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In seven weeks’ time, Asher Doyle will not find himself with his back to the wall in the Factory’s off-limits laboratory, clutching a reinforced glass cylinder of glowing, intertwining blue-white strands. He will not look around uselessly for a place to hide as the doors slide open to reveal Director Mach, flanked by two armed guards. Director Mach’s eyes will not fix on Asher. Asher’s hands will not tighten around the cylinder. An alarm will not begin to blare, Asher’s mind will not race, the guards will not train their weapons on Asher as the director slowly approaches him.

He will never come to this particular dead end.

Asher will not conclude that he is out of options. He will not twist the ring at the top of the cylinder as the director’s face goes rigid with fear. The ring will not jam. Asher will not yank at it desperately. Director Mach will not gesture to the guards, the guards will not close in on either side of him. They will not take the cylinder out of his hands and pin him against the wall.

Asher will not feel, at that moment, more helpless—more hopeless—than ever before in his life.

Director Mach will not say, “Give it to me.”

One guard will not bring the cylinder to the director; the other guard will not hold Asher to the wall like a bug and ask, “What should we do with the kid?”

Director Mach will not look Asher dead in the eyes and respond, “I have a few ideas.”

It could have gone that way, among countless possibilities.

But none of that will happen now …
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There were no pictures of the Factory in the promotional packet my dad gave me, when he convinced me and my mom, Lizzy, that this would be a great opportunity. I don’t know what I was imagining, but I’m surprised when the gates open and I see it—this cube of a building, bristling with shiny black panels, like a gigantic robot porcupine.

“Solar panels,” says the girl sitting in front of me, but nobody answers her. There are eight of us on the bus and it’s been a long ride, but we mostly kept to ourselves. Maybe it was nerves, but it’s hard to know how to start a conversation in a situation like this. Hey, so what made you decide to sign up for a top secret experiment in the desert for a year? Anyway, solar panels. It makes sense. This program at the Factory is supposed to be about harnessing energy from the electromagnetic field around the human body. Clean Energy for Future Generations! the promo packet had declared.

A guard with a huge gun steps onto the bus and makes a show out of counting us, then exchanges a few words with the driver, a guy with a look on his face like he just lost every dollar he ever had at the casino. Sad Driver, I’ve been calling him in my head. I’ve made up a whole story about him fleeing the super-hurricanes that destroyed the southwest coast and marrying a con artist up north who stole all his money and his dog.

The guard steps off the bus and waves us through the open gate. We didn’t see the Factory building until now because all we could see as we approached was the steel fence around it, topped with barbed wire. There’s a guardhouse just inside the gate, a couple of white vans parked next to it, and three more armed guards standing there watching us.

The girl in front of me, a Black girl with short hair and a brand-name heat-repelling jacket, the one who said “solar panels” to nobody and got nothing back, twists her head to look at me through the gap between the seats.

“Overkill?” she asks.

I shrug.

“I mean, armed guards, barbed wire? Are people really trying to bust in here?”

“The program is still top secret, right?” I say, when, really, I want to ask her why she’s even here if she can afford that jacket. We all noticed it when we boarded the bus at the pickup point in the city, after I’d said goodbye to Nan and Lizzy, walking away fast without looking back because I didn’t want to see them crying.

The girl keeps looking at me from between the seats—I can only see one and a half of her eyes—and says, “I’m Faith.”

The gate clangs shut behind us and the bus rolls toward the Factory. There’s a fire escape zigzagging down the side of the building, between the solar panels, which are all sticking straight out, their shiny surfaces facing up toward the afternoon sun, staggered and tilted for maximum rays.

I drag my gaze from the Factory to the expectant brown eye-and-a-half watching me between the seats. “Hi. I’m Asher.”

The promo packet didn’t show the outside of the Factory, and it definitely didn’t show the steel fence or the loops of barbed wire, but it was filled with pictures of cheerful kids sitting at computers doing schoolwork, eating pasta in a bright, clean cafeteria, talking to a handsome young doctor. (You could tell he was a doctor because of the white lab coat and the stethoscope around his neck.) A Great Education! Top-Notch Medical Care! Friendships to Last a Lifetime! Like it was a fun camp or boarding school. Shape the Future of Our Nation! said the packet, in my dad’s politician voice. Be Part of the Solution!

“It’s an excellent opportunity for a boy like you,” my father had said, looking totally out of place in Lizzy’s messy kitchen, tapping one manicured fingernail on the packet. I hadn’t seen him in years before that day, and I haven’t seen him since then. But when he said a boy like you, something slithered across his expression. I couldn’t say what it was, a shadow of something that made me want to run out the door and keep running. His expression smoothed out quickly, that shiny smile, bright eyes, nothing to see here. I looked at Lizzy, but she was staring at the tabletop and hadn’t seen whatever I’d seen. I could have told her that we can’t trust him, but she already knew that. She’d been telling me that my whole life.

I try to think of something to say to Faith, with her eye-and-a-half and her fancy jacket, just in case this is the beginning of a friendship to last a lifetime exclamation point, but the bus stops and her face disappears as she turns to look out the window.

Up close, I can see the solar panels are each about the size of an average door, attached to hinged steel rods emerging from the shiny white sides of the building.

Sad Driver gets up and looks at us as if, out of all the sad things he’s seen in his sad life, the eight of us are the saddest. “Well, kids,” he says. “This is it.”

Great speech, Sad Driver. You’ve been an inspiration to us all. I figure he never walked his dog enough anyway and the dog is probably happier with the con artist wife who fleeced him. If she took the dog, I reason, she must like dogs.

This is what I do when I’m nervous. My imagination takes reality by the hand and tries to run away with it. Sometimes I get so carried away it’s hard to separate reality and imagination. Nobody at school will ever let me forget the time I called the gym teacher Inspector Goth. I was on my own journey, as Nan likes to say.

We file off the bus past Sad Driver and onto a dusty rectangle of concrete. Stepping outside is like walking into a wall of heat. A rail-thin woman wearing a pencil skirt and a blazer, her dyed-blond hair set in waves and gray at the roots, is standing in front of steel double doors, sweating. There’s something kind of insectoid about her bulging eyes and the way her whole face narrows to a pinched mouth and nose scrunched close together.

I start to imagine her as an entomologist, but then she barks out our names, poking at a handheld: “Myra Banks! Asher Doyle! Otis Fleming! Faith Ford! Jasmine Miranda! Rodrigo Quan! Christina West! Kendra Yong!”

I settle on retired drill sergeant instead. She’s lived her whole life in the desert. She has a spiky cactus that she loves more than any human being. It flowers once every three years. Her name is … I’m trying to come up with a good name for her but—

“I am Mrs. Garrick, the floor manager here. You are all very lucky to be chosen off the waitlist.” She looks at us expectantly. (Are we supposed to agree?) Then she continues, “Before orientation, you will all need to disinfect.”

I want to scream, DISINFECT????

Instead, I say politely, “Disinfect?”

“Safety first,” says Mrs. Garrick.

Sometimes you end up with your back to the wall and there is only one way out. It must be true for all of us, even Faith with her fancy jacket. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here, with a scary bug-faced lady telling us to disinfect before entering a secret facility surrounded by barbed wire and armed guards. Faith assumed the guards and the fence are for keeping people out, but suddenly I wonder if it’s for keeping us in. Except that makes no sense, obviously. We all volunteered for this.

Mrs. Garrick smiles then, like smiling is something she’s been practicing but isn’t very good at yet. With a tap on her handheld, the steel double doors slide open.

“Welcome to the Factory.”
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Mrs. Garrick moves faster than you would expect on her short legs, her pointy-heeled shoes clicking sharply. We follow her through the doors, out of the desert heat and into a chilly space the size of a gymnasium with a concrete floor and walls. We don’t have much time to look around because she ushers us straight through another set of doors on the left and into a long, narrow room with track lighting. There are sinks and mirrors along the side walls, and a row of sliding doors along the far wall. Beige canvas baskets sit in front of the doors.

“Changing room and showers!” announces Mrs. Garrick. “Toilets are through the door on the right. There are more restrooms at the far end of the Factory floor, and on every floor. You’ll find your uniforms in the baskets. Take your basket into the changing stall, put your street clothes into the laundry chute, and disinfect, please.” She gives us a look of avid disgust then, like she can see the germs crawling all over us.

“What d’you mean, uniform?” says a big kid with the beginnings of some scraggly facial hair, looking appalled.

Mrs. Garrick gives her hands a sharp clap and points at the stalls. “Dis-in-fect!”

We approach the stall doors tentatively. I wave my hand in front of the sensor and the door swishes open. I pick up my basket and step into a white-tiled changing stall with a metal bench and a handle in the wall that says LAUNDRY. There is a curved door made of fogged glass at the back of the stall. It slides open fast when I touch it, revealing a glass tube-shaped space with a drain on the floor. A tinny recorded voice says, “Please step inside the shower.”

I take off my clothes quickly, pull the laundry handle, and dump my things into the open chute as the voice keeps repeating, “Please step inside the shower,” the robotic intonation and weird emphasis somehow conveying impatience and urgency. As soon as I’m inside the shower tube, the door slams shut and steaming water pours over me. I yelp in surprise. It’s a fast dump, over in a few seconds, soaking me completely.

“Please use the soap,” says the tinny voice, like I need instructions on how to take a shower. Maybe I do, here. A metal spout emerges from the wall and spits out foaming piles of soap. I catch some of it, soap myself off, and then hot water pours out of the top of the shower tube again. I’m just realizing that I didn’t see a towel in the stall when the water stops and warm air blasts violently down on me. It roars and whooshes, buffeting me for about fifteen seconds, and then the door slides open. Even my hair is completely dry. I step out into the stall, shaken.

Inside the basket there is a shiny white jumpsuit that zips up the front, socks, underwear, and a pair of white sneakers. The jumpsuit is the kind of puffy fabric that repels heat and keeps you cool. Everything fits, and I try to remember if I put my shoe size in the application forms I had to fill out.

What would Nan think if she could see this place? She refused to sign off on it for most of the summer. She’s my grandmother, but she’s my legal guardian too; I couldn’t come here without her signature on the contract. My dad knew better than to approach Nan directly—she hates him—so Lizzy and I took her the promo packet and didn’t even mention him. Of course, she said no way. “Absolutely not,” she’d said. “Are you out of what I’d like to call your minds?” And that was that, for a while—until the day Lizzy showed up shaking, scared like we’d never seen her, and Nan folded. The payment for this year at the Factory will solve Lizzy’s debt problem, and I have my own reasons for wanting to miss eighth grade at Easton Middle School.

Even after she’d agreed, Nan changed her mind a hundred times. Until the moment four hours ago, on a twenty-seventh floor icebox of an office in the city, when she gave a little gasp and signed the contract, I wasn’t sure she would really go through with it. Even though I’d tried to persuade her, I think a tiny part of me hoped she wouldn’t do it. That she’d say absolutely not again, and take me home.

I wave my hand in front of the inside sensor so the stall door slides open again. The others are coming out in identical white jumpsuits, everyone looking kind of stunned.

“Is our luggage here already?” Faith asks. “I was told at the office it would be brought separately.”

I’d also been told to leave my suitcase in the city office. It contains my clothes, my favorite print manga, a deck of cards, and a magnetic chess set, not to mention my toothbrush and deodorant. No handhelds or electronics of any kind allowed at the Factory, that was one of the rules, which Nan thought might be good for me and Lizzy thought was completely dire.

Mrs. Garrick looks affronted, as if Faith is being rude asking where her stuff is.

“You’ll have everything you need here,” she replies.

“But our stuff is coming?” says Faith.

The other kids are looking nervous now too.

“We can’t risk illness or outside germs here,” says Mrs. Garrick. “You all need to stay healthy!”

We look around at one another uncertainly. Are they not bringing our stuff?

Suddenly, Mrs. Garrick’s face twists. She click-clacks over to a kid a bit smaller than me, leans over him, and sniffs. He looks terrified.

“Name?” she says shrilly.

“Rodrigo,” he whispers. “Quan.”

“Did you dis-in-fect?”

We all stare at him. He looks so miserable that I start thinking wildly about creating a distraction to draw attention away from him. Look, there’s the president! I could yell.

“No, I …” he begins, and then stops. He’s wearing the white jumpsuit and I don’t know how she can tell he didn’t go in the shower. I guess he doesn’t look quite as shiny and blasted-by-hot-air as the rest of us.

“You will disinfect now.” She points at the changing stall again, her face pink and furious. “We will wait.”

Rodrigo Quan blinks rapidly and shuffles back into the stall. Mrs. Garrick purses her lips and puts her hands behind her back. Nobody knows what to say, so we don’t say anything, we just stand there waiting in silence for several painfully slow minutes, until Rodrigo Quan comes back out, his hair puffy, looking like he’s been crying.

I’m wondering if it’s too late to back out of this, to call Nan and tell her, “Forget it, this place is a nightmare, come get me.” But then I’d have to go back to Easton Middle School for eighth grade after all, and, more importantly, what would happen to Lizzy? She’s probably already transferred the first payment over to the scary lender who’s been threatening her.

Mrs. Garrick looks Rodrigo over suspiciously. Then she looks at each of us in turn, like she’s beginning to doubt our commitment to cleanliness. Finally satisfied, she claps her hands together again and declares, “Orientation begins now.”

Which is good, because this is about the most disoriented I’ve ever been.
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“This is the Factory floor,” says Mrs. Garrick, waving one hand at our surroundings, as she clicks across the large concrete space on her sharp-heeled shoes, leading us toward twelve polished steel cylinders, each roughly six feet long, lined up along the right-side wall and bolted to the floor.

The gleaming cylinders look like futuristic coffins. Thick black tubes emerge from underneath them and disappear into the wall. Mrs. Garrick strokes the top of the one nearest to the doors, almost tenderly. “These are the Extraction Containers. Two brand-new containers were installed last week, which is why you’re here.”

Faith’s hand shoots up in the air, like we’re in a classroom and she has the answer. After waiting a beat to get called on, she asks her question. “So, the idea is that the machines extract energy from the electromagnetic field around our bodies, right?” she says.

“Correct,” Mrs. Garrick replies primly.

I think of my dad in Lizzy’s kitchen two months ago. “Just imagine,” he’d said, using his politician voice, flashing his too-shiny politician smile. “One day, you’ll be able to touch your thumb to a panel for five seconds and power a whole house! And Asher, you’ll tell your children and your grandchildren, I was part of that. Part of this great innovation that kept our nation safe and prosperous!”

I don’t know why he thought that would appeal to me, imaginary grandkids and national pride, powering a house with my thumb. But then, he hardly knows me. I looked at Lizzy, how scared she was, and I knew I had to do it. That was all.

Faith continues, “If electromagnetism is basically what holds all our atoms together, how does this process work without dissolving us?”

Mrs. Garrick’s face pinches a little tighter. “I’m not a scientist,” she says. “But I believe it is the field around your body that is being mined. Not your, ah, personal atoms.”

I’m thinking that Personal Atoms is an excellent band name, but Faith has another question: “What are the effects?”

“The effects are very minimal for children in this high-growth period, the eleven-to-fifteen-years-old range,” says Mrs. Garrick. “That’s why you are here and not your parents.”

“So what are the minimal effects?” asks Faith. “I haven’t been able to get any information about that.”

Everybody is shifting uncomfortably. Maybe, like me, they’re wondering why they didn’t think to ask about the effects at any point. Nobody said there would be effects.

“You may feel tired after going in the Extraction Container,” says Mrs. Garrick, her tone clipped. “That is why we emphasize rest, exercise, and good nutrition here at the Factory. And cleanliness.” She shoots Rodrigo an evil look.

As if she senses that Faith is going to interrupt whenever she pauses, Mrs. Garrick starts talking faster. She points at what looks like an elevator door with a keycard lock in the wall next to the Extraction Containers. There is a camera right over the door, pointing down at us.

“The laboratory is through there,” she informs. “Off-limits, obviously.”

She swings her arm to the left toward the far end of the Factory floor and up to a glass hallway, where a woman in a cranberry-red suit is watching us, still as a statue. Her hands are behind her back and her white hair is swept on top of her head.

“Offices up there,” Mrs. Garrick continues. “Also off-limits.”

She’s back on the move, taking us to the other side of the Factory floor, where there are three sets of automatic sliding doors spaced out across the long wall, including the doors nearest to the entrance that led to the changing room, and one set of old-fashioned push doors at the far end. I look back at the white-haired woman in the glass hallway. It feels like she’s staring straight at me, like those paintings whose eyes seem to follow you.

“Your daily lives will take place on this side of the building,” Mrs. Garrick says. “The other children are in the classroom now. You’ll meet them when school is over.”

The middle doors slide open silently onto a gleaming cafeteria.

“State of the art …” says Mrs. Garrick, flapping her hands at the cafeteria, and then she doesn’t seem to know what else to say (it’s just a cafeteria) so she takes us through the side doors, all of us straggling behind her like bewildered ducklings following their psychotic mama, into a completely white hallway with bright lights running along either side of the ceiling. The effect is blinding.

We pass another set of doors and she says, “Classroom through here—state-of-the-art—we won’t interrupt. Restrooms and infirmary at the end of the hall, you’ll see the medic shortly. Gym, recreation room, and dormitories on the second floor.”

A wide stairway leads up to another too-white, too-bright hallway. There are a few windows looking out at the steel fence and the guardhouse, the gate we came through.

“Gym this way,” says Mrs. Garrick. I can see her stopping herself from saying state-of-the-art again.

“This is the gym?” says the scraggly-facial-hair guy, looking at the rows of exercise bikes and elliptical machines with an expression of disdain. Mirrored walls, more bright lighting. I notice another surveillance camera at one end of the gym. “There’s no weights.”

“Third floor is for staff, off-limits,” says Mrs. Garrick, pointing at a set of stairs going up. She’s clearly done answering questions or listening to anything we have to say. “Recreation room through here.”

The recreation room carries the sharp scent of disinfectant, and there are cameras over the door and at the far end of the room. Now that I’ve noticed them, I’m seeing them everywhere, and I’m getting nothing but bad vibes. There is a giant TV screen at one end with a bunch of chairs and sofas in front of it, a table and chairs at another end, and a skinny, dark-haired kid about my age, wearing some kind of long plastic shirt, curled up in an armchair. He looks like he’s covered head to toe in a wet, sticky substance. Mrs. Garrick recoils when she sees him.

“Sanchez!” she yelps.

The kid opens his eyes slowly and stares at us, his expression unfocused.

“Ew,” whispers someone. “What the …”

Mrs. Garrick looks ready to explode. “You haven’t showered,” she says. “Blatant disregard for procedure, Sanchez!”

She produces a red slip from her pocket and waves it in front of his face. He winces, wrapping his arms tight around his knees.

“I fell asleep, I didn’t mean to. I felt really bad after this round,” he whispers.

“Take a shower and report to the medic if you are unwell,” barks Mrs. Garrick. “Immediately.”

The kid pushes himself out of the chair and staggers past us. He’s barefoot, the long shirt nearly reaching his knees, and he’s covered in some kind of translucent jelly. We all move aside so he can pass through the doorway.

“What was that?” asks a girl with long black braids. Everybody looks as horrified as I feel.

“Dormitories this way!” cries Mrs. Garrick, rushing us down the hall for the next stop on this Bad Vibes Tour. We must be right over the changing rooms now. “Restrooms at the end of the hall!”

She waves her hand in front of a sensor and the door opens onto a sterile room with twelve bunk beds, although the space looks like it could accommodate three or four times as many bunks. White floor, walls, ceiling. My heart is sinking, wondering what it will be like, living in this place for a whole year. Nan and I painted my bedroom a soft yellow because she thought it would be cheerful, and it is. I can’t imagine who decided on all this brilliant white, why the lights are so blinding, or why they need surveillance cameras all over the place.

“Girls’ dormitory,” she says. “Find your bunk, please.”

She goes clicking to the next door in the hall.

The boys’ dormitory is identical to the girls’. She ushers me, scraggly-facial-hair kid, and Rodrigo Quan inside. The door slides closed silently behind us. There are no windows, just a vent in the ceiling pouring out cold air. The bunk frames are metal and the mattresses thin, with white comforters stretched on top.

Scraggly says, “I call top bunk,” and flings himself up on top of one of the beds. The springs squeak and the mattress sags under his weight.

“You’re supposed to pick the bed that has a basket with your name,” Rodrigo says softly.

He’s right. A beige canvas basket like the ones in the changing room, this one labeled ASHER DOYLE, sits on a top bunk against the wall at the back of the dormitory. The basket on the lower bunk is labeled OTIS FLEMING. There is more puffy white fabric inside the basket—spare jumpsuits and white pajamas. Seriously, what do these people have against colors?

“I’m over here,” says Rodrigo, finding his basket.

Scraggly—I mean, Otis Fleming, I guess—rolls out of the top bunk, landing on his feet with a thud, and comes over to stand next to me and stare at the baskets. He considers them a moment. “I call top bunk,” he says again, then drags my basket down to the bottom bunk.

“Sure,” I say. “Whatever.”

I don’t care which bunk I’m in, and I’ve met kids like Otis before. I’m not going to argue with him. His father is a notorious hit man nicknamed the Scorpion. His mom sent him here to get him away from the evil man’s influence. They’ll use the money to relocate far away, somewhere in the north, where the Scorpion can’t find them and teach Otis his murderous trade.

Rodrigo pats his jumpsuit. “I wish we didn’t have to wear this.”

I don’t really mind the jumpsuit, even if it looks like an astronaut Halloween costume without the helmet. At least we’ll all look the same. School is a minefield of looking right and acting right and I gave up a long time ago because nothing I do or wear or say ever seems quite right. “You can’t run away from your problems,” Nan had told me, when I was trying to talk her into letting me go to the Factory, but at the time the expression out of the frying pan, into the fire wasn’t at the front of my mind. I just wanted to help Lizzy, and also skip the fallout from the Trevor Norton Incident at the end of seventh grade, which I still don’t want to talk about, ever.

I’m thinking up a story for Rodrigo—He grew up in the mountains, he can communicate with rabbits, his parents sent him here because the talking-to-rabbits thing was starting to freak everyone out, and with all the money they’ll be able to expand their mountain colony—when the door slides open and Mrs. Garrick snaps, “Ready?” as if we’re taking too long. We head back out. I spot the camera over the door as we go through it.

“Any questions?” asks Mrs. Garrick. “Good, now—”

“What was wrong with that boy in the recreation room?” Faith interrupts, saying what we’re all thinking.

Mrs. Garrick gives her a scathing look. “The health of each participant in the program is confidential.”

“He had something gross on him,” mutters the girl with black braids.

Mrs. Garrick folds her arms over her chest.

“I have another question,” says Faith, raising her hand pointlessly again. “Are there any activities here?”

The other four girls are already bunching together, away from her, exchanging glances. I feel bad for Faith, like I always feel bad watching someone tank their social standing without knowing it. Not that I’m an expert at fitting in, but at least I know I’m bad at it. Mrs. Garrick stares at Faith like she doesn’t understand the question.

“Like band?” Faith presses on. “Or clubs? Is music part of the curriculum? Do we play sports?”

She blinks rapidly, and I think her eyes are a little bit wet. I get it. We’re all wondering what we’ve gotten ourselves into.

“My clarinet was in my luggage,” says Faith, her voice rising.

And then, as if in response, a siren goes off, a high wail that makes everyone except Mrs. Garrick jump.

“Class is finished,” says Mrs. Garrick, looking relieved, when the siren stops. “You will each see the medic, and then you will be introduced to your buddies. They will show you around the first day or two, while you learn the schedule and routines.”

“That’s the bell?” asks Otis.

I’m thinking, a buddy sounds good. Maybe like an automatic friend, if they’re nice.

“That’s the bell,” says Otis again, shaking his head in amazement.

The stairwell echoes with the sound of footsteps and voices, and then the hall is full of kids in shiny white jumpsuits and white sneakers heading for the rec room. A couple of them pause to look our way. To my relief, they aren’t all semicomatose and covered in goo, so hopefully that’s not a regular thing here. A girl with bright pink hair showing an inch of black roots and pink-framed cat-eye glasses stops at the top of the stairs and says to Mrs. Garrick, “Where’s Troy?”

“Changing room,” says Mrs. Garrick grimly.

The girl raises her eyebrows and looks around Mrs. Garrick at the group of us standing there, awkward and afraid.

“Welcome to the Factory, newbies!” she says, and then adds ominously: “Dun-dun-dun.”

“Enough nonsense, Shu,” says Mrs. Garrick, flapping an angry hand at the girl, who drops an elaborate curtsy and disappears after the others, into the rec room.






[image: Chapter 4: “Do We Want to Have Fun?”]


Mrs. Garrick instructs us all to sit on the long bench outside the infirmary until we’ve had our turn with the medic. Myra Banks, the girl with the black braids, is sent in first. Mrs. Garrick points warningly at the camera high on the wall, its round black eye fixed on us, and says, “Once your medical check is complete, you will go straight to the dormitory and meet your buddy.”

Then, looking tremendously relieved, she walks away, leaving us there. We sit in awkward silence, self-conscious with that camera pointing down at us, until the girl with the pink hair appears in the hall, grinning broadly.

“I’ve got a mission for you, newbies.” She waves a little container of apple juice at us. “Who wants to prank the doctor? You’re going to have to do a urine test in there. If you put apple juice in the cup instead of pee, she’ll totally freak out.”

A short pause as the seven of us stare at her, and then I say, “Uh, do we want to freak out the doctor?”

“Uh, do we want to have fun?” she shoots back at me, deadpan.

I glance pointedly at the camera. “I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

“Nobody watches that thing,” she says. “I mean, if they did I would get way more red slips than I do. Come on, aren’t any of you any fun?”

She waggles the apple juice in front of Faith, who looks horrified, and then Otis, who sneers.

“You’re all a great disappointment,” she says, heaving a dramatic sigh. “I was really hoping somebody awesome would come this time.”

Myra comes out of the infirmary. “Asher Doyle? Your turn.” She adds reassuringly, “It’s no big deal.”

“She’s right, it’s a cakewalk,” says the pink-haired girl, unscrewing the top of the apple juice and drinking it. “The vivisection barely hurts. Have fun in there!”

I manage a weak smile and go inside the infirmary.

The doctor is a large, tired-eyed woman, not the handsome young doctor from the sample promo packet, although she does have a white coat and a stethoscope around her neck.

“Nice to meet you, Asher. I’m Dr. Lahiri.”

“Hi,” I say nervously.

“Step on the scale, please.”

I get weighed and measured, she asks me questions from a checklist about my sleep and appetite and allergies and stuff. She takes a blood sample, tells me to go pee in a cup, and then she looks inside my mouth and my ears and my eyes, listens to my heart, makes me take deep breaths, touch my toes.

“You seem to be very healthy,” she says, almost regretfully. “Do you have any questions for me?”

I can’t stop thinking about Faith’s question to Mrs. Garrick about effects of the Extraction Containers, and the skinny, dark-haired kid covered in goo—I felt really bad after this round, he’d said—so I ask, “Mrs. Garrick said we might feel tired after going in the Extraction Containers.”

Her expression doesn’t change. “The ECs affect everyone differently,” she explains. “Over a period of time, it can feel rather draining, which is why we prefer that you not go in every day. It’s important to rest between sessions.”

“Because it’s taking energy from your body’s electromagnetic field? That makes you tired?”

There is the briefest hesitation before she says, “Yes, in a way.”

“In a way?”

She almost smiles at me, a slight tilt at the corners of her mouth. “Any other questions or concerns?”

“We saw this kid. Um … he seemed like he wasn’t feeling well. And he had this stuff on him—”

“All children are required to take a shower after going in the ECs,” she says. “There is a protective gel that you should rinse off once the process is finished. I’ve checked the boy in question, and he’s fine, but he should have showered and taken his rest in the dorm. If you ever feel unwell, Asher, please come to see me.”

Everything she’s saying sounds so rote, but her eyes are kind.

I’m not sure how to ask what I want to ask: Am I going to be okay? But as if she can hear my thoughts, she adds gently, “You seem like a healthy boy, Asher. I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“Okay.”

“You can go up to your dorm now. Please ask Otis Fleming to come in next.”

*   *   *

I’m nervous entering the dorm now that it’s full of kids, but immediately a white kid with sandy-colored hair comes bounding over to me and says, “Asher Doyle? I’m Shaun Billings, I’m assigned to be your buddy.”

He starts talking and doesn’t stop for basically a half hour, asking me questions about what I like to do and what my old school was like but then plowing straight into his own answers to those questions without waiting for mine. Which is fine by me, since I’m not really up for a conversation right now and he clearly has enough conversation in him for the both of us.

When the supper bell wails, we go down to the cafeteria.

“I know how you feel,” he says. “I got off the waitlist a few weeks ago and you look exactly how I felt.”

I’m about to ask him how I look, and how he’d felt, but I’m interrupted by louder footsteps thumping right behind us and a husky voice saying, “Can you get any slower, Sanchez?” A body crashes into me, hard, from the side. I grab him before he falls over and steady us both.

“Sorry!” he gasps.

A tall, broad-shouldered kid elbows past us. He doesn’t get very far before the pink-haired girl appears out of nowhere, blocking his path with a look on her face like Vengeance Personified. She prods him in the chest and growls, “Touch him again and you will regret it, Delaney. You can’t even imagine how far I’ll take making your life here a misery. I’m happy to make it my single mission.”

She’s half the boy’s size, but there is something weirdly convincing about the way she says it, and the boy—Delaney—looks a little nervous as he says, “Relax, Shu. I’m just walking here.”

He charges through to the cafeteria with a pack of other kids. Otis Fleming has joined their ranks, no surprise there.

I look at the boy I caught. It’s the kid who was in the recreation room an hour ago. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he says, giving me a sweet, crooked smile. “Thanks.”

“Sure,” I say, and then I introduce myself awkwardly: “I’m Asher.”

“Troy Sanchez,” he says.

“Nice catch, Asher,” says the pink-haired girl, linking her arm through Troy’s and dragging him into the cafeteria ahead of us. Troy calls “Bye!” over his shoulder.

Shaun looks exasperated and gestures at me to follow him. We grab trays and approach the food counter. A short, round-cheeked boy who Shaun introduces as Omar joins us in line, with Rodrigo—his “buddy”—in tow.

“It’s ramen tonight,” says Omar, beaming.

“That’s our esteemed cook, Mrs. Sawyer,” says Shaun, nodding toward the middle-aged woman behind the counter. She has dark brown skin, gray hair pulled back in a tight bun, and one of her eyebrows is cut in half by a raised scar, which makes her look tough.

“She’s basically a genius,” whispers Omar reverently.

Ex-cop, I decide. She quit after her squad framed someone for a crime they didn’t commit. She couldn’t prove it, alienated everyone trying, and took this job to get away from it all. A lanky white guy, his face cratered with acne scars, is behind the counter talking to her. He reaches for a boiled egg in one of the containers and she slaps his hand away.

“Who’s that?” I ask.

“The janitor,” says Shaun.

“August.” Omar supplies his name. “He’s pretty nice.”

On the run from the law, long history of petty crime, and he’s always worried Mrs. Sawyer is onto him, even as they become closer, isolated out here in the desert, developing an almost mother-son relationship.

“Some new arrivals!” says Mrs. Sawyer, her warm tone vanquishing my tough ex-cop storyline. She turns to me. “What’s your name, honey?”

“Asher.”

The pink-haired girl is ahead of us in the line, piling desserts onto her tray.

“Leave some for the others, Violet,” August drawls.

“No, these are all for me,” she says. “You didn’t hear? It’s Dessert for Vi Night! I’m surprised they didn’t tell you.”

Mrs. Sawyer fills a steaming bowl of ramen for me. It looks delicious. It smells delicious. I sit at one of the tables with Shaun, Omar, and Rodrigo, starting to feel a little better. Mrs. Garrick’s tour made the Factory seem scary and bleak, but the medic was okay, good food is a promising sign, and I already have people to sit with in the cafeteria. Rodrigo is looking a lot happier too, now that he’s attached himself to Omar.

Shaun leans closer to me. “Okay, so you kind of got a crash course in kids to avoid when we were coming in. Josh Delaney is a tank, meaning you don’t want to get in his way. And then those two are just weird.” He nods toward the pink-haired girl—Violet Shu—and Troy Sanchez, sitting down at one of the far tables.

“Weird how?” I ask, confused.

“Just … Vi is so dramatic, and like, if anybody gives Troy a hard time, even a little bit, she goes totally ballistic. They knew each other before. They were besties growing up or something.”

I look at them again, their heads close together, laughing.

“It’s kind of boring here, but the food is amazing,” says Omar cheerfully. “Plus the air filters and AC never break down.”

I spot Faith trailing after a girl with long, shiny hair who is clearly ignoring her.

“Zoe!” calls someone, and the shiny-haired girl sits at the only remaining seat at a table full of kids, leaving Faith standing there awkwardly with her tray. Looks like she got assigned a rotten buddy. She goes and sits at a table by herself, holding her head high, her mouth a tight line.

Shaun follows my gaze and then says, “Stick with us and you’ll be fine. This place isn’t so bad.”

*   *   *

It takes forever to fall asleep in my bunk that first night, staring up at the sagging Otis-shape in the mattress above me and listening to the scattered snores around the room. In the morning, we’re woken by that bell like an air-raid siren. We take turns in the restrooms before heading down to the cafeteria again, where Mrs. Sawyer serves up omelets and milk and heaping bowls of fruit—“Protein, calcium, vitamins!” she says cheerfully. Sitting with Shaun, Omar, and Rodrigo, I notice Faith standing with a tray in the middle of the cafeteria. Her non-buddy, Zoe, is sitting with a pack of girls, laughing, her whole body turned away from Faith, who is looking from one unwelcoming table to another. When she glances our way, I look down quickly, then hate myself for it. When I look up, she’s sitting by herself again.

Those last few weeks of school, after the Trevor Norton Incident, I sat alone at lunch and I tried to pretend that I didn’t mind, but the truth is that even if there’s nobody you really want to be with, it feels terrible to be alone in a crowd. Something stops me from calling Faith over, though. Maybe I’m worried about ruining things with potential friends I don’t really know yet, or maybe I don’t feel like sitting with her, either, but it spoils my appetite a little, feeling bad for her and doing nothing.

We’re just finishing up breakfast when a man with spiky hair and a movie-star jawline enters the cafeteria, wearing hospital scrubs, staring intently at the screen of his handheld. The buzz of conversation stops completely.

“Tech,” murmurs Shaun, which doesn’t mean anything to me.

Without looking at any of us, the man reads twelve names off his handheld, including mine. I look around, not sure what to do. Shaun takes a huge bite of his breakfast, and then points at his overstuffed mouth as if to say, Sorry, can’t help. Thanks, buddy.

“Why is Troy on that list?” Vi pipes up from a few tables over. “He went in yesterday!”

“He’s on the list,” says the man, looking up from his handheld to glare at Vi with real animosity. Troy says something to Vi—I hear the words red slip—and her face falls.

“Nice to see some new arrivals,” says the man, although he still isn’t looking at us. “I’m Vance Crawler, the lead technician here.”

“There are two techs, so it’s a really important role, being lead technician,” Vi interjects, an angry bite to her voice.

Vance gives her a look that tells me all I need to know about this guy: no sense of humor, big ego, do not mess with him.

“Watch it, Shu,” he says coldly, and she bats her lashes. He clears his throat and says to the back wall above our heads: “If I’ve called out your name, it’s time for your first round in the ECs.”
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Twelve of us follow Vance Crawler out of the cafeteria. He points us toward the changing rooms. My heart is beating fast. I try to tell myself there’s nothing to be scared of, but I have no idea what to expect. The kids who have done this before grab a piece of plasticky fabric out of a bin by the changing room doors, so I do too. The non-newbies take the fabric into changing stalls.

“We have to wear this?” says Otis Fleming, outraged. “Why do we have to wear this?”

“It’s just … It’s required,” Troy Sanchez starts to explain, but Otis gives him a withering look and Troy stops talking.

I don’t even know what to call the item of clothing from the basket. It’s like a long T-shirt made of thin, crinkly plastic—the thing Troy was wearing when we came across him in the rec room yesterday. When I go into the stall and put it on, it falls to just above my knees.

Troy is one of the friendlier people I’ve met so far, even if we met because Delaney shoved him into me. When I come out of the stall, I ask him, “What’s it like going in the EC?”

He looks thoughtful and then says, “It’s sort of like drowning in Jell-O.”

Somebody else snorts at this description.

Vance Crawler is waiting by the row of Extraction Containers, shoulders back and jaw angled like he’s being photographed for a magazine. Next to him is a young woman with a blond pixie cut and worried eyes, also wearing scrubs, a handheld tucked under her arm.

Faith falls into step with me and mutters, “I’m not a big fan of Factory Fashion so far.” If she saw me avoiding her gaze in the cafeteria, she’s not holding it against me.

“Yeah, same,” I say, trying not to sound as nervous as I am, but obviously I’m not succeeding there because she says, “Scared?”

I nod, a lump forming in my throat. I think about Lizzy; I think about why I have to do this.

“Me too,” she says quietly.

“New arrivals on that side,” says Vance, waving us toward the young woman. “Avery will show you what to do.”

Avery, presumably the non-lead technician, heaves the lid of an Extraction Container open and hits a button on the side. The machine hums to life.

“Climb on in!” she says brightly, flapping a hand at the coffin-like container. Her tone is cheery, but she looks kind of wrecked, like a kindergarten teacher with a bad hangover.

