
[image: Coverpage.jpg]




[image: ]






Dedication

for deseg,

because I am not me without you








Epigraph

“The road to death is a long march beset with all evils, and the heart fails little by little at each new terror, the bones rebel at each step, the mind sets up its own bitter resistance and to what end? The barriers sink one by one, and no covering of the eyes shuts out the landscape of disaster, nor the sight of crimes committed there.”

—Katherine Anne Porter, Pale Horse, Pale Rider








Part One











Chapter 1

I have been a cottage girl for eight years now. Any cottage girl will tell you that eight years are long enough to set her bones in stone. “I fought it in the beginning,” she might say. “I fought hard, but I am older now, and I am more this than anything else in the world.”

We arrive at the cottages in the woods as prisoners. We are six and seven years old and do not know any better than to be afraid of them. So they lock us up inside bunkers underground and train us there until we have learned to like the gray of our uniforms, the brown leather of our shoes. Until we are obedient, compliant. Even the boys, rowdy as they were in the beginning. 

Down there in that dark place with no windows we fantasized about the one thing we would do once we were allowed up. It became a movement, passionate and angry, our morbid revolution. Some boy would carry the knife, we said. A butter knife we’d hidden after dinner once and no one had noticed. He would not be afraid to use it. 

“Where will the knife go?” someone asked. 

“The heart right here, maybe the neck.” 

It was hard to know who spoke what words in the dark. It was our bedtime, but none of us were sleeping. 

“And then we’ll tie her up?”

“Yes, we’ll tie her up and go left. We came from the left.”

We could hear our hearts beating faster. Thump, thumping a song. There was murder in it, blood and guts spilled, the price of our freedom.

Then someone else whispered: “I thought it was right?”

We knew that when we’d arrived, the woods were filled with trees and that we would have to find the river again if we ever wanted to escape. In the end we agreed to listen for it. In the end we decided that if we did make it out of the bunkers, it did not matter what direction we went. Eventually there had to be a road somewhere. 

Nobody asked the biggest question; we were not ready to tackle that part yet. Nobody could say the words, but I knew we all were thinking it: Once we escaped the bunkers, how would we get home? How do you climb back into the sky when you have already fallen from it? Because that was where we had come from. 

They had stolen us from the other Earth.

It was Alex’s knife, now that I think about it. All I remember his saying back then was: “We’ll go home. We’ll find our parents.” And everyone hooted and cheered and thumped him on the back. That was how he gained his popularity, I suppose, and it was not that we actually expected him to save us. Perhaps we knew even then that he couldn’t, but there is something about a person who says that he wants to protect you. Regardless of who that person is, and what promises he can keep, you start to want him around. 

On our first night outside the bunkers, the cottages were soundless. We looked at one another. I think we were waiting for someone to say the words, to initiate the actions. What had happened to all those plans to run? To find the river? To press that cold blunt knife into the delicate wall of our housemistress’s artery? Not one word. Somehow, without any of us really noticing, they’d become nothing more than memories—those children with their blood-hungry eyes. We were ten, eleven, twelve by then, and we’d already started becoming the people we would be for the rest of our lives. No one even remembered where we’d hidden the knife. When we were finally released from the bunkers, it was because we understood the world enough. We took our blue and white pills. We knew that we must never go beyond the wired fence of the garden, that we must always be quiet, always be good. Our lives depended on it. But it was also because we had learned to use the guns in the training rooms and learned to use them well.

The problem with the system of raising children like us, I’ve decided, is that everything hinges on some dramatic effect. We are not told what we are; we realize it for ourselves. I want to say that finally understanding what we were and what we were for brought us some semblance of peace or made us ready. I want to say that we became brave little children then, inside those bunkers. I want to tell all the lies in the world.

About a hundred of us were in the bunkers in the beginning, so many that it was like maggots wriggling around a festering wound. Sometimes we were five to a single bunk with hardly any room to breathe. We would fall asleep at night and wake up gasping for stale air, pinned by somebody’s heavy arm or leg. We fought over who got to sleep in the bed that night and under it, and sometimes a particular corner of the floor would be marked for the biggest, meanest kid who’d learned to get what he wanted with his fists. Nearly all of what I remember involves fighting, scratching at one another’s eyes until the lights flickered out. 

And then the first of us started to disappear.

Because that is how it was. You could be talking to someone or lying in a bunk next to someone who suddenly wasn’t there anymore. This, we learned, was what it meant to be from the other Earth. This was how our people died. They call it the dominance theory. If two copies of the same thing exist and only one is necessary, then the other one will eventually disappear. It applies to people, to planets, even to the rocks. So we were fewer and fewer, even though we were once many.

“There’s a high chance that we’re going to lose one another soon,” Edith said one night in the dark. It was Edith, Gray, Alex, and me. The four of us—the difficult four, as we were dubbed—were best friends by then. I was the youngest at eight; Alex was nine; Edith and her twin brother, Gray, were about to turn ten. “We’re too many,” agreed Gray, wiping the crumbs from his bruised face. We all were covered black and blue with bruises, the only visible evidence of the things we were learning to do with our fists and with weapons. 

