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      Unease had moved into the Baltimore Habitation District. It became the awkward neighbor lurking in every shadow, acknowledged by cautious vigilance and knowing glances among the locals, but never challenged aloud.

      Maya let her feet dangle, legs through the bars of the patio deck railing. Seven stories down, the Nons gathered on the street in front of her building in Block 13, the eighth straight day of protests. As if the Authority would care what non-Citizens thought. Every two minutes, a blue four-fanned Authority drone glided by below, sweeping its sensor ball over the crowd, a .50 caliber machine gun serving as a one-size-fits-all approach to every problem from murder to pickpocketing.

      Puffs of steam rose from portable cookers, the occasional sniff of chicken, beef, or rat teasing her nose, a too-short reprieve from the moldy smell of a dying city. A man in a tattered olive-drab long-coat brandished a sign demanding ‘Dignity for Nons’ at a passing e-car. She waved at him, but the man didn’t see her.

      In the week following the video transmission, the roaring inspiration Maya had stirred in so many that seemed to ignite the world―or at least the Eastern Seaboard―had given way to small pockets of protestors and a quiet, seething tension.

      Motivating all those people to stand up to the Authority had been frightening, but she’d do it again. No advertisement she’d ever recorded for Ascendant had ever made her feel so… warm inside. Selling expensive drugs, many with dangerous side effects, had given her a comfortable, if not hollow, life. Selling a demand for justice and respect had given her a sense of satisfaction and hope, but it also came with fear. She’d made herself a target, but someone had to stand up to Vanessa Oman, even if that someone was only nine years old.

      Genna had been on edge at first, but with no sign of retaliation by now, she’d calmed. Maya had expected the Brigade to whisk her off somewhere to hide as soon as her message ended, but no one had made a move or even discussed it. She couldn’t tell if the Brigade didn’t expect retaliation, or if they didn’t care since she had nothing more to offer them. Fortunate, then, that neither Ascendant nor the Authority came looking for her.

      But how long would that last?

      Sarah, sitting to her right, leaned forward to watch the people below, pressing her forehead against the bars. Her almost knee-long hair went wherever the wind sent it, a wild tangle of red. The toga-like dress she’d made from an old curtain hung loose on her body, smears of dirt and scrapes visible here and there where skin showed between wraps or through tears in the fabric.

      Since the video transmission, the girl had been quieter than usual, and insistent on being at her side―whenever she didn’t need to tend to her father. Maya scowled to herself at the thought of a child having to take care of an adult. True, Sarah had her by two years, but an eleven-year-old remained a kid. The man wasn’t helpless. He’d lost an arm in the war, but he had a cybernetic replacement. His random angry outbursts at the games he watched frightened her, but thus far, he’d kept his rage focused on the players. The man had never once raised his voice at either of them.

      She frowned at a stain on her friend’s ‘dress.’ He needs to buy her some real clothes.

      “I’ll just get robbed again,” muttered Sarah.

      “Huh?” Maya blinked.

      Sarah twisted her head enough to make eye contact. “I see how you’re looking at me. You’re making that pity face again.”

      “Sorry.” Maya studied her lap, feeling guilty for having a shirt, pants, and sneakers.

      She’d left her shoes by the bed, not wanting her friends to feel bad. Few kids out in the Hab had shoes, their parents unable to afford what Foz, the man who operated the nearest store, charged for things they’d grow out of so fast. Her friend Emily’s father, Doctor Chang, went to the Sanctuary Zone often enough. That girl had shoes but didn’t like them, since ‘faeries don’t wear shoes.’ Sarah’s father could get her stuff, he just didn’t. Pick’s older sister couldn’t go to the Sanc, but the boy hardly cared about the quality of his clothing. Book, the old man who looked after Anton and Marcus, traveled to the Sanc every so often―probably why the twins always had new-looking stuff to wear.

      Maya sighed. She didn’t really need shoes inside the building anyway, and it didn’t seem likely she’d be going outside any time soon.

      “The dosers won’t steal this.” Sarah fussed with the old, yellowed fabric. “I do miss my camo pants.”

      “Ask your dad to get you some clothes,” said Maya, leaning back.

      Sarah shrugged one shoulder. “He won’t go to the Sanc. Doesn’t trust the Authority at the checkpoint. He thinks they’ll either send him back to Korea or shoot him. Sometimes he doesn’t realize the war’s over.” She gazed down, fighting sniffles. “I mean… he said no one officially declared the war over. The soldiers decided to go home on their own. Even the bad guys. He believes he’ll get called a deserter and be arrested.”

      “Sorry.” Maya put an arm around her.

      “It’s okay.” Sarah wiped her eyes. “He doesn’t forget me. When he sees me, he remembers he’s back home… and then he teaches me survival stuff.”

      “I still think he should buy you real clothes.” Maya examined one of the safety pins holding the curtain in the general shape of a dress. “I’ll ask Mom to―”

      “Don’t.” Sarah gave her a worried look. “Genna doesn’t have to take care of me. I’m okay.”

      Maya opened her mouth to insist but bit off a squeal of fright as a large Authority drone zoomed around the corner, blasting them with a strong downdraft. Sarah clamped her hands over her ears in protest of the loud fans, cringing as the machine flew within a few feet of them and raced off to the right, red and blue lights flashing. Her dress tore in the fierce gale, exposing her right shoulder.

      Sarah, shivering, put a hand on Maya’s arm. “Shouldn’t you be hiding or something? Isn’t Vanessa going to come after you?”

      “You’re so pale.” Maya held her friend’s hand. “You’re not sick, are you?”

      “No. I just had a bath.” Sarah smiled and stuck her tongue out. “You’re too dark.”

      “Am not.” Maya stared at their interlaced fingers, alternating bands of rich caramel brown and cream white.

      “I’m teasing. It doesn’t matter.” Sarah fixed her dress and reattached the safety pin in a different spot.

      Maya bit her lip, half smiling. “Well, being too pale can mean someone’s sick.”

      “Don’t wanna talk about it?”

      “What?”

      Sarah leaned forward again to watch the protestors down on the street. “I asked if you should hide, and you changed the subject.”

      “Like you changed the subject about clothes.” Maya poked her in the side.

      “Yeah.” Sarah’s knuckles whitened on the bars of the patio railing as another drone cruised by two floors down. She let off a sigh of relief and slouched when it kept going.

      Maya examined her hands. “I used to be jealous of Vanessa. I wanted to look like her. I hated being light. I… thought it’s why she didn’t like me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It wasn’t.” Maya shook her head. “She ordered me like a pizza.”

      “What’s a pizza?” Sarah raised an eyebrow.

      “You don’t know what a pizza is?” Maya gasped. “It’s so good.”

      “No. I’ve never been in the Sanc,” said Sarah, sounding blasé.

      “It’s food that you order from a terminal, and someone brings it to your house. Mostly, it’s a big round flat piece of bread with sauce and cheese on it, but you can get like a hundred different things put on it. You pick the options you want, they put it together, and they bring it to you.”

      Sarah gave her a pitying look. “I know what cheese is.”

      The girl who’d never had pizza felt sorry for her. Out here, Sarah was happy to have food at all. She barely had clothes. Maya thought of her former home, the huge walk-in closet with dozens of outfits, most of which she couldn’t stand and had only worn once for a commercial. The Hydra had offered a limitless supply of nutritious―if not bland―meals. Until she’d decided to stay with Genna, her only worry about food had been what type, never if there’d be any.

      She looked down and picked at her fingernails, tightness building in her throat. Her life up until recently had been safe. Sarah had never known safety. A year ago, dosers had robbed her at gunpoint, stealing the clothes straight off her back so they could sell them and get high. Maya’s biggest worry had been whether or not her mother would make time to talk to her. Her bio mother, Vanessa, had caused much of this misery, and Maya, by smiling for the cameras, had helped.

      Glum, Maya bowed her head. Two tears jumped from her chin, plummeting toward the crowd seventy feet below. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was like this out here.”

