. 

She sits in shock, and doesn't get up for a long, long time.




















[image: Image]




"I have only glimpses of your life here," Maya begins. "Those glimpses -- frankly -- scare the utter living shit out of me. I don't know how you survive in these conditions. You must all be so afraid, all the time."

"Some of us," Esther confesses. "What do you mean 'your life here'? What does 'here' mean?"

"Here," Maya repeats. "In this silo."

Esther seems on the cusp of understanding, so Maya continues.

"This silo is only one of many," she says.

"You said twenty-three before."

"I did."

"There are twenty-three of them? Twenty-three other places just like this?"

Maya shakes her head. "More."

"More," Esther breathes. "How many --"

"It doesn't matter," Maya interrupts. "What's important is -- Esther, Jesus, your silo here is a seriously fucked-up place. There are traces here of what a silo is supposed to be, but they've almost all been -- I don't know. Repurposed. Buried. Rewritten. This place is like a terrifying parallel universe to me."

"I don't understand."

Maya sighs. "I know. You're going to have to go with me on this, I think. It's just too much to process."

"Where are the other silos?"

"They're in the earth, just like yours," Maya says. "Spread out in rows."

"Earth."

Maya nods.

"Earth is -- the outside."

Maya nods again. 

"What's it like?"

Esther's face is serene, as if she has waited her whole life for answers, and is content to let them wash over her now, even if she doesn't understand them.

"Well, now the outside is hell," Maya says. "Literally hell on Earth. The air will kill you. The clouds won't go away for thousands of years. You can't see the sun."

"You said 'now'."

"Yes. Now. It wasn't always like that. Most of us don't remember, but there are a few of us who do. I still dream about it, sometimes. I dream of the way it was, once. I even remember where I lived. California."

"Cali--"

"California," Maya says again. "It was this beautiful place on the ocean, and the sun never went away. There were vineyards and these amazing golden hills that almost looked like an ocean themselves. In the evenings, when the sun went down, the clouds would swim up over the water and then slide down the hills like waves moving in slow motion. You could see the tops of the hills peek through. It was like the whole world was being flooded, and it was just -- it was amazing."

"California," Esther says. "I can't imagine it."

"I can barely remember it myself," Maya says. She shivers, remembering the cold of the cryotubes. "The memories don't hold up after a few shifts."

"Shifts?"

Maya shakes her head. "Never mind."

"What's the ocean?"

"You've never seen one," Maya says. "Not even in a book? You don't know very much at all, do you?"

Esther shakes her head. "I know the Path, and the mines, and the One True, and the Dark One. I know the mantra you have to say on the Path. I know Greatfall. And I know blood. More than anything else, I know blood."

"But you know that there's a planet called Earth, and that you live on it. Right?"

Esther looks blank.

"Jesus," Maya says. "Okay. This might be hard to follow."
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As she explains the concept of earth and sky and water and space and gravity and society to Esther, Maya finds herself speaking slowly, in simple, gentle phrases. It occurs to her that the entire silo is full of Esthers, of children raised from birth with a finite understanding of their world, and a false mythology constructed around it. She watches Esther carefully, worried that these revelations may hurt as much as they enlighten.

But Esther is resilient. 

She accepts the notion of Earth, and the silo's place within it. She flinches, however, at the concept of the billions of people who once lived on Earth's surface, who are all now dead. She thrills at the description of the ocean, and the moonrise over it. Maya tells her about mankind's leap from Earth into the stars, and Esther is captivated. 

She tells Esther of a world where childbirth wasn't determined by an authority, where children weren't sentenced to ritual death on their thirteenth birthdays, where people were free to think and say whatever they felt compelled to. 

Esther accepts so much of it so easily that Maya wonders if the girl really understands what she's hearing, or if it's no different from any other fairy tale she might have heard as a child.

"The other silos are better off," Maya explains, "but only in certain ways."

"Does the One True hold sway over the others?" Esther asks.

Maya shakes her head. "There's no such thing as the One True, Esther. In the other silos, there are no powerful gods determining your every step. There are authorities, yes, but without spiritual connotation."

"Who is your god?" Esther asks.

"I have no god," Maya says. 

"Who pleases your heart, then?"

Maya looks confused. "I -- well, I do."

"And what of your death? What happens then?"

"When I die, I will die," Maya says. "It's not any more complicated than that. Someone will dispose of my body, and life will go on without me."

Esther nods. "It's so sad and wonderful at the same time."

"It's just the way things are," Maya says. "It's not how things are supposed to be, but it's the way they are."

"I wish it was like that here," Esther says. "I wish that I didn't have to -- to clean."

"This is what I mean," Maya says. "In the other silos, cleaning is something altogether different. It's like your silo shares the same language, but has perverted the meanings."

"What do you mean?"

"In the other silos, when you are a cleaner, you're sent to your death," Maya says. 

"Like the Greatfallen?"

"Not exactly. What is cleaning here? What does it mean to you?"

Esther looks down. "I am a cleaner," she says. "I was, until I ran away. It is awful. My mind holds onto all of the children and reminds me of them sometimes. I wish it wouldn't. I don't sleep well."

"You clean," Maya says. "Clean what?"

"The children," Esther says. "Someone has to clean up after a Greatfall --"

Maya holds up her hands. "My god. Stop, just -- I don't need to know. You poor thing."

"What does a cleaner do in your other silos?" Esther asks.

"Cleaners die," Maya says. "So maybe in that way they are kind of like the -- like the children here. But they're not sent to die to appease a god. They're sent to die because they threaten the stability of their silo. They say things they shouldn't, or do things that will get them in trouble."

"They blaspheme."

"Again, not exactly -- but close enough."

"How do they die?"

Maya sighs. "They're sent outside."

Esther brightens. "Outside! But why -- why are they called cleaners?"

"They have tools for cleaning the cameras that are outside the silo," Maya says. "The ones that feed images to the wallscreens."

Esther looks confused. "Wallscreens?"

"Every silo has a -- oh, of course," Maya says. "This is another problem with your silo. You have a courtroom at the very top of the silo."

Esther nods. "Where the seekers go for judgment."

"Right. Judgment." Maya clenches her fists. "In the other silos, that room is where people eat, and there's a big screen that shows the outside. That's the wallscreen."

Esther stands up. "I want to see outside."

Maya shakes her head. "You can't, Esther. It'll kill you."

"I have dreams about it. I need to see it."

"There's no wallscreen up there anymore," Maya says. "I saw when I came through the airlock --"

"What is the airlock?"

Maya puts her hands over her face. This is getting out of hand. 

"Esther, you can't go outside. It's too dangerous. You won't survive."

"Is the airlock a door?" Esther turns in a circle, delighted. "I have to see it! Can you take me there?"

Maya looks down at her leg. "I don't think so."

Esther remembers, and stops dancing. "I'm sorry. I forgot."

"Trust me. You don't want to go outside."

"You came from there, though. How did you survive?" 

"My suit --" Maya starts, and then breaks off. "Esther, we can't talk about this anymore. It's not good for you."

But Esther's barely listening. Esther's mind has already climbed the stairs and thrown open the airlock door, and let the outside in.
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Maya sleeps for a little while, and when she wakes up, the little round room is empty. The overhead light is out, and the shapes of the cleaning supplies loom black and murky in the shadows. She lies still for a time, feeling the phantom tingle of her missing leg, concentrating on it, trying to remember what it felt like to flex her toes, her calf muscle. 

This isn't how it was supposed to go.

She isn't sure what she expected, and she's certain that Murray hadn't known either. But silo 23 -- the nature of it, the perversion of it, is the last thing she thought she might find. As she had walked across the outside grid, up one hill and down another, through the bowl of one silo after the next, dragging her little oxygen cart, she had tried to prepare herself for any number of horrors. 

But a pile of bodies, or a collapsed silo, or a bombed-out interior, or the remains of a terrible fire -- none of these possibilities stacked up now. If Murray had any inkling that she'd be walking into a violent religious state, he hadn't given her any outward clue.

Would she have said yes if she'd known? 

Probably. 

Words just don't do much to capture the sort of thing she's seen here. They're just words, with all of the baggage of preconceptions that go along with them. Violence comes in degrees. Religion means so many different things. 

Throw them together, add a dash of isolation and control, and you end up with a place like this.

Maya closes her eyes and tries to go back to sleep, but the door opens, creaking softly on its hinges. She props herself up on one arm and lifts the other arm over her eyes, preparing for the glare of the fluorescent panel. 

The silhouette in the doorway is wider than Esther, and Maya feels the hairs on her arms stand up, and her heart tumbles down into her bowels. It never occurred to her that someone might find her here, or that Esther would ever leave this room without her. 

The light comes on, illuminating the visitor, a stout woman in a gray robe. The woman walks into the room, not paying attention, following some routine. She reaches for a bucket and a mop, and then her eyes settle on Maya. 

She opens her mouth to shout, her face reflecting Maya's own fear.

The door to the cylindrical room slams shut as Esther throws herself inside. In a heartbeat, Esther has gripped the stranger by the shoulder and pushed her up against the wall. Her hand goes over the stranger's mouth, and the stout woman's scream is muffled by Esther's palm. 

Maya says, "Esther, where the fuck were you?"

But Esther ignores her and leans on the stout woman. 

"No screaming," Esther says, her voice grittier than Maya thought possible. "Do you understand me?"

The stout woman tenses up to scream again, and Esther leans in with her forearm, pressing it against the woman's throat, choking away the sound. 

"Shut the fuck up," Esther growls. "Got it?"

The woman's eyes spill over, and she nods against Esther's palm.

"Let her go," Maya says. "Esther, Jesus, let her go."

Esther does, and the stout woman immediately begins sobbing. Esther turns to Maya.

"You're okay?" she asks.

"I'm fine. Goddammit, what was that? Where were you?"

"I went out," Esther says. "I needed to find out how long we're safe here."

"We're not safe here?"

"It's the cleaner's supply closet, Maya, what did you expect?"

"I don't know," Maya says. "How often do you clean?"

Esther throws up her hands in frustration. "It's not regular-like! It's not up to us! We clean when there's a body to be cleaned up."

Esther turns to the stranger. "There's a fall today, isn't there," she says.

The stout woman nods. "We -- they just -- just called."

Esther turns to Maya. "Time to go. You don't want to be here for this."
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Esther extracts a promise of silence from the stout cleaner, and then she and Maya leave the room and the cot behind. A wide push-broom serves as a makeshift crutch.

"Where are we going?" Maya asks, awkwardly hopping along beside Esther. She stumbles often, and Esther props her up. 

"I honestly don't know," Esther says. "The Path is out of the question, for obvious reasons."

"I think I could do it," Maya says, though she's not certain she could climb the staircase. At least there would be rails, though, she thinks. "We can try, if maybe we aren't going too high --"

"No," Esther says. "You don't understand. There's a Greatfall. Everybody is going to be around the stairs, watching."

"They watch?" Maya exclaims, a little too loudly.

Esther shushes her. "They gather around the railings and try to spot the seeker as they fall. It's not always easy, I guess -- things fall really fast."

"They fucking watch," Maya repeats, incredulous.

"Some people place bets," Esther says, pointing to a hallway. "Over there."

"Fucking Christ," Maya says. "On what?"

"They bet on whether the child will hit the railing, whether they'll scream, how big the blood splatter radius will be --"

"Okay, stop, I don't want to know." 

Esther steers them down the hall, and Maya watches the concrete corridor unfold ahead of them. It's lined with bulbs, long loops of wire stringing them together, and it's dark.

Behind them, the echo of a great buzzer sounds. Maya turns, but Esther grabs her.

"Don't look back," she says. "That's the drop buzzer. By the time you hear it down here, the fall's almost --"

There's an awful wet sound behind them, incredibly loud, and Maya's entire body tenses up. She almost falls down, and Esther throws her arms beneath Maya's armpits to stop her. Philip Grant Goodman is dead, but Esther knows that what comes after is what really shakes the uninitiated.

"Don't listen," Esther admonishes, but Maya can't help but hear the even worse sound that follows.

It's the sound of thousands of people whooping and cheering, filtering down from above.

"Don't listen," Esther says again. "Don't listen."

It's too late. Maya dissolves, the weight of her fear and shock and contempt and sadness crushing her. She cries for the dead boy, for the callous people who fill this terrible hell, who don't know anything more than this. She cries for Esther, for Isaac, and, almost as an afterthought, for herself.
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In the end, Esther simply takes Maya to her own apartment. When Maya questions this logic, Esther almost comes apart at the seams, snapping at Maya. She apologizes immediately, and then breaks into tears herself, and Maya realizes that the strain of caring for an invalid has finally begun to show. 

"It's going to be alright," she says to Esther, who sniffles and nods. "It's been a hard few weeks for you, I know."

"Weeks," Esther says, and laughs. "Years, Maya. Years. Years of cleaning up -- well, you know. I'm a bit messed-up inside, I think. Who wouldn't be, right?"

Maya nods. 

They sleep for awhile, Maya waking every few minutes at every tiny sound, afraid that at any moment the apartment will be raided, and that the evil skinny man in the smock will take her other leg. She decides that if she is recaptured, she will find a way to kill herself. The thought doesn't even shock her now. Everything she has ever treasured in life hangs by a fine thread. It's all ballast now, and she thinks she could throw it overboard very easily if things came to a head again.

She drifts, then, and when she wakes, Esther is pulling on a brown robe.

"You're not leaving me," Maya says immediately.

"We have to move again," Esther says. "You're right, this was a stupid decision. I just didn't know anywhere else to go."

"But now you do?"

"I have an idea," Esther says. "It might work. It might not. But as soon as they find out who I am, they'll come to this apartment, and we can't be here when they do."

"If they don't know by now --"

"They'll figure it out eventually," Esther says. "That woman in the closet? She'll fess up before too long. They'll find out a cleaner is missing, that one's been missing for weeks. They'll realize that the timeline matches up to when you went missing. They'll figure it out, Maya."

Maya nods. "You're right."

"I have a friend in Supply who can help us, I think," Esther says. "But I have to ask him first."

"That's where you're going."

"That's where I'm going." 

"What if they come in the meantime?" Maya asks. "I'm here alone."

"I'll be very fast," Esther says. "It's night right now. Nobody's working, and nobody will be on the Path, unless there's a seeker. There probably isn't, so soon after the last. I'll be up and back before you know I'm gone."

"They still might come," Maya says. 

Esther goes to the kitchen, and comes back holding a serrated knife. 

"Best I can do," she says. "I don't mean to scare you, but I have to go. I'll be back soon as I can."

Maya throws back the blanket. "I'll come with you."

Esther protests. "You'll slow me down. And we might get caught."

"Either I get caught out there, or you come back and find that they've killed me in your bed," Maya says. "I'm not really happy with either possibility, frankly, but I'm not going to lie here and wait for it. I'm coming with you."

Esther bites her lip. "Maya --"

"No," Maya says, standing up on her good foot, and hefting the broom. "I'm coming. Let's move."
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Isaac stretches his arms before him, straight out ahead of his face, and parts them wide. The strange, pale mist dances like smoke that curls up from a burnt-out candle, twisting away from him, spun up by his movements. He has never imagined flying, and does not recognize it for what it is now. 

He is suspended, to his own mind, in some unfamiliar expanse, while an unusual view pinwheels around him. He doesn't recognize that he is doing lazy barrel rolls. He doesn't know what a barrel roll is. 

Above him is a rich, dark blue space, pricked with tiny holes that glimmer. When the view screws around him, and the dark space is at his back, he can see a vast blue-white thing, its surface swirled with pulled-cotton-like tendrils. The thing curves away from him at the periphery of his vision, but he doesn't recognize the planet Earth. He has never seen it before, even in photographs. 

The concept of space and stars and such are completely foreign to the boy, but being present among them now does not scare him. There is a certain peacefulness about this somewhere, he muses, despite the thin burn in his lungs from trying to breathe air that is barely there.

He becomes aware, slowly, that he controls the view. As he leans to the side, the enormous orb far below him rolls gently to his right. When he leans forward, the dark void above dips out of view. He can feel a gentle tug on his fingertips, and closes his eyes and smiles at the sensation. His robe pulls up against his body, and a cool bubble of air fills the back of it. He shrugs out of the robe, because the tickle of air is so pleasant, and he wonders what it will feel like against the bare skin of his entire body. 

Isaac laughs, feeling the wind almost like a broad hand, pushing against him. He sets the robe aside for now, and then stops laughing as the robe is torn upward, away from him. He rolls over and sees the robe flutter and curl into the black above, rapidly growing smaller and smaller, until he loses sight of it.

The roar of the wind rushes in then, and as Isaac turns over again he recognizes that he is not suspended, he is not floating. He is someplace strange and frightening and high, and the orb below him has grown so large now that it does not curve away from him at the edges of his vision, but swallows his line of sight so completely that there is nothing else. 

