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      Elias Marquin, Chief Engineer of the shelter city of Castia, walked where his captors led him. The Lamp Lighters had placed a bag over his head when they had taken him. He hadn’t seen any true light since. Foolishly, he had hoped for a trial, an opportunity to defend his cause, or at the very least to evangelize to a few more before he was gone.

      But, of course, he had not been afforded the opportunity. He had angered the Founders. Gone too far. The Shiver, the tragic culmination of all of his and his compatriots’ efforts, had cracked one of the five piezo-crystal pillars that powered Castia, and in so doing very nearly killed the city. He had warned the others to slow down, to siphon power at a slower rate. But impatience, stoked by two long centuries of suffering, had won out. They had taken too much, the pillar had cracked, and not all the scrambling Marquin and his engineers had done in the four years since had been enough to rewind the total effects. The pillar had been healed, the city would live, but the Founders’ trust in him would not, had not. Now he would pay the final price.

      The putrid scent of the sewage, microbes, and purifying chemicals which swam in Castia’s recovery tanks, thick even through the heavy fabric of the bag, increased as they approached their destination. The echoes around them shifted, and he knew they’d stepped into a larger space. The fact the echoes were of water, thick and sludgy enough to splorch rather than splash, told him this was the room he would die in.

      His guards led him across a broad, open space, and the stubbing of his toe against metal alerted him to the presence of a set of stairs. The steps were cold, and the rough edges of the drainage holes bit at the soles of his dark feet, but the guard who had taken the lead up until then slowed to match his pace and hooked his elbow to make sure he didn’t fall with his tied arms.

      “Careful,” she said, alerting him to the top of the stairs. Though delivered with practiced gruffness, it was a kindness.

      They walked perhaps fifteen feet, the guards’ boots clanging on the narrow waffle pattern of the grated catwalk, and then he was pulled to a gentle stop. The sewage sloshed beneath them, its constant motion ensuring his nostrils could never quite acclimate to the malodorous fumes. Would they kill him then and there, shoot him in the head or perhaps just push him off the edge? He listened for the tell-tale click of a cocking pistol, but then he felt fingers scrape over his closely shorn hair, grabbing the bag as they pulled it free.

      The Marrows were dim, with only some of the power generated by the flowing sewage diverted into lighting them, but after several days in near complete darkness, he still found himself blinking for his vision to clear.

      The catwalk stretched over one of the five forty-foot aeration tanks spread across the room. Pipes as wide across as he was tall dumped waste from Castia’s higher levels into the tanks. Fans buried beneath sewage and several layers of increasingly fine mesh partnered with the microbes that populated the fecal lakes to filter, clean, and recycle the water. Soon, those same fans would eat his bones, shred his body to digestible pieces. He had always known his remains would be recycled, for nothing could be wasted in the shelter city, not even the boots the gang members had stolen from his feet. But consumption by microbe and fan, to be robbed of the chance to feed the fungi and flora that helped keep the city alive, that was different than the usual method.

      As Chief Engineer, he had known all the practical details of the system well before his arrival. But seeing it in person, confronting it, was another matter entirely. One which, for all his years, he found he still lacked the courage for.

      But then, it would only be a few more minutes. He could bear a few more minutes.

      To divert his attention, he focused on the new information available to him. The people. Two men in fluorescent yellow jumpsuits stood opposite Marquin and his escorts. One was wide set with an orange mohawk and a gun, standing near a portion of sawn-off railing. The other stood watch, impassive and bored. And then there was the boy. The boy. Marquin recognized him instantly. They had never met, but he had seen those same green eyes peering out of a similar face many times before. Out of the face of the boy’s father.

      Marquin’s heart sank at the sight. The boy was fifteen, perhaps sixteen now, lean like all Bone Dwellers his age who weren’t already sick or fattened by the profits of the gangs. His features were drawn in their current surroundings, unhappy if under strict containment. There was an edge to him, too, a well-nurtured ill intent towards everyone around him. Even so, Marquin noticed the boy wouldn’t look at him, wouldn’t let his gaze stray too close. And why would he? There was only one reason the Yellows would have brought him to a place like this. Only one reason a boy without a jumpsuit would attend. This was no mere murder, no mere sweeping under the rug. This was an initiation. The boy’s chance to prove he could stomach the gangs.

      Marquin wondered for a moment if the Yellows knew of his ties to the boy’s father, if they’d selected the boy for that reason. He doubted it, for the Yellows were rarely so thoughtful or well-informed. No, that was almost certainly not the solution. The boy had simply picked the wrong path.

      That’s okay, he thought as the man with the mohawk thrust his gun into the boy’s hands. All circuits can be fixed. He hoped someone would come for the boy someday. Right the wrong. Marquin would not be there to do it.

