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    Author’s Note

    This story was inspired by Evita, the musical about Eva Peron. It is not an account of a life exactly like Eva’s, although as I prepared this novel I watched documentaries about her and read books about her and by her.

     

    This is the story that grew inside of me after I was teased by Evita’s legend. I am grateful, in advance, to all of the modern women who will forgive me for the way this story is told. I set the story far into the future, but I could not remove the patriarchy or the story would not have felt possible. But after all, the patriarchy remains in many places on Earth today.

  


  
    


    


    


    


     

    Epigram

    To women everywhere who have fought for rights and freedoms.

    Also to my mother: mothers are priceless.

  


  
     


    PART ONE: YEARNING

  


  
     

    1: A Hole in the Sky

    Four men in red uniforms surrounded three men wearing dirty gray work clothes. The reds muscled the less fortunate men down an orange hallway. Uneven light showed scars where bots and cargo carts had bumped the metal walls and two places where graffiti had been painted over.

    Ruby pressed her back hard against the wall and waited for the group to pass her. She recognized all seven, even though they worked a different shift from hers. The looks on their faces were familiar: the reds stoic to boredom, their meanness hiding just under their bones, and the grays at once anxious and resigned.

    She kept her silence as the knot of people passed. The closest red elbowed her in the stomach and stepped on her foot casually, as if she couldn’t have been avoided. She knew his name. Vidal. He spoke without looking at her. “Waiting for your turn, Ruby? Keep being a little bitch and we’ll get you as soon as you’re old enough.”

    “Be nice, Vidal, and I won’t have to talk truth.”

    The red didn’t respond, but neither did he touch her a third time.

    The youngest gray looked at her in desperation. She remembered his name. Hugh. They’d talked during the last Festival of Changes, and he’d been sweet and hadn’t tried to kiss her. He was just a year older, but that made him an adult, which made it legal to lock him up without as much provocation as they’d need for her.

    There were enough of them to take her, too. Ruby hesitated a moment, thinking through the odds.

    She slid her journal free of her pocket and set it on record, glanced up to be sure they weren’t looking back at her, and shoved the journal in the loose waistband of her gray uniform pants. The sharp edge rubbed painfully against her skin in one place, but she might need the recording. She’d just have to keep their attention on her face. Or her face and her breasts, she thought. Damned reds.

    The group had gotten well past her before she took off after them. “Stop!” she shouted.

    They didn’t.

    She dodged for an opening and passed around them as fast as she could, so they couldn’t grab her. Their hands were busy restraining the grays, anyway.

    Vidal almost managed to trip her, and she kept herself from stepping down hard on his foot—hurt any of the reds, and she would go with the other grays. She looked at the leader, a tall man with silver hair that she had no name for. “Hugh. The young one. What’d he do? I know him. He doesn’t break your rules.”

    The man spoke to his fellow reds. “Don’t listen to her. She’s not here.” He kept the group going. Ruby moved ahead of them, walking a little backward and a little sideways, careful not to slow them down while remaining impossible to ignore.

    Hugh glanced at her and jerked his head sideways. Signaling for her to give up?

    Ruby reached for her best sure-of-herself voice. “You gotta let him out by the morning anyway. They’ll need him. He runs the trash compactor and his shift mate’s been sick a week.”

    No response.

    She sighed. “Let him go, or I’ll report you.”

    Still no response. The reds had picked up their pace; they were getting too close to her.

    She turned to face them, backing up as fast as she could.

    They kept coming, Vidal’s eyes so angry she’d be dead if they were weapons.

    “I have the right to ask what he’s being detained for.”

    Hugh spoke, his voice strained and shaky. “I didn’t do a thing. I was just in the same galley with these two. I don’t even know what they did.”

    The other grays were both older, people she’d seen but not talked to. Nothing she could do for them, for sure. Probably not for Hugh, but the fear in his eyes made her keep trying. “Let him go. He’s never been in lockup. He doesn’t deserve it now.”

    “Get out of our way,” Vidal growled at her, tightening his grip on Hugh’s arm.

    Ruby ignored Vidal. He wasn’t the power anyway. She looked directly at the older man. “I’ll report you. Maybe it won’t matter, but maybe it will. You don’t need him.”

    Vidal’s upper lip curled. “Are you sweet on him? Should I be jealous?”

    The older gray winced and gave Vidal a harsh look.

    Good. She had him. “He’s just my friend,” she said, dropping some of the anger in favor of sounding like she needed help. “Please don’t hurt him.”

    “When you get old enough, we’re taking you,” Vidal hissed.

    The older man looked genuinely irritated.

    Ruby took another step back, keeping her eyes on the leader.

    “What’s that in your belly?” he asked.

    She didn’t answer. Lying could be bad. “Let him go, please.” She fought the urge to touch her journal, kept her fists at her side. “Please.”

    He had stopped, so the others stopped. He looked at Hugh. “You don’t know these two?”

    Hugh swallowed. “Of course I know them. Know who they are. They work in the orchard. But I don’t work there, and I don’t know what they’re in trouble for.”

    The other two grays were still silent, and one of them narrowed his eyes and bit his tongue. The other one said, “He’s telling the truth.”

    “Shit,” the leader said. “You could have told me that.”

    She’d won. It was the gray’s fault now, or at least the reds could pretend that was so. It meant the other two would have it harder, but with someone to blame, the reds would let Hugh go. Surely they would.

    The leader kept looking at her. When he spoke his voice was low. “I’ll remember you.”

    She didn’t say anything.

    He did. “Hand me your journal.”

    Her mouth had become dry, and it was hard to even get the words out. “I need it back. I’m a student.”

    “I’ll drop it at your parents'.”

    He probably would. He’d actually been pretty straight with her, all things considered. Almost fair. “My mother’s hab. Siri Martin. I have no father.”

    The man nodded and then spoke to Vidal. “Let him go.”

    Vidal slammed Hugh into the metal wall so hard that she heard Hugh’s shoulder pop and the hard outflow of his breath on impact.

    She stayed still until they left.

    Hugh looked up at her, hugging himself and shaking. “Thanks.”

    She nodded. “Go. I know you have a girlfriend. Go to her.”

    “Can I thank you?”

    “Stay out of sight for a few days.” She smiled at him, trying to break the thick fear he was still wearing on his skin and in his eyes. “You’re all right. They’ll leave you for now.” She didn’t want him to stay. She wanted to be alone. “Go on.”

    He did, limping a little, but moving reasonably fast in the same direction he’d come from. Hopefully they would leave him alone. She didn’t trust Vidal out of her sight, but the tall man might keep him in line. Reds needed some reason to lock up grays. Thin excuses were enough. But they needed something.

    She let Hugh turn a corner before she took off, running. Her footsteps echoed in the long metal box of the corridor, the cadence of her anger matching her strides, hot and familiar.

     

    She ran longer than she needed to, circling the whole pod twice before making a sharp right and emerging in an open space, trading the greasy orange of the ship’s corridor for the pastels of the C-pod park. She barely slowed to swipe her wrist past the reader on the metal post marking the entrance.

    On the far side of the gate, she stopped to catch her breath, drinking in the clean, airy smell of her favorite place. The open space rested in default mode. Thin white clouds slid across a pale blue roof. A soft breeze blew across blossoming orchard trees and sweetened the air. It was nearly shift change, and so everyone else was probably prepping or sleeping, not coming home late after a singing lesson.

    Far off, a siren sounded. Ruby ignored it, muttering under her breath, “Damned sirens. Too many drills.”

    The siren stopped.

    Her chest felt tight and her thighs hurt from running. Not running away from the reds. Never running away. Just running.

    With luck she could be alone here for a few hours. She went to the control panel, forcing deep breaths.

    Still no sign of anyone else. No noise.

