
  Chapter 1: Remnants


  CADENCE FOUND ME the night I surrendered to the Mara.


  I got lucky. They devoured only my disobedience, making me fit for work, finally.


  Cadence’s luck wasn’t so good. She’s been with me for over a year now, and I’m starting to think she’ll be the same impossible child forever.


  “So I had this dream last night,” she says. “It was about trees. I miss trees. I miss climbing with . . . w-with—I just miss them. We should go find some. Let’s go now. Okay? Now. Let’s go now. Now-now-now-n—”


  “Stop it.” I don’t have time for her lies. Regulation 3: Distraction is destruction. I must not allow myself to be distracted, nor be a distraction to others. It’s why everything here’s the same shade of grey: the paint, the carpet, even us. It’s the reason for these shapeless, hooded uniforms and masks. It’s even why we have to work everyday, instead of letting the computers do it all for us. Distraction leads to dreaming. Dreaming draws the Mara. The Mara would destroy us all—if the Towers of Refuge didn’t protect us.


  But Cadence hates being shushed. She blows a rude noise in my ear and proceeds to singsong something that mostly consists of her new made-up word, trees, looped at different pitches.


  She needs to stop telling stories and pestering me. Obviously, she can’t have actually dreamt. I’m pretty sure ghosts don’t sleep. And no one in Refuge dreams, not if they want to live.


  My skin crawls in a not entirely unpleasant way.


  “Dreeeams of treeeeees,” she warbles into my ear.


  “Shut up!”


  I swat at her and snag my hood. The ward securing it flies off. I scramble to yank it back in place and keep my mask from sagging. The last thing I need is to expose the uneven dark blotches on my naked face.


  Forty grey workers sit behind grey consoles in the grey room, bathed in dingy yellowish artificial light—the windows were painted over back when the waters rose to hide the drowned city. Cadence says it was to stop the drowned looking back. In any case, my decidedly non-regulation colouring would stand out like a vivid stain on the face of such bland perfection. Showing my face wouldn’t just be a Regulation 1 offense, either. Regulation 2: Segregation is safety. Minimal contact between workers is essential to our survival.


  “Probationary Worker 18-Cole.” The voice is nasal, cracking and uneven. “I might’ve known.”


  I flush another shade darker.


  Division Supervisor Kistrfyv’s shoes nudge my shameful black probationary hoodband. His damp, bulbous gaze is neatly framed between the loose mask drawn over his nose and mouth and the crisp, even spread of his hood under the dual bands of a supervisor. They’re proper wards, of course, gleaming with protective gold thread. He’s dressed perfectly to regulation: baggy, form-obscuring grey tunic and loose pants hiding soft shoes, gloves under drooping sleeves, hood secured with its twin gold wards, and an opaque, veil-like mask covering every inch of admirably grey, medium-dark skin except the narrow opening around his eyes.


  His stance isn’t quite regulation, though; he leans forward, as though eager. If he weren’t the supervisor, he’d be at risk of a violation.


  “I don’t like him,” Cadence says. “He’s a bully. And creepy.”


  I tighten my grip on the sagging hood. Cadence may be a forbidden distraction, but there’s no way I know of to get rid of her. She’s been around ever since that night in Corrections. The Mara could have killed me, down on Floor 6. It wasn’t the first time I’d failed to follow regulation, or I wouldn’t have been there in the first place. But instead of ending me, the Mara only ate my dreams—and left a troublemaking ghost in their wake.


  I earned my way to a probationary position in the Surveillance Technology Division less than six months later. It’s not hard to obey regulation anymore; the Mara took the part of me that could make bad choices. Or any choices. I’m better off without it. If only Cadence would stop getting me into trouble.


  “Probationary worker,” Supervisor Kistrfyv says again, leaning in too close. “I will not have you destabilizing my division. Submit. Now.”


  The chair squeaks as I stand. My mask droops. I tuck my chin, partly to keep my face shadowed, mostly because the supervisor twitches and glares whenever my head rises higher than his. Head bowed, I shuffle around the console to pick up the black ward—a mark of shameful failure; I won’t qualify for gold unless I can pass probation—and snug it down over my hood. If I could, I’d dream of being invisible. But I don’t want things anymore. I just obey.


  “Probationary worker,” Cadence mimics in a whiny tone so like the supervisor’s it makes me flinch, “I demand you extract my head from my butt. Probationary worker, I have nothing better to do with my time than stand here and blink like a fish. Probationary worker, I—”


  “Probationary worker.” The real Kistrfyv speaks over her in warning tones. “You’ve held us all up long enough. Submit, and be quick about it.”


  “He’s such a weenie,” she huffs.


  I twist my hands in the loose fabric at my sides to keep them still and try to look contrite as I mumble through a comprehensive list of my violations: distracting behaviour, immodest dress, lack of focus . . . I wrap it up by mumbling the ritual phrase three times: “I call upon the Mara to eat my dreams.”


  Rote submission is different than being Mara-taken. It’s meant as appeasement, a sort of pre-emptive measure. Void your disobedient impulses, turn over your hopes and desires to the Mara fast enough, regularly enough, and they’ll consume the offering and leave the rest of you intact. I’ve performed submission hundreds, maybe thousands of times. Before Cadence came, often there’d be a rush of emptiness left in their wake. Now, I feel nothing. I don’t have enough dreams left to satisfy them; if they came, they’d probably just end me.