I make myself approach the EC. It’s a big, hollow tube with tiny holes perforating the bottom and sides. The inside of the open lid is lined with rows of nozzles and flat lights. I imagine Avery as heiress to a huge fortune who got amnesia when a ceiling fan at a hotel fell on her head. She’s had to start her life over and has weird hallucinations so she doesn’t always know what’s real. She’s working here and has no idea her gazillionaire family is looking for her. Vance has figured out who she is, and is plotting to get a cut of the family fortune. Should he try to marry her? Kidnap her and hold her hostage?

Avery opens the next two ECs. Troy is climbing into one of the containers farther down, lying flat. Vance closes the lid on him and taps something into his handheld.

Faith gets into the EC next to me resolutely and says, “Like this?” She lies down and crosses her arms over her chest, so she really does look like she’s lying in a coffin.

“Great!” chirps Avery.

I copy Faith and climb in.

“It’ll be over in a flash,” Avery says encouragingly.

I lie back on the cold metal. Avery bends over me, holding up a tube that opens into a semicircle, like a smile, at the end. The rest of the tube runs along the inside of the machine and disappears into the end of it.

“You just clamp your teeth on the mouthguard and take nice, slow breaths,” she explains. She smells like some kind of lavender smoke. “Don’t spit it out, or you won’t be able to breathe.” She waits a beat, staring at me, and then says patiently, “Open your mouth.”

Like I’m at some futuristic dentist office, I open my mouth. She places the mouthguard end of the tube in my mouth and says, “Close down.” I clench the tasteless rubber between my teeth. “Good job. Now, just relax.”

Avery lowers the lid. There is a hissing sound as it seals shut. The lights along the inside of the lid glow purple and the little nozzles start to spin.

For about a minute, I dare to hope that this is it, just this whirring sound and the purple lights, but then I feel something cold all along my back and the backs of my legs. Some thick, cold substance is seeping up through the holes in the bottom of the container. I clench the rubber mouthguard tight between my teeth and try to keep my breathing slow. The stuff keeps pouring out of the holes, rising up around me. It slides inside my ears and I squeeze my eyes shut, trying not to scream, remembering what Troy said: Like drowning in Jell-O. They’ve all done it before, they keep doing it, it can’t be so bad. The stuff creeps over my stomach, covers my arms, my legs, my shoulders, slipping over my neck and then my face. My breaths are coming way too fast now. I’m starting to panic. I can’t do this, I can’t. I reach up and bang on the lid, push against it, trying to get out of the slime, which keeps rising, and then it’s over my face, inside my nose—it’s going to choke me!—but the tube keeps pumping air into me. The jelly slides under my eyelids and a scream gets stuck in my throat. This stuff is under my skin—slippery and cold, it feels as if it’s inside my veins, sliding through me.

A bang, a jolt, and everything goes bright white.

It hurts, a tugging somewhere deep I can’t place. And then I’m drifting. There is an unraveling feeling at my center. Images flash through my mind, but so many of them layered one on top of the other that I can’t separate them out, can barely take them in. They are spinning away from me, like water pulled down a drain. And then—

I am standing outside a brick building, windows glinting in the sun. I look around.

BAM!

Another white flash—a sharp pain, like an icy hand reaching inside me, prying, searching. I disappear again into a dizzying rush of sensation and images, a kaleidoscopic swirl.

A hand cutting vegetables with a sturdy knife—BAM—a car door slamming, laughter, a familiar voice calling, “Hang on a sec!”—BAM—brown water gurgling out of a tap—BAM—a woman sitting on a green sofa, hands between her knees and tears sliding down her cheeks—BAM—I’m running, holding something to my chest …

Every white flash seems to jolt my entire body, and each time that horrible sharp hand reaches into me, ice-cold, closing around … what? … before I’m sucked again into the whirlpool of images, rushing by so fast, out of reach in the space of a fraction of a second, and I’m nothing more than the flow of it all pouring out of me. Like I’m dissolving, dissolved.

I have no sense of time passing, but at some point, I become aware of the purple lights again, and the jelly receding, sinking away. I’m shivering violently. There’s a hiss, a click, and the lid opens. I squint at the brightness outside the gaping mouth of the container. Avery is looking down at me, her eyes shiny, no expression on her face.

“Come on out,” she says. “You’re done.”

She pries the mouthguard from between my teeth. I take in a shuddering breath and pull myself to a sitting position. Every part of me aches, but the worst of it is that I can’t even say “My leg hurts” or “My head hurts” because I can’t locate the pain or name the sense of something missing. I’m covered in the residue of that cold jelly.

Faith is already standing beside her EC, eyes closed, taking deep breaths. Otis surges out of the next one, sputtering, snot all over his face. I want Nan so badly my chest aches. I want to lean against her soft shoulder, to feel her hand on my head, to hear her voice saying, “You poor kid, what a nightmare, I’ll make some cocoa.”

“Can you hear me?” Avery says anxiously. “You can get out now.”

I climb out, staring at my feet as they land on the concrete floor. It feels like everything should just spill out of me, a loose mess, because surely whatever held me together in the first place has been undone. But my body is propped improbably upright on my feet, on my trembling legs.

“You all did great,” says Vance briskly, strolling over. “The first time is definitely the worst, but your body adjusts. Go take a shower. One-hour mandatory rest period in the dorms, and then you can head to class. If you don’t feel well, let Dr. Lahiri know.”

Faith opens her eyes and her gaze meets mine. I attempt an encouraging smile, but I’m not sure what my face is doing. Otis goes staggering toward the shower rooms, nearly tripping over his own feet. Faith and I follow, not talking, because what can you say, after that?

Steaming water pours down on me as soon as the shower door closes. I wash the slippery residue off my skin and out of my hair, checking myself over for injury, for signs of that icy hand that seemed to penetrate so deeply and painfully, but I don’t have a mark on me. I can hear someone crying quietly in the next stall. The second water dump comes and then I’m blasted with noisy hot air. The crying has stopped by the time the dryer falls silent.
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I can’t imagine getting used to that, but maybe I will. Vance said that the first time was the worst, so at least it’s over with now. Everybody is filing out of the changing room. I feel achy and flu-ish, and all I want to do is lie down. Troy is standing in the middle of the room with his jumpsuit only partly zipped up and a funny look on his face, his eyes sliding sideways.

“Hey, are you okay?” I ask him.

He can’t seem to focus his eyes on me, but he says, “Yeah.”

He stumbles out ahead of me, and I follow, wondering if I should tell him to zip up the rest of the way or if that’s weird. We’re on the stairs when he suddenly pitches forward, landing hard, hands and feet twitching.

I drop to my knees next to him. “Hey!” I yell at the others, farther up the stairs. “He needs help!”

A few kids dart on up the stairs like they don’t want to see it. The rest freeze partway. Faith is the only one who comes straight to us. Troy’s eyes are rolling around, his mouth stretched tight, and he’s still twitching.

“Can you hear me?” Faith asks Troy, but he doesn’t answer. She tries to drag him to a sitting position.

“We should take him to the infirmary,” she says to me. “Come on.”

We each grab him around the waist and carry him between us down the stairs and along the hall, his feet dragging. He’s a skinny guy but heavier than he looks.

Faith pounds on the door and Dr. Lahiri opens it. The medic’s face doesn’t register any shock, she just takes Troy in her arms immediately and carries him straight through her office into a room with several hospital beds hooked up to machines, with me and Faith on her heels. She puts Troy down on one of the beds and speaks into her handheld: “Mrs. Garrick, to the infirmary.”

“I’ll go find his friend,” Faith says to me breathlessly.

I can’t tear my eyes away from Troy, twitching violently on the bed. His eyes roll toward me and away, but I don’t think he sees me.

“Hold his arm still,” says Dr. Lahiri.

His arm is flailing, so I grab it and try to hold it. I can feel the muscle tremors, like he’s trying to fight his way out of his skin. This whole thing feels like a bad dream. Dr. Lahiri moves fast, stabbing him in the shoulder with a needle, and his body instantly relaxes. His eyes close shut. He lies still, chest rising and falling, while Dr. Lahiri fixes an oxygen mask over his face, flips a switch behind the bed, and then connects him to an IV drip.

“What happened?” I whisper.

Before Dr. Lahiri can answer me, we hear the click-clack-click-clack sound of Mrs. Garrick approaching. She definitely can’t sneak up on anybody in those shoes.

“What happened?!” shrieks Mrs. Garrick, like my lunatic echo, barging past me and staring at Troy on the bed.

“Bad reaction,” says Dr. Lahiri.

“Is it … Oh, lordy lordy. Is it what happened to Luisa?” Mrs. Garrick clutches her chest.

“I can’t say—not without scanning tech,” says Dr. Lahiri.

Vi comes screeching into the infirmary next, pink glasses askew. She starts to fling herself at Troy, but Dr. Lahiri catches her and pulls her back like she weighs nothing at all. For all the force of her personality, Vi is pretty tiny.

“Troy has had a bad reaction but he will be fine,” says Dr. Lahiri firmly. “I need to run some tests, and the two of you need to leave.”

Mrs. Garrick wheels around at us. “Doyle, one-hour mandatory rest after the EC,” she barks. “And, Shu, back to class immediately or it’s a red slip for absenteeism.”

Vi shakes her head, her eyes fixed on Troy. I can see it coming—Dr. Lahiri and Mrs. Garrick both winding up to come down hard on Vi, when what they need to be doing is focusing on Troy. “They can’t help him if we’re distracting them,” I say quickly. “Come on.”

I don’t really expect it to work, but Vi sort of slumps, and I take her by the arm and guide her out of the infirmary. Faith is waiting anxiously in the hallway.

“Is he okay?” she asks.

Vi looks at me, like I might have the answer.

“I’m not sure,” I tell them. “Dr. Lahiri seems like she knows what she’s doing.”

We stand there in the hall for a moment, not sure what to do next.

“I’m not going back to class,” Vi says finally. “Mrs. Garrick can red-slip me for skipping if she wants. Let’s see if Mrs. Sawyer will give us a soda.”

*   *   *

The cafeteria is empty. Vi goes right behind the counter like she owns the place and pushes through the door to the kitchen, one of the only nonautomatic doors, calling, “Mrs. S?”

Faith and I follow her nervously. The kitchen is empty too, but Vi opens the giant industrial fridge and pulls out three cans of fizzy grape soda. We settle ourselves at one of the tables in the cafeteria. Vi pops the tab of her soda and takes a long drink. She shuts her eyes tightly. “Explain what happened.”

“Troy seemed a little … off … after going in the EC,” I say. “And then he collapsed on the stairs. The doctor really does seem to know what she’s doing, though.”

“I hate this,” says Vi. Then she shakes her head violently, like she’s shaking the thought away. “Change of topic. Why are you two here?”

“Here?” asks Faith, puzzled.

“Here, at the Factory,” she says. “Why’d you sign up for this?”

I take a sip of the soda, stalling for time. The adrenaline of Troy’s collapse is wearing off, leaving me jittery and exhausted at the same time. Everything looks too bright and sharp edged.

Faith starts examining the ingredient list on the can.

“Fine, I’ll go first,” says Vi. “I was a whoops-baby. My mom was already kind of old, and broke, and then I come along. Surprise! Mostly Troy’s family took care of me. They live in the same co-op. So Troy is almost like my younger brother. Six months younger, but still.”

“How did you guys hear about the Factory?” asks Faith.

“Troy’s brother has this condition—it’s super rare and he needs, like, round-the-clock care. His parents wanted to hire professional help, but they don’t have the money. They were trying to find any way to get it covered and then some guy comes from the health insurance company—at least, he said he was from the health insurance company—and tells them about this experimental pilot program, how it’s still top secret but Troy is the right age and could be a candidate.”

“And he told you about it?” I ask.

“No, we were eavesdropping, hiding in the kitchen closet, and like … it’s so much money, plus they pay for college. It’d change our lives, right? So I pop out of the closet and I’m like, ‘Hey, sign me up too!’ The guy was mad at first, but in the end we both got to come here.” She makes a face. “It seemed like such a great idea at the time.”

“How long have you been here?” Faith asks.

“Month and a half,” says Vi. “You guys are the second waitlist round. They got in some new ECs, and there’s more coming, I heard, so there’ll be more kids eventually. They want to fill the Factory floor with ECs and pack us in like sardines.”

I think back to what Mrs. Garrick said in Dr. Lahiri’s office. “Do you know someone called Luisa?”

Vi looks startled. “Luisa? She was here for like two weeks and then left.”

“Why did she leave?” I ask.

“Beats me. She was just gone one day. That was a month ago. How do you even know about her?”

“Mrs. Garrick said … When she saw Troy was sick or whatever, she asked Dr. Lahiri if it was the same thing that happened to Luisa.”

Vi is silent, pondering this.

“And …” I try to remember exactly what she said. “The doctor said something like … she can’t be sure what happened without scanning tech.”

“So Luisa had a bad reaction?” says Faith quietly.

“Maybe,” says Vi. “Seriously, I never heard anything. One day she’s here, next day she’s not. She was quiet. I think it took us all a few days to even notice.”

“Nobody explained what it was going to be like,” says Faith. “Going in the ECs.”

Vi sloshes her can back and forth. “It’s kind of hard to describe.”

Drowning in Jell-O. Troy was the only one who tried to describe it.

“It felt like there was something … I don’t know, like something got inside me,” I say. Even trying to put words to it makes me feel like throwing up.

Faith nods. “Like it was rummaging around in my organs,” she says, shuddering. “Plus, I saw all this weird stuff. Like, images.”

“Me too,” I say.

“We all do,” says Vi. “It’s a side effect, kind of like dreams, or, I don’t know, hallucinations. And that feeling like something is getting yanked right out of you? Well, that’s extraction, kids. But seriously, quit changing the subject. I want to know why your parents or guardians or whoever shipped you off here.”

I hesitate. I don’t want to say that my mom is in debt to a mobster and my absentee dad thought this would be a great solution, even if that’s the truth. Lizzy never meant for any of this to happen. Since I live with my grandmother and Lizzy lives in the city, people assume that Lizzy abandoned me in some way, but that’s not how it feels. Lizzy was just nineteen when she had me, and she’s more like an awesome older sister than a mother. Nan raised me so Lizzy could finish college, although she didn’t end up graduating. She calls me and messages me all the time. In the summers, if there are no algae blooms and the air quality index dips below a hundred and fifty, she’ll show up wearing gigantic sunglasses and drive me over an hour to the beach with the windows down and music blasting. She’s the one who taught me to swim and ice-skate and ride a bike, and a year ago when I turned twelve, she tried to teach me to drive in an empty parking lot, but she made me promise not to tell Nan after I drove into a bush. Lizzy’s judgment is not necessarily what you would call the best, but she takes a day from regular and dials it up to spectacular. Whenever I’m with her, my cheeks hurt from smiling so much, my stomach hurts from laughing. She takes endless selfies of us, cheek to cheek at the zoo, at a hockey game, eating pizza, at the trampoline park. After a day with Lizzy, I feel wired, and Nan lets me eat fried rice straight out of the convenience store box in front of a movie to unwind, settling back into the peace and slowness of our regular life.

“Hey, I told you my sorry tale,” says Vi, irritated.

I’m trying to think of what to say when Faith begins, almost dreamily, “We used to live in a house up the hill from the beach. I could have my breakfast on the balcony and look out over the harbor. My bedroom had this great reading nook. I liked my school. Everything was good. But we lost our house in one of the super-hurricanes last year. The whole neighborhood was wiped out. The insurance company bailed and went under, so we lost everything except the stuff we carried out. We were in one of the climate refugee camps for a few weeks, and my mom got really sick.” She shudders a little and continues, talking faster and faster, her voice rising: “My aunt and uncle took us in, but my mom can’t work anymore, and we have all these medical bills, and I have to share a room with my little cousins. I had a really nice clarinet, but that was lost too—we lost almost all our stuff—and I joined the band at my new school, but it isn’t very good and the replacement clarinet I got is just a cheap piece of junk.”

She practically yells the word junk, then stops and takes a deep breath. Vi tilts her head to one side, like she’s confused.

“Someone from the hurricane relief organization approached my dad to tell him about the Factory,” Faith continues, more calmly. “I’m the right age, so. It’s a lot of money, like you said. Maybe we can get our own place and things can be more like they used to be, after this.” Faith shrugs. “The one good thing about last year was that I got on to a really good soccer team. But if I don’t play all year, I might not have a chance to get back on the team next year.”

“Okay.” Vi points at me. “Your turn.”

Faith and Vi eye me expectantly. There’s no way out of this one. “I live with my grandmother, but she’s retiring soon and … we just need the money …”

Vi laughs. “Well, nobody here has a rich family,” she says, then tilts her head at Faith. “Maybe ex-rich, at best.”

Nan is only sixty and I don’t think she plans on retiring anytime soon. She doesn’t make a ton of money, but she’s careful, we have a good place to live, and we were doing fine until Lizzy got herself in trouble. Lying makes me uncomfortable, especially after hearing Faith’s terrible story, but telling the truth feels like a betrayal of Lizzy.

“What about your parents?” asks Vi, fixing me with a level expression.

“My mom lives in the city.”

“A dad?”

“He’s not around.”

“Sucks to be us, right?” Vi says, and grins. “Bunch of unlucky losers.”

She raises her can of soda. Faith and I raise our cans too and we all clink cans across the table, laughing. Weirdly, even though I still hurt all over and this might have been the strangest day of my life, it’s the most relaxed I’ve felt since getting here …

Until the cafeteria doors swing open and click-click-click, Mrs. Garrick scuttles toward us.

“Uh-oh.” Vi looks a little sick for a second, before mustering her bravado. “Here we go. Red Slip City.”

But Mrs. Garrick doesn’t even look at Vi and Faith.

“Asher Doyle,” she says, her eyes bugging out more than usual, “the director would like to speak with you.”

“Me?” I say, confused. “What for?”

“Now, please!” She glances at Vi and Faith and says distractedly, “Back to class, you two!”

Vi and Faith stare after us as I get to my feet and follow Mrs. Garrick out and across the Factory floor, to the elevator.
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Asher Doyle won’t be in the supermarket at 4:00 p.m. on a certain Saturday in March, two decades in the future. And because he won’t be there, he won’t happen to see a report on the screen at the checkout about a physicist named Vance Crawler. Suddenly reeling and dizzy, Asher won’t stare at the man’s handsome face, his square jaw, and straight nose—familiar but years older, middle-aged now.

Asher won’t spend the weekend tracking Vance down. He won’t write him an email asking to meet. He won’t take a bus all the way to the city to sit down in an expensive sushi restaurant with the man who used to shut him in the Extraction Containers all those years ago at the Factory. Vance will not come in, already on the defensive, and then crumble a little when he looks into Asher’s eyes.

They will not spend a tense, unhappy hour sitting across from each other, barely touching their food. Asher will not wonder what he expected. An apology? Ridiculous.

Asher will not ask him, “Did you know from the very beginning?”

Asher will not ask him, “Why would you agree to something like that?”

Asher will not ask him, “Didn’t you look at us and think … didn’t you ever think that it was not okay, what you were doing?”

Asher will not ask him, “Do you regret it?”

Vance will not bluster and argue and deflect until Asher asks him, “Is Avery okay?”

Vance will not recoil like he’s been struck, his eyes will not fill with tears, he will not choke back a sob and then break down completely.

Asher won’t experience a shock like that of overturning a rock and seeing dozens of tiny creatures scuttling for cover, witnessing all that guilt and rage still hiding out under the weight of Vance’s years of success.

None of us ever emerges unscathed from the past. We drag the past with us everywhere we go, onward, onward. And sometimes the past recedes, but sometimes it grows more powerful and more terrible the further you get from it, casting its shadow so far ahead you feel you can’t go forward anymore, into that darkness.

And you can’t go back. You can never go back to undo what you’ve done.

Asher won’t come to understand this or anything else about Vance, because he won’t see the report, he won’t meet him in the city, he won’t watch him cry into his sushi, he won’t look at his own hands shaking and wish he hadn’t come. Vance will not find himself dreaming every night of the Factory after that, of closing the Extraction Containers on frightened children, until he is forced to truly reckon with the man he was, and the man he has become.

In this sense, something was stolen from Vance at the same time it was stolen from Asher.
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Mrs. Garrick and I ride the elevator in silence up to that glass hallway overlooking the Factory floor. There are three doors, one at either end of the hall and one in the middle. We turn right and approach the door at the end, with a camera above it. The door opens automatically, and we enter a carpeted office with soft lighting. Behind the desk sits possibly the oldest woman I’ve ever seen in my life. She is so shriveled and bony that she looks kind of like a mummy. She has a key hanging around her neck, a tiny white dog in her lap, and a set of false teeth sitting at her elbow as she taps away very fast at a computer keyboard with her two index fingers. She looks up at us through glasses so thick they distort the shape of her eyes, and then picks up her teeth and pops them into her mouth with a snap. The tiny dog looks up at us balefully. His tail wags once, like he’s being polite but that’s the best he can manage.

“Asher Doyle is here to see Director Mach,” says Mrs. Garrick.

The ancient lady stabs a button at the side of her desk with one finger, and an authoritative voice comes over the intercom: “Send him in, Miss Chen.”

A door at the back of the office slides open. Mrs. Garrick folds her arms across her chest and glares at me. Hesitantly, I step into a much larger office with floor to ceiling windows at the back facing out onto the desert. I can see rock formations in the distance and white wind turbines dotting the landscape. I’m so struck by the view, all that sky suddenly visible, that I’m slow to take in the woman behind the desk until she stands up and the door slides shut behind me.

“Asher Doyle,” she says. “I am Director Mach. Have a seat.”

It’s the woman in the red suit I saw yesterday, but today she’s wearing a plum-colored suit and chunky black-framed glasses, her white hair scooped up in a twist. She gestures at the chair across from her, so I sit down, and so does she, a desk as big as a bed between us. She looks at something on her desktop screen for a minute, and then she leans across the desk to look at me closely.

She is just staring at me, saying nothing, and it’s making me nervous. Her eyes behind her glasses are a clear blue, with a single gold spot, like a freckle, in one iris. I try to come up with a story about her, but it’s like walking into a wall; something about her repels imagination. She looks back at her computer screen, frowning, and then clasps her hands and goes back to examining my face.

“Smile,” she commands.

I force a smile automatically, one of those fake school-picture-day smiles, unable to look away from that gold spot in her eye.

She leans back with a satisfied look on her face and says, “Ha!”

Ha? She picks up an electronic pen, twirls it between her fingers, then points it at my face. “You are Senator Garrison Broom’s illegitimate son.”

I sit there, frozen, staring back at her.

“I thought it odd that he personally recruited you for the program,” she says. “You don’t look very like him, but I’m right, aren’t I?”

I have no idea if I should deny it or not, but I nod my head.

Her lip curls disdainfully. “I imagine you don’t know him terribly well. He offers payoffs that seem generous, shows up now and then?”

I nod again, kind of surprised at the accuracy of this guess. My father is ten years older than Lizzy, and he was just getting started in politics when she had me—which he was not happy about. He gives her some money every month and we’re all supposed to keep our mouths shut about my having any relationship to him. Every expensive thing I own was a gift he gave me, so he’s kind of like this fairy godfather with a bad personality who shows up every three or four years and bestows something amazing on me, like the very latest VR console, and then disappears again. He’s not on my birth certificate. He has a wife and two kids, all three of them photogenic and blond and expensively dressed, a picture-perfect family for a young senator. Lizzy and I would kind of spoil the picture, I guess.

Director Mach looks at the computer screen, clicks something. “Your grandmother takes care of you?”

“Yes.”

“She’s done a good job. Your medical records say you’re healthy. You attended a good school. She is employed, keeps up with the rent, you live in a climate-controlled building. Why would she send you here?”

My mouth is very dry. “For money,” I say weakly.

“On the face of it, your family does not appear to be in dire straits. It even appears that your grandmother loves you. Her health is good enough. What happened?”

I think of Nan and Lizzy in that cold office just two days ago, but it feels like another lifetime already. A woman with shiny hair and shiny teeth had said to Nan encouragingly, “Just sign right here, and we can transfer the initial payment immediately.” To me she had said warmly, “You must be excited, Asher. It’s such a rare opportunity!”

Lizzy had put her hand on Nan’s shoulder and said, “He’ll be okay, Mom.”

Nan let out this little sound, something between a gasp and a sob. And she signed.

“Lizzy, my mom,” I hear myself say. I stare at the gold dot in Director Mach’s eye like I’m being hypnotized. “She borrowed some money … a lot of money, and then …”

“Ah,” says Director Mach. “I see.”

Lizzy has had a million different projects that were supposed to launch her to fame and fortune. For a long time, she wanted to be an actress, which seemed plausible to me and Nan because Lizzy kind of looks like a movie star, with her perfect pointed face, her light-up-the-room grin, her mass of dark curls. When that didn’t work out, she was a backup singer for a semisuccessful band for a few years, and they toured all the livable states and did concerts at climate refugee camps before the band split up. She had a web magazine going for a while. It never gets her down when something doesn’t work out. She just moves on to the next thing, bursting with enthusiasm.

This year, it was going to be her own line of fashion accessories. She was starting small until some big-deal investor said he would finance her. He made all these promises, loaned her a ton of money, and she started planning big—really big.

But then something happened. She came to visit and she wasn’t her usual bouncy self. She sat at the kitchen table, fidgeting with her sunglasses. Nan asked me to excuse them so they could talk privately. I went to my room and tried to read some of my favorite manga, a growing knot of anxiety twisting in my gut.

After Lizzy left, I asked Nan what was going on.

“She owes some money,” Nan told me, staring out the window at the smoggy valley.

“How much money?” I asked.

“Too much,” said Nan, and she looked scared. “Too much, and to the wrong person.”

I don’t know all the details, but as far as I can tell, the big-deal lender who dazzled Lizzy turned out to be a mob guy and a scammer and he wanted his money back with interest. Lizzy tried to ask my father for help. That’s why he came to her apartment in his fancy suit, looking around at the peeling paint with distaste, and showed us the sample promotional packet for the Factory. It would go public in a year or so, but for now it was still classified, he explained. Select kids were being recruited for the pilot program, he was involved with the funding, it was a great opportunity, would change the world—would change my life.

“It’s a lot of money,” Lizzy told Nan, without telling her where she got the packet. “More than enough to get me out of this mess, and they’ll cover college for Asher, anywhere he wants to go! He’s smart, it would be so great for him. Once they build more Factories and go public and everybody knows about it, it’ll be literally impossible to get a spot. This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance! I mean, you could get a better apartment. We could go on vacation, the three of us, after he’s back. When did you last take a great vacation, Mom? We could go on a cruise!”

“Now you’ve spent that money three times over, as usual, in your mind,” said Nan dryly.

“Mom,” said Lizzy.

“No, Lizzy,” said Nan. “There is no way on earth.”

But Lizzy’s lender ended up being even scarier than we thought. We had to come up with the money somehow, and we didn’t know a better way. We didn’t know any other way. The signing payment alone would cover half her debt. I was dreading going back to school anyway, playing the scene with Trevor Norton in the cafeteria over and over in my mind. It seemed like maybe it wasn’t such a terrible idea.

Now that I’m here, now that I’ve felt that sharp hand digging around inside me, now that I’ve held Troy Sanchez’s arm still as he seized, I can’t say if I would make a different choice. Because the plain fact is that Lizzy was in real danger, and that first payment bought her some time. The money we’ll get for this year will buy her safety and then some. She wasn’t wrong. She just didn’t know what it would be like here. And I wonder if she would have let me go, if she had known.

“Your father told you about this program,” Director Mach prompts me. “Why would he want you to come here?”

“S-so my mom could pay back the money she owes?” I stammer.

“Why does he care if she can pay it back or not?”

It’s a fair question. “I don’t know.”

“So, your father is callous and your mother is an idiot. How unfortunate for you,” says Director Mach. “How old are you, Asher?”

“I just turned thirteen.”

She gets a funny look on her face, just for a moment, before giving me a false smile and saying, “Just the right age. And what did your father tell you about the Factory?”

I tell her the truth: “He said it would be a great opportunity for … a boy like me.”

Her mouth twists into an ironic smile, like a puzzle has come together. I wish I could ask her to explain it to me, because whatever she seems to understand now, I definitely don’t. I get the feeling I’m about to be dismissed, but I’ve got a thousand questions and here I am sitting across from the director of the program, so I muster my courage and ask her:

“Did you hear about Troy Sanchez? Is he going to be okay?”

“We’re done here, Asher,” she says crisply, turning back to her computer screen.

And even though I’m exhausted, aching, wrecked—maybe even in shock—I feel this bright flare of anger, and I say more forcefully, “That’s not fair. I answered your questions. All these personal questions about my family. You can’t even tell me if Troy is okay?”

She looks at me appraisingly, like she’s seriously considering this. “He had a reaction. I’ve just been briefed about it. He’ll be fine.”

“What does that mean, though?” I push. “What kind of reaction?”

A pause, her expression caught between irritation and something else, I’m not sure what, but maybe a glimmer of sympathy. “The technology is brand-new,” she says at last. “It’s still being fine-tuned. It’s perfectly safe at your age, but some children do respond better than others.”

“So the Extraction Containers are extracting something—energy—from our electromagnetic field, right?”

“Exactly.” She turns back to her computer and starts tapping away at the keyboard. “Goodbye, Asher.”

I stand up and say automatically, “It was nice meeting you.”

She stops what she’s doing and looks at me again, as if surprised. She doesn’t say it was nice meeting me too, which is fair enough; it wasn’t really nice meeting her, either, but Nan raised me to be polite. She opens a drawer in her desk, pulls out a thin white box, and waves it at me.

“Here,” she says. “Chocolates. A little treat for you.”

I thank her and take the box.

“Go on now,” she says, almost angrily. “Goodbye.”

When I step out of Director Mach’s office, the janitor, August, is patting Miss Chen’s dog while she takes the key from around her neck and unlocks her desk.

“Hey, it’s Asher, right?” says August, surprised. “What are you doing up here?”

“Uh …” I have no idea how to answer. “She wanted to see me.” I jerk my thumb at the office door behind me.

“Huh.” He looks puzzled.

Miss Chen opens her desk. There are a bunch of compartments with thin bundles of keycards in them. She gives August one of the cards, her expression severe.

“I know, I know, I’ll bring it right back,” he says to Miss Chen. He waves the card at me. “Lost my storeroom key. I think I dropped it down the laundry chute.”

We go down the elevator together, and August says, “So, the director wanted to see you?”

“Uh-huh.”

“She give you that?” He nods at the box of chocolates in my hand.

I shove it in my pocket. “Yeah.”

“Weird,” he mutters.

“What’s it like working here?” I ask. “Is it, like, a good job?”

He laughs. “It’s a job. We’ll leave it at that.”

The doors open and August goes loping ahead of me across the Factory floor. I follow slowly, thinking about what Director Mach said: Why would he want you to come here? It hadn’t really occurred to me that my father wanted me to come here, but when she said it, I thought about how eager he seemed, how great he made it sound. Did he know what it was really like here? Why did he push it so hard?

I go up to the dorm and lie down in my bunk. The other kids who went in the ECs are lying down already. Somebody is whimpering. I squeeze my eyes shut, my mind circling wildly around everything that happened since this morning—the rising jelly, the terror of the EC, the cold, grasping fingers and whirlwind of images, Troy collapsing on the stairs, Vi and Faith in the cafeteria, and the luminous gold spot in Director Mach’s blue eye …
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It feels as if hardly any time has passed before a mechanical voice announces, “Rest time is over. Please return to the classroom.”

I sit up.

“Sanchez still out?” asks one boy, stuffing his feet into his sneakers and looking around the dorm.

“He’s in the infirmary,” I say.

“Why’d he get Jack’s spot instead of doubling his time tomorrow?” asks another boy.

“Jack has a fever,” says the first one.

“Did you hear why Sanchez got red-slipped? He took a nap in the rec room without even showering!” The second boy squawks with laughter.

Rodrigo, Otis, and I follow the two experienced boys down to the “classroom,” which is actually an auditorium-sized space, filled with row upon row of long, glossy-topped tables and ergonomic seats facing computers that look brand-new. I can almost hear Mrs. Garrick declaring it state of the art. I notice the camera above the door right away, pointing down at us.

“Asher, over here!” Shaun says, waving me to a seat next to his.

“How many kids are here total?” I ask Shaun, looking around. This room looks like it would fit a hundred or more.

“Eight newbies, so forty-eight now,” he says. “When we get more ECs, they’ll bring in another round off the waitlist.”

Mrs. Garrick comes clicking into the classroom after us, her face puckered like she’s just tasted something sour.

“New arrivals, you’ll be doing assessments for the rest of the day. Type in your name and current grade and follow the directions. It’s very straightforward. The program will place you at the appropriate level once your assessment is complete. Username is your last name, password is your birthday, and you can’t change either of those.”

Faith has just taken her seat two rows in front of me. She raises her hand.

Mrs. Garrick gives her an outraged look and says, “Yes?”

“Is there a teacher?” asks Faith.

I hope Mrs. Garrick isn’t the teacher.

“This is top-of-the-line Programmed Education,” says Mrs. Garrick.

“Oh,” says Faith quietly, sounding disappointed.

I log on to my computer and put on my headset.

Welcome! A cartoon man with glasses and a tie appears on my screen. Ready for your math test? A lot of school districts use Programmed Education because it’s cheaper, but with all the state-of-the-art whatever here and the promise of a good education, I guess I was expecting a real teacher. Not that it matters much; I’m just here for a year. But the whole reason Nan moved to Easton in the first place is because it has traditional schools with real teachers.

Faith raises her hand again, and Zoe, across the aisle, rolls her eyes at her friend, who giggles snidely. Mrs. Garrick points at the camera, like a warning, and goes click-clacking out. My whole body is still aching. I look back at my computer, trying to revive some shreds of algebra buried in my exhausted brain.

*   *   *

The rest of the day drags by. After lunch, twelve more kids are called to go in the ECs. They return to class a few hours later, looking pretty much like how I felt that morning. By the time the siren wails to mark the end of the school day, the worst of the aches have subsided—those shadowy hands prying around inside me like a bad dream that’s already fading.

As the others troop upstairs, I go down the hall to the infirmary and tap on the door, wondering if I can find out how Troy is doing. There’s no answer, and so after a minute I head upstairs alone. I’m at the top of the stairs when Vi jumps around the corner and grabs my arm, putting a finger to her lips. I stifle a yell and she mimes shushing me even more ferociously. The hall is empty except for her and Faith.

“If you want someone to be quiet, you shouldn’t jump out at them,” I whisper indignantly.

She ignores the very good point I’m making and says, “So, spill. Why did the director want to see you?”

I could tell them, but it feels too complicated, explaining about my dad, and Lizzy, so I say, “She had a question about how I was recruited. It’s boring.”

Vi looks at me closely. “What does that mean? How were you recruited?”

I stammer something about how it was a government backer for the Factory instead of the usual recruitment agents.

“A government backer?” Faith asks.

“A senator,” I say.

“Why did he recruit you?”

“He knows my mom, and he knew about our money problems, so—”

“He was trying to help you?” Vi narrows her eyes.

“Kind of. It’s just not the way we’re normally recruited, I guess.”

I’m sweating under my jumpsuit. I want out of this interrogation.

“What’s the director like?” asks Faith.

“Kind of scary,” I say.

Vi nods slowly, like she’s considering what I’ve said, and then seems to come to a decision. “Listen, I want to show you guys something—Troy won’t mind—but nobody else can know about it, okay?”

That sounds pretty good. Faith and I both say, “Okay!” eagerly.

“See the camera at the end of the hall, over the restroom?” Vi asks. “We’re in a blind spot right here, but that camera is going to capture us going down the hall. Once we’re under it, though, it can’t tell if we went into the bathroom, or out the window.”

“Out the window?” Faith repeats, her eyebrows shooting up.

“There’s a fire escape. We’ll go one at a time, so it looks like we’re just going to the bathroom, okay? I mean, if someone’s really paying attention, they’ll notice we don’t come back out, but I can tell you for sure the guards aren’t sitting around staring at the cameras all the time. They check them now and then, and if something weird happens, they go back and look, but I’m pretty sure that’s it, or I would have gotten in so much trouble by now. I’m going first. In five minutes, Faith, you come to the window. In eight minutes, you, okay, Asher?”

We nod our heads.

“See you in a few,” says Vi.

We watch Vi go to the end of the white hallway. She pulls the last window wide open, swings her leg over the windowsill, and climbs out, disappearing from view.

“She’s … interesting,” says Faith.

I laugh, and we go to our dorms, which are nearly empty, since most kids hang out in the rec room before dinner. I lie down and watch the clock on the wall until eight minutes have passed; then I head out, pretend to go into the bathroom, check behind me to make sure the hall is empty, and open the window at the end. It opens right onto the fire escape. Vi and Faith are sitting out there, waiting for me.

The sun is getting lower and the desert beyond the steel fence is a warm gold color under a hazy sky. Vi closes the window behind me most of the way, leaving it cracked a quarter inch, then points upward, and starts climbing the fire escape. When we reach the top platform, she climbs lightly up onto the railing and my heart leaps into my throat. There’s something dangling over the edge of the roof, like a rope. Vi grabs it and hauls herself up a few feet to the edge of the roof, then pulls herself right over the side and disappears. Her head reappears at the roof’s edge, grinning down at us.

“Come on!” she says.

Faith looks uncertainly at me.

