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Chapter One

E17

 

I’m floating, weightless, sensationless. The gel covers my body, every inch of my skin submerged and cushioned. The drowning sounds almost pleasant when I describe it this way, but my eyes are covered, liquid is pressing against my lips. It’s in my ears, filling my nose, dulling my senses. I’m drowning in breathable fluid, oxygenated goop. The sensation of lungs pleading for air lasts the short minutes I can hold my breath…then I have to inhale and my body is flooded.

I scream. The noise vibrates soundlessly in my throat, and then my body goes limp as my insides adjust, and my brain revels in the fresh oxygen. This isn’t new to me, I’ve been here before. I know how the gel works, giving me the oxygen my body requires at the cost of instinctive terror and panic that overrides all logic. It turns out there’s no getting used to suffocation. Even once the lungs realize they can drag oxygen from the fluid, it’s an emotional drowning.

You lose every sense of who you are like this, blurring at the edges until disappearing into nothingness, every sense of self fading as you drift out of your body, into a void. The sensor pads connected to my poor, bald head were itchy when they were applied, now they may as well not be there—except I know they’ll still be doing their jobs. The wireless connections to the computer equipment in the laboratory above me will continue to let the doctors know when I have disappeared, when I can’t think anymore.

It comes too fast. It always does. Without any variation in pressure or sound around me, my mind rebels and flails for anything to hold onto. It takes me hours, maybe. It could be minutes or weeks, I suppose, but I think it takes me hours to calm myself, to drag back the knowledge I have skin, I have a border, and I’m impenetrable and separate from what is around me.

This is the Tank.

In the Tank, there’s no gauge of time, nothing to touch or feel, no sensory hooks to hold onto. Insulated against life, I can’t do anything except hang there, helpless. There’s no one here for me to reach for, this time. Sometimes there will be others—different people, different ages. I reach out to them, feel for them with the telepathic powers that are both the reason I suffer and the only thing saving me from true madness. Even momentary connections with others remind me I’m not alone. I reach out, but they never feel me. They are truly alone, isolated from everything and everyone.

I’m the only one who survives the Tank. And I don’t know why. Of course, the scientists would never tell me anything. I’d be punished if I asked. I’m supposed to come out blank and empty and unknowing, like the others.

Thanks to the Tank, and the loneliness of my life, I spend a lot of time speculating why I’m different. I think it might be the dreams keeping me safe. I dream of a boy, a boy who runs in the sunshine and plays a sport with bats and balls. A boy who lives a blessedly unremarkable life. I think I made him up, to save me from the nothing. Could I have invented a place to go and hide in vibrant experiences and Technicolor feeling? Not like the Tank, where there’s nothing, nothing at all.

I’ve been in fourteen times as far as I remember. Other people have been dipped opposite me, or next to me, ten of those times. I feel their thoughts, their confusion and panic. I can’t see them. I can’t see anything at all except for vague shadows which pass my prison. Once a hand was pressed to my Tank, a black blur against the grey dark. The thoughts buzzing in the person were angry and desperate. They wanted to help me, but they couldn’t. I don’t know who it was.

Today, I’m alone. There’s no one else being wiped. Even if there were others, I can’t Project—send thoughts or feelings out of myself—so there’s no way for me to communicate. It seems to me if we connected, maybe they’d stay.

Instead, I talk to myself all the time, even under the draining numbness of the gel I drown in. It does something to me, to them, to us. As soon as I’m submerged, I can barely sense at all, the techs and other people mere scratching tickles at the surface of my consciousness, not like the normal swirling chaos of the thoughts always spinning around me, every fleeting miniscule flicker of awareness loud and seething for my attention. For the vast majority of my life, I have to block everything, block it all out so I don’t lose myself in the minds of others.

Not in the Tank, though. My powers are muted and tamped down by whatever is happening to me. And the others? Eventually their minds recoil at the endless nothing and they withdraw into the safety of white noise, the illusion of peace.

Then the wipe begins—a skull full of bees buzzing, crawling through memories and erasing the pathways making someone’s self. People fade away as I listen to their mental screams and pleas for mercy. They’re loud, then, as they beg for their memories, but the cries always dissolve into whispers and then nothing, nothing at all.

They cease to exist.

I don’t know why I alone remain “myself” in the Tank; perhaps I’m mad and there is no me. Maybe all I ever do is float here in the numbing absence of everything and tell myself stories. But I don’t believe so. I’m Epsilon 17, and I remember what that means. It is the name they gave me—not one I want, but it defines me, nonetheless. Epsilon is my class; I’m Epsilon Class, number seventeen. Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, Epsilon…there are mostly Beta class here—the lowest, the least gifted. Alpha talents are so low the Institute has no interest in taking them on as students. That is what the Shepherds call them…call us, when they speak to us. Alpha talents get to live their lives away from this.

We are “students,” as though they are our teachers, here to help and educate us. In their heads, they call us sheep. They have no idea I can hear them—hear everything they think. They are trained to hide themselves, as I have taught myself to do, and it never crosses their minds they aren’t as safe as they believe. Because they are wrong about me. They have no idea I can tuck myself into a secret space inside my head and resist the nothingness of the Tank. Maintain my sense of self. Protect my memories. They know I’m special, but they have no idea how strong I really am…and how much stronger I’ll be. Every time they leave me in the Tank, I come back to my memories faster, and I hate a little more.

Soon all there will be left of me is hate.

This is how I stay myself in the Tank. Instead of waiting for it to end and feeling my mind snap when I realize it never, ever will—I have been here forever and will stay here forever—I take all the scraps of me, all the pieces making up who I am, and tuck them away, out of sight, in a private bunker in my mind.

While I’m suspended, I disappear into my dreams, if I’m alone. When there are others, I always wait until they have gone, in case one day one of them stays with me. They never do.

