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Acclaim for


WARSAFE

“Smyth’s pixelated YA sci-fi thriller Warsafe levels up as a story, combining gaming, political intrigue, and virtual reality with bigger questions of life where we ask ourselves if we’re players or being played—and what exactly we’re going to do about it. A wonderful fast-paced adventure.”

—Parker J. Cole, USA Today best-selling author

“Lauren Smyth issues her readers a bespoke passport to a chilling dystopian vision of the future in Warsafe. This thrilling sci-fi adventure blurs the lines between reality and virtuality as richly developed characters navigate a high-stakes game for survival. With fast-paced action and expertly crafted storytelling, all the twists and turns keep the reader on the edge of her seat. A must-read for sci-fi enthusiasts, Warsafe offers a captivating exploration of identity and humanity in the digital age.”

—Reece Smyth, Senior Foreign Service Officer and Professor

“Lauren Smyth’s Warsafe is an exciting novel told from the puzzling, poignant perspectives of her characters. It begins as a collection of seemingly disconnected events that intertwine in an engaging singular storyline. Through reactionary vantage points and perfectly painted drama, Smyth lures us into a seamless combination of complex and competing worlds with the ease of a seasoned storyteller.”

—Lori Owen, Professor of English

“Lauren is a modern Isaac Asimov. Her blending of video gaming, futuristic totalitarianism, and virtual reality created a captivating story that holds the reader hostage and never lets go.”

—Daphne Self, author of award-winning When Legends Rise and What Legends Become

“An enjoyable thrill ride through a near-future techno landscape. With strong characters and an enigmatic plot, Smyth gives us a well-crafted page-turner. A compelling story where the plot unfolds with the reader, keeping us glued to the page and cheering for the flawed but brave heroes.”

—Eric Landfried, author of Solitary Man
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To all the reluctant adventurers.


You’re not in this alone.
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I’d seen her name at the bottom of the list that morning. I remembered thinking it was a miracle she hadn’t been killed yet. But I was more interested in the names at the top of the list—those who still had a fighting chance to win the game—and I soon forgot about her. It’s hard to worry about mortality when you’re scrubbing burnt egg off a saucepan.

A flurry of noise invaded our kitchen, interrupting the piano music streaming from the living room. Faraway voices, or possibly the wind. I let the pan I was washing clatter into the sink and peeked out the window, but it was too dark to see much besides the glowing orbs of the streetlights. Maybe somebody’s clothesline had blown away. Maybe the wind had knocked over a streetlight and started an electrical fire, which would raze the village from one beach to the other and kill all its inhabitants. Or maybe I was hallucinating. A hypochondriac streak comes with the territory of being a doctor’s daughter. Probably that was it.

My curiosity expired quickly, and I returned to my fight with the saucepan. That stubborn egg wasn’t going anywhere no matter how hard I scrubbed. I’d already shredded two sponges, and I was well on my way to ruining a third. Mother was going to have my hide if I didn’t figure out a way to rescue both pan and sponge.

Fortunately for my aching arms, the noise started up again before I had time to hunt for a new scrubber. This time I could tell what it was. Echoing shouts and yells, half-drowned by a violent gust of wind.

And then a single, high-pitched scream.

Surely that was serious enough to justify procrastinating on the pan. I draped my towel over the edge of the sink and darted into the living room. Pausing in front of the automatic dresser, I selected the first outfit that appeared as an option and waited impatiently while the machine replaced my ratty pajamas with daytime clothing, a brown jumper over a rough-knit sweater. That old dresser always took its time when I was in a hurry. I poked at it to make it go faster and hit the wrong button. It stopped with a grunt, and no amount of coaxing would get it running again.

Well, who cared if the grandmas saw me halfway in my pajamas? It wasn’t like they never went outside in bathrobes themselves. Without waiting for the dresser to reboot, I slipped on a pair of Mother’s work boots. They fit like buckets, and my bare skin peeked through holes in the toes, but I reminded myself that I had the whole evening to dry myself by the fire and maybe get started on that new book I’d “borrowed,” too. I draped a scarf over my shoulders and let myself outside.

A sheet of rain struck my face, ice cold and needle sharp. It soaked through the thin clothes I’d chosen haphazardly and chilled me until my eyes watered. The wind whipped my braids across my cheeks, ripping them free of the knot I had secured at the base of my neck. So thickly was the village covered in mist that I could barely make out the houses across the street from ours. Darkness wrapped the sky in an ugly blanket, stifling despite the chill.

I was expecting to walk up to a fight—perhaps one of the Mercs gone insane, running around with a weapon—but there was only one person to be seen in the street. A dark shadow, barely visible in the gloom, she stumbled over the cobbles with her face turned to the sky. Water poured down her pale cheeks, the glaring streetlights crowning her hair in a dim halo. Her skirt was in tatters around her knees, and her coat was hanging off one shoulder. It slipped free and made a soggy landing into a puddle, but the girl didn’t stop to pick it up.

For one startled moment, I thought she was an angel. Something unnatural, otherworldly. But when she finally turned to look at me, I realized it was her. Petra. The girl whose name was at the bottom of the list.

The girl I’d assumed would be dead by now.

Her lips moved like she was calling to me, but all I could hear was the rain crashing down and the wind shrieking between the houses and the neighbors screaming from their invisible doorsteps.

