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"The Metalmen'll get you," old Seli rasped as Maia and her friends hurried past her door.

The other girls giggled and made nasty remarks under their breath about the crazy old woman. Maia knew better than to mock Seli, who had showed her where to find cracks in the Worldskin and crawl through into darkness, to find the glowplants that could be used as medicine or food or even poison against the scratching night critters. That knowledge helped her family when rations were slim or medicine didn't make it down to the Borers' level or when the lightrods flickered and failed during the nightcycle. 

More than just the Metalmen roamed the hallways of the lower levels when the sunshield rotated and created nightdark. No matter how low-ranked they were, Borers had the right to protect their families against the critters that bit and drank their blood and ate their few food stores.

Maia stayed back a few steps and met Seli's eyes, and nodded respectfully to the old woman.

"You get yourself home, child." Seli gestured down the passage. "You're smarter than those silly twitters and nicer, even if you are cursed being so pretty. You deserve better than you're going to get when you grow up."

"What am I going to get?" she asked.

A crunch-clang echoed up the narrow utility passage just past Seli's door. A blue-white flicker of light speared out of the darkness.

"The Overseers have orders to send pretty girls Above, to work the tallies and maybe learn healing. Yes, girl, I know it sounds good, and you think you'll send extra rations down to your family. But I've been around long enough. Moving you Above puts you under the eyes of the Stocrats. If you're smart and pretty and healthy, they'll use you for breeding."

"Some Stocrats marry the girls they bring up for breeding," Maia whispered. She tried not to tremble, in legs or voice.

"You get to choose the man who shares your bed, down here," Seli growled. "Up there, you have no choice. And it's only in stories that girls are lucky enough to marry. To Stocrats, Borers are just bodies to fix things and tend the growing vats and wombs to grow babies for them. Nothing more." She spat against the ill omen of her words. "Stay in the shadows, safe and out of the Overseer's notice. You'll be happier that way."

"Breeders can have lots of babies. Not just the two they let us Downbelow."

"And keep not one of them," the old woman snapped. She yanked on her sliding door. "Get home and be happy right where you are." With a final sharp nod for emphasis, she pulled her door closed with a sharp crack-bang.

The creak-squeak of Metalmen on the move came from the darkness. Maia glanced over her shoulder and saw her friends--yes, they were thoughtless twitters--had vanished into their own quarters. She was alone in the gathering gloom.

Everyone on this level had pulled their doors closed for nightcycle. The panel at the southern end of the world had long since stopped rotating, so the moon no longer shone when the sun was blocked. Maia thought of the legends of times long ago, when the moon painted the world in soft silver-blue light and even the Borers had time to laugh and dance and sing at night. She shivered and quickened her steps.

Behind her, a long rod telescoped out of the utility passage, supporting a lens with a thick cable trailing from the end of the socket. The rod swiveled, letting the lens follow Maia's progress up the metal webwork stairs, to the long, dimly lit passageway full of doors leading into Borer living quarters. Only when a stream of gold light spilled from her parents' quarters and she slipped inside to safety did the rod compress back down out of sight.

A few heartbeats later, a lone Metalman stepped from the crevice and creak-scraped down the passageway in the opposite direction, poised on dull silver legs and talon feet. Blue-white light pierced the gloom, from orifices around its six lens eyes that circled the top of its head. Four arms were folded neatly to its metal sides, each equipped with a different tool for holding, drilling, hammering, anything that needed doing. A wave of silence formed, pressing ahead of the Metalman's trail through the levels. The people in their quarters held their breaths and waited until the creak-thud-scrape of those metal feet faded away.

Seli watched through the tiny gap between door and frame. The Metalman paused and nodded, stiffly, in greeting.

"Could she be the one?" she whispered, as the Metalman turned to continue on its way.

Lights flashed around its eyes and the viewscreen in its chest flickered through dozens of images that few now living in the World would have recognized. Seli was one of those few, and even she only understood that the bird in flight pictured on the viewscreen was called a dove, and it represented hope.
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Maia thought about the things Seli told her. As she grew up and her figure filled out, she took pains to hide her curves. She volunteered to stay home with Granda, even though the old man smelled as foul as his temper, and pursued her lessons beyond the basic requirements. She found the education menu in her parents' quarters worked without a problem during the day, when most Borers weren't home. Yet the power fluctuated and the education menu often didn't open in the evening, when most of the children her age had time to study. She read whenever Granda slept, which was most of the day. 

