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    Recording One 
 
    
So, I wasn’t sure I was going to start recording these again. Well, I mean, I guess I sorta missed it. Hard not to, right? You spend a few weeks of your life keeping notes about the greatest secrets in existence, and that’s gonna leave an impression. I guess in my case that means that I should probably keep recording. Not saying that what’s coming is any bigger than what’s already happened to me. No wait, that’s exactly what I’m saying. Maybe. 
 
    Oh, and by the way, hey there, sorry, this is Jackie. I mean, who else would it be, right? Unless Allison got her hands on my recorder or something. She wouldn’t, I mean, she knows something tragic would happen if she did. By tragic, I am, obviously, referring to the judicial use of my fist to apply some well-deserved punishment.  
 
    Nope! Kidding again. 
 
    Am I avoiding? My therapist tells me I do a lot of avoiding.  
 
    Right. So, I guess that’s a good place to start. How Jackie ended up in therapy. 
 
    So, just to bring future-me up to speed? Yes, I made it into the Scavengers. Duh, I mean, you’re listening to this, aren’t you, future-me? So, you know we made it to the big time. 
 
    Hold on, wait. Avoiding again. Come oooooon, therapy. 
 
    Okay, so, here’s the deal. Scavengers. Yes. Made it. Top dog, king of the hill, everything I wanted. Basically, I’m living the dream, and the last few weeks, we’ve been doing nothing but training to leave for the Deep Creep. Now, before I get into all the crapsack business of how much I hate therapy, let me talk about how much I love the combat training. Because that stuff is tops awesome, and I finally realized why I was always so bored in school. As it turns out, I’m more of what you’d call an ‘active’ learner. Active here meaning I love to punch things. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not great at it. There’s lots of guys on the team that are way stronger than me. I’ve got no problem confessing that, but I’ve also got no problem saying I’m still pretty freaking good. I’m like a spy out of a movie called Code Midnight Black or something. You know, something really cool.  
 
    Now, just to be clear, my first day of training sucked. Like, I survived, if by surviving you mean I had to be carried home by some of my friends and helped into bed, then had to take the next day off because my body was so wrecked. This is going to sound cliché or whatever, but I legit had bruises on top of bruises. Then those bruises had bruises on their bruises, so, yeah, there was no day two for me. I had to skip ahead to day three. 
 
    But I did go into that first day thinking I was pretty miss amazing. I mean, I cleaned Creepy Sally’s clock, am I right? You’d think I’d be pretty freaking good at this whole fighting shiz. But you know what? Nope. Not even close. So, day one, I get to the gym and there’s lots of mats all over the floor. I arrive, as requested, dressed in only the most elegant of stretchy black workout pants and top. You know, the ironic kind you wear more often as you get older because you get, well, bigger. Anyway, I’m not the only one. Now, normally at age seventeen, you’re not allowed to be a Scavenger, but thanks to my general awesomeness, I have, of course, been made the exception. So, you can understand that I’m just a little peeved to see Tommy there too.  
 
    I mean, of anyone it could have been. 
 
    Tommy.  
 
    He's got his half loaded smile cocked the minute I step inside, like he knows I’m going to be upset that he’s around. Well, he’s right, sorta. We’ve been on okay terms ever since he decided to apologize to me for being a toolbag when we were younger. That was a few weeks back, but it doesn’t mean we’re best friends. But, okay, I admit it’s nice to see someone I actually know, plus I’ll admit that I, without having to be blackmailed, initiated contact with the notoriously toolish Tommy Jones.  
 
    “Hey,” I shout as I wobble over to him, my hands squeezing my hips from inside my pockets. “What’s the deal, Toolbag?” 
 
    He gives me this half smirk as he shakes his head at me. “Seriously? This is how we’re going to start our work relationship?” 
 