      “Hey, don’t.” Sarah pressed a weak punch into her shoulder. “You’re nothing like that woman. I know you’re not since you don’t want to go back to that nice home.” She grinned. “You really don’t miss it.”

      A feeling that had started at guilt became anger toward Vanessa. All those fancy things in that penthouse had never been hers; she’d been simply another possession. Nothing about that place triggered even the smallest bit of regret. For all its wealth, it had no soul. “No. I don’t miss it, but I still think your father should get you real clothes.”

      Sarah pulled her wild hair away from her face while offering a noncommittal shrug. “It’s okay. He needs his beer. We get food from the VA, and the rent is covered.”

      “You need clothes. He doesn’t need to drink.”

      Sarah tensed as another drone glided by. Once the whirr of its fans faded into the background noise, she relaxed. “He needs it. When he doesn’t have any, he’s umm. He’s different.”

      “Sarah…” Maya squeezed her hand.

      “No, not like that.” She huffed and slouched. “When he hasn’t had any beer, he gets creeped out by everything. Super nervous, jumps at every little noise. Thinks the Koreans are watching him. I hate it when he’s like that. It’s okay if he buys beer. I’ll get real clothes when I’m not going to outgrow them. Foz doesn’t charge too much for adult stuff.”

      Maya sighed. “You could at least get a big T-shirt and make a dress out of that instead of a curtain that’s falling apart.”

      “We should go inside before you get seen.”

      “It’s fine.” Maya swung her feet back and forth, still staring down at the protestors. “I don’t think they’ll do anything. The Authority hasn’t arrested Vanessa, and it’s been over a week. They’re not going to. She will say it’s all fake, and no one will believe us.”

      Sarah rubbed Maya’s back. “You’ve given everyone hope. People were like zombies before, but now they’re alive. They believed your mo―I mean Vanessa owned the Authority. She’s gotta be angry.”

      “It would cost more to come after me than it would be worth.” Maya pulled her head away from the bars and sighed at her friend. “What would she do? Make an example of a little kid? That’s just bad PR. She’d much rather I disappear and be forgotten. All she cares about is money.”

      Maya looked down. Night after night of waiting in that apartment for her mother to come home, hoping she’d spend some time together that didn’t involve business, flooded her mind. Vanessa hadn’t ever been ‘stuck late’ at work; she didn’t want to see her. She never had.

      The memory of that woman’s face on the screen in that rathole where the mercenaries had kept her captive filled her mind. Even she couldn’t tell if her ‘mother’ had been bluffing or serious. Go ahead and kill her. I’ll make another one.

      Maya covered her face with her hands and sobbed.

      “Hey.” Sarah pulled her legs up and wrapped herself around Maya from behind. “Forget that horrible woman. Your mother is right inside.”

      “Yeah.” Maya sniffled, wiping at her face, though the tears refused to stop.

      She scrambled to her feet, hauled the patio door open, and darted into the apartment, racing across the bedroom, down the hall, and into the living room where Genna sat on the couch. The woman barely got her hands away from the disassembled rifle on the coffee table before Maya leapt into her, face buried against her shoulder.

      The sofa smelled of old, damp sneakers mixed with the stink of gun cleaner. A few breaths into sobbing, the chemical scratched at her throat and made her cough.

      “Baby, what’s wrong?” Genna wrapped her in a firm hug.

      Maya clung to the feeling of being wanted, of having a real mother. Nothing she’d had inside her Sanctuary Zone penthouse made her feel as good as being able to cling to a mother. Vanessa had barely tolerated holding her hand for photos; she couldn’t remember ever daring to attempt an embrace. “Mom.”

      “Somethin’ give you a scare?”

      Maya shook her head. “No.”

      The patio door slid closed with a soft thump.

      “Well, what’s wrong then?”

      “I…” She sniffled and smiled. “I’m being silly. We were talking about Vanessa and how she didn’t want me.”

      Genna kissed her atop the head. “Put that sorry excuse for a person outta your mind.”

      Sarah padded in and sat beside them. Maya squirmed around to face her.

      “Sorry for making you sad,” said Sarah.

      “I made myself sad.” Maya leaned her head on Genna’s shoulder. “I’m okay now.”

      Sarah glanced at the table. “Is that a FN-Sabre?”

      “Almost.” Genna chuckled. “M-17R2. Basically a Sabre though. The only real difference is in the ammo feed mechanism. I think we stole it from them.”

      “Oh wow,” whispered Sarah. “That’s the same kind of rifle Dad carried in the war. He said he wished they’d issued the Sabres since the firing contact didn’t scum up so much.”

      “Yeah, they went cheap all right.” Genna ran her hand over Maya’s hair, making her smile. “Replaced that sucker first thing. Electronics are all custom work. And why do you know so much about guns?”

      “The Dad is getting her ready for the next war,” said Maya.

      Sarah frowned. “Not the next one. The one that’s still happening.”

      “Your father’s unit saw some bad times.” Genna sighed.

      “Yes. He’s lucky to be alive.” Sarah repositioned a safety pin on her left hip, moving it to a less frayed patch of fabric. “Missile strike wiped out his camp when he was on a scouting mission.”

      Maya shimmied off her mom’s lap and sat between them. “Did Barnes have any good news?”

      “Such as?” Genna leaned forward and picked up a rifle piece, which she worked at with a toothbrush.

      “Why hasn’t anything changed? Ascendant is still there. All we did is make people protest.” Maya raised her arms for emphasis and let them drop in her lap.

      “Well, the Authority has moved in more officers from other cities to try and prove that Ascendant don’t own them. Could be all for show, but I been hearin’ whispers that they cleanin’ house inside first.”

      “Anton and Marcus said they got surprised by a blueberry and he wasn’t a complete shit to them,” said Sarah.

      “Were they doin’ anything wrong at the time?” asked Genna.

      Sarah scowled. “Yeah, being Nons.” She pointed at her cheek. “They don’t need a reason.”

      “I wonder if they fired him.” Maya clenched her hands into fists, thinking of the blueberry who’d hit Sarah with his rifle.

      “Maybe they made him clean all the toilets,” said Sarah with a grin.

      “Almost time to eat,” said Genna. “You’re welcome to join us, Sarah. Your father too if he wants.”

      “I should check on him anyway.” Sarah slid off the couch and stood. “He didn’t eat this morning.”

      Genna reached out and grabbed her hand as she walked by. “He keeps doin’ that, you best be tellin’ Doc.”

      “I will.” Sarah nodded, smiled, and hurried out the door.

      Maya picked at the few traces of polish left on her toenails, battling a moment of guilt at her old closet of unwanted shoes. Not that tiny high heels would’ve done her much good in the Habitation District. The desperate dosers who’d steal the clothes off the backs of the unwary or the defenseless probably wouldn’t even bother… no one would buy them out here. Maybe if the Authority changed, they’d do something about people who’d rob street kids for a handful of NuCoin. She scowled at the floor.

      “What are you thinkin’ about now, baby?” asked Genna. “That glare’s gonna light the rug on fire.”

      “I’m mad at the punks who took Sarah’s clothes, and her father. He won’t get her any. Wastes his money on beer, and she doesn’t mind. She’s wearing a curtain she found upstairs.”

      “That girl’s a saint.” Genna snapped a small, black piece into a larger section of the rifle with a click. “Takes care o’ that man like a live-in nurse.”

      “I thought we were going to change things. The way everyone cheered, it sounded like the whole world was on our side. How can people just not care that Vanessa’s setting Fade loose on purpose?” Maya slapped her hands on the cushions beside her knees, creating dust clouds. “She’s killing people to make money.”

      “It’ll take time.” Genna set the rifle down and put an arm around Maya, pulling her close. “Most people out there, they ain’t so afraid of the Brigade anymore. They know we’re on their side now. And Authority does too. Even Citizens are startin’ to resent being under the gun all the time, them armed drones always whizzin’ around overhead.”

      “They need to arrest Vanessa for killing people. The Authority’s supposed to protect us, not treat us like prisoners.”

