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      Mama and Dada are crying.

      Lindsey holds her parents' hands in the crush of people as they slowly move forward. It started way back hours ago. Lindsey chews her lips and pouts, but the tears that Mama and Dada keep wiping away make her scared.

      Adults aren't supposed to cry. Lindsey wants to shout at them, to tell them it's not fair that they're crying. She is the one that doesn't get a birthday anymore. She's turning five, and she was promised that they would go to Disney Land.

      This isn’t Disneyland. She knows it isn’t. Where’s Mickey Mouse? Where’s Goofy? Nobody is here except people. So many people are all in a line.

      Sometimes, the men in black uniforms lead people away. These people are sobbing and screaming. Whenever they come by, Mama puts her hands over Lindsey's ears.

      Lindsey hates all of this.

      “I want to go to Disney Land,” she says, stomping her foot. Maybe if she starts to sob and scream, the black uniforms will come to take her and her parents out of this line. Then they can go to Disneyland. “I don’t want to be here!”

      “Peter, we have to tell her,” Mama says.

      Peter is Mama’s name for Dada. Lindsey has different names, too. Names like Honey and Sweetheart. Grandpa calls her Little Miss Sunshine.

      “Where is Grandpa?” Lindsey asks, trying to pull her hand away from Dada. “It’s my birthday. Where is Grandpa?”

      Dada picks Lindsey up. “Stop.”

      “Where’s Grandpa?” Lindsey shrieks, her voice growing louder. “Where?”

      “Peter,” Mama says.

      Dada's arms are so tight around Lindsay that it hurts. She twists and turns but can't get herself free. She starts to cry, but Mama tells her to be quiet.

      “Do you want to be left behind?” Mama asks.

      She sounds so frightened it makes Lindsey’s tummy hurt. She stops fighting. Tears run down her face, but she tries not to cry.

      Mama looks away.

      “We’re going to a new home,” Dada says. “A beautiful home. We’re going to be happy. I promise.”

      Lindsey thinks they’re already happy, but she can’t say anything anymore.

      They get to the front of the line, and Dada hands the man three pieces of paper. The man's hard eyes sweep over them, and then he tells them to go to an elevator.

      Lindsey used to like elevators.

      It’s dark and cold inside. It makes her shiver, but she knows she’s not allowed to fight anymore. She clings around Dada’s neck as the doors close.

      “Why are we here?” she finally asks.

      The doors open again. Dada carries her out of the elevator and looks around. They pass through long hallways that are filled with bunk beds up and down every side.

      Lindsey likes bunk beds, but even though lights are running down the ceiling, it’s dark here. There aren’t any windows. It makes her feel like she might throw up.

      "Here we are," Mama says when they get to a bunk bed that looks like all the other ones. There are three drawers underneath it, and Mama pulls open one to reveal folded clothes. She sighs as she pulls out a sheet. "Help me get this up around it."

      Dada puts Lindsey down. 

      She watches Mama and Dada put up the curtain, and then they take Lindsey into the small area in the low bunk that’s been hidden away.

      “I want to go home,” Lindsey says.

      Dada kisses her forehead. "This is our home now, Honey. You see, there's something bad happening. Some people were digging in the Arctic, and they hit something they shouldn't have. A big, poisonous ball of gas was released."

      “Lots of smart people are working to fix it,” Mama says. “But right now, we have to be down here. Clever machines are cleaning the air for us. We just have to wait until it’s no longer poisonous.”

      Lindsey shivers. “What about Grandpa?”

      Dada and Mama look at each other. 

      “There are lots and lots of places like this,” Mama says. “Under the ground and under the sea. Everywhere that the poison can’t get. Grandpa is going to a different place. There wasn’t any more room here.”

      Lindsey leans against Mama, her stomach hurting even more. 

      It’s the first time she ever realized that parents can lie to you.
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        * * *

      

      The graduation room is filled with plants. Plants with broad leaves, plants with bright flowers, plants offering bounteous fruit.

      It’s all proof of how well the students have done this year.