Once I’ve hidden I don’t come out until I’m sure I’m safe. Until I feel a soft, scratchy sensation and smell the faint, fresh bleach of my sheets. The triggers my body remembers. When I’m tucked up in my bed, I come back to reality, I realize I am not the boy-who-runs. And I remember everything they tried to take from me.

The moments before it comes back are the only times I feel safe.

It wasn’t always this way. When I was a child, I didn’t remember at all. They cleaned me the same way they clean everyone, and I became a fresh slate, a new start. You can’t tell anyone a secret if you don’t remember it. It’s not child abuse if no one knows you exist. We are the perfect soldiers in a war most of us repeatedly forget. We are forced to participate and then erased as though we were never there, gifted in a way people don’t expect and can’t plan for.

Mindreaders. Telepaths. Psychics. There are many names, but here at the Institute, they like the scientific terms. We are the Psionics, and they use us without shame.

If you are powerful, The Institute is there, listening to your thoughts, guiding your hands when you are writing, perhaps sending you dreams. Even controlling your every move like a puppet. Assignments can last for years if the Government wants a consistent presence monitoring one individual. You get to know them when they’re your target. I’ve been in heads which haunt my dreams. It makes me wish I did forget, but never enough to let go.

Two years ago, I was assigned to a political leader in Muntgummery, near the East, for eight months. He was a bad man. He liked to hurt women, and I had to watch it so the Institute could blackmail him. The Government knew the city was going to drown in the ravenous coastal waters as they rose and wanted to control who was saved. At the end, I worked with a Projector, who used my knowledge of the target to get into his head and overtake him completely. The city was abandoned to the flooding shortly after. The top Test-scorers were evacuated, and then the tube tunnels were sealed, Citizens, slumdwellers, and refugees alike were left to drown. I remember them screaming as we flew over the rioting streets.

The list of secrets I know is long, and I have nowhere and no way to write it down, so I keep them in my mind. It’s safe there because, though the business we are in is to take secrets, nobody knows I have any, and so nobody even looks. I hide everything under a blank, unmarked surface, and their probes slide over me like I’m invisible, or empty like the others—an untouched piece of paper waiting to be filled with their knowledge and used to affect the course of the world.

I have been aware for five years, give or take. It’s possible I have remembered myself before but didn’t manage to hide it and was wiped so I really did forget again.

But I learned.

The first time I came back to myself, they tried to wipe me again and again. Three times they put me back in the Tank, until I thought I was lost, gone and mad. But then it happened. I found the way—the way to leave what they were doing behind with my body—and keep my mind safe inside another life. A better life.

I don’t know how many days passed after that dip, but when I came to, I was restrained on a cold, hard table. I felt a grasp at my thoughts, a touch against my mind. I knew what it meant—they would put me back in, drown me again to kill these memories. We’re not supposed to remember the Tank. We’re not supposed to remember who we are. I scampered away inside my head and drew myself into the smallest ball possible, shielding my thoughts. I was small and tight and tucked away in a corner, and I tried so hard to hide and make the man go away. I felt him grope around—a blind man fumbling through my head. He must have been satisfied, accepted the lack he found inside me. He thought I was empty, and they could start again.

This is my story, and I’m putting it away to keep it safe. That way when I disappear again, I can find all the thoughts I’ve had, see the feelings I stored here. I don’t know how it works, but it is enough for me that it does.

Because this is my mind, my secret self, the weapon with which I’ll one day destroy everyone who has a hand in this. I’m Epsilon 17, and I’m going to bring this regime down in flames.

The Tank fades away and I’m gone. The boy’s packing a bag, this time. I think he’s frightened. I wonder what he has to be scared of, this boy with parents who ruffle his hair and friends who shout with laughter.

 

I WAKE.

For a moment I lie, languid and blissful, and then the knowledge rushes back through me. The Tank, needles in my skull, medical exams, the years I’ve spent down here in this clinical and passionless world. Five I know of, and all the ones who must have come before. My body stiffens with rage. I’m back in the stasis room I share with eleven other sheep. It’s a long, rectangular room, no windows and one door. Gray walls, the ceiling an unmarked, glowing surface. No vents. No escape. The metal framed beds are lined up in regimental fashion, with designations on plaques at the base. Mine is the single plaque that says Epsilon. Four of the sheep must be in Stasis, a coma-like state we are stored in when not needed. Their curtains are closed so I can’t see them. I see the seven neat, gray, and empty beds. Out on assignment or in training class, I assume.

I sit up, as I’m expected to do, and a man comes in through the door. They’re always watching, no matter what we’re doing. He was waiting for me to wake, I’m sure. His voice, when he speaks, is low and calming, and he talks to me as if I’m an animal he wishes to help. He tells me I’m safe, and this is where I live. He’s not crass enough to say “home.” Even the monsters who work here have a scrap of humanity left buried under the layers of science and professionalism. He knows this is no home to any of us. We are slaves, even the babies.

I have seen children too young to walk being wheeled past me in the endless corridors, kicking their fat little legs. It makes my heart clench with pity. For them, and for myself. I wonder if anyone felt for me when I was so young and helpless, weak. I don’t know for certain this is where I’ve always been, but it seems that way. Maybe I hope it’s true, because the idea of having a real life and having it forcibly removed is too much to bear.

I let him show me to the showers and give me my things. Always the same things. A pair of soft, gray cotton trousers, underwear, a T-shirt. The temperature of our enclosure is moderated, so I’ll never be hot or cold in the outfit I’m given. Still, I’m shaking, although not on purpose. I wonder how my reactions have changed, now I’m immune to the wipe. Am I reacting the way the others do, or does my shaking give me away?

Do they suspect? I think not, but would I know?

The man doesn’t notice. He shows me how to turn on the shower—expecting I’ll have forgotten—and leaves the room. He will be right outside when I’m dressed.

