
        
            [image: cover]
        

    








THE LOVED, THE LOST,
THE DREAMING

 


By Michelle Browne

 


Smashwords edition 2012

 



 


Copyright

 


Copyright
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.5 Canada (CC BY-NC-ND
2.5). 2012.

All rights are reserved to the
author. No part of this ebook may be used or reproduced in any
manner without written permission of the author, except in the case
of brief quotations for critical articles or reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction.
Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of
the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any
resemblance to persons living or dead, business establishments,
events, or locals is entirely coincidental unless otherwise
noted.

 


More of the author’s work can be found at
https://twitter.com/SciFiMagpie or
http://scifimagpie.blogspot.ca/ for more
information. Correspondence to the author can be sent to
shellebrowne@gmail.com.

 



Acknowledgements

 


It takes a village to raise a
child, and it takes dozens of people to help usher a novel into
being. In the course of these short stories, the first of which
were written while I was in high school, and the last of which were
finished mere days before publication, I learned just how true this
is.

First, I’d like to thank the
biggest contributors. Andrey Taskaev spent many nights pouring tea,
helping me understand arcane formatting issues, and listening to
plot changes. Sarah Huntrods, Billea Alhgrim, Julia Rees, Travis
Luedke, Jessica Curry, Ian Rideout, and Rachel Smith were extremely
helpful in providing feedback and encouragement as I sweated over
various details and editing changes. They are the godparents of
this book, and it would not be as good as it is without their sweat
and care.

Kit Pearson provided the lovely
and unique art for the cover of this collection, giving the book
the face it needed. I can’t think of a better cover for this
work.

My writing colleagues at ASMSG,
who number in the hundreds, contributed with their shares,
retweets, and lovely supportive words. Chris Shields, JC Eggleton,
Travis Luedke, John Dolan, Richard Long, Jim Wright, Shannon
McRoberts, Dianne Harman, Martha Emms, Christy Foster, Ally
Shields, and Vanessa Wu are the first names that leap to min. These
are the talented authors and the kind people who gave advice,
provided interviews, and encouraged me when I was swearing about
formatting in the wee hours of the morning. There are many, many
wonderful people at ASMSG, and I would like to thank all of them
for putting up with my frequent posts and being members of an
awesome community.

I’d also like to thank my
friends. Even the ones who didn’t contribute directly provided a
friendly ear, asked me about my work, and put up with missed
parties and communication lapses as I worked feverishly. Your
patience is definitely not going to be forgotten.

My parents deserve a special
note once again, for their patience with an artistic daughter and
my long hours of writing. Most importantly, they were there with a
hug when the dark moved and the world was a scary place.

Finally, I’d like to thank you,
the readers. By buying this book, you’re sharing in one of the
things I love most: telling a story. I hope the short stories
within inspire and help you, wherever you’re at in life. If you’re
afraid of the things hiding in the dark, may this book be a
flashlight to help you get out of those shadowy places. Walk
forward, into the light.


For Andrey, who keeps the bad
dreams at bay.







Contents

THE LOVED, THE LOST, THE DREAMING

Copyright

Acknowledgements

Contents

PART 1

THE UNDERLIGHTERS

1—May 15, 0048 P.D.

2—May 16, 0048 P.D.

3—May 20, 0048 P.D.

4—May 21, 0048 P.D.

5—May 25, 0048 P.D.

7—May 29, 0048 P.D.

8—June 7, 0048 P.D.

9—June 8, 0048 P.D.

10—June 9, 0048 P.D.

11—June 10, 0048 P.D.

12—June 12, 0048 P.D.

13—June 14, 0048 P.D.

14—June 16, 0048 P.D.

15—June 22, 0048 P.D.

16—June 23, 0048 P.D.

17—June 25, 0048 P.D.

18—June 27, 0048 P.D.

19—June 28, 0048 P.D.

19—June 29, 0048 P.D.

21—June 30, 0048 P.D.

22—June 31, 0048 P.D.

23—June 31, 0048 P.D.

24—May 1, 0048 P.D.

25—May 1, 0048 P.D.

26—May 4, 0048 P.D.

27—Date unrecorded, 0055 P.D.

PART 2

1. THE GRAIN

2. FOOTPRINTS IN THE SNOW

3. THE DOLLMAKER

4. THE WRITER’S HANDS

5. THE UNDINE

6. LYRE

7. THE ROADHOUSE

8. DRAGONFLY GREEN

I

II

III

9. A QUESTION OF PERSPECTIVE

10. MY SHADOW SELF

11. A SHOT OF VODKA

I

II

III: Interlude

IV

V: Interlude

VI

VII

VIII: Interlude

IX

X

XI

XII: Interlude

XIII

XIV: Interlude

XV

XVI

XVII

XVIII

About The Author

 



PART 1

THE UNDERLIGHTERS

1—May 15, 0048 P.D.

 


The conversation went like
this.

“You seem tired, kiddo. And—what
happened to your shirt?”

“Uh…I killed a dragon on the way
home from work.”

“What? Very funny. Now,
really.”

“Look.” I pulled the gory claw
out of my pocket.

“This looks like a velociraptor
claw. Where did you get it? Did you go Up to the museum?”

“No! I told you. I killed a
dragon.” He stared at me, trying to figure out which leg I was
pulling the hardest. I turned up the light to its brightest without
looking at the switch; he flinched.

“Look.
There’s blood on the end of this. And tissue.
How would I get that
from a museum sample?”

“Ooookay, where’s the rest of
the body?”

“I just sort of threw it in a
hole and scuffed some dirt on it.”

“You mean it’s
still there?”

“I’d assume so.”

“Are you sure it’s dead?”

“It’s dead,” I said
confidently.

“Look. I’ll go up with you and
have a look at it if it’s real. Sweetie, did you inhale Dust by
accident?”

“No! I saw a dragon!”

“That looks like a dinosaur claw
to me.”

“Dragon. Not a
dinosaur.”

“Dinosaur. Dragons are
imaginary. More likely, an extremely large iguana or a crocodile.”
He spoke slowly, like I was an imbecile. “Dragons aren’t real.”

In some part of his mind, I’d
never really had to grow up. I was six years old and holding up a
lizard for his examination. How could I really blame him for
looking at that bloody claw and stubbornly seeing ketchup on a
museum souvenir?

“Dad! It was a
dragon.”

“And not a scratch on you when
you were killing it?”

“Are you blind? Look at my
shirt! You don’t get this from fighting electrical wiring!” The
fabric was dirty, and shredded over my stomach. It was really
young, not even old enough to breathe fire properly, but it had
still gotten in more than a few swipes. Light swipes, but
still.

His eyes did the popping thing
again.

“Janelle! Why didn’t you tell
someone about those? Do you want tetanus?”

“Relax. I was going to go after
I told you about this.”

“I don’t want to hear excuses.
You should’ve gone to the hospital and called me from there. I’ll
take you now.”

“ It’s not as important as this,
Dad! Are you listening to me at all? I. Killed. A. Dragon.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake! After
you’re patched up!” A rare swearword. He was in panic mode. “Fuck.
Just fuckin’ great.”

I sighed. “Okay, fine. A
crocodile. Now, will you come look at the body?”

He inhaled slowly and exhaled.
“All right. But later.”

Dragons were the least thing to
worry about, later. I can’t help wondering what would’ve happened
if he’d seen the body, whether it would’ve saved us a lot of
trouble and frustration, or whether it would’ve mattered at all.
But I’ve gotten ahead of myself. Having a journal is convenient,
but it blurs the lines of hindsight more than a little.

 


Even I admit it was stupid to
just walk around like that. I must have been in shock when I first
came to Dad. I didn’t faint or anything, but when we got to the
hospital, it finally started to sink in, and then it started to
hurt. Getting stitched up made me scream a little, even with
freezing. It was all superficial, but nasty-looking, and I can
still remember that it stung and throbbed like hell. I wondered how
it was going to scar up, whether I’d be able to wear halters ever
again.

Stupid, but that mattered more
than the thought of my intestines spilling out over the floor, of
the muscles being part of that monster’s steak sandwich. I thought
about tattoo designs for a while, and hoped the scars wouldn’t be
too ugly. Apparently going into shock makes me shallow.

My shirt and overalls had
stopped the claws well, but they’d still been pretty shredded,
lined canvas or no. I have to admit that I can see why Dad seemed
to have figured it was a knife or bottle fight from that. He got to
work on sewing my clothes with his pocket kit while waiting for
me.

They made Dad stay outside to
keep the room sanitary, but he kept looking around the corner
worriedly, peeking through the glass door to see how I was doing.
When I could, I tossed him ‘calm the fuck down’ glances and grins,
and he relaxed. But not a lot. Soundproof glass or no, you can tell
when someone’s yelping in pain.

Obviously I didn’t think talking
about a dragon was going to land me anywhere other than in a Calm
Box, so I told them I’d been skateboarding and the fall had scared
an animal, some kind of big cat, into going for me. Cats wander
into the drains and into the roads, sometimes, so it made enough
sense. Coyotes, too, and dogs, but the big cats are the only things
I could think of that would do that sort of damage to my shirt.

I told them the lie in the same
was I was used to telling lies, full eye contact and flushed
cheeks. Being embarrassed, but refusing to back down, is one of the
best ways to make people do what you need them to.

They bandaged me up and
used a lot of care making sure the stitches were fine, so it would
all heal cleanly and with ‘less cosmetic damage’ as the nurse put
it. I don’t want to tell you how long it took—okay, I have no idea
how long, if
I could tell you. Probably at least an hour.
Two. It felt like longer; you can believe it.

The best part is, I got a lot of
dirty looks for their trouble from the scrubs and orderlies walking
around. Yeah, stare down the scared and wounded girl, really
judgemental, guys. I suppose they figured I was with one of the
Rats and was therefore a waste of time. The look the doctor was
giving me suggested he thought I was either a tart or tomboy
muscle, but I was polite and friendly and ladylike (apart from
screaming in pain) and after a bit he stopped giving me that look.
Gangers aren’t that nice, or grateful, when they go under the knife
‘n’ needle.

Afterward, Miranda, one of the
nurses (according to her tag) pulled me aside under the pretense of
changing the sheets I’d been sitting on.

“Don’t mind Dr. Dhaliwal,” she
whispered. “We’ve had a few young people coming in with wounds like
yours and he’s concerned about some of the gang fights that have
been going on.”

I pricked my ears up at that,
you can bet. “Same wounds?”

“Yeah. You wouldn’t happen to
know about a different kind of knife or sharpened foldie you kids
might be using?”

I blinked. “What? I don’t know.
I’m not in a gang.”

The nurse sighed, obviously
convinced that I was still covering for myself. “I don’t see soot
on your face, but I understand if you washed it off to get
treatment. Just, look, if you get the chance, tell them to use
knives…bottles can have anything on them, but knives are cleaner
cuts—sort of--and easier to patch up. If they’re still alive
afterward, you might as well make sure we can clean them up.”

If they’re still alive. I
wondered if that was the only dragon around, and where its mother
and father were. Obviously, I wasn’t the first human it had run
into, or tried to snack on.

“I’m…look, I’m learning to be an
electrician. I don’t know about gangs and I wish you’d stop
treating me like a sugarplum.” The nurse bit her lip and nodded.
She still didn’t believe me.

“Still, let them know. Oh, and
put iodine or at least salt water on those cuts every day when you
can. They should heal cleanly enough but whatever you were cut
with, it was meant to shred flesh. Next time, you might not be
lucky enough to walk away with some scrapes.”



Dad kept looking at me funny as
we went home. I knew that look and he’d given it to me around the
time of explaining sex, and my period, and also when he explained
about fizzes and shrooms. He was worried that I already understood
what he was about to teach me.

He did the thing where he took a
deep breath in and let it out slowly and took another one in, and
rubbed his hands together. Every discussion is a solo bullfight, a
duel for him with himself, even though I usually shut up and
listen. He hates having to lecture me. He started going on about
sugarplums and cuntgirls and tommies, and I interrupted.

“Dad, I promise, I’m not a Rat.
I told you, I was attacked by a dragon.” He gave me a look that
said he couldn’t decide whether to be relieved that I wasn’t in a
gang (he can kind of tell when I fib or tell whoppers) or worried
about my sanity. So after a bit he just went into nodding
thoughtfully, and I stopped talking, and concentrated on counting
the lamps along the tunnel walls.

It took a long while until we
got to our own basement, but the walk made me feel better. Earth
walls in the tunnels under the city made everything smell cool and
safe, and lots of light made me feel better. Dad took the main
routes, so there were no obstacle courses of awkwardly intersecting
pipes to contend with. I wasn’t in the mood for swiping dangling
safeguard charms out of my face or dealing with shadows. Too jumpy.
Too much like the Dark, Up above, where you can’t see what’s coming
at you next. At least I had Dad to take me home, even if he didn’t
think the monster was real.

 


I was still pretty shaken up
over the dragon thing and hurt and annoyed by Dad’s lack of trust,
so I went off to my room. He closed the door, moved the couch over
to block it, and had a seat in front of his workdesk. He was
working on one of his tiny balsawood planes. I shook my head and
slipped off, my sock feet quiet on the carpet.

First, I wrote for a while—well,
I wrote the stuff before, and have been working on everything else
you’re reading since then. Journaling lets most things that bother
me out of my head. Usually. It isn’t doing much of a job this time
though.

 


Apparently I’m fidgety tonight.
Before I got back to writing this, I was playing with my circuits
and dicking around with electronics, trying to fix things and get
them running again. It’s useful practice for work and it gets my
mind off things. Not this time, though. All the time as I was
trying to get the busted iPod to behave, I was considering the
dragon.

As my soldering iron reheated, I
pondered how something like the dragon could have ended up down
here in the first place. Does it have something to do with all the
toxic chemicals that were undoubtedly leaking out of all the old
electronics and batteries? Sure, we’ve been doing some processing
and salvaging. And there are heavy metals and all kinds of
pollutants in everything, it’s a reality of life. We work around it
but you can only do so much.

But, as I clipped bits of copper
and stripped plastic coating away, it occurred to me that I might
be a dumbass to blame contaminants. Chemicals alone, even nuclear
shit, don’t cause those kinds of mutations. Missing legs or extra
eyes or excessive growth, sure. But not fire-breathing fairy-tale
monsters.

As I fixed the broken adaptor
and covered the connection point with electrical tape, I thought
about contacting the others, and thanked god for underground cables
and routers. Apart from being terrifying, the Dark also blocks out
radio waves. Mind you, being underground dampens waves too. You
can’t win, but we try anyway.

So. I texted Chloe and Jaycenne
to tell them to meet up by the sewage hub with Raheed and Kenny at
about six, and to let the others know about the meet up, because I
was busy.

‘What about u? U ok?” Jay texted
back. My heart hammered in my chest. She’s good at picking up on
things.

“No, I’m ok, just get everyone.
See you soon!”

I clicked my phone shut, and my
heart continued to hammer away.

 


“Dad, I’m going out, I’ll be
back soon.”

I was putting my shoes on as I
said this.

“Who are you meeting?
Where?”

“My girlfriend and the others, by the sewage hub. I shouldn’t be
more than a couple of hours.” He scanned my face. The short,
luxuriant salt-and-pepper beard that covers the lower half of his
face is good for concealing his expression. And Dad is good at
keeping a neutral face.

“Should you be going out with
your stomach ripped up, young lady?”

“Dad, I’m fine. I’m full of
adrenalin and painkillers and I’m going stir crazy in here. I let
them know about being injured, but...you know. I just want to let
them know I’m okay.”

He harrumphed quietly. “I
suppose that only makes sense. But don’t be out late. I don’t want
you getting attacked again. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather just
have them over, and rest?”

“Nuh uh. I really need to move,
Dad.”

“Well, if you’re sure. Just
please, be careful, kiddo.”

“I promise, I will. You don’t
have to tell me not to wander off twice.”

“And I don’t want you having a
run in with those hooligans near the surface.”

“Dad, it’s okay. I just need to
go make sure my friends know I’m all right and burn off a little
nervous energy.” I realised my voice was taut and sharp, and I
softened it. “You have Chloe’s number. If you call and you can’t
hear my voice, then worry about me being a sugarplum.”

“I’m sure you’ll be too busy to
talk,” he said, smiling. I could tell he was less tense; he could
tell I was too confident to hide something. “Say hello to your
girlfriend for me.”

I grinned as I adjusted my shoes
a final time. “I won’t be too long and I promise I won’t do
anything too exciting. Love ya.” I closed the door behind me.

 


The path to get to the sewage
hub involved some flexibility, because it’s a very low-ceilinged
and narrow tunnel, but frequent use by teenagers made it
smooth-going.