“Why not?” I say, even though I could probably come up with a million reasons why not if I stopped to think about it. I climb carefully onto the railing. For a moment I’m dizzy and I think about how Nan and Lizzy would feel if I fell forty feet off a fire escape on my second day at the Factory, but I reach and grab the dangling black rope, which turns out to be a thick electrical cord. I haul myself up after Vi and pull myself clumsily over the side, partly squashing the small box of chocolates in my jumpsuit pocket as I do so. The electrical cord is tied firmly at the other end to the steel base of the nearest solar panel. I look down at Faith, who’s already standing on the railing. She pulls herself up effortlessly, like rope climbing is something she does all the time.

“Check it out,” says Vi, spreading her arms and beaming at us, like she’s offering us her kingdom. “The windows are all locked, but I busted the lock on that end window and nobody’s noticed yet. I found the cord in August’s supply closet by the caf. First time getting up was the stuff of nightmares. No cameras up here, though!”

“Wow,” breathes Faith, looking around. It is pretty spectacular. We walk in among the forest of solar panels, the hinged steel rods as thick as my leg and twice as tall as me spaced out all across the roof, the panels themselves shielding us from the sky and creating rectangles of shade. They are all tilted west now, facing the sun.

“Cool, right?” says Vi.

“Are we allowed to be up here?” asks Faith.

Vi raises her eyebrows at me like, Can you believe you this girl?

I laugh. “Probably not.”

“Oh,” says Faith. I get the feeling she’s never broken a rule in her life.

“We’re not supposed to leave the building unattended, but technically we’re on the building,” says Vi. “So I’m sure it’s totally fine.” She points to the edge of the roof several paces from where we came up. “That’s right over the staff break room. Vance and Avery open the window sometimes and sit next to it so Avery can vape, and if we sit at the edge of the roof, we can hear them talking.”

“Have you heard anything interesting?” asks Faith.

“Other than how Avery misses her boyfriend and hates the desert and Mrs. Garrick and thinks this assignment totally sucks?” Vi shrugs. “She’s kind of a whiner. I think Vance just puts up with her because who else is he going to hang out with? But we heard them once talking about how the plan is to build more factories out here.”

We look at the desert stretching in every direction, trying to picture more factories, and I remember what Lizzy said: Once they build more Factories and go public and everybody knows about it, it’ll be literally impossible to get a spot.

“Hey, the director gave me these.” I take the box of chocolates out of my pocket. “Want some?”

Vi looks at me incredulously. “The director gave you chocolates? What, are you her valentine? What’s that about?”

“I don’t know.”

“So she’s actually nice?”

“Not really,” I say.

“Maybe she drugged them,” says Vi.

“Why would she do that?” Faith takes a chocolate out of the box, examines it, and takes a dainty bite. “They’re good.”

Vi squints at her a moment and then says, “Okay, probably not poisoned.”

She opens the box and stuffs two chocolates in her mouth.

I don’t have much of an appetite, but I eat one. “Have you heard anything about Troy?” I ask.

Vi’s face hardens. “No. I banged on the door until Dr. Lahiri called security on me after lunch. I went back in the afternoon, and she said he just needs to rest but he’ll be okay.”

I tell her how, when we were getting the tour yesterday, we saw him sleeping in the rec room still covered in jelly. I try to do an impression of Mrs. Garrick’s bug-eyed reaction, which makes her laugh, but it’s the kind of laughter that sounds like it might jag into crying any second.

“Have you ever had a bad reaction?” Faith asks Vi.

Vi shakes her head. “Not like that.”

“I felt really gross afterward,” I say.

“Me too,” says Faith.

“That’s normal.” Vi shrugs dismissively. “We all feel bad right after. And you do kind of get used to it. I mean, it’s weird. I get brain fog and chills. I do math problems and time myself to check if my brain is still working, but I’m starting to think this whole thing isn’t worth it.”

Faith gives her a sharp look. “So, what does that mean? You might leave?”

“If I leave, I have to pay back the signing money, and I’m sure my mom has already spent it,” says Vi. “So, nope, not leaving. I wonder what happened to Luisa.”

She takes two more chocolates.

“Maybe she had such a bad reaction they sent her home,” I say.

“They would have to tell us if there was any serious risk,” says Faith.

Vi laughs bitterly. “You think they’d tell us that? Come on. We’re basically lab rats. They give our families money, feed us up, but they don’t care how we feel or if we get sick.”

“Is anybody going to notice we’re missing?” asks Faith. I can tell she wants to be here with us but it’s scaring her too, doing something against the rules. “Like what if we get caught and they kick us out of the program?”

“More likely just red slips and extra rounds in the EC,” says Vi cheerfully, which frankly sounds a lot worse to me than getting kicked out, although I take Vi’s point about the money being already spent.

“So what is the red slip thing?” I ask.

“If you break the rules or misbehave, Mrs. Garrick or Vance gives you one of those red slips, and it means you have to do double time in the EC, or sometimes they just put you in for an extra round on your day off, if somebody else isn’t feeling good that day,” explains Vi. “Dr. Lahiri doesn’t like it, she says we need our rest days. Maybe now that it made Troy sick they’ll rethink it, but I doubt it, because they don’t really have any other way to punish us. Like, what else can they do? Lock us up in a building with nothing fun to do? Oh wait …”

“We should go back,” says Faith.

“Okay, sure.” Vi turns suddenly serious: “Thanks for looking out for Troy, you guys. For helping him.”

“Of course,” I say.

Faith is already heading back for the electrical cord hanging over the side of the roof. “We’ll come up here with him when he’s better,” says Vi happily. “We can sneak some snacks, have a party.”

Vi makes us stagger our re-entry through the window, and I go back to the near-empty dorm until dinner. Shaun waves me over when I get to the cafeteria. He’s talking a mile a minute about how his math program glitched and kept giving him the same problems over and over. He doesn’t ask me how I’m feeling, or anything about my first time in the ECs. Mrs. Sawyer is serving chili. I’m not hungry but figure I should make myself eat. Shaun is still talking when we sit down with Omar and Rodrigo; now he’s on to the advantages of Programmed Education over human teachers because the assessments are more precise.

“Sometimes, though,” says Rodrigo, “if you have a real teacher, they notice stuff. Like one time my teacher asked me if I was having breakfast before school, and—”

“No, that’s the thing,” Shaun cuts him off, “they don’t notice stuff, they can’t see all the patterns that AI can see, right, so their assessments aren’t accurate, they can be really random. Like did your teacher have enough coffee this morning? That’s going to affect their ability to assess! But that’s not true for AI, it’s always totally accurate.”

“I don’t mean assessments,” Rodrigo starts, but Shaun is talking about how schools in his district with Programmed Education have better test scores than the traditional schools, which he calls Trad Schools.

I see Vi and Faith sit down together, both of them laughing about something. Shaun notices too and says, “Hey, looks like that weird new girl found the other weird girl.”

“That’s rude,” I say, bristling.

“I’m totally kidding!” Shaun gives a big laugh. “Lighten up!”

I look at Omar, wondering if I’m the only one finding Shaun kind of insufferable at the moment, but Omar is just gazing reverently at his chili.

“This chili …” he says. “This chili is amazing.”

“Yeah,” agrees Rodrigo, relieved by the change of subject. “Mrs. Sawyer is a good cook!”

I look at Vi and Faith again and think about the roof party we have planned. It’s hard to imagine a whole year here, but at least there are a few bright spots.

Omar is busy basking in his own bright spot.

“I mean, seriously, you guys. Can we just take a moment to appreciate this chili?”
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Troy stays in the infirmary for three days, and then he reappears in the classroom, sliding quietly into his seat next to Vi, who leaps up and hugs him, a strangled sound escaping her mouth. Some of the others look at them and then look away.

“Hey, Troy!” says Faith warmly, breaking the weird silence. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Me too,” I chime in.

“Welcome back,” adds Omar after a pause. Shaun gives him a sideways look.

Troy smiles his crooked smile around at us. Vi sits back down and pulls her glasses off to wipe her eyes with her sleeve. I try and fail to focus on my chemistry lesson until lunch.

“Oh, sweetie, am I ever glad to see you!” exclaims Mrs. Sawyer when she spots Troy in the lunch line. “We were worried!”

“You look really bad,” August says. He seems to spend a lot of time hanging around the cafeteria, trying to swipe things from the trays.

Mrs. Sawyer glares at August. “Don’t listen to him, you look fine. Are you hungry?”

“I don’t know.” Troy stares at the big tray of freshly baked mac and cheese.

“I’ll fix you something,” she says. “Whatever you want. Something light, if your stomach is off. Oatmeal? Some fruit? What do you think?”

“Chocolate pudding?” he says hopefully, his face lighting up.

After fetching Troy a pudding cup and telling him to come back if he wants anything else, Mrs. Sawyer piles mac and cheese and salad on the rest of our plates.

I look over at Troy, Faith, and Vi sitting down together. “Hey,” I say to Shaun, “I’m going to see how Troy is doing.”

He stares at me like I just said I’m going to try sticking my head in a vat of wet concrete. I take my tray over and sit down.

“How’re you feeling?” I ask Troy.

“Not bad,” he says, smiling shyly. “Sorry, that was probably scary for you guys, me collapsing like that.”

“Don’t worry about us,” says Faith.

He unpeels the top of his chocolate pudding with great concentration, scrapes off tiny spoonfuls and puts them on his tongue to dissolve, one slow bite at a time.

“Did they tell you what was wrong?”

“I had a bad reaction,” says Troy. “Dr. Lahiri says I don’t have to go in the ECs for a week.”

“Nice,” says Vi. “Maybe I should fake a seizure and see if I get a break.” Then she bumps her shoulder against his and says, “Kidding. That’s good.”

It was even scarier going back in the EC yesterday, after seeing what had happened to Troy. Knowing what to expect didn’t help at all. Today is my day off and I’m trying not to think about the ECs. Vi will have to go in this afternoon, but she seems unfazed, so maybe you really do get used to it.

Faith sits up straighter and clears her throat like she’s calling a meeting into session. “I’m going to talk to Mrs. Garrick today about starting some clubs here, and either a band or a choir.”

Vi groans. “Not again.” To me and Troy, she says, “She’s been talking this idea up in the dorm. Girl does not know how to read a room. Nobody wants a band.”

“We’re here for an entire year,” insists Faith. “First of all, music education should be part of the curriculum, but also, what do people even do here? I’m so bored! We need activities.”

“We really don’t,” says Vi.

“It is pretty boring here,” I say, offering Faith a little support. She throws her hands up and says, “Exactly! Like, gym class? We just run on an elliptical machine.”

“Which you also tried to turn into a competition today, annoying everybody, since nobody can keep up with you,” says Vi.

In just a few days, I’ve gotten a taste of the routine. On our non-EC day, we have to run on the elliptical machines for an hour in the morning and go on the exercise bikes for an hour in the afternoon. Our times and heart rates get recorded and sent to the doctor. After going in the ECs, we have to lie down for one hour. Other than that, it’s just school, meals, and watching shows on the big screen in the rec room. Faith isn’t wrong that we could use more to do, although I feel like a library and some games would cover it.

“We should be doing sports,” says Faith. “If we had a soccer ball, we’d have enough kids to do tournaments, and there’s plenty of space on the Factory floor.”

“I don’t get soccer,” says Vi.

“Haven’t you ever played, or watched a game?”

“No, and no. I mean, I understand the rules. Two teams, two goals, and each team tries to kick a ball in the other team’s goal and if they get it in they get a point, and whoever gets the most points wins. But so what? Why does anyone care? Why do they keep running around kicking this ball for no real reason except some imaginary point that means nothing? That’s what I don’t understand.”

Faith gapes at Vi like she doesn’t even know where to begin.

“It’s fun,” she sputters finally.

“No,” says Vi firmly. “It isn’t.”

“Whatever. I miss soccer. I miss band too.”

“Yeah, I get the picture. But in the dorm, you might want to stop talking so much about how you miss your great life and the great house you used to live in,” says Vi, her voice suddenly sharp.

Faith stares at her. “What do you mean?”

“I can’t believe I need to explain this to you, but I’m doing you a favor, okay? I know things got bad for your family, but for most of us in this place? It’s always been bad. Half the kids love it here because they get enough to eat and the air-conditioning works. I’m just saying—the reason you’re stuck hanging out with me is because nobody else wants to hear how you used to be a rich kid and you’re so good at everything and the worst thing that ever happened to you was you had to share a room.”

“That’s not the worst thing that happened to me,” says Faith, scrunching up her forehead.

Troy puts down his pudding cup and says to Vi, “Remember that conversation we had about being nice to people?”

“The one where you keep telling me I should be nicer but I never am?” Vi asks.

Troy nods. “That’s the one.”

Vi sits up straighter and says to Faith, as if she’s reciting something, “I apologize. My words were not very kind. Sometimes I can be blunt and I am very sorry if I hurt your feelings.” She looks at Troy. “How was that?”

“Needs work,” he says dryly.

“You didn’t hurt my feelings,” says Faith. “And I didn’t come here to make friends anyway. I came here to fix things for my family. I just don’t think the curriculum is very balanced.”

“Okay, soldier,” says Vi.

“And for the record, I’m not stuck hanging out with you just because nobody else wants to hang out with me. I’m fine on my own. I’m hanging out with you because, believe it or not, I actually want to. You’re not a sheep.”

“Baaa,” says Vi, but she looks pleased. “So, guys, we’re giving Troy one more night to rest, and then, tomorrow night, party on the roof, okay?”

Faith looks nervous, but I can’t wait to go back up there.

“I’m in,” I say.

“Party party!” says Troy, pumping a fist weakly.

“That was sad,” says Vi. She looks at Faith. “You up for it, bestie? I know it’s not, like, a soccer tournament or choir practice, but might be fun?”

Faith can’t help smiling at that. “Okay,” she says. “Party tomorrow.”

“Gee,” says Vi, resting her chin on her hand and batting her lashes. “What am I going to wear?”

*   *   *

I wake up the following morning with dread pooling in my gut at the thought of going back in the EC. I remind myself about the party on the roof we’re planning and try to focus on that.

At breakfast, Shaun waves me over. I wave back, the friendliest-looking wave I can manage, and then I sit down with Vi and Faith and Troy, ignoring his shocked expression.

“These two are nerding out about the new space telescope that got launched last spring,” Vi informs me. “I need a change of topic.”

“I thought you were interested in space exploration!” says Faith indignantly.

“I was pretending to be interested, because I’m polite,” says Vi.

Troy grins. “It’s the opposite,” he tells Faith. “She is interested, and she’s pretending not to be because she’s rude.”

Faith points at Vi and says, “I’m starting to figure you out.”

Vi shakes her head, laughing. “You’re not even close.”

Click-click-click.

Mrs. Garrick comes into the cafeteria and everybody goes quiet. She scuttles over to the table where Josh Delaney is sitting and hands him one of those red slips of plastic. He slumps over his pancakes.

“Oh boy,” mutters Vi. “Red-slipped.”

“What did he do?” I whisper.

“He probably got caught being the jerk he is on camera,” she whispers back. “Like I said, they definitely aren’t monitoring every second on the cameras or I’d spend all day in the ECs, but this one time I got busted on camera, totally unfair, it was just a harmless prank—” She stops midsentence, stiffening, because Mrs. Garrick is headed our way. Everybody is looking at us, forgetting about Delaney, his head still bowed miserably over his red slip.

“Asher Doyle,” Mrs. Garrick says when she reaches our table. “The director would like to see you.”

“Again?” I say.

Mrs. Garrick purses her lips. Vi’s eyes go wide behind her cat-eye glasses. This time I can feel everyone’s eyes on me as I leave the cafeteria behind Mrs. Garrick. She points to the elevator and snaps, “You know the way.”

When I get to the office, Miss Chen is sound asleep in her chair. Her teeth are sitting on the desk grinning at me, her dog is curled in her lap, and her head is tipped back, toothless mouth open. She is snoring gently. I can hear voices from the director’s office. I walk quietly past Miss Chen and stand by the door. One of the voices is Dr. Lahiri’s.

I catch only snatches of what Director Mach is saying: “Fact is … fluids and oxygen … precisely your job …”

Dr. Lahiri is right by the door and her voice is raised, so I can hear her more clearly when she interrupts, “I am here to care for their health, but I have no way of predicting, diagnosing, or effectively treating medical emergencies.”

Director Mach says something in reply, her tone impatient, but Miss Chen gives a loud snore and I can’t make out any of the words.

Dr. Lahiri almost shouts, “They all arrived here healthy! If your quotas trump the well-being of the children, why am I here?”

SNOOOOOrrrrrrrzzzzzgh, goes Miss Chen, her head lolling dramatically to one side.

“You are here to do your job,” says Director Mach. “And I will do mine. We are finished, Dr. Lahiri.”

The door slides open. I jump back. Miss Chen wakes abruptly, snatching her teeth off the desk and snapping them back in her mouth with remarkable speed. Her dog wakes up at the same time and barks at me, its beady little eyes accusatory, like it knows exactly what I’d been doing and does not approve. Dr. Lahiri strides out of the director’s office and nearly walks right into me.

“What are you doing here?” she says, startled.

“The director asked to see me … I think?”

“Asher,” calls Director Mach. “Come in.”

This time the director is wearing a sky-blue suit with a matching silk scarf tied in a jaunty way around her neck, and her glasses are propped up on her head.

“We may need a doctor less prone to hysterics,” she says, looking annoyed, as the door slides shut behind me.

I start to sit, but Director Mach puts up a hand to stop me.

“Don’t sit. We’re taking a little trip today, to the city.”

“We?” I say, confused.

“I have some day clothes for you here,” says Director Mach.

She places a glossy shopping bag on the desk and pushes it toward me. I look inside. There are some clothes with the price tags still attached. Expensive clothes.

“I’m going to the city with you?” I say. “Why?”

She glares at me. “Why? I have some business to attend to, and you’re coming with me because your father is a relentless pest. He works to secure government funding for our organization, you see. Perhaps he told you that. I have to keep him happy because he is a significant source of money. I’m sure you and your mother can relate.”

“I’m going to see him?” I ask, a wave of anxiety rocking me.

“I doubt it,” she says, smiling thinly. “Take that bag, please.”

Beside a tall cabinet on the left-side wall, there is a sliding door I hadn’t noticed last time. Director Mach snatches a keycard placed on top of the cabinet and taps it against the scanner. The door opens onto a completely white room with a metal desk in front of a large, black screen.

“You will change in here,” says Director Mach. “Come down the stairs through the door there, to the exit. My car will be waiting.”

I follow her into the white room, holding the shopping bag. The door slides shut behind us. There is another door at the other side of the room, an old-fashioned door with a flip lock, which she opens.

“Hurry please,” she says, then closes it behind her, leaving me alone in the white, windowless room.
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The clothes are a little big, but they’re brand-name, super lightweight, heat-repellent pants, shoes, and a button-up shirt. It feels weird to be wearing regular clothes after a few days of white jumpsuits. I open the door with the flip lock. A metal stairway leads straight up into the ceiling—I think I see a trapdoor up there—and down. As I go down the stairs, a weird kind of déjà vu sweeps over me—I’ve been here before—but I definitely haven’t, and the feeling passes. The door at the bottom of the stairs slides open when I reach it. I’m at the back of the Factory, and a sleek white car with tinted windows is waiting right outside.

As much as I’m dreading getting in a car with Director Mach for Reasons Unknown, it can’t be worse than being locked in a pod and half drowned in jelly, so there is a fair portion of relief along with my anxiety. A uniformed driver gets out and opens the back door for me, a grim look on his face. A brutal killer sentenced to death, the driver’s freedom was bought by Director Mach and now he serves her with maniacal devotion, willing to do anything to protect her, I think, my nervous brain conjuring up images of the driver’s previous imprisonment.

Director Mach is already sitting in the back seat, wearing a pair of square reflective sunglasses. I get in and the driver slams the door, nearly closing it on my leg before I pull it quickly inside. Then he goes around to the driver’s seat. There is a glass barrier separating the front and back of the car, and Director Mach taps on the glass with her fingernails once the driver is seated. The car pulls across the grounds, past the guardhouse, the gate sliding open, and then we’re out in the desert. Director Mach doesn’t say anything to me. Eventually she opens a black case on the floor of the car between us, takes out a cold can of something with a picture of a lemon on the front, and hands it to me. She takes a little bottle of something for herself. I crack the tab and take a sip.

“What are we doing?” I ask finally.

“A scan,” she says crisply. “It’s part of the experiment. We do not yet have the technology on site at the Factory.”

“So, everybody will do this at some point?” I ask. “Or, have you taken other kids?”

She sighs a little and says, “No.”

Then she looks at me, but I can’t see her eyes through those square sunglasses, and the bottom half of her face is expressionless, so I don’t know what sort of look she’s giving me.

“I did some reading up on your family,” she says. “Your mother seems to have money problems with concerning regularity.”

“Not really,” I say, although Lizzy has always been terrible with money. I’ve had plenty of moments of feeling angry with her. I don’t want to be here for a year, getting her out of debt to a mobster, and now that I’ve been in the ECs I can definitively say I would rather just have gone back to Easton Middle School and had to face Trevor Norton and everybody who saw our fight at the end of seventh grade. But I feel protective of Lizzy too. I hate for anybody else to think badly of her.

“However, she had every reason to think this latest business of hers was going to be a success,” says Director Mach. “That this enthusiastic major investor turned out to be the sort of person to whom one should avoid ever owing anything is inexplicable. Why invest all that money and then demand it back? What is the purpose? It’s almost enough to make you think it wasn’t just poor decision-making or bad luck at all.”

I can’t believe she looked into Lizzy’s business, and I can’t figure out why she’s telling me, or what she’s telling me. Is she saying it wasn’t really Lizzy’s fault?

“Yeah, it sucks,” I say finally. “But that’s why I’m here.”

She looks out the window and says, “I imagine you hate your mother.”

“I don’t hate her,” I say, shocked. She doesn’t reply, but it’s bothering me, and so after a minute or two I add, “I mean, Lizzy has messed up a bunch of times. I get that. But she’s not a bad person. She just made some mistakes.”

“You among them, perhaps,” says Director Mach coldly, which is such an unbelievably rotten thing to say that I almost want to laugh. What kind of grown-up says that to a kid?

Anyway, I know for a fact that Lizzy doesn’t consider having me a mistake. I remember her telling me once, when we were having bubble tea on the boardwalk, “I feel like we all made the right choices. I’m so glad I had you, I’m so glad Nan is raising you, and I’m so glad Garrison Broom has nothing to do with you. You’re better off without him, you really are. I was young and stupid and he impressed me, but he’s not a good person. You really are a great person, though, Ash. I love you to bits, you know that, right?”

And I did know it—I do. Lizzy might be kind of a mess, but her love was never in question.

“I guess you wouldn’t understand,” I finally say to Director Mach, but she doesn’t answer. So I ask her, “Do you have kids?”

“I had a son,” she says, still looking away from me, out the window.

*   *   *

It’s a long ride to the city, and my stomach is rumbling, since I didn’t get to finish my pancakes that morning. We pass a few bleak, dusty towns and then we reach the sprawling CRCs—climate refugee camps—that keep expanding around every city, half encampments and half construction zones, but housing can’t go up fast enough for all the people fleeing fires, floods, hurricanes, or the unbearable heat of the unlivable states, let alone the millions of asylum seekers from other countries, massing at the borders. The border riots were on the news all summer—all those people, carrying their belongings, carrying their children, trying to make it to the promised land of climate-controlled buildings, clean water, and fully staffed hospitals, clashing with the border army trying to turn them back to whatever impossible, unlivable situation they’d left behind them. The news channel we watched called it a humanitarian crisis of unprecedented proportions, but if you flipped to another channel, you’d hear it called an invasion, an attempt to steal our resources. I wonder if this CRC is like the one Faith lived in when her home was destroyed.

Beyond the camps are the co-op buildings, like the one Vi and Troy grew up in, where people get placed when their lucky number comes up, and then the 3D-printed neighborhoods, boxy Lavacrete houses stacked right next to one another for miles and miles and miles, the next step in the lottery from the co-ops. The printed neighborhoods finally give way to the older and more prosperous suburbs, and the suburbs turn into the city—glass buildings towering up toward the clouds, people in air-filtration masks filling the sidewalks, the skytrain tracks shading the streets clogged with taxis.

The director taps a finger to her earbud and starts talking. “We’re here. Is everything ready?” A pause and then she says angrily, “I was clear about the time. What on earth can be so important that … Fine, all right. What am I supposed to do with this child for the next two hours, for heaven’s sake?”

She taps her earbud again and pulls off her sunglasses, glares at me with her cloudless blue eyes, that one gold spot shimmering. She’s at least Nan’s age, but there is something weirdly ageless about her, or maybe it’s just that there is something not quite human about her.

“Well,” she says crossly. “Something has come up.”

“I’m really hungry,” I say hopefully.

*   *   *

Director mach’s idea of a good lunch spot is a restaurant on the ground floor of a ritzy hotel with uniformed guards at the entry. They let us through and I wonder if they know her or if she’s just dressed well enough to look like she belongs.

It’s the fanciest place I’ve ever been to and it makes me nervous—tablecloths and yellow roses in glass vases, soft classical music playing, cloth napkins folded to look like birds, gleaming silverware in inexplicable rows. I just want some pizza. The menu is full of things I can’t really imagine, but Director Mach orders for me anyway, without asking me what I want. We sit there in excruciating silence, not looking at each other. My lunch ends up being some kind of lab-grown meat covered in a thick yellow sauce, with scalloped vegetables on the side. There is also a basket of warm bread, which I eat mechanically. She orders a glass of white wine for herself and drinks it fast, then orders another.

“So I heard there are going to be more Factories,” I say, wondering which of the three differently sized forks I’m supposed to use.

“Yes, yes,” she says absently. “This is just the beginning.”

She takes out her handheld and starts to read something, like she’s trying to tune me out, but I’m stuck here with her and she drank that wine pretty fast, so I figure it’s worth trying to get some information out of her.

“I guess the plan is to make it so that extracting energy doesn’t make people sick, right?” I say. “Because it won’t be a very useful technology if it’s, like, painful or has side effects.”

“Our scientists are working on that.”

“Are Avery and Vance the scientists?”

“No, they just collect the data.” Her second glass of wine arrives, and she drinks that too.

“Where are the scientists?”

“Here, at our headquarters,” she says impatiently. “The research happens here in the city, not at the Factory.”

“The Factory is just for … extracting?”

She doesn’t answer me.

“Is it dangerous?” I ask. “It feels really bad, going in the EC, and Troy had that reaction. Do the scientists research that? Like, how dangerous it is?”

“Of course,” she says. “It’s perfectly safe.” She lifts her empty glass to her lips, puts it back down. “Hmm, perhaps one more of these.”

She settles the bill and knocks back a final glass of wine before we step out into the brutal heat. The air tastes like ashes. All summer the air was so smoky from forest fires that we couldn’t go out for days at a time. Nan and I stayed in the apartment, running the air purifier, looking out at the haze of the valley. She put her work calls on speakerphone, doing surveys of medical personnel in CRCs for a nonprofit, and I’d fill in their responses on the computer about what stuff they were short on. We ate a lot of ice cream. Nan tried to talk to me about what happened with Trevor Norton at the end of seventh grade, and I tried to avoid talking about it. I miss her so much it makes my chest ache.

“Do you have filtration masks?” I ask Director Mach.

“We’ll go inside somewhere. We still have an hour.” She looks angry. “What do you like to do?”

I’m so startled by the question, coming from her, that I don’t know how to answer. “Um …”

“Never mind. The Natural History Museum is one block away. Come.”

We climb the stone steps together, and Director Mach pays for two tickets. We enter a hall with a mammoth skeleton, a one-toed horse, an American lion, an American mastodon, an eight-foot-wide set of megalodon jaws.

“My son used to love this place,” says Director Mach. Something has gone a little slack around her mouth, maybe the wine hitting her. “He was a dinosaur fanatic when he was small. Dinosaurs are on the second floor.”

We wander through the exhibit and I wonder what people think our relationship is, the director in her blue suit, sunglasses propped up on her head, me in my expensive, too-large clothes. People glance at her and look away again quickly. I think she makes people nervous. The bright suit is eye-catching, but she has this look about her like she’s about to order somebody’s execution. I hope they don’t think she’s my grandmother.

Eventually she gets fed up and sits down by the elevators while I go through the third-floor exhibit, which is called A Journey Back in Time, by myself. There are a couple of panels about the human history of the state—the Indigenous tribes that lived here for thousands of years, and then the arrival of European colonizers. It skips over humans pretty fast, though, with dioramas of the desert as a lush forest, home to dinosaurs, and then further back, to the Paleozoic seas, hundreds of millions of years ago, when all this was underwater. There is an ichthyosaur fossil and models of ancient reefs. In the last room of the exhibit, there are images and videos about the origins of the solar system. I line up to touch a meteorite that landed in the desert. I stroke it when it’s my turn and think about how I’m touching something millions of years old, from space, and for a moment I feel like one of those little organisms swimming about in the vast ocean of time, a flicker, here and gone, along with all of human history, swallowed up by everything that has come before and everything that’s still to come.

I go back through the exhibit the opposite way, in the same direction as time—multicellular life emerging, the first vertebrates crawling onto land, the jaws and teeth of ancient creatures fossilized and on display, until I reach Director Mach. She is sitting ramrod straight in her vibrant suit, tapping furiously at her handheld, sunglasses on her head and reading glasses on her nose, and I feel like I’m coming across another exhibit, all that churning and shifting of continents and eons of evolution eventually leading to … this.

A bubble of hysterical laughter expands in my chest.

She looks up, sees me, and rises immediately. “Let’s go.”

We have to exit through the gift shop. She turns to me and says abruptly, “Why don’t you get something?”

“I don’t have any money,” I say, which seems like it should be obvious.

“I’ll buy you something.” She sounds angry, like when she gave me the chocolates.

“You don’t need to do that.” I don’t really want a present from Director Mach.

“I insist.” She is scowling and icy, and arguing feels possibly dangerous.

I look around. The museum shop is mostly T-shirts and dinosaur toys, but the bins along the far wall are full of gemstones, fossils, and ancient shark teeth. I pick out four shark teeth and a deck of cards with dinosaurs on them.

“That’s what you’d like?” says Director Mach, as if I’ve made the wrong choice. “Fine.”

I feel weird having her buy me this stuff. When I say thank you, she looks startled.

“You’re very polite,” she observes.

I don’t know what to say to that. For a moment, I think about making a break for it, finding Lizzy’s apartment, telling her how horrible the Factory is, that I can’t stay. Maybe we could all just move away, go hide from the mobster demanding money from her, escape Easton Middle School, escape the Factory, start a new life. But I know I’m being ridiculous. Where would we go? Driving here was a good lesson in how lucky we are to have a place to live at all.

So I follow Director Mach back out to the car.
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The grim-faced driver takes us to a walled compound with a security gate. There are three checkpoints where Director Mach has to show her ID to a guard before we get out of the car and enter the building. Then we take an elevator seventeen floors underground. The director doesn’t look at me or say anything the whole way down.

“What is this place?” I ask, but she just shakes her head, like there’s no answer to that question, like I asked her about the nature of the universe or something.

She taps on a door, and a man with a red, meaty face opens it. I have never seen a human face that looked so much like a steak. He’s wearing a white lab coat and has a surgical mask tucked under his chin. Once among NASA’s most elite scientists, Johann von Burgundel was ousted by a jealous colleague who framed him for leaking secrets about UFOs to the press. Now, his only goal is to get revenge on the colleague who destroyed his career … and discover the truth about UFOs once and for all …

“Director Mach? It’s an honor! I am Professor Redmond,” he says, reaching to shake the director’s hand. The director’s hands are folded behind her back and she doesn’t move. The steak-faced professor awkwardly drops his own hand. “This is Asher Doyle?”

“Hi,” I say. What about the UFOs, Johann?

He ushers us into the room. There is a bank of computer monitors on one side, a control panel that looks like it belongs on a spaceship, and a machine pretty much identical to the Extraction Containers at the Factory—except it has a smooth, black rectangle, like a blank monitor, sticking up from one end, and an extra row of larger nozzles on the inside of the lid, which is open. My heart sinks.

“Feeling all right?” the professor asks, his back to me as he fiddles with the control panel.

“I guess.” I take an instinctive step back toward the door and I feel the director’s hand between my shoulder blades, pushing me forward. “I need to know what’s going on,” I say, my voice coming out high-pitched.

“It’s just a scan,” the man says, glancing at me over his shoulder, his eyebrows raised, as if he’s surprised by my fear. “You’ve been in the Extraction Containers before?”

“Twice.”

“This will be similar, but rather easier, as nothing is being extracted. We’re just taking a look.”

“Taking a look at what?” I ask.

“The process. We’re fine-tuning the machines,” says Director Mach.

“Step into the restroom there and get changed, please,” says the professor.

“This is just part of the experiment, Asher,” says Director Mach, her tone a little gentler.

I consider refusing, but I don’t know how that will go, and if I’m missing my turn in the ECs at the Factory today, I guess I can’t complain about something that’s supposed to be easier. As I close the restroom door, I hear Director Mach say to the professor in a low voice, “Is he here yet?” But I don’t hear Professor Redmond’s reply.

I change into a plasticky robe—this one falls to mid-calf and the sleeves are longer too. When I come back out, the room is empty, and the EC is humming. The professor’s voice comes from a speaker over a door at the other side of the room, not the door we came through.

“Asher, please step inside the EC and place the breathing tube inside your mouth. It is set to scan, so this will be quick and easy.”

I hope he’s right. I get inside the machine and lie down. The breathing tube is dangling next to me, so I put it in my mouth. The lid closes on me automatically and clicks shut. The purple lights flicker along the insides, and the large nozzles start to spin.

It all happens much faster than at the Factory. The jelly rises, slides over my face and into my nose and eyes and ears, I’m breathing hard, trying not to panic. BAM—that sickening jolt, the white flash, the floating sensation, my body lost to me, and then the rush of images, a blur of faces, cars, trees, flashing cameras, my hands on a steering wheel, solar panels tilting toward the setting sun, a room with a domed ceiling—all of it whizzing past me, and it feels as if I’m suspended in nothingness.

When I come back to myself, the jelly slipping away, I’m panting as if I’d been running hard. But the professor is right: I didn’t feel the worst part of going in the ECs, those cold, prying hands reaching inside, the horrible tugging and yanking, the feeling of something essential being pulled out. Extracted.

I push hard at the lid, spitting out the breathing tube. It begins to open slowly, and, as it does, I hear voices coming from the speaker. They haven’t muted the microphone in the other room. This time, they aren’t speaking to me.

“… another round, look some more,” a man’s voice is saying. The voice is familiar, but I can’t place it.

Then Director Mach’s voice: “It would take months, perhaps longer, to complete a full scan, and given the speedy generation of new threads, such a process would be futile anyway.”

“Can’t you speed the process up?” asks the man.

“No,” she says shortly. “I don’t think you appreciate how remarkable this technology is, how much we were able to do in just one hour. What you’re asking is beyond our current capabilities. I brought him here today so you could see for yourself that you are asking something impossible.”

“I thought you could perform a search.”

She gives a short laugh, and says, “Not with the specificity you want. It’s not Google, Senator.”

Senator. My heart gives a jolt. Now I recognize the voice: slightly nasally, authoritative. Senator Garrison Broom. My father is in the next room talking to Director Mach.

“You might have told me, before I asked, that he was your son,” she adds coldly.

“That’s irrelevant,” says the senator. “Listen to me, director. If I had a scanner installed at the Factory, he could go in every day, could he not?”

There is a short pause, and the director says, “A scanner would certainly be useful to us.”

“I can arrange the funding,” he says eagerly. “Military funding. I’ve been talking to people. They have deep pockets.”

Another pause. “That would be exceedingly helpful.”

“It’s as good as done. Now, put him back in. One more round.”

“I need to take him back,” Director Mach insists. “This is outside the bounds of our project, Garrison, and it serves no purpose.”

“Look, this is important. I scanned myself, and—”

“You did what?” Director Mach’s voice turns to ice.

There is a silence.

“Professor Redmond, can you explain?” says Director Mach.

“I … He … In the interest of s-science …” stammers the professor.

“Nobody thought to inform me of this? You’ve been coming to this compound and playing with my program’s technology, with no approval or authorization from anybody other than the easily bullied or bribed professor here?”

“Hang on!” protests Professor Redmond.

“And who is providing the funding for your program?” says Garrison Broom, belligerent.

“Not you, Senator.” She nearly hisses it. “Your role is replaceable.”

My father begins, “This is ridic—”

“He’s finished,” the professor cuts him off, sounding startled. “He’s out of the machine.”

They all fall silent. The door at the back opens and Director Mach reappears.

“All right?” she asks me briskly. “Go rinse off and change, we’re done here.”

*   *   *

“So that was a scan?” I ask Director Mach, once we’re back in the car, inching through traffic. “A scan for what? What was he looking for?”

I don’t bother explaining who I mean by he. She sighs, looking out the window.

“I hate this city,” she says. “I hate the desert too. Sand—gritty. Nothing to look at. What I would like is a house in the country. Horses. Chickens.”

I can’t imagine the director in the countryside with horses and chickens.

She looks at me, really studying my face like the first time I met her. I study her back. She looks tired. Almost human.

“You were unlucky in the parent department,” she says. “But so was I. One overcomes it. After all, look at me now.”

Her tone and her face are so deadpan, I can’t figure out if she’s trying to make a joke.

“I think I’m pretty lucky,” I say. “Not with my dad. But Nan and Lizzy.”

“Would you say that you love your mother?”

“Of course,” I say automatically.