I’m not sure how it is when people wake up from the Tank they remember how to speak and hear. How to take a shower and get dressed, but have no idea of their name or eye color. I have no idea what color mine are. There are no mirrors here, and we are kept away from them on the outside. I think about it a lot. I know my eyes are almost certainly brown, because I’m not pale-skinned. Paler than I should be, through dint of living away from any kind of natural light, but a definite olive. When I catch a smeared glimpse of my reflection in a stainless-steel or glassy surface, I can see my eyes are dark. But there are so many shades of brown. I’d like to know.

I think I have dark eyebrows as well, and probably thick, dark hair, though they shave it off so the sensors can access the implants in my head without interference. My hair is never long enough for me to see, but sometimes it’s long enough to prickle against my skin when I rub the pads of my fingers over my head to ease the aches where the metal pieces hide in my brain.

I could ask one of the other students for a comparison, I suppose: “Is my hair thin and delicate like Beta Eighty-Nine, or is it thick and curled like Delta Nineteen?” I’d ask. The sheep would tell me who had hair the most similar to mine, and I’d have another fact. Another truth about myself that wouldn’t be destroyed.

It’d draw attention though, talking that way. We’re never alone and are discouraged from personal discussion. Not violently, but it’s frowned upon. People who ask questions disappear and come back blank again. I don’t want another trip to the Tank, so I won’t ask.

After they send me outside, I’ll be put back in the Tank. I’m supposed to forget what the sunshine feels like on my skin, warming me completely as it touches my face, and I turn to it like a sunflower. I can’t be allowed to remember the cool tickling of a breeze ruffling my shorn hair, or the thick “boof” sound a dog makes. If I knew these things, I’d be a danger to them, because I wouldn’t be content to follow their orders down here in this sterile kingdom of brushed metals, gray and white plastic. It’s one of the ways they control us, and by far the cruelest. To rob people of their own selves and experiences. But I do remember, and when I’m strong enough, I’ll break out and run until I can’t run any farther. For now, however, I’m alone and weak. I know if I try to break free they’ll catch me and keep me in the Tank until I lose everything. Or maybe die.

It’s almost the same, after all.

If I were the only one here, I would try to die instead of live like this—repeating a cycle that sends me closer to madness every time. I’m mentally strong. A valuable tool to them, so I’m sent out often. They rarely put me in Stasis. I go out, perhaps to hunt a criminal or find signs of rioting in the townships. Find leaders who might rise up to threaten the power structures in place here. Or even an activity as mundane as scanning the hospitals for babies the Institute will take. Babies who are gifted like me. That is the assignment that turns my stomach the most. It makes me want to die. But I can’t; the blank faces around me have nothing to hold onto and no one who knows their lives except me. I’ve thought about it many times. If I were to use my sheet as a rope, or to find an edge with which to open my wrists, no one would ever find us down here.

Occasionally, I wonder if any of the empty children or stern-visaged Shepherds are like me. If they, too, are hiding their true selves, and there is hope from within. Maybe one day we will all rise up and escape together. I may not be able to influence others or fight, but I could help. Then I remember I’m the strongest student, and only sixteen people before me have ranked as highly as I do, and I let the hope go.

I believe my strength is the reason I survive the Tank and because I can’t project, it is easier for me to hide. But I’m alone and my body is weak. Knowledge is only power if you can use it, but they have knowledge too. They watch me on cameras and walk the corridors armed with Zaps I’ll never escape from down here. They are too many and too strong. I must wait for an opportunity when I’m outside, I can’t abandon these stolen children.

The shower clicks off. The same machine blows me dry, and then I dress to be taken to my debriefing room. I’ll answer their questions as best I can to convince them I’m empty of thought, and I’ll submit to their physical exams and tests.

Then I’ll return to the routine of the Institute: exercise, planned food, classes, and Stasis. If I’m not needed for a new assignment, I’ll be kept in storage until they need me. But first, I must convince them the Tank worked. I’ll be tested on my previous skills, and retaught any that have been affected by the wipe. Then I’ll be shut down. Days, or even weeks will pass, and then I’ll be chosen for my next assignment. Perhaps next time I’ll have a chance to escape. Perhaps next time they won’t restrain me properly or will forget to bolt a door. They can’t control everything—they can’t predict everything—although they try. Using us as their computers and robots, they try. There’s a lot they don’t know, and while I might not be strong enough to fight, I’m clever enough to hide.


Chapter Two

TOBY

 

My feet pound the hot pavement, the sun beating down on the top of my head as I sprint, dodging over broken paving stones and jagged edges with the speed and grace that earned me the nickname “Colt” on my track team. I’m tiring, however, and it feels like I’ve been running flat out for hours, though it can’t have been more than ten minutes.

It’d help if I had any idea where I am, or where I’m going. I’m beyond lost after sprinting every which way, trying to evade my pursuers, hell-bent on catching me. The boys chasing me are fit and hard, taking it in turns to keep the pressure on and then falling back to rest behind the group. No junkies here—they’re fast, and they know the twisting alleys and paths inside out. It is a practiced crew, definitely. I heard about gangs like this on the newsfeeds. One of the major reasons to stay out of the slums, in case of getting jumped. They don’t only take people’s stuff, a lot of the time. They take everything, organs included. Empty sacks of skin left behind for the carrion birds and stray dogs. I’m dead meat…unless I can find a way to lose them over ground they know back to front.

I wish, for the hundredth time, I’d stayed on the other side of the Wall. This is slumland, enemy territory, and I don’t belong here. I come from the lush lawns and terraces of the middle-class suburbs. I’ve never run on broken concrete or leaped over scattered bones before. Where I grew up, the inner city, everything is beautiful, solar paneled roads shimmer under UV protective shielding, and carefully maintained trees provide patches of cool shade.