      The guard to his right shoved Marquin forward, bringing him alongside the damaged portion of railing. The boy stepped forward, a determined look strapped onto his features. His chin lifted with the gun, gaze hardening, but even so, the cartilage in his neck bounced as rapidly as if someone were bouncing a ball in his throat. His hand shook, trembling so hard he brought the other up to steady it.

      Marquin smiled, putting all the kindness his limited time had left to offer into the gesture. “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s alright.”

      The boy stepped closer, trying to aim for his head. Marquin knew he would miss, as did the man with the mohawk.

      “The chest,” said the man, ushering the boy forward until he was a mere five feet from Marquin. “The chest.”

      The boy’s hands were shaking so hard now that Marquin almost wondered if he would miss from their current distance. There was hesitation there, innocence, and for a moment, Marquin wondered if the boy would stop. It would make no difference for him; the Yellows would kill him if the boy did not. But then the boy’s jaw tightened, and he steeled himself for what he had to do. Marquin forced his lapsed smile back onto his face. Gave the boy a small nod.

      All circuits can be fixed.

      And then the boy pulled the trigger.
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      The elevator announced the arrival of the Representatives with a single, pleasant chime which silenced the crowd with all the swiftness of a gong. Rebecca Dalton, third daughter of Minister Augustin Dalton of the Ruling Council of Castia, stood near the back of the room, fidgeting. The report squeezed between the tight tawny silk of her long glove and her dark, sweating skin had already grown supple from creasing and was now picking up a distinctive moistness from its prolonged confinement. She longed to yank it out but was determined to keep it hidden until she had a chance to speak to Master Voren, Castia’s current Chief Engineer. Something was going on with Castia’s power supply. She was sure of it. She had told her teacher Mrs. Trumble about it months ago. Her warnings had been ignored.

      Now, at the annual Remembrance Day party, Master Voren was in attendance. The ever-uninspired Mrs. Trumble was not. With her entrance exam for the program still a couple days away, Rebecca was not technically a State Engineer yet. But knowing that her acceptance would only shunt her findings—and her chances of seeing Voren directly—to the bottom of several bureaucratic chains, she also knew this was the best chance she’d have to make her report for quite some time. If the increasingly soggy paper didn’t smear into nothingness against her sweaty palm first.

      She had hoped to get a chance to speak with Voren before the Representatives arrived, but of course, as this was a social event of only Castia’s highest upper crust, there had been several rounds of invitations, salutations, and small talk for Voren to get through. Now, with the Representatives’ arrival, her wait would be even longer.

      Granny Maisel, direct descendant of the city’s founder Humberto Ellis and unofficial matriarch of the city, was the first to step out of the elevator. Most Representatives swapped out every two to four years. Granny Maisel had served for longer than Rebecca had been alive. As she stepped up onto the small stage which had been set up in front of the elevator, her long, enrobing dress, a shimmering kind of cream, caught and reflected the light in rainbow colors. Such ostentation would have been nearly criminal amongst the Uppers’ fashions, where shows of frugality towards their limited resources were always the fashion. But then, the Founders, those who lived even above the highest born Uppers, weren’t meant to show restraint. They symbolized prosperity, success, the future. And in a city surrounded by centuries’ worth of snow with centuries’ more to come, a restrained future was a bleak one.

      The next Representative to exit the elevator was from the Chugo family, a large man with the crystal baron family’s characteristic blond hair and ruddy features. The Representative for the family inextricably entwined with Castia’s most advanced technologies, the Vigos, came third in her ubiquitous lab coat, her thin, fish-like features expressing some combination of boredom and disdain. The Voon Representative came next, a dark-haired, doughy woman with nervous features, and then, finally, a new Representative for the Sama family. She was young, surely in her teens, with oil black hair and an electronic device in her hand. A bizarre approximation of what Rebecca might call a ferret was curled around her neck, chewing on her hair. As the Representatives fanned out to their positions at the front of the stage, the girl didn’t so much as glance up from her device. Barricade Knights, the enigmatic armored soldiers who protected the Founding Families, fanned out with them, their gun spears propped against their shoulders in their typical ceremonial position.

      As ever, Granny Maisel was first to speak, her sweet, age-cracked voice amplifying through the room by means of a microphone on a stand and several speakers clinging bat-like to the ceiling corners. “Hello, citizens. Thank you for coming to this year’s Remembrance Day Party, the day where we remember the efforts of Humberto Ellis and his fellows to found this city, a city where we might be sheltered from the schemes of the World Enders, their cohorts, and the many other rivals who threatened the progress of Humberto’s many and genius scientific endeavors.