Her brother didn't care about learning more than the basics, and Mother was too busy tending the orphaned children of their neighbors. Maia learned all she could about everything she could. She decided she wanted to take Tech training, because she liked reading the histories of the World. It was a grand and glorious thing, she decided, to be part of what kept the World running, with power, light, water and heat available for everyone.

Maia braided her hair and bound it in a cloth, to keep it out of her way when she worked. She paid more attention when Overseers and the low-rank Stocrats came down to the Borer levels to inspect the workers. Wearing a one-piece instead of skirt and blouse like the other girls let her fade into the shadows. Stocrats and Overseers ignored her, just like they ignored the men, until a Stocrat woman came down to the levels.

When she was old enough, fifteen Full-Cycles, she took Tech training and learned to use tools and work in dark, cramped places. She became friends with the Techs, who remembered her Granda when he had been in his prime. They teased her, a girl doing a man's job, saying she wanted to avoid staying home and tending babies when she got older. They welcomed her because she was small and limber, able to get into tight spaces where the most delicate repairs were needed. She saved her work team time. They didn't need to bring out ancient, delicate equipment to reach into those tight spaces, so the repairs got done faster. Her team earned bonuses regularly, and that translated into extra rations and sometimes treats, like an extra bolt of cloth for new clothes.

Just after puberty swept through the girls of her age level, Nessa was chosen to go Above and apprentice with the low-rank Stocrats in charge of tending the soil in the gardens. The other girls whined and complained about the chance that hadn't been offered to them, when they all met at the water vat that evening to draw their families' rations for the nightcycle.

Maia stood back and considered them, as if she had never seen them before. Nessa, she decided, took better care of herself than the other girls. She didn't have freckles or pockmarks or blotchy skin. Her golden, curly hair was clean and always clipped out of her way, so it didn't drag in the nutrient solutions in the ponics gardens and get discolored. She took care of her clothes so they didn't catch on the sharp edges of the storage racks and tear. Three girls in their work crew did it deliberately, because they knew it caught the attention of the boys during shift changes. Nessa washed every day and scrubbed her teeth and went to every healer examination day.

Thinking back on what old Seli had said about not catching the Overseer's attention, Maia tried to think like a Stocrat, looking for a girl to carry his baby and give him some pleasure between the sheets. Surely he'd want someone healthy, who knew how to take care of herself, so he wouldn't have to worry. Someone to give him one strong baby after another and no diseases.

The only person who took as good care of herself as Nessa was Maia. If she had been among the girls when the Overseer came through, Maia wondered, would she have been chosen instead of Nessa?

That night, her mother tried to offer her a word of comfort for not getting chosen. Every girl among the Borers dreamed of living Above. There, the sunlight didn't have to bounce off three flectors to reach those Downbelow. Above, the air was clean and smelled sweet and plants grew in soil instead of ponics tanks.

"It's all right," Maia said, cutting off Mother's stumbling words. 

Something tight in her mother's voice made her think Mother was relieved she hadn't gone Above, and only spoke comfort because she thought Maia was unhappy. 

"I don't want to leave you. What if it isn't as wonderful Above, for the Borer girls who get chosen? What if it's all a lie, so we don't fight when we're chosen?"

"Who's been talking such tales to you?" Father whispered from his corner of the room. He didn't look or sound either angry or afraid. More surprised than anything, Maia thought.

"Seli, mostly."

"She looks and sounds like a crazy woman, but she's older than your Granda. She knows things everybody else has forgotten." He nodded for emphasis. "Except maybe the Metalmen. Nobody knows what they remember. Who knows what things are written inside their skulls?"

The next morning, Maia got up earlier than usual to fetch the day's ration of water. She didn't want to talk to the other girls, who would still be complaining about the chance denied them, and probably scheming how to take it away from Nessa.

She didn't see the Metalman standing in the shadows, hidden among the twisted metal supports of the water vat and the scraps and strips of metal scavenged from abandoned living quarters and growing stations. She didn't see him until with a whirr and scrape, he stepped out. Maia swallowed a scream and waited. There was no fighting the Metalmen when they wanted something. Running was useless. Telling frightening stories about the Metalmen kidnapping Borer and Stocrat girls was a favorite pastime during the few Borer holidays, when everyone gathered in the Meetinghalls to tell stories and sing and dance.

Maia had always secretly thought the stories were lies, just to keep children from venturing into the poisoned black depths of the World. She stared at the Metalman and wondered if she had been wrong, and she would vanish into the darkness without a clue.

The Metalman bowed to her.

