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    Chapter 1


    The Baby Quota


    IN THE DIM HOVEL, the mother clenched her body into one final, straining push, and the baby slithered out into Gaias ready hands.


    Good job, Gaia said. Wonderful. Its a girl.


    The baby cried indignantly, and Gaia breathed a sigh of relief as she checked for toes and fingers and a perfect back. It was a good baby, healthy and well formed, if small. Gaia wrapped the child in a blanket, then held the bundle toward the flickering firelight for the exhausted mother to see.


    Gaia wished her own mother were there to help, especially with managing the afterbirth and the baby. She knew, normally, she wasnt supposed to give the baby to the mother to hold, not even for an instant, but now the mother was reaching and Gaia didnt have enough hands.


    Please, the young woman whispered. Her fingers beckoned tenderly.


    The babys cries subsided, and Gaia passed her over. She tried not to listen to the mothers gentle, cooing noises as she cleaned up between her legs, moving gently and efficiently as her mother had taught her. She was excited and a little proud. This was her first delivery, and it was an unassisted delivery, too. She had helped her mother many times, and shed known for years that she would be a midwife, but now it was finally real.


    Almost finished. Turning to her satchel, she drew out the small teakettle and two cups that her mother had given her for her sixteenth birthday, only a month ago. By the light of the coals, she poured water from a bottle into the kettle. She stoked up the fire, seeing the burst of yellow light gleam over the mother with her small, quiet bundle.


    You did well, Gaia said. How many is this for you again? Did you say four?


    Shes my first, the woman said, her voice warm with awed pleasure.


    What?


    The womans eyes gleamed briefly as she looked toward Gaia, and she smiled. In a shy, self-conscious gesture, she smoothed a sweat-damped curl back around her ear. I didnt tell you before. I was afraid you wouldnt stay.


    Gaia sat down slowly beside the fire, set the kettle on the metal rod, and swiveled it over the fire to warm.


    First labors were hardest, the most risky, and although this one had progressed smoothly, Gaia knew theyd been lucky. Only an experienced midwife should have tended this woman, not only for the sake of the mother and childs health, but for what would come next.


    I would have stayed, Gaia said softly, but only because theres nobody else to come. My mother was already gone to another birth.


    The mother hardly seemed to hear. Isnt she beautiful? she murmured. And shes mine. I get to keep her.


    Oh, no, Gaia thought. Her pleasure and pride evaporated, and she wished now, more than ever, that her mother were there. Or even Old Meg. Or anybody, for that matter.


    Gaia opened her satchel and took out a new needle and a little bottle of brown ink. She shook the tin of tea over the kettle to drop in some flakes. The faint aroma slowly infused the room with a redolent fragrance, and the mother smiled again in a weary, relaxed way.


    I know weve never talked, the mother said. But Ive seen you and your mother coming and going at the quadrangle, and up to the wall. Everyone says youll be as great a midwife as your mother, and now I can say its true.


    Do you have a husband? A mother? Gaia asked.


    No. Not living.


    Who was the boy you sent for me? A brother?


    No. A kid who was passing in the street.


    So you have no one?


    Not anymore. Now I have my baby, my Priscilla.


    Its a bad name, Gaia thought. And what was worse, it wouldnt matter because it wouldnt last. Gaia dropped a pinch of motherwort into the mothers teacup, and then silently poured tea into the two cups, trying to think how best to do this. She let her hair fall forward, shielding the left side of her face, while she moved the empty teakettle, still warm, into her satchel.


    Here, she said, handing the cup laced with motherwort toward the young woman on the bed and smoothly removing the baby from beside her.


    What are you doing? the mother asked.


    Just drink. It will help with the pain. Gaia took a sip from her own cup as an example.


    I dont feel much anymore. Just a little sleepy.


    Thats good, Gaia said, setting her cup back by the hearth.


    Quietly, she packed her gear and watched as the mothers eyelids grew heavier. She unwrapped the babys legs to gently pull one foot out, and then she set the baby on a blanket on the floor, near the fireplace. The babys eyes opened and flickered toward the flames: dark, murky eyes. It was impossible to tell what color they might eventually be. Gaia sopped a bit of clean rag into her cup of tea, absorbing the last hot liquid, and then wiped it over the ankle, cleaning it. She dipped the needle in the brown ink, held it briefly to the light, and then, swiftly, as she had done before under her mothers guidance, she pressed the pin into the babys ankle in four rapid pricks. The child screamed.


    What are you doing? the mother demanded, now fully awake.


    Gaia wrapped the birthmarked baby again and cradled her firmly in one arm. She slid the teacup, needle, and ink into her satchel. Then she stepped forward and took the second teacup from beside the mother. She lifted her satchel.


    No! the mother cried. You cant! Its April twenty-first! Nobody ever advances a baby this late in the month.


    Its not how late the date is, Gaia said quietly. Its the first three babies each month.


    But you must have delivered half a dozen by now, the woman shrieked, rising. She struggled to shift her legs to the side of the bed.


    Gaia took a step backward, steeling herself to be strong. My mother delivered those. This is my first, she said. Its the first three babies for each midwife.


    The mother stared at her, shock and horror shifting across her face. You cant, she whispered. You cant take my baby. Shes mine.


    I have to, Gaia said, backing away. Im sorry.


    But you cant, the woman gasped.


    Youll have others. Youll get to keep some. I promise.


    Please, the mother begged. Not this one. Not my only. What have I done?


    Im sorry, Gaia repeated. Shed reached the door now. She saw shed left her tin of tea next to the fireplace, but it was too late to go back for it now. Your baby will be well cared for, she said, using the phrases shed learned. Youve provided a great service to the Enclave, and you will be compensated.


    No! Tell them to keep their filthy compensation! I want my baby.


    The mother lunged across the room, but Gaia had expected this, and in an instant she was out of the house and moving swiftly down the dark alleyway. At the second corner, she had to stop because she was shaking so hard she was afraid shed drop everything. The newborn made a lonely, anxious noise, and Gaia hitched her satchel more securely over her right shoulder so that she could pat the little bundle with her trembling fingers.


    Hush, she murmured.


    From far behind her she heard a door open, and then a distant, wild keening noise. Please! Gaia! the voice called, and Gaias heart lurched.


    She sniffed back hard and turned to face the hill. This was far worse than shed imagined it could be. Though her ears remained primed, listening for another cry in the night, she started forward again and trod rapidly up the hill toward the Enclave. The moon cast a blue light on the dark, wood and stone buildings around her, and once her foot caught against a rock. In contrast to the urgency that drove her forward, a hollow, sleepy silence filled the air. Shed made this trip many times before on her mothers behalf, but until tonight, it had never seemed like such a long journey. She knew the baby would be fine, even better than fine. She knew the mother would have others. More than anything, she knew it was the law that she turn this baby over and that if she didnt, her own life and that of the mother were forfeit.


    She knew all of this, but for a moment, she wished it werent so. In violation of everything shed been taught, she wished she could take this baby back to her mother and tell her, Here, take little Priscilla. Head into the wasteland and never come back.


    She turned the last corner, and there was the light over the arching doors of the south gate, a single, gleaming bulb in a lantern of mirrored glass that reflected the illumination onto the doors and hard-packed ground. Two guards in black uniforms stood before the two massive wooden doors. She let her hair slide forward, covering her left cheek, and instinctively turned to keep that side of her face in shadow.


    If it isnt a little delivery, the taller guard said. He took off his wide-brimmed hat with a flourish and wedged it under an elbow. Bringing us one of your moms babies?


    Gaia walked forward slowly, her heart thudding against her ribs. She had to pause to catch her breath. She could almost hear the plaintive wail of the mother behind her, and Gaia feared that she was following behind on her pale, shaky legs. A bird flew overhead with a quick burst of wings. Gaia took another step forward, into the reassuring light of the lantern.


    Its my own, Gaia said. My first.


    Is that right? the second guard said, sounding impressed.


    Unassisted, she said, unable to resist a glimmer of pride.


    She put a finger on the blanket under the infants chin, taking a satisfied look at the even features, the little, perfect, convex dip in the skin above her upper lip. The great gate was opening, and she glanced up to see a white-clad woman approaching. She was short, with the healthy girth of someone who ate well. Her face was mature, capable, and if Gaia was correct, eager. Gaia didnt recognize her, but shed seen others from the Nursery like her before.


    Is the baby perfect? the woman asked, coming forward.


    Gaia nodded. I didnt have time to clean her, she apologized. I had no assistant.


    This was your first delivery, then? There wasnt any problem with the mother, was there?