      Lindsey stands tall with the rest of her class. She’s fortunate that she was accepted into the climate restoration program, and now at eighteen, she’s the youngest to graduate. After thirteen long years of living in the fallout shelter, she has come to understand far better what drove them down here in the first place.

      Mom and Dad sit in the front row, both smiling proudly at her.

      Elder Thomas, the leader of Shelter Forty-Three A, nicknamed FAST because of the recent food shortage crisis, smiles at the fresh graduates. 

      “You will be assigned duties with the restoration crews immediately,” he says. “If you wish to pursue further education to join the terraforming engineers, you may apply in six months. We are so proud of all of you.”

      “Thank you, Elder,” everyone answers, bowing.

      Elder Thomas claps his hands. “Now, let’s celebrate this auspicious occasion!”

      Music is put on, and the parents get up and come forward to congratulate their children.

      “We’re so proud of you,” Dad says, hugging Lindsey. “You’ve worked hard and proved yourself.”

      Lindsey smiles back at him. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      It’s true. Dad was given a spot in the shelter because he was an engineer even before the Fallout. Lindsey was given a spot because she was his daughter.

      Mom had to buy her way in. It took all of their money… and Grandpa’s money. 

      Thirteen years later, Lindsey prays her thanks to her grandfather every night.

      Lindsey hugs her parents again and moves to dance with her friends. It’s a night of celebration, after all.

      The latest reports show that the air pollution above the surface has been scrubbed down a full two percent since the terraforming project was started ten years ago. With all these new students and improved technology, they will get this going even faster.

      Projections currently estimate that the land above will be habitable again in three hundred years; once the air is cleared the atmosphere will have to be restored and that will take the longest time.

      Lindsey hopes one day, she will have distant grandchildren who will walk under the sun once more.
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        * * *

      

      “We have the protective suits. I just think we should be allowed to go to the surface to get more accurate readings,” Paula argues.

      Lindsey is on her lunch break with a handful of her friends. Rumors circulate that the planet’s atmosphere hasn’t been as damaged as first feared. It’s possible that the cloud was so dense it stayed within the troposphere.

      “It was a hoax,” Bel answers, scratching his clean-shaven chin. “There’s no evidence that the stratosphere colonies survived the event. Even if they did⁠—”

      “We have evidence in the message,” Paula interrupts.

      Lindsey puts her hands up, sighing. “Stop it, both of you. I get your point, Bel, but if we take the proper precautions and test the airlocks thoroughly, the risk of the cloud getting in is minimal. We need to set up new air scrubbers, anyway. Cleaning production has dropped off almost twenty percent over the last year.”

      Bel rubs the back of his neck, looking unconvinced.

      “Something needs to change,” Lindsey says, her gaze growing grim as she stares at the nutrient blocks on her plate. Her only rations for the day. “People are growing restless.”
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        * * *

      

      Too much has changed over the last five years. 

      Lindsey sits in the Prime Councilor’s seat, uncomfortable, yet determined to make the most of this chance.

      There's only so much that people can take when they're starving. As the Elder Council grew weaker and weaker, the younger people made a change. It wasn't easy, and there were unfortunate instances where talking devolved into violence.

      It’s over now, though. The Elders have all stepped aside, some more willing than others.

      The first act Lindsey passed as Prime Councilor was to send people to the surface. Repair teams for the terraforming machines. Research teams to test the ground and the air, and see exactly how far the cloud went.

      And now they are all returning. Lindsey’s stomach tightens with nerves. Her fellow council members sit with her in a long line at the front of the room as the teams stream in.

      “Paula Vonn,” Lindsey calls on her old colleague. “What did you find?”

       Paula strides forward with purpose, her eyes shining as she does so. A smile breaks over her face.

      “The cloud never reached the stratosphere, Councilor,” Paula announces. “The floating cities may have survived after all. We could not make contact as of yet but have set up a radio relay system that we can monitor for any further communication.”

      Lindsey leans forward. “This is excellent news. Perhaps the damage to the world wasn’t as bad as we first feared.”