    The panel rose as she approached, stopping at the perfect height. It tilted toward her, as if requesting her touch. The oils of thousands of fingers had smeared the controls into a sea of red and blue and gray, but Ruby didn’t hesitate. She tapped it into expert mode, playing it like she played her sound sheet, confident and familiar.

    The surface flashed light back at her, conversing.

    Ruby commanded the blue color of the roof to deepen and light to gather in the right-hand corner, flowing into a single yellow-white orb so bright she squinted. She sent a flock of virtual birds winging in random patterns across the fake sky. She strengthened and cooled the wind until the air flowing past her cheeks stung them red.

    She shook her head, her arms, letting the scene in the corridor with the reds slide away from her. She needed to forget she was a grease monkey, a gray girl, someone who might end up in lockup. The park was the only place Ruby had the right to be where she could forget herself.

    She left the controls and took the path, glancing up from time to time at the fake birds flocking above her. If she and Onor were right, and the other level of the ship was above her, then the birds winged below the floor of other habs the same way the cargo holds existed below her feet.

    The path she walked circled and looped, sometimes recrossing the places it had been. A trick of the programming to fool her into thinking the space was bigger. The surface gave beneath her feet, absorbing the sound of her passage. Here and there, empty benches sat lonely in the pretend vastness of the park. It was big, bigger than any other open space in C-pod, and its connection to the fruit orchard and the vegetable garden made it seem even vaster. Display surfaces on the walls and the roof added depth, so it looked almost like she imagined a planet would, as if the sky were truly far above and the park went on forever.

    She stopped at one of the benches beside a spindly tree. The trunk was only three inches wide, the top of the tallest branches just out of reach if she jumped. Probably a fruit tree that would get moved in next time the orchard lost one. The tree’s roots were channeled into pots that hung below the surface, trimmed by some of the very bots she was learning to clean and test.

    She touched the bark, running her finger across small knots and twists. The tree had real life in it. More real than the path or the sky or the birds. She plucked a leaf and crumpled it between her fingers, touching her tongue to the thin strip of bitter green blood that oozed from the severed stem.

    Her throat choked up. She didn’t let the tears come. If she were to start crying, her anger would leak away, and she liked her anger. It made her bigger.

    The path bucked under her feet.

    She drew in a breath, ready to scream. Instead, the floor slapped the air out of her, so she gasped and choked. She rolled. The tree was closer to her than the bench, so she reached for its trunk.

    Light flashed bright and then dimmed. The displays that made the walls and floor and ceiling flickered and then faded to blank surface.

    A crack opened across the floor, now a dead black, and the bench tilted but didn’t fall.

    Ruby pulled herself up, gripping the slender trunk so tight that the rough bark hurt her palms as her body lightened, the change in weight fast enough to unsettle her stomach and make her mouth taste bitter.

    The ship kept tearing, metal pulling and screeching away from metal above her head. The roof opened almost directly above her, a slit longer than five or six people and as wide as one.

    Ruby clutched the tree and looked up. The wind had picked up so much her shirt flapped against her belly and her hair stung her neck.

    Through the crack, details competed for her attention. Stairs and corridors and handholds and flooring, all off kilter. Figures running away from the rent, grasping handholds and pulling themselves out of her vision. A light winked off. Another winked on, illuminating a humanoid robot that gripped the hand of a compact man in a blue uniform, keeping him from falling.

    The sky of the new level was black, dead black. The roof above her and the roof above that, all black. The few lights above her were small points of white. She’d learned from drill instructions that power would be stripped from unnecessary things in an emergency, but her sky had never been black.

    Broken pipes and wires protruded from the space between the levels.

    A woman’s scream came from far away.

    The park jerked again.

    The surface under her feet canted further, and she spared a glance for the bench just as it tilted almost straight up. A hole, like the one above her.

    Gravity hadn’t fallen quite low enough for her to float. Besides, all the drills said hold on, hold on, hold on. There were stories of people caught in gravity fluxes who floated up and then smashed down. Below, only the tall, cluttered service floor and beyond that, between her and the great rushing void of space, the cargo pods, and outside of those, the wall of the ship itself. If the outer shell of the Fire had been breached, she would already be dead.

    She needed to stay calm in spite of the ever-cooler air rushing about and the thinness of her breath.

    The hole in the floor of the park was immediate and close. It mattered now.

    She redoubled her grip on the tree, whispering, “Please don’t fall, please don’t, please stay.”

    Another shudder opened the crack further. The bench dangled. The bolts that held it to the floor ripped away and it clattered below.

    Ruby looked up. Where there had been birds, the man the robot had been reaching for fell through the rent in the roof. The ripped reflective surface of the roof flapped loose. The man caught it, swinging in slow motion, reaching impossibly toward the place he had come from. The metal man reached for him, then overreached. It tumbled slowly through the opening, its trajectory taking it right to the man, bumping him. Both fell slowly.

    The pod jerked again.

    The tree stayed in place. Ruby maintained her grip, holding her feet on the ground. The man and the robot fell, the two forms separating in the air.

    Above them, the torn roof bled misshapen spheres of water and other fluids that refracted the emergency lights in shifting prisms behind the tumbling figures. The man tried to flap his arms like a bird, a reflexive silliness in the low gravity. He looked incredulous, his mouth open but not screaming as he fell through the air, now twenty feet above her. She hung on with one hand and reached toward him even though he was too far away to grab.

    All lights switched off, except for three or four thin beams. The gravity generator activated and she was suddenly heavy.

    The man thudded to the surface of the park with a grunt, a whoosh of breath escaping his lungs. He lay between her and the hole the bench had slipped through, the surface canted slightly toward the opening, like one of her shallow oil funnels. The robot fell feet first down the hole, reaching for an edge and missing. The expression on its face showed the placidity of all humanoid bots, and Ruby choked back a nervous giggle at the absurd vision.

    Then her weight felt right. The gravgens balanced. She reached a hand out to the man. “Here,” she called.

    He twisted to look at her, his eyes wide. “I’m hurt.”

    “What? Can you reach me?”

    The muffled ring of metal on metal told her the robot had collided with the floor far below.

    The man slid sideways toward the hole, using one leg but not the other. “My foot.”

    “You have to,” she said.

    He crawled toward her, his face contorted with the effort.

    She forced her hands free of the tree trunk and went to him, pulling him up.

    His right leg buckled, taking him to his knees. “I can’t. Walk.”

    “You must.”

    His muscles bunched across his neck and jaw. His brows drew in over startling blue eyes. Sweat shone on his forehead, but he stood, wobbly, one hand on her shoulder.

    The floor shifted underfoot and he fell again. Ruby tugged on his arm with both her hands. “Come on. You can do this.”

    He shook his head.

    “You’ll die.”

    Another effort, and he was up. She took as much of his weight as she could, wishing for less gravity. His clothes felt slick and unfamiliar. She tested the ground in front of her as they went, unsure how stable anything might be. He grunted with each step, crying out once. “Keep going,” she encouraged him. “We need something else to hang onto.”

    “It hurts.”

    “Less than death.” Sweat stung her eyes as she supported him and led him to a different bench by a different tree, helping him sit. She grabbed onto the back of the bench with one arm and used her free hand to curl his hand around the top slat. “Hold on.”

    He did. At first that’s all he did, grip and look around, his brows drawn together and his face white. The dim, strange light barely defined his features. A shock of red hair hung over bluer eyes than any she’d ever seen. He was older than her brothers. Maybe twenty-five? He wore a clean blue uniform with a darker blue belt. She blinked at the color; she’d never been so near a blue.

    Clean. He looked and even smelled clean.

    The ship shuddered and he gripped the bench so tightly his knuckles whitened. “What’s happening?” he whispered.

    Ruby shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe we hit something.”

    He winced. “If we hit something we’d be dead.” He sounded entirely sure of himself.

    “So what do you think?”

    “Something broke.”

    Another sound of metal screeching and giving way came from below them.

    Sirens started up, strident but far away. Probably from the living quarters. “Someone’s alive,” Ruby said.

