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For strangers who became friends



CHAPTER ONE

“Run! Hide!” my brother Enu screamed beside me.

Enu had been trying to boss me around my whole life. Usually I resisted. But the sound I’d thought was thunder kept striking louder and louder behind us. It was the sound of marching feet.

Enforcers’ marching feet.

Coming toward us.

I leaned forward, bent my knees, and shoved off the pavement, trying to launch myself through a gap in the crowd ahead.

This is not my life, I thought.

I was a tech geek. A coder. A hacker. A Why leave the couch when everything’s available online? type. I never ran.

A hand grabbed my arm from behind.

“We have to stay together!” someone yelled.

Edwy. My little brother. The brother I’d never met until a few weeks ago. The one who’d always been kept safe.

Until . . . well, a few weeks ago.

“We need you!” he begged. Because I guess I was still barreling forward.

Oh, momentum . . . It’s not just a scientific theory.

I whirled around. There must have been hundreds of people around us scrambling to escape. Maybe thousands. Maybe the entire population of Refuge City. But I got something like tunnel vision: My eyes could focus only on five faces. Three belonged to twelve-year-olds: Edwy and his friends Rosi and Zeba. Two belonged to five-year-olds: Rosi’s little brother, Bobo, and a girl named Cana. Until a few weeks ago I’d never seen such young children in person, not since I was that age myself. When, of course, being that little seemed natural. But now it was hard to believe that such tiny human beings as five-year-olds were real. They seemed more like dolls or toys.

“Kiandra, will you carry me?” Cana asked, raising her arms to me. “I’m scared.”

Me too, kid, I thought.

“Enu’s the one with muscles,” I said, backing away from her.

Where was Enu?

He’d shoved his way farther into the crowd ahead of us than I had, but I grabbed for his hand and jerked him back. Because suddenly it hit me that Edwy was right: We did need to stick together. With the Enforcers invading Refuge City, we wouldn’t be able to find one another electronically. How much longer would it be safe to use anything electronic at all?

Not . . . able . . . to . . . use . . . electronics. . . .

It was a horrifying thought. I glanced down at the stolen Enforcer communication device in my hand. We’d taken it from one of the Enforcers we’d battled out in the desert. I was mostly confident that I’d managed to disable any tracking built into the device, just as I was mostly confident that I’d blocked all the bioscans for the entire city, so the seven of us kids wouldn’t instantly be picked up as criminals.

Now would be a really bad time to be wrong.

“I want you to carry me, Kiandra,” Cana insisted, grabbing my waist.

Now, what was that about? Granted, Bobo had already hopped up into Rosi’s arms, so she wasn’t available. But Cana had known Edwy her entire life—why wasn’t he her first choice? Or Zeba, who liked taking care of people? Or Enu, who really did have a lot of muscles and could have carried Cana on his back without even noticing?

Cana wasn’t the only one staring at me with wide, terrified eyes. Rosi, Zeba, Edwy, and now even Enu were too. And Bobo probably would have, except that he’d just buried his face against his sister’s neck, letting her stare for both of them.

Oh. Everybody thinks I have a plan. Everyone thinks I can save them.

I tucked the Enforcer communication device under my arm and pulled out my mobile phone.

“We need to find the best hiding place,” I told Enu. “Before we start running.”

Someone or something—Enu? Zeba? Just the natural pressure of the screaming, fleeing crowd?—pushed us to the side, against the wall of a Ref City skyscraper. But I was lost in an electronic world, searching for maps of all the nearby basements. Type, type, swipe, maximize, minimize. . . . Just in case someone could track my search, I clicked on a building four blocks to the east, even as I announced to the group, “Follow me. We’re going west.”

Cana grabbed my shoulders and scrambled up onto my back—okay, whatever. I pulled the Enforcer communication device from beneath my arm and handed it to her.

“Hide this between us,” I told her, and she obediently tucked it under her chin, against my back.

But then I felt bad, like I was endangering her too much. She was five.

I was so not used to watching out for anyone but myself.

We reached a deserted alleyway full of Dumpsters.

