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      They came at night.

      Out of the shadows of the moon, they attacked while the world was quiet and still. At least our part of it. First, they took out our communications, then hijacked our electrical grids. We believed they wanted our resources—the water and minerals. But what they wanted was so much worse, so much more insidious than Hollywood had ever imagined. The stories had always gone one of two ways: either friendlies or conquerors.

      They’ve been both.

      And we—every, last inhabitant of Earth—are at their mercies.

      —From the journal of Taryn Kimball. March 20, 2030
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      First bell came much too early.

      The dorm’s overhead lights grew in illumination until they were at full. Bellamy Chambers snuggled back down into her cot. A wish for only a few more minutes slumber shifted through her mind.

      As if that was going to happen.

      Sleep was a luxury the Gnats didn’t allow. They believed in structure and time management. Above all, they believed in making sure there were no extra hours of the day or night to raise any kind of free thought or rebellion in those they oppressed.

      “Come on, sleepyhead!” A pillow hit her midsection about the same time a chirpy voice gave its cheerful command. Mari Tran, Bellamy’s best friend, slept on the next cot over and was never late for any of the many activities they were forced to endure on a daily basis.

      An oomf of sound blew from between Bellamy’s lips. “Mari,” came the disgruntled reply through clenched teeth.

      “Come on. You don’t want to be late for scan-in again.”

      No. She didn’t. She’d been late for morning scan-in a few months before and remained on report. That one insignificant act had gotten her recyclable processor duty in the cafeteria for at least one of those months. Not that it was a horrible form of punishment, but she’d missed her private time in the evenings. Any time she was allowed away from her pod mates and able to just be for a while was a good thing.

      She scratched at the implant under her skin that allowed the Gnats to keep tabs on their human charges. Too close of tabs if Bellamy had any say in the matter. Which she didn't. Gnats weren't interested in what humans thought. All they wanted was free labor and for humans to do as they were told.

      With a groan, she rolled out of bed and into her shoes. Most of her pod mates slept in their uniforms, donning them the night before after shower time. It made getting ready for their duties in the morning easier if all they had to do was slip on their shoes.

      They were allowed exactly five minutes to pee and brush their teeth before they were due in formation to scan in for the day.

      She pulled on the soft, but durable boots that went with the uniforms. Her pod—C Pod— was responsible for maintaining the hydroponic gardens at the edge of the complex. The ride on the trams took a good twenty minutes. Time she spent looking out the windows and wondering what laid outside the walls of the complex.

      Bellamy stood and pulled her uniform down where it had ridden up while she slept. She’d grown again. At least another inch or so. From what she’d read in a data file about human biology, most females quit growing by sixteen. She’d be seventeen in a few weeks, and she still hadn’t gained her full height. Maybe she’d be tall. Already she was an inch or so taller than most of the other girls in their pod.

      Neither of her parents had been. At least from what her brother Dell had said. Bellamy didn’t remember her parents. They’d been sent away when she was still small.

      Rumor had it they’d broken the L’quangats’ laws against teaching their children human history, religion, and vocations.

      The L’quangats—Gnats for short—had come to Earth two generations before and had, over time, rounded up the teenagers and placed them in communities all over the planet to perform tasks they thought beneath them. Farming, manufacturing, assembling, or any other menial job teens could accomplish while they were housed in the complex.

      No one knew what happened once a person aged out of the pods. They were moved out of the complex and never seen again. Most people believed they were transferred to other places where factories made the components for the tools the pods used daily to function, but that was all speculation. Oh, the Gnats gave the illusion of family by allowing children to stay with their parents or other family until the age of thirteen, when they were assigned to a complex.

      The thought she might be separated from her friends and her brother, Dell, after they left the complex put a hollow feeling in her belly. She’d already been separated from her grandma when the Gnats came to get Bellamy to bring her to the complex to live.

      Just like those taken away from the pod, she’d never heard from her grandma again. Gnats didn't allow for outside communication. The hole that rift left had never fully healed.

