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Prologue: The Accident

 

 

	Garridon Hamiltoni ran his right fingers across the control panel. His left hand squeezed a small pen-shaped remote. Giant screens played footage of enclosed corridors. There were no windows, only dim lights of all colors. The faintly illuminated walkways revealed community members in the different screens before Garridon and his co-worker, Emon S. Plangon.

	“There it is,” said Plangon, pointing to a screen.

	“I don’t see it,” said Garridon, trying not to tense his left hand and push a button at the wrong time. 

	A scream sounded from the security screen.

	“Water is in the phrame,” Plangon urged.

	Garridon stood stiff, eyes locked to the security footage of ice-cold water filling the walkway and people running to escape.

	“What are you waiting for?” Plangon demanded. 

	“Britannica,” Garridon’s frozen stare didn’t break as he whispered his wife’s name.

	Britannica Hamiltoni appeared in the corridor with a mechanical instrument in hand. Her body shoved through shin-deep water. It was like a small string connected Garridon to everything he loved as it drifted away. The remote in his hand would cut that string; it would be lost forever.

	“Garridon!” Plangon couldn’t wait any longer. “The area is filling with water. Close it or we’ll all drown!”

	Garridon couldn’t unlock his eyes from Britannica’s light-brown ponytail that swayed with each step she took into deeper water. Her hair glistened. It was almost like the sun’s rays could reflect from her loose curls and brighten the cold atmosphere in the facility. Garridon had never actually seen the sun, but he thought the warmth of its rays might feel something like the warmth from his wife’s laugh. The difference was that Garridon knew he could live without seeing the sun, but he wasn’t sure he could bear life without the light of his wife’s joy.

	Plangon grabbed the back of Garridon’s head and turned him to look at a different screen. “Your daughter is in the next phrame!”

	Garridon reactively shoved Plangon away, fumbling at the realization that he could lose his daughter. 

	“I—” Garridon focused on the screen, “Gia— she’s in training— she’s not supposed to be there.” Garridon’s eyes shot, back-and-forth, screen-to-screen, seeing his four-year-old daughter running excitedly in front of a group of kids and also his wife wading frantically through a flooding pathway.

	“We don’t have time for this!” Plangon lunged for the remote. Garridon dodged Plangon, grabbing the back of Plangon’s head and slamming it into a control panel before the screens. Plangon sank to the ground with a wail. 

	“Why is Gia there?” Garridon stepped on Plangon’s chest and pushed down.

	“The training has a trip to the algae fields in Phrame 22,” Plangon grunted and gasped for air as Garridon released his footing.

	A roar came from the security screens. Garridon turned to see a wall of water cascading through the corridor. Britannica stood before an open panel in the wall. Just before the wave of water reached her, she inserted the machine from her hand into the electrical panel. Every entrance to the flooded area sealed shut. The screens flickered before Garridon, then shut off.

	All went silent.

	Garridon fixated on the screens that were the only way of knowing what happened to his wife, but all he could see was his own reflection.




Chapter 1: Underwater Constellations￼
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	My stance is united with the ground as energy runs through my legs, up my spine, and into my fists. Power surges through my body as I let my fists fly to the padding on the wall in front of me. An electronic sign above the padding reads the amount of power from my punch: 127 jexes.

	Like ghosts haunting my mind, I hear the voice of my father: “your best is 192 jexes. How are you going to improve if you aren’t even building from your best?”

	I thought my father might be the best. Head of Facilitators in the Trellis Facility, he could see patterns in community member movements and decipher uprising plans when they were still in a seedling phase. Or my great-great-grandma who was the lead scientist on the Trellis project. It was her work that built this facility and brought a community 6,000 meters under the sea.

	Every generation seems to have the greats: the influencers, the inventors, the mountain movers, and the culture shifters. I used to think it was possible to arrive there— wherever that was.

	I square my stance again. A dim, orange light reflects off a grey suit that covers my neck to my feet— everything except my hands. Sweat streams from my forehead. I give a quick right jab, a sharp left jab, then a kick with my right foot. 424 jexes in total. It should be closer to 500.

	My workmate, Leal, swings his lanky figure at the punching pad to my left. The orange light bounces from his afro curls as he raises his skinny arms. With all the power he can muster, Leal throws a punch at the padding on the wall. The sign reads 73 jexes.

	Leal is what changed my perspective of greatness. Honestly, I was frustrated when he and I were assigned to work as Facilitators in the security station together. I had trained all my life and worked myself to exhaustion with the hope of being assigned as a Facilitator. And there he was— a small-framed teenager with as much physical grit as a piece of seaweed.

	Facilitators are not just the most intelligent, they must be the most intuitive. Quick reactions, but no errors— that’s what’s expected from us. As a kid, when the rest of the group would go from trainings to designated sleeping hours, my father would pull me from sleeping time for more training. Since I was six years old, I was pinned against the highest-ranking Facilitator.

	Now, as I look to my left at the scrawny excuse for a Facilitator, I realize that he had a greatness no one could ever train. The sign above Leal mocks his weak, 73-jex-punch. But, in the quiet of our workstation, Leal has explained to me what that actually means.

	A beeping sound rings throughout the room.