“The door at the end!” I shouted, pointing. “I hacked in and changed the security code for the keypad to eight-zero-nine-two. Go!”

I twisted around to pull Cana from my back and hand her to Enu. She held on tighter.

“Aren’t you coming with us?” Cana asked.

No, not just Cana—Enu practically whimpered the same thing. Maybe the others did too. My ears had starting ringing so badly I could barely hear anything.

I broke Cana’s hold on me and thrust her at Enu.

“After I hide this!” I yanked the Enforcer communication device from between Cana and me as it fell. “We don’t want to be caught with it!”

Enu grabbed my wrist.

“We get caught, we’re doomed anyway,” he said. “We can’t lose you.”

This was the worst thing ever. Not the doomed part—I already knew that. It was Enu being sentimental and needy that slayed me. He’d spent the past thirteen years—my entire life—pretty much saying, “Why do I have to have a little sister? Sisters are useless! Why couldn’t you have been the banished one? Why couldn’t I have a brother instead?”

And then, just a matter of weeks ago, Edwy had shown up at our door.

Now look where we were: homeless fugitives, desperately fleeing the alien Enforcers.

And the Enforcers claimed they had the right to take over Ref City just because of something we’d done.

I wanted to make a joke about all this, to wisecrack, Who’s useless now? I wanted all this to be a joke. Enu and me, we didn’t do serious.

But this day was nothing but serious.

“I’m not going far,” I said, my voice gruff. “I’ll just hide it . . . over there.”

I gestured at one of the Dumpsters. Strategically, this was really dumb. If the Dumpster was ever emptied again—if Ref City ever became that normal again—the communication device would be taken away. And it was insanity to keep the device in the same alleyway where we were hiding. How hard could it be to stash the device in the next alley over? Or—even better—a block or two away?

But I gazed out of the alley at the hordes flooding past on the street. Just in the few seconds since we’d ducked past the Dumpsters, the crowd had gone from panicked to frenzied to rabid. People were knocking one another down. People were trampling other people’s bodies.

“Bobo and Cana can’t see this,” Rosi said. Her brother still had his face burrowed against her neck, but she put her hand on Cana’s head, gently steering the younger girl to look toward the door leading to safety. “Come on.”

She tugged Enu and Cana toward the door. Once Enu started moving, Rosi pulled Edwy and Zeba after them.

Zeba peered at me, her eyes wide with shock and horror.

“Kiandra, please—” she began.

“I’ll be right behind you,” I promised. I wanted to add, Believe me, I’m no martyr. I know how to look out for number one.

But that wasn’t actually something I could promise. Not today.

I crouched low to hide in the shadow of the Dumpsters, and dashed to the nearest one. Then I slid the Enforcer communication device into the gap between the bottom of the Dumpster and the ground. Nobody would see it there.

Unless some rat comes along and noses it out into the open, I thought. Unless . . .

“Kiandra!”

Enu stood in the doorway at the end of the alley. I could see the others behind him, descending the stairs into darkness.

Should have stopped to grab flashlights, I thought. Should have studied survival tips for life on the streets.

I really hated situations I wasn’t prepared for. Situations I couldn’t study and analyze ahead of time.

But maybe my feet were smarter than my brain, because I started sprinting toward Enu and the doorway. When I was still a meter or two away, he reached out and pulled me in. The metal door began swinging shut behind us.

“Wait,” I said, when there was only a narrow crack left between the door and the frame.

“Did you hear something? Is someone there?” Enu hissed at me. He was already three steps down the stairs. The others were far below. “Shut the door! Lock it!”

I hadn’t heard anything new. I’d stopped hearing something. The screams of the crowd, which had seemed endless just a moment ago, had suddenly ceased.

It was like air vanishing, like going deaf—something I’d taken for granted was suddenly gone.

I peeked out the crack beside the door, and after a second Enu joined me, standing on tiptoes to lean his chin against the top of my head.