      But it had given birth to a core of suspicion. One that grew stronger each day. No wonder her grandma had taught them all survival skills and self-defense.

      After a very quick trip to the lavatory, Bellamy followed Mari into the common room where the others already stood in formation, waiting to be scanned in for their morning shift.

      The common room, like the dorm, was a nondescript area, devoid of color and personality. Grandma had said the Gnats meant to not only take over the planet but to breed the culture out of humans. To make them forget everything that made them human.

      Grandma had been more correct than she'd ever known.

      Bellamy craned her neck to look around as the line moved forward toward the scanner. She didn’t see Dell or his best friend, Zane.

      Mari pushed her from behind as the line shifted. “Get moving. You’ll get us in trouble.”

      The scanner was a small, silver, egg-shaped device with a beam that flashed over the surface of a person’s skin to read the corresponding chip embedded in the forearm.

      Bellamy stuck her arm under the sensor and the indicator light at the top of the scanner turned from red to green. A buzz sounded to let the barer know their scan was accepted and to move along.

      She walked away and rubbed her arm where the identification chip was located. Every time she got scanned, a little tickle rippled under her skin. No one else seemed bothered by it. Maybe it was the fact that the Gnats kept track of their movements no matter where they went or what they did—they always had a record of it. The tickle more psychological than physical.

      Grandma had told her that hadn’t always been the case. Once there had been the illusion of freedom. People carried personal communication devices—cell phones, she’d called them—and they could track a person’s whereabouts, but people carried them willingly.

      Before cell phones, people moved around without any kind of tracking. Bellamy thought that sounded like a fairytale and had a hard time believing in such a concept.

      But it would be so nice.

      What would it be like to be able to leave the high electric field that surrounded the complex and walk back out into the wide world? To see actual mountains, rivers, and streams again? To see wildlife? Hear the wind whistling through the trees, or the cry of an eagle as it hunted for prey? All the sights and sounds of life that were now denied as they were stuck inside, sequestered from everything but what the Gnats wanted them to know.

      Bellamy lowered her face as her imagination took flight. Knowing those things even existed was a death sentence.

      For some reason, the Gnats no longer wanted humans to know about the natural world. Instead, they tried to act as if it was no longer present.

      The tram waited in the station in front of the pod entrance. Bellamy looked up through the complex’s UV protective dome. One day she wanted to feel the unfiltered sun, wind, and rain on her face, instead of the recycled air that filled the complex and the outbuildings.

      Gaging from the sky outside the dome, the day was gray and cloudy. Didn’t matter in the ponics farm. The climate was regulated, and crops grew regardless of the weather. The Gnats controlled the plants and growing seasons as they did everything else.

      The tram was composed of a series of small cars that were locked together by flexible joints. It reminded Bellamy of a picture book she’d seen about a centipede. The book had been left over from when her grandma was little—long before the Gnats had returned.

      She climbed the stairs and sat in her assigned seat. Everything for order. What kind of chaos would ensue if one day she decided to sit in the back instead of her customary seat up front? The entire pod would probably be punished for her infraction. That was something she’d never do. If she got herself in trouble, that was one thing. Getting the rest of them involved wasn’t her thing.

      Once C Pod was loaded on the tram, the conveyance pulled away from the station and out to the ponics farm on the far end of the sprawling campus. Tracks were laid out the length of the complex, weaving in and out of the buildings, and around the perimeter. The tram ran by remote control without benefit of a driver. It couldn’t operate off the tracks and went nowhere that the Gnats didn’t approve.

      Mari sat next to Bellamy and looked behind them. “I swear Lantz never takes his eyes off you.”

      Bellamy frowned. Nothing could be more disturbing than hearing that. Lantz was a hybrid of human and Gnat. Since the Gnats were genetically compatible with humans, hybrids happened. Though as far as evolutionary advancement was concerned, the Gnats were so much further ahead than humans.