	I move with a line of people in red and grey suits to the next training station. I step up to a cardio machine, putting my right foot into a boot holder, followed by my left. The boot holder suctions around my calves as I place my arms into holders that tighten like sleeves up to my elbows. Without hesitation, I move and the machine levitates me from the ground. I run in place in the air with the machine holding me up. An electronic screen in front of me shows the amount of energy I produce in a given amount of time: 620 jexes per 30 seconds. It dips to 590 jexes per 30 seconds. Run faster. 699 jexes per 30 seconds. 

	In my mind, the numbers have always been a sort of ranking system— almost as harsh as my father himself— ever urging that I can produce one more jex. 

	But to Leal, they mean something different. The amount that I run produces energy that can power my cardio machine or a screen. Together, as the row of people in red and grey suits run, we generate enough energy to power something larger, maybe the machines that process our food or heat the facility. Leal sees everything as a whole system. He understands how the moving parts work together, while I could only see myself— one moving part pushing to be the best.

	Looking at the screen ahead, my heart jolts as I see I’ve dipped to 531 jexes per 30 seconds.

	A beep sounds.

	I stop moving and the machine lowers to the ground, hissing as it releases my arms and legs. The screen shows a total of 180,533 jexes for the total amount of time. I should have averaged about 20% more than that. I step from the machine and over to the area where people circle around a padded floor.

	A young man in a red body suit, Desman Sphyrn, picks up a cross-shaped weapon and centers himself before a circle of onlookers. On assignment day, Desman was given the role of a Promotor— a person who preserves the history of humanity to inform our future.

	Another person, Jarret Carpio, steps to the center of the circle with a cross-stick in his hand. His grey suit reveals that he has the same role as me— a Facilitator, who ensures the physical safety of the residents in the Trellis. Jarret’s stature compared to Desman’s is the very reason why I wonder why Promotors and Facilitators train together at all. Desman is large and muscular for an average 19-year-old, but compared to Jarret, he looks like a single krill on its way to being swallowed whole by a whale.

	With the dim, orange light shining to the center of our cluster, an electronic sounding bell beeps. Tension flashes in the stares between Jarret and Desman as they move slowly around the circle, looking for a chance to strike. Jarret makes the first lunge to knock Desman’s knee with the cross-stick, but Desman rolls over Jarret’s back and lands on his feet.

	The heat from their sweat and the tense breath from the small circle of bodies warms the room. Desman leaps toward Jarret’s back, maybe in an attempt at a headlock. But Jarret swings his cross-stick with enough force to send the helpless Promotor flying outside the circle.

	All eyes look to the fallen Desman, then to a tall figure amidst our circle.

	“That’s enough,” says the figure. It’s Emmon S. Plangon, a Facilitator Head and our direct supervisor.

	A girl pulls Desman from the ground, with her red hair spilling over his shoulders as she lifts him from behind. That’s Arianelle.

	“I’m fine,” Desman says as he holds his side and straightens up. He doesn’t turn to look at Arianelle as he makes the best attempt at walking back to the circle. Leal always says there’s a spark in Desman’s eye when he gazes upon the beautiful Arianelle. He actually used those words— a “spark in the eye” and “he gazes.” Could someone be any more melodramatic?

	“I’ll remind you,” Plangon says as he paces the circle of people, “our practice today is to stay physically adept and prepared for any sort of dissonance we may find in our community.” He stops and turns to face Jarret. “We are not here, Mr. Carpio, to cause permanent damage.” Plangon holds his stare with Jarret. The muscles around Plangon’s mouth break the silence as a smile widens on his face and turns away from Jarret.

	“However,” he continues, “I like your enthusiasm. Gia Hamiltoni.” Plangon looks at me. “Step up please.”

	Desman hands me his cross-stick. The metal weapon feels heavy in my left hand. I step from the circle and face Jarret in the center. Orange light illuminates his face.

	The bell beeps.

	Tension flickers in Jarret’s eyes. His muscles become alert, ready to move. When we were in this circle ten days ago, I buckled him at the knees. Plangon pointed out Jarret’s flaw— that he uses brute force and is unaware of his unprotected areas. Jarret has attacked other people at the knees ever since. However, Jarret’s actual greatest weakness is that he is an idiot. It’s not really a flaw I can help my team member develop, but I can use it to win a fight, every time.

	Jarret is confused when he shifts to pace the circle and I don’t move. I do this about 15% percent of the time. He can’t get past the initial unpredictability and starts the match with a slight sense of uncertainty in his movement.

	He has no idea which hand is actually my dominant because I start with weapons in a different hand every time. I’m naturally right-handed, but I’ve made my left almost equal.

	I swing the cross-stick in my left hand while shifting weight to my right leg. His full attention is on blocking the blow. There’s a cross-stick in his right hand which could be used as a shield, but he tries to be clever by reaching with this empty hand to yank the weapon from my grip.

	This is my favorite part. When he’s completely out of his wits for a moment as I let go of the cross-stick in my left hand and lunge to the right.

	It’s an elementary move. I almost wish I could come up with something more complicated as I tackle at his waist, using his own momentum to flip him over his head and out of the circle.

	He’s not badly hurt. He leaps to his feet and all eyes look to Plangon to hear the word on whether this match will continue.