      The team leader for the scrubber repairs, Johann, steps forward now. “On this news, I’m afraid we have bad news. The scrubbers that were installed above the surface have completely degraded. The amount of acid rain caused by the cloud was greater than the original estimates. Nothing could be saved. We’ll have to build entirely new scrubbers.”

      Lindsey nods, though this information weighs heavily. It’s not good to know that all of that has to be replaced. Where will they get the raw materials?

      “And how can we prevent the new scrubbers from being damaged the same way?” another council member asks.

      Johann sighs and shakes his head. "We're not sure yet. We brought back samples to run diagnostics on. The soil itself is highly acidic, so we will have to develop something that lifts the scrubbers and shields them from the rain."

      “Before that can be developed, we need to know the strength of the acid,” Lindsey murmurs. 

      This is a setback she isn’t prepared for. If her parents were still here, what would they suggest?

      She wishes desperately that she had her father’s engineering knowledge to fall back on now.

      “How long before the diagnostics are complete?” she asks.

      Johann straightens. “We started running them as soon as we got back. I’ll have a report to you within the week.”

      “Thank you,” Lindsey says.

      She folds her hands over the table as she listens to the rest of the reports. Some vegetation has survived, but so far there has been no sign of animal life, other than a few species of insects. 

      When the reports are done, she stands.

      “You have gathered important knowledge,” she tells the teams. “Thank you. Soon we’ll be able to implement the terraforming technology above the surface to cleanse it from the disaster. We will return to the sun in our lifetime. We will build a new world, safe and plentiful, for our children.”

      They owed it to the next generation, who had never known life above the surface.

      Lindsey takes a deep breath, quelling her nausea. She can’t imagine what their lives will be like if they are forced to stay in this dark world where everything is constantly in short supply.
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        * * *

      

      Lindsey’s heart hammers as she holds her daughter’s hand. The old elevators broke down long ago, their parts scavenged, and so it’s been a four-day journey walking up the shafts dug to allow the population of FAST to leave their underground home.

      Megan whines, pulling at Lindsey’s hand. “Mama, I’m tired!”

      “I know, Little Miss Sunshine,” Lindsey says. She picks Megan up and strokes her hair. “It’s been twenty-five years. We thought it was going to take three hundred or more years, but it was only twenty-five years.”

      Her legs are tired, too, from the constant upward climb.

      The air feels different. 

      And when the first sign of light comes from above her, tears stream down her face. She can only imagine the feelings that her parents must have had as they went down to the Earth that day. 

      Now she’s coming out of it. Full of hopes and prayers that this will be enough. That she is making the right choice.

      They emerge into a world that looks nothing like the one Lindsey remembers.

      The desolation the cloud left behind is worse than any of Lindsey’s nightmares. The once-thriving city of Vancouver had been on this very spot. Now, the buildings have broken and collapsed. Remnants of skyscrapers twist into grotesque shapes, their steel frames melted by the acid rains.

      What was once green and lush with ferns and trees is a barren gray. The sun blazes fiercely overhead, as strong as the most unforgiving desert. The ground is baked dry. Not even the most hardy of plants have been able to take root here. Harsh winds whip across the dead city, bringing with it the scent of dust and death.

      The silence is broken by Megan’s whimpers. “I want to go home.”

      Beside her, Bel sighs. He’s a recently elected member of the council and was opposed to leaving the fallout shelter so early.

      “It will take a lot of work to restore it,” he says. “I don’t think we can salvage anything from the city.”

      Lindsey nods once. “Then we won’t salvage it. We let go of the past and rebuild. Someday we might build over this place but for now, we will start closer to the mountains. New Vancouver will rise. It will be the home we need it to be.”

      Bel looks doubtful.

      “We can’t stay below,” Lindsey tells him. “We don’t have the supplies. We need this land. We need to collect new resources. Grow new food.”

      “If anything can grow at all,” Bel says.

      Megan whimpers.

      Lindsey smooths her hair and kisses her forehead. “This is our home now. And look.” She points at the sky. “That’s the sun. We’re back to where we belong.”
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        * * *

      

      Lindsey sits in her wheelchair, looking out the window. Her hands are laid in her lap. The constant ache of her arthritis isn’t as bad today as usual.