Out here, past the Wall, is wild and unkempt. Generations of humanity packed to the gills trying to escape the brutal deserts and rising tides. Broken concrete and metal spars stick from the dusty ground like I’m running through the skeleton of a giant whale. People like me aren’t welcome here. If they catch me, they’ll gut me like a fish, at best. At worst, they’ll keep me alive in a state I don’t want to think about. I’m not ugly, after all. There are uses for boys like me.

I should have stayed in the city, I think, legs pumping wildly, lungs aflame. What seemed like a good reason in the peace and calm of the downtown high street now seems idiotic; looking for someone, really? I came to find my friend, Alyssa. She’s poor, sure, but she’s far from a twitcher or a thief, like we’re told everyone is on the Outside. Like the vids they show in school to discourage us from venturing through the Wall. Like these kids chasing me down.

Alyssa is different. And she needed me, so through I came. Not my finest decision. I reckon she’d slap me for being such an idiot if she saw me now. We’ve been friends for a couple of months. Well, in face-to-face terms, nine actual days. Not a Citizen like me, she was born and raised outside the Wall. So she can’t get into the city often; security’s tight. Too tight for most, but not for her. She’s smarter than anyone I’ve ever met and kinder and funnier than anyone from school. I know her well enough to guess what she’d say if she’d heard my plan. “You don’t belong out there, Toby. You stand out. You’re too…clean and well-fed. The gangs would be on you in five seconds.”

My feet slip on a patch of wet brown I don’t even want to think about. So she was right. But how could I have done anything differently? I might have been raised inside, but I was raised well. If your friends need you, you answer the call. My parents wouldn’t have it any other way. Although they wouldn’t approve my choices in answering this call since I’m almost certainly about to be disappeared. But she told me she needed help, and I couldn’t ignore that. I can’t ignore her. She doesn’t have anyone else.

I swerve to avoid a dented and bent over lamppost; there hasn’t been electricity in this part of town for fifty years, but the evidence remains. I skid, too fast, and lose my balance, out of control. I have to jump and kick off the wall to make the corner as I hurtle around it, but I trip and smash into it with my side anyway. It hurts worse than anything has ever hurt in my life, flashing white pain out from my elbow and I have to struggle to stay on my feet through the agony, my vision blurred with shocked tears. I think it must be broken—my fingers are numb and I swear I can feel blood streaming down my forearm—but I’m still running.

The distraction has cost me.

A chain link fence looms out of nowhere, and I almost careen right into it, grinding to a halt in the dust at the last minute and looking frantically for a way out. I try to hook my fingers into the links to climb, but my arm is numb and dangling, refusing to respond. I can’t make my fingers move. When I start climbing, one-armed, I thud to the ground after making it halfway up. There’s no way for me to get over. There’s no way out. I’m as good as dead. The most serious altercation I’ve ever been part of was when a ball game got out of hand and we ended up shoving and throwing a few punches. Everyone went home mussed and bruised, but fine. I thought the fight was serious business, but these scraped up, rough kids? I can see every single day of their lives has been a kind of battle I can’t even begin to understand.

I spin around and watch, wary and helpless, as the gang approaches, swaggering. They’re taking their time; they know there’s no way out. They’ve herded me here so I’d be trapped. There’s eight of them…no, another, and then another. My back is flat against the wires, and I search wildly for something to save me. There has to be something. My eyes flash around the alleyway.

A ladder to an ancient fire stairway lies broken and twisted at the very mouth of the alley. If I make it to there, maybe I’ll be able to climb—one armed as I am—up the rusted struts. It seems impossible, but people do impossible things when faced with serious danger, don’t they? We read about it on the nets, or see it on the vids—one single soldier taking down an entire rebellion camp to save his platoon while bleeding from a dozen wounds.

Well, I’m no soldier, but here are some rebels: teenagers who reject the system and live outside it, hollow-eyed with straggly hair, their ripped clothes patched up to protect them from the vicious UV. Slum kids, born and raised. Every single thing they’ve ever had, they’ve fought for. I’m stronger than them, taller, even. They’re generations’ worth of malnourished and slight. I’m more than a match for any two or three of them. I might hope to get away from four or five, but there are so many, and I’m hurting.

The boys, on the other hand, are glowering, panting, holding back while they recover their breath. My own chest heaves and my legs shudder now I’ve stopped sprinting. The stinging taste of exhaustion bubbles in my throat, what I always think of as lactic acid gathering there, waiting for me to spit it out. I shift my weight, thinking about the size difference between me and the boys blocking my exit. Alyssa’s laughing voice rings in my head “well fed.” It was a running joke, the meat on me.

I see what she means now. These kids are hungry, and not for food. They stare at me with a strange kind of lust as they start forward, and for a second, I think what I must look like to them—clean, with a fashionable haircut and well-made, UV-proof clothes, if sweat streaked and wrinkled now. Muscles toned by years of recreational exercise and good protein. I represent everything they’ve grown up hating. And for the first time, looking at them, the difference between what life’s like on the inside and out here hits me. I feel sick to my stomach, but it’s not only fear roiling inside me. I’m disgusted with my own life. But pity isn’t going to save me now; pity’s not what they want from me. They’re going to rip me apart.

Pressed against the fence, out of options, I really, really wish I had come up with a better plan than “go through the Wall, try not to draw attention to myself, and look for Alyssa.”

She’d described where she lived, a bit. I knew it was near an old Rizkball ground; we have huge stadiums for the ball game on the inside, but in the slums, they all fell into disrepair generations ago. I’d mapped out the most likely locations, based on the information she’d let slip, and figured I’d look around—ask someone—if they didn’t look like trouble. I’m an idiot; have I mentioned that?

The teens—twelve of them now—have cut me off. So much for Colt, the fastest runner on our team. If I’m a horse, these kids are hyenas about to eat the stupid pony that wandered off the range. Their faces are burned leather from days out in the vicious sun, and their ropey muscles are visible under their thin cotton T-shirts, implying a lot of physical exercise. Chasing rich city kids is probably just a sideline for them.