    “Is it always so cold in here?”

    “No.” She glanced at the hole in the floor. “The temp systems must have gone wonky.”

    “I can breathe okay.”

    “Me, too.” The sirens stopped, the silence ominous if also a relief.

    He seemed to focus on her for the first time. “Thanks for helping me.”

    “We all help each other. It’s how we stay alive.”

    He hesitated, then asked, “You’re a gray?”

    Surely he could see her worn-out uniform. Really, who else lived down here except a few reds, and even in the awful light here he could tell she wasn’t wearing red. “I’m Ruby.”

    It was the first time she’d seen him smile, and it made him look younger. “Glad to meet you. I’m Fox.”

    The light flickered up and then down. Nothing moved in the park, including them. It felt to her like The Creative Fire held its breath, unsure how to react to whatever had torn bits of its guts apart. She’d only ever seen a small part of the ship, but there had been pictures of The Creative Fire in school, so she knew it as a fat disk. She had been shown the layouts for the cargo bays and the places the grays inhabited: eight self-contained pods between the cargo ring and whatever hung above their heads. “Do you know if the whole ship’s falling apart?”

    He shrugged. “How would I? There wasn’t any warning. The sirens went off just before the floor opened up under me. Thank god it wasn’t during shift change. There’d have been more of us in the corridors.” He rubbed at his ankle and grimaced.

    Someone would come for them. Ix would know everything, Ix always did. Ix watched over everyone’s safety. “At least the Fire’s not tearing herself up anymore.”

    “If we’re lucky.”

    Ruby sat curled opposite him on the bench, the armrest digging into her back. It gave her a good view of his white face and the pain in his eyes. She pointed toward the roof. “Where did you come from?”

    “J-pod.”

    That didn’t tell her anything except that he wasn’t from anyplace the grays lived, but she’d known that. Still, she hesitated, and finally chose not to admit she didn’t know what he meant. “I’ve never been there.”

    He grimaced. “Of course you haven’t. And I haven’t been here. I never—” he shifted his position on the bench, grimacing—“thought grays would be so pretty. What do you do?”

    She blushed, caught off guard. “I’m studying to maintain the repair bots. This is my last year.”

    He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t look old enough.”

    She bristled. “I’m sixteen.”

    “It takes us longer.” He looked lost in thought for a moment, chewing at his lower lip, then he smiled and said, “I guess we’re slower.” He looked around. “Someone will come, won’t they?”

    “They’re probably worried about other things.”

    The idea seemed to surprise him. He sat back and closed his mouth tight, then nodded. Maybe he was right. Maybe the reds would worry about him and come rescue him. A blue might matter more than an apprentice robot-repair girl. “At least we can breathe. It could be worse.”

    He gave her a soft smile at that, like he approved of her positive statement or maybe needed it. “I might freeze to death.”

    “Ix’ll get to us. It must have our body stats and know that you’re injured and in the wrong place. So there’s worse going on than us being cold and your ankle.”

    “I hope someone comes soon.” He drew his arms in close to his chest.

    He was a bit of a baby for a blue, she thought. His foot must be hurting badly.

    Cold seeped into her lungs. With Fox’s injury, he probably felt it even more than she did.

    Someone should have come by now.

    She didn’t have her journal, so she couldn’t use it to call out. Fox didn’t have anything with him. At home, school, any of the work places, there would be first-aid gear. There would be a kit in the walls here, too, but she couldn’t risk moving them away from the safety of the bench. There were no handholds on the floor of the park, and she didn’t trust the gravgens. Not yet. If the gravgens switched off while she walked through an open space with no handholds, she could lose her grip on the floor.

    Her shirt was a hand-me-down, big on her except across the chest and too long. She ripped a strip of material off the bottom and held it out to him.

    “What?”

    Whoever this Fox was, no one had apparently taught him basic first aid. She let go of the bench and knelt by his ankle, which was in front of him, his knee bent so his foot rested bottom-down on the middle of the seat. “I can give it some pressure, maybe stabilize it a little. If the gravgens go wonky again, grab me? I don’t want to float away from you.”

    He nodded, finally offering a smile. “Be careful. It hurts like . . . a . . . like a lot.”

    She probably knew more curse words than Fox. Still, it felt sweet that he’d been careful not to use them around her. Even though his boot pulled off fairly easily, he grunted when she made her last tug. His ankle was twice the size of the other one, but the skin hadn’t broken. He only cried out once while she wrapped it. When she finished, she said, “That should help. Not stop the pain, but maybe keep it from getting more swollen. We should get a cold pack for you.”

    “It’s getting cold enough.”

    She laughed.

    The lights went out, and she clutched his hand. She didn’t think about it, she just did it. They were so alone, and everyone else could be dead.

    If only she’d told someone where she was going.

    The lights flickered again and came up lower than before. She let go of him, her cheeks hot.

    “Here,” he said, scooting along the bench and pulling her up beside him, his back against her shoulder. “There. I can keep you warm.”

    She wasn’t ready to trust him, but she didn’t mistrust him either. At least not like she did most men. Except for her shoulder being a rest for his back, she didn’t touch him.

    The act of breathing together in and out of the same dangerous dark made them almost like one being. She felt floaty, suspended between anxiety about the safety of the ship, and her family, and the strange excitement of being warmed by a blue.

  


  
     

    2: The Water Plant

    The floor in the reclamation plant slanted under Onor’s feet, forcing him to use the metal handrail to pull himself along the wall beside the water tanks. After the gravgen failures, his hands shook. He needed something to hold onto anyway, even though nothing worse than a banged knee had actually happened to him. Yet. The screams of stressed metal intake tubes above his head had softened to groans and mutterings. They were still louder than the strident but muffled sirens coming from a distant part of the ship.

    Both made him want out of the corridor he was in quite badly.

    Maintenance bots slid by on their own little strip of walkway, one of them clearly needing a lube job. From time to time, grey water sluiced through a pipe, burbling and rushing toward the hold where it would be trapped by plastine seals before it was allowed into the tanks. The corridor smelled of grease and damp and disinfectant.

    The heavy metal door at the end of the corridor looked wrong. He searched around the edges where the door met the frame. Intact. But still wrong. The angle? There. The walkway he stood on had pulled slightly away from the wall in the corner, leaving an opening into blackness. Although the opening wasn’t big enough for him to see through, he knew from his early training that a maintenance level ran beneath the water plant.

    He held his breath and jumped lightly, testing.

    The walkway creaked but held.

    He reached carefully for the metal handgrip on the door and pulled. Nothing.

    He braced his foot against the doorframe and pulled. It gave, but it didn’t open. A second try produced a high, thin whine of resistance as the door scraped against its frame, but it opened far enough for him to slide though. On the other side of the door the sirens sounded louder and more eerie.

    The corridor beyond looked empty. Entrances led to a small galley or to showers or offices. Everything looked right, in spite of the noise around him. Just abandoned.

    He turned back to the door and focused on pulling it closed as tight as he could. It took three tries to get the seal tight enough to latch.

    He turned, and almost jumped back against the door as Conroy stepped out of the galley and stared at him, seeming equally startled. The big man yelled to get over the background noise. “Onor! Where are you supposed to be?”

    He pointed back at the door. “There’s water leaking, a lot of it. From an intake toward the end of the row. A pipe—”

    “Thank you.” Conroy looked worried and distracted.

    “We have to turn it off.”

    Conroy focused more closely on Onor, frowning. “Drill. Where the hell are you supposed to meet up during a drill?”

    Onor blinked at him. “This isn’t a drill. We have to stop the leak.”

    “Go!”

    Conroy was his boss, but he was stubborn as hell and would probably stay and fix things himself. Except the damage was too devastating for all of them together to fix. “What happened?”

    “Onor. For once in your life, do what I tell you to. Go now.”

    The look on Conroy’s face didn’t leave him any choice. Besides, Conroy was twice his size.