      She sighs as her granddaughter, Sylvia, steps up to the chair and starts pushing it. 

      “It’s been eighty years since we left the fallout shelter,” she says. “I was only thirty then.”

      “I know, Grandma,” Sylvia replies.

      She has just been elected to the Elder Council. Sixty-two years old. A grandmother herself. Lindsey hums. She never believed she would one day be one hundred and ten years old, and yet here she is.

      Her eyes might not see as well as they once did, but when Sylvia wheels her into the council chambers, she can still see the three teenagers standing in the middle of the room.

      “Eldest Lindsey,” one of them says, bowing to her. “We have come with a plea. Let go of the past and embrace the future. Otherwise, everything will have been in vain.”
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            RYN’S JOURNEY

          

        

      

    

    
      They say that long ago, before the oceans froze over, you could see the stars—bright pinpricks of light that scattered as far as the eye could see, too many to count. But that’s just a myth, a legend the Elders tell the children, like so many other tales from the past.

      Now we live in the ocean’s deep. No one ventures up to the ice barrier because it protects us from the deadly smog that permeates the air on land. So we remain in the safety of the Dome, miles below the ice.

      Everyone has developed gills or has found a way to breathe underwater - everyone but me. I’m the last unaltered human, despite being born and raised in the Dome.

      I used to go swimming with the others. But since they started regulating air consumption, I’m no longer allowed to use the suits. So now I spend all of my time in the Dome, making myself useful.

      Today I’m helping to clean the air scrubbers. Irta came down with a cold, and I’m filling in for her. Our group spends the first part of the day cleaning the inside scrubbers before the others head outside to clean the pumps. I watch them leave before heading to the park to meet up with my friend, Aalton. We’ve stuck together for as long as either of us can remember. Like most Aquatics, Aalton has gills on his neck, but he’s also grown a set of bright pink scales on his arms and legs. They’re supposed to help him swim faster, but he’s still the slowest in our class. Even I can outpace him.

      I arrive at the park to discover that a large group has assembled at the center podium. Looking around, I spot Aalton and jog over to him. He has a look of concern on his face, and the gills on his neck flare as he stares intently at the group around the podium. He's not wearing his usual attire. Instead, he's wearing the standard blue slip-stream that all Aquatics wear when they're about to head out into the ocean. 

      A slip-stream is a special suit made of algae and minerals harvested outside the Dome, allowing the wearer to travel through water with less resistance. Most of them are blue; the Elders have special golden ones that stand out.

      “Hey, Aalton!” I give him a wave. “What’s going on?”

      Aalton turns towards me, flashing a smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "Hey, Ryn," he says softly.

      Something isn’t right. 

      “Aalton,” I say, cupping his face towards me. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      He stares down at his feet, pondering silently for a drawn-out moment.

      “The Dome is failing. The maintenance crew has been running tests. They don’t think the Dome will last for more than a few days.”

      I freeze, my hand still on his face, almost petrified. It can’t be. 

      “You can’t be serious.” I can barely get the words out. “That’s impossible. The Dome is fully operational.”

      He doesn’t argue or joke. He just stares at me with sadness in his eyes. We both know that I’m the only one whose life depends on the Dome. 

      Dread spreads through my gut.

      If the Dome fails, I will die. 

      Looking around, I realize that I've taken several steps back. I shake like a scared animal about to flee. Everything blurs as I hear Elder Valdimar speak behind me.

      “We only have seventy-two hours of oxygen left. We need to travel to Aquata.” I turn to see him looking at me. His eyes are wet. “We’ve known for some time that this would happen. But fear not: the new city will support all of us.” 

      Deafening silence falls. 

      “All except for one.”

      I feel nauseous, angry, and abandoned. I flee. 

      The Dome is enormous, but suddenly feels suffocating. I run to where the scrubbers are working. How could they fail us? 

      Irta is with the scrubbers, her skin still a little pale from being sick. One of their external panels is on the ground next to her toolbox. She looks as if she is trying to find out what’s wrong with it - or destroy it. I’m too far away to tell which.