      Didn’t mean Bellamy wanted anything to do with a hybrid. She supposed Lantz was handsome. Not as handsome as Zane with his dark hair and eyes. Lantz was kind of golden, right down to his eye lashes. The effect was a little odd. As if he’d dipped himself in metallic paint. His eyes were pale gold that saw way too much. Didn’t miss anything. And he had the propensity to put people on report for the slightest infractions. Bellamy was confident he’d been the one to report her for being late.

      Of course, that might have been speculation on her part. The time stamps probably ratted her out when she’d scanned in. All it took was a hybrid or Gnat auditing the scanning records to catch the tardiness.

      Honestly, it was more in what Mari said that made her think it was Lantz. Bellamy had noticed how his gaze followed her as she operated the harvesting equipment in the ponics. How he always gave her assignments where she was front and center of his line of sight.

      The tram pulled up to the ponics and the automated voice filled the speakers telling them to disembark. As if they needed reminding how a tram operated or what they needed to do once they arrived at their destination. The voice gave the command in several Earth languages and the Gnat’s common tongue.

      Another line formed so they could receive their assignments. Mari pulled Bellamy by the hand to line up beside her.

      Bellamy took her place and looked up. Zane stood across from her, all brooding and dangerous. He was a few years older than her and had grown up across the street from the Chamberses in the old neighborhood. Before they had all been taken to the complex to work.

      He glanced up then let his contemptuous gaze slide away again. Not a day went by that she didn’t watch him and wonder about what thoughts ran through his head. Did he hate the world? Did he brood because he looked up at the night sky like she did and wish the Gnats would all fly home again?

      Fat chance of that. They had unpaid workers and all the resources they could mine. Why would they want to leave?

      Maybe Zane hated her because, when they were younger, they had promised to run away instead of letting the Gnats come for them, but it hadn’t happened. She’d chickened out the night before he left. The thought of leaving her grandma had hurt too much and putting her survival skills to practical use had seemed so daunting at the time.

      But then, Zane hadn’t knocked on her door at the appointed time either. He was too busy yelling after the Gnats as they dragged his father away for breaking some arbitrary rule.

      When she glanced at Zane again, he was looking at her. She turned away as her face heated. Thinking about him wasn’t going to do her a damn bit of good. That was then; this was now. They’d never be allowed to go back to that simple, innocent time. When wishes for a different future seemed possible. Before the reality of the complex became everyday life. When the rule of the Gnats became the be all end all.

      The Gnats forbade humans to date, to fall in love, to have their own connections. All they allowed was work, eat, sleep. Oh, there were the times in the evenings where they were forced to have recreation, and schooling. Most of the education was how to speak and read in the Gnats' native language. They even forced their history on the humans, as if they wanted their conquered people to feel proud at having succumbed to such a superior race.

      The thing about it was…this wasn’t the first time they’d visited Earth. A long time ago, they had come down from the heavens and populated the planet. Star seeds, they called them. Not everyone believed the stories until they returned.

      Now, they wouldn’t go away.

      Lantz stood in front of their rows where they lined up to get their daily assignments. Why was it they got their assignments once they arrived at the ponics? Shouldn’t the Gnats be able to download their tasks into the scanner and implant it into their brains before they got on the tram?

      Seemed a terrible waste of technology. But then, Bellamy didn’t exactly want the Gnats messing around in her head. They already controlled enough of her life.

      “Bellamy and Mari, tubers and beans.” His voice lingered on her name a little too long, drew out the syllables so they sounded more like Bell-a-mee.

      She turned away and went to her workstation, which was…surprise, surprise…right up front.

      Tubers was the worst assignment. No one liked harvesting them with the robots. Even with the advanced technology of the Gnats, they didn’t quite get the robot-tuber interface correct. Most of the time the mechanicals stalled and jammed, requiring the workers on that section to harvest manually.

      Bellamy hit the on switch for the robot and stood back to see if it would work this time or if she needed to get down on her hands and knees and pull the vegetables by hand. Not that she minded that too much. At least she stayed busy that way and had little time to notice Lantz staring at her.