Maia dropped her bucket. Fortunately, it wasn't full of water and she hadn't pressed the family's token against the red, glowing spot that counted the ration tally.

A taloned metal arm extended. Despite her resolve to be brave, she took a step backwards.

A tiny flash of green, purple and white among the dull gray metal caught her attention. A fragrance like nothing she had ever known before tantalized her nose. She took a step closer. The talon uncurled, revealing something that looked softer than a newborn's skin. The sweet fragrance came from it.

"What is it?" she whispered.

A thin metal sheet slid aside in the Metalman's chest, uncovering a viewscreen. Letters appeared, glowing deep blue among the silver. Maia stared for several long moments, waiting for more letters to appear, before she realized the single word was her answer.

"Flower." She tasted the word on her lips. This was a flower? She had read the word during the stolen, extra hours of study, but the education menu didn't offer pictures.

The arm extended, moving the flower closer to her. She didn't flinch, caught in the wonder of the colors and shape before her.

A giggle whispered down the metal stairs. Maia turned, suddenly hot with a burst of anger she had never felt before. When she turned back, the Metalman had vanished. Only the faintest whiff of perfume from the flower remained to tease her while she filled her water bucket. The other girls arrived moments later. They noticed nothing. The sound of their gossip and laughter seemed to drive the scent of the flower away. For the first time, Maia noticed the sour, stale, dirty aromas that enfolded her friends. What had the Metalman done to her with his flower, that such odors bothered her now? Had he changed her, or the world around her?
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Four days later, Maia again got up early, and again the Metalman approached her. This time he offered her a glistening, dark red globe and there were two words on the viewscreen in his chest.

Cherry.

Eat.

Maia hesitated a long moment before putting the cherry in her mouth. Without thinking, she bit down hard. She let out a soft cry and her knees nearly folded. Both sensations shocked her, the hardness inside the firm pulp, and the sweetness that filled her mouth. She felt something wet on her chin and wiped it with the back of her hand. For a moment, she thought she had bitten her tongue and bled. Then she realized some of the juice of the cherry had leaked between her lips.

Good?

"Yes," she whispered, and licked the drying juice off her hand. "Wonderful."

The Metalman nodded and pointed at her bucket and the water vat.

Four days.

"You'll be back here in four days?"

Maia shivered when the lights around the Metalman's eyes grew brighter. She wondered if something was wrong with her, to imagine an expression on that mechanical face. Strangely, though, she didn't feel afraid. The Metalman nodded again and reached for her bucket to hand it to her. She obediently pressed the token against the red light, the water came out of the spigot, and when she had filled her bucket and turned around, the Metalman was gone.

"Thank you," she whispered.
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From then on, every fourth day, early in the morning when she went for water, the Metalman met her. Sometimes he brought her a new flower, sometimes a piece of fruit or a vegetable. Once he brought a bookscreen, which only the highest-ranking Stocrats were allowed to use, small enough to fit into her palm. He let her read three screens of a short, funny story before the other girls showed up to fetch water. She communicated with him in whispers, and he communicated with words on the screen on his chest.

The Semi-cycles went on and Maia gained confidence and ease in her new way of life, working in the shadows, teased and pampered by her co-workers, hiding the fact she was a girl, and meeting the Metalman. She read more pieces of the story and learned more about repairs and tools, energy cables and water recycling.

One morning, she lingered too long at the water spigot, examining the pale golden, sweet-sour fruit the Metalman had given her. It fit neatly into her work-roughened hand. She sniffed it and felt a moment of regret that soon she would take it home, tear into the rind, and divide up the sections for her family. She wanted to make it last, eating a little piece at a time, but that was against the rules.

The Metalman warned her, when he gave her gifts of food, to never let anything linger for the Inspectors to find. Maia suspected he gave her treats stolen from the delicacies reserved for the Stocrats. She didn't know much about the hierarchy Above, but she knew Stocrats feared Metalmen. Her Metalman friend had nothing to fear if he was caught taking the treats. It was another thing altogether if such things were found in her family's quarters. Who would believe her if she said a Metalman gave them to her?

"Well, what do we have here?" The male voice was smooth and rich, and the sound of it sent chills up Maia's spine.

She looked up and saw a Stocrat standing on the steps leading down to the platform that held the water vat. He wore hood and gloves and a protective onepiece, as Stocrats always did when they went Downbelow. Maia barely repressed her scowl. She stood, tucked the fruit into the pocket of her onepiece, and reached up to tug her headwrap into place.

