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Chapter 01: Dawn
 

Susan slowed as she approached the final curve on the grand staircase, catching her breath. She knew Charlie would be up there, sitting in the cafeteria in the pre-dawn hours, watching the wall-screen, waiting for sunrise.
With her hand running gently along the smooth, worn metal railing, she took the steps one at a time, pushing off with the accustomed gait of a porter. Her thighs had a natural rhythm honed from almost eighteen months shadowing a senior porter up and down thousands of stairs. Her calves were toned and tight. She’d learned how to take the steps with a gentle spring, giving her muscles a micro-pause, something the mechanics never seemed to master even though they had the longest haul up through almost a hundred and fifty levels within the underground silo.
Her eyes cast over her shoulder for a moment.
Beside her, the Great Fall opened out, a void plunging through the center of their subterranean world. For her, it was a waste of space, but the view was impressive. With the night lights inside the shaft still waiting for the automated switch to trigger the day, shadows fell into the darkness. She had to admit, the helical staircase was beautiful at this time of the morning, winding around the Great Fall, peeling off on the various landings, revealing the illusion of an ever tightening corkscrew as it faded beneath her. Some days, the seemingly never-ending turns felt oppressive, as though they were tightening around her, constricting her, but in the quiet of the early morning, the swirling staircase had a beauty she found intoxicating. With the sound of soft, rhythmic foot falls somewhere several levels below, the stairs seemed to be alive with a heartbeat of their own. Once the day unfolded, though, the cacophony of voices and boots, the smell of sweat and grease would once again transform the flower-like beauty of the stairs into the crunching, grinding gears of a giant machine.
She always enjoyed this final curve of the stairs leading to the cafeteria, the sheriff's office and the airlock. It sounded corny, and she didn't mean it literally, but there was something magical about seeing the grand staircase come to an end. She realized most people looked down, watching their weary boots trudge up one final flight, but her eyes cast up at the majestic dome spread out above the fall, a cap placed over the top of the great shaft. Like the spokes of a wheel, golden bars radiated out from a spike in the center of the dome, reaching down to the rim that surrounded the Great Fall. They were set on a dull blue background, something that had faded with time but was clearly a reminder of how the sky had once appeared.
Susan had never seen a blue sky, but like all the other kids growing up, she’d drawn pictures of green meadows and cotton candy clouds drifting through a warm, blue sky. She wasn’t sure if it was instinctive or whether her younger class simply copied the drawings of their elders, but greens and blues were the colors everyone loved when scratching away with recycled crayons. Those pictures were a distant memory now, but the dome was a gentle reminder that once the world had held life.
As far as she knew, the dome was the only thing within the silo that had been designed with aesthetics in mind. Everything else was functional, and brutally so. The concrete was austere, rough and coarse, lacking any finish. The stairs held worn tread marks, and meticulous spacing, so much so one could march unthinkingly on with barely a thought to the next step. Even their apartments were bare. Susan’s mother had done all she could to give their concrete shell a sense of home, but the smallest splash of color cost more chits than they could afford. The dome, though, gave Susan hope that there was something beyond the Great Fall into darkness below.
Susan loved the last step. There was something strangely satisfying about that last metal step passing underfoot. She felt as though she had conquered the mighty silo beneath.
She walked into the open court leading to the cafeteria. A couple of cooks were talking, working away in a well-lit section of the distant kitchen.
Charlie had his back to her. In the dim light, his silhouette was apparent against the vast wall-screen. There was a light on in the sheriff’s office. Next to that lay the imposing vault of the airlock, sealed by a three-foot thick metal door. The door was made from steel plates and must have weighed a ton, being meticulously set on massive steel hinges set into a bulky metal frame. Other sections of the silo might decay and fall into disrepair, but that mighty door was built to last a thousand years.
Susan tiptoed, trying to hide the squeak of her boots on the marble floor.
Charlie had stacked three pots upside down on the table in front of him, the largest at the bottom. He’d positioned a plastic breadboard on top, with two forks stuck at each end and a piece of glass taped between them. From the shape, it looked as though the glass had been taken from a pair of reading glasses. What on earth was he looking at? He squinted as he peered through the prongs, staring at the wall screen.
Susan slipped her hands over his eyes, saying,
“Surprise.”
She could feel his cheeks rise as he smiled. She kissed him on the side of the neck.
“I thought I’d find you up here.”
Charlie turned to face her, saying,
“Morning, Susan.”
Susan sat on the bench-seat next to him. The sheet metal was cold to touch.
“What’s this?”
she asked.
“It’s not what you think.”
“At the moment,”
she said, trying not to laugh.
“I’m not sure what to think. Are you inventing some kind of exotic new cooking style?”
“It’s for observing the stars,”
Charlie confessed.
“The stars! You know what Mac thinks of that. If he catches you up here looking at the stars he’ll get you posted to the Mids, or worse, Down Deep.”
Charlie slid to one side on the bench seat, gesturing for her to take a look.
“Don’t bump anything. It’s aligned perfectly.”
Charlie shifted over, making plenty of room for her. She pulled her dark brunette hair back, tucking it behind her ears as she closed one eye and peered through the prongs of the closest fork. The chopping board had been set on a slight angle, and she dared not touch it in case it slipped off its precarious perch.
“You are such a weirdo,”
she said.
“What am I looking at?”
For his part, Charlie laughed. He was looking sideways, across in front of her at the clock hanging above the cafeteria serving line.
“Look in the center, line up the two forks and look right through the middle. Make sure you’ve lined yourself up so you can see through the top of the prongs.”
“I still don’t know what I’m supposed to be looking for. There’s no stars.”
Charlie rested his hand gently on her shoulder, saying,
“Keep looking. Be aware of your peripheral vision on either side. Tell me, what you can see?”
“Ah, the board and the forks are obscuring most of my view. I can’t see anything other than clouds.”
“Wait for it,”
Charlie replied.
“And ... Now!”
“Oh,”
Susan said, her voice dropping. A star appeared between the prongs of the forks. In the low light, the star looked beautiful. There was a slight twinkle, something she’d never noticed before, making the star appear as though it were a diamond.
“How did you ...”
“Three minutes and fifty six seconds,”
Charlie said, writing something on a scrap of paper beside him. He ignored her. She doubted it was intentional, he was clearly excited.
Susan sat back. Her hair had slipped forward, falling over the side of her face. She swept her hair back behind her ears again. This time she pulled a small band from her pocket and pulled her hair into a ponytail, listening as Charlie spoke.
“I’m not sure if the flicker is real or just an artifact of the screen's resolution, but the stars seem to sparkle.”
“Beautiful,”
she said, taking another look. Susan felt clumsy, and had meant to utter a coherent sentence rather than just one word, but she really was astonished by the sight before her. She never thought she'd see anything on that accursed screen that she could call beautiful.
“They move, Sue. And it’s not random. It’s by the same amount every day. All the stars move by the same amount. It’s as though they’re all somehow connected, and yet I don't think they are. I suspect this is an illusion based on our limited perspective.”
Susan didn’t know what to make of his comment. She looked down at the metal table. Scratches and bumps marred its surface, revealing generations of use. Susan doubted anyone else had ever looked at the stars from this table in quite the same way before.
“I’ve got to get this back in the kitchen before the morning service starts or Chef James will get cranky.”
Charlie pulled the forks out of the board and started dismantling his tower of pots. Susan could see deliberate scratches etched into the table where he’d lined up his experiment from one day to the next.
“Does Chef James know about these?”
she asked, her fingers running along the circular etching.
“Shhh. They’re needed to ensure precision.”
“If you get busted,”
she said, unable to complete her sentence, not wanting to think about what could happen.
“You know how dangerous it is to question. Questions lead to doubts, doubts lead to the airlock.”
“You worry too much,”
he replied.
“And you quote too much from the Order.”
Charlie tucked his charcoal pencil into his coveralls, carefully folding the scrap of paper as he slipped it into his shirt pocket. Susan helped him carry the pots back into the kitchen.
They both grabbed a cup of hot water and added some dried fruit: slices of apple, a few raisins and a shriveled apricot. It took a few minutes for the flavor to infuse with the water and form a natural tea, so they walked back to the table and sat down again, looking quietly at the floor-to-ceiling wall-screen.
Light broke over the hills. The dark, moody sky, with its patchy clouds gave way to pink and red hues. For a moment, the sky was almost beautiful. Within minutes, the sickly yellow tint of the day became apparent, reminding her of the toxic world in which they lived. The hills were lifeless. In the distance, the crumbling remains of several towers still stood, jagged and broken, empty silos that had once risen almost a thousand feet above the ground. Dust kicked along the edge of the hill. What had looked like rocks in the soft light resolved into the unmistakable form of bodies lying on the hillside.
Although she didn't know precisely where the silo lay, she understood it sat in a deep depression in the ground, almost as though it lay at the bottom of one of the salad bowls they shared on the cafeteria tables. The smooth, curved hillside had a sense of manufactured consistency. Neither she nor Charlie knew who built the silo, but it was clear they had shaped everything about their subterranean enclosure, including the view of the outside world. Those dead bodies represented the futility of change. No one had ever made it over the top of that steep incline even though it was probably only a distance of a hundred yards, and a climb of roughly fifty feet. Being a porter, Susan could have taken that hill without getting out of breath had it not been for the poisons and toxic chemicals that swirled through the air.
Susan sighed, not wanting to say what she was thinking.
“I’m not like him,”
Charlie said, apparently reading her mind.
“I know,”
she replied, taking the crook of his arm gently, wanting to communicate with more than words, hoping her soft touch would speak of her hope for a good life within the silo.
“I won’t end up like that.”
Susan swallowed. She wanted to say, I know, but the words wouldn’t form on her dry lips. She sipped at her tea.
“Why do you come here every morning?”
she asked, wanting to change the subject.
“Can’t sleep, I guess,”
Charlie replied.
“Especially before a cleaning.”
Susan’s eyes dropped.
“It’s OK,”
Charlie said, turning and looking at her.
“I don’t think of going outside. I don’t want to climb that hill.”
“Then why look?”
she asked.
“Because this is the only way we can learn. This is all we have, this one glimmer of a world beyond ours. I need to know. I need to learn. I cannot be content digging holes in the ground. I cannot spend my life looking down. I have to look up.”
“Dirt farming is honorable,”
she said, instinctively knowing what he was referring to.
“And, and ... you could do anything you want. You’re smart, you’re intelligent. Everyone knows that, there’s plenty of casters that would take you as a shadow. You could even get into IT if you wanted.”
Charlie shook his head,
“I couldn't turn my back on my family. To most, death is tragic, but to me, its renewal, the chance to turn more soil, to see tomatoes grow, to ensure the next season’s cucumbers will be plump and juicy. No one wants to think about it, but we’ll all end up there one day. Soon or later everyone does. It’s only those that clean that have a chance to break the cycle.”
“Don’t say that,”
she remonstrated, looking around. The main lights flickered. People were starting to mill around the lobby in front of the cafeteria, waiting for breakfast to be served. Susan sipped at her tea. She couldn’t eat, not when a young man in a prison cell barely thirty feet away was about to be sent to his death cleaning outside the silo.
“It’s why my father went out,”
Charlie continued.
“He couldn’t stand the thought of his son burying him with the worms. At least out there he has a memorial. In the Mids they say, life in the shadows only ever extends two casters deep, that no one will remember us beyond that, but he’ll be out there for hundreds of years. Out there, there’s no time, no rot, no decay, just the shriveled, dry, empty husk of what once had been alive. Out there, he has a helmet for a tombstone and a pair of boots to mark his grave.”
Susan was silent. She didn’t know what to say. She could see tears in his eyes.
“They say you see paradise in those final few minutes,”
Charlie continued.
“I don’t know how anyone knows that, but the old timers say that’s why they clean, that the cleaners go crazy outside the airlock. Maybe it’s something in the air supply, but they’re always happy to clean.”
Susan nodded. For Charlie, there were no taboos. After recycling bodies in the dirt farm, what was there that could shock him?
“You think he was happy?”
she asked.
“Yes.”
“Is that why you stare at the screen?”
“Yes. For me, it would be sad not to look. To look away would be a wrong, a sign of cowardice.”
Charlie paused. She could see he was thinking about his words, picking them with the precision of a mender working with a needle and thread. He wiped away his tears.
“This is our only window into the world, Sue. There is so much we can learn if we take the time to look.”
Susan looked at the quiet screen. All she saw was the tragedy of death. The shattered frames of distant buildings filled her with despair. Dead bodies littered the hillside, leaving a dire warning not to mistake the cruelty of the world inside their concrete walls as any different from the poison outside: no one cleaned without being sent.
Susan didn't know who first came up with the idea of cleaning, but it carried far more weight than the physical act. There was something primal and cathartic about the sins of many being borne by one. That the condemned would always clean struck her as counterintuitive, almost pathetic. Why would someone help a society that shunned them and sent them to their death? To her mind, those scraps of steel wool cleaned away far more than the grit clinging to the aging camera lens, they seemed to clean the hearts of those left behind.
“You see the way the dust sits low,”
Charlie said, sweeping his hand across in front of her. She hadn’t noticed before, but he was right. The sickly yellow tinge was heaviest low down, forming a band across the lower portion of the screen, slowly lightening as it reached higher. Death’s grasp was strongest down low. Most of the bodies lay low on the hill, only a few had reached the upper slopes. No one had made it over the brow.
“Look at their suits,”
Charlie said.
The bodies lower on the hill were partially exposed to the elements. Moonlight glistened off their silver oxygen cylinders. Sections of their suits had either collapsed or been torn by the wind, but those that fell higher seemed more intact.
“Some of the oldest cleaners are highest on the ridge,”
Charlie added.
“They should be the worst, the most worn. They get more of the sun, they’re more exposed to the winds, but they look almost fresh.”
“I don’t understand,”
Susan confessed.
“It means, whatever it is that has ravaged our world, it’s heavier than air, sitting low in the valleys, hard up against our silo.”
Susan was silent, her mind awash with the realization that their haven was so precariously positioned, that some malevolent poison waited beyond the lock, wanting to get in and kill them all.
Charlie turned around, sitting up on the table with his back to the screen and his feet on the bench. He was bucking the system, but that’s what she liked about him. He wasn’t afraid to push back against silly edicts, she only hoped it didn’t escalate. She looked over at one of the waiters frowning in disapproval. Today, though, with a cleaning about to start, they had bigger challenges to deal with other than a mildly rebellious teenager.
Susan turned away from the waiter and sat next to Charlie on the table. She felt outrageously defiant, as though she’d defied the most sacred sections of the Order. There was nothing in the Order about sitting on tables, but you wouldn’t know it the way most of the old timers acted. For Charlie, though, defiance was natural.
“Every time I come here, I learn more,”
Charlie said, clearly still thinking about the screen behind him. He may not have been staring at it, but it was still there in the forefront of his mind.
“There’s always something to observe, something to think about, something to learn.”
“You don’t worry about the rules, do you?”
she asked rhetorically.
“Rules are made to be broken.”
Susan felt almost giddy with his casual defiance.
“You’ve got to be careful,”
she said, feeling as though she were discussing some secret conspiracy. All she was doing was sitting on a table, but even this small act felt strangely liberating.
“Rules are a feeble attempt at enforcing unity.”
“Rules give us life,”
she said, reciting a line she’d heard from the Order.
“Without them, anarchy would destroy us.”
“Would it?”
he asked.
“Selfishness might destroy us, but not lawlessness. And selfishness is always there. Selfishness reigns whether there are rules or not. The only reason for rules is to suppress our selfish nature. Freedom allows us to surpass that nature, allowing us to be better than ourselves, to stop being selfish. We don’t need rules. We need choice.”
“Don’t,”
she said, batting playfully at his hand.
“Such talk will see you in a suit. You need to be more wise with your words.”
“Ah,”
he replied, putting his hands around her waist and kissing her on the cheek.
“What I need is you to keep me grounded.”



Chapter 02: Cleaning
 

There was a commotion over by the sheriff’s office.
A woman cried out, screaming,
“No, please. He didn’t mean any harm. Please.”
A couple of the deputies held her away from the office door, pulling her back.
“Mercy,”
she cried, her voice echoing in the vast chamber surrounding the cafeteria. Although there were now almost a hundred people gathered there, silence fell over the crowd.
“Please, he’s my only son.”
Mayor Johns was there, as was Sheriff Cann. Hammond was the head of IT. Both the mayor and the sheriff looked approachable, Hammond looked perpetually angry.
Sheriff Cann had short cropped silver hair, betraying his age, while Mayor Johns could have been his wife. She wasn't, but they had worked together for so long they looked like a couple and would even complete each other's sentences from time to time.
Hammond stroked his long, straggly beard as he spoke with Johns and Cann. Hammond always struck Susan as peculiar. His long, grey hair looked in need of a cut, while his beard was matted and coarse. His eyebrows were dark and bushy, whereas the rest of his hair had softened and gracefully turned gray with age, his eyebrows remained as defiantly black as his eyes.
The deputies were trying to calm the woman pleading with the mayor, they succeeded in softening her cries. Susan could see her whimpering, burying her head in the shoulder of one of the deputies. Sheriff Cann limped over to the woman, putting his hand on her shoulder and whispering something to her. Susan couldn’t begin to think what he could say that would comfort her: Hammond and Johns were the judges, Cann was the executioner. What could possibly soothe her soul? From what Susan could see, the woman seemed resigned to her son’s fate.
“Who is she? Where is she from?”
Susan asked Charlie.
Under his breath, Charlie replied saying,
“She’s from the Mids. Her son was in IT. They say he was caught tampering with the lottery. Funny thing is, though, he’s not married, so why would he want a child? Who would he give his lottery ticket too? Barney knew him. He said he was a nice guy.”
Susan caught sight of Barney across the crowded room. The three of them had been friends in school, but ever since they’d begun shadowing, they’d grown distant, far beyond the physical levels that separated them. Susan had dated Barney before he moved into IT. They'd never really broken up, they just drifted apart from each other. Barney always had a flare for electronics.
Charlie waved, but didn’t call out. Somehow, Barney saw them through the crowd. He made his way over to where they were sitting on the edge of the table.
With his hair in a mop, swept stylishly over one eye, Barney didn’t look like a candidate to shadow the head of IT, but his father, James, had connections. James and Hammond played poker together. Although gambling was illegal, the odd wager between old friends was seen as passing chits back and forth. Recycling was the term Susan had heard. Anyone else that joined them for a few hands tended to come away poorer for the experience, much to the delight of the two old timers.
Barney brushed his hair back with one hand, flicking his head characteristically to one side. He should just cut his hair, Susan thought, but sometimes men could be strange about things like fashion, especially boys that wanted to be men. For some reason, he thought his hair defined him, perhaps it was that he thought it made him look cool. Susan thought it made him look effeminate, but she’d never say that to him, even when they were dating. Outwardly, he blustered through the classic macho image within the silo.
“Come up for the cleaning?”
Charlie asked.
“Wasn’t planning to,”
Barney replied, smiling at Susan.
“Hammond called me up. He needed me to bring Xavier’s reading glasses.”
Barney's eyes lingered on Susan, only for a fraction of a second, but long enough to suggest he still felt something for her, which made her feel awkward.
“His glasses?”
Charlie replied, grabbing Barney's attention.
Susan was glad for the distraction. She sat her hand on Charlie's thigh, subconsciously sending a non-verbal message back to Barney. She was happy with Charlie. Funny thing was, in that moment she became aware of how her fleeting decisions, choices made on a whim, helped shape her future. How could anyone make decisions of a future that was sight-unseen? How could you decide a future with someone that would never reveal itself until it was too late? Her mother had talked to her about this, trying to steer her away from Charlie. Her mother would have been quite happy with Barney as a son-in-law, and Susan wondered if that prejudiced her feelings toward him, giving her a subtle means of rebelling against her Mom. All that emotion was wrapped up in the soft, tender touch of her fingers on Charlie's coveralls. Charlie didn't notice. Neither did Barney apparently, as he continued speaking without skipping a beat.
“Yeah, I guess they’re going to send him out to clean with his glasses on.”
“But why?”
Charlie asked.
“That doesn’t make sense. What would he need to read out there?”
“I dunno,”
Barney replied.
“Perhaps he’s gonna need them to clean the camera lens?”
“It’s a waste of good glass,”
Charlie said.
“The entire process is stupid. We throw our best tech out there just to clean a lens. There has to be a better way, some other way of maintaining the camera.”
“I hear you, buddy,”
Barney replied.
“I did a stint on suit building a couple of months back. There's some serious work in putting those things together. It's a shame to see it all gone in barely five minutes.”
“Barney,”
Hammond called out, waving with his hand to his charge.
“Gotta go.”
Susan looked at Charlie, saying,
“Can you imagine having Hammond as your caster? I don’t know if you’d ever step out of the shadows.”
Charlie nodded in agreement, saying,
“Yeah, tough gig.”
They watched as Barney handed the glasses to Hammond who presented them to Sheriff Cann as though he were giving him a key or some other item of value, like a watch or a necklace. The sheriff hobbled to one side on his bad leg, returning to his office. Mayor Johns stepped up onto a small dais and walked up to a microphone. The crowd had swelled to several hundred people. There were no kids. The adults present all looked stone-faced, as though it were one of their kin being sent to clean. In some ways it was, given the close-knit community within the silo.
Susan hadn’t really thought about it before, but there had to be several thousand people in the silo. This small gathering represented just a fraction of their overall population, but all types were present. White coveralls marked the IT workers, green spoke of farmers, dark blue was the badge of pride worn by the mechanics from Down Deep. For them, the ascent up the staircase would have taken several days. It could be done in less time, but not without painful cramps and aching legs. Yellow coveralls marked the folk from Supply, while the doctors and nurses wore white with a red cross over the breast. It seemed everyone had come to witness the cleaning.
Susan was wearing the light blue of a porter, but she only just noticed Charlie wasn’t in the green of the dirt farms. He was wearing dark blue, the color of the deep. That alone told her something profound about how he felt about dirt farming. Charlie might not admit it, but he had to be ashamed of the farms. There was no other reason she could think of for him wearing the colors of a mechanic.
“Xavier Hollander,”
Mayor Johns began, standing on the dais in front of her office next to the sheriff's station. Her face was set as hard as those in the crowd.
“You have broken our hearts. We trusted you. We trusted you would administer the lottery with fairness, but by rigging the selection in your favor, you have betrayed us all.”
Beside the dais, a young woman stood next to Xavier’s mother. She held her hands beneath her belly. There was no visible bump, but there must have been one forming. She clearly felt self-conscious and out of place.
“We must fight for life,”
Johns bellowed. Her voice would have carried without the microphone.
“For us to live, there must be balance. If we lose that balance, we lose our lives. Our silo is fragile. The walls are cracked, the stairs shake, the deep floods. Our food is precious, our water is precious. For life to continue, there must be equilibrium. To bring a life into this world is to see one depart.”
Susan swallowed the lump in her throat. Whoever the girl was, Xavier loved her. For some reason, her implant had failed and she’d fallen pregnant. They were unwed, which made the stigma worse in the closeted community of the silo. Xavier must have told her he could fix this, that he could rig the lottery. What had seemed like a way out had turned into a disaster. The girl’s head hung low. She couldn’t have been much older than Susan, and Susan understood in other circumstances it could have been her.
Xavier must have taken the responsibility for both the pregnancy and the lottery, deciding to take the walk so she and the unborn child could live. But what life would they have? A single mother cast out from society would have a tough time raising a child alone in the silo. Susan hoped the girl had strong, well-connected parents. Perhaps that's what the sheriff had said to Xavier's mother, perhaps the hope of new life had provided some consolation for her loss.
“Life for life,”
Mayor Johns cried.
“It is the way of the Order. The Order is all that keeps us alive from one generation to the next.”
Sheriff Cann emerged with his prisoner already his suit. A deputy followed the condemned man, carrying the helmet.
Xavier had his hands bound in front of him in handcuffs. The numbers one, two, three and four were printed on the front of his suit, but they were upside down. Charlie must have seen the quizzical look on Susan's face at this unusual detail, as he whispered to her, saying,
“I guess this is your first cleaning ... The pouches are numbered to make the cleaning easier when you look down at your chest. All Xavier needs to do is to follow the numbers.”
For his part, Xavier was looking around as he was marched to the airlock. His silver suit and silver oxygen tank were jarring to behold, high-tech and out of place within the plain confines of the silo. One of the deputies carried his helmet.
“Ordinarily, they’d take him by an internal door,”
Charlie said, providing a commentary.
“But they want this to be public. They must think there were others involved, so they’re sending a message.”
Although Xavier was been marched sternly toward the airlock, he craned his neck, looking over his shoulder, wanted to see his loved ones for one last time. He must have seen his girlfriend as he cried out, saying,
“They’re liars, all of them! Don't believe them. When lies are believed, there is no truth.”
Xavier was wrestling with his bound arms. Sheriff Cann struggled with his bad leg. One of the deputies ran in, grabbing Xavier by the upper arm and forcing him into the airlock. All the while, Xavier screamed,
“I won’t clean. I swear, I will not clean.”
Mayor Johns spoke over the top of Xavier, looking to wrest control of the murmuring crowd.
“He poisons minds. His words are like the outside air, caustic and bitter. Mark my words, this is what happens when an individual dares to think they’re more important than the whole of society. No one is more important than the silo. The silo is all that matters. The silo is our mother, our father, our past and our future.”
Charlie nudged Susan, directing her gaze back to the great stairwell. A squad of IT security guards had come up from below.
“They must have been waiting in the wings,”
he whispered.
“Forget the mayor, forget the sheriff, that’s where the real power lies. Control information and you control everything.”
Susan was shocked. The security guards had their nightsticks out, holding them by their sides as they spread around the edges of the room. For the most part, they were ignored. All eyes were on the mayor and the sheriff, who by this time had pushed Xavier into the open airlock.
“If things go bad,”
Charlie whispered,
“stay close. We’ll take refuge in the storage rooms behind the kitchen.”
Susan felt her heart racing.
Mayor Johns continued, saying,
“No one wants this. I don’t want this, but we must have order. Without order, the silo would tear itself apart.”
“See,”
Charlie whispered.
“He’s smiling.”
Susan didn’t ask who he meant. She instinctively knew who Charlie was talking about. Hammond was trying to suppress a grin as he leaned against the wall beside the mayor's office. He whispered something to Barney, unable to hold back his glee. He was enjoying this. Normally, Susan wasn’t one to subscribed to scuttlebutt and conspiracy theories, but the unrest before her was choreographed, she was sure of it. Hammond was pulling the strings, giving the crowd Mayor Johns as an object to hate, while having Sheriff Cann carry out his dirty work. Hammond was directing traffic. He sent Barney off as a runner, carrying a message to others within the IT team spread around the edges of the crowd. Murmurs rose, anger swelled as the crowd focused its dissent on the wrong people.
“Everyone cleans,”
the Mayor continued, talking over the crowd.
“No one wants to, but every one does, and why? Why clean when you’re sent to your death? Because cleaning is all there is when your life is coming to an end. Once you're outside, cleaning is the only purpose you have. To clean is to give. To clean is to seek repentance. To clean is to ask for forgiveness, to admit to one’s mistakes and offer recompense to those that gave you life. Cleaning is making peace with the silo.”
Charlie whispered to Susan, saying,
“I don’t know if Xavier will clean, but I wouldn’t.”
As if in reply to his seditious comments, the Mayor boldly repeated,
“Everyone cleans.”
The sheriff walked out of the airlock with his deputy. Behind him, a suit technician stepped out and pushed on the thick steel door. The airlock hatch shut with a thud; steel clanging against steel. The crowd fell silent as the sheriff spun the locking wheel.
“This is what I came up here to see,”
Charlie said, but he wasn’t looking at the airlock. He was looking back at the grand staircase, watching as the IT security team slipped quietly back down the stairs.
Susan could barely breathe.
“And there goes Hammond,”
Charlie added, his voice barely a whisper. Hammond and Barney were making their way around the outside of the crowd, heading for the stairs.
“Their role in all this has come to an end.”
“I ... I,”
Susan began.
“I know, right?”
Charlie said.
“You think you know how this place works, then you see something like this! Scary stuff, huh?”
A yellow flashing light pulsated above the airlock. Pipes clattered as gas purged the lock. All eyes were on the wall screen.
“It’ll take a few minutes,”
Charlie explained, pulling Susan close.
“The airlock will open and a rush of gas will keep contaminants out. Xavier’s then got about thirty seconds to get the hell out of there before they turn on the burners. If he stays, he’ll be fried to a crisp.”
Charlie paused, as though he were mentally keeping time with events.
“Once he’s outside, there’s a concrete ramp leading up to the surface. The slope is pretty steep, and there’s no steps. He’ll be able to see beyond the fog by now. Once he’s on the surface, the choice is his. He can make Mayor Johns look like a fool if he wants. He can just keep on walking and try to make the top of the ridge, or he can submit to the will of the Order and clean. I hope he sticks it to her and makes a break for the hill and gets to see what lies beyond.”
A helmet came into view at the bottom of the screen. No one spoke. Almost two hundred people stood there watching the wall-screen, transfixed by the sight before them. There was no crying, no sobbing. The crowd stood there like mannequins, like statues made from rock.
Xavier walked forward into view. From the rear, his helmet reflected the sun. Brooding clouds rolled across the yellow sky. He knelt down, his gloved hand grabbing at the ground. He picked up a clump of dust, watching as it ran between his fingers.
Suddenly, he seemed to remember his purpose. He turned and faced toward camera. The black visor on his helmet swayed with the motion of his shoulders. He was looking for something.
“He’s trying to figure out where the camera is,”
Charlie whispered.
Xavier broke into a strident run. His boots looked heavy, as though they were weights around his ankles. His shoulders and arms fought to move more quickly than his suit would allow. He seemed excited, which surprised Susan. Xavier crossed at an angle from their perspective from within the cafeteria, kicking up dust with his boots.
“Go for the ridge,”
Charlie said. Susan squeezed his arm, wanting him to be quiet. He had no idea how loud even a soft voice was in the silent cafeteria.
Xavier worked his way around and up a ladder. He stepped out of sight and then back in front of the camera. His helmet filled the screen. The thin black strip that marked his visor looked impossibly dark. There was no indication of a face within.
A gloved hand waved briefly before pulling out each of the items from the labelled pockets: a small patch of steel wool, some cleaning fluid in a squeeze bottle, a rag and a second squeeze bottle full of polish.
“Everyone cleans,”
Mayor Johns said. Her voice was surprisingly loud in the quiet hall. The speakers gave her voice a commanding boom, chilling Susan to her core.
Xavier finished cleaning and stood there for a moment. He turned around, with his back to the screen, blocking their view.
“I guess he’s seen that all his life,”
Charlie whispered.
“All his life he’s only ever seen through a digital lens, and now he sees the world for what it is. The ridge, man, go for the ridge.”
Xavier seemed to be in no rush. He turned and stepped out of sight. A few minutes later Susan saw him walking aimlessly across in front of the camera, meandering up the slope.
“He could have made it,”
Charlie added. Susan wished he would shut up. The people around them were staring at them whenever he spoke, making her nervous.
Xavier looked up at the clouds, he looked around at the hillside and back at the camera. After a few seconds, he began to stagger as though he were drunk.
“Here it comes,”
Charlie said.
Xavier turned his back on the camera. He fell to his knees and raised his hands to the sky. For a moment, he was motionless. Then he collapsed. It was as though someone had deflated a rubber bladder. His body lay in a crumpled heap, shaking for a few minutes before finally falling still. Slowly, the crowd dispersed, leaving Charlie and Susan alone in the vast hall, looking at the screen. They were both in tears.