They’d snuck into my bunk bed, and we were eating all of our shortbread, all of our chocolate, everything edible we’d so painstakingly preserved until now. We got like this sometimes, finishing everything off because we were suddenly more uncertain of tomorrows than we’d been during yesterdays, because Edith had had a thought or a bad feeling, or because Alex had seen a boy disappear right next to him and once a boy was gone, we could never remember his name. Malcolm? Freddie? Emerson? We got this way because of the guilt, of being here, being alive. Each night we fell asleep together, and when we were still there in the morning, it meant that we’d lived through another day. 

Now it has been six years since that night on my bunk bed, and there are fewer than a third of us left. Plus one Madame and one Sir. The boys have moved out of our dorms and in with their Sir. The four of us are no longer friends. Edith is tall and beautiful now at almost sixteen. She sits with the girls who whisper secrets into one another’s ears and laugh a lot. We barely speak anymore. Sometimes she offers me a quick smile, and sometimes I offer her one back, but perhaps even that is only a memory. I don’t know. I’ve almost completely let go of everything about myself from back then. I don’t think children realize that any moment of their childhood is worth something while they’re living it. It’s only later when you’re older and reach back to find dark spaces.

The empty beds remain, as does the wooden table at which we usually sit clustered together, ignoring the other giant end as if it does not exist. Our voices travel around a room that was never meant to be this bare. On occasion there is a lost sock found and no one it belongs to, but we are good at pretending that those things don’t happen. The ones who are here today but gone tomorrow, we tell ourselves, were never really here. We have come a long way in eight years, those of us that made it this far. We carry that perpetual twinge inside us. It is not emptiness, exactly, just something close.

This morning Madame gathers all of us in the dining room for an announcement. First we stand at the table and sing our sleeper anthem. Then she tells us to sit down. “I am pleased to say that your final examination is in one week,” she says, in her no-nonsense sort of way. “I believe you are as ready as you will ever be. Congratulations.” And then she leaves the room.

Not one month or one year, one week. 

We look at one another in silence for a long time. I don’t know why; we have known since we arrived that there would be an examination. Still. “I thought we would have more time,” one of the girls whispers, her voice a croak. “More warning.”

We tell ourselves that eight years of training cannot be in vain.

If Madame says we are ready, then we must be.

We are not what we were at the beginning; those children are now history.

My own history is shaped like a little girl, with her big gray eyes and her angry smile. Madame had so much trouble whipping her into shape I wonder now that she ever made it. I was careless with her. I was ruthless, and now that little girl inside me, the one from the ocean, from the sky, is dead. I cast her out, and I buried her in the woods. Sometimes I spy the color of the dirt and how her tears and her bones look underneath it, an old red dress covered in worms, and I wonder, as I step over her hump of earth, how I could ever have been her. 







Chapter 2

It is early evening, and we do our washing by the river with buckets and bars of soap. We use our generators sparingly, for our training and for electricity during the evenings but not for much else. We don’t have washers, and we fetch whatever water we need from the river. We live off the grid and on natural resources as much as possible because anything else would lead to unwanted questions from the authorities of Earth I. 

The river swishes back and forth beside us in the wind. Madame, our housemistress, does not understand why we enjoy the outdoors so much. She does not know how spending so many years underground makes our lungs burn constantly for the fresh air. Yet here we are outside, sniffling, pretending that we are not terrified of the river and that the wind that pushes past the trees is not also biting into our skins. I suppose this is as close to defiance, to a desire for freedom, as we will ever get. 

I was six years old when we arrived. I did not have anything, not even a suitcase to my name. Since the portal that connects the two versions of France sits right in the middle of the ocean, we were soaked to our bones when we were pulled out from that one ocean into the other. Madame cut the wet clothes right off my shivering body, as she did with the other little girls and boys. They had not given any of us shoes; they were afraid that it would make us sink right to the bottom of either ocean or perhaps in between somewhere, watery ghosts floating between two worlds if such a thing were possible. They’d stolen us from one world and brought us to another; we could tell, even then, it was imperative we lived. 

I am only fourteen now; that isn’t nearly long enough to have grown old, though I feel it. But my mind is sound, the best it can be. I have not lost anything. I did not drown my stories in the ocean, did not, I confess, give up enough pieces of myself to do so. 

Edith tugs on my shoulder, jolting me from my thoughts. “Your shirt sailed away. See?” She points out something white bobbing down the river. And then the other girls laugh when I start to chase after it, one hand trying to keep my sweater on my body, the other holding on to the woolen hat that keeps blowing off my head. I mutter a curse and run faster. It is not my favorite shirt, but it is the only white one I have without stains on it. Madame is already unimpressed with me enough and the mess I make with paints. “You have to be considerate,” she often says, as if my attempts at re-creating the hills and valleys around where we live are somehow an affront to her. 

I stop running. 

