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  One


It started with a sword. Before I drew that sword, I was nothing. 
Well, not nothing. I was a boy. A slave. I was a 'person' in the loosest sense. I was kept alive for one reason, and one reason only—to further the interests of those who owned me.
I lacked significance. That's the point.
Sometimes I wish I was still nothing. Instead of everything. Sometimes I wish I could tear a hole in time and step through it, to the day it happened. Tell myself it's not worth it. Better to die in chains, malnourished and alone, than to be shackled to the immense weight of destiny. The weight of entire worlds.
Sometimes.
But of course, that's not how it happened. No one reached through time to warn me. And even if they had, I wouldn't have listened. I wouldn't have understood.
I was already on the path.
Today, a slave. Tomorrow, a God.


It was a day like any other day. We were out on a job. I was in the back of the Rover. It was dark in there, as always, except for a little bar of green light above the hatch door. It was stuffy, smelling of sweat and general body odor. There were nine other people there in that cabin, all slaves, all young, like me. We showered once every week or so. We ate every other day, except after a particularly good haul, when we were fed actual slabs of cooked meat—instead of protein slop—and vials of grain alcohol. That feeling of real meat, real food in your belly, it was something to live for. One of the few things to live for. For me, at least. Never had any reason to believe the others felt differently.
We were strapped into old rusty seats, our wrists bound by metal cuffs that came up out of the armrests. We wore raggy, ill-fitting pants and shoes, and vests with metal plates on the front with numbers etched into them. A gas mask hung from my neck, bouncing against my collarbone.
The dim green light refracted and glinted on the metal plate on my chest: seven-one-eight-four-nine. 
That was my name. Seven-one-eight-four-nine. Any time the Kaine Company people wanted my attention, they said Seven-one-eight-four-nine. That was me. A number. One cog in a giant machine.
My friends, who never seemed to live very long, called me Seven.
Everyone else called me Runt. And not in an endearing way. Being a runt was a bad thing, not just for me, but for everyone else too. I was a flaw. A liability. People might die. People did die. In some instances, you might argue that it was my fault. Those times when I didn't move fast, or wasn't strong enough.
'Six' comes to mind. That was several months ago, but I still had dreams about it now and then. Dreams of a door that wouldn't open, and the screams of a man more than twice my age on the other side, accompanied by the scratch and tear of claws, and the otherworldly clicks and growls of a creature I wished to the gods I would never have to encounter again.
You could make the case that it wasn't my fault I couldn't get the door open. There are things in this world that can kill just fine without my help. And they often do. Still, I doubted I would ever get that moment out of my head. I blamed myself for not being able to get that door open in time. And the rest of the crew blamed me too. Another casualty thanks to the runt. But that's how it goes.
Now, I was hunched in my seat in the back of the Rover, trying to get in a little shut-eye, even as the transport rocked and bumped on the craggy, uneven terrain. 
No one spoke. The atmosphere was tense, as it always was before every expedition. Like I said, you didn't always come back from one of these. Sometimes, nobody came back. That was the risk you ran. It's why they made the slaves do it. It's why I was number seven-one-eight-four-nine.
The Rover slowed down, each bump and jolt becoming more pronounced. It brought me out of my tired, half-awake stupor. I blinked, watery-eyed, and looked up at the green light. It was flashing. The Darkspore was close.
Sure enough, the Rover rolled to a stop. We all sat in the dark. Slumped. Quiet. Trying to get another moment or two of rest. Trying not to think about what was coming.
The driver's door opened and closed up front. Then there was the crunch of a pair of boots landing on the ground. Muffled footfalls.
The hatch door clicked, then slid open.
It was dark out. Hazy. It was the Spore, doing its best to block out the light of the sun. It was thick enough here to do that much, even if the Solark equipment was still working. 
A tall, shadowy silhouette of a man eased in front of the opening. Then a light clicked on. The man shone the light into the cabin, examining our faces in turn, blinding us, forcing most of us to squint or close our eyes.
