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			Chapter 1

			‘The next entity accepted into Transit Academy is 23203.’

			A hush fell over the crowd as the number echoed through the broken square, tinny and sharp through the static of the drone’s loudspeaker. I tried to slow my stuttering heart. This was a good sign; there was a chance they'd still call my number.

			The drone hovered high above us, casting a cold spotlight over the crowd gathered in the ruins of the abandoned loading yard. Someone near the front whooped, probably 23203. Their number blinked in white against the factory's exterior. It was hard to see against the rusted wall, tagged with graffiti from the gangs that ran the blocks when the drones weren’t watching. Now, it served as a canvas for our deliverance. Or our rejection.

			‘The next entity accepted into Transit Academy is … 23207.’

			I tried not to let my nerves get the best of me. This was all normal; it could still be my turn this month. I scanned the group, noting the subtle shifts, the ones who suddenly stood a little straighter or glanced around furtively. Nobody asked questions aloud. Not anymore.

			‘The next entity accepted is … 23210.’

			The announcer’s voice, smooth and indifferent, echoed through the cracked concrete lot like a countdown. Each number ticked forward like the second hand of a broken clock.

			Around me, people whispered.

			‘They’re skipping a lot of numbers.’

			‘Never a good sign.’

			My stomach churned. But even with skips, they were still calling them in order, so I had a chance.

			‘The next entity is … 23213.’

			I was tired of the unknown. Of the waiting. Of hoping this day would come. I'd tried out three months ago and passed, but I’d given my spot to Charli. I knew she'd never pass the testing on her own. And though I'd tried out twice since then, they hadn't picked me. At least, they didn't last month. 

			But this could be my chance. I didn't know what else I could do to score that much better on the test to ensure I made it. You're getting in this time, I told myself, then shook out my arms and legs and tried to focus on the screen again.

			Someone behind me leaned in close. ‘Maybe they marked you defective.’

			‘Shut up,’ I snapped, louder than I meant. A few heads turned.

			‘And finally …’

			My pulse pounded as the drone paused, lights flickering like it was thinking. Or hesitating.

			‘The last entity accepted for this month's enrolment is … 23224.’

			A soft ripple of sound moved through the crowd—disappointed exhales, quiet murmurs, the shuffle of feet. The kind of breath people let out when they know the door has just closed for good.

			My heart fell as the projection of the last number faded from the wall. 

			I hadn’t been called. 

			

			I'd missed my chance. Maybe the heckler was right, and they marked me defective. Or maybe they had figured out the truth. 

			I rustled in my pocket until I found the ID cards. I pulled them out and clasped them in my hand tightly, allowing the laminated edges to press into my skin and distract me from those thoughts.

			‘Thank you for your time and attention.’ The woman who appeared projected in place of the numbers wore a wide smile, though her eyes were empty. She was an Airborn citizen—one who probably wondered why our leaders accepted people from the Outer City. I always wondered that myself. Then, my twin sister had got sick, and joining New Earth was the only thing I wanted for my family, at least, what was left of it.

			The woman opened her mouth again, and I could almost hear the standard, bland goodbye that had ended each previous roll call. But instead of the words that had haunted me for months, she said, ‘I apologise for my mistake.’

			My eyes darted back to the factory wall, and the cards fell from my hands. Mistake? Elites didn't make mistakes. My body seemed to buzz. Something was wrong. I scanned the crowd. Everyone looked as alarmed as I felt.

			

			‘I seemed to have skipped a number on the list.’

			Could it be? No way. I knew better than to hope. Nothing good had ever come of hoping, of expecting something to change.

			‘The entity 23215 has also been accepted,’ she said quickly, as if getting past it would erase the error. ‘Transit Academy welcomes you,’ she said, reciting the typical sign-off as the projection ended.

			I felt eyes on me. A few faces near mine turned away like I was too dangerous to look at for long. I hadn’t been called in order. Had I been forgotten? That wasn’t normal. Nothing good ever came from standing out. But still, I was accepted.

			I watched as the drone disappeared above the hovels. Somewhere beyond the city I knew so well was Transit Academy. And beyond that was New Earth.

			For me, all that mattered was what was waiting for me at TranPrep—my sister.