      “Wasn’t easy after the war ended. What little we had left of a government barely held on to itself. Shit, the Eastern Commonwealth States is all we got. You know, before the war, ‘state’ meant a whole big patch of land, not just a Sanctuary Zone?”

      “Yes.” Maya fell into the same rote recitation she’d given the e-learn back in the penthouse. “Eastern Commonwealth States consist of New York, Boston, Trenton, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Baltimore, DC, Richmond, Charlotte, Atlanta, Jacksonville, Orlando, and Miami.”

      Genna patted her on the head. “Yep, though Pitts never quite made up their mind if they’re in or just allied. But as long as the Authority can keep all the citizens afraid of what’s out in the wildlands, people be willin’ to put up with a whole lot of badness in exchange for protection. S’long as they think what’s out there is worse than what they’ve got inside, the Authority is in control.”

      “Mom?”

      “Hmm?”

      “When you found me, you wanted to kill that Authority pilot… aren’t a lot of blueberries veterans?”

      Genna’s jaw tightened. She kept quiet for a moment, stroking her fingers through Maya’s hair in a repetitive gesture. “Some, yeah. Lot of ’em are sellouts. Doin’ whatever Ascendant wants, not carin’ ’bout the oaths they swore. No better’n traitors. The ones here in Baltimore, they a special kinda bad. Was a time I wanted ta kill every damn last one of ’em.” Her expression remained intense, the kind of face she’d give someone seconds before punches began flying, though silent tears wet her cheek.

      “Are you crying because I made you think of Sam?”

      “A bit.” Genna glanced down at her, expression softening. “You said ‘found you,’ not ‘broke inta your home and kidnapped you.’”

      Maya shook her head. “Nope. This evil woman kept a little girl prisoner all alone in a tower, and made her smile and dance for people. You saved her.”

      “You…” Genna looked about ready to burst into tears but wound up laughing. “I guess that’s one way ta put it.”

      “Are people here afraid of the wildlands? The AuthNet said that bad people live out there. Cannibals and murderers, and even some old military robots.”

      “I’m sure they make it sound a lot worse than it is.” Genna pulled Maya back into her lap and held her with both arms. “They wanna keep everyone scared. Authority drones still watch over the Habitation District. ’Course, I doubt anyone from the wildlands would bother with us. It ain’t like they say out there. Bunch of small towns mostly, anarchists, independents, farmers. Yeah, bandits sometimes, but ain’t nowhere near like they tell everyone.”

      “What about killer robots?” Maya held her arms out and mimicked a robot walk.

      Genna laughed. “I suppose there could be a few of the KT3s left out there, but the war’s over. No one to fix ’em up.”

      “Why did people let Ascendant take over?” Maya leaned her head back, snuggling.

      “Not sure what you read on that computer you had, but no one really ‘won’ the war. After a time, everyone realized there wasn’t much left to fight over. Command on both sides had been more or less wiped out. Soldiers decided to stop shooting at each other. Eventually, we all went home. Hell, the truck I took back to the airfield on my way here had a dozen NoKos on it. Two months before that, we’d have killed each other for wearin’ the wrong uniform. On that truck, we all just a bunch o’ poor people couldn’t believe what our idiot leaders did.”

      “NoKo? Is that North Korean?”

      Genna patted her back. “Yeah. After the war, people wanted order, and they didn’t care who wound up in charge as long as someone kept things together.”

      “Before I left the Sanctuary Zone, I didn’t really understand the war. It felt like a story.”

      “Yeah. All things considered, we got a lot more tech left here than I ever expected. A few major cities soaked up people and kinda put themselves back together, but not everyone wanted a government back. People who live in the wildlands decided ta try somethin’ different.”

      “I want something different too.” Maya fidgeted with her shirt. “Citizens have too much and Nons don’t have enough.”

      “Now that is something to work on. Smart as you are, I’m sure you’ll fix it someday.”

      Maya pondered the idea, daydreaming about a future where the poor weren’t so desperate, and the Vanessa Omans of the world didn’t treat people like crap for not having money. “We proved she is evil. Why is she still there?”

      “Brigade has people inside the Authority, and Harlowe’s heard some good things. Ascendant’s scrambling to save themselves. I’m sure that bitch is doing everything she can to keep control. She’d have to be a damn fool to drop Fade on anyone, at least for a while. I hope a long while. You at least helped shine a light on that roach.”

      Maya shivered. “I don’t like roaches. We should step on it.” She cast a nervous glance around the floor.

      “Oh, we will. We hurt them good, but we ain’t done yet. And you”―Genna tickled at Maya’s sides, making her squeal―“need ta stop worryin’ about everything. All you gotta do now is be a kid. This ain’t your fight.”

      Sarah laughed, scooting out of reach as Maya squirmed and grabbed for the attacking fingers, giggling. After a few minutes of tickle war, she lay flat on the couch, winded and grinning. It didn’t matter that she’d gone from the luxury of a Sanctuary Zone penthouse to the bleakness of a crumbling apartment building in the Habitation District.

      She had a real mother.
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      Maya hovered at Genna’s side in the kitchen, watching her cut the plastic away from a pack of raw chicken. She peeled off the wrapper, exposing a tile of meat about an inch thick and nine square. BioNatura Corporation grew it somewhere in the Baltimore Sanctuary Zone, but Maya had never seen the raw, packaged form in person before. Whenever she’d had ‘real’ food instead of a Hydra tray, it had always been at a restaurant. Genna handed her the crumpled up wrapper and dropped the meat onto a cutting board with a wet slap.

      “Toss that in the bin.”

      Maya crossed the small kitchen to the trash, staring at the floor in case a roach decided to brave the light. “Does that cost a lot?”

      “About two NuCoin a pack.” Genna sliced it into cubes, adding the meat handful by handful to a simmering pot. “Fourteen raided a warehouse. Some of it trickled back to us.”

      “Fourteen what?” Maya wandered back to her mom’s side and tilted her head.

      Genna chuckled as she dropped the last of the meat into the soup. “Brigade operates in teams. I guess it’s like a platoon, but we’re not official military anymore. Fourteen’s the group who hit the warehouse.”

      “Why does the Brigade steal food? You said they paid you?”

      “Most of my ‘pay’ comes from the VA. What’s left of the old government tryin’ ta do right by us vets I guess.” She stirred the soup, making appraising faces at it. “That or they want us all close in case they need us. Brigade took that food ta give out ta Frags.”

      At the word ‘Frags,’ Maya thought of the people living on the outskirts of the Hab, sleeping in plastiboard boxes. That woman who looked after half a dozen kids already had given some of her grilled rat to Maya without hesitation. Like Sarah, the people out there had all worn old curtains or towels for clothes—at least the ones who had anything on. As soon as the Ascendant threat stopped, she’d start a campaign to help them.

      Maya stood on tiptoe to peer into the pot. Watching someone cook for real fascinated her far more than any video the AuthNet had. “Can we get Sarah some real clothes? And shoes?”

      The door opened.

      Genna smiled and patted her on the head. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Sarah trudged into the kitchen. Thin and pale, her hair frizzed, she looked like she’d gotten into a fistfight with a dust storm and lost. Fresh tear trails had drawn white lines in the grime on her face. She took a seat by the table, staring at the floor. Her voice came tiny, a trace above a whisper. “Is it still okay if I eat here?”

      “What’s wrong?” Maya ran to her side.

      “Is your father coming?” Genna glanced back and forth between two small bottles before opening one. She sprinkled the soup with whatever it contained, and smiled. At the sight of Sarah, her expression shifted to one of concern. “Faerie?”

      “Dad’s asleep,” said Sarah. “I couldn’t wake him up. He’s… umm….”

      The odor of beer-burp clung to her friend’s clothes. Maya folded her arms. “Drunk.”

      Sarah nodded. Awkward silence lingered for a moment before she rubbed at her arm. “I’ll make something for him later.”

      “Hmm.” Genna set the spice down and walked over to pat her shoulder. She tugged on Sarah’s ‘dress,’ exposing the upper part of her arm where she’d rubbed. Having been protected by her improvised garment, the skin remained striking in its paleness compared to the rest of her.