      “This city, with its three tiers, Uppers, Twilight, and Bones, serves as a monument to Humberto’s genius. The intelligence and progress epitomized by those of us in the Uppers, the protection and bravery offered by the Lamp Lighters in the Twilight, the hard work and unyielding support proffered by the laborers of the Bones. Without all three of these groups in balance, without the harmony Humberto sought to achieve, our city would have fallen long ago. This city and the thousands who find refuge under its dome are the culmination of Humberto’s vision. This city is what we strive to uphold.”

      The matriarch continued, moving into sad sighs for those lost so long ago there were none left to remember them by. Lamenting the cruelty and evil of the World Enders would come next, leading into final hopeful witticisms. Promises that, in four hundred years when the snows finally ended—assuming the delicate balance and order between the three layers continued—their people would be free. The speech had not changed by a word since Rebecca had first heard it. By now she could nearly have said it herself.

      Sparing the tired speech little mind, she looked to Voren, trying to gauge whether he would be open to interruption now that the address had started. From the steadfast way he was facing the stage, she suspected not. He was with another engineer, too, the famed journeyman Lucas Kincaide, if she was not mistaken. She had not seen him at the party before. Wanting to make a good impression on Voren and not wishing to disrupt Lucas’ first experience of the party, she decided not to push the issue.

      Instead, she considered the best approach, going back over the various ways she’d thought of to open the request. Casually, as a fellow high-ranking Upper? Humbly, as an enterprising student hoping to assist? She hadn’t been sure which tactic would be most effective on the routinely taciturn Chief Engineer, but then, before she could even begin to surreptitiously study him for cues, the lights flickered.

      The Barricade Knights’ gun spears tilted instantly, whipping from their shoulders to a ready position. Granny Maisel paused her speech. She looked for Voren in the crowd, raising a pale and veiny hand against the lights to see him. Tall and with a bald pate which reflected the lights in the room, he was easy to find. He paused when she locked in on him, perhaps waiting to see if the lights would hold, but then, just when he started to nod that the situation was fine, they flickered again.

      Voren’s frown deepened. Rebecca’s pulse quickened. She’d hypothesized that the secretive jumps in power usage she’d detailed in her report could strain the five crystal pillars which powered the city if the engineers weren’t careful. If a spike were happening now, it could be the source of the problem.

      She sidled over. “Voren,” she whispered. Lucas looked to her, no doubt surprised at the interruption, but Voren ignored her. The lights went out. Several people gasped or shouted in surprise. The Knights extended the retractable blades of their weapons. Pale blue light emanated from the seams in their armor, supplementing the pale pink of the carved piezo-crystal lanterns spread out as decoration on the tables.

      Voren, still paying Rebecca no mind, raised his voice, his raised arms dimly visible in the pink and blue light. He’d eschewed his usual chocolate brown uniform for a slate gray suit, and the silver hand and wrist of his mechanical engineer’s arm shone softly with pale reflections above the matte fabric.  “It’s alright, everyone. Stay calm. Lucas, lend me a hand.”

      Lucas, taking the command perhaps just a little too literally, took a lantern carved into the shape of a mechanical hand from one of the tables and dutifully followed his chief. Rebecca, though she had not been invited, took a lantern to follow as well. Lucas raised a brow, but she ignored his questioning look. She had been trying to warn people of this danger for months. With some of the most powerful people in all of Castia as witness, what better time to make her case?

      Voren, with his path lit by his two followers, made his way to a curtain by the entrance to the room. Pulling it back, he revealed an ornately decorated panel with a small dark screen, keypad, and covered porthole. Removing his jacket, he handed it to Lucas. Drawing a large metal key from under his shirt, he unlocked the metal door over the porthole, then rolled up his sleeve and slid his mechanical arm inside. It took a moment for the piezo crystals embedded in the metal to power up the panel, but then the screen lit up, showing a long menu of service options. Working with remarkable speed, Voren cycled through several graphs, maps, and menus, landing at last on a schematic with an angry red X over one of its many cylinders.

      “Overworked support?” Lucas asked, sparing only an occasional glance to the waiting Rebecca as he watched over the chief engineer’s shoulder.

      Voren nodded and turned out, raising his voice to the rest of the room. “Nothing to worry about. Overworked sub-pillar snapped. We’ll fix it and have everything up and running again soon.”

      Rebecca removed her glove, drawing out the damp report. “Master Voren,” she piped up. “I know this may not be the best time, but that kind of damage could be caused by a sudden spike in energy. I’ve actually⁠—”

      “Not now, Rebecca.”

      “But, sir, I’ve been studying these for months. I haven’t been able to pin down the source, but if you⁠—”

      “I said I’m busy.”

      “This could be important.”

      “Not now,” he snapped, louder than he had intended. His pale gray eyes scanned the room, taking in the curious faces peering at them from out of the gloom. The Representatives were watching them, even the girl with the black hair looking up from her device. When he looked back to Rebecca, his expression was unhappy. “Rebecca, I am well aware of the extracurricular research you have been trying to conduct despite the discouragement of your teacher. You are chasing nothing, which means you are now wasting my time.”

