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Chapter One
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Rhythmic bass beats trembled up Sandra Bercham's long legs. She closed her eyes to the community hall’s festive decorations and swayed to the pulsing music, determined to focus on fun and friends. On anything but her upcoming citizenship test and The Chute. 

She danced arcs around the tall table where she and her sister DreAnne were mingling with their friends and nudged DreAnne, expecting her to join in, like they did at home. 

DreAnne remained fixated on a group of teens across the room, ignoring both Sandra and the purple streamer that spiralled into her punch cup from the Class of Spring 2388 banner overhead. 

Sandra stilled and waved her arms in arcs. “Hey, DreAnne. Remember us?” 

DreAnne’s friends exchanged glances, frowned at Sandra, and shook their heads. “Let her daydream,” winked Jenni Mercer, who stood beside DreAnne. 

Face reddening, DreAnne elbowed Jenni in the ribs. 

Sandra’s mouth twisted. “I don’t get it.”

DreAnne squirmed. “Plague it all.” She tugged Sandra down, face-to-face. “Promise not to tell Mom and Dad.”

“Tell what?”

“Promise!”

Sandra’s chest constricted. “Oh, come on. Don’t do that to me.” Her sister knew she couldn’t keep a secret. But DreAnne’s huge amber eyes screamed desperation. “Are you in some kind of trouble? If you are, you know I’ll help. If I can.”

“I’m not telling you a thing until you promise not to pull one of your Truth Teller imitations and blab.”

Sandra straightened and blinked. How could she promise? It wasn’t like she had any control over telling the truth.

“Oh, Great Google’s Ghost,” gushed Jenni. “It’s Lonzo.”

Lonzo Aguilar? The Debate Club star had been laughing it up with his teammates at a table across the room all evening, glancing their way every once in a while.

Giggles from Jenni and the others hit Sandra like a thousand blows. How do they know what’s going on and I don’t? She'd always been the first one DreAnne confided in, often the only one. 

Sandra arched her half-white left eyebrow. Was this person standing next to her the same sister who regularly shared whispers in the midnight darkness, stifling snorts so their parents wouldn't hear? The same sister who, at age seven, balled up tiny fists and gave Joplin Gates a broken nose for making fun of Sandra’s yellow nose? The same sister who let her tag along with her friends because Sandra had none of her own?  

“So, what about Lonzo?” said Sandra. “He’s the guy your tech teacher sent you to the Agri-Expo with, to get info for a project, right?"

Jenni’s smile evaporated. “That’s what she told you?”

Sandra shrugged. “Yeah.”

Jenni pulled back a step. “That’s not what she told us.” 

DreAnne’s face glowed red enough to outshine the dimmed solar lights overhead. 

“Well?” said Sandra. “Is someone going to clue me in?”

Jenni said, “She told us that was a date they went on.”

“A date?” Sandra stiffened. She’d have remembered that. She’d have been all over DreAnne for details. Withholding something was no big deal. But telling her friends one thing and her another involved telling someone an outright lie. 

And lies were punishable by law. 

“You must have misunderstood.” 

“Nope,” said Jenni, to somber nods from the others. “And the two of them must have had a pretty good time, ‘cause now she’s gone viral over him.”

DreAnne spun and slapped Jenni’s face, the crack cutting through the music. Thirteen years of friendship shattered in less time than it took Sandra to gasp. 

DreAnne broke away and stomped out the hall’s front door. 

Sandra stood stunned, mentally kicking herself for quizzing DreAnne, for catching her in a lie, in front of her friends, no less. Thank goodness DreAnne’s still a minor, a non-citizen. She won’t be arrested. 

But Sandra knew DreAnne had to be as angry at her as she was at Jenni. Angrier. She’d need to find some way to make it up to her.
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By the next day, she’d figured out how. 

Sandra absorbed the creative potential dripping from every shelf of the iC store as she stepped inside the small shop. Every computer component hanging from a bracket, every tech box stacked ceiling high, every product in the near-to-overflowing discount bin exuded the fertile energy of springtime. 

Never mind that most of the items were ruin scavenged over three centuries earlier and nearly invisible beneath yellowed plastic packaging. Never mind that most of the unpackaged stock had been refurbished and recycled more times than Sandra had celebrated birthdays. The allure of a candy store paled by comparison.

She headed down a cramped aisle, edging sideways around the bulk of a middle-aged man comparing the relative merits of joysticks—a gamer, she guessed—and giving wide berth to a harried mom, babe on one arm, demolishing the energy-pack display with her free hand while chanting over and over the code designation “c257” amid a mishmash of swear words.

Reaching her target at aisle’s end, Sandra held back a squeal. Before her extended four entire shelves of code cloth in almost every permutation of weave and coarseness ever produced. She ran her hand over the exposed bolt edge of a fine-ply herringbone, wondering how a complex pattern could be so smooth to the touch. Just think what she could fashion from such exquisite fabric. 

Despite its allure, it wouldn’t do for what she had in mind. She reached out to pull a stiffer fabric off the shelf, and a voice boomed behind her.

“Need help?”

Sandra jumped and spun her lanky body mid air, landing opposite an older, much shorter woman. Her conspicuous cyan blue iC insignia dangled at lanyard’s end in front of large breasts. 

“Ah, yes,” said Sandra, straightening to her full height. “I need some code cloth for a project I’m working on.”

The clerk’s eyes fixed on the flame-yellow tattoo covering Sandra’s nose. Her brows knit. “Which cloth and how much?”

Sandra, accustomed to scrutiny, ignored the woman’s stare. “Um ... I’m not entirely sure. I thought I’d see what you had in stock before finalizing my design.”

