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ROSE PULLED HER THIN, gray blanket up to her chin and curled up into a smaller ball. Her head rested on a slightly deflated rubber kickball. This was her favorite spot in the city. Dark. Warm. Quiet, except for the rumbling of the engines.

She had about two hours until the room filled with steam, but Snow had sworn she would be back before then. They had been unceremoniously evicted from their previous hiding place by a bot with an updated patrol schedule, so Snow was out searching for a new place to squat. They’d have to relearn the bots’ patrol cycle as well, which meant everyone else living down here in the depths of the city would likely be scrambling for new spots as well.

A loud beep sounded. Rose sat upright, remembering to stop just before her head hit the shelf she was curled up under. That couldn’t be right. The room filling with steam early? The room wasn’t supposed to fill with steam for another two hours. She had memorized the schedule herself. She’d memorized all the schedules, in fact. They must have changed it. Again. She grabbed her backpack and scrambled out of her hiding spot, fear filling her belly. 

New patrol bot schedules and now new maintenance schedules. They were doing it again. Every few years, city officials decided to root out all of its so-called “unwanted” residents by changing everything—security bot patrols, system updates, airlock testing, whatever they could think of. Then, they would have guards posted, watching for anyone without an ID to try to slip past.

The Purge, they called it.

Snow. She could get caught. Rose had to warn her.

There was only one problem: Rose didn’t know where Snow was.

She scurried out into the hallway glancing in both directions, a well of frustration filling her. It wasn’t fair. They were homeless because the man who pretended to be their father had died, and when the government discovered the con, they had planned to drop them off at the nearest planet. But then somehow, their files were deleted during a system update, and their case worker forgot about them. The old man’s house sold, and Rose and Snow were kicked out in the corridors, ID-less, homeless, and hungry. They couldn’t get out of the city if they wanted to, and they would get tried, jailed, deported—even possibly vented into space—if they were caught.

But despite all this, they did fine. Snow was smart. Rose had always wished she was as smart as her sister, but Snow always seemed to have it figured out. She knew where they should hide, knew where to find food, knew how to avoid the bots, and had helped Rose memorize all the maintenance staff, bot, system, and security schedules. Rose thought she would have died a long time ago without her.

But now Rose was on her own. She had no idea where Snow was. 

Rose peered out of the steam room and up and down the corridor. It was empty, which was good. She took a deep breath. What would Snow do? She always asked herself this question whenever she was presented with a challenge she needed to solve on her own—which luckily, was infrequent at best.

Snow would tell her to go to their emergency meet-up, which they had determined long ago in case they were ever separated. They had used it exactly twice in their lives—well, this would be the third time. 

Taking another deep breath, Rose visualized the maintenance schedule for the pod and floor she was on. Granted, the old schedule wouldn’t do her much good, but she had already started to learn the new one. Combining the old information plus the new should give her enough to get out of here. She would still have to be careful, though.

Rose took off down the hall, moving as quickly and as quietly as possible. She peered around each corner to check for bots or maintenance staff, and ducked into alcoves or behind system ductwork whenever she saw the slightest hint of movement. The emergency meeting spot was in the next pod over. There were three different routes to get there, and all three of them would take her over an hour to get there at this pace—unless she took the top level of the tunnel. The main thoroughfare. 

Dangerous. Stupid. That was what Snow would say. But fast. Efficient. And as long as no one stopped her to ask for her ID, she would be fine.

At the next alcove, she pulled off her backpack and began to rifle through it. She pulled out her cleanest shirt and a brush, which she ran through her long black hair. Then she pulled out her water bottle and poured a small amount on a different t-shirt and rubbed it all over her face, hoping any dirt had been wiped off.

She took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and strode out into the corridor. She was still careful down here, so as not to raise any suspicions, but as soon as she came across the next flight of stairs, she opened the door and began to stride upwards with confidence. Well, not confidence, exactly. More like faux confidence. She knew she was pretending, but hoped no one else could tell.

She passed one maintenance person, but kept her eyes focused on the steps. The person didn’t even give her a second glance. When she reached Level 6, she stepped out of the stairwell into a side corridor. Down at the far end, she could see the main thoroughfare. It wasn’t packed, but there were still plenty of people striding past.