The crowd fleeing ahead of the Enforcers had disappeared. But the thudding of the Enforcers’ marching hadn’t stopped. It had grown from a distant rumble to a constant roar, like thunderclaps so close together that the echo of one met the next striking crash.

Then the first line of Enforcers came into view out in the street: one black uniform after another, one long row after another of bubbled space helmets gleaming in the sunlight like a taunt: You pitiful humans don’t know how to fight us now. Not anymore. We’ve made ourselves indestructible, can’t you see?

Enu grabbed my shoulders and began to pull me away.

“They’ll see us!”

“No, they won’t!” I shoved him away. “Only if they use the bioscans, and if those work . . .”

If those work, there’s nothing we can do, nowhere we can go. No way to save ourselves.

I didn’t say that out loud.

“I just want to see what they do,” I whispered. “I have to know . . .”

To know if we’re doomed.

Enu put his hands on my shoulders again, but only to get closer to the door. He and I both pressed our faces against the crack and kept peeking out.

One of the Enforcers at the end of the row turned toward the alley, and my heart seized. He lifted a gun to his shoulder.

I clutched Enu’s hand. There wasn’t time to run. I could only watch.

But the Enforcer wasn’t aiming at us. He pointed his gun at the Dumpster where I’d hidden the communication device. He squeezed his trigger.

Instantly the Dumpster vanished.



CHAPTER TWO

“Vaporized,” Enu whispered numbly. “He just va—”

“Shh,” I said.

The Enforcer stepped out of line. Almost casually, he began moving toward the spot where the Dumpster had been only a moment before—and toward us. But after only five or six steps he bent down and reached for something on the ground, something alongside the broken bottles and scorched weeds.

He picked up the communication device I’d hidden there.

“Does he know we’re here?” Enu asked.

“Or does he think we were in the Dumpster?” I whispered back. “Was he trying to vaporize us?”

Or maybe I just moved my lips and no sound came out. Maybe those words were too terrifying to say aloud.

The Enforcer pocketed the communication device and turned back toward the rest of his squad. Did he glance our way first? His shadowy bubble helmet made it impossible to see.

“Kiandra? Enu? What are you doing? Aren’t you coming with us?”

It was Edwy, calling up from the bottom of the stairway. Enu and I both reached for the door handle, but my hand was a little closer. I pulled the door all the way shut, waiting to hear the lock click into place before I turned. Enu’s eyes met mine as he also spun around. And even though we had only a few weeks of experience with having a younger brother—and less than twenty-four hours of knowing the other four kids—it was like Enu and I were in instant agreement: We can’t tell Edwy or the others what we saw. It will scare them too much.

“Just double-checking the lock, pipsqueak,” Enu said. His voice cracked, split with fear. He might as well have screamed, I just saw the most horrifying thing of my life! And it wasn’t a video game, wasn’t a movie, wasn’t special effects—it really happened.

Edwy just nodded.

“It’s like a maze down here,” he said. “Kiandra, do you have any idea which way we should go?”

My feet found the first step down. My brain liked that. It was screaming, Get away from the Enforcers and their vaporizers! Go! Go! Go! But all I said aloud was, “We’re under the biggest grocery store in Ref City. Let’s aim for their storeroom. We’ll need food.”

“Oh, yeah. Food,” Enu echoed blankly, as if he barely even knew what that was.

Enu was fifteen. I’d seen him eat two large pizzas and twenty buffalo wings, then stand up and announce, “Okay, now I’m hungry again. Did you order anything else, or are you trying to starve me?”

He never forgot about food.

“So do you know where the storeroom is?” Edwy asked, as if I was the one being slow and stupid.

Automatically I reached for my phone.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” Enu whispered beside me.

I did. I didn’t. What I really wanted was to go back to yesterday, when I didn’t know much of anything about Enforcers. I wanted to be back then, and back in our penthouse apartment on the other side of Ref City, where the biggest thing I’d ever had to worry about was faking Enu’s grades on the school website. That and figuring out how far it was safe to push Udans, the man who was our only link to our parents, and . . .

Oh, Udans.

