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​Chapter 1: Chains of Subjugation
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The speaker embedded in Elena’s wall opens up at precisely 0600, vomiting static and the brittle voice of a bureaucrat with zero patience and less empathy. “Good morning, Citizens. Per Directorate 48-B, effective immediately: all female persons are restricted from outdoor activity past 1800 hours. Failure to comply will be prosecuted.” The speaker coughs, then launches into a bonus round. “Additional identification is required for interdistrict travel. Document checks will be conducted at random. Compliance is compulsory.” Then the anthem, an electronic buzz of martial drums and a soprano chorus shrieking about Order.

Elena is already awake. She has learned not to waste time pretending she can sleep through the announcements. Her building’s plumbing makes more noise than the government broadcasts, anyway, and the woman upstairs (maybe mid-30s, judicious with heels) starts her morning by dropping what sounds like a bowling ball on the floor. Elena’s own body, too—alert, stiff, out of bed by habit, not by will. Her hair, long enough to piss off the authorities but short enough not to get her yanked by it, stands up in ugly little tufts.

Her apartment is a monument to voluntary deprivation. Single mattress, no frame. One chair, plastic, the color of sadness. Two shelves: one with the required government-issued glassware, all identical and labeled with her Citizen Number, and the other with an assortment of vitamins and cleaning supplies she’s repurposed as spices. The calendar nailed to the cinderblock wall is all state holidays and mandatory participation events, red-circled by a bureaucratic zealot. She looks at it sometimes and wonders who, if anyone, would notice if she just stopped going to the Unity March or the Friday Faith Conference. The answer is: everyone.

The only possession Elena values is the university textbook she keeps hidden under a loose floor tile, tucked between stacks of ration coupons and a filched paper of cinnamon-flavored gum. It’s a paleontology textbook, four editions out of date, cover tattooed with childish stick figures of dinosaurs and erupting volcanoes. It’s also, so far, undetected by the apartment’s monthly “wellness” inspectors.

Elena dresses fast, in the dark. The uniform: gray, blocky, manufactured by the kilometer in some distant zone, rumored to be designed by an algorithm programmed to suppress desire. The fabric is aggressive—if there’s such a thing as an antisexual textile, this is it. She shimmies into the shapeless tunic and the trousers that are one centimeter too short, then cinches the standard-issue web belt around her waist. Gray socks. Gray shoes. Gray mood, why not. Makeup is prohibited, and the face that looks back at her from the mirror above the sink is pale, unremarkable, designed to avoid the attention of men with guns.

She eats breakfast standing at the window, chewing nutrient loaf that tastes like damp sponge and watching the sidewalk below. Four guards patrol the block. All men, all interchangeable: black boots, black armor, rifles strapped to their chests like they’re perpetually at war with the sky. They never smile. Their eyes slide across women’s faces the way a dog looks at a steak.

Elena sees one stop a girl on the far side of the street. She recognizes her—neighbor from a few floors down, always nods politely in the stairwell. The guard puts a gloved hand on the girl’s shoulder, pushes her against the wall. He checks her ID, then holds it up to the light and grins at whatever flaw he’s spotted. He speaks, but the window glass is too thick for Elena to hear the words. The girl nods, lowers her gaze, accepts the rough inspection of her backpack and the brusque pat-down. Eventually, the guard waves her off with a smirk, holding her ID just out of reach before tossing it back.

Elena knows the rules: don’t run, don’t mouth off, don’t get caught. Always act just scared enough to be beneath suspicion. She has lived with this script for twenty-two years; it’s like muscle memory.

Back inside, she double-checks her own documentation. ID card, work permit, travel voucher. The card lists her name, photo, and vital stats, including the weirdly specific blood type and genetic markers. The work permit is laminated, dog-eared, and signed by three officials who probably don’t remember her. She tucks everything into the left breast pocket of her uniform and smooths the fabric until it lies flat.

In the bathroom, she lifts the toilet tank lid and counts the contents of the Ziploc bag taped inside. Two capsules of what’s rumored to be a real sedative, a razor blade, and a condom she’s had since before the regime made those illegal. She can’t say why she keeps it; maybe just to spite the idiots who think they can legislate biology.

Her route to work is calculated for maximum invisibility. She exits her apartment with her head down, moving with the cluster of other women whose faces never meet hers. There is comfort in this parade of the erased. Nobody here has time for solidarity; all the warmth was crushed out of them generations ago.

On her way down the corridor, Elena passes the Community Board. Paper notices posted with genuine thumbtacks—no digital screens here, not since the Tech Purge. One is a summons for volunteer child-care labor on Sundays. Another is a schedule of the next week’s “Citizen Correction” sessions: public shaming for those who’ve been caught loitering, gossiping, or otherwise disrespecting the order of things. She tears one off the wall and eats it, chewing until the ink turns her tongue blue.

The stairwell smells like bleach and loneliness. At the bottom, Elena pushes through the security door, out into the air that stinks of car exhaust and curdled milk. She is careful not to look at the guards, but she feels their gaze settle on her, cataloging her like a slab of meat on sale. She wonders, not for the first time, if there is any version of herself they don’t despise.

She starts walking, head bent, as the morning broadcasts fade and the day’s first drone blinks across the sky, filming everything, judging everyone.

She doesn’t give it the satisfaction of flinching.

​

Elena’s building spits her into the frozen churn of morning foot traffic. The walk to the station is short, but it’s a minefield: everyone pretends not to notice the crackling tension between the boots and the bodies they police. There’s always some poor idiot getting their paperwork scrutinized at the entrance. Today, it’s a teen girl, shivering in a too-thin tunic, blinking back tears as a pair of guards argue about whether her birthdate was forged. The guards call in backup, and a drone circles down to watch. Elena looks at her shoes and keeps walking.

Inside the station, the ritual is automated misery. Women funnel into the left queue, men into the right, separated by chest-high barriers topped with stained plastic. At the checkpoint, an old woman in a vest labeled “Custodian” waves a detector wand over Elena’s body, her hands soft and bored as she pats for contraband. Elena slips her work pass through the scanner; it chirps green. She steps onto the platform, joining the flock of gray uniforms gathered around the faded yellow line.

The train arrives, boxy and scarred, the logo on its side half-obliterated by spray paint and time. The doors clatter open. A wall of hot, reeking air punches out. The women climb aboard, directed by uniformed transit officers who stand at the doors like bouncers, shoving anyone who hesitates. Elena is wedged into the rear car, an architectural afterthought with no seats and windows blacked out. It smells like recycled sweat and disinfectant. There’s no personal space, only layers of damp polyester and the collective tension of a hundred strangers pretending they don’t exist.