A billowy shelf of whiteness grows larger and larger below him, and Isaac throws his arms over his face. He plunges through the cloudbank like a stone, punching a path through the clouds like a bullet through a body, and when he emerges on the other side, the great white planet has disappeared, and there is nothing but the Path, rocketing past him with a whine, and then there is the floor, he can see the cracks of it through all of the red, all of the fresh wet redness that the last seeker has left behind. The cracks brim with blood, the blood bubbles around fragments of concrete in the crevices, and Isaac finally opens his mouth to scream, to scream so loud and so forcefully that his voice will repel the ground, will send him spiraling back up the silo to the top, but he is far too late, and the only thing that comes out are his teeth, and the bone of his jaw, and his eyes and his tongue and everything splashes onto the floor, for Isaac is only blood, he has only ever been blood, and he shall never be anything but.
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The bed is soaking wet, and Isaac lies still and quiet, staring up into the dark. 

"A dream," says Matthew, standing beside the bed.

Isaac does not even flinch, so stunned by the realism of his dream is he. 

"A dream," Matthew says, decisively. "The Wise Father often dreamed these dreams after a judgment. Particularly after a Greatfall." 

Isaac feels lighter than air, feels as though the frame of his body is not screwed on tightly enough to hold him in place, feels as if he will separate from himself like a bubble taking flight, wobbling away into the sky. 

"Isaac," Matthew says again. "Do you hear me?"

He grabs Isaac's ankle and shakes, and it is enough to return Isaac to his senses. The immediate memory of the dream dissipates, but the emotional weight of it remains, and Isaac can feel himself crying, though he's not entirely sure what the tears are for. 

"It's okay," Matthew says. "It's alright."

Isaac nods, and becomes aware of the sweat-drenched blankets lying across him. He lifts them with his fingers and looks surprised.

"Isaac," Matthew says. "I have to take a short trip. I'll be away for a day, maybe two."

Isaac looks at Matthew curiously. "A trip," he echoes.

"Yes," Matthew says. "A short one."

"Where are you going?"

"I have an errand," Matthew says. "Something to check on."

Isaac nods. "You'll come back."

"Of course," Matthew says, feeling a bit of warmth rise in his cheeks at the boy's comment. "Of course I'll come back. I wouldn't leave you."

"Good," Isaac says.

Matthew pats his leg and turns to leave. Over his shoulder he says, "Continue your studies while I'm gone. When I return, we'll talk about the other responsibilities that you have inherited. There are more than annual pilgrimages and judgments. We'll talk about them later."

"Okay," Isaac says.

Matthew stops at the door and looks back. "You'll be okay?"

Isaac smiles shakily. "I'll be okay, Matthew."

"Good," Matthew says. "I'll see you soon, Father."

Isaac's smile broadens at that.

Matthew pulls the door closed. Three guards wait patiently in the hallway, each wearing a sidearm. 

"Alright," Matthew says. "Here's the deal." 
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Matthew watches as the three guards march down the hall and turn the corner, headed for the Path. He turns and steps into the lift, and lets the doors close behind him before sliding his key into the unmarked slot. The elevator groans, and he can hear the flywheels begin to turn. With a lurch, he begins his descent. 

Her name, as it happens, is Esther Markham. He doubts the guards will find her, though he can't imagine how the girl has managed to elude him this long. Hiding an amputee in the silo can't be easy. Hiding one when you're on the run yourself must be damn near impossible, he thinks. 

But she has managed so far, and that concerns him. No good can come from the outsider being loose in the silo. If she were anybody else, he wouldn't worry so much about her getting away from him. But if she's managed to recover, even a little, she might be able to talk. And if she's able to talk -- well, who knows what she's likely to say. 

Say the right thing to the wrong person, and a silo goes up like a roman candle. 

Matthew taps his foot impatiently as the elevator lumbers down the shaft. 

With any luck, by the time he's back, the guards will have the outsider's body in a bag, where it should have been all along. And Matthew will arrange for this Esther girl to be punished, maybe sent to the mines for double duty, or maybe she'll join the ranks of the Greatfallen. It's unusual to send someone so old, but not unheard of.

The boy worries him a little, too. He's coming along, but not quickly enough. Each day sees a bit of the boy's independence bleed away, each hot meal serving to weaken the boy's doubts. But rebellion dies hard, and the boy has resisted the One True's direction once already. 

One more time, Matthew thinks, and it will be time to look for a replacement. It's too soon, but he also knows you can't nip these things in the bud soon enough. He'll keep Isaac on a short leash for the time being. A short, razor-wire leash. 

The elevator clanks to a stop at thirty-four, and Matthew waits patiently for the door to open.

He doesn't expect a scream to be the first thing he hears. 

But it is.

He stands there for a long moment, finding it difficult to parse the unexpected sound. He can't place it, so foreign is it here on thirty-four. 

And then it registers, and Matthew breaks into a run.
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Sara is pounding on the Wise Father's door, hysterical and shrieking, when Matthew finds her. The door is locked. A thin ribbon of blood curls out of the room, running through the narrow space beneath the door. 

Matthew pushes Sara aside, a little too roughly. 

"Daniel!" he shouts, rattling the knob. 

There is a moan in response.

Sara starts hammering on the door again. This time Matthew pushes her quite hard, and shouts, "Move!" She bawls and slides down the wall to the floor, burying her head between her knees. 

"Daniel!" Matthew yells again, but this time there is only silence, and the trickle of blood runs into Matthew's shoe. He steps back and pistons his foot against the door as hard as he can. The door creaks, and Matthew kicks it again, and again, and on the fourth try, the lock gives, and the door springs inward. 

Sara leaps up and runs into the room ahead of Matthew, and screams. 

Matthew follows her.

Daniel has looped a sheet around a pipe, and has strung himself up. He struggles weakly, his toes dragging on the floor beneath the short ceiling. He is nude. His forearms are slashed, and blood drips down onto the concrete floor, pooling beneath him. 

Matthew relaxes a little. 

"Daniel," he says, stepping over the blood. "You poor, stupid fuck."

Sara, still sobbing, turns and slaps at Matthew's face. "No," she cries. "Help him. Help him!"

Daniel's face is bluish. The sheet has tightened too high on his neck, and slipped up the back of his skull a bit. The old man has essentially tried to hang himself by his own jaw.

Matthew shakes his head. "You aren't good for much of anything," he says, circling the old man.

Daniel watches him through red eyes. He tries to speak but can only sputter.

"Saw the feed, I suppose," Matthew says, noticing the display. "Realized your error, did you?"

Daniel tries again. "Liiiiiii--"

Matthew grins. "What's that?"

"Stop it!" Sara says, swatting at Matthew again.

Matthew turns and regards her quite calmly, and Daniel's eyes flick to the teenager, then back to Matthew. He can see it coming before Sara does, and kicks feebly, trying to free himself. 

Sara sees it, too, at the last moment -- the way Matthew's eyes seem to gloss over, the hint of color that drains out of his face, the shadow beneath his brow that seems to darken -- and throws up her hands.

Matthew kicks her in the stomach instead, and Sara reels backward, the wind taken out of her. She hits the footboard of the bed as if thrown, and slides sideways onto the floor, clutching her midsection and sucking like a fish at the air. 

Daniel kicks wildly, and the sheet tightens around his neck. He grunts, and Matthew chuckles at him. 

"Greatfall, Daniel," Matthew says, nodding his head at the display. "You saw the boy today go, yes?"

Daniel wheezes at him. 

Matthew grabs Daniel's left forearm and inspects the wound. "What did you use?" he asks, studying the ineffective gash. "A hairbrush?"

Daniel kicks and kicks, twisting about at the end of the bedsheet. 

Matthew steps in close, planting his shoes in Daniel's blood, and looks up at the old man's blustering red face. 

"I changed them all," he whispers. "All of the names, all of the judgments. They'll all go to Greatfall when they finish climbing the Path, Daniel. Think about it. All that blood. The fear that will run through the silo. The way they'll look at young Isaac. They'll see him as a monster, you know. And when those children have all died, and the next five are sentenced to Greatfall, too -- what do you think will happen?"

Daniel goes limp at the prospect. His face is streaked with tears. They drip down, mingling with the blood below him.

"Not a goddamn thing," Matthew says softly. "Isaac will go down in silo history as the most monstrous Father who ever lived, and one day, he'll come down here and learn that you were the one who made him do it. How do you think he'll feel?" 

Daniel closes his eyes and makes a strangled cry. 

Matthew reaches up and grabs Daniel's face and squeezes until the old man's eyes pop open. He pushes softly, rotating Daniel's dangling body until he can see Sara fighting for breath at the base of the bed.

"Listen to me," Matthew says, his voice gentle and measured. "Don't fuck up the rest of them, or I'll take the girl to Greatfall myself. Understand?"

Matthew walks out of the room, and Daniel can hear rattling sounds in the other room. When the young man returns, he's holding a small, serrated blade. 

Daniel's eyes widen. 

"Relax, old man," Matthew says. He takes Daniel's hand and puts the knife, handle first, into his palm. "Cut yourself down when you're ready and come into the other room. And stop breaking the girl's heart. What were you going to do, leave her alone down here forever? You don't have that many years left. Spend them the way a real man would."

With Daniel sagging at the end of a rope, and Sara desperately swallowing air, Matthew leaves, tracking the One True's blood across the concrete floor.
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Matthew has prepared himself dinner from the stores on thirty-four. If there's anything he regrets about never being in line for the role of the One True, it's the food. The stores here are better than anything else in the silo.

He's finished only a third of his steak and potatoes, and has started on his second glass of wine, when Daniel's bedroom door opens, spilling light into the adjacent hallway. Matthew smiles to himself, but wipes his expression clean as the old man tentatively steps into the dining room. Daniel is pale, almost green, and has put on a robe. The cuffs are marked with blood.

"Hungry?" Matthew asks, spearing a tender piece of meat and twirling his fork.

Daniel rubs his neck idly, a moon-shaped welt where the sheet sawed at his throat. "No," he rasps. 

"You ought to bandage those wrists," Matthew says, pointing with the fork. "You aren't going to bleed out or anything, but you did some good damage there."

"Fuck you," Daniel grunts.

Matthew grins, then nods. "Fair enough. Girl okay? I asked her kindly, you know."

"You're a liar," Daniel manages, his voice like crumpled paper.

Matthew considers this. "You know, I think you're right. I didn't ask. Sorry about that."

He points at the chair opposite him. "Have a seat."

Daniel looks at the plate of food, the wine. "I'd rather not," he says.

"I wasn't asking," Matthew says. 

Daniel pulls out the chair, and Matthew notices the raw wounds on the old man's wrists again.

"Maybe don't bandage them," he says. "It would be a real bitch to pull them off. What is it with old men and hairy arms? Were you always --"

"Get to the point," Daniel asks, his voice harsh, breaking.

Matthew holds out his palms as if to show that he means no harm. "Rather angry, aren't you?" he asks. "I mean, for someone who just tried to off himself just a few weeks into his own retirement. What happened?"

Daniel glares at him, but says nothing.

"If you try again," Matthew says, "then cut the other direction. And try using something that's actually sharp. I don't know what you used, but it wasn't up to the task. And I can give you a lesson in a proper hangman's noose, if you're interested."

"What do you want?" Daniel asks.

"We have some things to talk about," Matthew says, finishing another bite. He picks up his wine and swirls it about. "It occurred to me when I saw your judgments that you never were properly trained for this new job. I don't suppose Edward got around to it before he offed himself, did he?"

Daniel doesn't say anything.

"No, I suppose he didn't," Matthew says. "Would you like some wine?"

Silence.

"Fair enough," Matthew says. "So. Training. There are a few things you aren't aware of, and one of them is the Red Book. That's it, over there."

He tilts his wine glass at the liquor cabinet, where a bright red binder rests. There's something written on the front, but from this angle, Daniel can't make it out.

"What is that?" Daniel asks, then coughs. 

"Ominous, isn't it," Matthew says. "That book, my friend, is the answer to all things. It's also the end of all things."

Daniel studies Matthew's face. "I can't tell if you're joking."

"I'm rather happy," Matthew says, with a smile. "You're back on track, which means things will be running smoothly upstairs for me. Order has been restored, and all that. So perhaps that's the reason you think I'm tugging your leg. I promise you, I'm not."

"What's in it?" Daniel asks.

"Everything," Matthew says. "Tell me something, because I've always wondered this about you. Have you ever wondered where you came from?"

Daniel stares blankly at Matthew. "What are you talking about?"

"Your origin," Matthew says. "Your real origin."

"I was born on --"

Matthew shakes his head. "No," he says. "Why are you here? Why are any of us here? What is this place?"

"It's the silo," Daniel says, but his face reflects his confusion. "It's our home."

"Okay," Matthew says. "Let's grant the premise. The silo is, and always has been, and always shall be. Et cetera, blah blah blah. Why is the silo here? Who built it? Why?"

Daniel quotes the old stories. "The One True created a safe haven for his people, that they might be protected from the breath of the Dark One."

Matthew nods. "Bullshit, right? It's bullshit."

Daniel looks around as if he is being watched. "I don't --"

"Do you believe in the One True?" Matthew asks, pointedly. "Do you? You're him. So you tell me. Is he real? Or didn't you think that far?"

Silence.

"If you're the One True," Matthew says, "and there's no real god here, then who the hell built the silo? And why?"

Daniel shakes his head. "You're blaspheming."

"I'm not," Matthew says, grinning. He forks another bite, chews, and talks through his food. "I'm not, because there's nothing to blaspheme. There's nothing to blaspheme, old man, because you're no god."
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Sara huddles in the hall. Her abdomen aches. It's as if she's lying on her back, and the entire silo is standing on top of her stomach. She pulls her robe up and blanches at the dark bruise flowering on her skin, and wonders for the first time if she's bleeding inside. How does one even tell?

But she can't ask now, because Matthew isn't gone. She'd thought he was, but he isn't. She can hear him, scraping his fork on the plate while he talks to Daniel. She wishes she had a weapon. The way he talks to Daniel makes her more angry than she has ever been before.

"...you're no god," Matthew is saying. "You're no god at all. So you tell me, old man. What is this place?"

Sara listens, but can't hear Daniel's answer.

"What would you say if I told you that there was something outside?" Matthew asks, and Sara's heart nearly stops. Outside?

"I'd say you're a fool," Daniel answers, his voice so scratchy that Sara winces. It sounds as if every word hurts, as if each one is dragged from Daniel's throat against its will. "There's no such thing."

"There is," Matthew says. "You probably won't understand any of this, but: we weren't born here. Humans. We weren't born in this place. We come from the world outside these walls. There are things there you've never seen, Daniel. Or -- well, there were things there you've never seen. There's not much left."

"You're a liar," Daniel says again.

"Flowers," Matthew goes on, ignoring him. "Clouds. Cities of buildings that stand on top of the earth like trees. We're like trees that point down, Daniel. We're something someone tried to bury. We're an embarrassment. They put us here. They put us here, and they don't want us to ever get out.

"But there was a man," Matthew continues. "Way back at the beginning, there was a man. He wasn't right, but nobody noticed. They gave him the key to this place, and told him to keep everybody in line. Make them follow the rules. He thought the rules were -- flawed. That's a delicate way to put it. This man, he didn't like the rules, so how could he expect anybody else to follow them?"

"You're making this up as you go," Daniel mutters.

But Matthew ignores him. "His name was Malcolm. He lived here, where you do now, but it looked a lot different back then. There were machines everywhere. Big computers. They showed him everything that anybody did, all day long. And he objected to those things. Those things were -- those people -- they didn't live respectful lives. They lived carelessly, and he didn't like it. They wanted to have families. Children, running rampant. He hated them all. And worst of all, some of them didn't fit. Some of them asked questions that they weren't supposed to ask."

Daniel scoots his chair back.

"Going somewhere?" Matthew asks.

"I'm going to find Sara," Daniel says. "I want to make sure she's okay."

In the hallway, Sara gets to her feet with some difficulty. 

"Sit down," Matthew says. 

Sara listens to the silence, and then hears Daniel return to his seat.

"Thank you," Matthew says.

"Fuck you," Daniel says.

Matthew ignores this, too. "There are other silos," he says. "Other places, just like this one. All of them were controlled by people that our hero had never met. Those people would tell Malcolm what to do about the problem citizens, but Malcolm chafed at this. He was an independent sort, our man Malcolm, and -- here's the important part -- and just a bit crazy. So Malcolm did something extraordinary. Malcolm faked an emergency. Don't ask me how he did it, because fuck if I know. It was another time, then. But he did it. He convinced these people -- his superiors -- that the silo had been compromised. That the people inside had all been killed. That this silo, and everybody in it, was a lost cause."