  Kistrfyv makes me repeat the summons again. Louder. Clearer. Again. I scrunch my eyes shut and tighten my fists. This show of terror seems to please Kistrfyv, or maybe he just gets bored, because he finally lets me stop.


  Cadence starts breathing the word weenie in a sort of singsong, gasping air in and puffing it out, drowning out Kistrfyv, who has started in on a lecture without giving me leave to sit. My thighs tremble.


  I duck my chin another inch to appear more submissive. I need Kistrfyv to be pleased with me. Pleased enough to arrange a probationary trial soon. Pleased enough to grant me a promotion to full worker and hand over the gold band that wards off the Mara to replace my black one. Pleased enough to erase my record of failure once and for all.


  Kistrfyv smooths the dual wards around his forehead as if to emphasize his elevated position and keeps lecturing.


  “Betcha he’s bald under that hood.” Cadence warbles an improvised ode to his presumed follicular deficiency at top volume.


  I’d kick her right about now, if I could. My legs are starting to ache from standing with my knees locked, but I don’t dare shift my weight under the force of the supervisor’s damp gaze. To make things worse, the pants on this latest uniform are too loose. They edge past my hipbones, one anxiety-spurring fraction of an inch at a time. Meanwhile, Cadence seems to be experimenting with how long she can sustain each syllable. It’s annoying. And distracting. And kind of amazing.


  “Aren’t you sick of it all?” she says, as if she knows what I’m thinking. “I know I’m bored.”


  I tense. I prefer it when she’s picking on other people.


  “Why do you put up with it?”


  As if we haven’t been over it. As if she doesn’t know just as well as I do. Better, even.


  “Fight back! Defend yourself. Look at him. He’s a shrimp. He’s scared of you. You can’t be satisfied with this. How can you be so passive? Do something—anything! Do you have a pulse? Hellooo . . .”


  I can’t respond. She’ll get bored with me—or Kistrfyv will, if I can just hold out long enough.


  “Don’t you want more? You’re really going to let that weenie bully you for the rest of your life?”


  It’s clear she would do things differently, if she could. Her tragedy is that she literally can’t. Mine is she’ll never let me forget it.


  Kistrfyv seems to see past my mask to the exasperated twist beneath. His sneer is so pronounced it escapes the upper edge of his mask. The effect is unpleasant, but not nearly as much as his punishment will be: extra cycles of rec and more Noosh—the dense, flavourless goop that meets all nutritional requirements while ensuring uniformity among the populace. Or it’s supposed to, anyway. It drains the color from the other workers’ skin, keeps them shapeless and slim and more or less the same. I remain an inexplicably vivid shade of brown, my eyes and hair still too saturated and distinctive. I’m too tall and too bony—which only adds to the misery of the rec cycles. On the bright side, every time they increase my Noosh allotment, it seems to dull Cadence’s voice and makes it easier to resist her distractions.


  I can see my probationary trial receding further with every blink of the supervisor’s bulbous, judging eyes. He has no intention of letting me live down my failure, letting me blend in with the crowd. He just likes watching me squirm.


  I make no further apology, though Kistrfyv eyes me expectantly. He’d probably appreciate a little groveling or a few tears. Maybe I should make more of a show of contrition. Maybe it would motivate him to promote me sooner.


  Or maybe it’s hopeless. He tops off his lecture with a group chorus of benevolent regulation, watching me the whole time. After, I’m allowed to sit.


  I shift, all sharp angles at odds with the smooth, ergonomic curves of my seat, another reminder that I’m never right, even for something as simple as a chair. A wheel squeaks, high and thin. I cringe.


  “You’re both weenies,” Cadence says.


  I’d like to tell her to shut up. I’d like to tell her I have no choice, and she knows it. I’d like to tell her it’s better than being like her, forever complaining and never able to do a thing about it.


  I’d like to, but I won’t. As much trouble as she is, she’s all I have left. And she’ll back off soon, because I’m all she has. All she’ll ever have.


  Chapter 2: Strangers


  I DON’T HATE my job. Hate is dangerous. Hate is a wish for change. A wish is a dream that can draw down the Mara.


  I’m not capable of hating my job. I merely appreciate when I no longer have to be at it. The pressure to focus, to keep from drifting off, to keep from being distracted by Cadence’s extravagantly expressed boredom . . . It’s exhausting.


  Which is the point of work, after all. It’s the point of everything. Keep us just occupied and numb enough to stay out of trouble. Even bio breaks are subject to regulation, carefully scheduled to avoid interaction. But I excel at maintaining a modest perimeter, and my posture is flawless. Stooped shoulders to minimize my height, chin tucked to avoid eye contact and hide my face, elbows in, small steps. It’s not easy. I have an unfortunate tendency to trip over my own oversized feet, and I seem to be growing. Still.


  “I miss colour,” Cadence says out of nowhere. Like she does. “When was the last time you saw a proper, rich blue? Or orange? Ooh, I miss oranges too. And fruit. And eating.”


  My mouth goes dry. A tingle buzzes the base of my skull. “Shh.”


  “Oh, come on, it’s not as if they can hear me.”