Some of the women are so small and folded in on themselves, Elena worries they might suffocate before they reach the next stop. She glances up—one is balancing on tiptoe, face mashed into the shoulder of a much taller neighbor, gasping for air like a fish in a bucket. Someone has already puked on the floor and covered it with a napkin. The napkin is printed with a slogan: Obedience is its own reward.

The train jerks forward. Elena braces herself, one hand locked around the overhead grip, the other curled into a fist at her side. A woman with the voice of a dying insect begins reciting the day’s laws, one by one, over the intercom. “All unauthorized conversation is punishable by detention. Any attempts at assembly or solidarity will be considered sedition. Report suspicious activity to your nearest Official.” The announcements overlap with the static of old pop music, which Elena suspects is played only to torture them.

At the first stop, a woman near the door makes a mistake. She clears her throat—real, ragged, impossible to ignore—then asks a passing guard, “Excuse me, I think my daughter—” She gets that far before the guard spins, snatches her by the collar, and yanks her through the threshold. The train doors close on the scene, but not before Elena glimpses the woman’s shoes kicking at nothing, the way her arms twist up to shield her face.

For a moment, no one in the train car breathes.

Then, as if nothing has happened, everyone shifts back into their practiced apathy.

The next stop is a transfer hub, ringed with security fences and bristling with guards. Elena’s group is funneled down a ramp, past a gauntlet of soldiers with stun batons. The punished woman from the last stop is nowhere in sight, but the air is charged with anticipation. Something is about to happen. Elena can feel it in her jaw, her teeth grinding to the beat of the PA system.

The ramp ends in an open plaza. At its center, a metal platform glints under a pair of harsh floodlights. Elena recognizes it: the Judgment Stand. On good days, it’s empty. Today, not so much.

The woman from earlier stands at the top, flanked by two guards. Her hair is a nest, one eye swelling shut already. She’s forced to her knees. A third guard mounts the platform, his megaphone shrill enough to make Elena’s ears ache. “Citizen Number 2181-F has violated Conduct Regulation 17.3, Article D: Unauthorized Public Speech. As per Protocol, correction will be immediate and public.”

The guards shove the woman’s head down. The one with the megaphone recites a string of numbers, then swings a baton in a lazy arc and connects with the back of her skull. Elena hears it, the sound like a broomstick on a rug. The woman slumps, but the guards pull her upright for a second hit, then a third, until she folds in on herself and rolls off the platform, limp and leaking. The crowd is silent, eyes down, hands twisted into desperate knots.

Elena can taste the bile in her throat. Her fingernails dig half-moons into her palm. All she can do is stare at the scuffed floor tiles, at the point where two of her shoes are millimeters from a little puddle of blood. Her heart is pounding so hard she worries it might snap her ribs. If the guards notice, they don’t care.

When the show is over, a group of men in blue overalls hurry out, mop up the blood, and drag the unconscious woman away. Elena catches a glimpse of her face—still conscious, maybe, a flicker of defiance in the battered set of her jaw. For a split second their eyes meet, and something passes between them. Not pity. Not fear, exactly. Just a recognition: you are still here, and so am I.

The rest of the commute is a blur. Elena follows the gray herd through another scanner, up a set of stairs, and out onto the street. No one talks about what just happened. They just move forward, muscles numb, faces smoothed into perfect, impassive masks.

She walks the last three blocks to work, hands still shaking.

She will see that face all day.

She will not tell a soul.

​

The factory is a repurposed warehouse: three floors of rattletrap machinery, moldy insulation, and an unbroken chain of fluorescent lights that flicker just enough to drive a person insane. Elena checks in with her Citizen Card, letting the scanner suck all the data it wants. Then she walks the length of the floor to her station, keeping time with the whistle blasts and the metallic heartbeat of a hundred looms.

Rows of women bend over their machines, hands raw from chemicals, faces lit a sickly blue by the lights. Most are younger than Elena, but there are outliers—a few grandmothers with knotted knuckles, a girl with mismatched eyes, a cluster of cousins who pass water bottles with coded shrugs. No one talks. The first time Elena tried to say hello, her voice was lost in the din and an overhead camera swiveled toward her, cold and interested. She never tried again.

The air is thick with the reek of cheap dye and scorched polyester. Every breath tastes like the inside of a burned-out oven. Elena settles onto the wooden stool, jams a foam plug in each ear, and starts feeding spools into her assigned beast: LOOM F-13, certified for maximum output, last serviced in a year no one remembers. The supervisor—tall, brittle, a former drill sergeant by the way he walks—strides up and down the rows, barking reminders: “Quotas must be met. Mistakes cost the Collective. Eyes forward. Hands steady.”

A monitor blinks above every station. Red means behind schedule; green means on target. Elena’s monitor wavers at yellow for most of the morning, and she grinds her teeth every time it edges closer to red. She’s not worried for herself, not really; she’s careful, deliberate. But the girl at the next station—Mira, soft-voiced, with a moon face and a nervous habit of picking at her cuticles—is already sweating. Mira’s hands are small and clumsy; she fumbles every fifth spindle and never recovers her pace. Elena tries not to watch, but it’s impossible to ignore the way Mira’s monitor blares red, then starts pulsing.

At 1100, a guard appears at the end of the aisle. He doesn’t even pretend to care about the work. His eyes flick from face to monitor, from monitor to hands. He stops at Mira, arms crossed, waiting for the next slip-up.

It doesn’t take long. Mira drops a bolt of finished cloth. It lands in the oily puddle below the loom, soaking up months of grime. She reaches down to grab it, trembling, but the guard gets there first. He yanks her upright by the collar of her uniform and drags her into the aisle. Everyone else pretends nothing is happening. Even Elena keeps her eyes on the loom, though every nerve screams at her to look.

The guard shouts something Elena can’t hear through the plugs. Mira sobs, her words muffled by the sleeve she’s jammed into her mouth. The guard knocks the sleeve away, then shoves her toward the open space in front of the supervisor’s desk. Two more guards join him; all three wear the same bored expression, as if what comes next is a chore they’re sick of repeating.

The supervisor doesn’t bother getting up. He nods once, then returns to his tablet. The guards get to work.