A memory floats shyly on this part of the river like ice at the first hint of winter. I will not go near that spot, and so I watch while my shirt lingers there. A story used to run around the dorms when we were younger that once someone looked into the water at this exact spot and, instead of seeing his own reflection, saw someone else’s—a person who was already dead. He’d apparently looked a lot like Solomon, a little boy who had arrived with us as children but did not live long. They say that he is living in the water now, either haunting us or keeping us safe. 

I wait and wait until the shirt has passed that spot, and then I pick up a stick and lie at the edge of the river, as far from the water as I can. That is where I am, trying to coax the shirt back over to my side, when some of the boys turn up, boots stomping loudly on dead leaves as they move. One of them whistles. “Looking great down there, Harrison.”

“Leave me alone, Alex,” I say without turning around. I can smell all the things they have hunted. The blood of rabbits and deer on their bodies, their sweat and dirt. 

We are proud to say that we cottage children have never been anything less than self-sufficient, right from when we were young. The cottages are well outside the limits of any major cities, hidden deep inside the woods, and when we are old enough, we begin to train with knives, with bows and arrows, with rifles. First we test these things out on the natural world, hunting for food, but eventually we turn our weapons on one another. Humans are far less predictable. We are now good at more than staying alive. By the time I was eleven, I knew how to murder a grown man with nothing but my bare hands. It has become our second nature, this art of killing. But we are safe enough in these woods, whether because of our skills or because of the trackers we wear inside our wrists that allow Madame to always know where we are. 

The river pulls my stick away, and just as I’m about to pick another, my hat flies off my head. Then Alex jumps into the water for me. It’s a stupid thing to do, especially on a day like this, when the wind is blowing and the river is starting to churn. If he is afraid of the water, like we all are, he does not let it show on his face. Brave, brave, Alex. “For a kiss, of course,” he says when he reaches the bank, grinning, blond hair floppy on his head. His voice is deeper now, his body built like the strong trunk of a tree, but he has the same hair and impish eyes he did when we were children. Gray stands on the bank, watching us, and Edith is still talking with the girls.

“Of course,” I say, and take the shirt from Alex. 

I lean forward, lips puckered, eyes half closed, but when he gets close enough, I push him back into the water and leave him there. I wouldn’t say that I run away exactly, shirt clutched in my hand, but I don’t wait around to find out what the other boys want to do to me as revenge. I meet Gray’s eyes as I walk past, and he forgets himself long enough to offer me a shocked smile.

The water takes Alex upriver a little, and I hear him splashing against it. He yells, “You’re going to pay for this, Harrison.” His friends laugh. 

The girls are already leaving, and I grab my remaining clothes, dripping wet, and drop them inside my bucket. I wring the water out of the shirt. It is hopelessly brown with dirt, but I am only interested in the fact that Alex does not come after me. These are the small things to look for among the four of us, the few threads that are left. Alex will tease almost all the girls mercilessly but rarely me or Edith. And since Gray is always working, chopping wood somewhere, hunting, training, he never causes anyone any trouble. You might walk past Gray twenty times in a day, but the occasional nod of his head is the only indication that he sees you. I worry sometimes, in moments of weakness, that because he is never here, one day we will lose him without ever noticing. Then we will become a triangle, not a square, then a straight line, then a dot, and the world will be smaller somehow. It shouldn’t matter, of course. I don’t even really remember how I felt the day Madame made sure that the four of us would not be friends anymore.

“Wait for me,” a voice rasps. I turn around to find one of the girls hurrying to catch up—Julia, with her eyes watering, her nose red as a tomato. I slow down until we’re side by side. 

My skin is covered in goose bumps, my hands are like prunes, but Julia looks worse as she stumbles to keep up with me. The paleness of her skin, the fevered yellow of her eyes make her seem like some otherworldly creature. Well, I suppose she is. We all are, but each time she coughs, the other girls look at one another, wondering whether this is how she will disappear. After everything, will she be lost to a cold? I can tell they write her off because of it, and I am the only one who ever washes my shirt next to her, the only one who has to listen to her talk.

Julia is a frail sort of girl, with spindly legs and hair so pale and long it falls to her back. She is probably beautiful, because when the other girls whisper about her at night, I can hear their underlying jealousy. “At fifteen she has no breasts,” Jenny hissed just last night, as if it were the worst crime in the world. Which is strange because if she looked down, Jenny herself might be surprised to find herself somewhat breastless, too. A year after we moved out of the bunkers, Julia came here from another cottage in another country. Her target family had moved to these parts, and so she had to as well. For years she did everything in her power to fit in, but we were already set, and there was no place for her. Her accent and overeagerness did not help.

“I’ve got some shortbread,” she says now, out of breath. She is clutching at her chest with one hand, her bucket swinging in the other.

I know she wants to exchange the shortbread for an hour braiding her hair. I start to tell her that I am planning on reading a book tonight, but Jenny speaks over me, saying, “We haven’t made shortbread for weeks. Where did you find it?”

