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Chapter 1
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Looking through the kitchen window as she washed dishes, Verity saw the official walking toward the house. She opened the window a crack more and burst into an enthusiastic rendition of a Loyalty Song. The official smiled, and looked proud of himself. He was sure, no doubt, that the song was in honor of his appearance – which it was, in a way.

Behind her, Pash entered the room. He broke into the song, an octave lower, but twice as loud.

Verity had to hide a look of relief. The warning had been heard. In the next room, the men and women who'd been reading with Pash would be ducking into hiding, the noises of their scramble hidden by the singing being done by the only two people authorized to be in the house without a special permit.

Pash grabbed a drying cloth and got dishes wiped and put away, as Verity continued washing. When the official walked in like he owned the place (which, in a matter of speaking, he did), it was to see them wiping the counters. If their prayers had been visible, he'd have known they were praying that he wouldn't check under the sudsy water in the right hand side of the large divided sink, which still held telltale signs of a gathering that had just indulged in an unauthorized strawberry-rhubarb pie.

"And how are we today, Citizens?" the official asked, cheerfully enough.

"Quite well, thank you," Pash answered.

"Quite well, thank you," Verity echoed.

The official's eyes strayed to Verity's belly, as usual looking for any sign of a baby.

Verity's eyes narrowed slightly as she tried to figure out which official this was. Since the best way of telling them apart was by their mannerisms, some of them delighted in cruelly imitating one another's quirks, or making up new ones to keep the Citizens guessing. It was maddening, but it would be suicide to say so. But since some of them favored killing a child before it was born, while others were willing to see what the quality was first (which at least gave the child a chance), it was important to be careful which official got to turn in the first report when the time came. Even between pregnancies, like now, she often felt a need to try to guess what she was up against.

She quickly got her eyes and face back under control, and stood placidly, the very model of a good Citizen.

"Are you pregnant?" the official asked.

"The evidence is against it, Official," Verity replied, dutifully.

"Ah, well, there is an easing in the quotas right now, so perhaps it would have been allowed. No promises, though. Can't promise on something like that, you know," he said. For a moment, something like nervousness crossed his face, and Verity wondered if the government had unexpectedly lost a lot of people somehow. It all too often did, despite its publicly trumpeted conceit of excellent central planning.

The fewer people alive, the better, was the default position; but sometimes bureaucrats not in Population Control would point out a serious lack of human capital that needed to be corrected, or perhaps a scientist would want more specimens from which to choose for breeding purposes, or for laboratory studies. It was impossible to guess, one day to the next, who might want what, and have the power to demand it.

Chapter 2

Jeorj had helped steer the others into hiding places before ducking into the secret tunnel that led off to where Filoman lived. Now he crouched, listening, trying to decide what to do.

Already feeling trapped and a bit claustrophobic, he didn't enjoy the prospect of crawling along those parts of the tunnel that required inching along on elbows, but thoughts of Fil nagged him.

Jen had gone down early in the day to invite the boy to a short, cozy visit with her and Pash and himself 'upstairs' in a closed-off room while Verity kept watch from the kitchen, but he'd declined. He hadn't given a reason, according to Jen. Jeorj couldn't help wondering if Fil was sick, or tired, or discouraged, or feeling scared of people again, or perhaps was just nervous (with good reason) about possibly giving away his location, even if given enough time to get 'downstairs' before the others came.

He almost laughed. Even if Jen had reported a reason, he would have wondered what the real reason was. Jen was prone to protecting Fil zealously while trusting him wholeheartedly, while Fil was prone to trying to not upset her. All in all, if you wanted to know how Fil was, Jen was an iffy witness.

He toggled an inconspicuous switch on the ceiling, near the trap door, that was used to let people know when someone was visiting Fil, and headed down to visit his young friend.

The tunnel struck him as longer than he remembered it, which he knew full well was how he felt every time he went down it.

There was a curtain across the entrance to the living quarters. In the thirteen years of the boy's exile, sometimes there had been a door and sometimes nothing, but most of the time there was a curtain, which let the child have some control over who saw him, without giving him the means to shut people out and starve himself to death, should he get it into his head to do that.

"Hello, Fil. Knock, knock," Jeorj said, before rapping the support beams beside the curtain. "It's Jeorj. May I come in?"

There was a slight pause before Fil answered, "If you want to."