Chapter 03: Gold
“I forbid you!”
Helena cried.
“Do you hear me? You are not going out to see that boy.”
“That boy,”
Susan yelled in defiance,
“Is my choice, my love!”
“There are plenty of boys in the silo,”
Helena pleaded, trying to appeal to her daughter’s reason.
“What about the Jones boys? Or one of your porters? Why not show some interest in them. That way you need never be apart. You could take assignments together, travel the silo like the McIntyres, with a small apartment in the Up Top and the Down Deep.”
“Mom, you cannot dictate love. The heart reaches out like the plants reach for the grow-lights.”
“I won’t allow it,”
Helena said, settling her hands on her hips. Susan’s father was quiet. He sat in an armchair in the corner of the room, repairing the lid on an old tin box. Susan looked to him for support, but he kept his eyes on his fingers, working to slip a metal pin into a worn hinge.
She turned back to her mother, saying,
“You can no more stand between us than you can climb the hill.”
“You were up there, weren’t you?”
Helena asked, her voice dropping.
“You watched the cleaning.”
Susan didn’t respond. She sulked, with her arms wrapped around her waist.
“I told you not to go,”
Helena said. Her voice was soft, carrying her concern in a stark contrast to their argument a few seconds before.
“Sue, the Pritchard family are bad seeds. The grandfather, the father, they both cleaned. What does that tell you?”
“Charlie's different.”
“Is he?”
Helena asked.
“How do you know? Madness runs in these families. We’ve seen this before. He wants too much, he asks too much. He’s not content. To live in the silo, you need to be satisfied. Don’t push, don’t fight. Keep your head down and do your job.”
Susan understood what her mother was saying, but she only vaguely grasped why. Susan was an only child, something her parents never spoke about, but she knew what that meant socially. She’d had the taunts at school, the petty teasing of kids asserting their place in that microcosm of the silo. The lottery was supposed to be open to all, but if you crossed the line, your ticket privileges could be revoked. Susan wasn’t sure what her parents had done, but they had paid for it for decades, with their one child as a solemn reminder of the cost of defiance. Each time the lottery came around, her mother would be tearful. Susan had seen this, but had not understood why.
“What happened, Mom?”
Helena turned away, looking at the wall. In that moment, she looked fragile, just the shell of the woman that had raised Susan to be so resourceful.
“We’re not that different from you and Charlie,”
her father began, putting the tin box to one side.
“I know it’s hard to believe, as we look so much older, and we’re so different and conservative in our outlook, but don’t be deceived, our days in the shadows weren’t that different from yours.
“Once, your mother stood roughly where you are right now, having pretty much the same conversation with grandma. Oh, the specifics differ, but each generation is the same. We looked for hope. We wanted to change the future. The young see only light, but bright lights cast the darkest shadows.”
Her father bit his lip. Susan didn’t say anything. She didn’t want to interrupt his train of thought. Even her mother was silent. Helena turned and walked over to her husband and rested her hands gently on his shoulders.
Susan was shaken, she’d never spoken up to her mother like this before, and to see where the conversation had gone left her with a feeling of uncertainty. Life in the silo was regimented around routines and predictability. Schedules governed everything, ensuring certainty. To see her mother wracked with doubts undermined her own confidence.
Her mother was on the verge of tears. She held them back, but Susan could see past the facade. Her father, though, looked as strong as ever.
“I started my shadowing Down Deep, working as a miner.”
Susan was stunned. Her father was a porter, he was the reason she went into porting. Susan had earned her love of the stairs from following her father as a child. He’d be carrying some heavy load from the local porting waypoint and she’d sneak after him, only for a couple of levels, but long enough to develop an itch for a lifestyle that took her away from the confines of a single level. As she got older, she’d trail him ten to twenty levels at a time, always staying just out of sight on the curve of the stairs, only to hear him call her name after a few minutes. He always knew. He’d give her a few chits and a dummy run, things like porting a handkerchief back to her Mom or a scrap of paper to a neighbor.
Susan couldn’t imagine her father as a miner. That would have meant a life lived largely below Supply, down in the greasy smells of the Deep. Her life, her education and friends would have been vastly different, and that struck her as profound, surprising her that something so simple as her father’s career could have had such an impact on the outcome of her life.
“What happened?”
she asked.
“We found a vein, down below the refinery. We’d been digging for coal, but we found gold.”
“Gold,”
she said, her eyes lighting up.
“Gold,”
he repeated.
“Just a thin strand running horizontally, but the vein could have yielded much more, only to cut back into the vein would have taken us under the refinery. We were so deep we could feel heat coming off the rocks.”
“Heat?”
she asked.
“Yeah, the silo vents only go so deep circulating cool air. Down in the deepest of the deep, you sweat without ever lifting a pickax.”
“What happened?”
“The Order is clear. There’s only one direction in which exploration can go.”
“But you didn’t listen,”
Susan said, filling in the blanks.
“No. We dug for about twenty meters and broke through into an antechamber.”
Susan couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She leaned back on the kitchen table behind her. Her legs felt weak. She shifted her weight, sitting up on the metal table, trying to hide her shaking hands by gripping the edge of the table.
“At first we thought it was a natural cavern, something carved out by ground water, but this was man-made. There was a machine in there, a digger. It was massive. With something like this we could carve out another silo. Best I understand it, this was the original digger, this is how they built the silo way back when. Funny thing is, though, she’s set at an angle. At first, I thought she was pointing up, but on closer inspection we realized we didn’t understand the machinery, with all its grinding teeth. She was set on an angle downward, pointing into the forbidden area, where no one is allowed to dig.”
For Susan, this was the stuff of legend. She couldn’t get enough detail.
“What happened next?”
Helena spoke, her voice hushed as though she thought the walls had ears.
“We were courting. We’d been seeing each other for months.”
Helena choked on her words, forcing herself on,
“Your father was held in the deputies office on one-twenty for almost a month after the dig, but the mechs in the Down Deep lobbied for him. Some spoke of a fight, of starting a revolution, but cooler heads prevailed. For a while, there was talk of cleaning, but the mayor back then settled on privileges as punishment. We were told our allotment would be one. We were told to be thankful.”
Tears streamed down her cheeks.
“We should have been allowed two, at least. Some people get three, but for us, there would only ever be one.”
Her father added,
“And that one was you.”
“Charlie’s a nice boy,”
Helena added.
“But he’s rushing headlong to change the silo. You can’t change the silo. The silo changes you.”
Susan was quiet.
“We’re worried about you,”
her father said.
“Don’t mistake our care for anger. We only want what’s best for you. You’re young. Time seems as though it will go on forever, but it doesn’t. You cannot relive a single day. You can retrace the steps in the grand staircase, but you cannot retrace the steps you take in life. You get one shot at this, and only one.”
Susan breathed deeply. Her eyes glanced around the tiny one-room apartment. Curtains sectioned off the sleeping areas to one side. The stove was old. Rust ate away at the kitchen bench. A door led to the shower and toilet, but the bathroom was more of a closet than an actual room, and for the first time Susan understood why her parents could never get ahead. They were still being punished. They were being kept in their place by the system. They might live in the Up Top, but they were forced to live like they were Down Deep.
“I need to go,”
she said softly, getting up off the table and grabbing her jacket.
Her mother went to run to her, but her father held out his hand, signaling to Helena that she should let her go.
As Susan stood at the door, she looked back at her parents, seeing them as she had never seen them before. They were no longer guardians, they were peers, friends, trusted confidants. They were older, but their love was one born out of care and concern.
A single word slipped from her lips.
“Thanks.”



Chapter 04: Sheriff
 

Susan was late. She struck up a light jog as she climbed the helical stairs winding their way around the Great Fall. There were only six levels between her parent’s apartment and the top floor with the cafeteria, the sheriff’s office and the wall-screen. Charlie wouldn’t mind the wait. He’d probably be staring at the screen, trying to spot some subtle feature previously overlooked.
Most teens dated in the garment district on the fourteenth floor. There was so much machinery there it was easy to get lost, and lost is what most teen couples wanted. They’d curl up in the warm cutting stations and make out. The garment bins were softer than any mattress. Security would sweep the floor a couple of times in the early evening, but that only added to the sense of adventure. Making out in the racks, trying not to giggle, getting loose threads caught in your hair, these were memories she loved. Charlie, though, preferred the quiet of the kitchen. The stainless steel bench-tops were cold and hard, hardly romantic, but their romance was more than the thrill of forbidden love. Besides, afterwards, Charlie would raid the fridge looking for rice pudding. Charlie was different, rebellious, and Susan found him intoxicating. As she jogged up the stairs she couldn’t help drawing the parallel with her mother, noticing for the first time how alike they were.
Susan ran up the stairs harder and quicker than she thought. By the time she rounded the final bend she was out of breath. The night lights cast long shadows. The cafeteria was silent. She stepped out onto the floor and bent forward to catch her breath. Charlie was sitting on one of the tables looking at her with his back to the screen. For him, that was a big deal. He’d been waiting. She felt special.
“Hey, Susan,”
he said, getting up from the table and walking over to her. He had a bag slung over his shoulder.
“Hi,”
Susan said, forcing out that one word. In some ways, she was glad to be out of breath. She couldn’t tell him about her parents, not yet, she needed time to come to grips with that for herself. Deep down, she felt as though their confession was giving both her and Charlie a chance to change course, to avoid a similar mistake. She wanted to tell him, but she didn't want to blurt about some secret chamber and mysterious machine without making sense. There was a reason her dad had told her about his misadventure, and it wasn't out of idle gossip. She didn't want to say anything to Charlie until she was sure she could convey the right heart and intent, or he'd simply want to see the machine and miss the point.
“I thought porters were fit,”
Charlie said, baiting her. He rested his hand on her back as she straightened up.
“Any time you wanna race, you just let me know.”
That called his bluff. Races were a big deal with the teens. The adults frowned on races, particularly because the teens tend to bet and gambling was a taboo. Susan suspect gambling was a token taboo, something that didn’t really matter but had been set off limits precisely to give ornery young teens something benign to rebel against.
“How about twenty stories,”
Susan continued.
“And I’ll give you a five level head-start.”
“Oh, now you’re talking,”
Charlie replied.
“Those are good odds.”
“You wouldn’t stand a chance.”
Charlie laughed.
“No,”
he admitted.
“I wouldn’t. I’d give it a go though. But I have to admit, if I was putting chits on the finish line, they’d all be on you.”
Susan stole a kiss. It was her way of showing her affection for his honest admission. She liked his lack of pretension. Ego soured boys, in her opinion. Her kiss brought a smile to his face.
Other than the glow from the wall-screen, the only light on the floor came out of the sheriff’s office, struggling through the gaps in the shutters. In the dim light, Susan could make out the time on the clock above the serving line: 11:15 PM.
“Come on,”
Charlie said.
“I’ve got something for Sheriff Cann.”
Susan wasn’t surprised. Charlie was like that, spontaneously looking for things he could do for people. They walked over to the office and knocked on the door. Light spilled into the cafeteria as the sheriff opened the sturdy steel door.
“What can I do for you kids this late at night?”
the sheriff asked.
Kids, thought Susan with a hint of indignation. She didn’t think of herself that way any more, not since leaving school and shadowing. Being a kid was a hard stigma to shake, even for those that had hit their twenties. Susan was eighteen going on twenty-five in her mind, but the sheriff’s smile melted her heart. Sheriff Cann was in his early sixties, he probably looked at anyone under the age of fifty as a kid, she figured. He walked with a limp, but not from any injury, he was just getting old and the stairs weren’t kind on knees.
“I’ve got something for you, sheriff,”
Charlie said.
“A present.”
“Is this another one of your inventions?”
the sheriff asked.
“I really liked your mouse trap. Damn rodents are forever chewing holes in things. Paper’s too damn precious to waste on a rat. We need more of those damn contraptions over there in the kitchen. That’s where they come from, ya know.”
There were a lot of damns, Susan noted, but that was Sheriff Cann.
Charlie opened his backpack and pulled out two sections of shiny, curved, aluminum struts, each with a hinge in the middle and a bunch of black straps.
“What in the blazes is that?”
the sheriff asked. He seemed as perplexed as Susan.
“It’s a knee brace,”
Charlie replied.
“I’ve been working on the design with Doc Winters.”
Charlie dropped his bag by the door and gestured to the chair, adding,
“Take a seat. Try it on.”
Sheriff Cann looked like he would have tried anything Charlie suggested without too much questioning. He sat down, saying,
“You’re not going to get me to take off my coveralls in front of a lady, now are you?”
Lady was a step up from being a kid, Susan noted. She could live with lady.
“For now, just pull up the leg as far as you can.”
The sheriff obliged, scrunching the coveralls on his right leg up to his thigh. Charlie knelt down in front of him. He forced the coveralls a bit higher and put the brace in place, lining the hinge up with the sheriff’s knee and strapping the bars on either side of his upper and lower leg.
“Doc Winters approved this, you say?”
“Yep. I figure the knee is just a hinge joint like any other, it just happens to be enclosed in flesh, but the principle is the same as any other load-bearing joint. If I replicate that joint with these aluminum pivot hinges they should spread the load, taking the stress off your knee, and if the theory works, taking away any pain.”
Charlie stood up, adding,
“Well, are you going to give it a go?”
Sheriff Cann smiled. Susan figured he probably wasn’t used to being bossed around by anyone, let alone some upstart shadow from the dirt farms. The sheriff got gingerly to his feet. He looked pensive, as though he expected the brace to fail but didn’t want to let Charlie down.
“Well?”
Charlie asked, seeing the sheriff standing before him.
Sheriff Cann flexed his leg, lifting his foot of the ground before stepping forward and walking around the office.
“Well, I’ll be damned.”
He took several large strides.
“That feels fantastic. Will it work on the stairs?”
“Only one way to find out,”
Charlie replied.
“If this works, Doc Winters says she’s got at least five other people she could fit with these.”
“OK, let's go give it a whirl.”
The sheriff grabbed his keys and opened the door. Charlie grabbed his bag and followed Susan out into the open area in front of the cafeteria. The sheriff turned off the lights and locked the door behind him.
“How much did this cost?”
the sheriff asked as they walked over to the great staircase.
“It’s aluminum. This must have cost you a hundred chits at least. I'd say, a hundred chits for each strut.”
“Oh, it's nothing,”
Charlie insisted, and Susan got the distinct impression he was lying.
“They’re off-cuts from Supply.”
“Did you steal these parts?”
the sheriff asked. He wasn’t dumb, Susan figured. She was wondering the same thing.
“Now, sheriff,”
Charlie replied.
“If I did, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to hand them over to you, now would I?”
The sheriff laughed, slapping Charlie on the shoulder.
“You’re good kid, Charlie. The silo needs more thinkers like you.”
They stopped at the top of the stairs. Sheriff Cann looked at the two of them and said,
“Well, I don’t know about you kids, but I’m turning in for the day.”
Like the mayor, the sheriff lived on the second level, in what was considered prime real estate. Given his leg, he couldn’t get to the lower levels and there had been some talk of retirement, but the deputies did most of the stair climbing for him. Now, though, watching him scoot down the stairs, Susan figured he’d been given a new lease on life.
“Woo hoo,”
he cried, taking the stairs one at a time, something Susan had never seen him do before.
“You, sir, are a genius!”
Charlie had his hands out, calling for the sheriff to be careful. Susan had her heart in her throat. Even porters hesitated before running downstairs, but the sheriff was quite a character, surprising her with his vigor.
“And he has the nerve to call us kids,”
she said, taking Charlie’s hand.
Down on the first landing, the sheriff called out, saying,
“I love it. Thanks, Charlie.”
He stuck his head out over the rails and waved before disappearing from sight. Charlie and Susan waved back.
“Well,”
Charlie said.
“That went better than expected.”
“That was a beautiful thing you did there,”
Susan said, snuggling against his arm. She felt buoyant, as though she could have drifted on a breeze.
“He’s a good man,”
Charlie replied, putting his arm around her.
“Did you steal that aluminum?”
“I prefer the term, liberate. Hell, down there in Supply that brace was just a spare part gathering dust.”
“How did you know the brace would work? How did you figure that out?”
Susan asked, turning toward him.
“Ah ... that is a very good question. Are you sure you want an answer?”
“Absolutely,”
Susan replied, suspecting there was something nefarious behind his invention, something other than having quick hands in Supply. Maybe that's why he was wearing blue coveralls, she thought, so as to not attract attention down there.
“OK, but first I’ll need to get changed.”
“Changed?”
Susan asked, following back into the empty cafeteria.
“You're not going back Down Deep?”
Charlie grinned knowingly. She figured he knew she had most of this puzzle figured out, but there was something else he was taking delight in, some other hidden secret. He opened his backpack and pulled out a pair of white coveralls.
“What do you think you're doing?”
she asked.
“The answer to your question is something you won't believe unless you see it for yourself.”
He shimmied out of his blue coveralls and into the white IT coveralls.
“Where did you get those?”
Susan asked.
“Doc Winters. She gets them without any markings and has to get someone from the garments level to add the red cross.”
“And you liberated this as well?”
“Yes.”
“All for the common good, I suppose?”
she asked.
“Absolutely.”
“Charlie,”
she said, her voice taking a serious tone as he stuffed his old coveralls into his pack.
“You’re scaring me.”
Charlie just laughed and smiled.
“Well, do you want to know, or not?”
“I guess ...”
In the back of her mind, Susan struggled with the internal conflict of all her parents had shared and their warning not to be frivolous with the rules of the silo. Charlie might not have any respect for arbitrary authority, but those that were in charge took impersonating another caste seriously.
“Come on,”
Charlie said, starting down the stairs.
“You're not going to give me any clues?”
Susan asked, gliding down the steps with a sense of grace Charlie could never match.
“Nope. You're going to have to trust me.”
She was nervous, but she was also curious, and she trusted him, perhaps more than she should have.
The gently winding staircase gave way to landing after landing, always peeling off to the same side of the Great Fall. As they sunk lower, moving further down the shaft, Susan reminded herself that what seemed so easy in one direction would be far more arduous in reverse. Charlie was taking her to the IT floor on level 34, that much was clear. By the time they got there, it would be after midnight. Climbing back to her apartment on level six was going to be laborious.
“Are you sure about this?”
she asked as they passed the twentieth landing.
“Yep.”
“Couldn't we do this at some more civilized time?”
“Nope.”
“You do realize, it's going to be two or three in the morning before we get back to the Up Top.”
“Yep.”
With that, Charlie picked up the pace. They weren't taking two steps at a time, but they were moving at a considerable pace, and being a porter, Susan had learned the art of a foot-glide, knowing how to let the pull of gravity do the work and dictate the pace.
Charlie stopped by the landing on level thirty-three.
“How do I look?”
he asked, straightening his coveralls and catching his breath.
“Like a criminal,”
Susan replied.
“Perfect. Now, just play along with whatever happens down there.”
“Charles,”
Susan said, deploying his formal name in a hope of getting a serious response.
“You're not going to get me into trouble, are you?”
“Me?”
Charlie replied, with a look of innocence on his face.
Hand in hand, they walked casually down the last flight of stairs and up to the security turnstile leading into IT. Susan was surprised to find her hands were shaking. Charlie must have felt that as he squeezed her hand affectionately, as if to say, don't sweat it. He pulled an ID tag from his pocket and swiped the lock. The red light turned to green and he started to walk through when the security guard spoke.
“Hey. You can't take her in there. She's gonna need to sign in and demonstrate a valid purpose for being on this floor.”
Charlie leaned close to the guard. Under his breath, he said,
“Look at the time. You don't seriously think I brought a beautiful, young, female porter down here for porting, do you?”
The guard looked at Susan and smiled, but his wasn't a smile that felt warm and inviting, more one that spoke of hidden desires. He nodded with his head, silently signaling for her to follow Charlie.
Susan scooted after Charlie, passing through the turnstile with him.
“Thanks,”
Charlie said to the guard.
The guard nodded and turned back to his station.
As they walked through the empty floor, Susan whispered,
“Don't you ever worry about getting caught? What happens if you get busted? What then?”
“Hey, it's OK,”
Charlie assured her.
“No, it's not,”
she insisted, keeping her voice down even though the rows of computer workstations within the open plan floor were empty.
“What if he'd stopped us. What if he'd turned us in?”
“You're not thinking like a guy,”
Charlie replied.
“He thinks I've brought you down here to score, to impress you with where I work. Honestly, it was a safe bet he'd let us through. Guys are like that.”
Susan batted him on the shoulder, saying,
“This had better be good. And if you think you're getting any down here, you're sorely mistaken.”
“Hah,”
Charlie replied.
“I wouldn't dream of it ... well, actually.”
Susan batted his shoulder again, this time, more playfully.
A series of meeting rooms dominated the far end of the floor. Charlie led her through to the back of the floor where a large metal door blocked off what could have been a storage room. Charlie punched a series of numeric buttons on a keypad and the door slid open.
“What is this place?”
Susan asked.
“This is where Barney shadows,”
Charlie replied.
“He's brought me in here a couple of times. This place is beyond top secret. Oh, and the best is yet to come.”
They stepped inside the room and the door slid shut behind them.
A gentle hum filled the room, whispering of untold computing power busily undertaking some unknown task with lightning speed. There were several rows of computer servers encased in black towers, each of them reaching up to shoulder height. Above and below them, bundles of wiring and cabling wound its way into the floor and up to the ceiling. Susan had never seen anything like this before. Her world was one of primitive survival, of pots and pans, knives and needles, but never electronics, at least, nothing on this scale. The only computer terminals she'd ever seen were like those on the main floor. They looked old and strangely archaic, but the servers were pristine. They spoke of another time, when the world thrived on technology.
“Come,”
Charlie said. He led her to the end of the far row and removed a grate from the raised floor, only the grate lifted to reveal a darkened tunnel. A ladder led down below the floor.
“You've noticed before, haven't you?”
he asked as he began climbing down the ladder.
“Yes,”
Susan replied with a sense of dawning awareness.
“The concrete slab that supports IT is thicker than all the others.”
“Because it's hollow,”
Charlie replied.
Susan felt overwhelmed, in awe of what she was seeing. Charlie was right, he couldn't have told her this, she had to see it for herself or she would have never believed there was a secret level within the silo.
“And Barney comes down here?”
she asked as Charlie reached the bottom of the ladder and turned on the lights.
“Yeah, pretty cool, huh? Sometimes, we'll come down here on a Friday night and sneak in a little distilled juice. Have a few drinks and bullshit into the wee hours of the morning.”
“I don't get it,”
Susan said, stepped off the bottom rung.
“Why would there be a secret room?”
Charlie replied,
“Because our silo was built on secrets.”
As they began walking down the tunnel, Charlie stopped and pointed up at the concrete ceiling. A thin join-line ran along the concrete, down the wall and across the floor.
“Do you know what that is?”
he asked.
“No.”
“Think about it. Where were we within the silo?”
Susan thought about it for a second before replying.
“The far wall of the silo!”
“Yep. You are now about to step OUT of the silo. Pretty cool, huh? The whole silo could collapse, and this apartment would remain intact.”
“Wow,”
she replied, stepping forward out of the tunnel and into the apartment. There was a neatly made cot to one side, along with several shelves full of books and binders and glossy folders. In front of her were two desks, while on the other side of the apartment there was a kitchenette complete with a large walk-in-pantry.
“What is this place?”
Susan asked.
“Best we understand it,”
Charlie continued.
“It's designed to ensure the knowledge from before lives on.”
“But why?”
Susan asked as Charlie handed her a book.
“Why?”
Charlie repeated.
“So that knowledge isn't lost forever.”
“No,”
Susan replied, flicking through the largest book she'd ever seen, seeing dozens of colored images flickering before her, their colors bursting before her eyes.
“Why hide this?”
“Ah, yes,”
Charlie replied.
“That is a very good question. Why indeed.”
He pulled a chair over for her to sit in. Susan felt conflicted. On one hand, she wanted to read each page and carefully scrutinize every picture, on the other she wanted to flick through and take in the whole. There were animals she'd never dreamed existed, some with spots, some with stripes. She'd heard of birds, but never with the array of colors she saw before her, and there were fish that looked like they'd been painted in the brightest of reds and yellows.
“I ... I.”
“Yeah,”
Charlie said.
“I was the same when Barney first showed me this stuff. Takes a while to get your head around it all. Don't rush. Take your time.”
Susan felt giddy. She lost track of time. She wasn’t sure how long she sat there looking through those books, picking up one after the other and losing herself in the glossy pages. Charlie was so engrossed reading something that on those rare occasions when she looked up she didn’t want to disturb him so she just kept browsing, feeling a sense of awe and astonishment at all she was seeing.
Giraffes. Susan didn’t want to hazard a guess at how to pronounce such an unusual name, but there were several images of these lanky creatures. Their legs looked impossibly thin, with thigh muscles up high, but below their knees their their legs looked like bone wrapped in skin. The absurd length of their necks compared with their heads looked almost comical, as though they were the product of some child’s imagination. If she doodled with a crayon she couldn’t have come up with an animal this outlandish. The patches of color on the giraffe’s coat reminded Susan of the paint blistering and peeling off the wall in her parent’s apartment. How did animals like this arise? She would love to learn more about not only them but all the astonishing diversity she saw in the animal kingdom.
She flicked through a few more pages.
Snakes looked like coils of rope, but they had no arms or legs. How did they move? They seemed to be so astonishingly flexible she wondered if they had bones. And their eyes were like nothing she’d ever seen, matching the color of their skin but with a tiny black slit for a pupil. Susan wasn’t sure what was more bizarre, that these impossible creatures were covered in tiny plates that looked like fingernails or that their tongue split in two when they stuck it out.
Charlie had put down one book and picked up another. Out of curiosity, Susan grabbed his old book, wondering what he’d been looking at.
Rockets were long, thin cylinders that shot up into the sky, riding on a fiery, flaming tail that glowed like the sun. It was difficult to judge their size, but they looked huge. Some of them were clearly split into segments that served some obscure function that had been lost in time.
There were photos of Earth as seen from space. White clouds floated below a night blacker than any she’d ever seen, even when the lights went out in the silo. Space seemed serene. Thinking about it, another equally applicable term sprang to mind: surreal. The idea of clouds floating beneath someone was like that of a children's tale. To soar above the clouds was the stuff of dreams. To float through space must have been surreal, she decided, at least as best she understood the word. The images before her were probing the limits of both her comprehension and her vocabulary.
Susan particularly liked the images of people floating inside busy metal rooms with wires and computer consoles lining the walls. She wanted to ask Charlie about them, but the furrows on his brow as he read his book spoke of intense concentration so she went back to her book. At first, she thought these photos had been taken while the people were jumping, as how else could you float without being in water? Turning the page, she saw another photo of three people drifting within something called the space station, only they were floating at different angles. One of them, a woman, was completely upside down. Her hair drifted away from her head when both she and her hair should have fallen to the ground. What marvelous wonders there had once been, Susan thought.
A few pages over, Susan found herself looking at wisps of vapor drifting in the pitch black of space. The array of colors was breathtaking to behold, a beautiful tapestry of reds and blues, yellows and greens slowly blending with each other. The caption said something about Orion, but like so many other words she’d seen, the term was meaningless. She wondered if she would ever see something so beautiful with her own eyes.
The book called this ethereal cloud a nebula and said it spanned twenty-four light years, which was something that gave Susan a glimpse into how radically language had changed. She understood each of the components, twenty-four, light and years, but she had no idea what these words meant when run together. How could a year be a measurement of distance rather than time? And what did light have to do with a year?
In the back of her mind, something was wrong, something ate away at her thinking, but she couldn't quite articulate what. After reading for what must have been a couple of hours the disconnect finally registered.
“I don't understand,”
she confessed, taking her hair band off and fiddling with it nervously.
“Why keep this secret? Secrets are to protect something. There's nothing here to protect, only something beautiful to share.”
Charlie smiled, looking up from his book as he said,
“I don't know. Maybe they figure if we knew what we lost it would be too much for us?”
He opened another book and flicked through a few pages. Resting it before her, he pointed at an image, saying,
“Recognize this? This is a book on anatomy and medical practices.”
He was pointing at an image of a knee brace. It looked far more refined and purpose-built than the one he'd made for Sheriff Cann, but the likeness was unmistakable.
“Who have you told?”
she asked.
“No one,”
Charlie replied.
“Well, no one other than you. Doc Winters thinks I'm a genius. Truth is, I realized how this knowledge could help. Barney doesn't like me tinkering. He thinks if Hammond finds out there will be hell to pay, so I play it cool. Just the odd innovation here and there, something to make people's lives easier.”
Susan shook her head, still playing with her hand band.
“This is wrong. This is so wrong.”
“What?”
Charlie asked in surprise.
“I thought you'd like this place?”
“I love it,”
Susan confessed.
“But if all this has been hidden then it's been hidden for generations, for hundreds and hundreds of years.”
Charlie didn't seem to get her point.
“If they've kept this hidden from everyone, for all time, you have to ask what will they do when find out that you know?”
“Barney knows too,”
Charlie replied.
“I can't believe how naïve you are,”
Susan replied, somewhat exasperated.
“If they're showing him, they're grooming him to be a keeper, someone that will bury this knowledge for another hundred years.”
“Not Barney,”
Charlie replied, shaking his head.
Susan looked him in the eye. In that moment, she could see the reality of their position sinking in to his thinking.
“So what are you saying?”
Charlie asked.
“Do you want me to bury this? Would you have me ignore all this? Think of how this could change our lives, of how it could revolutionize the silo.”
“Revolutions cost lives,”
Susan said coldly, and Charlie stopped talking.
Susan got up and rested her hands on his shoulders, saying,
“You're good man, Charlie. You're a great man, but that's the problem. This is not a world for great men. It's a world for those that are content to make do without progress.”
She sighed, saying,
“We have to walk away.”
“I can't do that,”
Charlie confessed, shrugging his shoulders. His eyes cast down at his boots as he continued sheepishly, saying,
“I can't turn my back on all this. I can't pretend this doesn't exist.”
Susan breathed deeply saying,
“Then we need to think very carefully about what happens next.”
Charlie didn't respond verbally. He simply nodded, putting his book back on the shelf. Susan put her book back as well. There was an unspoken agreement between them that it was time to leave.
Susan flicked her hair behind her ears, forgetting about her hair-band as Charlie turned off the lights. In the back of her mind she was vaguely aware something familiar was missing, but she was so distracted by the revelation of all she'd seen that she left her hair-band sitting in the middle of the desk.