	“It’s finished,” says Plangon.

	Jarret throws his hands in the air. “Sir, I can—”

	Plangon puts his hand up. Jarret murmurs his way back to the circle and keeps his pouty face to the ground.

	“Leal Fitzgerald,” Plangon’s voice fills the room. “Please step forward.”

	Leal’s thin figure approaches the center. His green-blue eyes shift around the circle as he uncomfortably rubs his arm as if he hasn’t walked into this circle four times a week for the past year.

	His shoulders are shrugged up to his ears and his gaze moves from the small crowd to me. Standing two feet from me, he waves.

	I shake my head and try not to laugh at how ridiculous he looks in a circle of intensively conditioned Facilitators and Promotors. I look over to Plangon. He makes no expression, but I feel that somewhere, deep down, he has a little smirk.

 

 

	I met Leal the day before I began work as a Facilitator. We were assigned to be partners in the security footage station. He was even scrawnier back then, giving that goofy wave as he walked into the security room to see me standing before a wall of screens that played footage of the Trellis community.

	I remember Plangon escorting Leal to the room. I had known Plangon for years since he was in the same rank as my dad. He walked with Leal into the workstation and rolled his eyes as the scrawny character waved at me.

	“Thank you for helping me find my way,” Leal said as Plangon exited the door.

	That’s how the first week went with Leal. People exiting rooms, impatiently explaining things, and sometimes violently handing him objects. He was my only company in the workstation, but I barely talked to him. Instead, he filled the room with talk about the earth’s surface, the history of humanity, and music. 

	That’s when everything changed. 

	He played a song. Not on an instrument (I can’t imagine he’d be a very good musician) but from the security speakers. A jazz song replaced his yammering about the surface. I nearly jumped out of my seat. I had only heard music as part of cultural trainings when I was a kid.

	“Turn it off!” I yelled at him. Some mix of surprise and loss of control created a panic that would only stop when the music was off. I had never heard jazz.

	He frantically threw his hands in the air, then turned the volume down.

	“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” he panicked.

	“Are you crazy?” I looked him dead in the eye. “How did you play this? We’ll get marked down for sure.”

	“Have you been listening to anything I said?”

	I hadn’t.

	He explained, “I said I can tap into the Promotor’s files to pull up cultural information.”

	“What are we going to tell Plangon when there’s footage of us tapping into files we don’t have access to?”

	“I told you already, I can override the surveillance of our room. The audio is off. No one can hear us.”

	I just looked at him. I was stunned. It wasn’t because he liked a particular type of music or that he went out of his way to get it— although I had never met someone before who liked music. My father had created the tightest security codes known in history. There was a constant stream of people assigned to try and get past his security and no one had ever succeeded. But, there I was, looking at a twerpy 18-year-old who broke past not just one, but two different facets of the security system. And he thought he was only listening to jazz music.

	Leal once played a song that went like this:

The star that shines next to the other

might be as bright as its brother.

But the only ones taught through generations

are the lines we draw in the constellations.

	That’s what history is like and what the greats are like. One star might have been just as bright as the one next to it, but humans only knew the names of the ones connected by imaginary lines they created.

 

 

	Leal is great. It’s a fact. But, as I look at him standing two feet away, he is also definitely a loser. I’m not trying to call him names, it’s just that he would obviously lose in any physical fight. And it’s hard to say what history will decide to remember. If history forgets him, it will be missing out on a great. But if it did remember his greatness, it might leave out that he is also a loser.

	I hear a very faint sound of a door opening.

	The electric bell beeps.

	Everyone leans in as if to see what I will do. I had so arrogantly taken advantage of Jarret’s greatest weakness. Plangon probably chose to put me against my own: Leal, my best friend. The crowd remains silent, waiting to see if I will take him down. I won’t— or at least not badly.

	From the corner of my eye, I see a figure behind the onlookers. It’s my father. 

	Our facility rests on the seafloor thousands of meters underwater. No sunlight shines here. Temperatures are near freezing. Yet, this facility knows nothing colder than the silence of the Senior Facilitator, staring as his daughter remains motionless in a fight. 

	The electric bolt of his presence jumpstarts my limbs in motion. With more energy than I’ve ever given to a fight, I jolt toward my best friend. 

	I don’t know what happens, except that I feel the energy draining from my arms as I lift them and look at my hands. It seems like there should be something physically flying off my fingers, like a light fading as my hands power down. I look past my palms and to the ground where Leal stretches across the padding. I hold back a gasp, my eyes widening. My teeth clench together as I hold back a string of “I’m sorry” and “are you okay?”

	“Lea?” I whisper between my teeth as I bend down to him.

	He lets out a grunted, “oooouch.” His jaw moves to the side as he opens it. 

	Others from the circle rush in to see if he’s okay.

	“As I said to Mr. Carpio—” Plangon begins his speech to me, but my father breaks in before he can finish.

	“Give me an analysis,” my father walks forward with his posture straight like a cross-stick.

	“Mr. Hamiltoni?” Plangon turns toward my father.

	“Step back,” my dad calmly walks toward me and the crowd surrounding Leal moves back. 

	I stand facing my father. 