      Rebecca’s cheeks burned at the rebuke, and she could just imagine the horrified face of her elder, social-climbing sister Vilaea looking out from somewhere in the crowd, but she thrust out the heavily folded paper. “I have a report.”

      “And I don’t care. This room is not used often, which means it probably hasn’t had its sub-pillars shored up recently. The strain of the party caused a fracture, which we are now going to⁠—”

      “Master Voren?” Granny Maisel’s curious voice called out from the stage, no longer amplified by the microphone but still loud enough for all to hear. He looked up. “This report. I should like to see it.”

      Lucas’ eyes widened with intrigue. Voren shot Rebecca a look that could curdle cream. But he turned to the Representatives, features tight. “Madam Maisel, let me assure you there is nothing wrong. This student has shown interest in theories she cannot understand at this point in her training. But, if you would like to review it, I’m sure we would be happy to oblige.” He looked to Rebecca, then jerked his head towards the stage, prompting her forward.

      Rebecca, suddenly keenly aware of the full crowd of eyes upon her, obeyed, doing her best to dry the report as she smoothed it against her dress. Lamenting the creases and crooked handwriting, she handed it up to the elderly woman. She looked down, catching a quick glance of Vilaea’s horrified expression as she did. Major General Jaygin, leader of the Lamp Lighters and close family friend, looked similarly unhappy.

      The party goers waited in silence as the matriarch read. Then, Granny Maisel looked up. “Voren, step forward please.” He did and she handed him the folded report. “Your student shows initiative. Perhaps it would be better to encourage her. In fact, given the same proactiveness, such maintenance issues might not have happened in the first place. We expect much of our engineers, Master Voren,” she chided. “Particularly from their chief.”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “As to you,” she said, looking to Rebecca. “This city is built on order. Respect. Particularly for our superiors. For example, if they ask us to wait. Without such attributes, Castia falls. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Master Voren, as you seem to possess the skills to understand this theory, why don’t you look into this further. I trust your subordinate Mr. Kincaide should be able to handle such a simple repair without your supervision. And, to further her education, perhaps your young student can help him.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Voren with a small, tight bow. “Lucas, get this fixed. Rebecca, I will speak with you later.”

      His tone was polite, but the iciness beneath it suggested it was not going to be a pleasant conversation. Grabbing his jacket from Lucas, Voren offered the room a final bow and left, taking what felt like a lightning strike’s worth of fractious energy with him. Rebecca, eager to retreat from the spotlight, moved off to re-join Lucas.

      He was taller than the chief by a couple of inches, with dark hair drawn back into the barest nub of a ponytail. His eyes were pale green and his smile ready if quick to fall as he turned his focus to their task. He was already removing the gloves and jacket of his uniform to put his arm into the panel. As a journeyman, his was gold instead of silver. Elegant cutaways in the metal formed organic shapes which gave the impression of movement, a breeze rifling through the branches of a tree. Rebecca had never seen a real breeze, but she had seen the gentle tickling of the branches of trees in the memorial gardens from the natural eddies of the air in the city’s enclosing dome. She figured that was close enough.

      Lucas, de-sensitized to the beauty of his own prosthetic, muttered as the panel powered up. “He could have at least printed out the details first.” He glanced to her, seemingly inured to the tension around them. “I don’t suppose you have any emergency crystal on you? Perhaps in your other glove?”

      Rebecca shook her head, then said, “no,” when she realized he was focused on the screen. He let out a disappointed if not surprised sort of hum, then began to re-trace Voren’s steps through the menus, quickly re-finding the damaged sub-pillar’s location. She was grateful for his calm in the wake of her scene. Etching the details onto a small removable plate in the access panel, he logged off and withdrew his arm. Removing the plate from its slot, he handed it to Rebecca, then opened a hatch on the side of his arm, withdrawing a small glass tube of pale pink liquid. Once the seal on the liquid crystal was broken, it could be piped into cracks in pillars and devices, restoring the structural integrity needed to generate Castia’s energy.

      “An engineer’s work is never done,” he said, tone more disappointed than surprised as he looked back at the now thoroughly deflated party. Turning back to her with a friendly smile, he stuck out his organic hand. “Name’s Lucas, by the way.”
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      The Representatives left before Lucas and Rebecca managed to turn on the lights. The celebration, meant to remind them of Humberto Ellis’ provision in the gift of their fine city, took on an ironic twist with many of its most affluent left mostly in the dark, and Granny Maisel, with her fellow Representatives, decided it was no longer the appropriate place for them to be. With how rarely they were seen, Rebecca was surprised they had waited so long.