      “He didn’t hit me,” said Sarah in a flat tone. “I’m just itchy.” A few seconds passed. She looked up. “I don’t have fleas.”

      “When’s the last time you had a bath?” asked Genna.

      “A week or two.”

      Maya tilted her head. “You said you just had a bath.”

      “They have jokes in the fancy city, right?” Sarah pulled a chair away from the table.

      “Or washed that thing?” asked Genna.

      Sarah’s cheeks pinked. “It’s an old curtain. It’ll fall apart if I try to wash it.”

      Genna tested the material between her fingers. “It should handle a wash. Go on and run a tub. Soup’ll be a little bit yet. I’ll let you borrow one of my shirts ’til yours dries.”

      “It’s okay. I don’t wanna be a burden.” Sarah looked up with a worried grimace.

      “G’won.” Genna gave her a light nudge. “No burden.”

      Sarah looked down. “Okay. Thank you.”

      “Keep the soup movin’, baby?” Genna patted Maya on the head and walked with Sarah into the back of the apartment.

      Maya dragged a chair over to the stove, climbed up on it, and pretended to be a witch with a cauldron. A few minutes later, a metal squeak rang in the walls. She looked around, trying to figure out where the sound came from until the hiss of water in pipes made it obvious. Genna returned soon after with Sarah’s yellowed curtain-dress, and tossed it in the sink. While Maya stirred, Genna added a pack of pre-cut celery and square potato bits to the soup along with a heavy-handed dose of garlic powder.

      “Wow!” yelled Sarah, from the bathroom. “You have bottle soap? Is it okay if I use some?”

      Genna laughed. “How else you gon’ take a bath without soap?”

      Maya kept stirring, basking in the smell of spices and mesmerized by the vegetables swirling around. Genna hand-washed the curtain-dress in the sink. Within seconds, the water turned brown. Maya cringed.

      “Ow,” muttered Genna. She held the sopping wad of fabric up and pulled out a thin metal rod, which had stuck her in the finger. “What the heck?”

      Maya pursed her lips. “Lock pick.”

      “Girl needs ta be careful where she goin’. Ain’t gonna end well she gets caught with that thing.” Genna set the pick on the counter and resumed washing. A few minutes later, she’d gotten the improvised garment as clean as possible, wrung it out, and hung it over the back of a chair.

      Sarah emerged from the hallway a little while later in a dark green T-shirt that covered her to the knees but left one shoulder visible. The scent of peaches clung to her. She almost looked like a different person with her hair neat, (relatively) straight, and dark from being wet―and not a scrap of dirt anywhere on her. With a nervous glance at her soaked dress, she sat on that chair without leaning back.

      “Now that you done in there, goin’ ta hang this up ta dry.” Genna carried the curtain-dress to the bathroom.

      Maya grinned at her.

      Sarah managed a weak smile.

      “You can use the tub here whenever you want.”

      “Thanks,” muttered Sarah. “Our water heater’s busted.”

      Genna glided back in and portioned out three bowls of soup and some bread before joining them at the table. “You know, you take such good care of that man. It’s okay to rest sometimes. I gotta tell Maya she’s still a kid. Don’t gotta go savin’ the world yet. That goes for you too. Spend a little time bein’ a kid.”

      “I guess. I’m just…” She fidgeted at the fabric in her lap. “I don’t know why Dad’s mad at me.”

      “Billy needs ta lay off the beer a little, f’ya ask me.” Genna dosed her soup with pepper. “He’s mad at the whole world. But not you.”

      “Yeah.” Maya nodded eagerly. “Whenever he looks at you, he stops being angry.”

      Sarah looked up, gave a halfhearted shrug, and started on her soup. “I guess.”

      Maya blew on the spoon a few times and took her first taste, nibbling on a bit of chicken. Garlic, and pepper flooded her senses. She slurped up two more spoonfuls before taking another breath.

      “Looks like I did okay?” Genna winked.

      “Mmm!” Maya beamed. “It’s good!”

      “Yeah, Miss Genna. It’s like Sanc food.” Sarah’s smile radiated guilt, but she kept eating.

      “Mom, can Sarah bring some soup to her dad?”

      “Sure. I think I got a plastic bowl around here somewhere.” Genna glanced at the cabinets.

      Maya started to grin at her, but something didn’t seem quite right. Like she’d been avoiding eye contact. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothin’, baby.”

      “Why won’t you look at me?” Maya leaned forward, trying to duck enough to catch Genna’s gaze.

      “Heh.” Genna leaned back, finally looking at her. “I been avoidin’ tellin’ you somethin’ all day, ’cause I know how you gonna take it. It ain’t bad news.”

      The warmth of soup in her belly shifted to discomfort; she tensed, staring at her mother.

      “Just a job. Brigade wants me on hand to help out a supply run. We’re bringin’ Xeno up to Philly. Not too dangerous. Worst part is how long it takes ta drive.”

      “I wanna go,” said Maya.

      “No,” blurted Sarah, voice raised. “It’s too dangerous.” Her blue eyes widened, threatening tears. “Please don’t. What if they’re looking for you?”

      Maya frowned. “They know where I am. The Authority isn’t that stupid. They have to know who I am now.”

      “They probably do, and they don’t care.” Genna reached across the table to squeeze Maya’s hand. “If they did, they’d have been here already.”

      Maya let off a sigh of relief.

      “Still, she’s right. That’s a long lotta road. Only way I’d bring a little one along is if the trip was one way, like movin’ to a new home. I already talked ta Billy. Says you can stay with them ’til I get back.”

      “But”―Maya sniffled―“what if something happens to you? Please don’t go.”

      “It ain’t dangerous that way.” Genna reached over the table and took her other hand, holding them both. “I… we don’t think Ascendant is going to come after you, but I’d prefer if you stayed here where the others can look out for you.”

      Sarah blinked at Genna. “Dad didn’t say anything.”

      He also thought I was his daughter. He could use some Synaptin. She stared at the ceiling, annoyed at herself for the reflexive idea to suggest one of Ascendant’s meds. Of course, The Dad could use some. Dementia, Alzheimer’s, and a handful of other mental issues caused by physical damage to brain tissue showed improvement in seventy-four out of 100 trial patients. Granted, nine suffered drastic personality changes and one went insane, but those numbers had been acceptable for Vanessa.

      Why do I keep thinking about drugs? Maya biffed herself in the forehead a few times.

      “What are you doing?” asked Sarah.

      “Trying to shake out bad ideas.” Maya picked up her spoon again.

      Genna nodded. “Good. Because you’re not going to Philly with me. We’ll only be a couple days.”

      “Did the people in Philly see the video?” asked Maya.

      “Everyone in the Eastern Commonwealth States did, baby. We patched it into every screen with a network connection, every handheld, and every transmitter we could find. Hell, we even sent it to California and over to Europe.”

      Maya’s eyes widened. “Do you think Vanessa was using Fade on other countries? They sell Xenodril all over the world.” She scowled. “Of course she was. Why else would anyone need Xenodril? There aren’t aliens, and the war’s over.”

      “It’s good that everyone’s sick of war, ’cause that coulda caused ’nother one.” Sarah stared into her soup.

      “Oh, no.” Maya shivered. “Vanessa’s going to kill me.”

      “I thought you said she only cares about money,” muttered Sarah.

      “If other countries know she used Fade on them to force them to buy Xenodril, they’re going to do something bad. And if Vanessa is going to lose her company, she’ll go crazy. She’d do anything to keep it.”

      Genna grumbled, shaking her head while muttering, “Oh, bitch, f’you didn’t have a hundred damn bodyguards, you an’ me gonna have words.” Her glare softened when she looked at Maya. “I ain’t gonna let nothin’ touch you, baby girl. We watchin’ them. Right now, looks like they claimin’ it’s lies, but that data you helped us get is solid ’nuff to keep the Authority interested. I already told Harlowe―shit gets real, the Brigade is gonna hide you so well, even you won’t be able to find you.”

