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THE YEAR 2662
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EVERYTHING WENT BLACK, all at once, and I froze, sitting bolt upright on the floor. My skin tingled. I blinked: once, twice, three times, but nothing. The images in my head, all of them, were gone. Had I gone blind? No, not blind; I could see Tristan on the floor next to me, eyes bulging and staring ahead into space. I could see the room and the people in it. I could still see with my eyes at least.

Silence overwhelmed me. The constant company of sounds in my head was gone. The music, the game soundtracks, the conversations with my friends, had all ceased. I hit the side of my head with my palm, as if that would somehow help. I could hear the thud of my hand against my skull. At least my ears still worked. 

I tapped my halo—the ring snug around my head—hoping it might restart. Nothing. I blinked new commands, tried to access any menu I could think of, even the news, which no kid ever links to, but even those were dead. Not even static was there to accompany my mind.

I emerged from my daze to look around the room. The parents stood in one corner of the room. They seemed startled, blinking their eyes in confusion but not uttering a word. 

I turned to look at Tristan again. He pulled his halo off his head and shook it. You’re not supposed to do that cause halos are pretty delicate, but I understood his desperation. 

“What the frazzle?” Tristan’s comical face became stern.

At the sound of Tristan’s voice all of the adults jerked their heads in our direction, as if awakened from a dream. Then the parents turned to each other and whispered as they removed their halos and inspected them. Their faces showed fear, which made me nervous. The festive mood of my twelfth birthday party vanished.

“Elias.” My mother walked toward me, staring at her halo with frightened eyes. “They’re all gone.”

Tristan stood and walked to his dad, handing him his halo. Tristan’s dad is some kind of space engineer or something. His dad removed a slender tool from his chest pouch and touched a place on Tristan’s halo. A seam appeared all the way around the outside of the tubular oval. The top half lifted away, revealing bio-electronic guts.

I stood and walked closer. I didn’t even know a halo could be opened. The glowing fibers inside it were also a surprise. It made sense, though. There had to be something in there to make them work. 

“I’m going to check next door,” Mom announced. “Maybe it’s just our house.”

She stepped out into the corridor where the soft glow of streetlamps indicated the sun had set.

I lowered myself again and lay back on the floor. Our house had a thick floor pad, and I loved how it felt as I sank into its soft grasp. The pad gripped me and I panicked, perhaps due to the lack of soothing tones in my head. I bolted upright again.

Tristan dropped next to me, stuffing a bite of cake in his mouth he had snagged from the table before it was served. Crumbs tumbled down the front of his blue bodysuit, making a mess of the delicate outer membrane. He always wore nice suits, but then his family had more credits than most. Tristan’s my best friend. Well, him and Lilly both, I guess. We’ve been inseparable the last couple of years. We’re all twelve now, since it was my birthday. Not that anyone seemed to remember that this was supposed to be my party.

“Hey, where’s Lilly?” I asked as I thought of her.

Tristan pointed to the crowd of adults rather than swallow and talk.

My mom returned and Lilly crowded in close to her to hear what she was saying to the other adults. Lilly listened a while then ran to me and Tristan.

“All the streams are down. Everywhere!” 

Tristan swallowed. “And your mother’s a hamster.”

“I’m serious! Everywhere in New Underhill,” she insisted. “Eli’s mom said.”

Tristan yelled across the small room, “Dad, are all the streams in New Underhill really down?” 

I grimaced. My mom hates yelling in the house.

“We don’t know yet, son.” 

The three of us sat in a circle. Lilly and Tristan kept poking their halos. Then I realized that so was I. My friends looked kinda freaked out. I probably did too.

The silence was too much. I turned to Lilly. “I hope this doesn’t mess up our apprenticeship before it even starts.” 

“I know. I’ve been waiting all year,” she said. 

“Who cares about apprenticeships?” Tristan groaned. “How’s that any better than school?”

“You don’t wanna be an apprentice?” Lilly asked him. “But we get to do grownup stuff.”

Tristan crossed his eyes and stuck out his tongue, making me laugh.

Lilly ignored him. “I get to work in the horticulture genetics lab with your mom!” 

“Hey, I’m working with plants too!” Tristan waved his hands.

Lilly rolled her eyes at him. “In the hydroponic gardens. It’s not the same.”

Tristan made a face at her, but she was no longer looking.

“But, what if the streams are still down tomorrow?” I was close to panic. “How will anyone communicate? How can we do apprenticeships like that?”