“Then maybe I can make a suggestion or two. What are you fabricating?”

“A fascinator.”

“For yourself?” the clerk blurted. 

Sandra’s face warmed, half in embarrassment, half in anger.

“No,” Sandra glanced downward. “For my sister, my adoptive sister. I’m an intake. But you saw my nose. You know that.”

The clerk took a single step backward, hands clasped before her at waist level. “Yes. Well, there you go. There’s the problem.”

The iC shop’s spring-like potential froze over as if a late-season snowstorm had just blown through. Sandra wrapped her arms around herself, chin trembling but she peered straight into the clerk’s eyes. “Are you going to refuse to sell me code cloth because I’m an intake?”

“No. But it would be a waste of your money. The odds of someone like you being able to program the fabric effectively?” She paused and raised her chin. “No, dear. Don’t delude yourself.”

Sandra bit her lower lip, damming the flood of swear words popping off in her head. She breathed deep. “Well. That’s your opinion, isn’t it? It’s still my choice whether or not I try. And I choose to try.”

Sandra bounded home with her precious purchase and locked herself in her bedroom. Sitting cross-legged, her knees jutting out over either side of her narrow bed, she flipped through the celebrity holovids she’d collected on her ristcom and stopped at an image of one that incorporated an unheard-of five-color pattern matrix. Sandra envisioned the tweaks she’d make to create her own design, certain the result would surprise even the harshest critics. 

DreAnne would get her fascinator, a fashion statement she’d drooled over for years in their midnight chat fests. And she would get Lonzo Aguilar too, if Sandra had her way.
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In the ensuing days, Sandra respected the livid pink “Do Not Disturb” sign hung on DreAnne’s bedroom door. According to Mom, DreAnne was last-minute cramming for the citizenship test. Sandra knew she should be too, but setting things right with her sister was far more important.

Mom crowed that both her daughters were going to do brilliantly. A steady stream of congratulatory neighbors and friends would be dropping in after the citizenship ceremony, so the house must look its best. Several times a day, she strutted a circuit through the living room and dining area, dusting and admiring the décor items she only put out for special occasions—a hammered copper bowl filled with pecans and walnuts, a non-recycled glass vase stuffed with flowers from their tiny strip of front yard, and Sandra’s favorite, a framed painting of the legendary Truth Teller Meli Chin. The celebrity was dressed in her finest code-cloth gown and sitting in a replica pre-Disaster chair Dad’s carpentry shop had constructed from an ancient cedar tree. 

Sandra suspected DreAnne’s “Do Not Disturb” sign had more to do with what happened at the party than an uncharacteristic bent toward scholarship. Her stomach knotted each time she remembered the role she’d played. 

She saw no way to repair DreAnne’s damaged friendship with Jenni. Her damaged sistership was a different matter. The gift of a fascinator seemed the perfect solution. 

The stylish headwear detected the wearer’s emotions and interpreted them as colorful patterns shimmering across a code cloth surface. Not one of her sister’s friends owned a treasure like it. Skilled designers, like Sandra dreamed of being someday, charged more for one than most people earned in a month. 

Every evening, she sat at the small desk that filled the space between her bed and the wall, working on the headpiece. Now and then she squeaked, nicking a finger on the sharp edges of freshly cut fabric or mumbled aloud as trial subprograms she ran on her ristcom crashed or produced ham-handed, amateur patterns. Online searches for ways to finesse difficult emotion-to-color translations bled well into the wee hours.

The citizenship test came and went in a dozy blur.

On the fifth night, the eve of their citizenship ceremony, Sandra held up the hat and sighed. It was the best she could produce and, as far as she was concerned, it was impressive.
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The next day, Sandra and DreAnne marched out onto the sun-bleached stage encircling the Carpentry Ward chute, two of seventy-three graduates about to be granted Newberta citizenship. Ordering by height put Sandra near the end of the line, while DreAnne stood near dead center.

Mom and Dad must have arrived early, having snagged chairs on the lawn out front of the stage. Late comers were joggling for space to sit on the freshly mown grass. Sandra winced, imagining the stains they’d find on their finest flax tunics and pants after the ceremony. 

A lucky few settled in the shade cast by a banner hung high across the stage. Its maroon cloth sported in large gold letters the country’s ubiquitous motto: In Truth We Trust.

Sandra squirmed. Mom rolled her eyes and motioned for her to stand up straight.  

Just stand up straight, Mom’s solution to everything. Sandra had lost count of how often she’d heard, “Forget your yellow nose tattoo. Act the part of a respectable member of society and people will treat you like one.” 

She held a hand up to block the glare of the unforgiving March sun and scanned the overall crowd. Most held bouquets of early spring daffodils, beribboned sports gear or tech toys, gifts for their graduates. She grinned, imagining the gasp-shriek dance DreAnne would do when they got home and she opened the box containing the fascinator. 

She closed her eyes to soak in the ancient cello recording floating above the plaza. Such a stately sounding instrument. Does a photo of a cello exist somewhere in the Archive? Better yet, instructions for making one? Could a carpenter, like Dad, reconstruct one someday? The Archive of Ancient Knowledge was spotty, at best, but the possibility brought a smile to her lips. 

The low, slow notes helped calm the tightness rising in her chest. She was about to attain a secure future within the last and only country on Earth. Or at least she’d been given a chance to and, as the child of outcasts, that was more than she deserved.

Soon the clamor of the growing crowd gave way to trumpets bursting into fanfare. 