    Onor went.

    


    Ruby would know what had happened. Common. That was where Ix told people to go in drills.

    Onor started heading toward common, jostled by people going every which way, surrounded by names being called, children snapped at, hushed voices full of worry.

    The loudspeaker came on. Ix’s voice, “All crew report to the transport station immediately.”

    As Onor turned along with the rest of the crowd, someone stepped on his foot. Tripping, he almost knocked an older woman down. The pain in his foot drove him to choose an empty corridor going the wrong way. He tested a door and ducked into one of the machine shops. He stuffed his pockets with energy gels and a full first-aid roll from the medikit. He glanced around the machine shop one last time to see if there were any other useful emergency items before he plunged back into the corridor to be swept along by nervous crowds.

    Onor watched for Ruby, but the crowds were dense and confused, and he failed to spot her.

    He’d never seen so much chaos. All one thousand two hundred and seventy-two inhabitants of C-pod appeared to all be trying to occupy a space meant for fifty or so at most. They clutched bags of food and bundled clothes and bedding, and they wore way too much jewelry. Many, like Onor, stood on tiptoe, looking for people they’d lost.

    He spotted bruised cheeks, scraped arms, and one already purpling black eye. Here and there, a splint.

    The crowd spilled through multiple corridors and into adjacent rooms. Loudspeakers periodically barked for order, which didn’t emerge.

    Being small let Onor slide and duck through the crowd, looking for the familiar bright splash of Ruby’s red hair. Being small also made it harder to be sure he wasn’t missing her. He finally found her little brother, Ean, and close by him, her mother. Ruby’s mother had clearly once had her daughter’s beauty, although in darker features, with intense black eyes and black hair barely touched with gray. She stood on tiptoe, trying to scan the crowded room. A boy almost as tall as she was clutched her arm, as if afraid he might lose her at any moment. Onor addressed her. “Suri? Have you seen Ruby?”

    “No.”

    She didn’t sound like she cared. He mumbled, “Thanks” and kept pushing forward until he reached the platform. The metal trains stood still, the doors that allowed people onto the boarding platform shut tight against the crowd. He asked people he knew. No one had seen Ruby. As he pushed out a different door than the one he’d come through, three reds in body armor were coming toward him. “Wrong way,” the leader stated, but kept going without stopping Onor. The third red in line caught Onor by the arm and squeezed it hard enough to hurt. “The habs are closed.” Onor noticed that the red wore half a uniform, a red shirt over blue pants that were a color he sometimes saw on men who talked to Conroy, but not to him.

    Someone had called in extra help.

    Damn it. Where was Ruby?

    The reds—true and fake—continued down the hallway, clearing space with their voices. He spotted Conroy choosing people to help keep order in the lines. Onor turned around and followed the reds, going a longer way, cursing the time lost. If Conroy caught him and put him to work, he’d never find Ruby.

  


  
     

    3: Conversations in the Dark

    The cold stillness of the park felt completely wrong. Ruby wanted to be moving, needed it. But the pain in Fox’s ankle remained painted across his forehead in tiny, tight lines, and her belly remembered the loss of gravity. Every drill she could remember had taught her to stay put when the gravgens failed. Her teeth chattered with the cold, the only noise except for their breath and, sometimes, a far off screech of metal or the faintest hint of siren or loudspeaker.

    She remembered something, or maybe it was just now sinking in. “You said we’re almost home. What did you mean?”

    “We’re almost to Adiamo.”

    “Adiamo’s a game.”

    “Locked down, so no one can change it. Did you ever wonder why? Besides, why do you think it’s everywhere?”

    “I don’t play games much.” She rolled the new meaning of the word around in her head. Adiamo equals home. She had seen the game, of course, had tried it a few times. It was where she’d learned about birds. “What do you mean by almost?”

    He furrowed his brow at her, looking puzzled. “We’ve been slowing down since before you were born. We expect contact in a year or two. We’re not close enough to see the details of the system yet, but it’s changing how everybody acts.”

    “Not how we act.” Why didn’t she already know something so important? She shifted her weight around on the bench, swinging her feet in and out as a way to keep warm. “No one tells us anything. We’re not too stupid to be told the ship’s almost home.”

    He didn’t say anything at all to that.

    She spoke into the awkward moment of silence. “So what’s Adiamo like? Is it much like the park?”

    He laughed. “Black and dim?”

    So he had a sense of humor. “Like the park usually is. Light. Happy.”

    “I don’t know about the park.”

    “Does Adiamo have birds and trees and grass and sky?”

    “Adiamo’s the name of the star, but there are planets with birds and grass, I think. Like the parks.”

    “You don’t sound sure.”

    “It’s probably like the game.”

    All her life she’d known that the ship was going home, but never when it would get there. She’d assumed she’d die first. “So what happens when we get home?”

    “I don’t know. There’s arguments about the value of the cargo and who owns what and all kinds of stupid nonsense going on.”

    She felt an extra chill, one that had nothing to do with the cold of the air around them. “Who decides?”

    “Garth, I guess. The same people who decide everything else. But we don’t even know what the choices are yet. First we need to get home.”

    Ruby didn’t feel up to telling him she didn’t know about Garth. She closed her eyes, felt the anger that had driven her here in the first place rising in her body, warming her a little. The world inside the Fire had been the same for so long that the idea it could be different simmered slow inside her bones. This was big. Bigger than the sky falling or Fox beside her. “Someone else is going to tell us what to do when we get home? Going to decide?”

    “For me, too, I suppose.”

    “But you know about it.” Her voice sounded bitter, even to her own ears. “You know we’re going home. So you can talk about it. We can’t even do that.”

    Fox narrowed his eyes at her, frowning. Ruby felt him reassessing, maybe withdrawing.

    She settled, thinking hard about all she’d just learned.

    Fox seemed content to be quiet as well. Their breath made faint white puffs in the gray air. The park sounded like silence. Spooky. There should be more noise.

    “Tell me about your life,” she said into the semidarkness.

    He countered. “You first.”

    “I know about me. I want to know about you.”

    He laughed again. “I feel the same way, and I outrank you.”

    She wanted to say no, to make him go first, but he did outrank her. Damn him. “What do you want to know?” she asked.

    “Start with your family.”

    Why did he ask that? “My big brother Macky works reclamation. My little brother Ean wants to do something in medical, but he doesn’t know if he’ll get picked yet. Mom works where I’m going, repairing maintenance bots. That’s why I know the cargo holds have good air. We sometimes go to a special room that has parts.”

    “You don’t seem to like your family.”

    Ruby bristled. “Sure I do. They’re okay.” Except Macky, who hated it that she was smarter than him. And her mom, who cared more about looks than brains, and who slept with men for favors and hinted that Ruby would have to do the same some day. Ruby swallowed, the familiar loss threatening to overwhelm her. Not here. “I like my brother Ean pretty well.”

    “Tell me about living down here.”

    “We work. When there’s more to do than people to do it, we just keep working. Reds tell us what to do, mostly. Sometimes we’re made bosses, but there’s always a red calling the shots, even behind a gray boss.” She glanced at his clothes. “We only see blues sometimes, and they usually come to talk to reds.”

    He didn’t look surprised. “What do you do?”

    “I fix robots.” She held up her hands, so the grease in the creases of her fingers and the half moons of her nails showed.

    He took her right hand and squinted at it and then let it go. She told him about the shifts and the crèches and the immersives. She didn’t tell him about the black market stim, or the small gangs that gray adults broke up to save their own children, or about how some women made extra money. He probably knew all that, and he didn’t need to know that she did. So she told him the surface of her life, which was bad enough.

    He interrupted and asked her questions when she mentioned robots and parts breaking more easily, wanting to know the details.

    She drew closer to him as she talked, his warmth welcome as the park cooled more. The cargo bays were always cooler than home, as if the cold of space crept into them. It had grown colder than that now, colder than she’d ever been. The chip in her wrist felt cold, and her earrings were like small ice picks in her lobes.