“Maybe we won’t!” Tristan smiled. “Hey, we could just goof around all the time. No one could track us without halos and we could just play.”

“You would like that.” Lilly smirked. “Grow up, Tristan. We’re twelve now.”

Tristan poked Lilly. Lilly swung back at him, but he was up and running too fast. She leaped after him. I knew she’d catch him and smack him. Lilly is fast. 

A few adults went out in the hallway, I think to check to see if anyone else was getting streams yet. I could not believe this was happening. I kept blinking my eyes to make the streams restart, but there was nothing to restart. I realized my party was winding down and we’d never even had cake. Well, except Tristan. No one seemed very festive anymore. 

My panic was not getting better. In my entire life the streams had been an ever-present companion. Maybe one or two would be offline for a few days but there were thousands more to choose from and most of the time I had so many running at once I didn’t notice if only one stopped playing. If all streams were down then news, games, vids, personal coms, commercial coms, food distribution, and even emergency lines were gone. In New Underhill there were no physical street signs, building names, or house numbers; those popped into view as you approached a location. I wondered if the satellites or maybe the stream servers had crashed. But it seemed impossible for the whole network to crash. The world would come to a stop. We might even all starve.

Mom pulled me to my feet, then she hugged me. I squirmed ‘cause it was in front of my friends. 

My grandad joined us and put his arms around us. “We’ll get through this.” 

Tristan and Lilly were also surrounded by their parents so at least I wasn’t the only kid being hugged in front of the whole world. I relaxed when Mom and Grandad let go of me. The other families disentangled and muddled around, looking depressed or scared. It was way too quiet.

“Hey, what about my birthday?” I yelled.

Mom gave a weak smile. “We could open presents!” 

No one seemed excited. I was hoping for a trip above the surface, but that was wishful thinking since Mom didn’t have the credits for that. So much for turning twelve.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SLEEP WITHOUT STREAMS
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I CAME TO CONSCIOUSNESS in a dark tunnel. Footsteps approached quickly from somewhere in the dark. I ran in the other direction. The floor seemed to slide backward beneath my feet, slowing me down. The tunnel went on forever, with no end or doorway in sight. I ran faster but whoever was chasing me seemed to get closer until I could feel them right behind me. Screams of several people rang out in the distance. Terrible screams of desperation. 

I found myself on my back, panicked, and sat upright, only to smack my head hard on something. I was sweating and panting, and it took a few minutes to realize I was in my sleeping pod. The tunnel was no longer here. There were no voices or footsteps. My heart raced. I tried to make sense of reality. I braced my hands on the outer walls of my sleeping tube and gasped for breath. 

My heart returned to normal pace when I came to realize none of what I imagined was real. I was safe in my pod. I told myself I was safe over and over before I could believe it. Then my lessons from ancient history class came back to me. A bad dream. I had a bad dream. A really scary dream. 

People don’t have bad dreams anymore, not since AI sleep guidance streams were invented, long before I was born. I learned about nightmares in history class, but I had always thought my teacher was exaggerating. Sleep streams interact with our dreams, moving our minds away from scary thoughts or frightening memories. I realized I must have fallen asleep but without my dream guardians online. I just experienced my first nightmare. 

“That was horrible!” I said aloud. That better not happen again.

It had been difficult to fall asleep in the first place. It was harder to try to sleep again now. The streams were not there to carry me gently into sleep and keep me company all night. Complete darkness and silence made it difficult to fall asleep. I recalled my fears about what might be happening out in the rest of the world: Were we at war? Had terrorists cut the streams off? Was some mob of troops going to come crashing into our house to take over when I fell asleep?

I flailed and thrashed, my arms smacking on the sides of the cylinder surrounding me for what seemed like hours. Of course, I had no idea how long it was because the clock display in front of me at all times was no longer there. 

I was more desperate than ever for the streams to come back online. I think I fell asleep again eventually. I must have because I woke again in a sweat when the pod opened for morning. I did not feel rested. My sleeping pod was never scary before, but it was now.

I slid out of my sleeping pod and stood shivering in the tiny space of my room. I wasn’t cold, but something made me shiver anyway. The streams were still silent: nothing to remind me what day it was or if it was time to change my suit. I peeled my bodysuit away from my neck and sniffed. The bodysuits my family can afford process sweat for a full week before going sour. It didn’t smell too bad. I let the rubbery membrane snap back against my neck. 