Jenny doesn’t wait for an answer before turning back to the others. Julia blushes and stares down at her feet. The thing about Jenny is this: she does a pretty spectacular impression of anything she hears, and if she doesn’t like you, she speaks to you in exactly the same voice you speak to her, like a parrot. In Julia’s case it’s a nasal/throaty combination that’s hard on the ears. 

“You’ve got to stop doing that,” I say quietly. Julia gives me a confused look. “Our accent. You don’t want Madame to hear it. You’re not supposed to go against your training.”

She shrugs, but her face turns redder. Perhaps she thought that she was finally starting to sound like us in a good way. She runs her fingers through her hair and sighs. “I’ll cut it all off if you don’t help me. I don’t know how anyone can walk around with hair like this.”

I say nothing.

“It’s the kind you like,” she whispers hopefully, “the one with the raisins in it.”

“Poor Julia,” says Jenny, smirking. “Did you save your stale shortbread for her all these months? Do you want her to be your best friend?”

Julia mutters something in another language, which I’m pretty sure is an insult. Jenny, who is actually this tiny human being that contradicts her personality, nudges Julia hard with her bucket. “What did you say to me? What did you just say to me?”

“Jenny, leave her alone,” I say tiredly. 

The surprising thing is that she listens. She doesn’t exactly stop glaring at Julia, but she does move her bucket away. I suppose Edith and I are what Alex is with the boys: the unofficial leaders of the girls in our dorm rooms. I think it’s because we survived, our whole group intact, while theirs did not. They lost their friends every day, yet here we are, I and the others. 

When we were children, there were rumors about which of us had good luck and which did not. It was agreed that you wanted to be around those who did not seem to be disappearing. It’s not true, of course; we cannot choose whether we stay or not, yet that silly sentiment still lingers. Now, though my influence is still there, only Edith wants to be that with the girls—their compass, their good-luck charm. I’ve learned to function better when the spotlight is not on me, while Edith thrives on it. Julia gives me a grateful smile, but I ignore her. I go back to putting one foot in front of the other. 

As for the shortbread, I know it’s not stale. I know the place behind Madame’s cabinets where she hides all her sweets. 

The truth is that I can stand Julia because she is like me. 

They say there is something about us, the children they find in orphanages on Earth II. There aren’t very many of us at this cottage, two or three. Nobody wants their old stories from before the cottages to stand out from the rest, so if we can help it, we never mention it. They say we orphans are emptier than all the rest, colder behind our eyes. We were broken long before we got here. We fitted in just right. We already bore the knowledge that all cottage children must have: that nobody loves us but ourselves. 








Chapter 3

The boys have started an argument with us. They follow behind us at a small distance. Nelson tells Greta, loudly, that the mosquito bites on her chest don’t actually need a bra. (Somehow everyone always seems to be talking about breasts these days.) He asks why she bothers, wasting her time like that when she could go shirtless, and then we have to hold her back, to keep her from charging. 

“What?” Nelson calls, laughing. “You’re not strong enough to come over here?”

Greta fights harder to free herself, but there is nothing she can do against all of us girls. She talks loudly about the size and shape of Nelson’s head. “Like a watermelon,” she says, which is true. 

“Leave it alone,” we tell her. “He’s just trying to get you in trouble.”

Several more insults and curses pass between us. We are like this now. The girls against the boys, an only half-joking game. We have a saying: making friends with a boy is like dousing yourself in gasoline and then waiting in an empty field during a lightning storm. The older we get, the more we separate ourselves. 

Something sits there between us all, you see. Something seductive and dangerous, certain boys giving certain girls looks that sometimes Madame catches. 

We all lived in the same cottages, even the same rooms, until a few years ago, when the boys got their Sir. Now we are absolutely not permitted to frolic with members of the opposite sex. That is what Madame says in her shrill voice. But it happens anyway. It happens when she is not looking: a boy and a girl sneaking off, the sounds they make, the flushed looks they give each other in the morning. Some of the older girls, seventeen or eighteen, say, “I want to know what it feels like before they send us out there. I don’t want any surprises, and I don’t want to feel like I missed out on anything.” For some of them, kissing seems to consume all of their leisure time. 

And then there are the rest of us: prudish and proper in our uniforms, white shirts always buttoned, gray skirts always at least an inch below our knees, socks pulled up as high as they go. If we are missing anything, chances are we will never know what it is.

We arrive at the cottages and immediately break up to do various tasks. Some sit at the piano, some read books, some are in charge of dinner tonight, while others have the leisure of sleeping off their busy day. “The fridge and cupboards have been restocked,” Madame announces, and we know it must have been at great risk to her. It always is whenever she goes into the city for the things we need. 

We sound like little schoolchildren, our voices harmonious when we murmur our “Thank you, Madame.”

She nods. 

For all we know she was chased by a wild bear just now, but you would never know it from the way she strides off into her office, her best dress devoid of a single wrinkle, her brown leather shoes still shined, her bun still severely secured atop her head. “Stand tall,” she likes to say. “The ones who live the longest are always the proper ones.” 