“Of course,” she repeats.

“So, is your son grown up now?” It’s kind of a silly question, since she must be sixty or seventy years old.

“No.” She looks out the window again. “No, he didn’t grow up. He died when he was about your age, as a matter of fact.”

This is so awful, I have no idea what to say or do.

“That’s so sad,” I manage.

She whips her head around, her blue eyes very bright.

“Yes,” she says. “It was heatstroke. Stupid—he shouldn’t have been playing outside at all in those temperatures, but it was a long time ago, children weren’t raised to be so afraid of the heat yet.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I doubt that he loved me,” she continues, her voice expressionless, like we’re talking about something totally ordinary. “He probably hated me. I wasn’t a good parent. I had poor models, myself, and I was very busy with my work.”

“I bet he didn’t hate you,” I say, although I’m just trying to be nice. Maybe he did. It’s impossible to imagine Director Mach as somebody’s mother.

She doesn’t say anything else, and we pull up outside a Lavacrete house among hundreds of identical little houses in a printed neighborhood not far from the suburbs.

“Wait here,” the director tells me. She takes a briefcase from under her seat and gets out of the car.

The driver is listening to music, his eyes closed, looking less like a maniacally devoted ex-killer and more like a really tired guy who wishes he made more money. I watch Director Mach go up to the front door. A middle-aged woman with black hair lets her in.

What are we doing here? I wonder. The car is unlocked, and the driver is still off in his own world. I’m tired of never having anything explained to me, all the nonanswers to my questions. I slip out without the driver even opening his eyes, and creep up to the front window of the house.

The blinds are open, and I can see Director Mach inside the main room, shaking hands with a beer-bellied man. Much taller than both of them, in her eye-catching suit, she looks completely out of place in this small, drab house. She is saying something, and the man is dabbing at his eyes. On the mantle behind them, there is a digital frame showing pictures of the same girl at different ages, from babyhood until about my age. In the most recent picture, she has black hair cut bluntly to her chin, large dark eyes, a happy grin, and a gap between her front teeth. The man suddenly begins to shout, and the woman goes to him and shushes him, her face stricken. Director Mach puts the briefcase down on the table. She folds her hands behind her back. Sobbing, the man opens the briefcase and starts taking out the contents—

It’s cash.

Hardly anybody uses cash anymore, but he is counting out bundles and bundles of it. Then he shoves it all back in the briefcase, his shoulders slumped. Director Mach has her handheld out. They each sign something. The woman and Director Mach exchange a few words and the director heads for the door. I see the woman embrace the man, but I have to turn around and dash back to the car before I’m caught.

I leap inside the car, pulling the door shut. The driver startles and turns around to look at me. His eyes narrow as if to say, You little sneak! You’re in for it. But I look back at him, and my face says, You might be in for it as well, since you let me go.

Director Mach strides down the path and gets back in the car. She taps on the glass and the driver pulls out, saying nothing.
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When we pull up outside the Factory, Director Mach gets out of the car and walks inside without saying anything to me. Mrs. Garrick is waiting. I feel like I’ve been gone for a hundred years, in some alternate universe. She hands me a bag with my jumpsuit inside.

“The others have had supper already,” she says, her voice brittle. “You are not to mention your activities today to anyone. If asked, you were in the infirmary.”

“Why?” I ask, confused.

She looks even more annoyed than usual. “The other children might resent it, don’t you think? That you got an outing? You’re a very lucky boy, Asher.”

“Okay,” I say.

“If I hear you’ve been bragging about your little excursion, there will be consequences,” she says.

“Got it,” I say. “No bragging.”

“Go disinfect, get changed, and see what Mrs. Sawyer has for you to eat.”

I shower and change back into my shiny jumpsuit, tossing the clothes the director gave me into the laundry chute. I wonder what happened to the clothes I arrived in, or Faith’s heat-repelling jacket. The cafeteria is empty, its bright lights turned low, giving it a haunted feel. Like Vi did the other day, I go behind the counter and push through the kitchen doors.

Mrs. Sawyer is sliding something behind the freezer, which is weird, since there are just a couple of inches between the freezer and the wall. August, the janitor, has his back to me, and he’s saying, “I’m telling you, her tech is like a fortress—”

“Asher!” says Mrs. Sawyer, noticing me. “I hear you weren’t feeling well earlier.”

August spins around, startled.

“Yeah,” I say uncertainly.

“I’ve got a sandwich for you,” she says. “I’ve been keeping it warm.”

She takes a wrapped packet from the warming shelf and hands it to me.

“Here you go, honey.” She smiles gently. There’s something like pity in her expression. Or maybe that’s not it at all.

I thank her quickly, hoping I haven’t missed the Party on the Roof. I run up the stairs with my sandwich. There’s a pillowcase hanging over the camera above the restroom door, blocking its view of the hallway. I smile and slide open the window, climbing out onto the fire escape.

It’s seven-thirty and the sun has just set. The desert is a dim expanse, the sky fading. There are lights on at the guardhouse. I find the electrical cord still dangling in place at the top of the fire escape. I shove my sandwich in my jumpsuit pocket and climb carefully onto the railing, then haul myself up and over the edge of the roof. At first, I don’t see anyone, but then I hear a burst of laughter and I follow the sound in among the solar panels until I find them, sitting on pillows, with an array of snacks and drinks spread out on the ground.

“Hey,” I say.

Faith practically jumps out of her skin before seeing it’s me, but Vi yells, “Asher! Where’ve you been all d—”

“Infirmary,” I say automatically. As soon as the lie is out of my mouth, a wave of loneliness crashes over me. I want to tell them the truth, about my dad and what happened today, but where would I even begin?

“There’s still some chips,” says Troy, grinning, and passing me a bag.

I sit down and lean against the base of one of the steel rods holding up the solar panels.

“It’s okay. Mrs. Sawyer made me a sandwich,” I say, unwrapping it.

“Yay, Mrs. S, she’s the best,” says Vi. She has a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and she’s shivering.

“You’re cold?” I ask, surprised. Even with the sun down, the heat of the day is still lingering.

“I was in the ECs this afternoon. Always makes me cold for some reason.”

“I thought you went in yesterday.”

“Red slip, extra round,” she says, her teeth chattering. “Totally not deserved.”

“You started a food fight,” says Faith.

“Lies, all lies.” Vi makes a brushing-off motion with her hand. “So, you weren’t feeling good, Ash?”

I realize guiltily that she probably took my round. And the way she looks at me, I know she knows I’m not telling them something.

“Yeah,” I say, around the knot in my chest. “It’s okay. I feel better now.”

She nods. “That’s good,” she says. She pats my shoulder, and somehow, her acceptance that I’m not going to tell them is what breaks me. I need help figuring this out. I need to feel less bewildered and alone. It’s only been a few days, but for the first time ever, I feel like I have real friends. I think I can trust them. I want to trust them.

“I wasn’t in the infirmary,” I blurt.

“Yeah, we know,” says Vi, with a little laugh.

They all look at me expectantly.

“Sorry. Mrs. Garrick told me to say that. I’m not allowed to tell anyone … so you guys really need to keep this a secret.”

Faith crosses her heart, Vi says, “You got it,” and Troy nods encouragingly.

It feels like a dam breaking. The relief of saying it all out loud is overwhelming. I tell them everything, between big bites of my sandwich. I tell them about overhearing the director and Dr. Lahiri in the morning, the bag of expensive clothes, driving to the city, the fancy restaurant, the natural history museum, the steak-faced professor, and the EC-like scan.

And, finally, I tell them my big secret, the thing I carry around like a poisoned weight in my chest—the truth about my father.

“Your dad is a senator ?” screeches Vi. “Then why did they have to ship you off here for money? Doesn’t he, like, owe your mom child support?”

“He made her sign something when she was pregnant,” I say. “He gave her a pretty big chunk of money at the time—kind of a payoff, I guess—and according to the thing she signed, she’s not allowed to say anything public about him. He does send some money every month. Not much, though.”

“That contract sounds bogus,” says Faith. “He’s your biological father. He owes proper child support.”

“It’s hard to fight with rich people,” says Troy quietly.

“Child support wouldn’t be enough anyway,” I say. “Lizzy really messed up. She owes a lot of money.”

It’s easier than I thought it would be to tell them this stuff. They don’t seem like they’re judging Lizzy. I figure we all love people who kind of let us down, or we wouldn’t be here. I keep thinking of what Director Mach said about the weirdness of Lizzy’s situation: It’s almost enough to make you think it wasn’t just poor decision-making or bad luck at all. What did she mean by that?

“But the thing is,” I continue, “it seems like my father wanted me to come here. Not just as a way to help Lizzy. Maybe it wasn’t about helping Lizzy at all …” An awful suspicion is pinging and pinging in my brain, but I put it aside for now. “My dad told the director to bring me to the city, and it seemed like he was looking for something specific with this scan, something in me, that these machines could somehow recognize.”

“Like what?” asks Faith, confused.

Vi picks it up the fastest. “Probably not electromagnetic energy.”

“Right. Like, maybe it’s some kind of genetic scan, or … I don’t know, but I’m his biological son, and he wanted to find something with the machine, but they were telling him it was impossible. And he said he scanned himself, and the director totally went off on him. Also, whatever happened to you, Troy, Dr. Lahiri said she couldn’t figure it out without scanning technology.”

“Not electromagnetic energy,” repeats Vi, like she’s still absorbing this. “But maybe something to do with DNA?”

Faith is eating chips mechanically, her eyes wide. Troy is just listening quietly. I’m talking so fast now that I’m tripping over my words.

“He said he was going to get some kind of military funding,” I explain. “Why would the military be funding this place?”

“And you said that Dr. Lahiri and the director were arguing about quotas,” says Vi thoughtfully.

“Yeah.” The fact that Vi is seeing it too is making me more and more sure of my doubts.

“What’s a quota?” asks Troy.

“Like, a certain amount of something that you have to either give or get, probably a target they have to meet,” says Faith.

“Oh …” Troy seems disappointed. “It sounds like some kind of reptile. The marsh-dwelling, speckled quota mainly eats insects …”

Faith laughs, but Vi is hyperfocused now: “So, if they’re extracting something from us, supposedly energy, and maybe it is energy, we don’t know, then it sounds like they have to extract a certain amount. If they have a quota, right? And that doesn’t sound like an experiment. It sounds like this is a functional factory. Producing something.”

“Producing what?” says Faith, but none of us has any guesses there. She finishes the bag of chips and looks sadly into the bottom of it, at the crumbs. Troy hands her another bag.

“I thought it sounded sketchy from the beginning,” Vi says, pulling the blanket tighter around her. “The way they describe the experiment and the goals, it all sounds like some kind of fake pseudoscientific babble. They think we’re too dumb to understand it.”

“You mean you think they lied?” says Faith.

Vi nods. “I think they lied to us. I think they’re doing something to us, like maybe it’s some kind of weird military test, and they aren’t telling us what it really is.”

“Also,” I continue, “after the scan, we stopped at this house and the director went inside and gave a case of money—cash—so much cash, to this couple. They were crying, and they had a picture of a girl about our age …”

Troy drops his eyes. I bet he’s making the same guess that I did.

“What did Luisa look like?” I ask them.

“Who?” says Faith, confused.

“The girl who disappeared after two weeks here,” says Vi.

“Remember?” I say. “Mrs. Garrick asked Dr. Lahiri, when Troy got sick, she asked if it was the same thing that happened to Luisa. And Dr. Lahiri said she would need scanning tech to figure it out.”

“She was short,” says Vi. “Like, even shorter than me. Black hair. I don’t know. A face, two eyes, a nose, all that.”

“Did she have a gap between her front teeth when she smiled?” I ask.

“I’m not sure I ever saw her smile,” says Vi. “Pretty sure she had a mouth, though. Probably teeth too.”

Faith rolls her eyes at Vi.

“She did,” says Troy. “Have a gap between her teeth, I mean.”

“What were you doing looking at her teeth?” says Vi, poking him with her foot. “Perv.”

“I think it was her parents,” I say. “There were pictures of her.”

Faith covers her face with her hands. “I don’t want to think about this,” she says, her voice thick.

But we’re all thinking it. Something happened to Luisa here. Her parents are weeping with her picture on their mantle. She’s not here, and she’s not there, either. Director Mach is personally visiting them and giving them a briefcase full of money. Cash is unusual and not easily traceable. We can’t know for sure what happened, but it doesn’t seem like anything good. I look at Troy. He has a distant expression on his face.

“It won’t happen to you,” says Vi fiercely. “I won’t let it happen.”

“We just have to … like they said, you know, exercise and rest and eat good food so we’re really healthy,” says Faith.

“Yeah … okay,” says Troy, unconvinced.

Vi’s glasses are sliding down her nose. She pushes them back up and says to me, “What’s in the bag, Ash?”

I forgot the paper bag from the National History Museum, sticking out of my side pocket. I pull it out, feeling suddenly embarrassed.

“I got shark teeth for everyone. And cards. It’s kind of a dumb gift, sorry.”

Vi reaches into the bag and takes one of the shark teeth. “Cool! Thanks!”

They each take a tooth.

“Awesome,” says Faith.

Troy smiles his sweet, easy smile. “Thanks, Asher!”

“Yeah, no problem,” I say, relieved. I got nervous that they were going to make fun of me, but it’s nice how happy they are about getting a shark tooth. At Easton Middle School, it felt like the way you established yourself as cool was by putting everything down, including putting other kids down. The more snark and negativity, the better your standing, or something. These guys aren’t like that.

“Fossils are so cool,” says Troy. “It’s like the Earth remembering stuff.”

Vi examines the tooth. “It’s a good present. It’s like a symbolic reminder.”

“A reminder of what? Sharks are scary?” Faith side-eyes her.

“Yeah,” says Vi. “That we’re among predators. And we need to figure out how to survive.”

She grabs the pack of cards, takes them out of the box, and shuffles expertly.

“You guys know how to play rummy?”
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He won’t get a call from Dr. Lahiri twelve years later, while taking Nan to the park in her wheelchair after her hip-replacement surgery, her dog, Pogo, bounding happily ahead.

Dr. Lahiri won’t say, “Asher, have you seen the news?” Meaning: Have you seen that Garrison Broom is running for president? “I know how you feel. I know you don’t want the publicity. But we have to expose him, expose his connection to the Factories, tell people what he did to you.”

He won’t listen to her trying to persuade him, wondering how he can relive that year, and the years that followed, by explaining it over and over again to people he doesn’t know, putting it out there as some salacious news story. He won’t tell her, finally, that Garrison Broom is paying for Nan’s new hip, her hearing aids, her top-level medical care. Not paying for it out of the goodness of his heart, but precisely so that Asher will never expose him. Cannot expose him, because he can’t risk losing all the ways in which Garrison’s money makes Nan’s life better.

“The technology is out there,” he won’t say, at last. “What difference does it make now?”

“Because he is the wrong leader for the challenges of this time, Asher! You know that. He doesn’t care about human beings. He only cares about his own ego.”

He won’t need to tell Dr. Lahiri that he understands that better than anyone. He won’t need to have this conversation at all. When this is over, they will not owe anything to Garrison Broom.
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The long days under bright lights in rooms that smell like disinfectant, and the harrowing periods shut inside the Extraction Containers, are made almost bearable by the evenings on the rooftop: Troy sneaking snacks from the kitchen, Vi tossing a pillowcase over the camera, the four of us playing rummy and king’s corners and crazy eights with the dinosaur card pack the director bought me. I type messages home once a week and try not to say anything that might worry Nan or Lizzy, even though Vi says the messages get checked and edited before they go out anyway. Early on, a couple of kids tried to tell their families what it was like going in the ECs, apparently. The replies they got made no mention of the ECs at all, and, Vi tells us ominously, both kids got red slips for invented infractions soon after. The messages I get back from Nan and Lizzy are cheerful and encouraging, full of questions I don’t know how to answer.

Dr. Lahiri doesn’t give approval for Troy to go back in the ECs for a full ten days. They add two minutes onto everybody else’s time to make up for it, which seems weirdly precise to me, but it’s enough to make Troy a target.

“Slacker Sanchez just hanging out while the rest of us do his time for him,” Delaney says when we’re getting ready for bed in the dorm. “They better give us a cut of your money at the end of this.”

Delaney usually goes after him in the dorm, when Vi isn’t around. Troy ignores him, smiling vaguely as if Delaney is speaking a foreign language he can’t understand but he wants to politely acknowledge that speech is occurring. It’s not a bad strategy, as hopeless strategies for dealing with bullies go.

The first time Troy has to go back in the EC, Faith and I walk him to the changing rooms afterward. He seems kind of wrung out, but we all are. We go lie down, I check on him a bunch of times; he’s normal, tired, no appetite, but nothing too dire. The second, third, and fourth times he goes in, it’s the same. So we’re not bracing for anything the fifth time, which, of course, is when it goes bad.

We make it back to the changing room fine. When I get out of my shower stall, Troy is standing in the middle of the room staring at nothing. He’s gotten the jumpsuit pants on, but the top part of it is just hanging around his waist. He’s so skinny I can see his ribs when he breathes.

“You okay?” I ask him, immediately on alert.

“Oh.” He looks around. “Yeah.”

He struggles to get his arms into the sleeves, and then fumbles with the zipper for a long time until I just zip it up for him.

“That’s cute,” says Delaney. “You’re like his mama. Shu is your scary boss, and Sanchez is your sweet little baby. You’re a weird one, Doyle.”

“Shut up, Delaney,” I mutter.

“What’s that?” Suddenly he’s right next to me, looming over us both.

“Just … mind your own business,” I warn. “Come on, Troy.”

“Mama wants to put you to bed now,” Delaney says to Troy.

I try to walk past him, but he steps in front of me.

“Don’t mouth off to me,” he says, pointing a stubby finger in my face. “Ever.”

I step sideways, but he moves so he’s still in front of me. Otis Fleming is watching us and laughing like an idiot. I have a sudden flash of Trevor Norton in the Easton Middle School cafeteria three months ago, that smirk on his face, the one time I truly lost it. I’d never hit anyone in my life before then, and I promised Nan I’d never do it again—that no matter how provoked, I would figure out how to solve problems without using my fists. I wish I could grin and bear it, like Troy. But there is this burning anger in my chest, and I don’t know how to get through to Delaney, how to get him off my case, how to get him out of my way.

“Come on, drop it,” I say, trying for a reasonable voice.

“I think I’m gonna drop you,” says Delaney, and then Troy makes a weird noise beside me. His eyes are bugging out.

“Sanchez looks like he’s gonna poop himself,” says Otis Fleming.

A string of drool drops from Troy’s lower lip. Terror jolts through me. I put his arm around my shoulder, put my arm around his waist, and I say to Delaney, “I need to get him to the infirmary now and if you don’t get out of my way …”

Delaney steps aside. “Oh yeah, no worries, you take care of baby,” he says, but he looks alarmed.

I hurry out of the changing room with Troy. His breath is shallow.

“You with me?” I ask.

“Ash …” he says in a faint voice. “I feel really bad.”

“We’re going to the doctor.”

Faith is waiting for us, leaning against the wall, but she stands up straight when she sees me with Troy. Our eyes meet, and she takes Troy’s other arm without saying anything. Other kids veer around us, looking scared, like whatever is going on with Troy, it might be contagious. I bang on Dr. Lahiri’s door. It slides open and she says, “Oh no.”

The words are barely out of her mouth before Troy topples forward, into her arms.

*   *   *

Telling vi is terrible. She curls into a ball in the classroom, rocking back and forth and saying, “What do I do? What do I do? What do I do?”

I’m worried Mrs. Garrick will appear and give Vi a red slip, so I coax her up and we go down the hall to the cafeteria, where at least she can freak out without everybody watching. Faith looks panicky (walking out of class is not her style), but she follows me. The three of us sit at one of the tables and Vi keeps rocking, hugging herself.

“What if they send him home?” she says miserably.

“Maybe he should go home,” I say. “If he’s having these reactions … it’s better if he goes home before it gets worse.”

“But his parents used the money to hire a nurse for his brother,” Vi reminds us. “If he goes home, what are they supposed to do?” She looks at me desperately, like I might have the answer. “Why is this happening to him? Like, we know the military is funding this experiment and it might be some kind of genetic testing. What if they’re doing something different to him? What if it’s not the same for all of us? I mean, what if the reactions are a feature, not a bug?”

That sends a chill through me.

“It has to have something to do with DNA,” I say. “My dad was trying to find something or see something specific, it seemed like. And we were all recruited, right? Somebody found us. I keep thinking about it. What do all the kids here have in common?”

“No other choices,” says Vi. “That’s the only thing we have in common.”

She’s right. I can’t think what else we share, besides our desperate situations.

“It wasn’t like last time,” I say, to reassure her. “He wasn’t unconscious. I think he’ll be okay.”

I hope I’m right.

“Maybe,” she whispers. “He’ll be okay. Right? He has to be okay.”

“I had to seriously stop myself from punching Delaney in the changing rooms.” I don’t know why I say it. I’m just trying to distract her, I guess. “He was being such a jerk.”

“What’d he do?” asks Vi.

Faith gives me a warning look, but now that I’ve started, I don’t know how to stop. I tell Vi, and I watch her face go quiet and calm, the usual animation smoothed away.

“Vi, don’t do anything,” says Faith.

“What?” asks Vi innocently.

Faith gives me a look, and I shrug. I’m not wasting energy worrying about Delaney.

We go back to class for the rest of the afternoon, but I can’t focus at all. I’m supposed to be reading about the border riots, when temperatures rose so much that equatorial countries became unlivable, and refugees swarmed north at the same time that the coasts were being devastated by storms. It’s pretty bleak reading.

When the bell rings, we go straight to the infirmary. Dr. Lahiri opens the door and sighs when she sees us.

“A short visit,” she says.

Troy actually seems okay. He’s sitting up in the bed, kind of pale, but smiling.

“Hey, guys!” he says.

“I swear, Troy, I’m going to kill you if you keep scaring me like this,” says Vi, tears in her eyes.

She plops down on the bed next to him. Faith and I sit at the foot of the bed.

“Did I miss anything good this afternoon?” Troy asks.

“History,” I say. “Border riots. World is too hot. Fires and storms and pandemics.”

“Got it,” says Troy. “I picked a good day to spend in bed, I guess.”

I take the pack of cards out of my pocket. “Think Dr. Lahiri will let us stay long enough for a round of rummy?”

We stay for three rounds before Dr. Lahiri herds us out, saying that Troy needs to rest. “He’ll stay in the infirmary tonight, but I expect he’ll be ready to go back to class tomorrow,” she tells us once she’s got us to the door of her office.

“If this keeps happening to him …” Faith begins. “It’s dangerous, right?”

“It may be that he can’t continue with the program,” says Dr. Lahiri quietly. “I’m doing what I can for Troy.”

“Which is basically nothing,” snaps Vi.

Dr. Lahiri looks sad, but she doesn’t argue.

“Why does it work better on kids around our age?” asks Faith suddenly. “Why eleven to fifteen?”

“Early tests showed a very high tolerance for the procedure during this stage of rapid physical and mental development,” replies Dr. Lahiri hesitantly. “Young children are not physically robust enough to undergo it, and adults … Well, the rate of reaction is much, much higher the older you get.”

“So who did this get tested on?” Faith looks genuinely curious. I’d never really considered it, that they must have tested this on people, had it go wrong, maybe terribly wrong, before it could go even mostly right. I feel sick thinking about that.

“I wouldn’t know,” says Dr. Lahiri firmly. “I wasn’t part of the program at that point.”

Her door slides closed suddenly, ending the conversation.
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The morning bell is followed almost immediately by a roar a few beds over. The lights come on automatically, and I sit up, bleary-eyed and confused, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing, like everyone else. Delaney is covered in sand. It’s hard to figure out where it all came from. It’s all over his bed, he’s rubbing it out of his eyes. There is a string around his ankle attached to a sheet, and one end of the sheet seems to be attached to the bottom of the bunk above him.

He finds the string around his ankle and yanks it off. “You’re dead!” he shouts at nobody.

When he gets his basket out from under the bed, it’s completely filled with sand as well, his jumpsuits and shoes are full of sand. He is bellowing and raging, shaking his clothes out, shouting threats in every direction. A few of us go look at the bed once he’s gone to the restroom.

Somebody filled a sheet with sand and tied the corners to the top bunk, rigging it around his ankle so that when he moved his leg, the whole thing would come down.

“Nice engineering, actually,” says Omar, very quietly.

“Shhh,” says Shaun nervously, looking around. Shaun has been acting distant, noting my “weird” taste in friends and then saying, in a jokey manner, “But, hey, you do you, buddy!”

I go down for breakfast and sit across from Vi, who is unusually cheerful.

“Did you get any sleep last night?” I ask her, trying to imagine how she got all that sand inside in the first place.

“Slept like a baby,” she says, beaming. “Must be my clear conscience.”

“Okay, but it’s probably August who’ll have to clean it all up,” I point out.

“Fair enough. I’ll get him a present.”

I sigh.

“Come on, Ash. He deserved it. He deserves worse. And I have worse in mind. I have a truly great imagination.”

Faith sits down with us. “What’s this whole thing about someone dumping sand on Josh Delaney?”

I tilt my head toward Vi.

“Forget it,” groans Faith. “I don’t want to know.”

*   *   *

Over the next week, Delaney finds his shoes filled with ketchup, his toothpaste tube filled with chili paste, and one day he wakes up with a huge chunk of hair missing from the side of his head. I have to give Vi props for stealth. When Delaney finds an empty ketchup container in Otis Fleming’s basket, it’s all-out war. The two of them get in a fistfight in the classroom, in full view of the camera, and they are both given red slips and put in the ECs for an extra round. Vi is delighted with herself, and Delaney is too distracted to notice that Troy is exempt for a few more days from the ECs.

“I’d say you’ve made him pay enough,” says Faith when we gather on the roof later. The air is thick and smoky, but we can’t stand to stay inside. We’re all hooked by now on our escapes to the roof, no cameras, no other kids; it’s a taste of freedom and privacy—the things we’re missing most.

“Not even close,” says Vi.

Troy sighs. “He’s getting really mad.”

“Yay,” says Vi cheerfully.

“Seriously,” Troy insists. “Please stop.”

Vi shrugs. Faith is looking anxiously back and forth between Troy and Vi. I get the feeling Vi is the kind of person where telling her to stop isn’t going to work.

I cough and change the subject. “Is all this smoke from the coastal fires?”

“Probably.” Faith grimaces. “Fire season lasts longer every year.”

“Good thing we’re part of the solution here at the Factory!” says Vi. “Go us! Whatcha got for us, Troy?”

Troy has the snacks, because Mrs. Sawyer is always trying to get him to eat more and so we figure he’ll get in the least trouble if he’s caught swiping food. She’d probably encourage him to take even more. He starts unpacking the pillowcase, laying out bags of popcorn, hummus and pita packs, and fizzy drinks.

“The other day when I went in the kitchen, Mrs. S was hiding something behind the freezer,” he says.

“I saw her doing that too, one time!” I exclaim.

“It’s a handheld,” says Vi, tearing open a bag of popcorn. We all look at her and she shrugs. “What can I say? I snoop.”

“Why would she hide a handheld behind the freezer?” asks Faith.

“Maybe she’s not allowed any tech here, either, so she hides it,” says Vi. “For, like, messaging people or watching the news.”

The acrid taste of the air is getting to me, but I don’t want to go inside.

“Cards?” I suggest.

Vi shoves popcorn in her mouth. “Nah. Not in the mood.”

“You know what I miss?” says Troy. “At home, we all used to ride our bikes to the shipping yard at night and play huge games of virus tag among the shipping containers. It was so fun.”

“We could play virus tag up here, but I think someone would fall off the roof eventually,” says Vi. “It would up the stakes anyway.”

“What do you guys miss the most, from before you came here?” Troy asks.

Vi says immediately, “Our co-op.”

“Yeah?” says Troy, grinning at her.

“I love how everybody’s always in and out of each other’s apartments, and everybody kind of pitches in together, helps each other out. All our families came from unlivable states and CRCs, and I think they got into the habit there, like just do what you can for each other. You can ask for a cup of sugar, or laundry tokens, or something to eat, or just hang out, and everybody’s cool with that. Like, people in our building have nothing, but they’ll share anything they have—just give it to you. They all help take care of each other’s kids, they take care of the old people. Then you go to school and, like, the kids there don’t even want to let you borrow a pencil.”

Troy is nodding along. “My mom needed professional help for my brother, but our neighbors always tried to help us. To give her a rest.”

“And your family took me in, even though they had their hands full, since my mom is the type to have a painkiller for dinner. Her four food groups are painkillers, soda, that industrial bread that tastes like sawdust, and ketchup. Basically, until I started going to Troy’s for dinner, I thought ketchup sandwiches were a normal thing to eat for every meal.”

Faith winces, and Vi laughs at her. “I know what you miss. Your bedroom with a view of the sea! Your reading nook! Your amazing soccer team! Your fancy clarinet!”

Faith shakes her head. “I miss my mom and dad,” she says, and Vi looks a little bit chastened. “Okay, and also, I miss the part after a soccer game, when we’re all on the bus together going home, and if we won, we’re celebrating and eating oranges and it’s so fun, and if we lost, we’re kind of down but we’ll pick our favorite songs to sing together for the ride back home. I like the games too, but I actually like the part after the games even more.”

“I get that,” says Troy, nodding. “Like being part of something.”

“Exactly,” says Faith.

“What about you, Ash?” says Vi.

“Definitely … hanging out with my grandmother, and my mom visiting,” I say. “In our building, nobody talked to each other. It’s not a super friendly building. And I for sure don’t miss my school.”

“The eighth-grade program here is terrible, though,” says Faith. “I feel like I’m going to be really behind when I go back.”

“I liked some stuff about my school, but there were some real jerks there,” I say. “This kid Trevor Norton—” I stop myself, shocked at how his name just slipped out.

“Ooh,” says Vi, stuffing more popcorn in her mouth. “Tell us about Trevor Norton!”

“He was just mean, always picking on someone.” My pulse is speeding up, but I feel like I can’t stop, or I don’t want to. I’ve gotten so comfortable with these three. I feel like I can tell them anything. “His whole thing was like, ‘Everything is stupid, everything is boring, everybody is an idiot.’ But for some reason he had this whole pack of kids following him around like he was the Bad Attitude Prince. He knew I lived with my grandmother. When we were younger, kids would ask me why I didn’t live with my parents and I didn’t know how to explain it, so I made stuff up. I said my mom was a spy and that she had to work in other countries all the time, and I said my dad was in the border army and got killed in a breach, but someone told their parents and their parents said I was lying, and it kind of … I mean, I was lying, but kids gave me a hard time after that. Trevor Norton used to say stuff like, ‘I guess your mom must hate you and she doesn’t live with you because you’re so ugly,’ or whatever.”

“That’s horrible!” cries Faith.

Vi shakes her head in disgust—whether at Faith’s naïve shock or my situation, I’m not sure.

“Anyway, I’d been trying to ignore him for years. But this one time he started in on Nan, because he’d seen her with me.” I stop. They are all just looking at me, waiting, their expressions friendly, sympathetic. The air feels like poison. I guess I’m really telling this story. “So, I was just sitting in the cafeteria with this kid Mac Handy from manga club—we didn’t even like each other all that much, he’s like a fact machine, he’s always correcting everybody, it’s annoying, but you have to sit with someone, safety in numbers—and Trevor Norton came over, and he’s like, Hey, I saw your ugly grandmother at the grocery store. And then he did this impression … She has a bad hip and she walks with a limp, and he did this weird lurching walk, like some kind of monster. I don’t know, it wasn’t like it was so much worse than anything else he’d said before, but …”

But it was about Nan. If the casual disdain I put up with at school broke me down every day, Nan built me back up when I got home. Her face would light up, like me walking in the door was the best thing that could possibly happen. She and Lizzy thought I was hilarious and smart, and it helped me not to care what kids at school thought, if they thought my clothes were ugly or I was spaced out or uncool or whatever, because Nan and Lizzy knew me best and they thought I was awesome.

“So?” says Vi. “Please tell me you decked him!”

“Basically, yeah.”

What I remember about it is an almost blinding rage, my fists flying, kids screaming with shock and delight. Later I had bruises to show that Trevor Norton hit me back, but I didn’t feel it at the time. I couldn’t repeat what Trevor had said, so when I was asked—by the principal, by the school social worker, by Nan—why I hit him, I said nothing. The principal said to me, “I can’t help you if you won’t talk to me.” I thought of all those years of putting up with Trevor Norton’s taunts, and I figured, dude, you’ve never helped me.

“It made everything so much worse,” I say. “I was suspended for a few days, but when I got back, even the kids I usually hung out with avoided me. Trevor and me weren’t supposed to talk to each other at all, but he would just have this grin on his face whenever I looked at him, and all the kids who were around him all the time acted like I was some kind of monster. Everybody was talking about how I went psycho. It was bad.”

“There are fistfights at our school every day,” says Vi. “That wouldn’t have been news for more than an hour.”

“One reason I didn’t want to go back was just … I couldn’t stand to see him and all those other kids. I was embarrassed that I freaked out. I felt like I built up all this anger and I couldn’t control it anymore. The idea of coming here—I thought of it like an escape, I guess.”

“Yeah, it’s so much better to be locked in a machine while something that is probably not electromagnetic energy gets sucked out of you,” says Vi, nodding sagely.

“I got bullied at school too,” says Troy, ignoring Vi’s comment. “I know what you mean, about how it builds up.”

I’d never used the word bullied to describe my situation. But maybe that was right.

“There was this kid who tried to stuff me in a locker basically every day,” continues Troy. “One time I was in the bathroom and a kid I barely knew came in and shoved my head in the toilet.”

Vi’s knuckles are white on the popcorn bag. “Why?” asks Faith.

Troy gives her an incredulous look. “I don’t know why! I guess they thought it was fun.”

“Why didn’t the monitors or guards or whatever do anything?” cries Faith, outraged.

“They can’t do anything,” says Troy. “They don’t see much of it.”

“Our school was intense,” says Vi. “I guess Delaney notwithstanding, it’s chiller here. The Factory: It Sucks, But Nobody Will Stuff Your Head in the Toilet, Probably. That should have been on the promo packets they made.”

We all laugh and start making up alternate slogans for the promo packets. The Factory: It Could Be Worse—Have You Heard of Hell? Or The Factory: Friends! Chocolate! Creepy Experiments!

We’re laughing so hard my stomach hurts, and it makes us all start coughing, because of the smoke, which makes us laugh harder.

When we’ve broken the laughing-coughing cycle, Vi says, “New topic. If you could be anywhere right now, where would you be?”

“I’d be playing volleyball on the beach near my old house, with my friends,” says Faith promptly. “If that beach was still there, I mean. Or maybe I’d be performing with my school band at the big concert hall in town. That’s gone too, though. Pretty much the whole town is gone. But if it was still there, that’s where I’d be.”

“Ash?”

I’m relaxed enough to tell the truth. “I’d be on my bed at home with a huge pile of classic print manga.” The truth is, although I had a few semifriends at Easton Middle School, I preferred to be on my own or with Nan. The Factory is a scary place, but it’s the first time I’ve had friends like this.

“Seriously? That’s it? That’s the whole thing?” says Vi incredulously.

“Okay, and I’d have a cat,” I add.

Faith smiles. “Manga? That’s old school.”

“I have probably the best print manga collection in the state,” I say. “I’ve been collecting since I was a little kid. My grandfather had a bunch, and after I saw his collection, I sort of got obsessed.”

“Yeah? Is your collection worth money?” asks Vi, interested.

“I don’t know.” I grin at her. “Probably a little.”

“Still,” she says, shaking her head. “A bunch of books and a cat, that’s the best you can do?”

“Fine, where would you be?” I ask.

“I’d be at a huge amusement park, like the one that got shut down near our town, with a Ferris wheel and roller coasters and waterslides and all of that. With you three.” She beams at us. “Either that or dancing all night at a Punk Slam Dunk concert! Or, wait, maybe Punk Slam Dunk could be performing at the amusement park!”

Faith laughs. “I don’t even know what Punk Slam Dunk is!”

“Exactly your problem,” says Vi, pointing at her.

“What about you?” I ask Troy.

He shrugs, smiling vaguely.

“Come on, Troy!” Vi cries, tossing the empty popcorn bag at him.

“Does it have to be in the world?” he asks.

“Huh?” says Vi, and Faith starts laughing again.

“I mean, I’d kind of like to go to space,” he says, with that funny smile of his.

“If you could be anywhere, you’d be in space ?” says Vi.

“If I could survive space, I would really want to see other planets,” he says. “Did you know it actually rains diamonds on Venus and Uranus?”

“It does not,” says Vi. “You’re full of it.”

“No, it does,” says Troy. “It could be raining diamonds on Venus right now.” We’re all laughing and he says, “I’m serious! Because of the pressure—”

But then he starts coughing again. This time he coughs so hard that he turns red, and afterward, he is pale and breathless.

Vi starts gathering up all the trash and stuffing it back in the pillowcase.

“It’s too smoky,” she says. “Let’s go in, you weirdos.”
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You can tell, looking around the cafeteria at breakfast, who will be going in the ECs that day. We carry ourselves more rigidly, struggling to keep our anxiety under control. And then when Vance comes to the cafeteria or the classroom to read our names off his handheld, we already know when our names are on the list, but hearing it sends that anxiety spiking. We file out in silence and go to the changing rooms. Nobody tries to offer anybody else encouraging words, nobody makes jokes. We just grit our teeth and get ready, try to remind ourselves why we’re here, tell ourselves this is one more session down, one day closer to the end. But the end is still so far away.