Chapter 05: Flying
 

Susan slept late. Her mother woke her shortly after seven before she headed out to the farms. Susan was tired and sore. She'd pushed herself a little too hard on the stairs, trying to redeem time in the early hours of the morning. Grabbing an apple on the run for breakfast, she scooted down to the porter's office on level ten, arriving as the first wave of porters was departing on their assignments for the day. Her caster was waiting impatiently inside the office.
“Not Down Deep,”
Susan whispered to herself as she walked in the office, wrapping her
‘kerchief around her neck, signaling she was ready to port.
“Please, not Down Deep.”
Porting to and from the Down Deep meant heading below level 120. It could be done within a day, but only for letters and light supplies. Anything of any weight would take a couple of days to port back to the Uppers and she didn't want to be away for more than a day. She was worried about Charlie. She needed some time to collect her thoughts, and the stairs would give her that, but she also felt the two of them needed to continue their conversation where they left off the night before. The monotonous, rhythmic thump of boots on metal had a way of dulling worries, giving her time and space to think, but she knew they couldn't replace the need to talk with Charlie about how anxious she felt about that hidden room.
Lisa was Susan's caster. She was a seasoned vet, having ported throughout the silo for over thirty years. She had survived a futile attempt by the Mid levels to take over the silo, and had a scar running down the side of her face for her troubles. The scar was old, barely visible, just a blemish running in a crooked line from her right temple, beside her eye, down past the corner of her mouth to her chin. Susan never asked her about it. She figured Lisa would tell her the story behind that scar if and when she was ready. Susan had been no more than five when the riot broke out. She had vague memories of smoke and cries for help, but had been spared seeing the bodies. Sometimes, Lisa would talk about the attack while on a long haul, but only ever in general terms. She never spoke about her own role in the uprising on one side or the other. Susan figured her references to the unrest were her way of killing time, passing knowledge along, making sure the next generation was warned, but she also realized that the mental scars ran deeper than the marred skin on her face.
“Bout time you got here, sleeping beauty,”
Lisa quipped, pulling her dark hair back into a pony tail. She gestured to Susan's unkempt hair, adding,
“Have you got a hair-tie or a hair-band?”
“Ah,”
Susan replied, not sure where she'd left the hair-band. She didn't remember seeing it by her bed this morning.
“No matter,”
Lisa said.
“I've got a spare hair-tie. That'll do yah. You're gonna need it today.”
Susan accepted the hair-tie, swirling her hair around and pulling it back into a pony tail.
“Down Deep?”
she asked.
“Yep.”
Susan wanted to swear, but she kept he thoughts to herself. Serves her right, she figured, last ones in always got the shitty jobs.
“What's the assignment?”
she asked.
“Heavy down, light up,”
Lisa replied.
“Yes,”
Susan said, unable to hide her delight. They could do this in a day.
“You got yourself a date tonight?”
Lisa asked.
“Nice romantic romp through the garments?”
Susan was surprised by how transparent she was to her caster. She didn't have anything planned, but she had to see Charlie again tonight. She felt compelled to bring her discussion about him to a close, so she sheepishly said,
“Yeah, something like that.”
“We're hauling hydroponic pumps down for refit, and have a couple of parts to bring back up, so we best get going.”
The pumps had already been loaded into porting packs. Damn, they were heavy, she thought, bending with her knees and working the pack on before standing up straight and leaning against the wall as she waited for Lisa to complete some paperwork. Susan regretted not having something more substantial for breakfast. She was going to burn some serious calories today.
They set off at a good pace. Going down the stairs with a heavy weight was all about timing, getting the rhythm of the steps just right so as to expend the least amount of energy. The trick was to move in such a way as to avoid the pack bouncing around too much, as that would wear her out quickly and leave her with blisters beneath the shoulder straps. Within twenty floors, Susan was beginning to feel a burn in her calf muscles.
Lisa was a great caster. She could read her shadow. Even though Susan hadn't complained, there must have been some subtle signs in her breathing or her focus that told Lisa she was struggling.
“Let's take a break in five,”
she said. It was an old porter's trick, and Susan knew it, but it worked nonetheless. Susan understood precisely what Lisa was doing, pushing her on a little further, making sure they made some good time, while also giving her a goal, the opportunity to countdown to a rest stop five levels further on. It worked, that slight change of focus allowed Susan to push through the ache and keep going.
Neither of the women had said much during the descent, but stopping on the landing of level thirty five, just above IT, gave them a chance to unwind and chat.
“You should have seen those boys scurrying for the Mid packages,”
Lisa said, wiping her brow with her
‘kerchief.
“They took one look at these pumps and their destination and they couldn't get out the door fast enough.”
“Hah,”
Susan replied. Sitting down and leaning up against the outer wall of the landing, watching as people walked up and down the stairs passing just in front of them.
“It's tough gig,”
Lisa continued.
“But we'll get good chits for this. Thirty down and thirty back.”
“Sixty chits!”
Susan said in surprise.
“I can understand the thirty down, but I thought you said we had a light haul going back, just letters and stuff?”
“We do,”
Lisa replied.
“There's a bunch of letters, for just a few chits, and a package for the dirt farms that someone's paying handsomely to express.”
“What would the dirt farms need from the Down Deep?”
Susan asked, even though she had a fair idea Charlie was behind this.
“Dunno,”
Lisa replied, taking a final swig of water before getting back to her feet.
“Only a hundred floors till we find out.”
“You make it sound so easy,”
Susan said, getting to her feet and stretching her calf muscles. She leaned against the railing, pushing her legs back behind her, working the calf muscle so it loosened.
“Sue!”
a male voice cried in surprise from somewhere behind her.
“Barney,”
she replied in surprise, turning toward him.
“What are you doing here?”
Barney stepped forward and gave her hug along with a kiss on the cheek, startling her for a moment. He had greeted her like a long, lost friend, but they'd seen each other just the day before at the cleaning. Susan was sweaty, she felt out of place in his arms and a little embarrassed in front of Lisa.
“I should be asking you that,”
he replied.
“Are you porting to IT?”
“No, we're going deep,”
she replied.
“Barney, this is Lisa, my caster.”
“Nice to meet you,”
Barney replied, shaking Lisa's hand.
He looked at Susan saying,
“Be sure to stop by and say hi on your way back up.”
Susan nodded, trying to hide a blush.
Barney scooted down the steps to the main IT level.
“So,”
Lisa said.
“Come on. Kiss and tell.”
“It's nothing,”
Susan insisted.
“There's some chemistry there,”
Lisa replied.
“Is he your date?”
“No.”
“Oh, that's even more scandalous,”
Lisa added grinning, goading Susan.
“So you've got a couple of irons in the fire?”
“It's not like that, honest,”
Susan replied.
“We're just friends.”
“Just,”
Lisa added, winking.
“We had a thing once,”
Susan said.
“But that's passed now.”
“Not from that boy's perspective,”
Lisa said, crouching down and working her way into her pack. Susan followed suit, getting ready for the long haul. She'd known Lisa long enough to know the next stretch would be for fifty levels, at least. Lisa would want to get well beyond the psychologically important halfway point, as from there the end was always in sight and the run to the bottom seemed to ease. In reality, no one spiral on the staircase was any different from any other, but approaching your destination always felt easier.
They set off again, pacing themselves for distance. The levels flew by and Susan found herself lost in thought. By two in the afternoon, they'd arrived in the Down Deep. Susan felt like she could float on air when she finally took off her backpack at the porter's office on 138. She danced around the office, pirouetting and springing off her feet. That was the thing she loved about porting, there was something satisfying about completing a heavy run. She couldn't put her finger on it, and she wasn't sure why the older porters referred to it as a runner's high as she barely ever actually ran anywhere, but her body felt jazzed.
“Someone's found their second wind,”
Lisa said.
“We don't have to do the return climb today, you know. Even with a light load, it's a good five to six hours back. We've made good chits. We can rest up and head back tomorrow.”
“I'm good to go,”
Susan replied, having a drink and grabbing a sandwich from the porter's lunchroom.
“You're going to be sore.”
“It'll help work out the lactic acid, avoid too much of a burn tomorrow,”
Susan replied.
“Now, who's the caster and who's the shadow?”
Lisa asked with a smile on her face.
“OK, finish your sandwich and we'll start the climb. Just remember, these legs aren't as young and nimble as yours.”
They climbed the first fifty levels in good time, but Lisa began to slow as the day wore on. Susan took the heavier pack with the port for the dirt farms. Sure enough, the parcel was addressed to Charlie. She felt the odd shape, curious as to what it was, knowing it was probably another part for one of his so called inventions as he reintroduced past technology into the silo. She had to talk to him about this. Charlie was skirting the stairs, as the porters would say, carrying an unbalanced load: he was heading for trouble. As much as she loved him, she knew this had to stop. Sooner or later, someone like Hammond would figure out where these inventions were really coming from and there would be hell to pay.
“You go on,”
Lisa said around six in the evening as they approached the sixties.
“I'm gonna stop for the night.”
“Are you sure you?”
Susan asked.
“Go,”
Lisa repeated.
“If love can drive you so hard and for so long, far be it from me to stand between the two of you. I'll see you tomorrow, and I'll make sure we stay in the Uppers this time.”
Susan smiled, saying,
“Thank you.”
She found she had a spring in her step with the prospect of seeing Charlie becoming a reality. It had been a long, hard day, and it was going to be longer, but she didn't mind.
By eight in the evening she was approaching the last few levels. The lighting automatically switched to the low-mode, giving the silo an artificial night. Susan dropped off the letters in the porter's station and continued on past the dirt farms. She didn't bother looking for Charlie there. She knew where he would be.
Her blood sugar was low. Her legs were sore, but it was a good kind of pain, one born from raw accomplishment. Her stomach was knotted, crying out for sustenance, but she didn't care. When she finally took that last step she felt as though she had conquered the entire world, standing triumphantly at the top of the silo. The Great Fall had been subdued, vanquished in a day. In that moment, there was no part of creation that wouldn't bow before her vibrant enthusiasm.
Charlie jogged over to her, seeing her standing there by the stairs.
Susan wrapped her sweaty arms around his neck and kissed him passionately. For his part, Charlie seemed a little confused. After they kissed, he said,
“Ah, well that was unexpected, but very welcome.”
“I have a present for you,”
she said, slinging her pack from her pack.
“No way,”
he replied.
“Is this?”
“Porter's code,”
she replied, pulling her
‘kerchief from around her neck and stuffing it in her pocket.
“I have no idea what it is, but I know it's yours. I'm guessing you were expecting this.”
“Yes, but not for a couple of days. How did you?”
“I drew the short straw this morning, had to port a hydroponics pump to engineering Down Deep.”
“You went to the Deep and back in a single day?”
Charlie asked, his eyebrows raised in surprise.
“Yep,”
Susan replied, feeling proud of herself.
“Damn,”
he said, sitting his hands on either side of her waist and taking a good look at her. She wasn't sure what he saw in that moment. She felt exhausted but exuberant. Sweat caused her shirt to stick to her body. She had her coveralls down, tied around her waist. Her sweaty hair felt wet and sticky as it cooled in the night air. She must have looked a wreck, but he didn't seem to mind.
“You are something else,”
he said, giving her another kiss.
“So what is it?”
she asked.
“It's a pulley.”
“OK, you're going to have to explain that one to me, but I'm guessing you saw this in one of the books.”
Charlie grinned.
“You're going to love this,”
he said, leading her over to one of the tables in the cafeteria. Beyond them, on the wall-screen, dark clouds drifted over a bleak land of flickering shadows. Occasionally, the wall-screen revealed the odd star breaking through the dark of night.
“Have you eaten?”
he asked.
“No.”
“Wait here,”
he replied as he disappeared into the kitchen.
There was a light on in the sheriff's office, but the rest of the floor was empty. During the day, there was a hive of activity in the open area beside the cafeteria, but once night fell, everyone returned to the lower levels, which was fine with her and Charlie. They'd made something of going against the flow, coming up to the top level when rarely anyone else was present.
Sheriff Cann tended to work late, and it had become something of a tradition to say a pleasant hello to him as he left for the night, normally around nine or ten. Susan suspected he enjoyed seeing them up there in the quiet of the evening. From his perspective, they were one teenaged couple he didn't need to worry about. And he turned a blind eye to Charlie's kitchen raids, so long as Charlie cleaned up after himself. Charlie, of course, loved seeing someone in a position of authority apply a little common sense and flexibility.
Susan sat there in front of the view screen, watching the clouds blow by. The deathly grey of the hillside at night had once terrified her, but Charlie had taught her to see beyond that, to see the stars as a sign of hope.
Charlie brought out a plate of cold meats, a bread roll and some salad in one hand and a large drink in the other.
“Thank you,”
she said, picking up a chicken drumstick and biting into it.
He sat down next to her.
The clouds parted and several stars were visible in the sky.
“Beautiful, aren't they?”
she said.
“I've been reading about them,”
Charlie said.
“They look tiny, but they're actually huge, beyond anything we could imagine.”
“You're loving this, aren't you?”
she asked.
“Loving what?”
“Loving the fact you've let me in on your little secret.”
“Yes,”
he replied.
“I guess I am. It's nice to be able to share my excitement with someone else.”
Susan leaned into him as she kept eating. Charlie put his hands around her waist.
“Space is fascinating,”
he said, his eyes locked on the wall-screen.
“I saw pictures of stars last night,”
Susan said.
“And there was a golden planet with a series of beautiful rings stretching around it.”
“That’s Saturn,”
Charlie replied.
“Apparently, it’s a big ball of gas.”
Between bites, Susan said,
“It is astonishing to realize those pinpricks of light out there are bigger than the silo.”
“Oh, so much bigger than the silo,”
Charlie replied.
“They're bigger than the entire Earth, millions of times bigger. Some of them are planets like Saturn, others are massive furnaces like our Sun, but they make the Sun look small. They're so far away, the sizes and distances are mind-blowing. And there's so many of them, far more than we can see with our eyes.”
“Really?”
she said, biting into the bread roll.
“Yes. The numbers are stupidly large. I've never seen so many zeros in all my life. There's millions upon millions upon millions of them and they're millions of times larger than anything we've ever known.”
Susan sighed. There was only one lone star visible now as the clouds closed in, swirling through the dark sky.
“Each star has its own planets, just like Earth,”
he continued.
“Sometimes, I sit here wondering who's staring back, wondering if someone is out there looking at our sun and seeing just another ordinary, unassuming star floating among billions. I know it sounds silly, but I wonder if they wonder if there's any life down here. Sad thing is, if they could see our dead world, they'd never see us living in a hole in the ground.”
Suddenly, Charlie become animated. He couldn't sit still.
“Oh, I can't believe I forgot! Oh, woe is me, how could I forget?”
“Forget what?”
Susan asked, finishing up the food on her plate in a matter of minutes. Her mother would have scolded for inhaling her food, but she was starving. She could have eaten another plate full of meat and barely felt it touch the sides of her throat on the way down.
Charlie jumped to his feet, he was so excited he had to move. Susan smiled, more to herself than for him. This is what she loved about Charlie, his raw love for life was intoxicating.
“You'll never guess what I saw,”
he calling out as he ran off between the tables of the cafeteria with his arms outstretched on either side of him. As he turned he banked his arms, raising one arm and lowering the other and swooping to the side.
“What are you doing, you crazy man?”
“I'm flying.”
By now, Charlie was out in the open area, running from one side of the floor to another, gracefully swinging his arms as he leaned into one corner and out again.
“I'm flying, Sue. I'm flying.”
“What is wrong with you?”
she asked, laughing, unable to suppress the smile reaching form ear to ear. She walked out from among the tables toward him as he swooped and soared with his arms outstretched.
“I'm flying above the earth. I'm an eagle. I'm a dove.”
She knew an explanation would be forthcoming, for now it was enough to enjoy his contagious enthusiasm.
He ran up to her panting for breath and came to a stop, resting his hands on his knees.
“You may be a bird, but you're not fit.”
He laughed.
“I saw them,”
Charlie said.
“What? Birds?”
“No, not a bird, a flying machine.”
Susan was quiet.
“Before dawn,”
he said, still struggling to catch his breath.
“I should have slept in, but, you know me. I was up here and I saw it.”
“Saw what?”
“Some kind of plane, just like in the books.”
“That's impossible,”
she replied.
“I thought so too, but I saw it.”
“Are you sure about this?”
she asked.
“I snuck back down into IT earlier this evening and double checked. It's called a drone. It's a fixed wing aircraft with a propeller, and I saw it out there.”
He was pointing high on the wall screen, above the hillside.
“It must have just taken off from below that rise. It was low, gaining height. Heading that way.”
Charlie pointed with reference to the silo not the screen. He was pointing in the direction of the sheriff's office.
“In the early light, it looked magnificent. Within less than a minute, I lost sight of it and it became nothing more than a speck in the sky, but I saw it. You know what this means?”
Susan was silent. She wasn't sure she wanted to know what it meant.
“It means we're not alone. That this isn't the only silo.”
“That's blasphemy,”
she replied under her breath.
“I know, but it's true. There are others out there. They must be just over that hill, hidden from sight. And they're technically more advanced than us. They have flying machines!”
Susan was stunned. She sat on the edge of one of the tables.
“Why?”
was the only word passed from her lips. That one word encompassed so many questions. Why weren't they told about the past? Why weren't they told about the others? Why was someone launching aircraft? Whoever it was, they had to be looking for something. Were they looking for an end to the madness? Looking beyond the poisonous wasteland?
“Don't you see,”
Charlie said.
“This changes everything. We're no longer alone!”
Susan was shivering, partially because her body had cooled and the sweat that had once regulated her temperature now caused a chill to run through her, and partially because of what she was hearing.
“You can't tell anyone,”
she said.
“Me? Who the hell would believe me?”
he replied.
“I would.”



Chapter 06: Uplift
 

Lisa was true to her word. The next day she lobbied for a cushy route between IT and the Mids. There were lots of short hauls of only one or two levels at a time. The pay wasn't good, but a few chits were better than nothing and they'd already turned almost a week's profit on their run Down Deep. Susan was thankful for the easy pace. She didn't want to admit it to Lisa, but she was still sore from the day before.
“How was your date?”
“Oh,”
Susan replied, unsure quite how to respond. As far as dates went, the evening wasn't romantic, and yet the glow in her face must have spoke of the excitement she felt at the dawning awareness both her and Charlie had of their world. In just a few days, the silo had gone from being static to something filled with potential, and the realization that there were others out there was intoxicating. Susan almost let that slip, but she knew the concept wouldn't go down well. It raised too many questions, even in her mind, like why would they be kept in the dark by those that know better? Trying to convince others of all she'd seen, well, all Charlie had seen, would have made the two of them appear crazy and she knew it.
She lied, pulling her
‘kerchief out of her pocket and wrapping it around her neck, signaling she was on the job.
“Candles ... flowers ... a foot rub.”
“Oh, he knows how to treat a porter,”
Lisa replied.
“I bet that felt good after the run Down Deep.”
“Yep.”
“What's his name? What does he do?”
Lisa asked.
Susan couldn't lie.
“His name's Charlie, from the dirt farms on six.”
“Charlie Pritchard!”
Lisa cried.
“Are you serious?”
“Yes,”
Susan replied, feeling like she was confessing to a murder.
“Didn't his father?”
“Yes.”
Lisa was silent for a second or two. Susan could see she was trying to pick her words with care.
“Well, it's nice to know he has a romantic streak. You can tell a lot about a man by how he treats a woman.”
“Yes,”
Susan replied, feeling relieved by Lisa's comment.
“You certainly can.”
Lisa must have been thinking about the fictional foot rub, but Susan was thinking about his care in getting her something to eat and his trust in sharing with her about the hidden room.
“Well, good for you girl.”
Susan appreciated Lisa's discretion. She was old enough to be her mother and could have easily lectured her just as her mother had, but she didn't. She had to have known about both Charlie's father and his grandfather. Like so many others, Lisa had to have preconceived notions about Charlie, but Susan could see Lisa trusted her judgement, and she appreciated that.
“And it's a serious relationship?”
Lisa asked.
“You think it could go somewhere?”
“I hope so.”
Lisa smiled, rubbing her hand affectionately through Susan's hair.
“Well, I hope so too. You're a good kid, Susan. I hope you go far.”
Kid, there it was again. Susan wondered if she'd ever outgrow that label. Truth be told, she figured she'd probably outgrow that term long before she realized she had, and then she'd wish for those younger days of innocence all over again.
The day dragged. Susan thought the day would never end. As much as she enjoyed porting, short runs tended to be over so quickly that they made the day seem longer. She desperately wanted to catch up with Charlie again. Was it love sickness? No, she figured it was just the desire for continuity, to keep talking and exploring this brave, new world of theirs.
No one else knew it, but for them the silo had been transformed. Once, the silo had been all encompassing. The silo was alpha and omega, the start and end of all life, and yet overnight their silo had become one among many. If there was one other silo, why not a third, a forth, a fifth? And whereas their silo suppressed knowledge, these other silos embraced technology. If they used flying machines, what other marvels had they resurrected from the pages of those books? Had they undergone a quiet revolution such as the one Charlie was trying to coax into being within their own silo? Could it work? Could the two of them slowly embrace change and get others to follow along? Susan felt giddy thinking about the possibilities.
She had dinner with her parents, but only because it was her father's birthday. They exchanged pleasantries. Susan kissed her father on the cheek as she gave him a gift, a new toolbox. Nothing was really new within the silo, recycled was probably a better term, but she'd also traded for a pair of tin snips and rivet punch, knowing he'd put them to good use. Their conversation around the dinner table had been trivial, full of pleasantries but no depth. No one dared broach the conversation from a couple of days ago, with both sides hoping enough had been said already.
As dinner came to a close it was clear nothing had changed. Susan excused herself after cleaning up the dishes. She slipped out the door quietly.
“Be careful,”
her mother called after her, not daring to ask where she was going.
Susan whispered in reply.
“I will.”
She hurried up to the cafeteria, her feet seemingly carrying her on autonomously, barely touching the stairs as she climbed in the half-light. Somewhere around level three, she passed the Mayor and Hammond on the stairs. They were polite, bidding her a pleasant evening, and she felt rude overtaking them. She was polite in reply, but felt an irrational sense of deference to them, as though she should slow her ascent and follow along patiently behind them. She knew it was silly, but she still found herself slowing as she passed them.
Less than five minutes later, she reached the cafeteria and was surprised to find the lights on. It was just after 9 PM. Normally, the entire floor was deserted by then, but a small crowd had gathered by some scaffolding set up to one side of the sheriff's office, just in front of the mayoral office. Charlie was there, talking to Sheriff Cann. Susan jogged over.
“Hey,”
she said somewhat wearily to Charlie.
“What's up?”
Charlie excused himself from talking with the sheriff and walked way from the crowd as he spoke with Susan.
“Surprised?”
he asked.
“What's going on?”
she asked, in no mood for games. She had a fair idea what was going on but she wanted to hear it from his lips.
“I've set up a little demonstration,”
he replied, trying to suppress a grin.
Susan pointed to one side, gesturing to somewhere deep below them within the silo, saying,
“Of something we saw the other night?”
Charlie just smiled.
“You can't do this,”
she pleaded with him.
“It's too risky. Please, talk to me before you go doing anything like this.”
“Relax,”
Charlie replied, reaching out and taking her hand.
“It's OK. They're going to love this.”
Susan spoke under her breath, saying,
“If Hammond finds out where your inventions are coming from, he'll skin you alive.”
“He won't find out,”
Charlie said.
“He won't even know until it's too late.”
“Ah,”
Susan replied, raising her eyebrows.
“You know he's on his way up here, right?”
Charlie went silent.
“I passed him on the staircase,”
Susan continued.
“He's with Mayor Johns.”
“Shit.”
“Shit indeed,”
Susan replied, shaking her head softly.
“I'd hoped to get everyone on board before he saw this,”
Charlie confessed.
Mayor Johns and Hammond walked from the staircase and greeted Sheriff Cann.
“So what's this I hear about some new invention?”
Hammond asked, stroking his beard, his bullish voice carrying in the open area.
“Young Charlie's got something he wants to show us,”
the sheriff replied, gesturing to Charlie.
“Take it away, Charlie.”
The small crowd milled around the scaffolding, looking at the ropes reaching from a steel plate up to a cross-member sitting just below the ceiling.
“Ah,”
Charlie began, trying not to look at his feet.
“As you know, I like tinkering with things. I know, not really something dirt farmers normally do, but turning soil gives you plenty of time to think, and, ah ... so ... I've been thinking about how we could help each other, how we could help the silo to function better.”
Hammond wasn't going to be a passive spectator, that much was obvious. He growled under his breath, saying,
“Silo works pretty darn well if you ask me.”
A few others within the crowd mumbled their agreement.
“Well, Susan is here. And she's a porter,”
Charlie continued.
Susan was horrified. He was dragging her into this without asking, without her even knowing where he was going with his demonstration. She tried to smile, but felt awkward, wanting to melt into the background.
“And think about porting for a moment,”
Charlie continued.
“What's the most weight a porter can carry? Fifty pounds? Perhaps sixty or seventy pounds on a short haul?
“What if we could carry a hundred pounds as easily as you'd carry a quarter of that weight?”
The crowd was quiet, even Hammond was listening.
“What if we could reduce weight to a quarter of its normal lifting load? And what if we could take heavy objects between levels in a matter of a minute or two?”
Hammond barked.
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“I'll show you,”
Charlie replied.
“Here, I've got two fifty pound bags of barely. A hundred pounds of barley all together. Now, once a week, twenty men spend an entire day doing nothing other than running back and forth up the stairs with fifty pound bags over their shoulders to restock the kitchen. It's exhausting, backbreaking work. What if we could reduce this to just a couple of men working at a steady pace?”
Hammond folded his arms across his chest.
Charlie wasn't going to be deterred. He continued without breaking step.
“The ropes you can see winding back and forth to the frame above are actually just one length of rope wrapping around these wheels several times. The effect of this is that I can pull a hundred pounds of barley with the same amount of effort as it would take to pick up half a bag, a mere twenty five pounds.”
Charlie dragged the two bags of barley onto the plate, positioning them centrally. He then pulled on the loose end of the rope. The ease with which he could raise the barely was obvious. He quickly pulled the steel plate holding the two bags of barley up to the roof and then lowered it down again with little effort.
“Anyone want to give it a try?”
he asked.
“It's a trick,”
Hammond growled.
“Those bags are empty.”
“I assure you,”
Charlie said.
“This is no magic trick, just a simple example of leverage in action.”
Hammond stormed over and picked up one bag and then another, barely lifting them off the steel plate before dropping them again, apparently satisfied with their weight. Sheriff Cann couldn't resist. He took up Charlie's offer, grabbing the rope and pulling on it, working it through his hands until the platform with the bags of barley was as high as it could reach.
“This is remarkable,”
he said, lowering the barley back to the ground.
“Think of what we could accomplish.”
Mayor Johns was silent. From her body language and the nervous motion of her eyes, it was clear the mayor wasn't going to wade into the discussion, she was waiting to see which way Hammond would lean.
“You'll put porters out of business,”
Hammond cried.
“Is that what you're trying to do? Are you trying to wreck an entire class of workers?”
“No,”
Charlie replied.
“I'm trying to help them carry more with less effort, fewer injuries and strains.”
“What the hell do you take me for, boy?”
Hammond snarled.
“A fool? I suppose you want to rig this thing over the Great Fall?”
“Yes,”
Charlie replied.
“We could rig a swinging arm on each—”
“Am I the only one that sees this as madness?”
Hammond asked, looking at those around him.
“The first time one of these loads comes loose and falls it'll kill someone. If a heavy enough load hits the stairs it could rip them out of the wall. There's a reason we do things the same way over and over again. Ours is a simple life, but a life of calculated efficiency and balance. There's nothing wrong with hard work. Sweat is a friend, keeps us fit and healthy.”
“I—”
Charlie began, but Hammond wasn't finished.
“Hold your tongue before your elders! You're a goddamn shadow! You don't tell me what to do. You don't cast a shadow, you are the shadow! You listen. You learn. You copy. Know your place, young man.”
“But—”
Charlie tried.
“I will not have you interrupt me, an elder of the silo! You have to earn the right to speak up through years of toil. One day you'll have that right, but not now. For now, you listen. Are we clear?”
Susan swallowed the lump in her throat. Charlie looked down at his feet. Neither of them nodded or indicated any kind of acceptance of Hammond's fiery rant, and that must have enraged him even more as his voice grew in intensity.
“You think you know all this stuff,”
Hammond cried.
“You don't know shit. This isn’t about lifting bags of barley between floors, this is about how the silo functions like a well-oiled machine. You can't just go changing one part without affecting another. And you don't think about that. You don't see the consequence of your actions.
“Think of the lost wages for the porters carrying that barley. Think of the impact on their families and their standard of living. Think about the delays that will occur on the staircase because your damn machine is blocking two landings at once. If we start using some fancy contraption like this our society will shift and change in ways you can't predict.
“And what are you going to say to the wife of the first man that dies in an accident involving this piece of junk? Are you going to stand there and tell her that change is good? What will you tell her children? That everything's OK because we've made life easy for a couple of dumb porters?
“There's a reason we follow the Order. There's a reason we keep things the same, because that's what it takes to survive within the silo. Mark my words, no good will come from fancy tricks.”
“But,”
Charlie interjected, determined to have his say.
“But we use technology in other ways to help us. We use computers in IT. We use pumps and generators in the Down Deep. How is this any different?”
Hammond stepped in front of Charlie and raised his fist. For a split second, Susan thought he was going to hit him, but he stuck a finger barely an inch from his nose, pointing it at Charlie like a dagger. Specks of spittle caught in Hammond's beard.
“I will not be lectured by a shadow,”
he bellowed.
“Do you hear me?”
Gesturing toward the airlock, he added,
“You will learn your place or you will leave this place, is that clear? Don’t ask. Don’t think. Don’t question. Just stay in the shadows!”
Susan was shaking.
Hammond turned to those around him, saying,
“Dismantle this contraption and bring it down to IT, I want every goddamn nut and bolt in my office by dawn. This demonstration is finished, the discussion is over.”
Hammond stormed off with Mayor Johns by his side.
Sheriff Cann rested his hand on Charlie's shoulder, patting it gently before he turned and walked away into his office. He said something to Charlie, but Susan didn't catch the words. Several of the men in the crowd began dismantling the scaffolding. Charlie just stood there stunned.
Susan took his hand, leading him over to one of the tables by the wall-screen. Charlie had tears running down his face, leaving wet tracks on his cheeks. Someone dimmed the lights. Susan sat there silently beside Charlie as he watched his pulley system being dismantled.
“I only wanted to help,”
he said softly.
“I know.”