    Gaia hesitated. No, she said. She was glad to serve the Enclave.


    And when was the birth?


    Gaia pulled at the chain around her neck and pulled her locket watch out from the neckline of her dress. Forty-three minutes ago.


    Excellent, the woman said. You must remember to verify the mothers name and address in the quadrangle tomorrow morning to be sure she gets her compensation.


    I will, Gaia said, slipping the watch back into her dress.


    The woman started to reach for the baby, but then her gaze flicked up to Gaia and she paused. Let me see your face, child, the woman said gently.


    Gaia lifted her chin slightly and reluctantly smoothed her hair behind her left ear. She turned fully into the light of the lamp that shone over the great gate. As if their sightlines were made of fine, invisible arrows, the gaze of six eyes zeroed in on her scar and lingered there in speechless curiosity. She forced herself to stay still and bear their scrutiny.


    The taller guard cleared his throat and brought his fist to his lips in a little cough.


    Youve done well, Gaia Stone, the woman said finally, giving her a wise smile. Your mother will be proud.


    Thank you, Masister, Gaia said.


    Im Masister Khol. Say hello to her for me.


    I will, Masister.


    Gaia let the hair fall free from behind her left ear again. It didnt surprise her that the Enclave woman knew her name. Too often before, Gaia had met someone for the first time only to discover theyd already heard of her, Bonnie and Jasper Stones daughter, the one with the burned face. The recognition no longer surprised her, but she didnt much like it. Masister Khol was holding out her hands in an expectant manner, and Gaia gently leaned the infant away from the warmth of her left side to pass her carefully over. For a moment, her palms felt light, empty, and cold.


    Shes called Priscilla, Gaia said.


    Masister Khol looked at her curiously. Thank you. Thats good to know, she said.


    Youre going to have a busy time ahead, the tall soldier said. And what, youre only seventeen, isnt that right?


    Sixteen, Gaia said.


    She felt suddenly, inexplicably ill, like she might throw up. She gave a quick smile, switched her satchel to her other shoulder, and turned.


    Good-bye, Masister Khol said. Ill send your compensation to your mothers place in Western Sector Three, shall I?


    Yes, Gaia called. She was already walking down the hill again, her legs not quite steady. She closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and touched her fingers against the dim building beside her for balance.


    The moons light seemed less powerful now than it had before she stepped into the glow of the lantern, and blink as she might, she could not instantly make her eyes adjust to the darkness. She had to stand, waiting, just around the corner from the gate with its gleaming lantern. In the stillness, she could hear crying from somewhere near, a soft, lonely crying. Her heart stopped. For a moment she was certain that Priscillas mother was close by in the shadows, ready to plead with her again, or accuse her. But no one appeared, and in another moment, when the crying subsided, Gaia was able to continue down the hill, away from the wall, toward home.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 2


    A Small, Brown Parcel


    GAIA TURNED THE CORNER of Sally Row and was relieved to see the glow of candlelight in the window of her home. Gaia was striding forward when she heard her name whispered urgently from the deeper darkness between two buildings.


    Gaia paused. Who is it?


    A stooped form came forward from the alley just enough to beckon to Gaia, and then withdrew again into the darkness. With the one glimpse, she recognized the distinctive profile of Old Meg, her mothers faithful friend and assistant. Gaia moved into the shadow, taking a last look up the row of worn houses toward the light in her window.


    Your parents have been taken by the Enclave, Old Meg said. Both of them. The soldiers came an hour ago, and theres one that stayed behind for you, too.


    To arrest me?


    I dont know. But hes there now.


    Gaia felt her hands grow cold, and she slowly lowered her satchel to the ground. Are you sure? Why would they take my parents?


    Since when do they need a reason? Old Meg retorted.


    Meg! Gaia gasped. Even in the dark, secluded as they were, Gaia was afraid someone might hear the old woman.


    Old Meg grabbed her arm, pinching just above Gaias elbow.


    Listen. We got back from the other birthing and your mom was just leaving to find you when the soldiers came for her and your dad, Old Meg said. I was heading out the back, and they didnt see me. I hid on the porch. Its time you wised up, Gaia. Your mothers an important resource. Shes too knowledgeable about the babies, and Enclave higher-ups are starting to want more information.


    Gaia shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself. What Old Meg was saying made little sense.


    What are you talking about? My mom doesnt know anything that everybody else doesnt already know.


    Old Meg brought her face closer to Gaia and drew her farther back into the darkness. The Enclave thinks your mother can track the advanced babies to their birth parents.


    Gaia laughed, incredulous.


    Stupid girl, Old Meg said, gripping her arm with her clawlike fingers. I heard what they were saying, what the guards were asking them, and theyre not just going to let your parents go. This is important!


    Ouch! Let go, Gaia said.


    Old Meg stepped back farther, looking around furtively. Im leaving Wharfton, she said. Theyll be after me next. I just waited to see if you want to come with me.


    I cant leave, Gaia objected. This is my home. My parents will be back. She waited for Old Meg to agree, but when the silence stretched into doubt, Gaias fear resurfaced. How could they keep my mother? Who else will take care of the babies?


    An ugly laugh came from the darkness. They have you now, dont they? Old Meg muttered.


    But I cant take my mothers place, she whispered urgently. I dont know enough. I got lucky tonight. Would you believe the woman lied to me? She said it was her fourth, but it was actually


    Old Meg slapped her sharply, and Gaia fell back, clasping a hand to her sore cheek.


    Think, Old Meg whispered harshly. What would your parents want you to do? If you stay here, youll be the new midwife for Western Sector Three. Youll check on the women your mother was tending and deliver the babies she would have delivered. Youll advance her monthly quota. In short, youll do just what youre told, like your mother did. And just like your mother, it might not be enough to keep you safe. If you leave with me, well take our chances in the Dead Forest. I know people there who will help us, if I can find them.


    I cant leave, Gaia said. The possibility terrified her. She couldnt leave her home and everything she knew. What if her parents were released and she was gone? Besides, she wasnt going to run away with a paranoid shrew who slapped her and bossed her around like a naughty child. Gaias distrust and resentment flared. This was supposed to be a night of celebrating her first birthing.


    A cloud cleared across the face of the moon, and Gaia thought she saw a glimmer in the black, fierce eyes of the old woman. Then Old Meg slipped her a small, brown parcel, smooth and light as a dead mouse. Gaia almost dropped it, repulsed.


    Idiot, Old Meg said, grasping Gaias hand firmly over the parcel. It was your mothers. Keep it safe. On your life.


    But what is it?


    Put it along your leg, under your skirt. It has ties.


    There was a clatter in the street and they both jumped. Gaia and Old Meg fell back against the wall, huddled and silent, until the slam of a door came from the distance and all grew quiet again.


    Old Meg moved her head near so that Gaia could feel the old womans tepid breath against her cheek. Ask for Danni Orion if you ever make it to the Dead Forest, she said. Shell help you if she can. Remember it. Like the constellation.


    My grandmother? Gaia asked, confused. Her grandmother had died years earlier, when Gaia was a baby.


    Old Meg gave her a quick jab. Will you remember, or wont you? she demanded.


    I wouldnt forget my grandmothers name, Gaia said.


    Your parents were fools, Old Meg said. Trusting, cowardly pacifists. And now theyll pay.


    Gaia was horrified. Dont say that, she said. Theyve been loyal to the Enclave forever. They advanced two sons. Theyve served for years.


    And dont you think theyve regretted their sacrifices? Old Meg said. You think they dont feel the costs, every time they look at you?


    Gaia was confused. What do you mean?


    Your scar, Old Meg insisted.


    Gaia had the impression she was supposed to understand something, but there was no mystery about her scar. It was impolite, even cruel of Old Meg to refer to it now.


    Old Meg gave a humph of disgust. Im wasting precious time, she said. Are you coming with me?


    I cant, Gaia repeated. And you should stay. If they catch you running away, youll go to prison.


    Old Meg gave a brief laugh and turned away.


    Wait, Gaia said. Why didnt she give this thing to me herself ?


    She didnt want to give it to you at all. She hoped she wouldnt have to. But a few weeks ago she started to worry, and then she gave it to me.


    Worry, why?


    Id say, in light of what happened tonight, she had her reasons, Old Meg said dryly.


    But why dont you keep it?


    Its for you, Old Meg said. She said, if anything happened to her, to give it to you. And now Ive kept my promise.


    Gaia saw now that the old woman had a small, droopy pack leaning beside the wall, and when she put it on, it sagged around her torso as if shed just added another decade to her age. She took up her walking stick, and for the last time she brought her withered face near to Gaias.