The Extraction Container at the end of the row has a new, shiny black rectangle attached to one end.

“Asher Doyle, over there,” says Vance, pointing me toward it.

Avery is standing next to the EC. She lifts the lid. Her eyelids are swollen, as if she’s been crying. There is that row of large extra nozzles on the inside of the lid, like the container in the city.

“Is this a scan?” I ask, alarmed.

She gives a single, ambiguous shake of the head. Less no, more please don’t ask me anything.

I get inside numbly, lie back, and Avery holds out the mouth tube. I open my mouth, clamp down, breathe in the stale air inside the tube, my heart banging against my ribs. Avery shuts the lid. Both sets of nozzles start to spin. I feel the cold jelly on my back and I struggle to keep my breathing slow. It’s all about the breathing, Faith says, and Vi rolls her eyes and says, You can’t breathe your way out of this, but I always try it, of course, hoping I can manage the fear this time.

I can’t.

The jelly rises around me. It slides over my face. It slips under my eyelids and crawls into my ear canals. I clench my jaw tighter as it pours through me, cold and horrible. BAM—that jolt, that shock, everything white, everything pouring out of me. And then that feeling like nimble long fingers, ice cold, steel sharp, searching, slicing, pulling me apart.

A girl crying and clutching a stuffed cat—BAM—the deck of a ship, the bright horizon at sea—BAM—a man laughing, doubled over—BAM—lights flashing, a frenzy of voices—BAM—Lizzy reaching for my hand—BAM—my sneakered feet running down the pavement, fast—BAM—sunlight in the tree branches—BAM—running among the solar panels—BAM—Vance Crawler exclaiming, “This could be a cure for cancer!”—BAM—pitching a tent by a shimmering lake—BAM—“Watch out,” says somebody I trust, although I can’t see them, “the path is icy!”—BAM—a dark tunnel, the sound of dripping, a flash of light—

and the knife-cold pain of something essential being scooped away

the tug, the resistance, the tearing

my heart like a battering ram

the whirlwind of images spinning by me

It hurts

It hurts

*   *   *

I return to myself in pieces, slowly. The lid of the EC opens. I let the breathing tube drop from my mouth. I haul myself out of the EC, trying to catch my balance as the room tilts and sways, and stagger to the changing rooms. I stand in the shower stall after the hot air has pounded me dry, resting my forehead against the glass, while the mechanical voice says “Please exit the shower” over and over again.

It’s done for another day. I made it through.

And then I remember: They put me in a scanner. It was an extraction—I felt it—but was it a scan too? Did Garrison Broom get the military funding he promised, and send a scanner to the Factory? For what? For me?

I put on my jumpsuit. Nobody stops me from taking the elevator up by myself. Miss Chen gives me a knowing look, her black eyes gleaming between the deep folds of her eye wrinkles. She has her teeth in, little dog asleep in her lap, and she’s playing one of those ancient Pac-Man games on her computer, the little round head with its open mouth zipping around a maze and gobbling up ghosts.

“Can I talk to the director?” I ask.

She grins and hits the intercom.

“What is it?” says the director sharply.

Miss Chen hits another button, and the door slides open.

The director is wearing a pin-striped suit and white silk cravat today, the chunky black glasses propped on top of her white hair. She looks at me blankly when I come in, like she doesn’t even recognize me.

“It’s … Asher Doyle,” I say.

“I know who you are, Asher,” she snaps. “Why are you here ?”

There is something about being so unwelcome where it goes beyond uncomfortable and becomes almost funny. I’m too wrung out to stand, so I go and sit in the chair across from her.

“That was a scan,” I say. “I just went in the EC and there was a scanner on it.”

She looked annoyed when I came in, but now her face goes blank—the facial equivalent of a closed door.

I’ve had this sick suspicion, since the day she took me to the city and I discovered my dad wanted to find something from scanning me. He sounded crazed, demanding they put me back in the scanner. The same day the director said to me that Lizzy’s debt might not be bad luck after all. She asked me why he wanted me to come here, why he cared about Lizzy’s problem. And really, why did he care? He could have just refused to help. Why talk up the Factory, like it was the best thing ever?

“He wanted me here, right?” I say. “He wanted me to come to the Factory so that he could scan me.”

The guy who put up all that money, just to pull out and ask for it back once Lizzy had spent it on the business. He sent two mob guys who threatened her and told her they would do worse. It’s horrible to imagine my father could be behind it, that he would do that to Lizzy, but I don’t believe it’s just bad luck that brought me here anymore. That scanner says otherwise.

“Did he set my mom up?”

“I have no idea, Asher,” she says. “Your mother certainly set herself up, if nothing else. Now, get out of my office.”

A sudden, vicious bite to those last words—she’s not as ice-cool as she acts, but I’ve just been unraveled and pulled apart and had pieces of me yanked away in a coffin-like machine, and I’m not really scared of anything or anyone right now.

“I need to talk to you about Troy Sanchez,” I blurt.

She blinks, once.

“He’s had a few bad reactions,” I say. “But he can’t go home because his family won’t be able to pay back any of the money. You get that, right? That everyone here is seriously desperate, and their families need the money so bad that they use it right away for whatever they need, and then the kid is stuck here, even if it’s making them really sick, because the money is already gone?”

“If a child is sent home for medical reasons, they keep a percentage of the signing fee,” says Director Mach.

“What percentage?”

“It was all in the contract, Asher.”

“I had this idea,” I say. “If everybody else goes in the ECs for one extra minute, Troy’s time could be cut in half. And then Faith and Vi and me could go in an extra ten minutes each. That would make it so he only has to go in for a really short time.”

I only just thought of it, but I know Vi and Faith would be on board. Director Mach shoots me down right away.

“Then what on earth is the point of him being here?” she asks. “There are many families that need the funds we offer, whose children could fully participate. We don’t need to keep a child here who puts an undue burden on others.”

“It could be temporary, just while he’s getting healthy again,” I beg. “I’m trying to help him, that’s all.”

“You’re trying to help him,” she says, deadpan.

“He’s my friend.”

She nods thoughtfully. “Altruism. It’s interesting. Does it make you feel good about yourself?”

“I don’t feel good about any of this,” I tell her. This lady is something else.

“Asher, I’m busy. No doubt Dr. Lahiri will do her best. The well-being of all the children here is her job, not yours.”

“What happened to Luisa?”

She blanches a little. It’s the first real reaction I’ve been able to get from her.

“I am not going to gossip with you about other children,” she replies, her voice clipped. “You can’t just saunter up here uninvited to make inane suggestions, either.”

“You had a son,” I say to her. “What if somebody did this to your kid? Shut them in machines and … I mean, do you know what it’s like? Do you even know that it’s painful and horrible, do you know how bad we feel afterward?”

Her nostrils flare as she stands up, turning her back on me and tapping at her handheld. When she speaks to me, there is a slight tremor to her voice: “The scans are part of the program. I’ve called security to come and remove you from my office.”

I stare at her back.

“What are you doing to us?” I whisper.

She snatches the keycard off the cabinet and taps her way through that side door, leaving me alone in her office. I sit there and shut my eyes. My head is pounding. Moments later, a burly guy in uniform appears behind me.

“Come on,” he says, weary, like I’m just one more problem in his problem-filled day.

I follow him out. He stands next to me in the elevator, looking straight ahead.

He grew up in the old suburbs, he bullied his younger brother, his parents campaigned against the printed neighborhoods, he’d rather let people die than have to share anything with them— I stop, a little startled by the fury of my own imagination. He’s just a guy, I remind myself. I don’t know his real story.

The guard takes me all the way up to the dorm and waits in the doorway for me to go and lie down on my bunk before he leaves. I’m so tired I feel like I could sleep for a month, and so angry I feel like I might never sleep again.

*   *   *

There is a weird hush in the cafeteria when I arrive late for lunch. I sit down with the others and say, “What’s going on?”

Vi nods in the direction of Zoe, Faith’s Original Lousy Buddy. She is sitting at her usual table, staring at nothing, her face slack.

“She came out of the EC really spacey,” says Vi. “Apparently she hasn’t said anything since. She doesn’t answer when you talk to her. It’s like she’s not there.”

The kids at her table are all trying not to look at Zoe, who picks up her spoon mechanically and then puts it back down, still staring into the middle distance. Vi is right; she looks vacant.

“Should we do something?” I ask.

“I mean, she’s sitting with her friends,” says Vi, shrugging.

Troy says, “No she isn’t,” and I get what he means.

Faith stands up and marches over there. “Hey, Zoe!”

But Zoe doesn’t react at all. The other kids at the table look even more miserable and uncomfortable.

“Let’s go see Dr. Lahiri,” says Faith firmly. She tugs on Zoe’s arm a little. Zoe stands up, unresisting, and Faith leads her out of the cafeteria. Everybody keeps on eating like nothing is happening.

“Faith is awesome,” says Troy.

Vi rolls her eyes.

“Zoe never had a reaction before?” I ask them.

Troy shakes his head. “I don’t think so.”

Faith comes back a few minutes later, looking shaken.

“That was super weird,” she says. She glances at Troy and he nods in confirmation: That was super weird.

We never see Zoe again.
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It’s smoky so we haven’t been meeting on the roof as much, but tonight has the feel of an emergency meeting. I tell them about the scan.

“Describe it,” Vi says. “It’s a screen?”

“It looks sort of like a mini solar panel—black and like maybe an inch or two thick.”

“Could it be a computer monitor? Or something like a handheld?”

“Maybe,” I say. “I have no idea. All I can see is the outside of it and it doesn’t look like anything I’ve seen before.”

Vi’s face lights up.

“What?” asks Faith, alarmed.

“We should look at the inside,” says Vi.

“Vi, please don’t …” Faith begins. “What are you even talking about?”

“Troy, remember for science fair when we built a computer out of scrap parts?” Vi says.

“I can’t believe we didn’t win,” he says dreamily.

“Yeah, well, the computer didn’t work,” she says. “But I would recognize the inside of a computer or a handheld, I’d know what some of the parts are. We might be able to figure something out if we open it up.”

“How are you going to open it up? Please tell me you’re not being serious!” Faith begs. She looks like she might cry. Troy puts a hand on her shoulder, but he’s looking at Vi.

“We could just, like, unscrew the back of it and have a little peek,” says Vi. “No big.”

“No,” says Faith. “No, no, no, no.”

I imagine looking inside the scanner, Vi saying something like, I think I know what’s going on here!

“Maybe if we snuck down there at night,” I say, “nobody would know …”

Faith looks at me in total shock, as if she thought I was more sensible than that. I thought I was too. But I have to know what’s being done to me, I have to know what my dad is after, why he went to so much trouble—I’m sure I’m right, I’m sure it’s not a coincidence—to get me here, so he could scan me, search through me, for … what?

“There are cameras everywhere!” Faith points out.

“But we already know they don’t watch them every second,” says Vi. “I swear whoever is in that guardhouse snoozes most of the day away.”

“You can’t count on that!” Faith counters. “You don’t know which cameras they’re watching and when. What if they spot you?”

“We’ll cover our faces, so even if they see it later, they won’t know it was us!”

“You guys aren’t going to know what you’re looking at, and if you get kicked out of here, then what?” says Faith furiously.

I think about Lizzy the day she was threatened, showing up and trying to be brave, but she was trembling; the hideous shock of it, realizing the danger she was in, how serious it was. I think about Luisa, and Zoe, and Troy, who is also in danger. We all are. I know Faith is right, but we signed up for this because we thought we understood the risks, and we were wrong about that.

“We’ll do it fast,” says Vi. “Sneak down, peek, right back to bed.”

“No way,” says Faith. She looks at Troy. “Tell her.”

“Too risky,” Troy agrees, and Faith nods her head firmly. “But she’s going to do it anyway.”

Vi laughs.

“Don’t do it,” says Faith. “I am begging you not to do it.”

Vi turns to me. “Come on, Ash. You in?”

There is a part of me that doesn’t just need to know what is going on but needs to act. I can’t really explain it. I know it’s a terrible, risky idea, and it probably won’t even help us—but what if it does?

“I’m in,” I say.

Vi gives me an enormous grin. “You and me, then. How are we going to do this?”

Faith drops her head into her hands.

“The utility closet by the caf,” I say. “You said you got the electrical cord there. We probably just need some small screwdrivers.”

“And so began his life of crime,” intones Vi.

*   *   *

The next day drags by even more slowly than usual. I bomb a math quiz. I do my hour on the ellipticals, an hour on the exercise bikes, going nowhere fast, but with more energy than usual, like I’m trying to outpace my fear. Vi is walking with an extra bounce in her step, even after going in the EC. We go over our plan briefly at dinner in the cafeteria, and then I go early to the dorms to move the bunk bed away from the wall, just enough for me to fit my body over the side.

I’m so wound up that it’s not hard to stay awake. When the clock above the door says one in the morning, I pull the blanket right over my head. I move to the side of the bed near the wall, and slide off the edge, down to the floor, keeping the blanket over the gap. I crawl under the bunk beds, trying to breathe silently, until I reach the wall. The camera has its blind spots, as Vi pointed out. It takes in most of the room, pretty much, but it’s situated right above the door, so it doesn’t capture the door itself, or the wall right around it. I stand up silently, edging along the wall to the door, tap the sensor, and the door slides open without a sound. Vi is waiting for me there with a canvas bag over her head, eyeholes cut in it. At least, I assume it’s Vi. She looks so ridiculous that, as scared as I am, I have to stifle a laugh.

A pillowcase is draped over the camera in the hall. She hands me another bag and I pull it over my head, trying to align the eyeholes with my eyes. The bag smells like potatoes. She is holding another pillowcase with tools in it.

“Let’s make this fast,” she whispers, and we tiptoe downstairs. I try to imagine what the other cameras are capturing. Two pajama-clad kids with bags on their heads. As long as we’re not caught before we get back to our rooms, there’s no way to identify us.

The Factory floor seems even more cavernous than during the day, the low nighttime lights giving everything a dim yellowish glow. We go wordlessly to the EC at the end and look at the smooth black rectangle sticking out of it.

“There’s a pouch with tiny screwdrivers in there,” she says, shoving the pillowcase at me and climbing on top of the EC to examine the monitor. I find the pouch, along with a hammer and shears. I have no idea what Vi thought we might need a hammer for, but maybe she was just grabbing stuff fast. I open the pouch and pull out the smallest screwdriver I can find. Except it isn’t a screwdriver; it’s a tiny black tab with a plug-in.

“What’s this?” I ask.

Vi bends down to take it from me, and squints at it through the eyeholes in her bag, turning it over in her fingers.

“It looks like a hack key,” she says, with a laugh of disbelief.

“What’s that?”

“For accessing password-protected files. Hack keys can’t get past any serious encryption, but they can bypass a regular password. I knew a guy in our building who used to sell them. They’re totally illegal.”

“Are you sure that’s what it is?”

“No. But it sure looks like it.”

“You think it belongs to August?”

“I mean, it was in with his stuff,” she says.

“Maybe he just has it because … I don’t know, why would he?”

I remember what I heard him saying to Mrs. Sawyer when I came back from the city: Her tech is like a fortress.

She hands it back to me and examines the monitor again. I slip the hack key, or whatever it is, in my pajama pocket.

“I wish we had a flashlight,” she whispers. “I don’t think this thing comes apart.” She is running her hand over every part of it. “No screws, no nothing. It might be solid. The front and back are identical.”

My heart sinks. Did we take this chance for nothing? Somehow, just going back to our dorms feels impossible. We’ve come this far.

“Let’s look inside the machine,” I whisper.

She slides off the top of the EC and we heave the lid open. The tube running along the inside is the same one, it seems, that comes out the bottom and goes into the wall of the lab.

“Whatever they’re extracting, it goes through there, I guess,” she says.

“Or that’s what pumps some kind of energy in,” I say.

There is a shhhh sound at the end of the Factory floor—the outside door sliding open. The beam of a flashlight hits the floor, and I grab Vi by the arm.

“Inside!” she hisses, but we’re both rolling into the EC before she gets the full word out, Vi pulling the lid down fast, the pillowcase of tools between us.

We lie there in the echoey dark, breathing. The lid of the EC blocks all sound so we can’t hear footsteps out there or anything else. I squeeze my eyes shut and count. If whoever was coming inside heard anything or saw the lid closing, they will reach us in under a minute, probably. So when I get to one hundred, I tell myself we are safe, we just need to stay put for a while. I keep counting. Vi’s breath is shuddering next to me. Vi, who never seems to be afraid of anything.

“Let’s peek,” she whispers, and I shake my head. Then remember she can’t see me, so I whisper, “Not yet.”

I count in a soft whisper, and her breathing calms down with my counting. I count out ten full minutes, and then crack the lid, peering out.

The Factory floor is dim and silent again. I open it a little wider. Nobody. We climb out.

“Maybe the guards patrol at night?” she says, her voice shaky.

“We should go back before someone checks the cameras.”

“Wait.”

She takes the big pair of shears out of the pillowcase and goes to the end of the EC.

“Vi!” I whisper, panic spiking through me. “Don’t!”

She chops the tube connecting the EC to the wall of the laboratory. My heart skips a beat.

I could tell her that was stupid, that there will be consequences. But there’s a wild thrill in watching it too. I understand exactly what she’s feeling, the desperate desire to strike back.

“Look,” she whispers, holding up the broken tube.

Inside the rubber coating, there is a twist of wires, but they aren’t ordinary wires. I don’t know what they are. They are clear, like glass, but strong and flexible. She’s bouncing on her toes now, like a kid at an amusement park trying to figure out which ride to go on next.

“We should cut all of them,” she says gleefully.

“We don’t have time,” I say, the least of the many reasons why we shouldn’t do it.

But Vi bounces to the next EC and she cuts the tube with a ferocious snap of the shears, then moves on to the next. I watch her, something rising and burning inside me.

“You do one,” she says, elated.

It’s like being caught in a current I don’t have the stamina to swim against, and I don’t even really want to. I grab the shears and run to the next EC. The big tube is tough, and so is the thick twist of wires inside it, but the shears are strong and sharp. I slam them shut, severing the EC from whatever is on the other side of the laboratory wall. It’s the best I’ve felt in days. I do the next one as well. My heart is soaring, even while I’m terrified that the lights are all going to come on, that Vance or Mrs. Garrick or Director Mach is going to suddenly appear. What would they do to us? Better not to think about that. Better not to think about anything. Our fury provides a kind of irresistible momentum.

By the time I cut a third tube, the enormity of what we’re doing is starting to sink in, my wild elation already sliding fast toward fear and regret. Vi sees me hesitate, she grabs the shears from my hands and keeps going. She is at the last EC when an alarm begins to blare—not the siren-like wail of the bell, but an urgent BLAT-BLAT-BLAT. The lights in the Factory start flashing red. She slams the shears closed on the tube, severing it, then drops them, and we run like mad across the Factory floor. But the automatic doors have locked down. We can’t get them open. A light goes on in the glass hallway above.

“Bathrooms,” she gasps. The restrooms at the far end have an old-fashioned push door. We bolt in that direction. I hear the main doors open again behind us, a male voice shouting, but I don’t look back.

Through the bathroom, out the side door, up the stairs. If the dorm rooms are locked, I don’t know what we’ll do. But we can hear voices in the hall—familiar kid voices, panicking. Vi pulls me to the side at the top of the stairs, nearly slamming me against the wall. The camera blind spot. She pulls the bag off her head, and I do the same. We drop them on the stairs. Vi peeks around the corner, then plunges into the group of kids, yelling, “Is the Factory on fire?”

I follow her, relieved to see the pillowcase still draped over the camera at the end of the hall. Nobody is paying attention to us; they are all too confused by the alarm, trying to open the windows. Omar is next to me, looking anxious.

“I don’t smell smoke,” I say, trying to act like I just came out of the room as well, even though I’m drenched in sweat and my heart is hammering in my chest. I come face-to-face with Faith. She doesn’t say anything, but her expression is grim.

“We should evacuate!” yells Vi, trying to stoke as much panic as possible. “We’re going to burn alive in here!”

A stampede for the stairs comes to a crashing halt. Two uniformed guards are coming up. Mrs. Garrick is descending the stairs from the third floor, wearing a frilly robe and slippers, her hair in a cap, her expression sheer murder.

“Why are you all in the hallway?” she screeches.

“A fire alarm went off,” says Vi. “We never did a fire drill. Where are we supposed to go?”

“There is no fire!” cries Mrs. Garrick.

One of the guards is holding the bags with eyeholes we dropped on the stairs. He moves through us as if we aren’t there and goes to the end of the hall, where he jumps up to pull the pillowcase off the camera. Mrs. Garrick’s eyes bug out.

The other guard is holding the pillowcase of tools we used.

I feel like I might throw up, my heart is going so hard, the sweat cooling on my skin. If anybody asks me anything or looks closely at me, I’m sure I look guilty. Faith has stepped in front of me, blocking me from Mrs. Garrick’s gaze.

“Can we go back to bed, if there’s no fire?” Faith asks.

Mrs. Garrick looks uncertain.

The other guard murmurs something to her, and then goes back down the stairs.

“Back to your beds, all of you!” barks Mrs. Garrick, like she’s the one who thought of it.

Troy glances at me, a question, as we go back into the dorm, but I can’t say anything. I lie down on my bed, pull the blanket over me, and stare into the dark, heart still leaping in my chest like it’s trying to break free.
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Asher won’t step on a snake while hiking and need to be rushed to the hospital.

He won’t win the departmental award for Best Sociology Thesis by an Undergraduate at Wesleyan University, because he won’t go there.

He won’t adopt a kitten he finds in a dumpster outside a Mexican restaurant in Chicago, because he won’t be at that restaurant, he won’t go to Chicago.

He won’t be involved in a car accident on the I-95.

He won’t play ping pong at a summer camp in his teens and discover something beyond a knack for it, some would say a genius for it. He won’t end up winning competitions across the country and even internationally.

He won’t have another run-in with Trevor Norton. They will not end up doing restorative justice together. He will not discover that Trevor Norton has problems of his own, problems Asher can relate to. They will not end up in the same college program years later and become friends.

He won’t save his neighbor from a house fire and be lauded as a local hero.

He won’t get food poisoning so bad after eating ceviche in a dodgy restaurant that it will leave him with lingering gut problems for years.

He won’t go hiking in Nepal with Vi, he won’t sit with her in a lodge in the Himalayas and discuss her medical residency, he won’t think, Wow, Vi really pulled it off.

He won’t make a documentary film about the Factories with Faith.

So many forking paths, and every door that opens closes thousands of other doors while opening thousands of new ones ahead. The possibilities are endless. Nearly endless. But not quite endless.
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I wake up in the morning with the terrible wail of the bell and roll over under my covers, longing to sleep more. Then I remember why I’m so tired, and dread washes through me.

By the light of day, I can’t imagine what we were thinking in the middle of the night, cutting the tubes, or why we ever thought we might be able to learn anything with a bunch of screwdrivers. Now we’re going to be caught, the whole thing will be over, Lizzy will be back in terrifying debt, I’ve let my family down. I feel sick to my stomach.

“Find anything?” Troy asks me quietly as we’re filing downstairs for breakfast.

I shake my head. I can’t tell him what we did.

Mrs. Sawyer gives me waffles, yogurt, and a bowl of pineapple chunks.

“You look like you need more sleep,” she says sternly.

Vi and Faith get a table ahead of us. It’s obvious Vi has told Faith because she has the expression on her face of someone with a foot stuck in the railroad tracks, staring down an oncoming train. Vi, on the other hand, looks ridiculously happy.

Vi beams at me. “Morning, Ash!”

I attempt a bite of waffle, avoiding Faith’s eyes.

“Wow, you guys are fun this morning,” says Vi, way too chipper. None of us answers her. She leans forward and whispers, “You still have the hack key, Ash?”

I nod. It’s under my mattress.

“We screwed up,” I tell her, angry at how pleased and relaxed she seems. “We’re going to get busted.”

“Nah.” She shakes her head confidently. “If they knew it was us, we’d already be living in an Extraction Container. They can’t prove anything. We’re fine.”

After breakfast, I brush my teeth at the row of sinks in the changing rooms, the mirrors reflecting the faces of forty-eight kids who are just starting to realize how long a year is going to feel. I go to class. I watch a gross video of a frog being dissected for science, and think about how Nan and I got tadpoles from Easton Pond every spring when I was little, how we kept them in a glass aquarium and fed them lettuce until they grew little arms and legs, crawled up on the rocks we’d placed in the aquarium, tiny toads the size of houseflies, and then we returned them to the pond. I miss Nan so much it hurts. I wonder if she’s okay without me. I wonder if she’s going to be furious or relieved when I get sent home. I wonder what we’re going to do, how we’ll save Lizzy.

Nobody is called to go in the ECs and there is some confused whispering about it. The day feels so long, just waiting for the consequences to land on me. No matter what Vi says, someone will have heard us or seen us leaving the dorms. I try to do some schoolwork. I try to eat lunch. The seconds and the minutes and the hours crawl by. Sometime in the middle of the afternoon, Vance appears in the classroom. His face is terrifying—jaw clenched, nostrils flaring, eyes bugging, like he’s about to completely lose it. I hope he’s not in the room when they figure out it was me and Vi.

“Clarissa Adams.” He bites the words out. “To Mrs. Garrick’s office.”

Clarissa?

Faith turns around and mouths, Alphabetical order.

She’s right. Clarissa comes back some time later, looking puzzled, and Dev Agarwal is called to the office. Vi is trying to catch Faith’s eye, but Faith won’t look at her. Myra Banks, Shaun Billings, Lois Chung, Josh Delaney, and then it’s my turn.

Mrs. Garrick’s office is at the other end of that glass hallway, and is nowhere near as elegant as Director Mach’s office. It’s not even as big as the reception room where Miss Chen plays Pac-Man and presides over spare keycards. It’s a poky room with a small window.

“Sit down, Asher,” she snaps.

I obey, not trusting myself to say too much.

“I need you to tell me anything you may have seen or heard yesterday evening or last night, anything unusual,” she says. She slides a pencil and a piece of card paper across the table at me. “If you wish, you may write it down.”

“Unusual like what?” I ask. My palms are sweating. I grab the underside of the desk to steady my hands, and I feel something stuck there, like a tiny metal knob the size of my fingertip. I fidget with it, almost absentmindedly.

“Anything at all. Perhaps you heard something. Perhaps there was noise in the night, or somebody leaving the dorm rooms.” She has an avid, hungry expression, like she’s about to pounce on me and eat my face.

“I mean, people use the bathroom,” I say. “But I didn’t wake up, so I’m not sure.”

She taps her fingers, waiting for me to continue. I tug at the little thing stuck to the underside of the desk and it comes away in my hand. I nearly drop it, startled.

“Why did the alarm go off last night?” I ask. “I mean, if it wasn’t a fire …”

Maybe playing dumb is too heavy-handed and the less said the better. I’m not much of a liar.

“Sabotage,” she hisses at me, and her expression of fury is so exaggerated that I have to hold in a jag of hysterical laughter. Not laughing makes me hiccup. She stares at me.

“Sorry,” I say, palming the thing that came off the underside of her desk. I can’t stick it back and I don’t know where to put it.

“Somebody damaged the Extraction Containers deliberately,” she says. “All of them. It was planned. Premeditated.”

She flips her handheld to show me a still from the Factory floor at night. Me and Vi, one of us chopping at the tubes, but even I can’t tell us apart in the dim picture, with potato bags on our heads. Just two kids in pajamas, no faces, like Vi said.

I hiccup again and squint at the picture like I’m trying to interpret it.

“Those are kids,” I say. “Right?”

“If you know anything, if you have heard anything, it is best to tell me now. The consequences for anyone withholding information or protecting a friend will be dire indeed.” She leans back in her chair. “You cannot imagine the cost of repairing such delicate equipment.”

A cold feeling trickles through my veins when she says that.

“The responsible party will be found and held accountable,” she continues, holding my gaze.

“Yeah. That makes sense,” I say, hiccupping.

I can’t let the cost fall on Nan and Lizzy. I just have to deny it until I’m blue in the face, and hope nobody noticed me leaving the dorm.

“Do you have anything to tell me, Asher?” she asks, her voice like cold metal.

I shake my head. “Can’t think of anything.”

“Tell Otis Fleming to come to my office.” She suddenly looks so dejected that I kind of feel sorry for her. I wonder if Mrs. Garrick has any pets, or family, or close friends. Someone to love.

In the elevator going down, I realize I still have the metal knob in my hand. It’s circular, about the size of my pinkie fingertip and thick as a coin, with some kind of adhesive on the top that had stuck it to the desk.

I put it in my pocket.

*   *   *

Otis goes up to Mrs. Garrick’s office next. He looks scared, and I’ll say this for the Factory: There is something equalizing about how afraid we all are so much of the time. At school, some kids—and bullies in particular—can seem invulnerable; they lead charmed lives, they are all-powerful. But here, even Josh Delaney has to wear a plastic shirt every other day and force his legs to walk him over to a coffin-like tube where for an hour and a half he will be submerged in jelly and undone in ways he can’t guess at. He comes out shaky and wrecked just like the rest of us. And we’re all here because we have to be; we’re all terrified to be here and even more terrified to be cast out. We’re here—the very worst of us—to save ourselves or to save somebody else from ruin. So it isn’t hard for me to feel sorry for Otis Fleming as he trudges out of the classroom to see what awaits him in Mrs. Garrick’s office, too proud to ask me or anyone else how it went.

Faith is called next. Vi is still trying to catch her eye, and Faith is still looking steadfastly straight ahead. She doesn’t look at us when she comes back, either.

The siren wails to mark the end of class. Nobody has been in the ECs all day. Half the kids still need to be interviewed by Mrs. Garrick; they get called up during our rest period and dinner. There are some whispers, now that word is out the machines were sabotaged, but nobody is pointing any fingers at me or Vi—yet.

We’re eating our spaghetti and I’m just beginning to think that maybe we actually got away with it, but Vi is looking at Faith, and Faith is looking at Troy, and Troy is looking at his spaghetti, and then Vi says, “Roof party tonight, okay?”

“Vi, if they weren’t watching the cameras before, they will be now,” says Faith. “If not in real time, they’ll be checking through them later, for sure. Pillowcase isn’t going to keep working.”

“I’ll take care of the camera,” says Vi.
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There is a white glob of something on the eye of the camera when I slip out of the dorm. Vi is waiting on the fire escape.

“What is that?” I ask.

“Mayonnaise.” She grins. “I waited in the bathroom for a whole hour and then climbed up the doorframe.”

The smoke has finally cleared, and the stars are coming out. As soon as we’re all settled on the roof, shielded by solar panels, Faith says furiously, “You two put me and Troy in a horrible position.”

“What are you talking about? You weren’t involved, period,” says Vi.

“But you said you were just going to look inside that monitor. I told you it was a bad idea, I told you not to do it. And then you broke all the Containers. And we all get interrogated, which leaves me and Troy having to lie for you.”

“So?” Vi is looking hard at Troy.

“So, it sucked, and it was scary,” says Troy, very calm.

“You guys.” Vi huffs out an impatient breath. “How awesome was a day with no ECs? And who knows how long it will take to fix them! We could get a real break!”

But I get where Faith and Troy are coming from.

“We got carried away,” I say, understatement of the century. “I’m really sorry.”

“I’m not sorry,” says Vi.

“Have you ever apologized for anything in your life? Do you ever think you’re wrong?” says Faith, her voice rising.

Vi looks confused. “No.”

“Well, what you did last night was dangerous and also really stupid.”

“Give me a break,” says Vi. “You’re such a coward. This is not some nice little clean energy experiment, okay? Asher’s supervillain daddo is up to something super weird, it’s probably got to do with our DNA or something genetic, and they lied to us in the contract—the military is funding it!—and you think we should just be good little children and keep letting them shut us in containers and do who even knows what to us?”

“Stop yelling at me!” shouts Faith.

“I mean, seriously, what do you think we should do?”

“We could do research. We could study up on electromagnetism and DNA experiments and stuff, see if we can figure things out,” argues Faith.

“That’s actually a good idea,” says Troy.

“No it isn’t!” cries Vi. “How are we going to research it? It’s all top secret, classified, blah blah, we aren’t going to find the answers posted online somewhere!”

Troy grabs Vi’s arm and puts a finger to his lips. We all freeze. He points to the side of the roof. My stomach turns over. I hear voices somewhere nearby.

Vi gets up and walks quietly toward the voices, waving at the rest of us to follow. She lies flat on the edge of the roof, peering over the side. Troy lies down next to her, so Faith and I follow suit. I can smell the lavender-scented vapor that always clings to Avery, and I can hear her voice, high and strained.

“I swear I’m hearing things,” Avery says. “I just heard one of them screaming!”

“You didn’t hear anything, there’s nothing, relax.” That’s Vance.

“I’m having panic attacks, Vance! I was in a corner of the lab just trying to take a normal breath for like half an hour today. I can’t do this anymore!”

We’re right above their staff room.

Vance murmurs something we can’t hear. When Avery speaks again, it’s not as loud, but still pitched high enough that we can hear every word clearly.

“I just hate it so much. I know this is big for our careers, but I … I don’t think I can do it much longer. When they come out, they look so …”

“They all signed up for this, Avery.” Vance raises his voice a little. “They made a choice.”

“But maybe they didn’t know it would be like this,” says Avery. “No wonder they’re sabotaging the machines.”

“They aren’t prisoners. It’s actually a pretty sweet deal they’re getting.” He sounds angry. “You need to focus on our goals, Ave. Forget the military, forget the institute. They’ve all got their own plans, but this technology could be adapted for medical purposes, it could be targeted to halt tumors, it could basically be like a cure for cancer!”

I have a dizzying sense of déjà vu, like I remember this moment, and then I realize I’m remembering one of those scenes that flashed by in the EC: Vance exclaiming, “This could be a cure for cancer!”

“I don’t know,” says Avery sadly. “Like, I’m not sure I buy the idea that the ends justify the means.”

“Oh, please. Where would science be if we never accepted any moral cost?”

There is a snuffling sound. Is Avery crying?

Vance says impatiently, “We’re so close to a prototype, Ave. We’ll be ready to do the test blast in a few days. You just need to hang in there a little longer.”

“Okay. Ugh. Okay. I feel so bad for the mousies.”

“Are you serious? You know, you’re a good scientist, Ave, you’ve got the brain for it, but you sure don’t have the temperament.”

“I’m supposed to be totally unfeeling like you?”

“I’m not unfeeling. But eyes on the big picture, Avery! You can’t see the forest for the trees.”

“The forest is the trees. That’s what a forest is! Trees!”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

The window closes, and we creep back toward the middle of the roof.

“Prototype?” says Vi. “Test blast? Are they building a bomb?”

“Out of our DNA?” says Troy, and then giggles. “DNA bomb?”

It’s not really funny, but it does sound absurd.

“I guess … they could be using DNA to build something,” says Faith, frowning. “Blast could mean anything. And … curing cancer sounds pretty good? What if we really are doing something important here?”

“If it was so great, why would they lie to us?” says Vi.

I’m still reeling from hearing Vance echo kind of what I heard him say about curing cancer when I was inside the EC. The images we see in the ECs aren’t random and dreamlike if they’re linked to reality in ways I could never have guessed or predicted. I don’t know what to make of it. But there’s something else I’ve been dying to discuss with my friends all day, waiting for our time on the roof. I take the small circular device out of my jumpsuit pocket and show it to them.

“Guys, look what I found stuck to the underneath part of Mrs. Garrick’s desk when I was in her office.”

Vi takes it between her fingers and looks it over. “Is it a listening bug?”

“That’s what I thought,” I say, though I’ve never seen a bug before, and until Vi says it, I’d assumed I was being ridiculous.

“Whoa! Put it away!” cries Faith, alarmed.

Vi speaks into it: “Hellloooo? Who’s there?”

I grab it and stuff it back in my pocket. It hadn’t occurred to me that it might still be working. Vi laughs.

“Who would be spying on Mrs. Garrick?” says Troy.

Vi and I look at each other.

“We found a hack key with August’s screwdrivers,” I tell them. “At least, it might be a hack key.”

Faith is shaking her head, like she doesn’t want this to be real.

“If he’s up to something, Mrs. S is in on it too,” says Vi. “Those two are always chatting together. We should sneak a peek at her handheld, the one she hides behind the freezer.”

“No,” says Faith. “No more sneaking anywhere or peeking at anything.”

“Look, you’re right, trashing the ECs was kind of stupid. We didn’t find out anything. But there are other ways,” says Vi. “Especially now we have a hack key!”

“No,” says Faith again. “If I mess this up, everything stays messed up. Same for all of us. We have some clues we can follow with research. New, experimental cancer treatments, maybe using DNA manipulation, would be a good place to start, right? We can look into DNA manipulation in general, and electromagnetism, just in case they are really trying to extract electromagnetic energy. We could find stuff out that way, Vi, for real.”

“Kind of agree,” says Troy apologetically to Vi. “And I don’t want any of us to get kicked out of the program.”

Vi looks moodily out over the desert. It’s properly dark now, the only light from the guardhouse by the gate. A sudden breeze clears the high cloud, and we can see the stars—more stars than you could ever see in town, the Milky Way arcing across the sky.

“Wow.” I breathe. “Check it out.”

“Big old universe,” says Vi.

“It’s cool learning about space, but looking at it makes me feel so small and pointless,” says Faith, hunching her shoulders.

“I love it,” says Troy, smiling up at the stars. “It makes me feel like a miracle. Just, like, the fact that I exist at all.”