	“Unlike the minimal training required for your cluster,” my dad speaks to Plangon, “Miss Hamiltoni is extensively trained in all fields, including human anatomy and emergency medical procedures.”

	Miss Hamiltoni— he doesn’t even call me by my name. He’s hardly more of a father than Plangon. Maybe “father” is too familiar of a term to be calling him in my thought life. It doesn’t sound like we’re on a first-name basis, so I can’t call him “Garridon” either. “Mr. Hamiltoni,” that’s what I’ll have to call him; or “sir.”

	Mr. Hamiltoni’s spine is still straight with arms linked behind his back as his head twists in my direction. The pace of his speech slows slightly and he enunciates: “Give me an analysis.”

	I want to mouth “I’m sorry” to Leal as I see the muscles in his face cringe with every short breath he takes. But, with the gaze of Garridon Hamiltoni weighing on me, I have no room for empathetic remarks or even emotions. 

	I need to stop looking Leal in the eyes. Put the sting of guilt to the side and look at the object of study. 

	I can tell by his breathing he has fractured ribs. With my strength and the surface area my fist can cover, it’s probably two. Since I was acting on instinct, I would hit him with my right fist, injuring his left side. His right jaw is visibly dislocated which means that my second hit was to the jaw with my left hand. He might have crumbled to the ground in pain, but he obviously fell backward—implying some sort of force. I must have hit him somewhere to make him land on his back. Assuming muscle memory from training kicked in, I would have given a blow to the back of the knee.

	“Two fractured ribs on his left side, dislocated jaw on his right, and a strained hamstring behind his left knee.” I can almost taste the metallic cold on my tongue as the last words leave my mouth and I turn from being a machine back into a human.

	Garridon looks at me for a moment. Maybe pleased? I don’t really know. His facial expression doesn’t change, but I feel the weight of his displeasure leave my shoulders. 

	“Miss Fisciatta,” Plangon turns to Minji Fisciatta, a girl in the crowd who also works in surveillance. “Ask the medical cluster for a compression strap.”

	Minji runs off as I kneel to help Leal sit up.

	“If it’s no bother,” Garridon’s tone is condescending, “I will be at the next mental maintenance. I question if these trainees are being kept to the expected standard.” He looks directly at Plangon and pauses. Then he turns, exiting the room.




Chapter 2: Beauty Looks Down on Me￼
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	It’s different in my sleeping quarters; slower maybe. There are no cameras in my head. There is no one to hear my thoughts, judge my moves, or attack my questions. I turn to my side as I lay on a platform in the middle of a dimly lit space.

	The ocean might sound beautiful, but I can’t hear it. I want the peace from swaying water to move across my ceiling as I lay in bed staring upward. Videos and journals from people who describe the ocean say waves are loud and roaring and, when someone’s close to the ocean, it silences everything else. Waves are loud, full of thundering power. They’re also silent and stilling.

	I don’t have any real understanding of these things but, when Leal and I watch footage of the earth’s surface, I feel like there’s beauty I was meant to experience. But it doesn’t exist anymore— unless you’re one of those Surfacer weirdos.

	I roll onto my side and close my eyes. I listen for the quiet. There are no noises, but there is also no peace.

	I’ve never really seen the outside. A few times, technically, I have. When I was a kid, we took field trips to the algae fields. Our facility is segmented into 30 different areas, called phrames, which operate as working, training, eating, or sleeping areas. There are small windows in Phrame 22 which look out to a patch of green organisms that give us oxygen. I wish I could go there— swim out in the green. What it must be like to be able to step outside whenever you want.

	I roll to my other side and try to keep my eyes closed. This is usually how I spend my designated sleeping hours— wishing for stillness. I don’t wish for darkness, I have enough of that, but there is something romantic and alluring about nighttime. Stars piercing through a sheet of black. I can barely imagine that. What holds burning orbs of light in place so far above the earth’s problems? Even after earth’s wars, the stars must still be there, shining beautiful and unbothered by our devastation. Whether there’s anyone to watch them or not, they display their performance and stay wonderful in their own right.

	I’ve read poems by people who’ve watched the stars for hours— all night, even. Why did people even have ceilings if they could see the stars? I would stay out all night. I would do that right now. Instead of staring at my wall.

	I turn to my ceiling. No stars, but it’s faintly lit green, the whole thing. The lights never turn off here, just different colors. And those colors have nothing to do with a time of day.

	A buzzer sounds.

	That’s what tells me the time of day. It’s morning for me, but nighttime for someone else who will leave the workstation for designated sleeping hours. What it must have been like when the sky told everyone around whether it was day or not. No human could program or synthesize time, but everyone went by its rules— like magic.

	I roll from the bed and put my feet on the ground. I don’t know what it’s like to feel something beneath my bare feet. The cold ground, grass, concrete— it all would have felt different. Shoes were important on the earth’s surface, I’ve seen a lot of advertisements for them. I would wear shoes if I could. Instead, there’s a layer of soft padding around my feet that’s a part of my microbial suit. Laundry detergent— that’s another thing I’ve seen in earth advertisements. But our suits are made from microbes that take care of a lot of things earth people needed— deodorant, body wash… I think Leal nearly passed out the time we found instructions for a tampon.