Airic Lukon, the Prime of Newberta, and Tildi Fu, the Carpentry Ward Chair, ascended the platform, bowed to polite applause, and took seats mid stage. Sandra tried hard not to stare at the Prime’s light violet eyes set deep amid wrinkles, so unsettling yet fascinating. Behind the two officials, Adjudicator Idris Kenyatta, an even more ancient specimen of humanity, crept his way onto the platform, a security guard at each elbow. 

Trumpets blared again and seventy-three guardsmen in full ceremonial attire marched onto the raised concrete platform that encircled The Chute—a wide metal maw in the ground capped by a copper iris. They took their places, one behind each citizenship candidate, their black uniforms framing the candidates’ white tunics. 

Sandra ventured a quick glance along their line-up and groaned, realizing the fascinator was not going to go on over the towering fountain of her sister’s vertical ponytail. Strands of her own waist-length hair fell forward, hiding her disappointment. If DreAnne’s post-bedtime visits hadn’t dried up, she’d have known every detail of her sister’s planned hairstyle for their Big Day. 

Sandra lifted her head and tossed the hair from her eyes. Never mind, she told herself. She and DreAnne had always worked things out. Her sister had never stayed in a snit for long. Mom was right. DreAnne’s uncharacteristic behavior was probably due to stress over final exams and taking the citizenship test. That’s all. The apparent lie she’d told no more than a mistake. Everything would be fine after the ceremony. 

After the fascinator.

White-robed Adjudicator Kenyatta took slow, deliberate steps across the platform, intent on making his way to the wooden lectern at mid stage. Sandra recalled that, as a boon for his service, the aged man would be put into stasis when his health declined too far, given hope of one day reviving in a rejuvenated body. 

Hope. The word of the day. Hope for a repaired relationship with her sister. Hope for the Adjudicator’s future. Hope for her own. 

Had she passed the citizenship test? She’d seen it happen before. The odd intake like her made it through. Once in a while. 

Hold onto hope, she told herself. Trust that all the years of extra studying under Mom’s tutelage is about to pay off. 

Trumpets resounded through the overhead speakers a third time. The Adjudicator’s raspy voice followed. 

“Dear fellow citizens and children of Newberta. Today we do not stand in judgement of the young people you see before you, our Spring 2388 class of proud graduates. The test has already determined each individual’s worthiness to become a citizen. We are here to rejoice and welcome into our community as adults with full privileges those who passed.” 

As the din of the crowd’s whooping and whistling subsided, the Adjudicator continued. “And we are here to remind them what their responsibilities are as functioning members of our society. But before we proceed, we must attend to the part of the ceremony no one enjoys, the expulsions.” 

High-pitched squeals of metal rubbing metal howled from The Chute behind Sandra, sending unwelcome shivers up her arms and neck. The crowd fell somber, except for an exchange between a young boy and girl sitting in the front row. 

“Oooo. I think that tall guy in the middle is one,” said the girl, pointing a pudgy finger.

“Naw,” said the boy. “That one on the end looks more like a liar.” 

A parental hand clamped his mouth, accompanied by a stern glare. 

Sandra surmised they must be kids attending the ceremony for the first time, kids too naive to comprehend the consequences of failing to obtain citizenship. 

She knew. Her family had come two years before to witness an older cousin’s ceremony. The cousin and most of her classmates had received citizenship, but two families had gone home that day without their eighteen-year-olds. 

Sandra tried to stuff back into the deepest, least conscious crannies of her brain her memories of what happened to the two failed citizenship candidates. She’d grown up with too many of the people on the stage to entertain negative thoughts. Occasionally an entire class came through unscathed. She hoped this would be the case today. 

Starting with the student furthest to Sandra’s right in the row, the Adjudicator had made it to the mid-point of his roll call of successful candidates without incident. Like those before him, the boy two spots ahead of DreAnne threw his arms in the air and yelled “Newberta!” when he heard his name followed by the coveted title Citizen. The crowd clapped politely while a cluster of his friends and family members jumped to their feet, whistled, and yelled wildly. The girl next to DreAnne broke out in smiles and sobs as she heard “citizen” proclaimed after her name. Awes and applause followed.

Sandra wiped sweating hands on her white ceremonial tunic so she would be able to clap them sore cheering for DreAnne.

Without preamble, Adjudicator Kenyatta announced, “DreAnne Bercham. Failed.”

The air surrounding Sandra turned silent and solid. She tried to inhale, to scream, but could do neither.

The ceremonial guard behind DreAnne grabbed her by the arms and spun her around, as a jet of permanent red dye blasted from his helmet, instantly tattooing her face. He shoved her backward. Screaming, she careened down the polished metal slope, past the open iris and into The Chute. 

Gone.

A string of eternities passed, parading as mere seconds. 

Then Sandra stepped forward, ready to dart from the stage, certain she was about to spew in front of the entire crowd. The guard behind her grabbed her upper arm and jerked her back in line. 

“Let her go,” commanded the Adjudicator.

And she fled.
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Chapter Two
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Sandra staggered out of the public washroom, vaguely aware of her father tugging her across the plaza, head bent. 

Vaguely aware of her mother’s sobs. 

Vaguely aware of the crowd’s soft, repetitive chant, “For the greater good.” 

DreAnne was gone. Forever. Rending a chasm in Sandra’s gut, a void that dwarfed the gaping hole that had just swallowed her sister. 

She came to a full stop, resisting the pull of her father’s arm. “No.” She spun to face The Chute. “Something’s wrong. Someone’s made a horrible mistake. Why isn’t anyone trying to save her? We have to save DreAnne!”

“Quiet, Sandra,” wept her mother. Her father embraced her and turned her in the direction that led away from the crowd.