      “Irta!” I shout to her.

      She turns around and waves her wrench at me, beckoning me over.

      “Judging from the look on your face, I’m assuming you heard the news?” she calmly asks as I stop next to her.

      “Yeah.” I stare down at the open panel. “Are you trying to fix it?”

      “No. The panels can’t be fixed.” Irta points at a couple of wires inside the scrubber. “They haven’t worked in years. The only reason there is even still air in the Dome is because of the park. But the trees can’t produce enough oxygen to sustain the entire place.”

      I lean forward and look at the wires. They have burn marks and signs of water damage. Looking closer, I notice how the scrubber itself seems broken. Screws and bolts are missing. The gears are worn, and the fan blades are bent at odd angles.

      “Why hasn’t anybody tried to fix these yet?” I ask, poking a finger at it.

      “We can’t,” Irta says softly, nodding towards her toolbox. “These are the last of the supplies that were brought from land. Even if we had the tools to fix the scrubbers, the Elders would have us work on other Dome systems, like the power supply.”

      Grimacing, I think about the recent spike in power failures. Even if the scrubbers were working, there would be no telling for how much longer. Something was constantly breaking. Maybe the pumps would stop working, or the water purifiers would malfunction.

      “Then why do we clean the scrubbers every day if they’ve been broken for years?” I ask Irta with increasing frustration.

      “The Elders did not wish to reveal just how close to failing the Dome was. They’ve known this day was coming for decades. Why else do you think they’ve been building a fully functional underwater city?” She laughs without humor before continuing. “They’ve been planning this ever since the first scrubber showed signs of wear. They would’ve had us leave the Dome already, but then you were born. They couldn’t just leave you here. So they stalled, but now our time is up.”

      Irta pulls a small box out of the scrubber and disconnects it. Suddenly, their low humming ceases plunging the entire Dome into silence. She turns towards me, holding up the box in her hands.

      "They installed these after the last scrubber failed," she explains. "They're meant to keep up the illusion that they actually work." She drops the device in her toolbox. "I only found out today when they asked me to remove it. No sense in wasting any more power on it." She finishes packing up and turns towards me. "Listen, Ryn. I know you're worried. I would be, too, if I were you. If the Elders pull off the relocation in time, you'll have years' worth of oxygen."

      “And if they don’t?” I ask, eyes boring into hers.

      She looks away. “We can only hope. It’s all we have to count on.” The sentence hangs between us, and Irta walks away.

      I’m still standing by the now silent scrubbers, wiping tears from my cheeks, when Elder Valdimar finds me. He silently hands me a piece of candy and beckons me to sit down next to him. I pop the sweet in my mouth, waiting for him to explain why he’s here. Like the other Elders, Valdimar appears almost perfectly human. A small set of gills peek out above his slip-stream. As the head Elder, Valdimar has a unique silver slip-stream, which he rarely wears. 

      If there is a day to wear it, it’s today.

      “Ryn,” he finally says. “I know that this comes as a shock. Believe me. We wanted to tell you sooner. We really did. But Aquata wasn’t ready yet. It still isn’t, but if we put off the relocation any longer, the oxygen levels will drop below the point of no return. We need to leave. The Dome is your home. It can support a handful of occupants for decades so that you won’t be entirely alone.”

      His eyes travel to the edge of the Dome, where a line of Aquatics are preparing to leave for the new city—a place I’ll never get to see. 

      We sit quietly, watching the exodus. It will take a few days to move everyone.

      “Why?” I ask Valdimar. I cringe at how whiny I sound. “Why go through all this trouble for me?”

      “Follow me,” he says, rising from his spot on the ground. “I’ll show you why we’re doing this.”

      I get up to follow him. 

      He leads me through the city, down roads and paths I’ve walked a thousand times. Heading to the Citadel in the center of the Dome, he nods at the guards stationed at the gate. We are immediately granted access. Valdimar guides us into the heart of the city, past the Elders’ quarters, beyond the meeting rooms, and below the prison cells, deep underground. We reached a dead-end. 