	Standing from a raised table in the middle of my sleeping area, I walk to the circular doorway. The door seems almost like a dark, raveled flower petal that twists together in the center. When I stand in front of the door, it untwists and slinks open into the walls.

	Corridors are lit in different colors as I go from walkway to walkway. The walls are usually blank, but I walk past an occasional screen. There’s one to my right which displays the principles of maintaining the Trellis: Facilitate community through safe procedures, Promote harmony through proper emotional responses, and Cultivate symbiosis through mutual effort (FPC). The screen switches to a message from Head Facilitator, Gaines Cyro, about how to maintain a healthy Trellis by supporting each other.

	A person turns from a connecting corridor and walks in front of me. Apart from the fact that I see her on surveillance sometimes, I can tell she is a Promotor because her suit is red. Mine is grey. Those are the colors of the two groups that hold the executive roles in Trellis. The other suit color is green, but I rarely see it. Cultivators wear green suits, and they hold the jobs which keep the physical systems running in the Trellis: mechanics, cooks, cleaners— those sorts of jobs. 

	A grey-suited person turns into the hallway and takes a formation walking behind me. His name is James and he’s a Facilitator. The corridor fills with more and more faces that I recognize, though I’ve never talked to them. We’re discouraged from talking to one another in transition times, but a murmur always rises in corridors as they fill with Trellis workers. People in security understand why we’re discouraged from talking when in crowds. The audio can’t pick up and parse apart what each person says.

	Leaving the tunneling corridors, I enter a domed room. People stream into the room from different walkways and join a line that snakes around the circular space. Along one of the walls of the room, an old woman in a green suit stands behind a metal cart. As people line up in front of the woman, she holds a device to each face. The device scans facial features, then beeps. Once it beeps, the old woman reaches her hand into the metal cart, pulling out a green sphere and handing it to the person in line.

	Six minutes and thirty-two seconds, that’s the average time it takes a person to get through the food line and exit the room. The A.I. on our surveillance gives seven minutes and thirty seconds before alerting us that a single face has been in the room for longer than it should take. 

	This room means that, for a maximum of seven minutes and thirty seconds, the workers in Phrames 20-30 have a chance to speak at a normal talking level and say almost whatever they want. What might the inhabitants of an advanced underwater society do with such unadulterated freedom? Maybe this room should be a symbol like the Areopagus where the ancient Romans debated matters of truth and justice. Maybe it could be like the Old State Meeting House where Americans fanned the flames of revolutionary ideas.

	Or, maybe it looks like this: Jarret stands slightly out of line, letting people go past him. He works in surveillance and knows he can’t risk letting people in front of him for more than a few minutes. Luckily, he doesn’t have to wait any longer because the object of his odd behavior has entered the room. Arianelle walks in with Desman at her side and Jarret steps in line like he has incidentally arrived just in time to be next to Arianelle. He turns to smile and say hi. To his demise, Desman steps in front to get in line before her. Not that Desman cares to reach the front of the line quickly, but he does care to win Arianelle’s heart before Jarret.

	Leal arrives in line next to me as I step behind Arianelle. His countenance is usually full of brightness, like he can radiate excitement about whatever stupid fact he learned that day. But not since that physical maintenance session. He hasn’t talked much to anyone else in our cluster, especially not Arianelle. He usually weasels into conversations with her and bores her to death with something like metabolic activity in hydrothermal tube worms.

	Arianelle stands with her back turned toward the front of the line. Desman and Jarret are both turned toward her. Her red-brown hair flows over her red suit and it’s like red waves sway around her shoulders as she moves. She seems almost beautiful, but not beautiful like stars in the sky.

	Arianelle is alluring, men are attracted to her. But attraction is often fleeting. I can think of different seasons when Jarret or Desman have doted on different females in our years of training, but they always moved to the next. Why? Because the females were attractive— not beautiful.

	I read about an ancient mathematician who saw no logical reason to live, but, when he saw the beauty in the way the different pieces of the world fit together in patterns, he didn’t want to die. Logicians throughout time periods and cultures would write about this kind of beauty. They started with problems or work that seemed tremendously boring, but they were devoted to it. And, in this devotion to an unattractive work, all the pieces of the puzzle would come together and create a revelation of beauty deeper and truer than anyone could have known without being devoted to the work. Something truly beautiful must take time. There is no beauty without commitment. That’s what makes Arianelle only an attractive person.

	“Ara, nice work in the mental maintenance,” Jarret’s figure stands above Desman in an attempt to block Arianelle’s view of him. “Maybe sometime we can work together to train for different scenarios.”

	That’s not very likely to ever happen. Facilitators and Promoters are only ever put in training simulations with their designated partners.

	I only see the back of Arianelle’s head as she looks in silence. Maybe she gives him a sympathetic smile for his attempt. 

	“Sure, Jarret,” her voice inflections are annoyingly genuine sounding. “If you can find a way for us to train together, I’ll be there.” 

	It bothers me, how nonchalantly she responds to these attempts. It’s not flirty in the least, like she honestly doesn’t know that she’s the first place prize to these young men. She acts like she has no clue that everyone stares at her when she enters a room.

	She turns around and flashes me a quick smile. Maybe she could feel my eyes rolling at the back of her head.

	“Hey, Gia,” she leans past me. “Hey, Leal.”

