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Chapter One

Ariel crept forward, peering around the corner and then darting along to the next alcove. She held her breath, but she didn't hear any telltale footsteps. She smiled a little to herself and slipped her hand around the doorknob, quickly entering the room before anyone could catch her. 

Will was at the door in a heartbeat, looking panicked. His face melted into relief when he saw who it was, but then he frowned. “Ariel, when are you going to quit creeping around the Underground after curfew?” he hissed. “It's dangerous out there.”

Ariel tossed her head. “It's more dangerous in our cabin,” she retorted. “Lana had a cough earlier, and we all know what that means.” She should feel remorse for her sick cabin-mate, but she hadn't known Lana for long, only a few weeks. 

Will's frown deepened. “You know, Ari, they're starting to talk about you,” he confessed. 

“What?” Ariel asked sharply, her eyes narrowing.

“I work with the Leaders,” Will reminded the girl, as though she didn't know. “Some of them are starting to comment on the fact that the new girls all seem to get sick within a few weeks of moving in with you.”

“I can't help that!” Ariel said. “What, do they think I'm poisoning them?”

Will glanced away, unable to meet her eyes. “Well, no,” he finally said. “But there have been words said, along the lines of how community always comes first.”

Ariel felt as though the air had been punched out of her lungs. Her first thought was to deny it; her second was to rage. But if Will was saying these things, there was a reason for it: he was her oldest friend. She could hardly remember a time when she hadn't known him. Could hardly remember a time when they hadn't been stuck here in the Underground, the dusky city of tunnels that was the only habitable place left on the Earth. 

Sometimes, she still had flashbacks to that August day when the sky had opened up to chaos, when the Earth's surface had become an overheated hellhole. But she had to wonder just how much of it she really remember, and how much of those memories she had fabricated from the stories that were told again and again, down here in their fallout shelter. 

Community was, indeed, everything. And even though Ariel wasn't poisoning the girls that moved in with her, the Leaders had to be considering terminating her. Getting rid of the rot, just like they culled those who fell ill. It was the only way to ensure the survival of humankind, when they were in such cramped quarters here below the ground. 

She swallowed hard, her eyes brimming with tears. 

“Come on,” Will said, his voice gentle. “You can stay here, for one more night.” He slipped an arm around Ariel's shoulder, and she leaned into his warmth, even though she knew she shouldn't. She shouldn't let him see her this vulnerable, she shouldn't let him comfort her. Everyone always was taken away in the end, and Will would be no exception to that. What was she going to do when that happened, if she relied on him for comfort?

With that thought in mind, she shrugged his arm off her shoulders, but she slipped into bed next to him anyway, just like they had a dozen times before, ever since she had first started sneaking over here, when her nightmares had gotten too terrifying. Will was fortunate to have his own room, because there were far more girls than boys in the Underground, and over time, his room had become her haven of sorts as well, even though she had to be careful to get back to her own bed before the Leaders did rounds in the morning. 

“Do you think we'll ever be able to go back to the surface, Will?” Ariel asked into the dark. 

Will scoffed. “Not in our lifetime,” he said. “Temperatures there are supposed to be ten times hotter than what's habitable, even in the places that don't get sun for most of the year.”

Ariel sighed. “I know we should consider ourselves lucky to be down here in the Underground,” she said slowly. “But sometimes, I wish I'd died on the surface.”

“Don't say that,” Will said sharply. “You don't know what you're talking about.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, rolling towards her in the darkness and putting his hand gently on her arm. “I'm a couple years older than you were when it happened,” he reminded her. “My whole family...” He broke off, unable or unwilling to say anything more, and Ariel felt bad for having brought up his bad memories. 

She rolled towards him as well, resting her palm lightly against his torso, feeling him stiffen momentarily before relaxing. They'd only recently started to get so awkward and tense around one another. Ariel hated it, but she didn't know how to fix things. And she wasn't sure that she should. Not when they were bound to be separated if the Leaders ever caught wind of it. 

“Will,” she said softly, but before she could say anything else, the door to Will's cabin flew open, brilliant and blinding white light streaming in from the hallway. Ariel felt her heart stop, knowing that she'd been found. They all knew what the punishment was for those who were out past curfew. And there was nowhere to hide. 