It was just a quick inspection to make sure we were all accounted for. Company policy. How anyone was supposed to have escaped their handcuffs, let alone the vehicle itself, was always beyond me. I suppose it must have happened before. If you want to escape badly enough, you find a way. But I have to wonder what exactly escapees think they're gonna do after they escape. It's a dangerous world. Especially out in the Spore Reaches. Society—civilized society, if you want to call it that—is a long distance off. If you want to make it to a place like Marcleif or Argest, you're going to be hunted by slavers a decent stretch of the way. 
It's not so much a matter of a single slave's worth, but the integrity of the system as a whole. The idea of making it to society, of becoming a free man—it was a slim hope, but a hope nonetheless. Hope was dangerous for The Company, and it was dangerous for us, too. Every once in a while, someone would go missing, but you never talked about it, never acknowledged it; that was a great way to get tied to the whipping post and lashed across the back. You never talked about a runner. When they were inevitably brought back, they were always bruised, beaten, and even more malnourished than before, and minus any friends they might have had before they ran away. It was always a risk to associate with others, let alone with a runner.
That was how all of this worked. They released you. Sent you off into the dark. And you always came back. There was never any other choice.
The man took a step back, lowering the light. He had short, carefully combed hair and a smooth, clean-shaven face. He wore a dark, glossy, form-fitting jumpsuit that  up in the front. The name KAINE, in all caps, was over the left breast.
The handler took a step back from the door, one hand resting on his belt. There were two items attached to that belt: a taser/baton, and a handgun.
I'd seen that baton used many a time. The handgun, less often. But it happened. If you were being aggressive, and you got too close, a handler would not hesitate. It was actually a pretty decent way to off yourself, when you finally got tired of it all. I hadn't reached that point yet, that level of despair.
It was a difficult life. Some of us coped by way of religion, and through the recitation of stories that had been passed down over multiple generations of slavery. Stories of the Great After, and Zelaris, the so-called God of Slaves, who would one day come to free us from our chains, and lead us to a great land, and so on and so forth. Not that I should judge, I suppose. I could tell that a good number of us took comfort in the idea of a hypothetical future where we would finally be free. As for the rest of us, we appreciated the fact that we still had one choice left, one possible way out, if we needed it. Liberation by handler execution.
"Alright," the handler said. "How we feeling?"
He had a smooth voice. Calm. Unbothered. He spent his days driving the Rovers. He spent his nights drinking wine and doing paperwork. Schmoozing it up with the other handlers, overseers and managers. Going home to a wife, or a woman at least, someone who relied on and cared for him. He was a big fish in a little pond. He was thin of body and fat of soul. Fat and happy.
Nobody answered, of course. And he was probably talking to himself, more than anything. Gauging the condition of the merchandise.
After a moment, he nodded to himself. He seemed to think we were in good enough shape for the job.
"We're about four hundred glyths out from the site," the handler went on. "It's to the south. You'll know it when you see it. This is as close as I can take you."
I perked up a bit at that. That wasn't so bad. Sure, traveling into Spore territory was never a great proposition. But this would be a short walk, relatively speaking. In and out.
I liked those odds. I'd take 'em.
The handler pressed a button on his belt. The cuffs on our armrests snapped open, releasing our wrists. We stood and filed out of the Rover in an orderly fashion.
Well, mostly orderly. One of the others, a guy with the nickname Red, slammed his elbow into my side as he pushed past me. 
It wasn't much of a surprise. I was already braced for it.
It still hit me in the side like a brick.
Red was a big guy. Or perhaps just less emaciated than most of us. He wasn't born a slave; he'd been sold to the Kaine Company only a few years ago. His body had something of a head start.
He'd probably outlive all of us. Not that I necessarily envied him for that.
Must be nice being strong, though. I exercised when I could, but it was hard to build muscle on a Kaine Company diet. They wanted us just strong enough to do the job, and with just enough hope to make it through one day into the next.
Besides, it's not like I could fight back, anyway. Never a good idea to be seen tussling with the rest of the merchandise.
I turned away, curling in on myself, arms over my gut. I knew he'd go for the gut. He liked to hurt me, but he also preferred not to leave marks most of the time.
Red snorted. He always laughed like that. Through the nose.
He kept moving, stepping toward the hatch and hopping down onto the ground.
I followed him, filtering out with the rest of the group.