	“Hi,” I say.

	“Hey, Arianelle,” Leal’s eyes are glued to the floor as the words leave his mouth.

	Arianelle leans forward and gives a little wave. “Hi, Minji!”

	Minji Fisciatta stands in line behind Leal and gives a peppy sound “Hi!” Though Minji says hi to Arianelle, her eyes flash over toward Leal.

	I feel my jaw clenching at this uncomfortable string of hellos and small talk. Why does six minutes and thirty-two seconds have to be so long?

	We shuffle tiny steps forward to the place where the old woman hands out squishy green spheres to each worker, who then swallows the object and moves from the room.

	“Hey Gia,” Arianelle turns toward me, “this might be a weird thing to say, but I’m super impressed with your agility in all of your training.”

	What is she getting at?

	“Thank you,” I smile at her.

	“Do you do extra training to increase agility?”

	I hate this conversation.

	“Yes,” I say.

	“Maybe sometime we can ask Plangon for a couple of extra minutes and you can show me some of the exercises.”

	Can this conversation be done now?

	“Yeah!” my fake attempt at being genuine actually ends up sounding more enthusiastic than I mean to. “Let’s ask next maintenance session.”

	“Let’s do it,” she smiles at me before glancing at Leal, who’s still looking at the ground. “Well, I’ll see you at the next maintenance.” She turns as we reach the front of the line. 

	We move forward to the old woman, who hands out dark green sustenance packets. As Arianelle reaches for the packet, the old woman clasps her wrinkled hands around Arianelle’s hand, then holds it for a moment, looking into Arianelle’s eyes. Gazing at the old woman, Arianelle gives a faint smile before walking away.

	Still looking at Arianelle, the woman waves the face-scanning machine in front of my face. It beeps and she hands me a dark green sphere without looking at me. I walk out of line, leaning toward Leal.

	“Did you see that?” I ask.

	“What?” he puts the sustenance packet in his mouth.

	“That lady was being super nice to Arianelle,” I pop the green sphere in my mouth and crunch. The green liquid inside moves down my throat and I’m left to chew the mushy shell.

	“Arianelle’s nice,” he says. “People are nice back.”

	“No, it was different than that. It’s like they know each other.”

	“Well, there are only 3,000 people in this place,” Leal’s voice carries a sarcastic tone. “Chances are good.”

	“Jeez,” I say, “defensive much?”

	“I’m not being defensive! You’re making conclusions.”

	My jaw clenches as we walk toward the exit. I know what I saw. The old woman and Arianelle seem familiar with one another.

	With Leal behind me, we exit the eating area into a tunnel-like corridor. Multiple tunnels join in domed connection points. From here, we can pick different walkways that lead to the phrames. Moving out of our walkway we enter the particular domed space that connects to Phrames 20, 22, and 21. However, instead of a walkway to Phrame 21, there’s a sealed door. That’s where the accident happened 15 years ago. It’s a constant reminder of what many people lost that day— what I lost that day.

	“It’s always white here,” Leal says after walking in silence for a while.

	“You mean the lighting?” I look at the lights in the corridor which are bright white. It seems natural. Like the way the sun might have lit up the earth.

	“Yeah, the lighting. Have you ever wondered why?” Leal asks.

	“Not really,” I say.

	“What color are my eyes?” he asks, slowing down in the small, domed space.

	I turn to him. “You already know. They’re blue.”

	“I know. But like a blue, blue? Or like a brownish blue? Is there any green in them?”

	“We’re not supposed to be talking,” I look away from him.

	“It’s fine,” he says quietly, “the corridor has enough background noise with people walking. I think this light is the best place to see colors.”

	I keep my face straight ahead for a moment, then back at him.

	“Yeah,” I say, “greenish-blue. And they’re bright.”

	“Green-blue,” he says looking away from me. “Like coastal waters. Yours are also blue.”

	“I know.”

	“Deep blue,” he keeps talking. “No green. No brown. Just dark blue, like the deep ocean.”

	“The deep ocean is black; there’s no sunlight here.”

	“Not this far down. I mean open ocean, where things like whales, sharks, and jellyfish live.” Leal's tan skin looks darker as we leave the bright lighting and into a purple-lit corridor.

	Getting closer to the entrance to our workstation, Minji crosses a connecting corridor to pass by us. She gets rigid, looking down and giving a lightning-fast wave before gluing her hand to her side.

	“Hi Minji,” I say. 

	Leal says hi after me.

	“Hi guys,” she smiles at me, then tries to smile at Leal, but ends up shooting her stare to the ground.

	Leal doesn’t notice but continues toward a dark doorway that unravels as we approach. The doors are a deep, grey color, but the ruffles in the flower-petal-like doors sometimes catch the light and flicker with a glimmer of gold. The doors seem delicate, like someone could tear right through by accidentally touching them. But, in fact, the doors might be strong enough to be bulletproof. I read that once in a journal entry from the lead scientist that made the Trellis, but I wouldn’t know how much force that is because I’ve never seen the kind of gun that has bullets. We have some that sting or incapacitate, but none with bullets.