“Look.” I’m surprised by how firm and unintimidated I sound. Inside, I’m quaking. But my voice manages to sound…put together. “I’m going to empty my pockets. You can take everything, and we’ll all walk away from this. Honestly, guys, I don’t want any trouble.”

I’m tensed and sweaty, waiting for a response. My good hand is clenched at my side, and I feel light-headed.

The leader smirks. “We’ve already got everythin’, rich man. We’ve go’ yer cards, yer notes, yer clothes, yer shoes, and…oh yeah, yer thumb. Not much use havin’ a loaded rich man’s card if’n we can’t take his credits off it.” The words cut through me like acid, hitting me right in the fear center. I almost lose control, belly turning to liquid.

Shit.

Purchases over a hundred credits require fingerprint identification; that’s what they’re after. I feel like I’m watching from above, suddenly separate from the hopeless situation. Detached. I can feel my body clearly, more clearly than ever before, perhaps. My chest is tight and there’s acid burning in my throat, but my mind is clear. I have to fight. But there’s too many of them. No way I can escape. What should I do?

They’re going to cut my thumb off.

Less than a year ago, this very thing happened to a boy a few years older than me. Derek Thomas. The rumor mill worked full time on it for months. The word was that he’d been out partying, had hit his yearly Targets, and was one of the young adults to get access to an old-fashioned dance club. They keep those for the high scorers. You have to nail your physical, academic, and psychological tests to get a treat like that. He was coming home and had lost his friends, too drunk to keep track of him. They’d searched for him but hadn’t found him and had ended up going home.

The military police, the Watch, found him the next day, curled up in an alley. Naked, with his right thumb removed at the knuckle. He dropped out of school a few months later, and I never heard what happened to him.

Now I wonder what life might be like for a thumbless guy. I’d learn to live without it, obviously. People get by with way worse, but…thumbs are part of what makes us human, allow us to use tools. It would almost be better to lose a hand, at least there are incredible robotic-prosthetics for that. Without a thumb, my whole way of interacting with the world would change. I might even end up living out here in the slums. The city isn’t made for people with differences. My face is cold and clammy like the blood has drained out of it. I swear I can sense the sweat beading on my upper lip with more clarity than I have ever experienced.

“Oy, CJ. The Doctor’s in town. I betcha he’d love a fresh, fat boy like this ter strip down fer parts.”

The wolflike grin on the pointed face of the boy now discussing ripping out my organs shoots through me and hits something primal. It coils in my belly, firing my limbs with energy I thought I’d exhausted. I’m pushing away from the fence with my good arm and sprinting toward them before I realize I’m doing it. I’m snarling, feral.

And I’ve caught them by surprise, for the first time. They weren’t expecting me to fight back—that much is obvious. Guess they didn’t think I’d barrel straight at them instead of trying to go over the fence. I slip past the first three, under their reaching arms. Then someone grabs my bad arm, and a fist crashes into my ribcage, lifting me off my feet and knocking the wind out of me. I slam onto my back, spots dancing in my vision, trying to cradle my injured arm to my chest, but someone has hold of it, and the pain is so bad, I can’t think past it. When I do make sense of what’s happening, I freeze. There’s something wrong, stinging and wet against my fingers, I can’t push against the pressure because it hurts. I want to try to buck them off me, to struggle with everything I have, but I freeze, trying to process the sensation screaming at me from my left hand.

CJ, the boy who told me he would cut my thumb off, squats over me. He’s blocking out the sun, which haloes him, but I can make out the smile on his face. His teeth are brown and gray, two of them broken. The sharp angles must bother his lips, I think inanely.

“You jus’ wait here, nice an’ pretty, or we’re gonna start wif the fingers we don’t need.”

He looks down pointedly, and the sensation of my stomach dropping out intensifies as I see a pair of old-fashioned bolt cutters gripping the base of my index finger. A trickle of blood is snaking down from the blades, crawling over my palm. I watch it, fascinated. I’m in shock, I think. It’s the sole reason I can keep myself together.

In truth, I’ve never been so frightened in my life. But at the same time, I feel…focused and hyperaware of everything around me. I can’t see them, but I know there are three boys and a girl leaning against the wall a few meters from my head. How do I know one of them has his foot up behind him, resting on the wall? There’s three of them, plus the leader, CJ, trapping me on the ground. Someone is yanking at my shoes—custom sneakers I saved credits toward for weeks.

I have to escape. I twist my head a little, looking for anything that might help me, but there’s nothing. Only the fence, with its promise of freedom if I could get over it. The ground is blank, cracked mud scattered with trash so useless not even the scavengers want it. Just me, and the gang. But at this point, I feel like I have nothing to lose by pissing them off. Pain is fleeting, isn’t that the quote? They’re going to kill me. For my organs, for black market money, and the few hundred credits on my cards. A little pain is nothing compared to death.

“Help! Help! Please, please!” I scream, voice cracking and desperate. If anyone comes, even more gang boys, maybe I can get away in a moment’s distraction. But someone slaps a filthy hand over my mouth, cutting off my voice. I try to arch away from it, and though it slides on my sweating face, I’m suddenly frozen with a brutal pain, burning through my left hand like wildfire, like death. The fresh agony eclipses the hurt of my injured arm; it’s so intense I think for a wild moment he’s cut off all my fingers, with a machete, or a huge knife he must have been hiding.

My head is spinning, vomit caught in my throat, and I’m making a noise I’ve never heard before—a desperate keening. I need to get away; I need to escape because they’re not kidding around. He cut off my finger. I stare wide-eyed at my hand, at the space where my finger used to be. It’s been severed right below the main knuckle, and the ugly wound spurts blood, lurid and red on the dirty gray concrete.