My reflection in the mirror looked terrible. Or maybe I always looked this way but never noticed with all the stuff distracting me in my head. I tried to comb my hair, gave up after a while, then tubed down from my room to the main floor. Mom and Grandpa were up and pacing anxiously. They looked as bad as I felt.

There was a commotion outside. I went to our front entrance, waved my hand over the pad on the wall, and the membrane door slid open. Government people in gray bodysuits were out in the corridor, going door to door. One came up to me. Mom and Grandpa came to my side.

“I’m sorry to inform you that we have discovered all the links in every city in our district have gone silent,” she said. “We tried to raise the satellites but even they were not responding.” She seemed uncomfortable. “We believe the entire planet is down.” 

Mom’s hand rested on my shoulder. “The entire planet? Are you sure?”

“We can’t fly without guidance,” the woman at our door said, “but we sent a boat to cross the ocean to check on the other continent. That will take considerable time, of course.” The woman seemed unsure what to do next. Then she turned and moved on to the neighbor’s apartment. 

My mind was in a daze. I found myself eating breakfast at the table when I did not remember sitting. I shook my head—this wasn’t good. I gathered my thoughts.

The day before was the final day of primary school for me, Lilly, and Tristan, and we were supposed to pick up our robes today for our graduation ceremony tomorrow. I realized I was blinking to link to Tristan and Lilly through my halo. Instinct dies hard.

“Mom, how am I supposed to know where to get my graduation robe?”

“I guess you’ll have to go to the school and ask.”

I tapped my halo even though I knew it wouldn’t turn on. I considered taking it off, but I have no memory of my halo leaving my head. I could barely remember the first time I put it on when I was like four. They grow and stretch to fit as you get older and your hair sort of grows around it. The one on my head was still my first halo. It seemed too weird to take it off so I left it on, even though it didn’t work. 

Mom left after breakfast to check on what was happening at her lab. Grandpa left to see if he could find any other news. I left to find Lilly. I left home knowing my mom could not track where I was or know if I got in trouble. I did not like being this vulnerable.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


NEW UNDERHILL
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NEW UNDERHILL, WHERE I live, is a city underground. All cities are underground after the fourth world war scorched the surface 200 years ago. They say you can breathe on the surface now, but there’s still not enough oxygen for everyone. Too many plants died to process enough CO2 into oxygen for all of us to live on the surface. After the war there weren’t many buildings left outside to live in anyway.

I learned in school that technology was set back a few hundred years when we moved underground. The early cities after the war were giant, carved-out caves with buildings of concrete inside them and strings of electric diodes on the ceilings for light. At first people lived like primitive times with fabric clothes and subways to get around. There still are some of the original underground cities. I’ve never seen one, but they are supposed to be pretty crude with no view of the real sun.

Our technology is still not back to where we were before the war, or so I learned in school. But I’m glad we live in New Underhill because it’s one of the newer cities built after organic construction and tube transport were reinvented. New Underhill has three long, bio-glass dome atriums over the length of the city to let the sun in. The center one, the Main Atrium, is wider and curves up aboveground higher than the other two. The East and West Atrium are narrower, running parallel to the center. Many corridors link the Main Atrium with the East and West ones, and all the people live in apartments lining those hallways. New Underhill is five stories tall. The first four stories are apartments, the fifth is not for humans, but bot and cargo transport.

The West Atrium is a long dome over all the technology and aeronautical sectors. The East Atrium is over food distribution and membrane manufacturing, which is the stuff they make bodysuits and almost everything else out of. 

At the south end of New Underhill is a narrower hallway leading to the only bare rock cave in our city, where we keep our small forest, lake, and rivers. The plants are real but transplanted from the surface a hundred years ago or more. The cave ceiling has electric lights instead of a dome, but it is my favorite place to go. My mom works in the plant genetics lab next to the cave. Behind the cave are huge rooms where we grow all our plants and raise livestock. You have to have special security to go back there, to prevent people from messing with our food supply. 

At the north end of New Underhill is a huge circular area covered by its own dome, where all the schools, government offices, and hospitals are. We call it the dome. It is also where the city transit hub is, with tubes to go to different cities. 

We travel through transportation tubes running the length of all the atriums and down a few of the corridors. New Underhill is ten kilometers long, and it would take forever to walk places without the tubes.

My family lives on Chickadee Lane, an east corridor near the south end of the city not too far from the forest cave. We’re on the bottom level. 
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I HEADED TO LILLY’S place to see if she wanted to come with me to the school to see what was going on. 