Daniel leans forward a bit. "Lost cause, how?"

"He took the silo off the grid," Matthew says. "Unplugged it, in a way. Severed communications with the other silos, and particularly with the people in the head silo. He faked our own extinction, Daniel."

Daniel shakes his head. "Even if I believe this -- and I don't -- why would someone do that? What did it gain him?"

"Us," Matthew says. "It gained him exactly what every unstable person secretly wants."

"And what's that," Daniel says.

"Followers," Matthew answers. "He just wanted other people to stabilize him, and the only way to do that was if they believed in the voices that were in his head, too. The One True never existed, Daniel, not the way we exist. But he certainly existed in Malcolm's head. Schizophrenia, maybe, but who knows. This is one instance where the madman wins, and Malcolm did."

"This is ridiculousness," Daniel says.

Sara listens, captivated. 

"It is," Matthew agrees. "It's more than that. It's literal insanity."

"How does one man convince every other person to believe in his demons?" Daniel asks, his voice failing a bit. "It's impossible."

"No," Matthew answers. "It's evil, perhaps, but not impossible. As it turns out, if you kill enough innocent people, and then the voice of god warns the survivors..."

Daniel just stares. 

"This level," Matthew explains. "It used to be a control room of sorts. And if you reverse-engineer the listening devices in the silo, you can broadcast to the entire facility at once. It had never been done before, so when the voice of 'god' booms out, echoing through every floor, telling you that if you don't obey him you're going to suffer the fate of the other victims, it's quite convincing. Especially if you're brainwashed already."

"Brainwashed," Daniel repeats.

"Nobody remembers life outside," Matthew says. "Nobody remembered the farms and the cities and the baseball games. Their brains were mushy little lumps of clay. They bought into Malcolm's system. It didn't take more than a generation or two for it to become rote."

"This is unbelievable," Daniel breathes. "It's like a fairy story from hell."

"Maybe," she hears Matthew say. "But it's true. It's all in the Red Book. Know what else is in the Book?"

"What?"

"Your survival plan when it eventually all goes to shit," Matthew says. "Malcolm was crazy, but he provided for those who followed him. He invented the Wise Father, and made him a voice of reason and evangelism in the silo. He knew he would need someone to be the face of his madness, since he wasn't even-handed enough to play that part. That's where Edward, and you, and all of the Fathers before you came into play.

"But," Matthew goes on, "he also provided for his direct lineage. You see, Malcolm knew one thing, and that's that his reality was suspect. He knew he was different from everybody else, and that meant he could only hold on so tightly before, eventually, all of the details would overwhelm him. He'd miss something some day, some fine little event -- someone prays for something, and it doesn't happen, or maybe somebody improbably survives Greatfall -- and it would undo him and everything he had created. He knew that the people would push back. And when that happened, he wanted to make sure that two people survived the aftermath: the One True himself -- that is, you -- and Malcolm's offspring."

"The Prime Father," Daniel says.

Matthew leans back. "So Edward did tell you some things."

"How long ago was all of this?" Daniel asks.

"Many, many, many years."

"You're the Prime Father's descendant," Daniel says. "The protected heir."

Matthew nods. 

"But there's no One True," Daniel says.

"Not really, no," Matthew says. "The One True is just a costume that you and the other Fathers wear when you retire. Nothing more."

Daniel's voice cools, and Sara shivers in the hallway to hear it.

"What stops me from killing you, then?" Daniel asks.

Matthew shakes his head. "Not a damn thing."

"It would end, right here, right now," Daniel says. "I could set it right."

"You could kill me," Matthew says. "But that wouldn't end it. You'll learn about this when you read the Red Book. Go ahead. Pick it up."

Daniel shuffles around the table. The binder is ominous but slim, and he opens it to find only three pages inside. He scans the first page, then the second. 

"These are just escape plans," he says. 

"Last page," Matthew answers. 

Daniel turns to the final page, and traces its contents with his finger. He stops, and looks at Matthew. 

"Read it," Matthew says. "Go on."

Daniel's voice trembles. "You bastard," he says.

"Oh, don't be upset," Matthew says. "Did you think nobody had accounted for your little plot against me? That's the very first thing Malcolm thought of. He was quite paranoid, my great-great-great-et-cetera grandfather."

Daniel looks down at the page, and reads the words again.

"Aloud," Matthew says.

The old man swallows, then obeys. 

"The collapse sequence is reactivated every forty-eight hours, and can be forestalled only by the Prime heir's deactivation code. The collapse control location is not to be revealed," Daniel reads. He looks up at Matthew. "Collapse?"

"Collapse," Matthew answers. He pantomimes the silo's many floors falling on each other, holding his hand up, palm down, and dropping it a few inches, then a few inches more, then a few inches more. "It's almost beautiful, no?" 

"All this time," Daniel says, wheezing a little. "All this time?"

"Since my father showed me how," Matthew answers. "Your life practically belongs to me. So, you see -- you could kill me, if you wanted to. Here, take my steak knife."

Matthew slides the knife across the table, and it pinwheels to a slow stop near the old man.

Daniel stares at the knife, then at Matthew.

"Imagine," Matthew says. "You could cut my throat and kill thirty thousand people. All in one stroke."

Daniel slumps into a chair, still holding the binder.

"Evil," he whispers. "This place is so evil."

Matthew smiles and lifts his wine glass. 

"Don't be so dramatic," he says, swallowing the last of the wine. He pushes back from the table and straightens his robe. He looks down the length of the table at Daniel, so small in the other chair. 

"It's about time to reset the timer," Matthew says. "Save all of these unsuspecting people from the most abrupt death. I don't suppose they'll thank me, but then, I don't do it for their gratitude. Rather makes me a sort of hero, wouldn't you say?"

Daniel is silent, and in the hallway, Sara stares blankly into the distance. 

"Until next time," Matthew says. 

And he leaves.
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It's so much more difficult than Maya anticipated. 

The broom handle becomes sweaty in her grip almost immediately, and putting her weight on it is impractical. Her hands slide down the handle. She almost drives the tip of the handle into her eye more than once when it slides quickly out of her hand.

"I should have stayed," she laments as they crest the third landing. 

It has taken almost an hour to get this far, and Maya can sense Esther's frustration. 

Esther says nothing now, and Maya fills the gap. "You should leave me," she says, her voice betraying the effort of the ascent. "I'll find a place to hide."

"There's no place to hide," Esther says, stopping for the fiftieth time. She props Maya up and helps her step onto the landing.

Maya slumps against the railing and catches her breath. "I'll find a place," she says, gasping. "You can move faster without me."

"You'll stand out," Esther says. "There's no place for you to go. Everyone will recognize you as a stranger. Somebody will say something, and then that's it. They'll come for you, and they'll probably kill you."

"Esther," Maya says, suddenly quiet. "Feel this."

Esther looks puzzled. "What?"

"The railing," Maya says, urgently. "Feel the railing."

She grabs Esther's hand and presses it to the cold steel, and goes quiet. Maya slows her breathing so that Esther can focus. It works, and Esther shoots Maya a worried look.

"Someone's coming down," Maya says. "Aren't they?"

"More than one," Esther says. "We have to get off the Path."

"You said there's nowhere to go," Maya says. 

"There's not. Shit, they're really close -- come on, come on --"

Esther grabs Maya's hand and throws it over her shoulder. The broom falls to the floor, and Maya grunts as she tries to match Esther's hurried pace. She hops alongside, feeling the shock of her body weight reverberate up her stiff single leg. 

There are voices now, several of them. Heavy men's voices, counting off the floors from above. Their footsteps ring out now like pistons firing against each stair. 

"Guards," Esther hisses, and that's when Maya falls down. 

"Shit fuck," Maya cries, a little too loudly. She hits hard, and a bolt of pain shoots up her good leg. She feels a frightening little tingle at the base of her spine, but it's gone before she has time to worry.

"Come on," Esther says.

"Go," Maya says. "You have to go. You have to go!"

But Esther won't have it. She loops her arms around Maya's torso, locking them around her armpits, and starts to drag her away from the Path. The landings are well-lit, but there is nowhere to go. There's the barest of shadows beneath the landing struts, and Esther pulls Maya there. 

One lingering glance is all it will take, and they'll be found out. 

"Shh," Esther warns, and Maya fights to control her shuddering breathing.

The men appear on the landing above, their boots heavy, sidearms bouncing on their hips. One of them descends with an electric lantern, and Esther wants to scream at their luck. The lantern is powerful, casting a bold blue glow that threatens the shadow the two women have tucked themselves into. 

"Still, still," Esther whispers quietly. They press themselves against the struts, and the guards stomp by, close enough to hear their stomachs rumble. Maya feels one of their robes flap against the strut, the cloth peppering her shoulder, and she swallows a terrible urge to shout.

And then they're gone, a stampede moving down the stairs to the landing below.

Esther's eyes are wide when Maya looks up.

"They're going to my apartment," she says. "I just know it. They know who I am."

It's Maya's turn to leap into action. She grabs Esther's wrists and pulls the other woman's face down to her own. 

"We have to go," Maya says. "Right now. Snap out of it. What floor are we on?"

Esther is rattled. "I -- I don't --"

"Is it still Mechanical?" Maya asks. "We're only three floors up. Is this still Mechanical in this silo?"

Esther blinks, then nods. "Mechanical."

"There are heavy machinery lifts," Maya says. "At the end of the level. It's how Supply gets parts down to the engineers. Do you know them?"

"Lifts," Esther repeats, dazed.

"Esther!" Maya snaps. "Do you know them?"

Esther nods. "I think so."

"Good. Help me up."
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It takes nearly an hour to make it to the far end of the Mechanical wing, Esther looking frantically over her shoulder at the barest sounds. Were this any other level, the two women probably would have been found in the main corridor by now. If not by guards, then by an idle resident, up and wandering about at three a.m., unable to sleep. 

Maya leans against the wall, fingers gripping the edge of a door frame for support, while Esther calls the lift. Unlike the other elevators, the heavy machinery lift is an open-air platform. It chugs down from above, the gears squealing and groaning loud enough to wake the dead.

Esther pounds the cage supports impatiently. "Come on," she says. "Come on, come on, come on."

The lift takes its time. When it finally lurches to a stop, Esther releases the chain strung across the platform, then goes to Maya. They stutter-step over to the lift and climb on. Maya bends her knee, and uses Esther's help to lower herself to the platform. She stretches out flat and takes deep, slow breaths.

Esther pounds the hydraulic lift button. A buzzer sounds, startling her, and then the lift ponderously begins moving through the caged shaft. 

"Where to now," Esther says, dropping to the platform beside Maya.

"I can't remember how high this goes," Maya says. "Can you?"

"No," Esther admits. "Maybe twenty floors?"

"Not enough," Maya says. 

"It gets us to Supply," Esther says. "We can find my friend."

Maya shakes her head. "We shouldn't bring anybody else into this."

Esther presses her palms to her eyes. "I don't know what to do."

"Tell me about the rest of the silo," Maya says. "You still have Mechanical, obviously, and Supply. Tell me about the rest of the floors. Maybe I can think of someplace we can go."

Esther pounds her palms against her head. "I can't remember," she says.

"Yes, you can. Breathe. For the moment, we're okay. Now tell me about the other floors. There's Mechanical --"

"Yes, Mechanical."

Maya nods. "Good. And Supply?"

"Yes. Supply."

"Good," Maya says. "Okay, good. How about the agriculture floors? The greenhouses?"

"We have those," Esther says. "Higher up."

"Okay. Recycling? Water filtration?"

"Yes," Esther says. 

Maya scratches her head. "Up top is different now," she muses, trying to remember her own silo. It feels a million miles away. "How about IT?"

Esther rolls her head over and looks at Maya. "IT?"

"Yeah. IT," Maya repeats. She studies Esther's blank face. "Lots of computers, really anal people with a power complex?"

Esther shakes her head. "I don't know what that is."

"Thirty-fourth floor," Maya says. "IT. You don't --"

"Thirty-four," Esther says. "Thirty-four is not IT."

"Of course it is," Maya says. "Why wouldn't it be? What is it, then?"

"Thirty-four is where the One True lives," Esther says. "It is his dwelling place."

Maya sits up. "The One True," she says.

Esther nods her head. "He lives there. The seekers leave offerings on his doorstep."

"Offerings," Maya repeats. 

Esther nods again.

"Nuh-uh," Maya says. "Bullshit. Take me to thirty-four."
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The two women ride the machinery lift as high as forty-five, where it stops in a loading bay. The corridors outside the room are dark, lights dimmed for the night. Esther removes the chain, and helps Maya off of the lift. 

"You wait here," Esther says.

Maya waits for what feels like days, but is probably only fifteen minutes. The loading bay smells like machine oil and gasoline. The space directly in front of the lift is open, but the walls are hidden behind piles of broken equipment and extra parts and crates. Maya scoots along the floor on her bottom and starts picking through the clutter.

She tosses aside some greasy rags, a canister of engine lubricant, a soggy cardboard box full of discarded washers and screws and other bits, and finds a battered hammer in a mostly-empty toolbox. 

She slides the hammer into the pocket of her robe.

"For emergencies," she mutters to herself.

Maya waits, staring at her lone foot as she sits, thinking about how fucked-up it is that her life has taken this abrupt turn. She thinks about Murray, and wonders if he's bothered to send the cavalry. He wouldn't, she decides. He'd write her off the same way he writes off entire silos, and that would be that. Silo 23 would get a big red X, and Maya would be logged as deceased.

Deceased.

She thinks for the first time about the day after today, and the week afterward, and the month after that. It had never occurred to her that she might survive very long in this mutant silo, but it's beginning to. What will the rest of her life be like? Will she spend it in hiding, always hopping away from the next militant believer who wants to throw her from the staircase?

Esther comes back then, and she isn't alone. With her is a broad-shouldered young man, wider than he is tall. 

"Who's that?" Maya asks.
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The boy would have made a spectacular porter, Maya thinks. He's strapped her to his back in a makeshift sling. She tucks her one good leg up to her chest and holds it there, trying to keep it free of the boy's hurried gait. He leans into the climb until she's almost horizontal on his back, and she can feel the power in his legs as he propels her up, up. 

Esther jogs behind, trying not to make much noise. She had promised the boy that she would put in a good word for his little sister with the One True. 

"She's climbing the path next month," Esther had explained to Maya. 

The boy carries her nine flights in twenty minutes, then kneels and waves Esther over. While the two of them fuss over Maya's sling, which seems to have tangled a bit during their climb, Maya looks around at the landing of thirty-four in shock. 

The entire floor is walled-off behind hammered-together sheets of metal. There's not much room on the landing, and the little space there is occupied by random objects. Maya can see spoiled food, balsa-wood model structures, articles of clothing. 

"How do we get in?" Maya says. "Is there a door?"

Esther looks up and around, as if this has just occurred to her. 

"Shit," she says. She turns to the young man, who has just finished releasing the sling. "Can you take us one more floor, and to the other end of the wing?"

The boy nods without saying a word. Maya feels for him. It must be some special kind of hell, growing up in a place like this, where your brothers and sisters face death head-on at such a young age.

Esther helps him refasten the sling, and Maya grunts as the boy gets to his feet again. He takes the next flight a little more slowly, and Esther follows. The corridor on thirty-three is dark as well, and they walk quietly. 

"Your sister's a seeker next month," Maya says, softly.

She can feel the boy nod. 

"Is she your only sibling?"

Another nod.

"She's going to be okay," Maya says. "I promise."

"Thank you, ma'am," the boy says, his voice breaking a little. 

"What was your judgment?" Esther asks him.

"Worthy," the boy says.

"And your assignment?" 

"Father said I would make clothes," the boy answers. "But they have me working maintenance instead. Don't tell nobody, okay?"

"I won't," Esther says.

"What's your sister's name?" Maya asks. 

"Krysta," he answers.

"She'll be okay," Maya says again. "We'll make sure of it."

"Thank you," the boy repeats. Then he turns to Esther. "Where are we going, ma'am?"

Esther points. "End of the wing. Back access corridor."

"Back access," Maya says, figuring it out. "Of course. I don't know why I didn't think about the elevator system there."

"We took it when you came out of surgery," Esther says. "We should be able to take it down to thirty-four, and see if there's another way in."

"I can't go into One True's dwelling," the boy says, then. "I can take you to the place you want to go, but I can't go all the way with you."

Esther nods. "That's fine. I can help her from there."

"You're very kind," Maya says. "Thank you for helping me."

"What happened to your leg?" the boy asks. "Sorry, I shouldn't ask."

"It's okay," Maya says. "What do you think happened to it?"

"I think you had an accident, maybe," the boy says. "If you were born that way, you'd have figured out a way to get from one level to the next by now."

Maya chuckles. "That's right. It was an accident."

"Just an accident," Esther agrees. "Just an accident."