It didn’t take me long to get to
the Hub. It’s a glorified title for a bit of tunnel that comes up
underneath the road in front of an apartment building, not far from
our house. The curves and tunnels stretch around each other for
kilometres, crossing and criss-crossing, interrupted only by
stairways down to other levels. Our tunnels often have to weave
around the occasional tangle of wires before rejoining sewer and
basement-to-basement paths, so sometimes they end up in awkward
places. This one is only accessible because we need to get at the
wires to keep our precious and intermittent electricity system
running. The tangle of pipes provides a sheltering overhang, a kind
of underground thicket of metal tubes. There’s also plenty of clear
space around and in front of it, but being crawly and tight, and
not in the best state of maintenance, most adults walk past, or
avoid it.

We weren’t really supposed to be
there, come to it. If anything went wrong, we could all be drowned
in an overflow of sewage, or electrocuted, or both. Probably the
worst way to die I can think of. Actually, being electrocuted in
sewage is probably the worst possible death in the history of ever.
Of course, the chances of that are very, very low, and accordingly,
we don’t care much. You run your chances of being electrocuted by
cables or choking on your morning glass of chicoffee anyway. Or, I
suppose, being eaten by a young and hungry mythological
creature.

Chloe was there already, and
greeted me with a showy hug and kiss on the mouth. Raheed gave me
the evil eye and I pretended not to notice. We broke it off eons
ago, but he still feels the need to give me deathly glares every
time Chloe smooches me in public.

I gently disentangled myself
from her and tried not to yelp in pain. “Where’s Kenny and
Jaycenne?”

“Here!”

They popped out from around a
corner on the other side of the tunnel. I noticed Jaycenne was
holding Kenny’s hand and flashing him a smile. Raheed saw, too, and
looked even more unhappy.

“Okay. So. Good. Um...so...I saw
something strange in the upper tunnels. Why aren’t Caleb and Aiden
here?” I asked.

“Oops. Sorry,” said Chloe,
shrugging. “So, what’s up?”

I managed not to roll my eyes.
You’d think it would have occurred to them to invite the other
people involved when I’d asked, but that’s us teenagers for you, I
suppose.

“Whatever. I think we should
talk to them. Anyway…I saw...look, it looked like a dragon in the
upper tunnels. I just wandered up after work because I wanted to go
for a walk, and there was this thing...” I let out a very long
breath.

“No way.”

“The fuck?”

“Okay, come on—”

“Calm down, everyone,” I said.
“It...long story short, it went for me, but—I found a sports bat,
guess a ganger left it there—and I sort of—well I got it upside the
head, and it swiped at me, and it sort of...it breathed fire at
me...” my face heated. I knew it sounded ridiculous, but they were
rapt, even Raheed. “And I dodged and knocked a claw off, and hit it
upside the head again—it sort of went down, but it swiped the bat
with its tail, so I got my foldie, and then, well, I just...” I
swallowed. I’m an okay talker, but I hate public speaking or
anything like it. “I hit it until it stopped moving. There was a
hole, you know, just a shallow kind of...so I threw it in and
kicked some dirt over it with my foldie and went on my way.”

I patted my foldie. Sometimes,
the fact that I try to follow regs can be useful. Without the
compact shovel, I’d have had to leave the body there. It was dented
from hitting the dragon’s head, but it had done the trick. A
flaming longsword would have been better. I remembered the fine,
light scales, the way they’d felt under my fingertips when I dared
to touch the still-warm corpse. It wasn’t quite what I’d been
expecting fro the fairy tales.

They all gave me looks that
varied from semi-credulous suspicion to concern to disbelief that
bordered on laughter. “Look at the dents on my foldie if you don’t
believe me!” I held it up. It was nothing an hour of hammering
couldn’t fix, but you didn’t get that kind of damage from anything
less than concrete or a fight.

Chloe examined a nail. “Babe, no
offense, but…”

Kenny interrupted, but it was
Chloe’s doubting face that upset me. “Are you seriously saying I
made it up? Because if you are, I can prove it.”

“I have to see this,” said
Raheed.

“She’s been through a lot,” Jay
shot back.

“No, no, it’s fine.” I lifted my
shirt up. “This convince you?”

I had bandages wrapped around
most of me and a bra covering my tits, so it wasn’t really much of
a flash. The dragon had gone for my belly, trying to use its sharp
claws to disembowel me once its jaw was broken and useless. I
pulled away bandages, swearing under my breath, to show them the
gashes. They’re shallow—I jumped away very, very quickly—but they
are showy, and are definitely not as clean as a knife cut would be,
not at all.

Even so, I rolled up my sleeves,
showing off the rest of my battle scars. They weren’t as bad as my
stomach, but my arms were crisscrossed with thin red lines and
scrapes in a really showy way. Raheed went pale and so did Chloe,
but Jaycenne and Kenny were giving me the looks of respect I
deserved.

“Oh, and if you’re not
convinced, I almost forgot that I had this.” I reached into my
pocket, took out the claw. Everyone flinched at the sight of the
curved bone.

My stomach twisted as I looked
at it, and I decided not to think too hard about the claws slicing
towards my belly, the way my own blood had smelled. I stuffed it
back in my pocket.

“So…anyone willing to help me
haul the body back? If you don’t believe me now, you will when you
see that.”

There was silence. Chloe’s nose
wrinkled. “A giant lizard covered in blood has got to smell…that’s
kind of nasty.”

“It shouldn’t smell too bad,” I
said.

“I’ll help,” said Raheed. I
sighed inwardly. I knew that tone. Fight time.

“Me too,” said Chloe. She shot
me a smile that was supposed to be supportive.

Great, they were ready to
compete. Time to put on my leadership face, the one I use to boss
other electricians back to work when they start screwing around on
the job.

I nodded sharply at them. “This
way, then. If anyone else wants to stay, you’re free to. Okay,” I
said, trying not to let my voice crack, “thisaway.”

Jaycenne and Kenny scampered
ahead of me like eager puppies, around the corner and down the way,
crouching and crawling through the narrow section back to the
under-roads.

There was a tunnel leading along
the outside of the cement housing of the pipe. We were pretty low,
but still close to the Heaven Tubes, almost dangerously so. Along
this section of drained sewer, a breach in the wall allowed passage
in, to the main road; there was also a narrow road along the
outside of the cement leading back in the general direction of the
school. It led down, and up, so there was scrabbling and crawling
in some parts—like I said, the Heaven Tubes are messy, and close to
older wiring systems from when people lived Up. It’s a mess to get
though at times.

It was in one of the low areas
that I’d run into my dragon. It was a wider tunnel, because it led
towards a short cut underneath the sewage block, and was used often
enough that it had been worn into friendliness. The part near the
divide continued up, up, closer to the surface, and there it was,
my battleground.

My heart tightened and my
stomach lurched, and my wounds started to hurt, more than they had
already. The ground was scuffed with movement and there were
claw-marks. Even Chloe, starting to chatter at others, fell silent.
You could tell something had gone down. I touched my belly.

“So, guys,” I chirped, with more
confidence than I felt, “where’d we stick the body again?”

Jay pointed to an obviously
disturbed spot in the wall. We grabbed our foldies and got digging,
expecting a clunk.

There wasn’t one. We kept
digging. There still wasn’t, just an awkward silence.

“So, where’s the body?” asked
Raheed. Oh boy, I thought, this is going to be fun. He had that
argument look on his face.

“Uhhh…”

Kenny sneezed. “I don’t see the,
um, body, but, um, there’s, um…”

“Is this all you had to show
us?” Raheed added, crouching next to him. He lifted something out
of the ground, silvery grains. “Dust?” He shot me a patronizing
look. “If I wanted to see Dust I’d go Up.” He stood up and
elaborately wiped his hands on his jeans.

I glared switchblades at
him.

Kenny got up. “No need to be a
dick. It could be that something weird happened or someone came and
moved the body.”

Raheed shared a glance with
Chloe that I didn’t like, but then Chloe stepped up. “Honey…are you
sure you didn’t get attacked by some Rat with hallies? This sounds
more like a shroomy story than…”

How could she? I wondered. I
felt my chin start to wobble. “Explain this,” I squeaked, and
yanked the claw out of my pocket again.

It was still intact as I threw
it, but when she picked it up, it turned into dust as we watched.
It was like watching an image pixellate in real life. Everyone went
very quiet, then.

“Dust?” Chloe lost her
condescending, ‘I’m worried, sweetie’ look. “It was…”

“Do you believe me now?” I
muttered.

“I do,” said Jay quietly,
putting a hand behind me for support. I felt a sudden flare of
gratitude; if anyone would be taken seriously, it would be steady,
warm little Jay. Raheed still had that stupid-bastard eyebrow
raised, and Chloe looked uncertain, but it was something.

“Either way, we should clear out
this tunnel,” said Jay, always health-conscious and practical. “You
know what happens if you inhale too much of that crap.” Of course
we did. We’d been lectured on it in school more times than anyone
could count. And, once or twice, we’d seen it. At present, I was
praying that what had happened to me wasn’t a result of inhaling a
bunch of Dust without realizing it.

We tied our various bandannas
and nose masks on (anybody with a brain has something on hand, and
an extra or two) and got to work. If you mix Dust with normal dirt
it helps a lot, so we dug a bunch of small holes and spread it into
those, then covered them with dirt. The less Dust is swirling
around, the less potent it is. Farther away from the surface, it
sort of deactivates, I guess you’d say.

Anyway. You don’t want to hear
about the cleanup and boring stuff. Cleaning is cleaning, no matter
what it involves, and cleaning sucks. We all finished that up, and
then went down to the Rabbit Den for a bite to eat and some
chicoffee.

Aiden and Caleb were both there,
of course, at their own small table; naturally we pushed our tables
together so all seven of us could compare notes and theories. They
still don’t fully believe me, but at least no-one was calling me
crazy by the end. It helped that Caleb had seen a strange-looking
rat with a human face the week before and had been worried about
mentioning it. Caleb is known for being pretty sane, over all.

Aiden was all for jumping back
into action and looking for more beasties, but I kyboshed that.
He’s awesome but god he doesn’t always think. Caleb, like Jay, was
all about being responsible, and not wasting our unit’s break-day
on something we weren’t qualified to handle. Kay didn’t know what
to do. Raheed didn’t say much, and Chloe was more interested in
getting me home to rest.

Eventually, I agreed with Chloe,
and left everyone else early. She walked me back to my place, said
a few pleasantries to Dad, and kissed me goodnight. I spent some
time just relaxing with Dad, but I didn’t feel like discussing the
rest of it. I did write all of this down, of course, because it’s
too weird not to record.

It’s been a retardedly long day,
so I’m going to sleep now.


2—May 16, 0048
P.D.

 


Surprise, surprise, I didn’t
exactly get a lot of rest last night. Bad sleep and then Pramjit
was on my butt because I was jittery and it affected my soldering.
I didn’t do anything horrifyingly stupid—okay, I may have glued my
fingers together with epoxy, but still. Nothing terrible. I got a
lecture on keeping my mind on work even after I showed him my
bandaged stomach, which was just jerky. He seemed tense too though,
and with a couple of newbies to train at the same time, I guess I
shouldn’t be surprised at his intolerance. Still mean and stupid
though.

He was nicer after lunch and
apologized, and let me go home early; the bending and moving around
to fix the busted patch of wires around Hub 7 of the mall was
really painful after a while. Somebody accidentally drove a Mole
into the wall and shut out power for half the shops and boy did I
hate the dumb bastard for messing up so many systems. We had to go
around and check everyone’s wiring—easy, but tedious—and of course
routes were disrupted, signals messed up...everything ‘fun’ you can
think of. Assholes need to be more careful. There are more than two
thousand people just in Sector A—my sector—and if you drive a Mole
into the wrong wall, you could leave half of them in the dark. So,
yeah. Stressful day.

It also didn’t help that Chloe
kept texting me to see how I was doing and everyone else kept
texting to share gossip and ask the same damn things. I kept having
to plug my phone into the network and then unplug it, and with my
queue getting all backed up, every time I’d update, I’d get about
five bazillion texts. They all came AT THE SAME TIME, of course,
because whenever people text you a lot, they’re synchronized about
it. We were all still talking about the dragon and my epic
battle.

That soothed my ego but people
weren’t making any bones about the fact that they thought Caleb and
me were all a bit loony on some sort of hallie we had decided not
to share with the group. As if. Dad would kill me. I remember how
he reacted to the one time I came home with skunk on my breath, and
I have nightmares enough without taking hallies. A little illicit
vodka is plenty enough for me, thanks. Anything else and...it’s not
that I can’t sleep. I usually would prefer it if I couldn’t sleep,
actually.

Enough about nightmares. I
should sleep, and try to put today outta my head.


3—May 20, 0048 P.D.

 


I let Chloe talk me into a bite
at the Den after work. In retrospect I think it might have been a
mistake. Anyway. The Den is a cheap but sort of nice place. First
thing when you walk in is the chalked up sign on the wall with the
rate of exchange:

 


1 platinum = 4 gold

1 gold = 10 silver

1 silver = 10 coloured cards

1 coloured card = 5
white/multi

 


As if anyone would forget, but,
like at the bank, they like to remind us so people don’t try to
bargain and cheat with the currency. Mostly the older people do
that, but us younger ones get the brunt of it.

Checkered table clothes, spotty chrome, and slightly-too-tasteful
floral prints dominate the place. They do put flowers on the table,
but crappy little grown ones, weeds usually, not the fancy plastic
kind. Still, the effort is there. It’s not a candle-lit dinner
place, but it’s a good lunch spot. Then too, they hide some
incredible Old wines there in addition to the piss-juice you get
from our underground grapes and mushrooms. Anyway, you get the
idea: shabby around the edges, but respectable, and with good
food.

I was still pretty grubby
because I’d just gotten off of work, and, stupid me, I didn’t
change even though she’d asked me out. She gave me a Look when I
got there, and I held my hands up in surrender.

“At least I washed up. Come on.
You said to meet you right away.”

She pouted, and I had to admit
she looked cute. “Fine, sweetie, but you know I like it better when
you look pretty for me.”

I made a noncommittal noise.
Admins like her don’t have to get their hands too dirty; the repair
guys and IT techs handle all the computer stuff. At worst, she’d
get correction fluid on a fingernail. Call me bitter.

It was one of those awkward
lunches. I ordered sweet potato fries with coarse salt, and she, of
course, went for the moss/dandelion salad with fried mushrooms. I
saw her eye my tallow-fried deliciousness with affectionate
contempt, but she wasn’t above stealing a couple.

We shared a roasted catfish in
vinegar for the meal, and a banana dusted with beet-sugar for
dessert. It would’ve been romantic, and it was certainly a tidy
little snack, but I had my mind on the cost. Math lessons in
childhood came back to me. I wished that instead of telling me
about four gold equaling a platinum and five pals equaling a
colour, they’d told us the economics of having a significant other.
Anyway, it wasn’t the money, it was Chloe’s favour that I was
worried about, and whether this was a reproach for not having taken
her out lately.

Our conversation was awkward.
She kept forcing laughs and I would say things that were supposed
to be funny, and Gillian, the server, kept looking at us weirdly,
and a well-dressed chick at another table—off-duty cuntgirl from
what I’d heard of gossip—was giving Chloe long looks, and I kept
worrying about getting texts from Raheed, and…yeah. I was jittery
and anxious and could barely get things into my mouth.

Chloe had been making a few
remarks about how Raheed was looking at me, at us, and that he was
still the odd one out. I wasn’t feeling especially warm about
him—after all, he and I had been pretty turbulent as well as
short-lived. But seeing him picked to pieces was another thing. I
couldn’t decide whether to defend or make fun of him. I was pretty
relieved when our nothingish, scattered conversations about
everything except the dragon and tunnels were interrupted by
Gillian bringing the bill. It was well-timed, too; Chloe had just
asked me something awkward about where I’d hoped my relationship
with him would lead, way back when.

Before I could answer, Gill had
her pad out, and Chloe handed her a gold card and got a fistful of
change.

I raised an eyebrow; the meal
had only been worth six coloured cards, not exactly fancy, and the
nine silver and four coloured in change were a pretty hefty lump of
money to be carrying around.

“Payday,” Chloe explained. “My
lucky Tuesday, I guess. Or maybe yours.”

I kept my trap shut. I have
enough change for a couple of platinum cards at home—almost—but I
only carry colors and white-multicoloured cards on hand. Electrical
work pays decently, but secretarial sometimes pays better. Knowing
Chloe though, it’s better to hide my cards. Just because even
though she’s getting a bigger paycheque, doesn’t mean she wouldn’t
expect me to drop half -a-gold or more on her as often as
possible.

I pulled out my purse and took a
handful of cards out. “Do you mind lots of change?”

She waved a hand munificently.
“Keep it. This is my treat.” I knew trouble was coming just from
that.

“So,” I said.

“So.” She gave me a coy look.
“Shall we walk and talk?”

“Oooo-kay.”

Well, as I said, when Chloe paid
for dinner, I knew I was in trouble.

Sure enough, as we walked slowly
out of the restaurant, hand in hand, she dropped it on me.

“Soooooooo, I’ve heard something
delicious,” she whispered, as we got up. “In fact, it’s really
juicy.”