“Halt.”

Rose froze, heart racing, and then slowly turned around. A bot stood there. 

It was an odd-looking bot, she decided immediately. She’d never seen one quite like it. It was slender and sleek, all black, its one green eye indicating the camera was active and pointed right at her. It looked like something that could park itself against the side of the wall and you might not even notice it was there. Most bots were built for function; this one was clearly built for stealth and speed.

“Please display your ID,” the bot intoned. 

Rose stared at it, a wave of fear crashing over her. She didn’t have an ID.

She began to back away slowly. If she didn’t display her ID, then the bot would call human security, who would come and arrest her. If she tried to run, the bot would tase her. They had extendable arms and wheels, so it was unlikely she could get away.

“I... I...” she stuttered. 

“Please display ID,” the bot repeated. 

She continued to back away, but the bot began to roll toward her. Maybe if she could make it down to the main corridor, she could blend in with everyone else. Of course, that was assuming the bot didn’t manage to tase her before she reached the main thoroughfare. 

And even if it didn’t, the bot had seen her face. Guards would be looking for her. They’d put her face on every wall and screen in the city. It didn’t matter if she escaped, she’d never be able to show her face in public again. She and Snow would both be arrested and put in jail. Maybe even dumped out an airlock.

She was trapped.

Then, she heard a dog bark. She peered past the bot, and sure enough, a shaggy black dog was standing at the other end of the corridor, hackles raised and growling.

She frowned. A dog? 

Dogs were rare in Rove City. All animals were. Only the wealthiest of the wealthy could own pets. It must be a realistic-looking bot. Or an escaped pet. But why was it here? 

The dog barked again, and the bot rolled its head around to look behind it. 

An opportunity. 

Rose didn’t wait. She took off down the hallway, sprinting as fast as she could, her backpack bouncing against her. As she neared the end of the corridor, she slowed, took a few deep breaths to calm her breathing—she didn’t want to seem out of place in the crowd—and stepped out into the flow of traffic. 

Most of the people around her didn’t even notice her. They were talking to each other, talking to their earpieces, or listening to music. It was late in the afternoon, so these were likely commuters on their way home from work or on their way to their night shift.

She took a few deep breaths, adjusted her backpack, and pulled her hair forward to cover her ears. Hopefully, anyone who noticed her would think she was listening to something, just like everyone else. She paid attention to the screens on the walls, crossing her fingers, desperately hoping that the bot had chased after the dog and forgotten about her. 

Every other screen was an ad. Most were ads for digital services—add-ons for home bots, games, educational programming, that sort of thing. There were also ads for tech—mostly bots, but she also saw some for food, household goods, even one for a personal jet, though she couldn’t imagine ever being able to afford one of those. Or where she would go if she had one.

In between the ads were news segments. A new restaurant opening. The military planning a reconnaissance mission to a nearby planet. Vandals spray painting the message, “Existence is not a crime!” all over the city. And Queen Amina was about to announce the unveiling of the new pod they’d been building, now that most of the alien workers they’d hired to build it had been sent home.

“A few seemed to have vanished into the city, however,” the announcer continued, “and officials are uncertain whether this is an attempt to immigrate to the city, or if they are informants for other civilizations, spying on us from within. As a result, security is beefing up their presence. Please be on alert and report any suspicious activity.”

Interesting. It seemed like anyone here without permission would have ended up in the bowels of the ship, where Rose and Snow lived, but Rose hadn’t noticed anyone who looked particularly alien. Maybe they hadn’t made it over onto this side of the city. 

The screen flicked to an image of a few alien crew members, but for the life of her, Rose couldn’t see anything that would tip her off that they weren’t human. Although, maybe they were human—just from a colonized planet. She didn’t know anything about any of this. But she really should be paying attention—any information could prove useful to Snow in the future.

After a few minutes, when her own face hadn’t appeared on any of the news or announcement screens, she forced herself to take a long, deep breath. She kept her head up, eyes focused in the distance, walking at a rapid pace—but not too rapid!—so it would look like she was busy, on her way to get somewhere, not in the mood for chitchat. Just like Snow had taught her.

It would all be fine. It would be fine. It was fine.