Why aren’t Mom and Dad screaming for help? Doing something? They can’t be okay with this. Can they? DreAnne couldn’t have failed. Could she?
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The walk from the public plaza to the Berchams’ quarters in the Carpentry Ward was swift and silent. Inside the front door, Sandra paused to take in their modest home’s calming familiarity. The uncluttered bambwood walls, normally alive with reflected prattle, stood dumb and mum, devoid of DreAnne’s laughter or her constant commentary on her pet peeve of the week. 

Sandra wobbled into the front room and plopped onto a padded bench built into the far wall, the gift-wrapped fascinator sitting at one end. In her mind’s eye, DreAnne plunged down The Chute. She shuddered, not wanting to imagine what lay at the bottom of her sister’s fall. 

DreAnne. Gone. For good. Actual distance between them, not just the silent treatment DreAnne had imposed after the stupid pre-grad party. 

Sandra picked up the gift and placed it in her lap. Would DreAnne ever see the fascinator, let alone have a chance to use it? 

Their mother hung her sun hat near the front door and sat down next to Sandra. Dad chose to sit opposite them on a red-painted chair that he swung over from the dining table.

Sandra assessed her parents. Both stared at the woven bamboo rug on the floor, lost in their own thoughts, inert. Their inaction made no sense. Or was she reading them wrong? 

Of course. They must be lost in schemes of how to save DreAnne. Maybe she could help. 

“So, what now? Can we file a complaint? Beg for reconsideration? What can we do?” Prise open the iris of The Chute and jump in after her? Can that be done? If so, I’m game.

Mom and Dad’s blank faces turned toward her. “That’s enough,” came Dad’s flat reply. “We won’t shame our family any further. You understand?”

“Shame?” That’s what their silence held? “Shame?”

“You heard your dad. Now calm down. You’ve got to come to grips with her expulsion. The Adjudicator’s judgement is final.”

Sandra noticed the gift in her lap and stuffed it behind a loose cushion. “Okay. Yeah. Normally. But, come on! DreAnne? Our DreAnne? There’s no way she could have failed. Something must have gone wrong.”

Mom leaned back against the wall, eyes to the ceiling. “I’m sure that’s how every family of an outcast feels at first. But the test is never wrong.” She turned to face Sandra. “The wellbeing of our society depends on its accuracy.”

“I don’t care about society! Or other families! Just our family. Just DreAnne. She’s always been the most wonderful sister.”

Dad leapt from his chair. “Hold your tongue, Sandra! The shame of DreAnne’s expulsion is bad enough. We don’t need the one daughter we’ve got left spouting traitorous drivel.”

A heavy knot in Sandra’s stomach tightened. She’d never seen Dad enraged. Ever. 

Mom snapped. “And I don’t need a crazed husband right now!” 

Her parents’ eyes locked, and Sandra sensed an unspoken argument beneath the surface of their exchange. 

Giving them wide berth, Sandra walked over to the sofa, extracted the gift from where she’d hidden it behind the cushion, and stroked it fondly. She raised her head and glared, first at Dad, then at Mom. “Do you still love DreAnne?”

Dad gulped but remained silent. Mom stiffened and shot a daggered glance back at Sandra. “That’s a moot point. DreAnne no longer exists.”

DreAnne, their biological daughter.  

Sandra gazed down at the gift box, her chin trembling as she forced one last question, “Do you still love me?” 

Dad stepped forward and grabbed Sandra’s upper arm. “Really? You’re actually trying to make this about you?” He turned a baleful stare toward Mom. “Figures.” Shaking his head, he stomped across the room and out the back door. Seconds later, Mom crashed out the back door after him. 

It slammed behind her just as another knock came at the front door.
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Sandra tried to beat down the hope that welled up again. She took measured steps toward the front door, bent forward, and looked through the peep hole, not about to open the door to anyone but DreAnne.

Pale violet eyes met hers. 

Oh, no! She hadn’t stayed for the rest of the citizenship ceremony, the pronouncement of her graduation status. 

Heart pounding, Sandra opened the door. Two black-clad guards flanked Airic Lukon. Her knees went weak. They’ve come to take me to The Chute. She braced herself on the doorknob. Wait. That’s the perfect way to rescue DreAnne. She straightened, chest forward, ready to be grabbed by the arms and...the guards didn’t budge.

“May we come in?” said the Prime and he smiled.

At her. An intake. 

“Yes, of course.” Sandra stepped to one side and waved them into the front room that suddenly felt claustrophobic.

“Can you get your parents out here, please?” 

Mom and Dad? Whoa. Are they here because of DreAnne? Does the Prime visit families of new outcasts? Or...no! Maybe they’re here to admit their mistake. Sandra’s heart nearly leapt up her throat. They’re going to rescue DreAnne and bring her back! 

But where are Mom and Dad? Not on the back porch. They’d be audible at such a short distance. Will the Prime deliver his message without them? Heck! Sandra sighed and, with great effort, composed herself.

“I’m afraid they’re not home.”

“That’s too bad. I’m sure they’d like to hear what I’m about to tell you.”

This was it. The Prime was here to admit the mistake. To let her and her parents know DreAnne would be found and brought home. Sandra tried to gulp, but her mouth was too dry.

Prime Lukon’s gaze fixed on her yellow nose. “Sandra Bercham, it is my duty to tell you you’ve passed your citizenship test. With highest honors. Ever.”

I’m right! DreAnne didn’t fail. She passed with highest honors...no. “I...what?” 

“Congratulations,” he said with a terse nod and turned on his heel. No smile. No pat on the shoulder. As he and his guards left the front porch, he added, “Report for initiation into the Truth Tellers Guild tomorrow.”
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Sandra entered her room, tossed the fascinator onto the desktop, and slumped to the rug at the foot of her bed. Sticking her head between her knees did nothing to silence a plague of dizzying brain chatter. Half thoughts. Unresolved hopes. 