      Maya scrunched up her face. “What? How can I not find myself?”

      “Oh, baby.” Genna laughed. “Just a figure o’ speech. That data we blasted up and down the ECS would’ve been almost impossible to fake. People are callin’ for tearin’ the company down, but Ascendant makes a whole mess of vital medicines, so….”

      Maya sighed. “Vanessa’s the problem, not the whole company.”

      “Yeah, but she got her talons in deep. And there still lotta ’Thority bastards who oughta be wearin’ Ascendant logos.” Genna dropped her spoon into her empty bowl, the sharp clang startling Sarah. “She’ll back offa spreadin’ Fade for a while. What I’m worried ’bout is if she gets cornered, would she set off more than a ‘light dusting.’”

      “Maybe that’s why they’re hesitating,” whispered Sarah. “They believe what you said about her, and they know she’d do something like that―kill everyone to keep her company.”

      “She would,” said Maya, staring into space. “She definitely would.”

      Genna grasped Maya’s hand and gave her a pointed look. “Not your mess, baby. If we ain’t fixed it by the time you hit eighteen, then maybe you make it your mess. But now, your mission is to be nine.”

      Maya fidgeted. “I’m not good at being a kid.”

      “Huh?” Sarah glanced at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t understand what the point of dolls is. Or those little plastic things that Pick is always waving around.”

      “Toy spaceships,” said Sarah. “Dolls…” She sighed. “Okay, I’ll teach you how to ‘girl,’ but I guess I have a lot of work to do. We can play that card game too.”

      Maya grinned.

      Genna gathered empty bowls. “All girls don’t play wit’ dolls, ya know.”

      “Mom didn’t,” said Maya, proud.

      “Damn straight I didn’t.” Genna chuckled.

      “Ooh!” Maya snapped her gaze from Sarah to Genna. “I know! The reason Vanessa is releasing Fade is so she can make everyone buy Xenodril. Only sick people buy medicine. Only vain people buy cosmetic pharmaceuticals. She wanted something to sell all the time at a ridiculous price. If we give the formula for Xenodril to another company who sells it much cheaper than Ascendant, she won’t make enough money on it and she’ll stop.”

      Sarah slapped her hand onto her forehead. “Ugh. You’re right. You do stink at being a little kid.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.” Genna nibbled on a fingernail, her face pensive. “Only, we don’t got the formula for it, and who knows if that other company would even bother makin’ it. If they did, they might be scumbags too and overcharge for it.”

      “But…” Maya looked at Sarah as if the girl would offer some help, but her friend appeared clueless. “But…” She hung her head. “Making it would be the right thing to do. We send it to everyone. Blast the formula out to the world. If Xenodril is as easy to find as GastrinX, Fade stops.”

      “What did you just say?” asked Sarah.

      “GastrinX. It’s an oral antac―I mean, if your tummy hurts, you take it and it doesn’t hurt anymore.” Maya offered a cheesy smile.

      Sarah folded her arms. “I’m not dumb. I just don’t know those big words.”

      “Well, it’s not a bad plan, but there’s missin’ pieces.” Genna patted her on the head. “I’ll run it up the food chain and see if it sticks. Now, you two go on and play a bit.”

      “No.” Maya ran around the table and grabbed onto her. “I don’t want you to go.”

      “It ain’t for a day or two yet. I ain’t goin’ nowhere tonight.” Genna ruffled her hair.

      “Maya!” shouted a small voice from the living room.

      Everyone turned at the same time to look.

      Little Emily Chang leaned in the front door, still wearing the overly fancy dress that made her look like an antique doll. “Mommy fixed the player! It’s got movies! Wanna come over and watch?”

      The girl’s mixture of parents, father Chinese, mother white, had resulted in an utterly adorable seven-year-old. Her endless energy, large eyes, and contagious habit of giggling made her the darling of the building. Maya bit her lip, thankful that awful Mr. Mason had never come anywhere near her. He’d tried to lure Maya into his apartment and had almost managed to do disgusting things to Sarah, but she’d gotten away. Thinking about how the creep had convinced everyone in the building he’d caught Sarah stealing (to explain the bruise he left on her cheek) made her livid all over again. Maya didn’t feel a scrap of guilt about planting evidence that probably resulted in his execution for being a threat to Vanessa.

      She wondered if Emily had ever felt unhappy with her looks too, being mixed. Then again, both of her parents loved her. That girl never had to wonder what had been so wrong with her that her mother wanted nothing to do with her.

      Maya glanced up at Genna, who had a complexion like Vanessa. Maya had spent so many nights jealous of her bio mother’s dark brown skin. Too late, she realized her appearance had nothing to do with Vanessa’s coldness. I was being childish. I’m exactly what Vanessa wanted. Not too light, not too dark, a little Japanese in my eyes―perfect for ads. Gotta appeal to every potential customer. She started to frown, but Emily’s catchy smile caught purchase on her lips. There’s nothing wrong with me. She leaned against Genna, overcome by gratitude.

      Genna, assuming Maya’s wide-eyed expression asked permission, nodded approval. “All right, but stay inside.”

      Sarah picked at her borrowed T-shirt.

      “S’all right, hon. Your thing’s still gonna be wet. You g’won n’ keep that shirt long as you need,” said Genna.

      Maya took a step toward the door, but hesitated. “You’re not leaving, are you?”

      “No, baby. Not today. Tomorrow late.”

      Maya hesitated until Sarah took her hand. “Okay.”

      “Come on!” Emily bounced on her toes in the doorway.

      After one last look at Genna’s smile, Maya set aside her worry and ran after her friends.
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      Dreams of talking cars and mermaids who signed silly contracts faded to the cozy bed in which Maya clung to Genna. She yawned and snuggled deeper in the blanket, unwilling to leave her warm nest despite needing the bathroom. The kids had stayed up a little too late, but technical issues had foiled their great plan of breaking bedtime. Less than twenty minutes into the third movie, the old laptop quit. At the time, she’d been more asleep than awake and had only a vague memory of some bald guy with a huge nose ordering a pack of talking yellow pills around. Emily had begged her mother to fix the old computer. Zoe had started looking at it until she realized the time―and chased everyone off to bed.

      “Did you have fun last night?” asked Genna.

      “Yes. The second movie was silly. What kind of stupid mermaid gives up being a mermaid for a stupid boy?”

      Genna chuckled.

      “The third one got corrupted.”

      With a yawn, her mother stretched and threaded an arm around Maya, pulling her into a hug. “Corrupt?”

      “The file. Zoe said the disk was damaged and the file couldn’t read. Then she sent us home.”

      “Oh. Hmm. You know, it’s about time I showed you something. Been thinkin’ of it since dinner last night.”

      Maya sat up. “You’re not giving me a gun, are you?”

      “No.” Genna tapped her on the nose. “And I don’t want you handling weapons. Not at your age, and hopefully not ever. Them drones will shoot you for havin’ one, even if you don’t use it.”

      Maya furrowed her eyebrows. “Then you shouldn’t have one either.” She sighed at her lap, staring at her draped arms. “Some of the gang people outside have them. Why don’t the drones attack them?”

      “They would, if they got close enough to detect it. There’s tricks to hiding a weapon. Can’t scan through a body, thick enough clothes, aluminum foil, couple other things.” Genna sat up and yawned before stretching her arms over her head; her tank top looked new: no stains.

      Maya considered Genna’s muscular arms, which had been much scarier under the circumstances of their first meeting. She flexed her bicep and frowned. Unlike her new mother, she had spaghetti noodles.

      “Hey, when I was your age, I had tiny little arms too.” Genna winked. “The military helped me out. Only some of this is natural.”

      “Graft?” asked Maya.

      “Not metal. Artificial muscle bundles. Lucky for me, it’d cost them more to reclaim than they’d be worth, so they let me keep ’em.”

      Maya pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around her knees. “I thought the Army gave people metal arms when they wanted to make augments, like, uhh…” She shivered. “Moth.”

