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DEDICATION

To Andreas


NOTE

Oxygen is essential for most living things.

For 2.5 billion years, it was the most abundant

chemical element on Earth.

Until the Switch.
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PART I

THE POD


1

ALINA

Breathing is a right, not a privilege, so I’m stealing it back. I’m nervous, but I’m not scared. This is the mission I’ve been training for. I’m ready to lead.

I squeeze Abel’s hand and he looks at me. “Now?” he asks. He puts his other hand into his pocket.

“No, no. Not yet,” I whisper. Several cameras are trained right at us and there’s a steward only yards away. I pull Abel close and nuzzle his neck. We aren’t a couple, but posing as one makes us less conspicuous.

“Tell me when,” Abel says.

We get to a cluster of silver birches and join the group gazing up at them. The tour guide is giving a detailed explanation of what is required to keep the trees alive in here and the tourists, mostly Premiums, are eating it up. “It took twelve years for this particular species to grow. Nowhere else on Earth will you find such a specimen.” I resist rolling my eyes and even pull out my pad to take a picture so I seem like a real tourist.

An announcement comes over the loudspeaker, the voice firm: “The conservation area will close in five minutes. Please leave the biosphere. The conservation area will close in five minutes. Please leave the biosphere.”

“We’re too late,” Abel says, letting go of my hand and heading for the exit. I throw my arms around his neck. In training he was so cocky; I could never have imagined fear setting in like this.

“We can’t backpedal,” I say. “We’ve been saving for months to pay the entrance fee. And we need those cuttings. We aren’t leaving without them.” I glance around. Everyone is coming our way. Including the stewards. I kiss the tip of his nose. He pulls back.

“Why can’t your aunt or uncle do this?”

“I already explained it once,” I snap. “They’re in agriculture and they don’t get permits for this part of the biosphere.” The tour group shuffles by and heads for the gift shop. I grin at an older couple watching us and they return the smile, linking arms with each other as they move on.

“If I get caught …”

“We won’t get caught,” I say, though I can’t know this for sure. All I know is that I’ve never been caught before, and Abel’s hesitation is only putting us at greater risk.

I lead him back to our planned spot, where only camera four can see us. “It’s to your right,” I say. “Do not miss.” He nods, rummages in his pocket, and pulls out a fist, so I know he has the rock in his hand. I want to kiss him for real now, but there isn’t time, and anyway, he might not want a real kiss from me.

As the camera scans in the opposite direction, I elbow Abel, and he launches the rock into the air. I hold my breath. And I want to shut my eyes because I can see that the rock is going to miss. We’re going to get caught. And it won’t be jail time for us. We’ll simply go missing.

“Shit,” Abel says.

Instead of hitting the camera, the rock bounces against a tree then down onto the head of a tourist. I gasp. Stewards come running as he starts to howl.

“I’ve been hit!” the tourist shouts. “I’ve been shot.”

“I have to get out of here,” Abel says. “Now. You don’t understand.”

“Do you have another one?” I ask, grabbing his elbow so he won’t run. He nods and pulls another, larger rock from his pocket. He tries to hand it to me. “You have to throw it,” I say. “Your aim is better than mine.” The camera continues to pan the area. “Quickly!”

“If I miss, this could kill someone.”

I look down at the rock in his hand. He’s right. It’s huge and jagged, and Abel is strong.

“Then don’t miss,” I say. The stewards are calling for a stretcher. If anyone turns our way and spots us off to the side like this, we’ll be flagged for sure. Abel has to throw it now, or we have to get out. “Do it!”

The rock spins through the air. It hits the camera, smashing the lens to pieces. Glass and plastic shower the pathway and more stewards appear. Abel glances at me, then runs forward to where the crowd is growing.

“That could’ve killed someone!” he shouts. “This place is a death trap!”

I take a deep breath and slip under the ropes. I sprint through the trees, crouching low, hopping over roots. Most auxiliaries can’t run like this; their hearts wouldn’t cope with the strain. But that’s why we spend our nights in alleyways chasing one another up and down, forcing our hearts to pound and breathing in unlicensed quantities of oxygen.