    Once Im gone, be careful who you trust. Use your wits, Gaia, the woman said. Remember were all vulnerable. Especially if we love someone.


    Youve got that wrong, Gaia said, thinking of her parents. Its love that makes us strong.


    Gaia felt the old womans gaze upon her, and she looked back defiantly, suddenly feeling stronger. This old woman was a bitter shell of a person who had pushed people away from her all her life, and now she couldnt even say good-bye with any charity. She promised herself she would never become like Old Meg, withered, unloved, cowardly. Maybe Old Meg, with her unsteady hands, was jealous that the midwife job should come to Gaia, and not her.


    She felt a brief thrill of promise again. Her parents would come back, like all of the others who had been briefly detained. They would resume their life as before, only now there would be two midwives in the family, with twice the compensations coming in. Gaia might be scarred and ugly, but unlike Old Meg, she had promise and people who cared for her.


    Old Meg shook her head and turned away. Gaia watched as she wound her way down the narrow alley toward the far end and disappeared. Then she glanced down at the little package in her hand. By the faint moonlight, she saw there was a cloth tie connected to it. She hitched up the hem of her skirt, feeling the cool night air against her legs, and quickly tied the parcel around her right thigh, arranging it to lie flat along her leg. Then she dropped her skirt and took a few experimental steps. The parcel was slightly cool against her skin, but she could tell that soon it would be unnoticeable, even when she moved.


    When she stepped back out on Sally Row, the candlelight still gleamed from the downstairs window of her home, and she kept her eye on the growing trapezoid of yellow as she walked quietly forward. Around her, the neighboring houses were quiet, their curtains drawn over their windows. She considered going to the Rupps home instead, but if a guard truly was waiting for her, he would find her eventually anyway. It was best to face him now and find out what she could about her parents.


    The front porch step squeaked as she stepped upon it, and Gaia could practically feel the expectant house responding to her. In three more steps, she reached the door and opened it softly inward.


    Mom? she said. Dad?


    She looked automatically toward the table, where a candle was burning upright in a shallow clay dish, but the chair beside it was empty.


    The last wisp of hope that her mother would be there to greet her evaporated. Instead, a man straightened from beside the fireplace, and she instantly took in the black of his uniform and the rifle along his back. Candlelight illuminated the undersides of his jaw and the wide, flat brim of his hat, leaving his eyes in shadow.


    Gaia Stone? he asked. Im Sergeant Grey and Id like to ask you a few questions.


    The candlelight flickered in the draft. Gaia swallowed nervously and closed the door, her mind working frantically. Was he going to arrest her? Where are my parents? she asked.


    Theyve been taken to the Enclave for questioning, he said. Its just a formality. His voice was cultured, low, patient, and Gaia looked at him more closely. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldnt remember seeing him before at the gate or the wall. Many of the guards were strong, simple people from Wharfton who had been selected for military training and who were proud to earn their living serving the Enclave, but she knew others were from inside the wall, educated men with ambition or a natural bent for strategy who chose to serve. Gaia guessed this man was from the latter category.


    Why? she asked.


    We just have some questions, he said. Where have you been?


    She forced herself to stay calm. She knew to answer truthfully; she hadnt done anything wrong. Her instincts warned her to cooperate with him just enough that she wouldnt bring more trouble on her parents or on herself. At the same time, she feared him. His gun didnt have to be pointed at her head to be a threat. As she set her satchel on the table, she realized her fingers were trembling, and she hid them behind her back.


    At a birthing. My first, she said. It was the last house down Barista Alley, a young woman named Agnes Lewis. She had a baby girl, and I advanced her.


    He nodded. Congratulations. The Enclave is fortunate to have your service.


    Im glad to serve, she replied, using the polite phrase.


    And why did you go to the birthing instead of your mother? he asked.


    She was already helping another mother. I left a note for her to join me when she was finished, but Her note was still on the table beside the candle. She looked around the little room, feeling the traces of fear that erased the usual homey warmth. The bolts of cloth, the baskets of sewing supplies, the chess set, the cooking pots, her mothers half dozen books, and even her fathers banjo on its shelf were all askew, as if theyd been systematically searched. Sgt. Grey knew perfectly well why her mother had not joined her.


    So you went alone? he asked.


    A boy came for me and said it was urgent, she said. She moved closer to the fire, picked up a poker, and stirred the coals. Until he made a move to arrest her, she might as well act like they were just having an innocent conversation. A late-night, innocent conversation to top off the arrest of her parents. She was reaching for a log when he put out a hand.


    Allow me, he said.


    She withdrew slightly while he threw two logs on the fire and a shower of sparks lit the room with the anticipation of more warmth. Gaia slid off her shawl and set it next to her satchel. To Gaias surprise, the soldier took the rifle strap off his shoulder, ducking his head beneath it, and propped the rifle against the fireplace. It was almost as if he were making himself at home, as if some innate courtesy were overriding his formal training. Or he was deliberately manipulating her to try to put her more at ease.


    You said you went alone? he repeated. You didnt take your mothers assistant?


    She glanced up at him, noting he had a very straight nose and brown hair cut in the neat military style, short in back and a bit longer over the forehead. Though she could not see his shadowed eyes clearly, she sensed an emptiness there that matched the controlled composure of his other features. It chilled her.


    You mean Old Meg? she said. No. I didnt take her. Wasnt she with my mother?


    The guard didnt answer. Gaia frowned, coming closer to him, wishing to see his eyes, to verify the coldness she sensed there, despite his gentle tone and considerate manners. Why are you here? she asked.


    He turned without speaking toward the mantel and slid off what looked like a little pamphlet or book. He tossed it onto the table with a bit of spin so it landed facing her. She could barely make out the title in the candlelight.


    
      
        
          Summer Solstice 2403

          Extant Members of

          The Advanced Cohort of 2390

          Are Hereby Invited to Request

          Unadvancement

        

      

    


    Do you recognize this? he asked.


    She had no idea what it was. No. She picked it up and flipped to the first page, seeing a list of names.


    
      
        
          
            
              
                	
                  Katie Abel

                

                	
                  Alyssa Becca

                
              


              
                	
                  Mara Ageist

                

                	
                  Zach Bittman

                
              


              
                	
                  Dorian Alec

                

                	
                  Pedro Blood

                
              


              
                	
                  Dawn Alvina

                

                	
                  Jesse Boughton

                
              


              
                	
                  Ziqi Amarata

                

                	
                  Zephryn Brand

                
              


              
                	
                  Bethany Appling

                

                	
                  Gina Cagliano

                
              


              
                	
                  Kirby Arcado

                

                	
                  Chlo Cantara

                
              


              
                	
                  Sali Arnold

                

                	
                  Brooke Connor

                
              


              
                	
                  Francesco Azarus

                

                	
                  Tomy Czera

                
              


              
                	
                  Jack Bartlett

                

                	
                  Yustyn Dadd

                
              


              
                	
                  Bintou Bascanti

                

                	
                  Isabelle Deggan

                
              

            

          

        

      

    


    It went on alphabetically for several pages, and on a quick glance, none of the names were familiar. The pages were pocked with tiny pinholes in no pattern that she could see. She shook her head.


    You never saw your mother with it? Your father? he asked.


    No. Ive never seen it. Whered you get it? It looks like an Enclave thing.


    It was at the bottom of your fathers sewing box.


    She shrugged, tossing it back on the table. That makes sense. He picks up all kinds of odd papers to stick his pins in.


    Like what other papers? Sgt. Grey asked. Anything else you can think of ?


    She frowned at him. Didnt you ask him this yourself ?


    He picked up the pamphlet and slid it slowly into the pocket of his jacket.


    I need to know if your mother gave you anything recentlya list or a record book or a calendar of some sort.


    Confused, Gaia glanced automatically at the calendar that hung in the kitchen by the back window. They kept track of when her dads clothing orders were promised, and when they planned to meet friends at the Tvaltar, and when one of the pullets laid its first egg. It listed her familys birthdays, including her brothers. Only then did she remember what Old Meg had given her. Gaias heart fluttered as she thought of what was tied against her leg at that very moment. She didnt know what it was, but if he searched her and found it, would he believe her? She tried to guess, watching the visible lines of his smooth, angular cheeks, and his precise, colorless lips.


    Theres the calendar there, she said, pointing to the one on the wall.


    No. Something else. A list perhaps.


    All she gave me is in my satchel, she said. Theres no list.