			‘Congratulations, Charli.’ An older healer standing nearby turned and scrutinised my face. ‘You must be excited to join your sister, Kasey.’ The man shifted his small oxygen tank on the ground and raised the mask to his mouth before taking a deep breath.

			I offered the dying man a small smile. ‘I am. I’m just …’

			‘Scared?’ he guessed.

			I nodded and bent down to pick up what I'd dropped—my parents’ ID cards.

			The man fixed the mask back into its place on the oxygen tank and patted me on the shoulder. His fatherly gesture made me yearn for what I hadn’t had growing up, though the fact that he couldn't tell us twins apart made him more like my real father than I cared to admit. ‘I wish you the happiest life, dear girl. Don’t waste the opportunity you’ve been given.’

			‘I won’t,’ I mumbled, saddened by his defeated expression.

			He sauntered in the direction of the graveyard, as he did every morning. There were many Dustborns buried in the wasteland at the edge of the city, and the healer’s wife had been no exception to the plight that ruled Earth.

			A wind gust tore through the alleyways, colliding in the open space beside the factory. Dust swirled and grew in size until it crashed into the small businesses lining the streets. The owners were quick to cover the doors and windows in preparation for the coming storm.

			I tucked the ID cards into my pocket and jogged toward the other side of the territory. I didn’t last long before I had to retrieve an air filter from my bag. It fit loosely across my face, but it offered some relief from the toxic air.

			‘One last time,’ I repeated those words until I set eyes on the only active food distribution factory the Outer class had access to.

			I scanned the roadside for enforcement before crossing. Most of the vehicles were already covered in thick tarps, as the Elites had likely been forewarned about the storm. Is it really so hard to share that information with the rest of us?

			I shoved away my irritation to concentrate on the factory door’s keypad. A wind gust barrelled down the walkway, forcing me to hold onto the door handle for support. ‘Come on, come on,’ I whispered to the lock.

			It beeped, acknowledging my mother’s ID card under the scanner. While I’d been pulling the same trick for years, my stomach clenched every time I broke into my parents’ old workplace. It was a miracle I’d never been caught, and after today, I wouldn’t have to risk it again.

			

			Without hesitation, I opened the door and stepped inside. It closed with a familiar click against the stale air.

			The storage area was on the other side of the building, but I knew my way around the shelves and equipment. When my parents were around, they had handled the incoming shipments. Oxygen tanks, packaged food, and water had touched their hands before they were dispersed to the people. It was menial labour, but it was what kept food on our table until …

			I shook my head, dismissing the intrusive memories.

			‘Congrats, my friend.’

			I jumped, clutching my heart, before tapping my Earcom. ‘Marcus,’ I whispered, ‘I can’t talk right now.’

			‘What did you say? The signal is jumbled.’

			I rolled my eyes. The signal was always jumbled because we had second-rate tech to work with. ‘I’ll talk to you later,’ I said while tucking my body between two crates.

			‘But I heard the news, Charli.’ Marcus lingered on my sister’s name, mocking our twisted situation.

			

			A loud thud echoed against the factory walls. I stopped and pulled the earpiece out, ignoring Marcus’s ramblings. Peeking around the corner, I spotted a lone labourer moving the latest shipment of air canisters into storage—exactly where I needed to go.

			I cursed before slipping the earpiece back into place. ‘Someone is working overtime at the factory today,’ I said through tight lips.

			Marcus paused, realising what time of the week it was. ‘You’re scheduled to leave in a few days. Why bother stocking up again?’ he asked.

			I took a deep breath, unable to fill my lungs fully. ‘Because I’m not the only one who relies on these shipments.’

			Marcus sighs. ‘I’ll go in next week. It’s not worth you risking it now that you’re finally in.’

			‘I’m already here,’ I whispered. ‘Just get the storage hole ready. I’ll be there soon.’ I shoved the Earcom into my pocket before proceeding.

			I lifted my hood and secured it over my bright pink hair. Slipping into the main office, I pulled out my DataStick and shoved it into the computer on the desk. The screen activated, and my custom program quickly bypassed the security system. Inside, I accessed the recent shipment, adjusting the inventory numbers for food and water and listing a few air canisters as ‘damaged in transit’. No one would know the items were missing.

			I collected the DataStick and deactivated the computer.

