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for the “right” book
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CHAPTER 1
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JACK STOOD AT the edge of the Hole with nothing but a guard rail between her and a vast chasm of emptiness. She heaved a bag of dirt up and emptied it over the edge; it poured out like a waterfall, vanishing quickly into the darkness. Then she dropped the plastic in after it, watching the white bag, complete with her dirty fingerprints, float away, down, down, down into the endless blackness of the Hole.

She turned to grab another bag as she wiped the sweat off her brow, then gave a startled shriek as a holographic form of a woman in a tightly fitted blue skirt and blouse flickered into existence before her.

“Do you need the perfect gift for your child, spouse, parent, or friend?” it asked, pitching its voice to sound cheerful and friendly. “We have the perfect solution! Buy a four-foot replica of the Stalk as a majestic reminder of the Stalk’s importance to the loyal citizens here on planet Jord! As the only space elevator made entirely from the rare and oft-sought-after living metal—” 

“Go away!” Jack growled. She rapidly mumbled her deactivation code, “B1143,” and the hologram flickered and disappeared. She turned toward the foreman’s platform and yelled, “Boss! That’s the fifth holo today!”

“One of the dampeners is broken,” Faith yelled back. “You’re going to have to deal with it!” 

Jack glanced at the time. Only ten minutes left in her shift.

She tossed four more bags of dirt into the Hole, not for the first time wishing they could use hover carts like everyone else in town. Unfortunately, the dampeners did more than just block out the stupid holos—they also made it impossible to use any hover technology within some arbitrary radius of the Hole. She managed four more bags of dirt before her watch beeped, then headed toward the locker room. Faith waited inside, high heels clicking impatiently against the tile, gaudy gold and red LED earrings dangling.

“We’ll have the holos sorted out by the time you get back,” Faith said, making a note on her clipboard. 

“What do you mean, ‘by the time I get back’?” Jack spun around to look at her locker, a feeling of dread growing in the pit of her stomach. Sure enough, three green lights glowed over the door. Three beans. That meant...

“You’ve been selected to serve a day at the Stalk,” Faith said without smiling. “Remember, you’re representing all of us here at the Hole. We want the funders to understand that what we do is vital work in the community and that we love doing it.”

Jack stared at the three green lights, her feet frozen to the floor. Almost every Digger who had spent a day at the Stalk had jumped into the Hole the next day. As far as the Diggers were concerned, a day at the Stalk wasn’t an honor—it was a curse.

“I don’t love doing it,” Jack said bluntly, yanking her locker open and pulling out her backpack. Her wristband beeped as her hand passed under the beans and displayed three green lights that mirrored the ones on her locker. If she tried to run away, they could track her down and would likely send her to jail. “I dump dirt into an endless chasm of darkness for a living. What’s to love about that?”

“Pretend you do, or you’re fired.” Faith strode away, smacking her gum the way she did when she was done with a conversation.

“Won’t matter if I’m dead,” Jack muttered at Faith’s retreating back. 

Petrov burst into the locker room, followed by Shelly. Both were covered in a fair amount of dirt, and Shelly had a long scrape on one arm. 

“Drinks tonight?” Petrov asked, but then his eyes widened as he took in the lights on Jack’s locker. “You got three beans?” he gasped. 

“Three beans?” Shelly echoed, worry now etched into her face. 

“You know what they say,” Petrov said. “Don’t drink the water, don’t eat anything they give you—”

“Or breathe their air if you can avoid it,” Shelly interjected. 

“—don’t read their pamphlets, submit to any scientific testing, don’t take any pills they give you—”

“Petrov, Shelly!” Jack interrupted, waving her hands to make them stop talking. “It’s going to be fine. I’m going to be fine.”

“That’s what Steven said,” Shelly reminded her, eyebrows raised and lips pursed. 

“And Paulie,” said Petrov.

“Yolanda,” said Shelly. 

“Robby, Tonk, and Meri.”

“Fink. Hazel.”

“It’s an 80% jump rate,” Petrov added, crossing his arms. “They all ended up in the Hole.”

“I’m not going to jump into the Hole,” Jack said, slamming her locker shut. “I’ve spent years feeding that thing—I’m not going to feed myself to it too.”

“They all said that.” Shelly now had a single tear rolling down one cheek. Jack rolled her eyes. 

“You were one of my favorites.” Petrov stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her, his sweaty stench filling Jack’s nostrils. 

“I can’t believe you got picked!” Shelly wailed, throwing her arms around both of them and creating an awkward group hug. 

“Okay, that’s enough.” Jack wiggled her way out from beneath them and stepped back, hands on her hips. “I’m not going to die. I’ll be back.”