My heart threatened to split wide open. Maybe it did break apart. The last time we’d seen him, Udans was driving a truck with six unconscious Enforcers hidden in the back. He was driving it away from all of us kids, because he wanted us to be safe.

If the Enforcers could track down the one solitary disarmed communication device I’d carried off, they could certainly track down Udans and the missing Enforcers.

And if they vaporized a mere Dumpster, then . . .

I stumbled on the stairs, and Enu grabbed my arm to keep me from falling.

“I don’t think my phone will work this far underground—and I should probably keep the battery for urgent uses. But if I remember the building layout right, you should turn to the left,” I told Edwy.

“Okay,” Edwy said.

Just a matter of hours ago, Edwy had been alone and surrounded by Enforcers. And he’d figured out what to do, how to outsmart the Enforcers, how to get Udans to help. If a twelve-year-old could outsmart the Enforcers, couldn’t the brilliant leaders of Refuge City figure out a way to convince the Enforcers to leave?

Of course they can, I told myself. So, really, all we have to do is hang out in the Emporium of Food storeroom eating like kings for a day or two, and then everything will go back to normal. The Enforcers will leave. And Ref City will go back to being its usual glitzy, beautiful, safe, sterile place. Where nothing I do actually matters.

I didn’t usually lie to myself. But it felt like I had to now, just to keep my feet moving.

Enu and I got to the bottom of the stairs, and we followed the younger kids through a narrow, dirty hallway lit only by bare, fly-specked bulbs. The soles of my sandals kept sticking to the dark floor, and I tried not to think about what filth might be down there. Spilled milk? Squashed bits of rotten fruit?

Blood?

Rosi and Zeba both seemed to be tiptoeing. Rosi swayed under Bobo’s weight. Earlier today she’d been running through the desert, desperately trying to escape from the Enforcers and get Cana and Bobo to safety.

“Bobo, you’re a big boy,” I said. “Why don’t you get down and walk on your own?”

I tried to sound kind and cajoling like Mrs. Koseet, the nicest nanny Enu and I had ever had. But somehow my voice came out harsh and angry like, well, pretty much every other nanny Enu and I had ever had.

Even in the dim light I could see Bobo tighten his grip around his sister’s shoulders, bunching together the fabric of her dirty, torn dress.

“He’s okay,” Rosi said wearily.

I felt Cana slide her hand into mine, and I didn’t shake it away.

“Somebody needs to turn on a brighter light,” Bobo complained. “Or we need windows. I can’t see.”

“Kiddo, we’re in a basement,” Enu said. His voice was as harsh as mine. “Basements don’t have windows.”

“Every basement did, that he’s ever seen,” Edwy said, like he was apologizing for Bobo. “Even if it was just those small, high-up windows you couldn’t actually see through, made of blocks of glass . . .”

“Oh, we had those in my Fredtown too!” Zeba exclaimed.

Were we all in shock? Was that why they were talking about basements and windows, instead of the fact that we were probably all going to die very soon?

“Fredtowns,” Enu growled, as if the word itself offended him.

It offended me, too. All the younger children—indeed, every kid on planet Earth who was twelve or younger—had been kidnapped at birth and raised until just a few weeks ago in safe, perfect little communities somewhere else in the universe. By safe, kind, supposedly perfect aliens called Freds. Nobody on Earth knew exactly where the Freds took the little kids, because, duh, of course humans would have united and attacked and brought them back.

Instead Earth’s leaders had had to bargain and cajole and convince the intergalactic court that Earth wasn’t such a bad place after all, and that it was safe for all the kids to come home.

That process had taken twelve years.

Meanwhile Enu and I—and all the other kids who were born even just a little bit more than twelve years ago—were shunted around and ignored and pretty much left to grow up on our own. Because Earth’s parents could think of nothing but their lost children.

At least, that was how it had felt to me.

“It’s not our fault where we grew up,” Edwy said quietly. “None of us had a choice.”

“We have a choice now,” Enu grumbled, pointing to a split in the hallway ahead. “Which way, Kiandra?”

I automatically reached for my phone again—then drew my hand back. It wasn’t worth the risk.