Jeorj steeled his nerves and made sure he was smiling as he went through the curtain. Sometimes visiting the lad wasn't easy, especially on days when he didn't say 'sure, come on in.'

To his relief, the boy hadn't cut off the light streaming in from the tower. Up top (that is, above ground), it looked like a sculpture of some sort. The government was quite proud of itself for providing artwork in encampments. That this sculpture had been neatly modified to collect light and air for an underground hiding place was a secret known to only a handful of Citizens. Who had done the actual work, Jeorj didn't know. It was from before his time.

"You might want to move over into the direct light, there," Jeorj said. "Actual sunlight is good for you."

Fil dragged his frail frame into a sunbeam, but Jeorj got the feeling it was more from a wish to be polite than from any hope of benefits from the light itself.

Jeorj fought off a desire to slug the wall. No person should have to live like this, especially not a boy. Even being trapped in the camp, surrounded by jagged wire fences and armed guards, with all the day-to-day indignities and insanities that the guards and other officials came up with, was better than living in a hole, your air and illumination provided via an ugly statue that had probably been produced primarily to allow some government thug to transfer riches to another thug.

"You don't look happy today," Fil said.

"I'm not. I'm frustrated," Jeorj said.

Fil smiled.

"I give up. What's so funny?" Jeorj asked.

"I like it that you sometimes say stuff like that. Jen always tells me everything's all right, and that everything will be all right, and that she's all right. But that's all right. I think she might even believe it, and in any case she means well, and I don't mean to sound like I don't like her to visit, because it's nice, but, it's nice when you're not like that, and..." Fil trailed off. He didn't get to talk to people much and generally did have trouble coming in for a landing once he got flying with words.

"I'm glad you don't mind it when I'm grumpy," Jeorj said. "What's the question for today?"

Fil hesitated.

"Ah, come on. How many times do I have to tell you that I may not be able to answer every question, but all questions are on the table?" Jeorj said.

"I'm not sure it makes sense," Fil said.

"Fire away, and we'll see if we can't get it into order."

"Do places have names, or just people and stuff?"

"Places can have names. Not all of them do, but, yeah, places have names."

"Does this place have a name?"

"Yeah. Fil's place."

Fil smiled shyly. "I meant, wherever it is that I'm under. Where you live. Does it have a name?"

"Officially it's just The Camp. When I came, it still had a sign at the gate, though. Genesee Gene Bank, it said. We're not allowed to call it that, though."

"Why?"

"Probably no reason at all. Just a decree. The guys with guns and knives and nooses have a love affair with decrees, and around here they specialize in ones that don't make sense."

"Where you came from, did the decrees make sense?"

"Come to think of it, probably not. At least not the bulk of them. I'm not sure I remember that part of my life correctly, though. It was a long time ago."

"Speaking of time, are you sure it's all right for you to be here this long?"

"You're right. I'd rather stay, but I'd better be getting back. Wouldn't want the bad guys to miss me. See ya," Jeorj said. "Hey, what's so funny?"

"The way you talk about bad guys. Jen is afraid of them."

"I am, too. Don't let me kid you."

"Yeah, but you seem to enjoy outfoxing them."

"It's a guy thing," Jeorj said, punching his fist into Fil's happily outstretched hand, in a farewell gesture they'd come up with themselves.

Jeorj worked his way back to the trap door. Before putting the ‘visitor’ switch back into the position that said that Fil was alone again (with room for company, and no one likely to be using the tunnel), he checked a switch that should have been flipped if someone had stuck a head down to tell him the coast was clear and found him missing. It wasn't flipped. It should have been flipped by now. At least, if this were just a usual interruption by a usual official checking up on Pash and Verity, it should have been flipped by now.

He crawled back down the tunnel until he was out of sight of the opening – if you were going to be a fish in a barrel, you might as well not be front and center if you could help it – and settled in to wait.

Chapter 3

The official kept making small talk, and eyeing them suspiciously. Verity began to wonder if he suspected people were in hiding and might come out if he stalled long enough. She had to fight off an urge to launch into another Loyalty Song to let people know that it wasn't safe to come out yet.

Finally, the official asked her to look up and down the street to see if anyone was in view, particularly any other officials, especially any who appeared to be heading toward the house. This was an odd request, so odd that she froze.

Pash put his hand on her shoulder, and gently, oh so gently, nudged her toward the door. She was afraid to look him in the eye, for fear of what the official might see communicated between them, but she thought she got the message clearly enough anyway. Don't panic. Pretend it's a normal request.