Faith unhunches her shoulders a little, and smiles at him warmly.

I sit with those two ideas and wonder which one I relate to more. I feel small, under the stars, but I don’t mind feeling small. My smallness doesn’t make things feel pointless. I try to feel brave in my smallness. I like the idea of feeling like a miracle. The odds are stacked against existence, for sure, and time will swallow all this. But here we are. And then I think about Vance saying, They all signed up for this … They made a choice. We sit together on the roof of this Factory, out in the desert that used to be an ocean, and I tell myself that it may have been stupid, but we did something big, we fought back, and we may even have gotten away with it. We still have choices. We can keep making choices.

We’re not out of choices yet.
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Four technicians come out the next morning to repair the ECs. We sit down together in the cafeteria for breakfast, and Faith says, “Can we please just try this my way?”

“I vote yes,” says Troy.

I look at Vi, who is glaring at her oatmeal.

“Sure,” I say.

“Are you going to help, or not?” Faith asks Vi.

Vi shrugs.

“My home library has access to a ton of subscription databases, stuff you can’t just find on the open web. I’m going to look up medical journals, see what cutting-edge cancer-related gene research is doing,” Faith says. “One of us should look into human electromagnetic fields, just in case it really is important. I was thinking you, Vi. I mean, you’re blasting through all the math and physics assessments …”

“Fine.” Vi looks pleased despite herself. “But how are we going to get into these subscription databases?”

“My library card number,” says Faith, like this should be obvious.

Vi stares at Faith like she’s an alien. “You have your library card number memorized?”

“Yes,” says Faith, like this is very normal. “Troy, this whole thing was described as a clean energy project, right? Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. But if you look into the most up-to-date research, like even wild theories on clean energy, maybe there will be some clues. Like, maybe someone somewhere will have said something or written something we can link to this place.”

“What about me?” I ask.

“Human research,” says Faith. “Director Mach. Vance Crawler. Avery Maxwell. See what you can find out about them. Their past work might give us some clues about what they’re doing here.”

“Got it,” I say, impressed. Even Vi is starting to look like she thinks maybe Faith’s idea isn’t so bad after all.

We’ve only just sat down in the classroom when Mrs. Garrick enters and stands at the front, hands folded behind her back, looking like she hasn’t slept in a month. I feel kind of sorry for her—for the stress we must have caused her—until she starts talking.

“It is essential that we discover the perpetrators of this dire act of sabotage. And we will, of course. A confession now will exempt you from punishment.” When silence follows this not-very-believable pronouncement, she continues, “Anyone with information to share will be given a two-week break from the Extraction Containers, and an extra special dessert.”

I try not to roll my eyes at the dessert offer, but Delaney’s hand goes up immediately.

“It was Fleming,” he says, his voice raw. “I saw him.”

This is pretty low, even for Delaney. For a while, Delaney was really convinced, like the meathead he is, that Otis was the one pulling pranks on him. But more recently they’ve just been avoiding each other, and I’m honestly surprised he’d try to throw Otis under the bus like this.

“You liar!” yells Otis. “It was probably Delaney! He’s always pulling stupid stunts and blaming other people!”

A buzz of whispers is rising in the class.

“If you have information about the sabotage, come to my office,” says Mrs. Garrick, and she turns on her heel.

Thirteen kids follow her out. My heart stutters in my chest. I look at Vi, but she’s laughing.

“What?” I say.

“Every kid desperate for a break is going to blame some other kid they don’t like. All she’s going to find out is that a lot of kids are weasels.” She looks around at the rest of the class. “Now you know who you can’t trust! You think any of them really saw anything? Nope, they just want two weeks off and they don’t care about anything or anyone else.”

“It was probably you,” says Shaun nastily.

Vi bats her lashes at him. “You think I’d miss my beauty sleep?”

He looks away. I haven’t been hanging out with Shaun at all, but looking at him now, I notice the hollows under his eyes. A lot of us are starting to look pretty ragged. Including Delaney. Maybe it wasn’t pure maliciousness that made him turn on Otis. Maybe he’s really that desperate for a break from the ECs.

I log in to my computer and then open a new browser.

I find Avery and Vance pretty fast. They were both studying physics, it looks like. They were in different PhD programs but left at the same time, and there’s no information after that. It takes me a while to find Director Mach. I search for Mach director and get nothing, so I try Mach scientist and finally come across someone named Nicola Mach. There are a couple of pictures from about forty years ago, and one that’s even older, but I recognize that icy gaze.

She’s actually pretty impressive. She was the youngest astronaut ever to go to space when she spent a year on the brand-new Lunar Gateway space station at age twenty-two. She joined a mission to Mars a few years later, and then moved to academia, studying advanced physics with a special interest in black holes and their effect on space-time. She wrote two books on the subject and then, as far as I can tell, a new book proposal was rejected, and she left her university post. And then there’s nothing. That was thirty years ago. I can’t find anything about the book proposal, or a single hint of what she’s been doing since then. I try to read abstracts and sections of her other books, but they’re way too technical for me to understand. I sit back and look at that picture of her as a young woman in her astronaut suit, a hint of a smile on her face.

What has she been doing for the last three decades? And what is she doing here?

At lunch, we share what we’ve found.

“Well, I learned a ton about cancer research,” says Faith. “But it wasn’t all that helpful. I mean, studying cancer genes is a thing, but … does anyone’s family have a strong history of cancer? Mine doesn’t.”

“I don’t know my family besides my mom,” says Vi, shrugging.

“My grandpa had a heart attack,” I say. “Not cancer.”

Troy shakes his head too.

“It kind of sounded like that was Vance’s own thing anyway,” I say. “Like, would the military fund cancer research?”

“Plus, prototype, test blast …” says Vi. “I read up on electromagnetic fields and it’s pretty interesting. So, we produce electrical charges whenever we contract our muscles or do almost anything, but the charges are really weak. There’s some research about whether it would be possible to use those charges to energize prostheses and stuff, but it’s just not very efficient. I was trying to think if, like, the jelly and the sort of shocks we get when we’re in the ECs are meant to increase the charge, but I definitely didn’t find anything like human electromagnetism as a general energy source being researched anywhere. There are way better ways of producing energy.”

“Right,” says Faith. “Troy, what did you find out about clean energy research?”

“Uh, mostly … clean energy isn’t really a problem. I mean, it’s pretty much a solved problem? We’ve got nuclear fusion, geothermal energy, we’re harvesting hydrogen from the moon, and solar and wind technologies keep getting better, so … it’s just that it all came too late to stop the planet overheating, but it’s not like we need clean energy. We have it. Current environmental research is more like, how do we terraform the world, to basically make unlivable places livable again.”

“Would electromagnetic energy be useful for that?” I ask.

“Energy isn’t the problem,” says Troy. “That’s what I mean. There are a lot of problems in the world, but finding clean energy isn’t one of them.”

This kind of blows my mind, but Faith is nodding like she’d guessed as much. I think of my father again in Lizzy’s apartment, saying, You’ll tell your children and your grandchildren, Asher, and I wish I’d thrown my soda in his face.

“Asher?” Faith says. “Did you find out anything?”

I tell them what I learned about Director Mach, and the little I found about Avery and Vance.

“So, they’re all physicists,” says Faith. “That has to mean something.”

“Did we really learn anything?” asks Vi, exasperated.

“We know they aren’t trying to create clean energy, and they probably aren’t studying or using our electromagnetic energy. It’s something to do with physics, and it could be useful for cancer research, but that’s not the primary goal,” summarizes Faith. “They’re making something, since they’re talking about a prototype, and quotas. There’s probably a genetic component, since Asher’s dad is so into scanning him. And the military is investing in it.”

“What if they’re giving us superpowers?” Troy grins.

“Feels like the opposite,” says Vi glumly.

A flicker of alarm crosses Faith’s face.

“What?” I say.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I just hope they aren’t, I don’t know, testing something that weakens people or, like, alters their genes.”

My stomach drops when she says that.

“Maybe they’re cloning us!” says Troy.

Vi shakes her head. “We should get out of here.”

“We don’t know yet,” says Faith. “We should keep researching. Maybe we’ll find out more.”

*   *   *

We’re becoming semiexperts in electromagnetism, energy pulses, military genetic studies (creepy!), DNA manipulation (creepier!), and we even learn a fair bit about black holes, while falling further and further behind on our schoolwork. A bunch of kids accuse a bunch of other kids of sabotage to Mrs. Garrick, but since no two stories corroborate each other, there’s not much she can do. I’m starting to hope it’s blowing over.

Two days after our sabotage, the ECs are up and running again. Vance Crawler comes and stands in front of the classroom, Avery on one side of him looking like she’s going to throw up, Mrs. Garrick on his other side looking like a cross between a human and a mosquito.

“We have time to make up,” he says crisply. “And some of you—at least two people and maybe more—are not telling us the truth. So until we get a confession, everybody is going in for two hours. And we’ve got an extra busy schedule today. First twelve …”

I don’t dare look at Vi. They’re going to punish the whole group for what we did. If somebody has a reaction, it will be our fault. Faith is among the first twelve. Vi is in the second group. At lunch, we sit together, Vi’s teeth chattering violently, and try to eat our chicken pie.

“Lois was throwing up after going in this morning,” says Faith, not looking at me or at Vi. “I took her to the infirmary. She was shaking all over.”

“Vi …” I say.

“No,” she responds.

“They won’t keep this up forever,” says Troy. “It’s not good for them, either, if kids keep getting really sick or, like, whatever happened to Luisa. They want people to sign up, right?”

“Yeah, but all the contracts included NDAs,” says Vi. “We can’t say anything, ever, about what it’s like here, or we get sued to oblivion. So it’s not like we can give them bad press. Nobody even knows about this place yet.”

“What’s an NDA?” I ask.

“Nondisclosure agreement,” says Vi. “Meaning we can’t disclose, we can’t say anything, about this place. They don’t care what happens to us and there are always going to be kids who are desperate enough to come here. We’re disposable. They can use us up and throw us away like garbage and just bring in new kids.”

I try again to get through to her. “But we have to confess, right? We can’t let them punish everyone.”

“Did you know group punishment is actually considered a war crime? I mean, in a war it is anyway.”

“Vi, I’m serious—”

“No.”

I look at Faith. She shakes her head too.

“We’ll get through it,” she says. “They won’t keep this up forever.”

*   *   *

Troy and I are both called in for the first afternoon round.

“I wonder if it will feel longer,” Troy says as we cross the Factory floor together, trailing behind the group of ten other kids. “Because mostly it’s like, there is no sense of time in there. The first time I went in, if you’d told me it was ten minutes, or ten hours, I wouldn’t have been surprised either way. So it might just feel exactly the same.”

“Maybe,” I say. “You’re feeling okay today, right?”

“I feel fine,” he says, and gives me that sweet grin of his. “See you on the other side.”

Avery waves me over to the EC with the scanner. Vance is banging lids shut and starting the machines up with a vengeful gusto at the other end of the line. Avery holds out the breathing tube, I put it in my mouth, and she closes the lid.

*   *   *

A dog barks and barks behind a closed door—BAM—I’m running fast down metal stairs—BAM—“I’m your sister!” says a curly-headed girl, beaming—BAM—Lizzy screams—BAM—a car door slams—BAM—fish wash up dead on a beach in the thousands—BAM—a cat jumps onto my lap and says, “You look worried”—BAM—“Yes, I’m ready,” I say—BAM—

The tug, the slice, the awful cold pain of it

shadowy fingers reaching

closing around something precious

pulling it

out

*   *   *

The lid opens. Avery is there. I let the breathing tube fall from my mouth. There is a yell from somewhere. It sounds very far away to me, but Avery turns and disappears. I sit up, struggling to focus on what is happening. Troy is on the floor next to one of the ECs and Vi is bent over him, her mouth wide, a terrible sound coming out of it. Vance pulls her off. Half the kids are shuffling back to the changing rooms like nothing is happening, the other half are stalled, confused. I scramble out of the EC too fast and fall to my knees on the concrete. The pain feels realer than anything else, the scene around me like a nightmare I’m trying to wake from.

Dr. Lahiri comes charging across the floor and bends over Troy. “Call a medivac helicopter.”

“I c-can’t …” Vance begins to stammer. “I have to get it authori—”

“Never mind authorization. I’m calling. Bring him to my office now.” Dr. Lahiri is already tapping at her handheld, hurrying back across the floor. Vance picks Troy up and follows her. Troy’s head is lolling over Vance’s arm, and I can see the awful pallor of his skin, dried foam around his mouth. His eyes are closed. I get to my feet and now Vi is next to me, grabbing my arm, moaning, “No no no no no.”

We follow them, but Dr. Lahiri closes the infirmary door in our faces and locks it.

“Why were you even there?” I ask Vi.

“I was scared about him going in for so long. I came as soon as you were all supposed to be done, to check on him,” she whispers. We stand there waiting a minute or two longer and then she says, “You’re gross, go rinse off. I’ll be here.”

Josh Delaney is sitting on one of the benches in the changing room, head bowed, still in his plastic shirt, damp from the jelly. A few kids are already coming out of the showers, but they avoid looking at him.

“Delaney?” I say, confused.

He looks up at me with wide, panicky eyes. He is white as a sheet.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“I think I’m going to barf,” he whispers.

“Okay, let’s go,” I say, helping him up. He lurches over to one of the sinks and vomits noisily. When he’s done, he stumbles past me and goes straight into one of the shower rooms.

I rinse myself off and I’m already in my jumpsuit, about to leave, when Delaney comes out of the stall, trying to zip his jumpsuit up but unable to get a grip on the zipper.

“Help me,” he says, his voice hollow.

I’m not sure if he’s talking to me, but it’s hard to walk away from someone asking for help, even if that someone is Delaney. I go over and zip his jumpsuit up for him.

“Go lie down,” I say. “The doctor is busy, but if you don’t feel better after resting, you should see her.”

“Okay,” he says, but he doesn’t move.

“Come on.” I sigh, take his arm, and lead him out into the hall. Vi is sitting on the floor outside Dr. Lahiri’s office, hugging her knees to her chest.

“Be right back,” I call to her. I take Delaney up the stairs and into the dorm room, where the other kids who went in the ECs are already resting. He lies down on his bunk and stares at me, his dark eyes glassy.

“Am I going to be okay?” he asks.

“You’re walking and talking,” I reassure him. “You’ll be fine.”

I don’t know if that’s true, but his body relaxes and he closes his eyes.

I go back downstairs.

“What’s happening?” I ask Vi.

“I don’t know,” she replies. “They won’t let me in.”

I sit on the floor next to her, and we stay there listening to the hum of nothing behind the door, and then we hear the sound of a helicopter getting louder and louder outside.
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They take Troy away on a stretcher. Everyone crowds at the windows on the second floor, peering out to see what’s going on. Faith finds us there, her face a fearful question that crumples as soon as she looks at us, seeing the answer on our faces.

We look for Dr. Lahiri, but she isn’t in her office.

At dinner, Faith and Vi and I sit together mostly in silence.

“You know how we see stuff, like weird images, in the EC?” I say to them finally. “This time, I saw a talking cat.”

I force out a little laugh, trying for levity, but Vi just looks at me blankly.

“Is that supposed to be a clue?” asks Faith.

“Uh, probably not,” I say, and we all fall quiet again.

Vi breaks the silence next: “If it’s really bad, maybe his family will get money, like Luisa’s family, and his brother will be taken care of. But that will only happen if Troy isn’t okay. If Troy is okay, then they’ll have to give back the money, or even if they let them keep the money they got, they won’t get the rest of it, so it won’t be enough to take care of his brother.” She looks at us, her expression bleak. “Factory math.”

These are the sorts of calculations we’re stuck with. But we don’t know how to weigh the costs when we don’t know the risks, when we don’t know what is being done to us or taken from us.

“We’ll talk to Dr. Lahiri tomorrow,” I suggest.

I forget all about Delaney until I go up to the dorm after dinner. He is lying very still.

“You okay?” I ask, going over to him.

“Go away, freak,” he growls, which I take to mean he’s feeling a little better.

I lie down, but I don’t fall asleep for hours.

*   *   *

Dr. Lahiri isn’t in her office in the morning, either. After breakfast, we ask Mrs. Sawyer if she’s heard anything.

“Not a thing, honey,” she says. “That poor boy. I’m no doctor, but I could tell, just looking at him, he shouldn’t be going in those machines anymore.”

“I could tell too,” echoes August, behind her, biting into an apple.

Mrs. Garrick comes click-clacking into the cafeteria and everybody goes quiet, but she heads straight for Mrs. Sawyer.

“These numbers make no sense,” she snaps, waving her handheld at Mrs. Sawyer.

“They make perfect sense,” says Mrs. Sawyer. “Citrus prices are through the roof. Drought and heat. But these kids need their vitamin C.”

“We can’t just ignore the budget. Give them supplements!”

“The science is clear, Mrs. Garrick. Supplements are no substitute for real food when it comes to delivering vitamins and nutrients.”

We put our trays away and leave them to their argument about whether they can afford to feed us real fruit. I’m thinking about the hack key under my mattress. There’s no way I can go to the classroom and slog through the Programmed Education Curriculum or do research that brings more questions than answers. We’ve tried things Vi’s way (poorly planned and ending in reckless sabotage) and we’ve tried Faith’s way (painful hours of research that have led us in circles). But maybe there’s another way.

I take the elevator up to that glass corridor. My feet carry me toward the director’s office, even though the last time I was up here she called security to drag me away. My half-baked plan is to tell Miss Chen that Mrs. Garrick wants to see her. Since I know Mrs. Garrick is in the cafeteria, I figure Miss Chen will just go down the hall to her office and then come back, and then I’m hoping she’ll forget about it or not bother saying anything to anybody. She doesn’t move all that fast, so I’m going to try and bust the lock on her desk without leaving too much obvious damage.

But Miss Chen is sound asleep in her chair, her head tipped forward, and her dog is asleep in her lap, both snoring. The key to her desk is around her neck.

It couldn’t be more perfect. I hesitate for only a moment. Then I creep over and, willing my hand not to shake, I lift the key very, very lightly off her chest. She snorts, twitches, and goes back to snoring. I keep lifting it slowly right over her head. The dog whuff-whuffs in his sleep. Miss Chen goes snorrrrrghhh. I slide the key into the desk lock and turn it. It makes a sharp click. I freeze. Nobody moves. I take the key out of the lock with trembling hands and gently slip it back over her head, letting it rest on her chest again. She flings her head back, making me jump, and gives another loud snore. The dog wakes up and stares at me but makes no sound. I slide open the desk. The keycards are neatly arranged in a labeled tray, a few spares of each. Storeroom. Reception. Staff Room. Office—Manager. Office—Doctor. I take the keycard for the doctor’s office and put it in my pocket. Then I slide the desk closed again and step away.

I could leave right now with my prize, but instead, heart in my throat, I tap on Director Mach’s door. It slides open.

Director Mach is wearing the cranberry-red suit I remember from the first day, her white hair twisted on top of her head in a tall, elaborate bun. She is tapping away rapidly at the keyboard and does not pause or even hesitate when I come in.

“Are you worried about your friend again, Asher?” she says coolly.

“Yes,” I say.

“He’s fine,” she says. “But he won’t be back. He isn’t tolerating the extraction process. Some children don’t.”

I think about her child, the one who died of heatstroke at my age, and I wonder if she told Luisa’s parents that she’d lost a child too.

“He’s really okay?” I say.

“Quite,” she replies. She’s still typing, not looking at me, but she isn’t calling security, either.

“Where’s Dr. Lahiri?” I ask.

She stops typing and folds her hands on her desk abruptly.

“She quit,” she says acidly. “Claiming to be here for the well-being of you children, but then she quits in the face of the slightest challenge.”

“She quit?”

Director Mach sighs and takes off her glasses, rubs the bridge of her nose, as if she’s suddenly very tired.

“Asher, what did I say about you coming up here?”

I don’t bother answering that.

“They’re putting us in the ECs too long,” I say. “That’s why Troy had a reaction. Delaney is sick too. All of us are going to end up too sick for this, if they keep putting us in so long.”

“Yes, Dr. Lahiri made that very clear,” says Director Mach.

I think of the young woman in the picture, the one who’s been to the moon, and Mars, who had a son and a thriving career and then … What happened?

“Where are you meant to be right now?” she asks wearily.

“In class, I guess.”

“Then go there.”

So I do, keycard in my pocket.
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At lunch, the cafeteria is already buzzing with the news of Dr. Lahiri quitting. Nobody was called to go in the ECs this morning. According to Mrs. Sawyer, they can’t put us in without a doctor on-site, which she says she heard from Vance. Dr. Lahiri wasn’t able to do much for us, but she’s given us a little vacation from the ECs, at least until they find a new doctor.

“I want to check Dr. Lahiri’s computer,” I tell Faith and Vi quietly over plates of ravioli. “I took a keycard to her office from Miss Chen’s desk. If she really quit, it’ll be easy. Her office will be empty for sure. And we have the hack key.”

“Ash!” cries Vi, and then she lowers her voice and whispers, “You rock!”

“We don’t know if that hack key even works,” says Faith, her face falling. “And I think we’re really making progress with the research—”

“No, we aren’t,” says Vi. She turns to me and says, “When do you want to do it?”

“Now?” I’m practically crawling out of my skin.

“No,” says Faith. “I thought we were going to do this the smart way. You’re going to get caught.”

“Let’s go,” says Vi, grabbing a ketchup container and slipping it in her pocket. She winks at Faith. “You’ll cover for us, right, bestie?”

Most of the kids are still in the cafeteria. A few who ate quickly have gone up to the rec room for the rest of lunch break. Nobody ever moves fast or with purpose here because there’s nowhere to go and nothing much to do. We go past the empty classroom and down the hallway. The camera in this hall points directly at the doctor’s office door. As we approach, Vi glances around to make sure nobody is watching, and then she puts her hands on one wall and her feet on the other and goes scurrying up the wall. I’ve never seen her do this, and it’s something to watch. Bracing herself with one hand, she takes the ketchup container out of her pocket, flips the lid, aims it, and squirts a giant glob of ketchup straight at the eye of the camera. Then she drops to the floor again.

“My aim is getting really good,” she says, grinning at me. I grin back, impressed. Now that we’re ketchup-obscured, I tap the keycard on the sensor. The light flashes green and the door beeps, sliding open.

The office looks the same as always, except minus Dr. Lahiri. I sit down at her desk and tap the keypad as the door closes. She didn’t even shut the computer down before leaving; it was just asleep. It comes brightly back to life, attempts facial recognition, then asks for a password. Vi slides the hack key into the back of the computer. The password box flickers and the screen fills up with files.

Vi comes back around the desk and leans over my shoulder.

“Medical records,” she says, pointing.

I tap on the file. All our names are there in subfolders. I open Troy’s folder. I need to know, but I’m afraid to know as well. Vi reads over my shoulder. There are a bunch of documents and forms like the ones we all had to provide in our applications, nothing especially informative. I jump ahead to a section called Notes. The most recent note, dated yesterday, reads:

Troy Sanchez had a negative reaction resulting in a major seizure and loss of consciousness. Put in medically induced coma and transported to hospital for treatment and evaluation. Strongly recommend cessation of Troy Sanchez’s participation in the project.

“What hospital?” whispers Vi, but it doesn’t say.

I scroll up to the previous notes on Troy. Dr. Lahiri wrote the longest report on his first reaction.

Advanced scanning technology required to explore why children experience reactions after some extraction sessions and not others. The extraction process has a destabilizing effect on all the body’s systems. Exhaustion is the most common symptom, and until now has been no more significant for Troy Sanchez than for anyone else. His health was previously very good. Current working theory is that most threads are expendable, and new threads are generated constantly, so the body stabilizes with time and rest, but that there may be “key threads” connected tightly to so many other threads that their extraction approaches a drain. It loosens the subject’s connection to the field and a physical breakdown of some kind generally follows. This can be lethal, either immediately or at a later date, depending on the subject’s ability to generate new threads after the extraction of a key thread. Scanning technology might enable us to identify and avoid key threads. The current extraction process is brutally nonspecific and it is only a matter of chance that noncrucial threads are extracted versus key threads. Again, this is a working theory, but what we understand about the field thus far supports it. Recommend suspending the project until we can more safely administer the extraction process.

“Threads?” says Vi. “What threads? They’re extracting threads?”

She holds out her arms and looks down at her body, like she might find a bunch of previously unnoticed threads dangling off her.

“She recommended stopping the project,” I say quietly. “She knew it was too dangerous.”

“It loosens the subject’s connection to the field.” Vi reads that part over. “What field? The electromagnetic field? I thought we were ruling that out. Are they actually extracting energy, like … threads of energy?”

We read the other notes on Troy, but nothing tells us exactly what happened or where he is now, except that he’s in a hospital somewhere, in a coma. I close the file, feeling sick.

“Look at Luisa’s,” says Vi, pointing at the file, and I click on it, dread creeping through me.

Luisa Moran lost consciousness soon after extraction process. No previous health issues, and no previous reactions to extraction. Request for medical evacuation by helicopter denied. Luisa was transported by van to hospital. Organs began to shut down on the journey and Luisa died two hours after arrival at the hospital. Cause of death was multiple organ failure. Organs were entirely healthy before the extraction process. Working on a theory regarding key threads. While children from ages eleven to fifteen tolerate the extraction process well due to their rapid generation of new threads, it may be that specific threads are not expendable, being linked to too many other threads, and so their removal is similar to a drain. Request that the project be suspended until we learn more and can develop more sophisticated scanning technology.

“She really died,” whispers Vi.

Horror is washing through me, cold wave after wave. I go to Zoe’s file and scroll right to the notes on the day she disappeared.

Zoe Wilde presented as nearly catatonic after extraction process. Seemed to understand basic instructions but could not speak or understand more complex speech. She was transported to a psychiatric facility for evaluation, where her catatonia worsened. Was transported to hospital, where she later died. Doctors unable to find cause of death. If key thread extraction leaves no threads or too few threads attaching subject to the field, perhaps death is inevitable. Strongly recommend suspending the project until scanning technology can be further developed to decrease the risk.

Luisa and Zoe, both dead, both after getting to the hospital, and now Troy is in the hospital. And Dr. Lahiri is gone. She’s made the same recommendation about suspending the project each time someone had a bad reaction, and this time she quit.

“What else can we find on this computer?” Vi’s voice has gone hard. “Move over, let me have a look.”

I get up, feeling dazed, while Vi searches through Dr. Lahiri’s message folder.

“Ash, check this out, Dr. Lahiri messaged your dad !”

I lean over to read the messages on the screen, Dr. Lahiri’s illuminated in blue, my father’s in gray.

ARLENE LAHIRI



Senator Broom, I am attaching reports regarding the health of the project participants along with my hypothesis about key threads. I am writing to you because Director Mach has been unresponsive to my concerns.







My oath as a physician is to do no harm, and I believe the extraction process has the potential to do great harm to the participants, and indeed may be doing more harm than we are aware of. The long-term effects may not yet be clear. I recommend suspending the project until we know more.





GARRISON BROOM



Thank you, Dr. Lahiri. I have seen your reports. Director Mach forwarded me everything related to your concerns. All the evidence suggests that at this age the risks are very low.





ARLENE LAHIRI



What happened to Luisa could happen to any of them. We can’t distinguish the key threads from any other threads being extracted. If we can’t identify them, we can’t avoid them.





GARRISON BROOM



The institute has not identified such a thing as a “key thread.” This is your own unproven hypothesis. Safety assessments are made by our medical staff at the institute and do not concern you. Your role is only to treat any illnesses or health concerns that arise on site.





ARLENE LAHIRI



We cannot use children as test subjects. This procedure has risks that the institute did not identify. We are seeing that clearly. We must stop the project until it can be made safer.





GARRISON BROOM



Frankly, Doctor, these are children whose futures are quite bleak. While I take your point about the potential losses, one hopes that at the end of this the vast majority of them will in fact have more opportunities than they would have had otherwise. Brighter futures, so to speak.





ARLENE LAHIRI



They are children, Senator.





GARRISON BROOM



Our finest natural resource.





ARLENE LAHIRI



Sir, we are robbing them, and damaging their health in the process.





GARRISON BROOM



Robbing them? Why do you think their families agreed to this? Do you know how much they are paid?





ARLENE LAHIRI



Do their families really know what they agreed to? How does one assess the cost, case by case, to them—and to the world?





GARRISON BROOM



These particular children were chosen with great care, precisely because of how unlikely it was that they would have any impact whatsoever on the world. None of them are exceptional at all. The ripple effect will be small, and we will be able to study it and refine it. By doing this, they are playing a great role in history, and their futures will be secured. It seems to me a win-win for all involved.





ARLENE LAHIRI



Do you really believe that, Senator?





GARRISON BROOM



Please contact Director Mach with any further concerns. Do not contact me directly. Thank you.





“There might be more,” says Vi.

“Wait,” I say, breathless. “I need to read these again, I need to—”

But we’re interrupted by the office door making its welcoming unlock beep. Vi shuts the screen down, leaping out of the chair. I grab the hack key out of the back of the computer. We’re scrambling away from the door as it opens, but there is nowhere to hide, we can’t make it to the infirmary door, so we’re standing in the middle of the room looking panicked when August walks in, holding a keycard.

Relief floods through me—that it’s him, and not a guard or Mrs. Garrick.

“What are you two doing in here?” he asks, frowning.

“We were just …” I begin, my mind going suddenly blank. “I mean, uh—”

“Don’t tell anyone,” says Vi, grabbing my hand and interlacing our fingers. “It’s just that we’re … well, we’re dating.”

“You’re dating?” August looks incredulous.

“Yeah … We never have any private time together,” continues Vi, gaining confidence. “So … we snuck in here!”

That’s her excuse? We’re dating, in a creepy Factory, by breaking into the doctor’s office?

“How did you get in here?” asks August.

“Door was unlocked,” says Vi.

“You’re breaking about a thousand rules right now,” he says with a skeptical look on his face. “Scram.”

“Okay!” Vi bolts straight out the door.

August’s eyes meet mine for a moment. “What are you doing?” I ask him.

Why did he have a hack key with his screwdrivers?

Her tech is like a fortress, he’d said.

He has a keycard to the doctor’s office.

“Vacuuming,” he says, deadpan.

I look at him. He doesn’t have a vacuum.

“Come on, get lost,” he says, jerking his head at the door, “and I won’t tell anyone you were in here.”

As I leave the office, I hear him mutter, “Dating.”

I run up the stairs after Vi.
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Vi calls a meeting—no more parties—on the roof after school. She’s already there when Faith and I climb up. The solar panels are tilting sharply west.

We give Faith the full update on what we read on Dr. Lahiri’s computer, and then Vi says, “There are a few directions we can go in here. First of all, now we know August is up to something weird, right? He didn’t rat us out because he probably wasn’t supposed to be in there, either. My guess is that Mrs. S is in it with him. We have the hack key. We can check out the handheld she keeps behind the freezer. Or we hack the director’s computer next, but that’s a lot harder, right, because I’m not sure how we get in her office. What I’d really like to do, though, is get in the lab.”

“Vi, stop it,” says Faith. “We’re not superspies in a movie.”

“We got into Dr. Lahiri’s computer,” says Vi defensively.

“We still don’t know anything,” says Faith. “We should just wait for the new doctor and ask for an update on Troy.”

“She kept writing about threads,” I say. “Are they extracting threads of genetic material, like DNA threads?”

“Those are strands … or chains,” mutters Vi. “But maybe? I mean, you’d think they could just get a saliva or hair sample for that. But the only way we find out is if we go looking.”

Faith shakes her head. “We came here to make things better for our families, to give ourselves a future. I’m not putting that future at risk.”

“We’re all in the same boat as you, okay?” says Vi, exasperated. “It’s a really bad boat! I get it! But since the alternative is sinking and the ocean is full of sharks … I don’t know, this metaphor is getting weird. My point is that we all need this, but also, we can’t spend a whole year here without knowing what’s being done to us or taken from us—what these threads are. I mean, kids are actually dying. Troy could be …” She chokes to a halt and claps a hand to her mouth, like she’s trying to keep the words from escaping.

Faith flings her arms around Vi, hugging her tight. She’s nearly a head taller than Vi, and she mutters into the top of Vi’s pink hair, “Please don’t do anything stupid.”

They break apart after a moment, both of them teary-eyed, but Vi has a set to her jaw that I’m starting to recognize.

“Listen, maybe we can come up with a different plan, something not so risky …” Faith begins, but Vi looks away and holds up a hand to stop her.

“Why are you so rude?” says Faith angrily, but Vi isn’t just looking away, she’s looking out at the grounds. She flaps her hand at Faith again, and points with her other hand.

Now I see it too—some movement on the east side of the grounds. We creep to that side of the roof for a better view. Between the Factory and the perimeter fence is a structure that wasn’t there before—a shorter fence made out of aluminum panels and set up around a space the size of a small room. There is something inside it, but from here we can’t tell what it is. Two figures in full protective gear are outside the fence, one of them filming the other. We lie flat on the roof, looking out over the edge, so we can watch without being obviously visible if they look up.

“Vance and Avery?” whispers Vi.

“Must be,” I agree.

The first figure holds up something shaped like a can of soda, then flings it into the small, fenced area. There is a blue flash and the fence panels shake. Both figures scramble backward, as if frightened, and then approach, slowly, one of them still filming. The area within the fence is lit blue, glowing. They peer at it, and then the other raises his fists, as if in triumph.

“The test blast?” I say.

“Is he doing a dance?” whispers Vi. “Ugh.”

We’re both assuming that’s Vance.

The supper bell wails, and Faith whispers, “We should go. Someone will notice if we’re missing.”

“Nobody will notice,” says Vi.

Probably-Vance is closing the fence. He padlocks it.

“They’re finished anyway,” says Faith as Vance and Avery head back toward the Factory building. “Come on.”

“Let’s go check it out,” says Vi. “See what they’ve got down there.”

“Wonderful idea, I’ll just get my invisibility cloak,” says Faith dryly.

But I’m with Vi on this. We need to see what it is.

“We could go at night,” I suggest.

*   *   *

Faith wants nothing to do with it, so Vi and I meet on the fire escape at one in the morning, the hall camera greased with mayonnaise again. The only light is from the little guardhouse, and we just have to hope nobody is looking our way. We climb down the fire escape and stay close to the wall of the Factory, making our way behind the building to the east side of it.

“I guess they did it on this side of the building because none of our windows face this way,” says Vi as we cross the grounds to the fenced area.

The aluminum fence is higher than it looked from the roof, eight or nine feet, so we can’t see over it. The padlock is thick and strong.

“Maybe I can stand on your shoulders?” says Vi doubtfully.

I don’t love the idea of Vi balancing on my shoulders. I examine the fence and find a gap at the corner that’s just loose enough to tug open a little. Blue light shines through the crack.

“Look—we can see through here!”

I yank at it as hard as I can and peer through.

The enclosed area is filled with a spherical balloon of pale blue light that ripples like clear water, or something between air and water. At the center of this balloon, as if sitting inside a big fishbowl, there is a wire cage with climbing structures, food bowls, a bowl of water, and several mice. There’s something off with their movements. I squint, trying hard to focus on one of them. It takes a pellet out of the food bowl in its little hands, takes a bite, puts it back, picks it up, takes a bite, puts it back, over and over. Behind that mouse, another one is coming down a ramp, but it keeps starting down and then backing up, never going all the way to the bottom. It’s the strangest thing, as if they’re stuck on repeat, looping the same actions.

“Let me see!” hisses Vi. I step aside, and Vi glues herself to the gap in the fence. We take turns standing there and watching the mice, trying to figure out what we’re looking at, but nothing changes.

“Let’s go,” says Vi at last.

We walk back to the fire escape together.

“Something that makes mice repeat the same actions over and over,” she mutters. “What’s the point of that?”

“And why would the military fund it?” I add.

We have no answers, just an ever-increasing number of questions. We climb back up the fire escape and in the window. The hallway is dark and quiet. Nobody stirs as I creep back into my dorm, crawling under the bunks to get back to my own, out of view of the camera. I lie there thinking of the looping mice and that eerie blue bubble rippling like water in the air.
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They won’t meet up for Faith’s state championship soccer game at the brand-new stadium in the city, all of them taller and changed but still the same in fundamental ways. Asher won’t read Faith’s excited, anxious texts on the bus, smiling so much his cheeks hurt and texting back reassurances, messaging his friends until his handheld runs out of battery.

Asher won’t get lost on the way to the stadium, his air filtration mask too hot on his face, the pavement baking beneath the thin soles of his sneakers. A kind woman at the skytrain station won’t pull up a map and guide him onto the right train, then wave him off and wish his friend good luck. He won’t run the final blocks, gasping into his mask, afraid he’ll miss the start of the game.

He won’t feel his heart leap in his chest when he sees Vi at the entrance, her hair chopped short with bright blue bangs, gold hoops in her ears. She won’t fan out the tickets like playing cards, grinning at him over the top of them, before giving him a huge hug.

Faith won’t message them, “Are you here yet?”

Vi won’t message back, “Just met up with Asher! His handheld is dead!”

They won’t grab drinks at the concession stand, analyzing the other team and reassuring each other that Faith’s team has got this in the bag, they’re unstoppable.

They won’t return to the entrance to wait.

Vi won’t cry out, “Troy!”

Her voice won’t break a little on his name.

