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Chapter 1
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R78

Four weeks before I turned 18, I learned my own government wanted me dead.

Like all of us captives-who-were-not-quite-prisoners, the only way we learned anything about the world beyond our concrete walls was to have me—the brave one—shimmy into the ductwork and eavesdrop on what our captors in their lavish breakroom said about us. I’d learned over my last eight years of quality spying that, although General Mitz had an office, she preferred meeting people here, where she could sip her coffee and eat her bagel—always overflowing with bacon and egg—and pretend we lowlifes on the other side of the door didn’t exist. And as the head of our nonexistent-government-experiment site, Mitz had lots of conversations and lots of unpleasant things to say about us.

I watched as Mitz poured herself some coffee pungent enough to make my nose wrinkle even though I was a good ten feet away. She grabbed a napkin and sat at the table to sip her black brew. She tore her white fangs into her bagel and gazed out the window like an olive-clad cow, the sun highlighting the red in her brown hair and skin. Mitz casually crossed her legs as General Hooper burst into the room. My stomach churned with nausea upon seeing her. I didn’t like Hooper. Hooper was tall and hard, darker skinned than Mitz but green-eyed, not brown like the rest of us. She enjoyed yelling at us, and when her baton swung, it always made contact.

Mitz smiled and saluted her with her mug. “Any problem with the little dirtballs?”

“Just that same bastin from yesterday, M5. I’m thinking three days of solitary; how about you?”

“Do it. They’re approaching the age. Can’t let history repeat itself.”

“Gladly. He certainly deserves it.” 

Hooper saluted and marched out.

Rammit. Three days? I frowned to remember who M5 was, wishing for the millionth time that they’d just call us by our chosen names, but they never would. I think Hooper must’ve meant my buddy Camo, since those two frequently butted heads. But three whole days? I know I’d go insane in the silence.

I breathed as carefully as possible, knowing Mitz would have a stream of visitors over the next hour or two. While I waited, a loud noise battered rhythmically overhead, moving close and slow. Everything vibrated to the point that I could hear the silverware rattling in the drawer. Mitz only traced the overhead path with her eyes and kind of sighed. It wasn’t an earthquake then, which I’d heard of but never experienced. I followed her example and waited. 

Soon enough, someone new entered, led by a guard who was usually stationed at the front door. We weren’t allowed anywhere near that final corridor, so I didn’t know the guard’s name, but I’d seen her coming and going over the years as she headed to her post. She saluted General Mitz. “I have a bureaucrat straight from the Pentacle to see you, General.”

“Thank you. Lead her in.”

As soon as the door closed behind the newcomer, Mitz raised her brows. “You are?”

“I’m Agent Lane from the Department of Reintegration. General Hod sent me.”

“Hod? Never heard of her.”

“Newly recruited.”

“So, Browne’s been replaced?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Doesn’t matter. General Hod wants a report on the test subjects.”

I clenched at the derogatory term as I watched Mitz’s expression go dark for a moment. “Doing as well as can be expected, given the circumstances.”

“You have forty-eight subjects here, correct?”

Mitz paused for a second. “That is correct.”

Agent Lane gave one nod. “General Hod is shutting down the facility. All of this region, actually.”

“What? Why?”

Lane raised her chin. “It has been deemed too dangerous to continue the experiment, given the track record in this area. Your funding has been pulled, and all staff will be reassigned. You have twelve hours to initiate Operation Pallor. The department will expect all forty-eight subjects at the Pentacle after that. You can order a carrier plane if it’s easier.”

Twelve hours? And then we all go to the Pentacle? Was that a good thing or a bad thing? What was Operation Pallor, anyway? I know my mouth dangled open as I concentrated on their words, wondering what they meant. Meeting Madame President sounded exciting, but the tension playing out below me was dark, creepy. I watched as both women exchanged hard looks, the kind that Hooper always used on us before she cracked her baton against our heads. 

“Do you understand General Hod’s orders?”

“Yes.”

“Good day, then.” Lane snapped an unnecessary salute and turned toward the door. 

“Guard!” Mitz called.

The same guard from the main doorway reemerged. 

“Please lead our guest out. And make sure her bird is fueled.” 