      Half the time she thought he gave her the worst assignments, so he had a reason to come over and help her when something went wrong. The entire idea made her squirm in discomfort. If Mari had noticed the attention, no telling who else had. Zane? Dell?

      “Why do you let him look at you like that?” The voice was low in her ear and sent a warm rush of breath against her skin.

      She turned. Zane stood close to her with a disgusted look on his face. Nothing new there. This time, however, his gaze wasn’t directed at her, but Lantz.

      “It’s not like I have a choice,” she defended. “It’s better if I don’t pay him any attention.”

      “You think?” Sarcasm bit the air. “There’s always a choice.” 

      Nice talk from a guy who was as much a prisoner as herself. As if any of them had a choice. Their entire lives had been planned out for them, and they hadn’t any say in the matter. And even if they did, how were they supposed to get out of the complex proper? If they ever managed to get out of the doors, they'd never make it past the dome.

      She rubbed her hands against her uniform pants to dry the sweat on her palms. One of the things she hated most about having known Zane from before their confinement was that he knew her so well.

      Another was the fact he thought that gave him the right to judge her. It didn’t. As a matter of fact, it made it even more disgusting.

      Mari hid a laugh by turning her head. “He likes you,” she sang.

      “Oh, I doubt that. He acts like I’m the reason the aliens decided to hold us captive and ruin our lives.” She rested her arm on the top of the robot as it reached into the growing bed and pulled up a bunch of carrots.

      Mari’s dark eyes widened. “Shh, Lantz will hear you and put you on report for making disparaging remarks about our overlords.”

      As predicted, the robot sputtered, choked, and died.

      Bellamy groaned. She hit the reset button a few times. On occasion that would release the arm and in turn the stuck tuber, and the robot would start working again.

      The offending carrot splashed into the water and the robot rumbled down the line. Bellamy and Mari stood at the back of the unit to collect the carrots as they were spit out the back.

      Their baskets filled quickly, and Bellamy stopped the machine again so they could take the haul to the collection containers. Once those were filled, they’d be placed on the tram for the return trip. However, they’d be unloaded by another pod who worked in the kitchens and meal prep area.

      Pods didn’t interact. They weren’t allowed to associate or speak with someone outside of their own group. Bellamy would see them as the tram passed, and a few times she’d put her hand up in a clandestine greeting. The only reaction had been a surprised expression and them watching as the tram went by.

      Another way the Gnats kept a tight rein on their human captives.

      When the carrots were harvested, they moved onto the beans. Though not tubers, for some reason the Gnats lumped tubers and legumes into the same category.

      The stalks grew in and out of a trellis that fed nutrients up the length of it. Every so often a soft mist would fall over the plants. Artificial sunlight gave the perfect amount of illumination to provide for a perfect growing cycle.

      The robot that harvested the beans was about the size of a small dog but climbed the stalks like a spider. Eight articulated arms picked beans in all directions while two clamps on the bottom kept it on a track that ran up and down the trellis.

      This particular model wasn’t as prone to breakdowns as the other, and was rather entertaining to watch. About the only problem was that it tended to either drop the bean pod into the growing solution or fling them in the air. Then it became more of a sport in catching the pods mid-flight.

      The ponics grew enough food to feed the entire complex. Not only those living in the pods, but the Gnats and hybrids as well. Everyone was given enough food to maintain health and the expected activity level. No extras were given, no snacks, no second helpings. Just enough.

      Before she had been taken away, Grandma had always offered seconds at her table. Bellamy loved Grandma’s cooking and could have drown in her spiced apple pie. Then the world had upended and the kids on their block rounded up and taken to the complex to live.

      She, like all the others, had learned quickly how to do more on less. The meals were all nutritionally balanced and technically healthy. What they offered in wholesomeness they lacked in flavor. That had taken getting used to as well.

      No salt. No pepper. No butter. Plain. Everything.

      Bellamy picked up the basket of beans and dumped them in the collection container. They didn’t even use meat bones to season the beans.

      Her Grandma would have called that an outrage. A violation of all good Southern cooks.