    “I dunno, sounds kinda like a cute nickname. You know, endearing. You want me to just call you Tommy the whole time? That’s a little boring, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Jackie,” he laughs, finally unloading that smile of his with a blast. “Just as long as we’re cool.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa there, feller, let’s not move too fast now. We’re about right here,” I say as I raise my hand to my waist. “That’s what I’d call lukewarm, at best. We’d have to be more like, here,” I continue, raising my hand to my head, “Before we’re cool. But, hey, lukewarm’s something, right? Better than where we were a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    “Can you at least promise me you’re not going to shoot me in the back during gun training?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can agree to that . . .” I can see his frown is about two-hundred percent genuine, which, to be fair, is really my fault. I have what can only be called a relentlessly persistent ability to drive people away. On a team like this, I figure that’s not what you’d call a desirable quality. “But no, we’re cool. Kinda. And, I guess I can promise not to shoot you in the back.” 
 
    “Geez, thanks for the olive branch.” 
 
    “Come on, Tommy, I said I take it back. I’m still going to call you Toolbag though. We need codenames for each other.” 
 
    “Does that mean I get to call you Jacko, then?” 
 
    Now my own eyebrow takes the arc of a fly ball as I glare at him. “Best friends and family only, Toolbag. Besides, Toolbag can mean you’re handy or something. Like you’re someone I can always go to when I need to get something done.” 
 
    “Okay Jackie, I hear ya. Just as long as we keep it friendly.” 
 
    I hold my arms out like I’m waving him in. “I’m here, right? Making convo, doing the friendly dance. Effort, Tommy. I have it.” 
 
    He looks impossibly unconvinced. "Glad to see it." 
 
    “Well, do a little more than just see it, weirdo, and answer my question. How’d you end up here for training? Didn’t realize they were eyeing you to be a Scavenger.” 
 
    “Weirdest thing, right? My old man always said I was more likely to make Security. Then out of the blue, we get a visit from Judas Abbott. Man says they want me on board because I’ve always done pretty good as far as, you know, sports and everything. So, he said they needed someone really athletic for the next Scavenging, and we both know that’s pretty much me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but, you’re not eighteen. Your birthday’s not for like, two more months. I mean, at least I thought.” 
 
    That grin of his reloads. “You telling me you remember my birthday, Jackie?” 
 
    “Don’t get a big head, Toolbag. I remember everyone’s birthday. I mean, courtesy, you know? God.” 
 
    “Right, right. Anyway, yeah, you’re right. Birthday’s not for a while, but they said this was an emergency, and, I mean, it’s not like I won’t be pretty close to the age limit when we take off. My birthday’ll only be about two weeks away. So, they waived the birthday, said it’d be fine. Guess they couldn’t pass up on these,” he says as he lifts his arms, kissing his admittedly overly developed biceps. 
 
    Still. Gross. 
 
    “Tommy, I swear, if you ever do that again, I’m going to make sure you don’t have the lips left to apply any more kisses.” 
 
    “Dang, Jackie. You’re vicious.” 
 
    “Think I got here by being a priss?” 
 
    “Nope. I’ve always known you’re tough. Best arm in baseball, right?” 
 
    Well, sucking up to me always makes me smile. “Don’t forget my mad skills at basketball.” I throw up my fingers like I’m flashing some hand signal at him. “Yo.” 
 
    “Yeah, um, Jackie, if you don’t want me kissing my biceps then you can’t go around trying to . . . well, I don’t even know what that signal was. But you can’t.” 
 
    “Right, you’re right,” I agree as I bow my eyes, suddenly reminded of my recurring social awkwardness as I tuck back into my own body. “Um, so, know anybody else here?” 
 
    That beakish nose of his points between a few people as he scans the room. “Nah, almost everyone seems older than us.” 
 
    I join the search, taking a look around at everyone. He’s right. There’s about a dozen other people all dressed like black doppelgangers and I barely recognize any of them. It’s not like my people skills are fantastic, and now here I am, surrounded by strangers. It’s almost . . .  almost . . . enough to make me want to leave. Not after all I’ve been through, though. Not after climbing through vents to be the first person to ever invade Floor 1, nearly getting shot up with Creep gunk and brainwashed, not to mention knocking the hell out of a monster to save this Tower. If I could do that, I can do this. 
 
    I take a deep breath as the blur of strange faces cross my line of sight.  
 
    I can do this. I can do this. I ca — 
 
    My mantra is interrupted by the click clacking of the door lock behind us, and me and Tommy both kinda spin like children caught making trouble. It’s all of a half second before I’m staring at the only man in the room dressed differently from everyone else. He looks like a big piece of blueberry candy in his colored bodysuit, and his shockingly white hair bobs around his sharp cut features. It’s like someone took a knife and carved his face out of granite.   
 