The first strike cracks across Mira’s back. She goes down but tries to stand; the next one lands on her hip, then her shoulder. Blood blooms dark on her uniform, trickles down her neck. Her screams bounce off the cinderblock walls, swallowed up by the drone of machinery. Elena’s hands shake so badly she nearly jams her fingers in the gears, but she forces herself to keep working, keep threading, keep moving. Any sign of emotion is a risk, especially with the cameras.

Mira collapses after five hits. The guards leave her on the floor, twitching and whimpering. No one helps. The unspoken rule: act like it’s normal, like it never happened. Elena pushes the feeling—rage, maybe, or just horror—down into the pit of her stomach, where it seethes and writhes. She keeps her face blank for the next four hours, watching Mira’s blood dry into a crust on the concrete. By the time the shift ends, Mira is gone. The puddle of blood is mostly cleaned up, though someone missed a streak near the drains.

Elena clocks out, shoulders aching, vision tunneled from the migraine pounding behind her eyes. The supervisor gives her a look as she leaves, a quick up-and-down that says he noticed how she kept her numbers up, how she didn’t make trouble.

Outside, the sky is the color of rust. Elena huddles with the others at the tram stop, the silence thicker than the exhaust curling from the stack behind the factory. As the tram pulls up, a woman Elena doesn’t recognize bumps her from behind, hard enough to jostle her off balance. Elena spins, about to snap, but the woman’s face is perfectly blank, her eyes focused ahead. It could be an accident, or it could be deliberate. No way to know, not with everyone so carefully numb.

The ride home is a blur. The day’s images replay in Elena’s head—Mira screaming, the spatter on her uniform, the look of absolute indifference on the supervisor’s face. By the time she reaches her block, her hands have stopped shaking, but her jaw aches from being clenched so long.

In her apartment, she strips off the uniform, tosses it in the bleach bucket, and steps into the bathroom. It’s the only room without a camera. She locks the door and sinks to the cold tile floor, head in her hands.

That’s when she feels it—a slip of paper in her left breast pocket, folded so thin it’s nearly invisible. Elena stares at it, heart in her throat. She waits a full minute, then unfolds it with trembling fingers.

Just two words, scrawled in a child’s handwriting:

We resist.

She reads it five more times, lips moving silently.

Then she eats the paper, flushes the evidence, and doesn’t cry.

Not yet.
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​Chapter 2: The Breaking Point

​
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At 05:57, Elena’s hand is mid-button, wrestling her way into the kind of tunic that looks like it lost a fight with a curtain. She stares at her reflection in the warped mirror, already half-expecting the day to eat her alive, when the wall speaker fizzes on.

“Good morning, Citizens. All zones on red alert today. Weather: suboptimal. Collective morale: tracking downward. Reminder: obedience and modesty are the hallmarks of the virtuous woman.”

Elena glares at the speaker, daring it to finish.

It obliges. The voice is female, young enough to sound cheerful, old enough to make it a threat. “By executive directive, the following citizens have been selected for Civic Reassignment. Failure to comply will be considered sedition.”

Names and numbers tumble out, too fast to process. Elena goes still. There’s a perverse skill to this—waiting for disaster in the right cadence, the right interval, holding every muscle frozen so that when the bad thing comes, you don’t flinch and tip your hand.

“Citizen 4121-F. Sofia Petrokova. Report to Block 9 within thirty minutes. Failure to appear will result in immediate transfer to Correction.”

Elena stares at her own blank face in the mirror. Somewhere behind her ribcage, something buckles, but her hands—miraculous traitors—finish buttoning the uniform. The PA dribbles into a canned version of the national anthem, its hollow harmonies leaking through the floor and the plumbing. Someone above her shouts a muffled, “Fuck off,” and for a second, Elena lets herself smile.

She sits on the edge of the mattress and listens for Sofia’s footsteps in the hallway. Nothing yet. She takes inventory: a mug of gray coffee cooling on the windowsill, one stale nutrient bar, the ancient textbook wedged under her pillow. She turns it over in her lap, fingers tracing the battered edge.

Outside, a surveillance drone whines past, silhouetted against the bruised morning sky. It hovers briefly, just long enough to remind her that yes, this life is on tape, and yes, even your apartment has an audience. Elena flips off the window.

She stands, feels the thin bones in her knees protest, and slips the mug of coffee into her breast pocket. The heat will last two minutes, max. A flicker of movement across the alley: three black-armored guards, guns slung casual, helmets hiding whatever breed of sociopath they’re field-testing today.

She doesn’t allow herself to panic. Panicking is like pissing yourself—everyone can smell it, and in this place, you don’t want to be noticed.

Instead, she lines up her ID, her ration card, her faded work slip, and slips them into the neat, government-issue folder that lives under her pillow when not in use. She checks the time. 06:09.

She puts on her boots—no laces, just the click of plastic cinchers—and tugs her hair into a stubby knot at the nape of her neck. She keeps her face bare, lips split from the dry air and years of not giving a shit.

The walk down the corridor to Sofia’s unit is an obstacle course of peeling paint, frozen light bulbs, and other women who look like ghosts of themselves. None of them meet her gaze. A notice is taped to the door across the hall: Block Inspection, 0700. She rips it down, crumples it into her pocket.

Sofia’s door is unlocked. Elena slips inside, careful to pull it shut with a soundless nudge.

Her sister is sitting cross-legged on the desk, tearing up strips of bedsheet and braiding them together. She looks up, eyes huge and blue in the washed-out light. She is younger by four years, but the universe has been harder on her. She is all elbows and adrenaline, the raw material of rebellion compressed into a 48-kilogram package.

“Did you hear?” Sofia’s voice is not frightened, not even resigned. More like she’s trying on a new pair of boots and doesn’t care if they blister.

Elena nods.

Sofia flashes the ghost of a smile, then returns to the bedsheet. “What do you think? Not strong enough to hang myself, but maybe I could garrote a guard on the way out.”

Elena sits in the lone chair, the one with stuffing coming out of the armrests. “They’ll be here soon.”

“I know.” Sofia ties off the braid, tugs it experimentally. “Did you bring coffee?”

Elena slides the mug across the table. Sofia sniffs it, grimaces, drinks anyway.

For a minute, there is nothing but the faint hiss of central air and the sound of Sofia slurping.

Elena lets the silence breathe, then says, “They’ll hurt you if you fight.”

Sofia sets the mug down with a thud. “They’ll hurt me if I don’t. It’s kind of their thing.”