“Don’t touch her!”

“Get away!”

“It’s too late to help her!”

“Go back inside!”

“Halley!”

I reached for the doorknob behind me, never taking my eyes off Petra.

She limped toward our house. She was twenty steps away, then ten. Five. I could have reached out and touched her. My fingers slipped on the wet metal handle behind me. I couldn’t get the door open unless I turned my back to her, and what then? The Mercs rarely hurt the villagers—not never, but rarely—and I thought I remembered Mother telling me they always carried knives . . .

Just before Petra reached the doorstep, her legs gave out, and she sank into a heap on the ground. Her neck twisted sideways, her eyes squeezed shut, and her mouth pinched into a thin line. Something dark crisscrossed her cheek—her hair, it had to be—and it was growing longer, and longer, and longer, until it became a snake crawling along the ground and her whole right side was a mass of expanding darkness.

The light above me flicked on, triggered by my movement.

I screamed.

The doctor came running. Old though he was, he was at the door faster than a blink. Not that I could have closed my eyes. They were fixed on the miserable girl sprawled over the doorstep, on the bloody red mess that was, or had once been, her right shoulder. The snake had turned into a puddle, and it was spreading faster now, lapping at my shoes.

“Go find Maria,” the doctor ordered, kneeling over the girl’s body. He had never raised his voice, not in my memory, but he came close to it now. “Go! We’ll save her if you hurry!”

I darted through the kitchen to the back of the house, chased by the piano soundtrack playing in living room, and pounded my fist against the bedroom door.

“Mother!” The words emerged as a muddle of mispronounced syllables, a sleepwalker’s attempt at forming a sentence. “There’s a patient!”

Slippers scuffed the floor, and Mother appeared with her face a mess of annoyance and disordered wrinkles—the kind you get from sleeping too hard. She had probably been out for hours, morning sparrow that she was, and she didn’t take kindly to unexpected awakenings.

“What’s happening?” she grumbled, about to launch into a speech about how the doctor could manage on his own, didn’t need her help, never had needed her help before. But I didn’t let her get that far. There was no time to explain.

“You have to come with me,” I urged, pinching her sleeve and tugging her into the kitchen. “There’s a patient. A Merc.”

“At this time of night? They’re not on duty.”

“Maria,” the doctor’s voice called from the living room. “Hurry.”

We found him silhouetted against the ugly white light seeping in from the front door, with Petra draped across his arms. Her head was angled sharply back, exposing three short gashes on her neck, and her hair, loose and damp, dripped and mixed water with the blood on the floor. Her left arm was pressed against his chest. The right was invisible, lost among the shredded remains of her jacket and her matted hair.

In a moment, Mother had disappeared, bustling off to the dispensary to find the surgical tools.

I helped the doctor unfold the emergency cot we kept behind the sofa. It was an easy task to roll Petra onto it—she weighed less than Mother’s washing tub, and I could have picked her up myself without the doctor’s help. The back of my hand brushed up against her neck, and I felt no warmth, only a chill unnatural for human skin. I pulled my hand away and shoved it in my pocket, trying to rid myself of that clammy wetness.

Mother returned with the doctor’s bag, and I scuttled out of her way. Doctor’s daughter notwithstanding, I was no surgeon, and I had the iron constitution of a mouse. But I couldn’t bring myself to abandon her altogether. I had found her, so she was my charge. I huddled behind the sofa and peeked over the back, half-blocking my view with the fringe of a pillow, ready to cover my eyes the moment the black fuzz gathered around my vision and I thought I’d be sick.

From my hiding place, I saw little that made sense except a few bright flashes of light as the doctor applied his tools to Petra’s right side. The scent of something burning wafted into the air, and the drip, drip of blood slowed to a stop. I hadn’t realized how much the sound grated on me until it vanished. Like Spanish water torture, it was off-rhythm with the music that no one had bothered to turn off, a dissonant and disturbing beat.

Mother placed a bag of blood on a stand next to the bed and produced a needle from the metal tray. Cold, silver, metallic. I buried my face in the pillow, fighting nausea.

When I dared to look again, there was a thin red tube connected to Petra’s other arm and a clear mask over her nose. It fogged over in spurts as she breathed, obscuring her face.

“We can’t sedate her,” the doctor said. “I haven’t gotten anesthesia in months.”

“She’ll never sleep through this.”

“We don’t have a choice.” He looked at me. Of course he knew I hadn’t left the room, even though I’d hidden myself. He always knew when I wasn’t where I was supposed to be. “Come here, Halley.”

“No,” Mother snapped. “I’ll do it.”

I clenched the pillow so tightly that the fabric tore. A pinch of stuffing wedged itself between my fingers.

The smoky smell was joined by a taste. Coppery like a coin and saccharine like spoiled honey. I plugged my nose, but there was no escaping it. It poured itself down my throat, filled my lungs, made my stomach clench and burn. Something in the air, it had to be, but I couldn’t see anything besides a little hissing steam from the doctor’s electric knife.

The doctor brushed the edge of the knife against a black object Mother had placed on the cot. It sizzled when it made contact, and the smell—taste, whatever it was—grew stronger until my mouth watered.

“Are you ready?” He poised the knife over the girl’s shoulder.

I shut my eyes and clung to the pillow.

Hiss.