A shaft of intense late afternoon light tunnelled through her room’s small window and made its way up the opposite wall as she hunted for memories of DreAnne lying, cheating, or deceiving anyone. Clues that DreAnne deserved her fate. DreAnne can't have failed. 

She was a wonderful sister and had been since the Berchams brought Sandra into their household as a baby. DreAnne had never berated or belittled her, although Sandra had seen the siblings of many intakes behave that way. And, even at a young age, DreAnne had let Sandra tag along with her and her friends when others made fun of the “yellow-nosed stick.” 

DreAnne’s record is as clean as... Well, okay, there’s that recent incident with Jenni, but— 

Sandra’s ancient ristcom rattled and burped snippets of random melodies. 

Who? The caller ID was a number she didn’t recognize. Sandra hesitated, then sat upright. It might be DreAnne. She hit the Accept button. “Hello?”

“Sandra?” came a soft, male voice she didn’t recognize and, for a moment, she considered hanging up. 

“Yes.”

“This is Lonzo Aguilar. I go to your school.”

She stifled a gasp. Lonzo? He must be concerned about DreAnne. She’s going to be so excited. No. DreAnne was gone. There would be no sisterly chitchat over romantic fantasies tonight. No giggling in the dark.  

Then again. Maybe DreAnne made her way out of The Chute, thought Sandra. Could she be hiding with Lonzo? Getting him to call on her behalf?  “Uh-huh,” she replied.

“Well, I just wanted to congratulate you and let you know I was thinking about you. This must have been one head-twister of a day.”

“Me?” 

“Yeah. That's all. Okay. I’ll let you go. Call if you want some company or, well, just want to talk. You’ve got my number now.” 

He was concerned for her, not DreAnne. Sandra drew into a tight ball. 

“Ah. Thanks,” she choked, and the ristcom went silent.

Double heck. Doesn’t anyone else in the world care about DreAnne? She’s not some lying danger to society. How did she fail? How did she end up an outcast? Genetics? Then why didn’t I fail?

A genetic tendency to lie was so small it rarely got people thrown into The Chute. Except among children of outcasts—intakes, like Sandra. 

She reached under the bed, pulled out a small blue box and opened it. Inside was a round locket on a tarnished chain, the single item accompanying her when she was adopted by the Berchams, a keepsake from her biological parents. She considered putting it on then clapped the box shut and shoved it back into the darkness beneath the bed. It was just one more reminder that she shouldn’t believe her remarkable test score.

The citizenship test did acknowledge that, with the right upbringing, it was possible to pass, regardless of bad genes. It was also possible to fail if one’s morals were weak or missing, despite good genes.

Oh. That’s why Mom and Dad are ashamed. They think DreAnne failed the morals part of the test because Mom spent too much time drilling good values into me instead of DreAnne. They must feel responsible. But they’re great parents. DreAnne is perfect. 

Sandra fought a yawn as a new thought emerged. If the test results are right and DreAnne deserves to be an outcast, might my biological parents be just as nice, just as moral and normal as her? Not the demons I’ve been led to believe? 

She rose to grab her computer and heard the back door squeak open. 

Mom stood at the kitchen counter, red eyed and red faced. Sandra thought twice about telling her the Prime’s news, but she’d be moving out tomorrow. There wouldn’t be a better time.

Mom's eyes narrowed. “Over ninety-five percent?”

“With highest honors. That’s what the Prime said,” whispered Sandra, hesitant to repeat information she was still struggling to absorb. 

Mom lunged forward and slapped Sandra’s face. 

Still lost in the numbing limbo between DreAnne’s sudden expulsion and her own unimagined future, Sandra didn’t flinch. 

“You ungrateful bitch! First you get DreAnne expelled by hogging all my attention over the past eighteen years—time I should have spent focused on her moral education, not watching your every move, expecting you to foul up like your parents. Then you drive your father away. And now...this...this claim? The Prime, here? Highest honors? Truth Teller status. What a joke!” 

Mom stepped back. “You’re a yellow-nosed liar. That, or you’re a cheater.” She grabbed her ristcom from the kitchen counter. “Either way, you should be down The Chute with your sister. I’m calling the—”

The ristcom rang and vibrated as Mom fumbled and nearly dropped the device. Frowning and with clear hesitation, she answered the first of a series of calls. One after another, sound leaked into the room from excited friends, family, and strangers who had heard the news. Sandra watched her mother’s angry demeanor relax with each congratulatory remark. 

After the seventh or eighth, Mom turned a joyless stare on Sandra and said, “Okay. You didn’t lie. I won’t call the authorities and I’m sorry for slapping you.” Shoulders squared, she added, “But I still smell something off about this whole honors thing. No intake has ever scored higher than 60 percent.”
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Chapter Three
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DreAnne came to, lying face up, her back and limbs burning as if she’d landed in a frying pan. A frying pan with a dark lid that blocked light, muffled sound. 

She sneezed. The violent jerk sent waves of pain through her head and she cradled it in her hands, caressing dishevelled but dry hair. 

No blood. Good. But what hit me? 

Sitting up, she tried to focus and make sense of what had just happened—screams, spinning, stinging eyes, flailing arms, light, darkness all toppled through her mind. 

I tumbled. From where? As the throbbing in her head subsided, a greater pain replaced it. An answer. 

The Chute.  

Eyes wide, she twisted aching neck joints, first to one side then the other, scanning the palpable black of her surroundings. Nothing. A lump made its way up her throat. 