Panic twisted her stomach when she realized she had left it at home. Her hair hung to her waist, free of its braids. The Metalman said it was the color of a sunset, and had showed her pictures, all crimson and gold. She was pleased that her friend seemed to like the color, but Maia felt a sick twisting in her belly when the Stocrat stepped closer, reached out, and slid gloved fingers through her loose, tangled hair.

"Where have you been hiding, hmm? I don't see you when I inspect the ponics tunnels."

"I don't work ponics," Maia said, knowing evasion was useless. She wished she could flay him with her tongue as she did when she teased and joked with her co-workers. "I'm a Tech." Her heart raced, deafening loud in her ears, leaving echoes with scraping thuds. If only that scraping sound meant the Metalman approached.

"Now why would such a pretty maid want to hide herself in the dark?" He moved back two steps and looked her over again. "It's a waste. You shouldn't hide such pretty hair. Darkness isn't good for such pretty skin." He laughed like daft old Susa did when she thought she was being clever or witty.

"Hair turns gray and skin wrinkles, but it is a greater waste to hide talent that is needed for the good of all people."

For a long, breathless moment, he stared at her, his mouth hanging open. Then he tipped his head back and his laughter echoed against the metal webwork and support posts above them.

"Who put those words in your mouth? Borers certainly don't have such thoughts." The amusement in his eyes turned hot. "There are far more pleasant uses--"

He stopped short and his eyes widened. Maia realized the scraping of metal on metal hadn't been in her imagination, conjured by the frantic racing of her heart. She started to turn and saw a flash of light on metal. The Metalman came around her right side and stepped between her and the Stocrat.

The Stocrat was no longer there. Maia watched, amazed, as the hooded man fled, boots pounding on the stairs, and soon vanished into the shadows, heading for Above.

"He wanted--" She swallowed hard, and was glad she hadn't had breakfast yet. "Breakfast!" She leaped to fly back to her family, turned back and snatched up the bucket of water, took another step and stopped with a jerk, nearly dropping the bucket of water.

The Metalman gripped her sleeve with his pincer arm. Foolish.

"Yes, I know. I'm sorry. I'm late!" She tried to tug free, but he grabbed hold of her wrist on the other arm. "Please--"

Friends?

"Yes." She swallowed a sob. Was it possible, the Metalman wanted--no. She pushed the thought away.

Be careful.

He released her, his claw hand stroking through her hair when she couldn't move for several heartbeats.

"Are you afraid?" she whispered.

Be careful.

He caressed her arm and stepped away, back into the shadows. Maia knew she was being foolish, but she stayed, waiting, straining for a last glimpse of movement, the slightest sound of metal-on-metal. Finally, when she was sure she was alone, she ran home, as fast as she could run without spilling the water.

"What kept you, girl?" Granda wheezed, when she stumbled through the doorway. "Careful of that water."

"Maia?" Her mother straightened from leaning over the cookstove, her face creased with worry. "What happened?"

"Nothing." A nervous giggle escaped Maia. She carefully emptied the bucket into the dispenser, waiting until the last drop rolled out, so nothing was wasted.

Thanks to the Metalman, nothing had happened. What would have happened, if he hadn't showed and frightened away the Stocrat? With no witnesses, the Stocrat could have done anything to her and with her that he wanted. If she dared to resist and hurt him in self-defense, he could have her imprisoned and beaten, maybe have her family denied rations for a quarter-cycle. Who would believe a Borer girl against a Stocrat's word? 

No one would ask what he was doing down in the lower levels so early in the morning. Stocrats could go where they wanted and do what they wanted, and only the Council could put limits on them or make them accountable. No one cared what Stocrats did to Borers. He could have raped her, and if he claimed she offered herself to him, no one would believe that he had attacked, even if she was bruised and bloody. If she had a baby without obtaining permits, her family would be penalized, she would be sterilized, and her baby would be taken away from her. It had happened before. The Stocrats denied that Borer girls were attacked by anyone but Borer boys, but the stories circulating in Downbelow said otherwise, and Maia knew they held more truth than what was posted on the Newspillars.

Nothing had happened to her, because of the Metalman. The Stocrat was afraid of the Metalman.

But would that just lead to other trouble for her and her family? Would the Stocrat be angry enough to find out who she was, to punish her? Or would he be smart, and forget he ever met up with her in the shadows of early morning?

"What happened?" Mother repeated. "You're shaking and your color is bad."

"Why are Stocrats so cruel? Why are they so arrogant? If we didn't work so hard, they would starve and freeze," Maia blurted. "They need us, but they treat us like dirtbugs."