My head is pressed to the ground by the hand over my mouth, and then, right when I think I’m about to die, I snap inside. I’m lying there, fixated on my maimed hand, and something snaps inside my head, an overstretched elastic giving in to intolerable pressure. I scream and thrash on the ground while the thing builds bigger and bigger until it explodes out of me.

The people holding me are lifted away from my body and slammed into the walls. They hang there, and I’m pinning them like the butterflies on cards in the Natural History Museum. My hand is outstretched above me, as if I’m physically pushing them away, my finger dripping blood onto my chest.

I’m exploding out of my flesh, bursting across the city and fading into the sky. From miles away, I hear my voice as I scream and scream and scream.


Chapter Three

E17

 

I walk into the debriefing room, and the man sitting at the desk is not my usual questioner. I haven’t seen him before. He has red hair and an ugly scar twisting the side of his mouth at a strange angle. I wonder why he hasn’t had corrective nanosurgery.

I’m just pulling out my chair—regulation gray plastic—when a burning, vicious pain claws into my left hand and a booming crash vibrates through my head, my brain is exploding. Voices rush into me, breaking through my shields in huge, impossible waves. I smash to my knees and topple to the ground, unable to control my body. I can’t breathe, I’m buried under hundreds of people, and they are all burning, burning and screaming. Blotches of brown cover my vision, and lack of consciousness flows through me so slowly I believe I’m dying as the world blurs into nothing.

Then it is dark, and I think I’m dreaming. I can hear a woman telling me to be calm. Someone is touching my tear-streaked face gently, reassuringly. There is a sound sensation like crying echoing in my mind, and I can hear so many people, everything they are thinking, a whirlpool of fear, pain, and rage. I feel a needle slide into the skin at the crook of my elbow, and cold fluid is forced into my veins. My head is gripped in splayed fingers—large, strong hands—and I convulse before everything fades away again.

 

WHEN I WAKE, I’m in a medical room. My mind is blessedly quiet, and I feel fuzzy and confused. Monitors beep at me rhythmically and a lab-coated doctor is checking equipment. As I force my eyelids open, he spins around to face me, blurry in my vision. I try to focus and I make out the sparkle of compu-specs, a thatch of dark hair above them. A faceless blob. His voice is kind, though, when he speaks to me. It reverberates eerily, the words melting into each other, but understandable.

“Hello, E-class, Number Seventeen. Can you hear me?”

I croak in reply. I mean to answer yes, but my throat is parched and uncooperative. He says “ah” in understanding, and moves out of my field of vision. I can’t turn to follow him, I’m held in place by firm restraints, strapped to the bed. My head’s throbbing in time with my heartbeat. Strangely, I’m calm. He brings me a cup, the straw is moved to my lips and then I’m dragging cool water into my dry mouth. After too short a time he moves the cup away again.

“Let it go down for a moment. We don’t want to make you sick, do we?” He talks to me like a child, so he can’t have been here very long. The Institute doesn’t want their staff to get involved with the sheep. I have heard them thinking about it—about separating themselves from us.

He holds a cold cloth to my forehead and makes thinking noises, rustling a clipboard. Tentatively, I reach out with my mind, ready to pull back at any moment if the overwhelming noise returns. But I can’t hear anything. It is as though the Doctor isn’t even present. Either he’s a powerful Blank—immune to Psionic reading and interference—or my Talent is damaged. I reach farther. Usually I can feel a Blank; feel the place their mind should be, where I slide over them. I want to see if that happens.

Instead, I’m hit with a blinding headache, stabbing me right between the eyes like an ice pick. My stomach rebels and I retch so all the water I had managed to drink comes back up, burning. I cough, unable to repress it, but am strapped down and can’t sit up. I’m drowning again, choking and gagging. I’m in the Tank again.

Panic surges over me, I thrash and puke simultaneously, while the Doctor calls for help instead of assisting me himself. Then my head is released. I’m rolled onto my side while my stomach empties itself and dry heaves miserably. My head is spinning, and I barely register as someone speaks to me.

Everything hurts, I can feel my body but not my Talent, and nothing makes sense. My throat is full of liquid and I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

After long, painful moments of no air and an empty, squeezing chest, I come back to myself and realize I’m whimpering and holding my head. They’ve released my restraints and my fingers are talons at my temples, thumbs digging into my locked jaw muscles. I can’t sense anyone in the room around me—it’s like being wrapped in cotton wool. I’m shocked to realize how much I rely on the extrasensory skills I possess. Without my mind processing and cataloging the thoughts of those around me, I have no idea where they are, what they want, or what they will do to me.

It is a paralyzing, terrifying lack of information where there is usually a torrent, more than I know what to do with.

I make myself open my eyes. The room’s so bright it hurts my eyes, makes my head throb, but I have to know who’s with me. As the world swims into focus, I’m suddenly glad my Talent appears to have been broken by whatever caused the screaming. Did my mind snap under the pressure? Maybe now I’m ordinary and useless to the Institute. Maybe I’ll be free. These thoughts flash through my brain in a split second, and I catch my breath at the chance, the faint possibility they will release me. Then I realize how idiotic I’m being.

The Institute would never set me free. The woman who stands in front of me would shoot me in the head if she could not use me. I have seen her do it before, in someone else’s memory.

I must have been twelve when it happened. Alarms went off through the Institute, and I heard them wailing in my dreams as I waited in Stasis. They were still wailing when I was awoken—off schedule, I know, because instead of being taken to be fed, we were herded down the corridor by stone-faced Shepherds. We were all confused. Students were asking what was happening, and I felt the other Readers—people like me who are able to telepathically gather information from our surroundings and other people—in the group trying to sift information. The Shepherds who keep us are all trained to shield, and the less-powerful students were mentally rebuffed. But I’m Epsilon Class. The seventeenth of my kind to be trained by the Institute. I should have had a better shot than the others at getting information, but with something so obviously out of the ordinary occurring, mental shields were at their strongest while the children’s brains chattered uselessly. I had no chance to focus enough to gain any useful intelligence as I was driven along at a trot. I was as much in the dark as anybody when we arrived at our unexpected destination.