––––––––

Chapter Two

Ariel rubbed at her tired eyes, feeling another flicker of frustration. “I already told you,” she repeated patiently to the Leader sat in front of her. “I don't know what you want me to say. Will had nothing to do with me missing curfew. I just wanted to get away from Lana; she was sick.” But it seemed that no matter how many times she said the words, no one believed her. 

The thing was, she really had no idea what they thought Will had done. Why would he have asked her to come cuddle with him? Will was strong and brave. Will didn't have nightmares, and Will didn't worry about people getting sick and disappearing, not like Ariel did. 

The Leader stared at her for a long moment, as though waiting for her to add more, but when she remained silent, defiantly staring at him, the man finally nodded, slowly. “You may return to your cabin,” he finally told her. 

Ariel stared at him in shock for a long moment, thinking she must have misheard him. Weren't they going to punish her? She had stayed out after curfew, and normally those people tended to disappear, never to be seen again. 

But she wasn't stupid enough to ask questions. It wasn't like she wanted to be terminated. 

She scurried from the room and stood out in the corridor for a moment, trying to catch her breath. Her heart was racing, adrenaline making her feel shaky and relief making her knees feel weak. She wanted to run down the hall to Will's cabin, to let him know that she was okay, that they hadn't terminated her. But she hesitated, wondering if that would make the Leaders unhappy, if they would change their minds if she showed no sign of repentance. 

She swallowed hard, knowing that she had to wait, at least a day and maybe more. Slowly, she walked back towards her own cabin, feeling lonely. But it was just for a few days, she counseled herself. 

Those days seemed to drag on. She didn't see Will anywhere during that time, and she had to assume that he was avoiding her as well, clearly having come to the same conclusion that she had that it would be safer that way. 

Or so she thought. 

Three days later, she went to Will's cabin, in the middle of the day so that the Leaders would realize that she was contrite, that she wasn't planning on staying out after curfew any time soon. When she knocked on Will's door, however, it wasn't Will who answered. Instead, it was a young girl, maybe ten or eleven, who stared up at Ariel with big, green eyes. 

Ariel frowned, her eyebrows drawing together. “Where's Will?” she asked. 

“Who's Will?” another, slightly older girl asked, coming up behind the younger girl. 

Ariel felt even more confused, wondering why they were there in his cabin if they didn't know Will. Maybe it was some new cleaning scheme, though. Or maybe the Leaders had planted them there as spies. 

She was starting to feel frantic, though, wondering if they had moved Will to a different location. The Underground was vast, and only the Leaders and some of the other important people were allowed to used the rail connections between different Nodes. If they had moved Will to someplace new, she would never be able to find him. 

But she was getting ahead of herself. She didn't know that he had been transferred. “Will is the boy who lives here,” she said slowly. 

There was no recognition on either of the girls' faces, though. The older one shook her head. “We were moved in here two days ago,” she said quietly. “No one else lives here.”

Ariel swallowed hard and backed away from the door, blinking back tears. This was her punishment, then: rather than terminate her, like they were supposed to do, they had terminated Will, or at least taken him away to a new location, where he would have no friends, nothing familiar. 

And it was all her fault. 

She turned her back and ran down the corridors, as fast as her legs would take her, heedless of what people might think. By the time she reached her cabin, though, she had already come to a decision: she had to at least figure out what had happened to Will, even if she would never see him again. She wouldn't be able to stop thinking about him otherwise. 

Easier said than done. She didn't know the first place to start; it wasn't as though she could just walk up to the Leaders and ask. But suddenly, she remembered something that Will had shown her once, a way to get into the virtual files that the Leader's kept. If she could just get her hands on one of the terminals... 

Again, easier said than done. But it wasn't as though she had anything left to lose, at this point. Her best friend had been taken from her, and she'd never had any family there in the underground. There was nothing keeping her there. 

––––––––

Chapter Three

Ariel was on her way home from training a few nights later when a hand snaked out from one of the cabins and dragged her inside. She tried to cry out, but whoever it was who had grabbed her had also placed a hand over her mouth, silencing her before she even thought to make a sound. 

Inside the cabin, she blinked at the young boy who stared up at her with narrowed eyes, his glasses thick and heavy on his nose. “You've been asking about terminals,” he said, frowning disapprovingly at her. 

“Who are you?” Ariel hissed, pulling her sleeve back down over her wrist. 