    May I? he asked, reaching toward the table.


    She made a gesture of permission, as if she had a choice.


    Sgt. Grey opened her bag and carefully examined each item as he took it out: the squat, metal, dark-blue teakettle and its two matching cups; the herb kit, a pouched towel with vials and bottles of pills, herbs, and serums that her father had sewn for her and her mother had filled from her own stores of medicines; forceps; a metal bowl; scissors; a kit of scalpels; a knife; needles and thread; a syringe; a suction bulb; the bottle of dye that she had not had time to return to the herb kit; and a ball of red twine.


    He then turned the satchel inside out and examined the cloth, every seam and ripple of the brown, gray, and white fabric. Gaias father had lovingly sewn each stitch, making a thing of beauty as well as a strong, practical bag that fit comfortably over Gaias shoulder. She felt like the satchel was part of her, and watching Sgt. Greys examination of the cloth and its contents felt like a keen violation of her privacy, all the more because his fingers were meticulous and careful in their movements.


    His hands stilled on the cloth, and he looked over at her finally, his expression neutral. She couldnt tell if he was relieved or disappointed.


    Youre young, he said.


    His comment surprised her, and she saw no reason to answer. Besides, she could say the same thing to him. He straightened, then exhaled with a sigh and started putting her things back in the satchel.


    Its okay, she said, stepping forward to the table. Ill do it. I need to clean my things anyway.


    She extended her hand as he picked up the bottle of dye, and when he didnt instantly give it to her, she looked up into his face. A gleam of candlelight finally illuminated his eyes. The bleakness shed sensed in him was as real as a flat, gray stone, but it was also tinged by a hint of curiosity. For a moment his measuring gaze held hers, and then he released the heavy little bottle into her palm and stepped back, away from the candle flame.


    I want to know about my parents, she said, forcing herself to remain calm. When will they be home?


    I dont know, he said.


    Not soon? Can I see them? she asked. Why had he relinquished the charade that everything was all right?


    No.


    Each of his answers increased her panic, but also her anger, as if a dose of sand was rising up her windpipe. Why not?


    He adjusted his hat brim over his eyes. Youd best remember your place, he said softly.


    It took her a moment to realize he was reprimanding her for her impertinence. He might have been polite and considerate as long as that was efficacious, but he was a soldier of the Enclave and as such he had power over her that she could only barely imagine.


    She lowered her face, her cheeks burning, and summoned up the deferential words. Forgive me, Mabrother, she said.


    He reached for his gun, and she heard the shuffling noise of his black coat as he readjusted the strap over his head to the opposite shoulder so it ran diagonally across his torso.


    Should you find a list, record, or calendar anywhere among your mothers things, you will bring it directly and with no delay to the gate, and request an audience with Mabrother Iris, none other. Is that clear?


    Yes, Mabrother, she said.


    You will take up your mothers duties as a midwife and serve the Enclave in the birthing of babies in Western Sector Three of Wharfton. You will advance the first three babies of each month to the Enclave, each being delivered to the south gate within ninety minutes of the childs birth.


    Gaia took a step back. The prospect of going on with her mothers work without her mother to guide her was horrible.


    You agree? he insisted, his voice sharper.


    Startled, she glanced up at him. Yes, Mabrother, she said.


    You will be compensated. You will receive a double quota of weekly mycoprotein, water, cloth, candles, and fuel. You will be granted weekly fourteen hours at the Tvaltar, which you may accumulate or give to others as you wish.


    She bowed her head, knowing this last compensation would allow her to trade for anything else she might need. It was an incredible pay, essentially double what her mother had been earning, and far more than Gaia had ever expected.


    I am grateful to the Enclave, she said quietly.


    The Enclave knows that you advanced your first baby, unassisted, he said, his voice dropping slightly. This is a baby that might have been easily concealed, or sold, or given to the mother. The Enclave knows you have demonstrated the highest loyalty, and loyalty does not go unrewarded.


    Gaia knotted her fingers together. It was almost like the Enclave knew what indecision had gripped her before she advanced the baby. Though she had done the right thing and was being rewarded for it, she was frightened, too. Did they know also that she had stopped to talk to Old Meg? Did they know that even now she had her mothers parcel tied to her leg? What the Enclave knew or did not know had never mattered before, when she had no secrets.


    Now it did. She wished Old Meg had never given her the parcel.


    She had a startling realization, and suddenly looked up at Sgt. Grey. She could turn it in right now. Her heart leaped into overdrive. She could ask him to wait, and turn to lift her skirt, and take off the parcel right now and hand it over. That would be the safest thing. She could say shed never even looked at it carefully and had no idea what it was. The guards could catch Old Meg before she got very far.


    She bit inward on her lips.


    Yes? Sgt. Grey asked. Youve thought of something?


    She turned her left cheek toward him, the scarred side, which she showed instinctively when she wished to hide her thoughts. For an instant, she remembered the keening wail of Agnes Lewis as she begged Gaia for her baby Priscilla. Agnes Lewis! Gaia had hardly thought of the mother as a real person until now. Such mother greed was unnatural and disloyal to the Enclave, and yet there had been something so powerful, so desperate in it. Gaia could not fully close herself to Agness pain, and it was inextricably tangled up with the parcel Old Meg had given her, as if her mother had sent her the mysterious gift as an antidote.


    Gaia?


    She shook her head, startled that he was using her first name. It was a complete breach of etiquette. She looked at him curiously. The rigid line of his jaw had relaxed, or maybe it was that his shoulders werent as stiff.


    Excuse me, Masister, he said. I thought you recalled something.


    A log in the fire adjusted in the heat with a crackling, falling noise, and a flare of light emanated from the fireplace, touching along his stern profile. She needed to confabulate something that would reassure him she had nothing to hide.


    She gave a smile that she hoped looked like embarrassed vanity. I was just thinking I might be able to get some of those boots like they show on the Tvaltar. The cowboy-style ones for girls.


    The soldier gave a dry, brief laugh. Youll certainly be able to afford them. Its your privilege.


    She stepped nearer to the table again with a more determined air and began carefully rearranging things into her satchel, setting aside what need to be cleaned. She breathed deeply, forcing her hands to be steady.


    The soldier moved toward the door, and Gaia thought he would open it to say good-bye. When he paused there, she looked up again.


    What happened to your face? he asked.


    She felt a familiar kick in her gut, and then a stab of disappointment. Twice in one night. She had assumed he would be too polite to ask, or that he, with any background knowledge of her family, would already know the story.


    When I was little, my grandmother was making candles and she had a big vat of hot beeswax in the backyard, she said. I walked into the vat. Usually that ended the conversation. I dont remember it, she added.


    How old were you? he asked.


    She tilted her face slightly, watching him. Ten months.


    You were walking at ten months? he asked.


    Not very well, apparently, she said dryly.


    He was silent a moment, and she waited again for him to put his hand on the doorknob. She knew what he was thinking. Because she was scarred, she had had no chance of being advanced to the Enclave. In some ways, her case was the supreme example of why it was better to give the babies over within hours. Years ago, they used to leave babies with their mothers for the first year of life, but the mothers were growing increasingly careless, and the children were getting injured or sick before their twelve-month ceremonies. With the current baby quota system, the Enclave received healthy, whole babies the day they were born, and the mothers could get on with becoming pregnant again, if thats what they wanted to do.


    No deformed babies were ever advanced, for any reason. For Gaia, one accident had guaranteed a life of poverty outside the wall, with no education, no chance for good food or leisure or easy friendships, while the girls her age whod been advanced were now in the Enclave, with boundless electricity, food, and education. They were wearing beautiful clothes, dreaming of wealthy husbands, laughing, and dancing. Gaia had seen them once, when she was a child. The Protectorats sister had had her wedding and for one day, the people of Wharfton had been permitted into a barricaded street of the Enclave to witness the wedding parade. It seemed like a dream to Gaia now, the colors and music, the beauty and wealth. The specials at the Tvaltar paled by comparison. That one glimpse, she later realized, was proof of a life that might have been hers had she not been so clumsy, or if they had instituted the safer policy before shed been born.


    She would make sure that the babies in her care had the opportunities shed never had, those lucky three every month. If the rest, the other half dozen or more babies were unadvanced, then that was their destiny. They would take their chances with life in Wharfton as she had.


    She had no idea if her visage betrayed the shades of her thoughts, but Sgt. Grey was regarding her still with an attentive, expectant expression.


    Im glad to serve the Enclave, she said finally.


    A s am I, he replied.