Bird! That sound I’d heard must’ve been a helicopter, then. Rammit! I wish I hadn’t lied about being called down for janitorial duties—I would’ve been in math class, by a window, where I could’ve watched it land. What I wouldn’t give to be a pilot someday. Or captain a ship. I liked big machines. Uniforms. Clothes with lots of insignia. But we’d been told only women held those positions these days, so boys like us were being trained how to fit into a world that had moved on without us. That was why we were being raised here, in secret; to prepare the world for our reintegration. Or some shiz like that. 

“Bye. I’m sure you have a lot of facilities to ruin today.”

Lane delivered a black look to Mitz before heading for the door. My gaze pinged between the three of them as I tried to understand what was going on. If Lane was ruining things, Operation Pallor must be bad. 

I watched Mitz pace around the lounge for a minute before sitting to brood over her coffee. “Rammit,” she whispered, then tapped a feature on her watch, which activated the loudspeaker. “Beulah to the lounge.”

Soon enough, Nurse Beulah entered. I liked Beulah. She always wore her dark hair in a perfect halo around her head, and her grayish eyes were always gentle. She was only a few years older than me and was always kind to us prisoners.

Over the last few years, I’d noticed just how pretty she was.

Not that that mattered. People working here only saw me as R78 and not a human boy.

“You called?”

“Report, please.”

“Sure. Ninety-six percent of our patients have reached puberty. Most are experiencing similar hormonal changes as our control group.”

I didn’t know who or what the control group was, so I cupped my hand behind my ear, intent on every word.

Mitz’s lips twisted at that. “So, they are almost....”

“Yes.”

Mitz whispered, “This is bad.”

“Do you truly think so? They’re doing so well in this environment.”

She gazed into her coffee. “I do. You’ve seen the news. And that radical group, the D of A, has gotten more violent and outspoken against these... things... we’ve got here.”

I tightened my lips. We weren’t things. We were boys. Normal, healthy boys. We’d watched plenty of historical videos from the last century, and there was nothing different about us from them... except it seemed like a lot of people had lighter skin back then.

Caution flitted across Beulah’s face. “The D of A doesn’t know what we’re doing here though, right?”

“I strongly believe they suspect.”

“That’s not quite the same.”

I watched Mitz’s chin raise. “No, but I suspect the D of A has infiltrated our government.”

Beulah gasped. “But, they’re radicals!”

“And a lot of people sympathize with them.” Mitz looked at the door before lowering her voice. “We have a new general in charge, and she’s shutting this place down.”

“No! She can’t do that!”

“Shh!” Mitz looked at the door again. “Keep your voice down. What I’m telling you can’t leave this room, you hear?”

I cupped my free hand around my other ear, quietly propping myself up on my elbows. It was definitely going to leave this room.

“She ordered Operation Pallor.”

I watched Beulah’s face blanche. “Pallor? As in, the apocalyptic horseman of death?”

Death?

“Yes. We’ve only got twelve hours to produce their bodies.”

Holy shiz. My mouth and stomach both dropped. I wanted to back out of there as fast as I could, but I was rooted in place by the horror of what I’d just heard. Were we such monsters that our own government wanted us dead? Were our grades too low? Were we not studying enough? Working hard enough? What had we done to deserve the president’s hatred?

Beulah grabbed the general’s hands. “We can’t, Marti. We can’t do this to them.”

“I don’t have a choice,” Mitz replied as she pulled free. “We’ve all studied history and read the projections reports. We know what these things we’re holding are capable of. And honestly, Beulah, sweetheart, all signs point to us being infiltrated. If Hod is shutting all the facilities down in this region, then we’re definitely kowtowing to radicals, who are now in charge of our entire division.” 

“I can’t believe it. It’s not possible. Are you sure it’s not because of the escapees?”

She shrugged. “It could be. And a radicalized government is completely possible. It happened in the early twentieth century and again in the twenty-first. This country has a history of radicals ascending to power. We were a nanosec away from siding with Adolph Hitler before WWII even started; did you know that? Back when they were called Brown Coats and not Nazis, before the concentration camps were discovered. Can you imagine if we’d become an Axis nation?”

“I didn’t know that.”

“It’s true.”

After a long pause, Beulah added, “This is all so unfair. These boys are immune.”

“I know.” 