As soon as my boots touched the ground, I couldn't help but feel that urge to turn around and head back inside. I'm sure everyone else felt it too. The Spore Reaches were dangerous, inhospitable. And you could tell that just by looking at them.
This time we were in a thickly wooded area, which was always the worst. It gave the Darkspore a lot to work with. It was in the tall, knotted trees. It was in the dark, leafy canopy overhead. It spread like coursing veins across the plant life, across the earth itself. Spore pockets protruded in various places, big dark bubbles, some of which were actively bursting, tearing open. Purple specks hung in the air like dust motes. Strange, alien vines were growing around the trunks of trees, and across the forest floor, pulsing faintly.
Honestly, the Darkspore wasn't that bad here. Yet.
But it was still uncomfortable to be around. It was still...wrong. The way the ecosystem itself was visibly warping and shifting around us. Becoming...corrupted.
Everything in my body was telling me to run, to get out of this place. But of course, that wasn't an option. For any of us. To run away right now, it would be a sure fire way of getting lost in the Spore Reaches. Prolonged exposure to the Darkspore was a fate worse than death. Even the mask would only be of help for so long.
Speaking of.
I put on my mask. So did everyone else.
The handler just stood there, watching us. He didn't have to worry about exposure. He would be safe in the Rover for most of the expedition. He didn't have to do much of anything, really. Didn't even have to say anything more to us. None of us were green. We all knew the drill.
Oh, the handler did do one other thing. He pressed a button on his belt, opening a compartment at the back of the Rover.
That was how you earned good favor with the company. You stood there and pressed buttons. It was all you had to do. If you were born in the right place, that is. The right time. If you were the right person.
I was the wrong person. I was born into this. And I was never going to leave. Not in this life.
We—the ones with numbers on our chests—pulled the equipment out of the back of the Rover. We assembled the cart. Once the cart was together we packed the Spore Canisters. Big clear barrels with nozzles on the top. Ideally, you wanted to bring three or four on every job.
By this point I was already starting to get out of breath. I was panting, fogging up my mask.
The handler nodded to himself and headed back into the driver's compartment of the Rover, leaving us to our devices.
Which was usually bad news for me.
"Hey, Runt," Red said. His voice was muffled by the mask. "Pretty sure it's your turn to pull."
It wasn't. I'd pulled the cart the last six jobs.
I mean, someone had to do it. Not sure why you'd pick the weakest guy—me, that is—to do it. 
It wasn't logical. But it was what Red preferred. And judging from the looks I was getting from most everyone in the crew, he wasn't the only one.
Better to gang up than to be the one being ganged-up on.
Jerks.
There was no point in fighting it. But I knew it was gonna be rough. I couldn't see any paths, any roads. We would be cutting straight through the woods, and the ground was rocky as hell.
"I could use some help," I said. "If we want to get there sometime today, that is."
It was a risk. I figured the worst Red could do was say no.
I was wrong. And I realized it the moment I saw that smile of his, through the semi-clear film of his mask.
Here was a man who knew how to push my buttons, make me miserable. He was quite creative at it. He got some kind of sick, twisted pleasure out of watching me squirm. It was a power thing. Made him feel like he was still in control. Like he was better than all of this.
The obvious answer was to avoid reacting. Ignore him until he got bored.
Unfortunately, the more stoic I was, the more persistent Red became. Whatever high he got from this, he simply couldn't give it up.
"You're right," Red said, folding his arms as he took a step toward me. He was a good head or two taller than me, and I was forced to lean back to look him in the eyes. "Sounds like a two-man job. Estelyn, why don't you join him?"
Estelyn.
Shit.
She was a short little thing, shorter than I was, though she claimed to be a year older. She was new to the company, like Red, but Red didn't associate with her. In a way, she was even lower in social status than I was. 
She was a runner. More than that, she was a fighter. She'd dislocated both thumbs so she could pull her wrists free from the metal cuffs in one of the Rovers. She'd jumped the handler as soon as he opened the hatch door. She'd used his belt to release the rest of the group. Together, they had dogpiled on the handler, taken his stuff, and left in the Rover.
No one knew how far they managed to get in that Rover. All we knew was that Estelyn was the only one of the runners they brought back.