I pull out a hand-drawn map of the biosphere with an X marking the spot where the elm is growing. But even without the map, it wouldn’t be hard to find: its branches, like splendid wings, are spread so wide it looks like it is ready to take flight.

My breath catches at its grandeur, but I have no time to stand and admire it. I open my backpack, take out a rope, and hurl it over the lowest, thickest branch. I grab a pair of clippers from the backpack, too, stick them into my pocket, and climb. When I reach the lowest branch I let go of the rope and begin to scramble up the tree using the branches and knots as handles and footholds. I don’t think about failure. I think only of the cuttings and getting them to The Grove. I scuttle along a branch and snip, throwing the cuttings to the ground as I go.

I would like to stay here, have Abel join me, and spend the afternoon breathing real air, nestled in the arms of this elm. Or his arms. Not that it’s allowed; No romance between members of the Resistance, Petra insists. It complicates things and compromises our decision-making. And she’s right. When I chose Abel for the mission, I didn’t care that he wasn’t really ready. I just wanted an excuse to train with him.

But I don’t have time to worry about that now. Soon the stewards will have swept up the camera pieces and injured tourist and everyone will be filing toward the exit. I hasten to the ground, gather up my equipment and the clippings, and race back, my heart hammering.

When I near the space in the trees where the yellow pathway reappears, I get down onto my knees and inch forward. No one notices me as I stand and saunter over to Abel. He turns his head, smiles, and steps away from the fringes of the crowd.

We follow the last of the tourists through a revolving door into a dark tunnel separating the biosphere from the rest of the pod and the air changes; it no longer tastes real and green but plastic. And once we reach the end of the tunnel, we calmly walk away, careful not to go above three miles per hour in case a speed camera flashes us or a steward notices.

We are in Zone One, with its clean boulevards and mirrored buildings. Every person we pass is pristinely dressed, with facemasks strapped to their self-satisfied faces and connected to airtanks tied to their hips. They are all Premiums, of course, and when they see us, their gazes shift away. Ever so slightly.

We move steadily forward, and while there are no walls or electric fences, no barricades separating the different zones in the pod, when we enter Zone Two there can be no doubt we’ve left behind the elite. Here, closer to the center of the dome, houses have turned into squat apartment buildings. Open boulevards are now narrow streets and the place is swarming, not with suits, but with stewards, because this is where they live. We keep our heads down.

Before long we reach Zone Three. The apartment buildings, built to house one thousand people each, reach up toward the glass dome of the pod, and the roads are so dark it could be night: all the natural light is swallowed up by the concrete. We slip into a gloomy alleyway between two buildings. They are poor substitutes for the grandeur of the elms and alders.

Abel rubs his hands together and dances on the spot with excitement. “We did it! Did you get everything you needed? Can I see? I’ll take care of everything if you like. Hand it over.” He is back to his old self.

“I got a heap of clippings. Silas won’t believe it. Petra will probably promote me!”

“You were amazing!” he says, and grabs my hips to draw me in toward him. He is smiling and so close the tips of our noses are practically touching. I push him away playfully, not ready to begin whatever it is a kiss would start.

“Me? The way you threw that rock and distracted everyone. I’m glad Petra found you, Abel. You’re going to be very useful to us.” I don’t know why I continue to make our relationship all about the Resistance. I don’t know why I can’t tell him I’m glad he’s around whether we’re working together or not.

“So are we going to deliver them to The Grove?” he asks.

“Yes. Will you come with us?”

Abel beams. “Of course I’m coming!” We slink back into the street and Abel throws his arm around my shoulder. My insides tumble.

“Do you trust me?” he asks. He tickles my neck with his fingers.

“Cut it out, Abel!” I say. “We’re comrades, not a couple.” I want him to contest this and tell me he can’t live without me. He doesn’t. He just laughs. And I do not push his arm away.

But unlike him, I’m not laughing.