    He turned then, and she watched his fingers close on the knob. A moment later the door closed softly, and she was left alone in her home, with a drafty flare from the fireplace highlighting the silent strings of her fathers banjo and the fact that both her parents were gone.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 3


    Rapunzel


    WHEN GAIA HAD FINISHED cleaning out her teapot and cups and replenished the herbs she had used for Agness labor, she carefully repacked her satchel, keeping it ready as her mother had taught her. Next she straightened up everything that had been disturbed in the guards search, trying to make the little house feel like home again. Even the two yellow candles on the mantel that they lit every evening in honor of her brothers had been shifted a few millimeters from their familiar spots. Despite the return of order, her sense of unease remained, and when she slumped down in her fathers chair before the dying embers on the hearth, she could not relax enough to sleep, even when weariness seeped into her muscles with the gentle heat.


    A soft tapping came on the back door. She rose. Whos there?


    Its me. Theo. Amy sent me over to see if youre all right.


    She pulled open the door and Theo Rupp entered, opening his arms wide. Scared you, didnt they? he said.


    Gaia gratefully flew into his hug, closing her eyes as the mans strong arms enfolded her. The potter smelled of clay and dust as he always did, and he patted her back with a heavy hand. She sneezed. There, now, he said, releasing her. Why dont you come on over and spend the night with me and Amy? You dont want to be alone over here.


    Gaia stepped back to the fireplace and threw another log on. No, she said, taking a seat and motioning him toward her fathers more comfortable chair. I want to stay here. They might be back anytime.


    I didnt actually see you come home or I would have been over sooner, Theo said apologetically. Amy saw a guard leave ten minutes back and said you had to be here. Was there just the one, then?


    She nodded. One was enough.


    Theo sat slowly, and she searched his face to see if he knew anything more. Theo and his wife Amy lived across the road, and like the other neighbors, they must have seen her parents being taken away.


    Tell me what you know, she said. Do you have any idea why my parents were arrested?


    None. Total mystery, he said. You know, it just happens sometimes. The Enclave takes somebody in, asks a few questions, then lets them go none the wiser. Your parents might have been standing next to someone and might have seen something and now the Enclave wants a little information.


    But if its that simple, why did they arrest them? Why didnt they just ask the questions here? My parents would have cooperated.


    Dont know, Theo said. Thats their way.


    Gaia looked down at her hands and splayed her fingers in the light from the fire. She trusted Theo. Shed known him her whole life, and his daughter Emily was Gaias dearest friend.


    Do you know anything about my mother keeping a list of some sort? she asked. A calendar?


    He pursed his lips together. Your mother kept lots of lists. Theres nothing to that.


    Thats what Sergeant Grey wanted to know.


    Theo crossed his arms over his chest, his expression puzzled. Well, for that, they could pretty much arrest every person in town.


    Gaia glanced behind him to her fathers sewing corner, with the boxes and baskets of material and needles and patterns. Her fathers yellow pincushion had rolled under one of the treads of the sewing machine.


    You dont think I need to be worried? she said, fetching the pincushion.


    I wouldnt put it that way, darling. Id say worrying wont do you any good.


    Gaia glanced up to see him smiling at her, his eyes tender.


    Come over with me now, he coaxed. Amy will never let me hear the end of it if I leave you here, and Emily will about scratch my head off.


    She took a deep breath and shook her head. I want to be here.


    Youll come to dinner, though, wont you? Later tomorrow? We might hear something by then.


    Gaia rolled the pincushion slowly in her fingers, nodding. She was deeply weary now, and with his common sense to reassure her, she expected she would be able to sleep. Thanks for coming, she said. I feel much better now. It will work out all right, wont it?


    Theo stood and gave her another pat on the arm. Theyll be back before you know it, he said. Just get busy doing what youd normally do. Keep feeding the chickens.


    She laughed. I delivered my first baby tonight.


    Did you! Well! Thats what well celebrate when you come to dinner. Imagine our little Gaia a full-fledged midwife! Amy will be beside herself. Ill go around and get Emily and Kyle to come, too.


    Gaia could see he was happy to have any excuse to get his family together. She smiled, holding the door for him. When hed gone, she was finally able to slip into her parents bed, pull up the blankets, breathe in the scent of them, and sleep.


    Under a bright noon sun, she carried the third May baby toward the gate of the Enclave, and this time Gaia felt no pride, no residual thrill from the birthing she had just mid-wived. She felt only exhaustion, and the perpetual dread that gnawed at the back of her mind. Her shoes scuffed over the dry brown dust of the road, each step taking her steadily upward toward the wall. She unrolled the long sleeves of her brown dress, grateful the light-weight material wasnt too hot. She twitched her hat forward to keep the sun from her face and noticed that pinpricks of light fell through the weave of the brim onto the baby in her arms.


    In the three weeks since her parents had been gone, Gaia had had no news about any of themAgnes, Old Meg, or her parentsand she was beginning to fear she never would. Her initial terror had grown so enormous and her loneliness so acute that shed been afraid she would go mad with the simple, desperate need to have her parents back. Shed tried to remember what Theo Rupp continued to tell her, that everything would work out. Only her work had kept her going, and by day shed learned to school her helpless panic into a needling, exhausting numbness. Her nights were riddled with nightmares.


    In the quadrangle, before the Tvaltar, several families had set up market stalls, and the people of Wharfton were engaged in lively trade. A few desultory shoppers from the Enclave had wandered down to inspect the wares, and for them, Gaia knew, the prices would go up. Gaia waved to Amy Rupp, who had a blanket spread with bowls Gaia had watched her throw on her potters wheel earlier that month. Old man Perry sat under a makeshift umbrella of shade with a barrel of water on wheels and a string of cups. A whiff of the vinegar he used to rinse the cups between customers was enough to make her wish for a drink, but she had to keep moving. Another man sold woven mats and hats. Still others sold eggs, ground cinnamon, herbs, and loaves of flat, dark bread.


    Gaia heard the chink of coins and saw the smithy exchange a bright blade for several Tvaltar passes. Above, a brace of pigeons flew by on their heavy, loud wings and vanished in a messy nest at the apex of the Tvaltar roof. Several dirty, barefoot children ran through the quadrangle, laughing as they kicked a soccer ball. One ancient mesquite tree cast a pool of shade where several old people had gathered to rest on the rickety stools that always waited there.


    Coming to the Tvaltar later, Gaia? Perry called, waving himself with a paddle fan.


    Not tonight.


    Suit yourself, then.


    Gaia glanced back at the faade of the Tvaltar, and the doors that were closed to keep the interior cool. In the weeks since her parents had been arrested, Gaia had avoided the Tvaltar and its palliative escapism, but now as she saw a pair of young girls head inside, she remembered how the Tvaltar had been a magical place to her when she was little.


    Until recently, shed liked the colorful costumes, the music, and the dancing that splashed across the gigantic screen. Shed liked the short specials about life inside the Enclave, with its fashion and parties and glamour. There were specials about the Protectorats family, with his advanced son and his own son and his two twin daughters, just a little younger than she. Shed enjoyed the archive reels from the cool age, with all its strange technology, and the nature ones about horses and elephants and other extinct species.


    But most of all, when she was very young, shed loved the fairy-tale stories that took her into a different life. These would stay with her for weeks afterward. She had only to close her eyes on her own back porch, and she would be carried away again to a world under the sea where mermaids sang, or to a land where dwarves lived in a wooded glade, or to a castle tower where a princess under a magic spell slept for years while the dust gathered around her and generations beyond the enchanted forest grew up and had children of their own.


    She remembered in particular how on the night of her friend Emily Rupps fifth birthday, Emilys parents promised to take Emily, Gaia, and their friend Sasha to the Tvaltar to see Rapunzel. To add to the excitement, Sasha had never been to the Tvaltar before because her family couldnt afford passes, so Gaia and Emily had the pleasure of anticipating their friends delight.


    Its huge, Emily explained. A s tall as the Enclave wall, with moving pictures.


    They were holding hands, with Emily in the middle, skipping ahead of Emilys parents toward the quadrangle.


    It gets dark before the show, Gaia said. There are twinkling lights in the ceiling like stars, and on the side walls, other lights go down on a horizon, like sunset. Thats how you know its about to start.


    And people go every night? Sasha asked.


    No. Well, maybe some grown-ups do. But only if they have Tvaltar passes, Emily said. When Emily leaned close to them, Gaia could smell the cake still on her breath. My mom got them special. For my birthday.