  “But I can.” She has to stop doing this to me, reminding me she’s a ghost. The dead are strangely distracting. I hurry back to my console and squint at the screen.


  “You oughta thank me for breaking the boredom. How you can stare at that thing all day, I’ll never know.”


  Maybe if I pretend she’s not there, she’ll back off. I start scanning from the submerged lower levels, deserted except for the occasional aquatic patrol, and work my way up floor by deserted floor, past the ebb and flow of the Corrections division on Floor 6 and on to the tangle of codes that marks the higher divisions. Floor 15, Residential, is reliably busy; cleaners come and go all day long. Floor 18 looks empty, though of course it isn’t really. The system doesn’t track surveillance workers. There’d be no point in sitting here monitoring myself sitting here monitoring . . . yeah, no point at all.


  The snarl of worker codes is heaviest between floors 16 and 30, tapering off on the higher levels. As far as I can tell, only a few enforcers and a handful of division leaders ever go that high. Apparently the Mayor lives up there, but if she has a code in the system, I haven’t figured it out.


  “Oops. You missed one. Hey, if I help you find five more screw-ups, can we leave early? I’m so done with this scene.”


  A surveillance feed on Floor 19 is patchy, the handful of codes flickering in and out too quickly to represent the actual movements of workers. I flag the anomaly to the field team for investigation.


  “Don’t ignore me—say thank you. Manners. Honestly, were you raised in a barn?”


  I don’t understand. Barn? But she’s teasing, playful, which is better than nagging. She did save me from an error, after all.


  She was also the source of my distraction.


  “Thanks,” I mutter into my mask. “Now will you let me concentrate?”


  She makes a rude sound in my ear. It’s only a few minutes before she starts up again, complaining about things I don’t understand, distracting, harassing, and occasionally helping, just to change things up.


  A good worker doesn’t need release from the boredom. A good drone lives for the boredom—or rather, the boredom is what lets us live. So I’m not struggling to focus, counting the minutes through the day. I don’t dream of a different life, a better one. Not anymore.


  But can I help if I’m forced to listen to Cadence imagine wild and beautiful alien worlds? She doesn’t always nag and tease and pester. Sometimes she tells stories, wild fantasies of people and places from the Outside, before the ocean invaded. Colours, not just shades of grey; forms that aren’t purposelessly shapeless; food that’s something other than flavourless and slurped through a straw twice a day. More often than not, her stories trail off in confusion, usually when she tries to talk about herself instead of just making things up. Because, you know—ghost. She doesn’t remember her past. She doesn’t know any more about the world than I do.


  But she keeps talking while I focus on my screen. Flag the anomalies. Repeat. Build a record of obedience. I’ve only just sat down after my second bio break of the day when I see it. I have to look twice to be sure. Surveillance is down across a full half of Floor 20.


  “Is that . . . ?” Cadence sounds awed. “Full crash? How would that even happen?”


  It’s a major anomaly. If there were warning signs, someone’s going to be in a lot of trouble. I flag it for field service. Whoever gets assigned to investigate is going to be busy for a while. An alert takes over my screen: “Surveillance Technician 18-Cole-: Assigned to task.”


  That can’t be right.


  “No way,” Cadence says, “you get to do a field investigation? Awesome.”


  That definitely can’t be right. Only senior surveillance technicians are assigned to field duties. I glance at the supervisor’s office door and swallow. I should report something’s gone wrong and get the task reassigned.


  Unless he did this.


  The buzzing in my head settles into a deep, pulsing ache. I push back at it, rumpling my hood. He wouldn’t, would he? Purposely assign a major field investigation to me, just to see me fail? Or—


  I take a closer look at the notation buried in the attached files. Two words jump out at me: “Probationary Trial.”


  I can’t believe it. I’d thought after this morning’s incident, I’d be waiting months, years even.


  I wring my hands. It’s here it’s here it’s here it’s . . . impossible. It’s a trap. Kistrfyv is setting me up to fail. I hardly know anything about field missions.


  But there’s no way to refuse the task, not without admitting failure and giving up my shot at normality. I push back my chair, catch my knee on the side of the console, and almost collide with a passing worker.


  “Really?” Cadence sounds delighted. “You’re actually going? This is so cool. What do you think Floor 20 is like?”


  She keeps up a steady one-sided commentary. I try to breathe and walk at the same time. I clench restless fingers into stillness, fumbling the door to the hallway open. There’s a crowd in front of the elevator doors.


  A crowd.


  Refuge Force. It was all a trap. Kistrfyv set me up, and now they’ve come for me and they’ll drag me back down to Floor 6 to die—


  But enforcers wear white, close-fitting uniforms. The figures up ahead are in standard grey, Noosh-bleached features shadowed under their hoods as they huddle distressingly close together.


  “You just gonna stand here or what?” Cadence sounds annoyed. It’s as if she doesn’t even see them, doesn’t realize how deeply in violation of regulation it is for them to be congregating out here. Work shifts are carefully staggered to avoid this exact situation. There should never be more than one of us moving between locations at the same time.


  One worker in the middle of the group stands out. He’s tall, maybe even taller than I am, his shoulders thrown back to show the clear line of his body beneath a carelessly dishevelled uniform. His ID is obscured; I can’t tell which division he’s with. I’ve certainly never noticed him before. His hood has slipped, exposing dramatic blue-black strands against golden skin. But even properly covered, he would stand out—his irises are like liquid gold. And he’s staring right at me.