Am I blind? 

She hugged her sore shoulders and rocked back and forth. No, no. I can’t be blind. She squinted and took another look around, then gulped. I’m not blind. The iris at the top of The Chute has shut. The ceremony is over.

“HELP! HELP!”

She strained in vain to detect a response as her pleas echoed through silence, rebounding off what sounded like the walls of a very large room. What is this place?

DreAnne rose to one knee, lost her balance, and fell to the floor again, dropping this time atop a pile of what felt like sticks and irregularly shaped rocks. They skittered across a smooth sounding surface. She rolled off one the size of a small branch and a fuzzy form scurried across her right leg. 

––––––––
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She squealed. A rat? Something worse?  

Groping around, she grabbed a large stick, struggled to her feet, and sneezed. And kept sneezing. Between paroxysms of head pain, she swung the weapon in wide, blind arcs, unbalanced, unable to predict if or from where the creature might attack if it was hungry. Unable to predict if it had friends ready to join in a feast.

With every sneeze and every blow, a thin line of luminescence brightened in the ceiling high overhead, illuminating her surroundings more clearly until DreAnne could see the sticks weren’t sticks at all. 

They were bones. 

Human bones. 

The weapon in her hand was a femur.

She dropped it and sobbed. This isn’t fair. I don’t belong here. I didn’t lie on the test. 

She turned and yelled at the dark hole of The Chute’s terminus looming over her shoulder. “You plagued idiots! I’m no outcast. You’ve made a mistake. You’re—”

DreAnne’s rage froze in her throat as the light level rose again, as if in concert with her sound and movement. This time it illuminated a larger area.

Before her, heaps of rat-ravaged skeletons lay strewn across a tiled floor, blanketing it with the dust of their dissolution. Gnawed bone shards and fabric scraps formed snowy mounds around the bases of four concrete columns that rose from the detritus. The odd patch of maroon-tinged powder here and there suggested pools of long-dried blood.

A cool breeze slithered across the nape of DreAnne’s neck, setting her skin shivering. Who were all these people? Outcasts? 

She forced her gaze from the floor, afraid to discover yet more horrors. And her stomach flipped.

Across the vaulted room, beyond the skeletons, sat the metallic form of a single-car bullet train against the far concrete wall. She had seen images of sleek, ancient transports like it in history class but had never imagined one lay hidden beneath the Carpentry Ward chute. Is this a train station?

The inky entrance to a tunnel gaped before it and a faint, single line of Old Language ran in black script across the wall above the train. She recognized only a few letters, but enough to realize it was the pre-Disaster name of Rocki’s capitol city: Rocky Mountain House.

So, this is a station. A station with a train. Does it work?

If it didn’t, that might explain the corpses. Expelled outcasts were supposed to somehow end up in the wastelands beyond Newberta’s borders. Not here. 

She took a tentative step toward it and a solitary chime pierced the deathly silence. The single set of doors at the near end of the car slid open as a calm, female voice announced from somewhere overhead, “Departing in three minutes.”

DreAnne’s fingertips tingled with adrenaline. 

Maybe it does work. It’s a way out! 

Her only way out. 

She advanced toward the train, tip-toeing through loosely scattered bands of bones, cringing as shallow clouds of people particles rose around her. Halfway there, she came to an abrupt stop. 

The train seems to be working, so why didn’t these people get on it? 

Their bones and clothes were so thoroughly gnawed it was impossible to tell when each of them had died. They might all have perished the same day, victims of the Disaster, or they might be outcasts who died since then, one, two, sometimes three, at a time over the course of centuries—victims of something still present.

The back of DreAnne’s neck prickled as she hurried toward the train’s open door, leaping bone heaps and checking over her shoulders. 

“Departing in two minutes.”

She halted at the door and pinned her back against its threshold so she could keep watch on the exterior while examining the interior—a quick peek, no more. The car proved empty, save for metal benches running down each side. Metal plates had been welded over the windows. Another set of doors stood closed on the opposite side, at the far end of the car. Overhead, a luminescent band ran the length of the ceiling, and grooved metal formed the floor below. That was it. No food. No toilets. No route map.

She knew one place the train didn’t go: Home. Outcasts never returned. Never found their way back to family and friends. 

“But I’m not an outcast!” she shouted into the void. 

People up there are probably trying to get to me right now, to tell me how sorry everyone is that that addlepated Adjudicator couldn’t read his records straight. They’ll be lowering a rope down The Chute or... something. If I get on the train, what happens? Where will I end up? How much further from rescue? If I stay here—

“Leaving in one minute,” the voice intoned overhead.

A faint shuffling scurried below—a sound that quickly grew to a cacophony of claw clatter and squeals as a swarm of brown rats stampeded toward DreAnne in a cloud of white dust. 

She leapt out to the nearest skeleton and relieved it of its upper leg bone. “No you don’t, you bastards. I’m not about to be your meal!” She gave the bone a few practice swings as she backed into the open doorway of the vermin-free train to take her stand. 

Within seconds, an eager rat running well ahead of the pack came within DreAnne’s batting range. She swung, connected, and sent the rodent sliding back into the advancing pack like a fur-covered bowling ball. 

Every set of sharp-clawed feet came to a full stop.

DreAnne raised the femur above her head and lunged forward. “Get out of here!” A moment passed as the rats seemed to plot among themselves. She swung the bone as a reminder she was a formidable foe. “Get out!”

Six furry bodies stepped forward, exchanged brief glances, and dashed headlong toward her. The rest of the pack tore into the flesh of their injured companion. 

“No!” 