"Stocrats?" Her father's quiet voice cooled the hot trembling deep inside her. He crossed the tiny common room of their quarters and grasped Maia's shoulders. "What did he do?"

"Nothing." She tried to smile. "He asked me questions, he said I was pretty, he didn't like it that I work in the dark, where Stocrats can't see me." She swallowed hard against the thick lump trying to fill her throat. "A Metalman frightened him away before he did anything."

"A Metalman, out at this time of day?" Granda shuddered, then snapped his fingers and spat to ward away bad luck.

"He's my friend!" Maia blurted. "He protected me."

"Metalmen aren't friends," Father said, shaking his head.

"Whatever the reason," Mother said, "we should be grateful. Nothing happened to Maia. That's what matters." She gestured across the room, to where Maia's headwrap hung on its peg. "That'll teach you to be careless when you go outside." Her frown trembled, revealing the fear under her scolding.

Maia swallowed down the words that wanted to spill, to defend the Metalman as her friend. What was wrong with her family, that they didn't question where the treats came from, the fruit, flowers and vegetables that she brought home some mornings? Why didn't they wonder where she got them? Were they blind?

A new thought shoved away her questions and confusion. They are afraid. It was easier to pretend something didn't exist, hadn't happened, wasn't true, when they didn't understand it. She had stepped through a doorway, like the fabled doorways into hidden parts of the World where wonders existed and luxuries were available to all. She had been changed by her friendship with the Metalman.

 

[image: swan-smaller]

 

Two days later, an Overseer came down into the Tech Center and asked questions of Maia's Overseer. She knew immediately what had happened, when the one-eyed man turned to look at her, just for a heartbeat. He shook his head, but the other Overseer kept talking, his face twisted with urgency, his voice pitched low so not even the men just a few steps away could hear what he said. Maia asked, hoping someone knew what he wanted. Taran and Draybo were her friends, and they looked out for her, asking questions until someone answered. No one knew. No one had heard.

But Maia knew the truth. The Overseer had come down into the dark, oily, gritty depths of the Tech Center to look for her.

So, the Stocrat had taken two days to recover from his fright and send someone to look for her. Was he a coward? Had it taken him that long to move from fear, maybe a little shame, and twist the story so she was at fault? She had seen Overseers do that, when they made a grave error. By the time the punishment came down from the higher levels, they always found someone else take the blame. 

Sometimes when that happened, if the Overseer was especially despised, he vanished into the darkest depths of Downbelow. Still, Maia doubted anyone would ever do that to a Stocrat who lied to punish someone who had escaped his clutches.

What was she to do? Would the Stocrat simply have her dragged Above, taken from her work and her family, forced to fulfill his purposes? Or would he punish her family?

Stocrats shouldn't have so much power, Maia decided. What had they ever done, that they lived in the light and had fresh food and clean air and water, and no one ever rationed them? What did they do, besides order Borers around and frighten girls who didn't want their attention?

"What would happen if Borers said no to them, and stopped working in Downbelow?" she asked the Metalman the next morning.

Revolution.

She didn't know the word, didn't even know how to pronounce it. When she tried, the Metalman shook and lights flashed across his faceplate and optics. A face appeared in the screen for a moment, a handsome face, clean and clear-skinned like a Stocrat, bearded, with sparkling gray eyes and golden hair. The face grinned at her and laughed silently, his eyes crinkling closed, shaking so much she had to laugh, too.

Be careful.

"I will." She sighed. "I'm sorry. I've caused so much trouble for you."

Not me. 

For you. 

Danger.

"You think he'll try to get hold of me?" The warmth of her laughter faded, leaving her cold and hollow inside. Maia sighed, tugged her headwrap tighter, and bent to pick up her bucket. "So do I. Better that than hurt my family. But what can we do?"

Trust me?

"Yes." 

The answer came easily, so she almost laughed. After all the amazing things the Metalman had taught her and showed her, the richness he had brought to her life just in a few minutes of secret meetings every morning, for a Full-cycle now, how could she not trust him? Sometimes, she thought she had more in common with him than with her own family, or the other Techs, or anyone else she socialized and worked with Downbelow.
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"You have a sweetheart," Taran said the next day, when Maia returned to the Tech Center to sign off on her repair assignment and pick up a new one.

She almost laughed, thinking he meant the Metalman. Then that dropping sensation in her middle stopped the sound before she could take a breath. The Metalman was her friend, yes, and she would miss him horribly if he stopped meeting her in the mornings. But a sweetheart?