  “About time,” he says.


  Chapter 3: Freedom


  I MOVE OUT of the doorway.


  “Finally,” Cadence says. Then, as I take another step: “Uh, Cole? This way. Cole!”


  She’s annoyed. It makes sense. It’s repulsive, the way those workers are all in each other’s space. And that strange man, he’s practically malformed: shoulders thrown back, his smooth, angled jawline visible where his mask has shifted to one side. I can even make out the corner of his mouth, upturned. He’s smiling?


  I feel sick. Or something.


  He gestures and the others melt away, apparently taking their cue to leave. He moves closer. Somehow the loose folds of the same shapeless uniform we all wear seem to accentuate his form instead of obscuring it.


  “It’s been ages, flame.” His voice is warm, liquid in a way that tugs my shoulders up around my ears and makes my teeth squeak.


  Why does he act like he knows me? Whatever this is, it’s very, very wrong. I need to get out of here.


  I don’t move.


  “You don’t remember, do you? It’s okay, just come with me.” He moves closer. “You’re in danger here.”


  What comes out of my mouth bears only a passing resemblance to language. I try again. “Wh—who are you?”


  He laughs. “Ravel. I’m the one you’ve been waiting for.”


  His hand on my arm. A shock like static electricity prickling across my scalp. A memory: the dead man’s face, blue-grey pallor over a bony jaw. That night on Floor 6.


  I jerk away. The back of my head thunks against the wall.


  “Easy—you need to trust me. I’m here to help you.” He slips an arm behind my back and sweeps me toward a door across from the elevator. I’ve never noticed it before. Never had a reason to.


  “I don’t like this,” Cadence says. “Cole? Do something.”


  “I’m here to rescue you,” Ravel says over her protest. “I know what you want, flame. I know what you need. You don’t have to be alone anymore. You don’t have to hide among these drones. I can give you back your life.”


  He sounds so confident. But he’s wrong. I don’t want anything. The Mara took that part of me. The trouble is, they also took the part that knew how to talk back.


  He leans in. The warmth of his breath on my ear makes it hard to focus.


  “You’re out here on an assignment, right? That was me. I set it up to help you escape. You can’t trust Refuge. They’re lying to you, lying to everyone. They can’t protect you like I can. They just want to use you. You don’t remember—you don’t know how much they’ve taken from you already. Come with me. It’ll hurt less if you come now. I don’t want to see you suffer.”


  Beyond the door, a stairwell stretches away into the shadows. I turn to look full into his face—far, far too close now. He smiles, all shining eyes and even, too-white teeth.


  “Who are you?”


  He sighs, and the pressure at my back lessens. “It would be better if you’d just trust me. This is all for you, after all.” His teasing tone reminds me a little of Cadence’s now. “Haven’t you ever dreamed of escaping this place?”


  I suck in a breath and twist to look up and down the hallway. How dare he make such accusations?


  “Hey.” He catches my chin. His gloves are missing. The warmth of his hand scorches right through my mask. His voice drops, his gaze dazzling in its intensity. “You can trust me. You’re meant for more than this. Didn’t you ever wonder why you were spared?”


  I forget how to breathe.


  “Cole, move,” Cadence says. “This guy’s crazy. Let’s get out of here.”


  Where does she want to go again? What . . . what was I doing? I can’t think. I need him to stop talking so I can think, but he just keeps going.


  “I made a place to help people like you, flame, a place where you can be what you were always meant to be.” He brushes his thumb against my cheek, rumpling my mask. “There’s another world at the end of these steps. Freedom has everything you could ever want and more. You just have to reach out and take it.”


  The concern in his expression seems to hook inside me and yank. I’m on fire. Of course, if it’ll make him happy. Of course. Whatever it was that he wanted. Whatever he said—


  Wait, what did he just say?


  “People like me.” I lean away. People like you. Other people. Probationary workers? Failures?


  “But you’re special.” He hurries on. “You always have been. You’re meant for more, so much more than this. Don’t you feel it? Haven’t you always known you were different?”


  Different .


  “This is wrong.” It’s not a complaint, nor a challenge. It’s not even a choice. Just a statement of fact. I take another step back.


  I’m nobody special. I’m not tempted by his words—just confused. He sounded so authoritative; I almost obeyed out of habit. But the Mara took the part of me that could be tempted. This has to be a lie, some kind of trick or scheme.


  Finally, I get a proper glance at the ID printed on his uniform: 00-Ravel-. There’s no division code, no sequence number. He’s fake, just playing a part. It’s all part of my probationary trial. Obedience in the face of temptation. And what could be more tempting than someone like him telling me I’m meant for something more than this?


  It’s so obvious, now I’ve caught my breath and can think again. It’s a final call to dream instead of obey. I need to submit to the Mara.


  “You shouldn’t be here.” My voice comes out cold and even. I’m pleased with how steady it sounds. “You’re in violation of regulation.”


  Dark brows knit together over those molten eyes; so expressive, so pleading. It’s wrong to notice; I know it is. I need to end this, now.


  “I call upon the Mara to eat my dreams.”