“Maybe . . . left again?” I said, my voice trembling. I hated not being sure. I hated the way my mind went fuzzy, trying to remember the blueprint of this basement.

I hated not being able to hold a phone or a tablet or a laptop in my hand and instantly know everything I wanted to know.

“It’s okay if you’re wrong,” Zeba said comfortingly. “We know you’re doing the best you can.”

Why did that make me want to punch her in the face?

It was a good thing Cana had such a tight grip on my hand, or I might have.

All the younger kids obediently turned to the left. Enu narrowed his eyes menacingly at me but did the same.

The new hallway was even dimmer and dirtier than the first. But ahead of me Rosi, Zeba, and Edwy all stepped confidently, as if they totally trusted me. I studied the straight, perfect part in Zeba’s hair, the strands on each side smoothed down into sleek braids. I watched Rosi grab Edwy’s arm when he started to slip on an oily patch on the floor. Once he was steady again, she patted him encouragingly on the back.

Had I ever been that un-self-conscious?

Probably not. Even when I was four or five—Cana’s age—I could remember worrying that if my hand brushed a boy’s arm in our kindergarten class, that boy would think I liked him, the other girls would tease me, the teacher would tell me I needed to keep my hands to myself. . . .

What would I be like if I had grown up in a Fredtown? I wondered, not for the first time.

It didn’t really matter. Either way, I’d be back on Earth now, and in danger from the Enforcers.

“Kiandra was right!” Cana suddenly crowed beside me. She pointed to a door to the side, one we’d almost walked past. Someone had scrawled a label on the door: STOREROOM.

“That kid knows how to read?” Enu muttered. “Isn’t she only five?”

In our normal life, that would have been the cue for me to mock him: I can see why you’re amazed, since you barely know how to read now. But being right made me feel so good, I kicked back into take-charge mode.

“Okay, here’s what we do,” I announced. “I’ll pick the lock, and then—”

“Pick the lock?” Cana repeated. “You mean the door is locked, but you’re going to make it open anyway? That doesn’t sound like a good thing to do! When people put locks on things, you have to respect the other people’s belongings.”

“But people are more important than things, and the people who own this room would want us to be safe,” Zeba explained gently. “And Kiandra thinks we need to go into this room to do that.”

“Oh,” Cana said.

I bit my tongue to keep from saying, The people who own this room wouldn’t care. I gave Enu a little kick so he wouldn’t say anything either. Then I balanced on one foot and pulled off the other sandal. I used the pointed part of the sandal’s buckle to poke into the lock on the door. Was the tongue of the buckle long enough?

Click—success.

I turned the doorknob.

“Now, where did you learn that?” Edwy asked, his eyes wide and glowing.

I couldn’t say, Breaking into Enu’s room when he wasn’t around, what else? with Enu standing right there. So I just bragged, “Stick with me. You’ll learn all sorts of things.”

My swagger melted away as soon as I put my sandal back on and we all shoved our way into the storeroom. This room was clean and bright—too bright. It was full of gleaming chrome counters that reflected our shocked, dirty faces. Racks along the side overflowed with glistening strawberries, lettuce, grapes, radishes . . .

Any place that sterile and well lit had to be cleaned regularly. Produce that fresh had to be switched in and out at least once a day. Maybe even hourly.

“Quick,” I said. “Grab as much food as you can carry, and let’s get out of here.”

Bobo poked his head up, so only his dark eyes showed over Rosi’s shoulder.

“That would be stealing,” he said. “Stealing is bad.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to snarl back, You don’t even have green eyes, so what do you know?

Good grief, where had that come from?

I knew—it was the kind of thing my parents believed. So did many others back in my miserable birthplace, Cursed Town. Plenty of people in Ref City thought that way too.

But I didn’t. I wasn’t like that.

Rosi patted Bobo’s hair.

“Don’t worry, little brother,” she said. “We’ll pay for everything we take. Then it’s not stealing.”

Zeba and Edwy reached for their pockets. Distress flowed over both their faces.