      God, she hated everything about the complex.

      The thing she hated the most was the not knowing what happened outside the dome. If the rest of humanity continued or if they had all been rounded up and dispersed to jobs that felt more like prison sentences. To lives that had no promise. No hope.

      Except that of breaking free.
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      So far things aren’t too bad. At least not out this far away from the city. They have relocated those of us living in the suburbs and placed us in closed communities. We still go to school, though the curriculum has changed drastically from last semester.

      Instead of English and French, I was placed in a basic L’quangatic class. Those of us who were taking higher maths, like geometry and trig, were placed in a class that teaches their mathematical variants.

      I’m lost.

      I think I should have taken Chemistry or Physics instead of Choir. It might have helped me in this class. I don’t think I’m alone.

      Everyone else is just as lost. It doesn’t help that the teacher is a hybrid. We aren’t even sure if he’s a hybrid of human or some other of their experiments. None of us are brave enough to ask.

      Yearbook committee was disbanded. The Gnats called it a frivolous activity.

      In that I have to agree.

      Who in the hell would ever want to remember this year?

      -From the journal of Taryn Kimball, August 30, 2030
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      Recreation time always took place in the common area of their pod. Sofas were set up around the room. Reading nooks, game tables, a VR station, and Bellamy’s favorite, the observation deck.

      After dinner, she sneaked out, making sure no one watched her and went to sit next to the large telescope that viewed space and transmitted the images to a screen. All that was impressive, but the best was the fact the dome was translucent over the observation deck and the unhindered night sky was right there seeming close enough to touch.

      Since humans no longer had to wonder about their origins in the stars, Bellamy didn’t waste her time dreaming on the what ifs, but what’s next.

      The Gnats’ home world was so far away that it boggled the mind. She had no idea how they’d managed to cross the vastness of space but had heard speculation that it was achieved via wormholes.

      Now, if they’d only go back to where they came from and leave the human race alone. The world hadn’t been perfect. It was harsh and flawed and often terribly violent, but they’d been allowed to make their own mistakes without galactic interference, or so her grandma had taught her. Since the Gnats arrived, humans had been treated like naughty children grounded by a strict parent for the rest of their lives.

      A reflection melded with Bellamy’s in the glass. Zane.

      He moved in beside her and gazed up at the sky, much like they’d done on her grandma’s porch when they were younger.

      “Wish you could fly away?” His voice was quiet, deeper than it used to be. He’d grown into a man since he’d been here. A little over five years. Two of those without her.

      Bellamy shook her head and watched his expression in their reflection. “No. I wonder how many more colonies they have out there and if they’re all treated the same?”

      He turned and watched her profile for a long moment. A frown drew his dark brows together. “I thought you were a follower?”

      Words bottlenecked in her throat. Protests turned over in her brain. After all they’d seen growing up and he speculated on that? Truth of the matter, she wasn’t so much a follower as a dreamer. A reminiscer.

      Was that even a word? Maybe not in any language, but she was going with it.

      She wanted to talk to Zane about the secret histories her grandma had taught them. Even after the edicts came down that forbid such a practice. She had put her life on the line so one day Bellamy, Dell, and Zane might teach their own children. To know what Earth had been like before the Gnats returned.

      Bellamy turned back to Zane. She’d loved him for so long that she sometimes had a hard time reconciling the boy she had known to the sullen, quiet young man who now stood beside her.

      “I always hoped that my children would grow up in a different world than this.” She rubbed her hands down the sides of her uniform and gazed up at the stars. “But the older I get, the more I realize, if I ever do have kids, that function will be controlled by the Gnats as well. Will I even know them?”

      Zane shivered and leaned against the railing that separated the deck from the dome. “That’s a sobering thought.”

      Incredulous, she gawked at him. “You can’t mean to tell me you’ve never considered it?”

      “I try not to consider anything that involves the Gnats.” Cynicism filled his voice.

      Talk about short-sighted. How could anyone not consider them? The Gnats were the alpha and omega of the world. People lived and died by their command. It reminded her of the kings of old who ordered executions for hunting on king’s land without permission to feed their hungry family.