    “What’s best in your life?” he asked.

    “Tell me about yours?”

    He shook his head. “It’s not important.”

    “I want to know about it,” she whispered.

    “Tell me what you love.” His eyes looked bright and genuinely curious, and he smiled, as if that would soften the fact that he was telling her nothing.

    “My best friends, Onor and Marcelle. And music. I love music. Singing and plays, choirs and instruments. All of it. I sing, too.”

    A funny look crossed his face, as if his curiosity had gone from the kind a teacher had to something deeper. “Sing for me?”

    She swallowed. “It’s cold.”

    “The breathing will warm you up.”

    Truth. One of the women in her pod was teaching her, a tall blond named Bari, with a rich voice. Bari listened to recordings she took from the library and sang along to them, and she taught Ruby to sing along to them, too. Singing was a secret hope, a dream almost as fragile as the hope of getting inward to the places the blues lived. Her cheeks tingled with nerves. “It’s cold.”

    “And do you wear a coat when you sing?” His laugh came out soft and low, and it wasn’t making fun of her at all. “Besides,” he waved a hand, dark movement in a dark place, “I may not hear any other songs ever.”

    “They’ll rescue us.” She took a deep breath and sang the first thing that came to mind, something she knew was from the inner levels. The song, “Requiem for Grandmother,” told a story of love between a child and grandmother; it ended with the child standing outside a hatch and singing the chorus for the grandmother, whose body had been sent free into space.

     

    Grandma, will you watch for me?

    I’ll be right here, growing old.

    Grandma, will you catch me

    The day I go out the door?

     

    She let herself feel it, the wistful lyrics drawing sadness into her core. It did warm her, although Ruby berated herself a bit for the choice. Fox was right; they might yet die.

    As the last note trailed off, she waited for his reaction.

    An extra bit of cold air blew in from above and rattled the broken pipes sticking out of the roof.

    His next words didn’t tell her what he thought at all. He just asked, “What else do you know?”

    A few songs about how awful the reds and blues were. She picked a lullaby she’d heard came from the very beginning of The Creative Fire, one about watchful stars loose in the black of space. The song was so soft that it drew tears to her eyes. When she was really little she believed stars watched over them and that she would always be okay because the stars made it so.

    Fox let the last note die out. She searched his face, and while he hadn’t started crying, he looked soft. She’d affected him.

    “Do you know ‘The Black Hole and the Nebula’?” he asked.

    Of course she did. “My throat’s too dry to sing it. That’s a Seren Gold song.” Fox lived with blues. “Do you know Seren Gold?”

    “I’ve met her.”

    She swallowed, wishing for water. “Tell me about her.”

    He sounded pleased. “She’s older now, of course. I was only twelve when I first heard her, and I thought she had the best voice I’d ever heard. I used to lie in my room and turn off all the lights and listen to her before I went to sleep every night.

    “I met her ten years later. She’s very focused. That’s what it takes, you know. Focus. She never stops practicing and working on new things.”

    “I’ve only heard three of her songs.”

    “I think there are four in your catalog.”

    The anger came back, a little, even after singing and even though she was hearing about Seren Gold. “So we don’t get all the songs either.”

    “No one gets all the songs.”

    She breathed in and out with as much control as she could exert, not wanting to stay angry with him. Surely hours had passed, and surely Ix would send someone for them soon. Fox’s head was turned far enough toward her that she could see his eyelashes, pale against the curve of his cheek. Everything about him felt different than the grays. He hadn’t run out of hope or energy or lost his soul.

    He knew real singers.

    She swallowed. This was a chance, a gift. He hadn’t said what he thought of her voice, but Bari had said that it was a great voice, and people did stop and listen to her practice.

    “So take me home with you.” She didn’t expect the words until they were out of her mouth, but they sounded good and right. “Take me.”

  


  
     

    4: The Jackman

    The crowd in the corridors stank of fear. Lines of people restless with waiting shifted and re-formed, inched closer to each other and drifted apart. Onor worked his way to the outer edge of the crowd, avoiding two more strings of reds converging on the transport station. The enforcers looked as scared as the grays they were herding.

    He struggled the wrong way through people still streaming in, many clutching large sacks, extra clothes, or boots. He shuffled his feet to avoid tripping over discarded possessions, a sure sign of the total lack of discipline that had descended on the pod. They knew better; stuff became projectiles in a gravgen failure.

    Thirst clawed at his throat, along with his fear. The energy gels were supposed to be consumed with water, but he didn’t have any.

    He stopped and sucked on a gel anyway, letting the corridors around him finish emptying. A red in full uniform came around a corner, brandishing a stunner. Onor quickly turned and knocked on the nearest door. The red stopped him, this one a rare woman in red. She had dark gray eyes that looked like a storm and didn’t hold any trust in them. “What are you doing here?”

    “They told me to look for stragglers.”

    “We can use the security cameras for that.”

    Onor dropped his eyes and did his best to sound earnest and biddable. “I’m just doing what I was told.”

    She pointed down the hall with her stunner. “Go on.”

    “I don’t want to make the red who sent me mad. Besides, what if someone needs me?” Like Ruby. “Could be old, or sick.”

    He thought she wasn’t going to buy it, but then she shook her head and said, “Be quick. I want to see you at the station before the last in line gets on the train. If you miss it, you might be stranded here when we power down the life support to do repairs. Do you understand?”

    He nodded.

    As if he hadn’t nodded, she stared at him and said, slowly, “You’ll die if you don’t come back.” Like he was stupid.

    He nodded again and she left. He headed for The Jackman’s door.

    It opened just as he reached toward it, throwing him off balance. The Jackman stood in the doorway, so tall his head just missed the top. His long, white beard fell over his ample belly, and he had a wide grin on his face. “Onor! About time.”

    Before Onor could ask The Jackman anything, he found himself sitting down with a glass of water clutched in his hand, tilting the blessed sweet stuff into his mouth and feeling how it made him functional again. He drained the glass. “You’re supposed to be at the transport center right now. Both of us are. They’re herding folks to the other pods.” He remembered the red’s insistent voice. “They’re gonna blow air on this one.”

    The Jackman raised a bushy eyebrow but didn’t seem nearly as disturbed as he ought to be. They needed to be hurrying. “Do you know what happened?” Onor asked him.

    “The ship’s dying.” The Jackman must have seen Onor’s face, since he waved a hand. “Not today. But today it took a step closer, like when an old person breaks a hip. One of the metal struts that anchor the pod in place ripped, and that stressed some of the other parts, so the pod has been stretched like rubber. But they’ve already got bots working to stabilize the supports.” A sly grin floated across The Jackman’s face, and his eyes sparkled with a secret. “Worse for them, its torn holes between levels.”

    Onor leaned back in the hard metal chair, which had seen better years, just like The Jackman, but was still around anyway, also just like The Jackman. He and Ruby and Marcelle had been right. There were other levels. “How many? How many other levels?”

    The Jackman didn’t answer.

    “I think there’s three or four,” Onor said.

    “Not four. There’s no room in the ship for four. I measured.”

    “I need to find somebody. Can you help?”

    “Your girl.”

    Onor’s cheeks got hot. “Ruby’s not my girl.”

    “Would be if you could get her.”

    There wasn’t anything to say to that. “I need to find her before they blow the air. Got views of the cameras?”

    The Jackman had earned his name because he could access anything. But willing? That was always a harder one. The Jackman chewed on his lower lip for so long that Onor wanted to shake him. Finally he asked, “Where do you think she is?”

    “I looked at the Transport Station. It’s all chaos. Better look there again, I guess. She’s probably not in common, since they moved everybody out of there. Maybe the park?”

    The Jackman shook his head. “Park’s falling apart. Better hope she’s not there.”