    Gaia just hoped Rapunzel was as good as the other shows shed seen. Her mother had told her that the story had a tower in it, like the tower of the Bastion, and a princess with a very long braid. She, Emily, and Sasha had braided their hair on purpose for the show, and Gaias brown braids were the longest. Sashas blond braids were the shortest. Emilys red hair was so thin, they put it into one braid.


    Soon they passed through the tall doors. Gaia looked back at Sasha, who was gazing up at the stars in the ceiling with suitable awe.


    What did we tell you! Gaia said.


    Sasha simply closed her lips, speechless.


    Emily poked her. I knew youd like it. The show hasnt even started yet.


    Come on, Gaia said, pulling at Emily again, trying to lead her down the long aisle that sloped toward the huge screen. People were filling up the benches all around them, talking and laughing in merry voices. Many of the women waved paddle fans idly before their faces, and some of the younger men whod let their arms become uncovered while working in the fields had bright red burns.


    Gaia glanced back for Emilys parents, wishing they would hurry, and then, to her amazement, she saw them start to turn into a row of benches only halfway toward the front.


    Girls! Emilys mother called.


    Emily and Sasha turned obediently, but Gaia tugged at Emilys hand.


    No, Gaia said. Lets go down to the front. Thats where the good benches are. Look! Theres plenty.


    Emily shook her head. A couple of adults budged past them, jostling them.


    We cant go down there, Emily said.


    Why not?


    Thats where the freaks sit, Emily said.


    Gaia didnt understand. She didnt know what a freak was. She and her parents always sat at the front of the Tvaltar. Thats where their friends were. Thats where it was easy to see. She slipped her hand out of Emilys and turned to take a few more steps down the sloping aisle, toward the front.


    Gaia! Emilys father called firmly.


    But Gaia kept going, like she couldnt help it, like the slope was pulling her down. There were the benches where she and her family had sat the other times that theyd come. There was the boy with the cleft lip, and the boy with crutches. Their parents were mixed among them, still standing, talking to each other. She could see the quiet, moody boy who lived with the artist, and a very small girl whose arm didnt grow right. The girl lifted her hand and waved to Gaia.


    Freaks, Gaia thought. They let the freak families sit in the front.


    Gaia! Emilys father said.


    She jumped as his hand came to rest on her shoulder. Were sitting back here today, he said gently.


    An usher came toward them. Hey, Theo. She can sit up here, the man said casually. She can bring her friends, too, if you want.


    Emilys father took her hand. Thanks. Thats all right.


    Mutely, she felt him tug her gently. Come on, Gaia, he said softly. The shows starting soon.


    She realized suddenly that most of the people had sat down now and the chatter was dying down. Turning, she saw the rows of faces and watched as one by one, as if on cue, they all began to turn toward her and Emilys father. Gaia was wearing a new dress, a pretty brown one her father had made for her just the week before, with a soft, curved collar and a bow in the back. Matching ribbons were carefully tied at the ends of her braids. But she knew the people were not noticing her clothes. They were staring at her scar. And as she and Emilys father walked back up the aisle, to the place where Emily and Sasha were already sitting with Emilys mother, Gaia heard whispers. Muttering. She didnt have to hear individual words to know it was pity. The only thing that stung worse was the deeper message: freak.


    Not even Rapunzel, the most amazing Tvaltar show shed ever seen, could make Gaia forget what she really was. Just before the end, she begged Emilys mother to let her leave early, before the lights came up, to avoid the staring crowd. To clinch any last doubt Gaia might have had, Emilys merciful mother agreed with her, and took the freak out.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 4


    The Folded Triangle


    GAIA BLINKED AND THE MEMORY VANISHED, leaving only a trace of the old shame. Even the worst feeling, with time and familiarity, became tolerable. A pigeon was audibly pecking at the dirt before her feet. Perry had turned back to his friends, and the baby made a small shifting motion in her arms. As Gaia left the quadrangle and continued upward toward the gate, she passed a couple of Enclave men dressed in white and evaded their gazes with the brim of her hat.


    Gaias job was to advance a baby, and thats what she would focus on. Todays mother, Sonya, had not objected or complained. She had known when Gaia arrived that this was a third child of the month, and Sonya had accepted that the infant would be advanced. This, and knowing Sonya had two kept children already, should have made advancing the baby easier for Gaia, but she found the womans passivity disturbing. She kept expecting someone to react like Agnes had, with tormented, heart-wrenching cries. But no one did, and Agnes had vanished along with the agony of that night. Gaia didnt know whether shed been arrested or fled, like Old Meg, to the wasteland.


    Gaia glanced down at the sleeping child and wearily touched his little ruddy cheek. Youll have a good life, she whispered.


    Uneasy, she wiped a strand of her dark hair back over her right ear and glanced up at the banging, sloshy noise of a filthy boy who was washing dust from a rain-collecting panel.


    Are you wasting water? called a voice from the doorway behind him.


    No, Ma, he said, his sponge dripping over the bucket.


    If you take your hat off, so help me, Ill knock your head off, too. I dont want you burning.


    I got it on.


    He nudged his hat back to grin up at Gaia, his teeth white and his feet wet in a dark track of mud. From above, an unseen man laughed pleasantly, and Gaia heard the clink of dishes.


    Despite the crude simplicity of the Wharfton homes and the endless work, life outside the wall had a raw decency for a moment. At least no one ever actually starved. Her parents arrest and continued absence were making her question things shed taken for granted and see the impoverished community outside the wall with new eyes. Perhaps the three advanced babies from their sector were simply payment for the water, mycoprotein, and electricity the Enclave gave them all. Perhaps the exchange, stripped of its veneer of privilege and promise, was that simple. And was it worth it? She passed another row of sunny, scrappy hovels and wondered if the people behind the rattan shades were watching her progress, secretly celebrating that this was the last quota baby for May.


    Eastern Sector Two had reached its quota, too. Gaia had heard the news the day before from Emilys mother, who only pretended to be sorry that her grandchild would not be advanced. Emily was bright-eyed with excitement to be a mother, and her husband Kyle strutted around the wharf with his black hair thrown back, full of muscle-bound pride. Their child was likely to have a completely un-extraordinary life outside the wall, like Emily and Kyle, and grow up to serve the Enclave also. Gaia couldnt quite be happy for them, knowing how they would struggle, but neither was she sad, and that added to her confusion.


    As the road ascended, Gaia had a view of the unlake on her right. It was almost possible, from this higher vantage point, to imagine how Unlake Superior had once been full of fresh water, a vast supply that had stretched all the way toward the shimmering southern horizon. Now Wharfton marked the edge of a great, empty basin that sank into a valley of granite, with alluvial fans of boulders and ledges of aspen and wildflowers. Where once there was water, now the only hint of blue came from the washed-out gray of pure distance.


    To her left, looming larger with every step that drew her closer, was the massive wall of the Enclave.


    The doors in the wall were open this time of day, and as Gaia came around a last bend, she could see through them to the clean, cool-looking buildings behind the wall. Cobblestones opened in wave patterns along the street, and a row of tidy shops with white awnings dropped a layer of inviting shade beneath them. A pair of colorfully dressed girls stood under an awning, peering in a shop window. A young woman in red called to them, and they followed obediently up the street out of sight, their matching yellow hats bright in the sunlight.


    So this is the last one this month, is it? the guard said as Gaia approached. The third?


    Gaia knew him well by now. Sgt. Georg Lanchester, the taller of the two guards who had been on duty the night she'd advanced her first baby, had an avuncular, talkative personality, and she had learned that hed grown up outside the wall before he'd joined the guard. She couldnt help watching his Adams apple as he talked. A second guard in a matching black uniform and black, wide-brimmed hat glanced at her briefly, obviously bored. Gaia gave him a respectful nod.


    Hello, Mabrother, she said to Sgt. Lanchester. Any news of my parents?


    Sgt. Lanchester pushed a button on a panel inside the door.


    None that Ive heard, Masister. Ive heard a rumor as concerns you, though.


    She looked up edgily and began to rock, instinctively shifting her weight between her feet to begin an easy rhythm for the child in her arms. Painfully, she pushed the thought of her parents out to the edge of her mind again. What would that be?


    Theyre saying theyll raise the quota to five in June, Sgt. Lanchester said.


    Five! she exclaimed. Its never been higher than three, and usually its one or two. Whats going on?


    I couldnt say, Sgt. Lanchester said. Theres a real desire for babies, apparently. In fact, he leaned closer, if you happen to hear of any mums as would like to do a little business on the side, completely legitimate you understand, I could connect you up with some very worthy parents on the inside.