“That’s what they all said,” Petrov said with finality, shaking his head. “We’ll toast to you tonight.” He raised a hand in the air dramatically.

“Fine.” Jack rolled her eyes and grabbed her bag. “See you the day after tomorrow.”
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JACK STEPPED OUTSIDE the next morning, glaring at a hovercopter that silently floated in the front yard of her apartment complex. Other residents glanced suspiciously from the ‘copter to Jack to the man in a stiff suit standing beside it, who held a white sign with her name on it. 

“May I see your ID?” he asked as she approached. 

She held out her wristband, assigned to her when she had arrived on Jord, still glowing with three green lights. 

“Welcome aboard.”

Jack climbed in. She had only ever ridden in a hovercopter once, when she had shattered all the bones in her leg. That time, she hadn’t really noticed anything due to the combination of excruciating pain and mind-altering medications. This time, she gazed around her with curiosity. The hovercopter was essentially a glass sphere with four seats bolted to a metal floor. The driver, a smiling bearded gentleman in a uniform, had a panel in front of him with a monitor, switches, and two levers that she assumed he used to steer. Jack could honestly say that she had no idea how the machine worked. The man in the suit watched Jack climb into a seat in the back, then sat up front beside the driver.

“My name is Leroy,” the bearded driver said, “and I’d like to welcome you aboard the Bubble. Have you ever flown before?”

“Once, under the influence of pain meds.” Jack shifted in her seat, trying to get comfortable. 

“Ah yes, emergency hovers,” he said. “Well, mine’s much lighter and faster. It can be a bit nerve-wracking at first, but this is a short trip, so hold tight.”

“Yessir.” Jack gripped the armrests firmly.

The ground dropped away beneath them as the ‘copter soared up over the apartment buildings. She could see other hovercopters in the distance, most floating around the Stalk. 

The Stalk was the biggest space elevator in the known colonies. It rose up in the center of the city, a gleaming, metallic symbol of the grand innovation of the Rove City civilization, as the Watchers and Inspection Administration said in their pamphlets. The WIA was very concerned that its ever-loyal citizens understood exactly how wonderful the Stalk was—life-giver, job-creator, majestic hope for the future.

The most unique part of the Stalk was that it was made from living metal, which they said made it more flexible and adaptable, and made it possible for the corporation to build a bigger structure than any space elevator before it. Living metal had only been discovered a few decades before, and was slowly making its way into various aspects of day-to-day life on Rove City, but here on Jord, the only living metal Jack knew of was the Stalk.

Jack didn’t often look at it; it was a constant grey blur in her periphery, looming over the city, the Hole, her apartment—her whole life. It was simply there, teeming with self-important people who scurried around it like ants, trying to finish it—thirty years in the making and it still wasn’t functional. 

Viewed from the Bubble, it was unbelievably massive, stretching from where its base met the planet’s surface, up through the atmosphere, and all the way to outer space—a space elevator “truly worthy of the loyalty and admiration of its people.” Jack grimaced. The holos were really starting to get in her head. 

As they soared overhead, the people, the houses, the cars all became insignificant dots, but the Stalk still loomed, filling the sky with its shining silver gleam. 

“You doing okay?” Leroy asked. 

Jack swallowed. She suddenly felt a little nauseated, and the sky seemed so big, she was sure she was going to drown in it. A tiny little bug like her didn’t belong in the sky, she belonged in a cave or a tunnel or at the bottom of the Hole, but certainly not this high above the ground with nothing to hold her up except a flimsy glass sphere—then the world began to spin and no matter how hard she held on, at any moment, the Bubble could just... tip... and she would be helpless, falling... falling... falling...

Loud clicking jerked her attention back to herself. Her hands gripped the armrests so tightly her knuckles turned white. Her breath came hard and fast, and her stomach roiled and churned.

“Stay with me, sweetheart.” Leroy was snapping his fingers repeatedly in front of her face. “It’s alright, we’ll be there in just a minute. Stay focused on me, you hear?”

Jack shifted her attention to his hands, which once again grasped the levers: old hands, worn and callused, fingernails caked with dirt and chewed to the quick. Hairy arms, strong and muscular—he wore a blue uniform with a collared shirt; then she zeroed in on his beard—reddish with curls and some grey strands woven in. How many were there? How many hairs made up a beard? She began to count his beard hairs, trying desperately to ignore the world around them, to not look, not see, not know that they were flying so high above the ground. 

When she reached three hundred and forty-seven, she suddenly realized the Bubble had stopped. The man in the suit—he hadn’t even introduced himself, she noted—already stood a few feet away from the hovercopter, waiting for her to debark.

Leroy was up and out of his seat in a jiffy, helping release Jack from her safety straps and step down onto a solid floor. 