Steam wafted over the back of the sofa. I felt it soak through my hair, moistening my scalp.

Fwish.

That knife was so hot it seemed to singe the air.

Her cry shattered my ears.

I cupped my hands over my face and squeezed my eyes, but nothing could block out that hideous sound. It beat me to the floor until my forehead brushed the wood, and I might have been screaming, too, only I couldn’t hear my own voice over hers.

Then the shrieks were replaced by whimpers. I wasn’t screaming after all, only huddled with my mouth open and every muscle surrounding it tight.

Then silence.

I peeked around the sofa. The doctor and Mother were shining with sweat, and they both had the same pasty color of old piano keys. Tears trickled down Petra’s cheeks. Her chest rose and fell, so I knew she was alive—but her breathing was too fast. Her left fist clenched around the bed frame, and she trembled all over.

There was a faint indigo glow on the table that hadn’t been there before. I couldn’t see where it was coming from until the doctor put his hand on Petra’s forehead. As he did so, he raised something black and faintly metallic, crisscrossed with glowing indigo lines.

“It’s alright,” he assured Petra, brushing sticky black hair from her face. The music swelled, as though it, too, wanted to comfort her. “Rest now.”

The tip of the black metal twitched.

Fingers.

A prosthetic.

Her new arm looked so real, yet so alien. Proportional, yet unnatural. It was sleek and shining, solid black except for the indigo lights, clearly a mechanical device that did not belong with living human flesh. And yet—perhaps it was Petra’s tattered sleeve that covered it—but the place where it joined to the skin was so evenly blended that it seemed to be a perfect part of her already.

Funny how blurry that light had gotten, and how much it looked like shimmering snow rather than a lamp. The bustling around me faded, and the pitch of the music became too high, distorted. Someone yelled my name, but I couldn’t be bothered to respond.

I gave in to the dizziness and let my eyes fall shut, sinking between the sofa and the wall into a cold, heavy sleep.
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“You’re the worst!”

Roscoe flashed her colleague an embarrassed grin. “I’m a designer, not a gamer,” she reminded him, dropping her black-and-red controller on the desk. “Don’t lord it over me like that. You can’t even draw a respectable stick figure.”

“Besides, you’re hardly one to talk,” said another voice from a few cubicles over. “You didn’t survive your first round. She lost a lot of HP and her character’s a little beat up, but she’s still kicking.”

“Kazumi’s right,” Roscoe affirmed, satisfied. “I could be worse.”

The playful banter of her coworkers never failed to take the edge off Roscoe’s exhaustion. Of course there were perks to having a job that allowed her to sit in front of a computer all day. For one thing, it was easy to watch cat videos while she was supposed to be working, which was enough to keep her from complaining. But she got lonely. She’d look up from her drawing pad only to realize that everyone had gone home and there was nobody to make small talk with as she tidied up her desk, stacked her papers, and threw away her empty energy drink cans.

Roscoe kept careful account of her strengths and weaknesses, and playing games was a weakness. She’d cursed her luck when she was assigned to work on a controller-only game. What was wrong with a good, old-fashioned keyboard and mouse, the kind she’d enjoyed since she was a child? Still, she couldn’t just sit back and watch while her coworkers played. She’d poured so many hours into the game’s design that she longed to see it in action, even if that meant dying repeatedly and subsequently defending herself against her coworkers’ good-humored mockery. Today she agreed to play “a round or two” and had just finished her seventh.

“The graphics are fantastic,” she remarked, gathering her pencils into a bundle. “It doesn’t get much more realistic than that.”

Kazumi stood near the opening of her cubicle. “You did a great job.”

“Oh, that was just the menus. I’m talking about the characters, the landscapes, the—”

“Even so.” He had a perfectly crooked smile. “I saw the character concept sketches you did. Your designs are just as good as the real in-game models. Better, actually.”

She wondered if he could see the heat in her cheeks. Probably not. If he could, he would have fled long ago. Besides, she had applied enough blush to cover up any real pink.

“I was going to ask,” he continued, “if you wanted to leave early and get coffee. You haven’t taken a break in forever. I’m sure nobody would mind if you bailed just this once.”

Roscoe cast an uncertain glance at her drawing tablet. She wasn’t finished with her menu layout sketches, and they were due at the next morning’s meeting. But she had all night to get the details worked out, so what could a few hours hurt?

“All right.” She stuffed the pencils into her drawer and dusted off her hands, flashing Kazumi a pearly grin. “Let’s go.”

[image: * * *]

If she hadn’t agreed to go with Kazumi that day, Roscoe reflected bitterly, she wouldn’t be stuck in her home office with a controller glued to her hand.

“We need a broad group of players.” That’s what they’d told her, but it was a thin excuse. What they meant was: “We need you because you’re terrible, so if you can figure it out, everybody else can too.” Strongly implied: “We don’t trust you to finish your projects on time after you failed to present the menu plan to the creative director.” So much for being a graphic designer at the country’s top game studio. Roscoe had been demoted to a lowly debugging position, paid by the number of hours she wasted struggling to beta-test the game.

She hated these “permadeath” games—if you could call it a game when it wasn’t fun—where you had to restart at the beginning when your character was killed. She hated controllers; she hated violence. She hated, in short, everything about the game she’d worked on. Except the menus. Those had turned out quite well, if a day or two late.