  “Don’t you want to be with me? Why don’t you tell me what you want?” He leans in, whispers, “Tell me your secret desires. I’ll give it all to you.”


  Images flicker through my mind in shades of blue and grey as I go cold, colder than their stiff skin. No. The Mara ate my dreams. They took all that away. But if they hadn’t . . . What would he say if I told him just what I used to fantasize about? If he knew just how different—how ‘special’—I used to be? I shake my head.


  “I call upon the Mara to eat my dreams.” The tingling starts to recede. The memories fade.


  “What’s wrong? Please—”


  “It’s a trick,” I whisper, more to myself than to him. “I won’t fail. I call upon the Mara to eat my dreams.”


  For an instant after the final repetition, his face goes blank in a way that clears my head instead of fogging it. But then he relaxes again into an expression of warm invitation. The light returns to his eyes. I’m left off balance, not sure of just what I saw.


  “Cole, I’ll take care of you. I’ll make it all right. Look, just follow me down to Freedom. Just down to the end of these steps, to the life you were meant to live. You know you want this. You won’t regret it, I promise. Trust me.”


  “I won’t fail,” I say, louder. He looks confused. “I know my duty. I won’t be tricked. I will pass probation. You tell Kistrfyv that.”


  I take another step back and feel behind me for the elevator call button. I flatten myself against the cold steel.


  “You only hurt yourself by denying me,” Ravel says, one hand outstretched in invitation. “You’ll come to me in the end.”


  There’s a whoosh to my right. A door swings open. A worker emerges, head modestly bowed.


  “You’ll come to me.”


  It’s a breath on the air, followed by a click. When I look back, the stairwell door is closed and Ravel is gone.


  Chapter 4: Leftovers


  I NEARLY TOPPLE backwards into the elevator car when it arrives. My heart doesn’t slow until the doors close, sealing me safely in.


  “Finally,” Cadence says. “Talk about messed up. Who does that guy think he is? Creepy, much?”


  “He acted in violation of several regulations.” The memory drives a wave of heat through me. The things he said— “Unacceptable behaviour, even if it was part of the probationary trial.”


  “Uh, yeah, unacceptable and weird. You gotta be clear with guys like that. Don’t let them think they can push you around.”


  “I—”


  “Let ’em know what’s what. You can’t humour them. They won’t get the picture.”


  “I didn’t—”


  “Wait. It’s not like you, you know, liked him, is it? Ew. Guys like that are no good, Cole.”


  The elevator interrupts my sputtering. Floor 20. I step out into the hallway. My knees lock.


  What was I thinking? I don’t know how to investigate a broken surveillance system. I have no idea where to even begin figuring out what went wrong. I’m going to fail, and Serovate’s going to mock me and ship me back to Corrections, and I’m never going to get out of there and I’ll probably die and—


  “I have to go back. I don’t know how to fix this.” I pluck at the hem of my shirt, my fingers fluttering as fast as my racing heart.


  “Obviously. Wasn’t the whole point to get out and explore? Don’t tell me you seriously thought you were coming up here to work?”


  Floor 20 is a care ward—declining workers, mostly, waiting out their final years safely ensconced in tiny, separate rooms. Even if I knew how to perform a field investigation, with the space all broken up like this, it would take forever to work my way room by room across the whole floor and figure out what had gone wrong. But I can’t go back now. Either Kistrfyv set me up to fail, or Ravel was telling the truth and it’s his fault I’m here. Either way, I’ll have to figure out what’s wrong with the system before I can go back.


  I pause at the first door to my right. There are sounds beyond, a sort of gurgling wheeze. Snoring?


  “Now what?” Cadence asks.


  One more thing I’d forgotten: there are people behind each door. I’ll have to invade their space to carry out my investigation. Just the thought of it makes me ill.


  “There’s someone in there,” I say, by way of explanation.


  “Well, duh.”


  “I can’t just go in.”


  “Cool. Don’t. This place is boring. Let’s go check out a different floor.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Fine. If you’re gonna be a wimp about it, you can just go back to work and stare at your boring stupid screen some more. Or maybe you just wanna go back and see your boyfriend.”


  I gasp, whirl to face her with my hand raised for a swat—but she’s not there. She’s not anywhere. It’s moments like these she feels . . . I don’t know, too close and unfairly far away at the same time.


  Before the waters rose and the Mara came, people were made differently. Individually. Gross as it sounds, people apparently got together to make more people. Which is unhealthy and dangerous of course, so Refuge started producing workers in a controlled environment instead. But if I’d been born before, into a family, would it feel like this? Stuck with a bratty little sister to pester me all day and night?


  If we weren’t both unsequenced—from production series discontinued after only one iteration; not broken enough to destroy, but not valuable enough to bother making more of—I’d even have thought maybe Cadence was one of my series, another Cole who died before she’d finished growing. Being haunted feels like too much connection, like family and more than family, someone you can never get away from, but eventually it’s so normal to be together you forget anything else.


  I lower my hand. I get why she’s annoyed with me. I need to suck it up, push through the awkwardness, get it over with. Instead, I twist my fists tighter in the loose fabric at the sides of my uniform and set off down the hall.