    Gaia kept her expression completely neutral, but she was inwardly horrified. Had her mother had to deal with this? What would she have done? She certainly didnt want to offend Sgt. Lanchester, but she was not about to start negotiating the trade of babies. Thats what he was implying, wasnt he? She glanced at the second guard, but he had moved several paces away and was facing the other direction, out of earshot.


    Thered be some nice Tvaltar passes in it for you, he added, confirming her suspicion.


    Thanks, Gaia said. Its a thought. Ill get back to you on it.


    Sgt. Lanchester nodded, looking pleased. Theres my girl. I knew you were a right one. Completely on the up and up, you understand, he said. But Id just as soon you not mention it to anyone but me. Some very worthy families I know, but theyd like to keep it all discreet. He wiggled his eyebrows briefly toward the other guard.


    Then he straightened and beckoned to the man. You should see this baby, Sgt. Lanchester called. Hes a right swell little man.


    The guard walked nearer, took a brief look, and said nothing. He was an older man, with slightly graying hair, and square, narrow shoulders. When he stared openly at Gaias scar, her cheeks grew warm with embarrassment, and she angled her hat brim to block out his face.


    The guard grunted and turned away.


    Gaia looked past him, curious for another view of the Enclave, and farther up the curved street she could see Masister Khol coming down the hill, her white cloak flapping out behind her in the sunlight. She paused when a man greeted her, and twitched her hood forward as she leaned near to speak with him for a moment.


    A middle-aged woman in a blue dress edged past, heading down toward the quadrangle with a basket over her arm. Good afternoon, Masister, Sgt. Lanchester said, tipping his hat. Fine day, isnt it?


    As the woman gave a cheery reply, Gaia felt a familiar pang of longing. People from the Enclave could come out if they wished, but very few from Wharfton ever went inside the wall, and then only when expressly invited to perform some service or deliver some good. Not even the farm laborers entered except when they brought in the harvests to store in the ware houses near the mycoprotein plant. Was there no way to earn a place inside the wall? Her desire confused her, mixed now with fear for her parents.


    Masister Khol came through the gate. Ah, Gaia! she said. Do you bring us a little boy or a little girl?


    A healthy boy, Masister, she said politely.


    The woman made a little ticking noise. Girls are very much in style just now. Thats okay, though. There are plenty of traditional fathers who still want a little junior. Come to Masister, she said sweetly, reaching for the child.


    Gaia leaned the baby gently toward Masister Khol and was startled to feel something sharp against her fingers under cover of the childs wrap. She glanced at Masister Khol, but the womans face showed no unusual expression. Still, Gaia could feel her shoving something toward her, and Gaia quickly grasped it and tucked it into her pocket without letting the guards see.


    Such a sweet little mouth he has, Masister Khol said. And hes how many minutes?


    Gaias pulse quickened. She lifted the locket watch that hung from around her neck, trying to act naturally. Seventy-two.


    She arrived here a good fifteen minutes ago, Sgt. Lanchester said. He stepped aside to let two of the men from the Enclave pass back inside.


    Masister Khol nodded her head reassuringly. Its no matter. Anything under the ninety minutes is fine. Lovely, lovely, she crooned. She gave Gaia a warm smile. Thats the quota for this month, then, so I probably wont see you again until June. Keep up the good work, Gaia. Youre being well compensated, I hope.


    Yes. I have all I need, Gaia said. Im glad to serve the Enclave.


    A s am I, Masister Khol said.


    And I, Sgt. Lanchester echoed.


    And I, said the second guard.


    Masister Khol was turning back into the gate.


    Is it true the quota may go up to five next month? Gaia asked.


    Masister half turned back, looking closely at Gaia. Where did you hear that? Masister Khol asked.


    Gaia glanced at Sgt. Lanchester and saw him shake a quick negative of his head.


    Its just something I overheard around the quadrangle, Gaia improvised. It isnt true, is it?


    Gaia saw the two guards exchange glances, and Masister Khol frowned.


    You speak as if an increase in the quota would be unwelcome to you, Masister Khol said quietly.


    Oh, no! Gaia said quickly. I just want to be prepared.


    Masister Khols reproving expression lightened somewhat. The Protectorat makes those decisions, she said. I could not confirm or deny it. But I will say, our babies are going to only the very finest families in the Enclave.


    Dont they always? Gaia asked.


    Masister Khols smile was guarded. Of course. The future of all of us depends on it.


    Gaia nodded. She knew this to be true. And she sensed that this was not a good time to ask questions. She reached into her pocket, fingering the sharp object Masister Khol had passed to her. When she realized it felt like paper folded very tightly into a tiny triangle, a spark of excitement almost made her jump.


    Before Gaia knew it, Masister Khol had slipped back inside the Enclave with the baby, and Sgt. Lanchester opened his hand toward the road behind Gaia.


    There you go, Masister, he said kindly to Gaia. We dont want to block the way, now. And get some rest while you can, Sgt. Lanchester added. Under the wide brim of his black hat, his eyes were warm with concern.


    Thank you, Mabrother, Gaia said.


    She was weary and thirsty, she realized, especially there in the hot sunlight, but more than anything, she was curious about the triangle in her pocket.


    I serve the Enclave, she said.


    And I, the two guards answered in unison.


    Keeping her fingers wrapped around the triangle in her pocket, she started back down the main road and veered into one of the narrow lanes of Eastern Sector One. She waited until she had turned several corners, passed a row of merchants, and then, ducking into a quiet doorway, she pulled out the object. It was a small, tightly folded piece of brown parchment, and when she smoothed it open, she was startled to see her mothers handwriting:


    
      
        
          Destroy it. Destroy this. Go to WZMMR L.

        

      

    


    Gaia frowned at the last letters, surprised at the gibberish. She flipped the paper over, looking for clues, but the back was blank.


    Got yourself a love note? a mans voice asked.


    Gaia turned, quickly thrusting the note back in her pocket.


    A short, bearded man was standing in the doorway beside her, shaking out a towel to create a cloud of flour. Her family always bought their bread from Harrys on the west side, so shed never visited this bakers shop. Now, as he pointed to her pocket, she felt a blush rise in her cheeks.


    He chuckled and gave a teasing jerk of his head. Let me guess. Youve got yourself a sweetheart inside the wall, pretty girl like you. Isnt that right?


    Gaia blushed more deeply and turned to face him fully. She watched his friendly expression turn to surprise, then wincing pity.


    Youre Bonnies daughter, then, he said. All the teasing was gone, and his voice was quiet and warm, like a loaf of good black bread. His brown eyes, gentle and concerned, lingered on her scar as if he would heal it if he could.


    Gaias surprise rose in her lungs like a swift bright bubble. You know my mother? she asked.


    He took a quick look up the street, then made a beckoning nod and backed into his doorway again. He had a way of ducking his chin so that his dark mustache and beard concealed his lips.


    You dont remember me, do you? the man said. Im Derek Vlatir. My wife and I lived in Western Sector Three when our kids were little. Ive known your parents my whole life. Please come. Come in.


    Curious, Gaia followed him into his bakery. In the blue-walled kitchen, Gaia looked around at the two great ovens, the sacks of flour, and a long wooden table with slabs of brown dough upon it. Sunlight gleamed on a row of measuring cups. Through another doorway, strung with a curtain of brown beads, she could see a single counter that served as the front of his shop. Though there was nothing unusual about the bakery, Dereks quick movement to close the door behind them and his furtive glance into the other room put her on alert.


    We only have a minute, he said.


    Youve heard something, she said.


    He nodded, and she saw now his concern for her went far beyond mere pity for her scar.


    I dont know how else to say this. Your parents are in the Enclave prison, he said. Theyve been accused of being traitors, and this morning they were sentenced to death.


    Gaia backed against the doorframe. Thats impossible, she said. Theyve done nothing wrong!


    That may be, Derek said. He looked back over his shoulder and took a step nearer to her, speaking softly. But theyre set to be executed next week.


    How do you know this? Gaia demanded, suspicious. Her heart was pounding with fear. He might be tricking her. He might be a guard in disguise testing to see if she herself was loyal or not.


    Listen, he said. I know this is hard to hear. Its hard for me, too. Ive known your parents since we were kids, so when they were arrested, I asked my baker friends inside the wall to try to see what they could find out. I kept hoping I would have better news, and then this morning I heard this. You have to trust me. He held up his hands, as if they could plead for him.


    Why didnt you come tell me?


    Ive tried twice already, he said. Both times you were out, and I couldnt exactly leave a message. I was planning to come again today and wait for you if I had to. Im sorry, but your parents arent coming back.