    Judas Abbott.  
 
    I hate this guy. 
 
    He spots me and gives me that jerkface smile of his, but he passes by. It’s almost a gift that he decides to not actually talk with me, since it’s a good bet that it would cause a sudden rupture to my precariously calm façade. Hey, I said I’m bad with people. It’s not like I try to hide this, and I’m especially bad with people like Abbott. Anyway, guy takes center stage in the gym and kinda just treads circles, looking at all of us before he begins what I can just about imagine will be some predictably long, blowhard speech about how we have to be the best or something. 
 
    “Members of the Second Scavenging. Welcome to week one of preparations for what may be the most trying times of your young lives. The road ahead is fraught with difficulty but, I must say, I am confident. You have been chosen, among all your peers, for a singular reason. Because you are the best.” 
 
    Bingo, I think. Ding, ding, ding. Jackie wins this round.  
 
    “From this moment forward, you will be molded, as the clay in the hands of the potter. Some of you have stood here before, have seen the dangers of the Deep Creep. Your younger, less experienced compatriots will be relying on you to lead the way. However, those of you who are new to this team should not be under any delusions. No one will hold your hand, or baby you through the depths of the Tower. A foot taken slightly askew may very well end with your leg taken from you. Hundreds of feet below Floor 21, there will be no way to save you should such a thing occur. Everything you are taught from this moment forward is for one singular purpose: to make you into a survivor.” 
 
    He keeps walking circles and cutting us up with his eyes. “Every day, we will begin with physical conditioning and combat training. If you feel too tired, if you feel you cannot keep up, then you will be removed from the team. This is no game, and you’d do best to mind that. When enraged, the Creep moves significantly faster than the average human, and your reactions must be honed to their utmost if you hope to survive when in the belly of the beast. Beyond your physical regimen and combat training, you will also learn how to handle a variety of weapons. Pistols, rifles, flamethrowers, these will all be your means of survival when in the depths of the Tower. You will learn how to handle explosives and how to properly toss grenades, for instances when your life is at its most threatened. And, should any of you prove yourselves skilled enough to become a commander of your own unit, you may very well be rewarded with this.” Abbott stops, his body pivoting on his foot as his hand flashes outward. An arc of fire burns the air as he drops to a knee, a sword held out from his arm. It’s humming as the steel edge just sizzles with orange light. I’ve seen it once before, when we fought Creepy Sally. 
 
    It’s still as uber now as it was then. 
 
    Abbott keeps going. “The Ignition Blade, more commonly known as the Sword of Fire. It is awarded only to the most skilled and experienced of Scavenger officers. Each of you will be trained in the use of a knife variant of it, meant for use only in the most dire of moments, when you find yourself caught in the limbs of the Creep.” The sword plunges back into its sheath as he whirls back up, his hair following in a trail behind him. “Of course, only half the duty of a Scavenger is to be physically prepared.” 
 
    His gloved fingers tap at his temple. “The mind is the most potent weapon in your arsenal. It is your first defense against the Creep, helping you to see and anticipate your enemy’s behavior. However, it is your only weapon against the Darkness and the Demons within. The grasp of the shadow men is a more terrible strike than a hundred blows and can drive a man to insanity. Isolated, alone, separated from society and without mental preparation, you will be useless in the floors below. For that reason, you will each be taken into the Creep and allowed extended time alone. You will be monitored secretly by your superiors to ensure your safety but otherwise left to maintain your own sanity. You will be instructed in breathing techniques, trained to resist your darkest fears, but, in the end, you alone know whether you can ignore the dark siren call of the Tower. Of course, we will help you prepare. To that end, each of you is to receive a psychological evaluation and to receive ongoing therapy sessions. This will help sort out your mental state in anticipation of our descent into the Creep. 
 
    Now, see, that's the killer for me, you know? It’s like, I understand the whole deal with having to train to go down into the Deep Creep. That’s, like, a basic thing. I’m not going to want to go down there without knowing how to use a gun, right? I’m not suicidal. I mean, depressed sometimes? Sure. My point is, I can deal with the physical stuff. But the psychological stuff? Do I really want somebody taking a peek inside my brain? It’s not exactly a lot of sunshine and flowers in there. Anyway, that gets back to how I started this recording. 
 