			I peered at the storage area, hoping the labourer had left for the day. There was no reason for him to be there, especially during a storm. I counted to one hundred before bolting for the door. It was still unlocked, which meant I didn’t have much time.

			I quickly loaded a trolley with six air canisters, two boxes of ration bars, and one box of purified water. It wouldn’t last long, but it was all I could do for them before I left.

			I heard footsteps as I finished wrapping the goods in a discarded tarp. Pushing the cart to the entrance, I took a shaky breath in before diving into the open. There was no way to avoid making contact with the man, but I wasn’t about to be trapped in a storage unit with him.

			‘Hey, stop!’

			I didn’t bother looking in his direction again. Instead, I dove between the shelves and shoved against the cheap metal. I heard the first crate crash onto the factory ground. It was followed by curses as the man realised the domino effect I’d created.

			There was no pursuit to avoid when I pushed through the exit. Dozens of shelves had fallen, and I hoped the labourer wouldn’t be blamed. But maybe the mess would keep him from catching up to me.

			Using the sandstorm to my advantage, I darted between buildings with the trolley guiding the way. The air filter I wore was quickly losing its effect, granules of sand making their way onto my tongue. I slowed to a stop when I caught sight of my neighbourhood. Stacks of old shipping containers made up the Outer City housing.

			Unable to inhale a clean breath, I ripped the filter off and sprinted for my unit. I slid my father’s keycard into the lock and thrust the trolley inside. The air purifier had already been set on high, and I inhaled a desperate breath.

			I cracked open a box and doused my eyes with a bottle of water. I threw the empty bottle into the crate and pushed the trolley toward the bathroom door. I was too fatigued to stop it from slamming into the wall. The sound echoed in the small home, making me cringe. ‘Last time,’ I repeated.

			

			Taking extra time to enjoy the filtered air, I divvied up the rations. My crate was the smallest, only enough to last a few days before my transfer.

			I patted my pants until I found my switchblade; it was always in a different pocket. I used it to scrape off the serial numbers on the air canisters. No one could prove they were stolen if they were confiscated by enforcers. Not that it mattered. Without air, we wouldn’t live long enough to get through a trial.

			The wind pushed against the walls, causing the foundation to groan. I hated this type of weather, but the sounds of the old units settling made it the perfect cover for smuggling. I covered the largest crate back up and unlocked the exit. The trolley nearly tipped over without the extra weight to hold it down, but I managed to lock my door and rush to the next unit.

			The door swung open before I could knock. I scanned the alleys before darting inside and yanking my hood off. Sand poured from my clothes and onto Linney’s living room floor. ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled, shaking my hair free.

			Linney started to laugh, but it quickly turned into a cough. The woman clutched her chest before sucking in clean air from her oxygen tank.

			

			I eyed her tank’s levels. ‘It’s in the red. Why haven’t you changed it yet?’ I threw the sand-covered tarp down and grabbed a full canister from the trolley.

			Linney waved a dismissive hand. ‘I didn’t want to use more than I had to.’

			Irritated, I changed out her canister. ‘You’re out, aren’t you?’

			Linney remained silent, merely snooping through the goods I’d brought.

			I sighed. ‘You need to tell me. I can always get you more.’ I wrapped my hand around her thin arm and forced her to make eye contact with me. She had been a stranger to my family, but she was the only one who’d stepped in when two little girls had needed a parent. The Outer City was ruthless. Food, water, and air were scarce, and adding two mouths and four lungs to the struggle wasn’t a smart decision.

			But it was a compassionate one.

			‘You took care of us when no one else would. Now, let me do the same.’

			Linney chuckled. ‘Ha, only when you let me take care of you.’ She offered a small smile and held out a ration bar. ‘Eat with me?’

			

			My stomach rumbled, so I couldn’t argue. ‘Fine, but I have to make it quick. Marcus is waiting on me.’

			My foster mother nodded before nudging me toward her small dining table. My sister and I had found it in an abandoned shed beyond the border two years ago. It was rusted from the weather and dented from abuse, but it had become a place for the three of us to gather and eat the meagre meals we scrounged together.

			I smoothed the scarlet doily that spilled out beneath an empty wooden bowl. ‘I’ll check the market for fruit tomorrow,’ I commented, hoping to fill her bowl before I had to leave.