      “That bastard had reconstruction. Only way for him to get those things is if he lost his arms in action. What I got’s much cheaper but nowhere near as strong. Still, faster than years of working out. Most of my old unit had ’em. Part of the special operations package.”

      Maya slid out of bed, frowning at the shape of her body under her nightdress. “I’m always going to be small, aren’t I? It’s what they made me.”

      “Oh, I imagine you’ll, uhh, fill out in certain ways later on. Muscles, not so much.”

      A defeated sigh escaped Maya. “Yeah. Boobs sell stuff.” She trudged off to the bathroom. “I don’t even have an ass.”

      Genna snickered. “You’re nine, hon. Stop worryin’ about yo’ booty.”

      When Maya returned to the bedroom, Genna ran to the toilet. Maya traded her nightdress for her black fatigue pants and a black T-shirt before heading to the kitchen.

      Genna walked in a few minutes later, dressed as if ready to head out on a job for the Brigade: dark pants, combat boots, dark green BDU shirt over her tank top, and a utility belt. She crossed to the fridge that Zoe had resurrected and pulled some ReadyPak instant waffles from the freezer. Maya couldn’t remember where they came from―probably one of the cities up north―but even dirt cheap at three boxes per NuCoin, whoever made them had to be rich. Every Non in the Eastern Seaboard region ate them, sometimes three meals a day.

      Vanessa would’ve fainted in disgust if she had one of these things put in front of her, but Maya didn’t hesitate. She loved them, especially when lathered in syrup, and took a giant bite.

      “Slow down. Taste your food.” Genna winked as she sat with a plate for herself.

      When only two bites remained of her second waffle, Maya paused. “Are you going today?”

      “Haven’t heard yet, but it’s possible, yeah.”

      Maya looked at the bit of golden-brown pastry in her sticky hands.

      “Things are changin’, baby. Authority’s not quite so ready to shoot us on sight now, ’cause o’ your message.” Genna chuckled around a mouthful. “Can’t say I got much love for blueberries. Wasn’t easy hearin’ you talk ’em up. S’pose you had ta say all that stuff ’bout them bein’ noble and shit.”

      Maya nibbled at the edge of her waffle. “I guess it’s because I used to be a Citizen. Whenever I saw them, they were protecting people from criminals. My e-learns taught me about their history and what police were like before the war. I don’t like the drones, always watching everyone.” She remembered so many mornings sitting by the window, staring down at legions of grey-clad workers shuffling down the street while Authority drones glided overhead. “Everyone’s always sad there.”

      “Just the poor bastards wage slaving.” Genna tossed her last bit of breakfast in her mouth. “Finish on up. I gotta show you this. And get your shoes.”

      Maya looked up mid-bite. “We’re going outside?”

      “A little.” Genna winked.

      After finishing her food and washing her hands, Maya trudged to the bedroom. Her black sneakers remained under the bed where she’d left them. Maybe if she said the right thing at the right moment, Genna would change her mind and bring her along. She sat on the floor to put her shoes on, struggling to come up with a good enough excuse to talk her way into the mission. After securing the Velcro flaps, she walked back to the living room where Genna waited by the front door. Her real mother led her out into the hallway and went left toward Sarah’s corner apartment, but stopped four doors away, right in front of the dead elevator.

      “It’s broken.” Maya glanced at the crumpled steel doors. Black streaks marred the wall above the panel holding the Up/Down buttons, where dark smoke had leaked out from a long-ago electrical fire.

      “Right. The elevator ain’t worked in years, but…” Genna looked around to make sure no one watched them. “This is our secret. You’re not to tell anyone about it.”

      Maya nodded.

      “Both at once, down twice, up twice, and both again.” Genna pushed the buttons in that order and a click came from the door.

      Maya’s eyes widened.

      Rather than try to pry the elevator doors apart, Genna pushed on them. The right half swung inward, offering a view of a dark shaft. She let it close and pointed at the panel. “Try it.”

      After a momentary left-right glance to ensure the hallway remained empty, Maya approached the buttons and used both hands to push them at the same time before keying in down, down, up, up, and hitting them together again.

      Click.

      “Good. This is how our people get out of the building when the Authority locks it down.” Genna pushed the door open and stepped past it onto a ladder. “Come on. Might as well show you the rest.”

      Maya tiptoed up to the edge, worried about a seven-story fall. Then again, compared to flying on the back of an Authority drone, the elevator shaft didn’t scare her as much as her anticipation of it had. She peered into the darkness, wincing at the taste of grease and metal in the air. A hint of mildew joined it a few breaths later. Genna’s hand at her back guided her to a metal ladder bolted to the cinderblocks. Maya grabbed the rung, cringing at the cold, oily grit under her hands.

      When the door closed, everything went black except for a feeble light at the bottom of the shaft. Genna climbed onto the ladder behind her, one rung down. Maya bit back a grunt at being squeezed against the steel, but felt much safer having her mother between her and a blind fall.

      “I can’t see,” whispered Maya.

      “Gotta be that way. Any light in here would be obvious to blueberries searching the building. Same pattern works on all the elevators from the seventh floor down. Eight and higher aren’t set up since we got no people there.” Genna started to climb down, going first.

      “Okay.” Maya searched out the next rung with her right foot and lowered herself.

      “Maybe the day’ll come when the Brigade don’t need to do this shit anymore, and we can forget about this passage. But ’til that day’s here, this gotta stay a secret. It’s only for emergencies, like Authority raids. I don’t want you playin’ in here.”

      “Yes, Mom.” Maya looked around at nothingness as her voice echoed.

      They climbed downward for a little while without talking; once her eyes adjusted, the soft glow at the bottom made the walls and ladder visible. Iridescent plastic sheeting with a grid of thin metal wires in it covered most of the shaft.

      “What’s on the walls? They’re shiny.”

      Genna looked up with a grin. “Good eyes, baby. It’s stuff to block wireless signals and the Authority sniffers. They can’t see in here ’less they tear the doors off. Weber set all this up.”

      “Oh… a Faraday cage?”

      “That sounds like something one of them said before, yeah. No one in the building except for Barnes and Weber knows this is here,” said Genna. “It gotta stay that way.”

      Maya looked down at her. “I understand. Top secret. You don’t even tell new Brigade people until you’re sure they’re not spies.”

      “You scary smart,” said Genna, a hint of a chuckle in her voice.

      The repetitious squeak of boots and sneakers on steel rungs continued for a few minutes, the light increasing the deeper they climbed. Genna eventually stepped onto a concrete floor next to a wall with no door. Maya jumped off one rung from the bottom and landed next to her. While dusting grit from her hands, she gave the blank wall a quizzical stare. A pair of LED bricks on the opposite side hung above the entrance to a tunnel lined with plastiboard boxes, lumber, pipe scraps, and buckets. Distant water drips made the clammy air seem colder.

      “There’s no elevator door at the bottom?” Maya poked the shielding plastic, staring at the rainbow effect of the light on the metal threads inside.

      “We’re deeper than the basement now. The other end of that tunnel opens to the outside, near the start of the Dead Space. There’s some cots and sleeping bags down here, if we wind up stuck.”

      Maya leaned to her left and took a step to peer into a shaft with rough hand-cut walls leading away from the small room. It smelled of damp earth and connected to a larger tunnel in the distance with concrete walls. Crude braces made of scrap metal held up the narrow section, failing to instill any sense of confidence. In fact, they made it more frightening, hinting that the ceiling would collapse at any second.

      “It looks dangerous,” whispered Maya.

      Genna walked up behind her and grasped her shoulders. “It is, baby. But it beats gettin’ caught by the Authority. Don’t let me find out you bring friends down here. It ain’t for that.”

      “I understand. I don’t even want to go down that tunnel. It looks like it’s going to cave in. Pick would just run off down there and get hurt.”

      “All right. Come on. Let’s get on outta this dampness.”

      “Don’t go?” Maya turned around and stared into Genna’s eyes. “Please….”