“When I put on these clothes, I thought I was just going to play a basketball game,” Zeba muttered, tugging on her T-shirt and patting her netted shorts. “I don’t have anything to pay with.”

Enu started to pull up a pocket of his basketball shorts; then he shoved it down again.

“We can’t leave a debit card behind,” he said. “Not with my name on it. We can’t let anyone know we were here. We can’t leave a trail. . . .”

“Then we’ll leave a note promising that we’ll come back and pay,” Rosi said in a firm voice.

“Except there’s no paper,” Edwy said, looking around. “Or anything to write with.”

Seriously? We were running away from Enforcers who probably wanted to kill us, and these kids were going to stop and debate how to make it right to steal a radish?

Bobo started to cry.

“I’m so hungry,” he said.

“We ran out of food, out in the desert,” Rosi said, as if to apologize for her brother’s whining and tears. “Bobo and Cana and I, we haven’t eaten since . . . since . . .”

The corners of her mouth trembled, like she was about to cry, too.

“So—eat! Here!” I grabbed a handful of strawberries and held them out to her.

Rosi jerked back, as if I were trying to force-feed her poison.

“I can’t set a bad example for Bobo,” she mumbled.

Cana tugged on my arm.

“What if we eat the food, and then stay here until the nice store owner comes?” she asked, gazing up at me, her green eyes wide and innocent. “We can hide until we’re sure it is the nice store owner, not someone who . . . who might want to hurt us. And we’ll tell the nice store owner what happened, and he’ll understand. And we’ll make sure he gets his money. So everybody’s happy.”

“That’s a good plan!” Zeba exclaimed.

Oh, right, I wanted to snarl. Except for about ten billion reasons it isn’t. Starting with—let’s just go with the basic—when are store owners ever nice? Did you kids even grow up on Planet Earth?

No, they hadn’t. I didn’t know why I couldn’t keep that in my brain.

It was just . . . the younger kids looked so much like normal human beings. Edwy might as well have been Enu’s clone from three years ago.

I gazed toward Enu, because I knew he wouldn’t put up with this nonsense. But he shrugged.

“Okay,” he said. “Whatever.”

Bobo squealed and scrambled down. And then he grabbed a giant strawberry out of my hand and plopped the whole thing into his mouth.

“There’s meat and cheese in the giant refrigerator over here,” Edwy exclaimed, opening one stainless steel door after another. “And . . . ice cream in the freezer!”

As the younger kids ran around collecting food, I grabbed Enu’s arm.

“You’re faking them out, right?” I said. “After our stomachs are full, then we have to find a safer hiding place. We can’t stay where everything’s so bright. And where other desperate fugitives might figure out to come for food . . .”

Enu stopped in the middle of cramming grapes in his mouth. He leaned close, so only I would hear.

“Why are you acting like any of this matters?” he asked. He bit down hard on a grape. Some of the juice hit my cheek. “You can do whatever you want. I just decided I don’t want to die on an empty stomach.”

In my mind’s eye, I saw the Enforcer vaporizing the Dumpster again—the Dumpster solid and heavy and there one moment, then zapped into nothingness the next. I could tell: That moment was scrolling again and again through Enu’s brain too.

Enu thought we were going to meet the same fate as that Dumpster, no matter what we did. He already thought of us as nothing.

Enu had given up. And he thought I should too.

But I wasn’t Enu.



CHAPTER THREE

Bobo was still chewing when he fell asleep.

“I’ll just tuck him in over . . . uh, over there?” Rosi murmured, peering around.

She must have been looking for someplace safe and dark and hidden. But even the corners of the storeroom were brightly lit.

“We can take turns standing guard,” Edwy said, wiping mustard off his face. “You can sleep first.”

Was this really my brother being so sweet and noble? Edwy looked like such a mini-Enu, it threw me off whenever Edwy did something that wouldn’t have even occurred to Enu.

How would Enu have turned out if he’d been raised in a Fredtown? I wondered.