Oh, god, she was in the mood to
play it out. “Tell me more, don’t make me wait.”

“I dunno, babe, I think you
should.” She squeezed my waist playfully. “All right. Aiden and
Caleb are….can you guess?”

I thought hard. The boys were
pretty snuggly, so ‘breaking up’ probably wasn’t the answer. Then,
too, she wouldn’t be gleeful if they were.

“Uh, tell me,” I said, playing
dumb. I may be a tomboy, but I’m still enough of a woman to see a
social lead-on when I get slapped in the face with it.

“Engaaaaged!” she sang. “Can you
believe it? Isn’t it great?”

“Yeah, it is. Good for them.”
Funny, I hadn’t seen any rings popping on either of their hands. I
wondered what her source was. “I guess they’ll have to adopt or get
a surrogate, but that’s great.”

Chloe waved me off. “That’s not
important. The important thing is the wedding! Ahh, I can’t wait—I
hope it’s soon!”

“Do you think they’ll be able to
get Old tuxes from Up, or make do with what people can scrounge?” I
asked, interested in spite of myself.

“Of course they’ll get
real ones, I’m sure. Anyone who cares does. The clothing—oh! I bet
they’ll have a special search party just to get decorations. I can’t
wait to see what people bring! If only I had something to
wear…”

Ah, here was the catch. A double
whammy. Well-played, Chloe. Not only mentioning a new
engagement—again—but…

“I’m sure we could squeeze in
some time to go shopping soon,” I said, like a sucker.

“Oh, would you?” With her eyes
sparkling with excitement, I couldn’t say no. I noticed, then, that
she’d lured me out to a spot in the tunnel that was very out of the
way. We were in an area that had a kind of grove of dangling charms
overhead, a romantic little nook next to a sidealley.

“You make me feel so special,
Janelle,” said Chloe softly. “I love having a girlfriend who makes
me feel like a woman.”

I kissed Chloe, felt her tongue
clumsy against mine, her breasts pressing against mine as she
snuggled into my arms. At times like this, I can forget her
occasional tantrums, her pettishness, and the other stuff that
pisses me off from time to time. She’s just my girl and she makes
me feel beautiful and loved, at least for a few perfect moments.
And even though she was really pissing me off this afternoon, I
couldn’t help losing myself in her kiss.

I opened my eyes so I could look
at her face, see the intense focus that she has on every kiss. I
was enjoying her soft lips and skin and stroking her stripey hair
when I saw it.

It was farther off, sort of down
the sidealley, which had more intermittent lighting. I didn’t
understand what I was seeing at first. My brain couldn’t bear to
wrap around it.

Thin legs, spider legs, long and
bony and dry as old meat salted for too long. The flesh was tight
to the body as well as the limbs, translucent and dry-looking, but
heavily veined. There were about eight legs, but the body was not a
spider’s. Instead, it had a head—or skull, I should say—like a
small dog’s, or like a bat’s. Large, empty dark blue eyes filled
the sockets, and small pointed ears, no more than skin, stood up
from the top of the skull.

The doglike, spidery thing
turned, and lifted its head from the short neck. The nose twitched
and the stumpy nodule of flesh that its neck and legs were attached
to quivered. The dry, greasy skin revealed the veins pulsing. The
skinny bones in its limbs twitched, and slowly, it moved.

It scuttled slowly, stealthily
along the edge of the tunnel, its movements echoed by the faint
skittering of its steps. I almost wet myself.

“Chloe,” I breathed, “let me go.
Turn around slowly. Very slowly. Do. Not. Scream.”

It hadn’t really seen us yet,
though it had been looking in our direction, or so it seemed. The
ugly little terror had just been strolling along in the tunnel,
looking for a snack. Tame rabbits, probably, based on the size, but
a pack of them could easily take down something bigger, like
us.

I rotated Chloe in my arms,
centimeter by centimeter, slow as breath in sleep. She was as
silent as I’d told her to be. Smarter than she pretends to be, my
Chloe, or at least, she has good instincts.

Our slow movements were gradual
enough that the little predator didn’t see us. I was feeling pretty
proud of myself when it once again looked right past us. Then,
Chloe finally saw it. And she screamed, and jumped, and hit her
head on some corn dolls dangling from a pipe.

The beast let out a harsh,
clicking, strangled yelp, and fled back into the shadowy part of
the tunnel shortcut. The part, the only unfrozen part of my brain
remembered, that went closer to Up.

Chloe whimpered. “Jesus,
Janelle, what the fuck was that thing? What the fuck?”

“Shhh, shhh,” I hushed her.
“Let’s go back to the lit part of the halls.” I was shuddering in
spite of myself. I still am, a little. That thing was fucking
creepy.

“Oh God,” she moaned. For once,
it was anything but sexy. She was scared as hell.

“Honey, are you okay?”

“I...God that was scary looking.
I swear to God I’ve had nightmares about things that looked like
that.” My darling Chloe has always had a thing about spiders.

“I don’t blame you. Come on,
let’s get back. We should probably warn the others to keep their
eyes peeled.” I tugged her towards the nearest link spot and
plugged my phone into the common network.

“Guys, we just saw something
else,” I mass-texted.

“Lol what another dragon?”

“Sthu Raheed. No but a monster.
Keep your eyes out and let me know if you see anything else. I want
to make sure I’m not going crazy.”

“Ha,” texted Jay. “K we
will.”

“Thx guys.”

I unplugged my phone. Messages
would wait in the queue until the others got them, and if they
texted me back, well, hell, I’d just deal with the queue avalanche
later. At the moment, I had Chloe, and I didn’t feel like dealing
with anyone else, or thinking about the fact that I might be going
crazy.

Chloe, of course, wouldn’t stop
talking about the damn thing. I made some noncommittal noises while
she talked at me; I needed to think about the crawler, and
especially, if we saw one again, how to kill it. That is, assuming
it wouldn’t collapse into dust, like the baby dragon.

My belly ached, and I remembered
that I had to take a dose of antibiotics and re-wrap the damage. I
cut Chloe off, mid-flow in a speech about how we needed to be
careful and perhaps we were going crazy after all, and maybe we
should get ourselves checked over for the Fever?

I was lifting a foot carefully
over an errant pipe, but I turned around to shoot her a withering
glare. “This mess on my stomach says we’re perfectly sane. And you
saw it too. I’d be happy to get myself checked up, but I am pretty
damn sure they aren’t just hallucinations. For once, I’m pretty
sure Tunnel Fever ain’t the culprit.”

She reassured me that of course
she wasn’t saying I was crazy, after all, she’d seen the crawler
beast too, and no-one was arguing with my stomach wound, but…

I let her protest and chugged on
home, giving her the boot just outside the door. Instead of
plugging my phone in first-thing, the way I usually would, I
stomped into the kitchen to get cooking.

Dad wasn’t home yet, but he
always prefers having me get something started. He usually returns
the favour, especially if I happen to be working or going out late.
Today, the habit wasn’t just politeness, it was a much-needed
distraction.

I grabbed a couple handfuls of
white button mushrooms and threw them on the frying pan. A sparing
burst of water from the tap to boil the beans and hemp seeds, a
little oil for the mushrooms, and some salt, and dinner was well
underway. Dad and I both tend to eat simple foods and wholesome
stuff.

The cooking relaxed me, and gave
me the chance to think about nothing at all for a while. Then Dad
came home, and I decided not to tell him about the crawler, because
it hadn’t hurt me and he already seems to think I’m crazy. I did
tell him about some of the gossip, though.

“Where’d you hear about your
friends’ engagement from?” he asked.

I paused for a minute. “Chloe,”
I admitted.

“Well, from what I know, it
sounds like she was dropping a hint.” I nodded, not sure where he
was going with that, but he didn’t say anything else.

“It sure sounds like that, but
then she mentioned wanting to go shopping for a new dress.”

“So let me ask you, Janelle—do
y’think you could foresee your relationship with her being—”

“I’m really not sure yet, Dad,”
I said quickly. “It’s a big decision, and I always figured I’d be
more than an apprentice before I settled down with anyone.” Then
too, there was the problem of choosing—kids would be nice, but I
wasn’t sure I wanted to be the one to pop them out, and with a
wife, the kid thing could be complicated…

He looked at me steadily.
“That’s probably a good choice.” After that, I changed the topic to
work, and how the hydroponic farm repairs were going. He took the
hint, and spent about half an hour happily telling me about some
old botany texts he’d found. He hadn’t seen their like since
university, he said. It reminded him of the old times.

That got us both thinking about
the time before the Dark—which, to be fair, I don’t really
remember—and Mom, who I can’t forget. The conversation sort of died
off after that. I left the dishes to him, and went to play with
circuits in my room, and to write this.

 


I guess I should mention what
you’ve already figured out: the Dark has been in place for a very
long time. We’re mostly used to it, but not at all, having
automatically timed electric lights and lanterns to regulate our
days, earth-warmth instead of the warmth of sunlight. You can’t
override every old instinct.

Still, it’s a different world.
They even changed the dates when the Dust came. It’s a warm, wet
climate, Dad tells me, compared to the way the surface was. There
are some bigger fields, way down below, where they’re trying to get
some other crops growing, but even with the ceiling painted blue,
it’s nothing like the real sky was. I’ve been Up a couple of times,
one of them being a mandatory field trip, but I can’t really
remember things like a ‘breeze’, or ‘wind’, even though I’ve read
about them a few times. I wish going Up wasn’t so scary and so
risky; I like the openness even if it is disorienting. Dust and the
Dark wait Up there, but down here, it’s safe. Or at least, the
risks are known.

Sometimes I think about what it
would be like to live Up there. We started in the basements of
houses and moved downward, taking everything we could, salvaging
and recycling and going deeper and deeper. Still, a lot of things
got left behind. A lot.

He has a bag full of photo
albums and whatever they could print and salvage from stuff that
was kept online, but—still. The Dust has taken everything. My
grandparents, a good chunk of my extended family…

Okay, I really don’t want to
think about that right now. It happened a long time ago, when Dad
was a kid, it’s true, but that doesn’t mean I like thinking about
it. I don’t know why, but something about those almost-memories of
living normally—whatever that was like—upsets me almost as much,
sometimes more, than memories of Mom.

Though, Dad told me one time
that our brains can actually make memories, if people tell us about
the situations enough. You can remember something that didn’t ever
happen to you, at all. I didn’t need another reason to doubt my
sanity, but I think I just found one. Maybe it’s all this
underground living, and we’re all going crazy, just very slowly. I
like it down here, don’t get me wrong; this is home, but apart from
the littlest kids, I think we all know that it’s unnatural.

 


I’m back. I know I need to keep
writing this, to get my head clear, but I can’t help wondering if
someday it might be more important. If I have kids, I want them to
know who I was right now, let them know what we didn’t understand
about the Dust. And maybe, just maybe, if the Dust goes away and we
all get to live Up there again, someone should remember what it was
like.

God I sound old. According to
Dad, I would be graduating from high school this year, if people
still scheduled things the same way. As it is, we’re making do and
I read text books and stuff and digital files in the evenings.
Sometimes I try to find info about things like Dust, but it’s been
pretty freaking useless, the old information. It’s like everything
we know has been turned upside-down, though, or else we hadn’t
learned enough about the nature of the universe to make sense of
it.

The Dust isn’t easy to
understand, to be fair. Maybe my expectations are too high. For
example, the waters were fine—the Dust, not unlike a pollen, is
inert when submerged in water. Rain doesn’t do much to it, either,
but add a large, non-misty quantity of water to Dust and it
dissolves. Cover it in dirt, too, and it settles down and won’t
pick up again, like it’s been suffocated. Dust has the strangest
properties.

Animals and plants—except for
chimps, gorillas, and other apes, so I’d heard—mostly weren’t too
bothered by it. The higher your brain functions, the worse the
effect of Dust, so any species able to dream, imagine, think
creatively, was screwed. For humans, it obliterated everything,
filled the air with darkness. You knew your city was next when you
saw the clouds on the horizon, coming like a spring thunderstorm.
It was a thunderstorm without lightning or rain, just a kind of
fog.

It traveled in clouds towards
cities, mostly inactive until it reached them. The country,
apparently, was mostly fine, but the minute people started to
gather en masse, Dust followed. Then the terrifying part would
really begin.

A little Dust here and there,
you can handle, but the more of it you inhale, the more it clouds
your vision, dark patches and mist thickening until you’re blind
even in broad daylight—blind, and a little mad. As it eats into
your optic nerves and the occipital lobe of your brain, you stumble
around, screaming about things other people can’t see. It’s worst
in natural light: look towards the sun, and swirling blackness
makes everything disappear. It seems to get worse when you have
more in your system and more sunlight on your skin. Electric light
doesn’t have all the right wavelengths to activate it, so we’re
pretty safe down here.

At least, we have been pretty
safe down here.

Dust. Inhale too much and
sheeted ghosts and horrors gibber and shriek in the streets. Your
mind slowly dulls, your hormones and emotions go wild, and you see
endless terrifying images…until you don’t see anything at all. The
rich life-sparks of neuroelectrical activity are extinguished,
gobbled by the Dust. Eventually, of course, you die, but not before
you spend days, sometimes weeks, being chased by everything you
find paralysingly scary.

Until now, though, Dust’s
horrors were only in people’s heads. You could see them batting and
clawing at invisible monsters, but nothing material. Having Dust
take the shape of something, and convincing more than one of
us…that scares me. Dust isn’t conscious, that we know of. It
doesn’t travel in the tunnels or sculpt itself into shapes. Drive
people crazy by eating their brains once they’ve inhaled enough of
it, yes. But none of us have been Up enough to have that kind of
exposure. And it got to all of us.

And that claw, the dragon’s
claw…it felt so real, Dad even saw it…he had to see something to
not believe it was real. And, hell, having Dad painfully re-wrap me
and have a look at the scabs and scratches reminded me—whatever
else happened, it definitely left a mark on my skin. Dust doesn’t
attack people from the outside. Not like that.

I don’t know. I’m confused and
talking about Dust and what it does, scares me. I guess I can just
be grateful for one thing, that it took the shape of one of the
monsters under my bed from when I was a kid, rather than the stuff
I dreamt about when I was a tween. Now, that would’ve been much,
much worse.

That’s all for tonight. Now I’m
going to try and sleep. If I can.


4—May 21, 0048 P.D.

 


I’m still jittery today. I just
read over last night’s scribbles and I am wondering if I’m going
nuts. I mean, sure, teenagers have a reputation for being batshit
crazy, but what was all that? Maybe the whole thing with the dragon
was just a mass hysteria type thing.

Yeah right. I’m not the only one
scared of the Dust and what it does. If I was, why would so many
people tie charms and amulets to the byways and entrances to our
homes to ward it off? And the crawler, with its spider legs…I don’t
know. Maybe I did hallucinate something, and Chloe played along.
But she wouldn’t stop talking about it. That wasn’t my nightmare,
though. She saw something, and she saw the same thing I did, and it
scared the piss out of her. I couldn’t have made that up, and—it
wasn’t one of my nightmares. It sounded like one of hers. At least
what she’s told me about them. The Dust...the Dust took the shape
of one of her nightmares, then. And echoed at least one of
mine.

The implications...I don’t even
know where to start. I wish I was a cuntgirl so I could just fuck
my way to oblivion. No, I take that back. I shouldn’t wish for
things like that. But sometimes, just sometimes, I wish I were a
little dumber and more easily contented. I don’t think I would have
gotten into things like this if I just didn’t care.

 


Anyway. Nightmares again. The
ones from when I was a kid, about the old train car, and the man
with the purple velvet suit, and the little girl. I’m getting the
shudders and it’s broad day-cycle, lights on full and everything. I
wish Mom was here…I…I need a minute.

 


Okay, so. Work. And Drama, with
a capital D.

It’s true about Aiden and Caleb,
which made me happy for them. They were extra snuggly and kissy. I
admit I was a little jealous—am a little jealous—of both of them
for finding a person that right so early in life. Some people’s
parents arrange their marriages, of course, but it’s not that
common. I really saw the way they were looking at each other,
tonight, though, and felt Raheed’s gaze drilling into the back of
my neck. I decided to try not to think about what his body language
was saying. I smiled at Chloe when she smiled back, but seeing our
happy friends…I dunno.

We were hanging around Aiden’s
mom’s place today. She’s a soft-voiced woman with a big, generous
heart, who doesn’t mind having a pack of young people barnstorm her
place. I took a look at her electronics while I was there—skill or
small guest gifts being a mandatory courtesy—and fixed a couple of
things, which she thanked me for profusely. I didn’t mind doing it
a bit, and the delicious goat cheese and mushroom melts she made
were more than ample thanks. She’s a very good goatherd—must be how
she raised Aiden; after those stubborn beasts, Aiden would be easy
to handle. Still, it was a small luxury, and I really treasured
it.

Anyway. Enough about those
cheese melts, my mouth is watering just thinking about them. I
could have eaten the whole tray. Mmmmm. Right.