For the sake of keeping her pantry stocked, she had designed a new character, a girl with fierce indigo eyes, stark black hair, and sickly pale skin. The xXRoscoeVersion13Xx was as striking and coldly beautiful as a Greek goddess. But her HP was near zero, and Roscoe knew she wouldn’t last much longer. Roscoe didn’t have enough credits to purchase any of the upgrades that might have extended her run, but she was content to play until her character was eliminated. Then she’d go to bed and restart tomorrow with Version 14.

The screen glitched, and her character reappeared in the safe area. A notification pinged.

Congratulations! Physical upgrade obtained.

Roscoe squinted at the icon and yelped. It was the upgrade Kazumi was always talking about, one of the rarest in the game, which none of the beta testers had found yet. She scrabbled among the stack of papers on her coffee table until she found the guide. There on page 450, near the end. There was no picture, but the important information was highlighted in bold.

Shooting stabilizer: This upgrade negates recoil during shooting, allowing the user to fire faster and more accurately. Effect varies by character. Most useful on the upper floors, where characters have a greater percentage chance of finding rifles, pistols, etc.

It didn’t say how the upgrade was obtained, but Roscoe hadn’t done anything noteworthy. There was probably just a glitch somewhere. A lucky glitch, but still a glitch, and therefore a thorn in her side. Her enthusiasm fading fast, she scribbled down the details on her notepad so that another lowly debugger could reproduce whatever she’d done. Then she hit save and powered off her console. Nothing to get excited about.

For a split second, Roscoe could have sworn she saw her character move. Lift her clenched fists to her eyes and rub them. Then the screen went black, and Roscoe sighed. The developers really had thought of every detail that could keep their future audience hooked.

The realistic graphics were supposed to be immersive, thrilling, real-stakes-high-heart-rates. Whatever new term marketing had coined to be printed in large type on the box. But Roscoe found the digital avatars repulsively lifelike. Sort of like the uncanny valley effect she’d read about online, but she couldn’t fathom why she was scared of characters onscreen.

She pushed back her desk chair and stretched, tilting her head toward the ceiling. It was a relief, after the violence of the game, to admire that familiar pink paint. Pink desk. Pink chair. Pink controller. Pink coverlet. Pink everything. Pink was Roscoe’s comfort color. Whenever she was in her apartment, she was surrounded by the charm of cherry blossoms.

She wandered into her kitchen, pondering whether it was too late in the evening to drink caffeinated tea. Probably not. And tea happened to go well with spicy ramen, which she was craving, as she did every night. Still thinking about the glitch and what she was going to do with the upgrade, she absentmindedly turned on her stove.

Her gaze landed on the poster taped to her fridge, the one she’d put up because Kazumi had made a big deal about getting her a copy. It was predominantly red and black, and it didn’t match the rest of her décor. “WARSAFE GAMES” was stenciled in military type across the middle. At the bottom, in black marker, the company president had handwritten the game’s slogan: Safety requires the many to sacrifice the one.

Oh, the money some teenager would pay to own that poster! And oh, what Roscoe would give to sell it to them. If it weren’t for Kazumi . . .

Just looking at it made her feel ill. A little Call of Duty now and then was one thing, but she hated being chained to her console, forced to play for pay and not for fun.

She tore the poster down, ripping the corner. It didn’t matter. She would have felt guilty about selling it anyway.

Her phone vibrated. A message from Kazumi.

“All hands on deck. New character glitch, and they want it fixed tonight.”

Roscoe wondered how they’d known. It was after seven o’clock, which was far too late for work to demand her attention, and she’d had no intention of reporting the glitch until business hours the next day. But if she had to choose between showing up to the office and getting fired . . .

“You’ve always wanted to work for Warsafe,” she chided herself, slipping a cardigan over the T-shirt she’d been wearing all day. “Teenage you would’ve been proud.”

Fine, but adult Roscoe wasn’t.

“It shouldn’t take more than a few hours.” She slipped her credit card into her pocket. “You can get a donut from the gas station afterward.”

Whatever it took to convince herself this was fine, that’s what she’d do.


[image: 03: HALLEY]


When I was shaken awake from my faint and had recovered some color, according to the bathroom mirror, the doctor was quick to task me with taking Petra back to the House. I protested that neither of us was ready to walk that far, especially not in the pouring rain, but he ignored my complaints.

“Give me credit for a job well done.” He was busy rinsing blood from his scalpel into the kitchen sink, staining the sponges I had used to scrub the saucepan. “With the prosthetic to give her some strength, and with time to heal her nerves, she might end up better off than she was before her accident.”

This seemed unlikely, but I was under no delusions that my opinion would be appreciated.

“You can’t send Halley up there alone, not with a Merc,” Mother objected. “The enforcement chip will shock her, and then what will you do? Do you have anti-electrocution medications too?”

“Yes.” He glanced at Petra, whose vacant eyes were half-closed. “But it’s not against the rules for a villager to visit the House. Just not customary. She’ll be fine if she’s back by curfew.”

“A custom’s as good as a rule in this town.”

“I told Halley to go,” he said mildly. “So she’s going.”

It seemed like I should have gotten a say in all this, especially since I was the one risking electrocution. But I had neither the energy nor the social standing to argue.