    Mentioning my therapist. 
 
    Thing is, now that I’m thinking about it, I really don’t have the energy to tackle that mess. But, I’m recording again, so, hey, I guess that just means I can save that convo for tomorrow. After my next therapy session. 
 
    Amazeballs. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Two 
 
      
 
    So, maybe I dodged this discussion yesterday, but you know what, recorder? You’re my only friend. Well, that’s not fair. I’ve got Allison. Thing is, she doesn’t get half the stuff I deal with. She’s queen of her floor. You know, a real Miss Popular.  
 
    Not that I’m bitter. 
 
    But, the thing is, that’s why I don’t feel like I can talk to her about stuff like therapy. Nothing beats sitting out on a couch for an hour to make you feel crazier than you normally do. Plus, it doesn’t help that the dude I talk to is just . . .  I dunno. Not normal.  
 
    Yeah. That guy? Doctor Monroe? Weird.  
 
    His thick accent makes the words spew out like the guy’s been chewing stones. “Ms. Coleman,” he starts, leaning back in his big, ebony throne. “Perhaps you would like to discuss the complexities of your home life? The domain of a young woman is always riddled with problematic interludes.” 
 
    He says this, and I look at him for a minute like . . . what? I’m actually having to focus just to decode what’s coming out of his mouth. “Yeah, uh, my home. Thing is, I’m not sure that I’m supposed to really tell you anything about that. You know, top secret and all. I’m like, mad mysterious.” 
 
    “There is no space for fear within the confines of these four walls,” he continues while his fingers adjust the binoculars smashed against his face. Literally, the lenses of these glasses make him look like he’s got fish eyes. “Neither is this room for secrets. I assure you, in my capacity as a therapist, I am assigned to assist you in all areas of your life needing adjustment. I have full knowledge of your, shall we say, uniqueness. It is not just anyone condemned to Reinforcement that manages to get out of it.” 
 
    I shiver when he mentions it. Reinforcement, the punishment where they inject Creep gunk into your veins to brainwash you, has been a recurring nightmare of mine since I found out what it was. “Well, I mean, if you already know about what happened, I guess I could maybe talk about it. It’s not exactly a happy process. You do know what it is, right? Reinforcement?” 
 
    “Of course. There are, you may have surmised, not many of my particular profession in the Tower. The brain altering properties of the Creep are not merely the inventions of harried scientists working to maintain an adequate means of controlling our less than reputable population. No, these properties have been refined, in quantity and procedure, by the endless observations of men and women of my ilk. It is we that oversee those subjected to the injections and file the reports, keeping a vigilant watch over these altered individuals. Someone, after all, must observe them to ensure they do not suffer mental breaks.” 
 
    “First, that’s super creepy. Second, I’m not sure it’s my family that really bothers me, you know? I get why they’ve been acting so weird the last few years. That’s, like, not even an issue. It can’t be that hard to figure out that the whole Reinforcement thing is what’s really bothering me. Just being here, in therapy, is a total violation of my personal code. It’s not like I think it’s bad for people to get it, but you guys talk like I need to change how I think and for reasons that don’t make sense. I’m curious. That’s all, end of story. So, no, I don’t really think I should have to come here and get my mind messed with. If I’m that bothered about this little chit chat we’re having, you can probably take a guess about how much having an injection of the Creep pumped into my veins is completely disturbing to me. That stuff goes straight to your brain. I’ve seen it, and the one thing I don’t want is to be anything but myself.” 
 
    His fingers stream through his thin beard, which kinda looks like a rat’s tail plugged into his chin. “So, it is beyond question that your greatest fear is to be untrue to what you are?” 
 
     “Yeah, I mean, makes sense, right? What’s the point of pretending to be something you’re not?” 
 
    “And pray tell, what are you?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The question is not a complicated one. What are you? Although, in a very genuine sense, the question more closely means who are you?” 
 
    For a minute, I stare at him from across the desk while my body sinks into the chair. It’s way too real of an allusion to how I’m feeling just then. “I mean, I’m Jackie. Jackie Coleman.” 
 