      “So, you’re content with life as it stands?” She pushed him to see what he’d say.

      Challenge filled his dark eyes. “We have food and shelter. There are no wars. No pollution. No illness.”

      “No freedom,” she chimed in.

      “Freedom wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.”

      In all her life she would never have thought Zane to be a fall in line kind of guy. To say she was disappointed was an understatement. It made a painful ball grow under her heart.

      When she spoke again, her words were quiet. “You’ve changed, Zane.”

      “Yeah? So have you.” With that parting shot, he walked away.

      Bellamy turned to watch him go. What just happened? What was the point of that entire conversation? If all he wanted was to make her angry, he’d nailed it.

      Frustration tightened her chest. Was she the only one around who saw this situation as wrong? Didn’t anyone else care that they were ripped from their families without the promise of ever seeing them again?

      If she looked around, all she saw was acceptance. Even Mari seemed to have fallen into the rhythm of their life. When they’d first been brought to C Pod, Mari had cried herself to sleep every night. Now, she was the first one up in the morning and the first one to sleep at night.

      Not Bellamy. She stayed awake for hours some nights, listening to her dorm mates breathing, shuffling in their cots, snoring. Sometimes she even prayed.

      Not that she’d ever been to church. Grandma had taught her religion as well as history. If the Gnats had outlawed the latter, they sure as hell considered the former high treason.

      They’d taken God, country, community, family, everything.

      And people seemed to be okay with that.

      How?

      She watched as Dell met Zane halfway across the common space that joined the observation and recreation areas and they moved off from the rest of the pod. They were joined by Darius Pike and Grant Fullman. From the distance she stood, she couldn’t hear what they talked about, but their body language was tense and expressions—the ones she could see—were serious.

      They weren’t discussing a friendly game of ping-pong then.

      Odd how the Gnats allowed games. Only in the evenings, though. And not every evening. They’d have never allowed so much uncontrolled interaction.

      She glanced up. Maybe not so uncontrolled. There were cameras everywhere. The Gnats didn’t even try to hide it. Just another way to keep the pods under their strict thumbs.

      Mari came over and grabbed her hand. “Come on. Fisher is beating Jonas in Grub Town. He’s getting so mad.”

      Bellamy didn’t share the levity. If they came to blows, they’d both be gone and reassigned. It happened the year before with a couple of guys who were fighting over the affections of Delia Benton.

      The conflict had started in the morning during work assignments when Tom Dolan had been paired with Delia at the ponics. Chance had watched them and all day as they laughed and touched and made a spectacle of themselves. Every so often, Delia would look at Chance and give him flirty eyes then turn away. Purposely goading him and making him jealous. By the time they had gone to dinner, Chance was livid.

      The final insult came when Tom and Delia sat together, and Chance was left out. The new couple had laughed and joked about Chance’s anger. That’s when he’d snapped and flew down the table, scattering food and utensils everywhere.

      Chance had his hands around Tom’s throat, choking him out. Hybrids had come in with stun rods and hit Chance repeatedly with electric charges until he convulsed and fell to the ground.

      Bellamy had been so frightened because Dell and Zane had tried to pull them apart. The hybrids had hit both with charges to clear the way. Neither of them was seriously hurt, but they’d been in trouble for a few days for not staying in their seats when the fight broke out.

      Ridiculous.

      What were they supposed to do? Watch two guys kill each other over a girl who didn’t deserve either of them?

      None of them had ever been seen again. Chance and Tom had been dragged out immediately. They had come later that evening for Delia.

      No one in the pod spoke of it. There were times when Bellamy wanted to ask if anyone remembered the incident or if she was the only one.

      She let Mari lead her over to the VR station. Jonas’ dark wiry hair was plastered to his forehead in places as he jumped around and tried to make it through the obstacle course that was part of the Grub Town game.

      Both players stood on a mat. Observers could see the action on the screen the size of a wall. Inside the VR glasses, the players navigated the world in 3D as they advanced in harder and harder physical challenges.