They put her through the works. Beatings. Lashes. She spent three days in solitary—a grey metal box with no light except what came through the little air holes. No food.
She had yellow bruises all along one side of her face. I had to imagine her back was still a mess from the whippings. She flinched and winced with every step. People stayed away from her, giving her lots of room as she limped along.
Like I said, she was low in status, even below me. People hadn't liked her from the beginning, because we all knew she came from a rich, well-to-do background. That was why the other slaves had let her keep the name. It wasn't about humanizing her, quite the reverse. It was about setting her apart. It was a rich person's name. A northern name. At some point in time, she'd mattered. But she would never matter again. And they weren't going to let her forget that.
Without a word, or even a look, she limped past me, grabbing onto the looped cart handle. Her shoulders were stooped. Her sandy, jaw-length hair was parted in the middle, obscuring most of her face.
"No," I said shaking my head. "That's not—"
I could already see—and feel—Red swooping in next to me. He grabbed me by the collar with both hands.
"It's alright," Estelyn said, catching my attention and making Red freeze. "I got it. I can help. I want to help."

Red looked at me. He'd lifted me off the ground by the collar. He lowered me, slowly. "There. See? It's her decision. Now let's get moving."


It wasn't as bad as I thought it was going to be. It usually isn't. It's just another day. Another job. Pulling the cart was like that. Difficult, physically, but boring at the same time. When you'd seen one part of the spore lands, you'd basically seen it all. That was how the Darkspore worked. It homogenized the landscape. Terraformed it.
The trees were getting closer and closer together as we made our way further in. Disparate vines reached toward one another between the trees, wrapping around one another, clasping like friendly hands.
Red pulled a machete out of the cart. It had a mechanical lock, and couldn't be unsheathed until you moved a certain distance from the Rover. Red unsheathed it and began hacking away at the vines, forging a path. The vines fell in long heavy ropes, slapping against the trunks of trees and against the forest floor. The cart bumped hard as we pulled it over those vines. It was enough to blister your hands, except that I'd formed callouses a long time ago.
The others carried Solark lights. The beams bobbed up and down, pillars of light cutting their way among the trees. As we delved deeper into the spore, the lights began to dim and flicker. Then the lights finally winked out, and it was nothing but dark shapes, and the sound of Red's machete hacking away at the vines, and my own labored breathing, echoing back inside the mask.
I swore, sometimes I could almost smell the spore. Taste it, even. I could feel trace amounts of it on my tongue. An alien substance on my palate. Tasted like...iron. Like metal and blood.
I wondered how Estelyn was faring. It was hard to tell. I couldn't see her face. Her head was stooped. Her body was bent forward, putting all her weight into the looped handle. Her hair curtained the side of her face, thick and oily and matted. She was breathing hard, and with every breath locks of her hair fluttered in front of the filter on her mask.
Okay, so I actually could tell how she was faring. Not well. But there was nothing I could do about it at the moment, except to just keep forging ahead, putting enough of myself into the work as to lighten the load for her as much as possible.


There often comes a time, on a job like this one, when you start to wonder if there's actually anything out there. Maybe the Kaine Company made a mistake. Maybe there's nothing but the Spore Reaches left. Just a dark, thickly-tangled wood, going on forever, swallowing you up bit by bit. 
Maybe we passed the target a long time ago. Maybe it's too late. Maybe we've managed to get ourselves stranded in the spore lands.
Only, by the time that panic—that suspicion—starts to creep in, that's usually when you happen to stumble on your destination. At which point you don't so much feel relieved as grimly determined, resigned to the fact that you're still going to finish the job and live another day, maybe many more days to come.
This expedition was no different. Just when I was starting to worry, the building came into view.
The handler was right. It would have been hard to miss. Even in the darkness. Even in the aphotic gloom of these spore-infested woods. There it was. A wide, tall, imposing backdrop, extending upward into the treetops, past the point of visibility. A smooth, dark surface, devoid of any interesting ornaments, patterns, or colors. Unremarkable.
Still. This was it. We all knew it immediately.
As we came to a stop, Estelyn slouched against the cart itself, panting, trying to catch her breath.
As concerned as I was about her, I decided not to cast too much attention her way. It would put a spotlight on her. Something neither of us could afford, right now.