      Guilt radiated from the woman’s face, but she sighed. “Baby, it’s something I gotta do. We’re still movin’ that Xeno you helped us get to people who need it. Ain’t dangerous for me. Worst thing’ll happen is a couple of wildland scavvers mistake us for an easy target, but they ain’t interested in a real fight.”

      Maya looked down, lip quivering. “I’m afraid something bad is going to happen.”

      “It’ll only be a couple of days. I’ll be back before you know it.” She winked. “’Sides, I need ta earn my pay, an’ those people need Xeno. I ain’t gonna let more people die to that witch.”

      “What about your veteran pension?” Maya squeezed her tighter. Face buried in Genna’s shirt, she scowled, embarrassed at herself for the sudden bout of childish clinginess.

      “Aww, that’s barely enough ta survive. Maybe if it was just me, but you seen Sarah. Poor girl’s wearin’ rags.”

      Maya frowned. “That’s not the pension. It’s because her father is spending most of his money on beer. He says Foz is too expensive, but he won’t go into the Sanc to better stores.”

      “I need to have a talk with that man. If I ’member right, we weren’t too far off in rank. Pension of his oughta plenty be enough.”

      “Can I go with you? I promise I’ll stay in the truck and keep my head down. If Vanessa did want to hurt me, wouldn’t it be a better idea for me to be further away?”

      Genna picked her up and carried her back to the ladder. “I don’t want to take the chance that some wildlander gets a hair up his ass, shoots at the truck, and that bullet finds you.” Her embrace tightened, forcing most of the air out of Maya’s chest.

      “Ngh.” She squirmed. “Mom… can’t… breathe.”

      When Genna relaxed her grip and looked her in the eye, tears had wet her cheeks. “I ain’t gonna lose another one, you hear me, baby? If word got out we’re carryin’ Xeno, we might get hit. I don’t want you anywhere near that kind of violence. What sort of momma would I be if I brought you into danger? No, baby. Yo’ ass is stayin’ right here in this building.”

      Maya crumbled under the weight of the emotion radiating from her and started crying. “But I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Shh.” Genna patted her back and rubbed her hair. “I gotta know your safe here. Need ta keep my head on what’s around us out there, not on if somethin’s gonna happen to you.”

      Wiping her eyes, Maya mumbled, “Okay,” in a semi-whine of resignation.

      Sitting around waiting for her mother to come back felt all too much like her old life. A couple deep breaths helped get her fear in check. She sniffled. Mom wasn’t running off to a boardroom meeting or a fancy vacation in Paris; she needed to bring medicine to people Vanessa sentenced to death for the crime of being poor. Not that Ascendant wanted to kill them―much better to give Fade to people who could afford the cure. But not caring about the casualties almost seemed worse than deliberate killing. Her mother had to take this trip because people’s lives depended on the Brigade.

      Genna boosted her onto the ladder. “Stop at the second door. It’s the only one we can open from this side. First one goes to the basement, and it don’t open at all.”

      “How long are you going to be gone?” Maya climbed easy and fast, her eyes having adjusted to the dim light.

      “Two days up, two days back. Shouldn’t be too long in Philly. All we doin’ is droppin’ off boxes. Nothin’ the Authority would even care about. Far as I know, we won’t even be goin’ inta the Sanc there, so ain’t no worries ’bout a checkpoint.”

      Maya passed the basement door, holding her breath to stop tasting old furnace oil. At the second opening, extra hinges gave away the Brigade’s modification. It took her only seconds to find the release catch, and she pulled the door open. She poked her head out into an empty hall, opposite the main stairway no one ever used due to the spoiled milk stink. After making sure no one could see her, she extended her right leg and made the leap from ladder to floor.

      “Guess I don’t need to explain the latch.” Genna stepped out behind her and pulled the fake broken elevator door closed. “There’s also a peep hole, but you’re not tall enough. Usually, we listen for a bit to make sure no one’s out there.”

      Maya looked left and right down the hall. “No one lives on the first floor, and I didn’t hear anything.”

      “All right, baby. But it’s better to take the extra minute to be safe.”

      She fought the quiver starting in her lip again, and looked down. “You’re gonna leave now, aren’t you?”

      “Leave makes it sound like I ain’t comin’ back.” Genna took her hand. “After Sam died, I gave up on carin’ if I made it back from whatever the Brigade sent me to do. Gave up is what I did. Told myself I’d never be in that position again….”

      Maya looked up. “When you first took me to that place, you kept standing by that big hole in the wall. I thought you were going to jump.”

      “You oughta hate me for what I did to you. At least be ’fraid of me.”

      “I’m not.” Maya shrugged. “Does that mean I’m messed up in the head?”

      Genna chuckled. “We all messed up in the head in this world. I tried to be so damn hard the world couldn’t hurt me again, but you got under my armor. I saw the real face of evil on that woman when she said what she said. You gave me a reason to be again. Ain’t nothin’ gonna keep me away.”

      “Mom!” Maya pounced into a hug.

      “After that witch, guess I ought not be surprised you think I’m a nice sort o’ person.”

      “You are.” Maya kept clinging, frowning off down the hall. “Vanessa’s not even a person.”

      “I ain’t got no excuse for how I treated you that night ’cept I hated Ascendant so much I forgot to be human.” Genna shook her head with a guilty sigh. “You saved my life too, and I didn’t deserve it. Brought me back from that cold, dark place I’d gone. You right. Sam woulda been pissed at me.”

      “I wasn’t really scared until Vanessa told you to kill me and meant it.” Maya tapped the toe of her right sneaker into the rotten carpet. “I was brave ’til then because I thought the Authority would find me.” Her voice dropped to an almost-whisper. “They weren’t even looking.”

      Genna’s lip quivered and she wiped her eyes.

      “You didn’t kidnap me from my home.” Maya held her head high. “You exfiltrated me from a secure installation and brought me home.” She smiled. “How sick is that? Being tied up and stuffed in a bag is like a… good memory for me.”

      “Damn, baby. I’m so sorry.” Genna took a knee and stared into her eyes. “None of this is right.”

      “Stop apologizing. I’m happy here with you. That’s why I’m upset you’re going to go risk your life.”

      Genna stood, took Maya’s hand, and walked toward the fire stairs to avoid the stink. “Sayin’ sorry for the kinda life you had before. No momma oughta treat their kid like that.”

      “Are you going to teach me how to shoot a gun?”

      “I dunno.” Genna examined the ceiling. “I’m hopin’ by the time you’re old ’nuff fer me ta let you touch one, you won’t need to.”

      “Vanessa’s got expensive lawyers and lots of money.” Maya frowned. “I’ll be old like you before she’s gone.”

      Genna leaned her head back and laughed. “Old? Who you callin’ old? I ain’t even thirty yet.”

      “Twenty-nine?” asked Maya.

      “Eight,” said Genna with a hint of haughtiness.

      Maya grinned. “To me, that’s old.”

      Genna chuckled the rest of the way up to the seventh floor, and Sarah’s apartment. The redhead answered the knock once again wearing her toga-dress-curtain thing.

      “Hi,” said Sarah. “Uhh, I went into your place to get my dress back. Hope it’s okay.”

      “Hey.” Maya waved.

      “Of course, sweetie. Your dad here?” asked Genna.

      Sarah smirked and muttered, “Where else would he be?” She took a step back, pulling the door open wide. “Yeah. ’Mon in.”

      The Dad occupied his favorite spot on the well-worn couch, attention glued to the battered flat-panel TV mounted on the wall. Frazzled ginger hair gave him an electrocuted look, and traces of grey showed generously in his short beard. He raised his metal right arm, a spindly prosthetic in no way intended for combat duty. The three-fingered gripper at the end whirred as he waved.

      “Gen…” He coughed a couple times and pushed himself upright. “Rollin’ out?”

      “Billy.” Genna nodded once. “Yeah. Gotta pull an escort detail. Basic milk run. Should be back in four days ideal, six days long. Makin’ sure you’re still up to keep an eye on the little one ’til I’m back.”