    “And who is Jackie Coleman?” 
 
    “Is this, like, a rhetorical question? Is there even a right answer to this? I mean, I’m me. Jackie.” 
 
    “So, a name is all that you are?” 
 
    It’s not as if I put a lot of thought into this stuff on a normal basis or anything. I mean, I kinda take it for granted that I know who I am. “I’m . . . a student. I like to study stuff. I’m pretty big on science, like my dad. Uh, in my free time, I like basketball.” 
 
    “Those are better answers, but you’re truly only regurgitating what it is that you do. Are those things what you are?” 
 
    “Come on, dude, cut me a break here. I’m trying.” 
 
    His lips twist, and I could almost swear he’s mocking me from behind that ratty beard of his. “You’ve provided so little. Your name? A few things that you do? Those are all that define the entirety of your essence? The core of your being?” 
 
    “Well, I mean . . .” My breath sprints out of my lungs as I feel the tension clutching my chest. Why is this so hard? “Look, I mean, maybe? I don’t know. I just, I don’t think about it. I’m Jackie. I like to know the truth about stuff. That’s half the reason I’m here, right?” 
 
    Monroe leans back and weaves his fingers together in front of himself, like he’s sizing me up. “It is my belief, young Jackie, that you only have an inkling of who and what you are. That your answers show you are merely guessing at what exactly makes you, ‘you.’ Your greatest fear is being forced to be something you’re not, to betray the core of your being. However, you have so little grasp of what that is. This is, of course, not particularly unusual for a girl your age. Indeed, few teenagers have beheld more than a passing glimpse of their full nature. So, rather than being worried about being anything less than what you are, I believe you fear being unable to fulfill your potential. To be diverted, by force and violence, from the natural course that would be forged partly by the ever gnarled pathways of life’s nature, and partially by your own responses to those pathways. You wish to make the decision and have none other make it for you. Although this, once again, is human nature.” 
 
    He plucks his glasses from his face and thumbs the gap between his eyebrows, sighing as he massages the folds of skin piling down his head. “You desire to walk your own path, and you fear being forced from it. However, what that path is, and what it makes you? That story, the greatest of all and the one we each must write, is held in the unsure tips of your own fingers.” 
 
    Serious question: What the hell does that even mean? 
 
    So, yeah, after I left his office, I was a little, I dunno, disturbed. 
 
    I don’t like being told that I don’t even know myself. Then I think, that might be a clue about what I am. Whatever, it’s hard to say. I mean, obviously, or I wouldn’t be talking about this right now. Maybe he’s right, and I just don’t know myself as well as I thought. I’d say I’ll think about it, but really, I’ve done way too much overthinking today. Right now, I just want to go play some basketball, because if I don’t, I’m going to crazy from all this therapy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Three 
 
      
 
    You know how you get really excited about something, and that’s all you want to focus on, but life keeps getting in the way? 
 
    Yeah. That’s home life for me.  
 
    So, for the first time in forever, my family is acting like a family again. Which, I mean, that’s cool. It’s what I wanted, right? After I took out Creepy Sally and got made a Scavenger, all the listeners were taken out of our apartment. No more spying on us meant that meant mom could stop acting like an ultra-extreme manic depressive, and dad could actually, you know, talk to me. After years of pretending as if they didn’t care, they were suddenly free to say whatever they wanted. 
 
    Yeah. That hasn’t worked out so great.  
 
    Suddenly I’m waking up every morning and mom’s on me about remembering to get my school work done. Dad’s popping into my room asking me if I’m okay or if I got hurt during training. I get that I wanted them to be just a little invested in my life before, but now I’m having to face off with them like a wrestling tag team just to make it to my room. It’s like running a gauntlet to get to bed without having to worry about them harshing me about keeping up my grades. 
 
    Which, like, I get. I’m still technically a student until the end of the year, but I’m freaking about to head into the Deep Creep. I think I should get just a little space considering I’m about to face off with a flood of living muscle tissue since, all things considered, that’s probably a bit higher on the priority list than acing my biology exam. 
 
    Not that my parents seem to think so. 
 