"I've never seen anybody with just one leg before," the boy says.

"Well," Maya answers. "Now you have. How's it feel?"

The boy shrugs, and Maya is jostled a bit. "Nothing special, I suppose," the boy says. "Everybody's got something. Right?"

Maya nods, though he can't see her. 

"Right," she says. "That's right."
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The Wise Father is unbearable after Matthew leaves. Sara lingers in the hallway, her abdomen throbbing from Matthew's attack, while Daniel stomps from room to room, tearing the place apart. 

"Something," he shouts. "There's got to be something!"

He's looking, she gathers, for something that isn't there. She doesn't know what he wants it to be, but whatever it is probably doesn't exist. He's hoping to stumble across a big book titled How to Destroy Your Enemy (and Save the World While You're At It), perhaps, or some kind of weapon that will kill Matthew, no matter where he is. 

In other words, Daniel's losing it. 

She checks on the bruise again. It's still spreading, and it's darker in places, and she's worried now that everything inside her middle has turned to chunky liquid, and that she's going to die right here on the floor of this hallway if she doesn't do something.

For the first time, she thinks of her parents. She doesn't know their names, or what floor they live on. Like all of the other servant children on the upper floor, she was placed into the system before she could speak, and was raised by nurses. The system in question trained her, as it did the other children, not to ask questions that weren't directly helpful to their assignees. It was permissible to ask someone like the Wise Father a question such as May I fetch you a drink? It was not, however, permissible to ask the same person a question like Will I ever see my family again?

With Daniel unraveling, Sara has nobody to turn to. 

The knife in her stomach twists a little deeper, and she fights back tears.

She rises to her feet, but can't stand up fully. Doubled over, she lurches through the kitchen and the supply hallway, passing a number of doors that she hasn't opened before. Thirty-four is enormous, an entire floor reserved for just two people, and there are so many places she hasn't yet gone. Maybe one of the doors hides a medical bay, she thinks, and so she starts knocking them open as she goes. 

Room after room of computers, many of them dismantled, some blinking and humming and nestled in thick beds of cables and wires. The rooms are chilled, but she can feel the heat radiating from the machines. 

She's curious, but exploring these rooms isn't helping. 

Around the corner, through two smaller rooms filled with books and scrolls, and she finds herself in the living room where she and Daniel first met Armand. The fireplace is still buzzing. If things weren't dire, she might huddle up in front of it and read one of the books from the other room.

She staggers up the hallway, then through the residence's door. On the other side is the trophy room, with its portraits of past Fathers, and its little display cases filled with artifacts. Sara groans at the fire in her belly, and makes her way past the cases, ignorant of the objects perched within each one -- a tin lunchbox, a broken headlight; a flyswatter in this case, a baseball in that one. 

At the far end of the room, the elevator buttons beckon her. 

She presses the arrow that points upward, and leans against the wall to wait.
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The elevator chime sounds, and the doors open. 

Sara grunts as a ripple of pain spreads in her gut, and drops to her knees. She can't hide the cry, and it echoes in the dim room behind her. She's afraid that at any moment Matthew or Daniel will pop out of the shadows and grab her, pull her back into the maze of thirty-four, so she tries to ignore the ache.

She hobbles forward on her knees, grimacing at the way the metal ridge of the elevator's doorjamb bites into her skin. 

Inside, she looks up at the panel of numbers. 

In place of 34, she sees a key inserted into a slot, and other larger keys dangling on a ring from it.

She doesn't know what it's for, but she senses its importance, and takes it out of the slot.

The elevator doors slide shut, and Sara slumps over against them, and blacks out.
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Matthew changes out of his robe and into a pair of coveralls, and leans against the sink in his modest quarters, studying himself in the mirror. There are dark wells beneath his eyes, and his hair is out of place. He looks tired, but doesn't feel it. 

Daniel had surprised him. He knew the old man had been struggling with his new role, but had never imagined he might try to kill himself. 

For a moment, Matthew wishes his father were here to handle this. He doubts that Edward ever caused such trouble. Edward was a far more capable One True. It would have been better to give the old man another nano treatment, to just lock Daniel away someplace quiet to die in peace. 

The rap on the door yanks Matthew out of his thoughts. 

He opens it and lets the messenger inside. The young man hands Matthew a folded page.

"Did you read it?" 

The messenger looks bored, and shakes his head. 

"Good," Matthew says, and drops a chit into the boy's hand. "Out."

He waits for the boy to leave, then unfolds the printout. 




No sign of Markham or the cripple. Spoke to a cleaner who saw them yesterday. They were hiding out in the cleaning supply room. We found a cot and some old bandages. 




"They're moving," Matthew mutters to himself. 

That was good, because a one-legged woman would be an anomaly in the silo. People would see her, and word would spread, and Matthew wouldn't have any trouble finding her then. 

This time he would just kill her. 
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Esther helps Maya out of the sling, and thanks the young man for his help. 

"My sister," he says. 

"She's going to be fine," Esther promises. 

The boy bows his head. "I'm grateful."

Maya says, "We are, too. Thank you for your help."

The boy turns and jogs up the corridor, and Esther slips her arm around Maya. The two women are a sight, both in need of a hot shower and a good meal, both exhausted. They hobble forward, and Esther opens the door to the elevator lobby. 

The room is sparse, but there are benches, and Esther lowers Maya onto one of them. 

"Rest," Esther says. 

"You're just as tired," Maya answers.

Esther laughs, then trudges across the lobby to the elevator doors. She presses the down button, then turns to say something more to Maya. But before she can open her mouth, the elevator chimes, and the doors hiss open, and Maya says, "Oh, god."
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"Is she okay?" Maya asks.

Esther bends over the unconscious girl in the elevator. The doors start to slide shut, and Esther throws her hand out to hold them back. The girl is pale and clammy, but Esther can't see any visible wounds. 

"I can't tell what's wrong," Esther says. 

"Is there a medical bay on this floor?" Maya asks. "Can you call --"

Esther shakes her head. "We can't exactly call a doctor right now, Maya."

"But --"

"No," Esther repeats. "They'll find us in a heartbeat. I'm going to drag her out and leave her here. Someone will find her."

"You can't do that," Maya says. "What if she's dying?"

"I don't think she's dying," Esther says. "She's probably just sick."

"Yeah, but --"

"Maya, she's a problem we don't need right now," Esther says.

Maya is quiet, and Esther turns to look at her. 

"What?" Esther says.

"So am I," Maya says. "I'm a problem we don't need. Leave her in the elevator. We'll bring her with us. Thirty-four has its own everything, including a medical bay."

Esther starts to protest, but Maya lowers herself to the concrete floor with great difficulty, almost falling off of the bench in the process. 

"Wait, let me help," Esther says, starting to get up.

"Stay there," Maya grunts, her brow breaking out with sweat. "The elevator will close."

Esther is frustrated, and angry at this strange new girl, but she waits. Maya scoots across the floor on her bottom, painfully slowly, feeling sharp bolts of pain tingling in her good leg each time her stump thumps on the concrete. 

She makes her way into the elevator. Esther stands aside, and Maya leans against the elevator wall, breathing hard. She looks at the girl for the first time.

"She looks awful," Maya says in between gasps. 

"I think she's just got food poisoning or something," Esther says.

"Hit the button," Maya says. "We'll give her a closer look downstairs."

Esther turns and reaches for 34, then stops. 

"There's no button," she says. 

"What?" 

"Look," Esther says. "No button. Just a little slot."

"Shit," Maya says. "I forgot. The IT floors are access-blocked. You have to have a key to get in. We're fucked. Again."

"God damn it," Esther shouts, striking the elevator panel with both fists. "God god dammit!"

The girl on the floor groans and squeezes her eyes shut at the sound of Esther's raised voice.

Maya leans over her. "Hey. Hey, you're okay. You're okay."

The girl's eyes open, rimmed with red. She blinks into Maya's gaze.

"Esther, we have to get her to a doctor," Maya says. "There's supposed to be one on twenty-one. Is there one there?"

Esther is already shaking her head. "We can't, Maya, we just can't. They'll kill us. They'll find us."

The girl tugs at Maya's robe. 

"Esther," Maya says. "We're not leaving her like this. Anyway, we're stuck. We just have to --"

The girl tugs harder, and Maya looks down.

The girl starts to say something, but grunts instead, and clutches her middle with one hand. 

"Oh, no," Maya says. "Honey, you're okay. It's okay. It's --"

The girl grunts again, but opens her mouth then and says, "Keeeeeyyyyyyyy."

She opens her hand, and shows Maya the ring of keys.
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The elevator door opens on the trophy room. 

Maya cradles the girl in her arms. The girl's breathing is labored, and she winces in pain even in her unconscious state. 

"Do you know where we are?" Esther asks.

Maya nods. "It looks very different, but this is the IT loading platform. It's where supplies come up from below. Some of the silos store the suits here until they need them."

"Suits," Esther says. "Like the one you're missing?"

"Not exactly," Maya says. "Not even close."

"Where do we go?" Esther asks, studying the dim room and its field of display cases. 

Maya points towards the far corner. "There's a door over there. It should take you into IT. Or whatever this fucked-up alternative is."

Esther looks down at the girl, pasty and damp in Maya's arms. "What about her?"

"You can't carry both of us," Maya says. "You have to leave us here. Just for now. You have to get to the medical bay and grab some supplies for her. For me, too."

"I don't --"

"I can tell you where it should be," Maya interrupts. 

"I'm not a doctor," Esther says. 

"I'm not either," Maya says. "But you're going to grab anything you can. Find a bag or something, and just fill it up. Then come back for us."

Esther looks dubious and afraid. 

"You can do this," Maya says. "You've hidden me for weeks, haven't you? So you can do this. Now listen." 

Maya talks Esther through the blueprint of every other silo, describing the server rooms and the IT cafeteria and living spaces. She tells her where to find the medical bay, and Esther listens, overwhelmed by the sensation that she's living on the other side of a mirror. Listening to Maya talk about other silos, other places where some sort of order still reigns, only heightens the feeling that she's part of something terrible. 

She feels, irrationally, perhaps, that it's her fault that this silo is such a catastrophe.

"Got it?" Maya asks.

Esther still looks doubtful, but she nods. "I think so."

"Okay," Maya says. "Now, do you have any idea how many people might be on this floor?"

Esther shakes her head. "There shouldn't be any," she says. "The One True lives here, not people."

"Well, we know that's bullshit, don't we," Maya says. "Besides, this girl clearly came from here. She had the elevator key. So -- be quiet, be furtive, stay out of sight. I don't know what it's like in there. Understand?"

Esther nods. "I'm scared."

"I know," Maya says. She reaches into the pocket of her robe, and pulls out the hammer she stole from below. "Take this. It's not going to do much for you at range, so if you have to use it, get close, and aim for the face."

She holds the hammer up to Esther. 

Esther takes it, her fingers closing shakily around the grip.

"You can do this," Maya says.

The girl coughs, a thick bellow that doubles her over at the middle.

"Go," Maya says, urgently. "Please, go fast."
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Maya watches Esther leave. She slips into shadow, carving a path through the display cases, and finally disappearing through the door at the back of the room. 

The elevator door begins to slide shut. 

Maya jams her good foot into the door's path, and it rocks open again. 

The girl is shivering now, and her breathing has grown more erratic. Maya strains to hold her upright without the leverage of both her legs. 

She pats the girl's face. "Wake up," Maya says. "Come on, open your eyes."

Nothing. 

She pats a little harder, and the girl's eyes flutter. 

"Good," Maya says. "You can do it. Open your eyes, sweetie."

The girl's eyes open a little, then close, then open wider.

"You with me?" Maya asks. 

The girl coughs, and mumbles something.

"What did you say?" Maya asks. "I didn't get that."

"I'm Sara," the girl says, her voice like sandpaper.

"Sara," Maya says, giving her a hopeful smile. "I'm Maya."

"Maayyyya," the girl groans. "Maya."

"Can you sit up?" Maya asks.

The girl shakes her head. "Hurts," she says. "So bad."

"Where?"

Sara puts a hand on her stomach. 

"Did you eat something bad?" Maya asks. "What happened?"

"Him," Sara says, groaning again. "Kicked. Me."

Maya's brow furrows, and she looks down at Sara's middle. 

"Kicked you," she says. "Who did? Where? Here?"

"Kicked," Sara says again, and her eyes drop shut suddenly.

"Sara," Maya says, patting the girl's face. "Sara. Come on, wake up, sweetie."

But the girl doesn't wake up, just breathes like a broken machine. Maya looks down at the girl's midsection again, then grasps her robe and tugs it up. The girl's legs come into view, then her underpants, and then -- Maya almost drops the robe at the sight of Sara's belly, which is bruised so badly it's almost black in places. The bruise is rectangular across her middle, in almost the shape of the foot that must have hit her. 

Maya can't imagine how hard that kick must have been to do such damage. She wonders if the girl is bleeding internally. The black spots make her think it's likely, and Maya bites her lip with worry. She and Esther aren't doctors. Even if Esther finds all of the medicine in the world, neither of them can --

The door at the far end of the foyer opens.

Maya looks up, wondering if Esther is back already.

But the person who comes through the door isn't Esther.
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Daniel stands in the middle of the room. His robe sticks to him, soaked with sweat, the sleeves pink with blood. His breath comes in wheezy, old-man rushes. He props his hands on his hips, palms down, and surveys the carnage. Antique desks with doors thrown to the floor. Trinkets and detritus scattered everywhere. Paintings tossed to the ground. One of them is impaled by a chair leg. Cushions torn apart. Tables overturned. 

And nothing. 

He doesn't know what he was looking for, but he didn't find a goddamned thing.

Blasphemer. 

He shakes his head.

Blasphemer, blasphemer. 

"The One True isn't real," Daniel mumbles, still distracted by the ocean of things around him. It occurs to him that whatever he's looking for -- some way out? some self-destruct button? anything to relieve him of this new and terrible life sentence -- might be buried inside one of the objects he's uncovered. That cigarette lighter that fell out of the desk drawer might have a key tucked inside an empty butane well. The box of ten-penny nails might hide a corkscrew, one that would fit right nicely into Matthew's eye --

Blasphemer, fucking blasph--

"Stop it!" Daniel shouts, clenching his fists and pounding them on his hips. "Stop it!"

For a moment, the voice is silent. 

It started speaking to him a few days ago, before the Greatfall of that poor Goodman boy. Daniel has tried to ignore the voice, tried to convince himself that it's just an echo of some forgotten memory, and not a conscious voice. But then the voice had laughed at him. Had mocked him.

Wise Father, my ass. 

He drowned it out with whatever he could. He sang. He whistled. For a short while, Sara thought that Daniel had regained his cheerful disposition. She hadn't known about the voices. Didn't know about the fresh war beginning inside his skull.

He exhales slowly, quietly, so as not to wake the voice. As if it is sleeping. As if it might be coaxed to life again by any sudden movements.

Blasphemer, it says to him.

And then a second, scratchier voice chimes in with the first.

Blasphemer. Fucking fool.

"STOP IT!" Daniel shouts.

The voices still for a moment, and Daniel feels a shiver run through his body. His head throbs from the effort of such a shout. His adrenaline spikes, and all he wants to do at this very moment is destroy something. To break something over his knee, to smash something against the wall. 

Wouldn't do any good. Just make it all worse.

Yes, worse. Worse for you, worse for you, better for us.

Without thinking, Daniel drives his fist through the glass door of the armoire. The glass chews through his paper skin, exposing blood and bone and fine, tough little tendons. He stares at these, shaking, and he thinks that they look like guitar strings.

Pluck them, the first voice says. Play us a song.

Sing a song of Greatfall, a pocket full of die.

"Stop," Daniel whispers, and his voice breaks into a gentle sob. "Please, please stop."

Four and twenty children, the first voice trills.

You threw them all to die, the second finishes.

Daniel grabs fistfuls of his own hair, ignorant of the glass slivers in his fist that slice at his scalp. 

"Stopppp," he moans, more loudly.

Poor you.

Poor, poor you. 

How does it feel, Father, sir?

How does it feel to be so old, and to have lived such a lie?

The voices chuckle and jeer at him, and Daniel runs from the room, stumbling over the dislodged furniture and books and detritus. He almost falls, but he rights himself and runs as fast as he can up the hallway.

The voices follow.
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As he runs, he thinks about the children. 

The ones he sent to Greatfall as Wise Father. The ones that he ostensibly will send to Greatfall now, as the One True. None of them by choice. Each of them chosen for him, by someone else. He wonders: Did Edward decide to send children to their death? Or was he usurped by his own assistant, by Matthew's father? 

No, Daniel decides. Edward would have done his own dirty work. He would have taken some pleasure in it.