There is a history between them, all teeth and sharp elbows and nights curled together on the roof, watching for the rare unpoliced meteor. Elena wants to tell her she is sorry, that she will burn the whole world to the ground if they touch her, that there is a plan, but she knows better. Sofia is the one person she cannot bullshit.

Instead she says, “I’ll come with you.”

Sofia barks a laugh. “Like hell.”

Elena shrugs. “Not for you. For the drama.”

A knock interrupts them, too soft for a guard but too early for a neighbor. Sofia stands, stretches like a cat, and walks to the door.

She doesn’t bother with preamble. “Get it over with,” she says as the lock disengages.

Two guards in black are there, boots already bleeding into the carpet, eyes bored. The taller one says, “Citizen Sofia. With us.”

Sofia spits at their feet.

Elena flinches.

The guards, as advertised, don’t care. They grab her by the arms and frog-march her down the hall, not especially rough, but not gentle. Sofia twists once, but the guard’s grip is surgical. They drag her past the Community Board, past the neighbor who peeks through her cracked door and immediately regrets it. Elena follows, hands balled at her sides.

In the lobby, the elevator is waiting. One guard holds it open, the other shoves Sofia inside. Elena steps in after them.

The descent is silent except for the rattle of the old cable and the static from the guard’s walkie. Elena stares at Sofia, and Sofia stares back, not blinking. At the ground floor, the guards hustle her out through the security vestibule. A third guard is waiting by the doors, shotgun dangling loose in one hand.

Elena expects them to turn left, toward the black van idling by the curb. Instead, they steer Sofia right, toward the open street.

“What are you doing?” Elena’s voice sounds thin, alien.

The guard doesn’t bother to answer.

Sofia looks over her shoulder, baring her teeth in a grin. “See you in hell, Lena.”

Elena moves to follow, but the shotgun guard steps between them, blocking her with one arm. “Stay inside, citizen.”

Elena looks past him, watches the guards frog-march Sofia up the avenue, shoes scraping on wet concrete. People on the sidewalk avert their eyes; a woman crossing with her child does an immediate U-turn.

Then, at the intersection, Sofia throws her whole weight against the guards, staggers them a step, and yells—no, screams—her message at the top of her lungs:

“I’d rather die than be your breeding stock!”

The world seems to freeze. Elena’s heart tries to beat its way out of her chest.

The guards respond exactly how Elena expected: one wrenches Sofia’s arm up behind her back, the other cuffs her wrist with a sharp twist that makes her yelp. They don’t slow down. Within seconds, Sofia is gone, disappeared around the corner, her voice still echoing off the slab-sided buildings.

Elena doesn’t realize she is shaking until the shotgun guard turns, gives her a look of practiced disgust, and slams the building door in her face.

She stands there a minute, listening to the echo of her sister’s defiance in the empty air. When she turns, there are faces in the lobby windows, all watching, all pretending they saw nothing.

Elena wipes her eyes with the sleeve of her uniform, then trudges back up the stairs to her floor.

She wonders, not for the first time, why hope always tastes like blood.

​

In the gray hour before sunrise, the plaza is already filling up. Elena is frog-marched from her building, one guard at each elbow, both doing their level best to avoid eye contact. The world has been reduced to a series of controlled collisions: metal boots on concrete, gloved hands on flesh, bodies stacked like cordwood. Elena counts three drones in the sky, their lenses winking coldly as they film the day’s main event.

She is deposited near the edge of the plaza, where rows of women stand in perfect military blocks, uniforms immaculate, faces scrubbed to dullness. Most are strangers, but here and there she catches the desperate, sidelong glance of a neighbor or co-worker. Every single one of them is trying not to be noticed. The men stand separately, closer to the action, but their eyes dart back to the crowd of women as if expecting a spontaneous uprising.

In the center of the square is the post. It is not ornamental. It is an ugly, purpose-built hunk of steel, pitted by years of weather and worse. There’s an elevated platform with two shallow steps, the kind of thing that signals: this is both a stage and a warning.

Sofia is already there, wrists chained high so her toes just graze the surface. Her hair is matted against her cheek, her chin jutted forward like she’s daring them to break her. Around her, half a dozen guards fan out in a loose ring.

A hush falls, so abrupt Elena’s ears pop.

A woman with a megaphone—her face a rictus of bureaucratic authority—reads from a tablet: “Citizen 4121-F, also known as Sofia Petrokova, is charged with Defiance of Assignment, Sedition through Speech, and the Desecration of Civil Order. For these crimes, the penalty is Correction, carried out in accordance with Protocol 11-A.”

There is no echo. The words are eaten up by the crowd’s collective refusal to breathe.

Sofia spits onto the stage. A tiny, shining arc, barely visible. She doesn’t say a word.

The guards step in, one on each side, their movements crisp and synchronized. The taller of the two produces a baton, its tip studded with electrodes. He doesn’t grandstand or shout—just lifts it like he’s about to knock the dust from a rug, and brings it down across Sofia’s shoulder.

The crack is loud, but not as loud as the silence after. Sofia doesn’t scream. She hisses through her teeth and lifts her head.

The second strike is faster, this time across her ribs. Elena feels it in her own bones, the way you do when you watch someone else get hurt but your body thinks you’re next. She tries to lunge forward, but the guards holding her cinch their grip, hard enough to numb her arms.

The next blows come in rhythm: shoulder, thigh, back. The baton hums with electric current; each contact sizzles a hole in Sofia’s tunic and leaves a blooming welt beneath. After the fourth, Sofia’s knees buckle. She sags in the chains, face gone slack for a split second before she forces it back into a mask of contempt.

Blood starts to drip, staining the post in little red exclamation points.

Elena is screaming now, she thinks. Or maybe it’s just the noise in her head, the roar of blood behind her eyes. She can’t breathe. She can’t stop watching. The guards on her arms are breathing hard, but they do not loosen their hold.

She turns her face away for one second, just one, and that’s when she sees her. A woman in the front row of the men’s block, hair buzzed close, posture straight-backed and military. Her eyes are locked on Elena, not in judgment but in something colder, more calculating. The woman’s hand is at her side, fingers drumming a slow, deliberate pattern against her thigh: three taps, pause, three taps. Morse code? A countdown? Elena doesn’t know. But the look in those eyes is not empty. It’s hungry.

The baton lands again. And again. Sofia slumps, legs twitching in spasm. Still, she does not scream.

After a time, the official with the megaphone intones, “Protocol complete. Citizen 4121-F has been corrected.” The guards unhook Sofia’s chains; she folds onto the stage, breathing in ragged bursts, blood pooling under her cheek. She tries to push herself up but her arms fail. The crowd does not react.