They were talking engagement
details and where they would live. Generally you go with the family
that’s most poorly off, so you can help around. That is going to be
Aiden’s mom, Nora, because Caleb’s parents have another daughter
and they’re a bit better off, what with their admin jobs and such.
They’re nice enough people, but I was glad Aiden’s mom would have
company. I can really tell she wishes Caleb wasn’t an only child.
Everyone talked about ceremony details, how they’d be arranging the
rooms, and of course, whether they’d be splurging on plastic
flowers and other fancy things from Up above. Aiden did a lot of
smiling and stuttering—he’s what you’d call a soft guy, more
Between than masculine, per se—and Caleb was beaming and doing most
of the answering for them.

I felt really lonely. Between
Chloe being clingy the minute engagement details were mentioned,
and her significant Looks all the time, I was feeling pretty
suffocated. It was uncomfortable to say the least. I excused myself
for a bit of air more than once.

The second time I came in,
Raheed was having a pointed conversation in the corner with Caleb.
My hackles went up instinctively, but I relaxed when I overheard
the topic.

“…and that’s why I’m worried,”
Caleb said quietly. “We’re under quota in the sector for
populations, but unless we can talk one of the girls into helping
us out with a baby, the application could be that much harder.”

Raheed nodded understandingly.
He’d pushed me hard and fast on family questions, much harder and
faster than I’d wanted, but I can’t fault his genuine affection for
kids. I might barely be able to stand him these days, but he is an
excellent assistant teacher.

“I’m sure you could talk one of
the girls into it. And even so, if you fostered one of the
Extras…”

“It’s worth a try. If we’re
lucky, they’ll just let us marry anyway, even if we can’t…you
know.” Caleb looked frightened and miserable for a moment. “I wish
it wasn’t this hard. I just want to be with Aiden and get our lives
together really started…but we’re going to have to show we can
contribute to the population, and…”

Raheed nodded again, and patted
his shoulder. “That’s rough, man. To be honest, I was hoping I
could talk Janelle into something like that, sooner rather than
later…”

The fact that Caleb burst out
laughing stung my pride. People treat me like I’m Between half the
time, and there are times I’d prefer not to deal with the
complications of being a woman, but I still have feelings.

Am I just ornery? I can’t tell
if Raheed’s just more of an asshole than I thought he was or if I
did something to piss everyone off. Maybe it’s my period coming, or
something.

Jay interrupted me at the door.
“You look down,” she said, her brown, almond-shaped eyes searching
my face. She had her sleek black hair in a half-bun, showing off
the characters on her neck. “Yep, they’re new. It’s a quote from a
poem by Murakami,” she said, following the direction of my
eyes.

“They’re nice.”

“I’ve been learning to read
Japanese,” she said proudly.

I raised my eyebrows. She speaks
Tagalog and Chinese at home, plus English, obviously. Adding a
fourth language to that roster would impress anyone. “That’s damn
cool—” I started to say, but her expression stopped me in the
middle of the sentence. I guess she could tell I was trying to
change the subject.

“What’s up? It’s not like you to
duck out of something like this.” Yup. Jay knows me too well.

“Oh, I was just, uh, thinking
about wedding gifts for them, and I wanted to think out loud, so I
came out here.” Worst lie ever.

Someone laughed inside. I was
guessing the vodka was finally being passed around.

“Well, I guess you can keep
thinking, or you can come get tipsy with the rest of us,” she said,
grinning.

“Thanks, but I’m still on
antibiotics. I really shouldn’t, with these wounds.”

She remembered and her face
softened. She hugged me, very gently. “Well, I know a really good
tattoo artist—Dad—so we can cover those right up when they scar
over. You won’t even see a difference. Well, except that you’ll
have some badass tattoos.” She smiled.

“Jay…you think we were all just
crazy, back in the tunnel?”

She shrugged. “Who knows? I’m
not going to worry about it until I see another one. At worst, we
are crazy and they’ll put us on tranks for a month. Either way it
isn’t too bad.”

“I kind of prefer the idea of
being crazy. Would make things easier.” I remembered something I’d
heard the nurse say. “Has your dad been doing a lot of tattoos to
cover scars lately?”

“Enough, I guess. The Rats and
their girls are good for business, but he hasn’t mentioned anything
strange. Why?”

“The nurse said she’d seen a few
injuries like this lately, when she was stitching me up.”

Jay looked serious again. “I’ll
let you know if I hear anything.”

“Thanks. I think I’ll go in and
sort of do my rounds before I hit the sack.”

So, there I was, giving a few
hugs and exchanging waves. Chloe offered to walk me home, and being
jittery and tired, I took her up on it. Luckily she did most of the
talking, repeated everything I hadn’t heard and summarizing what I
had with additional gossip.

 


Now, of course, I’m in bed.
There will be more wiring to fix tomorrow, today was slack, and if
not, I’ll be on production or salvage duty. Joy. I love my work,
but I need to sleep for it. That’s all for tonight, reader. I hope
there’s someone reading this, anyway. Dad, please don’t read this,
if it’s you. I hope you’re my kids or something, reader. If I have
kids. If l live long enough and don’t go crazy. Okay, enough of
that. Goodnight.


5—May 25, 0048 P.D.

 


More nightmares. I swear, I’m
this close to being absolutely bugshit. I keep dreaming about the
man in the faded purple suit, and the little girl with the sharp
teeth, and the witch, and…and Mom. I just…I see her coming to me,
and wrapping her arms around me—I’m little, maybe five, no older
than seven—and she holds me for a minute, and then, the darkness
comes up around us, swirling, murky, and tangles around her…and
then she falls backwards, slowly, her arms still open for me, naked
fear on her face…

Oh god, I’m crying. I don’t need
this right before work. Okay, I’m going to go clean up, and then
I’ll write more later. This has to be stress. Or maybe I inhaled
more Dust than I thought. Or maybe it’s worrying about Chloe’s
little hints; that’s getting to me. It has to be stress dreams.
What else could I be afraid of? Except, I feel hunted…it’s like
something is coming for me…as if the Dust is trying to follow me,
or something in the Dust…

What is going on? Okay.
Chicoffee and a mushroom roll and I’ll be all sorted out. There’s
no such thing as monsters. Haven’t read monster stories in years.
Mostly, not since Mom read them to me...and then there’s the one
dream that keeps coming back. I had it just a few nights ago.
Pinocchio was to blame for it, I think, or the idea of it,
anyway.

It began in a train car. A dark,
grimy, dingy place. There were other kids, I think, sitting on the
floor, which had a discolored, dirty carpet. I remember a sooty
look to the walls, as if the place hadn’t been cleaned in several
years, but I couldn’t smell coal.

There was an announcement over
the loudspeaker that we were going to be entertained by a puppet
show to commence shortly. I recall people in white with dirty
clothes walking in and out of the compartment—we were only in a
small forward section, and stuck inconveniently near something
important, perhaps the engine or a thing like that. I didn’t like
the way the workers slipped around or the way they looked at us,
either.

Then the puppetmaster would
appear, and I had the impression he was first standing in the
middle of a street of people, then inside the compartment with us.
The thing that usually caught my attention first was the
red-and-yellow striped scarf wound flamboyantly around his narrow
top-hat. His indigo-violet suit, with its wide lapels and flaring
cut, attracted attention from a crowd easily. It was made of
velvet, I think, crushed velvet, something flamboyant like that,
and I think he had a large, dark-wood cane with a shiny sculpted
metal carving on its head. He seemed dingy, yes, but too large for
the small space of the train car.

The story of the puppets, as it
played out, was always less memorable than he was. It changed, too;
I could never remember what the puppets did. It involved monsters
though, and love, jealousy, revenge.

Then, halfway through the play,
during the climax, the train would stop with a thump and shudder to
a halt. The world outside was grimy and grey. I remember that the
windows were covered with grit, whitish stuff, and the horizon was
long and grey as well. I always noticed it around this point in the
dream.

Then, one of the kids, a blond
little girl, would run forward into the area where the puppet show
was being presented—a sort of opening in the wall, not unlike a
concession booth with the shutters that come down. The stage for
the puppets was somehow inside the window, and there was a tiny
little compartment behind it, full of dirty gears and pipes and
mechanical stuff that served I-don’t-know-what-purpose.

She would run up, and the puppet
master would stand, and she’d go around the corner, then he would
go down with a shout, though I only saw him actually fall down
sometimes. The compartment was always emptied out after that—I have
no idea where the other kids went, but they were gone, like ghosts,
and I was all alone.

Then, every time, I would go
around the corner of the door to see what was going on. My heart is
pumping fast just remembering this part of the dream. I would see
the puppetmaster on the ground and there would be blood on his
suit, the uncoloured shirt underneath.

The little girl smiled at me.
Too many teeth. Whiteless eyes, solid red, burning. I wondered,
always, what the redness was on her shirt-front, and then I knew,
and I screamed.

I always woke up just then,
blood pounding in my veins at a mile-a-minute, creeped out and
alarmed and wanting Mom to come hold me.

Coffee. Food. Normal things. I
need to think about normal, real things. Work. Otherwise, this
chronicle will just be a bunch of mad ramblings, not useful.

Scolding myself made me feel
better. I’ll try to write more soon.


6—May 26, 0048 P.D.

 


And, I’m back. I’ve been feeling
a little better. Had more sleep that didn’t involve nightmares,
have been avoiding small off-side tunnels and backalleys, and to be
honest, I’ve been avoiding Chloe and Raheed when I can. It’s really
embarrassing to say that not being around my own girlfriend is
making me feel better. The wounds are healing pretty well, though I
hate peeking under the bandages. At least it’s been hurting less
when I move now. I still can’t believe they made me work the next
day after I was injured, but at least Pramjit has been easier on
me.

I was going to write about this
before, but I got distracted by all the engagement plans and
whatnot. Aiden and Caleb are still getting that stuff underway, and
when Chloe isn’t dropping hints, I really enjoy hearing about it.
It’s nice to think about them getting their lives together; it
looks like the application won’t be as tight as they feared.
Anyway…sanity. Work. Let’s talk about something less stressful.

Things have been busier at
work—we’re doing system supports in preparation for the seasonal
inspections of the power lines and power source connections. That
means that a team of specialized people are going Up, to maintain
the wind turbines and solar cells while the rest of us reinforce
things and inspect them down here. The sun is still shining,
apparently, and the wind is still blowing, but without maintenance,
it won’t do us any good.

I’ve been doing a lot more
running around since I’ve been feeling semi-normal. It’s good to
lose myself in circuits and wire. The altruistic side of me really
loves knowing that a few tweaks and inspections every week are
enough to make sure that the tunnels have power. We’ve had to build
so much from scratch, and have had to re-route and re-wire so many
things. Even with--what is it--48 years of practice, the systems
are sketchy and still a work-in-progress.

I hope to get to work in the
Development sector eventually. Wiring up more farm caverns, helping
to set up new basement homes for people…I have to admit, I’d really
love to work on a Moon room or to set up the sun in a farm cavern.
Laying the ground work—or ceiling work, I suppose—for the
drywallers and masons to cover, and for the artisans to paint,
echoing the real sky, is something I can’t wait to do. I love the
idea of being able to help build the world.

Maybe someday I’ll even get to
see the real sun. I hear it’s brighter than even the brightest
lights, but having looked directly into them a few times, I find
that hard to believe. How could anything be more blinding? I’ll
believe it when I see it.

Dad’s calling me for supper—he
made potato pancakes, yum!—so I’ll be back in a bit with more good
news.

 


Ahhhh. That was tasty. Back to
work and the positive side of things. Well, mostly positive. I
didn’t mention that Caleb is in computers, and he and I have been
talking a lot about the wiring. He’s one of the privileged few who
really get to work with the internet and salvage servers. I get a
little bit of internet access, but not a huge amount. It’s pretty
carefully controlled. We have a little contact with a couple of
neighboring towns, and we’re expanding closer to each other, but
the Dust took out things really randomly. When I say
‘neighbouring’, I mean that they’re a few hundred kilometers away
from us. It’s just an occasional lucky phone signal and a few stray
blips on the internet that have let us know they’re still around.
The radios, too, were invaluable for that, even though signals
outside of our town have been intermittent at best.

Anyway. Caleb. We were talking
about the internet and how much we wish it was more complete. The
sites we have found—everything from blogs, people’s opinion pages,
to the local newspaper—hints at all of this boundless knowledge as
if it was completely commonplace. It’s enough to drive you
bonkers.



He and I went to the Catfish
Bowl to get a drink, because we hadn’t done that in a while. It’s a
bar that’s pretty far from home, but they’re easygoing, informal,
and have amazing yam fries.

I chewed on a chicken leg—a
splurge, I admit—and luxuriated in the simple, unpretentious stone
décor. It’s bar that was cobbled together from leftover bits and
pieces of everything—and I do mean everything—and I love the way it
looks. It’s a bit rough around the edges for Chloe, but not for
me.

“How’s your vodka?” Caleb asked,
as I sipped the clear, hard-tasting liquor.

“Delish. The strawberry syrup is
a good addition. I like the way they mix things here.”

“You gotta try the cave-honey
dandelion sorbet.”

“Sounds expensive, but my mouth
is watering.”

“Nah. It’s not bad at all! You
worry too much about money.”

I laughed. “I’m trying to be
frugal. Don’t tell Chloe, but I do want a family some day, and kids
are expensive.”

He grinned, and then paused, the
smile replaced by a thoughtful expression. “Hey—speaking of kids,
can I ask you a favour?”

“Go ahead,” I said. After three
ounces of vodka, I was pretty relaxed.

“We’ll probably try to give some
Extra kids a home, but Aiden and I aren’t that hardcore about
tradition. And, to be honest, I kind of want a bio kid, if I can
have one.”

“Okay.” I took another swig of
vodka, much larger than my previous sips.

“Do you think…it would mean no
drinking and other stuff, of course…” Caleb’s handsome, peat brown
face creased in anxiety. “I mean, we wouldn’t have to have sex—I’m
not into women, obviously—would you consider being our
surrogate?”

He flinched barely in time as I
sprayed him in the face with a mouthful of vodka.

“Shit, sorry! Just…uh…I,
uh…”

“Uh…is that a no?”

I wiped my mouth. Considering
that he’d been the one laughing about the thought of me as a mother
at their engagement party, this was baffling. “It’s not a firm no.
I’m just really surprised, and I don’t know if I’m ready to host
something in my…womb, you know? I mean, I, ah…not that I don’t want
to help…uh…”

I noticed that the bastard was
laughing at me. “Gotcha! That was worth being sprayed in the face
for.”

“You son of a bitch!” I yelped,
laughing. “You’re buying the next round for that prank.”

“Why should I? You’re the reason
I’m wearing this round.”

I laughed. He ran a hand over
his short, frizzy cornrows and checked them for damage. “Damn,
girl, you got vodka everywhere. Hope you don’t do that when you
swallow. I’m calling you ‘the human fountain’ from now on. ”

“You do and you’ll meet a swift
and painful death.” Caleb pursed his full, rich lips, and shook his
head.

“I doubt it. You’d never kill
me; my chicken roti is way too good.”

“Yeah, okay, you win this round.
I can’t argue with that roti. Haven’t eaten it since a feast day,
but it was really good.” I toasted him, and signaled the waitress
for a glass of water.

“I’m surprised though,” Caleb
continued. “I thought you hated kids.”

I shrugged. “I never said that.
Not by a long shot. I’m not ready for them, either, but I certainly
don’t hate ‘em. Who on earth told you that?”

The slight hesitation before he
spoke was very telling. He picked his drink up instead, took a long
swig. “Oh, you know. Just never heard you talk about it.”

I tightened my mouth in a smile.
“Well, appearances can be deceiving.” I swigged the rest of my
drink down and pulled three colours and a couple pals out of my
wallet. “And on that note, I should probably turn in. I have a
project I’m working on. Trying to mod one of those ancient Nokias
to work on solar cells.” I shook my head. “How did our grandparents
use those things? The interface is just awful, not that beggars can
be choosers.”

“Stay a little longer,” said
Caleb solicitously. “You’ve been stressing yourself out. I can
tell. And besides, nobody in the group has seen you for, like, a
week an’ a half.”

“Oh, fine.” Liquor makes me
easygoing.

“Whatchu workin’ on
otherwise?”

“Meh. Line upgrades and
maintenance. That Mole that slammed into the wall at the shopping
complex screwed some things up, and old lady Parmi a few streets
down reported someone tapping into her line because her electricity
was wavering. Mostly I’ve been fixing tapped lines lately—people
just steal power when theirs goes down. Fuckin’ drives me crazy,
man.” I took a drink of water.

“Tell me about it. I keep having
to try to get the info off these hard drives and thumb drives—half
the time they’re corrupted anyway. And cloud storage. What complete
idiot thought it was a good idea to store things on the internet?”
He shook his head in disgust and slugged back a quarter tumbler of
sugar beet rum. He licked the orange wedge, biting off a bit of the
zest to chew on.