			Linney hid her oxygen tank beneath the table. ‘Don’t bother. Fruit isn’t in season for us.’

			While it was true that the Inner City hoarded all the fresh produce, sometimes I got lucky. Airborn traders travelled to the Outer City once in a while. I pulled out a small copper coin that I'd scavenged and held it under the light.

			Linney rolled her eyes. ‘You know that money isn’t worth anything in this day and age.’

			I scoffed. ‘Exactly. It’s a collector’s item. I’m sure some spoiled Airborn would love to admire the relic inside their climate-controlled apartment.’

			Linney’s dry lips cracked when she laughed. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice to be an Airborn’s treasure?’ She reached out and stroked my tangled hair. ‘I bet your sister is enjoying herself.’

			When she pulled away, I tucked the loose strand behind my ear, but it was too short to stay. Irritated, I slipped the coin back into my pocket.

			Linney removed her hair tie, revealing a thin streak of pink among her grey locks. ‘I hope you don’t mind that I used some of your hair dye. I just wanted to try it before …’ She swallowed thickly.

			I spoke before tears could gather. ‘Of course not. It’s Kasey’s anyway. She would want you to have the rest of it.’ I took the last bite of my ration bar. ‘That colour looks good on you.’

			‘Well, Kasey has good taste.’

			I chuckled. It was nice to have someone who knew our secret. As much as Charli and I had tried to fool everyone by cutting and colouring our hair to match, the ones closest to us could see us for who we were. ‘I was accepted today.’

			I stared at the empty fruit bowl, waiting for her response. When she didn’t offer one, I glanced toward her only to be enveloped in a tight hug.

			

			‘I’m so glad. You and your sister deserve better than this place. You deserve a long, healthy life.’ Linney’s words were laced with the pain of age. Many of the Dustborns didn’t live past thirty, even with a steady supply of oxygen. And she was thirty-two.

			I clutched Linney tight, unable to accept that we would be parting soon. ‘Once I’m settled in, I’ll try to get you transferred. Marcus, too. And—’

			Linney pulled away and shook her head. ‘You’ll be too busy training and learning about New Earth. There isn’t space for the old and sick where you’re going. It’s a fresh start for humanity.’

			‘But—’

			‘No. Once you leave, you have to promise to move forward. Find your sister and live. Our futures rest on the next generation.’ She tapped my nose gently. ‘And that’s you.’

			I could feel panic begin to swell in my chest, so I stood quickly. ‘Marcus is waiting. I’ll stash your supplies before I go.’ I retreated to the trolley before Linney could argue.

			The flooring was old and crumbling. That’s why no one would suspect a few loose bricks in the bedroom—the same bricks that covered a large hole filled with stolen supplies. Shifting the blocks, I found that Linney had depleted her supply of oxygen; she was breathing through it faster lately. The toxicity sickness was running rampant, and soon her lungs wouldn’t be able to move at all.

			I placed the supplies and canisters gently inside and hid them from view before exiting the small home.

			The wind had eased, but not by much. Fine red dust still slashed across the air in sheets, scraping against the metal siding of the old structure like fingernails on rust. The worst of the sandstorm was passing, but it still carried enough grit to flay your skin raw if you stayed out too long.

			Sand crunched beneath my boots as I darted across the narrow passage, the wheels of the trolley squeaking behind me with every bump and jolt. Each breath felt like inhaling sandpaper.

			I reached the opposite side and slammed the latch shut behind me. Desperate to escape the whipping sand, I didn’t register the movement until I’d locked the door behind me.

			Someone had seen me in the alleyway.

		

		

		
			Chapter 2

			I tried to quash my worries as I loaded the trolley with the supplies I had left in my parents’ home earlier. I couldn't leave them out; they needed to be hidden away so no one could find them. I pushed the trolley to the bathroom and stomped on the threaded accent rug, then waited for the telltale click from below.

			The latch squealed, causing my heart to leap with panic despite the noisy wind outside. A young man’s head popped out of the ground. ‘Took you long enough,’ Marcus said with a smirk.

			I lowered the first crate down. ‘I had to break the news to Linney.’

			Marcus’s smile disappeared. ‘Oh, how’d she take it?’

			

			I rolled my eyes. ‘You know her. She’s happy for me.’