We were immune? This was news to me, since we’d all grown up being told that this compound was virus free in its isolation, which was the only reason we were all still alive. I watched Mitz gaze off into space to collect her thoughts as dread curled in my chest. “The staff will all be reassigned. We’ll lock the subjects in their rooms. Maybe we can give them a treat? What do they like? Pudding? Ice cream? We’ll slip them a fatal dose that way.”

My muscles tensed as nausea crawled up the back of my throat. I wanted to scream. Rail. Punch my way free. But we’d been raised that any act of violence, especially against women, would earn us a fresh level of punishment we’d never recover from.

Not that I ever would. In fact, I couldn’t think of a single guy in here who leaned toward destruction over cooperation. Maybe we’d been brainwashed; maybe we’d been bred this way. 

Tears filled Beulah’s eyes. “You actually going to go through with this? Kill them? After all the work we put into keeping them alive? Raising them as human beings?”

“We’re harboring them. If those deranged Daughters of Artemis make it here, they’ll ensure none of us survive the day.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Actually, I do.” I watched Mitz get up and walk over to Beulah and cradle her face. She placed a gentle kiss on Beulah’s lips, something I’d wanted to do for two full years. “I had an interrupted call from Vale last week at the 47th. All she said was, ‘It’s Mortus all over again.’ And then she sobbed and hung up. I received a report two days later that the 47th was offline, which I thought was odd, but now it all makes sense. Yesterday, troops were deployed to the 28th and 33rd, and this morning, they’re both static. Now I know everyone there was culled.”

“Such a callous word. Like they’re sickly little piglets or something.”

Mitz only raised her brows at Beulah. “Sweetheart, don’t tell anyone yet.”

I watched Beulah’s lower lip tremble with the news. “Killing them all seems so... cruel.”

“That’s why I thought a treat might be nice. Would you prefer something else? Maybe lock them in the gym? Get our scientists to pump in some kind of gas? We’ll make it... humane.”

My stomach twisted. My fingers pressed painfully into the slick ventilation shaft. I couldn’t believe I was listening to people casually discuss how to kill us. How were we going to get out of here? What could I do to stop this? To make them see we weren’t the monsters Mitz thought we were? My brain rattled in my skull as I tried to think, but my blood was pumping too hard. I needed to do something. I needed to react. Thinking was impossible right now.  

“Beulah, sweetheart, I’m sorry. You knew this was always a possibility.”

“No, I didn’t. I thought we were saving the world.” Beulah stepped out of Mitz’s arms and twisted her fingers together. I watched her shift a bit. “Do you think, maybe, we could... let them go?”

“Are you insane?”

“It would give them a chance! I’ve worked—we’ve worked—so hard to keep them alive. We’ve raised them, Marti. Raised them to be good people. They’re almost adults now. This doesn’t seem fair. At all.”

“Life isn’t fair.”

Hope filled Buelah’s gaze. “Maybe this time it would be different.” She twisted both her lips and her fingers. Her voice dropped. “The escapees are doing well.”

Mitz threw her arms in the air at the question, though her voice was a pitched hiss. “In hiding! Do you really believe anyone would accept these creatures as human if they were allowed out in public? After all that history has shown us?”

The moment stretched taut between them before Beulah whispered, “I never took you for a nature-over-nurture person.”

“I’m a the-facts-speak-for-themselves person.”

“You should know... some of them are... quite sweet.”

“Beulah, love, they’re manipulating you. These things act only in their best interests. Do you need a refresher course? Are you getting too close to the subjects?”

“No. I’m not. I don’t. I know my role here. I just... don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it or agree with it. You don’t even have to make the tough calls. You just have to follow orders. Can you do that, love?”

A resigned breath dragged out of Beulah’s lips as I watched a tear fall. For us. The captives. The dirtballs. The experiment. “Yes. Of course.”

“Good. Then go. And send in... what’s-her-name? The scientist with the light hair. Send her in here. Time to launch this rocket.”

Beulah hesitated for the barest of seconds before nodding and heading out.

As soon as the door closed, Mitz activated her loudspeaker again. “Hooper to the lounge.”

It took a few minutes, which didn’t surprise me. She was probably terrorizing Camo, and that would be on the other end of the building. Instead of pacing or screaming the way I wanted to, Mitz just munched her bagel until Hooper arrived with a firm march and a slam of the door.

“General. I’m sorry, but I can’t find M5.”

“Doesn’t matter. Pentacle issued new orders. Everyone will be reassigned. Have the staff start packing.”