2

BEA

Ten candidates sit around the glass table. Many of them are fidgeting. One girl is chewing her nails and spitting them onto the table. A boy is eating the insides of his mouth. I try to appear calm. When I look at Quinn sitting across from me, he grins to show he isn’t worried for either of us; he is as relaxed as he always is and leans back into his chair, his hands behind his head.

We are waiting for the professor. We are waiting for the debate. We’ve all spent over a year studying and it’s time to prove how well we can outwit one another. Everyone else in the room is a highly groomed, prepped Premium, and apart from Quinn, who isn’t in the least bit snobby and who you’d never know is a Premium unless you were close enough to see the circle tattooed onto his earlobe, I feel small next to them. Like Quinn, most of them probably had tutors preparing them for the debate, so they’re ready to pull me apart.

When the professor sweeps into the room, he doesn’t look at any of us. He turns his back as though he hasn’t even noticed we’re here. We freeze and peer at him as he powers up the screen at the front. When he speaks, his voice is metallic.

“The following exam requires rigorous brain functioning. Those of you who have taken the exam before and failed”—he spins around and eyes a boy with beads of sweat spotting his neck—“will remember that we are not looking for the right answer. We are looking for plausible arguments. Strength of reasoning. We are looking to build leaders who have the logic and fortitude to run the pod. You have been chosen because you performed exceptionally in your preliminary tests under simulated debate conditions. The only true test, however, is human-to-human contact in a real debate. This examination is being watched by several governmental officials and by directors from Breathe, the sponsors of this leadership program.” Quinn glances at the mirrored walls. I guess he’s wondering whether or not his father, a senior director at Breathe, is here. “The examination will be recorded, and you will be informed on your pad of your status as soon as you have been assessed. We will recruit no more than two of you. And we may recruit none of you.”

It is not an ordinary debate, with one team on one side and another team on the other. We all sit around a conference table, much like we’re in a board meeting, and take sides simply by listening to one another and deciding which candidates we agree with. At any point in the debate the professor can eliminate a student he deems aggressive, too quiet, or irrational. The key is to stay calm, stay in the game, and get others on your side. The professor settles himself into the high-backed chair at the front of the room and assigns us numbers by which to address each other. “If we have a situation wherein you all agree, points will be awarded for those among you who can act as a devil’s advocate. I won’t explain what this means—you all passed the preliminary tests.” He turns to the screen, flicks a switch, and a statement appears:

Trees are no longer essential to our survival, nor our progress.

Obviously. What else does anyone ever talk about? A boy in a crisp white shirt jumps in first. “Trees were essential, historically, but now they’re dead, we can do without them. One only need enter the pod to witness how happy and healthy every citizen is.” Of course. A Premium would think of the pod as a paradise. But he’s jumped in without thinking through his argument and there’s no way he’s going to be able to maintain that position for a whole hour.

“I disagree,” I say. “Auxiliaries can’t afford to buy extra oxygen to exercise. How can we be healthy?” And so it begins. We argue. Teeth are bared and voices raised. A few pushovers are easily eliminated. Then more. And at the end of the hour only two are left: me and Quinn.

“What type of progress are you talking about?” I ask. “Are we happier than our predecessors?” Quinn tilts his head and looks at me carefully. We are facing each other, a table between us. Quinn’s fingers twitch. He glances at the professor.

“But progress and happiness aren’t the same thing. We have more sophisticated technology than before The Switch because the loss of trees forced us to advance,” he says. He looks apologetic because I know he doesn’t want to battle with me. When we were given our test dates and saw we had been scheduled together, he threatened to quit until I convinced him otherwise.

“I didn’t claim that progress and happiness are the same thing. I’m asking how we define progress.” I pause, waiting for Quinn to respond, but he doesn’t. He just shrugs, a little defeated. I’m sure he has an answer, and I don’t want him to let me win. Before I can push him into responding, the gong sounds and Quinn lets out a sigh of relief. Then he smiles, not smugly or with any self-satisfaction but in a congratulatory way. I smile back.