      The Dad wiped his nose with his living hand. “Roger that. Got plenty of rations. Not a problem. Where ya goin’?”

      “Op-sec, Billy, you know I can’t share that.” Genna winked.

      Sarah stood at Maya’s left, wide-eyed staring at her father, her mouth open.

      “Right.” He chuckled. “Sorry. Shouldn’t have asked. Sergeant Brennan’d tear me a new one if he heard me ask. Hope they at least got a bird or two watchin’ after ya. Them NoKos are some sneaky sumbitches.”

      “Not sure.” Genna shrugged. “Low priority mover, so I doubt EUCOM is gonna divert anything our way. Intel says there ain’t NoKos within a thousand miles of here.”

      Maya glanced back and forth between the adults, feeling confused for a second before Sarah’s downtrodden expression demanded her attention. “What?” she whispered.

      “Yeah, fubar like usual. Them EUCOM bastards don’t care every time they pinch pennies, people fuckin’ die.” The Dad grumbled. “You get back here in one piece, got that?”

      “Sure thing, Hawthorne.”

      The Dad fell back into his seat as Genna turned to face Maya. “Okay, baby. Time for me to get this done. You be good, right?”

      “Yes, Mom.” Maya shivered. “Please be careful.”

      “I will, baby. I will. It’s―”

      Maya put a hand over Genna’s mouth. “Stop saying it’s easy. Don’t jinx yourself.”

      “All right.” Genna laughed. She picked Maya up into a long hug, set her back on her feet, and trudged out of the apartment.

      Sarah fast-walked down the hall to her room.

      Head tilted in confusion, Maya followed. She crept in the door to find Sarah sitting on the edge of the bed, weeping into her hands.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Sarah looked up. “My dad still thinks he’s in the Army. They were talking like they’re in France or Germany or wherever. He sounded so… normal. Like he hadn’t even had any beer.”

      “He misses it,” said Maya in a soft tone. “He loved being in the military.”

      “Yeah.”

      The Dad shouted random half-pronounced insults at the television, as if he couldn’t make up his mind what to call someone before bellowing, “You’re a bloody bum who cannae outrun a shite floatin’ in a pool wit’ a rocket up yer ass!”

      Sarah blushed. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Ascendant people have said worse things around me.” She shrugged.

      “I wish he’d talk more to me like he did with Genna. Mostly I get grunts, smiles; sometimes he points.” Sarah sat on the edge of her bed, teetering on the verge of another explosion of tears.

      “He loves you.” Maya sat next to her and put an arm around her back. “He’s got mental health issues. When Mom started talking military stuff, it probably triggered some kind of flashback to a part of his head that’s still back in time. It’s not because he doesn’t like you. He can’t help it.”

      Sarah leaned her head against Maya’s and wiped at her eyes. “Thanks. Yeah, I guess that’s possible. So, what do you want to do?”

      The Dad wailed in anguish as if he’d watched a friend die. “Damn idiot! How could ya miss that catch? Stop grabbin’ yer balls and grab the one flyin’ at yer head!”

      “I dunno.” Maya tapped her sneakers together, feeling guilty that none of the other kids in the building had any. She thought back to living in the penthouse apartment; she never used to wear shoes inside―mostly since her choice of footwear varied only in the height of the heels. She loved her sneakers and felt bad for doing so. “I asked Genna if she would get you some shoes.”

      The Dad blurted a series of unintelligible insults at the TV.

      Sarah gasped. “That’s too much money. I’d be afraid to even wear them. Someone will steal them. Please don’t waste her money on me. I don’t wanna get jumped. The last time we got robbed, they had a gun―we got lucky.”

      “How is that lucky? They left all of you naked in the street.” Maya blinked.

      “If they didn’t have a gun, they woulda tried to sneak up and hit me in the head with a rock or something. Then I might’ve been dead too.” She picked at her curtain-dress. “If I look like I got nothin’ worth taking, I’m safer. Not even Foz would buy this.”

      Maya scowled at the floor. “We need to change things. The Authority should protect people from thieves.”

      “We’re Nons. They don’t care about us.” Sarah scratched idly at her arm.

      “You’re a Citizen.” Maya poked her in the side. “Your dad’s a veteran. I was a Citizen, but the bitch revoked it. I don’t care.”

      Sarah shook her head. “We live in the Hab. We don’t matter. Citizens live in the Sanc. Not like I have a stamp on my forehead that says ‘Citizen.’ Maybe I’ll go somewhere else when I grow up. Like the wildlands.”

      “What?” Maya gawked. “Are you serious?”

      “It’s not as bad as they tell everyone. It’s kinda like camping. No Authority, no one to bother you. Some people live in small groups out in nature, farming and stuff.” She grasped the mattress on either side of her knees, leaning forward, smiling at the ceiling. “Imagine the sun comin’ down through the trees, the wind in your hair, not worrying about anyone hurting you.”

      “Sounds too good to be true. The AuthNet says the settlements out there always fight with each other like medieval days. Some even take slaves. They don’t have electricity either. It’s really primitive and filthy.”

      Sarah stopped scooting her feet back and forth on the rug and stared at her. “The Authority just says that to keep everyone scared and in the city. If people knew the truth, they’d all leave.”

      “People like comforts. Maybe the Nons would be happier out there, and the Citizens wouldn’t have anyone left to do the crappy jobs.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Could be some truth, too. I don’t really think it’s safe anywhere.” Maya fidgeted at her shirt.

      Rapid, soft pounding on the door preceded Pick, Anton, and Marcus shouting, “Faerie!” at the same time. Sarah suppressed an eye roll. Only The Dad and Maya bothered to call her by her real name.

      Maya twisted toward the door. “I think they want us to play.”

      “Okay.” Sarah stood. “If you wanna.”

      “’Kay.” Maya pushed herself to her feet and followed Sarah out to the living room.

      The redhead leaned over to whisper at her father’s ear. He gave her a hug with his non-metal arm, kissing her atop the head, and smiled.

      “Stay alert, luv. Donnae go too far.”

      Maya glanced at the TV displaying the glimmering, flashing spectacle of a football game, happening somewhere in another Sanctuary Zone along the east coast. Players wandered about with no urgency, collecting into some manner of formation. The camera zoomed in on a huge man, about Moth’s size but without metal arms. He grinned, pointed at something far off, and threw the ball to a man in white-and-black stripes. She’d heard the suits around boardrooms complain about how only a handful of teams existed now, unlike before the war. They always argued over Ascendant sponsoring the Baltimore team. The voice of Walter Michaelson, a senior VP of marketing, floated by in her thoughts: Football’s good. Gotta keep the commoners occupied.

      “’Kay, Dad,” said Sarah. “You need anything ’fore I go out?”

      He mumbled and waved his metal arm toward the kitchen. Sarah nodded and jogged to the fridge as the front door opened, revealing the twins, Anton and Marcus, with little Pick beside them. The six-year-old’s orb of dark brown hair looked wilder than ever, as if he’d stuck his finger in a power outlet. Pick’s olive-drab pants ended in tatters halfway down his thighs, and, like most days, he didn’t bother with a shirt. Handprints marked his chest where he’d tried (and failed) to wipe some dark substance away. The twins had almost-matching striped white/blue shirts and beige shorts, clothes they got for their tenth birthday a few weeks ago. Their hair had started to puff up into afros, so odds were high that Book would soon trim it.

      The whump of the refrigerator door closing came from the kitchen a few seconds before Sarah returned, pulling a beer open on her way across the room to hand it to her father. She started for the door but hesitated when Maya didn’t move.

      Worry about Genna kept Maya’s mood dark; she didn’t really feel like going out to play with the other kids. Half of her wanted to go sit alone somewhere, but she didn’t want to hurt Sarah’s feelings, and having her to talk to did make the dread easier to deal with. The boys scampered off, all cheering or yelling, “Come on!”

      Sarah stared at her, legs frozen in mid-stride about halfway to the door. Maya caved after a long, pointed look. More for Sarah’s benefit, she let the girl take her hand and went with her out the door.
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