“Excuse me, miss.” 

Was someone talking to her? Oh no. Was it a security guard? She clenched her fists and kept walking. They probably weren’t talking to her. There were lots of other people the person could be speaking to. Why would it be her? 

“Excuse me, miss!” 

The voice was closer this time. Louder.

She swallowed. Pretend you can’t hear for as long as possible, Snow had always told her. They probably aren’t talking to you anyway. So, she pretended she couldn’t hear.

One step after another, one foot in front of the other—

Until she felt a hand on her arm. She slowed her pace and turned to face the person, taking a deep breath as she did so, trying to calm her racing heart. 

It wasn’t a security guard. Just a normal guy. Dark eyes, dark skin, green shirt. A little taller than she was, with a neat hairline and a pleasant smile. He seemed friendly enough.

Except... the smile could be a lie.

What if he knew? What if he could tell she wasn’t supposed to be up here?

“You dropped this.” His expression was warm, kind. He held out a small piece of fabric. She reached out to grasp it, a surge of gratitude rushing through her. Her mother’s embroidery. The only piece of her mother she had left.

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

“Of course,” he replied, flashing a grin. “Where are you headed? I can walk with you.”

Her gratitude was immediately replaced by fear. Who was this person? What did he want? But at the same time, she didn’t have much choice, did she? So she just gestured toward the bridge vaguely and began to walk again. 

“It’s been a crazy day today, huh?” he said pleasantly. 

She nodded, trying to appear amicable and like she had any idea what he was talking about.

“What with the queen’s new purge and all. It’s absurd if you ask me. The purges don’t just hurt the people living in the machinery, they also impact the productivity and working schedules of everyone else in the city!”

Rose nodded again. The purge. She hadn’t realized the updwellers were aware of it too.

“The jail cells are packed,” he added, clearly the chatty type. “They’ve already caught so many homeless people, they’ve decided to let actual criminals go. The ones who committed minor crimes, of course—like theft or vandalism. Not the murderers. But still! What did those people ever do, anyway? Exist? Most of them are just accidental deletions, people lost in the system. That’s not their fault! Maybe a few people who arrived from nearby planets, seeking a better life. And who could blame them, either?”

Rose raised her eyebrows. A sympathizer? Updwellers didn’t sympathize. The ones who did were rare jewels, caring about the people in her situation, not blaming them for it, and wanting to help. How was it possible she had met one as soon as she stepped foot aboveground?

“You don’t agree?” he asked. 

“Oh, no!” she exclaimed, realizing she had hardly said a word to him. “I completely agree. I just haven’t met many people with the same opinion as me.”

He nodded. “You must live in the Letters District. I hear they hate the homeless.”

She nodded. She hadn’t ever lived there, but that was because he was exactly right. Rumor had it that the people in the G-Pod liked to head down into the machinery and hunt whoever they found. Of course, not many homeless people actually lived there—it was far too dangerous. At least, that was what she’d heard. 

They stepped off the bridge and into this pod’s hub. Bakerton was the name of this pod, in the Agave District. This district was a good one to hide in. It featured some of the most renowned restaurants, cafes, and bakeries in the entire city, which meant there was frequently leftover food to be scavenged. Plus, the people here were kind, and tended toward compassion for those less fortunate than them. Some even left out meals for others to take for free, no questions asked.

The hub was packed this afternoon. It looked like several of the cafes were doing discounts on breakfast items all day—not that Rose could actually afford anything herself. At least it smelled nice.

“Well, this is my stop,” the friendly man said, gesturing toward a bakery. 

“You bake?” she asked, her mouth watering a little. She hadn’t had fresh bread in years.

“Sure do!” he exclaimed. “Wait right here.”

She found herself rooted to the spot. It would have been the perfect opportunity to run off, but something about him—or possibly the smell of bread—made her stand still as the crowd milled and flowed around her.

A moment later, his smiling face reappeared in the crowd. He reached out and handed her a package wrapped in brown paper. 

“It was nice meeting you,” he said. “Not that I know your name, of course. I’m Aspen.”

She reached out and wrapped her hands around the bread, breathing in the scent deeply.

“Rose,” she replied, glancing up at him. “Are... are you sure about this?”