A funny aftertaste lingered in my mouth, and I tried not to think about what the doctor had forced down my throat while I was unconscious. Deliberately, I stretched my arms. Those seemed alright. Then I tried wiggling my toes. Those worked too. I stood on one foot, then the other. I didn’t feel even a trace of lightheadedness. He’d made a perfect cure of me.

Satisfied with my own limbs, I glanced at Petra. Surely she wouldn’t be able to walk yet, not after how I’d seen her only a few minutes before. But the doctor was right. I’d underestimated him. Her movements were sluggish, but the way she wiggled her new fingers suggested curiosity rather than discomfort. There was a reason the doctor was the only doctor on the island. His medicine bordered on the miraculous. Although I suspected the pain would hit later once the medications wore off, Petra seemed to be in good shape for the moment.

I waved at her, pasting on a smile. She slid off the table, eyes darting around the room like she thought something might jump out at her. Then, with heavy steps, she dragged herself toward the door.

So much for introductions. I pulled my hood over my ears and tucked my hands into my pockets—this time I knew enough to wait for the dresser to reboot—and trailed her out into the cold.

The rain had nearly stopped, which meant I’d been unconscious for longer than I thought. What else had I missed?

Silver moonlight sliced through the already dissipating clouds, so bright that I could pick out every hole and weed and crack in the cobblestones. The air hung still, and I could hear nothing except our boots clattering on the road.

A stab of guilt ached in my chest. That morning I hadn’t even acknowledged Petra’s existence beyond noting that her name would soon disappear. It was different now that she was more than a number on a list. I’d seen her bleed, which meant she was human—so frighteningly, terribly human. The way the toes of her shoes dragged the ground as if they were made of lead. And the way her shoulders drooped, though she tried to pull them back when she remembered. Embodied in her every movement was a fierce desire to survive and to do it proudly.

I knew something about that pride, but only by hearsay. We villagers called the Mercenaries’ mysterious work a “game” because that was what we had always done, and old habits were hard to change. Deep down, everyone knew that to the Mercenaries, this was no friendly competition, and there were no prizes to be won, only lives to be lost. What a beautiful, miserable existence Petra had—somewhere far removed from me, though I saw her almost every day.

By the time I thought of something worth saying aloud, we were already halfway up the hill, and we were making a snail’s pace look good. Petra’s feet continued to drag, scraping the cobbles.

“Lean on my shoulder.” I took her arm, careful to catch her healthy one, and tried to drape it over myself. But the moment my fingers touched her skin, Petra jerked away so quickly that I was knocked off balance. I collapsed into a puddle, splashing ice-cold rain into my face. My foot folded under me with a stabbing pop.

Petra’s lips puckered. She reached out her hand, wrapping thin fingers around my wrist, and helped me to my feet.

I hopped for a moment on one leg, then tenderly placed my injured foot on the ground. It held weight, barely, with creaks and stabs and electric tingling. But there was no way I’d be spending the night at the top of this hill. Even if it hadn’t been for the enforcement chips, which would shock me to oblivion if I wasn’t indoors at curfew, I could only stand so much darkness and shadow in a single day. One way or another, I’d have to make it back to the village.

“Are you alright?”

I started and almost slipped again.

“I said, are you alright?” Petra’s voice was unexpectedly gravelly. Not unpleasant. Just strange, and not in keeping with her angular, childish frame.

She was the last person to whom I could complain about a sprained ankle. “I’m fine,” I lied. “But what about you? Doesn’t it hurt?”

“Not badly.”

She was lying too. She had to be. The doctor was a doctor, not a magician. Her stubbornness inspired me, however, and I tried not to show my limp.

Between the empty tree branches, I could begin to see the outline of the House’s roof. The building itself was eight stories tall, its roof an enormous, flat balcony. It was squashed into the side of a hill that was far too steep to climb, surrounded by vegetation that never died. Even now that fall had come and the trees in the village had shed their leaves, the undergrowth here was thriving and plentiful. In a set perimeter around the house, the greenery was immortal. Like the House itself, this was just another peculiarity we accepted without question. Things had always been like this.

The cobbles trickled off into a rugged dirt road, and the incline became steeper. I was never one to exercise, and I was getting wildly out of breath. Petra, who should have long ago dissolved into a puddle of blood, titanium, and tears, plodded along at the same pace she’d kept since we left the village.

The rumors that the villagers had been passing around since I was little, which were whispered between the children during the day and the adults at night, didn’t seem so unlikely when I was faced with the cold reality of the House. Anything, any kind of “game” with any rules, could be lurking behind those black windows. Someone could be watching me, laughing at my limp. Cruelty belonged here, in this place of unholy darkness and silence.

Ghosts, probably. Surely a place this dark and terrific was haunted by something. But if I acknowledged its presence, the House might drag me inside through its windows that looked like holes, a sacrifice to its secrets.

Petra stopped abruptly and turned her head to me. Blue-tinted lips pursed, and disdain was written all over her face. She thought I was privileged to afford the luxury of being afraid to go to the place where she slept every night and dined every morning. And she was right.

“Go home.”

I hesitated, chewing my fingernails and glancing back down the road to see if I could still make out the comforting light of the village below. Why had I come this far if I was only going to leave before I saw she was safe?

Muttering, I darted up the hill after her. Whatever she might think of me, I was no coward.