  “Now what?” Cadence has been sounding different since we ran into Ravel. Less bratty, more, I don’t know. Snarky? As if she’s somehow getting closer to my age. Can ghosts age?


  I push the distraction away and try to focus. “I should start at the other end, work my way back.”


  Starting from the far end of the corridor is a great idea. Methodical. Logical. Probably what protocol would dictate, if I actually knew the appropriate steps to take for a field investigation. It’s also the perfect excuse not to open any doors for another minute or two.


  Cadence laughs at me all the way down the hall, around the corner, and to the end of that stretch as well. I stare at the last door and roll my shoulders, producing a crackling sound from the joints in my neck. I listen for another moment. Silence. That’s a good sign. I push it open, hoping for a vacant room, despite the sign beside the door that reads: 20-Bell-. Another only. If she were part of a series, her sequence number would be after the second dash, forming her short ID: Bellwan, Belltu, and so on.


  As it turns out, I get my wish for another few moments of solitude. Sort of.


  The room is miniscule, maybe twice the width of the overturned cot. The air is thick with the heavy sweetness of the protective airborne sedative used in the upper floors of Refuge to protect us from distraction and disobedient thoughts. Its cloying scent is dense in the small space. Probably a good thing, given the circumstances.


  The body is unlike any I’ve seen. It’s partly covered by pieces of the overturned cot. The floor and walls around it are fractured. Gritty white powder mixes with congealing blood. It’s as if something ripped through the corpse and right on into the room around it.


  The buzzing in my ears mutes Cadence’s shriek. Dark stains seep up the soft toes of my shoes.


  The corpse is not fresh. Raw gashes scissor across its body. Its uniform hangs in shreds, exposing purpling shadows closer to the floor, grey-white flesh higher up. During the day on Floor 6, the dead were carted off almost immediately. Mara-taken in the night were another matter—I’ve seen corpses as old as six or even eight hours dead. This one’s joints will be stiff by now. It would be impossible to smooth away its anguished contortion even if I wanted to take pity on it, to wipe away the echo of its pain.


  What’s left of the dead woman’s face is twisted in horror. Her bulging eyes are opaque, pearlescent. Mara-taken.


  I kneel. There’s a smell below the cloying sweetness of the air: bitter, rotten, sharp. Everything about this death is different than it should be, except for the eyes. What happened to her?


  The woman—Bell?—must have been very old. Her skin is lined and sagging. Her close-cropped hair is thin; transparent wisps that don’t seem to be able to soak up the stain of blood. I’ve never seen anyone quite like her. One of the side effects of Noosh; it flattens out our differences. All of them, age included. Until it can’t, and then I guess we end up here on Floor 20.


  I drag two gloved fingers through the powder on the floor: gritty from concrete dust, slightly tacky from the blood that spilled when whatever did this went right through her and into the floor below. The Mara don’t leave damage like this. They aren’t physical. They eat dreams. They take only what’s inside, leaving the shell hollow but untouched, except for those pearl-blank eyes. It’s why we’re so carefully controlled, why we have the ritual of submission: to keep us as empty inside as possible.


  But if the Mara only hunger after the inner life, what slashed Bell here so deeply it tore through the thin carpet and into concrete?


  The buzzing in my head prickles across my scalp, spreading.


  This isn’t happening. This forbidden fascination with the dead—the desire know what they knew and feel what they felt, to become someone else for even a moment—the Mara took it away with all the rest of my disobedience. I don’t break regulation any more. I can’t lose everything I’ve worked for. I won’t fail again. Any moment now, I’ll step away, send for help, submit my longing to the Mara.


  Instead, I reach out to touch the corpse’s ashen skin.


  Chapter 5: Susannah


  THERE’S A FLARE of piercing light, and everything changes. I’m . . . somewhere else. Sound comes back first: a delicate, distant melody. I’ve never heard anything like it.


  I haven’t heard music like that in years, the child thinks.


  I peer past an improbably frilly and beribboned skirt. Shiny white shoes swing in time to the gentle tune. I’m sitting at a table set with china and silver amidst a lavish expanse of gently waving greenery, polished wood, and marble pillars.


  And here’s the strangest, most impossible part of it. I’m not me; I’m her. A small girl in an extravagant, inappropriate dress. I see what she sees, feel what she feels, and, increasingly, think what she thinks.


   A shadow hovers over our hands, curdling our stomach: a faded silhouette of withered fingers clawed against white sheets. We gasp at the sudden ache of arthritis. Mama reaches over to press our smooth, childish hand and the vision passes. 


   The warmth of her touch is alarming and unexpected somehow. We look up into her smiling face, smooth and unblemished—so young, why does that seem odd?—and across at Father, frowning nearsightedly at his menu, although of course he’ll order the usual. 


  My— our— sight blurs at the edges. Everything beyond the glittering expanse of our table is out of focus. I try to pull away from the girl and the air thickens. I look closer. Skeins of translucent, threadlike fibres clog the air, creating a fog-like effect.


  Everything about this is wrong. This can’t be happening. I can’t be here. I can’t be imagining this. I’d never.


  There has to be some sort of explanation. How did I get here? What’s happening?


  But I slip deeper into the girl’s mind with every one of our shared breaths.


   Our heart aches, looking at Mama and Father. We are so happy to be here. But something’s wrong, or about to go wrong. We can’t remember, and brush away the unease. 