Chapter 07: Trust
There wasn't anything to talk about after the demonstration. Charlie and Susan sat there quietly for a few minutes before agreeing to call it a night. The walk down the stairs seemed longer than it ever had before. Charlie escorted Susan to her floor, gave her a quiet kiss on the cheek before leaving for his level.
Susan crept into her apartment, not wanting to wake her parents. Her mother was up, sitting at the kitchen table sipping a warm cup of chicory. She was in her nightgown. A dim light from the kitchenette cast soft shadows around the room. Susan's father was asleep. She could hear him snoring behind the curtain.
“I heard what happened,”
her mother said gently. There was no condemnation in her voice. If anything, it sounded as though she understood the anguish Susan felt inside.
Susan nodded her head, sitting down at the table, being careful not to scrape the chair on the floor.
“Are you OK?”
“Yeah,”
Susan said with a sigh.
“I'll be fine ... Charlie took it pretty hard.”
“I bet ... Men always do ... I remember when your dad found that digger. He was so excited. He had so many ideas about what could be done with it. He was going to build a new silo, well, probably not a complete silo, but he thought we could double the size of our silo, get rid of the lottery for a while, build new levels, expand out to the side of the stairwell.”
She sighed, adding,
“And I thought was a great idea. We were going to change the world.”
Susan hadn't noticed, but her mother had taken her hand and was holding her fingers gently. She had tears in her eyes.
“He's going to need you. It will take some time for him to see. You've got to help him through.”
Susan nodded, struggling to hold back her own tears.
“Give him time,”
her mother said, looking her in the eye.
“Men want everything now. You've got to help him see past this and to the future.”
Susan's head dropped. She felt a sense of conflict within. She loved Charlie. She loved his vision, his excitement, his passion, but her mother was right. Her mother had been there before. Susan knew she needed to listen to her.
She got up slowly, saying,
“Thanks Mom.”
Morning came too soon. Susan felt as though her head had barely hit the pillow before her father was cooking up some grits for breakfast. He never was one for a fancy cafeteria breakfast of biscuits and gravy or scrambled eggs.
Susan woke with a start. She had wanted to head up to the cafeteria before first light as she knew Charlie would be there, sitting alone in the darkness, and she felt guilty about not being there for him.
Getting up, she tossed her hair, running her fingers through her long locks and looking for her hair-band. She couldn't remember where she'd left it, but it had her name etched on the inside. Someone would find it and return it to her, so she didn't worry about misplacing it. The silly thing was probably in the porter's office, she thought. For now, a hair-tie and a pony tail would have to do.
“Morning sunshine,”
her father said.
She smiled. She loved being called sunshine. The world outside might have been poisonous, but the sun always rose, there was always a new day, and with a new day came new hope. She splashed water on her face, went to the bathroom, changed from her pajamas into some coveralls and grabbed an apple for breakfast.
“What?”
her father asked.
“My cooking not good enough for you?”
“It's not that, Dad,”
she replied, kissing him on the cheek.
“My caster strained her back on our haul to the Deep so we're on light duties today, staying in the Mids.”
“And that means you can't eat a decent breakfast?”
he asked.
“No,”
she replied.
“That means I'm late for an early start.”
Susan stepped out of the apartment feeling light and breezy. She was aware her feelings were a contradiction of all that had happened the night before, and she knew it was because of her mother's advice. Susan had struggled to know quite what to say to Charlie, but her mother's words gave her direction. She no longer worried about Charlie. She saw the bigger picture, 'the long climb' as porters would say. She needed to convince him to look beyond the moment. Susan felt confident she could help him through this difficult time.
As she closed the door behind her, she was shocked to see Charlie sitting in the hallway with his back against the wall. The narrow hallway was crowded, with people coming and going, all in a rush, all stepping over Charlie as he sat there sullen and morose. Her mother was right.
“Charlie,”
she said with genuine surprise.
He got to his feet as someone bumped into her from behind.
“What are you doing here?”
They got caught up in the current, swept along until they found themselves on the landing by the great stairway. The smooth, flowing curve of the stairs stretched up above them, corkscrewing down below them as they stood by the railing looking over the edge into the vertigo-inducing Great Fall. Porters and builders, farmers and weavers scurried past, peeling off and either heading up to the factories or down to the fields.
“How are you?”
he asked, but Susan understood the reflective nature of his question.
“Listen,”
she said.
“I've got to get to work ... Are you going to be OK?”
“Yeah, I'm fine,”
he said, his hand lingering on hers as she held onto the rail, feeling the pulse of boots on the stairs reverberating through the cold steel.
“Charlie,”
she said, her voice stiffening, preempting the sober words to come.
“You've got to let this go.”
“I can't, Sue.”
“You have to. If you don't, it will eat you up.”
“I can't turn my back on what I've seen,”
he said, and she understood what he meant. He wasn't implying she was turning her back, but rather that his nature compelled him to do something about all he'd learned.
“No one's asking you to,”
she replied, suddenly realizing how poor her choice of words were. Hammond was, so was Mayor Johns from the look of things. She rephrased her comment.
“I'm not asking you to, but you need to be patient. Change takes time. You can't change the silo overnight. I thought your pulley system was a great idea, but I can see what Hammond's saying, he's worried about the consequence of change.”
“That's bullshit,”
Charlie snapped.
“Is it?”
Susan asked, fighting to get him to make eye contact with her.
“What would happen if someone died? With loads coming up the fall, people leaning over the railing and swinging weights back and forth, it's bound to happen. What then? Would you face the widow? Because that's what Mayor Johns and Sheriff Cann will have to do.”
She sighed.
“Charlie,”
she pleaded, her voice rising in frustration.
“It's a good idea. It's just too far, too soon. You've got to plant seeds. You've got to water the ground, pull the weeds, keep the grow-lights on. You can't have a harvest overnight.”
He looked up from his bootlaces, looking her in the eye.
“Please,”
she said, looking deep into his dark brown eyes.
Charlie nodded.
“You can't do this overnight,”
she added.
“And you can't do it alone, but together we can make a difference, OK? But we need to take baby steps.”
Charlie raised her hand to his lips, kissing gently at her fingers as he said,
“I'm so thankful for you. If anything ever happened to you, I don't know what I do.”
“Nothing's happening to me,”
she reassured him.
“Now go. You're late for work. I'm late for work.”
Charlie started to move away. Looking back, he pointed at her saying,
“Tonight? Up top?”
Susan smiled, waving as she replied,
“Tonight. Up top.”
She waited until he disappeared into the swarm of people on the staircase and then she turned and headed down to the porter's station on thirty. Normally, she would have met Lisa at the main station on ten, but Lisa had sent word they were working the Mids.
Traffic was bad on the stairs. It took her almost an hour to get to the station. Lisa was not impressed, that much was clear when Susan walked through the door.
“Who is the caster?”
Lisa asked.
“You are,”
Susan replied, catching her breath and avoiding eye contact.
“Shadows are cast by an elder. If you're off on your own all the time, you're not a shadow. If you don't want to shadow, just say so.”
Susan's head dropped.
Lisa stepped up to her and placed her hand on Susan's shoulder, saying,
“Boys?”
Susan nodded.
“Ha,”
Lisa cried.
“we'll, at least you've got a decent excuse and aren't whining about sleeping in.”
“I slept in as well.”
“Ha ha ha,”
Lisa replied, smiling.
“Well, you're honest, I'll give you chits for that. Don't make it a habit. OK?”
“OK,”
Susan replied. If only she could get chits for being honest, she'd be rich.
“We've got IT today,”
Lisa said, handing Susan an empty porting pack as they walked out the door.
“There's a bunch of stuff they want brought to the porting station for distribution tomorrow. If we drag our feet and take plenty of breaks, should take us all day.”
Susan smiled. She knew what Lisa was saying. Her caster was goading her. Neither Lisa nor Susan were slow about their tasks. They were well suited as caster and shadow as they both shared a drive to get things done.
The stairs had cleared. Typical, she thought, and not more than a minute after she no longer needed them clear. Lisa skipped down the stairs. For someone with a sore back, she didn't show it.
“I thought you were—”
“Nah,”
Lisa said, accurately guessing what Susan was referring to as she replied,
“they're shifting the entire refit section of mechanical from 140 to 138. I didn't feel like spending the next four days Down Deep, especially as we'd just been there, so I elaborated on a slight twinge in my back, and slight might be overstating the injury a tad.”
With Charlie in such a fragile state, Susan was glad to avoid a long run in the deep. She felt responsible for him, as though she owed him care and understanding.
As they signed in to IT one of the guards recognized Susan. He was on the night Charlie brought her down to the hidden level. She could feel herself sweating. She felt like she was returning to the scene of a murder. He grinned, but didn't say anything when she looked swiftly away, with a mixture of embarrassment and guilt.
“There's mail in dispatch,”
another guard said,
“along with a bunch of stuff for Down Deep in Hammond's office, but you don't need to port it there today. Mr. Hammond just wants it off the floor.”
“It's OK for us to go into his office?”
Lisa queried.
Susan felt her heart skip a beat.
“Sure. It's gonna take you a few loads to clear.”
They were waved through the turnstile. In her mind's eye, Susan could see Charlie just ahead of her, grinning as they snuck into IT at night. Guilt hung over her.
As they were escorted through the level, Susan looked out at the sea of heads sitting at the computer consoles stretching across the floor. For the life of her, she couldn't imagine what they all did. Nothing was computerized within the silo. Why did they need so many people? What were they working on?
“You get the mail,”
Lisa said.
“I'll check out the haul from Hammond's office.”
Susan stopped at the secretary's desk outside the meeting rooms near the back of the floor as Lisa and the guard walked on. She was shaking. She felt like a traitor, as though she'd done something violently wrong.
“Can I help you?”
the secretary asked, and Susan jumped.
“Ah, I'm here for the mail,”
she said, composing herself. Her eyes darted around, scanning the floor, looking to see if anyone was staring back at her. No one was, but she felt as though there were eyes upon her, as though someone were reading her thoughts, waiting for that soft voice inside her head to betray her.
The secretary rummaged around in a large drawer under her desk. Susan peered around the corner. She could just make out the dark edge of the server room. The door was open. The hum coming from within set her nerves on end. She could hear Hammond's voice as well as Barney's, but she couldn't make out what they were saying. Hammond, though, sounded angry.
“Here you go,”
the secretary said, handing Susan several bundles of letters. Susan slipped her pack off one shoulder, allowing it to slide around in front of her and packed the letters inside. Then she stood there, still trying to hear what Hammond was saying.
“Is there something else?”
the secretary asked.
“No. No,”
Susan replied, her eyes wide with fear. She swallowed the lump in her throat and started walking nervously back along the walkway that lead through the open plan floor. There were concrete pillars spaced every thirty feet. She expected someone to jump out from behind each one.
Her senses were on edge. She could smell the crisp, zing of electronics, the damp, musty tinge from the air conditioning, the starch from the neatly ironed white coveralls of the workers sitting at their stations. Why was it so quiet? Why wasn't anyone talking? Someone dropped a pencil on a desk and she flinched. The sound seemed to be amplified. Behind her she could hear Hammond and Barney talking with the secretary. Suddenly, Hammond's voice rose.
“Is that her?”
Susan quickened her pace. Her palms were sweaty. Everyone seemed to be looking at her. Whether they were or not, she didn't know. She couldn't take her eyes off the end of the hallway. Her fingers were trembling. She grabbed at the straps of the pack over her shoulder as though she were bearing a heavy load and leaned forward, pushing on with the gait of a porter on a mission.
“Hey,”
came a cry from behind her, but she ignored it, lengthening her stride as she approached the security station. The guard tipped his hat and smiled. She couldn't smile back. She could hear footsteps behind her, running up after her.
“Just a little further,”
she muttered to herself, as though somehow clearing the security station would make any difference. Her thinking wasn't rational, and deep down she understood that, but somehow the other side of that barrier represented freedom. She was afraid. Susan had never known a fear like this, where the fine hairs on her arms bristled and flexed. She didn't even know what she was scared of as she hadn't done anything wrong, but that guard could identify her movements from a couple of days ago. Why was it wrong to look for answers? What was so bad about that? Why did she feel guilty for the pleasure of seeking knowledge?
The turnstile opened outward automatically and she stepped through as she heard her name being called from behind.
“Susan!”
She recognized the voice. It was Barney. She turned back from the other side of the security station. No one was looking at her, no one other than Barney jogging up to the turnstile.
“Hey,”
he said with a friendly smile, walking out of the IT department after her.
Susan had to turn and keep going. Her heart was pounding in her throat. She stepped out on to the landing in front of level 34. The familiar feel of the rough tread beneath her boots was reassuring.
“I've been looking for you,”
Barney said, coming up beside her as she gripped the handrail on the landing. The irregular pulse of boots on the stairs gave the handrail a slight tremor, rippling back and forth beneath her fingers, soothing her troubled soul.
“Are you OK?”
he asked.
“Yeah, fine,”
she said, turning and forcing a smile as she put on a pretense. He seemed to buy it, smiling back.
“Listen,”
he said, fishing for something in his pocket with his right hand.
“You dropped this the other night.”
It was only then she became aware of Hammond standing behind the counter in the security station. He was flicking through the ledger, apparently ignoring them, but she knew he'd be focusing his mind to pick up any stray words from their conversation.
Barney whispered,
“Don't look.”
She turned back to him. Their eyes met, and she could see he was afraid. He held the hair-band out in front of her, playing with it as he fidgeted nervously.
“Ah, you know, I had a great time the other night,”
he said in a pleasant voice that sounded as though he didn't have a care in the world.
She knew what he was doing, he was covering for Charlie. Hammond must have found her hair-band, but he hadn't put two-and-two together. He knew she'd been down there, but he must have figured Barney took her in there for some privacy, to grandstand and strut his feathers as teenagers do. If he knew Charlie had been in there too, there would be hell to pay.
Susan took a deep breath, saying,
“Me too.”
She smiled at him and added,
“Thank you.”
“So I ...”
Barney was lost for words. He was clearly trying to put up a facade for Hammond. The look in his eyes was one of abject fear, although it didn't come across in his voice.
“I guess I'll see you around.”
“Sure,”
she said.
So long as Hammond thought they were a couple they were safe, but Hammond had seen her with Charlie. He had to think she was playing the field. She had to make this look convincing. Susan rested her hands on either side of Barney's hips and reached in and kissed him on the lips, being sure to linger for a second so as to impart some feeling. She closed her eyes, feeling his hands resting gently on her shoulders.
In that moment, as she closed her eyes, she was transported back to the tenth grade. His lips were soft and just as gentle as they had been then.
“GET AWAY FROM HER!”
a voice cried from the stairs.
They both turned. Her heart raced.
Charlie was standing no more than three steps up from the landing, having come down from above. He paused with his hand on the railing and his legs poised to spring.
Barney stepped backwards.
Susan stepped toward Charlie, beckoning with her hands, saying,
“Charlie, wait! It's not what you—”
Charlie launched himself at Barney, knocking him to the ground and pummeling him with his fists. Barney tried to defend himself, putting his arms up to block the blows, but he didn't strike back.
“NO!”
Susan screamed.
Charlie unleashed three or four rapid punches to Barney's head, striking him on jaw, the cheekbone and the nose. Brilliant red splatters of blood sprayed out across the landing. The IT security team rushed out of their station, but it took them a few seconds to get out through the door, over the turnstile and onto the landing.
Susan kicked Charlie, catching him on the side of his stomach as she yelled,
“GET OFF HIM!”
For his part, Charlie kept swinging at Barney as the two of them rolled on the metal landing. Charlie was manic, with his arms pumping and his fists swinging back and forth. The sound of each blow sickened Susan, she kept screaming, but Charlie wouldn't stop.
One of the security guards grabbed him by the shoulders, pulling him away, while another stood between him and Barney with his arms out, keeping them apart. Blood ran from Barney's nose, staining his white coveralls. Brilliant splashes of red marred the floor and walls. A dozen heads peered from within IT, trying to see the commotion.
Susan ran to Barney. At the time, she wasn't sure why she didn't run to Charlie, but it was the sense of injustice and pity she felt for Barney. She rested her hand on his upper arm.
“Are you ok?”
Barney looked up at her. His eyes spoke of a pain more than physical. She could see the anguish in the depths of his soul. He nodded slowly. His cheek twitched involuntarily and she could see he was shaken.
“Sue!”
Charlie cried, still being held back by the security guard. The guard had him in a headlock, with his arms wrapped under Charlie's shoulder and his hands behind the small of Charlie's neck. Any movement Charlie made resulted in the guard applying pressure and bringing him quickly to a halt.
“Don't,”
Susan said, standing beside Barney. She turned and pointing a finger.
“Don't you dare.”
She was so angry she almost stormed over and slapped him. She wanted to, but the guards were intimidating.
Hammond walked out of IT and up to Barney. His voice was gruff, and unusually calm given the circumstances.
“Do you want to press charges, son?”
Barney never looked up from the view of his blood soaked coveralls. He simply shook his head as he wiped his nose.
“Let him go,”
Hammond said to the guard.
The security guard standing between Charlie and Barney had a nightstick out, ready to use it if Charlie tried anything. Charlie just stood there nursing a split lip as the IT personnel took Barney back inside the turnstile to get medical attention. Susan and Charlie were left alone on the landing. A couple of porters had come to a halt about ten steps down on the stairs, waiting to cross the landing.
“What is wrong with you?”
Susan demanded, storming past Charlie.
“Me?”
Charlie replied.
“You—”
“Don't you dare,”
she repeated, cutting him off.
“You have no idea. What the hell were you doing down here anyway?”
“I ... ah.”
“Were you following me?”
she asked.
“I just wanted to see you.”
“You were stalking me,”
she said as the realization sunk in.
“Sue, I—”
“No,”
she replied, waving her hand in front of him, gesturing for him to stop.
“I am not your prize, your conquest for a night. I am not some trophy you can fight over and boast about with the boys in the abandoned storage area on twelve. Have you got that?”
Charlie pursed his lips, softly nodding his head.
“Can we talk about this?”
he asked.
“Just ... Just leave me alone, OK?”
she replied, and she turned and stormed up the stairs, leaving him standing there with blood dripping from his lip.
Susan felt an overwhelming sense of revulsion at what had happened. She had to get away from Charlie and clear her head. She dropped her pack off in the porting station on the next floor and told the attendant she was feeling sick and calling it a day. It wasn't a lie. She wasn't physically sick, but she felt as though she were with the chaos of so many conflicting thoughts running through her mind. She needed some time to straighten her thinking. She needed to talk to her mother. Lisa would hear about what happened and no doubt piece together why she'd left. Susan would face her another day. For now, she wanted her Mom.
Susan walked out of the porter's office, hoping she wouldn't run into Charlie on the stairs. That would be awkward. She wanted to tell him what had happened with the hairband, but the conflict she felt was more than just her revulsion to the fight. She felt sick to know someone she loved could act so brutally. What she'd witnessed seemed to be more of an animal attack than a fight, and that shook her. She needed some time, some space. Tears streamed from her eyes. Everyone she passed stared at her, making her feel worse. She wrapped her arms around her waist, feeling self-conscious as she headed up the stairs.
Susan hurried, knowing she had to traverse over twenty floors to get to the garment factories on twelve. Her mother oversaw a group of cutters and two teams working on the looms. Her mother would know what to do.
Susan was passing the hydroponics farm on nineteen when the quake hit. She'd felt tremors before, but never anything like this. The initial pulse came out of nowhere, surprising her, passing through her and rattling her teeth. She could feel the low sonic wave pass through her chest cavity. It was as though someone had thumped her on the sternum. Her feet left the stairs as the entire silo shook. She had her hand on the rail, and clenched her fingers to stop herself from falling. Several other porters on the stairs ahead of her slipped and tumbled, rolling down the steps in front of her.
At first, she thought there had been an explosion, but the deafening crash that cut through the air was too sharp. It didn't resonate. Cracks appeared in the concrete wall beside her, running down the shaft. The stairs shook. The lights went out, plunging the Great Fall into darkness, terrifying her. It took a few seconds for the emergency lights to kick in.
Something plunged past, diving headlong into the deep. It was only when the scream registered in her ears that she realized someone had fallen, a woman. Several men fell past as well, screaming as they plunged over a hundred floors to their death. Above her, the sound of metal twisting and breaking cut through the panic around her. A dark shadow blotted out the emergency lights above before crashing into the staircase ahead of her, crushing the railing and showering her with fragments of rock and dust. The huge concrete slab rebounded, colliding with the wall opposite her before catching the edge of the lower landing as it hurtled through the heart of the silo. The landing crumpled and swung perilously out into the Great Fall with two men clinging onto the crushed, sloping metal frame. Susan blinked and then there was one: a young teenager hanging onto life.
Everything happened so fast, Susan didn't know what to think. She froze, clinging to the railing as someone else tumbled past on the stairs, calling out for help.
The disintegrating concrete slab continued to wreak havoc hundreds of feet below her, crashing into the stairs and landings as it broke up. In that moment, she realized what had fallen. Part of the dome over the Great Fall had come away.
Water cascaded down from above, pouring into the stairs surrounding the void and turning the shaft into a waterfall. Streams of water ran down the stairs, undulating over her boots while falling onto her from above.
People were screaming, so much so Susan couldn't tell from where. Someone scrambled past her on all fours, rushing up the stairs against the flow of water.
“Silo's dead,”
he cried.
“We're all dead.”
Within seconds, he was gone, up around the bend in the stairs. Water continued to pour down from above, soaking her coveralls. Susan sunk to her knees, with her arms wrapped around the railing, still holding on for dear life even though the shaking had stopped. She wasn't sure how long she sat there in the rain, with water streaming down past her but she was in shock. She couldn't move.
“Help!”
came a cry from below her. For a second, she thought she recognized the voice. It was Charlie! Her body spasmed as she realized it was some other boy Charlie's age holding on to the ruined remains of the landing leading to hydroponics. His feet dangled over the Great Fall. Blood dripped from his arm, washed away by the torrent of water cascading down from the sewage treatment plant above.
“Got to do something,”
she told herself.
“Can't leave him.”
At the time, Susan didn’t understand why she spoke in such clipped terms, but subconsciously she was struggling with the realization that she had to act or the boy would die. Deep down she wanted someone else to do something to help the boy, anyone but her. So many conflicting emotions ran through her mind: fear for her own life, shock at what had happened, anguish at seeing people falling to their death, horror at the speed with which the silo had spun out of control, and an overwhelming sense of helplessness. She had to help that boy. She couldn’t stand the idea of watching someone else die needlessly, not when it was within her power to help.
Susan got to her trembling feet. Her hands refused to let go of the railing. She had to force herself to move down the stairs, swapping hands as she went. Whereas once the stairs had seemed so resolute, now they felt frail, almost flimsy beneath her boots. She gripped the rail as though her life depended on the strength of her fingers. She was safe. The concrete slab had struck above her with a glancing blow, leaving her section of the stairs intact, but mentally she couldn't bring herself to let go. Fear coursed through her veins.
“Please, help me,”
the boy cried out. He was holding onto the crushed landing with one arm. His other arm hung limp by his side as he lay on the twisted metal floor sloping into the Great Fall. Susan wasn't good with estimating angles, but she figured the wreckage looked as though it were on a thirty degree slope.
“Hold on,”
she called out, quickening her pace down the curve of the stairs leading to hydroponics. Water made the steel steps slippery.
Rain washed over the teenage boy. He was younger than her, she could see that, but probably only by a couple of years. He swung his feet, trying to reach the edge of the landing, but by swinging his body he was applying torque, causing the platform to groan and twist as the crushed supports swayed beneath him.
“Stay still,”
she yelled, reaching the bottom of the stairs.
Where once the stairs had lighted on a landing now there was a twisted mesh of steel falling sharply into the wide expanse of the shaft. The railing had been torn off. Jagged strands of metal poked out from the wall where the landing had only minutes before sat so securely.
The boy was about ten feet below her.
“Please, hurry,”
he cried.
Scared faces peered out from inside the darkened hydroponics level.
“Get a ladder,”
Susan cried,
“or some rope.”
“I'm slipping,”
the boy yelled.
“Hold on,”
Susan said, trying to figure out how she could get down to him without falling herself.
“I'm scared,”
he said, his voice trembling.
“We're all scared,”
she replied.
“But we're going to get through this. You're going to be OK. Just hold on.”
Water continued to cascade down from above, soaking both of them.
“What's your name?”
she asked, trying to distract him while she began climbing down beside him.
“James ... James Ackerman.”
“Hello, James,”
she replied, making sure she had a good hold on the stairs as she tested the landing, slowly shifting her weight onto the frail, crumpled structure.
“I'm Susan. I'm a porter. I'm going to get you out of here, OK. Just hold on a little longer for me, James. OK?”
The landing swayed with her weight, leaning further into the shaft.
“I've got some rope,”
someone cried from the hydroponics level. Through the stream of water pelting down upon her, Susan struggled to make out the form of several men standing there with rope around their waists. One of them threw the rope down for the boy, but with only one good hand he couldn't grab it.
Susan reached across and grabbed the rope, pulling it toward her.
“Listen James, I'm going to come down beside you and grab you, OK? And these guys are going to pull us up.”
He didn't answer.
Susan wrapped the rope around her forearm, clinching it tight in her right hand. She pulled on the rope and could see the men bracing themselves further back on the hydroponics level.
She let go of the staircase and stepped down onto the crushed remains of the landing, hoping to walk her way down the steep incline to the boy, but her feet slipped from beneath her with the water raining down from above. The landing shook as she fell against it with a thud, and she found herself spinning around as she clung to the rope. The metal groaned. Not a good idea, she thought, not a good idea at all, in fact, that was a really stupid idea. If she could have taken back that moment she would have as she was in danger of becoming as much a victim as he was.
Susan held onto the rope with both hands. The men began slowly lowering her down next to the boy.
“I ... I can't grab you,”
the boy said.
“I can't let go.”
“I know,”
she said, as she came along side him. Their combined weight caused the landing to twist to the right, falling further away from the edge of the hydroponics level out into the middle of the Great Fall.
Susan knew how afraid he was as she felt the same. She had to let go of the rope with her left hand in order to grab him, but every instinctive fiber of her being cried out against that act. It took deliberate focus to reach out and wrap one arm around him. She reached around his waist, grabbing at his coveralls, making sure she had a good hold of his pocket as she took his weight.
“Grab the rope,”
she cried.
“I can't.”
“You have to,”
she yelled.
The platform twisted.
He was scared. She was yelling at him. Despite her frustration, she could see she wasn't helping.
Susan softened her voice, saying,
“Listen, we're almost there. You can do this. Grab hold of me. I won't let you go.”
Water fell as rain within the silo, streaking down through the shaft and soaking them
James looked her in the eyes. She could see the turmoil in his mind, the desire to trust her running in conflict with the uncertainty of letting go.
“It's OK,”
she said calmly.
She felt all his weight shift to her left hand as he let go and grabbed at her shoulder.
The platform swayed, coming loose from the wall and twisting out into the shaft before falling forward. Susan pushed off with her legs, trying to get free from the twisted wreckage as it fell. She drove hard with her thighs, driving them as hard as she could and springing out as the twisted strands of steel glanced against the rope, threatening to tangle them.
One of the platform struts lower down still held, and the landing fell no more than twenty feet before slamming back into the wall. Had they still been on the landing they would have been thrown headlong down the shaft, catapulted toward the deep. Susan was shaking, realizing that had the rope become caught, they would have all be dragged into the abyss, him, her and the men above.
The two of them dangled against the rough concrete for a few seconds before frantic arms began pulling them up to the hydroponics level.
“You're OK,”
she said, unable to say anything more as water washed over them.
“You're OK.”
The boy was straddling her, with his legs wrapped around her waist and his one good arm reaching around her back.
Hands reached down from above, grabbing at their coveralls and lifting them to safety.



Chapter 08: Aftermath
 

“Please stay,”
James said as Susan tied a rope around her waist and prepared to climb out onto the remains of the staircase.
“I can't. I've got to find my Mom and Dad. I need to make sure they're OK.”
“We'll look after James,”
one of the men said.
“He'll be fine.”
Water no longer cascaded down through the silo. Someone had sealed the busted water main, but water still dripped from the stairs above. The men in the hydroponics section were already thinking about repairs. They understood how vital the stairs were and how they needed to be restored. They'd begun looping sections of rope around the twisted wreckage hanging from the wall of the shaft so it couldn't fall any further and were beginning to haul the landing back up. Susan didn't know how they'd secure the platform or if it could be repaired, but she had no doubt about the tenacity and resourcefulness of her fellow silo-dwellers. They'd think of something. They wouldn't be content to see the lifeline between levels severed.
Susan took a run up, leaping out across the gap and grabbing hold of the stairs. The metal frame shook under her sudden weight, but held. She untied the rope and James pulled it back.
“You take care, Susan,”
he called out.
“You too, James.”
Water dripped on her head as she worked her way around the spiral staircase moving up top. James watched until she looped out of sight above him. He was a good kid. She didn't have the heart to ask him about who the other boy was that had fallen to his death. They had to have known each other. She knew that harsh reality would catch up with him eventually, but for now the focus on survival was a good distraction. There would be time to mourn later.
As she approached the water treatment plant on level eighteen she could see work teams moping up the mess from the burst pipes. Flashes from an arc welder stuttered through the poorly lit floor like lightning. There was lots of noise, lots of yelling. Susan went on quietly, unnoticed. Above eighteen, the stairs were dry, making the going easier.
The stairs beyond sixteen had been crushed by the falling slab from the dome. A tangle of metal lay squished against the concrete wall. Someone had rigged a rope at waist height across the fifteen foot gap. Susan used the rope to steady herself as she crept over the tangled remains. She tried not to look down. The curve of the stairs immediately below her were at least forty feet away. On the other side of the gap, the bolts anchoring the stairs to the wall had been severed by the impact, and that stretch of stairs, though intact, swayed back and forth with each step. Susan crept gingerly up to a secure section of the old stairs.
For the first time, she wondered about Barney and Charlie, surprised she'd thought of them in that order. She figured they were probably still down around IT on level thirty-four. She peered over the edge, looking at the devastation within the shaft, hoping they were OK.
The stairs around her were deathly quiet. There was plenty of noise down low, but where she was, the stairs were almost empty. Most people, it seemed, were keeping to their levels, probably repairing damage from the quake. She could hear considerable commotion somewhere above. As she approached level twelve she realized the noise was coming from the garments section so she quickened her pace.
To her horror, she could see the turnstile leading onto the level had been crushed by the floor above. The entire eleventh floor had fallen, cutting the height of the twelfth floor to just a few feet, barely a crawl space. There were work crews carting people out onto the landing, dragging them out of the darkness on blankets. With faces caked in concrete dust contrasted with scarlet red wounds, the injured looked like clothing mannequins.
“Mom,”
she cried running up the stairs toward the rescuers.
Sheriff Cann was there, directing the recovery effort. He saw her and stopped her, holding out his hand.
“Sue,”
he said.
“I can't let you go in there. The level is too unstable. The entire floor could collapse at any moment.”
“My mother,”
she pleaded, steeling herself to push past him and rush onto the floor.
Several rescuers crawled out covered in fine white dust. They were wearing hardhats with flashlights taped awkwardly on one side.
“Couldn't see anyone else,”
the lead man said.
“Chalmers and Davies are digging out the crew trapped by the loom, but there's no other responses to our calls.”
“How bad?”
the sheriff asked, and Susan could see he struggled to form an entire sentence. In all his days, he'd probably never seen a disaster of this magnitude before.
“The rear section of the floor has pancaked. Anyone that's down there is gone.”
Susan was shaking.
Sheriff Cann turned to her. He was holding a clipboard and pencil.
“What's your mother's name?”
“Helena Claver.”
The sheriff studied his notes.
“Claver with a C,”
Susan added, peering at the bloodstained sheet of paper and the hastily written notes.
“She's OK,”
he said.
“She's one of the haulers, taking people up to the cafeteria. We're using the open area as a makeshift hospital.”
“Thank you,”
she said, leaning in impulsively and kissing him on the cheek.
“Your dad works in the farms, right?”
he asked.
“He should be fine. I've not heard any damage reports from there yet.”
Yet, was the main word she noted in his comment. In a time of such chaos, there had to be such caveats, she understood that, but the uncertainty made the suspense hard to bear.
Susan breathed deeply, saying,
“What happened, sheriff?”
“Don't rightly know just yet, but all hell's broken loose. We've got fires in the refinery, flooding on at least four levels and two crushed levels that I know about. IT lost power. We've got emergency power on all other levels, but IT is dark. I'm not hearing anything from them.”
Susan swallowed the lump in her throat.
“But no news isn't necessarily bad news,”
he added.
“It's going to take some time to sort things out. We'll get through this.”
Susan told him what little she knew from the hydroponics level and the water recycling plant and then headed up to the cafeteria to find her mother. She came across a young man assisting an elderly woman with a broken leg. Between them, they took turns supporting her, helping her up the stairs. She wasn't sure how long it took to climb those last few levels, but she figured at least eight hours had passed since the initial incident. When she finally reached the top of the grand staircase she could see where the dome had cracked, losing at least half of its structure. Angry bedrock sat behind the broken dome, a dark scar marred the jagged rock.
There were hundreds of people in the cafeteria. The wounded were lying on the tables and benches. There were a handful of doctors and nurses from the clinic on level five, moving between the injured. She left the boy and the elderly lady by the serving line which has been transformed into a triage point.
Susan scanned the crowd, looking at the downtrodden faces, many of them bloodied, with homemade bandages wrapped around their arms or legs, their hands or head. She stepped over those leaning against the wall. Some people curled up on the marble floor, exhausted from all they'd been through.
“Sue!”
She turned and saw her mother standing there in blood-soaked coveralls.
“Mom,”
Susan cried, stepped across the wounded to get to her mother and hug her. Her mother's forearm had been bandaged but other than that she looked OK. The blood must have been from someone else.
“Oh, Mom, it’s so good to see you.”
They sat down against the wall, ignoring the hard, cold floor.
“What happened?”
Susan asked.
“We thought it was just us,”
her mother began.
“The roof caved in. Large blocks of concrete fell from the ceiling. I managed to get under the cutting desk. The lights went off and people started screaming. I ... I don't even know quite how I ended up here.”
Susan looked into her mother's eyes, they were dilated. She was in shock.
“You made it, Mom,”
she said, hugging her again.
“It's OK, you made it.”
“Have you heard from Dad?”
her mother asked.
“I ran into Sheriff Cann, he said the farms are fine. They haven't had any major problems. Dad's OK, Mom.”
It wasn't that simple, and she knew it, but at that point, her mother needed assurance so Susan provided it, even though she knew there were doubts. There were always doubts. Susan preferred to think she was guessing rather than lying. Right now, her mother needed to know he’d be fine. She held her trembling hand, hurt to see her mother so badly shaken.
They sat there in silence for a while, looking at the wall screen. The broad hill that dominated their view of the outside world had collapsed on one side, crumbling into a hole. Clouds of smoke billowed in to the air from beyond the rubble, obscuring their view of the distant, crumbling buildings. The air looked rank, with a sickly yellow tinge unlike anything she'd seen before.
Sitting there, Susan remembered Charlie's excitement at seeing a winged aircraft a few days before. She'd found it hard to believe he'd seen anything at all, but after seeing the secret sub-level within IT and its books on the world-before she wasn't so sure of her insular silo anymore.
The setting sun cast long shadows through the billowing clouds, making it seem as though the earth had opened beyond the hill and swallowed some other silo. Something was causing the smoke, something was burning with tremendous ferocity. She wondered about the lives that had been lost. Was it really an entire silo just like theirs? What had happened? How could a silo be destroyed so suddenly and violently?
“What could have caused this?”
Susan asked to no one in particular.
Her mother didn't answer. Susan realized she and Charlie probably understood more than anyone else at that point. No one would dare believe there had been another silo just over that devastated ridge. Susan wondered how many silos there were. If there were two, there could be three, four, five, a dozen. She had no reason to settle on any particular number, but even just the knowledge of two silos was enough to transform her outlook on life. She didn't know how to describe this to anyone else. Who would believe her and Charlie? No one. And yet there were others that knew. Hammond had to know, and possibly Barney.
Her mother coughed, snapping her back to reality.
“Are you OK, Mom?”
Her mother turned to her and nodded.
“I'll get you some water.”
“Thanks,”
her mother replied weakly.
Someone had set up a water station along with a crate of fruit over by the sheriff's office. Susan hadn't realized how hungry and dehydrated she was, which was ironic given her clothes were still damp. She had a drink and munched on an apple as she walked back to her mother with a bottle of water and a peach.
“Thank you,”
her mother said, taking the fruit and water from her.
In the distance, Susan could hear someone crying out in agony, yelling for help. Susan could see the injured lying everywhere. A doctor moved between people, carrying what looked like a first-aid kit.
“I should ...”
“Yes,”
her mother said.
“You should help.”
Susan walked over to the doctor as she leaned over a patient lying on the bench beside one of the tables. There were so many injured people, by her estimates they numbered into the hundreds. Blood stained the floor, making the marble slippery as Susan stepped carefully between the wounded. Two doctors and three nurses couldn't cover several hundred patients.
Susan stood on the edge of the doctor's vision and said,
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
“You want to help?”
the doctor said, sounding exasperated. She didn't look up from stitching a bleeding wound.
“Yes,”
she replied, noting the sense of hopelessness in the doctor's voice. At that moment, what seemed like a good idea felt stupid, and she was suddenly aware of how inadequate she was in this regard. She might have been willing, but she wasn't able.
“Can you sew?”
To Susan, the question seemed irrelevant, and yet she couldn't answer with a simple yes. She felt intimidated both by the doctor and the enormity of the disaster.
“My mother works the looms. She taught me to mend from an early age.”
“OK,”
the doctor replied, still not looking up from her patient.
“You're on lacerations, that's the group nearest the wall-screen. We've got too many crush victims to tend to them. They're all yours.”
Susan stood there confused, not making the connection in her mind.
The nurse assisting the doctor looked up, adding,
“Take them one-by-one into the kitchen and wash their wounds thoroughly in warm soapy water. Don't let the water sit. Make sure it's constantly running. Dry and bind their wounds using anything you can. You'll find a bunch of bandages on the counter by dry-storage, but I doubt there will be enough.”
The nurse paused, thinking for a moment before adding,
“Deep cuts may require stitches. Sterilize your needle over a flame. Other than that, sewing up a wound is just like mending torn coveralls ... Oh, and wash your hands and arms thoroughly between patients. Any questions?”
Susan shook her head, more in dismay than to say no.
“Call me if you need help,”
the nurse said, tossing a small package over to her.
Susan caught the package. For a moment, she simply stared at the contents through the clear plastic. There was a single compression bandage, a couple of gauze pads, scissors, medical tape, a roll of surgical thread and a couple of needles.
The patient before the doctor writhed in pain, crying out in agony. The nurse pinned his shoulders as the doctor kept working away on the wound. A metal clamp slipped and fell to the marble floor. Blood squirted from a severed artery, spraying the doctor's apron as she fought to control the bleeding.
Susan looked over at the mess of bodies in front of the wall-screen and figured she didn't know what she was doing so she might as well start at the front and learn as quick as she could. This wasn't what she'd meant when she offered to help. She thought she would sent to get fresh water or would help move patients around. The prospect of dealing with serious injuries was daunting, but she was determined to do whatever she could to help ease the suffering.
Stepping between people lying on the ground, Susan made her way to a young boy with deep cut running down his forearm. He was sobbing quietly, looking at his arm.
“Come with me.”
Those three words seemed to be medicine in themselves, and not just for him. They instill confidence in her as well.
Over the next few hours, Susan realized the physical act of cleaning wounds was only part of the job. Having someone care for them was healing in itself, helping those injured to find the strength to endure.
Three more teenagers, a girl and two boys joined her. She recognized them as being a couple of years younger than her at school, but she didn't know them by name. They introduced themselves as Olivia, Steve and Jamie. They clearly thought she was a nurse despite her dirty, bloody porter's coveralls and took their lead from her.
Together the four of them set up a system for treating those with less severe injuries. Steve and Jamie helped the injured to a large stainless steel kitchen sink normally used for preparing vegetables, while Susan and Olivia set to cleaning and bandaging wounds, all the while talking to the patients, finding out who they were, where they were from and how they'd been injured. Afterwards, one of the boys would assist the patients to the far wall, well away from where they'd been initially placed. Susan found a mop and bucket at the back of the floor and had the boys clean the bloodied floor as they went.
The overhead lights were bright. Ordinarily, there would have been numerous lights on in the kitchen, saturating the workbenches with light and leaving no shadows, but the quake must have damaged the wiring. Only a few lights worked, including the light directly over the sink. At first it didn't bother Susan too much, but after awhile she found her tired eyes failing in the stark contrast between light and dark. As she tended to her patients, she had to keep moving around, trying not to cast shadows over her hands. She needed to get a good look at each wound and would spend considerable mental effort distinguishing between muscle and sinew, bloodied fragments of concrete and wooden splinters. After a while, all she could focus on were the injuries. The faces that moved before her became incidental, secondary to their wounds. It took all her will to focus on the subtleties of each injury.
The night was long, and yet the moans and cries softened as the night wore on. Beneath the stark, electric lights within the kitchen, Susan had no awareness of time passing. A couple of the kitchen hands broke out coffee and gave it to the medical workers. Susan had only ever had coffee once before and was surprised by the rush it brought to her mind.
Jamie brought over a middle-aged man, seating him on the end of the bench. Susan finished up with a young girl, using a cleaning cloth and medical tape to secure what she thought was a broken finger to a good finger. Jamie took the girl away and the man swung his legs up into the sink.
“OK, what have we got here?”
Susan asked, looking at his legs. Like the doctor, hours before, she no longer looked at her patients, focusing only on their wounds. At the time, she hadn't understood why the doctor couldn't have looked up at her, but now she knew. It was a job, a bloody, tiring, thankless effort. Depersonalizing the task was the only way to get through the sheer volume of patients. It wasn't that she didn't care or wasn't careful, it was that the only way to care was to focus intently on each injury as it passed before her.
Blood had clotted around multiple cuts leading from the man's knees down to his feet. He still had one boot on, but his coveralls had been cut away at his thigh, exposing his wounds.
“I was trapped for a few hours under a wall of fallen concrete cinder blocks.”
“Crush injuries should be tended to by the doctors,”
Susan said, scrubbing her hands and forearms with soapy water as she called out,
“I'm going to need more soap here. Can someone get me a refill?”
“On it,”
Olivia said, turning away from her and rummaging around under the bench behind Susan.
“They sent me here,”
the man said.
“Told me I was a category four.”
“OK, let's take a good look,”
Susan said, not knowing what category four meant but respecting the doctor's triage system. She used the tip of a short kitchen knife to carefully pick at dirt and debris in his wound, gently washing away as much of the dirt as she could with water squeezed from a sponge.
“I'm not going to lie to you,”
she said.
“This looks pretty bad. You should really be seen by a doctor.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him nodding in agreement as she continued, arching over the sink, carefully examining his legs.
“I'm sorry, but this is going to hurt. I've got to clean out your wound before I can stitch you up.”
Using her elbow, she nudged the tap toward the man so the trickle of warm water began washing over his legs. Susan was vaguely aware of another woman standing on the other side of the bench, holding the man's hand for support as he grimaced in pain. She must have been a relative, Susan figured, but as hunched over as she was she didn't make eye contact.
“We've got a lot of bleeding here,”
Susan said, turning to Olivia.
“I'm going to need you to apply pressure to the back of the calf.”
She raised his leg, resting his ankle on the other side of the kitchen sink. There was considerable abrasion, with long strips of skin torn from the shin bone. A flap of loose skin hung down from the back of the man's calf muscle. The water ran red with blood.
Olivia came around beside Susan with a bunch of wet cloths. She had wrung them out, but soap bubbles still sat in the coarse material.
“Here,”
Susan said, pointing, rolling the man's leg gently to one side so she could get a better look at the torn calf muscle.
Olivia clamped her hands below the man's knee, saying,
“The needle closest to you is sterile and threaded.”
“Good,”
was all Susan could manage in reply. Her narrow focus on the bloodied leg before her caused the rest of the world to fade and recede into the background. She wiped away the blood with a cloth while reaching out with her other hand and picking up the needle, never taking her eyes off the wound. Sweat dripped from her forehead.
The man grimaced as she began sewing up the tear in his muscle. He rested his hand on her shoulder, squeezing as she threaded the needle back and forth through the torn tissue. No one else had touched her. They'd all sat with almost formal rigidity, as though she were some high priest, but this stranger reminded her of her father. In the back of her mind, she wondered where he was, hoping he was OK, hoping someone was caring for him as she was caring for others.
“Scissors.”
Olivia handed scissors to her. Susan snipped the surgical thread and handed the scissors back to her, shifting her focus to a loose flap of skin on the man's ankle. Carefully, she cleaned the skin, trying not to disturb the weeping flesh too much, and then stitched the skin back in place. She breathed a sigh of relief as she dried and bandaged the wound.
His other leg wasn't as bad. She had him lift the leg she'd treated out of the sink so she didn't get the fresh bandage wet. There was severe bruising to the man's left leg along with several small lacerations that didn't require stitches and a light abrasion on his shin, similar to the one she'd treated on his right leg. Susan cleaned his leg gently and then dried his leg with a damp towel. Although she'd used medical bandages on the right leg, she bandaged his left leg with strips of cleaning cloth to keep her supply to sterile bandages in reserve.
As she finished up the man said,
“Thanks, Sunshine.”
Susan was stunned. She looked up and for the first time realized she'd been treating her father. Her mother, standing opposite her, had tears in her eyes.
“Dad.”
Her father squeezed her shoulder, adding,
“You're doing a wonderful job, Honey.”
Jamie helped Susan's father down from the bench and the assembly line they'd constructed kept rolling as an elderly lady shifted down the stainless steel bench for treatment. She had her arm in a hastily constructed, bloodied sling.
Susan looked at her father for a moment. He smiled and waved as he hobbled away.
She turned back to the old lady and said,
“Hi, we're here to help. Can you tell me what happened to you?”
Time blurred.
One patient blended into another.
Occasionally, the nurse came over and checked on them, asking if they had any questions and telling them they were doing a great job. Susan wasn't sure how many patients she'd tended to, only that her back hurt from leaning over the kitchen bench for so long. She was surprised when the wall-screen lightened with the coming of dawn. Finally, the tide of injuries turned and she stood there watching the wall-screen and sipping a glass of water. There were no more stars in the brooding sky. Smoke continued to billow from the crater beyond the crumbling mound. The doctor walked up behind her with one of the nurses.
“Thanks for all your help,”
the doctor said to the four of them, shaking each hand profusely. They'd been up for almost twenty four hours. It had been roughly eighteen long hours since the quake, and they were exhausted.
“Glad we could help,”
Olivia said on behalf of them. Susan smiled in agreement. They'd worked well together as a team.
“Sheriff Cann has set up cots in the mayor's office,”
the nurse said.
“They've blacked out the windows so we can get some sleep.”
“Sounds good to me,”
Susan said, watching as the sun peaked over the horizon.
They wandered through the mass of people lying on the floor, wrapped in blankets. Sheriff Cann was arranging more portable cots in front of the wall screen. He had several men helping him pull them out of a crate, setting them up around the floor. The smell of grits wafted from the kitchen but Susan was too tired to think about eating. She wandered into the mayor's office in a daze and barely registered her head hitting the pillow on her cot. Someone pulled a blanket over her.