Our Madame is not what you might think; anyone who imagines her small must adjust her size to at least three times bigger, and if in your mind an ogre appeared, then you must think of a smaller, softer sort of woman who could not hurt a fly even if she wanted to. Madame is neither small nor big, neither powerful nor weak, but she owns us. She owns us in a way that we did not understand as children, still do not understand now. We respect her, are afraid of her, are enamored with her, are disgusted with her, all at once. She has a shrewd face and a sharp nose and eyes that are piercing. She is good to you at the exact same moment that she is cold. As long as she is standing in front of me, she is solid, but the moment she is gone, she becomes undefined in my mind. I suppose what we’ve decided, collectively, including the boys, is that as far as Madame goes, we do not really know what she is. 

The smell of sizzling onions perfumes the air. The radio is on, our only connection to the outside world, and some of the girls are swaying to the music. We seem simple enough, yet we are not what we seem at all. A sort of violence sings in our bones, an unquietable hum just beneath the surface, like the fire of a volcano. Madame calls us carriers, for now. We only carry the ability to do what is required of us. When we pass all our exams, we will become sleepers. 

We have been training for these exams since the moment we arrived; it is all we have lived for. When we have passed, when we are sleepers, we will leave this place. Until then we must remain hidden inside these woods. The problem, you see, with two versions of a person now existing in one world is this: someone might recognize us and mistake us for someone we are not, and then everything—coming here, hiding in their woods all these years—would have been for nothing. So we stay hidden until it is time to leave. That is the most important rule.

Tonight the conversation is easy. Jenny and Greta have just finished reading a book by Hemingway, and they are trying to recount the story to some other girl who has yet to finish it. 

“Well, there is a man,” Jenny says.

“And there is the sea,” Greta says.

“And I swear to God, that’s pretty much all that happens,” Jenny says. 

I tune them out. The sunset sneaks up on us, turns everything gold for a moment before stealing away again. I am watching from the window, marveling at how it never gets old. We did not miss the windows when we were in the bunkers; that sort of thing is not important until suddenly it is. We do not take anything for granted now. 

You ask, What is one cottage girl to another? We stand one another well enough to live together. But we have learned that the only way to protect ourselves is to trust no one else. We have been taught to be selfish. We are very good at it. 

The radio continues to play, someone hums, someone else sets up a board game, and I watch Edith wash the dishes. I am still sitting on the windowsill by the kitchen sink, only half awake, the echoes of old memories beating at my tired chest. I wonder sometimes what someone standing in the dark outside our window might think if he looked, really looked, at us. Are we punctuated by our secrets? The question marks of the future, and all the exclamation points from the past? 

You wouldn’t know from our faces that the final examination is in a week. Afterward there might not be any of us left.








Chapter 4

For as long as anyone can remember, there have been two planets. It was as easy to take for granted as the idea that we need air to breathe. Earth I and II. The original planet and its alternate. Everything has a reflection. It is only a matter of whether you can see it or not. The funny thing is that back home, on our planet, we were the first Earth. We were original, and they were alternates. Now this is Earth I, which means that I am second. I am the alternate. Everything is a matter of perspectives. 

The two worlds look exactly the same. The sky is just as blue; the cities are just as windy; the snow is just as white. Mirror images, yet two ways any single story can play out. When you were four years old, you were entered into the interplanetary registry. I was five the first time I spoke to my alternate via satellite. “Bonjour,” I said, to another girl named Lirael who lived in Paris, who looked like me, smiled like me. We were the same in almost every way and yet different in others. She giggled a lot. She never played with her hands, and no one had to remind her to look up or speak louder. The monthly satellite conversations were supposed to be a way for everyone to learn to be content with her lot in life. You start to think that if your life is so terrible here, maybe your fortune can be made elsewhere, and then you learn that your alternate took that route and her life is either better or worse for it. In the end, if you compare and contrast the two, their differences are either very few or very many. Most still live in the same look-alike cities, are still essentially the same person, but less commonly, some are so vastly different that they might be unrecognizable to each other. It didn’t always make everyone content with their lives, but at least we knew what the other roads looked like. It turned out that the knowledge itself was the most powerful thing.

I think I had just turned six when relations finally broke down. Six when it was no longer permitted for us to be in communication with our alternates. Interplanetary communications in general were cut off, and all there was of that other world was the dot in the sky. Suddenly I didn’t know anything about Lirael and her life, and she knew nothing about me. What had been normal became something to fear, to worry about. Many said they’d always suspected it. That it is impossible for two parallel worlds to coexist indefinitely. That at every moment our two planets, atmospheres, even our stars are fighting each other and have been for years. There might be two versions of everything, but only one can stay. Only one reflection is real. 

We call this period now, when the two planets officially no longer communicate, the Silence. It is harder for some—those older men and women who have known their alternates for sixty years, who feel like they have lost their best friends, their other halves. But even they understand that the Silence is meant to be a period of introspection. Even our presidents stopped speaking two years ago. 