      As Lucas put a final patch on the portion of wall they’d temporarily opened with his utility knife, he gave her a smile, still apparently immune to the unhappy air of the room. It was refreshing given the susceptibility of most of Rebecca’s class to changing social winds. Stabilizing. “Well done,” he said.

      “I didn’t do very much.”

      He frowned. “You alright?”

      “I think I drew a little too much attention to myself today.”

      Lucas glanced at the crowd, some of whom still watched them with interest, though most looked as though they simply wanted to leave. “You sure?”

      “Very,” she said, catching an unhappy, sidelong glance from Vilaea. Her mother and father looked just as disappointed. Worry crinkled Jaygin’s features. She did not expect cheerfulness the next time she talked with any of them. Her talk with Voren would surely be worse.

      Lucas checked the crowd a final time, then shrugged. Crossing back to the engineering panel, he slipped his mechanical arm back into the slot and punched a few keys and points on the touch pad. The flow to the damaged support reset. The lights flickered back on to a small wave of ooo’s and polite claps from the remaining Uppers, though to Rebecca’s ears they were more the result of relief than admiration. It had not taken them more than ten minutes to fix the pillar, but all the same, the party spirit had left the room.

      “Your research,” said Lucas as Rebecca’s father and the other council members began dismissing the crowds. “Do you want me to take a look?”

      “What?”

      “You said you’ve been studying these spikes for months, right? As Maisel says, that shows initiative, which is good. And, if you really are missing the point like Voren says, well, maybe I can help point you in the right direction.”

      “You’d do that for me?” Though still only a journeyman, he’d already become the primary mechanic for all of the engineers’ arms, his skill renowned throughout the corps. His designs had already started making it into the textbooks she’d been studying for her upcoming exam.

      He only looked at her with a confused expression. “Why not?”

      “Well, I’m only a student. I haven’t even taken the exam yet.”

      His brow furrowed, confusion deepening. “Why would that matter? Don’t you want to know what you’re doing wrong? I’m not sure Voren will tell you. He’s not a very patient teacher, especially when he’s upset.” A momentary look of doubt crossed his features. “You do want to pass your exam, right?”

      “Of course I do. I just didn’t think….”

      “No, you didn’t.” He grinned and gave her shoulder a single, conciliatory pat. “Anyway, this party was not as nice as I was hoping it was going to be, so I’m going to leave. Looks like the general wants to talk to you, anyway. Send me a copy of your report when you have it.”

      He exited with the rest of the crowd. Vilaea and Rebecca’s parents had, thankfully, already departed, leaving only Mattias Jaygin in the room.

      He approached her, his arms clasped behind his back. His hair, which he grew in thick, dark braids, was long enough now it was no doubt tickling at his wrists. His rich brown eyes were bright with concern. Though they shared no blood ties, as a close family friend, he was known as Uncle Jaygin to all of Rebecca’s sisters. Except for Vilaea, of course, who insisted on using his proper title. His shiny black boots clicked on the floor.

      “Well. You certainly livened things up,” he said. He was wearing his uniform, gray with dark red piping to match the embroidered lantern sigil on his chest. Given the ceremonial nature of the party, his many medals were on full display, winking in the restored light.

      She looked down, embarrassed. “My research is good. I know it is.”

      “I’m sure it is. Marquin’s machine?”

      She nodded. The former Chief Engineer had gifted her an old engineering workstation shortly before she had turned twelve. She’d begged him for it after the Shiver, when one of Castia’s pillars had cracked. The power burden that had been transferred to the other four had almost caused those to crack as well, very nearly taking the entire city with them. It was only Marquin and his engineers’ quick action which had saved the city, further solidifying her desire to join their ranks. She could only track the city’s overall output and the locations of power surges in the Uppers, but it had been enough to tell her that the spikes were happening.

      “Your timing could have been better,” said Jaygin.

      “I know.”

      “And your subtlety.”

      She looked up, a small flash of indignation joining the hurt upon her features. “I tried to be subtle.” He raised a brow. “Okay, as much as I can be subtle. Mrs. Trumble wouldn’t listen. Since she seemed invested in not caring, I decided to take things up a level.”

      “Or several.”

      She pursed her lips, part bothered, part dismayed. “You believe me, don’t you? That my research is good?”

      Jaygin sighed. He opened his arms, and she came to meet him, fingers latching on to the breast pockets of his uniform as she’d done when she was a child. He wrapped his arms around her, his familiar scent enveloping her, and the sharp edges and rippled metal pinned onto his chest felt cool beneath her palms.

      “Rebecca Dalton, dearest niece, if you told me it was sunny outside, I’d get my shorts.”

      “You own shorts?”