“What about... them?”

“Pentacle has plans for them, so don’t worry. I have seventy-six souls to protect here, and I need you to get them ready to move.”

And there were forty-eight souls that were considered expendable, I thought with dread. 

General Mitz’s eyes hardened with resignation. She activated the building’s loudspeaker system from her watch again. “Cell sweep in fifteen minutes. Anyone not in their assigned room by that time gets two days in the bowels.” To Hooper she said, “Feel free to use your baton on any stragglers.”

Hooper, my fresh-level-of-hell enemy, snapped a salute.

I froze right there in the heating duct. Every part of me locked up. Indecision about my next move swept through me for a good two seconds before some core part of me, something ancient and unused, snapped into place and kicked me into high gear. I had to warn everyone. I needed to protect them. I had to do something. Anything. Ruckit! We all had to get out of here! Under the cover of the loudspeaker, I wiggled backwards, turning around at the juncture and racing back to the hidden opening behind the storeroom barrels. 

We’d all heard about the bowels: they were the lowest cells in the basement, and we were told sewage frequently backed up into them. With no chairs or beds, we were always warned that troublemakers either had to sit in the filth or remain standing until they passed out. We were told many emerged with ammonia scalding on their body or their lungs. 

Rumors said three had drowned when exhaustion claimed them. 

And if Mitz was evacuating the building, there would be no escape, no reprieve. Her two days of punishment would simply become a longer death sentence than those who ate the pudding. 

I emerged from the ductwork, pressed the grill firmly into place, and dusted off my gray linen prison jumpsuit as I slipped neatly into the busy hallway. No adults were near, so I grabbed as many of my not-quite-prisoner friends as I could. “It’s a trap! They’re going to poison us!” 

“What?” Camo popped his head out of the garbage bin, where he’d been hiding. 

“It’s true; I heard it.” I rattled off a hasty plan, something that had crossed my mind when I’d been in the ductwork. “Meet me by the tunnels to the barn. Bring as many of us as you can. Hurry, but be quiet about it!”

Camo scrambled out of the trash, shaking his ankle free as the low bin rolled after him while three others tore off down the halls to do my bidding. I knew I risked revealing myself as the infamous Ductwork Spy and if I got caught, I’d die a slow death in the bowels, but I couldn’t let these women kill everyone I’d grown up with. Chaos ensued as my inmate friends slalomed around the guards, ignoring their orders to get to our cells. We converged in the garage and poured into the underground tunnel, created so that no spy satellites would ever see us, the abominations, that they kept hidden behind these walls. I helped wave everyone through, then Camo and I wedged a hoe through the door handles so the guards couldn’t follow us. 

We exploded into the barn as quietly as possible, and the horses startled at the intrusion. I looked at my fellow prisoners, showing my palms to calm everyone. As I looked around, it seemed like maybe I’d gotten everyone out. I thought of the last storybook I’d read about something called a cowboy in the land called the Old West and said, “Grab as many horses as you can. We’re going to get out of here.”

“What?” came cries from a dozen mouths.

“We’re leaving?”

“You’re going to get us killed,” Bookie said. “You’re too impulsive. Remember last time when—”

“They’re literally going to kill us,” I enunciated. “Madame President is expecting our bodies at the Pentacle in twelve hours. If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

I watched my own horror reflected back to me as this fresh realization played out on everyone’s faces. My factual statement shut down their rebuttals, but I could see my plan wasn’t a huge hit. “It’s true. The agent from the helicopter told Mitz this. I heard the whole thing.”

“But... we’ve got nothing packed!” someone in the back said.

“I know,” I admitted, understanding their concerns. Shiz, they were young. Scared. They’d always kind of looked up to me, like they were now. “But we’re smart. We’ll survive. If we stay here, we die.” This I knew, but I also shared their concerns. No food, no clothes, not even saddles, since we wouldn’t have time to tack the horses before our captors came after us. 

“I can’t ride, Arson. Not really,” Camo shared, and I cringed at hearing my awful nickname. Arson. Short for R78. My penance for not choosing my own name. 

“Me, neither,” Breeze said.

“The horses won’t know that. Everyone, use the rope saddles. Then, just sit on their backs, kick their ribs, and hang on.”

“You make it sound easy,” Breeze groused as he reached for the padded rope, but he was one of the younger ones, barely twelve, and not very confident.