She swung, clobbered the first rat to arrive then swung again, missing the second. As she backed into the train, the rat leapt, without hesitation, onto the front of her tunic. DreAnne shrieked, dropped her weapon and swatted at the creature with her bare hands. Its claws pierced cloth in its ascent toward her face. She grabbed the scab-covered rat, ripped it from her tunic’s bodice, and threw it to the floor. Then she kicked it as hard as she could, sending it back out the door, past two other rats that were entering the car. The pair leapt at her, while the remaining three rats paused outside to dine on the dazed meal that had just skidded into their midst.

And beyond them, the pack advanced.

“No, no, no, no.” DreAnne flailed at the rats crawling up her garment. Dozens more would be in the train, would be upon her, within seconds. 

“NO!”

Her scream nearly drowned out the sound of her salvation. 

“Departing,” intoned the train’s announcer as the door slid shut with a crisp snap and soft objects thudded against metal on its outer side. DreAnne attacked the two remaining rats with renewed resolve, grabbing one in each hand and kneeling to bash their squealing heads against the floor.

The train jerked and she dropped the dead rats to steady herself against the forward motion. 

No! No one will find me if I leave.

Standing carefully but swiftly, she moved toward the far set of doors, scanning the car’s interior for a way out. Neither the ceiling nor the floor gave any hint of a hatch to the exterior. The other set of doors was as firmly butted together as those she had entered through. And all the while, the train accelerated.

DreAnne slouched onto a bench. Stunned. Everything had happened so fast. The Adjudicator’s blunder, the shove down The Chute. The rats.

But no rescue.

Just DreAnne Bercham and two dead rodents on a windowless train to nowhere.
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Chapter Four
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DreAnne’s nearly numb fingers clung to the front edge of the careening train’s metal bench for what seemed an eternity. She had no way of telling time. Her ristcom sat inside a locker in the ceremony prep room. The train’s metal-clad windows obscured any hint of night or day. Her stomach had stopped growling ages ago. That, alone, told her it must be well past midnight. How much longer would the train drag her further from home or hope of rescue? Further from her family. Further from Lonzo.

Only adrenaline kept her awake, on guard. Adrenaline and speculating what lay at the train ride’s end. No outcast had ever returned to recount the journey. 

In fact, she wondered, had anyone before her even made it onto the train? The mounds of human bones in the station lie in gruesome testament to the unlikelihood. And yet, intakes like Sandra showed up every few years, so there had to be survivors somewhere outside Newberta. 

That’s what everyone believed. Had to believe. Otherwise throwing outcasts down The Chute would amount to murder, a practice no Newbertan in their right mind would condone. Still...the bones. A chill tensed DreAnne’s neck and shoulders, and she squeezed the bench even harder.

As if in response, the vibrations underfoot slowed, signaling a gradual reduction in speed. DreAnne’s heart raced. Was the train braking to take a sharp turn or coming to a stop? And if stopping, would someone, something, be lying in wait? She stood. The cold, sparse interior of her travelling jail offered no place to hide. She’d be trapped in plain sight.

Soon, a small jerk accompanied an announcement. “Final stop. All parties must disembark.” The door at the front of the car swooshed open, revealing a well-lit, metal-clad room. DreAnne stiffened, too terrified to breathe. 

Several moments passed. Nothing entered the car, not even rats. Or was it just taking them a few minutes to realize dinner had arrived? She inhaled deeply and moved as quietly as she could to the door. The last thing she wanted was to get cornered with only one exit. 

The station appeared to be no larger than a classroom—a tidy classroom, devoid of dusty bone heaps. In fact, the floor gleamed. Who cleans it? Outcasts? 

DreAnne swallowed hard. 

All her life she’d heard lectures about the depravity of these ruthless rogues and the importance of weeding them from Newberta. They were unrepentant liars who had only their own best interests at heart. Like Jeriad Mazur, the notorious embezzler who drugged his wife and cut out her tongue when she discovered his cooked books. An outcast would as soon hug you and stab you in the back, as let you get between them and their goals. 

DreAnne decided to stay put, hidden just inside the train door so she could size up anyone approaching and, if necessary, bolt for one of the two hallways that adjoined the room outside.

The overhead speaker repeated, “Final stop. All parties must disembark.” 

Like the plague I will. DreAnne let her breath slowly escape past pursed lips. I’m staying put. I’ll use the return ride to think up some way to avoid the rats at the other end and climb up The Chute. Save myself. Return a hero. Impress Lonzo.

Jaw set, shoulders straight, she marched back to the bench, sat down—and leapt to her feet, her butt spasming with pain, the soles of her shoes tingling. 

“Flushing in one...” The tingling increased. “...two...” The tingling became pins and needles. DreAnne ran for the door, stepping onto the station floor as the announcer said “...three” and the entire train, interior and exterior, sizzled with energy. She stumbled away on shaky legs, the door snapped shut and, overhead, the voice continued, “Proceed to the exit, immediately.” 

Which one? The hallway to her right or the one to the left? Her soles tingled again and DreAnne dodged for the closest one. Two steps inside the hall, a shrill alarm rang, followed by an emphatic, repeating announcement, “No exit.” 

The tingle strengthened and she sprinted over the electrified station floor to the second hallway. The pain in her lower legs eased and a “Proceed to the exit” announcement echoed in the narrow passage, urging her toward the doorway at the end of the hall. 

She now knew better than to ignore the command, but that single certainty in an otherwise uncertain world did nothing to slow her racing pulse. What lay beyond the door? She burst through it and hoped for the best.

A cool, dry night engulfed her in darkness. Nearby, the silhouette of several large boulders loomed against a moonless, star-filled sky. And behind her, the self-shutting door crackled with electric charge. 