The rational part of his brain has retreated into a dark corner somewhere in his head. There, he studies what is happening to him. He sees the shakes that course up and down his spine. Sees himself taken over by the cacophony of those voices. Sees that the voices are not voices, but his own crushing self-doubt and rapidly diminishing self-worth, come to life to pick at his body, at his almost-corpse.

He knows that's all he is now. 

Daniel is a dead man, not yet dead. 

One way or another, he'll drive himself to an end. He considers the possibilities. Might it happen right now? Might he simply fill the bathtub and throw a bare-bulbed lamp into it? Is he far enough gone that he might take a knife to his own throat? 

In this calm part of his mind, he knows he cannot last much longer. He has never been a strong-willed man, and as his mental defenses crumble and tumble, as his greatest fears shape themselves into personalities that storm his brain like a falling city, he takes some comfort in knowing that this part of him, this quiet, observational part of him, persists. 

He thinks about the One True's promise. 

All believers know it well. 

When you die, the teachers often had said, if you have been a true believer, then the One True welcomes you into paradise. 

Paradise. Where the walls never crumble. Where there are no bloodstains at the bottom of the well. Where the food is delightful and foreign, great tables full of it, of things never seen before, smells never smelled. Where love is permitted, in fact encouraged. Where children are born by the thousands and thousands, and there is never a lack of room or resources.

The promise is bullshit. 

He knows it. He wonders if he always has. 
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Daniel ricochets off of this wall and that, angling into each new room like a marble flicked into a maze. The voices laugh and sing in his ears. He falls down once or twice, skinning his knees on raw concrete, and he gets up, a terrible throbbing blast of pain in his hips. 

Old man, the first voice sings.

I bet you broke that hip. Bet you broke it the way the children break into pieces when you throw them over the edge.

"Stop, stop, stop, stop," Daniel fairly moans as he hobbles on. "Go away! Go away, go away."

A third voice pipes in.

I don't think we will.

We like you, Daniel.

Even though you're a dirty, evil bastard. 

Daniel plows through the living room, tripping up the rug beneath his feet and falling face-first into the sofa cushions. He feels the weight of the voices bear down on him, like a throng of small children that throw themselves onto his back. 

He feels claws, and screams. 

Up! Up again, and off he runs, down the hallway, around the corner, and through the door at the end.

Into the dark lobby, peppered with light from the display cases. 

You can't go anyplace.

Nowhere left. Where will you go? 

There is a tall rectangle of light in the distance. It narrows, then widens.

Don't go there.

Daniel does, running hard.
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Doesn't matter where you go.

All escape is no escape. 

Daniel's robe twists around his legs, and he cries out as the fabric tugs him back. He half-steps, then loses his balance, and pitches face-forward into one of the display cases. The small tower topples, and Daniel throws one arm up to shield himself from the glass. The case shatters, bits of glass and dust radiating outward, some of it glittering as it floats in the pale lobby light.

The object inside bounces to the floor and rolls into the shadows, a leather sphere stitched with rust-red twine. 

Inside the elevator, Maya winces. Whoever it is, it isn't Esther, and she's afraid. For the first time, she regrets giving the hammer to Esther. She scoots backward into the elevator car, then drags Sara a few inches back as well. 

Scoot.

Drag.

Scoot.

Drag.

In the lobby, the figure struggles to his feet, resting a moment on one knee, breathing so hard that she can see the person's torso flexing and contracting even from here. Then the person looks up, and she feels her heartbeat accelerate.

It's the Wise Father.

He's not in the uniform she saw him in before, but it's him. He's in a simple white robe, but there's blood all over the place. Blood staining the sleeves. Blood spattered on his shoulders. She watches as he teeters a bit on one knee. Then he reaches up and bats at his head with both fists, first one, then the other, and she can see that one hand is bright red. There are streaks of red in his white hair.

She almost forgets to keep moving, and then he stands up and fixes his gaze on the elevator. 

The shift in his behavior is stark and terrifying, and he stares at the open elevator car intently, almost coldly. 

Then he shouts something, and Maya flinches. 

He shakes his head back and forth, swats the air around his ears, then shouts again. She understands him this time. 

"Shut up! Shut up, shut up! Leave me alone!"

"Fuck," Maya breathes. She scoots back faster, faster, until her back presses against the wall. One of Sara's feet is still stretched out, her toes crossing the threshold of the door. Maya pulls hard, but can't move the girl back far enough. She bends forward and grabs the girl's thigh and lifts. Sara's leg bends weakly at the knee, and her toes pull back into the car.

The Wise Father is running.

The elevator doors sigh and begin to close, and Maya knows it isn't going to happen in time.

The old man runs as if drunk, weaving this way and that. He collides with two more display cases, but these only wobble and return to rest. 

"Leave us alone!" Maya shouts at him.

But he barely sees her. His eyes are fixed on the elevator around her, not on her specifically. If he recognizes her, she can see no evidence of it on his face. 

She can't let him in. He's not the same man he was when he gave the order to take her leg. That man was cold, calculated. The man running towards her now is a shell. Something else is pulling his strings.

"Go away!" she shouts again.

Daniel lunges, jabbing his bloody hand into the gap between the elevator doors. Maya recoils at the sight of his wounds. The skin of his hand is lacerated into fringe, and she can see the sickly pale nubs of his knuckles, exposed to the bone. 

"Go away!" Maya cries, and she kicks at him with her one good leg. The motion is unexpected for her, and she falls to the side as she misses him. 

The old man pries open the elevator doors, and looks down at Maya, seemingly seeing her for the first time.

"You," he says, a faint light sparking in his bloodshot eyes. "How ever did you get down here?"

Maya kicks ineffectively at the old man again.

Daniel chuckles. "They say you're adorable," he says. "They say you're a --"

Abruptly, the former Wise Father's eyes glaze over, and he expels a surprised groan, as if he has been unplugged. He sags against the elevator doors, which draw open completely, and then he falls into the elevator, across Maya's leg. His sliced-up hand comes to rest on her thigh, and she pushes it off with a squeak.

"You okay?" Esther asks, standing in the doorway, a bag slung over one shoulder. She drops the hammer to her side, and looks down at the old man. "Is that --"

"Get him off of me!" Maya shrieks.
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It takes Esther half an hour to drag the old man back into the living compartment. She leaves him sprawled on the rug between the sofa and the electric fireplace. His robe has tugged up around his legs, and she considers pulling it down to protect his modesty. 

"Evil son of a bitch," she whispers. "I'd kick you in the balls if I wasn't such a nice girl."

The old man's breathing is measured, almost peaceful. The blood spattered on his face and neck, streaked through his hair, smeared down his arm, has begun to dry and crust. 

She returns to Maya, who seems to have regained control of herself. 

Sara is awake again. 

"Hi," Esther says to the girl. "How are you feeling?"

Sara looks up from her place in Maya's arms, and Esther watches the girl's expression change from exhausted and blank to something different. The girl parts her lips to say something, and then her eyes widen in surprise, and she vomits. 

Esther jumps back, but Maya says, "Oh, shit. Esther, shit. There's blood in it."

Maya's right. There's blood, an awful lot of it. The girl passes out again, paler than before, and Maya says, "Esther, pick her up. Get her up!"

Esther steps carefully but slides in the vomit and blood anyway, and tries not to think about it too much. She slides her hands beneath the girl's damp body and lifts, steadying herself on the elevator door. 

"Where are we going?" Esther asks.

"I can't keep up with you," Maya says. "There's a room you passed along the way. You have to go there."

Maya describes the room, how it will appear to be empty, but that there will be a switchplate underneath a piece of furniture. "Maybe a desk or something, but it will be hidden," she continues. "You'll put her down, find that switchplate, and press it."

"What happens then?"

"You'll know it when it happens," Maya says. "You have to get her down there fast. I think the fucking Wise Father did that to her, and I don't want him waking up before she's somewhere safe."

"What about you? I'll come back for you," Esther says.

"No," Maya says. "I'll get there as soon as I can. I have to do something else first."

"Maya, your leg --"

"Go!" Maya cries. 
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Maya pushes herself into a sitting position, feeling an electric wire trembling near her spine, and watches Esther go. Sara is light as a feather, and Esther hurries out of sight through the doorway. Maya hopes she finds the room. If she doesn't, and the Father wakes up -- no. She shakes her head, unwilling to consider the possibility. 

She has had more than enough of this dark funhouse, with its goblins in the costumes of priests and its vampires in the guise of authorities. She looks down at the invisible place where her leg once was, and wonders, not for the first time, if Murray knew what he was sending her into.

Were there other silos like this one? Other darkened holes in the ground, forcibly taken offline, allowed to flower in twisted, demented ways? 

Maya hopes not, but now there's nothing that surprises her.

She plants her hands on the floor and scoots in a half circle, then rolls onto her belly. There's one way she can think of to put a stop to this mad play. What she has in mind might defuse the silo -- but it might well detonate it, too.

All she knows is that it cannot be permitted to continue this way. 

Anything, even death, is more humane than the horrors she has seen.

Maya begins to crawl, the heavy bandage around her stump sandpapered by the concrete.
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"How long?" Matthew asks.

"How long, sir?" 

Matthew nods to a guard, who pulls the apartment door closed behind him. The room seems to shrink, the walls folding inward, as soon as the chatter of the main corridor is sealed away. The guard takes up his position beside the door once more, and Matthew turns back to the young man seated before him.

"You said you saw her," Matthew repeats. "That you talked to her. Your neighbors confirmed that you left in the middle of the night with her."

The boy nods hesitantly. "I don't want to get in any trouble here."

Matthew opens his hands, palms up. "Of course not. And you aren't. We're just having a conversation."

The boy looks over Matthew's shoulder at the guard. 

Matthew follows his gaze, then looks back at the boy. "Does he bother you?" 

The boy stares down at his feet. 

"It's okay," Matthew says. He turns to the guard. "Why don't you wait for me outside?"

"Sir," the guard says. He pulls the door open, a wave of conversation and noise and commotion flooding the apartment again, and then steps out, closing the door with a clank behind him.

Matthew smiles at the boy. "Better?"

The boy visibly relaxes. "A little," he says.

"Good," Matthew says. He takes a seat and leans forward. "Tell me what you know."
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The guard watches the people bustle by, going to their jobs and to markets. They wear the common robes of the believers, simple and khaki-colored. They carry bags of vegetables or small tins with food inside. Children weave through the corridor, making sputtering sounds with their mouths, laughing.

A rap comes from inside the apartment. The guard opens the door.

Matthew stands there, wiping his hands dry on a pink-stained cloth. 

"Are we finished, sir?" the guard asks.

Matthew nods. "It was Esther," he confirms. "The outsider was with her. He carried her on his back like a sack of clothes."

"Where did they go?"

Matthew turns and looks back into the room, the boy a mushy lump on the sofa. Blood everywhere. Still eyes that stare through the walls at nothing. 

"Where do you think they went?" Matthew asks.

The guard shrugs. "I don't know, sir."

"If you were them, where would you go?"

"I'm sorry, sir," the guard answers. "I just don't --"

An electronic squeal blasts from the public address speakers. The guard flinches, then plugs his ears as the high-pitched whine continues. Around him, the people in the corridor stop and press their palms to the sides of their heads. One woman drops her bag of food, and a little boy bawls. 

The guard looks wildly around, then at Matthew. "What is it?"

Matthew's face has hardened. "Get inside. Now."
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Matthew leans on the apartment door from inside, pulling the bolt. The whine is muted inside the apartment, but only a little. He turns around and almost runs into the guard, who is standing with his arms at his sides, staring at the body of the young man on the couch.

"Problem?" Matthew asks.

The guard jumps, then shakes his head. "No problem, sir."

"Grab that sofa, push it up against the door."

"Sir?" 

Matthew points. "Move the goddamn sofa. Then anything else that's heavy."

The guard hesitates. "The boy --"

"Move the fucking sofa, or I'll put you out there with them," Matthew says, pointing at the corridor. "Do you understand?"

The guard doesn't, but he understands Matthew's tone, so he moves the sofa. The boy's arms slide down his body and dangle over the edge of the furniture as the guard shoves it across the room. He presses it up against the door firmly, and then steps away. 

"Anything else you can find," Matthew repeats.

The guard pushes a bureau from the bedroom, and then says, "There's a refrigerator, sir."

They push it together, tipping it across the sofa. When they're finished, the door is nearly invisible behind the jumble of heavy things. 

The guard looks at Matthew. "Sir," he begins. "Can I ask why --"

Matthew waves him off. "You'll see," he interrupts. "Believe me, you'll want to be in here."

The whine outside persists, and then abruptly collapses into a burst of static. Matthew cannot see the people outside, but he can hear their muffled gasps of relief. Someone shouts, "What is going on?"

And then it begins.
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"People of the silo," says the voice on the public address system. "You don't know me, but you may have heard of me."

The guard looks at Matthew, who holds a finger to his lips. 

The voice is female, and tired. It's the voice of a woman who has seen and survived more than any human should. The voice is scratchy and dry, but it's the current of trustworthiness that runs through it that worries Matthew more than whatever she might say.

"It's her, isn't it," the guard asks.

Matthew shakes his head again.

Maya's voice continues. 

"Some have called me the outsider," she says, enunciating slowly. "That's a fair thing. I am an outsider. I don't come from any floor in this silo, but I know the silo as well as you do. I know the staircase that you call the Path. I know the down deep, with its mechanics and engineers, and I know the up top, with its big, unblinking eyes, always looking at you. You feel those eyes every day. You believe that they are benevolent and warm, those eyes. You believe that because that's what they tell you to believe."

"Fuck," Matthew says. "It's going to happen fast. I hope you're ready for this."

The guard stares up at the ceiling, listening. He doesn't answer.

"I am an outsider," Maya says, "but I am not an outsider. I come from a silo, too, but not this one. I come from a silo where there is no One True, no Wise Father. There is no Path. There are only people, people just like you, who live every day just like you do. They eat, they sleep, they work. They hope for children, but they are not promised any."

The guard looks at Matthew. "What does she mean, another silo?"

Matthew ignores him.

"In my silo, when a person dies, another person is born," Maya says. "In my silo, children are not sent to their deaths, not for any reason. But in your silo, children -- the most innocent, the most perfect among you -- are sent to the most inhumane, brutal of destinies. And why? Have you asked yourself why?"

There are murmurs outside, loud enough that Matthew can hear them in here. He closes his eyes and sinks to the floor. 

"Sir," the guard says. "What does she --"

"Give me your sidearm," Matthew says, holding out his hand. 

The guard looks confused, but he reaches down and removes the revolver from its holster. He stares at it for a long moment, then looks at Matthew. 

"Now," Matthew says. 

The guard walks the gun across the room, and places it in Matthew's outstretched hand, butt-first. 

"You're probably telling yourself something right now," Maya says, her voice patient, kind. "You're telling each other that the One True cares for you, that he has a plan. This is why you've stood by and watched your children die. Because you believe that your god has your best interests in mind. Why would he ask such a high price of you if he did not?"

More murmurs outside. 

Matthew takes the gun and lowers his hand. The guard relaxes a little.

"What I have to say now will anger you," Maya says. "I ask that you listen with open ears. For a moment, close your eyes and hear what I say. When I am finished, a decision will rest in your hands, and I trust that you will make the right choice."

"What is she talking about?" the guard asks. "What did she mean, another --"

Matthew thumbs back the hammer of the gun and lifts it.

"What -- sir --"

"A massive fraud has been perpetrated upon you and your children, and upon the generations that came before you," Maya says. "A fraud of the highest and most malicious order. There is no One True. Your Wise Father has allowed your children to die in the name of a god who never existed."

The startled expression fades from the guard's face. His brow furrows in confusion, then deepens with anger, and he turns to Matthew. His fists clench and open, clench and open, and he says, "What does she --"

Matthew shoots him in the stomach.
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Maya leans against the overturned bed in the One True's quarters. The microphone is warm in her hands, and she releases the button for a moment. Above her, the large display screen shows multiple views of the silo, and cycles from camera to camera on its own. 

There are people knotted in almost every corridor, almost all of them standing still. Some look dubious, but many whisper among themselves. 

They're on the precipice.

Maya presses the button again. 
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Isaac sits in the corner of the library as Maya speaks. Around him, books lay open, their rules and proclamations meaningless to him now. If the electric fireplace were real, he would throw them in, one after the other, in solitary defiance.

He wonders where Esther is, and where Maya is right now.

He hopes they are safe.
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"Philip Grant Goodman."

The name echoes through the silo, bending around corners and bouncing off of walls, until every believer hears it. The memory of his fall leaps into their minds unbidden, as does the memory of their celebration at his death. 

On the ninety-fourth floor, Philip's mother weeps.
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"Richard Ezekiel Maslo," Maya reads. "Jeffrey Aaron Hughes. Martin Lewis Kriegel."