Elena’s knees threaten to give out, but her captors hold her upright, a puppet with snapped strings. The megaphone points at her now.

“Relative of the corrected will approach.”

They haul her forward. Elena’s shoes scrape against the concrete; her legs aren’t working right.

She stops one pace from her sister’s crumpled form.

The woman with the megaphone says, “Recite the transgression.”

Elena stares down at Sofia, whose one open eye is locked on her. Blood bubbles from her mouth, but she tries to smile.

“Recite,” the voice commands.

Elena’s tongue is sandpaper, her throat a desert. She whispers, “Defiance. Sedition. Desecration.”

The crowd ripples, a single shiver of shared disgust.

“Again, citizen.”

Elena bites her lip until she tastes iron, then says it louder: “Defiance. Sedition. Desecration.”

The guards release her arms. She sinks to the stage, hands shaking. Her knees land in the puddle of her sister’s blood.

There is a pause, a moment outside time, where she can only hear Sofia’s breath rasping in and out.

Then the speaker says, “Correction complete. Return to quarters.”

The crowd scatters, their formation breaking as everyone tries to move at once and nobody looks back.

Elena stays where she is, numb, until the guards return to drag her away.

As she is hauled up the plaza steps, she glances back at the military woman in the crowd.

Three fingers, tapping on her thigh.

Elena doesn’t know what it means yet, but she knows it matters.

She is going to remember every detail.

​

Night in the city is an ugly thing. The floodlights scorch the plaza so bright they bleach the faces of the faithful. Drones stutter overhead, infrared eyes blinking, recording every twitch of every person in line. Elena stands with the other women in formation, the stink of disinfectant and sweat thick enough to taste.

The prayer procession kicks off at 21:00, on the dot, because the regime loves a schedule more than it loves its own children. Elena moves forward, muscle memory carrying her down the avenue, steps perfectly in sync with the rest. She does not remember if she showered after the plaza. Her uniform is still wet in places, streaked with rusty fingerprints where she clung to Sofia’s face. No one says anything, but a woman behind her makes a little sound, a kind of soft whimper, and then stops.

Elena lets her head fall forward, neck straining under the pretense of piety. The night wind is sharp enough to peel the skin from your cheeks. She can’t tell if it’s sweat or rain on her face. Her eyes burn, but she refuses to blink.

On the side streets, men with rifles lurk in doorways, shadowed and smoking. They all look the same. No matter how many times Elena sees them, she can never remember if it’s the same man every time, or if they’re grown in a lab somewhere. Sometimes she wonders if they even have names.

The prayer procession moves as one: left foot, right foot, heads bowed, voices hoarse from reciting the day’s script. A loudspeaker cracks from somewhere above, blasting the obligatory liturgy. “Praise be to Authority. Praise be to Law. Praise be to Sacrifice.” Elena mouths the words, feeling them rot on her tongue.

They round the corner at the Ministry of Justice, past the blown-out windows and barbed wire, and onto a side street that’s nothing but puddles and dumpsters. The march slows, as if the air here is heavier.

That’s when it happens.

A hand snakes out from the darkness, grabs Elena by the collar, and drags her sideways with enough force to rip her off her feet. Her brain doesn’t catch up until she’s flat on her back, vision filled with the jagged maw of a maintenance hatch in the curb. The hand doesn’t let go. It yanks her bodily into the opening, feet scrabbling at the lip, scraping skin off both elbows as she slides down a concrete chute. The cover slams shut above her, cutting out the last of the yellow streetlight.

For a moment there is only black. Then, a blue LED snaps on, glaring straight into her eyes.

Daria crouches at the bottom of the chute, boots planted wide, face lined with the kind of scars you can only get by never backing down. She wears civilian clothes, but the military is in every part of her: the way she keeps her chin high, the way her shoulders square up, the way she never stops watching Elena’s hands.

“Get up,” Daria says. No wasted syllables.

Elena gets up.

The tunnel is narrow, slick with condensation, the air metallic and cold. Something drips, steady as a clock. Elena’s breathing is so loud it might give them both away.

Daria’s eyes flick over her, checking for injuries, or weapons, or god knows what else. “You okay?”

Elena shakes her head, then nods, then tries to say something and chokes on the taste of old blood. She wipes her mouth, finds her hands trembling.

Daria waits. She has the look of someone who has all night, but Elena knows that’s a lie.

“I saw you,” Elena says. “In the crowd.”

Daria snorts. “They want you to see. Makes the Correction more effective.”

Elena shakes her head again. “No, I mean—” She stops, remembering the three-fingered tap. “You signaled me.”

Daria’s mouth twitches, not quite a smile. “Maybe I did.”

A silence grows, taut and electric. Then Daria pulls a phone out of her pocket, ancient and scuffed, the kind they used to sell at gas stations. She taps a button. The tunnel fills with a hiss of white noise.

“Your sister’s scheduled for transfer at oh-six-hundred. They’ll move her to Medical, then to an offsite breeding facility. That’s the best window you’ll get.”

Elena’s head spins. She wants to scream, or cry, or curl up in the wet gutter and disappear, but she stands there, refusing to move.

“Why are you telling me this?” she says, voice barely a whisper.

Daria leans in close, blue light catching on the scars under her eyes. “You want to save her. We want the same thing. But there’s a price.”

Elena laughs, bitter and small. “Always is.”

Daria’s fingers tap the phone, rhythm of three, again. “You join us. Not as a mascot, not as a martyr. You work. You obey. You put your ass on the line, and you don’t look back. If you hesitate, they’ll kill both of you. Or worse.”

Elena thinks of the square, the blood, the raw hatred in Sofia’s eyes as they beat her down. She thinks of every empty day before this one, and every worse day that’s coming if she says no.

Daria holds out her hand.

“What do I need to do?” Elena asks.

Daria’s smile is razor-thin. “First, we sweep you for trackers.” She pulls a black box out of her coat, flicks a switch, and passes it slowly over Elena’s body. Nothing happens, until she gets to the left wrist. A soft beep.

“Hold still,” Daria says. She produces a scalpel, flashes it in the blue light. Elena doesn’t flinch.

Daria makes a shallow cut in the skin, finds a glassy speck, and plucks it out with tweezers. Blood pools on Elena’s palm, sticky and hot.

“Next,” Daria says, “we move.”

She leads Elena through a labyrinth of pipes and service corridors, her steps silent, sure. They don’t talk. Elena doesn’t know what to say.