“Yeah. I know. At least they
left lots of stuff for us to salvage, Up there.”

Caleb nodded. “I can barely
imagine. I’d give a lot to have a steady internet connection, 24-7
access, and a private computer all to myself.”

I laughed. “You’re closer to
having that than the rest of us.” He sighed, pained.

“The worst part is,
communication is so limited and poor because of the reception
issues that it’s hard to tell how much of the world has survived.”
He lowered his voice to a bare whisper. “That said, there have been
a few blips from other places. It looks like Europe, Africa, and
Asia still have people in them, anyway. The cables are in pretty
piss-poor shape, or should be, but in the last few years, we’ve
been hearing a bit more.” My ears pricked at this. It wasn’t
exactly useful information, but it was hopeful, at least.

I was really feeling the liquor
by then. The waitress had brought me another vodka when I wasn’t
looking, and I was drinking it absentmindedly again.

“S’good, but how will it help us
get out of here?” I said.

“Research? I dunno. Maybe we can
take the Dust down somehow.”

I laughed a bit too loud. “God,
I wish I’d lived in the time when people had all that stuff.
Unlimited information, unlimited resources, new clothes and new
tech and new everything, whenever they wanted.”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to
be,” Caleb said, slurring his words slightly. “Lots of stuff means
lots of junk. You’ve gone on a salvage once or twice, right?”

“Yeah, sure. Rotating salvage.
But I guess you’re right. But still…I wish I knew more.” I
groaned.

He nodded. “I’ve cleaned,
salvaged, refurbished old tech every day since I was old enough to
ask for a phone. I get you, sister.” The new glass of vodka was
already half gone, and I took another sip, slapping it down hard
for emphasis.

“Fuckin’, but, computers are so
wavery. I guess those stupid fuckers before never figured they’d
ever have to function without the internet after it was invented.
Fuck. If they had my job they’d have made real backups. Back up
everything on those old..pinkie…finger…which finger is it?”

“Thumb drive. Also, baby, you are offish’ly cut off. You’re wording
your slurs. Slurring your words. Words.”

I laughed. “What kind of slurs
did you have in min’?”

He laughed at me. “Come on. You
better get home and sober up.”

“Look who’s blushing! You…shit,”
I countered, giggling.

The waitress, looking amused and
a little condescending, brought the bill discreetly.

Caleb patted me on the back and
we left, a bit unsteadily. He was very warm, pleasant to lean on as
we navigated our way through the far-flung tunnels. I laughed
loudly when a bunch of dangling charms and dolls hit me in the face
as we went through the hub, and even louder when he tripped over
his own feet with no obstacles in sight.

As we neared home, the alcohol
started to wear off. It was a good long walk, and I’d gulped down
half a carafe of water just before we’d left. Caleb had the other
half.

“I really need to piss,” he
complained, a few turn-offs before the tunnel towards mine and
Dad’s place.

“Go ahead. I think there’s a
collection closet around the corner.”

Caleb excused himself, and I
soon reckoned that he was gone for more than just a leak. The
farmers would surely appreciate his contribution, though the poor
bastard on neighbourhood privy duty probably wouldn’t. We were
close to one of the huge deposit pipes, where the shit-haulers had
to take the neighbourhood’s donations, and even through the ground,
I could smell it a bit. I hoped there were some hemp fluff bundles
in the cubicle for Caleb; getting there just before the late-night
privy-emptying and restock really sucks.

I couldn’t be sure, with alcohol
fuzzing my vision slightly, but I thought I saw something move in
the shadows.

Instantly, adrenaline surged
through my body, sobering me up. I listened carefully, though my
heart started to hammer in my chest. I’ve seen too many freaky
things in the last few days.

Having a heavily tattooed
cuntgirl step out of the shadows was still the last thing I
expected. You know things are fuuuuucked up when that is actually
almost more scary and more surprising than having a monster pop out
at you.

“Yo,” she said, lifting her head
to me.

“Hey,” I said. “How’s your
night?”

“Not bad.” Lola smiled at me,
the thick kohl on her eyes crinkling in a friendly way. “Haven’t
seen you around in a bit. You staying out of trouble, unlike
me?”

“Heh. Trying. I got a bit tipsy
tonight. Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Yeah. I’ve been busy.” She
frowned, and the elaborate curling red and black tattoos on her
left cheek seemed to move on their own. Perhaps it was just the
tunnel light.

“When you say busy…”

“I’m not talking about being
busy sucking cock and pussy. There’s some shit going on in Heaven
Tubes. And for once, it’s not just a bunch of Tunnel Rats selling
harder hallies than usual.”

I shook the last of the liquor
haze from my head. “Why are you guys all the way up in the
Heavens?”

She shrugged sadly. “You know
how it is. There’ve been some red fights lately, and add a few
cases of people going on breaky salvages, and the authy geezeys
flip their shit and assume we’re all anarchs.”

I nodded sympathetically. Nathu,
the mayor’s son, has been lobbying with a few alders to legalize a
brothel for the girls, but a lot of the older people—the ones who
still remembered the time when everyone lived Up there—are pretty
uptight about it. As a result, even clean girls like Lola end up in
the Heaven Tubes, dangerously close to the surface.

“So. Trouble,” I prompted
her.

“I heard you got in a red fight?
That’s not like you, babes,” she said, concerned.

“Nah. It’s…well…it was the
weirdest thing…you know I don’t take hallies or shrooms or smoke
up...”

“With your dad, he’d kill you
with disappointment,” she agreed, laughing. “Yeah? Try me.”

“I fought a baby dragon. It
clawed up my stomach, but me and some friends actually killed it. I
had a claw, but when we all went back so I could prove to Chloe and
Raheed that it was real, the body—and then the claw—had turned into
Dust. Seriously, I’m not kidding about the wounds.”

To my utter surprise, Lola just
nodded, looking serious. “Can I see?”

I lifted the bottom of my shirt,
showing off the bandages wrapped around my belly, and peeled them
off painstakingly. The large scrapes are pretty well scabbed over
now, but the pink, healing flesh and scraped skin are still
unarguable reminders that I was attacked by something. She winced
sympathetically, and I wrapped myself up again.

She pursed her dark red lips. “I
woulda laughed at you a long time ago, but I seen some strange shit
lately. When I was a kid, I had nightmares about flying snakes
under my bed. Don’t laugh. I thought they were real.” Her rough,
exaggerated street drawl softened. “Mom and Dad always told me it
was just a bad dream. Well, guess what Marco killed in the tunnel
the other day? I’ll tell you what, it wasn’t a rabbit. It
definitely had wings.”

A cold rush of panic surged
through me. “You’re serious?”

“Tunnel black and blood red,
light true and hope dead,” she answered. I shivered. Gangers might
have a bad rep, for good reason, but when one uses the Oath, it
means they aren’t shitting around.

“The nurse said she’d seen you
guys coming in with similar wounds when I went in. Have you heard
anything from the others?”

“I thought it was shroomy,
hallie stuff, same as you, but there hasn’t been that many red
fights. A few, but not this shit.”

Finally, he came out, the water
and hand sanitizer still dripping from his hands. Caleb is very
careful about keeping himself clean, to the germ-phobe extent that
the rest of us make fun of him for it. It didn’t stop him from
running up to Lola and giving her a hug.

“Hey, missy! It’s been ages
since I saw you around. You aren’t in trouble, are you?”

Lola dropped her street drawl
again. “As a matter of fact, I was earlier. It seems Janelle and I
have run into similar troubles. She mentioned that you ran into a
baby dragon of some sort recently?”

Caleb shook his head
affirmatively, wide-eyed. “I was there. I thought it was just dust,
and that Janelle had fallen on something—“

“I’m not clumsy!” I
protested.

“…but this changes things. Lola,
maybe you should come and talk to people some time…”

She shook her head as quickly as
he said it. “I don’t think so. Kenny and Chloe…that whole situation
is still a mess. No, I’ll stay where I am, thanks.” She looked sad
for a moment.

“I miss you around here,” I said
quietly. “You know, you can always pop by, we can actually catch
up—”

Lola gave me a strained smile,
and her accent and tone changed again. “Nah. Thanks, doll, but
you’re upright. Cuntgirls and sugarplums like me don’t get to hang
around Tartarus with the rest of you. Authy geezeys will tantrum,
and your rep will get oxidized. You don’t need it.”

“But…” Caleb looked sad.

“I’d better go,” Lola said
quickly. “I’ll be around though. Just whistle and the Rats will be
around to help. Marco and Davey and Lung are negotiating a
whiteflag with the Worms until we figure out what’s jiving up
there. The Heaven Tubes are ours, and we want them to stay that
way.”

I glanced at Caleb, taken aback
by her support; he looked as surprised as I felt. She flashed a
smile, showing off her still well-kept teeth, and disappeared into
the shadows of the tunnels again.

Caleb let out a long breath.
“Well, fuck me. I’m not drunk anymore. You?”

“I’m jittery. I wasn’t expecting
that. To tell the truth, though, I was making out with Chloe a
while back and we saw this…spider crawly thing, lower down in the
tunnels…”

Caleb had gone several shades
lighter in fear, though his features were composed. I worked my
jaw.

“I don’t like the sounds of
this,” he muttered. “We should talk to someone. Maybe even an
alderman.”

“Who’s going to believe two
sub-adults and a sugarplum? They’ll think we’re covering for some
sort of ganger activity,” I whined.

Caleb shot me an annoyed look.
“Well, then you think of something.”

“I’ll try.” We were outside my
place. I stepped up to give him a hug. “Take care, man.”

“I will. I’m not having Aiden
get hurt the way that dragon got you.”

“Well, good night.” I enjoyed
his hug for a moment longer.

“Good night.” He walked off,
keeping to the well-lit set of main tunnels.

Cracking the door open, I
tiptoed in quietly. Dad had waited up for me and had fallen asleep
with the cheap hempie paper and a book next to him in the chair. I
put the kettle on to boil as quietly as I could and gently shook
his shoulder.

“Hey, Dad. Sorry I kept you up.
Caleb invited me for a couple drinks, but I’m back.”

“Zzzz.. What? Oh good,
honey.”

“Dad, don’t fall asleep in the
chair. It’s bad for your back.”

“Wah? Mmm. Sure.” He yawned and
headed off to bed. “Night, sweetie.”

“Night, Dad.” I shook my head
and sat down, feeling exhausted. The alcohol had come back into my
system, but more so, the exhaustion.

I made some herbal tea and
pulled out my journal to write this. It’s pretty freaking late now,
but I wanted to remember everything. The day went really well, and
I’m still glad I got to relax with Caleb, but I admit I’m
worried.

Even in spite of all that, I
have to say I’m really happy that Lola and Caleb have my back. For
all the drama our group sometimes gets into, people really care
about each other. I can’t really picture how everyone lived so far
apart and barely working together unless they needed something. It
can be suffocating, when everyone knows everyone—but at least I
know people would notice if I went missing.

That’s all for tonight. I hope I
don’t have too many dreams. If I do, well, I hope I don’t see ‘em
when I wake up.


7—May 29, 0048
P.D.

 


I can’t believe it’s only been a
couple of weeks since the attack. I don’t feel so great today. I
will admit that, surprise surprise, I’ve been having nightmares
again. I’ve hit the point where I’m starting to sleep deprive
myself just because I’m so reluctant to be unconscious.

The crawling dog-bats have been
a frequent feature. Picturing those thin, dry legs crawling over my
skin, those snapping jaws nipping into my flesh as the hollow blue
eyes stare back at me, the yipping and scratching of the beasts,
the swarm approaching at the sound of a hunting cry—

It’s vivid. Very vivid. I could
handle that if it wasn’t for the fact that Jay was complaining
she’d had a dream about her pet rabbit suddenly sprouting big,
segmented spider legs, and bursting out of its cage to attack her.
The rabbit is fine, of course, but just hearing her say it got me
spooked.

Fucking Chloe won’t leave me
alone, either. She’s whining that I’m not paying enough attention
to her and whining about being scared, never mind that I’m just as
scared. She keeps trying to make me take her out as a distraction,
but it’s not making me feel any better.

Also, my fucking stomach hurts
like fucking crazy. God, this shit takes so long to heal. It’s
mostly all hard scabs so any kind of stretching makes them crack
open and boy does it hurt. I’m lucky it’s flesh though, so I keep
telling myself. I am really, really tempted to tattoo it over.

Dad wouldn’t like that much, and
he wasn’t thrilled when I mentioned that I’d seen Lola around. He
can be very uptight about certain things—I’m going to sigh and call
it the generation gap. I know he has a point, that the Rats would
love to add someone like me—I mean, my knowledge is useful, too—but
I’m not interested in them. Getting attacked by that dragon was
plenty enough experience. I’m already hideously scarred for life,
thanks, I’m not going to go trying to acquire more scars, even if
I’d make an excellent Tommie.

I’m starting to wonder what the
hell is going on. Apparently city officials are, too, because an
official warning about a possible escaped wildcat from Up was
released. They figure it wandered far down and mentioned in
discreet terms that it “had been linked to probable injuries”. They
also warned people to start hiding their children.

Probable injuries, my
barely-alive ass. I’m living proof of real injuries. Okay, enough.
I need to think about real things. Solid things. Things that I can
control.

Well, sort of control. If you
can’t tell, I’m leading up to more friend drama. Joy of joys. I
love these people, but I almost hate them sometimes.

 


I knew that talking to Lola
would get around, since we hadn’t been entirely alone in the
tunnels. Caleb isn’t the sort to spread secrets around, and the
mess with Chloe and Kenny and Lola was well known, but I didn’t
want someone else letting Chloe know I’d been talking to Lola
before I had. (At this point, of course, like me, you probably want
a scoreboard to keep track of all this crap. I’ll try to arrange
for a diagram at some point.) I decided that I didn’t feel like
getting into a mess, and went straight for the head of the problem.
I like to avoid things, it’s a fault, but sometimes you have to
just go in and handle something, straight up.

“So, heard you’d been talking to
Lola,” said Kenny, catching up to me after work. He’s not much of a
talker, even less so than Jay. I winced inwardly. “You okay?”

“Uh, yep, just stretched
something too much.” So much for the ‘inward’ part. “What’s
up?”

“Oh, uh...” he blushed and
looked away, trying to play innocent. “Just was, you know,
wondering how she was doing.”

“You should ask her yourself,” I
said warily.

“It’s not what you think. All of
that was a long time ago. I just wanted...to you know, make sure
she’s safe. With the stuff in the tunnels. Um. You know.”

“Shouldn’t you be keeping an eye
on Jay, too?” by this time he’d led me towards a side tunnel,
towards the Hub, a bit of a loop-around from home.

“Oh! No, of course, but Jay and
I are fine. She knows about Lola anyway. And she’s, uh, cool with
it, if you understand.”

I cocked my head to the side.
The poly couples aren’t common, but there are a few around. Most
people are shy about being open, even though I know one or two who
have plural partners. Still, they sort of expect you not to do any
of that early, to wait until you’re established before you take on
an extra partner.

“I didn’t really realise you
guys were poly,” I said, feeling friendlier. He grinned sheepishly
at me.

“You know how it is. We’re not
ready for the big label stuff and if people knew we were, well, you
know. It means more taxes. And, you know, if you get someone else
formally, it means they want you to take Extra kids on, if you
can...not that we’d mind, like, eventually, but we want time to
ourselves first...I mean, yeah. You know.”

“Hey sweetie!” Chloe bounced
over from the Hub’s direction. Perfect timing.

“Hi...baby! Good to see
you!”

She pecked me on the mouth, and
in spite of my doubts, it was a delicious kiss. I didn’t have to
look at Kenny twice to signal that the topic of Lola needed to be
dropped, stat.

“How was your day at work?” I
let her guide me towards her place.

“It was good,” she said. She
lowered her voice to a whisper, and waited until we’d passed into
an even less populated tunnel. “Interesting thing, though. You
heard about the ‘mountain lion’ scare? Well, in the papers I was
processing for sector management, I saw a couple of reports on
injuries and missing persons in the last quarter. They’ve gone up a
lot. And people have even been going missing. Not just gangers,
though a lot more of them were injured, too.”

“Missing people?” I’d heard
about it, but it’s not an easy life, down here, and I hadn’t really
paid attention. I wished I had, now.

“Yep. I’ll let you know if I see
any more info. It was pretty basic, just numbers and only a little
bit of analysis...but I have to admit, it looked strange.” She
looked at Kenny and me expectantly.

“Want to come over for tea?”

“I should probably get home,” I
said, begging off. “I feel rotten today and I didn’t sleep all that
well.”

She looked mildly disappointed.
“Shopping another time?”

Shit! “Of course! I’m just beat
today.” I pecked her quickly on the lips. “You can walk home with
me if you want?”

“Oh, I have a couple of errands.
Need to run down to the farming level and grab a couple of things.
See you soon!”