    My feet are about two inches through the doorframe when dad’s voice shoots out of my room. Almost at the same time, mom pops into view like she’s part of a magic trick. The two of them were in cahoots to trap me. Dad throws up that fatherly, concerned smile. You know, the one when your dad is having anxiety, but doesn’t want to actually say it, so he hides it with a grin? I dunno, it’s hard to describe. Anyway, they’re on me, and there’s no escape.  
 
    “Hey, Jacko,” he says as he waves to the kitchen. “Why don’t you grab a chair? Mom made something special today and I thought we could have a little family time.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. Any special occasion?” 
 
    “Do we need a special occasion to have food with our daughter?” 
 
    “No, I guess not,” I say, my nose hooked by a smell drifting from the oven. “Is that . . . meat? Are you guys cooking meat?” 
 
    Mom’s face is just dazzling as she waves us over. “Come on, baby, I know you’re going to love it. Even got my hands on some pepper and sauce.” 
 
    “What? How? We’ve been out of those for weeks, since the Scavengers never came back.” 
 
    “Same way we get everything done in the Tower, Jackie. I talked to a few people, traded a few things. Couldn’t make a hamburger without some spice.” 
 
    “Hamburgers?” Jolts run from my toes to my lips until I realize I’m salivating. Look, awkward family interactions aside, time with the parents is moderately acceptable when meat is involved. We’ve been getting by on just vegetables for way too long. Anyway, dad pops open the cabinets and starts setting the table as mom rolls out a tray of beef patties. They’re sizzling and stained red from the sauce bubbling on them. The pop of the bubbles is kept company by the scent making its way around the room.  
 
    What I’m trying to say is that they look delicious. 
 
    One thing about hamburgers in real life versus what you see in the movies is that we don’t really have buns, which I’ve only seen maybe half a dozen times. We get just enough bread, though, so mom has the burgers out and served in no time. Still, the whole thing feels like a set up. Never trust a person bringing gifts, and especially don’t trust your parents. Those burgers come at the cost of a conversation that is guaranteed to be heavily doused in excruciating awkwardness. 
 
    Dad sits across from me and digs into his food. “Just like old times,” he says as he winks at me. “Reminds me of all those days we’d go hit the baseball park and knock a few into the outfield.” 
 
    “Is it me, or did we have hamburgers a lot more back then?” 
 
    “Probably because we did. Meat’s gotten a bit more rare the last few years.” 
 
    I hold up the burger and stare at the red juice seeping out of its side. It might as well be bleeding. “How’d we get these then? Not that I want to be the Debby Downer of this shindig, but you know, I’m curious. I mean, it has been a while.” 
 
    “Well, your mother and I were just thinking that it might be time to do some trading.” A strained chuckle forces itself out from between his teeth. “I mean, you’re going to be leaving us for the Deep.” 
 
    Mom shakes her head and her hands recline on top of each other as she leans into the table. “We love you, Jacko. You know that. Things haven’t been easy since everything that happened with the Creep Incident and you meeting the Tower director.” 
 
    My burger flops onto the plate as I stare between them. “Well, yeah, I mean, it’s not exactly as if we had what you could call a ‘quality relationship’ the last few years. I get why, I mean, duh. I know better than, like, 95% percent of the people living in the Tower.” Every word I say has more impact than the kickback of the guns I’d been training with that day. “I mean, I know I’m not the only one here that realizes the living situation wasn’t exactly comfortable after you started pretending you were tripping balls on drugs and dad started acting like he didn’t know me. Like I said, I get the why. I really do, guys. But, it’s only been, what? A few weeks since we started talking to each other again?” 
 
    “I know it’s only been a little while, Jackie.” 
 
    Dad nods as he grabs mom’s hand. This is already burning through my emotional fuel tank at a super-fast pace. “Jacko, we just want to have what every family has. We want you to come home and talk to us, not just go straight to your room. We need to hear from you because, once you’re gone, we don’t know if we’ll see you again.” 
 
    I can hear the chair complain as I slam back into it. “Guys, it’s a Scavenging. That’s it. This stuff happens every couple of months. And plus, can I just say that I completely get that you want us to be normal, but I’m not even sure I know what that means.” The moment I say those words, I know it’s ridiculously true. “I haven’t felt ‘normal’ in a long time. Yeah, ‘cause you two were such freaks. Because the whole Tower situation is unreal. And do I want to be able to, like, talk to you two? Yeah, sure, but . . . trying to have a conversation with someone you haven’t known in years isn’t what I’d call easy.” 
 