      Both were breathing heavy. Mouths open and chests heaving. She saw the reason for the exercise. Competition was a good thing. Moving and blowing off steam, both good. But in the long run, what did it matter? Why did they care which one came out with the better score? It wasn’t as if they were rewarded for their skills.

      Grandma told stories of sporting events and big international meets called the Olympics. The best athletes the world over would come together in a different city every four years and compete in their particular discipline. Medals were awarded for first, second, and third place.

      Bellamy took a seat on one of the sofas and pulled her knees up then locked her arms around them. Something had to give. Their entire lives were going to atrophy. All their hopes and dreams were going to die right here in this room.

      Playing games when they didn’t even know what the future held seemed pointless. They were going to hit nineteen in a few years and then they’d be turned out or taken to a factory and who knew what fate.

      Confidence that the Gnats had their best interests at heart didn’t rank very high in her mind. Hell, she didn’t even think they showed much concern for them in the pods—let alone what they may or may not do in a factory.

      In the three years she’d been at the complex, she had never once seen a Gnat. They always sent their henchman, the hybrids, to do their dirty work.

      The game got more involved. Jonas and Fisher played harder. A crowd gathered around as they broke through the highest level any of them had ever achieved.

      The scores were very close now.

      Dell came and took a seat next to her. “What’s wrong with you?”

      She spared him a glance. “Nothing. Tired.” Of it all. But she didn’t add the words to her complaint.

      “Are you sure?” Worry deepened the blue of his eyes. The same shade as hers. No one seeing them next to each other would mistake them for strangers. The familial DNA was strong in them.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” She put her feet back on the ground and started to push up from the sofa.

      He grabbed her hand. “You’d tell me if something was wrong?”

      “Sure.” She pulled her hand from his and left the area. They weren’t allowed back in the dorm until the allotted time.

      As a group.

      Not individuals. Heaven forbid anyone had an individual thought or expressed themselves as a singleton.

      Bellamy went to the reading corner and pulled a preloaded reader off the charger. She sat down and scrolled through the choices for the month. Not one of them were fiction. Not one selection was Earth literature. All of it originated on the Gnat home world. All of it textbook style offerings to expand the mind and knowledge base.

      Did they even know the concept of pleasure reading? Did they have artists and authors? Probably not. That would be too singular. Too individual.

      She pulled up an article on a historical battle between the Gnats and one of their greatest enemies, the Wxlyns. The articles she’d read about them never made it clear if the Wxlyns were from the same planet or another one. If they had been an experiment who had turned on their makers or a separate civilization. None of that background was given. Only that they were the enemies, and the Gnats fought valiantly.

      Of course, they did.

      She only skimmed the article, biding time until the gong sounded to go to the showers. Judging from the activity over at the VR station, both Jonas and Fisher were really going to need one.

      She was at the bottom of the article when a thought struck her. More of what the Gnat author didn’t say than what was included caught her attention.

      The complete absence of mentioning anything about the Wxlyns except for them being enemies struck her as odd. Even the histories her grandma taught her gave backgrounds into the political and economic situation that circled the outbreak of war. Nothing happened in a vacuum. Not even what one party might call an unprovoked attack. Context was valid and important for understanding.

      She really wished she could find out more about the Wxlyns. Discover why it was they attacked the Gnat colony. Was it a situation where they had once been captives and turned on their oppressors?

      A quick search of the article database showed no more that featured the mysterious race.

      Interesting.

      The gong sounded. A round of disappointed groans came from the direction of the VR station.

      Bellamy shut off her reader and placed it back on the charger. The next recreation time they were given, she was going to start researching Gnat wars. There had to be some pattern there that told the story. Some way to read between the lines.

      She waited her turn for the sonic showers by brushing her teeth. Then she scrubbed her face. By the time she made it to the showers, most of the others had already gone into the dorm and found their cots.

      When she finally entered the dorm, Mari lay on her cot with her hands stacked behind her head. “Do you think Fisher is cute?”