At the end of a long hallway, Daria stops in front of a door marked RESTRICTED ACCESS. She turns. “You sure you’re in?”

Elena wipes her bloody hand on her pant leg, stares at the closed door, the only way forward.

“Yeah,” she says. “Let’s fuck up the world.”

Daria grins, punches in a code, and pulls the door open.

The darkness on the other side is absolute, but Elena steps into it anyway.
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​Chapter 3: First Act of Defiance

​
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They stage the first act in a janitor’s closet that reeks of bleach and dead rodents. Somewhere overhead, the new regime’s national anthem leaks from a cheap ceiling speaker, but here the only law is inertia. Daria cracks the closet light, unsheathes her combat boots, and tosses them at Elena with a grunt. “Don’t want to look like a toddler in dad’s slippers,” she says, kneeling to tape the bottom of her own boots with an inch of duct tape for silence.

Elena shucks her uniform, gray tunic and leggings still sticky from last shift’s flop sweat. The intimacy of nakedness doesn’t bother her; the city has seen her worse. What gets her is the knowledge that any missed hair, any trace of civilian underthing, is grounds for execution. They’d kill for less.

The black pants are heavier than the government polyester, armored in places that make her think of knees slamming against shins and the inside of paddy wagons. The shirt, starched and inked with the bleeding insignia of the regime, itches her collarbone raw. She slips on the gloves last, index fingers already snipped for weapon dexterity.

Daria shrugs into her own uniform, methodical, efficient, then fishes out a manila folder from a hidden seam in her duffel. She thumps it onto a shelf next to an industrial drum labeled BIOHAZARD. “Docs. Check them, memorize your number. If anyone so much as calls you by the wrong ID, run.” She tears a strip from her own shirt and binds her hair so tight it lifts the edge of her brow.

Elena peels back the paper. Her new name: Guard S. Romanova. Her ID number is twelve digits of anti-poetry, ending in 666. “Subtle,” she says.

Daria shows her teeth. “They have no sense of humor. Lucky for us.”

She glances at Elena, waiting for a sign the nerves have gotten fatal, then flicks her chin at the utility sink. “Do it now. You’ll be fucked if they scan you and it chirps.”

Elena retrieves the razor from her discarded underpants, the only secret she has left, and rips a wad of toilet paper to catch the blood. The tracker lives in a rice-sized glass bead just under the thumb tendon. It takes her three slices, the third deeper than she means, before it buds out like a blister and Daria yanks it free with a stolen pair of tweezers. Elena stares at her open palm, not the pain, but the freedom—like a hangnail finally ripped out.

Daria cauterizes the cut with a cigarette lighter. The flesh sizzles. “You faint, I leave you here,” she says, but her voice is softer than before.

Elena spits in the sink, balled-up rage and adrenaline. “Go ahead. They’ll just use my corpse as a mop.”

They kill the light, count three beats, then slip into the corridor. The world outside the closet is a study in perpetual dusk. The city block is illuminated only by the sickly neon that leaks through reinforced glass and the darting cones of security searchlights. A trio of real guards patrols the perimeter; Daria times their arc, then gestures. They jog low along the wall, pass under a malfunctioning camera, and come to rest at the rusted service gate.

This is the first of three obstacles that can get them shot.

Daria unslings her forged badge and gives the buzzer a calculated shove. They wait, silent, pressed so close together that Elena feels Daria’s breath at the base of her ear. She thinks about Sofia—not her fate, not the pain—but the way her sister always whistled when she was nervous, until a teacher had beaten it out of her.

The voice at the gate is female, slurred, almost friendly. “You’re late.”

Daria grunts, “Staffing’s down two, they called us off the sleeping shift.”

There’s a delay; somewhere inside, a terminal coughs up their fake credentials. The gate opens a fraction. “Weapons check?” the voice says.

Daria flashes the standard-issue pistol, then—ballsy as hell—taps Elena’s chest. “This one’s in training. Hands only.”

The guard doesn’t even look at Elena. She just scans her face, glares at the lack of a weapon, and sneers. “Inside, quickly.” She lets them in, then slams the gate.

The entry corridor is a shrine to paranoia: wire mesh windows, salt-pitted walls, cameras bristling every twenty feet. Elena catalogues every angle, every lens, every way she could get murdered before her shift ends. She pulls in her stomach, walks with her spine straight and chin up—Daria’s voice in her ear: “Own it. Guards never apologize. They never look down.”

They blend into the shift change, a thousand bodies moving in staccato time. Inside the staff locker room, Daria points out the three guards they’re imitating. “Those are the faces they’re expecting at roll call. Keep your head low, nod at the men, and for god’s sake don’t fucking smile.”

She stuffs the duffel under a bench, checks her own jawline in a grimy mirror, then pins her badge to the breast pocket so it catches the light just right. Elena copies her movements, sweat already freezing under the new shirt.

She wants to see her own face in the mirror. Instead, she sees Sofia’s—last seen through the visor of a riot helmet, as they dragged her past a parade of silent women. The urge to scream is a dog in her gut, caged only by the knowledge that making noise is death.

They follow the yellow line to the main desk, where a slab of meat in a green vest logs their arrival. Daria handles the talking; Elena stands a half-step back, eyes on the nothing in front of her. When the guard asks a question, Daria answers before Elena can think.

At a break in the chaos, Daria slides Elena a folded scrap of paper. On it: a floor plan, drawn in pen, annotated in block capitals. CELLBLOCK D: Sofia’s last known. Daria traces the route with a chewed-off nail. “Don’t break routine. Smoke at 0115, shift rotation at 0200. If you see anything wrong, you walk. Got it?”

Elena nods, but her throat won’t work. Daria slaps her shoulder—hard enough to hurt, but not enough to make a scene.

They walk out together, past a mural of the Supreme Director’s face—smiling, painted forty feet high, the eyes following you down the corridor. The holding cells stink of ammonia and the hot-metal tang of bodies. Elena counts six guards on the block, none of them bothering to look up from their phones or their endless forms.

Daria stops at the turn, angles her chin. “We split here. Go slow. Be stupid. Guards love to feel superior.”

Elena thinks about the men she’s seen on every street corner: always smirking, always knowing they’ll win. She takes her place by the secondary checkpoint, lets herself be mocked for her fake “training status,” and keeps her head low as planned. She memorizes the timing of the guard rotations, the locations of the cameras, the lazy drift of the night staff.