Oh, that's another thing about Estelyn I may have neglected to mention.
I...was in love with her.
Behind me, objects in the back of the cart clattered as Red rummaged through them. As he passed by me, tools in hand, he whispered, "Maybe today's the day, Seven. The day your luck  finally runs out. What do you think of that?"






  
  Two


It didn't take long to find the door. There was always a door. On these kinds of jobs, anyway. 
The Darkspore had a hard time getting inside these old, sealed-up buildings. At least at the concentration required for true terraformation. Besides, in a construction like this, there wasn't much for the Spore to take over. If we were lucky(or rather, if the Kaine Company was lucky), everything inside would be relatively untouched. Money. Jewelry. Keepsakes. Solark technology. It would all be here for the taking. 
And we would take it, of course. We would load it all up and bring it back to The Company.  I mean, what were we supposed to do with the stuff? 
The promise of an actual meal, with some alcohol to wash it down, was more than enough incentive to bring in a good haul.
Besides, failing to meet expectations was a good way to get yourself in deep trouble with The Company. They wouldn't whip you, but they would lower your already-scant rations. You could see it happening with the teams who always failed to meet quota. You could count their ribs, and count yourself lucky to be on a team that was competent enough to get the job done.
No—if there was anything here worth bringing back, it was going to go on that cart. You could believe that.
The trick was to be efficient about it. The longer you were out in places like this, the more likely things were to go...wrong.
Suffice it to say, Red didn't waste any time with that door. It was one of those mechanical ones, the kind that slide off to the side, into the wall. Red slotted the prying tool into the seam, then cranked the lever until there was enough space for any one of us to make our way into the building.
It was dark there, on the other side of that door, through the gap. For all you knew there was nothing on the other side of it. Just a black void, waiting to swallow you whole as you stepped on through.
But of course, there was nothing for it. No option but to move the equipment inside and get to work.
I grabbed one of the big canisters off the back of the cart and headed toward the door.
As I did so, I passed Estelyn. She was still on one knee, leaning against the cart, recuperating. I did my best to ignore her.
It wasn't easy. More than anything I wanted to help her. To hold her, if she would let me. But I couldn't. For her sake.
I grit my teeth and pressed onward.
Holding the big canister against my chest, I eased in through the open doorway, stepping over the crank that was holding the door open.
It was pitch dark, in there. A big, open space though, going off of the acoustics. From the way my pattering footsteps echoed back and forth, wall to wall and ceiling to floor.
The floor was smooth and hard, and a little slippery, thanks to a slick layer of dust.
By the time I set down the canister, most of the crew had already pooled in behind me, carrying the rest of the canisters and other equipment. Just a bunch of vague silhouettes, joining me in the cavernous space.
There was a metal grinding sound as Red worked the door crank from the inside, sliding the door shut.
As soon as the door clicked shut, I pulled the switch on the top of the canister in front of me. I could hear the same act being performed on the rest of the several canisters, followed by the whirring, sucking sounds of air being pulled inside the things. Over time, the purple glow of concentrated Spore filled up a bar on the side. Once the bar had turned solid purple, I shut off the device.
Someone in the crowd flicked on one of the handheld lights. It was dim, but operational. Given the fact that we'd just used up all the canisters, it was as good as we were going to get for now.
I pulled down my filtration mask, letting it dangle against my chest. It was better to not use up the filter too soon. We were only commissioned one filter for each job, unless more than one was deemed necessary. It usually wasn't.
Red sifted through the group, handing out lights. When he got to me, he didn't so much hand me the light as slam it against my gut. "Here. Make yourself useful."
As if I hadn't intended to.
I held up the cylindrical light device as Red turned his back and swaggered off. I felt along the cold, polished edge until I found the switch and clicked it. The bulb at the end lit up, casting a dull beam of light that pushed back against the shadows, as well as the lingering remnants of Spore in the place. Little purple specks that hovered and glinted in the light.
As for the building itself, it was a relic of a bygone era, at least for this region of the continent. A world that used to be, now fallen to ruin. A world once magnificent and decadent and bright.