      He laughed. “A military secret, that. Don’t go telling it around.” He drew back, setting his hands on her shoulders and looking her in the eye. “Rebecca, do be careful. You have a bright future ahead of you, one where I’m sure you’ll do incredible things. But if you’re reckless now, if you upset the wrong people…I don’t want to see that future cut off. You know families live or die by their reputations up here. Don’t go throwing yours away just so you can get there faster.”

      “Jaygin, my research is⁠—”

      “I know. I know it’s important. Just, I don’t want anything happening to you. I want you to have the best life that you can. Don’t blame your old uncle for trying to protect you.”

      She put a hand over his. “You’re not that old.” And she was right. He was still only in his forties.

      “I know,” he said. He put a hand on her cheek with a smile. “Just feeling it a little more.” He dropped his hand to check his timekeeper, sighed at the result. “Well, now that the party’s over, I guess that means I’ve got more time to work. Walk you back to your room?”

      “No, that’s alright,” she said. “Vilaea’s probably putting her littles to bed by now. I think I’ll escape her scolding tonight. And thank you, Jaygin. I am grateful.”

      He smiled, looking relieved to have gotten his message across. But it was not enough to hide the worry buried deep in his eyes, and it stayed with her long after they’d parted ways.

      A note had been slipped through the slot beside Rebecca’s door, falling into the mail basket she’d placed on a small table on the other side. Voren’s personal seal, etched into the thumbprint of his silver hand, glowered up at her from wax of the same color. Closing the door and leaning against it with a sigh, Rebecca grabbed the letter, slid her thumb under the seal, and did her best to pop it off without ripping the paper. A few unintended tears later, she scanned the note, his cold, spidery handwriting informing her that she was expected in his office bright and early the next morning. As Chief Engineer, it was his prerogative to boot anyone from the program, or, in her case, bar them entry. Her journey could be over before it even had the chance to begin.

      Rebecca pressed the paper to her face, repressing the urge to tear the unfortunate notice apart with her teeth. Frustration and nervousness bubbled within, but she reminded herself now was not the time to panic. After all, maybe he wanted to talk to her because she was right. Maybe she’d finally given him enough proof to run with her theory, to combine his experience with hers. And, even if their combined strength couldn’t solve it, perhaps Lucas could.

      Yes, that was right. Giving up would be a mistake. Forcing her body into motion, Rebecca strode across the parlor to her bedroom. She had work to do.

      Discarding her frilly party dress, Rebecca slipped into a comfortable nightgown and robe instead. Temptation arose to leave her fancy dress on the floor, but, remembering Vilaea was already sore with her, she decided to compromise, hanging it over her changing screen instead. Moving to the bathroom, she removed the make-up she’d thrown on before the party, then unpinned her dark hair, releasing it into its usual springy black cloud. Her brown eyes looked tired in the mirror. Discouraged. She slipped her feet into a cozy pair of house slippers, then, at least comfortable if not comforted, moved to her desk.

      As a matter of habit, she turned Marquin’s monitor on, spinning up the program she ran to alert her of any spikes. She listened for a moment, hoping to hear proof of any additional power draws, but the machine only emitted a quiet, staticky hiss. She sighed but didn’t let it stall her momentum. It was time to write up Lucas’ copy of her report. Given that it didn’t need to fit inside her sleeve, she took more time and paper, including details and references she’d only been able to loosely allude to in Voren’s version. Though Lucas was a decade her senior, she found herself thinking of his handsome face as she wrote. His kind smile. His unflappable calm. If she wasn’t kicked out before she got started, perhaps she’d have the chance to work with him. She felt she would like it if she did.

      Summoning a courier when she was satisfied, she told him to have it delivered to the journeyman personally, paid from the monthly allowance she got from her parents. Whether Lucas was in the labs, his quarters, or anywhere else, the report would find him soon. Hopefully before her visit to Voren.

      Nervousness kept her restless, driving her to pace when the courier left, but with those two tasks completed, she found there was little else that she could do. It was already getting late, for she’d spent far longer than she’d intended on the report. She returned to her room, revisiting the workstation. She adjusted the volume settings, hoping that perhaps there was something subtle she couldn’t see on the screens. All she did was amplify its uncaring hiss.

      Eventually, even she had to admit there was no further progress she could make that night. At last crawling into bed, she leaned over, turned out the piezo-lantern on her bedside table, and fell asleep to the workstation’s stagnant hiss.
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      An insistent beeping woke her some time later. The workstation was going off. Somewhere, some floor in Castia, the system was experiencing another spike. Slapping the button on top of the timekeeper on her bedside table, she briefly lit the clock face. She’d been asleep for several hours. As the small amount of generated energy from her slap dissipated and the clock face dimmed, Rebecca scissor-kicked her way out of her tangle of sheets and blankets. Nearly tripping in the dark over her abandoned slippers, she stumbled over to the workstation, checking the monitor’s screen.