The boy stared at her for a long moment, as though assessing if she was joking. “You don't know who I am,” he finally said flatly, almost incredulously.

Even though it wasn't a question, Ariel shook her head. “Should I?” she asked. 

The boy rolled his eyes and turned away from her, moving back towards a desk that was littered with papers. “Your friend Will knew me,” he said. 

“Okay,” Ariel said slowly. She looked around the room, searching for any clue as to who this stranger might be. He had mentioned something about terminals, and Ariel had to wonder if that was how Will had known him. 

“I built the interface,” the boy finally said, turning back towards her. He grinned. “When we first came underground, there was no way of keeping track of everyone. No record-keeping system. Of course, there wasn't an unlimited amount of paper. No one thought we would ever need to use these tunnels; they were built by fear-mongers.”

“You aren't old enough to have been alive then,” Ariel said, giving the boy a doubtful look. 

The boy just laughed. “No, I'm not,” he agreed. “I was born down here in the tunnels. I've never known anything else.” He shrugged. “The Leaders have been struggling to create a system of order. The answer lay in the past.” He gestured towards the bookshelves that lined the back wall, and to the scribblings strewn across his desk.

“How did you get all these books?” Ariel asked, wandering closer to the shelves. There were a number of technology books there, in addition to a few classics and some other encyclopedia-type books. She had never seen so many books outside the central library before. It was thought that all books should be shared, since there weren't enough to go around.

“These are the books that no one else wanted,” the boy said simply. “Some of them are considered to be uninteresting. Others are simply...incomprehensible.”

“The technology ones, you mean,” Ariel said. 

“The technology ones,” the boy agreed. “Of course, those who were alive before we came underground, they would remember the computers, the internet. But how many of those people remain?”

Ariel frowned. “We didn't come underground that long ago,” she said. “I was a girl then. I remember something from before.” But as the boy continued to stare at her, she frowned, trying to think of how many others there were, who were old enough to remember. She realized that where there had once been a number of older people around, lately it seemed that the only ones older than her and Will were the Leaders. 

“Exactly,” the boy hissed, and Ariel realized she had spoken aloud. The boy shook his head. “I built them a system. A way to catalogue people. And a way to keep their trains running.” He grinned. “It's powered by the heat from the surface, you know. If we had all the knowledge and the resources of our ancestors, we would never need to worry about energy again. It's right there for the taking.”

“Who are you?” Ariel asked, wonder in her voice. “If you don't remember all these things that you talk about—computers and, and internet...” She trailed off, frowning, trying to remember those things in her own life. But as always, her memories of her time above-ground remained murky and vague. She had been too young. 

Suddenly, she wondered if Will had been taken away not because of her but because he had remembered. She swallowed hard. “What's happening to the people who get terminated?” she asked. “They aren't actually terminated, are they?”

“Not all of them,” the boy said slowly. He turned towards his desk and brushed aside some of the papers, revealing a screen there in the wood. “This is my terminal,” he told her. “The first terminal.” He flashed his teeth at her, over his shoulder. “All the Leaders know me as the Tinkerer,” he told her. 

“I've heard of you,” Ariel said slowly, feeling another jolt of surprise spread through her. “I didn't realize you were so...young.” 

“This stuff isn't so difficult, if you have a little imagination,” the Tinkerer said, tapping at something on the screen. “But that's exactly where the Leaders failed. They stamped out creativity. The Leaders are the rule-enforcers from the old world, but they didn't think to save the teachers, the engineers, the architects. Or they were too afraid to save them.”

“Why would they have been afraid to save them?” Ariel asked, still struggling to put all the pieces together in her mind. 

“How do you think the surface got so hot to begin with?” the Tinkerer asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

“The sun–“ Ariel began, but the Tinkerer interrupted her with a bark of laughter. 

“Don't believe that lie,” the boy said, shaking his head. “Here's what really happened: someone imagined a bomb that would eliminate their rivals, and those rivals also imagined a bomb, and they spent years building the bombs, and when the one bomb went off, it created a chain reaction, and all the other bombs detonated as well.”

And suddenly, Ariel could remember it, the shaking feeling, that far-off rumble. If she closed her eyes, she could practically smell the scent of smoke in the air, could remember someone crying, could remember being hurried towards the tunnel as fast as her little legs could carry her. 

She shook her head and the memory shattered, fading from her mind again. “Do you know where Will is?” she asked. 