“People have been riding horses for thousands of years,” I said as I grabbed an armful of rope saddles off their hooks and doled them out. “The staff here does it all the time. So can we.” I paused after I handed out the last one, seeing how many still hesitated. I nodded my approval as the older ones led horses from their stalls and slipped the rope saddles over the horses’ necks, then cinched them tight. A few even mounted and slipped their feet into the rope stirrups, more ready to leave than I was. 

It was going to be a bumpy ride without proper saddles, not to mention saddle pads. 

I took a deep breath. “We’re going to storm the far gates to escape.” I turned and pointed to the wall. “Bookie, grab that crowbar. We’ll break the chain at far end of the paddock.”

“Then what?”

I hadn’t thought that far ahead, and the enormity of what we were about to do weighed heavily on me. What if Mitz knew I’d been hiding in the ducts and set me up? What if we weren’t immune? What if it was all a ruse to get us out of the way faster and cheaper than poisoning us? What if my actions caused the death of every single one of my buddies?

“Arson?” Bookie prompted.

The siren began its slow wooooop, wooooop, woooop, and my mind clicked on a crucial bit of conversation I’d missed. The escapees. There must be other boys who’d done this same thing! If they could do it, so could we. I couldn’t let my pals see my doubt about what we were about to do. The Pentacle wouldn’t have flown someone all the way here just to mess with head of a test subject. I nodded decisively, hoping I looked confident. “That’s our cue. They’re coming. We’ll split up. Get as far away from here as we can.”

“But... the virus....”

“It’s a lie. Beulah herself said so, and Mitz agreed. We aren’t safe here because the virus can’t reach us; we’re safe because we were born immune.” I watched my friends’ faces as this news sunk in. “We’ve been lied to our whole lives.” 

“So... we’re safe?”

“Only from the virus. There’s a group of people hellbent on killing us, and it sounds like they’ll take out everyone here to get to us.” I paused. “They wiped out three other facilities like ours already.”

“There’s more of us?”

I nodded. “According to Mitz, yes.”

The young white-headed boy, Cricket, whispered, “How will we know the bad people?”

I shot off, “By the dangerous looks in their eyes.”

“Then what?” Camo asked from atop his steed. “What do we do once we’re out there?”

“Live,” Bookie said. “Like they do in all our favorite stories. Make some friends. Take over a castle.” He paused, and his cheeks heated. “Kiss a girl.”

“Ew,” Cricket gagged, though all my teenaged pals brightened at the prospect. 

“Might be fun,” I said to him as I grabbed a bay gelding with a white blaze by his halter and dropped the rope saddle over his neck. I cinched the girth strap and led him to the mounting block. I gathered up my bushel of curly black hair that one nurse had declared was Polynesian in origin and tied it with the string I always kept in my pocket for that purpose, then mounted my horse. “I’d love my own castle.” 

Cricket fidgeted for a second before rubbing his chest. “I’ve always felt like my heartstrings are tied to someone. Do you think I have family out there?”

“Heartstrings?” I asked, and Cricket’s skin turned even redder than normal as he held my eyes, waiting. I shrugged my answer. “Who knows? But here’s your chance to find out.” I nudged the horse with my heel and held onto his mane. Being in charge of the horses’ care meant most of us had “ponied” the women riders around the pole barn—meaning we had to ride beside them holding their reins—something I was eternally grateful for right now. My mind flashed to our favorite pastime, so I said, “Like Bookie said, we’re the heroes of our own stories now. Mitz said others like us have escaped before, so we can do this. Let’s get out of here.”

I made eye contact with each of them, waiting for the resolve to hit their expressions. It gave me a chill nanosec to memories their faces. Would I ever see any of them again? I’d never abandoned them before; it felt like a betrayal of their trust, but logically, I knew we had to split up to survive. We all hastily mounted and kicked our steeds into a canter. I raced straight for the horses grazing in the nearby field and whistled and clucked them into high gear. I knew horses were sacred; it had been literally beaten into us that no harm was ever to befall a horse, so I believed we’d all be safe if we mingled ourselves in the herd. Soon the beasts surrounded us, and I led the charge for the back field. Bookie held the crowbar in one hand so that we could free ourselves at the gate.