    Her throat tightened, and she clutched her hands into hard fists. She didnt want to believe him, but he had no motivation to lie. The note in her pocket. Had her mother sent it because she knew she was going to die?


    They would tell me, she protested desperately. The Enclave would at least tell me. Who else knew this? Did Theo Rupp?


    He angled his face a little nearer, and it was the sad curve of a faint smile that finally convinced her he must be telling the truth. It doesnt work that way, he said.


    She fought against the oncoming wave of horror. There must be something I can do, she said.


    Im sorry, he said quietly. Your parents were two of the finest people I ever knew.


    Dont talk about them like that! she said. Like theyre already dead. Please, if you have contacts inside the wall, you must have a way to do something. Cant we get in?


    He wiped his hands slowly on his white apron, hesitating. Its too dangerous, he said. No one goes in.


    There has to be a way, Gaia pressed. Her nightmares were nothing compared to this. She was suddenly furious with herself for her weeks of docile inactivity. She should have been doing something. She should have been protesting somehow. Instead shed been serving the Enclave like a stupid little slave! She grabbed her hat off her head and ran a hand back through her hair, thinking rapidly. If the Enclave could execute innocent people like her own parents, then she no longer owed it her loyalty.


    If there was a chance, any chance at all that she could do something to save them, she would do it. She could go to the gate and demand to see Mabrother Iris as Sgt. Grey had instructed, and give him the parcel Old Meg had given her. Mabrother Iris was second only to the Protectorat, so the parcel must be worth something. Even now Gaia had it tied around her leg under her skirt. Shed examined it and knew it contained a brown ribbon, closely embroidered with silk threads, but the pattern made no sense to her, just as the note in her pocket at that moment was a cypher. Then it dawned on her. That ribbon was almost certainly the list Sgt. Grey had been seeking.


    It was also what her mother wanted her to destroy.


    She leaned back against one of the counters, her mind spinning.


    There must be a way through that wall, she said.


    Derek stroked a hand slowly down his mustache and into his beard. Only the gate entrance is legal. Any other attempt to go inside is punishable by death.


    She approached nearer to him and seized upon her decision as surely as if shed picked up one of his measuring cups. She had to see her parents. She had to get to them somehow. I dont care about any punishment. I want you to help me get into the Enclave prison. Can you do that?


    Dereks eyebrows lowered in visible alarm. Do you realize what youre saying?


    She no longer cared that she was talking like a traitor. Please, she said. I need to see my mother. Theres something I need to give her that could save her life.


    What is it?


    She shook her head. You joked that I might have a sweetheart inside the wall. What if I told you its true, and I need to see him? Forget my parents. Just help me get inside the wall. Ill do the rest myself.


    I cant afford the risk.


    Ill pay you, she said.


    He tilted his face slightly, then reached for a brown pile of dough and began to knead it, then roll it neatly into a long loaf. He set it on a floured cloth, then pinched the cloth to make a pucker for the next loaf. If he hadnt been frowning so intently, she would have thought he was ignoring her, but she was certain he was concentrating and the kneading helped him think.


    Derek, Gaia said softly. You said you had children of your own. Im all my parents have. Theyre probably worried sick about me out here all alone. Wouldnt they want you to help me?


    He shot her a glance and dropped the next loaf onto the cloth. Theyd want me to keep you safe, he said dryly.


    But I want to be with them, too. Theyre all I have. You have to help me get in there.


    Gaia stood next to the table and glanced once more out the front door, toward the empty shop. The laughter of passing children came from the street, and a black fly buzzed in the sunlight.


    Its not as simple as you might think, to rebel, Derek said. His hands worked the dough fluidly as he talked, and he never looked up at her. Speaking hypothetically, of course. People have a way of disappearing when they talk too openly against the Enclave, for one thing. And then, many of our families have sons and brothers in the guard. We cant fight our own families. Many of us have children who were advanced inside, children who would be harmed if we attacked. How could any of us unite to fight against the Enclave, and for what?


    He only convinced her shed come to the right place. Hed obviously been thinking about rebelling a lot longer than she had.


    Please, Derek, she said. Ive saved forty Tvaltar passes. Ill give you thirty if you help me get inside the wall.


    Derek laughed in open amusement. Thirty passes! he said. It wouldnt be worth it for twice that much.


    Gaia pressed her fingers onto the wooden table, feeling the layer of flour. Ill give you forty, she said. All I have. And water for a week. You must help me.


    Derek eyed her curiously. What do you think youll accomplish getting inside the wall? In a matter of minutes, youll be arrested. You can get arrested for free anytime you want. Just walk up to the gate and tell them youve been illegally concealing your mothers list.


    Gaia felt the warmth drain out of her face, and knew she was as pale as the flour covering the table. She swallowed thickly.


    Derek laughed again, pointing at her. I was right, then. Youve got a transparent face, child, despite that scar.


    Who else knows? she whispered, her cheeks burning.


    No need to fret. Theres a handful of us as have guessed she left some sort of list with you or Old Meg, though I wasnt sure until now. Other midwives have been approached with the same question, Derek said. Weve been wondering if youd do something.


    Who are these people? Gaia said. Why had none of these people talked to her since her parents were arrested? Were they all so afraid?


    Dereks lips closed in a firm line, and her suspicions leaped into overdrive. He might just know a few gossipy friends, but it was possible, too, that some people might be finding each other, quietly questioning the right of the Enclave to dictate the rules that governed the people outside the wall. Maybe her parents had been part of such a conversation, and that was all it had taken to get them arrested. She wished she knew.


    The quotas going up to five next month, Gaia said.


    Is that so? Derek said thoughtfully. He kneaded another loaf, his fingers moving adroitly over and around the dough. He pulled up another tray, and it landed on the table with a light, metallic bang.


    Anybody there? called a womans voice from the front room.


    Comin, Derek said. He gave Gaia a quick look, and she slid silently toward a corner, out of sight behind a black shelf of cans and boxes. He wiped his hands on his apron and turned, his massive shoulders briefly outlined as he slipped through the strands of the bead curtain.


    Gaia could hear a customers voice and Dereks mellow reply. She wasnt certain why she trusted Derek, but she did. He seemed to have more information than Theo Rupps family, for starters, even if it was bad news. She was beginning to believe there were things her mother hadnt told her, either because her mother didnt trust Gaia, or she wanted to protect her with ignorance. Gaia had had enough of ignorance.


    She heard a final good-bye and a shuffle of feet, and then Derek came through the bead curtain once more. Gaia pushed slowly out of her corner hiding spot.


    Youre a little thing, arent you? Derek said.


    She stepped toward the table, deciding quickly. To night, she said. Theres no time to lose.


    Derek frowned at her steadily for a long moment, and she straightened under his intense gaze. She would try with or without his help, but she would rather have him on her side. Finally he nodded. He returned his attention to his bread dough, and with a knife, he scored a short mark across the surface of each completed loaf.


    At midnight, he said. Dress in red.


    Gaia gasped. Red was costly, conspicuous, and taboo for those who lived outside the wall. Do you want me to stand out like a firecracker? she demanded.


    He chuckled, barely looking up. You dont know much, do you? Red. And bring the passes. You can leave the water behind your parents house. Ill pick it up later.


    She nodded. Ill leave it on the back porch.


    There was a noise from the front room again, a shuffling, expectant noise of another customer entering. Derek wiped his thick hands on his apron again and reached to an upper shelf. She saw him grab a small brown loaf of bread and when he tossed it, she caught it in both hands. Youve got yourself a sweetheart inside the wall, little Gaia, he said, grinning. Now go.


    She let herself out the back door, stepping into the warm sunlight. She knew it was just his teasing way of saying the deal was on, but the word sweetheart grated on her. It didnt help that shed never had one. She hadnt yet met a boy shed been particularly attracted to, and of course no one could find her appealing. She had a flashing memory of Sgt. Greys handsome jaw and mouth, and that irritated her even more. She had seen him only that one brief night, and in dim lighting. Yet his symmetrical, shadowed face was etched clearly in her memory. No doubt hes had his share of sweethearts already, she thought. Some girls would be attracted to his handsome face, even though he was dead cold within. Well, it wasnt any of her business.


    With the loaf of bread tucked against her side where Sonyas baby had been earlier that morning, she strode down the back streets of Wharfton, heading home, but already her mind was hours ahead of her, imagining her return up these streets and wondering how on earth she was going to find something red to wear. For the first time in weeks she had a purpose, and she could channel all the anxiety that had consumed her into a plan to infiltrate the Enclave.
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