My throat ached as I watched Rosi wrap a towel around Bobo like a blanket. Or, no—she was hiding him. She wasn’t as stupid as I thought. Rosi, Zeba, and Cana curled up alongside the little boy, and Rosi began pulling towels over to hide Zeba’s orange T-shirt and basketball shorts and Cana’s green-and-brown dress as well.

“Enu,” I whispered.

Enu kept mindlessly cramming sandwich halves into his mouth.

“I can’t . . . ,” I began. “I can’t stay here.”

Enu’s eyes widened; even his dim-bulb brain had picked up on how I’d shifted from we to I.

Automatically my hand reached for the phone in my pocket. Then, resolutely, I let my hand drop. How many times had I repeated this process since the other kids had started eating? Fifty? A hundred?

“I mean, I can’t just stay here without knowing how much danger we’re in,” I said. “How likely it is that we’re going to be found. I have to know what’s going on . . . outside.”

Enu’s eyes tracked the movement of my hand: reaching for the phone once again, then resolutely stopping.

“You’re addicted to the Internet,” he said. “It’s like a drug that’s going to kill you. And the rest of us too.”

So now he was accusing me of giving up?

Food always had made Enu cocky.

“I’m not going to check anything on my phone,” I said. “That’s too dangerous. But those stairs over there have to lead up into the store. There’d be TVs, I bet. Maybe even a computer I could hack into on some office desk. A computer that wouldn’t be linked to me, so no one would know I was the one using it. . . .”

“Sounds like too much of a risk to me,” Enu complained through a mouthful of mushed-up bread and deli meat. “But . . . you’re going to drive yourself crazy if you don’t go up those stairs, right?”

I guess Enu knew me as well as I knew him.

Enu swallowed hard, probably gulping down an entire sandwich practically unchewed.

“I’m going with you,” he said. “It’s not like you could protect yourself on your own.”

Why did he always have to turn something sweet and kind into a put-down?

“Edwy, get over here,” he said, motioning with his head. Edwy obediently left the other kids behind.

“You two want to sleep too, while I’m standing guard?” Edwy asked eagerly, as if he could single-handedly fend off Enforcers.

Well, he did do pretty well on his own out in the desert, while Enu was hiding in a cave and I was locked in the truck. . . .

He’d also had Udans’s help, back in the desert.

I couldn’t let myself think about Udans.

Enu puffed out his chest, like he always did when he was showing off for Edwy. Just think how obnoxious Enu would be if he’d had a little brother idolizing him for the past twelve years, instead of just the past two weeks.

“Kiandra and I are going to scout around a little, get the lay of the land,” he said. “You’re in charge while we’re away.”

Right, because in Enu’s opinion, any room Enu was in belonged to Enu. So of course when Enu left, Enu got to choose the next leader.

“Can’t I go too?” Edwy asked.

Edwy was just a year younger than me. But the difference between twelve and thirteen was huge. Edwy still had rounded cheeks, almost like Bobo’s. His arms reminded me of twigs or maybe pipe cleaners—not the boulders that Enu’s biceps called to mind.

But out in the desert, I’d seen Edwy bravely walk toward the Enforcers chasing Rosi, even though he seemed to have no chance of rescuing her. It had done something to my heart. Before I’d known it, I was acting insanely brave too.

I couldn’t stand to see Edwy rushing toward danger again.

“Didn’t you just promise to stand guard for the others?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Edwy said, his face flushing. He bit his lip, then blurted, “Do you really think it’s a good idea for us to split up?”

“Sure,” Enu said, sounding as carefree as ever. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

Edwy didn’t look like he believed Enu, which made me feel even more like I had to get away. Fast.

“Out of our way, squirt,” I growled, scurrying for the stairs.

So when I get to the top of the stairs and some trigger-happy Enforcer instantly vaporizes Enu and me, those are the last words Edwy’s going to remember me saying to him? I thought. I’m as bad as Enu.

I couldn’t think about that right now. I couldn’t think about trigger-happy Enforcers, either, or else I would freeze completely.

Enu and I reached the door at the top of the stairs, and I had to use my sandal buckle again to pick another lock.