Earth I also meant it to be a period of good faith. A standstill. So that the two planets could each search for a better plan, one that might mean our two worlds wouldn’t have to go up against each other. The Silence. That they even came up with a standstill proves one thing to us: that the people of this world, of this Earth, are the better, moral versions of us. Their mistake is not understanding this and assuming that if you lock two people up in a prison with only one glass of water and a knife, the knife will lie where it is on the floor, untouched whether the water is still there or not.

At the end of the Silence, one Earth will fall; there can be no two ways about it.

By the time they realize that our sleeper program is in effect, that we are coming to take over their world, it will be too late. 

I spend an hour in the training room before bed. The examination is in a week, and I am afraid to fail. There is nowhere for failed carriers to go, and so they are killed. I am not the only one here. The training room is full despite the time. It’s hard to fall asleep when all you’re thinking about is that you could die in a week. For some of us, what we do with this final week in the cottages will determine the value of our lives. One week. I swallow hard as I turn on the screen and watch footage of my alternate’s life: her sitting for dinner with her family; her alone in her room. I watch the summarized footage of everything she has done today, doing my best to emulate her. To sit like she does and use the same hand gestures. I do this every night. By the time I am finished the cottages are quiet. I stumble into my bed. 

I close my eyes and let myself fall into that space between sleeping and waking. Sometimes I see an old man in my dreams who speaks to me, who has been there since I was young. If he is not there, then I do not dream. The old man is waiting for me again tonight. He should not be there because the children of Earth II no longer dream. They say it was a sign no one noticed. Sometimes, when we were younger and still friends, Edith would shake me awake each time I got too loud, thrashing in my sleep, in case one of the other girls heard. Now I have learned to be frozen and to scream silently inside myself no matter what I dream about. Sometimes I feel as though it is only inside these dreams that I am myself, with all my fears and weaknesses exposed. It is the only way to know me.

One week, I think, and even in sleep I can feel my throat starting to close.

But I know who I am, I tell the old man.

Lirael.

My name, for as long as I have known it, is Lirael Harrison. I am fourteen years old, and I am from the other planet. I have spent the last eight years of my life in these woods, training to become someone else, learning not to love the things that I love, not to want the things that I want, not to walk the roads that I would have. In the end I will be the version of Lirael that only the people of this world recognize. In the end, without a second thought, we will kill our alternates so that we can take over their lives here. There is no other choice. Some of the cities are already chock-full of sleepers. People who look and talk and act the same as they always did, who are not the same people at all, who are only pretending until all of this is over. People who trained where I have trained, who understand the importance of this mission and that many lives far greater than ours depend on our ability to stay secret, to never make mistakes, to always live two steps ahead. It is easier for the young ones like me, who did not grow up with their alternates, who can do the things that our parents cannot. 

Madame likes to say, “Who says wars need to be fought with guns and bombs?”








Chapter 5

There are fourteen girls in my group and nineteen boys, and we have been very careful over the years not to love one another. It is a mistake to grow attached to someone you might never see again. A mistake to make friends you cannot keep. To form bonds that will have to break. We could not understand this when we were younger. We held hands in the dark and told stories about our families and how scared we were to suddenly be here, not there. They’d taken us when we’d least expected it, rounded us up like animals without telling us why we were chosen or where we were going until we were here in this world. It’s possible that some children were volunteered by their parents, and it’s possible that they were not. Who knows? Who has those insignificant memories anymore? It is the sort of thing that would be a burden to remember, a weight forever on your shoulders. All we could ever say for sure was that one moment we were in our houses, the next moment in dark vans, the next coming through the portal. 

We used to have little confessionals. “They took me while I was shopping with my mother,” one boy would say. “They killed my mother, and then they took me,” someone else would say. Alex, of course. It was a game to see who had the worst story. I still don’t know if any of Alex’s stories were true, but they were always the worst, sometimes so bad I would even cover my ears, and he loved that, frightening me.

Madame hated us those first few months when we were stubborn and angry. When we would not eat or sleep when she ordered us to. “Why us?” we kept asking. “We don’t want to be here. We want to go back through the portal. We want to go home.”

I don’t remember her reply. I don’t know if she even had one.

I am the youngest of all the carrier girls. Most are at least a year older than me. But Madame says we already have the minds and the maturity of adults, and so that is how she treats us. She says our eyes are the window to our souls. When she looks, she sees only blackness there. That’s how it’s meant to be. That’s what it means to be the stronger version of a person, the version that survives. Genetically, physiologically, we are the same as our alternates. Same brains, same DNA, except somehow for the darkness.

I remember one of the boys crying one night and the sound of it echoing through the room. It kept us all awake. Finally some of us climbed out of our bunks and surrounded his. His older sister, he said, had been sick and dying of cancer. He knew that he would never see her again. He could not stop crying. Someone hugged him, I think. Someone whose face I cannot remember because it is no longer here, because it has evolved into a face like mine, detached over time. I think back to that night often, how we comforted him, and I do not know whether we were better people then, but I know we were more like them. The people who live here in this world. The people who are not sure that they want our lives to end when we have already decided on theirs.