I ran down our corridor to the Main Atrium, the spongy soles of my bodysuit padding on the smooth floor. There is no tube in our corridor. 

There were a lot of people out standing around and looking up through the long, domed roof. I stopped and looked up to see what they were looking at, but the sky looked normal. There weren’t even any clouds or rain, which might have explained why people were interested. Nope, just the blistering sun like always.

I was sorta surprised to see all the tubes were operating, carrying people along the center of the atrium like normal. I guess tubes didn’t depend on the streams. Then I realized I wasn’t sure which machines needed the streams to work. I ran to the center of the atrium and jumped into the yellow tube opening, which was the slowest but easiest way to get to Lilly’s house. 

“Elias Beacham-Turner,” the tube said. Entrances to everything have DNA readers to track where we go. I never thought about why; maybe to help people find us if we get hurt or lost.

I jumped out of the tube at Robin’s Way, Lilly’s corridor, on the west side of the atrium. Robin’s Way, like the corridor I live in, is too small to have a tube running through it. Lilly’s house isn’t far. I didn’t mind walking.

I stood in front of Lilly’s house and realized I didn’t know what to do. Normally I link her a message through my halo to let her know I’m here. How was I supposed to get her to open the door?

I looked at the membrane door outlined in the wall. Apartment doors are linked to the owner’s DNA and won’t open for anyone else. I hear in old times houses had windows for people to see in and out of, but there are no windows in New Underhill. I tried waving at the wall, but nothing happened. 

I shrugged, then walked to the door and sort of banged on it. I didn’t hit it hard, but the sound still scared me. It felt kind of like I was vandalizing her house, but I didn’t know what else to do.

Lilly’s mom, Mrs. Sharon, opened the door. 

“Hello, Elias.”

I was surprised to see Lilly’s mom at this hour. “I thought you’d be at work.”

“My shop is closed,” she said, smiling, “due to all the confusion.”

Mrs. Sharon is really nice. She’s a baker or something like that. 

“Is Lilly here? We’re supposed to graduate tomorrow but we still don’t have our robes.”

Lilly came to the door beside her mother. She was wearing a yellow bodysuit laced with glowing orange circuitry. She smiled at me.

Mrs. Sharon put her arm around Lilly. “Maybe the two of you can go by the school to see if someone can tell you what we’re supposed to do. I want to stay here in case the government sends someone by to tell us more about what happened.”

Lilly and I ran out to the Main Atrium.

“Let’s get Tristan,” I said.

She ran and jumped into the blue tube, which goes all the way to Cedar Waxwing Corridor, where Tristan lives. I was right behind her.

The tube said, “Lillyfield May-Brown” when she entered. The tube said my name next. I grinned. I guess I never really noticed before how tubes announced the names of people who entered. I was probably too preoccupied with my streams before the halos went down. 

In the tube everything seemed a little dim and kind of blurry looking. Even Lilly seemed to look a little blurry, though she was right in front of me. I’d never paid attention to what it looked like when riding the tubes before. I guess I was too into my streams.

“This is so weird with no streams,” Lilly said. 

I smiled. Her long brown hair half floated in the air behind her. It made her look kind of like a superhero from an action vid. I could feel my hair float away from my head too. I don’t know why hair floats in tubes since there is no breeze.

We got to the Cedar Waxwing intersection and leaned left into the green tube to go to Tristan’s house. We jumped out at the right time and paused. Tristan’s place is four stories tall and has a balcony three floors up. Lilly ran up and banged on his door, making the membrane vibrate and ring. 

“Lilly!” I called

“What? You banged on my house.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t so loud.”

Tristan opened his door, looking a bit startled. He wore the same bodysuit as yesterday, still with a bit of cake smeared on the chest. Tristan can probably afford suits that last a month, but I would have at least cleaned the front.

“What is all this racket?” Tristan tried to sound mad. “The big bad wolf banging on my door to come eat me?”

Lilly crossed her arms. “It’s a big house. You coulda been way in there somewhere.”

We explained what we were doing and Tristan said his mom had gone to the school to see what was happening. She’s a teacher for younger kids at the school. 

“School’s closed today but teachers still have to go.” Tristan stepped out and his door closed behind him. “Since Mom’s a teacher she can get in and maybe she’ll find out what’s supposed to happen tomorrow.”

We ran to the atrium and took the blue tube to school. A couple other kids in my grade jumped in along the way.