“Thank you, candidates,” the professor says, tidying his things. “A notice will be sent to your pads in due course.”

Once outside the Scholastic Institute, Quinn turns to me, grabs my hands, and says, “You did it, Bea! You were better than all of us. And you were so tough. I can see that tattoo on your ear already!” He hugs me, and I smile, both because Quinn has me in his arms and also because I’m sure he’s right: I argued perfectly.

“So now do you have time to hang out with me?” he asks. I’d been seeing Quinn less often as I prepared for the debate. Now that it’s over with, we can get back to living in each other’s pockets.

“I would love to,” I admit.

“Cool. Because I have something massive planned: a camping trip out of the pod. Three days. What do you think? We have a school holiday coming up.”

“Are you serious?”

“I’ve got to get a few things first, but I think we could go this Sunday, if your parents will let you. We can’t go Saturday because I have a soccer match.”

“Great, I’ll ask. But … oh …”

“What?” He steps closer to me and pushes his hair from his eyes.

“There’s the mock trial on Monday evening,” I say. “I’m the lead lawyer for the defense.”

“Oh, right.” He bites the inside of one cheek.

“I’d love to go on a trip, but I’ve been working on the trial for ages.”

Quinn shakes his head. “Don’t be silly, it’s important,” he says. He puts his hands into his pockets and rocks back and forth on his heels, thinking. “You know what, I’ll skip the match and we can go on Saturday morning instead. I’ll tell coach it’s a family trip.” He looks up and nods.

“No way. You love those games,” I say. And I love watching him play.

“Nah. I need to get out of the pod. And we need some time together to work out what you’re gonna do once you become Premium.” He takes my hands again and we sway together as though we’re in some black-and-white movie. “You’ll be dancing in the streets, Bea.”

A woman pushing a stroller passes us and elaborately clears her throat. “Stop!” I laugh, pushing him away. “We’re going to get arrested.” We aren’t moving energetically enough for what we’re doing to be illegal, but I’m self-conscious dancing with him out in public.

“Do you wanna skip school today? We could go back to my house and watch a movie. I know … let’s get drunk. Dad never locks up the booze,” he says, laughing. I push him again. He’s teasing because he knows I’ve never missed a day of school in my life and, unlike him, I can’t drink more than a glass of anything alcoholic without falling over.

“I can’t. The mock-trial team is having a meeting. Anyway, don’t you have a history test?” I say.

“Thank God I have you to keep me on the straight and narrow, Bea,” Quinn says, taking my bag and throwing it over his right shoulder, his own bag already over his left. Walking together in Zone One feels so natural, I forget for a moment I don’t belong here. But walking along wide streets and enjoying the light, being with Quinn, of course, are things I could definitely get used to. I shouldn’t, but I start to plan for a new life—a life as a Premium.

I spend the whole day dreaming and planning and recalling my victory in the debate, so the message that lights up my pad as I’m waiting in the school foyer for Quinn to finish soccer practice doesn’t make any sense at all:

Dear Ms. Whitcraft,

We regret to inform you that your recent candidacy for the Breathe Leadership Program has been terminated. We encourage all failing candidates to maintain high scores in standardized tests to increase the chances of being recalled next season to stage-one enrollment.

Professor Felling

I stare at the message for a couple of seconds, stand up, and march out the double doors of the foyer. I walk as quickly as I dare down the street, slumping onto a bench several blocks away. I reread the message several times, and when I’m certain I haven’t misunderstood, I turn off the screen and push the pad into the deepest pocket of my backpack. I sit looking down at my hands.

A small part of me wants to storm into the Scholastic Institute and demand justice. But I don’t know how to be brave or pushy. Instead, I stand up and quietly walk home from school wiping my eyes and nose along my sleeve whenever the tears get the better of me. I think about calling Quinn, but if I didn’t make the Leadership Program, he probably did, and hard as I might try, I’d find it difficult to be pleased for him.