	Walking through the threshold, every wall in the room brightens as screens turn on and surveillance videos display in individual squares from floor to ceiling. Toward the front of the room is a control panel with two chairs pulled to it. Leal grabs one of the chairs, sits in it, and puts his arms up to the panel in front of him. The control panel is like a long table that has different things embedded into it: keyboards, a few buttons, and a spherical ball. Leal runs his hand over the ball to scroll through different screens with coding on them— paragraphs of letters and symbols giving the commands for the software.

	I pick up a holopen from the counter and point the small device at different videos on the screen. Generally, the security system algorithms will decide which footage to play on certain parts of the screen. Different boxes on the screens play real-time footage from surveillance cameras throughout Phrames 20-30. Each video on the screen is a different size depending on the probable importance of the footage.

	If the system registers people doing something they shouldn’t, they are moved to higher importance. More often than not, this happens when people are in the wrong place from forgetting which time of day it is. A Facilitator might walk to his sleeping quarters because he thinks it’s his designated sleeping hours when really he should be walking to his training quarters. This footage would appear larger on my screen, and I would look through the footage and data to verify if something is amiss. If someone is in the wrong place, I send a message to another faction of Facilitators who sort it out.

	This footage is automatically flagged for Plangon and my father to see since they are the Senior Facilitators. Occasionally, they will request that Leal and I leave our workstations to personally take care of the issue.

	That’s why some of us train in the same cluster and see one another often. It’s also why I rarely see people in green suits. While other workers in surveillance observe footage of the Cultivators, Leal and I track the Promoters and other Facilitators.

	I see Desman and Arianelle on my screen, still walking to their lecture quarters where they will teach younger generations our history and values. But I don’t see people like Leal’s parents— they live in the Cultivator’s quarters.

	A yellow dot appears on the screen of two females walking through a corridor. Yellow dots appear when the surveillance registers questionable audio signals. Usually, a keyword sets it off— something like resist, uprising, or scheme.

	Seeing the yellow dot, I point the holopen toward the footage and push the button to play the audio over our speakers. The room fills with the conversation between two girls in red suits.

	“Gaines Cyro”— one of the girls had said the name of our Trellis leader, which placed the yellow dot to notify me to listen in.

	“I mean,” says one of the girls. “It doesn’t even seem like he’s aged!”

	“Yeah!” agrees the other, “I remember watching inspirational talks given by him for our trainings ten years ago. He looks the same now as he did then.”

	I turn down the volume, changing its status to “harmless,” but I listen to the conversation in the background as I walk to the control panel by Leal to pull up the two females’ profiles. Leal types with more power and speed than I’ve ever seen him use in a training session. He switches between five different screens filled only with code. 

Pulling up the profiles of the two girls in the hallway— the names Ezri Smith and Liara Fernsby appear on the screen followed by personal information: job descriptions, family connections, emotional fitness scores, intellectual ability scores, physical capacity scores, and personal notes updated by supervisors. 

	I walk backward, facing the screen and pointing my holopen at the profile descriptions. Clicking on my pen, the profiles project from the screen in front of my face. With the information at my eye level, I stand crossing one arm over my body and the other using the holopen to scroll through the information.

	“Done!” Leal says with excitement. “Three minutes, five seconds. Either I’m getting slower or there’s more information to look through these days.”

	Before the start of each workday, Leal looks over the coding for our main information to make sure nothing has been tampered with and that all the coding looks fine. I’ll be honest, I have almost no idea what he does. I’ve used codes before, I can type basic commands using the trowel—a device used inside an open wall to control the surrounding hardware— but I’m really not sure what Leal does. Apparently, he does it very well because, until Leal came along, no one had ever been accepted as a Facilitator with a physical fitness score less than 60.

	He begins typing again as I stand before the projected holograms of the two profiles. Scrolling with my holopen, I select the place with a yellow flag and click options: Speaking in Corridors, No Threat, Notify Supervisor.

	Clicking submit, their supervisors will be notified to remind them that conversations in the hallways are restricted to work-related conversations. The footage and marks will also be sent to Minji and Jarret to verify that I didn’t mark anything out of place for personal reasons.

	Certain markings that I put can bring someone’s emotional fitness score down or, potentially, threat level up. That’s why they need to be verified. It’s also the reason why I have the job that I do. My scores in every area are high while my threat level is low. Leal’s threat level would be lower if he’d stop talking about the earth’s surface all the time.

 

 

	I’ve known since childhood— the things I can and can’t say. My dad made sure of it. He had a clicker, I remember that. When I was six, I went to the training room during designated sleeping hours. It was after some lecture that day when I pushed the lecturer to tell me more about the Alaster ship. I asked if the submarine was really attached to the Trellis somewhere in Phrame 21 as the Surfacers say. 

	After that lecture, my dad took me in for what I thought was a normal training day, but he just had me stand with my back to him. He clicked the button, then hit the back of my head. I fell to the floor the first time, then he told me to get up. So I got up, with tears in my eyes, and faced him. He clicked again, then hit me across the face. I fell again. He told me to get up. He did it once more.

	I remember being dazed, but I couldn’t feel anything— not pain, not anything. I felt dizzy but knew he’d tell me to get back up. I pushed myself up and faced him. No more tears, just six-year-old me swaying back and forth and trying not to fall over. I heard him swallow and it seemed like his eyes were red and glossy. He told me, “that’s enough.” He choked over his words though, then cleared his throat and walked away.