   Mouthwatering breakfast aromas mingle with the lavish perfume of artfully arranged flowers. We prop a menu against the table edge to scan its decadent offerings. Crisp waffles with cream and fruit. Golden stacks of pancakes, or French toast drizzled with maple syrup. Bacon and eggs. 


  Eggs. The word tears my consciousness up and out of hers. Cadence has told me about eggs before. Where is she? Where am I? I shouldn’t be here.


  I can’t quite catch hold of why.


  There’s a distant sense of panic, just on the other side of a heavy curtain. It’s pushing toward me, trying to reach me. It thins to only the barest whisper of a passing thought. I drift under again.


   The music shifts, the gentle strains now jumbled and jarring, shuddering from distractingly loud and harsh to creeping near-silence. Frowning, we close the menu. A small, ribbonbound box perches behind it. “To Miss Suzannah Bell” says the cream-coloured tag, in elegant cursive.


   Mama speaks, but her voice is lost under a violent crescendo of discordant music. Father, his arm draped casually over her shoulder, twinkles at us above his carefully oiled moustache. He does so enjoy finding the best presents. 


  We feel surprise. It’s Suzannah’s birthday?


  The question is mine. I surface muzzily from the girl’s consciousness.


  Suzie, she thinks to me, but they call me Bell now.


  Suzie seems unfazed at the presence of a second consciousness drifting in and out of her. I squint through the shifting filaments that cloud the air. I’d lost track of them until the girl’s name jostled me back into my own head. Suzannah Bell. Bell. It’s familiar.


  The ID beside the door on Floor 20. The room with the corpse.


  Corpse? She wonders.


  I shutter the memory. Impossible as it seems—impossible as this whole experience is—I can’t very well be exposing a child to the horrors of . . . the horrors of . . .


  What was it again? Somewhere else. I’m supposed to be somewhere else. I’m supposed to be someone else. The memories drift away with my consciousness.


   We tug the satin ribbon. The box drops open to reveal the most lovely, delicate little doll. It’s flawless, dressed to the finest detail in precisely the outfit we have on, down to the spotless white shoes. Mama and Father had to have planned this all out far in advance. Our eyes prick with tears. 


   The hair and face are not quite an honest copy, though. The doll’s tiny curls are much tidier, shinier, and in all ways more appealing; her face is an absolute delight, with sweet porcelain features and the most gleamingest black eyes, not like our muddy hazel ones at all. A whiff of decay drifts through the air, distracting us. Something’s wrong—and if we stop and think a moment, if we just concentrate, we’ll remember— 


  But here’s our meal now, sweet and savoury scents drowning out that faint swampiness in a wash of fragrant steam. We sit the doll up against a saltcellar and stroke its curls as we eat. 


  Click.


   Something shifts under our finger. Several faint lines angle across the doll’s face. We press. The lines darken. 


   A grating whisper. The head of the doll splits. It fans open in delicate, sharp slices. 


   Our fork clangs against our plate. We pull the doll to us, anticipating wonders painted on each slice, or perhaps a hollow compartment hiding another gift. But there’s only an empty cavity inside, a flat, unbroken darkness that the chandeliers fail to illuminate. 


   Our hands shake. There’s something here we shouldn’t see. We peer down anyway. 


   A sudden wave of dizziness. The reek of decay is stronger now. The doll slips from our fingers. It drops toward the carpet with slow inevitability. We lunge for it. Then we’re falling, everything’s falling. The world spins out in a dizzy whirl. 


  My view shifts as she falls away from me. The threads choking the air tangle around her.


  I know what this is now. It has to be a dream, a nightmare, a Mara attack. There’s no other explanation that makes sense. This world no longer exists. Maybe it never did. The corpse sprawled beside her cot on Floor 20 and this impossibly young child, Suzie, they share more than an ID. But I don’t know how she can be dead in Refuge and alive to be dreaming this now. Unless…


  Unless none of this is about her at all. Unless this is my dream. My death.


  I stare at Suzie in horror. She sprawls on the floor beside her chair, shrunken and stiff as if she’s become the doll that fell. Her mother rises in the distance, elegance itself trailing away toward the ceiling, giant-like. A moment later, her father looms up alongside. Their apparent lack of concern cuts at Suzie’s heart. She struggles to understand. She doesn’t see through my eyes. She doesn’t know what’s coming.


  The crash of the piano has subsided into ringing silence. The hall feels cavernous and empty. The ghost or memory of Suzannah Bell can still taste decay in the air, and I through her. Her parents hold out their hands as if to take hers, but the angle is too high. She doesn’t understand why, not at first. Translucent threads drape from their arms, snarled and heavy. They’re unevenly wound ropes by the time they reach Suzie, binding her in place.


  The warm, late-morning sun shifts, a flash of stark, blinding light. The long bones beneath Suzie’s parents’ skin are darkly skeletal silhouettes. Her heart stutters and seizes, her breath caught in her throat. I hold my breath as well, caught in the moment, in her panic and my own horror. The end must be coming soon. Hers, or mine.


  A pair of flawless arms reaches past Suzie in stiff, unbending unison. They slip through threads now milky in their thickness as if they’re not there at all. A rigid figure with bright curls stalks past Suzie. It takes her parents’ outstretched hands. The doll takes Suzie’s place without her parents noticing a thing, and that’s how I know this nightmare really is almost at an end.