      Elder Valdimar places a hand on the stone wall, moving it slowly until a panel opens up. Reaching in, he pulls out a scroll.

      “Open it,” he says gently, handing it to me.

      Gingerly, I take it. The paper feels ancient, almost as if it might disintegrate. I unroll it slowly, and am stunned at what I see. 

      It’s a painting—of me. With a glint in my eye, my face is a mix of awe and determination. I’m standing on the ice barrier, surrounded by what can only be described as lightning bolts. The ice beneath my feet is cracked and broken from where the lightning struck, but I appear unharmed.

      “We discovered the painting a few days before you were born. Our initial interpretation was that it was a mysterious artifact, something from the old world. But as years went by and the older you grew, the more you resembled the figure in the painting. We knew you had to be special and have been trying to buy you extra time. Whatever this painting is, it's clearly a clue to your destiny."

      “Who found it?” I ask, awestruck.

      Valdimar is silent for a moment. “I did. I was exploring the caves when I stumbled upon this dead-end. Exhausted, I leaned a hand against the wall, only to have the rocks slide inwards. Afraid of falling into another hollow, I snatched my hand away and stepped back. You can only imagine my amazement when the stone slid back into place. I figured there was a secret passage of some sort and started pressing the stones in a distinct pattern. It took a while, but eventually, that panel opened. I pulled out the scroll and showed the painting to the other Elders. We had a copy made and put the original back down here.”

      “So …” I say slowly, considering it, “you found the scroll, but you do not know who painted it?”

      Valdimar shakes his head. “If I knew, I would have told you.” 

      I hide my disappointment, having silently hoped in those long minutes that one of my parents would be revealed as the painter. Both had perished on one of the work ships weeks after I was born.

      “Okay. So what now?” 

      “I need to check on the progress of the move and make sure everything is going according to plan,” he answers, beginning to lead the way out of the caves.

      In the hallway, my toe catches on a rock, and I tumble to the ground. Dust rains from the ceiling from the impact, and I quickly get back to my feet and continue. In the stairway, Elder Valdimar notices a fallen painting. We glance at each other uneasily. My fall should not have dislodged the painting. We climb the stairs two at a time, the sound of our feet echoing as we round the last corner. Padding down the narrow path in Valdimar’s wake, I notice that other items have fallen off the shelves in the meeting rooms. As we near the guards, one of them heads us off.

      “Sir,” he says briskly, a slight tremor in his voice. “They need you at the north gate. There’s been a fight.” The guard pauses, his eyes flickering to me. “And sir… they’ve damaged the Dome.”

      The guard barely finishes delivering his message before Valdimar is off like a shot, bolting down the street faster than a man his age should be able to. The guard and I follow suit. I glimpse the Dome as we rush out of the Citadel. There are massive cracks in it, visible even from here. The damage is not the result of a mere disagreement. Even as I run, I can hear water flowing through the cracks. A team of Aquatics is trying to stop the fractures from spreading. They can’t seem to figure out why the pumps aren’t working as the ocean pours into the Dome.

      By the time I’ve caught up to Valdimar, the water has already risen substantially. The Dome encases a small underwater mountain; the four gates are positioned at the mountain’s base for this exact reason. Valdimar stands at the edge of the water, calmly giving orders in a semi-successful attempt to manage the chaos. I watch as he sends Aquatics to fetch the sealant while others are tasked with starting the backup pumps. A team of guards is dispatched to the other gates for added security as citizens are rerouted.

      Valdimar’s voice is loud and firm yet reassuring as he guides the crowd away from the north gate. As the last of them clears the area, the water has finally slowed its ascension. This part of the Dome is flooded, and the water creeps higher up my legs.
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        * * *

      

      Hours after the incident, they still have not fixed the pumps, and we run out of sealant. The backup pumps cannot drain the water, but they keep it at a steady level. It turns out the Dome was damaged when an angry citizen smashed a nearby fuel tank after a heated encounter with a guard. The rupture caused a mini explosion, killing both the guard and the citizen in the process. Several Aquatics are injured and have to be treated before they can leave. The delay has ruined any hope I might have had of living in the Dome. While the sealant slows the flooding, the cracks are spreading. The engineers openly estimate that the pumps will fail in the next twenty-four hours. Water floods parks and fields. The food supply is shot. The handful of taller trees is not nearly enough to sustain even a single citizen. Every passerby averts their gaze from me as they head to the nearest gate. They know I’m dead in the water - pun intended.