Chapter 09: Quorum
 

Susan sat on one of the a chairs outside the mayor's office. It was four in the afternoon and most of those that had initially fled to the Uppers for safety had left for their homes. The cafeteria was still functioning as a hospital ward, but it was only the serious cases that remained. Most of those Susan had treated were already gone.
The faint smell of smoke sat in the air, a burnt tinge that threatened to lash at her nostrils if it got stronger.
Nothing had changed on the wall-screen. Smoke still billowed from a crater hidden from sight behind the crumbled remains of the embankment. To the right, the view looked surprisingly normal, with the bodies of cleaners still lying crumpled on the hillside, but the left half of the massive wall-screen appeared hellish in its fury. The ferocity with which the smoke rose, rushing up and enfolding on itself, made Susan wonder if there might be more tremors to come. Whatever happened, it wasn't finished. She struggled to think what could make so much smoke. What fire or furnace could burn with such violence without burning itself out?
Mayor Johns saw her and wandered over. She was in no hurry, talking with various workers, but she'd made eye contact with Susan and waved casually, although she seemed determined to make it over to the young porter. Like Sheriff Cann, the mayor was in her sixties, but she was trim and fit. Gray hair and wrinkles on her forehead and cheeks betrayed her age, but her body was toned from years of climbing the stairs.
Mayor Johns was the only mayor Susan had ever known. She'd been mayor the silo for over thirty years and was respected by all, even the odd rebellious youth. She was forever on the stairs. Whereas Sheriff Cann stayed in the Up Top, leaving his deputies to police the Mids and the Down Deep, Mayor Johns traversed the entire depth of the silo. Although her official coveralls were golden and looked splendid under the artificial lights, Susan had seen the mayor in the oil refinery, wearing the deep blue coveralls of a mechanic, inspecting pump repairs, and then later that same day, she'd seen her in the nursery on level twenty wearing the orange coveralls of a raiser working with young kids. She would have made a great porter, thought Susan.
Mayor Johns sat down beside Susan, saying,
“How you doing?”
“I'm good, Ma'am.”
Truth was, she was sore. Susan didn't realize just how many muscles she had until they all ached at once.
“I heard what you and your friends did last night,”
the mayor said.
“Mighty fine spirit, Sue. That's what this silo needs; people that will forget about themselves and help others.”
Susan wasn't sure what to say in response. She blushed at the mayor's compliment.
“After all this is over,”
the mayor said,
“I'd like you to consider a change of career. I've spoken with Doc Chalmers and she'd happily take you as a shadow.”
“Wow,”
Susan replied.
“I ... ah.”
“You don't have to decide anything now. Just promise me you'll think about it. Take some time and talk to your parents about your options, OK?”
“OK,”
Susan replied. In reality, she knew she'd be crazy not to take up the offer.
Doctors were in the upper strata of society within the silo. Normally, you had to be born into a family within those castes before you would be considered for shadowing. The implications were far reaching as working in medical spoke to a family as a whole, it would mean moving levels, lifting her Mom and Dad out of the lower apartments. Susan tried not to appear too excited. With all her parents had quietly endured, this would be a chance at a new life, a new beginning. Even as a shadow, Susan would earn more chits in a month than she would in a year of porting.
Mayor Johns smiled. Susan felt as though the old woman could read her mind. She must have known about her Mom and Dad being excluded from the lottery. In offering this to her, the mayor was effectively giving her parents her blessing as well. Whether that would extend to the lottery remained to be seen, but her Mom was still of child-bearing age so it could, and that excited Susan.
She must have been grinning from ear to ear as the mayor patted her leg, saying,
“It's going to take time to rebuild. There's been so much damage, far beyond anything we've ever seen before, but with people like you and your folks, we'll make it through.”
“Thank you,”
Susan said, noting the deliberate reference to her parents. She wanted to jump off her seat and shout for joy, but that might not be appropriate, she figured, trying not to laugh at the thought.
For a few seconds, there was a peaceful silence before Susan asked.
“What happened?”
“We still don't know,”
the mayor confessed, and the sincerity in her voice gave Susan no cause to question her.
“We've lost four floors. The exact death toll is unknown, but the Sheriff's office is talking over four hundred people, primarily in the Down Deep. They got hit far worse than us.”
Susan swallowed.
“The Deep took the brunt of the quake.”
How could she call it a quake? Susan wondered how the mayor could ignore the violent plume of smoke rising into sky from no more than a couple of hundred yards away. Susan knew she was looking at the death of another silo, but it can't have been apparent to others.
“Mr Hammond says it's geothermal,”
she continued.
“He said they had been monitoring a build up of pressure but had no idea how bad it could get.”
Hammond was lying, of that Susan was sure. She doubted IT were monitoring anything Down Deep. That would be a task for miners or engineers, not button-pushing computer operators.
“There's still a fire raging in the refinery, but it's under control. Our extractors are dealing with the smoke.”
Susan nodded thoughtfully.
“The stairway is intact as far as the animal farm on ninety, although some sections have temporary bridging. Beyond ninety, though, there's severe damage to the silo itself.”
Susan was silent. As bad as she thought the damage had been, this was worse.
“We're cut-off below ninety. An entire section of the stairs collapsed, thirty-six feet in height, but the folks down there are holding up well. We're in radio contact with one of the deputies. He's set up a temporary hospital on one-ten, just outside Supply. Repairing that section of stairs is going to take some time. They said they'll have a rope-ladder in place by nightfall, but they're not going to be able to port any weight so the silo is effectively cut in two for at least a month.”
Susan appreciated the mayor confiding in her. She figured there would be some kind of formal notification made through the floor wardens, but the mayor's candor with a shadow showed how highly she thought of her.
An aide walked up to them, excusing himself as he whispered in the mayor's ear.
“You'll have to excuse me,”
the mayor said, patting Susan on the thigh.
“No problem,”
Susan replied.
On the far side of the floor, a deputy mounted the top of the stairs with a prisoner in handcuffs. Susan froze, recognizing the face: Charlie. Mayor Johns was already walking over toward the deputy, as was Sheriff Cann along with several other deputies. They must have been notified at roughly the same time.
Susan couldn't help herself. She called out passionately, yelling,
“Charlie!”
The mayor turned back toward her, clearly surprised by her cry.
Charlie looked at her with a somber face, almost as though he barely recognized her. Blood marred his coveralls. His hair was matted. There were bruises on his face and arms.
Susan ran over, running past the stunned mayor.
“Charlie, what's going on?”
Hammond was beside Charlie, escorting both him and the deputy.
“Get her out of here!”
the sheriff cried, signaling for his deputy to intercept her.
“I didn't do it,”
Charlie cried.
“You know me, Susan! You know I wouldn't do it.”
“What's going on?”
the mayor asked, catching up with the sheriff as his deputy barred Susan from getting any closer.
“There's been a murder,”
Hammond replied.
“We don't know that yet,”
Sheriff Cann added sternly.
“We're still investigating.”
Hammond was furious, he yelled at the sheriff, crying,
“He murdered my shadow!”
“Barney?”
Susan cried out as the deputy tried to pull her away. She was not going to accept this. She fought to pull herself free, flexing her muscles and twisting to break out of the deputy's grip. For his part, the deputy could hold his own, but he couldn't drag her away. Any effort he made gave her the opportunity to skew to one side or the other, effectively counteracting his motion. Susan was manic, pulling and pushing, trying to shove him away or throw him to one side.
“She's a witness,”
Sheriff Cann cried.
“Get her out of here. I don't want any testimony she's going to make to be tainted after the fact.”
“What the hell happened?”
the mayor demanded.
“Not now, Rosie,”
Sheriff Cann replied.
“I need to get Charlie processed and into a holding cell.”
The sheriff took Charlie by one arm while the deputy that had brought him up the stairs took his other arm. They force marched him across the square as onlookers stood watching in stunned silence.
“Don't believe them, Sue,”
Charlie cried, twisting around so he could see her as he called out.
“I didn't do it, I swear.”
Once Charlie was in the sheriff's office, the deputy holding Susan let her go and jogged over to the office to join the sheriff. Mayor Johns was talking with Hammond. Susan ran over to them, desperately wanting to understand what had happened.
“I've got fifteen witnesses that saw them fighting on the landing outside IT before the quake,”
Hammond cried, yelling rather than talking to the mayor.
“Charlie wouldn't do that,”
Susan protested, not realizing what she was protesting. In her mind, the topic was Barney being murdered, but Hammond had rewound to the scuffle earlier that day and she suddenly realized how damning her comment was. Charlie had fought over her, there was no denying that.
“She saw the whole thing,”
Hammond yelled, pointing at Susan.
“Betcha never thought he had it in him before then, did you?”
Susan was stunned. She couldn't admit it verbally, but Hammond was right. She'd never seen any indication of violence in Charlie's behavior before yesterday. A week ago, she would have said he couldn't hurt a fly, but now she wasn't so sure. Charlie had been enraged beyond reason. A kiss had seen him respond with murderous rage. Her head was spinning. She didn't know what to believe. She wanted to believe Charlie, but she had to admit to herself she had no reason for taking that position other than that she loved him, and standing there, that level of reasoning seemed fickle and shallow.
Mayor Johns was coldly dispassionate, with calm deliberation in her voice she addressed Hammond, saying,
“Go on.”
“We lost power. Lights went out. It was pitch dark. We still haven't restored power. Sections of the ceiling gave way, not the entire floor above, but enough concrete flaked off to mean it rained rocks and stones on our level. IT security will testify Charlie jumped the turnstile and ran into the darkness during that time.”
“But—”
Susan began. Mayor Johns cut her off, raising her hand in a gesture that she should hold her peace.
“Could he have been trying to help? Or perhaps trying to take cover away from the Great Fall? There was a lot of debris coming down.”
“He could have,”
Hammond admitted,
“But he didn't. We found Barney by the back meeting room this morning while conducting a second search with flashlights. At first, it looked as though he'd been struck with a slab of concrete. His head and shoulders were pinned by the concrete, only there was no injury to the back of his head. His throat had been cut.”
Susan hung her head in silence.
“But you don't know it was Charlie?”
the mayor pointed out.
“Did you see the blood on him!”
Hammond cried.
“He's covered in it.”
“A lot of people are covered in blood,”
the mayor replied.
“But it's not his,”
Hammond protested.
“He doesn't have a scratch on him.”
“We'll call a trial,”
the mayor said.
“Sheriff Cann is going to need time to investigate properly.”
“Now, come on,”
Hammond replied, settling his hands on his hips.
“You and I both know that's not possible. The Mids are already up in arms over one of their own being slaughtered by an Upper. How long do you think they're going to sit on that anger?
“It's going to take at least three months to repair the silo. Sheriff Cann doesn't have the resources to cover a murder investigation while the silo is in a state of confusion, so what are you going to do? Are you going to have Charlie sitting in a prison cell for the next six months waiting until we can assemble a jury? What will have happened to the evidence? What about the distortion of testimony over time? It happens. You know it does.”
“So what are you proposing?”
the mayor asked.
“Throw him out of the airlock?”
“I'm not saying that,”
Hammond replied.
“I'm saying we need to ensure justice is met. The Order is clear on the subject: Judgement should be swift. A delay could pervert the course of justice. Whether innocent or guilty, judgement should be made, and it should be made now. Any delay will cause unrest within the silo, and after all that's happened with the quake, we can't afford to let discord foment.”
Mayor Johns had her lips pursed. Her eyes were locked with Hammond's.
Hammond took a deep breath, adding,
“I'm saying, we have all the evidence we're ever going to get, so we let the Quorum decide.”
“The Quorum?”
Susan asked, interjecting into the heated conversation.
Mayor Johns turned to her, saying,
“The Order allows for a quorum to make executive and judicial decisions in a time of crisis. There are five members: the mayor, the sheriff, the head of IT, the head of medical and the head of resources.”
“Oh, no,”
Susan said, she could see where this was going. Hammond was overall head of departments. At best, a quorum vote would be three-to-two in favor of a conviction, and that was only if the mayor and the sheriff saw through Hammond's ruse.
“It is a time of crisis,”
Hammond said calmly.
“And look a that screen. We need a cleaning.”
“NO!”
Susan shouted, her eyes wide with fear.
“Sue, you're not helping,”
the mayor said, trying to calm her.
Sheriff Cann came up behind the mayor, addressing Sue as he approached.
“Susan, you need to leave this floor immediately.”
“They're going to kill him,”
she said, pleading with the sheriff, looking deep within his eyes.
“I will ask you one more time to leave and then I will have you forcibly removed. Your presence here, in this discussion, could constitute a perversion of justice. You're too close to the accused. If you want to help Charlie, you need to let the system work. If you interfere with the system, you will disqualify yourself from providing testimony, and right now, Charlie needs all the supporting testimony he can get. Do you understand that?”
He rested his hand gently on her shoulder, adding,
“You've got to let me do my job.”
Susan had tears in her eyes. She nodded and started to walk away before turning back to the sheriff and asking,
“Can I see him?”
“Not now,”
the sheriff replied, his voice stiffening as he added,
“Now go.”



Chapter 10: Trial
A quorum trial was arranged for two day's time. Those two days seemed like months to Susan, she had nothing to do. Her apartment felt like a prison.
News of the murder swept through the silo. In the midst of the devastation left by the quake, it seemed incomprehensible that anyone would murder his fellow man when it was clear everyone needed to band together for survival. Susan would hear hushed whispers in the hallway behind her, catch accusing glances on the stairway, and found those she once rubbed shoulders with shunned her as though she had been the one to draw the knife across Barney's throat.
Her mother sobbed for hours on end, more so for her daughter than either of the boys. Rumors were rife. If they were to be believed, Susan was sleeping with both Barney and Charlie and had been doing so for years. She was a slut, a whore, it was all her fault. Anything she said in her defense only made it look as though she had something to hide, so she said little, even to friends.
The day of the trial arose and Susan headed up to the cafeteria level before dawn. She wore a brand new pair of coveralls, neatly ironed and starched. Her mother pleaded for her to put on some makeup, something to make her look more soft and feminine, but she thought it would make her look like a tart, and given the innuendo circulating about her, that didn't seem like a good idea to perpetuate. She swept her hair back into a tight ponytail, unable to face wearing her hair-band. Heading up the staircase early allowed her to avoid most people, whether they were porters going about their assignments or curious onlookers wanting to see how the quorum process played out.
Susan may have disagreed with Hammond, but she could see he was right about the level of interest in the murder. In the midst of the reconstruction effort, the trial took center stage. Under normal circumstances, most of the conflict within the silo arose from class privileges, with those Down Deep being the bedrock, the foundation that supported the Mids and the Uppers. For the mechanics, seeing the Mids take on the Uppers was strangely satisfying. Although both she and Charlie technically lived in the Upper, they were mostly shunned; her because of her parents, him because both his father and grandfather had been cleaners, but that didn't matter to those in the Deep. They saw the Uppers getting a taste of their own medicine. Susan had heard that Sheriff Cann had arranged for his deputies to spread word of the outcome throughout the silo. He was clearly worried about unrest and wanted to avoid rumors and conspiracy theories.
Susan walked out onto the top floor with all these thoughts swirling through her head. The floor was quiet. There were cooks in the kitchen. The lights had come on in the cafeteria but there was no one at the serving line or sitting at the tables. Charlie would have been there if he could have, she thought.
On the massive wall-screen, smoke continued to billow from beyond the shattered remains of the hillside. The ferocity of that unseen furnace had not abated in the best part of a week. Smoke rose, enfolding itself as it mushroomed into the sky, dusting the hillside in fine ash. Susan wondered what Charlie made of it, She wanted to talk to him about it, if only to distract herself from what had happened to Barney and what might happen to him.
She sat on the bench seat next to the mayor's office, across from the sheriff's office. Lights were on within both offices, and she caught a glimpse of the sheriff moving around through the horizontal slats covering his windows. She so wanted to ask if she could see Charlie, but that would never happen, not until after the trial.
Dawn broke above the hills on the wall-screen. Workers began milling around the cafeteria, grabbing breakfast before returning to the levels for the day.
One of the deputies came and sat with her.
“Hi Mitch,”
she said after he failed to say anything. He must have felt more awkward that she did. Like so many within the silo, he probably didn't know what to think of the rumors or who to believe. She smiled, trying to be nice.
“Hey, Sue,”
he said. Well, she thought, at least he remembers my name.
“I'm acting bailiff for the day,”
he added.
“Sorry, but I'm here to make sure none of the witnesses talk to each other before or after providing testimony.”
Susan had her hands between her knees. She raised a hand in apology, saying,
“No problem. I understand.”
The morning dragged. From where she sat, she could see the clock above the serving line inside the cafeteria. Slowly, the thin hands beat out the seconds. Minutes dragged into hours.
Most of those involved in the trial arrived just before nine. Several of the witnesses sat silently beside her under the watchful eye of Deputy Mitch Michelson.
The quorum members walked silently through the floor, taking their place inside the mayor's office. Hammond walked past her into the office without making eye contact, ignoring her entirely.
With the door opening and closing several times within a matter of minutes, Susan got a feel for the layout of the room. She'd been in the mayor's spacious office before. There was a desk at one end, and a lounge area for informal discussions at the other. Although the office was open plan, these two areas were separated by the secretary's desk, set proudly in the middle, right in front of the door.
The layout had changed. From what she could tell, the lounge was gone. Two desks had been pushed together at the far end of the room. Five chairs sat behind the desk, along with five microphones to record the proceeding. A single chair sat in front of the joined desks, set back about ten feet. There were additional chairs lining the wall, but that was all she could make out.
At a little after nine thirty, the sheriff and the mayor walked out of the sheriff's office with Charlie behind them. He was being led by one of the deputies. Chains clinked around his ankles and he struggled to keep up with the pace of the deputy. His eyes were down. His hands were locked in shiny, chrome handcuffs. He saw Susan, but there was no sense of recognition in his eyes. He looked awful, as though he hadn't slept since he'd been imprisoned. Susan had been in the sheriff's office on several occasions, but only ever as a visitor and not a guest of the sheriff, as prisoners were known. She knew there was a wall-screen in the main cell, showing the poisonous view of the outside world. The constant glare would have made it impossible to get a good night's sleep.
She wanted to say something to Charlie, to give him some encouragement, but the look on the deputy's face caused her to pause. Charlie shuffled past her without looking at her. It seemed all he could focus on was the handcuffs before him.
Susan wiped the tears from her eyes.
As the trial got underway she could hear murmurs from within and different voices talking at various times, but she couldn't make out any distinct words. If the hours before the trial had dragged, the trial itself was torture. Minutes seemed like hours. Witnesses were called, one by one, but for long stretches of time there were no witnesses within the office, just Charlie, the quorum and two deputies. Outside the office, Deputy Michelson seemed more interested in her than anyone else. She could feel him staring at her for hours on end.
The morning stretched into the afternoon, and still Susan hadn't been called to give her testimony. As much as possible, she tried not to allow any prejudice to blur her thinking, but she invariably found herself rehearsing questions and answers, trying to preempt any possible variation that might arise, not wanting to say anything that would make things worse for Charlie. She resolved to be truthful, but wanted to focus on his character, his desire to help people, like the sheriff. She was unsure whether she should mention the secret level below the IT server room. Would that help his cause or merely muddy the waters?
A little after four in the afternoon the sheriff walked out of the office alone.
“Sheriff?”
Deputy Michelson asked, getting to his feet, clearly surprised to see the sheriff emerging by himself.
“They're calling for you, son,”
he said to the deputy as he walked away.
“I ... I don't understand,”
Susan said, watching as the deputy disappeared inside the door to the mayor's office. Sheriff Cann walked in the other direction. He was crying.
“What's going on?”
she asked, catching up to him. She couldn't figure out why the quorum would want to talk to a deputy that hadn't been involved in the case. Why hadn't she been called?
The sheriff stopped and turned toward her, wiping his eyes as he said,
“I'm sorry, Sue. I did everything I could.”
“But they haven't heard from me,”
she cried.
“They can't decide anything without hearing from me, can they?”
The sheriff spoke with slow deliberation.
“Charlie waived his right to defense.”
“What? Why would he do that?”
“Because he doesn't want to draw you any deeper into this mess,”
the sheriff replied.
“You can't do this,”
Susan protested.
“You can't send Charlie to clean.”
“I know,”
the sheriff said with a weary voice.
“I couldn't and I won't. I resigned. I'm so sorry, Sue. There was nothing more I could do. The quorum is demanding that murder be paid for with a cleaning.”
“There must be something we can do!”
she cried.
“Honey,”
the sheriff said.
“I've spent my whole life upholding the will of the Order. There's a reason we prescribe laws in advance of a crime. It's to avoid any bias. Without the rule of law, there's only chaos and anarchy. There's nothing more I can do. When men take the law into their own hands, there's nothing but injustice.
“I don't have to like what happened in there, but I have to live with it, anything less would be just as wrong. Anything else would cause far more lives to be lost. Charlie understands that. I understand that. You need to accept that.”
Susan stood there shaking her head.
“They're going to let you see him tomorrow morning,”
the sheriff continued.
“You'll get five minutes before the cleaning.”
Susan dropped her head in her hands and sobbed.
The old sheriff put his arms around her and she buried herself in his chest.
Behind them, the door opened again. Deputy Michelson was the first person to emerge. Instead of a bronze badge, he now wore a golden badge on his chest. He marched over toward Susan and the old sheriff with his hand out, signaling that they should stop and remain where they were. He had one hand resting on his revolver, which Susan thought was an unusually callous gesture toward her and former Sheriff Cann. Neither of them represented a threat, let alone a threat that would warrant the use of lethal force. They were both in tears. That they were shattered by the decision was plain to see. There was no need for such an overt show of force other than to allow the new sheriff to exercise his position over the older man, reinforcing the change in authority. He clearly wanted to avoid either of them making a scene as the verdict was read.
One of the deputies walked out of the office and stood on the dais, holding a paper scroll in front of him. The sheer amount of paper rolled up at either end of the scroll was absurd by the silo's standards. Paper was a scarce resource. A full twenty chits would only get you a meager scrap, perhaps half a page. Aficionados like Charlie saved for months to buy small notebooks, and here was more paper in once place than Susan had ever seen in her life.
“Hear, hear,”
the deputy began, calling attention to himself in a manner that echoed down through dozens of generations within the silo.
“In the matter of the court verses Charlie Pritchard in the murder of Barney McIntyre, the quorum has reached a majority decision of three-to-two, finding the defendant guilty of first-degree murder. The prisoner will be sent to clean at dawn.”
Susan held her hand over her mouth, trying not to cry out in anguish.
Another deputy escorted Charlie back to the sheriff's office as the acting bailiff rolled up the scroll. Charlie was still bound in leg irons and handcuffs. He didn't look up, and Susan understood why. As Sheriff Cann had said, he was protecting her. He'd accepted his fate and could only fight to protect her from being drawn in as well. It must have broken his heart as much as it broke hers to be so close and yet so far apart.
Susan stood there with the old sheriff, wrapped safely in his arms as the members of the quorum left. Not one of them looked up, none of them dared make eye contact with either her or Sheriff Cann, not even Mayor Johns, who was probably the other dissenting voice. They were subdued, leaving as though they were scurrying away in defeat, which Susan found peculiar. Conscience, it seemed, could not rewrite justice so easily.
Susan wanted to yell at the quorum, to scream at them, to call them cowards, to curse them as murderers, to banish them with cries of liar and hypocrite, but she didn't want to give them the satisfaction of seeing her driven into a rage. They'd already condemned themselves in the eyes of those that stood by. No one was fooled by this prostitution of justice. Besides, they still held the power to prevent her seeing Charlie one last time. No, for his sake she chose to remain silent. She would have her day, she determined, but not today. She didn't know how, but she swore she would find a way to expose them to the silo as the vile impostors they were. Somehow, she'd find a way to expose this miscarriage of justice.
“I know what you're feeling,”
the old sheriff said, and he probably did, she figured.
“I feel the same way: cheated.”
“What will you do?”
she asked.
“Me? Oh, don't worry about me. With good legs and a physique like mine, I'll get a job porting.”
She grabbed at his waist, tickling him, forcing him to let go of her to escape her torment. She appreciated his humor. He was trying to help her deal with what had happened.
“Sheriff,”
she said in a serious tone, refusing to call him anything other than the title he deserved.
“Thank you.”
The old sheriff nodded, softly adding,
“I need to go get my stuff.”
The dinner service was starting, with the odd shift worker coming in for an out-of-sync breakfast. People milled around the cafeteria, eating, drinking, talking and laughing. Susan sighed. She wasn't hungry, but she was thirsty, bordering on dehydrated. She grabbed a drink of water and sat down alone at the table closest to the sheriff's office. No one sat with her. When the tables filled up, patrons stood, leaning against the support pillars or against the wall, but no one sat at the table with her. Was it out of some misplaced fear of being seen associating with her? Perhaps. Was it pity or some vague notion of compassion, giving her some privacy? Maybe for some. Or was it to shun her as an outcast? She suspected that was the case for those that spoke in hushed whispers around her.
Susan hadn't seen the old sheriff leave, but he must have, probably while she was in the bathroom. She was so engrossed in the wall-screen that he could have walked past without her noticing. There was something strangely hypnotic about the plume of smoke rising endlessly from the devastated mound of rocks and boulders, particularly as night fell and a full moon rose, shining in all its golden splendor.
Susan was numb. Time was immaterial. Before she knew it, one of the kitchen staff was wiping down the tables and turning off the lights. He left her to herself, working around her with a mop, quietly swishing the matted knot of rope fibers across the floor with a steady rhythm.
“How are you doing?”
came a gentle voice from behind her.
“Hey, Mom,”
Susan replied, acknowledging her but unconsciously ignoring the question, not taking her eyes off the massive screen before her.
“Don't think about what's out there, Sue. It'll drive you mad.”
Susan nodded. She wanted to agree with her mother, but the words that came out sounded strange, as though they'd been spoken by Charlie, not by her.
“Don't you ever wonder?”
she asked.
“I do. I wonder what the world was like before all this.”
Her mother was silent, sitting down quietly beside her at the table. Such talk was forbidden, but Susan didn’t care.
“I wonder how many sunrises and sunsets this planet has seen. I wonder how long the Moon has sat up there, staring down at us, watching us. I wonder how long there have been people down here staring back at its cratered surface.”
She sighed, not sure how much her mother understood. Charlie had opened her eyes. Although Susan only had a brief glimpse at the books beneath the server room, for her that had been a watershed moment, allowing all that Charlie had shared with her to crystalize in her mind. For Susan, the tragedy of lost knowledge was as heartbreaking as Charlie’s death.
The staggering diversity she had witnessed that night flicking through those pages had been etched in her mind. Images of half-naked savages in leafy, green jungles, or thousands of different species of birds, all of them looking as though they’d been dipped in the brightest of paints. There had been rockets soaring above the blue expanse of Earth; she’d heard the sky above had once been blue, but she never dreamed you could fly above the blue and stare down upon it as one would lean over the Great Fall.
Men had stood on the Moon! It’s dusty grey surface looked even more inhospitable than the world beyond the silo, and the suits those men wore were far more robust than those of a cleaner. Oh, there was so much she wanted to tell her mother, so much she wanted to explain. Specks of light in the night sky were far-flung suns, while others were entire planets larger than Earth. One of them even had a ring floating around its waist. Oh, the beauty was something she longed to behold again.
“I wonder if we'll ever get out there,”
she said absentmindedly.
“Not in a suit. I mean, will we ever walk in green meadows under a blue sky? Perhaps not us, but someone, anyone?”
She turned to her mother, adding,
“I used to wonder how the world could get so bad, how an entire planet could be decimated, forcing us to live in a hole in the ground, but I don't wonder any more. Now, I know. Today, I saw how evil thrives. All it takes is for someone in a position of authority to defend themselves, to decide that reality is subordinate to their iron will. Oh, I'm sure there are reasons. There are always reasons. Every act needs to be justified, regardless of whether it is good or evil. Evil, though, justifies its acts with the sacrifice of the innocent.”
Her mother rested her hand on Susan's fingers.
“He's innocent, Mom. I know he is.”
Susan sighed. Her mother's fingers were warm. She felt comfort in the strength of her mother's grip. Tears welled up in her eyes.
“I've never heard you talk this way before,”
her mother said.
“I've never felt this way before,”
Susan replied.
“It's strange. On one level, I feel gutted, as though my innards have been wrenched from my body. On another, I see this for what it is, the cruel dominance of our lives by those that care more for the concrete walls that surround us than any life we may bring to them.
“Charlie knew. Charlie understood. Charlie dared. That was his crime, to want more. And not for himself, for all of us. And that's why he has to die.”
She sobbed quietly, covering her eyes with her hands. Her mother rubbed her back, comforting her, just as she had so many times before when Susan was a child.
“Come home,”
her mother said gently.
“I can't,”
Susan spluttered.
“I can't leave him.”
“I told you,”
said a male voice from behind her, and her father sat down on the other side of her, leaning his crutch on the bench seat. He dropped a pillow on the table, draping a blanket over her shoulders.
Susan looked at him and forced a smile through her tears.
“Thanks.”
With that, her mother and father kissed her and left. Susan wasn't sure how, but somehow she fell asleep sitting at the table with her head resting on the pillow. She was exhausted mentally, emotionally and physically.