When we reached the dome we stepped out. The dome was tinted at the moment because it was almost noon and the sun would make it too hot inside otherwise. All kids learn in grade four about why the domes dim and how the earth got too hot to live outside.

Our school is a crescent-shaped building when viewed from the top and it’s near the center of the dome. The courtyard in the middle is where we play or hang out on breaks.

We went to one of the doors and Lilly banged on it.

“Lilly, stop banging on doors!” I hissed. “We’ll get in trouble.” 

“If we get in trouble I’ll just say you did it.” She stepped behind me and the membrane door slid open.

I was happy to see Tristan’s mom, Mrs. Leah, was who came to open the door. She waved us inside and we followed her to her empty classroom.

“Did you find out about graduation and the robes and stuff?” I asked.

Tristan ran to the back of the room and pulled a heavy room divider curtain aside. He pulled himself up on the metal curtain bar, then hung upside-down from it by his knees.

His mom rolled her eyes at him. “It’s all a mess.” She turned her back to Tristan and talked to me and Lilly. “With no streams the principal has been running all over the city to find everyone needed to make graduation happen.”

“Who needs all those people,” Lilly quipped. “The principal can tell them to let us graduate.”

“Tell who to let us?” I asked. I had no idea what all was involved in planning a graduation. Primary graduation is a big deal because we don’t go to school for two years after. Apprenticeship lasts two years and then you go to either prep or trade school after. Graduation is the last time our cohort will all be together and the graduation festival lasts almost all day. I’d been waiting for six years for this.

“Graduation was to be in New Underhill Arena,” Tristan’s mom explained, “but it looks like there will be a citywide meeting at the arena tomorrow to talk about the streams instead.”

“What!” I exclaimed.

“Wohoo!” Tristan pumped his arms in the air. He was still hanging from his knees. “No boring graduation ceremony!”

“Plug it, Tristan,” Lilly barked. She turned to Tristan’s mom. “Mrs. Leah, we will protest if that happens.”

“Kids, slow down.” I imagine Tristan’s mom was used to dealing with kids who freak out. “I didn’t say graduation won’t happen. It’s going to take a while to get all the people together needed to figure it out.”

“Uuuuggghhh!” I groaned.

Lilly scowled.

Tristan dropped neatly to the floor. “We can goof off all day today, and tomorrow!” He didn’t care much about school, even though his dad was like the smartest man in the city.

Tristan’s mom shuffled us out of the school and locked us out. Since all our parents were off dealing with the chaos, we took a tube to the far southern end of New Underhill. The south end is the only part of the city actually under a hill. I’ve heard other cities have bigger forests but it’s the greenest place I’ve ever been. 

We wandered through the forest and ended up at our favorite pond. We sat on the shore and put our feet in the water. Even though our bodysuits cover our feet the sensors made it feel like the cool water was actually touching my skin. 

Lilly flicked her foot, spraying water out in front of us. “This lumps.”

“Hey, maybe they’ll put off our apprenticeships too!” Tristan said.

“They have to come up with something,” I decided. “They couldn’t cancel graduation. Not Primary graduation.”

But they did. I paced around our apartment all morning the next day, waiting for news about school while Mom and Grandad were at the arena listening to all the news about the streams. I tried to wait at home but I couldn’t stand it. I left, even though my mom told me not to. There was no way she could know, since my halo could not track where I was. The tubes could track me, but I could avoid those.

I walked all the way to the school, which took forever. There was a sign on the door saying Primary graduation was postponed until further notice. 

“Slimy toads!” I yelled, not caring who heard me. 

First my birthday and now graduation. I kicked the ground and felt my eyes getting wet. I lifted my head, gazing at the burned-out sky beyond the dimmed-out dome. Shivering in rage, I could contain myself no longer.

“Ahhhh!”
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TRISTAN LOOKED BOTHERED, which was not normal. “My dad’s been acting all weirdo. I overheard one of his coworkers whispering to him, something about a conspiracy.”

I hung my arms over the railing of the fourth terrace overlooking the Main Atrium, Tristan and Lilly on either side of me. 

Lilly’s eyes lit up. “My dad said that the government is behind the stream blackouts. They’re keeping something from us!”

“Not everything is a conspiracy,” I said, trying to sound calmer than I felt.

Graduation never happened, everyone was freaking out about the streams, and apprenticeships were delayed a week. I was sad and mad about not getting a big graduation party, but at least apprenticeships were finally about to start.

Lilly cocked her head and grinned. “Yeah, but Dad said the tubes and DNA scanners all work on streams, and the DNA scanners are working.” 