When the bell sounds for the shift change, Daria is already gone.

Elena glances once over her shoulder, but the hallway is empty. The next step is hers alone.

She presses forward, every sense electrified, every muscle at war with itself.

Her new boots squeak, but nobody seems to care.

She steps into Cellblock D, eyes wide open, and pretends she’s not afraid to die.

​

The cell block is an antiseptic nightmare, walls so clean they shine blue under the long row of fluorescents. The air smells of burned plastic and chemical lemon. Elena walks heel-to-toe, matching the pace of real guards, every movement copied from the night shift’s laziest bullies.

Most of the cells are occupied. Women lie in narrow bunks, arms folded across their stomachs, faces blank. Some stare back at her. A few lower their eyes, one or two give her the kind of look that says they’d rather eat you than speak to you. The silence is absolute, broken only by the electric hum overhead and the occasional slap of baton on palm from the men in charge.

Elena keeps her eyes moving, just enough to look alert, not so much as to invite suspicion. She spots the supervisor at the end of the corridor, hunched over a clipboard, lips moving silently as he checks names off a list. He is flanked by two guards who look so similar they must be related, or at least bred in the same petri dish. Elena squares her shoulders, and walks straight at them.

The supervisor clocks her approach, eyes flicking over her badge, her boots, her hands. He says nothing, just arches one eyebrow as if daring her to fuck this up.

“Transfer order, sir,” Elena says. The “sir” is a gamble, but he doesn’t seem to mind.

He yanks the paper from her grip, scans it, sniffs like he’s trying to identify a new species of rat. “Block D?” he grunts.

“Yes. Per Officer Lebedev.” She throws in the name for spice; it’s a popular one in the fake docs Daria forged.

The supervisor jerks his thumb at the next corridor. “She’s in the last cell. Escort her. Don’t let her touch you.”

“Understood.” Elena takes back the order, tucks it into her pocket, and heads for D.

Block D is a freezer, colder than anywhere else, the floor sticky with bleach and old blood. Two women in the first cell stare at her with hollow eyes. The next cell is empty, the bunk stripped, a warning in itself.

Sofia is in the last cell. She is curled on the metal slab, knees pulled to her chest, eyes swollen nearly shut. There is a crust of blood on her temple and a fat bandage wrapping her wrist. For a second, Elena wonders if she’s dead. Then Sofia’s gaze shifts and locks onto her, unblinking. She mouths something—Elena can’t tell what, maybe a curse, maybe a plea.

The cell guard is an older man, his nose broken so many times it looks melted. He sees Elena and grins, showing two teeth and a slab of tongue. “Fresh meat,” he says.

Elena hands over the order. “Official transfer,” she says, voice so flat it could be asphalt. “Medical re-evaluation and then transport.”

The guard scans the paper, shrugs, and keys open the cell door. “Knock yourself out,” he says, leaning against the bars like he’s ready to see something funny.

Elena steps inside. The stink of sweat and fear is overwhelming. She kneels beside Sofia, keeps her face impassive.

“Don’t touch me,” Sofia hisses. Her lip is split, and she can barely form the words.

Elena leans close, low enough that no camera could catch what passes between them. She slips the razor blade from her glove and presses it into Sofia’s palm, curling Sofia’s fingers around it. Sofia’s eyes widen, the briefest flicker of life.

“Play along,” Elena whispers. “You fight, you die. We have one shot.”

Sofia closes her hand on the blade. “You always were a bitch,” she says, but there’s a note in her voice—relief, or hope, or maybe she’s just lost too much blood.

Elena stands, turns to the guard. “Ready.”

The guard swings the door open and beckons. “Come on then, sunshine.”

Elena grabs Sofia’s elbow, gentle, but rough for the cameras. Sofia limps, every step a threat to collapse, but she stays upright. Elena supports her, and together they start down the corridor.

As they pass the first cell, a woman inside starts screaming—wordless, animal, enough to make every hair on Elena’s body stand up. Other cells join in, a wall of howls and banging fists. The noise swells until it vibrates her teeth. It is so loud that she almost misses the hiss of the building’s alarm system.

There’s no warning. Every light on the ceiling flashes red. Sirens wail. Over the intercom, a clipped voice: “Security breach, administrative sector. All available units report immediately. Repeat: administrative sector under attack.”

Daria, Elena thinks, you beautiful, reckless asshole.

Chaos explodes. Guards sprint down the hall, batons drawn, faces twisted in panic or fury. The cellblock supervisor shouts orders, but his voice is lost in the shrieking.

Elena shoves Sofia into a recess between two lockers. “Hide your face,” she says, then rounds the corner to where the corridor splits.

She waits for a count of five, enough for the nearest guards to clear out, then doubles back, yanking Sofia along. “Walk. You look like a dead girl, but you need to move.”

Sofia grunts, eyes rolling in her head, but keeps pace.

They hit the stairwell and descend. The halls below are abandoned, a miracle, but at the base of the stairs, a squad of men with rifles is gearing up. Elena ducks back, adrenaline humming, and presses Sofia into the shadows. If they get spotted, it’s over. She needs a distraction, something big.

Sofia makes a choking noise, and Elena realizes she’s about to puke.

“Do it quiet,” she whispers, but it’s pointless. The bile splatters across the concrete, and the echo of retching carries.

The men at the base of the stairs snap alert. One shouts, “Who’s there?”

Elena risks everything. She drags Sofia out, props her upright, and does her best impression of an angry corrections officer. “Medical transfer! What the fuck is happening with the alarms?”

The squad leader stares at her, confusion etched on his blunt features. “Full lockdown. Orders are to shoot anyone not staff.”

“I have a transfer order signed off by Lebedev,” Elena snarls. “You want to explain to the director why I’m late with my charge?”

The squad leader blinks, processes, then jerks his head. “Go. Move fast.”

They do.

At the end of the hall, smoke pours from the vents—thick, oily, eye-watering. Sprinklers pop on overhead, soaking them in ice water. Red strobes reflect in the puddles at their feet.

“Jesus,” Sofia mutters, but it comes out more like “Sheeze,” her tongue thick.

They make the turn toward the staff lounge, and Elena clocks the door marked EMERGENCY EXIT. It will trigger every alarm, but at this point, who cares?

She shoulders the door open and shoves Sofia ahead of her into the dark.

Sirens are louder now, echoing off the loading dock outside. The air is full of shouts, barking orders, the slam of car doors. Elena pulls Sofia behind a dumpster, pressing her flat against the greasy metal.