“No sudden moves,” I whispered to Enu. “We don’t step out into the open anywhere, until we’re sure it’s safe.”

Enu made a sound that might have been a skeptical snort, because none of this was safe. We hadn’t been safe since we’d forced Udans to take us out into the desert.

No, really, we hadn’t been safe since Edwy and the other younger children had come back from their Fredtowns.

Maybe we hadn’t been safe since we were born. Maybe safety had always been an illusion.

I opened the door a crack. I saw dark shadows, but they were only empty tables and empty chairs. Good. We weren’t facing into the store itself, just some employee workroom that was deserted.

“Coast is clear,” I murmured to Enu.

Both of us slipped into the dark room, leaving the door ajar behind us. The only light came from beside the door, where a giant screen displayed staticky lines and fuzz.

“There’s a TV, but it’s broken,” Enu said, the disappointment heavy in his voice.

“Or the Enforcers stopped all the broadcasts,” I muttered.

“Could they . . . could they shut down the Internet, too?” Enu asked.

“Sure,” I said, as though this didn’t make my stomach churn and my palms sweat.

Maybe Enu was right. Maybe I was addicted to the Internet.

I skirted past the flickering TV screen and tiptoed toward the door at the opposite side of the room. I had my hand on the doorknob when a voice suddenly boomed behind me: “Attention, Refuge City!”



CHAPTER FOUR

It was just the TV.

But who’s controlling it?

Enu was reaching out to punch my arm. He was probably about to say something stupid like, Hey, look! The TV isn’t broken, after all! Do you see? Do you see it’s working now?

But I was already reacting. I whipped around and tackled him.

Normally, Enu could have flicked me away like an annoying bug. He outweighed me by at least twenty-five kilograms of solid muscle. But I had the element of surprise on my side. I knocked him to the floor.

“What are you doing?” Enu protested, but I already had my hand over his mouth.

“Sometimes,” I whispered in his ear, “TVs work like spy cameras. While we’re watching them, they could be watching us.”

Enu nodded, and I slid my hand off his face. We rolled over behind one of the chairs, and I lifted my head just enough to peek at the TV from across the tabletop. Enu crept up beside me.

Normally, sitting beside Enu was like hanging out with a water buffalo. He took up all the room. Sometimes I swore he breathed in all the air, and there was none left for me. But right now it felt like Enu had shrunk. I leaned my shoulder against his just to make sure he was still there.

A familiar face appeared on the TV screen: a TV anchorman named Daniel Brockteau. His smile was as self-assured as ever, his dark hair as slicked-back and perfect as always.

“We are reporting live on the arrival of our rescuers in Refuge City,” he says. “The Enforcers have generously consented to stay as long as needed to ensure peace and prosperity.”

I thrust my hand out to cover Enu’s mouth again, because it would be just like him to yell, They’re aliens, not rescuers! They’re not even human! They’re not being generous—they’re evil! People were running away in terror!

But maybe I’d overestimated Enu’s processing speed. He just sat there with his jaw dropped, like he didn’t understand.

And, really . . . I’m the one more likely to yell at a TV screen.

“We have a special guest here in the news studio,” Daniel Brockteau announced, smoothly gathering up papers on the desk before him. “Sir?”

The camera scanned to the right, where a second man sat at the adjoining desk.

No, not a man, I thought. An Enforcer.

The bubblelike space helmet around his head was a dead giveaway, but I think I would have known anyway. The Enforcer’s eyes were too cold and beady; the human face he wore under the helmet looked a little too fake.

But doesn’t Daniel Brockteau’s face look fake too? I tested myself. Like he’s had plastic surgery, like every pore of his skin is covered with makeup?

It wasn’t the same. I couldn’t explain it, even to myself, but I still looked at Daniel Brockteau and instantly categorized him as human, and looked at the Enforcer and instantly thought, Not.

And yet Edwy had told me that the entire time he’d lived in Fredtown—all his life until the past few weeks—he’d never realized that the Freds were aliens too. He’d never known that he wasn’t on Earth.
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