      I decide to spend my final hours in the small park facing the Citadel. I’m looking at the painting when Aalton rounds a corner. I wave him over, and we chat about the new city, skimming over the poignant fact that I will not be joining the others.

      “What do you think the city will look like?” Aalton asks.

      I shrug.

      “I bet it’s made of candy,” he muses, staring off into space.

      “Nah, it’s going to be made of gold,” I joke.

      It quickly becomes a game of who can come up with the most ridiculous description. I win as I describe a city made of diamonds atop a massive turtle with rock candy for scales. Laughing, Aalton concedes the victory to me and gets up to leave. I get up as well. It’s time for him to go.

      “Aalton…" I begin hesitantly, "there's something I need to show you."

      I pull out the scroll and hand it to him. He unfurls it and cocks his head.

      “Who painted this?” he asks, confused. “And why are you being struck by lightning?”

      “I have no idea. Elder Valdimar found this a few days before I was born.”

      “Wait, what? How can it have been painted before you were born?”

      I shrug. Aalton observes the painting, then me. “Where is the smog?” 

      At my blank expression, he adds, “Isn’t the surface covered with a deadly layer of brown gasses?”

      “It is, isn’t it?” I answer, nodding my head.

      "That's what we've been told. Perhaps this is a prophecy!" He points to the scroll still in his hands, his eyes sparkling with new hope. "Maybe the painter didn't include the smog because it's cleared up, and the air is now pure. Maybe you could actually live up there!" He nearly shouts the last sentence excitedly.

      I see where he is going with this. His enthusiasm is contagious, but hope feels like too much of an indulgence. I take the scroll from him and study the image.

      “It could be a warning,” I say. “Travel to the surface, and you’ll be struck by lightning.”

      “True, but who looks that happy while being struck by lightning?” Aalton counters. “It might be a symbol of triumph.” He grabs the scroll back from me. “Either way, what do you have to lose? If you stay, you’ll die. If you go, there’s a chance you could make it.”

      I nod grimly before realizing something. “How am I supposed to get to the surface? I can’t breathe underwater, remember?”

      He frowns, thinking. None of our ships are outfitted for air-breathing humans, only Aquatics. If I tried to take one, I’d drown long before reaching the surface.

      “Maybe Elder Valdimar has a ship,” Aalton finally suggests, clearly less confident than he was a moment ago. “If anyone has a ship you can use, it’ll be him.”

      He turns to look towards the southern gate. It’s time for him to go.

      We exchange a quick hug before walking down the stairs together. I wave goodbye and head to find Elder Valdimar. I check with the guards, and they inform me he’s overseeing the line of Aquatics exiting through the south gate. If I’d known, I’d have walked with Aalton.

      I find Valdimar talking with another Elder.

      “Elder Jauhar,” I address him, “may I have a word with Elder Valdimar?” She nods, stepping aside to allow me to speak with him privately.

      “How can I help you, Ryn?” he asks.

      “Aalton thinks the scroll is predicting that I will find a way through the barrier,” I whisper near his ear, not wanting anyone else to overhear. “The only problem is that I need a ship.”

      Valdimar purses his lips. “I’m afraid the last of the human vessels broke over a decade ago.” He glances up to where the cracks are spreading. They have nearly reached the top of the Dome, and it looks like the entire north side is ready to collapse. “If I remember correctly, the barrier is ten miles beyond the Dome. Even in our fastest ships, you’d suffocate long before reaching the top.” He looks down to where the last of the Aquatics are waiting by the gate. “However,” Valdimar pauses as a hush spreads around them. The backup pumps have died. Turning back to me, he continues, “there is a device called a rebreather. It allows one to breathe underwater without a suit for about 90 minutes, which should be enough to get you to the surface.”