They won’t open their arms to greet him as he comes loping toward them, smiling his sweet, crooked smile.
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A new doctor arrives at the Factory, which means we have to go back in the ECs. His name is Dr. Foxon. He has a mustard-colored mustache, cloudy eyes, long spindly limbs. I start making up a story about him as soon as I see him. When he was a teenager, he plagiarized an online comic and won a comic contest in his hometown. He has spent the rest of his life in fear that his cheating will come to light, his guilty conscience gives him nightmares, the certificate is hidden in the back of his closet, he never even spent the prize money. It’s all he thinks about. He has a pet guinea pig that he named Filthy Liar and he confesses to it first thing every morning, but it doesn’t help.

Vi and I meet on the roof every night. We go down the fire escape to peek at the mice in their blue bubble. At the end of my sixth week at the Factory (boy, does it feel longer), the mice are gone, the fence dismantled. No sign it was ever there. Vance has a suspicious bounce in his step, and Avery looks even more beat down than usual. Something has happened, but we don’t know what.

*   *   *

Running hard across a field after a ball—BAM—Nan’s eyes foggy, she drops a spoon—BAM—spilled coffee—BAM—sand between my toes—BAM—green house, front door opening—BAM—a woman attaching a mic to my shirt—BAM—the squeal of brakes—BAM—drawing the curtains—BAM—fireworks filling the sky—BAM—running down those metal stairs—BAM—

The lid of the world opens, and Avery is looking down at me.

I spit out the breathing tube, sit up.

“You okay, Asher?” she asks sadly.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask, my voice cracking. “Why did you quit school for this?”

She looks at me in horrified shock and I remember I’m not supposed to know that. Then her face crumples, like she’s about to cry, but I don’t have a chance to feel bad or apologize, because Delaney is hurling himself out of the EC next to mine, sputtering and yelling. He goes down hard, face-first on the concrete. He looks like he’s having a fight with the floor, scrabbling at it, kicking, his face red. Foam starts gathering at the corners of his mouth and his yells constrict suddenly into this horrible rasping sound, like he’s struggling to breathe.

“The doctor, get the doctor!” I shout, scrambling out of my container. My limbs feel like noodles.

Vance comes running over, swearing.

Avery is speaking into her handheld. “Dr. Foxon to the Factory floor, Dr. Foxon!”

I kneel next to Delaney and put a hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t … touch … me … freak,” he rasps, which is encouraging, all things considered.

Dr. Foxon comes trotting across the Factory floor in his white coat, his handheld tucked under his arm. He looks at Delaney on the ground.

“What happened to him?”

“He’s having a reaction!” I yell. Dr. Foxon glares at me.

Faith is at my side now, her EC shirt damp with jelly. She says to Dr. Foxon, “He probably needs oxygen and fluids, that’s where Dr. Lahiri started, maybe a sedative or something.”

“Ah,” says Dr. Foxon. “A reaction.” He turns to Vance. “Bring him to the infirmary, please.”

“He’s almost as big as I am!” Vance says, outraged.

“Ash and I will take his legs,” says Faith.

Sighing like this is a huge chore, Vance picks Delaney up under the arms. His face pinches with distaste, maybe because of the jelly residue. Faith and I each grab one of Delaney’s giant legs, and between the three of us, we manage to stagger across the Factory floor. Delaney’s head is flopping around wildly, his eyes bloodshot, foamy drool all over his face.

Avery runs ahead of us to open the doors and guide Vance, who is going backward, to the infirmary. Dr. Foxon dithers around as we put Delaney on the infirmary bed.

“Well,” Dr. Foxon says. “Oxygen, oxygen …”

Faith wheels out an oxygen tank from behind the bed with a mask attached.

“I know how to do this,” she says. “My mom has emphysema.”

She fastens the mask onto Delaney’s face and turns on the machine.

“Maybe … an IV?” I suggest. We have no idea; we’re just remembering what Dr. Lahiri did for Troy.

“Yes, fine,” says Dr. Foxon, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else. Vance hustles Avery out of there, but she looks back at us over her shoulder, eyes wide and unhappy, before the door closes.

Dr. Foxon tries several times to get the IV in Delaney’s arm. Delaney bucks and swears at him.

“Sedative, yes, good idea,” says Dr. Foxon, turning an angry pink.

He fetches a needle from a drawer and jabs Delaney brutally in the arm. Delaney goes instantly limp.

“Oh!” cries Faith. “Is he okay?”

“Sedated,” says Dr. Foxon, satisfied, and he goes back to fiddling with the IV. “Get out.”

*   *   *

“Why do you bother helping Delaney anyway?” Vi says at lunch as we put away our trays. Faith has gone back to class early, redoubling her researching efforts.

“You wouldn’t have?” I say.

“He was horrible to Troy.”

“Yeah, I don’t like him, either. But you wouldn’t just walk away if you saw him get hit by a car or something.”

She shrugs.

“You wouldn’t,” I tell her. “You didn’t see it.”

“You and me are very different people, Asher,” she says.

“Hey, Asher, hey, Vi,” says August in a friendly voice, coming out of the kitchen. He glances behind us, at the last kids leaving the cafeteria. “Mrs. Sawyer got some ice pops,” he says in a whisper. “Want one?”

“An ice pop?” says Vi suspiciously.

August gestures at the kitchen door. Something about the look on his face makes my heart speed up.

“Sure,” I say. “I could go for an ice pop.”

Vi looks at me like I’m crazy, but she follows August and me into the large kitchen.

Mrs. Sawyer is waiting there, arms folded, her face totally different from its usual warm friendliness. August stays by the door.

“Well,” she says. “I thought it was time we had a conversation.”
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“You know, I get calls from the guardhouse all the time telling me the camera in your hallway is on the fritz,” says August, examining his fingernails and then glancing out into the cafeteria again. “I go up there, and it’s got mayonnaise or whatnot on the eye. I tell them we’ve got a wiring issue, and I clean it off.”

Vi’s eyes go wide.

“You were looking at files on the doctor’s computer,” he says. He doesn’t sound mad. Just interested. “So what’s the story? What are you up to?”

“What are you two up to?” asks Vi, immediately going on the offensive. I flinch, but there’s no stopping her. “We found your hack key. And your listening bug. Are you spies? I mean, obviously you’re spies. Are you, like, stealing secrets for some tech rival?”

“We’ll get to that in a moment,” says Mrs. Sawyer, showing no reaction. “But I want you to understand that August and I are in extreme danger here. If our activities are discovered, we will be seriously harmed, perhaps worse.”

“We’re not turning you in,” I say immediately, heart in my throat, something like hope pouring through me. They are working against the Factory. They’re grown-ups, and they know something is wrong here.

“I mean, unless we have to because you’re super evil or something,” adds Vi, still suspicious.

Mrs. Sawyer nods, half smiling, but it’s a hard-to-read smile, just like everything about her is hard to read all of a sudden. I knew that whatever August was doing, Mrs. S must be in on it too, but I didn’t know for sure until a moment ago and I’m still struggling to reconcile this new Mrs. S with the warm, kind person who has been making me delicious food and expressing sympathy for us all for the past six weeks.

“I wouldn’t call us evil,” says August, like he’s pondering this. He turns to Mrs. Sawyer. “Would you?”

“And you know we haven’t turned you in, either,” says Mrs. Sawyer pointedly to us. “For a while, I figured you were Director Mach’s little spy here, Asher, but I don’t believe that anymore, after everything we’ve seen. I’ll explain our purpose here if you can explain to me why you’ve met privately with Director Mach and why you’ve been to the city with her.”

“Senator Garrison Broom. He’s involved in the funding, and he’s my biological father.” I blurt it out and August’s eyebrows shoot up. Whatever theories they might have come up with, they didn’t think of that one, I guess. “He basically tricked my mom into sending me here, because he wants to scan me—that’s what they did in the city—but I don’t know what the scan is for.”

Mrs. S gives a low whistle. “I’ve heard of deadbeat dads, but your old man takes the cake, kiddo.”

“He’s pretty much the worst,” I agree. And suddenly I feel like crying. Not because of my dad. Just because I’m not as unlucky as they think I am, and here in the kitchen of this awful place, all I can think is, Nan, Nan, Nan, I want to go home to Nan, I want to go to sleep in my bed and wake up in my bed and have breakfast with Nan and not be scared or sick or at the mercy of these people anymore.

I think Vi misinterprets my expression because she grabs my hand and squeezes it—way too hard, it hurts—but I know it’s her attempt at affection and support, so I squeeze back.

“So?” says Vi. “We’re stuck here, and just want to know what they’re doing to us. What’s your excuse for sneaking around?”

Mrs. S looks at August. He shrugs, like up to you, and then she says, “We’re journalists. Whatever’s going on here, the public has a right to know. You and your families have a right to know.”

Journalists! I feel another rush of hope.

“It’s definitely not about clean energy, is it?” I ask.

August laughs. “Nope. It’s not about clean energy.”

“So what are they doing to us?” Vi says.

Another look passes between Mrs. S and August, and she says, “We don’t know the details yet—we don’t know what they’re extracting, but I’ll tell you that whatever they made up for their info packets, about electromagnetic fields, is nonsense.”

“I knew it,” mutters Vi.

“We do know that they are funded partially by the military, some government money, and private interests, and that they’re developing a new technology. They’re building a prototype.”

“Yeah, and it makes cute little mousies get stuck repeating the same action for days on end,” says Vi.

Mrs. S looks kind of impressed.

“So you’re going to write a story about it?” I ask.

“We’re conducting an investigation, and yes, we hope to publish the story as soon as we can,” says Mrs. Sawyer. “Given how dangerous we know the project to be, time is of the essence. If we can’t find out more soon, we’re going to have to publish what little we have and hope it puts a stop to all this. We don’t actually have proof, beyond Dr. Lahiri’s notes, of what happened to Luisa or Zoe, and Dr. Lahiri has vanished. Our people have tried to track her down. No luck.”

“What happens to all of us, if your story brings the program down?” asks Vi, and I know she’s thinking of Faith, what Faith would ask if she were here.

“If we’re right, then the contract you signed does not contain accurate information,” says Mrs. S. “If we expose them, there’s no way they can compel families to return the money they’ve already received, and I suspect there will be lawsuits and more money for families who were duped.”

Vi looks at me, her eyes shining.

“We can help you,” I say.

Mrs. S gives me a nod. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

*   *   *

Crouched on the fire escape, the camera covered in ketchup that we now know August will clean off, we argue about whether or not to tell Faith.

“She’ll freak out completely,” says Vi.

“Still, she deserves to know,” I say.

“Why does she deserve to know? What does that even mean? Nobody really deserves anything, good or bad, it’s just that some people get a bunch of good stuff, like air-filtration systems that don’t break down and dependable AC and drinkable water and nice comfortable lives, and other people get none of that, just smoke and toxins and blistering heat and nowhere to go if a storm takes out your entire town or whatever. It’s just good luck and bad luck, and there’s more bad luck than good, so if you can grab some good luck, you grab it. Faith thinks she’s going to earn it by jumping through all the hoops, but the people who are rounding up kids with nothing and putting them in machines to extract something that might kill them? They aren’t going to give us anything good. They just aren’t.”

Her face is flushed, her eyes flashing behind her pink glasses. I try to calm her down, using the soothing voice Nan uses with me when I’m hurt or upset.

“I know this, Vi. I’m on your side. I’m just saying, Faith’s our friend. She’s on your side too, even if you disagree about some stuff.”

“Yeah, we disagree about whether any of this is okay!”

“Faith doesn’t think it’s okay. She’s scared. We should still tell her.”

She stares at me for a long time, and then she says, “She keeps saying we need this, we need this, and I get it, but Troy could die. He could be dead.”

Tears burst out of her eyes rather than sliding over the lids. I’ve never seen anybody cry like that. The tears spatter the inside of her glasses.

“He’s not dead.” I hug her awkwardly. Her shoulders are shaking.

“You don’t know that,” she says.

And she’s right, I don’t.

A moment later, she’s pulled herself together. She takes her glasses off and wipes her face. She wipes her glasses on her jumpsuit. She puts them on, takes a deep breath, and says, “Fine. I’ll go get Faith.”

*   *   *

The three of us sit on the roof. Faith says nothing. I told her the whole thing, everything Mrs. S and August said. Vi is watching her, ready to jump out of her skin she’s so fidgety.

Finally, Faith says, “I don’t think you should get involved.”

“I told you,” Vi explodes at me.

“The contract kept things vague, probably deliberately,” says Faith. “It called this an experiment with implications for climate science, which may be true. Our guardians waived our rights to know more, agreed to have us do a full year. They signed NDAs and we had to sign them too, so if we ever talk about any of this publicly or privately, we have to return all payments plus we get fined and prosecuted for violating the contract. Did you even read the contract?”

“It was really long,” says Vi peevishly.

“If this place gets shut down, it’s pretty likely none of us will get anything,” says Faith. “And I know it’s bad here, but kids also get sick and die outside the Factory. I mean, you were right, lots of the kids love it here. They don’t feel scared at school, they get enough food, the AC works. For a lot of them—maybe even most of them—this is actually better than where they were before, and at the end of it, their lives can be different, their whole family can have a better life. You told me that.”

“Nobody is getting through a year of this,” Vi yells, and we both shush her. She lowers her voice but keeps going: “You get that, right? You can do all the push-ups and breathing exercises you want, you can eat all the broccoli and blueberries and whatever, but you are not going to make it. None of us is going to be okay if we keep doing this. We need to know what they’re doing, and we need to bust this thing open.”

Faith shakes her head.

“Okay, do what you want,” says Vi. “But if you’re right, if this place isn’t so bad, then the story breaking won’t get it shut down anyway. We’re just trying to help them find out if it’s as bad as we think it might be. Because right now we’re all just guessing.”

“Fine,” says Faith. “But count me out.”

“You know there’s no such thing as a neutral position, right?” says Vi, her voice getting shrill again. “You can’t just opt out, you have to pick a side. But I guess you’ve decided you’re collaborating with the enemy.”

Faith gets up and goes to the edge of the roof, letting herself down to the fire escape, without another word.

“Sheesh,” says Vi. “Okay, fine, collaborating with the enemy was a little dramatic.”

“Kind of,” I agree.

“Told you she’d freak.”

Still, I don’t think I could have sat across from her at breakfast tomorrow while keeping all this from her. Vi may be right that the world doesn’t offer justice and people don’t get what they deserve, but if the world is so chaotic and cruel, all the more reason to do right by one another, if you ask me. I don’t know if I can bring down the Factory, but at least I can be a good friend.

And maybe I can do both.
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Standing at the front of the classroom in the morning, Vance reads out twelve names, including me and Faith … and Delaney.

“Delaney?” I say, looking around at him in horror. “The doc authorized that?”

Delaney still looks wrecked from his last session, and his so-called friends are all avoiding him like he’s carrying a deadly virus.

“Dr. Foxon signed off on it,” says Vance, irritated. “Go get changed, everyone.”

“Listen,” I say to Delaney in the changing room. “You should tell Dr. Foxon you aren’t feeling good. When Troy had a reaction, Dr. Lahiri kept him out of the ECs for days.”

Not that it helped him, in the end, but I don’t say that.

“I told him,” says Delaney, his expression cracking open. He’s genuinely terrified. “I told him. He says I’m healthy.”

“Okay, let’s go talk to him right now,” I say firmly, and Delaney—big, mean Delaney—follows me out and down the hall like a docile puppy. I knock on Dr. Foxon’s door. No answer. I keep banging until it finally slides open.

Dr. Foxon is standing there, his cheeks pink and his eyes glittering angrily. “Stop. That.”

“Sir, Delaney can’t go in the Extraction Containers today,” I say, as politely as I can. “He had a bad reaction. Dr. Lahiri usually would give kids a break after a reaction, to help them get strong and healthy again. If he goes in now … it could be really bad.”

“Thank you for your insights, Doctor, I take it you’re an expert?” says Dr. Foxon, snide as any Easton Middle School jerk.

“No, I just … It’s obvious, right? Maybe you should examine him?”

Delaney groans for effect.

Vance appears in the hallway behind us. “Doyle! Delaney! What are you doing? You’re supposed to be in the ECs,” he barks.

“Delaney can’t go in,” I say. “He’s sick.”

Delaney attempts another groan.

“I authorized it already,” says Dr. Foxon, his face turning even pinker. He looks like smoke is going to start coming out of his ears. He shuts the door.

“Go get changed, you two are holding everyone up,” says Vance.

I shake my head. “He can’t. No way.”

“You can get in there or I can call someone to put you in,” grinds out Vance between his teeth. “Doc authorized Delaney, which means he goes in or he goes home.”

Delaney turns paler than before. He shuffles past Vance toward the changing room.

“Kids have died !” I say to Vance loudly.

He looks appalled. “That is not true!” he says.

I stare at him. Does he not know? Or does he just not care? Delaney keeps moving like he didn’t even hear me.

Vance whips out one of those red slips and waves it in my face. “You are out of control, Doyle. Extra session. Get changed now, or I can keep going with these.”

I follow Delaney back to the changing room.

“Maybe pretend to pass out,” I suggest. “They can’t put you in if you’re not conscious.”

“I can’t go home,” he says. His face is haunted. “I’ll just do it. Whatever.”

I’ll regret it for the rest of my life, but I let him go. I don’t yell and scream and pin him to the floor and refuse to let it happen. I am so defeated. I get changed. I get in the EC. I let Vance close the lid on me. The jelly rises up over me, crawls inside me, slithers through me. And then—the jolt, the white flash—those icy knifelike fingers searching—the pulling ripping tearing—the kaleidoscopic swirl of images—BAM—

A skytrain pulling into the station—BAM—a pale girl in a hospital bed—BAM—a woman with a sleek black bob, wearing a pink jacket, standing to greet me—BAM—running down those metal stairs so fast my feet blur—BAM—Director Mach striding toward me, eyes glittering—BAM—a cat licking my face—BAM—a boat rocking beneath me, the splash of the paddles—BAM—

When the lid finally lifts, I feel like something has been unhinged inside me, all the connections broken. I grab the edges of the EC, pull myself up to a sitting position, and look around. All the ECs around me are open and empty. Vance is walking away. I try to say something to him, to ask for help, but I can’t get any words out.

I haul myself out of the container and my knees buckle immediately. I sit on the ground for a moment, dazed, then get awkwardly back to my feet. Just figuring out how to put one foot in front of the other and walk to the changing room is like a complicated math problem. It requires so much concentration that my head is splitting.

There’s no sign of the others in the changing rooms. I’d skip the shower, but I’m covered in slime, so I rinse off, fumble myself into my jumpsuit. Everything hurts. When I get to the stairs, I give up and sit down. There’s no way I can make it up to the dorm. I let my cheek rest on one of the steps, let my eyes fall shut.

August finds me there. He picks me up in his arms like a baby and carries me up the stairs. He puts me in my bunk.

“Why is it so bad?” I ask him, my voice raspy.

“They kept you in longer than usual,” says August grimly. “Three hours. Should I get Dr. Foxon?”

“No,” I whisper. Dr. Foxon isn’t going to help me.

I guess that was my extra session, punishment doled out by Vance. The red slip.

“Delaney?” I ask.

August looks around the empty dorm. “Don’t see him.”

“Will you check where he is?” I ask. And then I fall asleep. I sleep right through dinner, not waking until the following morning. Delaney is gone.

*   *   *

At breakfast the next morning, August passes by Vi and me. “Mrs. S needs a hand,” he says, giving Faith a suspicious look.

“Sure,” says Vi.

Faith watches August walking away. “What’s going on?” she asks.

“Nothing,” Vi replies.

Faith’s jaw tightens. She looks at me, but I don’t say anything, either.

“You know, Ashley Hart told me she wishes she could just live here permanently,” says Faith. “Because even with the ECs, it’s better than being in a CRC, and I happen to know that’s true. There are worse places. We get plenty of good food here, it’s climate controlled, the Programmed Education is okay—not great, but there are worse schools—and we heard Vance saying how it could be a cure for cancer, we know this could be a good thing …”

Her expression is desperate.

“We’re not safe,” I say. “We don’t know what they’re doing. And now Delaney is gone too.”

“Good riddance,” mutters Vi.

“Not if he’s dead,” I say. “Luisa, Zoe, Delaney … Troy. How many kids have to disappear before you realize that it doesn’t matter if they’re trying to do something good or not. Dr. Lahiri recommended suspending the project over and over because it’s too dangerous. We don’t have to be grateful to have enough food or AC, and just let them do whatever to us, without telling us the truth.”

“I can’t just go back to how things were, I have to fix things,” whispers Faith. “This is the only way I can fix things.”

“I’m not having this conversation with you again,” says Vi, standing up. “Come on, Ash.”

Faith looks at me pleadingly.

I’m worried we’re making the wrong choice, that we’re wrecking things for everybody. But Delaney is gone, and I can’t watch this happen over and over again.

“I’m sorry,” I say to her.

And I follow Vi to the kitchen.
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At midnight, Vi and August and I meet on the roof. August has a bungee cord slung over his shoulder in a big loop.

“Ready?” he says to me.

We argued in the kitchen this morning over who would be lowered into Vance’s room to steal the lab keycard. Vi wanted to do it, but it was her day to go in the EC, and Mrs. Sawyer thought she’d be too shaky. She insisted on me, which I wasn’t exactly delighted about. I have a handful of fake glowing spiders in my pocket. No idea where they got those, but the idea is that if I’m caught, it’s just a prank, and I’m putting spiders in his room. I’ll have to do extra rounds in the EC for sure, but the consequences for a kid up to mischief won’t be as dire as if August was caught in Vance’s room, according to Mrs. S. I guess August was going to do this before they figured out they could use us. And frankly I’m pretty tired of being used, but I’ll do whatever they ask, because it feels like the only way to shut this place down.

August hands me the putty knife.

“You remember what I told you?” he says.

I nod my head.

He ties the bungee cord firmly around my waist, loops the other end around one of the solar panel rods, and starts lowering me off the side of the roof. I hang on to the cord with both hands and walk backward down the outer wall of the Factory, to Vance’s window, and then I hang there with my feet braced against the wall. I slip the thin blade of the putty knife into the gap between the two halves of the window, where the lock is, just like August explained this morning, and wiggle it until the lock gives. Then I slide the window open, balancing myself on the ledge, and tug on the bungee cord for more leeway. The cord loosens. Heart slamming against my ribs, I step into the dark room.

Vance is a motionless lump in the bed. I hope Mrs. S gave him enough of whatever sedative she put in his evening snack. I look around the room, which is neat and bare. It’s kind of a depressing place—the room of a man without hobbies or comforts. His keycard is hanging by its lanyard next to the door, like it was meant for me to find. I grab it and go back out the window as fast as I can, giving the bungee cord another tug. I shut the window behind me and walk up the wall.

“Got it,” I say, trembling with relief and adrenaline, as August hauls me over the edge of the roof.

“Yes!” whispers Vi, and August grins. He hands us a wristwatch, says, “Three minutes,” and disappears over the side of the roof.

August is going to pause the cameras from the controls in the basement. He said it would take him three minutes to get down there, so we have to wait that long before going inside. After that, we have to move as fast as we can, because there’s no saying for sure how long we’ll have before the guards notice and fix the cameras. Mrs. Sawyer and August also know the patrolling schedule, which would have been useful for me and Vi when we sabotaged the ECs.

We sit at the edge of the roof, looking at the little guardhouse and the desert beyond the fence.

“I hope Troy is okay,” says Vi quietly.

“Yeah.”

“I hope his brother is okay too,” she says. “He’s a sweet kid.”

I wonder if Vi has much to go home to. It sounds like Troy’s family was more her family than her own mother. I imagine being back home with Nan. I’m fine with going back to Easton Middle School. I’ll even apologize to Trevor Norton, jerk that he is, because I shouldn’t have punched him. I just want to go home, home, home.

“Three minutes,” says Vi, and she puts the watch in her pocket. “Showtime.”

We climb down to the fire escape, back through the window, and make our way as fast as we can down the stairs and across the Factory floor. Mrs. Sawyer is waiting by the lab doors in her normal work clothes, a large black bag over one shoulder. August joins us and taps Vance’s stolen keycard on the sensor. The lab doors slide open. So far, so good.

The same low lights that are on all over the Factory at night illuminate the laboratory, which turns out to be smaller than I expected. The EC tubes feed into big tanks up against the near wall, which are making a whirring sound. There is a whole bank of computers up against the opposite wall, a huge metal safe, and a fire escape door in one corner.

August goes over to the largest computer, switches it on, and inserts a hack key. He sits in the rolling chair and slides back and forth between computers, turning them on.

“I’ll have to do most of this manually,” he mutters.

“This is it,” says Mrs. Sawyer, making straight for the safe to the right of the computers. She takes something that looks like putty out of her bag and starts sticking it around the combination lock.

“What are you doing?” Vi asks.

“Shhh,” says Mrs. Sawyer.

“Jess, whoa, check this out!” says August excitedly. “I found his prototype presentation!”

On the second computer, he’s opened a video of Vance standing in the lab, holding a glass cylinder with a metal ring at one end and a rectangular screen next to the ring. Inside the cylinder, blue light shot with white lightning crackles and swirls, like the bubble surrounding the looping mice. Vance is wearing a suit, his hair slicked back.

“Hold on,” grunts Mrs. Sawyer. She stands up, fiddling with her handheld, swears softly, and then looks over August’s shoulder. August hits play.

“We can set the blast radius here at the top,” Vance is saying, pointing to the screen next to the ring. “Right now, this is set to about the same size as our trial blast. Duration is still the sticking point. In the case of our trial, we attempted a four-hour time freeze but it lasted about four days. It’s difficult to set the time for freezing time, right? Complicated!” He lets out a high-pitched laugh. I’ve never heard Vance laugh before and expected a less cheery sound. Serious again, he says, “We’re not sure what went wrong there, but I’m guessing it’s some communication lag. Our trial lacked the controls of our complete prototype. Now, this prototype I’m holding here is still a basic model. It functions like a grenade. You pull the pin, and that’s it. We will begin conducting experiments with the prototypes immediately, and work on targeting the blast, setting the radius, and setting the duration. However, our small trial was definitely a success. We measured cellular data, digestion, and hydration in the test mice and can assure you that the time bomb works. Inside the perimeter, time is frozen. As time passes out here in the world—or seems to pass, with all the usual effects—no time passes within the bubble. None of the effects of the passage of time can be measured.”

There is a loud bang to our right. Vi screams.

“Got it,” says Mrs. Sawyer cheerfully. She’s blown the lock on the safe. The door is swinging open.

“Jeez, what if you blew the whole thing?” August yelps.

“I know what I’m doing,” says Mrs. Sawyer. The inside of the safe is divided into smaller compartments, but her body is blocking my view.

“Did you hear that, Jess?” says August, gesturing wildly at the computer. “You were right. Time bomb. They’re calling it a time bomb. They can freeze time.”

Time bomb, my brain says, but the words aren’t attaching to meaning yet. Time bomb.

“You can imagine Garrison Broom’s interest in this,” says Mrs. Sawyer. “Freezing the millions of asylum seekers at the border, for example. They’ll say it’s for missile defense, disaster prevention, but you know what they really want.”

“I can’t believe this,” says August.

“You’ve copied the plans?”

“I’m trying. They’re encrypted.”

“But how are they doing it?” asks Vi, her voice pitched high and panicky. I can’t even make words yet. I can’t wrap my head around this. “They’re using something from us? From our bodies?”

I remember my father’s message to Dr. Lahiri, calling us our finest natural resource.

Mrs. Sawyer doesn’t answer. She reaches inside the safe and takes out a cylinder like the one Vance was holding in the video—a time bomb—and puts it in the black bag over her shoulder.

“You’re stealing one?” I say.

“I surely am.”

A horrible feeling comes over me all at once.

“Are you really a journalist?” I ask.

She smiles a little, that inscrutable smile. “Sure, Asher.”

Oh no. Oh no. I try to swallow the bad feeling, keep my voice steady.

“Who are you?”

“You know who I am,” she says. “My name is Jess Sawyer.”

Vi looks at me, wide-eyed behind her glasses. What are we doing? Who are we helping?

August rubs his temples. “We’re really going to hand all this over? What do you think Peerman is going to do with this tech, Jess?”

“Aug, we don’t have a choice at this point,” she says. “Just get those plans.”

Something beeps in August’s pocket, and he looks up in a panic.

“Cameras are back online,” he says.

Mrs. Sawyer swears. “Already?”

“I just need a few more min—”

“We don’t have any minutes left, August! We’re going. The prototype is enough.”

“Just—seriously, two minutes !”

“No, August.” She looks at me and Vi, standing there helplessly in our pajamas. “Come on, kiddos. You’re on camera too.” She points at a little black bulb right above us on the ceiling, and my stomach swoops. “We’ll drop you in the nearest town.”

My mouth drops. “We’re leaving now?”

Vi’s mouth opens and closes, but nothing comes out. Everything is happening way too fast for me to process it.

“There’s an evac tunnel under this lab, if I’m right, and Vance’s keycard should get us through. There’s an emergency van out there. August can hot-wire it. Move, kiddos, move!”

August finds a flat hook on the floor, hauls up a big panel. There is a ladder leading into a tunnel, lit a sickly yellow.

The lab doors beep and open. Three guards are there, weapons out. Mrs. Sawyer flings something on the ground. There is a deafening bang, a flash of light, and smoke fills the lab. Someone is shoving me toward the ladder. I climb down, heart thumping so loud in my ears that it’s all I hear. August comes last, slamming the trapdoor and sticking something at the edge of it. Then he drops down into the tunnel. Mrs. Sawyer’s face is grim.

“Are you corporate spies, or working for a foreign government?” Vi asks bitterly.

“Kind of both,” says August. The trapdoor starts to open and there is another bang, more smoke, muffled screaming.

They move at a brisk pace down the tunnel and we scramble to keep up. At a set of sliding doors, August taps Vance’s keycard again. The doors open, and there is just more tunnel. We come at last to another ladder. August goes up it first and heaves the trapdoor open.

“Clear!” he calls.

I see sky above. I climb fast and find myself on the opposite side of the perimeter fence. Outside. In spite of everything, my heart leaps. We’re out. We’re getting out.

August is messing with the door of a white van parked right next to the fence.

“Hurry, hurry,” mutters Mrs. Sawyer.

He gets the door open and then there is a loud popping sound nearby.

Mrs. Sawyer curses and says to us, “Get in the van and down on the floor!”

Headlights flash bright ahead of us in the desert. I dive into the back seat, Vi right behind me, while Mrs. Sawyer gets in the passenger seat. August guns the engine as we slam the doors.

“Get down,” Mrs. Sawyer says to us over her shoulder.

We crouch on the floor of the van, squashed together.

“What do I do?” says August, his voice panicky.

“Drive, just drive!” says Mrs. Sawyer.

“We won’t make it.”

“We’ll see.”

The engine roars beneath us and the van shoots forward. There are a bunch more loud popping sounds.

“Are they shooting?” squeaks Vi.

“Stay down!” shouts Mrs. S, and then there is a bang and a weird bump, and the car starts to move in a juddering way, losing speed, a flap flap flap sound right under us.

“They shot the tires,” whispers Vi.

The car is still rolling, and then it comes to a halt. Lights are flashing outside. Mrs. S turns and speaks very quickly: “Tell Director Mach whatever you need to tell her, say we kidnapped you, took you hostage, whatever you want.”

The car is surrounded. The doors are yanked open. August tries to make a dive past the guard, but the guard clubs him on the back. He goes down in the sand. Another guard is hauling Mrs. S out of the car, shoving her to the ground as well.

A third guard shines his light on us in the back seat.

“What the heck?” he says. “They got two of the kids.”

“Help!” says Vi, not very convincingly. “Please help!”

And then hands and arms are reaching in, we are being pulled out of the car as well.
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Asher won’t be late because his car wouldn’t start in the pouring rain one day in April when he’s nineteen. Asher won’t take the bus instead, texting Lizzy to let her know, and find her waiting in the café in the city, a two-year-old in her lap—his half sister, Ella.

Ella won’t greet him with a triumphant cry—“ASHA!”—throwing her hands in the air like a cheer, and Lizzy won’t laugh and then stand, with Ella on her hip, to kiss Asher on the cheek.

He won’t shake the rain off his umbrella and prop it in the corner, order a coffee, sit across from them. Ella won’t scribble on a piece of paper with crayons while they chat about mundane things until suddenly Lizzy’s eyes fill up with tears. He won’t ask the inevitable, inescapable question to which he doesn’t really want the answer, not right at this moment: “What’s wrong?”

And she won’t say—not in this particular way, not in this particular café, not with Ella in her lap and the rain pounding down outside—that she is sorry.

She won’t tell him through her tears, “I was young and stupid, but I really … I let you down, Ash, as a mom. I know that. I’ll always regret it.”

He won’t say that it’s fine, that she did her best, that he had Nan, that it was all fine, they were fine. He won’t rush to assuage her guilt, which reaches the tiny place inside him where a seed—just a seed!—of resentment lives. Mostly he doesn’t think about that seed. He keeps it in the dark, he does not tend it, he does not let it grow. And he believes she did her best. If she failed him in some ways—and she did—he knows that she loved him. She made a very bad call, with the Factory, but she didn’t know how bad. Life is complicated, people are imperfect, and he loves her too.

There will be a thousand other possible ways and times and places and chances for her to tell him these things, but it won’t happen in this way, on this day. He won’t reach across the table to tickle Ella, Lizzy won’t bite her lip and smile at him and wipe the tears brusquely from her cheeks. He won’t take her hand and tell her he forgives her.
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There is no chance to try out a story about being taken hostage. We aren’t even asked any questions. The guards take us inside. Vance is there on the Factory floor, hands clenched in fists, looking pretty woozy, and Avery, hugging herself and staring at the ground. Vance opens up two of the Extraction Containers. I look up and see Director Mach in the glass hallway, watching us, like on the first day we arrived, except she’s wearing a flowing scarlet bathrobe with gold trim and her white hair is down around her shoulders. I stare at her, she stares back, and then one of the guards shoves me into the EC. Vance drops the breathing tube on my face, leaving me to fumble it into my mouth as the lid comes down.

*   *   *

When the lid of the Extraction Container opens, I can imagine what it feels like to be a clam whose shell is pried apart, like I’m just a fleshy, vulnerable blob exposed for the first time ever to all that light and air, and Vance’s face, blurry and looming, is just a threat I can’t name.

“Get up,” Vance is saying.

I know the words, but they don’t reach me. Then his face disappears and I lie there in the cold container until little bits of reality start to reassemble in my mind.

Who I am, first. Where I am, second. That’s where I stall out. The whys and hows and what nexts are not coming to me. I stay there until Avery appears, sobbing, and tries to lift me. She can’t, and it hurts, and I hear myself make a noise like a high whine.

At some point later there is a man standing over me, feeling my neck and then sliding a stethoscope under my pajama shirt. Dr. Foxon, I remember, and feel pleased with myself for being able to name him. He has a guinea pig called Filthy Liar. No, wait, I made that up.

I close my eyes and lie there in a pool of pain while the various parts of myself start to slowly reconnect, and I find that in fact my arms are attached to my body, that my brain can give the rest of me directions, and so on. I wonder if this is what it’s like being born—fast-tracking the experience of learning to use one’s limbs. I do want to cry and be picked up and held and cared for. I want Nan so badly that my chest aches and finally I call out, “Nan!” as if she might come for me and make all this go away, like when I was small and would wake in the chill of my own sweat from a nightmare, and her warmth and her love were the antidote to all that fear.

I stare at nothing until Dr. Foxon reappears with some kind of drink. He hauls me upright so I’m sitting in the container, puts the straw between my teeth.

The drink is sweet and cold. I sip at it and then I make myself look around. Vi is propped up in the Container next to me, also sipping a drink from a straw.

Something is wrong. Something has gone wrong. The realization sinks into my gut. Why can’t we get out and walk to the changing rooms? That’s what we normally do. It isn’t usually like this. I try to form a question, but I can’t, and Dr. Foxon is already walking away.

We look at each other, wide-eyed with dread. When the drink is empty, I let it slip from my hand. I grip the edges of the EC and put everything I’ve got into heaving myself up and out. I tip out of the container onto the ground.

Avery comes running. She kneels next to me and helps me to sit up.

“Help,” I whisper.

Her face is white and stricken. Her eyes meet mine for a moment and then she turns away, she can’t look at me, tears are dripping from her chin, and everything hurts so much.

I sit there for a while. My eyes focus on some movement. Vi is crawling over to me in her damp pajamas, her pink hair sticky with jelly. We lean against each other.

“What happened,” she says.

“I don’t know.”

We huddle together on the floor, like a pair of traumatized chicks dumped from the nest. I wonder vaguely what time of day it is, or if it’s still night.

Dr. Foxon comes back, this time with Mrs. Garrick.

“You see?” he says, pointing at us, his expression disgusted.

She flutters around us for a moment and then says, “What am I supposed to do? Did you tell her?”

He mutters something under his breath and glances at the glass hallway above, which is empty.

“You’re the doctor,” Mrs. Garrick says.

Vi is putting it together faster than I am. She grips my arm to help herself sit up a bit, and says, “How … long?”

Dr. Foxon fixes his blank gaze on her and nods. “That’s a good sign,” he says to Mrs. Garrick.

Mrs. Garrick looks away.

“Can we move them before the others get up?” Vance asks from somewhere behind us.

“Bring them to the infirmary,” says Dr. Foxon.

*   *   *

They fetch a rolling stretcher and take us, first Vi and then me, to the infirmary. We lie in the dim room. It feels like no time is passing, like we are suspended in a single, endless, awful moment. An image comes to mind of the poor mouse in the cage, taking the same bite of food over and over. A time bomb, August had said. They can freeze time.