      Rebecca’s eyes widened. A spike. And, for the first time, it was happening in the Uppers. She double-checked the data. The output matched almost exactly the spikes she’d been seeing from the lower floors. Whoever was stealing power, they had moved upstairs.

      She hesitated, wondering if there was perhaps another explanation. The spike was coming from a power panel on one of the pillars. The Ellis pillar, fourth floor, to be exact. Power panels, in contrast to monitoring panels, were there to provide assistance to engineers who needed to draw just a little extra power for whatever they were working on. It was possible, therefore, that an engineer was simply drawing a little extra for some kind of maintenance. Maintenance which, given the proximity of that location to public areas, might reasonably be done at night.

      Only, any engineer who was doing maintenance would have come prepared with all the tools and power they needed, whereby there would be no need to access a power panel. And to assume this exact rate—so perfectly matched to the spikes from her research—was a coincidence….

      She shook her head. No, it was too much of a coincidence to believe. She had spent hours and hours of her childhood with Marquin, learning by proxy his innate instinct for engineering. This was her best chance—perhaps only chance—to prove her theory and identify the source of the surges in action. If Voren kicked her out of the program tomorrow, she’d never get another opportunity. And if these surges were as dangerous as she thought they were, the future of Castia was just too much to risk.

      Except, Rebecca had never been down as low as the fourth floor. Not without extensive chaperones, anyway, like when she and her family had gone to visit the Memorial Gardens on the Uppers’ first floor. The Twilight, the three well-guarded floors which began directly beneath the gardens, served as a firm barrier between the Uppers and the Bones, and she trusted Jaygin’s Lamp Lighters to keep any Bone Dwellers from coming up without the proper paperwork. Nevertheless, she knew there was still a proximal leaching effect, and Jaygin had just warned against being reckless.

      Only, if Voren didn’t believe her, if he chose to bar her from the program before she could even get started….

      Rebecca threw her nightgown to the floor, quickly twisting and wiggling into her brassiere, work trousers, and blouse. On second thought, she grabbed her work vest as well, its dark brown front faintly glittery with the pale pink dust of dried and fragmented piezo crystal, ground and piped and wiped away through countless school experiments. She grabbed her boots, moving to the bed to put them on.

      It was a bad idea. She knew it was a bad idea. And yet, her dream of becoming a state engineer, indeed of one day becoming the Chief, was on the brink. Even if Lucas later found evidence that proved her theory true, there was no guarantee that Voren would let her back in. Not after his public humiliation. All the work Marquin had done to foster her passion. Her hopes to help Castia survive. All of that was on a knife’s edge.

      Rebecca nodded to herself. Running her fingers over her hair, she drew it back into a loose pouf. Unplugging the portable hand monitor from Marquin’s workstation, she tucked it into the thigh pocket of her work trousers. She threw on her junior engineer’s key, which would give her limited access to the student labs and other engineer-only areas and left her bedroom.

      Crossing the parlor, she was about to leave when her fingers traced her neck. Jogging back to her room, she retrieved her Dalton crest necklace. Her father had given it to her when she was six, when he had told her she had been adopted. It was proof, he had said, that she was and always would be a Dalton in any and all of the ways that mattered. She clasped it around her neck, then tucked it into her blouse next to the key. The light weight was familiar and comforting, and if anyone gave her any trouble, well, at least she’d be able to prove who she was.

      The five pillars of Castia, named one each after the five Founding Families, were spread out in a ring within the city, piercing the city all the way from the fake, painted sky of the city’s dome down through the three floors of the Twilight and into the Bones. Given that access for non-engineers could only be achieved through the lower floors, she would need to move not only down but outwards from the central tower where she and the other highest-ranking Uppers lived. Under normal circumstances, trying to navigate that much distance might have proven difficult given her limited knowledge of the city. Thankfully, the pillars were so large, it was nearly impossible to lose sight of them.

      She met few people for the first thirty or so floors down. Many of the higher floors were offices or sleeping quarters, so in the brief periods when she was switching elevators, there were not many people about. As the numbers on the floors grew smaller and she drew nearer to more public spaces, however, the number of active humans grew. At first, they looked not much different than what she was used to, wearing the slightly worn but well cared for clothes of the mid-level Uppers she encountered when she visited the student labs. But as the walls grew ever more likely to carry smudges and chips in the paint and the floors grew ever more likely to bear scuffs and treads worn into the carpets, the people grew ever more likely to wear scowls and dark bags under their eyes, their clothes sporting tears and patches gathered over what she realized was not seasons but years. Their reaction to Rebecca, whose new, well-tailored clothes were impossible to hide even under the battered covering of her work vest, grew in sourness and resentment too, the deferential nature she was used to giving way to judgmental onceovers, glares, or turned aside faces. Rebecca did her best to stand tall in the face of such encounters, though even she had to admit it was difficult.