She reads five names, ten, twenty, fifty. The name of each fallen child swims through the silo, each a little more difficult to hear as the believers grow restless. She watches them on the display, their expressions changing before her eyes. When she sees the cycle of emotion approach anger, she stops.

"There are countless more," she says. "There will be countless more, unless you decide otherwise. The next child has already been sentenced. Her name is Teresa Harmony Pettit. Would you be surprised to learn that three more children who have yet to walk the Path have also been sentenced? Teresa will be sentenced to Greatfall, as will Steven Barrett Harper after her, and Jordan Martin Guilfoyle after him, and Elena Maria Sampras after him. Their fates have been decided for them. They do not have a choice."

Maya pauses, staring at the faces on the screen.

"You," she says, deliberately, "have many."
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Matthew stares at the bodies in the apartment. The guard, bleeding slowly on the floor in front of him; the boy, mostly done bleeding on the sofa. He killed the boy for the usual reasons, because one of the most dangerous things in the silo is someone with inside knowledge. You've got to share to receive, and so the boy had learned about the outsider. Just enough, Matthew knew, to cause trouble with. So he was dead. 

But the guard was different.

The guard wheezes like a tired screen door. Matthew stares at the man's face, at the sweat that has broken out into little beads on his brow and nose. The guard's eyes roll around slowly, and he seems to struggle to focus on Matthew.

"Lies?" he asks. 

Matthew watches the guard's chest inflate and deflate with each difficult breath, watches the blood bubble slowly out of the man's gut like oil from the mines. 

"What's your name?"

The guard closes his mouth, opens it. "Walter," he says.

Matthew looks around, then back at Walter. "Yeah," he answers, finally. "Hundreds and hundreds of lies."

The guard seems to accept this. His nostrils flare rapidly, then go still. His eyes slide shut, but not all the way. 

Matthew sighs. "Nobody else has any idea, friend," Matthew says to the guard's still body, "but you just became casualty number one."

He gets up and steps over the body and goes around the furniture and into the kitchen. There is a dusty square outline where the refrigerator used to be. Matthew goes back to the living room and pulls open the refrigerator door. Everything inside has skidded into a pile, the joint between the shelf and the refrigerator's interior wall turning into a gutter. 

Among the mess is a single bottle of milk. 

Matthew wonders if anybody has ever held up a bottle of milk to celebrate the powder keg of war before. Probably, he thinks. Probably who knows what people did in the old days. 

He removes the stopper and sniffs the milk, then downs half of the bottle quickly.

Outside the apartment, the silence has been replaced by chatter again, but the tone is different now. There's nothing casual about it. He stands in the middle of the living room, listening to the voices building a foundation of discontent, and he waits for it. 

He doesn't have to wait long. 

Dimly, he hears someone shout, "They killed my nephew!"

And that, at least on this floor, is the shout that starts it all.
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Maya watches long enough to see it begin, and begin it does. The crowds turn into throngs, and things are thrown, and weapons are taken up. The weapons are table legs and broomsticks and pipes. The tools of a mob who hadn't been a mob when they woke up that morning. 

She watches until they start taking things apart -- someone pops a lightbulb with good throw, and then a bottle breaks against a door, and then the current begins, pulling everyone down the corridor towards the staircase, and she knows what happens next.

So she begins crawling again, dragging herself laboriously across the linoleum and into the hallway. She retraces her path, gripping doorframes when they're available, and using her elbows as leverage when they aren't. She comes to the living room where the Wise Father lies crumpled on the floor, and she pauses for a moment. He's breathing, and moaning a little, and she knows there's not much more time.

Reach, scoot, pull. 

Reach, scoot, pull. 

The rug helps, and she grabs fistfuls of it and drags herself forward more quickly. There's not enough room to go around the old man, so she does the same thing she had done earlier, when he was still deeply unconscious. She goes over him, trying to touch him as lightly as possible, but it isn't easy. His legs jump as she drags her own over them, and he groans loudly.

Maya looks around for anything she can use to hit him with if he wakes up.

"Here," says Esther, and Maya looks up to see the girl standing over her, arms out. 

Maya holds her arms out and says, "Fast, now."

Esther grabs her wrists, and Maya grabs Esther's, and Esther goes backward at a fast clip, pulling Maya roughly along. 

"Don't hurt your back," Maya admonishes.

"Least of my concerns," Esther grunts. "Don't know how we'll get you down the ladder."

Maya hadn't thought of that.
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Isaac peeks into the hallway. The upper floor is eerily quiet now that the voice is gone, and he slips out onto the carpet in his bare feet. Maybe nothing happened, he thinks. Maybe nobody else heard Maya's plea. 

But then he notices it. 

He hadn't heard it before. It's faint, but it carries up the silo like a heartbeat. 

It's the sound of an army on the Path. 

A guard runs past him, pushing by from behind, and then another. They're all holding their pistols close to their chests, and Isaac realizes that the people on the stairs really are an army, and that some kind of war has come.

One of the guards looks back at Isaac as he runs by, and then stops. Five more guards pass, then six more, then all of the guards pass, and there are more than Isaac has ever seen. 

The guard who stopped comes back to Isaac, who stands paralyzed in the hall.

"Father," the guard says, and it takes Isaac a long moment to realize that the man means him.

"Father," the guard repeats. "We have to get you someplace safe."

Isaac looks up at the guard, who can't be more than twenty. 

"You're not much older than me," Isaac says, softly. "You shouldn't call me Father."

The guard swallows nervously. "Someplace safe," he says again.

"I'm not sure there is one," Isaac says. 

Somewhere far away, something explodes, and the guard takes off, leaving Isaac in the hall, barefoot and alone.
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Esther pulls Maya into the empty room.

In the corner, an opening in the floor reveals a ladder to the safe room below.

"Help me onto the ladder," Maya says.

"You're going to fall," Esther says, worried. "It's not safe."

"I can do it," Maya says. "Help me onto it."

Esther drags Maya to the edge, and helps her maneuver her good leg down into the hole. Maya scoots forward until she can prop her foot on a rung, then looks up at Esther. 

"This is the hard part," she says. "You've got to hold my arms and lower me."

She sees the nervousness on Esther's face.

"Just until I can grab the rungs," Maya says. "They're too far down. Just grab my wrists, like before, and help me. It sounds harder than it is."

Esther wipes her hands dry on her robe, then grips Maya carefully.

"Lean away from me," Maya says. "Brace your legs."

Esther leans, and plants her legs on either side of the opening. 

"Okay," Maya says. "Ready?"

Esther nods.

Maya scoots forward on her bottom until she's on the very edge of the opening. "Here goes," she says, and scoots over the lip, tightening her hold on Esther's wrists.

It doesn't work. 

Esther's grip slips, or Maya's does, and Maya drops three or four feet before Esther can stop her. She loses track of one of Maya's arms, and squeals, and grabs Maya's left arm with both hands. 

"Sliding," Esther grunts. 

Maya's foot finds the rung, then the rung below it. She reaches forward with her free arm, feeling the ridge of the tunnel's mouth at her back, just below her shoulders. Her hand touches the rung, but barely. 

"Forward," Maya says, straining. 

"Shit!" Esther cries, and loses her grip. 

Maya falls soundlessly. Her head cracks against the side of the tunnel's mouth, and she drops through the hole like a folded-over sack of flour. 
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Matthew presses his ear to a portion of the apartment door and listens. 

The cacophony just outside the door has died down. A few people are there, still talking, and someone runs by, but most of the crowd seems to have moved away. 

If they're moving as one, then it's all over. 

They'll head up top, he thinks, and they'll look for Isaac. It'll be just like the Prime Father had predicted. The people would go after the Wise Father, and then they'd go looking for the One True. 

He wishes he was on thirty-four right now. The Red Book's escape directives all begin on thirty-four. He doesn't even remember what floor he's on now. Thirty-nine? Forty? 

Maybe he could slip up the back way, just the way that the boy said Esther Markham had done.

He pats his robe, and realizes that he doesn't even have the elevator key.

"Fuck," he whispers to himself. 

He wonders how long he can last in this apartment. Maybe he can pull the refrigerator back into the kitchen, and plug it back in. The food will keep as long as the electricity does. He'll check the pantry, see what's --

He hears a violent thumping sound up the corridor. 

Then another, and another. 

Louder, closer. 

Then very loud, and very close.

He crouches down behind the sofa.

He hears footsteps, and they stop outside the door.

WHAM. 

The door trembles, and Matthew feels the sofa shake against him. 

Then the footsteps run on. 

Looters, he thinks. Getting a jump on things. 

They'll find an unlocked door, ransack the room, move on. 

Eventually someone will wonder what's inside this apartment, though. 

Matthew puts the milk bottle down and picks the gun up.

Might be time to go.

The floor underneath him shivers ever so slightly, and a moment later Matthew hears a faint explosion. That it  was so quiet, yet caused the apartment to shake around him, makes him wonder just how big it might have been, and where.

Then the power goes out.
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The silo falls into darkness, and Isaac can hear the throng on the stairs become confused. They're closer now, and some of them are shouting angrily, and some just sound befuddled. He stands outside the courtroom doors, listening to their small voices. The light shining up the staircase is chopped away, floor by floor, until everything is black.

Isaac can't think of where to go. 

The prayer closet, he thinks at first, but then he worries that the mob might come looking for him there. He's convinced now that they're likely after him. There's not much of a reason for them to come up top otherwise. 

Isaac's the only thing up here. 

He wishes that the Wise Father was still in charge, and not him. 

He wishes that he had been sent to Greatfall, even.

He thinks of that poor boy who went over the railing. Isaac is ashamed to admit that he can't even remember the boy's name, and Maya said it only two hours ago.

Peter. Patrick. 

Paul?

Philip.

He leans his forehead against the doors, hating himself in this moment. 

"I sent you to die, and I can't even remember your name," he moans. "If they're coming up here for me, I completely deserve this."

Nobody disagrees with him.

There's nobody there.

The army, disoriented only a little by the darkness, marches on.
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She dreams of the outside again, where the skies are --

Red.

The skies are red and orange and yellow, and clouds curl like black ink spirals out of the earth. 

No. Not clouds.

Smoke. 

Maya starts awake, and instantly wishes she hadn't. Pain clangs through her skull like a flywheel cast from a machine, buzzing and dangerous. Her vision is blurred, but she can see. Every time she blinks, a red haze falls over the world, and slowly dissipates. Then she blinks and turns the world red again.

"Something's not right," she says, and then Esther appears above her.

"You're awake," she says. "Are you -- can you -- are you okay?"

Esther looks panicked, and Maya lifts her hand to calm the girl down. She pats Esther's knee. 

But Esther's knee isn't there. 

Maya looks down, and there's Esther's knee. 

She lifts her hand to pat the girl again, but --

Her hand isn't moving. 

It stays right there, at her side. 

"Not right," Maya says again, and it occurs to her that her speech is clear, at least. "What's happening?"

"Oh, Maya," Esther says, and breaks into tears. 

"Stop it," Maya says, as loudly as she can. 

The sharpness in her voice stops Esther cold.

"Tell me what is happening," Maya repeats slowly. "Where is Sara?" 

Esther points at a bunk bed. "I put her on the bed. She won't wake up."

"Did you give her anything?"

Esther shakes her head. "I don't know what the difference is between everything I grabbed. None of it had labels I could understand."

"Okay," Maya says. "Calm down. What else?"

"Maya, you fell down the ladder," Esther says, and her face folds up again. 

"No tears," Maya says. "Listen to me. I can't feel my arms. Look down at my foot."

Esther looks.

"Do you see it moving?"

Esther stares hard, then bites her lip.

"Esther," Maya says.

Esther looks back at Maya's face, her lip tucked beneath her teeth, and drops her gaze. She shakes her head. 

"Alright," Maya says, calmly. "Listen to me. Okay? Listen. There's nothing you can do for Sara. Do you understand? We aren't doctors. She needs one. I need you to focus on something else instead. Okay?"

Tears spill from Esther's eyes as she nods. "Okay."

"You have to leave thirty-four," Maya says. "You have to --"

"I saw the screens," Esther interrupts. "There's one down here, with all of the different cameras. Maya, they're tearing the whole place apart. I saw something blow up, and then one of the cameras just went completely white. What is happening?"

"They're pushing back," Maya says. "People push back when they learn the truth."

"They're destroying everything," Esther says. "I'm afraid."

"Hold my hand," Maya says. "I can't feel it, but hold it. Okay?"

Esther takes Maya's hand.

"Are you holding it?"

Esther nods.

"Okay. Listen. You have to take the elevator. Did you see the people on the stairs?"

Another nod.

"They're going to the top. Do you know what's up top?"

Esther shakes her head. 

"Yes, you do," Maya says, patiently. "Isaac is up top. Do you know what the people are going to do when they find him?"

"No."

"Think about it this way, Esther. If the Wise Father had just thrown your little brother over the railing --"

"They're going to kill him!" Esther gasps. She puts her hand over her mouth. 

"Yes," Maya says. "You have to get there first. You've got to get him to safety."

"But what about --"

"Esther," Maya says. "You have to go where you can do the most good. And it isn't polite or pleasant, but staying here with two people who might not live is not the best way to spend your time."

"What if I can't find him?"

"You have to," Maya says. "He's just a boy. He's not responsible for what happened."

"It's that goddamned Wise Father," Esther snaps through her tears.

Maya nods her head. "You can't let Isaac take the fall for him," she says. "Go get Isaac. Get him to safety. When you can, bring him back here. Do you understand?"

Esther nods again.

"Good," Maya says. "Go. Go!"
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Esther lifts the safe room door and peers out. 

Thirty-four's emergency lighting has switched on, and though dim, she can see that the room is empty. Quickly, she climbs up and out, and sneaks into the hallway. It's quiet here. The elevator keys jingle in her pocket, and she presses her palm against them to quell the sound.

Esther makes her way down the hall, bypassing the medical bay that she had discovered earlier, and a dozen other doors that she'd opened while looking for it. She passes the living room space, then stops, and backs up.

There is blood on the rug.

But there is no Wise Father.

Esther whirls around, looking for him, but she doesn't see him. 

But she hears him. 

He's far away, it sounds like. She can hear a door open, hear the distant jangle of metal. The quiet sounds of an old man muttering to himself. 

She runs. She doesn't care if he hears her. She runs as fast as she can until she is in the lobby. Glass cracks under her shoes. She darts between the display cases, past a row of portraits on the wall, and slams the elevator button with her palm.

"Please, please, please," she whispers, not looking back. 

She imagines the old man right behind her, right over her shoulder.

The elevator chimes, and the doors open. The emergency lighting casts a red pall over the car.

Esther steps inside and mashes the button marked 1. 

She doesn't look back.

The doors close.

For once, something seems to go right.
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Isaac closes the door behind him, locks it, and releases a deep, deep breath. 

The little room is just the way he last saw it. Dim red light filters through the glass in the door, just enough for him to see the little placards on the wall. He scans the cards, and sees a white one -- Jennifer Lorraine Hughes -- followed by a red one.

Philip Grant Goodman.

He wonders whose responsibility it is to make these little cards and mount them to the wall.

There are so many little jobs in the silo that he doesn't know about.

He crosses the floor to the cell door, which stands open now. He hasn't been in here since they carried Maya out, and he feels his heart pick up the pace just a bit at the memory. The relief he felt at hearing her voice echoing through the silo is tempered only by the fear he feels now. 

Isaac pushes the door all the way open, and steps through it into the cell. The holding area still stinks of blood and rot, though weeks have passed. He wrinkles his nose at the metallic smell, the sour undertones beneath it. 

But he can stomach it, he thinks. 

He turns around and shuts the cell door. It occurs to him that it might not lock without the key -- but then he hears a tumbler inside the door fall, and when he tugs on the bars again, the door holds firm.

At least here he might be safe just a little longer from the people out there. 

His stomach rumbles, and he sighs. He had a few minutes. He should have gathered some supplies first. 

Isaac looks around the cell. There are dark stains on the floor, and for the first time he sees the same darkness splattered on the walls on either side of him. He realizes that it's blood, and more than that, that it must be Maya's. 

The sound comes back to him now, that unfamiliar, high-pitched whine he had heard on the night of his judgment. The Wise Father had been with him, had noticed Isaac's ears perk up.

Do you know what that sound is? 

He hadn't, and the Wise Father had changed the subject.

But then he remembered the door opening, and though the memory is muddled, he recalls someone standing there in a white apron, a white apron spattered with -- 

Isaac remembers.

It was Matthew.
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Matthew struggles with the refrigerator, and almost turns it over on top of himself, but he succeeds at last in moving it away from the door. The sofa is easier, and the bureau and other pieces even easier. He stands by the door, catching his breath, and when he has regained his composure, he cracks the door and peers at the corridor outside.

Dead silence now, and near-darkness. 