			‘What a terrible burden to put on you,’ Marcus huffed sarcastically. His arms strained against the weight of the next crate, shaking as he lowered it down the short ladder.

			I pretended to need a break before handing him the last one. ‘You know what I mean. I just worry about her.’ I paused. ‘She’s the only family Charli and I have.’ 

			I dropped into the hidden cellar once the trolley was empty. We moved the crates into the furthest corner of the foundation, along with the leftovers from the previous week. Stay one week ahead—that was the rule. Delays and complications arose more often than not when it came to scavenging and stealing. Preparation had kept the four of us alive all these years.

			‘Glad to know how you really feel about me,’ Marcus remarked.

			I pursed my lips to withhold my laughter. He always had that dry delivery, but something in his tone made me wonder if, just maybe, he wasn’t entirely joking this time. Once I was positive I could keep a straight face, I stroked his arm, letting my fingers linger a second longer than usual. His skin was warm beneath my touch. I fluttered my eyelashes and tilted my head, teasing but slower this time. ‘Don’t you know how I feel about you, Marcus? I mean, I thought it was obvious.’

			I stepped close enough to feel his shallow breaths on my face. For a moment, neither of us moved. The space between us felt electric and strange. Marcus’s lungs hitched, and his eyes dropped to my lips, uncertain.

			Then his expression shifted, and the old sadness threaded through the cracks of his usual calm. He lowered his face closer to mine and whispered, ‘Right time, wrong twin.’ He patted my cheek with one hand before turning away.

			‘How can you spurn my confession so callously?’ I threw myself against his retreating back, making sure to keep us both upright when I did so.

			‘This is why I like your sister better. She doesn't make fun of me like you.’

			Unable to keep up the façade, I snorted. ‘I just like to tease you. It's not my fault you're too sad to take a joke.’

			My smile died when I recalled the look of disappointment on his face after he’d realised that it was me who had stayed behind two months ago and not my twin. I squeezed his tense shoulder. ‘I'm sorry, I didn't mean anything by it. I just don't know how to feel right now. Just know that she loves you, too.’

			Marcus sighed and offered me a small smile. ‘I know. We’re practically family, after all.’

			I tilted my head, regretting the joke I'd made. ‘Yes, we are. Always.’

			‘Let’s lock up,’ he said before climbing the ladder.

			I was grateful for the fresh air on the main level. The cellar was stale and had left a bad taste on my tongue. We latched the door and righted the rug before wheeling the trolley into the living area.

			Marcus slept in my parents' old bedroom, and the way he’d transformed their closet kept our small world turning. We called it his tech-cave because he’d bury himself in there for hours—tracking data trails, decoding encrypted files, and chatting with his Shredder friends over his scratch-built comm rig.

			The Shredders weren’t just some basement rumour forum. They were a loosely connected group of conspiracy trackers scattered across the compounds. They called themselves that because they specialised in piecing together the shredded remnants of corrupted data—newsfeeds, supply logs, government memos—anything the system tried to bury or erase. Most people couldn’t even read the fragments. The Shredders turned them into maps, warnings, sometimes full-blown truths.

			I plopped onto his narrow bed while he slid the broken closet door aside, revealing more of our contraband: salvaged datapads, rewired drive cores, ration chips, a hacked scrubber fan still whirring with quiet defiance.

			I threw the Earcom I’d stuffed in my pocket onto his desk so he could charge it up with the rest of the makeshift gadgets. ‘Did you have time to charge the solar generator at work?’ I asked.

			Marcus coughed and reached for his oxygen tank. After inhaling a clean breath, he answered, ‘Yes, but that nosy kid I’m partnered with nearly found it. It’s getting harder to hide it.’

			I thought about what Marcus told me about his Watcher shift. Sunrise to midday, he was tasked with patrolling the Outer City border. He was to report sightings of scavengers, as well as take readings of the air quality. Only the healthy were permitted the luxury position, so he had to hide his oxygen tank somewhere discreet. If that wasn’t enough, he was charging our generator, too.

			I clutched the edge of Marcus’s blanket between my hands. ‘Maybe it's time to bring in someone else.’ I sighed. ‘Linney can’t work anymore, let alone help you with supply runs.’

			‘I’ll be fine.’

			‘No, Marcus, you should really think about this. What are you going to do when …’ I couldn’t finish the thought.