      Still, aside from one grimy man who asked her in a sneering tone if she was lost, nobody gave her any serious trouble and soon she reached her destination. The lowest levels of the pillars were encased in buildings, allowing for easier access for field trips or other more public visits, and she entered the one surrounding Ellis.

      The entrance brought her into a short hallway leading to another door. A desk sat to one side with a tarnishing plaque which read “Registration.” There was no one seated at it so early in the morning, though she could see a logbook lying open on the lacquered surface, turned out to make it easier for guests to sign. Rebecca hesitated, not sure she wanted to leave evidence of her visit if the spike turned out to be nothing. Then again, it was protocol for engineers to mark their visits. Rebecca jotted her name down. Opening the final door, she at last entered the long, gently curving hall that surrounded the pillar.

      As always, she took a moment to take it in. Looking at the pillars from the high windows of the central tower, it was easy for her to forget how big they were, especially with Marquin no longer there to take her for visits. As a girl, she’d loved to tag along with him, swinging on his arm in an elevator or holding his hand as they crossed the long, spidery catwalks to reach the pillars from a higher floor. She remembered watching his dark hands as he did maintenance, as he cut and pulled back portions of the dark iron to access the pale pink crystal beneath. With the power of the oscillators and the rooftop windmills compressing and decompressing the crystal, it had felt like the pillars were alive, like he was a surgeon peeling back skin instead of an engineer drawing back metal. This close, she could feel the vibrating movement of the crystals again, the steady, thrumming heartbeat of her city. She pressed a hand against the indigo-black metal of the casing and closed her eyes, breathing deep of the sensations.

      She took a deep breath, centering herself on the pillar’s anchoring presence. But she still had work to do. Keeping one hand on the casing’s bumpy surface, she started her way along the hall, moving left to reach the power panel her rundown workstation had indicated. Conjoining hallways forked off, leading to supply closets or bathrooms or museum-like exhibits for visiting kids, but thankfully this time of night they were all abandoned.

      There was something eerie about walking through the place with nobody else there, something which slowed her steps as she approached. Her slowed pace brought with it new and anxious thoughts. For example, if someone were stealing the power, what would they do if she asked them to stop? What if they were from the Bones? She’d put her name on the log, but nobody would think to look there if she went missing. If she were attacked and wounded and left to die.

      She slowed almost to a stop then, fear momentarily freezing her steps. But then, if she didn’t stop them, who would? Who else would protect Castia’s power, its very life blood, if not her? She had tried to warn the others already. They had ignored her.

      Rebecca squared her shoulders. She needed to find her proof, no matter the cost. Taking a deep breath, she forced her way forward, taking the final curve to reach the panel.

      The hall was empty. She paused, wondering if she was already too late. But no, she could see the panel the spike had originated from. It was open, the metal door swung wide from the side of the pillar. Nerves twisted in her gut. Engineers always closed and locked panel doors. No one would have left one open.

      Edging closer, she realized the door was not the only oddity. A hand monitor similar to the one she had in her own pocket had been inserted into the panel—another thing an engineer would never leave unattended. Except, it wasn’t any model of hand monitor she recognized, looking more like it had been built from spare parts than anything a real engineer would have used. Not only that, but wires snaked out of it and into the panel itself. Or rather, into the damaged section on the casing which covered the underlying electronics.

      Rebecca studied the readings, trying to understand. The output on the hand monitor was abnormally high, higher than anyone would have used to test the calibration on the panel, but that would have read as input, not as a draw. Unless…Rebecca frowned, taking a closer look at the wires. Someone had hacked into the electronics of the panel itself, swapping the input readings with the output. Ostensibly, it made the massive output from the hand monitor look like the output from the pillar instead. An artificially generated power spike.

      Rebecca’s frown deepened. There was no reason to do such a thing. It would not give extra power to the person doing it. All it would do was draw attention. All it would do was…Rebecca froze, a chill running down her spine. The only thing the device would do was draw the attention of the engineers.

      Rebecca turned just as the first footstep sounded behind her. She saw a flash of dark clothing, a dark mask, and then something sharp jabbed into her neck. Everything went black.
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      Three things alerted Rebecca to her return to the world of the conscious, each coming in rapid succession. The first was the scent, thick enough to coat the back of her throat, foul enough she could almost taste it. The second was the squeak, a rhythmic rubber one which timed itself perfectly to the final clue: a steady, back-and-forth sway beneath her. She was lying on something in motion, bent double like a cloak slung over the back of a chair. She lifted a hand to search for injury with a groan, certain these details couldn’t be resolved in concert, but then something tightened, strengthening its grip around her legs.
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