I take the winch up to the fifteenth floor of my building, walk down a corridor ablaze with fluorescent tubes, and press my thumb against the fingerprint scanner. The outer door to our small apartment buzzes open and as I step inside, it closes with a gulp before the inner door automatically slides open. The apartments are airtight and fitted with oxygen meters so the Ministry can monitor our intake—if they have to pump in any more oxygen than our taxes cover, we pay extra.

Mom is already in the hall, where she clicks on the light so she can see me better. I must be red and puffy. “Bea?” Mom’s face is deathly pale, her wrinkles so deep they could be scars. She has blue circles beneath her eyes. I just can’t help it; I imagine how much longer she has to work and struggle without ever taking a break, and I start crying again.

“I don’t want you to die,” I whimper.

“Goodness, Bea, what’s gotten into you? I’m not dying. I’m tired, that’s all.” She wraps me up in her bony arms for a moment, and when she lets go I notice my father sitting at the dining table. A steaming bowl sits in front of him, but he is so tired that he has fallen asleep in the chair, with his fork standing upright in his food.

“I failed the debate. I’ll have to wait a year to reapply.”

“Oh, Bea.” Mom hugs me again, pressing my face deep into her shoulder. She doesn’t tell me not to worry because she knows I will. And she worries, too, when she wonders how we’ll live if I don’t manage to reach Premium status soon. “Let’s go for a walk,” she says. Yes, a walk: we can afford that.

We stroll along the choked streets of Zone Three into Zone Two, where the buildings don’t appear to be toppling into one another quite so much. The schools are here, the hospitals, the steward academies, and the housing for low-level Ministry workers. I could live here one day if I trained as a nurse or something. But I don’t want to live here. I want to live in Zone One on the pod’s edge with all the light. I want to live in a spacious house on a wide, linoleum lawn. Getting to Zone One is easy—you just walk in a straight line from any direction toward the light. Staying is quite another thing.

When we reach it, we peek through stocky gates at the few families who have their lamps on and blinds open for a glimpse into what we’re missing: antique dining tables salvaged from The Outlands with a gaggle of plump children surrounding them; platters of real food; glinting chandeliers.

At the world-viewing post, only a block from Quinn’s house, we sit on a metal bench looking out at the air-recycling stations connected to the pod with thick rubber tubing and listen to them whir. Beyond the stations lies an expanse of cleared land punctuated by faint patches of rubble, and in the far distance, the remnants of the old city. A steward passes by with his hands behind his back, glares at us, and when he is satisfied we are behaving ourselves, moves on.

“Haven’t they anything better to do than watch us?” Mom grumbles.

“I should get a job. We need the money,” I say.

“No, Bea. I want a better life for you than the one I’ve had. And that means school. Your job is to study.” She squeezes my hand. Sitting with my mom, looking out at our starry-skied, oxygen-starved planet, I’m no longer sure I’ll ever get my family out: I rely on my brain, but it doesn’t look like that will be enough.

“Your grandfather hiked a trail over there. Every spring,” she says, pointing. “But, gosh, I haven’t been out of this pod since the honeymoon. We saved up for a year and were out there for three full days. It was spectacular. Scary though. When the sun goes down it’s dark—no artificial lights anywhere.” She turns and waves at the streetlamps gently illuminating Zone One. “We slept during the day and hiked at night just so we could enjoy the stars. We got as far as Marden. No, Maldon. Oh, I can’t remember its name.” She points to a spot we can’t see because a low hill hides it from view. “They used to have boats you could take out on the water.”

“I wish I could live in The Outlands.”

“Don’t fill your head with nonsense, Bea,” she says with a sigh, though she’s the one who’s wistful. “And anyway, it’s sad out there. Desolate. The land and the sea.” She is meant to be cheering me up, but she isn’t doing a very good job; if anything, I’m starting to feel worse, and I wish it had been Dad who’d discovered me so upset. He would’ve made jokes.

We stand up and stroll along a walkway looping the pod. A group of Premium runners rush by in facemasks, mini airtanks attached to their waists with BREATHE printed in yellow on the side. They are panting and sweating and rather ugly-looking as they exercise, but even so, Mom smiles after them, her eyes as wide as dinner bowls.