    “It would be a faster place to look. Then we could eliminate it.” The more he thought about Ruby being in the park, the more likely it seemed. “Please? ’Cause if she’s there I have to warn her about the air getting spaced. It doesn’t matter if she’s at the Transport Station, except I don’t want to be separated. But it won’t kill her.”

    The Jackman held up a hand, laughing. “I’ll help.” The wall in front of him bloomed into a full-sized picture of the work habs. It showed at least ten reds walking down the corridors and looking in doorways, calling out. As they watched, the reds flushed a boy and girl, teenagers, from one of the bars by common. They emerged, red-faced, the girl straightening her blouse. Carolyne and Jay. And after they raced off, the reds laughed.

    “Nosy reds,” Onor said.

    “Saved their lives.”

    The camera switched to darkness. “What’s that? Is the camera broken?”

    “No, that’s the park.” The Jackman grunted and pushed a button. The view changed to one high up, looking down in a wide angle. One area of the park was lighter than the rest. In the center of that, a hole gaped in the park floor. Something unidentifiable flapped in the camera’s peripheral vision, completely out of focus.

    Onor gasped. It looked like a giant knife had stabbed the park and ripped.

    “Easy,” The Jackman said, panning the camera. “There’s your girl.”

    She and a red-haired man shared a bench. He took most of the available space, leaning against Ruby.

    A blue.

    The man’s eyes appeared to be closed. His lips moved. The camera gave up no sound.

    The Jackman let out a long, low whistle. “Maybe you wish I hadn’t found her.”

    Onor flushed, but at least part of the heat blooming on his cheeks was anger. “It’s not like that. That’s no one we’ve ever seen. Can you zoom in?”

    “Yes.”

    Onor peered at the image, Ruby and the stranger so quiet that it might have been a still frame except that the man’s lips were moving, the cadence of his words showing in the whitened air around his mouth. “He’s hurt—see his foot? He must have been in the park and got injured.”

    “Maybe.”

    “I gotta go.”

    The look The Jackman gave him was part compassionate, part hard. “She’s not worth so much as you think, that one. She’ll break your heart.”

    “I’ve got to warn her.”

    “Of course you do.”

  


  
     

    5: The Dangers Inside

    Ruby shivered in the cold park as she watched Fox absorb her request. The very act of asking him to take her with him had opened all the possibilities in the world. She could eat well. She could sing. She could advocate for her people.

    His jaw tightened.

    She lifted her hand, touched his cheek, and let her hand fall again, holding her breath.

    When he spoke, he didn’t look at her. “It’s dangerous where I live. You’d be eaten alive.”

    Heat flushed her cheeks. “It can’t be more dangerous than this!”

    “You don’t understand.”

    “I learn fast. I haven’t been killed here yet, or hurt. I haven’t ended up in lockup yet. I’m first in my class.” Damn it, she sounded desperate and young. She took a deep breath. “I’ll do well there, I know I will. I’ll have a better chance of singing—”

    He cut her off, laughter licking at the edges of his face in spite of the way his lips were blue with the cold. “You don’t understand.”

    “You think I’m not good enough. I am. I can do anything.”

    “Shhhhh . . . I know. You’re good, but you don’t understand. What’s dangerous here and what’s dangerous there are different. In my world, people aren’t always nice to each other.”

    “Like they are here?” she shot back. “I didn’t tell you the bad parts.”

    “Whatever they are, they’re simpler than the risks I live with.”

    “I don’t want to be a gray all my life.” She plucked at his shirt. “I want nice clothes, and to sing, and to learn more things. I don’t know who helps run the ship, but it’s not robot jockeys.” Her mind raced. “You could teach me. Help me.”

    He shook his head, still looking amused.

    Her right hand rested on his shoulder and her left wrapped around him to rest on his chest. She felt hyperaware of every place her body contacted his. She clutched him closer, desperate for a way to convince him. His heart beat under her fingers.

    The dangers and the breaking had made her stronger and faster and scared, but now all that fear had run out, leaving her too tired and cold to think as fast as usual. There had to be a way to convince him. If his ankle worked, they’d have gone a long time ago and found more people. Instead, it was just the two of them, nothing and no one else. That, and the cold, and the way the broken park looked surreal all around them made her feel like she was in a dream.

    She had to think of something.

    A low buzzing sound grew louder. She had taken it for background, but she was wrong.

    Fox took her hand and squeezed it. “Thank you.” A farewell.

    She realized the sound was related to a cargo cart so quiet she’d not known what she was hearing. The cart sped just above the paths, the driver moving neither slow nor fast, inexorably growing nearer.

    She glanced back at Fox. “You’re welcome,” she whispered, feeling him slip away already. “When will I see you again?”

    “Maybe never.”

    “Take me with you,” she repeated, hating the slightly desperate edge in her voice.

    He didn’t answer, but it felt like he wanted her to come, like something in his gaze told her yes.

    She held her breath, drinking in the curve of his cheek, his dark eyelashes resting against pale skin, the specific blue of his eyes.

    “Ruby!”

    Her head snapped around at the familiar voice. Onor. At first she thought he might be on the cart, but he was on foot, racing toward her across the broken park. She winced. Trust Onor to show up when she didn’t want him, or need him.

    Fox’s hand still rested in hers, warm in spite of the cold. He pulled it away, and she had to resist the urge to reach and take it back. He levered himself up, careful of her legs and of his ankle, squinting at the approaching vehicle.

    The silver cart’s surface was big and flat, meant for cargo. A driver stood at the back of the cart, balancing and holding on to a steering column in front of him, glancing around as if he expected to be attacked. He wore blue like Fox’s, with a red cap stuck down on his head.

    “Dayn,” Fox called out, smiling, looking relieved. He waved him forward.

    Onor had stopped a few feet away, watching the approaching cart and driver as well as Ruby and Fox. He looked far more uncertain than Ruby had ever seen him. He could wait. It was Fox she was losing.

    She took Fox’s elbow, helping to support him on his hurt foot. She walked with him toward the edge of the path. “How will I know you’re okay?” she whispered, the approaching driver giving her words speed.

    “I’ll be fine.”

    Fox sounded distracted, as if he’d already left her.

    Damn him.

    She reached up and grabbed the back of his neck with her left hand, holding him still with her right hand on his waist, his weight off balance and leaning in because of his foot. “I will remember you,” she said. He would leave and she wouldn’t have another chance. “I need you to remember me. Find me.”

    He swallowed, his gaze filled with the desire she usually hated men for. But she needed it in Fox, needed him to want her. It was instinct, something that rose all the way from her belly and arced up her back and spine. Warm. Raw.

    “Find me,” she repeated.

    Dayn had stopped, too, looking almost as confused as Onor.

    “I’ll remember you,” Fox said.

    He would. Ruby pulled him against her, hard, and kissed him. His lips resisted, cold and thin. She touched them with her tongue, opening them, touching his tongue, which pushed back at her. She gave herself into it, a lick inside him while she pressed him to her. She’d never done this, not so boldly, and it was as if a pillar of fire ran up her belly and her chest and skewered her heart.

    Surely he felt it as well. He trembled.

    Then his hands clamped down on her arms and he pushed a tiny bit. Reluctantly, she gave in, stepping away from him but taking one of his hands in hers “Do. Do remember me. Ruby.”

    He nodded, his voice thick. “Thanks for being here.”

    He meant it. If only she had more time, if only Onor hadn’t come right now.

    “Fox,” Dayn said. “Leave off your flirting. We have to go. Now.” Dayn gave Ruby a close gaze. She noted curiosity and surprise, like she wasn’t what he expected to find. Or maybe it had been the kiss. She hadn’t expected that, either. Now that it was done, she was surprised at herself. He spoke to both Ruby and Onor. “You two better get, run if you can. You’ve got to evacuate. Get to the train.”

    “What?” Ruby asked.

    “The train. Before they space the air.”