The Interrogation rooms. I had been used there twice, but I was considered too useful to be wasted on a run-of-the-mill situation like mental interrogation which takes little skill once the captives are under physical duress. Usually a lower-class pair worked together to gain information and manipulate a subject into giving up whatever the Institute wanted from them. Information. Promises. Secrets. The Reader would gather the intel while the Projector used images to which the prisoner was susceptible, to keep the interview going in the right direction. People with no innate Psionic power or training didn’t stand a chance.

There were eight of us, brought out of Stasis to go down and parse information. I knew straight away this person must be different, special. I wondered if perhaps someone was fighting the Institute. Someone who’s lost a child, or someone who’s on the wrong side of the Government and wanted to find a way to topple their power. My palms were slick as we stood behind a glass window, looking into a small, bare concrete room. The lights were dim, and there were so many people buzzing with confusion and questions I could not make a mind picture of what was inside.

Then the lights came up, and I saw two figures on chairs in the center of the room. A man and a woman, both bruised and beaten. I gasped aloud when the man lifted his head, because I recognized him immediately, even with the blood streaking his face. I had seen him before, when I was out on assignment. He was in charge of me. It was Nail, one of the Shepherds who ran Operations in the outside world. I realized his partner, Hammer, must be the woman sitting with her head loose, chin on her chest. She’s unconscious.

I had gone out with them on three missions I knew of. Once tracking a terrorist, once searching for a missing child in the slums, and once shadowing a suspected traitor in the Watch. She turned out to be innocent of treachery, but a drug addict. They shot her anyway. But they were kind, as Shepherds went. Nail had let me drink and eat food from the outside, even though we were supposed to be on a regulated diet to enhance our mental abilities. I almost died of taste overload when I first ate a chocolate bar. I liked him. I remember how his soft brown eyes creased up when he laughed because I asked about his name. Even the wiped kids here know what a Hammer and Nail are.

“I used to be Gamma Twenty-One, and Hammer here was Gamma Twenty-Two. We were in the Institute, like you.”

I gawped at him. Shepherds used to be in the Institute? How was that possible? How could they go through what we went through and then work for the people who did it? They rob us of everything that makes us human. They’ve stolen years of my life, and even the ones I remember are full of pain and misery and silence. So much silence. Even if they didn’t remember what it felt like for them every time they were dipped, how could they watch the little kids go through it and not burn up inside as I did? I didn’t understand, then, what the Institute could do. Program you, implant loyalties in you. Remove memories, put new ones in their place, keep the Shepherds they needed outside separate from what happened in the bowels of the Institute. I had no idea.

He thought I was impressed, like I’d be excited about the idea of becoming like them after I finished my ‘education.’

“When you switch to Active Training, before you graduate, you get to choose a new name for yourself. A new beginning, as you go on to serve the Institute in the best ways you can. Hammer and I… Well, it was a running joke for us. I’m so dainty and sharp, she’s blunt and violent. Nail and Hammer, see? When you finish your training, doing missions like this with us, you go out into the real world to use all your knowledge. Some people become Handlers, like us. We train you guys and help you with your assignments. Most of the Delta class and above continue on their own oper—”

He was cut off as Hammer elbowed him at the same time as slapping him with a mental command to shut up, reminding him he was not supposed to talk to the students.

I kept my face blank, swallowing the taste of bile gathering in my mouth. My sweet orange drink became cloying and offensive—the sugary treat replaced by chemicals and rot—as I took a gulp. The Shepherds were graduates.

But they’re people. They have personalities, not like the robotic children they look after. So it must be different, what was done to them. The wipe can’t be the same. Something changes, when you’re old enough. I’d known the older kids disappeared, but I’d never seen any come back inside, never thought about what happened to them. I think part of me assumed they’d died. Expended their usefulness and been destroyed. I never even considered that they became part of the staff who looked after us, took us out on operations and analyzed us. Until Nail slipped up and told me.

Now the same man—a gentle man. A man who had been kind to me when it gained him nothing—was slumped on a chair. His large frame spilled out of it, and his big shoulders were awkwardly wrenched behind him, restrained at the wrists by a metal hoop at the back.

A voice crackled over the loudspeaker in our small room, and we were instructed to separate into class order. I stood alone on the right-hand side. There has not been another E class student in all the time I have been here, and so I often found myself separate. We were given instructions by class and ability, and then we began.

It was the first time I had been commanded to force myself into someone’s head, to rifle through the information making a person, hunting for secrets in a violent way. On most missions, we read passively, without damaging the subject or letting them know we were there. But this rough, multi-pronged approach could have left them vegetables. We were at it for hours, tapping on data screens to record images and phrases we found as we bludgeoned their mental walls. They were beaten as we watched, as we slammed into their brains, hunting for knowledge the Institute believed was there.

I didn’t know what they wanted, but I couldn’t bring myself to look with any power.

Hours later, in a briefing room, I told the twitchy analyst it was difficult to focus with the others there, and he quirked his mouth in disapproval and murmured we should have taken a more sensitive approach. That maybe then they would have found something useful from the traitors. And then I opened my mind very slowly, and reached out as delicately as possible, wafting over his surface thoughts so gently he would not feel the touch.

He was worried, frantic. He kept thinking a name: the name Delta 19. It was the designation of the dark-skinned, round-eyed boy who slept in the bed opposite mine when he was in Stasis.

Delta 19 had escaped, and they thought Hammer and Nail were responsible.