Shots exploded in the ground around us. “Shiz!” They almost shot a horse! I realized they were very desperate to keep us contained, imprisoned, if they were willing to sacrifice their prized steeds to get to us. My thoughts raced as fast as my pulse as Bookie leaned over, snapped the chain with the crowbar, and shoved open the gate. As soon as he nodded to me, we skipped out and split up as the sound of army Jeeps revved in the garage behind the paddock we just left. I took six horses with me; everyone else took about the same. I noticed some of the older kids had younger riders mounted behind him, which made me wish I’d grabbed a younger kid to protect, too. Ruckit! Hopefully, escaping this way would cripple our captors from following us.

We all tore into the woods and fanned out, though I knew none of us knew what creatures lurked in this strange realm. We’d never been taught much about the outdoors beyond our fence. We had fruit trees growing in an orchard on the compound, but I’d never seen so many branches growing together that they blocked out the sun. Where were we? Did tigers really exist, or were they creatures of fables? What about bears? Or hunting dogs trained to kill? And then my mind went back to Mitz’s conversation. What did she mean: we were reaching the age? That history was repeating itself? 

As my small herd of horses thundered alongside me, I knew I’d have to find somewhere safe, away from my home, my life, and the people who wanted me dead.

The biggest problems I had right now were that I didn’t know where I was or what my enemy looked like. 

I just knew I had to survive. 
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Chapter 2
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Philly

The world continued to spin despite the fact that my life, my future, my status, was unraveling before my eyes. I closed the door to my school nurse’s office and turned left at the library, heading down the hall toward my world cultures class. Nurse Edi’s apology still echoed in my ears: You have been deemed ineligible as a candidate.

The implications swirled in my brain like thick fog, amorphous, intangible. What did this all mean for me? My future? My standing in society? Holy Goddess, what would Mom think if I told her I’d be the first Carpenter in four generations to be denied my right of passage?

“Philly, hey!”

Hari’s nudge to my shoulder knocked my head out of my doom cloud. “Hey, girl.”

“Didn’t you hear me call? Whoa, what’s wrong?”

I got bashed into by two squealing girls as they raced down the hallway, mock wrestling each other. 

“Ow!” I yelled as I cradled my elbow, though they both ignored me.

“Watch it, meatheads!” Hari always had my back. But she was brave, not me.

The broader of the two girls almost tackled the other, then they collided into the wall of lockers, laughing, the rare sound echoing down the hallways. I knew their levity would draw a teacher’s attention. I also knew they’d start making out now, so I averted my gaze, rubbing my sore elbow. 

“Girls!” Ms. Jones poked her head out to chastise the pair. “If you’ve got time to waste on giggling, then I can find something for you to do.”

“We’re late for class,” one answered, and they clasped hands and ran down the hallway.

“You okay?” Hari asked, noticing I still rubbed my elbow.

I couldn’t even find the words. My news was too fresh, too raw to fully process, but Hari was the kindest, smartest person I knew. If anyone could sort out my thoughts for me, she could. We neared the empty award case, where legend said it was once filled with shiny trophies our school had won, back in the old days when we had both boys and girls here doing things called competitive sports. It jutted into the hallway so was a convenient place to avoid foot traffic. I tugged Hari to a stop, noting she’d painted fresh red tribal tattoos on her dark temples. 

“I just had my mom option exam.”

“Yeah, I was waiting on you. When you going?”

I looked at my bestie, noting the fresh cornrows in her hair. “I’m ineligible.”

Hari gasped and grabbed my shoulder, but I stared resolutely into the empty glass case. 

“How? Why? What did she say?”

Nurse Edi’s gentle-yet-condemning words still swirled in my brain. “It turns out I’m too irregular, and they just can’t waste an embryo on me. The risk is too great.”

Outrage filled Hari’s expression. “That’s not fair! Your family’s always birthed live boys! You should be top of their list. What jerks. No. Not happening. You should write a mean, angry letter to whoever’s in charge. I’ll help.”

I knew Hari would write the whole thing if I let her. Instead of asking, I sighed, watching all the girls with red bands slung around their hips walking by. All of those girls had their period; why couldn’t I get mine as easily as they got theirs? I swallowed. “Thanks. Won’t help, though. In light of my irregular menstrual cycle, they determined I’m not a good enough option.”

Hari’s mouth wrinkled as she repeated, “Not good enough.”