    “I know.” Onor finally spoke, his face red. He looked hard at Ruby. “We have to go.”

    Dayn took Fox’s weight, and Ruby let go of Fox completely, her skin suddenly cold. She went and stood by Onor. Neither of them said anything as Dayn helped Fox onto the cart and made sure he had a good grip on the low rail that ran along the side by the driver’s stand.

    The cart hissed back the way it had come, still low to the ground, as if its driver expected to lose grav at any time.

     

    After Dayn and Fox had gone, Onor pulled her to him, his body and arm stiffer than she expected. “What was that?”

    “Do we have a few minutes?”

    “Maybe two.”

    She pointed up at the rent in the roof of the sky, at the torn fabric of the ceiling and the loose wires and broken pipes that dangled above them.

    His mouth fell open.

    “We were right. That’s where they came from. Both of them, I’m sure. The hurt man—Fox—he fell from there. There’s shiny robots, shinier than ours, and more, and there were more people, but they all got away to someplace safe. It’s empty now, but it wasn’t.”

    Onor licked his lips and stared up. “Did you have to kiss him?” His voice had a tiny bit of hurt in it, which tugged at her. But he was her friend, not her man, and so she ignored it. Besides, in truth, his anger had fled, his face showing only wonderment as he looked up. “Think we can get up there?” he asked.

    “How?”

    She looked around, but of course there was nothing. “Do you know what happened?”

    “Maybe. The Jackman says the ship’s getting old. They’re making people line up and putting them on trains so they can fix this part.”

    “Can they fix it?”

    “I don’t know.” He was still looking at the roof. An eerie quiet settled around them, with no sirens and no noise except the faint, slow flapping of the ripped material. “We should go,” she whispered. “Besides, I’m cold.”

    He took a last look, and then he took her arm. “You’re shivering. We should run.”

    They passed through the park’s gates and pounded through the tunnel. It was a relief to be somewhere with lower ceilings and more holds on the wall. If the gravgens failed now, they’d be all right.

    They raced through the corridors that led home. As they burst through the opening into the housing rows she lived on with her family, a red stepped in front of them.

    He was thick-bodied, older than most reds, familiar. Ruby cursed under her breath and just managed not to run into Onor as he stopped.

    “Ben.” She gasped, nearly out of breath from running. “Hi.” Ben had been scolding her and Onor for breaching safety rules since they were kids. If she let Ben tell her no she’d be lost. “I need something for Ma. She’s sick, and she didn’t bring anything with her. I’ve got to get clothes, too. My uniform. I’ll just be a minute.”

    Ben narrowed his brows and started to shake his head.

    Ruby’s heart sank.

    “We won’t be long.” A thin, dark-haired wraith of a girl emerged from behind Ben. “Come on, Ruby. Hurry.” Marcelle looked up at Ben, her most winning smile pasted across her thin face.

    The red stared down at her.

    “I know. I’m supposed to be at the train,” Marcelle pleaded. “But I was waiting here for Ruby. Let’s go. We’ll hurry. We know the dangers.”

    Ruby added, “We won’t go anywhere else. You know our place is nearby.”

    Ben stepped aside. “Two minutes.”

    “Thank you.” She reached toward him to touch his cheek, then decided he might trap her hand and keep her with him in spite of his step back.

    Marcelle darted away, Onor right behind her. In moments, they’d crossed two corridors and turned down another, stopping at Ruby’s door. Ruby held up her hand and the door opened for her. She stopped Marcelle and gave her a hug. “How’d you know where to find me?”

    Marcelle grinned. “How do I ever know where to find you?” She pointed to Ruby’s torn shirt. “You weren’t going to let anyone herd you onto a train with nothing to wear.”

    Ruby laughed, almost giddy with exhaustion and excitement mixed up together in her body.

    “And you’ll want your journal.”

    The confrontation in the corridor seemed like days ago now. Ruby clenched her jaw, steeling herself in case the reds hadn’t brought her journal back before the damage started. Thankfully, it lay on the table by the door. She grabbed it and then scooped jewelry from her one private drawer into a bag.

    The floor nearly fell out from under her. Marcelle gasped as Ruby lost her footing and slammed into a wall of drawers.

    Onor snapped, “Ready?”

    Ruby shoved clothes into the bag and grabbed up a uniform shirt in case Ben asked her to show it. “Ready.”

    The sirens let out a short, high-pitched burst, and then another, and then they went off in an ululating cry so loud it drove them through the door. “Maybe we won’t get your stuff,” Marcelle told Onor.

    “I know.” His face was white and his eyes wide.

    They headed into the corridors. Marcelle grabbed her own sack as they passed her door. It bulged even fuller than Ruby’s.

    They raced back the way they had come. Ben stepped aside for them like before, but this time he followed them. He’d been waiting. The care and concern his having waited implied touched Ruby. “Thank you,” she whispered to him as she passed.

    The old red made a hurry-up gesture, his serious dark eyes and the continuing screech of the sirens driving Ruby to pass Marcelle and Onor and lead them to the transport station.

    The sign above the train proclaimed that it would be leaving in two minutes.

    A woman from the crèche named Rebeck cried out, over and over, a soul-wounded sound. A pair of red women helped her toward the open doors, the taller of the two saying, “Surely he just got on the first train.”

    Cars filled and the station emptied.

    As they stepped into the last car, Ruby smelled baby puke and urine when she was sure it should be all oily and clean. The car wasn’t full. One family huddled close to each other near the back. Ben stood near the middle, where he could see everyone.

    The train let off a loud squeal, warning that it would be leaving soon. Its dead-machine voice proclaimed, “Doors closing.”

    Ruby tugged on Onor’s arm, guiding him into a seat. She strapped the bags she and Marcelle had brought into empty seats on either side of them.

    The voice said “Doors—” and stopped.

    The doors slid open and two people stumbled in. The young man’s face was so bloody it took Ruby a moment to identify him. Hugh. Lya, his girlfriend, supported his right side, wincing as he leaned on her. Her face was flushed red with exertion and her reddish-blond hair wet with blood and sweat.

    “What happened?” Ben asked.

    Lya’s voice sounded edgy. “Reds beat him up. We were . . . on our way here and they stopped us and beat him. His skull’s split.”

    So they hadn’t left him alone.

    Hugh groaned.

    Ben held a hand up to calm her, frowning. “Probably just his scalp. What reds?”

    Lya spat her words at Ben. “It could have been murder. If they knocked him out we’d still be there. Missed the—”

    Hugh said, “Let it be, Lya. You know Ben didn’t do it. Let us by so I can sit down.”

    Ben nodded stiffly. “Strap in. I already used most of my medikit, but I’ll look and see if there’s any left on another car after we get going.”

    The train repeated its message about the doors closing.

    Onor jerked his head toward their seats. “I’ve got fix-all and tape.”

    Ben raised an eyebrow at Onor. “Can you handle it?”

    Onor nodded, his face white but his eyes determined.

    The train’s acceleration pushed Ruby back against the seats. Once it steadied, they unbuckled and began to work on Hugh.

    He’d been beat bad.

    Besides the gash on his head, one cheek was red and the other eye was going black. Ruby tore more material from the shirt she’d already mangled for Fox’s foot. She handed strips to Onor and Marcelle, who pressed them against Hugh’s head to stop the blood. After, Onor spread fix-all tape across Hugh’s scalp. Lya clung to Hugh’s hand, her knuckles white. Not a perfect job. Bits of dried blood stuck to Hugh’s hair and stained his neck. Hugh whispered, “Thanks,” his eyes slightly shocky and still full of pain.

    “Keep him awake,” Ben advised.

    “I will.” Lya squeezed Hugh’s arm. A single bruise darkened the back of her hand and she winced from time to time when the train shook. So Lya’d gotten a little of whatever Hugh got.