I linger a little when it’s time to get up today. New children have replaced us in the bunkers, and I am supposed to be downstairs with them. It is the job I hate most of all, chasing after them, making sure they don’t injure themselves. It is not time for them to know yet. They have not realized who and what they are. 

When the time comes, they are the ones who will break their own spirits.

There are still so many of them. They are as angry as we were, and I wonder whose heart they intend to cut out. Which way they plan to run once they’re free: to the left or to the right? 

There is nothing I won’t trade with the other girls not to be on the schedule. Unfortunately all the others in my group feel the same. Still, I spend most of my chore time begging whenever Madame has her back turned. I am very good at popping up when I am least expected—on the other side of a fridge or out from a cupboard just before it’s open. It’s easier to beg someone you’ve just made laugh. It’s the one time I intentionally make a fool of myself; I am desperate enough. 

Finally I run into Margot, a tall, big-boned girl with her fluffy hair in ringlets. She’s coming out of my room even though hers is the one across. “What are you doing?” I ask her, narrowing my eyes. 

“Well, what’s that in your hand?” she asks, one hand on her hip. 

“Nothing,” we say at exactly the same time, dropping our best attempts at bribery inside our pockets. What other options do we have? How do we get out of this?

“I’ve hurt my leg,” Margot says, gesturing down. “I think maybe you should go downstairs without me.”

I let out a horrible cough. I say, “If you abandon me, I’m going to die of pneumonia right here on this floor. Do you want to see?”

She sighs, and her hair bounces on her head. “I swear those kids are worse than we ever were. Let’s just go in there and present a united front. That always works for Jenny, and she’s like a midget. The kids love her.”

“It’s probably not smart to say that to her face, though,” Julia calls from her bed, with the air of someone who has all the knowledge in the world. Margot and I poke our heads back into the room and see her sitting with a book. “She might try to kill you in your sleep or poison you at dinner.”

“Are you speaking from experience?” Margot asks solemnly, even though I can tell she wants to laugh.

Julia lies back on her bed and mutters to herself. We’re leaving, but I think I hear her say, “Even if I was, no one would do anything about it.” 

Margot and I both look away. We cannot dispute it. Julia knows she is less valuable to us and to Madame than Jenny. 

The chance that Julia will be alive after our examinations is slim.

I follow Margot down the stairs. On the other side of the door there is yelling. I yank it open, and Edith looks grateful. She swears underneath her breath and stumbles past us, half dazed, as if she has been starved of fresh air. Inside the room there are several fights going on, and the kids are yelling at one another. Margot and I stay standing at the door. “So,” I hear myself say unenthusiastically, “I guess I’ll take that corner and you can take the other side.” 

“We were much better than them as kids, right?” Margot says.

“God, I hope so.”

She holds the door open, and I’m stupid enough to walk through it first. Naturally it shuts again behind me. 

“I just need some time,” she says from the other side. “I just need one minute,” but I think she’s really hoping that I’ll settle the kids before she has to deal with them. Some of the other carriers are tougher than us, and meaner. They are the ones the children are afraid of. They are the ones who command fear and perfect silence, but I have not mastered the art of such cruelty. It is too fresh in my mind: the memory of living in the bunkers, myself; the memory of how the older kids would punish us with their fists when we did not obey them. Alex is a firm believer in this method. “It’s common sense,” he said once. “You show them what you’re capable of a few times, without Madame ever knowing, of course, and then they learn to fear you.” 

I’m a disappointment to Margot when she finally enters fifteen minutes later. She wrangles two angry seven-year-old boys apart and then howls in pain as they converge on her hair. Her voice is high and scratchy. “No,” she says. “Sit down. Don’t do that. What is wrong with you people?”

A spitball lands on my neck. When I turn around, four dozen straight faces stare back at me, but the moment I look away again they’re giggling, hands over their mouths. I run my hands through my hair, and more wads of paper stick to my fingers. 

“Okay, who did that?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.

Nobody answers.

I shake my head. I am trying to seem angry, but the truth is that I envy them this. I think both Margot and I do. This camaraderie will not last forever, will not even last much longer than today. 

“Everyone, please sit at your information desks and put on your headphones,” I say, gesturing to the cubicles with small white screens protruding from them. 

“I don’t feel like it,” one of the boys, a notorious troublemaker, says.

I ignore him. He changes his mind when I reach for a box of biscuits on the shelf and pass it around. “Only if you are sitting at your cubicle,” I say, and I breathe a sigh of relief when he reluctantly obeys. Bribery is my only friend downstairs. When they are finally seated, I flick the switch that turns the screens on and watch their eyes glaze over as they are given information, each of them something different, some history that will help them take over their alternates’ lives when they are older. This is how it begins: hours of surveillance, of learning about the way your alternate walks, talks, sleeps, laughs until it enters you and you cannot breathe anything else, until you become that person, and then the real training sessions begin. By the time these children are eleven years old, they too will know how to kill.