The quicker I walked, the dimmer her drooping figure appeared in the haze floating over the road. I had no intention of getting left in the dark, so I sprinted after her until my chest hurt and the gravel slipped under my feet and my ankle felt like it had been set on fire. Still, she reached the House before I caught up with her.

A dreary spotlight flicked on when it detected her motion on the porch, exposing her and throwing a harsh shadow on the old, sagging boards. She waved her hand over a sensor mounted on the wall, and the front door scraped open, creaking on rusty bearings.

Her foot caught the lintel, and she slipped. I lunged forward to catch her—but that was a ridiculous impulse. I was too far away. And I wasn’t needed. Someone from inside reached out, and Petra collapsed into a pair of strong arms that pulled her inside.

“Are you stupid?” cried a man’s voice. “I was going insane looking for you!”

The chastisement continued at a frantic pitch, but I couldn’t catch the rest. The porch light flickered, then died, and the door scraped shut. The voice cut off. Petra was gone. I was alone. Alone with those windows like eyes to watch over me. To watch me.

I crept out of the bushes, my own eyes flicking in every direction. One glance back at the House, looming far above my head, blocking the moonlight and the stars. The tallest building I had ever seen. The most windows on one wall. The blackest windows.

Mother had told me when I was a child that they were blacked out for secret reasons. The doctor scolded her for spreading fairy stories, but I knew Mother wasn’t the fanciful type. When I became old enough to understand that the world is only a little rose and mostly thorns, I began to formulate a guess, just as every child did. That was our little village’s rite of passage to adulthood. After that, the curtains didn’t seem sufficient to keep out what was inside. The shadowy terror of whatever lurked there crept out into the village and poisoned everything we did, everything we touched, everything we felt. Our words dripped poison and insincerity, and our homes sheltered murder. How could we be happy when we let this place exist, when we were content never to know the truth?

I imagined someone tearing the curtains away and seeing me gawping. They might think I could help them escape and try to reach out to me, ending by dragging me inside. Why would they? But fear could be irrational. Maybe they’d wish they were me. Maybe they’d recognize me. Maybe they’d come looking for me. Tell someone they saw me at the House and decide that my place was here instead of down in the village. Maybe I’d be conscripted. Become a Merc. Maybe . . . maybe . . .

I turned away, tripping over my own shoes, and fled.


[image: 04: ANDY]


- There’s nothing you can’t see if you look at the stars. Lions, queens, dragons, hunters. The world of the stars is the world in which everything is possible.

- Well, that’s all very nice, and it may even be true. But the stars are forever out of your reach.

- You could change that.

He tapped his fingers against his desk, chewing his lip.

Those are the only lines I remember from a TV program that aired when I was eleven years old. Those are the only lines I needed. From there, I was inspired to study astrophysics in college . . .

And he was back to the mundane details of everyday life. Back on Earth. The stars were only a good metaphor because they were unattainable. If all challenges had been overcome, though the world would certainly be a better place, he wouldn’t be writing this paper. He’d be useless, which was all he had ever wanted to be.

He leaned back in his chair, twined his fingers together, and stretched luxuriously. Fifty words of creative writing was too much for a professional like him, someone who valued numbers and statistics and charts over alliterations and rhythms and rhymes. His fingers itched for the stack of computer equipment piled near the window. If he could just shift his twitching hands from his keyboard to those wires, he’d be one step closer to solving the problem of the stars.

He was never going to find anything. He never had. Nobody had. Nobody would. There was nothing to be found.

With a burst of energy, he pushed himself up from his chair and entered the kitchen. One by one, he opened each cabinet and was met by a burst of dust that fizzled into film on the counter. When he rubbed his finger over it, mildly disgusted, it left a clean streak. The cabinets were otherwise empty.

He tried the pantry next. Alone in a corner stood a can of soup. Chicken noodle soup. The taste always reminded him of being sick. But there was nothing else edible, not unless he counted the aloe plant wilting in the windowsill. So he opened the can and absent-mindedly put it in the microwave.

Half a second before he hit “start,” he realized his mistake and yanked it out again.

Grumbling as though it was the microwave’s fault, he slopped his soup into a paper bowl and slammed the microwave door behind it. Mistakes like this just went to show that writing drained his superior scientific energy.

He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the glass as he punched in the time. Twenty-three years old, young, strong, healthy. That’s what he should have seen. But he hadn’t been sleeping well lately, and by some fantastic illusion, he saw eighty years instead. Those tired brown eyes were too dark and shaded to belong to a young man. What did that make him, then? A geezer? Was it possible to be a geezer at two decades? His unwashed hair puffed around his face like Einstein’s, except it failed to make him look intriguing, let alone any variety of smart. His shirt collar was misaligned, his buttons uneven.

A mess. That’s what you are. A miscompiled collection of bouncing atoms.

Anyone unlucky enough to read the essay he’d been writing would be disillusioned when they saw him like this, no matter how flowery his prose. Not that looks mattered for a job like his, but really, what chance did he have of impressing others if he couldn’t even stand to look at himself? Maybe he’d find a job in a laser laboratory. He didn’t know a thing about lasers, but he’d pick it up quickly, and then nobody would have to look at his face unless they were wearing safety goggles.

From the corners of his eyes, he noticed his diploma dangling crookedly on the wall over the sofa. He’d had a clear goal four years ago—something he wanted to be—and now he had chicken noodle soup, a pile of radio parts, and an essay that wouldn’t convince anyone. That diploma should have been a stepping stone, only it remained the greatest thing he’d ever done.