Kenny, being Kenny, didn’t seem
to notice that Chloe seemed a little off, and being me, I can
barely figure out why she’s annoyed with me. Oh well.

We walked home anyway, Chloe
being too caught up in whatever it was to notice that Kenny hadn’t
followed her.

“So, um, Lola,” he said again.
“I guess Chloe’s still...”

“I don’t know,” I said
brusquely. “Chloe refuses to talk about it to me. It’s not like I
wouldn’t like to see her around again, but...”

The look Kenny gave me was very
sad and soft, and I felt like a horrible human being.

“I know you miss having her
around.”

“She’s been one of my best
friends since I was a kid,” he said, staring at the ground. “I just
don’t understand why Chloe was so jealous about...”

“Chloe...” I felt torn. Do you
badmouth your own beloved girl friend if it means telling the
truth? Or do you stay loyal? “She...”

He finished the sentence for me.
“She doesn’t share her toys well.” I cleared my throat
uncomfortably and Kenny went on. “I wasn’t trying to sleep with
her. I just love her. She—she was such a good friend, you
know?”

“Kenny...I miss her too.
I...maybe you should just invite her back some time.”

He gave me a sad smile, and I
wondered if he was half as dumb—well, blithe and unaware is the
phrase Dad would use—as he seems most of the time. “She seems to
like the Heaven Tubes more than down here with us. And you don’t
get to choose whether or not you like the Heaven Tubes.”

I sighed. “Look...I...I don’t
want to be rude but I’m dying here. I didn’t get any sleep last
night. I’m gonna head home if it’s cool with you.”

“Yeah, I get you. Take it
easy.”

“Thanks.”

 


I headed on home after that,
trying not to glance over my shoulder guilty. Dad could tell
something was up, but the simmered potatoes and carrot stew were a
good way to cover things. I tried to be non-committal, but he
coaxed a few details out of me. He didn’t have much advice, but he
asked some good questions for me. Dad’s a good listener.

As you might guess, I wrote all
this and it took a while, but I really am going to try to turn in
early. As long as I don’t dream of dragons, of mom being dragged
into the darkness, and of whispering voices from places out of
sight, I’ll be just fine.

 


I really hope I’m not going
insane.


8—June 7, 0048 P.D.

 


I can’t even tell you how
much insanity has ensued. It all went down on the
4th.
After that it was a matter of picking up the pieces, and...well,
you’ll see. No-one will leave me alone, but I’m making
them.

 


It all started when I took Chloe
shopping (which, as it happened, ended up being the day after I
last wrote). We walked around, went through the stores, and as
Chloe hummed and hawed at a dozen different shades, I fiddled with
my bundle of cards.

The shops are pretty far from
where I live, so it’s an expedition to get to them, and involves
going down a level or two to boot. Dresses we make tend to be
pretty simple—hemp and recycled materials, knitted and woven from
whatever we can grow and scraps of the past. Leather, too, of
course, and goats and wool, but it’s rarely as luxurious and exotic
as the fine synthetic materials you can find Up there.

We were looking around at the
high-waisted dresses in fashion this year, admiring the swooping
uneven hemlines. The almost triangular shape to the skirt that
resulted accented the legs nicely, while playing down a flat
chest—unfortunately for Chloe, whose assets are reversed.

Me, I’m built—what was the
phrase Kenny used when he was drunk that one time?—like a brick
shithole, so they did nothing but make me look like one of those
old skyscrapers. That is, tall, square, and out of place
underground. I do have good, very muscular legs, though, so the
skirt versions of the dresses showed those off nicely. The tunic
tops and tight belts that are in right now were okay too, showing
off my waist, though I don’t like the fact that the belts are
basically underbust corsets. It’s damn hard to breathe in
those.

Chloe, though, loved it, and I
ended up putting down more cards than I want to think about for her
choices: a russet tunic (matching some of her hair) with a violet
angle skirt, and a tan-coloured kid-leather corset with beads and
shiny grommets on it. Still, the little clusters of LEDs
ornamenting the edges of the sleeves and at the edge of the skirt
were very pretty; I liked their patterns. There was some jewelry
involved, too, a necklace with fancy old glass beads and a very
jangly bracelet. All in all, expensive stuff.

She gushed and gloated, and
forced me to try a few things on. I settled for a dress belt, its
small utility pouches nicely embellished with beads and flowers,
the LEDs set into the middle of the flowers as stamens and pollen
would be. I also snagged a close-fitting knitted shirt with short
sleeves and a delicate but subtle design. She made me buy the
outfit myself, though. She did splash out for a skinny ravelled
scarf of leftover fibres in a million colours, and a cute little
black pageboy cap, trimmed with white LEDs around the band part.
The one I usually wear—hey, it’s good for stashing things in,
too!—is pretty worn out, so it was nice of her. I managed to talk
her out of making me change my clogs, though. I like my heavy boots
just fine, thanks very much. Ditching those would be like cutting
my feet off.

My one indulgence was the hat,
but I managed to talk her out of heading to another jewelry store.
It’s not that I hate the stuff, but it either catches on things and
breaks, or I find myself wanting to melt anything metal down to use
for more wire. You can’t imagine how expensive some of it is, too.
I figure, don’t wear jewelry you can’t afford to miss. I’ll wear
bone beads, stuff like chokers or pins, once in a while, but Chloe
always huffs and says I look like a Tunnel Rat. Meh.

In any case, we headed to the
centre of the very airy-tunneled district and settled down in the
indoor courtyard for a carbonated drink. Those were Chloe’s treat.
Relaxing and enjoying the birds, high-density greenery, and
increased artificial sunshine, I was happier than I expected to
be.

I found myself slightly happier
when Jay and Aiden popped by. Aiden, as I said, tends towards being
Between, and he happened to be wearing an absolutely gorgeous
minidress with a subtle stripe. He’s always clean-shaven, and with
his mid-length, light hair, he had an androgynous beauty I couldn’t
help admiring. The standard tights we all wear hugged his legs
nicely, and the knit scarf he’d thrown over his shoulders drew
Chloe’s envious eyes as well as mine. Evidently, we weren’t the
only ones with a cycled-day off, or half-day at least. Jay, dressed
sensibly in blue denim shorts and plaid button-up over a black
tube, greeted us with a wide grin.

“Hey!” Chloe stood to hug them
first. “Fancy seeing you here! Janelle just took me shopping.”

I swapped hugs with them in
turn, and Aiden ordered a fresh round of peppermint tea for all of
us.

“Engagement looks good on you,”
I said. “You’re all glowy.”

He smiled. “Thanks. I couldn’t
be happier. Though I admit, I’m going to miss my days of
hellraising.”

“Oh boy.” Chloe pursued her
lips.

“Well, you know how it is. You
get married, they give you extra taxes, you have to show enough
maturity to raise a child before they give you an Extra...” we all
nodded along, Jay rolling her eyes at it. Her mother tends to nag
her about this stuff daily anyway.

“I know where this is going,”
said Chloe warningly. “And your idea of ‘fun’ usually involves
things like putting up ‘sewage rerouted’ signs so we can go explore
‘restricted’ hallways. Uh-uh. I just got a promotion, and I don’t
want to do anything that’ll get me in trouble, thanks so much.”

“Aw, come on, babe,” I
protested. Sometimes, she’s a killjoy, and sometimes, she’s the
sensible voice of reason we need.

“I’m sure it won’t be that bad,”
Jay added quietly. “Hear him out.”

“Well,” Aiden admitted slyly, “I
have to show that I’m a responsible adult to get us child-rearing
privileges, but that’s after we’ve tied the knot. Until then, I can
still goof off a bit, and I wouldn’t mind getting in a few kicks
first.”

“Oh, god,” I said. “Sounds like
fun. I don’t know what it is, but I’m probably in.”

“Well I’m not, not until I know
what you’re up to, Aiden!”

“I say we do something at least
a little bit troublesome,” said Aiden, grinning.

Chloe rolled her eyes. “I got
that much.”

“What did you have in mind?”
asked Jay, cautious.

“Let’s hit up the Sunnyside
district and go wandering around in the houses.”

Chloe looked like she was going
to lose her shit. The city Up there was huge, and it seems like no
matter how much we scavenge, there’s always more. Still, Sunnyside
is farther out—of course, people have picked over the close
houses—and more to the point, Sunnyside is less...stable. Dust
there isn’t as hazard-thick as in some quarters, but it is damn
thick.

Even I chimed in. “Go Up there?
Are you insane?” After my recent encounters with Dust, I wasn’t
keen on going into a thick area.

“But it’s where the witch
is supposed to be!” That had come from Chloe. At that, we all gave
her the ‘are you
insane?’ look.

Aiden lifted his hands in
protest. “Oh, come on. It’s deserted. And there’s supposed to be
some Untouched houses.”

The possibility of fresh copper
made us all pause. If there were other precious things, untouched
wire, even seed packets, that would make it worthwhile. Not to
mention there would definitely be cards laying around—even more
easy money.

“Okay, but we’re going there
armed.” Chloe was firm.

“Duh, it’s regulation,” I
said.

“To the teeth,” she clarified,
looking edgy.

“If you’re scared, I can get
A-ma to make some charms,” offered Jay. Chloe gave her a nervous
smile.

“If you think it’ll help.” She
fingered her evil-eye bracelet, a blue glass bead bracelet that I’d
gotten her on her last birthday. The little black-and-white eyes on
the clear blue beads stared up at her peacefully, as though
wondering what she was so nervous about.

Tell the truth, I was nervous
too. Chloe might be playing with her bracelet and worrying about
‘the witch’, but seeing strange things in the tunnels had made me a
little more lenient towards her superstitious streak. “So, how are
we going to convince them that a bunch of barely-adults should be
allowed to run amok on the surface?”

“We could get official
permission to salvage,” suggested Jay. She’s good with plans and
paperwork, which is lucky, because handling us is like herding
cats. I admit I was slightly less happy about her efficiency that
day.

Aiden shrugged. “That kinda
takes the fun out of it though. Do we really have to? I was just
thinking of an afternoon out.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. This
afternoon? No way we can get permission to go right up this
afternoon,” I protested. “Especially on salvage.”

“Won’t know unless we try, will
we?” Aiden had his charming smile on. Having gone a few nights with
only a slight sense of disquiet in my dreams, rather than raging
nightmares, I couldn’t help softening.

“Unless you don’t want to make
back the price of our shopping trip,” murmured Chloe. I shot a look
at her. Sure, I’m careful with money, maybe too careful, but
guilting me about it wasn’t nice.

“Okay, fine,” I said. “I’m
totally in, ‘witch’ or not. Sounds like fun.”

Chloe looked twitchy when I
mentioned the witch, but gave Aiden a sharp smile.

For the sake of a little cash,
and boredom, we were going to wheedle our way into going Up. I want
to pretend I said it was a bad idea, but lure of dangerous fun and
extra money made me as gung-ho as everyone else.

“Okay, fine,” I said. “Let’s
blow this joint and get planning on the way to the registration
office.”

 


Aiden led the charge as we
headed back towards the registration office. Surrounded by their
excited chattering and planning, I felt unease sliding in despite
myself. You don’t forget several weeks’ worth of nightmares and
weird shit that Dust was directly implicated in just because money
might be involved. Against my better judgement, I followed along. I
suppose I was hoping to convince myself that it had all been a dumb
nightmare or a hallucination from inhaling too much Dust the one
time. Until now, Dust hadn’t really hurt people directly—as far as
I knew, at least—and it certainly hadn’t come down deep, closer to
us, on its own.

I was lost in my own thoughts as
I followed them, only catching fragments of the plan.

“Hey, Janelle, you still in
there? Knock knock?” Aiden had noticed my disquiet.

“Yeah, just antsy after
everything lately. Are you sure we can make this work? It’s short
notice.”

“And it’s a slack time,” said
Jay confidently. “We’ll be fine.”

Chloe passed me a mask as Jay
started to plan out loud. Get her talking about strategies and
paperwork and logistics, and it’s the one thing Jay won’t shut up
about.

“When did we walk by your
house?”

“Like, ten minutes ago? Wow, you
really weren’t paying any attention,” she answered, half to
herself. Chloe had decided the Plan Was Good, and even the threat
of a witch and dog-spiders wasn’t going to stop her.

I decided, stupidly, that
complaining wasn’t going to do me any good. Chloe had her family’s
spare masks for us to borrow, and they were good quality—everyone
has at least one spare set.

“I can tell you’re still
worried, Janelle,” said Jay, “but you won’t be alone. We’ll be with
you. And besides, you’ll have a tightsuit and a big fucking gun.”
An impish grin spread across her face.

The gun made me feel safer, but
I couldn’t help protesting again, futilely. “Oh come on, we’ve
spent most of our time around the training area and the Museum
entrance! If shit goes down—”

“...there are always rescue
squads at the ready. You know that. As long as someone’s around to
rescue you, what do you have to worry about?” Chloe frowned at
me.

“And we’ll never get permission
to go to Sunnyside! It’s for level 4-5s and we’re mostly what,
level 2s? Maybe two of us are level 3s?”

The expression on Aiden’s face
made me cut my own protests short. He had the sneaky look he gets
when he’s figured out a way around something. He exploits the hell
out of it as an orderly at the Extra kids’ temporary home, giving
the really lonely or badly injured kids way more cookies than
they’re supposed to get. Even when it’s for less altruistic
reasons, Aiden’s ability to dodge regulations via careful
misunderstanding is legendary. “Well, we could tell them we were
going to a level 2 area...”

There was a round of
silence.

“Okay,” I managed. “Let me swing
by home and I’ll get my inner seal suit.” Everyone else was
carrying theirs, and the amused looks at my utter failure to pay
attention were pretty well-deserved. I couldn’t help laughing at
myself.

“We’re already at your place,
you goose. Go grab it,” said Aiden, smiling.

“Oh, fine, for you,” I said, and
closed the door behind myself.

I dropped the shopping bag in my
room, not feeling inclined to put things away, apart from the
paltry remains of the three silver I’d dropped on our shopping.
Even the thought of it made me wince, but I tucked my money under
the bed and let it be. The money, at least, could wait until later,
but my friends were expecting me to get in and out of here as soon
as possible.

The suit was where it should be,
tucked into the emergency closet by the door. I wiggled into the
stretchy, rubbery fabric reluctantly. For all that, stupidly and in
spite of myself, I was looking forward to going Up, the suits suck
to wear. You boil in them, and they’re not exactly well-aerated—I
mean, as far as I understand it, the original suits were designed
for going underwater. I can’t imagine going to an ocean and
swimming around in them! The originals are rare, though, and
reserved for the Crows; a complex plant-resin rubber over a couple
of layers of fabric usually does the trick almost as well, and it’s
what all the rest of us have to use.

I re-emerged with the suit on
under my clothes, and a bag tucked under my arm. “C’mon, let’s go
see what kind of trouble we can find,” I said. My stitches have
healed up almost completely, but I’m still glad Dad wasn’t around
to scold me out of it.

 


By the point that we’d finished
the walking-around and preparing, and I was wearing my suit, going
Up didn’t seem nearly as scary. I hadn’t been suited up when I’d
run into Dust before, and with so much time away from it, the
effects had diminished pretty well. Even if it’s stubborn, Dust
never lasts long away from the surface. Sometimes, too, you can
even recover from its effects. Sometimes. Going out prepared, armed
and ready for seven kinds of hell, and surrounded by friends—well,
I’ll admit it, I was almost feeling cocky.

Besides, going Up as often as we
have—well, okay, several times in the last few years—is a mark of
bravery.

It’s not that people don’t go
Up, it’s that most people don’t want to. Going Up is for trained
professionals, people brave (or dumb) enough to go on an official
salvage with the Crows, or a last-measures resort for very special
occasions. Sure, everyone has to go Up at least once, to get their
Level 1s in case of emergency, but most people don’t after that.
It’s dangerous, it’s dark, and Dust isn’t exactly something you
want to spend time around, even if you’re armed to the teeth and
sealed tight to your asscrack in protection. So, of course, you go
Up when you’re at the end of your childhood—all of us had done that
a few years ago. After that, though, you can technically start
training to go Up more often. Just, it’s depressing and freaky. But
we liked it anyway.

As I’ve mentioned, I’ve enjoyed
going Up. It’s interesting and I like seeing the old technologies.
If I close my eyes, I can feel the space around me. Sometimes I
even take a minute and imagine the real wind, the trees—the
sunshine—not for long though. Up is not the place to be for
daydreams.

 


As we got to The Dock, it was as
impressive and formidable as ever. The deep underground parking
garage it was adapted from is one of the biggest open structures we
have.

As always, the main entrance
funneled us into the office outside, leaving room to glimpse the
grand parkade through its windows and doors, but preventing easy
access. I didn’t even have to look at Jay to know she was staring
hungrily at the firing range, linked by a bright orange door.

“So many toys,” she groaned. “So
little time.”

“Not until we do our paperwork,”
Chloe reminded her. Jay, because she’s Jay, perked up at that.