Chapter 11: Cleaning
“Hey ... Are you awake?”
The first thought that drifted across her mind was, what a stupid question.
“Hey,”
the voice said again, as a firm hand shook her shoulder gently.
Susan opened her eyes. Dark clouds rolled across the wall-screen. Dawn had begun to break in the distance, catching clouds high in the stratosphere, giving the sky the illusion of life. For a moment, she could almost imagine a beautiful day dawning. But the dust blowing across the barren ground spoke of desolation and ruin. The shattered remains of a distant city still loomed over the hills like skeletons. Smoke still billowed ferociously from the shattered remains of the hillside closest to the kitchen.
“You've got five minutes with the prisoner,”
Deputy Michelson said. He'd only ever be a deputy in her eyes. He might wear the badge of a sheriff, but he'd proven himself unworthy of the title as far as she was concerned. Had she not been so groggy, she might have told him so, regardless of how petty that would have seemed.
Quietly, she got to her feet, rubbing her eyes and then stretching her arms to shake off the lethargy of night.
Deputy Michelson walked away from her, back toward the office, saying,
“Normally, they don't go crazy till after you put them in the airlock. Your boy, though, he's a wacko.”
“What do you mean?”
she asked, hurrying to catch up with Michelson.
“I mean, Phillips made the mistake of leaving the boy's cleaning suit too close to the bars. Instead of lying there quietly, contemplating the view on the screen in his cell, your boy goes nuts, trying to destroy his suit.”
“What?”
she replied as he opened the door to the office.
“No time to get another one. Hammond wants us to go ahead and use it as is.”
Hammond, she thought, well, that figures.
Susan walked through the narrow office, past the various desks and the holding cells toward the back of the station. Deputy Michelson unlocked a steel door with a small porthole built into it and ushered her into a narrow corridor next to the main cell. He shut the door behind her, leaving her alone with Charlie.
“Five minutes,”
he called out as the door slammed.
“Sue,”
Charlie cried, rushing to the bars of his cell and reaching between them.
As awkward as it felt, Susan hugged him through the bars, kissing him on the lips, the cheek, the chin, wherever she could reach.
“Oh, Susan,”
he said.
“I'm so sorry.”
Tears streamed down her cheeks.
“Why didn't you fight the charge?”
she asked.
“Why didn't you mount a defense?”
“Hammond spoke to me before the trial. He said Barney told him everything. He knew about us and the books. He promised, Sue ... He promised he'd spare you if I went willingly.”
The two of them sunk to their knees, still reaching through the bars to touch each other.
“Oh, Susan. I'm so sorry. I should have never got you involved.”
“No,”
she said, wiping her tears and pulling her hair back from her face.
“No, don't you say that. You shouldn't be sorry. He should be. He's lied to us. He's lied to everyone. We need to expose him. I need to—”
“Susan,”
Charlie said softly.
“I love you, but don't do this, OK? Promise me you won't throw away your life. Don't follow me out there.”
Susan sobbed. Her chest heaved. Charlie reached through the bars and wiped her tears.
“You've got to be strong, Susan. Please, be strong for me. I need to know you'll be OK. That's the only way I can go through with this. Please.”
Susan nodded, unable to answer, sniffing as she wiped her nose on the back of her sleeve.
“I love you,”
Charlie said, gently squeezing her hand.
She tried to be brave, wiping the tears from her eyes as she blurted out,
“I love you too, Charlie Pritchard. Oh, God, look at me. I must look a wreck.”
Charlie laughed.
“You've never looked more beautiful.”
Susan reached out and batted him playfully through the bars, saying,
“Smooth talker.”
They both managed a restrained laugh.
Susan looked around at the cell. She'd been so focused on him she initially hadn't noticed the torn mattress and loose stuffing littering the floor. The inside of the cell was a mess, covered in white cotton frantically pulled out of the mattress. Bits of thermal tape, plastic and pieces torn from the blue pinstriped mattress cover lay strewn everywhere. A thin strip of black rubber hung down from the side of the wall-screen, dangling in front of the gloomy view.
“What happened?”
she asked, seeing Charlie had dragged the cleaning suit through the bars. The suit lay spread it out on what remained of the mattress.
“I got bored.”
The look on her face must have convinced him she wasn't accepting that as an explanation.
“OK,”
he continued.
“I've got a theory about the cleanings. I don't think the atmosphere is as bad as they make out. I think the suits are designed to fail.”
“What makes you say that?”
she asked.
“Have you ever heard of the camera that drives the wall-screen failing? Or the seal on the airlock perishing? How come these components have survived in such a harsh environment for hundreds of years and yet we can't walk outside in a suit for more than five minutes? Something doesn't add up.”
“You don't think it's poisonous out there?”
she asked, her eyebrows raise in genuine surprise.
“Oh, it's poisonous, all right. But these suits are designed to fail. It's an execution, right? Why would they build a suit you could survive in if they're trying to kill you?”
Susan smiled, shaking her head. Charlie had a way of seeing the obvious, only the obvious never seemed obvious until he pointed it out.
“So what have you done?”
she asked.
“Ah,”
he said, turning and gesturing toward the wall-screen at the back of his cell.
“Some sadistic bastard figured a condemned man had nothing better to do with his time than to look outside and think about dying, but that guy never met me. I look out there, and I learn.”
Charlie jumped up on the bed, being careful not to stand on the silver suit. He pointed at the screen, moving quickly between several bodies lying on the shattered hillside, his finger hit each one as he tapped at the screen.
“What do you notice about these cleaners?”
he asked.
“Ah,”
Susan said, not knowing where to begin.
“They're dead?”
Charlie smiled.
“Look at their suits.”
Susan looked and raised one eyebrow in a gesture she hoped implied defeat. She had no idea what Charlie was getting at.
“They're intact. The suits are intact. Don't you get it. Some of these guys and gals are hundreds of years old. The cleaners lower down are starting to deteriorate, but most of their suits are still intact as well. What does that tell you?”
Susan shrugged her shoulders.
“Think about it. They don't die simply because they run out of air. We know that because we saw how Xavier died. He was shaking uncontrollably, some of that poisonous gas had seeped in. If the suit material is robust after decades of weathering then it has to be the seals that fail. I think the seals are only designed to last a few minutes.”
“So you've replaced them?”
she asked.
“But with what?”
Charlie held up a strip of black rubber, saying,
“With the edging from around the wall-screen.”
“And the mattress?”
she asked.
“The mattress is for show,”
he said, grinning.
“To make them think I've gone crazy. To stop them looking too closely at the suit.”
“How long will the rubber last?”
she asked, feeling a rush of excitement.
“I don't know,”
Charlie replied.
“But I'll make it to the top of that damn hill. I won't clean, Sue. I swear to you, I will not clean. I will not give those bastards that satisfaction. And I won't let them watch me die. I'll head over the hill and out of sight. Let's see how they spin that to the crowd.”
Susan forced a smile. Her lips didn't want to respond, they felt perpetually downturned, but she smiled nonetheless.
“Look carefully at the helmet, Sue. Try it on.”
The air tank, helmet and boots were the only items Charlie hadn't managed to drag inside his cell, but he had them hard up against the bars and had been clearly examining them.
“How long will you have?”
she asked, her eyes settling on the small black metal oxygen tank sitting beside the bars.
“Michelson says, once the airlock opens, I've got five minutes max, but there's nothing I can do about that.”
For a moment, Charlie looked forlorn but then he perked up, repeating his initial admonition,
“Look at the helmet!”
Five minutes. Her heart sank and she struggled to breathe. Five minutes seemed so short, too absurdly short to be a measurement of life. Five minutes was all she had with him, and was all he'd get on the outside of the silo. Her heart ached.
Susan picked up the helmet trying to distract herself from the macabre thought of only having five minutes to live. She was immediately surprised by its weight. She'd expected the helmet to be quite light, but it was bulky and heavy. A silver collar ran around the base of the white, nondescript sphere, while the black visor was barely a few inches high running in a strip in front of the eyes. Visibility would be poor, she imagined, as the visor was narrow. Once the helmet was on, you'd only be able to see directly in front, which explained why the suit had numbered pockets. The suit technicians were trying to make cleaning as easy as possible with such a restricted view, but why not make the visor bigger?
“Go on,”
he said.
“Try it on for size.”
Ordinarily, she would have relished the chance to try on something exotic like this, but this was Charlie's death mask. She couldn't help but feel claustrophobic slipping the helmet over her head. With the helmet resting on her shoulders, the only light seeped in from around the collar.
“Why's it so dark?”
she asked, wondering if she had the helmet facing the right way. For a second, she felt stupid, as though she'd put the helmet on backwards, but as she lifted the clunky sphere from her head and the light flooded in she caught a glimpse of the black visor from within. She pulled the helmet off and turned it around, examining the visor in more detail.
“What do you think?”
Charlie asked.
“I don't understand,”
she said.
“How do you open the visor so you can see?”
Charlie was silent.
“Is it like a welding mask, or something?”
she asked.
“Or something,”
he replied with a knowing smile.
“Remember Xavier? Why did he need his reading glasses?”
“I don't know,”
Susan confessed.
Charlie got up and jumped back on the bed. He put his face up close to the wall-screen.
“Do you know what amazes me about these wall-screens?”
he asked.
Susan shrugged her shoulders.
“Think about the computer monitors you've seen in the porting stations. If you get up close to those green screens all the letters are clunky. The image is made up of tiny dots, and if you look closely you can see each one individually.”
“So?”
Susan said, not seeing the connection.
“But these wall-screens,”
Charlie continued.
“They're different. They're much more advanced. Get up close and you can see an astonishing amount of detail you missed from a distance, and you still can't see any tiny dots building the bigger picture. Ah, but when it comes to someone like Xavier who's long-sighted and needs glasses to read, get up close and the screen's a blur.”
Susan was quiet.
“I think I know why everyone cleans,”
Charlie said. He paused, whether it was for dramatic effect or not, she didn't know, but he certainly had her attention.
“I don't think that black strip is a visor at all. I think it's a tiny wall-screen.”
“But why?”
Susan asked.
“That doesn't make any sense.”
“It does when you think about it,”
Charlie continued.
“What do we want to see more than anything else in the world.”
That was easy, thought Susan.
“Blue skies and green meadows.”
“Perhaps,”
Charlie said.
“Just maybe, that's what we see when we clean.”
“Huh?”
Susan replied, somewhat perplexed.
“Think about Xavier. Think about how he reached down and grabbed at the dust. He was trying to touch something, but what? There was nothing there. What could he see that we couldn't see?
“Think about what he did after he cleaned. He stood there in front of the camera, blocking our view, but why? What could he see that he hadn't seen a thousand times before standing in the cafeteria?
“Think about when he died. He was in no rush, no hurry. He wasn't afraid. He should have been, but he wasn't. He was quite calm and content. He just walked along taking in the view around him. Why? What did he see? I think he saw what he wanted to see: blue skies and green meadows. I think he saw what Hammond wanted him to see. I think that's why the bastard doesn't even watch the cleanings anymore. He's so sure they're going to take the bait, so cocky he feels he doesn't need to watch. Well, I've got a surprise for that old git.”
“Oh, Charlie,”
Susan said, feeling helpless. She could hear a key scraping against the inside of the metal lock on the door behind her.
Charlie rushed forward, thrusting his hands between the bars and holding her tight, kissing her passionately.
“Time’s up,”
Deputy Michelson said. Another deputy followed him into the holding area and grabbed at Susan, pulling her away from Charlie.
“I love you,”
she cried, trying to pull away from the deputy.
“I love you too,”
he yelled back as the door slammed shut behind her.
The deputies were rough, much rougher than she'd ever known them to be under Sheriff Cann. They marched her out the door of the office and pushed her into the open area in front of the cafeteria.
Mayor Johns was already addressing the crowd.
“... not a popularity contest. Laws are to be upheld regardless of the individual involved, as without the rule of law society would collapse.”
“LIES,”
Susan yelled, tears streaming from her eyes. She went to yell again, to unleash her fury on the mayor and Hammond when an arm grabbed her from behind, pulling her backwards.
“Don't you go anywhere, Hammond,”
she cried as she was pulled away against her will.
“Charlie won't do it. He won't clean.”
“Let it go,”
the old sheriff said, pulling her close, not roughly, but with a degree of force that snapped her out of her rage.
“You know he wouldn't want this. You know he's doing this to protect you. Don't follow him out of that airlock.”
Sheriff Cann had tears in his eyes. He let her go and she threw her arms around him, hugging him.
“I don't know what to do,”
she said, sobbing.
“I feel like I should do something to help him.”
“There's nothing you or I can do,”
the old man said with a weary voice, unable to look her in the eyes.
Another hand rested on her shoulder. She turned and saw her mother and father standing beside her. They too had tears in their eyes. She hugged each of them. In the passion of the moment, she couldn't make out what the mayor was saying over the loud speaker system. The old lady's words were just a haze of noise and confusion.
Susan stood there just ten feet away as Deputy Michelson led Charlie out of his cell and into the airlock. Like Xavier, his hands were bound in front of him in handcuffs, but unlike Xavier, he didn't cry out at the last minute. Charlie carried himself with composed dignity. Their eyes met for a second and she knew what was going through his mind. The sheriff was right. She knew he loved her, and she knew he wanted her to remain silent, which made it all the more difficult for her as she sobbed.
Sheriff Cann had his arm around Susan's back, while her mother stood next to her with her hand over her shoulder. Her father stood behind her, resting his hand on her other shoulder. Touch, it seemed, conveyed more than words ever could.
After what seemed like an eternity, the deputies stepped out of the airlock along with the suit technician. The door to the lock closed with a loud metal clang that reverberated through her like thunder. Deputy Michelson spun the outer handle, sealing the airlock and the crowd went silent.
Over the speakers, the mayor repeated,
“Everyone cleans.”
Susan stood wiping her tears as she looked up at the wall-screen. Somewhere deep inside the walls of the silo, pumps spun up to speed as pipes rattled. The automated process was underway. Minutes passed like hours, and then a helmet appeared, with the sun glistening off the slick, white surface.
Charlie walked out into view in his silver suit, moving slowly. Like Xavier, he reached down, trying to touch something near the ground. His hand swayed back and forth just inches from the dust as though he were running his fingers over something soft.
“No,”
Susan whispered to herself.
“Not you too, Charlie. Please, no.”
Charlie turned. Susan hadn't noticed much when Xavier had cleaned, but with Charlie out there she focused on the finer details. He was right. The black strip on the front of the visor wasn't tinted glass. If it had been, they should have been able to see at least the shadowy outline of his face beneath the black glass. Instead, the black strip looked like it was solid and impenetrable, as though it were painted on.
“Go,”
she whispered to herself, willing him to hear her although she knew he couldn't.
“The hill, run for the hill.”
Again, like Xavier, Charlie was looking for the camera. Susan had no idea what the outside of the silo looked like, or even what the camera looked like, but she mentally pictured the camera as something set on a small pole at waist height, set directly above the concrete bunker from which the cleaners emerged. She could glean this based on her recollection of Xavier's motion when he cleaned. Charlie must have seen the camera as he raised a hand, not so much as waving as acknowledging their presence inside.
“Run,”
she whispered, fearing he too would walk around to the side and climb up to where the camera was set in order to clean the lens, but Charlie turned away, more interested in the decimated hillside and the plume of smoke constantly billowing out of the ground.
Then he ran. He must have decided he'd seen enough. He scrambled up the open slope to the right, away from the ruined ground on the other side of the silo.
No one said a word within the silo, they all watched with their eyes transfixed on the screen before them.
“Run,”
Susan repeated, this time forgetting to whisper. People around her murmured in response, but she didn't care.
Charlie reached the halfway point, where the sides of the dust bowl became steep. He used his hands to climb. Loose rocks and dirt slipped away from beneath his boots, dragging him backwards, slowing his ascent.
“Run, Charlie. Run!”
Susan cried out, past caring about what anyone thought.
Charlie scrambled upward, past the furthest body on the slope. It was only upon seeing him in motion that Susan realized how big the hill was and how steep the sides were.
“RUN!”
she yelled, repeating herself with an untimed, rhythmic pulse.
Charlie was slowing. She wasn't sure if he'd make the crest of the hill. The ridge seemed so close, but his ascent had slowed to a crawl. Dirt and rocks slid from beneath his boots, dragging him back into the dust bowl.
“RUN!”
she yelled again, only this time the whole crowd joined in with her, chanting at the screen, willing Charlie on.
He was on his hands and knees, pulling at the rocks as he fought his way up. One hand reached and grabbed at the edge of a large rocky outcrop and he pulled himself up, rolling over on one side in his clumsy silver suit. The black oxygen bottle on his back caught on the rocks and almost came loose.
“RUN!”
Susan repeated, with the crowd echoing her sentiments. The noise within the open area surrounding the cafeteria was like nothing she'd ever heard within the silo before. Hundreds of people were chanting,
“RUN, RUN, RUN!”
Charlie got to his feet.
He was there.
He was on top of the ridge.
He stood there for a moment with his back to the silo, staring out at a sight no one else from within the silo had ever seen. He raised a clenched fist in triumph and held it above his head for a second before dropping his arm to his side and stepping forward off the rock. He stepped down on the other side of the hill and walked away.
Charlie never looked back. Susan loved him for that. It would have been so easy to look back, to take one last glance at the silo, to see the airlock and the camera from up high, perhaps even to think about her watching from inside, somewhere deep underground, but Charlie was sending a message. As much as she'd have loved to see him turn, all she would have seen was that deathly black strip in the middle of his white, shiny helmet. Charlie knew, and she knew, and that was all that mattered. She liked his style. The last anyone saw of him was that of his helmet bobbing as he disappeared from sight on the other side of the hill.
“Get everyone out of here,”
Hammond yelled over the unrest in the crowd.
Mayor Johns stood speechless in front of the microphone as hundreds of people cheered for Charlie.
Deputy Michelson stepped up on the dais and grabbed the microphone, saying,
“Clear the floor. Everybody move out. Please clear the area.”
Sheriff Cann turned to Susan saying,
“He did it. If anyone could, I knew he would.”
Somehow, Susan smiled. Even though she knew Charlie would die out there, probably before she made it back to her level, not seeing him die left her with a small victory.
Charlie had beaten the silo.
He'd beaten Hammond.



Chapter 12: Revolution
 

The rest of the day was a blur. Somehow, Susan made it down the stairs without throwing herself into the Great Fall. Her mother had held her, keeping her arm around her as they walked down the outside of the stairs, near the concrete. They were in the slow lane, with porters and workers taking the faster, inside stairs. Her mother brought her home and she collapsed on her bed.
Although she'd slept the night before, her sleep had been tortured with visions of Charlie dying. Now he was dead, her mind felt a sense of release, not one of relief but of resignation.
The smell of grits wafted through the air.
Susan pulled back the curtain covering her sleeping berth and saw her Dad standing in the tiny kitchenette cooking breakfast. Her mother was seated at the small, square table looking at him, sipping a cup of herbal tea. Susan was surprised to realize it was morning already.
Lying there, she understood how deeply her parents loved each other. Perhaps it was the loss of Charlie that made her so sensitive to the dynamics of her parent's marriage, but for the first time she saw the love they shared in the things that surrounded them. It wasn't the rusting stove or the rickety chairs, the thin legs of the aging veneer table or the homemade shelves on the wall that spoke of their love, it was the absence of all the glamorous items they could have had. Susan saw how they'd stuck by each other despite adversity. They didn't have much, but much never counted for love. Susan's mother didn't have to stick by her Dad after he broke the ordinance of The Order and dug beneath the silo. She could have jumped landings, as the porters would say. She could have looked out for herself, but she didn't. And Dad loved her all the more for that love.
They'd never have a two-room apartment. They'd never have enough chits for colorful curtains and fresh flowers, for shiny copper pots or glistening sculptures, she had always known that, but what she hadn't realized before that moment was that they didn't need them. The way her father looked at her mother, the tender way they spoke with each other, it was more than chits could buy. For Susan, this was heartbreaking to see because it was a glimpse into a life she would never have with Charlie.
“Morning, Sunshine,”
her Dad said somewhat predictably, and yet she found comfort in the predictability of that familiar phrase. Reassurance is what she needed, that life would go on.
“How long was I asleep?”
she asked.
“You've been out for eighteen hours,”
her mother said.
“You must have been exhausted.”
Susan sat up. Her body ached. She felt as if she'd just come back from another blistering run Down Deep. Her head throbbed. She raised a hand, rubbing at her temples.
“You're probably a little dehydrated,”
her mother said, getting her a glass of water.
“Thanks,”
she replied, taking the water from her and drinking it in a few gulps.
“Just take it easy today,”
her father said.
“You don't need to go running back to work.”
Susan nodded.
“Grits?”
he asked. Susan waved him off. Although she was hungry, she couldn't stomach a plate full of grits and figured she'd have some fruit, perhaps a piece of dry toast.
“Go back to sleep,”
her mother said, taking the empty glass from her.
Susan rolled over, closed her eyes and went back to sleep. She wasn't sure how long she'd slept, but she was woken by a knock at the door. Her parents were long gone. There were no lights on in the apartment, so the only light seeped in from under the crack of the door. Grabbing her robe, Susan opened the door and saw Lisa standing there wearing a porting pack.
“Morning, sleepy head.”
“Hey,”
Susan said, opening the door for Lisa and flicking on the light.
“I was being sarcastic,”
Lisa replied.
“It's two in the afternoon.”
“Really?”
“Really,”
Lisa said, sitting at the table and making herself at home.
“Small place.”
“Yeah,”
Susan replied, not feeling like conversation. Lisa clearly wanted to talk. Susan wanted to go back to sleep. Her lethargy, though, was more than physical. Any fight she'd had was gone, having staggered over the hill with Charlie. Life seemed pointless.
“You can't do this, you know?”
Lisa said.
“Do what?”
“Pretend life has stopped. Life never stops.”
Susan sat on the edge of her sleeping berth facing Lisa.
“Come on,”
Lisa said.
“I've got a run down to forty. You don't have to haul, but it would be good for you to come with me. Let's get you out of here into some fresh air, get you back on the stairs, where you belong.”
“Lisa, I don't—”
Lisa cut her off, saying,
“I'm not here as a caster, I'm here as a friend. I'm not telling you that you have to come, I'm asking you to come.”
Susan appreciated her concern.
“Give me a second,”
she said, grabbing her coveralls and disappearing into the bathroom. She went to the bathroom and got dressed. Staring at herself in the mirror she realized she looked awful. It was no wonder Lisa was concerned about her. She ran water from the taps and splashed her face several times, running the cold water up through her hair. Water dripped down her neck but she didn't care. She dried her hair and brushed out a few knots before pulling her hair back into a ponytail. Sniffing, she opened the door and walked back into the apartment.
“See,”
Lisa said.
“I bet you're feeling better already.”
Susan didn't say anything. She sat on the edge of her sleeping berth again and put on her boots. They felt inordinately heavy, as though they were made from lead weights.
“You'll feel better on the stairs,”
Lisa said, as they stepped out of the apartment.
The main hallway leading back to the staircase was unusually quiet. Normally, this would only occur on a holiday, such as Saint Chrysler day or the two day holiday for Saint Ford of Detroit. Susan didn't know too much about these saints, but legend said they had ushered in a time of prosperity such as had never been known before or since. As far as she was concerned, they were only good for a break from humping up and down the stairs, but both days had already passed this year.
“What's up?”
Susan asked innocently as they approached the stairs. She wrapped her
‘kerchief around her wrist. Ordinarily, the ruddy square piece of cloth would have gone around her neck, but she didn’t feel up to porting any load. She was only along for the ride.
“I'm sorry,”
Lisa said.
“I haven't been entirely honest with you. I need your help.”
“You need my help?”
Susan replied in genuine surprise.
“I've seen this before. It's the same way the riots began, with brooding dissent.”
“An uprising?”
“I hope not, but yes. There's already talk in the Mids of dragging you into this.”
“Me?”
Susan replied, again feeling caught off guard.
“Why me?”
“Because you and Charlie stood up to Hammond.”
“But I ... we didn't,”
Susan spluttered.
“Facts don't matter much at a time like this,”
Lisa replied, walking out on the landing.
The Great Fall opened out above and below them. The spiral staircase wrapped around the inside of the gigantic concrete cylinder, but it looked fragile in her mind. Once, Susan had thought of the silo as immovable, to her those concrete walls had seemed eternal. Now, twisted, bent railings marked where falling debris had struck the edge of the stairs.
The smell of smoke hung in the air. Burning rags floated down through the open air, some on fire, others smoldering.
“I don't understand,”
Susan said, gesturing to the rags.
“They're sending a message Down Deep. They're an act of defiance, signaling intent.”
 

“But we need to rebuild,”
Susan said with alarm.
“I know,”
Lisa replied, turning and starting down the stairs.
“At the moment, the silo is on the verge of tearing itself apart.”
Susan noted a distinct lack of traffic on the stairs in either direction. Neither of them said much for the first few levels, but on each landing, suspicious eyes watched through the cracks of closed, darkened doors, doors Susan had never seen shut before.
Those few that were on the stairs were runners, taking messages just a couple of floors at a time, jogging up and down the stairs at a pace that couldn't be sustained for more than a few hours at best. They might be able to race back and forth for five or six floors, but they'd be spent by nightfall, and Susan knew that runners meant upper floors were desperate to share information, no matter how spurious.
“It's the calm before the storm,”
Lisa said as they approached level fifteen.
“You feeling nervous?”
“Just a little,”
Susan confessed.
“What can we do?”
“We need to put a stop to this madness,”
Lisa replied.
“People will listen to you. You've got to convince them to lay down their arms. Hammond's got far more than pitchforks and axes, if he comes out fighting, hundreds will die.”
“I don't know if I—”
“You must. I've seen this before. If the silo goes bad, everyone's going to lose someone.”
The stairs leading down to level sixteen had been mangled by falling debris during the quake. Guide ropes had been established, making the wreckage passable, but a group of men were working to build a barricade on the upper side of the damaged stairs. The flash of an arc-welder reflected off the concrete walls of the silo, pasting them in a ghostly blue.
“What is going on?”
Lisa said, coming up to the men.
“We're fortifying our position,”
one of the men said.
“If they storm the stairs, we can hold them here.”
“Listen to yourselves,”
Lisa said, appealing to the older men as the younger shadows kept working, erecting scraps of sheet metal as a shield.
“You lived through the riots. You know what happened. You know the futility, the stupidity of rising up against IT.”
“It has to be done,”
the older man said, rubbing his bald head.
“We have to protect our families.”
Lisa tapped the metal barricade. The sheet metal was thin.
“You won't stop them,”
she said.
“Their bullets will pass through this like a hot knife through butter, killing anyone hiding behind your barrier.”
“We'll cut the guide ropes,”
another man replied.
“They'll use grappling hooks,”
Lisa countered,
“and span the gap with ladders.”
“We hold the high ground, we'll throw boulders at them.”
“They'll slaughter you,”
Lisa said coldly.
“Listen to me. A silo cannot be divided. They know that. They'll bridge the gap. They'll find out who the ringleaders are, and you'll all be sent to clean.”
“Don't do this,”
Susan implored the men.
“My caster's right. Violence isn't going to solve this.”
“You,”
the bald man said.
“You're the girl that stood up to Hammond.”
Susan nodded. She couldn't say, yes. In her mind, she'd done little more than cower before the ferocious man. With fire in his eyes and spittle on his beard, he'd vanquished Charlie's invention. He'd framed Charlie for murder and rigged the outcome of his trial. Truth was, Susan was intimidated by Hammond. She felt her heart race merely at the thought of a confrontation with him. She wasn't brave. She was scared, only now she was scared for her friends, her parents. Susan had no doubt about Lisa's conviction, she knew that if Hammond was pushed, he would unleash hell on them.
“This isn't what Charlie would want,”
she said, being truthful.
“He'd want to see the silo rebuilt, not destroyed.”
Her mouth ran dry, and she struggled to say what she was thinking, but she had to get it out. They had to understand.
“He died to protect me. He died so no one else would have to die.”
Her lips quivered. A tear formed in her eye. As much as she tried to will it back, she couldn't help but feel that single drop run down her cheek.
“I don't like this,”
the older, bald man said.
“I don't either,”
Lisa replied.
“But if there's to be change, it has to come from within. If we fight, hundreds will die, perhaps thousands. Please, tell your people to stand down.”
The older man didn't say anything. He had his hands in his coveralls, looking at his feet.
“I know it's hard,”
Lisa added.
“Please, think of your families. Think of what will happen to them without you.”
The stranger pursed his lips, nodding his head. The other men stopped their work, taking their cue from him.
“Please,”
Susan said.
“You've got to tell the others. If they go through with this, they'll lose. There has to be a better way. We should not have to pay for our future in blood.”
“Pull it down,”
the older man said reluctantly.
“Thank you,”
Lisa said, turning to Susan and indicating that she should follow. Carefully, the two of them negotiated the rope spanning the crushed remains of the stairs. The rope wasn't essential, acting mere as a guide to steady someone if they lost their balance. Several sections of the mangled stairs were wide enough to walk down without the need for the rope at all.
They continued on.
“Where are we going?”
Susan asked.
“The Mids,”
Lisa replied as they passed hydroponics.
The wreckage Susan had scampered across to save James from the Great Fall had been reattached to the wall, forming a landing of sorts for that level. Numerous ropes stretched up to the landing above, supporting the twisted steel platform. The landing swayed as they crossed it nervously.
“Why the Mids?”
“Down Deep won't trust the Uppers, but they trust the Mids. Although Supply is in the Deep, it's manned by those from the Mids, so the mechanics trust them. If there's a revolution, that's where it will start, that's where it always starts.”
“We have to cross IT,”
Susan said, stating the obvious, feeling she needed to point that out to her caster.
“Yes,”
Lisa replied with certainty.
“Yes, we do.”
Neither of them said much for the next fifteen levels, but they slowed as they approached IT on the 34th level. Coming around the spiral staircase, it was immediately apparent that Hammond was ready for a fight. The security station had been sealed with plate steel, not the thin sheet metal the farmers had been using. These plates were easily a quarter of an inch thick. Tiny slots had been cut into the plate steel at eye level. Susan had no doubt their approach was being watched. What threat could two unarmed women pose? She hoped they were thinking rationally, although given what she'd seen so far, she doubted they were.
One of the turnstiles had been covered with several sheets of metal welded together, reaching from the floor to the ceiling, reducing the access to the floor to a single lane.
“What's the plan?”
Susan asked.
“To play it cool and ignore their paranoia.”
As the two women stepped onto the landing, a voice called out, saying,
“State your purpose!”
Since when did someone need a purpose to be on the stairs? Susan wondered what Hammond had told his team to whip them into such a frenzy.
“We have no purpose here,”
Lisa replied.
“Just passing through.”
There was no response.
They walked across the landing and were about to continue down to the Mids when Susan snapped. She couldn't believe she was doing this, but she turned away from Lisa and walked back to the entrance to IT. To her, hiding in fear was cowardly. She couldn't ignore what was happening, how her home was being torn apart by something more vicious than the quake.
“What are you doing?”
Lisa cried, but Susan ignored her, marching back the hastily erected barricades, knowing there would be someone to hear her plea beyond the cold steel.
“Please,”
she began, stumbling through that first word, not sure what she would say but feeling she couldn’t ignore the insanity unfolding within the silo.
“Listen to me. This unrest need not end in violence. We're talking to the Mids, urging patience, asking for understanding, seeking peace.
“If there's anyone that should be seeking revenge, it's me, but I'm not. And do you know why? Because hundreds of innocent people on both sides will die needlessly. That's not what I want. That's not what Charlie would want.
“Look at our home. Look at what's left of our silo. It's been ravaged by the quake. Now, more than ever, we need cool heads to prevail. We need to rebuild, not destroy. We need to reach out to each other, not cower in fear. We need to trust each other or this silo will become a graveyard. We all need each other, you have to see that.”
Lisa took Susan gently by the arm, pulling her away. Susan didn't resist. She'd said her piece. There were whispers from behind the barricade.
They continued down the stairs, past locked doors and barricaded turnstiles. Each step felt as though it were a step Susan would never pass again. A foreboding sense of ill swept over her, and for the first time, she felt as though she were descending into the bowels of the earth never to return again.
Normally, by the forties, Susan would feel a burn in her upper thighs. Although going down was easier than climbing the stairs, her leg muscles still had to work. The muscle groups involved in descent were technically the same as for a climb, but the descent worked different parts of the muscle and in a different manner, retarding progress, controlling each foot fall instead of driving upwards. She should have felt a burn, but she felt numb, as though her body, like the silo, was shutting down. Lisa was quiet, but Susan suspected she too felt the enormity of the challenge before them, the hopelessness of their attempt to prevent war from breaking out. In some ways, it was as though they were already grieving the loss of those that were yet to die.
There was considerable activity on the stairs as they approached level fifty five.
“This is it,”
Lisa said as they passed several porters carrying various items between floors. It didn't take much to figure out they were fortifying a set of four or five floors above them, preparing for the onslaught to come.
“Hey, it's her,”
someone called out as they rounded the curve and walked down toward the landing. A group of men and an aging woman walked out onto the landing. The elderly lady smiled at Lisa and held her arms out.
“I knew you would come,”
she cried.
“You know why I came,”
Lisa replied curtly, stepping on to the landing.
“You think this is a mistake,”
the older woman said, brushing back her grey hair and glancing at Susan.
“But this time, things will be different.”
“This time,”
Lisa replied.
“They will hunt down every last one of you.”
“Ha ha. Oh, my dear Lisa. You have not changed in the slightest.”
“Mother,”
Lisa began,
“this is Sue. Sue, this is my mother. Leader of the revolution.”
Susan shook the old lady's hand, feeling the firm grip of her steely fingers. She was unsure how to greet Lisa's mother. Under ordinary circumstances, she would have felt privileged to meet her mother, but knowing this woman would lead hundreds to their deaths sent a chill down her spine.
“Do not be worried by my daughter,”
the woman began.
“She thinks I’m mad.”
Susan didn't want to say it, but Lisa wasn't the only one. How could so many people rally around this woman? What silver-tongued charisma did she possess? And in that moment, Susan understood this wasn't about Charlie. The unrest she had witnessed must have been festering away for decades. Charlie was a lit match falling on dry tinder wood.
“Ma'am,”
Susan began, noting that the men that had gathered around were listening intently.
“We have come to appeal to reason. We've seen the fortifications on thirty-four. To storm that bastion is to condemn hundreds to die with no guarantee of winning, and if hundreds die, we lose. Regardless of whether you overthrow Hammond, to see so many lives wasted like rotten fruit is to lose sight of all you're fighting for.”
“And what would you have us do?”
the old lady replied, resting her hands on her oversized hips.
“Would you have us surrender to that mad man?”
“Oh, I agree he's mad,”
Susan replied.
“And there is no one that wants justice more than I, but the cost is too great. Even if you were to win this war, the toll it would exact on the silo would be a loss far greater than anything Hammond has ever done or could ever do.”
“You haven't answered my question,”
the woman replied curtly. Lisa, Susan noted, was conspicuously silent. Susan was on her own, and probably with good reason. Susan could see why Lisa brought her down here, because this was one argument she could never win.
“What would I have you do?”
she replied, thinking aloud.
“I would have you win hearts, not levels. I want change, and that's what Charlie wanted. But change cannot come from the blade of a knife or the barrel of a gun, change must come from within. Think about Hammond. Think about the power he welds. It is not the man you need to defeat, it is his position, his authority in the mind of others. The key to defeating Hammond is in destroying the one thing that no weapon can touch, his stature, his reputation. Attacking anything else is folly.”
Heads nodded around her.
“You'd have us stand down?”
the woman asked.
“In standing down, you're taking the high ground. You're proving him wrong. He's staking his reputation on you proving him right and storming through those doors on thirty-four. Attack, and you're playing right into his hands. Return to the work of restoration and you'll win the hearts and minds of those in IT, you'll erode his power base.”
The old woman nodded her head thoughtfully, turning to Lisa and saying,
“You were right about her. She should cast, not shadow.”
Lisa smiled.
Susan was silent. To keep talking would have weakened her position. She'd made her point, now it was their call.
“You've given us much to think about,”
the woman said.
“We need to talk among ourselves and with the other factions. I give you my word, we will debate your position and send notice to you before we act one way or the other.”
“Thank you,”
Susan said.
Lisa nodded to her mother, bowing slightly and showing her a sense of respect that reached beyond parentage, surprising Susan. Susan took her cue from Lisa and nodded as well.
The two women turned and started the long, arduous climb back up through the silo. Neither said much, but the tension of the descent had passed, making the climb more rudimentary.
Passing through IT on thirty-four, Susan noted that there was no verbal challenge as there had been on the way down. She wondered about the men and women on that floor, knowing they were as scared and confused as anyone else. She understood that they felt threatened, that they too wanted to do what was right for the silo. Well, she was confident about all of them bar one, Hammond. She had no illusions about his treachery, but they were merely pawns in his game.
By the time she reached her level, she was exhausted.
Lisa hugged her and kissed her on the cheek as she bid her goodnight, which surprised Susan as it was a level of affection she'd never shown before. When Susan finally staggered inside her parents apartment it was a little after ten at night, but it felt like two or three in the morning. Her parents were asleep. She couldn't be bother changing into her pajamas. She simply pulled off her boots, slipped out of her coveralls and collapsed into bed, wrapping the sheets around her. She was asleep in seconds.