Then I hear Mrs. Garrick talking to Dr. Foxon in the office next to us, and my sense of time comes unstuck again. I can hear the words, but assigning meaning to them happens slowly.

“… might also compromise their memories … high risk of cognitive damage …” Dr. Foxon is saying. “That’s a best-case scenario.”

And then Mrs. Garrick: “But she wants to do more.”

“A drain?” asks Dr. Foxon.

“Not … total,” says Mrs. Garrick. “But perhaps you can tell her—”

“They’ve ruined Lahiri,” says Dr. Foxon. “You know about that?”

Silence.

“My point, Mrs. Garrick, is that we don’t have much choice in the matter. We just have to do our jobs.”

“I know that. I do. But you’re a doctor, you can … treat them? Or make recommendations?”

“This is not a medically treatable condition,” says Dr. Foxon. “And I have no expertise in trying to mitigate effects, only in studying them. I was part of Stage I, the testing on death row inmates and … others.”

“Oh,” says Mrs. Garrick quietly.

“So I know what a drain looks like.”

“Is this—”

“It will end up being the same thing.”

“What are we supposed to do?”

“Our jobs, Mrs. Garrick. That’s all.”

A long silence. A door opens and closes.

*   *   *

It becomes possible again to sit, to stand, to speak, but my thoughts are sluggish, like they are fighting their way through quicksand, sucked back into oblivion as soon as they emerge.

Guards escort us to the empty cafeteria. I don’t know where everybody else is, or what time it is, or what day it is. Mrs. Garrick is behind the counter, looking miserable, her makeup sloppy. She gives us sliced bread and cheese, and we sit and try to eat it while the guards watch us uneasily. My skin is crawling and I feel like I’ve lost something. There is an empty space somewhere inside, a gap I keep probing, like a missing tooth.

We are taken back to the infirmary and locked in.

“What are we going to do?” whispers Vi.

I try to say I don’t know, but I’m not sure any words come out.

*   *   *

They put us back in the ECs. First me, alone, and then Vi, and then there is another long stretch in the infirmary, and later, another slow walk to the cafeteria, where Mrs. Garrick brings us bowls of oatmeal and says, furiously, almost in tears, “You stupid children! What a waste! I don’t have some fabulous prize waiting for me at the end of this, you know!”

Vi stares at her and starts to laugh, but it tapers off into a wheeze and she turns back to her oatmeal, almost dipping her face in it. I wonder if the others are all eating oatmeal and bread, now Mrs. S is gone.

At some point, between going in the ECs, lying dazed and ruined in the infirmary for timeless swathes, and eating whatever Mrs. Garrick can find in the cafeteria, Vi says, “Why are they putting us in separately?”

“So the others won’t see us?” I suggest. I keep wondering about Faith.

“No, separate from each other.”

“Oh.”

I try to think about this. My mind emerges for one luminous moment from the quicksand; it’s like drawing a deep beautiful breath of air before it goes under again.

“Are they scanning you?” I say.

“What?”

Conversation is so hard.

“Are they putting you in the EC at the far end?”

“Yeah. Yeah. With the scanner.”

“That’s why. They’re scanning us.”

“What does that mean, though? Did we know? I forget.”

She sounds so frustrated, near tears.

“They’re looking for something. But they’re extracting too, or we wouldn’t feel like this.”

“We have to get out of here.”

She’s right, but neither of us says anything after that, because the door is locked, and we’re so wrecked.
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Avery is sobbing. Vance says, “Will you get it together?” Avery says, “I can’t do this.” A pause, and then Vance says, more quietly, “I’ll do it. Go upstairs. Take a break.” She says, “Vance,” and he says, “Go.” I hear this, but it’s like I’m not really here, or that’s how it feels, until Vance says, “Open up if you don’t want to drown.” He is waving the mouthpiece in my face, and I remember, I’m in the EC. I take it in my mouth. The lid comes down. The jelly rises around me, slips into me, and I guess I really am used to it because it doesn’t fill me with horror anymore, not this part, it’s the next part, the tugging, the white flash, the BAM—

A woman with a sleek black bob says, “Don’t you recognize me, Ash?”—BAM—my feet on those metal stairs, running down—BAM—my father at a podium, mic in front of him, lights flashing—BAM—I pull the pin, the cylinder explodes—BAM—a cat at a window, looking out across an amusement park—BAM—a guard holding Vi against a wall as she struggles—BAM—I’m running down the stairs—BAM—I pull the pin, the cylinder explodes—BAM—Director Mach is examining a printed sheet of paper—BAM—a shuttle takes off from the desert, shooting toward space—BAM—“Oh, Asher,” says Director Mach, “What have you done?”—BAM—a woman with a sleek black bob says, “Don’t you recognize me, Ash?”—BAM—I pull the pin, the cylinder explodes—

Those cold, shadowy hands grasping, ripping, fistfuls, tearing violently, pulling me apart

*   *   *

I don’t know where I am. I can’t open my eyes. I hear voices somewhere nearby, muffled. My father’s voice, nasally and agitated. Director Mach’s voice, tightly controlled.

Open your eyes. OPEN YOUR EYES!

I open my eyes. I’m lying on a cot that pulls down from the wall. I sit up, and the room spins around me for a moment before settling into stillness. I remember this room. It’s where I changed my clothes before Director Mach took me to the city. White, windowless. The door that leads down those metal stairs and out the back. The metal desk and the black screen—but the screen isn’t blank this time. It’s broken into tiny squares with still images inside them. I get to my feet and nearly crumple to the ground. I take a few deep breaths and shuffle over to the desk, leaning against it to keep myself upright. I squint at the screen. Some of the images are familiar. My feet running down those metal stairs. A woman with a sleek black bob and a pink jacket. A ginger cat.

I hear my father’s voice again, shouting something on the other side of the sliding door. Director Mach’s office. I go to the door and touch the sensor. It slides open silently, as my father yells: “I want to send Professor Redmond. They’re doing it wrong!”

“Vance knows what’s he’s doing,” replies Director Mach coolly, although I recognize the undertone of simmering anger.

I peer over the filing cabinet next to the door. I can see the top of Director Mach’s head, my father’s sweaty forehead in the seat across from her, and I duck back down, out of sight.

“I had the professor scan me again and there are even more problematic threads than before!” cries Garrison Broom. “And from your man’s report, it seems he keeps extracting the same threads, over and over, so clearly there is some mistake!”

“Stop scanning yourself, Garrison. The more you meddle in his timefield, the more he generates exactly the sort of threads you fear. It’s like trying to poison ants with sugar—you are feeding the things you hope to eradicate.”

“Unless we do a drain. It’s the only way.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I won’t have that brat destroying my career!”

“Senator, we experimented with drains in Stage 1 of the program. Did you read the report?”

“The … what the doctor said—the key threads,” my father says. “Can’t you find key threads relating to me?”

“We don’t even know if Dr. Lahiri’s hypothesis is correct, though it seems plausible,” Director Mach replies. “What we are seeing now—with the girl in particular—is the resilience of certain threads. It may be something about these two personally, I’ve considered that. Neither of them was recruited in the ordinary way. They are rebellious, independent. They may generate more threads naturally, or they may have more key threads, so that the extraction of one or two doesn’t have such a catastrophic effect. It’s even possible that their experience here has been formative in such a way that it has led to a higher generation of potential threads. They are currently generating new threads at four or five times the rate that a child this age would normally, and they are repeatedly regenerating extracted threads. It’s quite stunning. It’s an interesting experiment in its own right. In the girl’s case, of course, we’ll have to eventually eradicate the worst possibilities—”

“Then you can do it!”

“Not without damaging the subject irreparably.”

“But … why do it to her and not him?”

“Because, Senator, you are not my priority. I called you here to tell you that I am ending our partnership. Our test was successful, our prototype is ready, and I have no doubt we will find sufficient funding now without your help.”

“You can’t do that! What if I go public?”

“You’ve heard the expression mutually assured destruction? If you have any hope for your future, your reputation, you will never mention the institute or your involvement with us. We know enough about you—and, indeed, I have records of all our conversations—it would end you, politically.”

“Listen, wait, I can still help you! All I’m asking is—”

“We don’t need your help anymore,” says Director Mach lightly. “A guard will escort you out, but before you go, I want you to look at your son. You’ve kept your distance. This is what it’s doing to him. I want you to look at him.”

“This is absurd, I don’t need to see him!” My father sounds panicked.

I step around the filing cabinet, into the office, and all the color drains from his face.

Director Mach turns slowly and regards me with no expression.

My father scrambles to his feet and takes a step back toward the door.

“You …” I say. I can’t think of a word bad enough for him. A surge of anger makes me dizzy, and I grab the filing cabinet for balance. “You’re a real jerk.”

I wish I’d had some time or some brain cells to think about what I would say, face-to-face with Senator Garrison Broom, because this is pretty much the understatement of the century. My father stares at me for a beat, his face contorted with some mixture of horror and disgust, and then he spins around and leaves the office.

Director Mach speaks into her handheld. “Have the senator escorted from the premises, please.” She looks at me again and says softly, “He rallies.”

I fixate on that gold dot in the blue of her right eye. I say, “Where’s Vi?”

“In the infirmary,” she says. “I had you brought here as a little surprise for your father, but you gave him even more of a fright than I could have hoped. Your timing is impeccable.”

She laughs quietly. My knees give out then and I slide to the floor, let my head rest against the filing cabinet. She comes and crouches next to me.

I take a breath. “What is he … what does he want from me?”

“He is trying to protect himself, that’s all.”

“From what?”

“From you,” she says. “From your existence, Asher. Evidence of his flawed humanity. But really, from chance, or fate, or uncertainty, or whatever you want to call it. He is trying to make himself safe. But none of us is safe. That’s the reality. You can insulate yourself—with money, with knowledge, with careful planning. Like building a fortress. But every fortress is vulnerable, in the end. Your father is a very ambitious man. I respect ambition. But he’s so selfish and single-minded that it makes him stupid.”

My mind is sluggish and foggy, and I feel that if only I could wake up, really wake up, I would understand all this. I feel my eyelids close. I force them open again. Director Mach is looking at me with something like sorrow transforming her face.

“It was too hot to play outside, silly boy,” she murmurs, and puts a hand on my forehead, almost tenderly. I jerk backward, and she removes it fast, as if I’ve burned her. Her expression, alarmingly open, snaps shut again. “Come get Doyle,” she says into her handheld. She stands up, and I see her feet walking away. My eyelids fall shut. Darkness descends.

*   *   *

I wake up and the room is dark, but I can hear Faith’s voice, a loud whisper: “Ash? Vi?”

When the light comes on, it’s blinding. I reach up to cover my face.

“Oh no,” says Faith. Her voice is closer now.

“Faith,” Vi is saying. “Faith, you have to help us.”

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry!”

I peek between my fingers. Faith is right next to me, her dark eyes wide and scared.

“How did you get in here?” I ask.

“Guard is sound asleep.” She starts crying. “I know it’s not the worst thing in the world, sharing a room with my cousins, or having a crappy clarinet. We were still lucky. I know that. I got so stuck on changing things, on thinking I had to fix it all. You were right. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I say, but Vi is a few steps ahead of me, her voice flinty: “Sorry for what?”

And then I get it. Not because of what Vi says, but because of how stricken Faith looks.

“I told Mrs. Garrick,” she whispers. “I told her Mrs. Sawyer and August were planning something. I just didn’t want them to shut this place down. I thought … we needed it. So many of us need it. We need a better place, we need our lives to change. But you’re right. Nneka had a reaction too, she’s not eating, she looks bad. And I didn’t know where you were, what happened.”

“You ratted them out,” says Vi. I look at her, my eyes adjusting to the bright light. Her expression is pure murder.

Faith nods her head miserably. “I didn’t know you would be with them.”

“Get. Out,” says Vi.

“What are they doing to you?” whispers Faith.

“Get out! Get out! Get out!” Vi’s voice rises to almost a scream, and I sit up fast, which makes stars of pain explode in my head.

“Vi, shhh!” I say.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” says Faith. “I’m sorry, Vi!”

A guard is looming in the doorway now, rubbing sleep from his face.

“What the …” he says when he sees Faith.

“I got lost looking for the restroom,” says Faith. “I think you dropped this.”

She hands him a keycard. He stares at her, appalled, and she slips right out past him.

*   *   *

A woman in a pink jacket with a sleek black bob.

I pull the pin, the cylinder explodes.

I’m running down the metal stairs.

Director Mach bangs on a door.

“Don’t you recognize me, Ash?”

I pull the pin, the cylinder explodes.

Director Mach says, “Oh, Asher, what have you done?”

The ginger cat winks at me, slow and sly.

A woman in a pink jacket with a sleek black bob.

“Don’t you recognize me, Ash?”

“Don’t you recognize me, Ash?”

“Don’t you recognize me, Ash?”
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“I got her to agree to a rest period,” says Avery, hovering in the doorway.

Vi is in one bed, I am in another, in the infirmary.

“I told her … a serious reaction was inevitable at this point. One that would put a stop to … whatever this new experiment is she’s trying on you. She agreed. So you’ll have a few days.”

Her voice cracks. I turn sideways to look at her.

Vi’s voice comes from the other bed, sarcastic: “Gee, you’re our hero, Avery.”

Avery’s chin wobbles, and she turns and leaves the room. Vi gives a little rasping laugh. I go back to sleep.

A rest. What that means: mostly lying in the infirmary for a few days without going in the ECs. Shuffling to the cafeteria when it’s empty, for food. They’ve got a new cook, a new janitor, thin and frightened-looking people. The cook gives me lasagna. He just got out of prison, I think. He’s trying to make a new life for himself in the desert, wondering if his family will ever forgive him. The janitor knows his darkest secret …

Inventing a ridiculous story for someone makes me feel like myself again. I smile at the cook, and he looks startled. The guards sit a few tables over to watch us eat.

“I can sort of taste the food,” says Vi. “Amazing.”

All the things I’ve heard start to emerge from the sludge of my mind and come together in slow motion. We’re generating threads of something—and it scares them. We’re regenerating threads that they extract. I hear Director Mach’s voice, clear as day, talking to my father: The more you meddle in his timefield, the more he generates exactly the sort of threads you fear. Timefield. Time bomb. Those stills on the screen, the things I see in the EC, those icy hands prying inside me.

Horror whooshes like a cold stream through my veins.

“Vi,” I whisper. “I know what they’re extracting.”

*   *   *

I’m going to the restrooms when I see Avery in the glass hallway above the Factory floor, head down, walking toward the elevator.

One guard sits lazily outside Dr. Foxon’s office, but Dr. Foxon doesn’t like us to use “his” restroom, so we go to the regular restrooms, and the guard doesn’t bother tailing us. All the doors are locked. Cameras everywhere. We’re so wrecked. Where are we going to go?

I hurry, as best I can, to the elevator doors. When they open, Avery stares out at me, her face blotchy. I gesture at her to stay, and I step inside. I hit the button to take us up.

I look at Avery. She looks at me. The doors close.

“You’re stealing our futures,” I say.

Her lips part, but she doesn’t speak.

“Avery,” I say. “Please.”

Slowly, she nods her head. We go the rest of the way up in silence. When we reach the second floor, she hits the down button and the elevator starts descending again.

“You guys are just the right age,” she says, her voice quavery at first but getting stronger. “Younger kids can’t take the extraction process—physically, mentally. And adults … it messes them up pretty bad too. I’ve read the reports, the early stages. It’s a nightmare. But at your age … you’re strong enough to tolerate the process, and you’re young enough that you keep on generating more and more future threads while we’re extracting them. Like a well that never empties out.”

We reach the Factory floor and I hit the up button again. Avery keeps talking as we ascend.

“The director discovered the timefield—that’s what she calls it. Time is relative and it isn’t really linear; it just feels that way. Everything is happening all the time, and it all exists in a field around each of us. It turns out, if you extract threads of time from a person’s timefield and condense them, you can use them to create a … a time-disrupting technology. We can’t extract the past, those threads are too enmeshed, too tightly connected to so many other threads, so the results would be catastrophic, but things that haven’t happened yet exist very loosely in the timefield. Like imagine a tapestry in the process of being woven. You can’t undo the part that’s already woven without messing up the pattern. But the loose threads, they’re all there. You can snip them and it just changes the pattern you weave next.”

“And they’re making a weapon. A time bomb is a weapon?”

“It’s not necessarily a weapon,” she says, pressing the down button. “That’s how the military imagines it, but say … there’s a hurricane, or a fire, and we … we freeze the disaster, giving us time to prepare—to evacuate people! It could be used in cases of medical trauma, to halt bleeding, for example, so a patient can be kept stable while getting them to the hospital! Vance is working on a way of using the technology in a very targeted manner, to freeze tumors, basically stopping cancer in its tracks! There are so many good ways this technology could be used. I thought—I believed—we were doing something for the world that would really matter. I wanted to be part of something big, you know? But there are always consequences. They call it the ripple effect, that’s what needs to be studied, and we don’t know …” A long silence, and then she whispers: “I’m not in charge, Asher.”

“We’re all in charge of ourselves,” I say, which is pointing out the obvious, but she looks like I just punched her in the face or something. I’d feel bad about it, but I don’t have any energy to spare for Avery’s feelings just now. We’re back at the Factory floor. Up we go.

“What is a ripple effect?”

“It’s a metaphor. You know, you throw a rock in the water and it causes ripples.”

Thanks, Avery.

“Yeah, but what does it mean in this case?” I ask, impatient.

“Like … say I take what seems to be an unimportant thread from your future—you buying an apple at a grocery store. But it turns out that the apple you picked was going to make another apple roll off the pile and land on someone’s foot, and when they bent over to pick it up, they’d hit their head on the edge of the bin and cause a brain bleed, and that person was going to cure cancer or something, but now that won’t happen because we extracted the thread where you take the apple. You can’t actually predict the effects. We’re supposed to be studying those effects, but how? We can’t see the ripples if they don’t happen! And even doing a good thing, it could have a negative ripple effect, you can’t know until later if it was actually good, the thing that you did. They just want the time bombs, and they figure you kids are—”

She stops.

I remember what my father wrote to Dr. Lahiri: These particular children were chosen with great care, precisely because of how unlikely it was that they would have any impact whatsoever on the world. None of them are exceptional at all.

Avery hits the down button.

“You still have a lot of potential futures,” she says quietly. “Right now, you’re generating them like crazy. The director is obsessed with it.”

“So the stuff we see when we’re in the ECs …”

“Futures that are being extracted, so that means they won’t happen. Once they take a potential thread, it’s gone. But the more threads they take—the fewer futures you have—it starts to have systemic effects on the brain, the body. Some threads are, well … Dr. Lahiri thought they were really important, key threads connected to a lot of other threads, so extracting them could be close to a drain.”

“Does a drain mean taking everything?”

She nods. “And if you have no futures … you die.”

Her breath gives a little hitch, and then she keeps going.

“Except you and Vi keep generating the same stuff, the same future threads, over and over again. As fast as they can strip your futures away, the more you make, and they just keep taking more.”

I lean against the elevator wall, dizzy and speechless. The doors open, but neither of us hits the up button again.

“We’re all in charge of ourselves,” Avery repeats quietly. We both get off the elevator. She walks to the lab, and I go to the restrooms.
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I’m woken by the lights coming on suddenly. I sit up, blinking. The explosion inside my head is not so bad this time. It takes a moment to figure out where I am. Bed. Infirmary. Still. Again.

Avery is standing there, looking sterner than I’ve ever seen her.

“Come on, you two. Laboratory, right now.”

“What the …” mutters Vi.

“No arguing,” she says. I see the shape of a guard behind her, and something pleading crosses Avery’s face.

“No way,” says Vi.

I climb out of bed. “Let’s just get it over with.”

Vi looks from me to Avery to the sleepy and irritated guard. “Fine.”

“Just stay here,” Avery says to him. “We’ll be back soon.”

He nods and sits back down on the bench.

We follow Avery to the lab and she swipes us in. Faith is already inside, waiting for us.

“Is it true? They’ve been literally stealing our futures?” she asks me.

I nod. Vi laughs hollowly.

“We’re getting out of here. Tonight,” says Avery, spinning the combination on the brand-new safe. She takes out a time bomb and tucks it under her arm. “And we’re taking one of the prototypes, so we have proof.”

“Cameras?” I whisper.

“No time to lose,” she says, and for the first time we see what her smile looks like.

Vi hauls up the trapdoor to the tunnel. We go down into that yellow-lit hallway under the Factory. At the first door, Avery taps her card but nothing happens.

“It should … I should …” She frowns, then taps her card again.

“Have you ever actually tried this?” asks Vi.

“We’ve never evacuated, but I’m supposed to be authorized …” Avery taps it again, and a red light beeps.

“Vance’s card worked for us just fine,” says Vi angrily. “We would have been free and clear if not for certain really bad treacherous ex-friends.”

“Probably they changed the authorization, after we went this way …” I say.

“What?” asks Faith.

And Avery says, “You went this way?”

An alarm starts to blare and Avery goes pale.

“That’s bad, right?” says Vi.

“I dug a tunnel,” blurts Faith. “Follow me.”

She’s already running back down the hallway, toward the ladder.

“You what ?” shouts Vi over the BLAT-BLAT-BLAT of the alarm.

“When I found out they were putting you in the ECs all the time, keeping you under guard, I snuck out at night and dug a tunnel under the perimeter fence.”

“All is forgiven!” yells Vi, right behind her. “I love you!”

“Why didn’t you tell me that?” cries Avery.

“You said there was an easy way out! I figured this was better.”

We scramble up the ladder. All the lights in the lab are flashing red. The alarm is even louder here.

“We can’t go that way,” says Avery, looking at the lab doors. “Fire door.”

We follow her at a run to the back of the lab while the doors slide open behind us.

“Freeze!” yells a guard.

We barrel through the fire door, out onto the east grounds.

“This way!” yells Faith, sprinting toward the back of the Factory.

Avery pants, “We won’t get far. I have to call … well, probably the FBI, but I don’t think you can just call the FBI. They don’t exactly have an emergency number.”

“So call the police!” screams Vi as we run after Faith, toward the perimeter fence.

Avery passes me the time bomb like she’s passing a baton and pulls out her handheld. A jolt of recognition goes through me as I take it in my hands—that strange familiarity with things that have never happened.

A white van comes around the front of the Factory, and another around the back, blocking our way.

“What do we do?!” Faith gasps, stopping so suddenly that we nearly run into her.

“Split up,” says Vi. “Avery, tell the police a bunch of kids are being held hostage. Whatever you have to tell them. We give them a chase, buy some time, until someone gets here. If there’s an investigation, they can’t do anything too terrible to us.” She looks at me for a moment, her face illuminated. “See you soon, Ash.”

Then she turns and runs straight toward the van rolling up behind us. It stops, and two guards spill out. Vi dodges left, running hard. Avery is tapping at her handheld.

Faith starts running toward the other van.

I turn left around the back of the Factory, clutching the time bomb. Maybe if all the guards have left the guardhouse, I can open the gate. Adrenaline propels me onward, but when I get to the other side of the Factory, there is a searchlight sweeping the grounds, another van. The searchlight stops on me. The van aims its headlights at me.

There is nowhere to run but back toward the Factory. I’m so scared I can’t think straight, and yet there is this horrible sense of déjà vu as I climb the fire escape. Kids are clustered in the hallway outside the dorms in their pajamas. I bang on the window frantically. Rodrigo opens it, saying, “Asher? We thought you left!” My eyes meet Mrs. Garrick’s, in her frilly robe, trying to herd everyone back into their rooms.

“Gas leak!” I shout. “Everybody needs to get out of the building! Now, now, now!”

Kids scatter as Mrs. Garrick screams ineffectually at everyone to go back to bed. I run down the stairs with the pack of them.

Director Mach is on the Factory floor in her gold-trimmed scarlet robe. So is Vance. I veer away from the others, who are making for the exit doors, sprint to the elevator and hit the up button.

When I turn to look behind me, Vance is running straight toward me, a terrible look on his face. The elevator doors open and I get inside, pound the close button, and then hold up the prototype, hand on the pin, which halts Vance, his face going slack with horror. The doors close and I go sailing up.

I have no idea where to hide. We’re just buying time, I tell myself. We’re just stalling them so the police can arrive. But the city is hours away. Would they send a helicopter? How long would a helicopter take?

I try the one door in the hallway I’ve never been through. It’s unlocked. The lights come on and Miss Chen’s dog starts barking like mad. I’m in her bedroom.

“Please help me!” I gasp.

The ancient woman sits up in her bed, blinking at me with her black eyes. She glances at the time bomb tucked under my arm, and then looks meaningfully at a keycard hanging on its lanyard by the door.

“Thank you,” I whisper, grabbing it and running across the hall, letting myself into her office. I hear the elevator ping in the hallway. I hit the button under Miss Chen’s desk and dash into Director Mach’s office, grab the keycard that sits on top of the cabinet, and wave it in front of the scanner by the side door. The door opens onto that white room where I changed before going to the city with the director, where I woke up and heard her talking to my father. The black screen is blank this time. I flip the lock on the door at the back, meaning to go down the metal stairs, but something freezes me.

All those glimpses of my feet running down these stairs.

Extracted threads.

And I can’t do it. I can’t go that way. I can’t explain it, but I can’t do it.

There’s no time. I go up, straight to the trapdoor, which is closed with a bolt on the inside. I slide the bolt, push it open, and climb out onto the roof. The moon is bright overhead, the sky cloudless, the desert a dark expanse, pooling out beyond the Factory. I slam the trapdoor closed and walk quickly in among the solar panels. My heart is thundering. I feel like I’m acting out a part, tugged along by some thread that has been ripped out of me a hundred times and yet keeps reforming itself, pulling me this way, pulling me into the future, second by second, heartbeat by heartbeat, this way, this way, this way. But it’s not inevitable, it’s not fate. It’s me, making choices, even when they try to cut those choices out of me.

Clinging to the prototype, I look out over the east side of the roof. Somebody is lying face down on the ground. Avery. A guard stands nearby, one hand on his weapon. My gorge rises. I can’t see Faith or Vi. The white vans are circling the grounds slowly. On the west side, the searchlight is still sweeping back and forth. I retreat to the middle of the roof again, hiding myself in the forest of solar panels, and I sit down there because I don’t know where else to go. I am just willing Avery to have made that call in time, for the police or somebody to be on the way, for her to be okay.

Waiting, and not knowing what’s happening, is so horrible that I feel something almost like relief when I hear Director Mach’s voice: “Asher. I know you’re up here.”

I hug the time bomb to my chest. I think about Troy saying the universe made him feel like a miracle, and Faith saying the stars made her feel so small. I think about how the desert used to be an ocean. And now that I’ve stopped moving, I feel the future swimming toward me, like a shark, mouth open wide.

“I know you have the prototype,” she says. “It’s a very dangerous thing you’re holding.”

And then I see her in that bright robe, long white hair falling down her back; she’s striding toward me, among the solar panels, like the queen of some alien planet, until she’s right in front of me. I scramble to my feet, holding the time bomb tightly.

“We have your friends, and if you know anything about me, it’s that I am willing to do terrible things for a greater good, a greater purpose. Would you murder an innocent person if it would save ten innocent people, Asher? What if it could save a hundred, or a thousand? Tens of thousands? What if you could change the world? What if you could change the universe? Our lives are so small, so ridiculously small, but time, Asher—time is immense.”

She shows me her handheld and says, “I want you to look at this.”

I put one hand on the pin of the time bomb and her face goes rigid. This is the only leverage I’ve got.

“Don’t move,” I say.

I saw this in the EC, over and over again: I pull the pin. The cylinder explodes.

“We don’t even know the full effect on mice yet, Asher,” she says. Her eyes stay on my hand, on the pin. Like a grenade, Vance said. I’m breathing hard.

“Look,” she says, angling her handheld toward me again. I won’t be tricked into stepping closer. I squint at the screen.

It’s Vi. A guard is holding her next to the EC. She is struggling uselessly, mouth wide like she’s screaming. Vance is with them.

“Do you know what a drain is, Asher? It’s very quick. We turn the EC up to maximum power, and simply suck all the futures out of the subject in seconds.”

“Don’t.” My voice breaks.

“Give me the prototype,” she says gently. “This doesn’t have to end in disaster.”

“You can’t … you can’t just steal our futures.”

“The future is immense, Asher. We’re not taking anything you can’t replace. Think of the future of a young person as a continually renewable resource.”

Our finest natural resource.

“My dad …”

“We will have no further dealings with Senator Broom. No more scans, Asher. I promise.”

“He scanned himself. I heard him. What did he see?”

“Various things,” she says. “It was foolish. A scan can’t tell you the future. It contains a multiplicity of possibilities. But a man like your father, he couldn’t resist the scan, and some of the possibilities terrified him. Scenarios in which the media discovered he had a son that he had abandoned. Losing his wife, losing elections …”

I think of him in Lizzy’s kitchen, so desperate to get me here, and Lizzy so defeated. A boy like you. I could never have guessed just how sick he really is.

“He wanted to extract those futures from me.”

“He couldn’t extract them from himself without risking great harm,” she says calmly. “I needed him, for a while, Asher. But we have produced something remarkable, and funding will flow toward us easily now. I’m cutting him out. You can go home, and we will pay you in full. Your mother will be safe. You can have the future you hoped for when you signed on for this.”

“I don’t believe you.”

She looks at my hand on the pin again. She is very still, but even in the dark I think I see the fear in her bright eyes.

“Is Troy alive?” I ask her.

“Troy is recovering well. He is generating new threads at an encouraging rate.”

But how can I know if she’s telling me the truth? She’ll say anything. I just have to keep her here, hope Avery made that call, buy us some time.

“Don’t be foolish, Asher,” she says, like she can hear what I’m thinking, and her voice turns steely. “I am giving you a choice. You and your friends can return home with full payment. That’s the carrot. Here is the stick: If you do not cooperate, I am going to have Vance drain your friend in the EC.” She puts out her hand, and with her other hand she draws the handheld close to her face. “No more stalling. I will count to five. Give me the prototype and we will go to my office and call your grandmother immediately to come and collect you. If you do not give me the prototype, I will give the order to drain Violet. And then we can move on to your other friend, Faith. We can move through every child here. The waitlist is growing constantly. Times are hard, and there is no shortage of families willing to sell us their children for a year. Are we clear, Asher?”

I don’t speak. I imagine Nan coming here. Folding me into her embrace. Let’s go home.

“One,” says Director Mach.

I remember what she said in her office: In the girl’s case, of course, we’ll have to eventually eradicate the worst possibilities … Whatever she says now, they don’t plan on letting Vi go home, and I doubt they’ll let me and Faith go, either—not now that we know the truth. If Avery has called the police, I just need Director Mach not to give the order, not to drain Vi, not to drain anybody before the police get here.

“Two.”

We just need some time.

“Three.”

But time is not on our side.

“Four.”

Hope is such a wild thing. The mice were frozen in time for about four days. And maybe it will be okay. Maybe the police will arrive soon, maybe Avery will go to the press and the whole story will come out, Nan will be here to get me, all the parents and guardians will be here. Maybe Director Mach will go to jail. Maybe we’ll be free of the Factory. Maybe everything that was stolen from us will be returned.

Maybe it could still turn out that way.

“Five.”

I pull the pin. The cylinder explodes.
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The police will not arrive soon

Avery will not go to the press

Nan will not be there to get Asher, the parents and guardians will not be there

Director Mach will not go to jail

They will not be free of the Factory

Everything that was stolen from them will not be returned

It could have gone that way, among the countless possibilities. But none of that will happen now …
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“I think he’s awake!”

“Can you hear me, Asher?”

“His eyes are open.”

“Do you know your name?”

“You just told him his name.”

“Whatever. Can he hear us?”

“He’s moving!”

The voices sound far away at first and then they rush in close, crowding around me. I feel so strange, distant, like I’m not in my body. Then pins and needles. I blink and try to speak.

“He’s saying something!”

“No he isn’t.”

“Shh! I think he is.”

Something shifts all at once. The pins and needles disappear. I feel … fine. Except I don’t know where I am or what’s going on.

There are two young people in medical scrubs looking down at me anxiously, one with a narrow, pointed face, the other with a face kind of like a bulldog. I’m lying on a leather sofa in my Factory pajamas, in a room I’ve never seen before. It looks like a fancy hotel room.

“Where am I?” I ask.

“Oh! Great!” says one of them.

“Can you stand up?” asks the other.

Standing feels okay. They applaud solemnly, like I’ve done something marvelous. And then I remember: The roof. Director Mach. Vi. Fear floods through me so fast I feel dizzy.

“Whoops, maybe you stood up too quickly!”

“I’m fine,” I say. “Is Vi okay?”

They look at each other.

“Let’s go see the director. She wanted to see you as soon as you, uh, re-entered.”

My heart sinks. This can’t be good.

I follow them through a sliding door, into a carpeted hallway, softly lit. There are a few other doors—maybe this is a hotel?—and then another pair of doors slide open and we step into a mirrored room with a bench at one end.

“Where am I?” I whisper.

Either they don’t hear me, or they’ve decided not to answer that. One of them is murmuring, “Director, he’s awake. We’re bringing him up now.”

They usher me into the mirrored room. The doors slide shut and we start moving upward.

“What is this place?” I say, more loudly.

“You’re in the Tower!” says one of them brightly. Their eyes dart toward each other and away again. My heart is beating faster.

The doors open. Down another hall, through another set of sliding doors, and we enter a large, round room with a domed ceiling and floor-to-ceiling windows on one side. Out the windows, I see the desert baking under the sun.

“Wow, this is surreal,” says a woman with a sleek black bob, as she leaps up from behind her desk. She’s wearing a pink jacket.

“What?” I say, confused. Something is pinging madly in my brain. Remember, remember, remember.

“Don’t you recognize me, Ash?”

She looks so familiar. This has happened before. No. It was going to happen. It’s happening now. I open my mouth and close it again. There is a ginger cat sitting on her desk. I feel like I remember the cat from somewhere too.

“It’s me,” she says. “Wait, I’ve been hanging on to these, just in case you ever … Well, I figured it would be a little confusing at first.”

She reaches into a drawer in her desk and pulls out a pair of pink-framed cat-eye glasses, then puts them on.

“Ta-da!” she says.

My skin prickles as a chill sweeps over me, my body understanding before my brain has caught up. And then my chest constricts.

“Vi?” I whisper.

This grown woman is not Vi. But she is Vi, I do recognize her.

“Sit down,” she says, gesturing at a plush, pink sofa that curves with the wall. I collapse onto it, staring at her. That imperious gesture. Somebody used to giving orders.

I start to shake. Panic closes my throat. I clutch the sofa cushions and struggle to catch my breath as she watches me, mildly concerned. She takes off the glasses and tosses them on her desk. The ginger cat sniffs the glasses and then looks at me curiously.

I gasp for air, but I can’t get enough of it. I think I’m hyperventilating.

“Director Shu?” says one of the young people in scrubs. “Should I get a medic?”

“He’ll be fine,” says Vi. “He’s very resilient.”

She flashes me a wide smile, but there is something in it that is not as familiar as the rest of her.

“Welcome back to the Factory, Asher.”
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You won’t remember asking for the truth, as if the truth were something simple that I could hold in my hand and offer you. It’s messier than that. Like trying to hang on to water, or light. But I’ll do my best. You were the Boy Frozen in Time, returning to the world like something out of a fairy tale, and in the manner of fairy tales, I have three gifts for you. The truth—or my attempt at the truth—is one of them.

Time rolled on without you, Asher. It left you behind, frozen on the roof of the Factory. “Frozen” isn’t the right word, but we don’t have a good word for what happened to you. Like you were standing still—paused—while the rest of us rushed on ahead. One moment you were on the roof, making a desperate decision, Nicola Mach in front of you, and then—in the blink of an eye—the two of you were still facing each other, but so much around you had changed, and you were holding an empty cylinder in your hand. You won’t remember that, but I have the whole thing on video from a drone. You won’t remember the truth dawning on Mach’s face, before you’d figured it out. You won’t remember her looking around and then saying, “Oh, Asher, what have you done?”

I know it’s hard to understand the choices I’ve made. You weren’t there, you weren’t in the grip of those years, trying to make your way in a devastated world where everything was changing so fast. How was a kid with next to nothing supposed to carve out a path? I carved out a path for myself, that’s all. I carved out a path right back to the place that nearly broke me, and then I took control. I remade it. Director Violet Shu! I wasn’t going to be at anyone’s mercy anymore. I thought I knew what I wanted. I thought I knew what I was doing. But looking into your eyes while you demand the truth, all I can think is, How did this happen? How did I get here? How do I tell you—of all things—the truth?

A part of me has been waiting for you, all this time, but I failed to take into account the things you would remember—everything that, for me, has faded with the passing years. The Factory, as it was then. Our friendship. How we found out we’d been tricked and manipulated, that our futures were literally being extracted, thread by thread, and turned into a weapon. A stupid, mostly useless weapon, as it turned out. But it was never about the weapon—not then and not now. Not for Nicola Mach, not for me, not for the TimeCorp Board, not for the investors. It was all about the possibilities. It was all about the power.

Asher: Imagine having dominion over time itself.

We were too young to think about that. We only knew we’d been used, that we were considered a resource to be mined. We were just kids. But you’re still a kid, and for you, all of that feels like it just happened. All that righteous anger, the helplessness, the refusal to submit—still fresh.

I should have been ready for that. You are who you are, Asher, still and always. And I am who I am.

Three gifts, and the truth is the worst of the three, but here it is …
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