Still, he was preferable to that Stocrat who had frightened her and made her feel ill. He didn't make her feel like a sweet, waiting to be devoured by some overfed, unwashed, lazy bully.

"I don't know what you mean," she said instead, and finished filling out the report form.

"Two Overseers have been down here today, asking about you. Overseer Ollin doesn't like it. Says you've been cozying up to them to get a better job slot. Higher up, in the light."

"I don't want a different job slot." Maia fought the trembling in the pit of her belly, and slapped down the report board, so it banged and echoed in the Tech Center. 

Overseer Ollin's head snapped up and he looked over to glare at her. She knew something was wrong when his expression changed to something placating and afraid.

"I don't want another job slot," she repeated, after she stomped over to his desk. "I haven't been talking to any other Overseers. I don't want to go Above."

Ollin's fearful look changed to confusion, then pity. He looked around, glancing over her shoulder, as if he thought someone would listen in on their conversation.

"Doesn't matter what you want, girl," he nearly whispered. "You're a good worker. Your three-cycle reports are always good. I like you, other workers like you. Lots of higher-rank Techs want you on their teams. If someone Above wants you transferred, nothing I can do to stop it."

"Can't I say no?"

Maia swallowed hard and blinked rapidly to fight the hot wet pressing at her eyes that threatened to become tears. She hadn't felt this helpless since Old Seli warned her what dangers came with a Stocrat's interest in a pretty girl. Back then, Maia had been able to find safe places to hide in the shadows, and learned to be a Tech so she could work out of the sight of the Stocrats. Now, however, what could she do? Ollin knew her name, where her family lived, and his records were open to high-rank Overseers and any Stocrat who asked.

"You can, but won't do you any good." Ollin patted her hand. "We don't want to lose you, but we have to look out for ourselves. We're a good team, with a good record. We get good jobs. We don't get the killer jobs and the grunge jobs."

"But our team will if you say no to the Overseers who want to transfer me out." Maia managed a brave, tight smile for him.

"Worse than that. I know your parents. Good people. They won't get punished, but their power and food rations could get cut."

"They can't do that!" She hushed her words, but her fury and fear combined to make Overseer Ollin wince.

"They can cut your father's and mother's and brother's work hours. If they don't work, they don't get their rations."

"What can I do?"

"There are stories about people who go even deeper than Downbelow, closer to the Worldskin, out where things grow in the dark. People who eat without the ponics gardens, where there are critters..." Ollin suddenly straightened up. His worry-wrinkled face smoothed into that cold mask he saved for other Overseers and important visitors. "Sir. How can Tech Center One-Eight-Five serve you?"

Maia scurried to get out of the way of the man she sensed coming through the doorway. She didn't look back until she reached her locker and picked up her toolbox. The Overseer was a stranger and wore the yellow sun circle patch, meaning he worked Above. He watched her. Maia kept turning, pretending she hadn't seen or noticed. She walked over to the job board, snatched at the first assignment chip she touched and hurried out of the Tech Center.
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A Metalman met her when she emerged from the access tunnel at the end of her duty shift. She knew it was her friend, despite the gloom that turned him into a dark, spindly shape. He looked like all the other Metalmen that handled the truly dangerous repair work and even went Outside, yet she always sensed a difference in him. Maybe the lights in his optics were brighter, and his stride was smoother, or the rasping of his metal tripod feet on the decking was lighter or had a different rhythm, she wasn't quite sure. She simply knew this was her friend, even before the screen in his chest lit up.

Caution. 

You are hunted.

"The Overseer is back," she whispered. 

She thought of what Ollin had started to tell her, about the people who lived away and further out than Downbelow, in the darkness, closer to the Worldskin. Would she have to run and risk her life, to stay free? Would her family be safe if she ran, or would they be punished?

Trust me.

Then he turned and walked into the thick black shadows that frightened her for the first time since she began Tech training. Maia scolded herself, silently, and turned to go back to the Tech Center. A fine rebel she would be, if she feared shadows. How would she ever survive in the darkness near the Worldskin without water pipes, ponics gardens and fuel rations, if she was afraid of the familiar darkness of the access tunnels?

No strangers waited in the Tech Center when she entered it. A few other Techs were at their lockers or the report desk, completing their assignments. Nobody looked up at her, nobody called out to her. Everybody looked tired and grimy, greasy, gritty with dust and dirt and black with the oily, dark residue of the great machines and the insulation fluids that kept the World functioning, protecting them from the Great Empty.
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