      “I suppose.” Bellamy turned down her covers and got in after placing her boots within grabbing distance for the morning. “He’s kind of intense.”

      Mari gave Bellamy a knowing smile. “Like you care about that. Zane is about as intense as it gets, and you can’t seem to keep your eyes off him.”

      Bellamy winced internally. Sometimes Mari spoke louder than necessary. The last thing she needed was one of the others running to Zane telling him she stared at him.

      “I’ve known Zane my entire life. It’s not the same.”

      “A-huh. You just keep telling yourself that.” Mari scooted deeper into her cot and giggled. “Fisher spends a lot of time with Camille. You think he likes her?”

      “I think I don’t care,” Bellamy said under her breath.

      Mari leaned over the edge of her cot to get closer. “What was that?”

      “Nothing.” She turned over onto her side and stared at her friend. “Have you ever heard of the Wxlyns?”

      Mari might have been a gossip of epic proportions, but she was also the one who advanced in their assigned studies the fastest.

      Mari scrunched her nose. “Not that I recall. Why?”

      “No reason. I read an article about them and didn’t know anything about them either.” She settled into her pillow and closed her eyes. The fact she was more disturbed than sleepy notwithstanding.

      “Hmm.” Mari started paddling her feet back and forth—a nervous habit that manifested when she tried to work out a problem.

      Or rather a perceived problem. The Gnats didn’t allow any of those living in the pods to have real problems. That would be unproductive.

      “Could you ask Lantz?” Mari suggested after a few minutes had passed.

      The lights started to lower, signaling that it was time for them to go to sleep.

      “I might.” She didn’t think he’d tell her the truth if he did know. Besides, it wasn’t as if the humans ever had normal conversations with the hybrids. That just wasn’t done.

      He’d probably either put her on report or get her pulled out of the pod for insubordination.

      Her eyes grew heavy, and she started to fall asleep.

      A few hours later she woke to the low whispers of someone talking on the far side of the dorm. She sat up on her bed and looked across the room.

      A cluster of guys sat up on their cots in the corner. That’s where Zane and Dell slept. She couldn’t hear what they spoke about, but whatever it was seemed intense.

      Were they crazy?

      Stupid. Completely reckless.

      Cameras above their heads recorded them while they slept. She supposed it was to make sure they didn’t do exactly what the guys over there were doing at the moment.

      If they weren't careful, they'd all get put on report. She'd hate to see that. At the same time, she was curious as hell over what they were up to and the topic of conversation. Why didn't they wait until daylight?

      Someone over in that area shushed them.

      They lowered their voices even more and she lost even the faint whisper to the sounds of the recycled air.

      Bellamy laid back down and closed her eyes. Great, now she'd have a hard time going back to sleep because her mind raced with the possibilities.

      No matter how much she hated the Gnats and their hybrid henchmen, she didn't want to make waves. Not only that, but she really didn't want to see her brother and his friends causing them either.

      In a few short years, they'd all be separated. No sense in hastening that eventuality by being stupid. Yet, at the same time, she didn't see how playing by the Gnats' rules did them all any good either.

      Their lives were nothing more than spent as chattel for the Gnats to do whatever they wanted. It was no life at all. Certainly not the one her grandma remembered. Certainly not the one from the previous generations.

      A terrible thought ran through her veins and her eyes popped open.

      What if Zane told Dell what she'd said in the observatory? What if at this very moment they were talking about her subversive views?

      Surely her own brother wouldn't turn her in? Would he?

      She pulled the covers up to her neck and tried to hide herself from the cameras.

      The next few days she had to be the very exemplar of Gnat expectations. Had to give them no reason to question her or her work ethic.

      She rubbed a hand over her heart where it pounded behind her sternum as if trying to break free. Panic. Memories of people she’d seen carted away by the hybrids enforcers for insubordination rushed through her mind. Not all of the teenagers.

      Her breath came short, and she rolled over onto her side, curling up into a protective ball.

      Even
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