“But there’s a sperm shortage, so they’re tightening the rules.”

She scoffed. “They’ve been claiming that shiz for forty years. It’s how they control and manipulate us to enroll for their breeding program.”

I’d heard Hari’s anti-government rant many times over the last few years, so I didn’t react to it. I also didn’t want to say the rest of Nurse Edi’s reasons, but I couldn’t move away from the display case, so Hari, amazingly intuitive Hari, sensed there was more. 

“And?”

“They also brought up Mom.”

I waited for Hari to fill in the blanks. Her slow inhalation told me she got it. “Because of how your mama ran off after your brother died.”

Mom had sort of a mental breakdown after Rupert’s death, refusing to go back to work for almost six months after we’d buried him. She’d been so convinced Rupert was going to survive that his death undid her. “Two strikes.” Now the tears of unfairness hit. Edi had practically insinuated that, if I lost a baby, I’d go nuts, too. “Everyone’s brother dies. None makes it past the seventy-three-hour mark. Just because Rupert—” I couldn’t finish. 

“Just because Rupert,” Hari agreed, then her voice dropped. “Every pregnancy is different. They teach us that from fourth grade on. And your mama was grieving, like us.”

I swiped my sleeves up my cheeks, feeling the burn of more tears. From our childhoods, we’re taught that we can all apply to become mothers at least once. Those who birth viable boys are promised a huge boon in life—mansions, horses, servants. And my family had produced a lot of boys... briefly.

Not that I’d know what to do with a servant—or a son—but the extra money would mean we’d be able to afford in-home healthcare aides for Gigi and Grandma, and that was something I really worried about, especially after Grandma fell and broke her wrist last year. And since Gigi was one of the last remaining people on the planet who’d actually had sex with a man, keeping her and her stories around as long as possible was globally important.

Plus, Gigi was funny. Rude and crass, but funny.

And with all the women in my family birthing live boys, we’d moved up in society, despite the fact none of them survived the virus. Otherwise, I would have had three brothers, four uncles, and a grandpa. But the government still provided my family with financial boons for their efforts. We’d upgraded from an apartment to a city home to a three-bedroom in the suburbs, and now a grand five-bedroom over the last fifteen years. We even got a blue car! And nothing stood out in a parking lot full of whites, yellows, pinks, mints, and lilacs like a blue car. 

“He was a cute baby. And I’m not just saying that. You must miss him like mad.”

“I do.” I never met my two older brothers. And I’d only gotten to touch Rupert in the NICU box with the attached gloves reaching through it, but he’d made that gassy-baby smile at me and gripped my latex-covered hand with the tiniest fingers I’d ever seen. I’d even gotten to bottle feed him twice, since he was too fussy to settle when the nurse tried. That day, I’d told him I’d tied my heartstrings to his, and that he’d always find me if he followed them to their end. “He farted so loud he scared himself.”

We laughed through our tears, and Hari wiped her own cheeks. 

“Oh,” I crooned, “you smeared your powder.” Hari’s family embraced an old African tribal custom that used red ochre, which they applied cosmetically. It contrasted with the white face paint I used, which I knew I’d smeared beyond redemption. 

Hari batted away my mothering hands and said, “Even locked in a NICU box, Rupert hadn’t been safe from the virus.”

I shook my head. To this day, it infected any human with a Y chromosome, even four generations later. 

I darted a glance at Hari, then at the busy hallway. Everyone ignored us as they quietly raced to class. I’d never told Hari my secret suspicion. She sensed I had words lingering on my tongue and raised her brow.

“I don’t think Rupert died.”

Her mouth dropped open. “Um, what’s that now?”

I glanced behind her and pulled her closer to whisper. “Mom and I got into a huge fight over this, and she told me I was never to repeat this for fear the government would take me away, but I swear on Gigi’s life that whatever we cremated wasn’t Rupert.”

She snapped back to stare at me. “Are you shizzing me?”

“I’m not. When we went to say goodbye, he was too... plastic. Rubbery. And his face was wrong. Different.” Even while wearing those giant gloves attached to the NICU box, he’d felt fake, doll-like, when I’d touched him.

Hari grabbed my shirt in her fist and hauled me closer. “So, all this time, you’ve believed he’s alive? And you once never told me?”