After she reported that she saw no one, the official begged them to be seated.

"I shouldn't be telling you this, but I have decided to trust your discretion," he said. "We have been told that this community will be getting a new director in a few days. We have not been told exactly when. I've been here a long time, and have seen three other changes of directors. In each case, there were terrible repercussions when it was found that an accurate inventory of persons could not be done immediately and without shortages. In my experience, at any given time these days, about ten to twenty percent of you Citizens are at large when you should not be, and I am asking you to please do what you can to quietly inform people who like to go missing to please not do it for a while. Just a while. That is all I am asking, for my own sake as well as your own. They must not be conspicuous about it. It must seem normal that everyone is where he should be. I beg it of you. Good day." Without another word, and without a look behind him, he left.

Verity gazed into Pash's eyes, trying to determine if he thought they'd been given a warning for their benefit, or if it was a trap. You just never knew with officials.

For her part, she couldn't shake the impression that the official was sincerely trying to help them. She was also almost, almost but not quite, willing to believe that he was a secret Adherent. Maybe not, though; God often used unbelievers without them realizing it. Didn't He? Didn't He?

Pash held her tight. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder. His size and strength and gentleness reassured her.

"So," she whispered, as bravely as she could, "Do we finish the dishes first, or sweep the other room first?"

He kissed her and said, "I think I'll take a walk. I need the exercise, and the weather is good right now."

She went to finish the dishes while he strolled around just enough to see if there were obvious rows of armed guards waiting to spring on his guests, should he turn his guests loose on the streets.

It was no use worrying about hidden guards. Around here they weren't usually so subtle. Sometimes they were, for the cruelty of it, but in general it was safer not to be caught peering behind bushes, and safe enough to assume that would-be captors or murderers would be out in the open where they could enjoy showing off that they could do whatever they wanted.

When he got back, Verity had finished washing and drying the dishes, and was putting the last few away, while the incriminating water poured down the drain.

"I think that next time, and perhaps for a while after that, I'll fix snacks that don't need dishes," she said.

"Not a bad idea," he said. "I'm as tired of doing dishes as you are. I think I'll go tidy up the next room now."

When he went through the door, he closed it behind him. Verity realized that he wasn't convinced yet that their visitor hadn't left a small recording device behind him. That surprised her. Usually, officials were happy enough to spy on you in person, after all. Besides, after you'd been in the camp a long time, and had been properly docile whenever in view, you were usually not considered worth any authority's bother, unless he was bored and just wanted someone to kick. Still, this official had acted so oddly, she probably should have thought of bugs right away, she realized.

She refilled the sink with sudsy water – they had no bucket, so the sink had to serve as one – grabbed a cleaning cloth, and went to work washing the table, the chairs, and anything else the official had been at or near. She was already a tidy housekeeper, known for cleaning even the undersides of furniture and the tops of cabinets. At times like this, it was good to have such a reputation. She scrubbed and scrubbed, and found nothing that came loose or felt newly bumpy.

Chapter 4

Jeorj took in the news with the same doubts as his host and the others. It was impossible to know if the official knew people were sneaking around and had beloved hiding places, or if he was spinning tales, trying to find out. It was likewise impossible to know if he meant to give fair warning, or was laying a trap.

"Oh, well. It never hurts to refresh ourselves in proper behavior now and then," Thaddeus said. "I'll go make sure Shadow's all right, and set up for a lockdown. You can leave him to me."

The others nodded. Shadow was Thad's son. When the boy was born, he'd been deemed not worth shipping off for training, so the parents were ordered to bury him. This they did, but in covert defiance they had buried him alive in a place set up to keep him alive, and had taken care of him since. After the mother had been taken off by disease years back, the father had redoubled his efforts to make the boy's life as good as it could be, considering he was buried alive. Although he was open to everyone in the present fellowship knowing that he had a hidden son, Thad hadn't shared with the group where the boy was.

It was a precaution Jeorj understood, and he assumed Thad had an especially trusted friend or two to back him up, so that the boy would have help should he be killed, transferred, or otherwise rendered unable to smuggle in what the boy needed.

Jen and Jeorj exchanged glances, during which she convinced him that she'd take care of Fil. Neither of them dared say anything, because there were new people in the fellowship; tried and true enough to trust with carefully handled discussions about what an official really meant, but not yet tried and true enough to trust with a helpless boy's life.