It was Aiden’s turn to groan.
“I’ll never understand how you can enjoy going through a firewall
of bureaucrats.”

Jay shrugged and didn’t answer,
apart from grinning.

“C’mon,” I said, eyeing up the
first reception desk. I winced inwardly when I saw Tonya.

She didn’t miss a beat; she may
look sedentary, but Tonya’s reaction time to people walking into
the offices is athletic.

Her broad, bread-loaf face
expressed placid boredom rather than ambient annoyance, so it
looked as though we’d caught her on the right day.

To get her to soften up, Jay
greeted her in Tagalog. The attractive rhythms of their fluid,
relaxed speech soothed my ears for a few moments as they exchanged
pleasantries. Jay shot us a wink, her rich brown eyes sparkling
with mischief.

“...and I’m glad your mother is
doing well,” finished Tonya, in English. “So, what can I do for
you?”

“Well, I’m not sure you know,”
said Aiden, letting himself gush for a change, “but Caleb and I are
getting married!”

“Congratulations,” said Tonya
lazily. She knew where it was going already, but she wasn’t getting
the forms for us to sign just yet.

“So, we were hoping to
take Aiden shopping for certain things this afternoon,” Chloe
chimed in, “but we just couldn’t find that special
something...”

“So, you want permission to go
Up.” Tonya’s face was impassive.

“Just sort of quickly,” I said.
“For the afternoon. We wanted to scrummage but…yeah.”

“In other words, you’d be doing
this anyway, but you’re asking my permission so you don’t end up in
Sols for punishment.” She crossed her arms. Uh-oh. I decided to try
honesty with a pinch of charm; Tonya’s the sort of person who
doesn’t care about my innocent, wide-eyed lying face.

“...Not even gonna lie, I think
you have the jist of it, Tonya,” I said.

Chloe cleared her throat and
didn’t look at me. If we got in trouble for saucing her, it wasn’t
going to be Chloe who supplied the pepper.

“Well,” started Jay soothingly,
“there’s also the matter of our required rotational hours in each
trade and area, and we can always use a few extra…”

“I think we can arrange
something, if you’re that bored,” said Tonya, with uncharacteristic
abruptness. Jay looked put off, expecting to have to wheedle more
and getting what she wanted before getting to use her diplomatic
expertise. Aiden seemed as to be relieved as I felt to be spared a
bure-y onslaught of verbal paperwork.

Looking boredly at a few papers,
Tonya made a note. “There’s a squad going up for a rotation this
afternoon. Una’s on it and there’s a couple other Rediscovery
Experts coming as well.”

Una. Nathu’s wife. That was
going to be a lot less fun than we’d expected. Our princeling’s
mate wasn’t known to be an unobservant type. And Crows, to boot,
with her. Crows are some of the scariest people in Underlighter
City as far as most of us are concerned—they deal with the gangers,
go Up for salvage missions more than anyone else...they’re what
you’d call ‘different’ people.

If Tonya was going to suck the
fun out of the afternoon on purpose, she couldn’t’ve done a better
job. There was no chance we were wandering far from the level 2
area at this rate.

“Can you show me that you all
have your gun use and proximity certifications up to date?”

“We all did our yearly update on
guns last month,” Jay said happily. If it was up to her, she’d
spend all of her time at the training centres or on the firing
range. She flipped out her tidy wallet and flashed the cardette,
and the rest of us rummaged and fumbled to get the chips out. Tonya
took each of them in term, looking bored, and scanned them. She
made a few notes in her papers and shooed us off while she mumbled
a few burey-coded bursts of speech on the phone. She shooed us away
for the call and turned her back, but I did catch the phrase,
‘annoying teenagers’.

We sat down to do the
paperwork—there were only a few forms, but every time you go up,
you have to sign a consent and take a brief and completely random
quiz on the hazards. We helped each other out with a couple of
particularly nasty multiple-choicers that only offered two equally
bad options, but in no time, the annoying part was done. Jay
bounced over to hand in the papers, and Tonya took them from her
hand, faster than a striking snake.

“Let’s see...Level 3...” (me)
“...Level 2 with extra medical...” (Aiden) “level 3...” (Jay) “And
level 2. Ms. De la Cruz, your permit is two days from expiry.
Normally, we don’t let people up when they’re within the five day
range of expiry.” Chloe swallowed.

“Does that mean she can’t come
with us?” Aiden used his special soft tone of voice, and looked
incredibly sad, as did Jay. I decided to do my best crestfallen
face to match them. Cute isn’t really my thing, but boy can I work
disappointment.

Looking at the three of us,
Tonya squinted for a moment, and finally, howled with laughter. It
wasn’t exactly the intended effect. Especially when she just kept
on giggling and snickering.

“Oh, fine,” she said, snickering
and wiping a few tears of amusement from the corner of her eyes. “I
haven’t seen anyone in here to go Up in at least a day, and you all
look so damn silly. I’ll get May to check your equipment and get
the outer-suits, and then you can go to the gun room.”

Jay let out a burst of grateful
Tagalog and Tonya shrugged, answering in English. “Just don’t do
anything stupid that’ll make me wish I changed my mind, okay? Have
a good afternoon.” She looked down at her paperwork, dismissing us.
At the green door of the inspection room, May was waving to us, and
there was an unseemly rush as our quartet went for her.

The green door swung open. “Hey,
kids! Let’s get you checked out.” She greeted us with a grin that
crinkled her almond eyes. She said something in Chinese to Jay, who
fumbled it in return, and May laughed.

“No need to be shy! You know the
drill. Come in, come in!”

Once the door to the office was
firmly shut, May relaxed. She doesn’t so much walk as bounce from
place to place on pure energy. Running her hands over our suits,
she declared them perfectly sealed. The mask inspections came next.
I hadn’t changed my filter in a while, but otherwise, she declared
us safe, and handed us the outer layers.

The slightly baggy outer layer
of the suits locked in the heat, but the masks, fortunately, were
coated in moisture-repellent stuff that kept them from fogging on
the inside. Chloe and Aiden were the only ones with long hair; I
keep mine short, and Jay is in a pixie cut phase right now. May
tied bandannas over our heads before clamping the skull-caps on,
and then, finally, let us put on the heavy masks, with their
built-in comms.

The world was dark and we looked
sinister, inhuman.

“You’re beautiful! C’mon, kids,
time to get your guns and get you Up there.” She bounded out of the
green door and towards the orange, and, like obedient Crow
fledgelings, we followed her. Jay looked unreasonably happy, and I
could understand just why, because I felt the same. All of us were
excited, forgetting our fears and eager to go explore the old,
mysterious world above us.

I won’t lie, one of the parts I
like best is getting a chance to carry my gun around. Generally it
stays in a case in the lockers here, and she’s nominally shared
property, but really, I see that baby as mine. A sweet little Smith
& Wesson M&P .38, with a 4 inch barrel: common as dirt,
back in the day, and still common now, but dammit, she’s a beauty.
May had taken me out to shoot rabbits and rats for target practice
in the tunnels. That alone had given me some serious respect for
what my S&W could do—that is, kill—but I liked the feel of it,
the weight of it at my hip. I’m far from helpless and I can throw a
punch pretty well, but wildcats and really big stray dogs like a
bit more convincing than a punch alone will offer. And I won’t lie,
I feel pretty cool carrying it.

My friends have their
preferences, too. Jay is meticulous and devoted to her Glock 38,
and Chloe has a dainty little S&W Model 64 with a pearly white
handle. Aiden hates guns and can barely be convinced to shoulder a
beat-down .22 shotgun.

“You should come back to the
range some time soon,” May urged us. “That back door doesn’t get
nearly enough use.”

Jay laughed. “We’re here every
other week as it is!”

“Yes, but it’s been a while,”
May wheedled. “And I know you’re all going to get rusty and forget
to exhale when you fire before you know it.”

“We’re not that bad,” Chloe
protested.

“No, but if you don’t practice,
you will be!”

“I’m sorry, May,” I said, my
voice sharper than intended. “I got attacked a while back and I
wasn’t exactly in fighting form. I wasn’t trying to stay away.”

The Crow in May, her
professional side, cut to the surface, and she dropped her usual
hyperbolic cuteness. “Are you sure you’re in good enough shape for
an expedition?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said,
annoyed. “Look. Sorry, I’ve just...” Chloe tucked an arm around me,
her attempt at comfort, but I felt possessed by her rather than
soothed. Through the suits, it just felt weird, not reassuring.

May’s face was covered by the
mask, but I knew her almond eyes were watching and analysing my
movements. After a long pause, she shook her head a little and
looked towards the door from the gun room to the elevators. The
blue door that would lead us to the firing range looked far more
comforting, and I contemplated talking Aiden into shooting a few
rather than going up. Still, the simple grey door that led through
the training gym beckoned. May opened it, leading us away from the
weights and esoteric bars and balances.

Our heavy footsteps echoed
martially in the concrete palace. The grim, sharp lines of the
old-fashioned concrete pillars and the angular silvery beams on the
roof were a reminder of a different time. Back then, being
underground had been the exception in life, not the rule. The
distant white box-room of elevators awaited us.

The ride up is always
nerve-wracking. I never get used to leaving my stomach behind when
the elevator surges towards the surface. The hum of electronics I’m
not allowed to look at, the twitchy feeling in my limbs, the
terrifying feeling that I’m leaving my home behind...these are the
things that scare me about going Up. And yet, they’re the feelings
I secretly crave, at times, because they always promise new and
strange wonders. Or at least, they did promise those feelings.

 


I wish I had known what kind of
wonders we were in for, this time. More soon...I need to take a
break from this. As I told you at the beginning, it went down days
ago, but I’m having to write it in parts. Should I have listened to
my instincts, at first? Maybe. Maybe not. More soon, that’ll help
me think about it.


9—June 8, 0048 P.D.

 


So. Like I said, I’m back.
Having to cram this in at lunch time—I never take my journal to
work!—feels so awkward, but I need as much personal space as I can
get, away from people. Back to my...adventures.

The elevator opened on the old
apartment lobby. It was a tall building, and one of the first to be
salvaged. I know the building well—it’s one of the main training
grounds—but it’s still creepy as hell. Being able to sense that
you’re far above the ground—above! Not below!—without being able to
see the distance, is terrifying. Some of the rooms are full of
Dust, and very dark; others were pretty well-sealed, and it’s
mostly confined to the outside.

Chloe was already hanging back
uneasily. The ambient level of Dust in here was low, but it was
still there—dimming our senses, deepening shadows, fading colours.
Ian, a brave soul, was sitting at a desk.

All of our masks were set to the
open channel automatically, rather than being dialed down to
‘local’ or ‘intimate’ range.

“Welcome,” Ian said, his voice
friendly. “Ready for your expedition?" I don’t think I’ve seen him
more than once or twice without his suit; he’s one of the most avid
Crows, living close to the surface.

“You bet they are,” said May.
“I’m going to head back down. Kids, sign your names on the form and
stay out of trouble. How long will you be?”

“No more than a couple of
hours,” I guessed. “Let’s say three.”

“With Una on rounds, you can bet
someone will be coming to check on you if you’re not back by then,”
Ian reminded us.

In spite of my standard-issue
protective gloves, skin-tight and slightly nobbly on the
fingertips, the pen slipped in my hand, left a shaking line in the
middle of my name. The others followed me, signed their names on
the lines. Our names on the paper seemed so tenuous and frail,
considering what they represented. A line on a page in thick,
gritty ink--the only thing tying me visibly to the world below,
proving that this was the last place I’d been seen. I decided not
to think about what would happen if I went missing, if the suit was
ripped, if I ended up stumbling around Up here...

“Good luck!” said May, returning
to the elevator.

Ian nodded us forward. There was
nothing to do but go into the world, and see what we could find.
Aiden moved ahead of me, leading the charge forward.

 


As we opened the apartment
doors, we found ourselves in a grey world. The light was somewhat
visible, here, in one of the thinnest areas. It wasn’t entirely
unlike the diffuse light during the evening cycle, but below, the
light doesn’t change like this. Patches of darkness swirled across
the sky, across buildings. Even without Dust crawling in my system,
the world was full of a moving, liquid blackness. Artificial light
and the light of the sun could shimmer through, faintly, but barely
enough to see by. I couldn’t see their faces through the masks, but
the way my friends straightened and slipped their hands to their
holster belts told me everything I needed to know about their
feelings.

The weird light and the
interfering Dust were thinner in higher places, matching the air.
As a level 1 zone, it was still relatively safe.

We dialed down to the ‘local’
frequency. The strangeness of the old world surrounded me. The big,
angular box houses were all empty, sinister-looking, and many were
covered in greenery. The wide streets covered in pavement—not
walls, but streets and roads! It always amazes me—were broken and
covered in plants and potholes. Thick grasses in front of the
houses and the enormous trees dominated. A few of the clumsy, boxy
cars they used to drive were still lining the streets, but they’d
more or less rusted into place.

Half lost kingdom, half forest
primeval. We followed the road. Its signs had rusted and been
replaced by our own. All of us knew “Elton Street” reasonably well,
but the marvel of the big, open world still hadn’t worn off.

“Let’s take Mercer to the
Old Uptown though 18th, and then we can ease
our way towards Sunnyside,” said Jay, interrupting my musings. “I
mean, 18th ave goes right into Sunnyside.”

“Sure,” I said. “You’re the
navigator.”

We all walked close together, in
a diamond-shaped formation. There were wild dog packs howling in
the distance, and the forest-neighbourhood was alive with birdsong
and insects. Their lives had continued uninterrupted—it was just
ours that had been stopped.

There was no sense in picking
through the houses around here—in spite of their rather decrepit
condition, they’d been combed finely. Not even a stray marble
remained, for the most part; even bones had been interred.

As we walked further down the
grassy road, things changed. The darkness was lower, the Dust,
thicker—there was less diffuse light, and our lanterns seemed to
throw off less illumination. Down below, in our homes, the dark was
never absolute—there’s always a candle or a light burning
somewhere, even if it’s only in the paintings of windows. With a
painted moon and LED studded stars to watch us, we could sleep
easily. Here, even awake, it was a different matter. The darkness
was alive.

It moved like water through the
streets, thick strands and pools of near-opaque blackness swirling
around us. Most of it was thick, greyish, foglike, but with a life
of its own. Shapes blurred and shimmered in the distance and in
shadowed-corners. There was still some sunlight in the sense that
the world had a faint glow, but not much. Dad and old movies have
given me an idea of ‘dusk’ and ‘twilight’, but this isn’t like
it—no stripey colours in the sky. Just murkiness, and shadows, and
strange angles where the lingering light and Dust play on
shapes.

Chloe was already shivering, and
I didn’t blame her. At this point, we were farther afield—out of
the Level 2 area, which is partly but not fully explored, and
heading towards the Level 3 zone. The murk was deepening, the
houses and greenery even more shadowed and twisted by the imperfect
light. The old people say our world above is one of endless night,
but it’s more than that. Night doesn’t move on its own, and night
doesn’t follow you around.

“I guess we should probably
start looking for things,” said Aiden. His voice was a little
wavery. This was supposed to be a Level 3 area, but the Dust levels
were higher than expected—closer to 4. I widened the range of my
‘Local’ signal. Luckily, Jay stepped in.

“Keep your comms open, people.
It’s better to say something you regret than getting Lost up here.
It looks like the Dust is thicker than we expected. I say we keep
this trip tight, and revert to proper protocol, over.”

“Agreed, over,” I said. Next to
me, Chloe was starting to cling, brushing my arm constantly. It was
annoying.

“Can we just go look at a house
and get it over with? Over.”

“Remind me, what are we looking
for exactly, Aiden? Over,” I added. I tried to keep my tone light,
but I could feel my palms tingling, beginning to sweat.

“Well, to be honest, I was
hoping for fancy artificial flowers, but anything nice—vases,
whatever, will do. Over.”

“Okay, I guess we should hit
them, over,” I replied.

“Which one should we do first?
Can we do the nice one with the door that’s still standing?
Over.”

“Chloe, we have to check it for
hazards first. Unless you want the roof for a hat, over,” snapped
Jay. It wasn’t like her to be sharp, not at all. A stealthy trickle
of fear down my spine made me pause. If Jay was already nervous,
this didn’t bode well.

Sunnyside had probably been
well-named a long time ago, but now, with its decrepit streets and
half-fallen-in houses, the name couldn’t have been more ironic.

Chloe mumbled something too
quickly to understand.

“Chloe, please speak clearly
when you’re on comm, over,” I said.

“I said watch out for the witch,
over,” she said. A high-pitched note cracked in her voice.

“Um, sure. That house over
there, the one Chloe picked out, over,” I said. If Chloe was
panicking, it was best to indulge her. I couldn’t decide whether to
worry or be annoyed. Feeling the reassuring, second-nature weight
of my foldie on my back and the strap of the holster, I forced
myself to calm down. I’d been out to these areas before, or close
to them, anyway.