I unpeeled Hari’s fingers from my shirt and smoothed the wrinkles, wondering yet again if the ashes on our mantlepiece were really his.

“At first, I was too scared by what Mom told me. I mean, come on, I was, what, six? Then I honestly forgot. It wasn’t until the appointment—” my breath caught with fresh pain.

“It triggered the memory.” Hari’s shoulders dropped in sympathy.

“Yeah.” Hari was so smart. She always understood.

“What are you gonna do?”

“About... him? Or the news?”

She pulled a shrug. “Both.”

The bell rang. I looked at her and slowly raised both palms in defeat.

“You’re telling your mama about this, right?”

I darted a worried glance at her.

“Right?”

At my silence, Hari tilted her head. “You’ve been talking about the dang mom option since we were, what, twelve? You hung all your hopes on this. We’ll find something else, another way. Maybe ask for another test to confirm your cycle’s not, I don’t know, workable?”

I shrugged one shoulder.

Softer, Hari asked, “Have you given any thought to anything else? Ever? I mean, besides computer hacking?”

I wanted to shake my head but didn’t. Mom, Grandma, Gigi, Hari... they’d all been telling me for years I needed a contingency plan with the state of the cryobanks, especially since what I was great at would get me arrested for life. But I was positive I’d be chosen. Positive.

With a sigh, Hari shoulder-bumped me, and then grabbed my elbow far more carefully than she had my shirt. “Come on, Philly. World culture class awaits.”

“Ugh. It’s Nox week.” Nothing like talking about dead males for seven straight days.

“Yeah. Hey, at least we get Monday off for Mortus. Maybe you can tell her then.”

Mortus. The day the last known male perished. We headed to class, my thoughts a vortex of doom. Should I bring up my suspicions about Rupert to Mom again? How was I going to tell her I failed my mom option? 

“Is Gigi still coming to school for history class?”

I nodded. “Show ‘n tell will never go out of style.”

She grinned. “Think we’ll ever start calling it herstory instead?” Hari asked.

“Only time will tell.”
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R78

I’d kept to the woods all day, galloping headlong through fields and backyards for over two hours until my horses clearly showed me they were tired and my thighs felt like they’d been dragged through hot sand. I’d lost the trailing Jeeps within the first few minutes, but I had no idea how any of my friends had fared and didn’t trust that I’d completely escaped. Now I listened carefully for cars before occasionally crossing overgrown roads that were splintered with green veins of grass and weeds. I quickly learned the horses’ hooves were super loud on the hard surface, so I kept them on the dirt whenever possible, eyeing my surroundings with sharp suspicion. Were other people watching me? Were they hiding in the trees? In abandoned homes? Was I safe out here, or just stumbling into fresh, new dangers?

I approached one road completely devoid of grass. In fact, it looked new and shiny and smelled funny, sharp. I heard something in the distance, so I leaned back onto my horse to stop him while we were still under the trees. The rest of the herd flanked me. I watched two, three cars race by at impossible speeds, easily twice what the horses could handle. They didn’t seem to be scouting for me, but I didn’t want to risk crossing this surface. What if they struck my herd at that speed?

I saw an embankment and guided the horses down there. A giant arch held the road up, and I marveled at it. Then the horses must have smelled the water racing at the bottom and made for it. I’d read about dangerous creatures that lurked in water: alligators, sharks, killer whales, piranha. I couldn’t risk the horses’ welfare, so I dismounted and waved my arms to slow them. I noted tracks near the edge—looked like goat prints—so I reasoned that if goats came to drink here, it must be safe. I eased up to the shoreline, cupped my hand into the water, then darted back. Nothing leapt out at me, and the water tasted fine. Sweet. Clean.

My bay shouldered me out of the way and plunked his muzzle into the water. The rest followed, drinking deeply after their long trek. I grabbed a fallen branch to use as a club and kept a keen eye on the silty water, but nothing stirred. I had no survival skills out here, which I’m sure was by design. None of us were taught anything of use—just math, English, history, Courtesy and Manners in the mornings, followed by shop class, HVAC, electricity and civics classes until dinnertime. Chores were either before class or after dinner. Since everyone spoke English in my facility, I assumed we were in the States. And the leaves were changing colors a bit, which meant I was in the northern territories. Bad news, I knew I lived where it snowed, which happened after the leaves fell, like they were doing around me as I sat here watching my horses graze.
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