Not a soul in sight.

But that could change in a heartbeat. 

She scrambled to one of the boulders and peered around it. In the distance shone a lone light close to the ground. People? Hungry and exhausted, DreAnne had no intention of stumbling into what might be a dangerous situation. The sun would rise eventually. Best to wait until she could better assess what was out there.

DreAnne sat down on a flat-topped rock that afforded her a somewhat snake-proof perch, leaned back against an abutting boulder, and within minutes lost the battle to stay awake. 

When she opened her eyes, twilight was peeking above the eastern horizon, erasing the stars and planets from the blackboard of night and dimming the lantern light in the distance. DreAnne shivered in the new morning air and took note of the light's location. 

She also noticed that, as the landscape brightened, so too did her white tunic. Soon she would be an easy target to spot. Stripping it off was unthinkable. It was all that stood between her bare skin and the intense UV rays of the spring sun. 

She took a moment to glance around for options, then dropped to the ground and rolled in the fine, powdery soil. Standing, she admired the result. The dirt nicely camouflaged the tunic and coated her hair and bruised skin with a thin layer of protection. 

The sun continued to climb and soon she could feel its warming rays. No one had yet appeared near the lantern or anywhere else. Her tongue swelled, dry and rough against the inside of her mouth. Her head pounded and her stomach threatened to heave despite being empty. She couldn’t stay hidden behind the boulder. She had to do something, if only to search for a source of water. 

Behind her, to the north, a cliff face soared upward from the train exit, an imposing, buff-colored wall blocking all thought or imagination of what lay in that direction. Home? Any hope of walking home withered as she remembered the train’s several turns during the night. Newberta could be anywhere out there.

In the near distance to the east, a long, low hill ran parallel to a dry riverbed. To the south and west, a vast, bone-dry expanse stretched before her, relieved here and there by an erratic red boulder abandoned by glaciers long departed. And on the western horizon, a sawtooth of dull blue mountains came and went behind swells of blowing dust.

The only foliage in sight, a clump of dull green, clung to the base of the eastern hill. If water was to be found, it would most likely be there or somewhere near it. 

DreAnne ventured from her hiding place among the boulders and kept her profile low to the ground until she reached the dry riverbed that crossed between her and the greenery. 

Its stony bottom threatened sprained ankles, or worse, if she failed to tread carefully in her thin-soled dress shoes. DreAnne dropped to her knees and crawled forward with painstaking determination and concentration—aware that she was getting closer not only to the foliage, but to the light’s location as well. Aware that she was in no position to flee, if necessary. 

Without warning, a muscular young woman and two men with dirt-streaked faces ran out from behind a rockpile and descended on her. 

She lashed out but lost balance and fell onto her side. The larger of the two men grabbed her around the torso and pinned her arms to her sides as the woman stuffed a cloth into DreAnne’s mouth. The second man lifted her legs and they swiftly hustled her off to their hiding spot behind the rocks.

Once there, they sat her down in front of another young woman, who was waiting with a cup of water in hand. DreAnne noticed that all four outcasts, the two men and the two women, kept crouched between large rocks and the hillside. 

The water woman signalled her to keep quiet and handed her the cup, while the first woman unstuffed DreAnne’s mouth. She gulped the liquid down without hesitation, while noticing her assailants glancing about nervously. 

A third woman, dirt-streaked and deeply wrinkled, maybe twenty years older than the others, came from behind yet another large, nearby rock. The filth on her face did nothing to obscure the red tattoo around her eyes. An outcast. 

She handed DreAnne a small basket containing three biscuits of rough textured bread and a few small chunks of something red, gelatinous, and firm. DreAnne ignored caution and dug into the offering without question, amazed by the red food’s sweetness.

As she ate, the outcast woman crouched next to her and spoke in a low voice.

“I know you’re frightened, dear. I was, too, when that demon train spit me out here. My name’s Lizzi,” she said with a nod. “Thank goodness, like you, someone found me before I reached that light over there.”

DreAnne’s mouth was too full to talk, so she shrugged her lack of understanding.

“It’s a trap, dear. For new outcasts.”

The pace of DreAnne's chewing slowed.

“Every spring and fall, Horshton House lights that beacon and lays in wait for newly expelled youngsters, the ones that make it past the rats. They come running out of that electrified station like bats from a cave. Hungry and confused, heading straight for the first sign of civilization. A light. And that’s when Horshton House knocks them out. A day or two later, what’s left of their bodies is found in a gully or draped over a boulder.”

DreAnne stopped eating and set the basket on the ground, her appetite suddenly dampened.

Lizzi continued in a hushed voice, “You’re different. That was smart of you to spend the night as close as you did to the door.”

“Why’s that?” whispered DreAnne, assuming there must be a good reason for keeping voices low. “Why didn’t they just sneak up on me while I was sleeping?”

“They can’t go near the door,” replied Lizzi. “Neither can we, or you, now that you’ve left the station’s field perimeter.”

A finality gripped DreAnne, roiling the food she’d just eaten.

“The beacon’s put up to entice new outcasts into the open, away from the force field. We hide out here to catch youngsters before they make it to the beacon. You’re one lucky young lady. We thought maybe this was one of those years without new outcasts. We were just about to abandon camp when we spotted you.”

DreAnne swallowed. “So, there’s no way past the field, back to the door? You’re sure?” She tensed, ready to bolt back the way she’d come if she detected the least sign of hope in the older woman’s eyes.

Lizzi clamped a firm hold on DreAnne’s shoulder. “Look, dear. I know you’re disappointed. We all are. There isn’t a single outcast who wouldn’t love to go back, to be with family and friends again. But we can’t. The only
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