	Something weird happened after that. My lecturer had a clicker. When I asked about Alaster, she would give a click. At first, I would flinch. It would make me want to cry— the sound of the click would. So I’d shut down and stop asking questions. 

	I found myself wondering why the lecturer all of the sudden had a clicker, but I can’t play dumb. My dad must have given it to her. I don’t know why that was his method of teaching what I can and can’t say, but one thing is for sure— he was committed to ensuring I had the highest score in every category. Very committed to fixing an unruly child like a mathematician is committed to solving a difficult problem. Does that make him beautiful? I don’t see how he could be anything close to beautiful. Maybe beauty only exists with commitment, but commitment sure exists without beauty.

 

 

	“Gia Hamiltoni,” a voice plays through the speaker and fills the room.

	“Yes, sir,” I say, recognizing the voice— it’s Plangon.

	“Did you verify the flagged footage in section 17 at the south end of Corridor A near Phrame 19?”

	“No, sir. I was just filling some profiles and was about to get to the next task.”

	“Never mind that, Minji flagged the footage near Phrame 19 and I want you and Jarret over there.”

“Yes, sir.” I click the holopen and the projected profiles fade away. “Be right there.”

 

 

	There’s yelling when Jarret and I turn the corner to Corridor A near Phrame 19. This is the closest I’ve been to the Cultivator’s quarters.

	“Don’t stick your grimy, grey-suit hands on me if you want to keep this whole place from uprising!” yells a woman in a green suit. Four other green-suited people stand next to her and two grey-suited people face opposite.

	It’s the old woman from the sustenance room earlier today. She stands firm, yelling at the two Facilitators. She holds a trowel in her hand.

	“Hello, ma’am,” Jarret says as we arrive.

	“Don’t placate me, son,” says the old woman. “I know you and your greasy-fish friends are—”

	“I hear what you’re saying,” says Jarret smiling, “maybe we can talk about this.”

	When situations get heated, physical intervention is the last resort since we want to protect people rather than harm them. Unfortunately, not all Facilitators are trained in negotiations, which is why they send people like Jarret and me when a situation turns moderately hostile, but not physical.

	“There’s nothing to talk about you dirty—” the woman starts speaking before a green-suited man cuts her off.

	“She’s feeling a little upset,” says a young man with short, brown hair, “because she came out here to do her work and was stopped by these two Facilitators. I think there’s been a misunderstanding and, if it’s alright, we’d all like to get back to work.”

	“With a trowel?” I ask. “Someone who works in food processing needs a coding device for work?” I look at the old woman.

	“Yeah,” says the old woman, “I need a device for good work since you sorry humans have a black hole for a heart and would starve hundreds of people.”

	“I can assure you,” Jarret says to the woman, “we’re in this together in the Trellis and we don’t wish to starve any—”

	“There’s no time for your empty words,” the woman throws her hands in the air and puts the trowel toward the wall.

	The two other Facilitators standing by lunge for the old woman, pulling her to the ground.

	I swear, it’s like the training for other Facilitators teaches how to not use their brains. Just think, what could happen to community morale and support if two young Facilitators tackled a helpless old woman to the ground with four other Cultivators witnessing to spread the word?

	The corridor fills with shouts from the four Cultivators. Standing to their feet, the two Facilitators pull the woman from the ground and keep each of her arms in a grip between them.

	I pull out my incapacitor and point it at a Facilitator in a grey suit. Jarret does the same.

	“Your help is no longer needed,” Jarret says, “please release our community member and report back to your phrame.”

	The two look confused and don’t release the old woman. 

	“Leave,” I say. “Now.” 

	One releases, but the other doesn’t. I pull the trigger, a flash of blue electricity sparks from the end of my gun, and the Facilitator falls to the floor.

	I put the gun back in my belt. “Take your friend back to your phrame, you’ll both need to be debriefed. It was on a low setting, he should be able to walk if you support him.”

	The timid Facilitator puts one arm under his companion and they limp past Jarret and me to leave the area. 

	“Now,” I say. “I understand we’re greasy-fish humans with a black hole for a heart, but you can help us all get back to work by explaining what you’re doing with a trowel away from your workstation.”

	“He told me what you and your heartless crew did to Phrame 21,” the old woman spits. 

	“Phrame 21?” I try to hide my intrigue.

	“Ma’am,” says Jarret, “we aren’t sure exactly—”

	“He who?” I ask. Something inside me flinches, like a click will sound to stop me from asking questions about Phrame 21.

	“Alaster,” says the woman.

	“A submarine?” Jarret scoffs.

	“Norma,” says one of the Cultivators, “please don’t do this.”

	I hear footsteps coming from a corridor connecting on the right.

	“You’d shut it if you knew what was good for ya’,” yells the woman, shaking the trowel in her hand. She turns to me. “Yes, the submarine.” 

	Wait, it sounds like the footsteps are behind me. Where are the footsteps coming from?

	A girl in a red suit turns around the corner from the corridor on the right.

	“Ara?” exclaims Jarret. 

	“Wha—” Arianelle’s gaze moves around the people gathered in the hallway.

	“What are you doing here?” I demand.
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