      “Great! Where can I get one?” I ask, hardly able to contain my excitement.

      “Unfortunately, the last working rebreather was in the depot next to the north gate…” he trails off.

      I sigh, defeated. I know what Elder Valdimar is implying: only an Aquatic can retrieve it now that the northern gate is underwater. I thank him when he holds up a hand, a sly smile beginning to form on his lips.

      “Luckily for you, Aalton asked about it a few minutes before you arrived. Provided nothing has gone wrong, he should be returning with it right about … now.”

      Aalton runs up to us, panting and brandishing a strange device. He beams with excitement as he hands it to Valdimar. “I found it!” he shouts excitedly. “It was right where you said it would be, sir. It has a few dents and some rust, but should work fine.”

      Elder Valdimar checks the device. There is hope in Aalton’s eyes, hope that his best friend will live. Deeming it functional, the Elder hands me the device and briefly explains how it works. It’s pretty simple. 

      Once I’ve got the hang of it, he beckons Elder Jauhar who leads me to the ship. It’s a small, sleek craft designed for speed and maneuverability. After showing me how to pilot it, Jauhar wishes me safe travels and leaves.

      I look around. Everyone is gone but the three of us. It’s time to say goodbye.

      “Thank you, Elder Valdimar.” I give him a half bow. “I shall never forget you.”

      “Nor I, you,” he replies, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      I turn to Aalton and give him one last hug. “Thank you, Aalton.”

      He hugs me back before gesturing towards the ship. “Thank us once you breach the barrier.”

      As they head for the gate, I go towards the ship. I have to crawl to enter the cockpit, but it is long enough to stretch out comfortably once inside. I close the hatch and fasten the rebreather. Once it is in place, I flood the compartment, and the craft sinks beneath the waves. Steering it towards the gate, I crank the jets and shoot out of the Dome. 

      I drive as fast as I can, dodging fish and aquatic flora. I’ve never traveled this fast -  it’s invigorating. I turn to look at the gate and see Aalton and Valdimar, now mere dots, as they head to their new home.

      The Dome silently collapses, and I turn to face my future.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Dome’s collapse has given the ship a bit of a push, and soon I can see the ice. I hover under it, checking for cracks or a spot that might yield more easily. 

      After what feels like hours, I still haven’t found a passage through. Hope is dwindling as fast as the time I have left. The rebreather is running out of air; my breaths are shallow, and I feel dizzy. I ram the ice with the ship, but it barely scratches it. Backing up the craft, I toggle the jets to the max, and the ship vaults towards the ice at a breakneck speed. If this fails, there will be no second attempt. 

      The barrier creeps closer as the ship gains momentum. A flash of light temporarily blinds me as the hull hits the ice. For a minute, I think I haven’t breached the barrier. Everything is dark.

      I hear cracking. Is it the ship? The ice? The ship tilts to the right. I hang on tight as it flips over, rising slowly and then bobbing up on the surface.

      I made it.

      I wiggle out of the cockpit and open the hatch. I’m floating in the middle of a cracked patch of ice, the water quickly freezing over and trapping the ship. The air isn’t as cold as the water, but it’s still chilly. My insulated suit has kept me dry. Hopefully, it will keep me warm. I grab my backpack and any supplies within arm’s reach. It’s time to abandon the ship.

      As I step onto the surface, I marvel at the vapor my breath makes and at the crunching sound of my boots on the ice. It’s dark, but there is enough moonlight to make my way toward the shore. That’s when I look up and see them—millions upon millions of stars. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen: it takes my breath away. None of the etchings I’ve been shown throughout my life have captured the infinite beauty that is before me. As I stand under the night sky, I don’t feel so alone.

      I press on. I finally reach the shore and scan the horizon. I spot some odd-looking bushes and decide they will provide adequate shelter and protect me from the elements for now. I lay down and use my bag as a pillow.

      Tomorrow I will explore this new land. Tonight, I sleep under the stars.
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