			‘When the rot takes over?’ Marcus finished for me.

			‘Yes,’ I whispered.

			‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. For now, let’s just celebrate your acceptance at TranPrep.’ Marcus flicked the switch on the fully charged generator inside the closet, bringing the hidden computer screens to life. A familiar voice sounded from the radio. It was a relic, but it worked well enough for us to tune into the Inner City's daily lives.

			‘Ah, yes, let’s gather around the magic box,’ I teased. It was a ritual that I looked forward to every day, especially since Charli transferred. I hoped to hear her number or see her in the background of an Airborn news segment, as the institute was featured often, but there’d been no sign of her yet.

			Before she’d left, we used to gather around the box once a week to watch curated movie drops—old-world films the Elites pushed to the Outers like candy. Most of them came with propaganda baked in, but we didn’t care. It was our only glimpse into the Before-World: real cities, clean skies, people who didn’t look like they were clawing to survive.

			We hadn’t watched a single movie since Charli left. It didn’t feel right. Without her there, the stories felt too hollow. Too far away.

			Marcus scanned his online inbox but quickly disconnected the signal before settling into his desk chair.

			‘Still nothing?’ I asked.

			‘No. Nothing from Charli.’ Marcus’s brows pinched with worry.

			‘I’m sure she’s just busy. They probably don’t have downtime during training,’ I said, though I couldn’t disguise the concern in my voice. Charli had promised to send us a message, but after she’d boarded the transport to the Inner City, there had been only silence.

			‘It’s another wonderful day in Pax City,’ the host relayed to the listeners. ‘Hope for the future continues to climb as the twenty-third class from the Transit Academy is prepared for departure. It’s because of these brave young men and women that humanity will carr-y on in New Earth.’ The man’s voice wavered slightly, but he quickly recovered. It was difficult to feign happiness when the world was ending, after all.

			Marcus chuckled quietly to himself before taking a sip of water.

			The host continued, ‘While those kids ascend to the solar system, the rest of us will have to make do with the upcoming plays at the Airborn Theatre. Our talented directors have put together a magical story based on our oldest fairy tales. Castles, monsters, love, and happy endings—our favourite,’ he said with a tight smile.

			I rolled my eyes. ‘Yes, it’s the perfect time to put on a play. I hope the oxygen tanks clash with their snooty evening clothes.’

			Rolling onto my back, I reached toward the rusting ceiling and recalled ancient words, ‘O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?’ I sighed, letting my arm fall. ‘Prince Charming doesn’t exist.’

			Marcus finished his water and gazed at the empty bottle longingly. ‘Who knows? Maybe you’ll find a guy brave enough to take you on in the institute.’

			I slid closer to Marcus until my head was dangling over the bed’s end. ‘I doubt there’s time for that during training.’ He was concerned about Charli—I could see the sad tilt to his forced smile. Still, there was a small part of me that hoped there would be more to the new training program. The Outer City had underfunded classes to teach kids the basics, but everyone was focused on surviving rather than learning. The ‘school’ we’d attended had all but been shut down because of it.

			Marcus turned up the radio’s volume.

			The host had moved on to the regular reminders. Despite having memorised every word, I still listened, hoping that something would have changed since it was announced. ‘It’s been two years since the Transit Academy opened its doors. The countdown began at three years, and we have one to go, citizens. It’s been a productive two years, and experts say that we’re right on track.

			‘Atmosphere levelling and weather spikes are easier to depict than ever since we abandoned the Clean Oxygen Program. With our sights set on preparing New Earth for arrival, we can safely say that the new colony will have a massive head start once it’s time to take over the reins in a short twelve months.’ A horn sounded in the background, signalling to the listeners that the daily announcements were coming to an end.

			Earth’s anthem played loudly, drowning out my thoughts. The voices singing rang out in perfect unison, hollow and rehearsed, reminding us that we were under one nation, one people, one Earth. As if saying it enough times could make it true.

			Marcus shook his head. ‘Nothing is going to change.’

			Dread pooled in my gut. ‘You don’t know that.’

			He inhaled another lungful of oxygen from the tank. ‘It doesn’t matter what planet we’re on. We’ll ruin New Earth like we did this one.’