  The Mara have come.


  The creature holds Suzie’s parents’ hands as they turn to leave. She calls to them soundlessly from behind a tiny painted rosebud of a mouth, panicked now. What dream, what nightmare is this? Her thoughts snag. Dream. It’s just a dream. But instead of relief, terror wells in instinctive response.


  Her horror makes it harder to keep mine at bay. We both know now there will be no waking, no escape. They’re coming for us, have already come, are here now. The only question is, have they already come for Suzie—come and gone and left this echo for me to stumble into? Or has their devouring somehow carried on all this time, past the ending of Suzie’s physical form? Or is it not Suzie they’re here for at all?


  I would run, but like her, I can’t move. I’m as formless as a ghost.


  She struggles against leaden arms, unable to see the weight of coiled, knotted threads pinning her to the ground. She longs to pinch herself, shock herself awake, close her eyes and open them to her own, real life. She’d even welcome back the endless decades of mindless drudgery, the pains of the years burdening her aged frame. Her longing tugs at me, casting shadows of an aged corpse in my mind.


  But her eyes are frozen in place, wide and staring. Her outflung limbs are a dead, cold weight dragging her down. She can’t open her lips to form the words of submission, to release her dreams to the Mara and save herself. She’s trapped, as immobile and helpless as the doll that has taken her place. Left behind. Abandoned.


  The Mara in their cruel mimicry of Suzie let go of her parents’ hands. Suzie can’t look away from the sight of them again after all this time, so young, so healthy and unaware in their short-lived happiness, even if it is an illusion. The ghost of the years between them creeps back into her mind and memory. They’d never been this happy. This paradise had never truly existed in their lifetime. So much loss. So much pain. She wants to forget. She wants to go back to being a child, protected. She wants them to look again at her, to see her and love her.


  I choke on the sensation of her loss, heart racing in time with hers, gaze darting as hers cannot. It’s not just the doll that’s the Mara, but everything around us. This alien place and these unlikely people are all a part of some elaborate, soul-sucking nightmare. These things Suzie has shown me, they’re not real. They were never real. Family. Music. Food. They have to be the product of the Mara, luring her—us? me?—deeper, strengthening our attachment before devouring us whole.


  The creature turns and stalks back toward us, glittering eyes malevolent in that expressionless porcelain perfection of a face, a cruel replacement for Suzie’s—Bell’s—broken, aged weakness. Its doll eyes are clouded with a faint impression of grey and green and blue – the child’s hazel eyes, painted over her replacement’s bottomless black ones. Suzie’s memories roll back over her, the weight of years and so many deaths crashing back into her mind and body all at once.


  I’m shocked to realize at least some of what I’ve seen is from her memories and not entirely a fabrication of the Mara. Shocked and relieved. Unless this is just another dimension of deception, it’s possible this isn’t my dream after all. But I’m not sure what’s more improbable; that the Mara could have spun all of this out of my imagination in the first place or that Bell could really have been that old. I mean, a family? An actual childhood spent outside of Refuge’s walls? Could she really have been produced—born—before the floods?


  The porcelain mockery of a face leers, glass eyes full of bottomless, eerie knowing. Black leaches through the hazel paint. The delicately fanned segments of the creature’s head, grown so large now, have slipped back together with only the barest hint of their former, grotesque separation. A thin dark line shows just at its hairline; a narrow but seemingly bottomless gap where the skull curves to the perfectly arched spill of its hair.


  Something squirms within. It trickles down the porcelain forehead and oozes along the angled line of that painted brow, a gathering oil slick of midnight tears pooling in the socket of one glittering eye. They overflow, streaking over the smooth cheek, spattering with acid heat across Suzie as the Mara loom over her in that flawless replica of her own beribboned dress.


  She surges against the burning, struggling to move the dead weight of arms and legs turned to cold, immobile porcelain. I want to cover my eyes, but I can’t move, can’t escape any more than she can.


  The sole of the Mara-doll’s pristine white shoe grown to gigantic proportions rises to blot out the light. And falls.


  Everything washes away in a wave of shattering pain as the Mara end the nightmare the way I knew they would, in horror and agony and death.


  ——————


  FOR A LONG moment, there’s nothing else. Then I’m alone in the dark, whole, my thoughts, my senses entirely my own once more. The ineffable awareness of Suzie’s existence that pervaded the dream is gone. There’s nothing left but sick, quivering fear. Am I dead too this time? Is it over?


  In the darkness, the figure of an old woman coalesces. Her face is bare and exposed, her edges frayed and wispy. It’s the broken body of the corpse I reached out to, Bell. The fraying along her edges grows, threads of silver unravelling until she’s the girl with the golden curls and hazel eyes.


  “Suzie,” I say into the darkness.


  She stares back at me, her young face etched with sadness. A whispering, rushing sound surrounds us, filling the empty spaces.


  “Suzie,” I say again, wishing I could reach out to her, reaching for the edges of my own boundaries to try to draw them together and touch the broken child. I feel as shattered as if I’d been crushed alongside her, but the dream was hers, not mine. She was the victim of the Mara, not me. So why do I hurt?
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