In this case, the marble was the big giveaway. The dust obscured it, but not completely. You really couldn't miss it. Smooth, white marble. Everywhere. The floor. The walls. The fancy pillars spaced throughout the room. Even the sweeping staircase at the back of the room, leading up to a landing that functioned as an overlook, a place where one could keep an eye on all the goings-on. The 'who's who' and the 'whatsits'. 
People had parties here. They wore fancy clothes and paraded around like good stock in a showyard. They pranced and laughed and drank as if the night would never end. But of course, it did. And so did everything else.
Depressing, for them. But in some way, a comfort, for me. To know that the status quo can change, and will.
Though, it does tend to change for the worse.
I took a few steps forward, toward the back of the room, sweeping with the beam of the light, when I happened upon the first of the bodies. Crumpled on the marble floor, nestled in a thick clump of dust. Casting about the room, I quickly found a dozen more, all lying on the floor in a similar fashion. The dust smothered each of the skeletal remains, giving them a feeling of weight and fullness, a sort of mummification—or even, in the right light, an illusion of flesh and blood—as if these corpses were not all that old, if they were even corpses at all. I could almost imagine that they were still alive, merely sleeping. Participants in a mass, impromptu nap from which they had yet to awake, but probably would soon.
Something had happened here. And it wasn't the Spore. It was something more...immediate. Something brutal and violent and quick. 
You'd hope it was quick. If you gave a rat's ass about a bunch of rich people in their fancy marble house, several decades ago. I suppose that somewhere down in my heart, I did.
The rest of the crew were even less interested in the bodies than I was. They moved on quickly, separating into teams and splitting off into the various hallways connected to this main room. It was time to scour the mansion, find the goods. If we were lucky, we would get a decent haul out of a place like this. I had a good feeling about it, and I could tell everyone else did, too. It was the buzz of hope and expectation, like so much static in the air, unspoken and undeniable.
As I made my way toward one of the branching hallways, Red cut me off as he moved past me, hand-in-hand with Larena. She was the tallest girl in the crew, lanky and slim.
This wasn't too uncommon of a thing. While the rest of us were off working, Red liked to wander off with one of the women so they could...you know. Have some alone time together.
"Gross," Estelyn said, appearing next to me, waving around the light in her hand as she scanned the place, just as Red and Larena disappeared down the length of one of the halls.
She had a soft voice. Husky. Quiet, but confident.
"Yeah," I said.
I found it weird, too—the behavior of having carnal relations while out on a job. Every moment you spent goofing off was a moment you could be putting yourself and the rest of your team in danger.
That was a mental hurdle I couldn't see myself overcoming any time soon. That is, if there was anyone I was actually interested in having alone time with.
While I did have a deep level of affection for Estelyn, and perhaps even romantic feelings, I had no way of knowing if she felt the same way about me. I was convinced she saw me as a friend, if anything. Even if her feelings for me were more than that, what could I have done about it? People like me were not meant to be 'in love'. It just wasn't in the cards. I could never marry, never have kids. I could never be Estelyn's support, her partner. I could never take care of her. In all likelihood, everyone I knew would be dead in a short number of years. And so would I.
No. We didn't have the luxury of being 'in love'. The most we could hope for was a quick screw now and then while out on expeditions. And I didn't want that. Not with her. Not with anyone.
It was nice enough just to stand next to her. To enjoy her company, while she seemed to be just as comfortable around me. The type of relationship she and I had, it was a rare gift for someone in my position. I wanted to hold on to it. Even though I knew it would all disappear sometime soon. Of that, you could be sure.
At that point, I could tell she was looking up at me, one eye peering upward through a rift in her messy tangle of hair. 
She lowered her mask. "Join up?"
I nodded.
"Good."
We set off down one of the corridors, specifically avoiding the one Red and Larena had ventured down. As we headed down the passage, white marble gave way to bronze-colored walls that were inlaid with intricate, artistic filigree. It was all so pointless and flamboyant. What was the use in it?
But then, I tried to imagine what it might have looked like before, back in its day. With the dust scrubbed away, and bright lights, and pretty people walking past in elaborate gowns and expensive suits.
Yeah. I still didn't get it.
As we neared a white, ornately-carved door on the left, Estelyn grabbed my hand. "Here."