The analyst’s thoughts of Hammer and Nail were thoughts in which they lay spasming and bloodied, silent on wheeled metal tables. Their eyes were open and unfocused. A woman was standing between them, and she shot them—first Nail, then Hammer. A bullet for each, right between their damp, flickering eyes. As the image replayed, preying on his mind, I realized the analyst had never seen a dead body before he’d watched their executions. I almost laughed. I’d seen hundreds even before I stopped counting in Muntgummery. It was impossible to keep track, watching the slum-dwellers crushing each other as they tried to escape the tsunami coming for them.

I remember this because their executor is standing in front of me now, as I’m strapped to the table and trying to get rid of the screaming in my head. Her hair is shoulder length and honey blonde. She has darting brown eyes behind rectangular, gold-framed compu-specs. I guess her age to be mid-forties. She looks down at me dispassionately and helps me to sit up.


Chapter Four

TOBY

 

I’m still screaming, even though my voice has long disappeared, when a motor roars from around the corner. In the part of my mind not curled up sobbing about lost fingers and floating street gangs I vaguely register that a motor isn’t a common noise to hear. Inside the Wall, we use elec-cars, which are almost silent and don’t produce a lot of pollution, like the old fashioned motors did, one of the reasons our world is so messed up. And as far as I know, the Outside doesn’t have engines. Only old, wrecked stuff nobody wants that’s been dumped out here and picked bare.

The sound gets louder, and an old-fashioned motorbike squeals into the mouth of the alley. The boys who weren’t held up, wide-eyed and mute, have run for it, I assume when their friends got thrown against the wall by invisible power. It’s only me, CJ, and three of his buddies, who’re several feet off the floor, squirming and twisting against some supernatural force. One of them has wet himself, a damp stain delineated on his leg. I start to get up, staggering to my feet, shambling forward in an effort to make a run for it. I don’t want to be found here, with these floating, eerily silent figures.

The person riding the motorbike jumps off athletically, kicking their leg out hard and leaving the bike standing. They’re wearing full black flexi-leather, like body armor from military vids, combined with a helmet that disguises any personal information. They grab me by the arm, and, as strong fingers close around my bicep—fortunately not my injured one—the boys smash to the floor. One of them stays in a crouch…I think he’s hyperventilating, but the others dash away toward the fence, scaling it with an enviable display of athleticism.

Meanwhile, I’m hustled in the direction of the motorbike. I have no idea what’s happening, who this person is or what they want from me. My finger is gushing blood, but I can’t make my other hand work well enough to hold it, so I cross my forearms across my body.

“What…what…who are you?” The words are jagged and broken. I barely recognize myself speaking as the stranger helps me onto the back seat of the motorbike. They growl with what sounds like anger as I flinch away from the hand on my throbbing shoulder, and then my arm is yanked and twisted. The fresh surge of pain surprises a strangled shout out of me, and then I gasp in sudden relief, panting as the agony subsides to a manageable level.

“Dislocated, not broken. Press your bleeding hand into your armpit, hold on as best you can with the other arm, and try for all that’s Free not to fall. We’re screwed if we don’t get out of here now.” The voice is distorted through the helmet, but I realize as my knees grip leather-clad legs that my ride out of here is female. I hope she’s not a slave-taker, or a smuggler, or worse. I think I have about five minutes in me until I pass out.

She kicks the engine into life, and push-walks the bike backward and then around. I lean my head against the nape of her neck, unable to hold it up anymore.

“What’s your name?” Of all the inane questions I could ask, this one is apparently the top of my list. Not ‘where are we going’ or ‘what do you want’. The logical part of me shrugs for now, crushes my bleeding, burning hand into my armpit, and hopes for the best.

“I’m Serena.” Her voice sounds kind, even through the helmet. “Hold on.”

I grip with my legs as hard as I can to save from stressing my recently dislocated shoulder. Under normal circumstances I’d be terrified of being on the back of one of these old machines, especially hurtling through narrow alleys at high speeds. Combined with the uneven paving, I should be a gibbering jelly. But somehow, after having my finger removed as far from surgically as I can imagine, and performing some sort of magic trick to escape, this feels acceptable for my confused nervous system. I don’t have a better idea, anyway.

After a few more twists and turns, we burst onto a wider and better-kept street and pick up speed. We’re going so fast I’m concerned I’ll slide off the back, pushed by the wind. I risk a peek over her shoulder and realize how late it is with a start. It’s almost dark as we grind to a halt outside a large, broken down building that used to house a factory.

“Get off.” She’s brusque, but her hands, as she helps me to dismount, are careful and calming.

“What’s happening? Where are you going?” The engine is still running, and I shiver from shock and cold.

“I have to get them off our trail, they’ll be following the bike. Look at me.” she flips her helmet visor up, and I see part of her face. Her eyes are the lightest blue I’ve ever seen, and she has freckles sprinkled across the bridge of her small nose. As we make eye contact, something in my head moves, maybe shifts back into place. It’s like I’d broken a plate and the edges needed realigning, but in my mind.

“If I’m not back within half an hour, call the last number on this.” She presses a small object against my chest, I fumble to catch it, and then she’s gone, speeding away into the falling night, leaving me alone and in the dark.

I have no watch to judge how long half an hour is, and my eyes fill with tears, stinging. I think my lip is trembling. I feel about eight years old, and I’m scared witless. A huge part of me just wants my father to come and find me, my mother to scoop me into her arms and hold me. The girl. Serena. She gave me a comm. I can call them, but as I dial, my fingers stop of their own accord. What would I even say to them? Come get me, I’m over the Wall. They’d need a Watch patrol at the very least. I wonder where I am, and if I could make it back to the Wall and through without help.

Miraculously, I still have my pack on, under my dirtied jacket. The gang never even bothered to search me as they waited for the Doc. I struggle to get it off, avoiding using my bloodied hand as much as possible. I can’t stop my brain from sending signals to my missing digit when I do, and it hurts so much I feel sick every time it twitches. Then I grope inside numbly for my water bottle. I have to open it with my teeth, yanking the pop stopper up, and I squirt water into the back of my throat.
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