The Tinkerer gestured towards his screen, and Ariel stepped closer, peering at the screen. There was Will's image—it almost brought tears to her eyes to see him, smiling boyishly out at her. She kew it was just a picture, but... She reached out and slowly traced her fingers over his strong jawline. 

“He's been taken to Sector A,” the Tinkerer said, oblivious to the outpouring of feelings from the young woman next to him. He tapped at the screen and brought up a strange map. “This is where we are,” he said, pointing to a blinking spot. “That's Sector D. And this is where Will is.” 

“How do I get there?” Ariel asked. “How far is it?”

“I don't know how far it is,” the boy said, shaking his head. “The only way I know to get there is by train. The only reason I know this layout at all is because of the train system. And the Leaders would much rather that I had no idea.” He frowned over at Ariel. “You have to realize, if they catch wind of the fact that I've told you any of this...”

“I won't tell them,” Ariel promised. “I'll say that Will told me, or that... I don't know. I won't tell them.” She wanted to say that she wasn't about to get caught by the Leaders, since this mission was definitely a reason to terminate her. But she knew that there was a certain possibility that she would get caught. 

“I'm afraid that's the most that I can help you with,” the Tinkerer told her, looking at Ariel with sad eyes. “They won't let me know anything more. I don't know where the trains actually leave from, even though I'm the one responsible for their movements. I know each Sector has a station, but I've never been able to find that station here in Sector D—and to be honest, I haven't looked very hard. That the Leaders still keep me alive is testament to how much they need me.” 

Ariel frowned, staring at the blank screen and thinking hard. “I don't know where they are either,” she said slowly. “But I know someone who might.” When the Tinkerer raised an eyebrow at her, she continued. “There were two girls who moved into Will's old cabin,” she said. “They're old enough that they must have come from somewhere—and they should remember it. What's more, I'm sure they have friends back there, wherever they came from. Maybe they can help me find Will.” 

The Tinkerer nodded slowly. “That might be true,” he said. “Unfortunately, I can't help you find information about the two of them unless you have their names. I can't search for them by cabin, not the with database that I've built. Although that might be something worth adding in the future.” 

Ariel could tell his mind was already drifting far away from her, and she quickly thanked him again and left, being careful not to let anyone see her in the corridor, coming from the Tinkerer's room. She made a mental note of where the room was, in case she ever needed to visit the boy again. 

But for now, she turned her feet towards Will's old cabin. 

––––––––

Chapter Four

It was the younger girl who answered the door again. “Hi,” Ariel said, bending down so she was almost at the same height as the girl. “Is your friend—or your sister?—here?”

The older girl came to the doorway and sighed when she saw Ariel. “You again,” she said. “Your friend still isn't here.”

“I know,” Ariel said. She glanced around, looking for Leaders even though she knew the timing of their rounds and had planned her visit very carefully. “Can I come inside?” she asked lowly. 

The girl stared at her for a long moment and then stepped back to let her inside. “If you're in some kind of trouble with the Leaders, we can't help you,” she said as soon as the door shut behind Ariel.

“I'm not in trouble,” Ariel said. Yet. She paused. “You two aren't from Sector D—this area,” she blurted out. 

The older girl slowly shook her head and bit her lower lip, holding the younger girl close with her hands on the girl's shoulders. “We were sent here because our old home was becoming too crowded,” she said quietly. “Or at least, that's what they told us.”

Ariel frowned. “Too crowded?” she asked. “But no one new has come down from above ground.” When the other girl was silent, Ariel felt even more surprised. “Have they?”

The other girl shrugged. “I don't know where they came from. We were forbidden to ask,” she said. She paused, biting her lower lip.

“Do you know where you were?” she asked, even though she knew that was a silly question. 

Sure enough, the girl just shrugged. “It looked the same as here, mostly,” she said. “Just different people.”

And the real question: “How did you get here?” Ariel asked, waiting with baited breath for the answer. 

“We took a train,” the girl whispered. 

“Do you know where the station was?”

The girl nodded. “But the Leaders made it very clear that the area was out of bounds. And there are a lot of them that patrol that area, so I don't think you could just sneak in.”

Ariel shook her head. “I don't have a choice,” she said. “Can you at least tell me where the station was?”

The girl was silent for a long moment, staring at Ariel, assessing her. “I can
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