“Where do people get the money?” she wonders aloud, staring after the group. “They probably have twelve children apiece, too.” I ignore her and try to enjoy the view.

“I was asked to go camping,” I say.

“Camping?” She touches the curved, thick glass of the pod.

“Quinn invited me.”

“But it’s January, and we haven’t got warm clothes. There’s no climate control outside, love. And the airtanks. We just can’t afford it,” she says.

“The oxygen is a gift. And Quinn has plenty of stuff I can wear.”

“I bet he does,” she says. She looks away. She likes Quinn but hates his parents. She thinks they’re stuck up, which they are, and she considers his father personally responsible for most of her problems, especially when she receives an oxygen bill.

“You should marry him,” she says.

“What?” I think I’ve misheard her.

“If you marry Quinn, you’ll get a perfect purple circle on your earlobe and everything would change. You’d be one of those wives who goes around with a purified airtank.” Mom teases me about Quinn sometimes, and maybe she knows how I feel about him, but she’s never before suggested anything like this. I want her to laugh and elbow me and turn what she’s said into a big joke. She doesn’t; she stops walking and turns to look at me. “I think you’re brilliant, Bea, and I know you can be anything you want. But Quinn has it easy, and with him you would, too, and we wouldn’t ever have to worry again.” Her voice is earnest. “If you married Quinn Caffrey, do you think his father would allow the Breathe Leadership Program to refuse you a place?” I can’t believe that my mother has even thought about this. Does she know what she’s saying? I’m still at school and she’s planning my wedding.

“Quinn took the exam, too. I was better. He won’t have passed if I didn’t,” I say, simply to counter what she’s suggesting. It wouldn’t be fair, but there’s every chance Quinn will have passed.

“We’ll see,” she says. “I just want you to have children if you want to, lots of them, without worrying about how you’re going to pay their air tax, without having to tie them to their cribs when they’re toddlers to stop them from moving around too much and sucking all the oxygen from the apartment. I know how you love to dance. I can never give you that. Quinn though, he can.”

The question is, would he ever want to? The way Quinn and I are together and the way he treats me, I can’t blame her for imagining he feels something he doesn’t. The number of times he’s given me a “spare” airtank or checked in on me when I’ve been sick would be enough to fool even the most cynical person. Only last week I left some supplies at school and wasn’t able to do my technology homework without them; when I called Quinn to complain about it, he pretended he had to get off the pad, and then he went all the way back to school, got the stuff I needed, and turned up at my apartment door an hour later with them. Then he rushed off home so he wouldn’t miss dinner.

“You wouldn’t be saying this if I’d been born a boy,” I say. She must be desperate to push like this. We’re standing under a street lamp and I can see every furrow in her face, every vein in her eyes. How can I be annoyed when my mother looks so old and works so hard just so I can breathe?

“I would want my son to marry a rich girl. Then he could run and climb and kiss and do whatever he wanted without checking himself. I want you to have what I never had. Quinn’s good-looking and clever and, well, rich. You can love someone rich or you can love someone poor. Why not love a Premium, huh?” I want to say, But I do! I do love a Premium. And I don’t care how rich he is. If Quinn were a poor auxiliary, but loved me, that would be perfect.

Instead I say, “I’m still only sixteen, Mom.”

“And in two years you’ll be eighteen and I will be forty-nine and your Dad will be fifty. Just think about it.” Think about it? I spend my life thinking about Quinn Caffrey, for all the good it does me, and it doesn’t matter how much I want him; the fact is that he does not want me.

“He doesn’t feel that way about me,” I say. I have never admitted this out loud, so when I hear the words spoken in my own voice, clear and undisputed, I could cry. I look at my mom steadily.

“Is that so?” she says. At that moment my pad vibrates. It’s a message from Quinn: I thought we were going for shakes after school? U ok? “Just think about it,” Mom repeats.
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