Jeorj, being considered an exceptionally trustworthy fellow, knew the location of three Hidden Ones. He didn't know who in his present company knew about Missy, so he didn't volunteer that he was about to go make sure she was properly stocked for a possible siege. He made his excuses and left. As he walked down the street, Jen caught up to him.

"I found this, and don't want it," she said. She slipped something small into his hand. "I don't want to know what you do with it, either. Have a good day," she said, by way of goodbye. She headed off toward her assigned living quarters, moving with the careful normalcy of a campmate who didn't want to make guards nervous.

It felt like a button, but whatever it was, Jeorj didn't want to be caught looking at it, so he put his hands in his pockets, assumed a round-shouldered look appropriate to a properly domesticated male campmate navigating a populated part of the camp, and resumed walking.

There were several ways to get to his intended destination, but since matters were reportedly in an uproar, or soon to be in an uproar, he steered his feet to the path that went near the back side of the Directorate.

A man inside the Directorate was yelling. This wasn't unusual. People in control of things yelled at one another all the time, especially inside their offices. A Citizen's duty was to pretend he didn't hear it, and to keep on walking, neither slowing down nor speeding up.

"...This is a gene bank, damn you. And it's off the map. In fact, it's officially located in a different jurisdiction than here. This location shows as a wilderness area. No matter what you do, you can't mess up The Plan or set a bad example, because no one below the highest levels has any idea you're out here, you idiot, and there are maybe ten of us..."

Jeorj would have liked to hear more, but it was suicide to tarry near the Directorate unless you had been ordered to tarry near the Directorate, so he kept walking. Soon he was to where Citizen housing was up on short stilts, to prevent tunnels being built beneath them. Then he was to where the housing was on higher stilts, for the same reason, but higher because officials had been nervous about having buildings of any sort so close to the fence.

Jeorj went to sit in the amphitheater. There were statues neatly positioned around for the inspiration of the audience, and it was considered a good thing for a Citizen to come out here from time to time, and ponder the statues, which were said to represent civic virtues. They were rather abstract statues, and sometimes the virtues got redefined as one Era passed to the next, or as a Leader got hit with an inspiration about how Society should be remade to further the goals of The Glorious Future. But, regardless of which supposed virtues were supposedly attached to which abstract structure, it was considered good to come out and ponder The Virtues of Today, and Jeorj was glad enough to do so, at least to all outward appearances. Under the monstrosity currently dubbed The Will to Fraternity was where Missy lived. It was probably an old fugitive hole; certainly it wasn't well set up for long term living. There was a small, continuous drip of water available to her; when carefully collected it was enough for basic needs; this was a godsend, no question, but there wasn't flowing water, and there wasn't a sewage system. She had a composting toilet, which made her situation better than it might have been otherwise, but if no one came to move the compost out, she was in trouble. Food could be delivered to her through an air tube in a pinch, but for garbage removal and companionship, there was nothing for it but for someone to risk a trip down into the hole.

Jeorj pulled his hand out of his pocket and looked at what Jen had slipped into it. It was a button. Better yet, it was a pretty one. It must have been from Early Days, before beauty had been declared a horrible distraction from Proper Thought.

Whether this meant that Jen knew about Missy, or whether she had somehow caught on that he sometimes collected buttons, or if she just hoped that he’d find some way to preserve the scrap of beauty without them being caught by officials, Jeorj didn't know, but he was grateful to her at any rate. He usually had nothing to bring Missy but himself and the labor and conversation he could provide, and that rarely seemed adequate.

The amphitheater was made to accommodate five, maybe six, thousand people. It wasn't quite beautiful enough to be banned, but its lines and proportions were pleasing nonetheless, in a somewhat intimidating sort of way. There'd been only a few gatherings here since Jeorj had been transferred to this compound. In his experience, the women seemed to feel smaller than usual out here, while the men seesawed between feeling smaller and larger.

The setting somehow made it easier to bring out the worst in everybody, at least when you had a crowd on hand. Perhaps it wouldn't do that if someone stood on the stage and preached about the glory of God and the wonders of His mercy, and the necessity of the cross and redemption, but that was never going to happen, not in this ruthlessly atheistic society, so why wonder about it?