“Please! Take it.” He smiled, and then she saw him glance down at her hands. They were dirty, fingernails torn to the quick. 

Rose swallowed and pulled the bread toward her, hoping he would just think she had a rough job. “Thank you, Aspen. And have a nice day.” She turned and ducked into the crowd.

“Wait!” she heard him call out behind her. “Rose!”

She gritted her teeth and kept moving. He couldn’t know she was homeless. She couldn’t talk to him or see him ever again. She had to go, find Snow, and they had to hide. It was about survival, nothing more.

“Rose!” she heard again from behind her, but it was much fainter this time. She felt a tiny twinge of regret. The hardest part about their life was the isolation. They couldn’t get to know anyone, not even the others who lived in the underground. Anyone could turn you in for a loaf of bread. They couldn’t trust anyone.

She swallowed the lump of disappointment in her stomach, and headed deeper into the Agave District.
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CHAPTER 2
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YOU MADE IT!” a voice whispered as the door clanged shut behind her.

“Snow?” Rose asked, relief flooding through her. It had only taken another fifteen minutes after leaving Aspen at the bakery for Rose to make her way through the pod, keeping her face aimed at the ground and the loaf of bread tucked under her arm. Up two more floors, through one more hub, and into a darkened stairwell tucked behind a salad bar.

“I didn’t expect you for hours!” Snow rose from where she sat on the top step. This was an infrequently used stairwell, not too far from where the old man had lived, the one who had called himself their father. 

“The steam came on early,” Rose explained, giving her sister a hug and then plopping down onto the top step with relief. “It’s another purge. So soon after the last one. But it might have something to do with the aliens that were working on the new pod refusing to go home.”

“Is that bread?” Snow frowned at the package in Rose’s hand. 

“A man gave it to me,” Rose replied. “I dropped Mother’s embroidery, and he gave it back to me, and then walked with me to where he worked at a bakery. He talked to me about the purge. I didn’t tell him anything, though, don’t worry.”

“I trust you,” Snow said. A lie, but a reassuring one, Rose thought. One she could live with.

“I ran into a bot,” Rose added. “But escaped.” 

Snow nodded. “It happens.”

Rose debated telling Snow about the dog too, but part of her wondered if she’d imagined it. Dogs didn’t just appear. They didn’t wander around without anyone watching them. Maybe it had just been a figment of her very stressed imagination. It would probably be better if she just forgot about it.

“Did you find someplace else to live?” Rose asked instead.

“I can’t.” Snow shook her head. “Not until they’re done flushing us out. They’ve already caught hundreds of us.”

“So where do we go?” Rose asked, knowing concern was written all over her face. 

Snow shrugged, and then reached out to rub a smear of dirt off Rose’s cheek. “We act normal. We pretend we’re supposed to be wherever we are. We hide in plain sight.”

Rose nodded. Snow always had a plan. Always knew exactly what to do.

“You look alright,” Snow said, surveying Rose’s clothes.

“I changed to come up here. Like you taught me.” Rose gave Snow a once-over. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. She wore a simple, long-sleeved t-shirt, work pants, and a used pair of shoes she’d picked up in a trash chute somewhere. At least, that was what she’d told Rose, though Rose had wondered if Snow had stolen them.

“Do you have your jacket with you?” She gestured to Snow’s sleeve, which had a long tear in it. 

Snow nodded and dug around for a moment in her bag, then pulled out a soft blue jacket she had worked to keep clean and nice. She pulled it on and buttoned it, successfully covering the tear in her sleeve and the smudges of dirt on the front of her shirt. 

“Perfect,” Rose said. “Where to next?”

Snow grinned. “I have a surprise for you.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a digital cash card. People could assign amounts of money to them and give them as gifts. They were legal tender anywhere in the city.

“Where did you get that?” Rose exclaimed. 

“You don’t want to know.” Snow shook her head once. 

Rose smiled. She knew Snow stole things sometimes, but Snow never told her when or where. In the instance Snow got caught, she didn’t want Rose to be held accountable. Rose didn’t like stealing, but the truth was, the city had taken everything from them. Right up to and including their humanity. Sometimes, they needed to take a few things back. 
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