My heart just about leapt into my throat and scrabbled out through my mouth. For a second or two, I was dumbstruck.
But of course, I'm sure Estelyn didn't notice. She led me to the door and pushed it open, revealing a steep stairway descending into darkness, like a tunnel under the earth. "C'mon."
If anyone else had wanted to take me down there, I wouldn't have let them. But I trusted Estelyn. More or less.
She let go of my hand after about the third or fourth step on the stairs. I trailed behind her, shining my light over her shoulder to help illuminate the way. Our lights flickered a bit as we entered this new space, far from the ballroom where we'd used the canisters, but after a while the spore started to redistribute between the areas, becoming less dense, and the beams of our lights brightened somewhat.
We were in some kind of servant stairwell. Had to be. It was too simple, compared to everything I'd seen up until that point. Wooden stairs with boards that were stained and lacquered. They creaked with every fifth step or so, sighing under the weight of our descent.
After about twenty-five steps or so, we reached the bottom, stepping into a new hallway, part of a maze of interconnected rooms. A cookroom. A store room, containing chairs and tables and platters and curtains and other objects that would be moved upstairs and arranged for certain events. 
Then, there was the pantry. Or was it a cellar? It was cool in there, compared to the rest of the place. There were shelves full of old food, most of it rotted or molded, except for the bread, which looked hard and crusty and stale. I reached out to touch one of the loaves, and the part that I touched crumpled apart in my hand, turning to flecks of what felt like dry dust.
"I've never had bread," I said. My words intruded on the silence, loud and echo-y in the closed-off space. "What's it like?"
Estelyn walked past me, shining her light on a pile of sacks in the corner. "Doughy. You know. Bready."
"It's like I can actually taste it."
She glanced back at me, and for a split second I could see the curve of a smile on her lips. "These bags. I think they're airtight."
"Yeah?"
She crouched down, directing the beam over the labels on each of the sacks. "This is grain, Seven. Rice and wheat. It's probably still good."
Something had changed. In her tone of voice. In the way she carried herself. An energy. An anticipation. An aura of potential.
It gave me an uneasy feeling. Down in my gullet.
I'd only seen her like this once before. The night before her escape attempt, when she stole the Rover.
I approached her cautiously. "Not sure The Company is going to be interested in something like that."
"It wouldn't be for The Company."
Of course it wouldn't.
"Estelyn..."
"Hear me out." She stood, facing me. "There's enough food here to last for months."
"And no way to move it. Not to mention, you've only got one filter."
"We have two filters," she said, taking a step toward me. "And a Rover. If we can get a drop on the handler."
"You're saying we should lug all this food back to the Rover?"
"Of course." 
Her voice was quieter, now. Placating. Almost...pleading. 
She took another step. She looked up at me, her face a mere handsbreadth from my chin. "If we move fast enough. The whole crew is busy looking for goods. We just have to sneak past them with ours. Shut the door from the outside. Take the cart."
It wasn't a terrible plan. She would have to be careful—we would have to be careful, that is. If the others found out what we were up to, they wouldn't hesitate to turn us in to The Company. We were the outcasts. The scorned. Hated. Both of us. Even if the others wanted to escape, which I doubted(deep down, they were all too cowardly for that), they'd simply take the food for themselves and leave Estelyn and I here in this glorified crypt. I was sure of it.
I have to admit, the idea of running away with Estelyn was certainly thrilling. It was the type of scenario I normally didn't dare to hope for. Being free. Traveling the world with someone I cared about. Maybe even reaching one of the free territories. Having a normal life.
It was terrifying. It was simply too much to hope for. My heart pulsed frantically in my chest just thinking about it. Life here was already so fragile, so easily broken. Who knew how many years—or months—we might have left. If we took a chance like this, there was no telling what would happen. I could lose her. I could lose everything.
It wasn't going to work. Why couldn't she see that it simply wasn't going to work? It was too big a risk.
I had to convince her. 
"Estelyn...we can't."
Her pupils, which had been big and full in her eyes, drew inward to pinpricks. Her jaw went tight. 
She stepped back. "Of course we can."
"No," I said, thinking quickly. "See, if we leave the crew here...they'll die. All of them."
"Not