I looked at Lilly; a chill ran up my spine. “The DNA readers work on streams?”

“My dad works for the Transit Authority, he knows that stuff.” Lilly stood a little taller.

I turned to Tristan. His dad was an aerospace engineer and worked for the government. He knew all kinds of stuff. “What does your dad say?”

“I dunno.” Tristan shrugged. “He said I can have a pet iguana if I do good the first month of apprenticeship.”

“Tristan!” Lilly and I yelled at the same time.

I’m pretty sure that Tristan is really smart. He prefers to be silly.

Tristan let out a long, dramatic sigh, then rolled his eyes. “DNA sensors have to talk to each other to know where everyone goes. Plus they have to know everyone’s DNA in New Underhill. They have to all talk to a central core somewhere for that to work. All of that runs through streams.”

I almost asked why the government would turn off all streams except the ones that track us, but then I decided I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

“Your dad works in tech,” I said to Tristan. “Would he be able to check into it?”

“He builds engines for spaceships, not stream tech. Streams are a different office or something.”

“My dad only knows about the DNA scanners because they are part of the tubes,” Lilly added. “But he just works on the tubes, not the DNA stuff.”

I wanted to change the subject. “I get to work with Tristan’s dad tomorrow! Do you think I’ll get to see the actual ship engines?”

Tristan shrugged. “Who cares? I gotta work with some stupid plants or something.”

“Me too!” Lilly chirped. “And I can’t wait!”

I gazed over the Main Atrium and tried to let myself feel excited about the future. I felt something touch my ear and turned to see Lilly running her gloved finger over the top of my ear. 

“Sorry, you’ve got a hair on your ear.”

The membrane of her bodysuit covered her finger, but when she touched my ear again it gave me a fuzzy feeling that made my insides tickle. She pulled something near my head, and I felt a tiny but sharp pain on the outer edge of my ear.

“Ow!”

“It’s attached! Eli, there’s a hair growing out of the top of your ear. It’s, like, more than an inch long!”

“What?” I covered my ear with my hand. My ears look kinda funny anyway cause they come almost to a point. I didn’t need weird hairs on them too. I felt embarrassed and my face got hot.

Tristan laughed. “Wait, I wanna see.” He tried to pull my hand away. 

Then Lilly removed the gum from her mouth and dropped it—I think to distract Tristan so he’d leave me alone. We watched it fall four stories and splat on the floor below.

“They can track that, you know,” Tristan said. “Your DNA is all over it. You’ll get cited for littering.”

“Slimy toads!” Lilly jumped to her feet. “Come on, I have to go get it before a cleaner gets to it!”

We all ran for a vertical tube. We bumped into a few adults before we reached the tube, but no one got too mad, I don’t think.

We reached the main floor in time and me and Tristan stood around Lilly, sort of blocking the view, while she scraped her gum off the floor. 

“I better get home,” I sighed.

“Me too,” Lilly said. 

I noticed Tristan wasn’t wearing his halo. It was weird to see anyone without the loop around their head. 

We waved goodbye and I walked toward Chickadee Lane, back near the forest cave. I could have jumped a tube, but I wasn’t anxious to get home. I walked instead, peering in the shop doors along the way.

An anxious feeling came over me and I paused, turning my head in all directions. I thought I noticed two men duck behind a group of other people way behind me. It was nothing, I decided, and kept walking. I began to sense something behind me, like someone was watching me.

I ducked into a shop, then peeked around the corner, looking back where I came from. Two men were walking my way, moving faster. They darted their gaze in all directions, searching for something or someone. They wore gray bodysuits, the kind government people wear, which seemed odd. Was I being followed?

I ran out of the shop and turned the first corner, heading down a corridor. I ran as fast as I could, hoping I could turn another corner before they saw me. I spun around the corner into another corridor. There’s a light duty service elevator at this corner used to lift freight to the first terrace. It isn’t enclosed; it looks like a cage on the outside of the wall. My friends and I used to play on it when we were little and sometimes got in trouble. I took it to the first terrace and ducked behind a half-wall. I peered over the edge to see if the men were really following me.

A moment later they came to the intersection below and froze. They looked all four ways from the intersection. One man went north and one kept going down the corridor to the east.

I sunk below the wall and waited, breathing heavy, and stayed still for at least twenty minutes. I summoned my courage to stand. The men were gone. I came down the lift and walked home with my eyes peeled. I didn’t see any government men on my way.
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