Chapter 13: Message
It was still dark when someone thumped on the door.
Susan rolled over, peering out from beneath her blankets as her father got out of bed and limped to the door. He opened the door and light spilled into the cramped apartment, blinding her. There was no one there. He muttered something and bent down, picking up a scrap of paper that had been shoved under the door.
Susan turned toward the wall, wanting to go back to sleep. The door closed and darkness descended again.
A hand shook her gently.
Her dad said,
“It's for you.”
Susan sat up, wrapping herself in a sheet as he turned on a bedside light. Her bleary eyes struggled to focus on the words scrawled on the twenty-chit scrap of recycled paper.
Susan, meet me up top.
“Who is it from?”
her father asked.
“I don't know,”
she replied, running one hand through her hair. She didn't recognize the writing.
“Sheriff Cann, I think, or maybe Lisa.”
“Most people call you Sue,”
her father noted.
“Who calls you Susan?”
“Everyone. Anyone. No one,”
she replied wearily, climbing out of bed with the sheet around her.
“Well,”
he replied.
“Tell them, next time, wait for dawn.”
Susan nodded, heading for the bathroom as her father staggered back to bed. His legs were healing, but he really shouldn't have gotten up. She should have gotten the door, she figured, berating herself for being so tired.
The bathroom light was blinding, causing her to blink in the harsh glare. Deep rings circled her eyes. She splashed cold water on her face, feeling the brisk chill shock her awake.
Susan turned off the light and slipped back out into the apartment, feeling for her clothes from the day before. She got dressed in the dark, trying not to disturb her parents.
As she slipped out through the door of the apartment she glanced back, using the increased ambient light to look at the clock and see the time: 4:45 AM. Her Dad was right, Lisa could have waited till dawn. Susan figured it was Lisa, perhaps with news from her mother. Why not just wait in the hallway for her to come out of her apartment? And why make her traipse up seven levels when they could have chatted on the landing?
Walking up the stairs in the half-light, Susan felt as though she'd never walked those stairs before. Perhaps it was the quake, perhaps it was all that had happened with Charlie, perhaps it was that she was still half-asleep, but a surreal sense of distance swept over her, as though she were in a dream.
The cafeteria was dark. There were no lights on in the kitchen or in the sheriff's office. The only light came from the massive wall-screen stretching fifteen feet high and almost forty feet across. Outside, stars fought to break through the patchy black clouds. The sepia tones of the day had been replaced with a ghostly hue of night. The dead bodies of cleaners past littered the ground, their suits like gravestones. Smoke continued to billow from the fractured remains of the other silo.
Susan sat on Charlie's bench, facing the screen the way Charlie once had, but she couldn't see what he would have seen. For her, this was a vision of hell, of unquenchable fire, of dark ash and death. What could she learn from this? What could anyone see other than senseless waste and mindless destruction? There was nothing out there, nothing but sorrow.
Footsteps approached from behind. Boots stepped softly on the polished marble floor, being considerate rather than brash. She was aware of them, but she was so lost she couldn't turn away from the screen.
“Didn't expect to see you up here,”
a familiar voice said as the sheriff sat down beside her.
“Morning, sheriff,”
she said, finally turning to look at him. She wasn't sure what expression he saw on her face, but he seemed heartbroken to see her ragged features. The old man reached around and hugged her, pulling her shoulder in toward him. She rested her head on his chest.
“He was a good man,”
Sheriff Cann said.
Susan didn’t replied. Her hurt was too raw.
“Damn, it was good to see him make the top of that ridge.”
The sheriff laughed at the thought. Looking up at him, Susan could see the reflection of the wall-screen in his glassy eyes.
“If anyone could do it, I knew Charlie would,”
he continued.
“You know, I shouldn't be telling you this, but ... Did you notice the color of his oxygen tank?”
Susan sat bolt upright. She turned and looked at the screen, even though Charlie wasn't there, he'd made it over the hill before dying. The other cleaners, though, lay motionless with their silver oxygen bottles still strapped to their backs.
“Black,”
she said, remembering but not understanding.
“I may not be the sheriff anymore,”
the old man said.
“But thirty years in this job gets you some connections. I called in a few debts, pulled a few strings and got Supply to switch cylinders. Normally, cleaners only get five minutes, but Charlie ... Oh, I so wanted to see him make it over that damn ridge. Charlie got a scuba tank, the ones they use to repair the pumps during a flood.”
“Hah,”
Susan cried, unable to suppress her surprise.
The sheriff smiled, adding,
“You should have seen the look on old Hammond's face when he saw Charlie out there with a black cylinder. He knew what that meant.”
Susan slapped the sheriff's thigh playfully as though she were scolding him.
“Yeah, the old geezer knew. Gave me the evil eye. Oh, Sue, I'm sorry I couldn't have done more, but at least I could make sure he'd get over that damn ridge.”
“How much air did he have?”
she asked, astonished by the sheriff's admission.
“Dunno. An hour, maybe an hour and a half.”
Susan sighed.
“What do you think he saw from up there?”
the sheriff asked.
Susan thought about it for a second before answering,
“Freedom.”
The sheriff never took his eyes off the wall-screen, he simply nodded slowly in agreement.
Behind them, there were more footsteps, only these steps were lighter and the footfalls were quicker, closer together. Neither Susan nor the sheriff felt compelled to turn around.
“This had better be good, Herman,”
a woman's voice snapped.
They turned to see the mayor standing there with a scrap of paper in her hand. Susan reached into her pocket and pulled out the recycled paper that had been shoved under her door.
“Well, I'll be,”
the sheriff said, pulling out a similar piece of paper as he addressed Susan.
“I thought you'd slipped this under my door.”
“Me?”
Susan said, holding her scrap of paper up in defense.
“What is going on, sheriff?”
the mayor demanded.
Shadows moved in the kitchen.
Someone walked out of the darkness, saying,
“Perhaps I can explain.”
“CHARLIE!”
Susan screamed, jumping up from the bench seat and sprinting over to him. She threw her arms around his neck and almost knocked him off his feet, causing him to stagger backwards. The rush of adrenalin she felt translated into what must have amounted to a crushing hug, but she didn't care. To feel him beneath her arms and pressed against her chest gave her an overwhelming sense of joy.
“Hey,”
he said, gently resting one arm around her back.
“It’s good to see you too, Susan.”
“Oh, Charlie,”
she cried, madly kissing him on the lips and cheeks.
“Is it you? Is it really you?”
Charlie just smiled. He was wearing the white coveralls of an IT worker, but the pristine coveralls had patches of blood smeared on them, seeping through from beneath.
Susan couldn't let go of him. She had to touch him, if only to convince herself he was real, that she wasn't trapped in some cruel dream. Her fingers brushed against the thick bandages on his arm and he winced with pain, which horrified her. Sweeping her hair behind her ears, she pulled back, saying,
“Are you OK?”
“I'm a little sore,”
he confessed, and Susan struggled to imagine what must have happened to him and what horrible injuries lay beneath his bandages. Blood seeped from around the bandage reaching down to his wrist, while his left hand had been wrapped in a ball so that none of the fingers protruded.
“Come with me,”
he said.
“There's a lot we need to talk about.”
They walked over to the table where the sheriff and the mayor were seated. Charlie had a slight limp and must have been in considerable pain.
He sat on the opposite side of the table facing the sheriff and the mayor, with his back to the wall-screen. In the pale light, Susan could see bandages wrapped around his neck and up over his head, covering one of his ears. In her rush to greet him, she'd missed how badly injured he was. She'd only seen what she wanted to see.
“What happened?”
she asked, sitting beside him, straddling the seat so she faced him as he spoke.
Charlie raised his bandaged arms and hands, saying,
“I was right about the seals. Even with extra rubber, they don't last long. I lost most of the skin off my arms, burned off by that poisonous air.”
The mayor was conspicuously silent. She looked pale.
“I don't understand,”
the sheriff said.
“How did you survive?”
Charlie smiled. It was good to see him smile, thought Susan, and she couldn't help herself, she had to keep touching him. She reached out and rested her hands gently on his thigh as he explained.
“I didn't know what to expect when I got to the top of the ridge, but it certainly wasn't what I saw. Standing there, I looked out over a field of silos reaching as far as I could see through the smoke and haze. They were staggered, slightly offset from each other so that the rows between them curled and curved around the various sunken concrete bunkers. Each silo was identical, sitting at the bottom of a broad dustbowl with the bodies of cleaners scattered across the hillside.”
He paused.
Looking in his eyes, Susan could see he was reliving the moment, describing precisely what he could see.
“I staggered on, following the ridge line, shocked by the realization there were so many other silos. The wind came in gusts, howling like a ghost. The only other sound was the gentle hiss of oxygen inside my suit.
“I thought I was going to die out there, on the rim of some other silo, just a stranger staggering into view, but then I saw footprints. Someone else had made it out of the dustbowls. By this time, the poison was seeping in around my gloves, eating away at my hands, and I felt myself becoming delirious. My breathing became labored.
“I followed the footprints. There were so many of them. Hundreds of cleaners had walked this way. I thought I was dreaming. I couldn't understand how there could be so many of them, and the footsteps had to be fresh as there were spots where the wind had blown them away, but they'd appear again, just a few feet further along the dusty ridge line.”
Sheriff Cann leaned forward on his elbows with his chin resting on his clenched hands. The mayor didn’t move. Susan didn't see her so much as blink.
“As I staggered on, the haze slowly faded. The dust gave way to rocks. The rocks gave way to grass. At first, I didn't believe it, but the grass wasn't green, it wasn't like the counterfeit images fed to the cleaners.”
The sheriff looked surprised. He turned to the mayor, looking for some kind of acknowledgement or explanation, but she simply dropped her head in shame, tacitly verifying Charlie's claim.
“The grass was yellow and sickly, but it was alive. I looked up and the sky was no longer yellow. Patches of clear blue broke through the dust as I stumbled on. At some point, I collapsed. I don't know if I was out of oxygen or weakened by the poison, but I felt like I was going to die, only the leaks that allowed the poison to burn my arms now allowed fresh air to seep through the gaps. I'm not sure how long I laid there, but I woke to the smell of flowers. There was a meadow covered in more flowers than I had ever seen in my life. Someone was carrying me over their shoulder, carrying me away from the dust storm.”
“There are others?”
Susan cried, her heart racing at the thought.
Charlie turned to her, smiling as he said.
“Hundreds of them.”
“I,”
the sheriff began.
“I don't know what to say.”
“What proof do we have?”
the mayor asked.
“What more proof do you need?”
Charlie replied, holding his arms apart and gesturing to himself.
“So you're saying, all this is over?”
she asked.
“The Great Dying has finished?”
“I'm saying it's confined. We don't see the whole world. We see just a fragment of it. Out beyond the dust, there's life.”
The mayor turned to Sheriff Cann who, without hesitation said,
“I believe him.”
“There's one thing I don't understand,”
the mayor said.
“How did you get back? You said you were out of oxygen. You said your suit was leaking. How did you get back in here without using the airlock?”
Charlie turned toward the darkened kitchen and called out,
“Jules.”
The lights in the kitchen flickered. Four dark figures stood by the wall as the lights came up to strength. Two men and two women had been waiting there for Charlie's signal.
“Get the stairs,”
one of the women said, and the two men ran over to the stairwell and headed down the steps. Susan couldn't imagine what they would do to anyone climbing the stairs to open the kitchen or reach the sheriff's office, but she had no doubt from the conviction with which the men moved that no one would be disturbing their conversation by the wall-screen.
The two women walked over. One of them was dressed in the dark blue coveralls of a mechanic while the other was wearing a drab, olive green pair of coveralls unlike anything Susan had ever seen before.
“This is Juliette and Charlotte,”
Charlie said, gesturing toward the women.
“Just Jules,”
the woman in the blue coveralls insisted, walking over with a friendly smile on her face.
“I ... I've never seen you before,”
the mayor said as the realization sank in that this was someone from outside their silo.
“Nope, you certainly haven't,”
Jules replied, coming around and sitting on the other side of Charlie. Charlotte stood at the end of the table with a long cylinder tucked under her arm. Her formality surprised Susan, there was something different about Charlotte, something beyond her strange coveralls, something that spoke of life beyond the silo.
Jules reached out across the table, offering a friendly hand first to the mayor and then the sheriff. The mayor responded timidly, weakly, while the sheriff raised himself, partially standing up as he shook Jules' hand vigorously.
“I'm the mayor of what was once Silo Eighteen,”
Jules began.
“Charlotte is from Silo One.”
Charlie spoke to Mayor Johns, saying,
“I know this is difficult. I know this is a lot to accept all at once, but we didn't know how else to break this to you. We figured the quiet of the morning would be best, when there was no one else around.”
“There are other silos?”
the mayor replied, still caught up by what Jules had said.
Jules nodded.
Susan should have been more prepared for this revelation, based on what Charlie had told her about seeing a flying machine. They both suspected there were more silos, but to actually see people from those silos was overwhelming. There were dozens of silos out there, each with a Great Fall, a grand staircase, farms and garment factories, cafeterias and wall-screens along with thousands of people living their lives in ignorance. The concept was bewildering. She could understand the mayor's stunned look.
Sheriff Cann seemed to grasp the concept quicker. He didn't look shaken at all.
“I may be late to the party,”
he said, pointing at Charlotte.
“But I know she's not from any silo.”
His words weren't an accusation, they were an observation, as though he had already pieced together what was happening.
Charlotte stiffened, saying,
“Captain Charlotte Keene, United States Air Force.”
“United,”
the mayor said, struggling to add,
“States.”
“What are these United ... States?”
the sheriff asked, like the mayor he articulated each word individually, as though they didn't belong together in the same sentence.
“This,”
Charlotte began, pointing at the table but clearly intending the ground beneath them.
“This is the United States of America. You are all that remains of a nation that once numbered in excess of three hundred million people, you and fifty other silos out there, with each silo representing one of those states. You guys are all that remains of the Great State of Alabama.”
Susan noticed the patches on Charlotte's coveralls, something she'd never seen on coveralls before. There were three colorful patches breaking up the drab olive uniform, and they weren't coveralls as they had sleeves.
One of the patches depicted a pair of golden wings with the words,
“Capt. Keene”
displayed proudly beneath. Another displayed the head of a bird she didn't recognize: a dark eye peered out from behind white feathers, with a curved, yellow beak looking proud and defiant. What the designation L-39 meant on that particular patch was something lost in the mists of time.
On her shoulder, the third patch was a flag. The colors had faded, but the contrasting red and white stripes were still eye catching. On the top left of the flag, white dots sat on a dark blue background, and it took Susan a second to realize what they were. They were stars. Is that what the stars looked like in a clear sky? She couldn't imagine the stars were so uniformly distributed. She wanted to ask Charlotte about the stars on the flag, but she didn't want to sound stupid or off-topic.
The mayor shifted on the bench seat, turning to face Charlotte as she said,
“I don't understand. How can this be? The old world hasn't existed for centuries. How can you be standing here?”
Charlotte replied, saying,
“I'm 28 years old. I was born in 2026. I was frozen in 2054. Since then, over three hundred years have passed and through all those years I was asleep, never waking until now.”
“I can't believe it!”
the mayor cried.
“You're from before? You knew the old world? You saw blue skies?”
“I flew in blue skies!”
Susan was speechless. Charlie was grinning from ear to ear.
Jules sat forward with her hands together and elbows resting on the table. Susan could see she was itching to say something but she was giving them time to let the truth sink in.
“All this,”
Charlotte continued, gesturing around her.
“This should have never happened. We should have continued on.”
“How?”
Susan blurted out.
“How did it happen?”
Charlotte pursed her lips for a moment, and Susan understood the absurdity of her question from Charlotte's perspective. There were so many questions all of them had, but answers were just words. Words could never convey all that had been lost. Words were a poor substitute for the billions that had died, for the various societies that had perished, for the loss of culture, of art, of music and literature. Just a few words from her lips could never do justice to the devastation that had befallen an entire planet.
“We were afraid,”
Charlotte said candidly.
“We felt threatened. There was a conflict of ideals, an struggle between cultures and countries, between religions and concepts you couldn't even begin to fathom.
“Tens of thousands of years ago, we wielded clubs of wood and blades of stone. Over time, we developed swords and spears. We built castle walls and battering rams.”
Her hand rested on a firearm set in a holster on a belt drawn around her waist. Susan had seen guns before, but only ever the large, cumbersome revolvers carried by the sheriff and his deputies. This gun was different. The holster didn't have a leather strap buttoned down to prevent the clunky revolver from being grabbed by someone else. This gun was exposed, with its black handle clearly visible. Only the barrel sat in a narrow plastic holder. It was clear the design allowed the gun to be drawn with astonishing speed.
“We've always fought,”
Charlotte continued, her voice carrying in the empty cafeteria.
“We've always sought a means to fight, from guns to tanks, from airplanes to nukes.”
These were terms Susan didn't understand. The only tanks she'd ever known were used to hold water or fuel, and she couldn't begin to imagine how such an item could be used offensively.
“We laid waste to entire cities. A single bomb dropped from an airplane could kill hundreds of thousands of people in the blink of an eye, but that wasn't enough. We continued to devise ways to destroy each other until one day, we did.”
Sheriff Cann spoke, saying,
“You said, we ... We did this? We did this to ourselves?”
Charlotte bit her lip, nodding.
Jules spoke softly, saying,
“I'm sorry. There's no easy way to say this. We're not lucky survivors, we're the descendants of those that perpetuated this madness on the world.”
Susan swallowed the lump in her throat. In a matter of minutes, her world, her entire life had been cast into darkness. Everything she'd ever known had changed. The silo and everyone she knew took on an entirely different meaning.
“Is it?”
she whispered quietly to Charlie, wanting to ask,
“Is it true?”
but struggling to get the words out.
He simply nodded.
“But this isn't the end,”
Jules said.
“We have a chance to put things right, to end the madness. We can't change history, but we can change our future. There's a whole world out there waiting for us, but we need to leave this madness buried underground, entombed in these concrete silos.”
Sheriff Cann nodded, as did the mayor.
“What do we need to do?”
he asked.
“We need to get everyone out of here,”
Jules said with a sense of authority that commanded respect.
“We need to dismantle the power structures of our society and invent new ones, where transparency and accountability are the only agendas. No more lies. No more secrets. No more cleaning.”
Charlotte opened the cylinder she'd been carrying and rolled out a paper scroll larger than anything Susan had ever seen in her life. The sheer size of the map unfolding before her was bewildering. You couldn't earn enough chits to buy this, she thought, not recognizing any of the markings and seeing the paper only in terms of its value within the silo, not realizing the true value of what was being laid before her.
“This is the layout of all the silos,”
Charlotte said, leaning across the table. Jules smoothed out a few wrinkles, while the sheriff held back the curling edge of the map, preventing it from rolling back on itself.
The silos were evenly spaced, being laid out in a pattern that wasn't immediately apparent. Red crosses lay over some of the silos. Their meaning was clear, and Susan swallowed the lump in her throat at the thought of an entire silo being destroyed along with thousands of people just like her, her parents, and her friends.
Looking at the map, Susan suddenly realized she’d seen this layout before, just moments ago. The silos were spread out in the same pattern as the stars on the flag set so proudly on Charlotte’s shoulder. Susan had never purposely thought about the creators of the silos before. She knew someone had made these concrete bunkers reaching well over a thousand feet beneath the ground, but now she was looking at a field of fifty of them, now that she could see the silos laid out in a shape that was deliberately reminiscent of a flag from a dead country, she got a glimpse into the mind of the architects that had devised her lifestyle. These United States, as Charlotte had described them, were physically united in their survival of this poisoned world, and yet they were isolated and alone, treated as though they were children.
Susan was vaguely aware her perspective failed to appreciate the sheer magnitude of the effort required to build these silos, but she understood the work must have been both complex and colossal. She may not have known how these massive structures could be carved out of the rock, but she recognized the misplaced pride apparent in their layout like the stars on a flag. She'd seen this hubris before in the way the porters wore their 'kerchiefs as a badge of pride, in the way the mechanics lauded their deep blue coveralls as a mark of superiority over the yellow of supply or the white of IT. As a porter, Susan had a glimpse into life as it spanned the levels, a view that exposed the petty prejudices and ego of one class commending itself over another. Had an actor on a stage ever applauded his own performance? Wouldn't that seem incongruous, she thought, and yet that was the hallmark of tribalism. Sometimes, it seemed as though the various classes would congratulate themselves for nothing more than breathing. Sure, there was some impressive work done in engineering, but that did not negate the work of supply, in the same way, the intelligence of those in IT did not diminish the porters or cooks, the weavers or the farmers. Here, in these fifty silos set like stars on a flag, she got a glimpse into the same poisonous mindset, one that had led to the destruction of the world. For the creators of the silos, this arrangement had been one borne of pride in accomplishment, but for her looking back hundreds of years later, these stars had lost their meaning: the stars had fallen to the ground.
Charlotte kept talking, breaking her train of thought.
“You're here,”
Charlotte said, reaching across and tapping a circle with the number two in the middle of it.
“That,”
she added, pointing at the smoke billowing from an unseen hole on the wall-screen.
“That's all that's left of Silo One.”
Susan could see Silo One was at the heart of the diagram, in the center of the field of silos. She was fascinated. There were so many of them. Lines crisscrossed the map, most of the fine lines leading back to Silo One and were marked with terms such as em-power, purge-gas and volatiles.
“What happened?”
the mayor asked, looking at the smoke driving high into the sky in thick, acrid blooms.
“Silo One was the control room,”
Charlotte said.
“All the silos reported in to a man whose name will not be dignified with a memory.”
She paused, looking at the screen and the haze of smoke and debris still being flung into the sky from some unseen furnace below.
“My brother died destroying that silo,”
she said, her eyes glazed.
“Do you see these dotted lines?,”
Jules asked, snapping them all back to the moment.
“Look at how they lead from each of the silos to this distant point on the edge of the map marking the seed silo, the one silo built outside the poisonous dust storm.”
Mayor Johns leaned over the broad diagram, taking a close look.
“They're tunnels,”
Jules said.
“At first, I thought they were merely guidelines, indicating where we should go once outside the silo, but they're dead straight, they don't follow the topology of the ground, the hills and the gullies, and that was the clue that these lines revealed something subsurface.”
“We found a digger,”
the mayor began.
“Below the refinery.”
“So did we,”
Jules replied.
“But we didn't understand what the digger was for. We thought it was so we could dig to this distant point, but the far silo is over a mile away. It would take months, possibly years to tunnel so far. And if the digger failed, if something broke, we'd be stuck half-way, so we repaired the remaining cleaning suits and walked through the wasteland.”
“But?”
Sheriff Cann asked.
“But the tunnels were already in place. All we needed to do was dig down through roughly twenty feet of rock and we would have broken into them.”
“And that's how you got in here,”
the mayor exclaimed.
“Yes,”
Jules replied.
“We came from this one, lone, distant silo outside the dust cloud. It's stocked with tools and machines, food and supplies, but more than that, it's stocked with knowledge, with books and instruction manuals. It took us a week to explore all the levels. At its base, we found an airlock, which confused us. Airlocks are for the up top. We opened the airlock and found a network of tunnels leading back beneath the silos.”
Charlotte elaborated further, saying,
“My brother designed Silo One, but he didn’t know they would take his design and build all this. He originally designed his silo to house workers dealing with a type of waste you wouldn’t understand. I’ve examined his old notes and he built an escape tunnel below the silo so workers could avoid being trapped in the event of a disaster that cut them off from up top. When they copied his design, they copied the tunnel concept as well.
“From what we’ve explored, no two tunnels connect, ensuring each silo remains completely isolated. Seems they wanted to contain any toxic spills while providing a means of escape. They sealed the tunnels as they only ever intended on letting one silo out beyond the dust. All the other silos were to be destroyed.”
“So there’s a tunnel to the outside?”
the mayor cried, raising her eyebrows in surprise.
“Yes,”
Jules replied, but her voice sounded weary, as if there was something more she had to say.
Charlotte spoke, saying,
“When we found Charlie, he described the quake and the fire that wouldn't cease, that's when we realized you had to be in Silo Two. It took us a couple of days to tunnel through by hand.”
Mayor Johns shook her head, but not in a negative way. Susan could see she was astonished by all she was hearing.
“Then we're free to go,”
she said.
“Almost,”
Jules replied.
Sheriff Cann raised an eyebrow,guessing as he said,
“Hammond?”
Jules nodded. Charlie must have told her about him.
“The Order?,”
Mayor Johns asked, realizing something Susan didn't, but Jules seemed to know what she was referring to as she spoke next.
“He'll blow the silo if he knows.”
“He can do that?”
the sheriff asked.
“There was only ever supposed to be one silo that survived,”
Charlotte said.
“The Order was established to shape society within the silos, to mold the character of those inside these concrete coffins, to weed out those they considered weak.”
“And now that Silo One is gone,”
Jules continued,
“The Order is clear: nothing changes. If anything, your IT head is more dangerous now than he's ever been. Now, he's answerable to no one.”
“But if he knew,”
the mayor said, pleading with Jules.
“If he heard about the outside. If we took him to see the blue sky ...”
“You don't understand,”
Charlotte said.
“Hammond has been groomed over the course of his entire life, conditioned to believe a lie. In his mind, any deviation from The Order, no matter how well intended, would be disastrous. In his mind, he's the guardian of humanity's future. He won't let anything stand in the way of his mission. He'll kill us all if he gets the chance, convinced he's doing what's right for the greater good.”
“Well,”
the sheriff said, looking across at Charlie and Susan.
“We've seen that before. We've seen how even the smallest change will cause him to fly into a rage.”
So what do we do?”
Susan asked, noting that Charlie was conspicuously quiet through this whole discussion. He was clearly already on board with what needed to be done.
“We take him out,”
Charlotte said, with a sense of ruthlessness that belied her dainty features and soft complexion.
“If he gets to the kill switch in the server room he can take down the entire silo, killing everyone.”
“You're talking about a revolution?”
the sheriff said.
“Not a revolution,”
Charlotte replied coldly.
“An assassination.”
“But they've fortified IT,”
the sheriff replied.
“You'll never get in there.”
“We have to,”
Jules said.
“If Hammond gets even the slightest hint that outsiders have breached the silo he'll blow this place, and there'll be another smoking hole in the ground. From what we could see passing by IT at night, his fortifications are more than just a few barricades around the entrance. He's dug in deep.”
“I can get you in,”
the mayor offered.
“My pass is good for all levels. I'll be able to get you through the turnstile.”
“Then what?”
Susan asked.
“Then you leave him to me,”
Charlotte replied.
The mayor turned to Sheriff Cann, asking,
“What about your boys? Can they help us?”
“I wouldn't want to risk someone squealing,”
he replied, rubbing the stubble on his chin.
“Michelson is by the book. He'll feel conflicted about where his loyalties should lie. And the others are going to look to him as sheriff. Nah, if we include them, someone will alert Hammond. And besides, they're spread throughout the silo. The only way to get their help would be to talk with them over the radio and that would tip our hand to Hammond. He doesn't miss anything over the airwaves.”
The sheriff paused. No one else spoke, not wanting to break his train of thought.
“Your pass will get us into the sheriff's office,”
he said, looking at the mayor.
“We can pick up a couple of service revolvers from there, give ourselves a bit more firepower.”
“You'll have to be quick,”
the mayor said, handing him the pass.
“Michelson's like you, an early riser.”
The sheriff got up and hurried to the office. Although he was wearing coveralls, Susan could make out the bulky outline of the knee brace Charlie had made for him beneath the thick material.
“After we secure IT, then what?”
the mayor asked.
“We start an orderly evacuation,”
Jules replied.
“There's not a lot of room in that tunnel, so it's single-file, taking only what you can carry. We start with the Uppers and move down floor by floor, using Supply as a staging area. We'll need mechanical to keep the lights on and everything running smoothly until we've cleared the silo.”
Susan could see something in the mayor's eyes, the realization that what had seemed so robust, almost eternal, was coming to a brisk end. The silo had dominated their lives. The silo was all they'd ever known. The thought of leaving the silo had to be scary for her.
What waited for them out there? They all dreamed of blue skies and green grass, but life demanded more than lying in a meadow watching clouds float by. There had to be systems and structures, ways and means of working together for a common good. The silo was a machine, Susan understood that. Each class within the levels represented a division of labor as crucial as the leavers within a loom. Outside, they’d need the same kind of structures. Specialization was the hallmark of civilization. By abandoning the silo they were walking away from the social alliances and support mechanisms that made life possible. What would they do without a generator? How would they survive without water flowing through pipes? Where would they sleep? What would they eat? It would take considerable time to build similar communal infrastructure beyond the silo, and Susan could see that terrified the mayor. Jules must have sensed it too as she spoke softly.
“We can do this,”
she said, and Susan noted how although Jules was an outsider she was including herself in support of them. That had to be reassuring, she thought.
The mayor had a blank stare on her face.
Jules reached across and touched gently at her fingers, saying,
“They've schooled us to see change as evil, telling us certainty comes from doing the same things the same way, over and over, but it's a lie. Change is nothing to fear. We can learn from the past, but we cannot take the past with us into the future. Humanity has thrived on change for thousands of years. Change brings new opportunities.
“I know it's scary to see everything you've worked for, everything you've invested your time and energy in abandoned, but you've got to remember, you're embracing something greater: Freedom.”
The mayor nodded.
“It's going to take a lot of work,”
the mayor said.
Jules laughed, adding,
“Yes. It is.”
The sheriff came back to the table carrying a bag. He pulled out several revolvers. Brass bullet casings were visible in the round cylinders. He placed a gun in front of the mayor, slid another over to Jules and handed one to Charlie, but Charlie's right hand was bandaged so he offered it to Susan.
“You've got six shots,”
the sheriff said.
“Just pull back on the hammer and the gun is cocked, ready to fire. I couldn't find any spare ammo, so this is going to have to do.”
Susan picked up the revolver, surprised by how heavy it was. The barrel dragged across the map as she handled the gun awkwardly, slowly raising it up.
“I think I'm more likely to shoot myself than anyone else,”
she said, finally taking all the weight of the gun. Her wrist felt distinctly unsuited to such a weight at the end of her fingers.
The sheriff continued, saying,
“The primary value of a gun isn't found in killing someone, it's in wresting control from them, exercising authority over them. Even when fired, a gun's value is found in intimidation. Down on the levels, a gunshot will sound like a thunderclap.”
Charlotte reinforced his point, saying,
“Leave the accurate fire to us. Even if you miss, just having a gun and firing it into the air will multiply our force in the eyes of the defenders, and that's what we want. We need to overwhelm them as quickly as possible.”
She looked at Susan as she drew her black gun, holding it out in front of her with both hands outstretched before her.
“Use two hands,”
she said, and Susan felt obliged to copy her. She held the gun with both arms out straight.
“Don't lock your elbows," Charlotte barked. Susan hadn't even realized she had. Meekly, she relaxed her arms as Charlotte continued, saying, "Keep a firm grip on the gun with both hands, but not too tight.”
Susan copied her, as best she could, pointing her gun to one side and squinting as she tried to look down the barrel.
"Keep your finger off the trigger," Charlotte said, and again Susan had no idea her finger was on the trigger until Charlotte had spoken. "Don't put your finger on the trigger until you're ready to fire. Until then, rest your finger along the side of the gun, just like I am."
Susan nodded, trying to catalog the advice she was being given, wondering how much of it would stick in the heat of the moment.
“Don't worry about aiming,”
Charlotte said.
“If you think about aiming too much, you'll miss the opportunity to fire, just point your gun at the chest and squeeze the trigger gently. Try not to jerk at the trigger. The gun will kick up after each shot, but don't worry about that, just bring it down again and hold it on target.”
Susan couldn't think of a person as a target. Somehow, Charlotte could think in such detached terms but Susan couldn't. The idea that life could be snuffed out like a candle was alarming for her. She had protested against the idea of a revolution within the silo because she knew hundreds would die, and she couldn't bring herself to glamorize death. To ignore the heartache and loss that would have resulted seemed calloused to her, and yet here she was holding a gun, knowing that if it came to it, she'd have to use it.
"Remember what the sheriff said," Charlotte added. "You've only got six shots so count them down. Six. Bang, five. Bang, four. Bang, three. It's easier to count down than it is to try to remember how many times you've fired your weapon."
Susan nodded, although she wasn't convinced she'd remember any of this, let alone whether she'd have the fortitude to go through with shooting someone.
"I know this is scary," Charlotte said, and for the first time, her voice sounded compassionate. "Try to stay relaxed. Remember, if it comes to a firefight, it's us or them. If anyone's going to die for their beliefs, let's make sure it's them, OK?"
Susan nodded, putting the gun down on the table, relieved to get the ugly weight out of her hands. That was enough training, as far as she was concerned. Could she do it? Could she shoot someone? She knew the stakes were high, demanding decisive action. If Hammond felt threatened, if he thought he was losing control of the silo, he'd kill them all. She had to be strong. If it came to it, she had to pull that trigger.
“Once we're on that level,”
Charlotte said, gesturing to Charlie and Susan,
“you guys look to break left and hang back, we don't want Hammond seeing Charlie. Jules and I will break right, leaving the mayor and the sheriff in the middle to negotiate.”
Jules added,
“My boys, Jimmy and Daniel, will act as reinforcements, remaining fluid and going wherever needed.”
“It's important to spread out,”
Charlotte reiterated,
“As once we're sprung, we don't want to be concentrated in one spot. It'll be too easy for them to pin us down and out-flank us.”
The sheriff gestured to Charlotte, saying,
“You're gonna have to lose those fancy coveralls. Anything out of the ordinary is going to spook the folks down there.”
“No problem,”
Charlotte replied.
“I've got a pair from mechanical that I wore while climbing the stairs.”
Charlotte rolled up the map, slipping it back into the long, thin storage tube as Jules said,
“Time to go.”
Susan felt nervous. Her stomach churned.
“You should stay here,”
she said, turning to Charlie.
“Hell, no,”
he replied, slipping on a hat. He pulled the cap down so the brim sat just above his eyebrows. With his collar turned up, obscuring the bandage on his neck, he got to his feet. The bloody bandages on his arms were still visible, but so many people within the silo were carrying some kind of injury that he didn't look out of place.
Susan slipped the revolver into the pouch/pocket in the front of her coveralls and felt the weight of the revolver pull her coveralls taut. She followed the others, with her hands resting inside the pouch, feeling the cold, hard steel beneath her fingers.