“You did great for your first time!” he exclaimed. “My sister was like you when she started flying, and not two years later she could wing one of these things like she was born in it.”

Jack let out a little laugh, relief surging through her. “I don’t know how you do this every day. Or how your sister does it.”

“I don’t know how you walk up to that gaping, hungry Hole every day,” he replied. “That thing scares the crap outta me.”

“I guess you get used to it,” she replied.

“That’s exactly right.” Leroy smiled broadly, wrinkles creasing his eyes. “You get used to it.”

Jack took a deep breath to calm herself. “Is your sister close by?”

“Journey City,” Leroy said. “A few hundred miles north. Haven’t seen her in a couple years—I haven’t gotten permission to travel. One of these days, though!”

She glanced over at where the man in the suit was waiting. He glanced at his watch and gestured for her to hurry up.

“I have to go.” She let go of Leroy’s arm—she hadn’t even realized she had still been holding on. 

Leroy glanced at the suit and then leaned in, lowering his voice. “Now you listen to me,” he said. “You are a VIP today. Don’t let them push you around. If you want something, ask for it. If you have questions, ask ‘em. And if you tell them you want me to take you home, come the end of the day I’ll be right here. Understand?”

Jack nodded. His face was stern, gaze so intense that she could barely meet his eyes. 

“You bring all of us up?” she asked, glancing back at the suit again. “All of us VIPs?”

“Yep. ‘Cept for my days off.”

“Even the... the...” She was thinking of Pauline, Yolanda, Robby, Tonk, Meri, and the others, but she didn’t know how to say the names of the deceased Diggers.

“Them too,” Leroy said. He knew who she meant. She could see it in his eyes. “And I don’t want you to be another one of them.”

“What...” Jack hesitated. “...what was different about the others? The ones that survived? Murphy? Lisa?”

Leroy shook his head sorrowfully. “Just one thing.” He gestured to door past where the suit stood. "They never stepped through that door." 

The suit strode over impatiently. “We have to go. Please follow me.” He took Jack’s elbow and began guiding her away from the hoverpad. 

“But... but...” Jack protested, looking back over her shoulder at Leroy. 

“Remember what I told you!” he called. “Don’t let them push you around!”

The door approached faster and faster. Don’t let them push you around. She never let anybody push her around—not Petrov or Shelly. Not Faith. Not even her mom or sister. And she certainly wasn’t going to let this person, who hadn’t even had the courtesy to introduce himself.

“Stop,” she said as they neared the threshold. 

“How can I be of service?” the suit asked, turning toward her with a mildly annoyed expression. 

“First,” she said, trying to think fast though her heart was racing, “tell me your name.”

“I am Android 2711,” the suit said. 

“You’re an android?” Jack raised her eyebrows, examining his stern face and fastidious appearance. She’d never seen one up close before—only rich people could afford them, and those who had them didn’t typically go parading them about the streets. 

“Yes,” he replied. 

“Can I have Leroy pick me up at the end of the day?” she asked quickly, trying to stall for as long as possible. She had to figure out some way to avoid going through the door. 

“I will arrange it.” The android glanced down at his wrist and tapped a few buttons on the wristband. “Is there anything else? We are going to be late.”

“What’s happening?” she asked. “Where are we going?”

She looked around them, realizing she was standing several floors up the Stalk, where they had landed on a wide, flat strip. White tile covered the floor, and the glistening, living metal of the Stalk was close enough to touch. 

“We are on Floor 210 of the majestic Stalk,” the android said. “Today we are hosting a group of wealthy travelers, all members of the families that funded the construction of the Stalk. They have requested to meet a few individuals that help operate the Stalk, as well as from the town surrounding it.”

“Yes, yes,” Jack said. “I know that much.” Everyone in town knew they could be selected at any point, and most considered it an honor—except for those who worked at the Hole. They knew it was a curse that brought an eighty percent chance of death.

“What exactly do you want to know, then?” the android asked. “Or can we go?”

“Who am I meeting? Where are we going? What am I supposed to do?” Jack didn’t really care about the answers, but she needed a little more time to think of something, anything to prevent her from stepping through the door. 

The android squinted at her with thinly veiled impatience. “You’re meeting guests of the Stalk, now, in Room 210-10, and you are supposed to nod and smile and answer their questions politely.”

“What if I don’t want to?” she asked, crossing her arms. 

“Then you will be fined and jailed for violating the terms of your citizenship.”

“Oh.” That clearly wasn’t an option. She needed something else. “What if I don’t want to meet them in Room 210-10? I’d rather go to the base of the Stalk, meet them on solid ground.” That seemed like a reasonable request. She hated being up this high, and as a VIP, she should be comfortable, right? 
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