He straightened it anyway and returned to the kitchen as the microwave bell chimed.

Settling in front of his computer with the hot soup, he pulled up a job listing website. Engineers. Astronomers. No subcategory for radio astronomy. He wasn’t sure that was considered a viable field of study these days. Modern technology was better than radio, and it had the added benefit of being legal. Nobody used radios anymore.

Nobody except him, of course, because he was always doing strange things that no one thought were useful.

He glanced at the pile of equipment. With his little hand-built radio, he was probably the only person on earth listening to the static his antenna picked up. There was no music these days, no talk shows, no misguided rants about the state of long-run aggregate supply and the unbridled degeneration of Congress and the economic sanctions on countries that failed to pay their membership dues. But the gentle hiss of emptiness was enough. It lulled him to sleep at night and woke him in the morning, a constant companion that replaced the betta fish his landlord hadn’t let him buy.

One day, he hoped he’d hear something substantial. An alien with green skin and round ears would be ideal, but he’d take anything. Trial messages from a fellow nerd who dared to break the radio laws, a disturbance in the atmosphere. Something—anything—to make the unemployment pass a little faster.

There was just one problem with Andy’s idealistic dream: Radios weren’t SAFE.

As a radio enthusiast, Andy figured he knew more about that acronym than most politicians did. SAFE stood for Strategic Alliance for Freedom and Engagement—meaningless government-speak if he’d ever heard it—and membership was voluntary, just like drinking water and eating food were “voluntary.” SAFE mediated disputes between member countries, and radio usage was one of the conflicts the organization had stepped in to resolve. Which meant that SAFE was the reason, six months after he’d earned his degree, Andy found himself out of a job.

Studies had proven that radio operation was detrimental to human health, as every good thing, like sugar and alcohol and bungee jumping, eventually was. And since radio waves could theoretically travel with almost unlimited range, if one country used them, all countries would be at risk. Enter SAFE. Enter a mountain of legislation prohibiting radio use, which Andy had spent two weeks perusing, searching desperately for a nonexistent loophole. Almost before he could finish the six-hundred-page legal guide, the police came knocking at his door to demand he turn over the radio that he had once been operating under a permit. Andy figured he’d look even worse in an orange jumpsuit, so he handed over his supplies, manufactured some new transistors with spare parts, and kept quiet.

He liked to imagine the static represented a pleasant back-and-forth between the naturally produced radio waves bouncing off the ionosphere.

Say, 700 kHz, what do you see up there?

Nothing, 1000 kHz, just a few blobs of light and some dust and maybe an asteroid on its way to crash in chunks somewhere in Siberia. No humans up here. It’s peaceful.

And then—

“Sending test signal to address one-four-zero-seven. Status: Operational. No authorization found.”

Andy’s spoon paused halfway to his mouth. He peered around his apartment. There was nobody there. Of course there wasn’t. He lived alone because his landlord wouldn’t let him have a betta—

“Permission to send abort signal?”

Louder now. Unmistakable.

Never, not once, not in all the years he’d been listening, had he heard a voice through his radio.

Aliens?

But the voice was speaking plain, if somewhat robotic, English. Surely the long history of British colonization hadn’t extended into interstellar space.

Had someone else figured out how to build an old-fashioned radio? He’d thought his was the only one. Not that it was difficult, but it was useless since nothing was broadcast these days.

Nothing except this. Whatever this was.

The robotic voice continued: “Procedure authorization revoked.”

He darted to his computer and started typing an email. No, that’s too slow. It wasn’t the time to think about how much he hated phone calls. Who knew if he’d ever hear a sound from his radio again? He snatched his phone from the kitchen counter. Who could he tell? Who would listen? Who would believe him?

He scrolled through his contacts until he found his friend from college, nowadays an underappreciated teacher’s assistant at their local university. Rilo. Rilo would listen. They had studied radios together in school, and they occasionally still talked about them as a sort of ongoing joke, preferably over drinks when they were both tipsy enough to feel illogical.

He tapped the call button.

“Andy?” a groggy voice muttered after the first ring. “Aren’t you usually asleep by now?”

“I’ve picked up a transmission on my radio.”

There was a long pause. “What kind?”

“Voices.”

Andy knew exactly what his colleague was thinking. How long has it been since you slept? Are you experimenting with drugs? You know what they told us about drugs, Andy. Drugs are bad.

“Can I come over?”

“You believe me?”

“We’ll make a night of it. I’ll bring the booze.”

“Alcohol . . .” Andy sighed. “I have work tomorrow. I’m writing an essay.”

“What are you, a high schooler?”

“A broke adult looking for a job.” He couldn’t hold back an unhappy laugh. “You’d think those recruiters would want a research paper. But no. It’s endless short-answer questions. They know nothing about scientists, do they?”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Tell the aliens to stay online until then.”
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“Why didn’t you wait for authorization before you applied that prosthetic?” Mother scolded. She was always in an argumentative mood when she was cooking. “You were reckless. You could have gotten us killed. I’ve told you a thousand times—”

“The girl was dying,” the doctor answered between bites of cheese.

I considered cutting in with an imaginary scenario: Oh, sorry, I see your arm just almost got lopped off. I need to send a quick message to HQ before I can do anything about it, though . . . But Mother looked fierce, so I buried my thoughts in a spoonful of soup.