			I tried to laugh it off, but the sound caught in my throat. He was full of doom-laced prophecies wrapped in facts no one wanted to hear. Most people rolled their eyes when Marcus started, but every once in a while, he’d say something that sat too still in your mind.

			‘They could’ve saved humanity fifty years ago,’ he said, voice already rising. ‘But instead, they built a dome around the Elites and called it salvation. They made themselves comfortable and left the rest of us choking on the fallout.’

			

			He jabbed a finger toward a half-lit map on his datapad. ‘They created entire generations of Airborns who’ve never known real air or real sky. People who think filtered oxygen and a fake sunrise mean progress.’

			His tone shifted. It was harder now, clipped. ‘And what about us? They left Dusters in the Outer zones with barely working food processors and training limited to factory specs. Did they keep building protective domes? No. Did they expand infrastructure? No. They let the Outer compounds rot while they funnelled every resource back into their own survival.’

			He swiped at the holo screen, pulling up overlays—oxygen collapse curves, education maps, heat death zones. ‘And that so-called “air purification initiative”? It made things worse. They knew it. They knew it. It raised toxicity levels while depleting the planet’s remaining trace elements. And the moment people started asking questions, they pulled textbooks. They rewrote literacy programs, Kasey. Cut off access to data. Dumbed us down so we wouldn’t see it coming.’

			Marcus turned on me now, face flushed, arms tight at his sides like he was holding himself back from throwing something. ‘And they’ll do it all again on New Earth. Same pyramid scheme, new planet. The Elites will take everything and leave the rest of us to die slowly … again. Segregation isn’t an accident; it’s the plan. And no one’s going to stop it unless—’

			‘Enough!’ I said sharply, cutting through his words like a blade.

			He froze, breath shallow.

			I flipped my legs around to the edge of the bed and stood, which only made me dizzy from the headrush. ‘It’s better than staying here.’ I clenched my jaw, unable to take the words back. ‘That’s not what I meant. I—’

			‘No, I get it, Kasey.’ Marcus spread out his long legs in front of him and placed his hands behind his head. ‘Most of us aren’t going to make it past the next year.’ 

			We sat in silence, the weight of the world’s reality pressing down on us.

			‘I’m glad you and Charli aren’t going to suffer like we are. Who knows? Maybe you’ll be the ones to establish healthy roots in the next solar system. Say hello to the aliens if you see any.’ Marcus offered a genuine smile.

			I smacked his arm lightly. ‘You can tell them hello yourself. I’ll find a way to get you and Linney transferred once I’ve made a couple of connections on the inside.’

			I approached his desk and emptied the contents of my pockets onto the surface. My favourite cargo pants had ten pockets, five of them hidden. ‘Some scrap metal I found while scavenging last night.’ 

			Marcus only offered a grunt of acknowledgment before saying, ‘If it were possible, Charli would have made it happen by now.’ When I didn’t reply, he added, ‘It’s possible that she was—’

			‘No.’

			‘Kasey.’

			‘She was not discarded.’ I wiped my dirty hands against my pant legs, leaving stains on the grey colouring. ‘I took the test for her, remember? Her health levels passed so they wouldn't raise any suspicions. With my ID number, the instructors wouldn’t have checked again until later on. And by now, her health would have improved enough to pass if they retest her. They have clean air and nutritious food. She’s probably healthier than I am now.’

			Swapping places with my twin had been a risk, but one that only we could get away with. We have nearly the same DNA, and the Elites were so eager for healthy bodies that they only gave the data cursory scans after passing enrolment to TranPrep. All we had to do was match our appearances—cut my hair and dye Charli’s pink. We’d mixed our clothing together and swapped ID bracelets.

			Charlene Wells had become Kasey Wells—number 23214. Kasey had passed her physical exam, granting her the chance to join the institute two months ago.

			Charli had failed her first physical exam three months ago. But her recent re-testing had shown an increase in health levels after two months of gradual improvements. I had made sure not to overperform; I wanted everything to look legit. And apparently, it did, because today, ‘Charli’ was allowed to join her sister in the Inner City.

			Marcus nudged my shin with his foot. ‘All I’m saying is be prepared for anything.’ Meaning, our ruse might not have worked.

			I was about to argue when fists slammed against the front door.

			We looked to one another for only a brief moment before diving into action.

			Marcus threw his spare parts into the
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