The emergency lighting has kicked in, but faintly, casting the entire level in a murky red. Plenty of shadow for a fugitive, Matthew thinks, amused to find himself in the same position as the woman he was just hunting hours ago. 

The door creaks a little, and he swings it wide to kill the sound. 

Still nothing in the hallway.

Matthew leaves the apartment and the bodies inside of it behind, and makes his way through the dark. He heads for the Path -- no, for the staircase -- where he begins to hear the sounds of life again. The masses have swarmed up the silo and must by now be somewhere near the top. People still move around on the stairs down here, but they're more furtive. Looters, he thinks, or mothers trying to find safe places for their children, away from the pulsing violence of a fresh mob. 

He tucks the pistol into his waistband, pulls his collar up, and joins the stragglers. While some of them move up, there are a few heading down into the deep. 

Matthew falls in with those, and disappears into the darkness.
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Maya lies on the floor where Esther has left her. 

She considers the possible outcomes, and eliminates most of them immediately. Maybe Esther will make it to the top safely, she thinks, and maybe she'll even find Isaac. But after that -- she doesn't think she'll see them again. 

She rolls her head to the side. She can see Sara's still form lying on the bed. She can't tell if the girl is still breathing. It wounds her to think that they have rescued the girl from her attacker, but for what? Her injuries are clearly beyond Maya's limited ability to attend to, and it wouldn't matter now. Maya couldn't put a bandage on the girl if she wanted to. 

Maya passes the time by stating the facts. 

"I will die," she says. 

When the phrase doesn't make her cry, she repeats it. 

"I will die. I am going to die. I will die. Maybe I will die today," she says. "Maybe tomorrow. But I am going to die."

And she will. She imagines herself dying in this very spot. She diminishes the possibility's power by exploring it. She won't die from her injuries, severe as they may be. She will die of hunger. Though these safe rooms are usually stocked with years of food, enough for two people for a decade or more, she has forgotten, she realizes, to ask Esther to bring her any. 

And even if she had, how would she eat it?

Maya laughs. 

"I'm going to die," she says. 

She looks in Sara's direction again. 

She's going to die, too, and probably sooner. 

This truth makes Maya very sad, and she refuses to say it out loud.
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Esther steps off of the elevator on the first floor expecting mayhem, and she finds it. 

The throngs have made their way to the topmost floor and are systematically tearing it apart. The hallway is cluttered with so much debris that she can't see the floor. People are running back and forth, pushing open doors, pulling doors off of their hinges, grabbing books and throwing them into the hallway, picking up the books and tearing the pages out and stuffing them into their pockets. A man with a sledgehammer is swinging as hard as he can at the walls and floor for no apparent reason, dashing great gashes into the concrete. 

A woman carrying a torch comes around the corner then and stops, staring at Esther. 

The elevator doors close behind Esther then, the red light within winking out like a seam stitched up. 

The woman holds the torch up higher. "Where did you come from?"

Esther gathers her courage and pushes past the woman. "Cleaning," she snaps. "Get out of my way."

The woman, taken aback, stands to the side and watches Esther pass. Then she turns back to the elevator and inspects it closely. When she discovers the buttons, the doors slide open.
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Sara groans from her bunk, and Maya turns her head. 

"Sara, honey," she calls. "Are you okay?"

She can see the girl shift in the bunk, and hears another low, throaty groan.

"Sweetheart, tell me if you're awake," Maya says. 

Quiet, and then: "I'm... awake."

"Welcome back," Maya says. "How are you feeling?"

"Feels... like someone is sitting on... my chest," Sara rasps.

"Can you breathe?"

"Little."

"Can you sit up?"

Maya can see the girl try to sit up, clutching at the upper bunk for support. When she makes it, she says, "Good! Do you see me over here?"

Sara slides forward on the bed, arms wrapped around her middle. "You're... on the floor."

"Can you come over here?" 

The girl moans and gasps as she gets up. She walks as though she has another human being strapped to her back, and she is struggling beneath their weight. 

"I know it hurts, honey," Maya says. "I know. You can do it."

Sara plods across the room, each step causing her to screw up her face in pain. 

"Hurts... lots," she says. 

"I know," Maya answers helplessly.

Sara sinks to the floor next to Maya. "Why... are you... on the floor?"

"Believe it or not, I'm in bad shape, too," Maya says. "I fell from up there."

She flicks her eyes at the ladder, and Sara looks up.

"Long... way," she says. "Where are we?"

"Safe room," Maya says. "It's under thirty-four. You don't have to worry about the Wise Father hurting you anymore."

Sara returns her gaze to Maya, looking confused. "Father didn't," she says, every word pulled from somewhere deep and painful. 

"He kicked you," Maya says. 

Sara shakes her head. "Wasn't... him," she says. "Was M-- Matthew."

"Matthew," Maya says, her voice darkening.

"He... works for Father," Sara says. "No -- he did. He's... evil."

She almost spits the last word, and Maya can see blood bubbles on the girl's lip.

"I know who he is," Maya says. She looks down at her stump, the bandage dirty and loosening. "He did that. He took my leg. With a saw."

Sara starts to cry. "I hate it... here."

"I know," Maya says. "I'm not too fond of it myself."
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Esther has to remind herself that nobody knows who she is, to blend in. 

"They don't know why you're here," she mutters to herself. 

She pushes through the ropes of people that twist and knot in the hallways. They're angry, and she understands why, but as she watches them steal and break things, she decides that they have already lost sight of the reason they're angry.

Nobody likes to be deceived. 

People get angry when they're deceived. 

They're wild dogs, tearing through the silo, and she realizes the truth behind their confusion.

They won't be satisfied until someone pays.

Isaac.

Esther has no idea where he is.

She steps through an open door and finds herself in a cozy library, or what once was a cozy library. An electric fireplace, like the one she saw on thirty-four, has been yanked from the wall and overturned. The sledgehammer man is in here, swinging wildly the bookshelves, laughing like a madman as the hammer explodes through the wooden shelves like matchsticks. Splinters of wood and pages of books fan into the air behind each blow, and Esther backs out of the room as quickly as she had entered.

And then it comes to her.
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Maya watches Sara struggle to breathe, and her heart almost caves in.

"I wish I could just hold your hand," Maya says. 

Sara smiles, and in that smile it seems like everything will be fine. But then the smile folds, and Sara's face, ghostly pale already, takes on the pallor of the walking dead.

"If I see Matthew again, I'll kill him myself," Maya says. 

Sara shakes her head, surprising Maya. "You can't," she says. 

"Why not?" 

"Matthew... descends from the... Prime... Father," Sara says, and Maya feels a sense of growing alarm at how difficult it is becoming for the girl to speak. 

"Prime Father," Maya says. "I don't know who that is."

"Doesn't... matter," Sara says. "He has to... do something. I don't under... understand it. Or... everything... collapses."

"What do you mean, everything collapses?"

Sara swallows hard, then coughs in pain. "Silo," she says. "Unless... he stops it... every forty-eight hours... the silo will... cave in. Coll... collapse."

"He said this?" Maya asks. "You heard him say this?"

"He told... Father," Sara says. "Said if... if Father killed him... then everyone dies."

Maya sighs. "Sara," she says. "That's a lie."

Sara sharply gasps and shakes her head. "No," she says, her voice squeaking. "Not... a lie. He said --"

"Sweetie," Maya says, calmly. "There's no such thing. Those controls exist in only one place, and it's a long, long way away from your silo. Silo 1 is the only one that can trigger that sort of thing."

Sara tilts her head. "Silo... One?"

"It's a long story," Maya says. "Listen, you're hurting. But I need you to do something for me. Can you do that?"

Sara nods vigorously, then coughs again.

"Esther told me there was a computer screen. Do you see it?"

Sara looks around, then back at Maya. "Over... there."

"Does it look like you can bring it to me? Are there wires that will stretch far enough?"

Sara says, "I... have to go... check."

"Okay," Maya says. "Hey. I'm sorry."

"It's... okay," Sara says.

Maya watches as Sara hobbles away from her. A moment later, the girl says, "Short... cords."

"Shit," Maya says. "Okay. Maybe you can just help me out from there. Is that okay?"

"Yes."

"Do you see the images on the screen? They look like pictures of different places in the silo."

"I see... them. Lots."

"Good," Maya says. "Is there a keyboard there?"

Maya guides Sara through the system, talking her through the method of switching between camera views and floors. 

"I want to see the top floor," Maya says. "I want to see if Esther and Isaac are safe."

Sara fiddles around with the keyboard for a few minutes, then says, "I think... I have it."

"Can you tell me what you see?"

"There are... a lot of people," Sara says. "They look... angry. They're destroy... destroying things. I see a man with... a hammer. He is... hitting everything."

"Do you see Esther on any of them?" Maya asks.

Sara is quiet, then says, "I don't... see her. I can't find her... wait. I... I think... I see her. I see... her."

"Is she okay? Does she look hurt? Is anybody with her?"

"She... looks fine," Sara says. "She's alone."

"Okay," Maya says. "I want you to keep watching her. Think you can do that?"

"I'll try," Sara wheezes.
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The door is locked, but the glass is spiderwebbed in the frame. Esther tries to peek inside, but can't see much of anything. She turns and looks up and down the hallway, and spots a jagged lump of concrete amidst the debris. She grabs it, makes sure nobody is watching, and throws it at the glass. 

The concrete hits the glass and falls to the floor, and the glass holds. 

"Come on," Esther says.

She picks it up and tries again, but the glass still holds. 

"Need some help?" 

She turns and sees the sledgehammer man. 

"No," she says. She picks the concrete up again, and this time hurls it as hard as she can.

The safety glass crumbles and bows out of the frame.

"Not bad," the man says, and then he trudges up the hallway, swinging his hammer into lightbulbs and walls and doors as he goes. 

Esther picks up some torn fabric from the floor and grabs the glass. She can feel it poking her through the cloth, but she leans on it until it comes free of the frame in one big, damaged rectangle. She drops it on the floor, and it shatters into a thousand smaller pieces. 

"Goddammit," she mutters. 

She reaches through the hole and unlocks the door, then goes inside. The room is empty and dark, and for a moment she worries that she was wrong. What if Isaac was discovered somewhere else while she was trying to punch out the window? She looks into the corner where she first met him, but it's empty.

"Is it you?" a voice asks fearfully.

Esther looks up at the cell door and sees a silhouette peeking around the corner. 

"Isaac?" she asks.

"It's you," Isaac says. "You made it out. Why did you come back?"

Three people run past the door, shouting something unintelligible. The sounds of the uprising are like construction that never ends. Heavy metallic clanks swim through the corridors, held together by persistent yells and shouts. The floors vibrate.

"For you," Esther says. "Maya didn't forget about you. Neither did I."

"I think they want to kill me," Isaac says. "There's nobody else they care about. I don't know where Matthew is."

"Hiding in there isn't going to help," Esther points out.

"I didn't know where to go."

"Come out," she says. "I'll take you to Maya."

"Is she okay?"

Esther hesitates. "She's fine."

"You're not telling the truth," Isaac says. "Is she alive?"

"She's alive," Esther says. "But she's -- she's hurt. More than before."

"What happened?"

"Isaac, we don't have time -- come out of there, come with me."

Isaac grips the bars of the cell door. "I don't have a key."

Esther's face falls. "Where is the key?"

Isaac shakes his head. "Probably Matthew has it," he says. "He has everything. I don't know where he is."

Esther looks around, then stops.

"What?" Isaac asks.

She digs in the pocket of her robe and pulls out the keyring, and flips through the keys. 

"Where did you get those?" Isaac asks. "Are those Matthew's? They look like Matthew's."

"They are his, I think," Esther says. 

She tries one key, then another. Then another. 

The sixth key turns, and the door eases open. 

"Come on," Esther says, relieved. "We have to get you out of here."

But Isaac stands still. "They're going to kill me," he says. "If you take me out there, someone will see me, and they'll try to kill me."

"Isaac --"

"You know I'm right," he says. "Listen to them. They're really mad. I can't blame them, can you? They think I killed their kid, and they're right. They want someone to blame, Esther. Who else is there?"

Esther pulls the door open. "You can't stay here," she says. 

"I'm scared, Esther."

Esther walks into the cell and puts her arms around Isaac. "I know," she says. 

She holds him for a minute, squeezing him close, then releases him.

"There's got to be a way to get you out of here without them knowing it's you," she says.

"I don't think so," Isaac says. 

Esther looks around the cell. "God," she says. "This place. I can't believe she was in here for all that time. Did you know she says there are other silos? Outside. I can't even imagine it. She says they all look like this one, except ours is different. She says the courtroom is a cafeteria."

"Other silos?" Isaac asks. "Outside?"

"It's a long story," Esther says, her eyes flicking across the dark stains on the floor. Then she sees something pale, crumpled in the corner. "Isaac, what's that?"

He turns and sees the object. "I -- oh. I didn't see that before."

"It's been here the whole time?" Esther asks.

"I guess," Isaac says. "It's just clothes. You look like you've seen a --"

"It's not just clothes," Esther says, her face full of wonder. "It's Maya's suit."
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Maya falls asleep. She doesn't mean to, but she also doesn't realize that she has until Sara shakes her awake. 

"Maya," Sara says. "Maya, wake up."

She opens her eyes. Sara is crouched beside her, still holding her abdomen. 

"What's going on?" Maya asks, suddenly alert. She tries to sit up, then remembers, and exhales. "Did something --"

"Esther went... into a room for awhile," Sara says. "She... hasn't come out... yet. So while I was waiting, I..."

"Shhh," Maya says. "Take it easy. Breathe."

Sara nods, slowing down. "While... I was waiting... I looked at the other... floors."

"Okay," Maya says. 

"I looked... at thirty-four," Sara says. "Maya... they're coming."

[image: Image]

Sara describes the view to Maya, who closes her eyes and imagines the scene.

The throngs have separated on the stairs. While part of the mob has made their way to the top of the silo, where they've been smashing their way from room to room, ostensibly searching for Isaac or anybody responsible for the Greatfalls, the other part of the mob has gathered on the landing of thirty-four. Most of them hang back on the far side of the landing, yelling... and watching. 

Watching the people on the other side. 

The people swinging mighty hammers and pipes against the iron wall.

The wall trembles, but it doesn't give. Bolts hold. Steel and iron plates remain fixed in place as the hammers bounce off of them. 

Sara turns Maya's attention to the cameras inside thirty-four, then. They're all lifeless, showing empty hallways and server rooms, unoccupied living spaces, quiet bathrooms and pantries. But in the One True's bedroom, the Wise Father has been busy. The bed has been shredded. Tiny feathers and bits of stuffing float on the air like snow. He's still there, breaking apart the end tables with his bare hands. Hands that are bleeding freely now, torn to ribbons by glass and splintered wood. 

The old man is talking -- maybe singing. Sara can't be sure. 

Maya says, "There's no audio."

Sara says, "Maya, every... everybody just... left."

"Left?"

The crowd on thirty-four has moved on, Sara explains. She can see through other cameras, and watches them march up a few flights and pause. They step off of the staircase and huddle on the landings, close to the walls, suddenly subdued. 

And then a girl climbs up from thirty-five holding something Sara doesn't recognize. 

"It looks like... a bundle of... sticks, maybe," Sara says.

"Sticks," Maya says. "I don't -- oh, god."

"She's unrolling... them. Piling them --"

"Come over here, Sara," Maya says. "You have to move me. Can you do it?"

Sara hobbles over to Maya. "Move you where?"

Maya thinks about it. "Good point," she says. "Never mind. Just -- here, sit with me. Hold on."

Sara sinks to the floor and rests her face on Maya's breast. "What's happ --"

The dynamite explodes then, and the safe room feels as if it is tossed into the air. 
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The beds have overturned, and bits of concrete have broken free of the walls, but the room seems okay. Maya tries to look down at Sara, but the girl is so close Maya can't quite bring her clearly into focus. 

"You okay?" Maya asks.

Sara nods. "What... was that?"

"Dynamite," Maya says. "If we felt it that much, it probably did very bad things out there. Can you see anything on the screen?"

The screen has fallen to the floor, but is in otherwise fine shape. Sara crawls over to it and rights it. 

"The view of the landing... is all white," she says. "It's just... white."

"The camera probably isn't there any more," Maya says. "What else?"

"Oh, my," Sara says. "They're inside... Maya. They're inside thirty... four."

The mass of people runs down the stairs, which are surprisingly intact. The iron wall has separated enough for the men with hammers and crowbars to bash their way through, and once the opening is big enough, the people spill in like a virus, fanning out into the level at surprising speed. They pull artwork from the walls, tear the carpet from the floors, throw open the doors and then smash everything inside. 

"Daniel," Sara whispers.

"What?" Maya says. "What did you say?"

"He's... in his room," Sara says, her voice breaking. "Oh, Maya... they're taking his door... down."
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Keep singing.