“You could have stopped the bleeding and ended the operation there.” Mother slapped the ladle into the pot with such force that a few brown drops splashed over the side and sizzled on the stove. “She would have lived, and she could have come back for a second operation to attach the prosthetic once you’d filed the paperwork.”

“The prosthetic is most effective if applied immediately,” the doctor explained, eyes fixed on the trail of steam rising from my bowl. “If I’d waited until morning, I might not have been able to save her arm. As it is, between her natural limb and the prosthetic, she’ll get almost all her movement back. Quite a medical miracle. Frankly, my professional pride was at stake.”

“You put her at risk.”

My ears perked up. I had cultivated the instinct of knowing when my guardians were talking about me, even when they didn’t use my name.

“I was unconscious, mostly. It’s not like I made the decision.” Just in case anyone was listening, I wanted to make it clear that I had been a useless blob. Just in case. Not that anyone would be. “So how could I get in trouble?”

My question was met with chilly silence. The soup bubbled in the pot, the rain pattered on the roof, my spoon clinked against my bowl.

“Of course,” I added hastily, “as a doctor, you don’t have much choice about helping your patients.”

“He has a choice.” Mother’s fiery temper reanimated. “He should have saved her life and made her leave. She would have been retired and that would have been best. It’s not as if . . .” Her voice trailed off, but I could imagine what the rest of her sentence was going to be. It’s not as if she’ll survive for long.

“Well, I think you did the right thing.”

The doctor and Mother both stared at me.

“It’s only fair to give her a chance,” I continued. “If she’s retired as a Merc, she’ll lose her sense of purpose. She’ll—”

“Stop talking.” Mother’s face had gone red, but I couldn’t tell whether it was because she was angry or because she had been staring down at the steam from the soup. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Purpose! That girl’s dangerous.” She glared at me. “And if you see her again, I want you to pass right on by as if you two had never spoken a word. I wish I hadn’t let you walk her home tonight, but I thought it would be better than letting you clean up the bloody operating table.” She gave a loud sigh. “I don’t know what to do with children these days. There’s no place for them in this town.”

The doctor, always our peacemaker, removed his glasses and rubbed the lenses on his shirt. “Now, now,” he consoled. “Halley, I agree with Maria. It’s best for you not to associate with the Mercs, especially Petra. It’s possible that I’ll have to answer some questions from the Alliance about her prosthetic, and I don’t want to get you involved.” He pushed his chair back from the table and patted his beard with a napkin. “Maria, this was wonderful. I always appreciate your cooking.”

“Don’t start with the flattery.” The smile on her lips was unmistakable. “The automated cooker does a better job.”

“Would you like to go for a walk, Halley?”

From the doctor’s tone, I guessed he meant a walk-and-talk.

“It’s fifteen minutes until curfew,” Mother pointed out.

“Well, we’ll walk for fifteen minutes.” The doctor got up from the table and went to the door, pausing in front of the wardrobe, which dressed him in a coat. Almost before I could gulp the last of my tea, he had disappeared outside. I had no choice but to assure Mother we’d hurry, then follow him.

We walked in silence at first, side by side, our shoes plopping in the puddles. We were headed nowhere slowly, but I knew he wouldn’t risk being outside after curfew.

“I want you to take this seriously.” He halted in the middle of the road and faced me. “I won’t forbid you from talking to the Mercs or going to the House. But I will say, with your interest in mind, that you should be careful. Think about what could happen.” He tapped the bare scar behind his ear, which was the same as mine, Mother’s, everyone’s. “These are waiting for you to break a rule.”

We’d never talked about the House before. He had never even directly acknowledged its existence. I must have shown some reaction—raised an eyebrow, maybe—because his face creased.

“I know you’ll do what you want. But this is for your own safety.”

Safety. The one thing we had plenty of in the village. Nothing ever happened to us. It was always them.

“Is Petra going to die?”

“My prosthetic might have saved her,” he answered, his voice so low I could barely hear it over the remnants of stormy wind. “I thought she deserved a chance, so I gave her one.”

“A chance to keep fighting?”

“A chance to escape.” He shook the rain off his hair and glanced at his watch. “We should head back.”

If we hurried, I could get a glass of water before bed.

The doctor held the front door open for me, and I tiptoed into the kitchen, presuming Mother had already fallen asleep. There was nobody in the kitchen, and the lights had already dimmed themselves, as they did every night. The electric candles on the table emitted a glow faint enough to kindle a little fear of the dark and remind me that I was pushing my luck. I had fallen asleep on the floor a few times before, and it was a good recipe to awaken stiff and miserable.

I grabbed a glass and filled it with water in the sink, then trotted back down the hallway to my bedroom. Just enough time remained for me to take a sip and snuggle under the covers.

Then it hit me—a wave of blackness and fatigue, too strong to resist. I hated the feeling. Had hated it ever since I could remember. It felt like passing out, like falling into a warm, suffocating blanket of darkness.

I couldn’t stop it. Nobody could. At eleven-forty-five, if you weren’t inside behind closed and locked doors, you were likely to never be seen again. At midnight exactly, like clockwork, the whole village fell asleep. That was the way things had always been.
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That night, for the first time in recent memory, I had a dream.
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