For a few seconds, all they can do is pant, coughing up the shit they just walked through.

Elena peeks around the dumpster and sees a row of black vans, men unloading gear, some kind of response team forming a perimeter.

She thinks: We are so fucked.

Then, across the lot, a figure in a high-vis vest waves frantically. It’s Daria.

Elena grabs Sofia’s wrist, whispering, “Run when I tell you.” Sofia nods, the razor blade still clutched in her fist, the way some girls carry worry stones.

On three, they bolt across the open space, feet splashing in the puddles, a symphony of panic behind them. Daria meets them at the edge of the lot, yanks both down an embankment, into the tangle of service tunnels that honeycomb the old city.

Once inside, the noise fades, replaced by the hiss and drip of ancient pipes. Daria leads, flashlight cutting slices through the dark.

They jog, then walk, then stumble. Elena’s arms and legs are rubber, every part of her slicked with blood, sweat, and god knows what else.

After a half mile, Daria calls a halt. She kneels by Sofia, checks her pulse, peels back a swollen eyelid.

“She’s alive,” Daria says, voice low. “We got what we came for.”

Elena sags against the tunnel wall. “Next time,” she says, “maybe we bring a fucking car.”

Daria snorts, and for a second the world feels almost possible.

But above them, the alarms are still screaming, and in every shadow, Elena knows something is coming for them.

​

It’s impossible to know who started the fire, but it spreads like a rumor—up the ductwork, through false ceilings, until even the concrete vibrates with panic. Sprinklers piss freezing water everywhere; Elena and Sofia are soaked through before they hit the maintenance wing.

The alarms double, then triple. Guards running now, colliding in the corridor, boots a drumline on every hard surface. In the confusion, nobody questions a rookie officer manhandling her snot-faced prisoner toward the “Authorized Personnel Only” door. Elena jabs the stolen key card into the slot. It clicks. The door shudders open with a long, mechanical sigh.

The inside is pure institutional rot: bare pipes, rusted catwalks, puddles thick with something between oil and congealed soup. Sofia’s weight drags on Elena, but adrenaline is a better drug than anything they ration out in the blocks.

They descend the metal stairs, each step ringing out like a dinner bell for whatever’s hunting them. There’s a brief moment where Elena thinks her heart might crack her ribs. She doesn’t care; she’s never needed it less.

The air is so cold that it strips the mucus from your nose. A condensation rain falls from the overhead, pinging off pipe and railing. They duck into a sub-level tunnel, narrow as a grave, where every centimeter is tagged with marker scrawl: directions, maybe, or just graffiti from the old world. Elena searches for the sign Daria described—three parallel scratches at the junction, like the claw marks of a caged beast.

The first two turns, she finds nothing. The third, bingo: a set of deep gouges, just where the cement seam meets the metal door frame. “This way,” she says, voice gone raw, half-shove, half-carrying Sofia as they lurch onward.

The corridor stinks. Not just piss and mold, but the ripe perfume of a city’s worth of sewage. A fat rat, bold as a goddamn lion, eyes them from the lip of a broken pipe, then vanishes with a squeal when Elena makes a lunge at it. Water oozes across the floor, slick and ankle-deep, turning every step into a slip hazard.

Behind them, the shouts are getting louder. The guards are organizing, splitting into teams, probably running a textbook “prisoner at large” protocol. They have dogs, Elena thinks; she can hear their muffled barking, the angry yelp of teeth meeting a riot shield.

She doubles their pace. Her thigh cramps, then both legs. Every joint is on fire. Sofia is mostly deadweight now, mumbling and blinking slow, but she won’t let go of Elena’s arm. Elena remembers when they used to play this game as kids: hold on until one of you couldn’t breathe.

They round another bend, this time into total darkness. For a second Elena freezes, thinking she’s lost the thread. But no—the world is just pitch black, lightless, and for the first time, she feels almost invisible. Almost safe.

She drags Sofia a few more paces, then collapses behind a heap of broken crates. The only sound now is their own breathing, and the drip-drip of the world’s least hygienic water supply.

Sofia coughs. A dark clot splats on the concrete. “Still with me?” Elena whispers.

“Fuck off,” Sofia rasps, but there’s a flash of teeth. Old joke, old promise.

In the blackness, Elena reaches out and finds the wall, running her hand along the surface until she hits another gouge—three deep lines, this time cut right into the cement.

Elena hoists Sofia onto her feet, both of them sliding and staggering as they head deeper into the bowels. The water rises: shin, then knee, then thigh. The cold goes from numbing to bone-breaking.

There is nothing left but to move forward. Behind them, the voices of the guards fade, replaced by the distant moan of air through vent shafts. Sometimes, a tremor from above sends flakes of concrete into the water. Elena expects gunfire, dogs, anything—but instead, there is just this, the soft hiss of their own misery, the animal stench, and the occasional rat corpse bobbing in the current.

After what could be an hour or a week, they reach the next landmark. Three vertical scars in the metal panel of a fuse box, exactly as promised. There’s also a flashlight, taped to the inside of the box, battery already dying. Elena flicks it on and leads the way.

They stagger into a wide, canted tunnel lined with broken glass and the remains of decades-old subway art. Ahead, a grating blocks the way, padlocked and thick with years of rust. Elena smashes at it with her boot. It doesn’t give.

Sofia coughs again, sinks down against the grating, knees pulled up. She is shivering so hard it’s almost rhythmic.

Elena rifles her pockets, finds nothing, then remembers the razor. She snaps it in half, jams the blade into the lock’s edge. It’s a hopeless maneuver, but the metal is old, and desperation is a miracle worker.

After a minute of clawing, the blade slips and takes a strip of skin with it. Elena howls, but the pain gives her one last surge. She attacks the lock, wrists bleeding, and on the fifth try the shackle finally cracks.

She throws the grating aside and hauls Sofia through. On the other side, Daria waits, back pressed against the tiled wall. Her hair is soaked, her hands bloody. She grins. “You look like shit.”

Elena wants to cry, but there is nothing left inside her.

Daria checks Sofia’s eyes, feels her pulse. “Almost there,” she mutters, slinging Sofia’s arm over her own shoulders. “Go.”

They limp together through the final run, a straight shot down the abandoned platform. Light pulses at the far end—a single naked bulb, flickering. It seems like a joke, a mirage, but as they get closer Elena sees the graffiti on the wall: a broken chain, and below it, the words WE RESIST, scrawled in marker and blood.

There are blankets, a
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