The house Chloe had chosen was
more intact than the rest, with a big attached garage that had
diamond-paned windows on top. It was older in style, according to
what I remembered from school, but not ancient like some of the
smaller places. Half of those, more than half, were in awful shape
or had already been pillaged. That meant the walls would probably
be in awful shape, but if the mold hadn’t completely taken over and
if its original owners hadn’t returned to ransack it, it might be a
gold mine. You could never tell until you took the door down. There
were a few times in training for my Level 3 when we’d even found
ancient bodies, still, preserved, and picked clean to the bone,
lying peacefully in the houses.

Just then, Jay broke comm
protocol. “Hey! Look!” I turned, and in the grime on the street,
there was something glittering.

I knelt down and picked it up,
examining it through the dark lenses of the mask. “Looks like a
button. A nice one, too. Plastic. Not worth breaking protocol for,
over.” I handed it back to her. “That’d be nice for a sweater or a
brooch, over.”

Jay surveyed the ground closely
as she took a step or two closer to the house. I wondered what had
caught her attention this time.

“Sorry for breaking protocol,
but I found another one! Over.”

“Cool! Over.” She held it up, a
brassy thing this time, with a bit of plastic in its centre.

“Good start! How do you guys
feel about the garage? Over.” Aiden sounded hopeful, and I didn’t
blame him; it wasn’t every day you found things lying in the
street, in good condition.

I cleared my throat nervously
and decided, hell with it, I’d be honest with them. “I won’t lie,
guys, I have a weird feeling that we should just head back.
Over.”

I’d intended to make this
Aiden’s show, since it was his shopping trip, but I will admit that
being Up changes me. It’s the one place I’m willing to lead.
Normally I’ll say my bit, but I won’t disrupt the order of things.
When I’m Up, I feel calm.

Usually, anyway. Today, we were
all jittery. I couldn’t help cranking my neck around, watching for
hidden eyes.

“Neg, let’s stick around for a
bit, since we came all this way—over,” said Aiden. It was a
reasonable request, and I wondered if I was being silly.

“I know what you’re saying,
Aiden, but I don’t like this either and I’m going to flip my lid if
I have to stay out here much longer. Over,” said Chloe.

“Widen frequency range to open,
guys. We’re pushing the boundaries and I don’t want any accidents,
over,” I said decisively.

At this point, we’d been
standing still, in our diamond shape, backs towards each
other—there was a soft stirring in the grass, a faint breeze, but I
thought I heard something rustling as well.

“We haven’t got all day, guys.
We’ve been walking around for at least forty five minutes, over,”
said Aiden.

Chloe stuffed her gun back in
the holster and broke, running for the house.

“Chloe! What are you doing!
Over!”

She didn’t answer, but her breathing sounded harsh and
frightened.

I shook my head in frustration,
and did something stupid and logical—I ran after her.

 


Chloe isn’t the most athletic,
but I had no idea she could manage the sprinting she did that day.
She breezed past me and went for the house, throwing the door open.
I heard a series of thumps as she raced down the stairs.

“Chloe, wait! Come back up these
stairs right now, that’s an order! Over!” The comms crackled with
static. I heard whimpering and a shriek. There was no time to
think. “Jay, stop all salvage activity and cover the entrance.
Aiden, cover Jay and stay near the entrance of the house.
Over.”

“Copy that,” spat Aiden. “What’s
going down? Where the hell is Chloe? Jay, where are you going?
Over.”

“Aiden, pursue Jay and try to
bring her back here, copy that? Over.”

“Copy. This is such a disaster.
Over.” Silently, I agreed.

The house was dusty, and Dusty,
full of darkness and full of shadow. It was shockingly dry inside
for all that; it looked as though the windows and doors had rotted
far less than they should have. Our city, drier than many, had more
than a few such time capsules, and they were always worth their
weight in cards for the haul. I almost hesitated—the place was a
wealth of technological trinkets and knick-knacks. There would
definitely be some nice things for Aiden, and probably some
excellent opportunities to pillage. Lace doilies on the bureaus and
nice white table-cloths—people with disposable income and a sense
of class had lived here...

I shook my head and frowned at
myself. It was no time to be greedy. I couldn’t smell anything
besides the reek of my own sweat inside the suit—wasn’t supposed to
be able to. Why, then, did I smell blood?

“Chloe? Are you here? Copy?
Over,” I called. It’s hard to hear anything from outside when
you’re in a suit, but I could feel the silence.

There was a long pause, and
then, a crackle of static again.
“—kkkhhhhfff—Janelle?—kkkkccccffff—”

“Chloe? Do you copy? There’s
heavy static on your end. If you’re in a Dust rich area—”

“—kkkkkfffff—I’m—h
hhffff—help!”

I took a deep breath, feeling
the panic boil in my blood. There was no time for that. Where the
hell were Jay and Aiden? No time. One person at a time.

“Chloe, wherever you are, stay
put, I’m coming for you. I’m going to work my way through the
house. Over.”

There was no harm, so I took a
right and went through the living room and attached dining room,
looking for clues to where she might be. This area was
undisturbed—the pictures were still in place, the purple velvet
couches looked immaculate and unused. The colour looked familiar; I
looked away.

Then, around the corner, I saw
the gleam of razor-pointed teeth in a mouth that was too wide. I
had my gun in hands within a breath, and waited, listening. Only
silence.

The child-sized shape was
gone.

I shook my head. The place was
full of dark, and Dust was starting to press on the windows. There
was a small clock built into the corner of the mask, and I didn’t
like what I saw. Time was running strangely and far too fast.
Shaking my head, I kept walking.

The comm crackled again and I
glanced up the stairs. I could have sworn I’d seen something moving
in the corner of my eye again. That was it, the gun wasn’t going
back in the holster. “Jay and Aiden? Are you there? Do you copy?
There’s still no sign of Chloe, but I heard her screaming. I’m
currently searching for her, over.”

Cold fear washed over me as my
comm crackled. “Ffffff—kkkk—hhhh—emergency! Hhhrrr—kkkfff—”

Suddenly, the line cleared. “You
should go home, little girl,” said a faraway voice. It was soft as
silk and raw as rusty steel beneath, a growl beneath a purr.

“Who are you?” I demanded. There
was only silence, not even static. The house seemed empty.

 


The whole thing reminded me,
suddenly, of the dream I’d had from time to time as a kid. I
mentioned it before. It comes up when I get stressed out...it’s not
the only thing I’ve been afraid of, but it was a damn creepy dream.
You know the one. The guy in the purple velvet suit...the little
girl with blood on her teeth...this time, though, there was no
grown-up to come rescue me, just me, my heart pounding, here, in
this house, with my little gun and my girlfriend nowhere to be
found. And worse of all, I was still awake.

The thumping and screaming were
almost a relief. I was sure, this time; it was coming from the
basement. Circling back around and ignoring the old blood stains on
the floor, I finally found a set of stairs down, leading from the
kitchen to a den on a lower level. What was with this house? It
seemed not only to be bigger on the inside, I could have sworn I’d
just gone in a circle.

Still, there was no time to
think. My comm came to life.

“Janelle, help! Please! Oh god,
they’re everywhere!”

Without another thought, I
sprinted down the stairs.
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I kept my back to the wall as I rounded the
corner. It was dark, dark as only a place no one has seen in years
can be. I crossed the door, leaning against it rather than just
running down the steps. I needed to think, even with my blood
pounding and my heart in my throat; I needed to overcome this
panic. I took a few deep breaths.

The garage door was right across to me. So
close. I took a deep breath and leaned to the door. It opened
without my help, and I saw a small white child’s hand, covered in
blood. It reached for me.

I didn’t have to think about it; I fired.
There was a scream, and it wasn’t very human. I was too busy
tearing the door to the garage open and slamming it again to look
at what, or who, was screaming. I knew one thing, though, it hadn’t
been Chloe.

There was a door leading outside in the left
, east corner of the garage. The garage was empty, lucky for me,
just two carcasses of vehicles. Well, not empty enough—something
skittered across the floor, then several more somethings.

“Janelle, help!” that was definitely Chloe.
No time to worry about whatever was in the garage.

I threw myself at the outer door, unlocked
it, and tore it open. I could tell there was going to be a bruise
on that shoulder, because I had taken the stairs down with too much
momentum, but there was no time to worry about a little scuff mark
now. Adrenalin ripped through my system.

It was a good thing, too, because when I
opened the door, I was surrounded by a dozen chittering,
eight-legged monstrosities that were much larger than anything I’d
seen yet. Their yellow teeth were snapping and their dead blue eyes
stared at me hungrily out of doggy skulls.

I kicked two out of the way, hard, and felt
the bones snap rather than hearing them. The door to the garage was
still open; I hadn’t had time to shut it before rushing out. Based
on the things moving in the shadows, and the darkness drawing
closer around us, that was going to be a very bad mistake.

Worrying about any of that was impossible,
though. Chloe was in the middle of the lawn and the spiders were
worrying her, snapping at her limbs and trying to chew through the
suit. And oh, she was screaming.

Kicking and picking the spiders up bodily,
throwing them out of the way, I ran to her. Her suit integrity was
breached, which was already bad, and there was blood on it, which
was worse. That didn’t stop me from yanking her up by the arm
almost hard enough to dislocate it.

I had my comm on open frequency, but I
cranked it up and flicked the emergency switch for maximum range.
“Requesting support! We have an emergency! Repeat! We have an
emergency! Hostile animals! If anyone can hear us, we are on 15th
and 23rd in Sunnyside and require backup! Repeat, we’re two blocks
down from the old fire station, at 15th Ave and 23rd St in
Sunnyside, over!”

Thankfully, the comm screamed good news into
my ear. “ Copy that, Janelle! We’re coming! Over!”

“Copy, Aiden! Do you have Jay? Over!” I shot
at a couple of the dog spiders and got in front of Chloe, who was
still screaming and panicking. I couldn’t see her face, but I knew
she was upset. Reaching over, I forcibly dialed down her range to
‘local’.

“Yes! Long story! Is Chloe okay? I thought I
heard screaming, and lots of it, over.”

“Affirmative! We have a situation and there’s
no time to talk! Just get your asses to the front lawn of the
house! Over!”

“Copy that!” Jay’s voice. I breathed a sigh
of relief.

The dog spiders were advancing on us, and the
dark shapes moving in the garage were breaking into pieces. More
spiders, or worse? Turning and running was risky; they were moving
in packs, and all it would take was a fumble to ensure that Chloe
or I would go down and not get up again. Besides, she wasn’t in
condition to run. I grabbed her by the back of the suit and dragged
her with me, slowly backing towards the street. The dogspiders were
following and advancing.

“Kick them, stupid!” I screamed at her. “Kick
at them! Over!”

She was screaming and crying like a child, and I couldn’t blame
her.

Suddenly, a cool, brisk voice cut into my
comm. “Crow unit 1 copies you. Una Biazotto here. We have your
location, and we’re coming in. Hold them off. Over.”

The tiny fraction of my brain that could
still think was trying to decide whether I should be more
frightened of Una or of the spider-dogs. Since their sharp teeth
were closest to my ankles, and trying to close on my hob-nailed
leather boots, I decided to deal with them first. Una’s teeth, I
could handle later.

“We’re here!” Aiden and Jay burst on from the
side, guns at the ready. There were more spiders than ever and they
were going for us, trying to crawl up my legs, onto Chloe.

I was glad, once again, for my little Smith
&Wesson .38. I had at least 15-20 cartridges in the holster’s
pouch and four shots loaded. I popped off at least two with a full
round of shots, Jay’s Glock took care of a few more. Chloe was
still too panicky to draw. I managed to knock off another, but my
hands were starting to shake. Watching the way they moved, the
unnatural shape of their limbs…it was hard to keep the others
focused.

Chloe’s shrieking through the com was
unbearable. I lost my temper and whipped my head around to look at
Aiden and Jay.

“Don’t just stand there! Throw some fucking
rocks at the fuckers! Shoot! Over!”

Funny how telling people what to do helps so
much when they freeze. Aiden was the first one on it, fumbling for
the nearest heavy object and chucking it to Chloe’s left. It landed
between two spiders, crushing the abdomen of one. The dog-spider
let out a terrible clicking, stridulant yelp, a kind of rasping
chitter of fear that I could hear clearly through the mask.
Apparently, rocks scared them more than guns.

The comm snapped on. Men’s voices this time,
the first, even-toned and competent. “Chang Ho here. We’re on our
way. Confirm your position, over.”

“We have a situation! Please send backup!
We’re two blocks down from the old fire station, at 15th Ave and
23rd St in Sunnyside, over!”

“Confirm 15th Ave and 23rd as current
location, over?”

A different voice cut in. “Confirmed, over!
Be prepared to shoot, over!”

It was a full ten blocks and our little chat
had taken at least a minute. I prayed they’d be here soon, because
the dog spiders just kept coming. Dozens of tiny yellow fangs
snapped at us and the air was full of evil, shrill chirps and
yelps. Aiden was throwing things with good accuracy and Jay was
picking them off carefully; I was doing my best to keep up with
them. The way they were going for Chloe and then coming forward,
dodging toward us, rather than skittering off, was eerie. Pack
animals run when they’ve lost too many members, but the little
horrors just kept coming. Darkness was all around us, the lanterns
on our masks’ foreheads only just cutting through it.

I noticed that I was out of bullets. Please,
I thought. Just a few more shots.

And then, suddenly, I found just a few more.
They must have rolled deeper into my pouch, or something. No time
to think, only to reload and only to fire.

The ground was spattered with dark blood,
crunching wetly underfoot. The armour on the dog-spiders and their
dexterity made them hard to hit, but when bullets met their dry
little skulls, the wet cracking sounds never failed to satisfying.
The lamps were doing an okay job of giving us illumination, but if
the Dust thickened any more, we would lose that very quickly. And
shooting blind…I didn’t have time to think about it. It was hard
enough taking proximity statuses, yelling at Aiden and Jay to keep
them from freezing, and trying to kick, stomp, and shoot my way to
Chloe without getting a good suit breach to slow me down.

Then, the cavalry arrived. Their dark, sleek
suits were lit with surface LEDs and their masks weren’t the clumsy
filter-and-centre-lamp designs the rest of us had—smaller, lighter,
sleeker things I’d never seen before. Chang walked over and without
a word, hefted Chloe in his arms. He set her down several feet
away. I glanced over my shoulder and backed towards them, firing at
a few and kicking as I walked, just for good measure. Una unslung
an AK-47 from her back in a swift, fluid motion, and turned into
Death herself.

Our crappy little pistols were nothing
compared to hers for power. Hunter, the other person, covered her
back while Chang provided support. Jay faced outwards to the
street, keeping watch, while Aiden got to his knees. He was the one
with the first aid kit, and based on the amount of blood on Chloe,
it was a good thing we had him. Some of that was definitely
hers.

I couldn’t look at her while Una was firing.
In minutes, the place was painted in blood and covered in crackling
shells. The rest was silence. No wild dogs, no birds.

Una finally turned around, and her body
language gave none of her feelings away.

“Permission to speak freely,” she said.
“Protocol released.”

“Thanks,” I managed to rasp.

“Let’s get you back to the apartments,” she
said, her voice surprisingly gentle. “The Dust is coming, and you
don’t want it to get any darker. Are any of you others
injured?”

“I won’t know until I get my suit off,” I
answered. “Aiden? Jay?”

“I...let’s just get back.”

 


It was a long, grim walk. Chloe wouldn’t let
go of my hand the whole way back. Ian took one look at us as we
were approaching the glass entrance and just flung open the
elevator doors. We walked straight through and down, the dark and
the Dust at our backs. Even when we were safe inside and had left
the night behind, she shook until we got below the surface. The
minute we were back in the elevator, she let out a big old sigh of
relief, and then, the tears started again. I couldn’t see Una’s
face through the mask, but her stiff body posture told me she
didn’t approve of Chloe’s crying.

I’m going to say something that is going to
make me sound like the most horrible person ever born. There were a
couple of minutes, during her hysterics, in which I’d wished I’d
left her out there. It wouldn’t have been so bad except that she
was still screaming and crying the whole way down the elevator. The
rest of us were dead silent.

When we poured into the separate docking
room, Una brusquely threw all of us in the direction of the
showers, right next to the opening of the elevators. She and Chang
and Hunter were completely untouched, but our suits were in bad
shape. Not for long, though.

Hunter, a beautiful dark-skinned person who
was so Between I couldn’t tell xis gender, took care of Aiden and
Jay, getting them out of their suits and masks faster than I
thought possible. We all had underwear on underneath, of course,
but if Hunter had been any less gentle, it would have been
humiliating. Chang, a gentle and surprisingly young guy, handled
Chloe. I wondered if I should feel jealous as I watched him remove
her suit and peel her inner layer off, but there was nothing erotic
about her. I could see that she’d pissed herself from the yellow
patch on her white underwear, and felt a mix of sympathy and
disgust.
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