Chapter 14: Hammond
 

Descending the spiral staircase, Susan felt sick. She should have had something to eat. Porting on an empty stomach was never a good idea. Even with Charlie beside her, the ominous reality of confronting Hammond on his turf was daunting.
Charlie was surprisingly agile on the stairs. She wasn't sure what had happened to his leg, but going down stairs didn't seem to bother him.
Spiral after spiral revealed each of the landings leading to the various levels. There were more people on the stairs today. If it hadn't been for the damaged sections and the cracks in the concrete, Susan could have almost convinced herself life was back to normal. That normal would never return was something she didn't want to face at this point. One stair after another, as the porters would say. Don't think about the landings, just the next step.
Thirty four levels had never taken so long, she was sure of it. She felt as though she were on a run into the Deep. She recognized a few friendly faces on the stairs, a couple of porters she knew and a cook. Susan said hello, but any words that drifted from her lips felt shallow and meaningless. Little did they know how their fates were entwined with hers over the next hour or so. That they would either live free under blue skies or die violently as the silo collapsed wouldn't have occurred to any of them. For them, this was just another day, carrying no more significance than yesterday. Susan knew better.
Jules had introduced the other two men to Susan, but she didn't catch their names. Her head was still spinning from the conversation in the cafeteria. Both men were dressed in white coveralls like Charlie. Jules and Charlotte were in mechanical blue, carrying an open tool box. Beneath the screwdrivers and hammers, Susan could see the barrels of several guns.
As they approached level thirty three, immediately above Information and Technology on thirty four, Jules signaled for them to slow, letting Mayor Johns and the sheriff walk on ahead. Several IT workers passed them on the stairs, not paying them any attention. The mayor and the sheriff were almost a complete turn ahead of them by the time they reached the landing on thirty four.
“It's all about the timing,”
Jules said. She seemed to anticipate what was about to happen, slowing their descent slightly.
The mayor walked confidently up to the security turnstile. Both turnstiles were open. Someone had removed part of the barricade, which was a good sign, thought Susan.
The mayor swiped her card and the turnstile beeped and went green, opening before her.
“I'm sorry,”
said one of the security guards, stepping out on the other side of the open turnstile and barring her way.
“I can't let you in.”
“Young man,”
the mayor said sternly.
“Do you know who I am?”
“Yes Ma'am, but Mr. Hammond has given strict instructions. No one is allowed on the floor other than carded IT staff. No exceptions.”
Jules quickened her pace slightly. Susan kept in step beside her, shielding Charlie from view. The audacity, she thought. They were hiding in plain sight, taking advantage of the distracted security guards, timing their rush so they'd come through immediately behind the mayor. They'd be on top of the security guards before they knew what was happening.
Jules had her toolbox in front of her, with her hand buried within the box, no doubt clenching a gun.
“I am not an exception,”
the mayor said some twenty feet away, indignantly slapping her key card down on the turnstile, keeping it open for the sheriff behind her and for those following hard behind. The mayor stepped forward and pushed the guard out of the way.
“I am your mayor!”
“But,”
the guard spluttered as another guard came up beside him.
“But the sheriff, he's no longer sheriff.”
“He's my personal aide. Do you have a problem with that?”
“No Ma'am.”
The mayor continued marching the guards backwards. They were confused by her boldness.
Susan got her first good look beyond the barricade as she and Jules came up to the turnstile.
Desks had been overturned beyond the landing. Steel plates had been welded in place. The desks were staggered, allowing people to move unseen behind them. IT workers leaned over the top of several desks with rifles trained on the turnstile. The mayor, though, didn't show the slightest concern. She seemed oblivious. She wasn't, of that Susan was sure, but her confidence must have intimidated the IT workers. They weren't sure what to make of her intrusion and were distracted by her. They must have felt a sense of conflict between what they'd been told and the mayor's authority over the silo.
The smell of diesel hung in the air. The whine and splutter of a power generator came from the far corner of the floor. IT was still largely offline, running on emergency power.
“Where is Mr. Hammond?”
the mayor cried out. Damn, she was good, thought Susan, slowing as she crouched behind Jules, coming through the turnstile behind the sheriff. For his part, the sheriff had stepped up beside the mayor, coming almost shoulder to shoulder with her as she faced down the IT security guards, blocking their view of the open turnstile.
“This is outrageous,”
the mayor bellowed, her voice booming through the level.
“What the hell have you done down here? What the hell is going on?”
The mayor and the sheriff had continued advancing forward, backing the guards away from the entrance. The very tables turned over and welded together to act as shields now hid the others from view. Susan and Charlie scurried to the left, staying low, out of sight behind the desks. Jules and Charlotte remained by the turnstile, having slipped into the security office and out of sight.
“Get me Mr. Hammond,”
the mayor demanded.
“Now!”
Susan liked her style. She was drawing him out, bringing him to them.
Someone ran to the back of the floor, twisting and turning as he jogged between the upturned desks. Numerous heads peeked over the desks curiously, betraying their positions.
The mayor had marched well onto the floor, with the guards backing up. They turned, looking at the runner heading to get Hammond, and Jules made her move, followed by Charlotte, darting over to the far side of the floor.
Charlie led Susan around the desks and over to the wall.
“Hey,”
a voice cried, and Susan turned to see one of the IT workers leveling a rifle at her and Charlie. She froze, her fingers tightening around the gun in her pouch.
“She's with me,”
Charlie said, straightening up, which wasn't out of place as most of the other IT workers were crouched or seated.
“Who are you?”
the man asked.
“I'm Charlie!”
The way Charlie said his name, with his arms outstretched and seemingly innocent, he was utterly convincing, thought Susan, but the armed worker didn't think so. He raised his rifle to his shoulders, clicking something on the side of the barrel, just above the trigger.
A shot rang out, echoing off the concrete walls.
The noise was deafening, louder than anything she'd ever heard before.
There was a small hole in her coveralls, directly over her stomach.
Susan staggered backwards.
An acrid smell lashed at her nostrils, stinging her eyes, causing tears to form.
Before her, the guard crumpled, keeling forward and dropping his rifle as he clutched at his chest. Brilliant splashes of red marred his white coveralls.
Susan pulled her hand out of her coverall pouch, her fingers still clenched around the grip of the smoking gun.
Charlie grabbed her, pulling her further along the floor.
Susan stumbled, almost falling as gunfire erupted around the level.
Charlotte stood in one corner, firing her handgun with devastating accuracy, catching several IT workers with head shots. Blood sprayed through the air.
Sheriff Cann and the mayor raced through the center of the floor, making a run for the offices and the meeting rooms at the back of the level, weaving between the barricades. Charlotte was covering them, shooting anyone that threatened them. Jules rushed along the far side of the floor. She too was firing at anyone that rose up from behind the metal desks.
Charlie dragged Susan on, racing past confused IT workers. Most people were taking cover from the sudden, unexpected onslaught.
From between the desks, Susan saw Charlotte reeling to one side and dropping out of sight. Deep red blood stained the wall where once she had stood and Susan found herself confused as to what had happened. It took a second for her to realize Charlotte had been shot.
“Hammond,”
the mayor cried above the confusion.
Hammond ducked into a doorway as the sheriff fired at him. Glass shattered, spraying across the ground.
Hammond was armed. He fired back and Susan watched in horror as the mayor spun to one side and slammed against the floor. That she fell without breaking her fall was alarming. Blood pooled on the floor beside her.
Another shot rang out and the sheriff crumpled onto the floor, clutching at his chest. Blood splattered across the desk behind him.
“No!”
Charlie cried, running out toward the sheriff. He grabbed the old man with his one good arm, and struggled to pull him back behind cover.
Susan lost site of Jules, but she could hear the crack of gunfire. The sound of the rifles was distinctly different from that of the revolvers.
Susan stopped behind cover, with her back leaning up against a desk next to the mayor. Mayor Johns lay face down in a pool of blood, her eyes staring blankly into the distance.
Death had never been so cruel to Susan. There was nothing she could do, and that struck her as profoundly tragic. Here lay a woman she'd known and admired her whole life, a woman who had seen past her own prejudices to realize Susan and her family deserved a second chance. A woman that had the courage to publicly challenge Hammond by voting against him during the trial. Mayor Johns must have felt duty bound when Charlie was sent to clean, but Susan had no doubt she hated herself for that. Then, just a few hours ago, she'd learned the truth about the silos. Then with nothing more than the testimony of a cleaner to go on, had accepted her world being turned upside down. By coming down to IT, she had the audacity to challenge The Order, undermining the very system she was sworn to protect, and now she was dead.
Susan sobbed. What could she do? There was nothing she could do for Mayor Johns other than to ensure her death was not in vain, and that thought steeled Susan's resolve. Peering around the corner, she saw Hammond darting toward the server room. She couldn't let him bring down the silo.
“Charlie,”
she cried, chasing after Hammond with her revolver out in front of her.
As she rounded the corner, Hammond fired at her, but he was too busy punching a code into the keypad on the server room door to aim properly. Susan pointed her revolver at him, holding the gun as Charlotte had taught her, bracing herself to fire. She tried not to close her eyes, but the prospect of the crack and violence overwhelmed her and she winced as she jerked at the trigger. The recoil threw her arms back as a deafening boom leapt from the end of the barrel.
Charlie scampered in front of her.
She looked and Hammond was nowhere to be seen. The server room door had opened briefly and was beginning to shut. Charlie dived for the closing door. The automatic, sliding door clipped his legs and opened again temporarily, giving her enough time to squeeze through as Charlie scrambled around the side of the server racks.
Shots rang out.
Susan didn't think gunshots could get any louder, but within the sealed, metal room, the deafening boom shook her to the core. Adrenalin surged through her body. Her eyes were wide with fear.
Charlie slumped back against a fire extinguisher mounted on the wall. He staggered, trying to use the wall behind him for support. Slowly, he slid down and sat slumped on the floor. Streaks of blood ran down the wall behind him. He leaned against the fire extinguisher, favoring his right shoulder, panting for breath. Blood seeped from a bullet wound.
Susan wanted to rush to him, but their eyes met and in that instant she understood what he was trying to tell her. The motion of his head was so slight as to be barely perceptible, but that subtle movement screamed,
“No, stay where you are.”
She froze, huddled behind one of the servers, barely two feet from him, knowing Hammond was using Charlie as bait. His longing eyes told her that she was the only reason he was still alive.
“It doesn't have to end like this,”
Susan yelled, moving away from Charlie. The room was divided into several rows of tall server racks, obscuring the view of anything other than the immediate row. Susan darted into a narrow gap between two servers in the outside row, staying away from Charlie, hoping she was doing the right thing. Her heart was pounding in her chest.
“Where are you, girl?”
Hammond called out, his voice echoing through the room, making it difficult to gauge anything other than a vague direction. He must have been crouching between the rows, Susan thought, near where the hatch to the hidden level lay beneath the floor. He probably had two fields of view, looking to one side of the servers he'd be able to see Charlie, looking to the other side he'd see the door. He had to know Susan was in the outer row, furthest from him. She held her breath, not daring to look out into her row in case he'd snuck along to peer down the length of the only other walkway within the server room.
“What's the matter, girl?”
Hammond cried, taunting her.
“Afraid to die for your convictions?”
It was then she realized he was doing something. She wasn't sure how she could tell, but there was a waver in his voice, a hesitancy that sounded distracted. Whatever process there was to destroy the silo, he had to be intent on that, talking to keep her at bay while he unleashed his fury on them all.
Against her instinct to hunker down, she snuck out into the walkway and crept down to the end of the row, passing the black servers. Tiny lights flashed. Electrical circuits hummed, whispering of untold computing power busily processing millions of instructions every second.
“You think they're innocent?”
Hammond said, his voice dropping. He was concentrating on something else. She could tell he was trying to do two things at once.
“None of us are innocent. We're all guilty. Guilt runs in our blood. You may not know it, but the only reason you're here is because your ancestors destroyed this world. They destroyed the world so you could live. Without them, you wouldn't exist.”
Susan caught a glimpse of Hammond between the wires and computer servers, just a flicker as he moved around in the far row. His hair was matted. Blood soaked the corner of his beard, dripping from his mouth. He hadn't seen her. He was checking the walkway connecting all three rows, expecting her to come from one of them, but she was making her way between the servers.
Susan continued working through the tangle of wires and cables between the computer servers, squeezing through the tight gaps, keeping her gun out in front of her. The hammer was cocked, her finger sat poised on the trigger, feeling the smooth metal fitting snug in the crook of her finger.
“You think I'm alone?”
he called out.
“No one answers the radio any more, but I'm not alone. These are my children. These servers. You see, no one silo controls our fate. All the silos share their processing with each other. The Pact will be kept. The Shepherd's vision will be accomplished.”
Susan wasn't sure what he was talking about, but it didn't matter, so long as he kept talking she could continue to inch forward, creeping up in his blind spot.
Computer cables caught around her boots, tangling her. Slowly, she picked her way free, crossing the middle isle and darting down a few more feet and slipping between another pair of servers.
She could hear his heavy breathing, rasping, struggling.
“Everyone dies,”
he cried out, and she heard the unmistakable sound of a revolver being cocked.
“It matters not if we die or when, but why we die, how we die, whether we die for a reason, for a greater purpose. Today, you'll die so others can live.”
Susan squeezed between two computer server towers, peering into the last row.
Hammond had his back to her. He was standing in front of a junction box, but an array of digits and letters lit up a panel inside instead of wiring. He was priming a pump, working with a hand lever. She'd seen this before, down in mechanical on a long run to the deep. It was the same way the mechanics primed their diesel engines, building up charge in a capacitor before starting a pump. This had to be part of the sequence to destroy the silo.
“You hear me?”
he yelled.
“We're all going to die.”
Slowly, she stepped out into the walkway, grimacing as the steel grates on the raised floor flexed and creaked under her weight. Her boots caught on loose wires between the servers. She could feel the tension of the cables as she pulled her leg forward and had to steady herself so she didn't trip and fall. A bunch of cables had come loose. Slowly, she stepped out of them, never taking her eyes or the gun off the back of his head.
She could kill him. All she had to do was squeeze the trigger. He was no more than ten feet away with his back to her. She could end this now. All it would take is a little more pressure on the curved steel trigger.
Her finger tightened on the trigger, slowly building pressure as she held her arms out before her with her elbows locked. When the trigger finally relented to her gentle squeeze, the shot rang out and her arms flew up with the recoil.
The bullet struck its mark, following her aim and crashing through the control panel. The LED screen went black.
Hammond swung around and she fired a second time. Once again she struck the junction box. Sparks flew. Susan had no idea how the silo's automated systems operated, but she seriously doubted circuit boards could work with lead slugs shattering their delicate wiring.
“Drop it,”
she cried, lowering her aim and pointing her revolver at the center of his chest. Smoke drifted from the barrel of her gun.
Hammond winced. He let go of the pistol grip, but his index finger remained inside the trigger guard, causing the revolver to swing around and point at the ground without dropping to the metal grating.
“I said drop it!”
she repeated, yelling at him, surprising herself with the vehemence of her demand. Her finger tightened on the trigger of her gun.
The revolver slipped from his finger, bouncing as it clattered off the metal grate.
“What's the matter, little girl? Can't kill someone in cold blood?”
“No,”
she said. This was the first time she'd replied to him. Up until now she'd ignored his taunts. Deep down, she knew it was a mistake to engage in conversation because it would only play in his favor.
“It takes guts to squeeze the trigger and end a life,”
he said, inching toward her. His hair was wild, blood streaked and matted. Crimson blood seeped from his lip into his grey beard. He'd been shot in the upper chest, near his left shoulder. Deep red stains marred his white coveralls.
“It would be easy to kill you,”
she said, backing away from him, wanting to keep some distance between them.
“Far too easy.”
“So what are you going to do, Missy?”
Susan felt her heart in her throat. She could barely speak, but she had to. In the depths of her mind, she felt he had to understand.
“If you die, you'll never know what's really out there, you'll never know how wrong you were. The worst punishment I can think of is for you to live, to understand that through all this you were wrong, that you willingly maintained a lie. There's no greater punishment than to live with remorse.”
“You're pathetic,”
Hammond said, sneering from behind his full beard. Blood dripped from his mouth, staining the white, matted hair hiding his jawline.
“I heard your little speech on the landing the other day. You don't get it, do you? Your type never does. You don't have the conviction to do whatever it takes to win. Don't you know? Someone always has to die for an ideal to live.”
Susan stepped back, keeping her gun trained on him. Her boots caught on the loose wiring she'd dragged from between the servers, causing her to stumble backwards.
Hammond lunged at her, knocking the gun from her hands. He grabbed at the front of her coveralls and charged, picking her up off the ground, surprising her with his strength. He ran, building up speed as he thundered down the walkway before slamming her into the steel wall, knocking the breath out of her.
Susan slumped to the ground, clutching at the back of her head. Blood seeped through her straggly hair.
Hammond stepped back, towering over her as he said,
“Don’t you see? Ideals outlive us all. For this ideal to live, you must die.”
Susan turned toward Charlie, helpless and stunned by the blow to her head. Charlie was crawling across the metal grates, past the fire extinguisher, trying to get to her, but he couldn't help. He couldn't even get to his feet. He'd lost so much blood. With all his might, he raised himself up on his trembling arms, but there was nothing he could do to take on Hammond and he fell back to the floor.
Outside, Susan could hear Jules yelling over the sound of a welding torch cutting away at the door. Smoke drifted within the room.
“Hang in there!”
Jules cried.
“Too late,”
Hammond said bending over and grabbing at Susan's throat.
Susan fought to pull his fingers away from her neck, but his hands were like a steel vise, clamping down over her windpipe. His fingernails dug into her throat as she choked, gasping for air. She struck out with her hands, smacking his face, trying to scratch at his eyes and force him to retreat. Susan lashed out with her legs, but to no effect. Hammond fought to hold her still as she thrashed around, slowly weakening beneath his iron grip.
Dots appeared before her eyes. Oxygen starvation caused her head to throb as her arms fell limp.
An explosion of white gas erupted from beside her. The freezing cold gas caught Hammond on the face, causing him to yell and jump back, releasing her. Charlie kept his hand firmly around the handle of the fire extinguisher. White clouds of gas billowed through the air, but their initial effect on Hammond had already worn off. He staggered backwards through the mist, rubbing his eyes and swearing.
Susan struggled to her feet, gasping for air.
A dark shadow loomed through the white haze.
A light frosting of ice clung to the side of Hammond's beard. He sprang forward out of the billowing white cloud as Susan ducked, avoiding a fist coming out of the mist. She grabbed the fire extinguisher, wrenching it from Charlie's feeble hand and swung it up with all her might, catching Hammond on the side of the head.
Hammond staggered under the force of the blow, reaching out for the wall to steady himself.
“This is for Barney,”
she cried, wielding the fire extinguisher in two hands and striking him on the chest, thrusting hard and aiming for his bleeding wound. She caught him against the wall. Her blow thundered into his ribs.
Hammond rocked backwards, his feet shuffling beneath him as he fought not to fall.
“This is for Charlie,”
she yelled, winding up with the fire extinguisher and catching him on the shoulder with a glancing blow that deflected up and clipped his head.
She’d put so much force into swinging the heavy, metal fire extinguisher that it was difficult to arrest the motion once she’d struck Hammond. Susan was aware Hammond could come back at her with vengeance. She had to take advantage of whatever edge she had during those fleeting seconds.
“And this,”
she screamed, readying herself as she brought the fire extinguisher back around again.
“This is for me.”
Her final blow pinned him against one of the servers. It was a clumsy swing, but she connected with his upper shoulder, smashing him against one of the dark server towers. The sound of his collar bone breaking and sheet metal crumpling was sickening to hear.
Hammond collapsed on the grates lining the floor.
Wisps of gas drifted through the air, dissipating and disappearing from sight.
Hammond groaned.
Susan was enraged. She stood before him with every muscle in her body flexed. Veins bulged in her neck. With her teeth bared, she snarled, consumed with anger, yelling at him incoherently. As a porter, she clocked almost forty thousand stairs a month, hauling hundreds of pounds up and down the silo every day. Now, every fiber of her being stood poised to unleash her fury upon him if he so much as thought about getting up.
Behind her dark eyes there was a primal, visceral instinct more animal than human, prepared to do whatever it took to survive. Hammond was right, and she knew it. There were ideals worth fighting for, worth killing or dying for if need be, and in that moment she would have killed him without blinking.
She towered over him as he had once stood over her. The fire extinguisher in her hand felt light, as though she could throw it across the room like an empty rucksack. With tense muscles and clenched fists, she fought to hold herself back. The smallest twitch, the slight twist of his head, or the spasm of his feet, each of these seemingly involuntary motions had her on the verge of beating him to death. Her breathing was rushed, almost panting through flared nostrils.
A hand rested gently on her shoulder.
Jules stood beside her, she had one hand on the fire extinguisher, the other on Susan’s shoulder, saying,
“It's OK. It's over.”
It took Susan a few seconds for those words to register. The fire surging through her veins would not be so easily quenched. She dared to relax, to stand down, and her muscles almost gave out. The fire extinguisher fell to the metal grate. Jules put her arm around her waist, catching her and preventing her from falling.
“Hey,”
Jules said, taking her weight.
“We did it. We won.”
“Charlie,”
Susan cried, turning and staggering over to him. She fell to her knees, struggling not to collapse next to him.
“Look at you,”
he managed, reaching out and brushing her bloodied hair to one side. Susan tried not to cry, but she couldn’t help herself. Tears streamed from her eyes. An overwhelming sense of release washed over her and she wept, sobbing into her hands.
“Not bad for a couple of shadows,”
he said, gently taking her hand and pulling her fingers away from her face. Was it shock? Was it shame? Was it the exhaustion and relief of surviving? She wasn’t sure, but having him there to comfort her soothed her troubled soul.
She smiled in reply, saying,
“Not bad at all.”
Someone was tending to Charlie's wound, applying a large, sterile pad. They began winding a compression bandage around his shoulder to stop the bleeding. Susan didn’t recognize the man, but he was wearing white IT coveralls and kneeling in the deep, crimson blood covering the grating.
“You’re not getting that stain out,”
she said to the man.
“Least of my worries,”
the man replied.
“I’m just glad we got to you guys in time.”
“I don’t understand,”
Susan said as Jules crouched down beside them. The server room was full of IT staff in white overalls. They were still carrying rifles and handguns but they were ignoring Susan, Charlie and Juliette. Their focus was on Hammond, but not as though they were guarding him, it was as though they were arresting him.
“It was the mayor,”
Jules said.
“When Hammond shot her, they knew. He may have held an iron grip on a few, but everyone loved Mayor Johns. When Hammond murdered her, they knew they were on the wrong side of the silo and the fighting came to an eerie halt. They just stood there, gathered around her crumpled body in disbelief. Someone tried to revive her, but it was too late.”
“And Charlotte?”
Susan asked.
“Charlotte’s fine. She was hit in the arm. But what about you?”
Jules pulled back Susan’s hair, looking at her throat with concern.
“I’m fine,”
Susan insisted, but her voice sounded hoarse, deeper than usual.
A couple of the younger IT workers pulled Hammond to his feet, not so much helping him as dragging him away. He winced in agony and protested, yelling, "Get your hands off me, you damn shadow."
The shadows, though, would not be deterred. They no longer felt threatened or bullied by him. The spell had been broken. Susan caught glimpses of Hammond being led around the back of the server room so that he didn't pass near them.
“Shadows,”
Hammond continued to mumble as he was led away with his arms bound behind his back. His head hung low, his shoulders were lopsided and he walked with a limp as he mumbled,
“Damn the shadows.”



Epilogue
 

The sun shone in a clear blue sky. Birds flittered through the air, chasing tiny insects. Susan hadn’t seen any of the brilliant, colorful birds she’d admired in the books below IT, but even the subtle browns and blues of the swallows were fascinating to her. She doubted she’d ever tire of seeing their streamlined form darting back and forth through the sky.
She rested her hand on her swollen belly. Susan was six months pregnant and life had never felt so good.
Charlie sat at an outdoor table in the shadow of an oak tree, talking with Jules and a few others about how to rescue the occupants of another silo. The general consensus had been to wait until they had established a working community beyond the dust storm before rescuing anyone else. Without basic constructs like markets and housing an influx of thousands of people was a logistical nightmare.
In the year since they'd escaped Silo Two, a lot had changed. There were seven villages now. Porters no longer climbed stairs, they walked the grassy hills. A band of engineers had rigged a turbine in the river, harvesting electricity like the farmers picked fields.
Susan and Charlie still lived in a tent, but it was home, their home. The lottery for children had been replaced with a lottery for housing, where the community would band together to build a new home every fortnight. Their number would come up, Susan had no doubt about that, so she was in no rush.
Charlie had found a telescope in the storage silo and set it up outside their tent. Most nights, the teens would come to hear him talk about the stars and line up for a brief glimpse of Saturn and her rings, or of the Orion Nebula. As stargazing meant extinguishing all lights, teen couples took full advantage of the dark. Some nights, Susan doubted they saw anything beyond the stars in each other's eyes.
Lisa came running up to her, cutting through a meadow dotted in wild flowers.
“Hey,”
Susan said, joining her old porting buddy in a warm embrace.
“How are you?”
“Never been better,”
Lisa said excitedly.
“They're accepting applications for shadows. I've been picked.”
“Are you sure you want to do that?”
Susan asked, stepping out of the sun into the shade of the supply silo that dominated the plain. The villages had been built around the silo, making that the central point for commerce and trade.
“Why not?”
“It's dangerous,”
Susan replied, knowing the term shadow no longer applied to an apprentice. These days, the term was used to describe those advance scouts that would slip unseen into the various silos to assess their viability for rescue. It was important to understand the politics and dynamics within each silo, as they were all so different, and the need to transition an entire society to living beyond the dust was a delicate process.
“If you can do it, I can too,”
Lisa said.
“Well, in my case it was hardly a choice,”
Susan replied.
“Anyway, gotta go,”
Lisa added kissing Susan on the cheek.
“Gotta get to training.”
“You take care of yourself,”
Susan cried after her as Lisa jogged away with a gait that still reminded her of the great stairs.
There was quite a discussion going on over at the table, so Susan wandered over, hoping she wasn't intruding but intensely curious about the plans to liberate another silo.
Sheriff Cann was pointing at a map that showed the various levels within the silo along with sewage lines, water pipes and power cables.
Hammond scratched his bald head, saying,
“I'm thinking a less direct approach to IT is going to be better.”
Susan couldn't get used to him without his beard. Hammond had lost weight since his days as the head of IT. With his head shaved and no facial hair, he looked twenty years younger. These days, he never let his hair grow more than a fraction of an inch before shaving it. For him, short hair must have represented a break with the past, she figured.
“Have you got the plans for level thirty-three as well as thirty-four?”
he asked.
Charlotte sorted through a series of schematics and pulled out two floor-plans, handing them to Jules.
Jules laid the plans next to each other on the table, smoothing out the wrinkles and placing a weight at the edge to stop the gentle, cool breeze from lifting them.
“There's three feet of reinforced concrete,”
Charlotte said.
“I don't see what we can do from thirty-three to get to IT on thirty-four.”
“There,”
Hammond said, looking at Charlotte as he tapped the edge of the schematic for the floor above IT.
“You're brother might have been pretty sharp at designing these bunkers, but it's the additional renovations he didn't know about that will give us an edge.”
Bunkers, Susan hadn't heard the silos called that before, but she liked that. It was a nice touch, she thought, coming from a man that had lived and breathed every aspect of life underground.
“You see, the problem is the server room,”
Hammond continued.
“They had to use a raised floor for the wiring, and then there was the hidden level. The builders focused on making room beneath their feet, but that meant they lost head-height. They had to work fire suppression systems and air conditioning ducts into the ceiling so they carved it out. That section of the slab can't be more than a foot thick, at best. I've been up in the crawl space. I could see light seeping in around the pipes from the floor above.”
“I see where you're going with this,”
Jules said, looking at the floor-plan for thirty-three.
“This storage room is directly above the server room.”
Hammond looked at her, grinning. She smiled at him, saying,
“You want to blow the floor with mining charges, don't you?”
“Absolutely,”
Hammond said.
“In a confined space like that, the blast will be magnified.”
“Just don't stand in front of the door,”
Charlotte said with a smile.
Sheriff Cann added,
“We're still going to have to figure out how to disarm IT and take the head of IT without igniting a firestorm.”
“Yes,”
Hammond agreed.
“But this way, we hold all the cards. The blast will destroy most of the servers. All we have to do is drop down through the roof and disable the suicide panel. That effectively sidelines IT as a danger to the silo.”
Charlotte added,
“And they'll have no idea what's happening. This will come out of the blue. It won't be like your silo where you were already armed and expecting an assault.”
“I've got it,”
Jules said.
“First, we sabotage the water supply on thirty-three, send a flood down to thirty-four.”
“They'll call for mechanical,”
Hammond said, smiling at her.
“Exactly,”
Jules replied.
“They're going to welcome us onto the floor, so we're in place before the charges blow and shut down the whole level without too much fight.”
“I like it,”
Hammond said, grinning.
“It'll work.”
 

The Beginning
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SHADOWS is a fan-fiction tribute to Hugh Howey's WOOL universe, expanding on the novels WOOL, SHIFT and DUST.
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