    


    Ruby sat back and closed her eyes, too tired to avoid the memory that Hugh’s beating brought up for her any longer. It had been a year ago, but when she let herself think about it, it felt both more distant and more recent, like something so bad it couldn’t have happened at all.

    She remembered walking softly as she snuck down the corridor between habs. She hadn’t wanted her mother to wake up and keep her home. If fifteen was old enough to be on shift after school, old enough to get in trouble, then it was old enough for her to solve her own troubles.

    Or, more specifically, to help her friend Nona solve her problems. Nona was being stupid with dangerous people, and Ruby was going to stop her. It was bad enough Ruby was already scared her mom might be killed doing the same thing, and her mom was way smarter than Nona, had more edges and more toughness.

    Nona had let it slip that she was meeting reds on the maintenance level. Stupid. Ruby had been there a few times, although never alone. She’d gone with senior repair techs to learn where the parts depots and the metal reclamation bins were.

    No one had ever let her go to the maintenance levels alone.

    The nearest entrance was in the corner outside the train station. The unmarked hatch in the floor swung up easily on well-oiled hinges. She climbed down a ladder, balancing the hatch over her head, letting it down slow enough that she barely heard it close.

    The corridor here looked like the one above, except greasier and more banged up. Pipes and braces and way-finding signs hung overhead. The lights shone bright and stark, encouraging her to go about her business instead of standing still in their cold, square patterns.

    Before she started off, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. With any luck, she’d go straight to Nona, and she’d catch out the men who were using her. Reds were supposed to take care of you instead of hurt you. Reds were supposed to protect.

    That’s what they said in school.

    It was a lie. Mostly. Sometimes it was a serious lie.

    If Nona had told her the truth last night, protecting wasn’t what they were doing to her at all. She’d come back with bruised forearms and a thick lip. She’d also come back with a flask of clear still and some pain cream her mom needed.

    Everyone should be allowed to make some mistakes, but Nona had used up all the tolerance left for her, even though she was only a year older than Ruby. If she got caught skipping school or work again, she’d have to live down here the rest of her life.

    Most lives down here didn’t last very long.

    Ruby frowned as she passed a door that had been permanently bolted shut. A toxic sign warned people away. Probably medical waste.

    Ruby and Nona had sworn to graduate together and get on one of the good crews together, but it was only going to happen if Ruby made Nona act differently.

    Her journal was folded into a sharp hard square and clipped to her belt. She opened it up and set it to be ready to take pictures.

    It was nearly the end of second shift, and the corridors were so quiet Ruby heard her own breath and the laboring of the air scrubbers above her head.

    A tall, lanky man with three half-height bots squeaking along behind him rounded a corner. Ruby hid in a side corridor and waited for them to go by.

    She swallowed and kept going, passing the bottom part of the water reclamation plant, its doors all marked with the same familiar water-drop symbol that she saw on the maintenance doors of her own level and on some of the pipes above her head.

    Nona had told her that the men met her just past the water plant, in some space that had once been a storeroom, and then offices, and was now a makeshift sleeping quarters.

    Ruby planned to catch them and report them. Sex with underaged girls was against the rules, even if it happened all the time. All she needed was proof. Gripping her journal so hard that the edges dug into her palms, she turned sideways and sidled along the wall, trying even harder to be quiet. She wanted to see what was happening and get a picture of the men, but she didn’t want them to catch her.

    A squeak. A click. Laughter and then a harsh word, cutting it off. Footsteps around a corner from her, going away.

    Heavy. Not Nona’s boots. Whose?

    Ruby shuffled as fast as she could go without making noise. Rounding the corner, she caught a glimpse of two red uniforms. She reacted before thinking, drawing back, hiding. When she got the courage to look around again, she cursed under her breath. These were probably the men she had meant to catch, and now they were gone.

    Should she leave or go find Nona and confess that she’d been spying on her? Ruby sighed. Maybe she should wait a minute for Nona; but she was afraid that if she stayed down here she might lose all her courage. She took a deep breath, just the way Bari had taught her—the steadying breath to soothe her nerves before she sang in front of a crowd—letting it out slowly.

    She walked as calmly as she could around the corner.

    Only empty hallway, with doors on either side.

    She whispered, “Nona?”

    Silence.

    She said it louder. “Nona. Are you here?”

    Ruby took a few more steps, and her foot slid on something wet on the floor. She bent down and ran her finger through it, bringing it up to her nose.

    Blood.

    Her body went hot and shivery, her breath racing up and down the back of her throat and catching in her nose.

    One of the doors hung a little open. Just a crack.

    She stepped to it and pushed it the rest of the way open. It squeaked.

    A dark room full of lumps and shapes. “Nona?” she whispered again, and this time she heard the faint scratch of fingernails on metal.

    Her journal was still in her hand, so she told it to illuminate.

    On the floor, Nona, on her side, her arms tied behind her back, naked from the waist down. Her shirt had been pulled up over her face. The hem was soaked and dark with blood.

    The rectangle of light from Ruby’s journal was too small to illuminate the whole room, so she flashed it around, making sure there was nothing else to see. There wasn’t. A soft moan and a shudder told Ruby that Nona was still alive. She knelt beside her and touched her arm. Her skin felt cool.

    “What did they do to you?” Ruby murmured as she untied Nona’s hands and rolled her over.

    “Oh, oh, oh.” She heard herself gasping the word over and over as she spotted a dark metal shard of thin pipe or bar sticking out on Nona’s side, blood welling out around it. “Ix!” she managed to scream out before she dropped her journal onto Nona’s bare chest. She scrabbled around in the gloom, found the bottom of Nona’s uniform, and folded it around the shard, applying pressure to try to stop the bleeding.

    “Light. Ix. Light.”

    Damned machine. The cloth under her fingers was getting soggy. “Hang on, Nona.”

    Ix’s voice, finally. “What’s wrong, Ruby?”

    “Nona’s dying.”

    “Can you show me?”

    “No. Send someone.”

    “I already have.”

    “Thank you. Light!”

    Two of the four lights in the ceiling bloomed on. Ruby swallowed at her first real sight of Nona. She wanted a free hand to help cover her, but she didn’t dare stop doing her best to staunch the blood. At least it wasn’t gushing out over her fingers, but there was already so much on the floor. She’d never seen so much blood in her life, not even when Lou had cut off two fingers in the machine room. Ruby had been so close that his blood spattered her shirt.

    Nona watched Ruby, her eyes intense in the white field of her pale face. She opened her mouth. “Thank you.”

    “Who did this?”

    Nona shook her head, barely.

    “You knew them. You met them here.”

    “Don’t. Mess with It. Ruby.” A long breath, thin, Nona wincing as she added, “Not safe. Don’t be me. Stay safe.”

    “Shhh . . . stop talking. You’ll be okay.”

    “No.”

    “Why?”

    “Not. Good. Enough.”

    “What wasn’t good enough?”

    “Me.”

    “Of course you were. You’re good. You’re my friend. I need you.”

    Nona lifted a hand toward Ruby’s face. She almost made it, but her hand fell away before their skin touched.

    Ruby froze, her hands still over the wound, her voice shaking as she called Nona’s name over and over.

    Long after she’d lost all hope of helping Nona, and long before anyone came to help her, Ruby whispered, “I’ll change this. I’ll stop it. I’ll do it for you.” It became a mantra, and then almost a song, a shaky, scary little song that she sang over and over to the empty room while she waited.

    “I’ll change this. I’ll stop it. I’ll do it for you. I’ll change this. I’ll stop it. I’ll do it for you. I’ll change this. I’ll stop it. I’ll do it for you . . .”

    The rhythm of the mantra matched the rhythm of the train, the rock and murmur of the cars, as they slid across tracks in the darkness between pods. Ruby whispered the words again into the near dark, feeling Onor’s hand on her shoulder and hearing Lya whisper something into Hugh’s ear. Ruby whispered, “I’ll change this. I’ll make them stop. Nona.” Then she added, “Hugh.”
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