There are sleepers whose sole task is to collect the information needed for training. To plant cameras and compile it all into data that play on these small screens. We don’t know much about them, and I suppose we never will since they are little more than background noise to our lives.

While the children watch the screens, Margot and I sit by the door, flicking through books and magazines. I have two more to read before I am ready for my literacy test, before I know exactly the same amount of information that she does. I cross my legs and work with a highlighter. For a while the room is unnaturally quiet. There are no sounds from upstairs, no smells, no voices. Down here the younger carriers are not even sure whether it is day or night; they only know what we tell them: that when they have proved that they are willing to learn, to train, they will be allowed upstairs. But they are not all ready yet, I think, looking around the room at the rebellious ones, the angry ones. 

Some are almost ready, though.

A girl named Lillian-Grace smiles at me whenever I look her way. She is much too old for the teddy bear she clutches in her hand, the thumb she sticks in her mouth, yet I think she could have been me. She has the same look of terror, of uncertainty in her eyes, although it grows dimmer every day. It is as though we understand each other. I would not be surprised to learn that she also does not know who her parents are, that for her this bunker is infinitely better than the orphanage they took her from back on the other Earth. I wink at her, and she flashes her missing teeth at me before turning back to her screen. 

Margot and I have five days left; less than that. Five days before our time here is over, and we are torn between the things we want to do and the things we should be doing. Margot flinches when I lean over to see her book. The one she shouldn’t be reading falls out from between the pages. But when I smile, she smiles embarrassedly back at me. “Do you think we’ll be any good at this?” she asks quietly, and I notice for the first time that her eyes are blue with flecks of green in them. How is it possible that in eight years I have never noticed such an obvious thing? Why am I noticing now?

I shrug. “If we’re not, the testing will kill us.”

She plays with her hair. I can tell that she is not satisfied with this answer. “Do you think we’ll miss this place after we’ve left?” And then before I can answer, she blurts, “I know a boy and a girl who love each other. Who say they can’t help it.” Her cheeks are bright red, and she does not look at me when she says this. 

My mouth falls open. “Did you tell Madame?”

She plays with the corner of her book. “I was going to. I don’t want any trouble.”

We fall silent. We both know she should have told. I realize suddenly that she is fighting the urge to cry, and I don’t know what to say, how to comfort her. 

Love each other? Why would anyone be so stupid? Even the ones who sneak into each other’s beds, who kiss and secretly hold hands, live under no delusions of some happily ever after. We are not here to love. I stare at Margot until she gets herself back under control, and then she shakes her head. “Dumbasses,” she mutters viciously. “Let them get what is coming to them.”

I nod my agreement. This boy and this girl Margot knows, I am sure there have been countless others like them before us, and there will be more after. Perhaps even now in this room, with these children, two of them will lock eyes and decide on each other in irrevocable ways and choose their emotions over their world, their lives. It happens. They are sheep who fall out of the flock, who do not have what it takes to survive this world like we are meant to.

They won’t pass the testing. It is the most excruciating examination any of us will go through, designed to weed out our mistakes and to eliminate those who are not up to par. They do not have even the slightest hope of passing it.

Margot and I refocus our eyes on our books, both of us shaking our heads in disgust, both of us silent. 

Love is what they have. The people of this Earth. Not us. Look how weak it has made them.

I am afraid that my ability to dream will make me weak, too. 

I cannot figure out why this particular man is stuck in my head. I remember his face from the orphanage. I was four or five years old, and he was a janitor. I tripped over his mop one day, and when he helped me up, I heard him say under his breath, “You poor, poor children.”

I froze. It was the way he’d said it. Before that moment it had not occurred to me. That I was something to be pitied, but after that I never forgot it.

A few nights later the alarms in the orphanage went off. The man ran into our room with a rifle in his hand. He ran right up to the girl in the bed next to mine. “My name is Emilio Dupuy,” he told her. “Your name is Elsa Dupuy, and I am your grandfather. Your parents do not want you, but I do. I am here to take you home with me.”

He did not have to say much more than that. She went into his arms willingly. Not because she believed him—she probably didn’t—but she was like any orphan there. We all wanted to belong to someone, and we didn’t even really care who that person might be. Nothing could be worse, we thought, than the orphanage.

As voices drew nearer in the corridor, the man picked the little girl up. They rushed for the door, but at the last moment he turned to look at me. “You can come with us if you want,” he said. 

I don’t remember agreeing, but suddenly the three of us were running. We made it out of the building and across the yard. We reached the gate. We were almost free when several security guards appeared, their guns drawn. The man was carrying the other girl in one shaky arm and holding his rifle in the other. It wasn’t even pointed straight. “Stay with me,” he told me, his voice low so nobody else could hear. “Just stick with me, and I’ll get us all out of here.” 

I remember the cold. I was wearing my nightgown and no shoes. 

When he let his rifle fall to the ground and reached for my neck instead, that was the last thing I expected. “Let us go or she dies,” he said. His hand was not tight around my neck, not enough for me to believe now that he really would have snapped it. But my minders believed him. I did not fully understand the look of fear on their
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