The steps were good for running up and down, so Jeorj made some laps up and down, up and down, and swung himself over railings, and otherwise treated the amphitheater as an obstacle course or training camp. This was a good thing for a Citizen to do, since health and fitness were highly esteemed by the authorities.

It was a hot, sunny day, so Jeorj naturally moved to the shade down in the staging areas and wandered around while he cooled off. In deep shadows, near The Will to Fraternity's base, he found the hidden hatch, and snuck into Missy's hole.

As he descended the ladder, Missy's sweet voice called out, "Oh, good! Company! Welcome!" He sometimes wondered whether she knew that company might someday be evil men who would do unspeakable things to her if they ever found her, but he wasn't going to ask. Why load her up with worries she couldn't guard against? Or understand?

She was, as usual, sitting on the floor, beaming up at him, surrounded by dozens of buttons, which she endlessly rearranged into patterns and then new patterns. When he'd first met her, her hair was gray, but it had since gone to white. The best guess was that she was over 70; that she'd been one of the first to be hidden, and had outlived all the others. Jeorj didn't know if she'd been out of the hole since she'd been placed there, probably as an infant. He certainly hadn't taken her out. For one thing, he didn't think she could manage the ladder, for another he was hard enough pressed just emptying the chamber pot without getting caught. Wondering how he could keep a simple soul like Missy from wandering into the jaws of death if ever she got on the same plane as the bulk of mankind was beyond him.

"Something is making you unhappy," she said, her old brow furrowing.

"I just hate myself right now, that's all," he said, joking but not joking. "But, here, let's not think about that. I brought you something." He handed her Jen's button, which she gazed at with wonder, and then squealed over.

Jeorj cringed. It was probably safe to squeal in here, given its lousy connection to the outside world – but the rule, for very good reasons, was to always talk softly in hidden places. He put his finger to his lips and winked. That not working, he gazed with exaggerated appreciation at her buttons on the floor. Smiling, Missy turned her attention to how to fit the new button into her collection.

He set to work cleaning the place, and hauling out whatever needed to be hauled out and scattered carefully in the woods, or dumped in the latrines provided for actors and stage hands, or Citizens taking an unfortunately necessary break from gazing upon The Virtues. When he finished, Missy was still happily trying to work the new button into the picture on her floor. That the light in here came mostly through prisms made her task all the more engrossing, because a button looked different in red light versus yellow, for instance, so it mattered where in the rainbow-like spectrums on the floor she placed it.

Jeorj checked her food supply, and added to it what little he'd been carrying around in his pockets to snack on. All told, it was adequate for about fifteen days, maybe more.

He tried to chat with Missy, but she didn't want to be pulled away from her new button, so he wished her well, and crawled out of her hole. He ran up and down the stairs a few more times, cooled off in the shade again, then headed home. As much as he wanted to try to catch more yelled information from inside the Directorate, he thought it a bad idea to go past it twice in one outing, so he went home by the fish ponds.

There were nice, flat stones of just the right size near the ponds, and so he skipped rocks to see how many skips he could get, and how far he could make a rock go toward the other shore.

He laughed at himself. He'd been thinking how pointless Missy's button art was, but here he was, skipping rocks, in part because he could think of nothing better to do to pass the time, and in part simply because he thought the ripple patterns were fascinating.
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Chapter 5
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For several days, there was an eerie silence in the camp. Armed guards were in evidence, but not the usual higher officials. The guards, for a change, didn't seem to have anything to say, past curt orders for everyone to attend to his own business. Verity thought she smelled fear when they walked by, almost as if they were oddly afraid of Citizens.

"More likely they're afraid of making a misstep while they're still figuring out what constitutes a misstep with the new director," Pash said.

Whatever the explanation, it didn't seem safe to go out, so they stayed home, making everything tidy, as if expecting an inspection. Besides, hadn't the official told them it would be important for inventories to be made easily? Perhaps they would want to inventory household goods, too? They all too often did.

Then, abruptly, all Citizens were ordered to the amphitheater, which was the only place large enough to hold everyone at the same time.

Verity was dumbfounded to see how many people were there. Usually she only saw the people from her neighborhood, with glimpses of more remote neighbors from time to time. Previous mandated gatherings had been of one special group or another; never the whole camp, before now. She tried to count the crowd, but got tangled up in the numbers.

"There are about three thousand of us here, I'd say," Pash said. "Not counting officials and guards."

"That's about what I was guessing," Jeorj said. "But I'm counting by rows
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