Yes, please keep singing. It's nice.

Daniel is aflame, but he barely notices. The pain is a constant partner now, the nerves in his hands sizzling, his arms and legs burning with the effort of his hard work. Adrenaline courses through him, keeping him upright when he would have collapsed and died long ago. 

The One True will pay, he thinks to himself. Fuck the One True.

Sing, Daniel. 

So he does, singing a very old hymn while he chews through the room like a termite, pulling apart anything made of pieces. He pulls the headboard of the bed free from the frame, and starts hacking at it with part of the computer screen's mechanical arm. The wood dents first, then softens, then begins to fray beneath his blows. 




For I will give 

All that I have to give

I will say

All that you wish me to say

I will love

You with my heart and mind

For I am yours

And One True, you are mine




That's better, the first voice says.

The second voice seems to sigh with pleasure at Daniel's wretched singing.

It takes him a moment to notice the sounds coming from outside of the room. He cracks the headboard beam down the middle, and then pauses to catch his breath. It's then that the murmurs, the roar, become evident to him, and he stands up straight, puts his hands on his hips, and tilts his head at the door.

He's standing just like that when the door bursts from its hinges, and strangers pour into the room like water, filling it up. The feathers in the air swirl violently, darting in between men and women and tangling in their hair and sticking to the sweat of their skin.

He has time to think of the Red Book, of its optimistic escape plans. He thinks of the prayer closet, all the years of Greatfalls decided for him by -- by a mortal, ordinary man. 

Daniel opens his arms, dropping the piece of metal he's still wielding.

"Take m--"

It's all Daniel has time to say. The first man through the door draws back a skinny metal pipe, and swings for the old man's head. Daniel crumples like a doll. 

The believers carry the Wise Father out of the room. A few stay behind, finishing Daniel's last works for him. The headboard comes apart quickly. A crowbar goes through the computer screen. A glass pitcher is lobbed through the air and detonates like a bomb against the wall.

On the other side of the camera, Sara watches in horror.

Maya cannot share the girl's pain.
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"What are... what are... what... what are --"

"Shhh," Maya says, relying on her voice to hold her own emotions at bay. "There's nothing we can do about it. I'm sorry. I'm sorry, Sara."

Sara rests her forehead on the cool floor beside the screen, and focuses on the feeling of her tears sliding down her cheeks, then dripping onto the concrete. She listens to Maya, who talks in circles, repeating the same words over and over, and then she stops listening to Maya, and thinks of Daniel. 

"Where... where are they taking... him?" she asks, her breath colliding with the floor and warming her skin. 

Maya is quiet. "To the top, I imagine," she says, finally. "Don't ask me why."

"I... I know why," Sara says. "To kill... him."

Maya wishes she could crawl to the girl and hold her, but instead, Sara's words comfort her. For weeks and weeks, she dreamed of hurting that bastard. She considers her life now, what little of it she still owns, and wishes she could pitch him over the railing herself.

"People demand a scapegoat," Maya says, softly. "I'm sorry."

Sara exhales, and coughs. 

"How do you feel?" Maya asks.

"Hurts," Sara says. "Felt... better for a bit. Not any... more."

"The excitement of everything probably took your mind off of it," Maya says. 

Sara turns onto her side, then straightens up when she sees the screen. 

"Maya," she says urgently. "Maya, I see... her."

"Esther?" Maya asks. "Is she okay?"

"She... there's someone... with her," Sara says. 

"Is it Isaac?" 

"Can't tell." Sara leans closer, then coughs. Specks of blood dot the screen, and for a moment she stares at them distractedly. She touches her lip. Her finger comes away with a little watercolor stain of red.

"Is it Isaac?" Maya asks again.

Sara shakes her head to clear it. "Someone... in a costume," she says. "A white... suit?"

"Oh, no," Maya says. "Esther, no, no."

Sara looks back at Maya. "What's going... on?"

"Sara," Maya says, her face deathly serious. "I need you to find something for me. And fast. If she does what I think she's going to, then everyone's going to die."
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The corridor is on fire. 

To the right, someone has stacked up all of the books robbed from the library. The flames fill the hallway, creating an undulating wall. Smoldering snatches of paper float around on the currents of heat, fluttering down onto the debris near Esther's feet, starting a dozen smaller fires. 

"The elevator's that way," Esther says. 

"Through the fire?" Isaac asks, his voice powerfully muted by the helmet.

"Yeah," Esther says, distracted. She checks the opposite direction, where a crowd has gathered to watch the fire burn. They're shouting, throwing things at the fire to encourage it to grow. "We're going to have to go through them."

"Sprinkler system should have come on by now," Isaac says, but Esther doesn't hear him.

She grabs his hand and holds as tightly as she's ever held onto anything, and strides towards the mass of angry ex-believers, fighting to keep her balance on the river of garbage that obscures the floor. Isaac is hauled along behind her. The suit is larger than him, and sags over his knees and ankles, making it difficult to walk without stepping on himself. 

"Come on," she grunts. 

The people are focused on the fire, their faces dappled with orange and yellow, their expressions turned goblin-like in the heat and light. Esther pushes through the first few, leaning into them with her shoulder, shouting, "Excuse me," at the top of her lungs. Nobody is listening, and the wall closes around her as soon as she has made an opening, filling the space between her and Isaac.

"Esther!" he shouts, feeling her hand being yanked away from his. "Esther, I can't hold on!"

Esther feels the crowd crush her from all sides, and she is churned deeper into the mass. Her hand comes free of Isaac's, and she pinches his fingers with her own, as tight as she can, and then she loses him entirely. She wants to scream his name, but she can't, they'll hear her, they'll hear her and pull him apart right in front of her.

"Esther!" she hears him scream, his voice so small already. 

Isaac tries to push into the crowd himself, but he is shorter, and the gaps have closed. Arms and elbows and bellies will be the death of him, and he drops to his knees, determined to crawl through.

Something kicks at him, and he looks up to see a strange woman looking down at him. 

"Hell is this?" the woman shouts, nudging the man beside her.

Then there are two of them looking at him.

"Who's in there?" the man hollers, reaching for Isaac.

Isaac rolls to the side, kicking, and then their hands are on him, pulling at the suit, pulling at the helmet, and he screams as loudly and as forcefully as he can.
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The next thing he sees is a storm, beating at the faceplate of his helmet, and then he is being whisked out of the crowd, dragged down the hallway, bumping over broken boards and chunks of concrete and fallen drapes and ripped carpet. 

The sprinklers. 

The crowd separates, water doing what Isaac could not, and Esther is there, she's there, grabbing his hand and pulling him. He swings his legs around and kicks against their direction, driving himself onto his feet, and starts to run with her, the suit flapping around him. 

"Where are we going?" he yells, but Esther doesn't answer.

She breaks free of the crowd on the landing, and hears a new sound: chanting, dark and low. For a moment, she and the boy stop and listen, trying to sort out the syllables.

"What's it saying?" he yells.

Esther squints and stares at the staircase, the sounds rising up from the great Path.

Garralluf. Grahfrall. Greatfall. Greatfall. GREATFALL. GREATFALL. GREAT-FALL. GREAT-FALL.

"We gotta go, we gotta go," she shouts, pulling Isaac along again. She runs through the courtroom doorway, the heavy doors buckled and hanging open like broken wings, and stops short. The room is surprisingly empty. She looks around wildly, unsure what she's looking for at all. 

On the other side of the camera, Maya is shouting: "No, no! No!"

It comes to Isaac then, and he tugs at Esther's hand, then points at the trophy case on the far wall. 

Behind them, the mad, chanting crowd breaches the staircase and surges onto the landing, filling it quickly. Esther looks back at their faces, seeing something dark and terrible there, something she never wants to see again. And then she runs, Isaac on her heels.

Neither of them sees the Wise Father as he is lifted off of the shoulders of the crowd and carried to the railing, but both of them hears the sharp blade of the public address system come to life, and the weakened voice that booms from its speakers.

"STOP!"
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Maya is sweating. Sara releases the 'speak' button on the microphone and says, "Are... you okay?"

She's not okay, not by a long shot, but Maya ignores this. "Turn it back on," she says.

Sara pushes and holds the button the way Maya showed her. 

"Stop right now," Maya says, with all of the force she can muster. "You can't do this."
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The throng of former believers pauses, startled by the voice. 

Daniel gasps, held still against the railing by two red-faced, panting men. He looks up, just like everybody else, searching for the owner of the voice. 

"You can't kill him," Maya says. "You can't kill him. You'll be as bad as he is."

Esther and Isaac stand in the aisle of the courtroom. Isaac squeezes her hand and looks up at her.

"Maya's alive," he says quietly.

Esther nods.

"There is a poison in this place," Maya continues. "The poison has been here for centuries. That man you're holding there, he's no better or worse than all of you. He's a victim, just like you. His mind, his heart, may be black -- but it's black because he was lied to, lied to for his whole life. Just... like... you."

The crowd seems to exhale as one, the fight seeping out of some of them, while some shout back at the microphone. "You're wrong!" someone cries, but the sentiment seems to fall on different ears now. 

"You poor, poor people," Maya says, her voice kind, not pitying. "You're raw, you're hurting. I understand. Everything you've ever known has just been stripped away from you. You want to break things. I know. But now you've broken things, and it's time to stop before you break things that cannot be fixed."

"It's working," Esther says.

Someone shouts back. "He killed my little girl!"

Another woman bursts into tears at this, and then several of them are shouting. Maya can't hear them, but she knows what they're saying.

"It's not too late to rebuild," she says. "To make this place into a home again. To banish death and diseased ideas. I know it can be done. I wouldn't have believed it when I first came to your silo, but I believe it now. I believe in all of you. I count myself among you now. I believe in us."

Her words echo warmly throughout the silo. 

The men on either side of the Wise Father relax their grip, and Daniel almost looks crestfallen. 

You really deserved it, the first voice whispers to him.

There's no place for you in a peaceful silo, the second says. Do you think they'll forgive you?

He can't even forgive himself, says the third.

In the safe room, Sara watches the monitor while she holds the button down for Maya. She feels her breathing slow when she sees the men release Daniel, but then it constricts again as she watches Daniel climb the railing. He teeters on the edge for a moment, his smile manic and strange, and she says, "No!"

Sara's voice, far weaker than Maya's, is small, but everyone in the silo hears it.

Only a few people turn and see Daniel's expression as he loses his grip on the railing. The crazed smile evaporates. The voices are silent, and recognition seems to spark in his eyes for a brief moment. 

And then he is gone, and only the sound of a little girl crying can be heard in all of the silo.
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The wheelchair is a marvelous invention. It belonged once to a schoolteacher named Quentin, who as a boy had tripped during his own ascent up the staircase. He had broken his neck, and his father, an engineer, had built him a mechanical chair that Quentin could control with his chin. It wasn't a pretty chair, but it had given Quentin a new sense of purpose, and rather than spend his life confined to a bed, he had grown up to teach children about mathematics and science.

Quentin had died long before the uprising, and his widow had kept the chair in her apartment for years. The woman had gifted it to Maya during Maya's inauguration. There was a small plate bolted to the chair, etched by the widow herself.

From brokenness, greatness.

Maya liked the chair, and often rolled through the silo to say hello to her new family. The place is changing these days, and she likes that very much. She visits the courtroom and watches the men on the scaffolds tearing down the great tapestries and dismantling the lectern that so many terrible judgments were spoken from.

Esther stands next to her. "Are you going to turn it into a cafeteria?"

Maya looks up at the girl, then back at the construction. "I think I'll turn it into a park," she says.

"A park," Esther says. "What's a park?"

"You'll like it," Maya says. "They had them once, on the outside, before the skies turned to dust. People used to lie in the grass and read books, or play with their children, or climb trees."

"Trees?"

"I was talking with one of the farmers," Maya says. "He actually has grass seed, and he can spare some soil. I was thinking we could lay down some soil and turn this whole room into a great big park. I can't provide the sun and the sky, but maybe some big grow lights will suffice. What do you think?"

"Trees," Esther says again.

"I don't think I can do trees," Maya says, wistfully. "Wish I could. We don't have any seeds for anything like that. But I can do gardens, maybe. And you see that room back there?" 

She nods towards the prayer closet.

"In that room is something pretty amazing," Maya says. "There's a giant screen in there. In the other silos, it shows a picture of the world outside. It looks like death out there, you know. But there are still computers downstairs that can program that thing, and if we can find the right one, and figure it out, then I might be able to give us a passable blue sky and some clouds to look at."

"I can't picture it," Esther says.

"You'll like it," Maya says. "Next best thing to being outside. No, wait -- given the conditions out there, this is actually the first-best thing."

"It's just called a park?"

"Back in the old days, they named parks," Maya says. "They usually named them after people, or sometimes other things. Should we name ours?"

"We should call it Sara's Park," Esther says.

Maya smiles wistfully. "She'd have liked that."

Esther nods, then walks with Maya as she rolls to the landing. Maya nods and smiles at the people coming up the stairs, and then she turns the chair in a circle to face Esther. 

"How's the cleanup going?" she asks.

Esther goes to the railing and looks over the edge. The silo narrows to a distant point, but where once all was dark, lights have been strung up everywhere. The shadows are chased away, and people happily move along the stairs. 

"Sometimes I think I can still see the stain. But they're doing a good job down there. They couldn't get the stains out, so they're laying fresh concrete instead." Esther laughs and says, "All the children run down when there's a new layer and press their hands into it."

"Good," Maya says. "Have you seen Isaac?"

Esther turns around and leans on the railing. "A week ago," she says. "I went down to thirty-four to see how the gutting is going. I saw him there."

"Is he okay?" 

"He's still miffed that you wouldn't make him sheriff," Esther says. "He wanted to be the youngest one ever."

"Nah," Maya says. "Boy needs to be a boy a bit longer. He's got a lost childhood to make up for. They all do."

Esther nods. "He's still looking for him."

"For Matthew?"

"Yeah."

"He's probably dead," Maya says. 

"Isaac doesn't think so. He thinks he's somewhere down deep, where nobody's seen his face before."

"What's he going to do if he finds him?" Maya asks.

Esther shrugs. "What would you do?"

Maya's face darkens, and then she closes her eyes and shakes her head as if to clear it. 

"Don't ask me that," she says. She brightens. "Come with me. There was a baby born today, down on seventeen. Let's take the elevator down and see what the next generation looks like, shall we?"
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Now that Greatfall has come to an end, I want to thank some people who have made the journey -- dark as it has been -- a very enjoyable one: Hugh Howey, who has graciously swung wide the doors of his silos and invited authors like me to tell new stories in these dark places. The League of Original Woolwrights (LOOW), the first wave of Wool fanfiction writers, has been incredibly supportive during this adventure: David Adams, Michael Bunker, W.J. Davies, Patrice Fitzgerald, Lyndon Perry and Thomas Robins are also telling fantastic silo stories, and you'd do well to look for their books on Amazon. I also want to thank Jason Fuhrman, Richard Leslie, Stefano Scaglione and Max Zaoui for reading parts of Greatfall early -- if not for their insights, I'd have made a fool of myself many times over.




More than anything, I want to thank every single reader who took a chance on a silo story not written by Hugh himself. Some of you have loved Greatfall with a passion I did not anticipate. I am grateful to each and every one of you. Silo 23 is a vastly different place from Silo 17, or 18, or 1, but here you are anyway. Thanks for coming along for the ride!




Like Wool, this is a self-published book. This means that I depend greatly on readers to help me find a larger audience. If you enjoyed reading this book, I hope you won't mind taking a small extra step to share it with another reader who you think might enjoy it, too. Here are a few things you can do to spread the word:





  	Rate and review the book on Amazon

  	Sign up for the mailing list to learn about other upcoming books

  	Follow me on Twitter (twitter.com/jgurley)

  	Like my Facebook page (facebook.com/authorjasongurley)

  	Check out and share my blog at jasongurley.com

  	Most importantly, read another of my books!






One of the best things about being an independent author is that I'm more accessible to readers than other authors are sometimes able to be. If you bump into me online, say hello. I'd love to hear from you!




Thanks so much for reading!




Jg
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Jason Gurley is the author of Greatfall, The Man Who Ended the World, The Settlers, The Colonists and Eleanor, a graphic novel about a girl who never stops falling. Born in the squelchy bogs of Texas, then raised in the icy caves of Alaska, he relied on his imagination to keep him warm and dry. As a result, he firmly believes that Superman isn't Superman if he's not wearing red undies, and that Darryl Strawberry had the sweetest swing of all time. He may be the only man alive who believes both, and that's okay. 




Jason lives in Oregon with his family, and is a creative director in Portland. He can be found online at jasongurley.com, facebook.com/authorjasongurley and twitter.com/jgurley, and probably a few dozen other places, if you look hard enough. 
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