    My dad’s fingers pry his glasses from his face and he wipes at them. I can’t help but wince as I notice the slick streak on the lenses. God. Did I make my dad cry? He stuffs them into his pocket and pushes away from the table, his stomach inflating as he sucks in a deep breathe. “Things are terrible. I get it, champ. I get it. I didn’t want it to be this way. But I get it.” His hands press down on the wooden surface in front of him and he forces himself to his feet before his legs carry him off to the bedroom. “I have some research I need to catch up on.” 
 
    “Dad −” I protest, but he’s gone. My eyes slide to the dismal grey of our ceiling while my hands run down my face. “Dammit.” 
 
    “He loves you, Jackie,” I hear mom say. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s not like I ever thought he didn’t. I just . . . what am I supposed to say? I feel like I haven’t had parents in years and now I’m having to adjust to all this in two weeks? Seriously?”  
 
    Mom’s lips fake a smile as leans back in her chair. “You know, he told me something the other day. Said he was real proud of you. Said he was proud you were still wearing his hat.” 
 
    My eyes, which are pinned to the roof, adjust their view to the brim of my baseball cap. “Crap. I don’t even realize I’m wearing it half the time.” 
 
    She pushes away from the table and begins to follow after my dad. “He does. He’s never stopped noticing.” 
 
    And then I’m all alone there, in the kitchen. So, I do the only thing I can do. 
 
    I eat my hamburger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Four 
 
      
 
    Ugh. 
 
    I’m speeding along on what I can only call a roller coaster of emotions right now. Seventeen absolutely has to be the peak of my angsty teenage phase, because I don’t think I can go through another year of this. The situation with the familia is basically keeping me out of the apartment, though I’m currently in the middle of plotting a way to get in tight with the parents again. It might require some honesty. Some emotion. You know, all the things I’m terrible at. God. Then there’s Tommy, who . . . I don’t even know. He’s getting borderline flirty, which is just so weird, because I thought we’d already had this convo a few weeks ago. There’s zero chance of anything happening there. 
 
    Then between my complete lack of emotional maturity, still having to go to school, and oh, let’s not forget my combat training, I’ve still got Allison. God, Allison. As if life wasn’t hard enough to navigate already. She’s the cheese to my crackers, but I feel as if we’re operating from separate towers right now or something. I guess I’d say the biggest issue is the fact that I literally tell her zip about anything going on with the Scavengers. I mean, she knows I’m one, but I can’t really give her the details about what happened on Floor 1 or what I talked to the Tower director about. I mean, not unless I want to get her arrested and brain zapped. Kinda not my thing, you know? 
 
    Which she doesn’t get, obviously, since she doesn’t know that if I tell her she’ll get in trouble. So, after school and out of the slim hope I could somehow avoid the incredibly uncomfortable situation that I call my family life, I pop by her place. Allison doesn’t have as big of an apartment as I do, and her room is pretty much the size of a sweatbox, but it’s chill, you know? Just a cool place. Her wall’s a sticker book just covered in posters, mostly of people I couldn’t recognize if you threatened to dump me into the Creep. They’re all musicians, but who they are and what they sing? Nope, I got zip about that.  
 
    Anyway, I’m staring at these things while I stew in her bed, when she looks over at me and cracks a smile. “Don’t feel like you need to ask before you take my bed or anything. It’s not like we’re in my room.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I know you were going to offer anyway. I mean, it’s not like you don ‘t immediately dump yourself onto my bed whenever you’re over.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you actually have a big bed. Me?” Her eyes roll to her side as she swings a chair in her direction. “I’ve got to use this.” 
 
    “Hey, not my fault you don’t live on my floor.” 
 
    “Not exactly my fault either, Jackie. In case you forgot, we’re all assigned apartments.” 
 
    My fingers crawl over my skull as I rub at the muscles. “I know, I know. If it’s any help, I’m glad you haven’t tossed me out yet.” 
 
    “What are friends for, right?” 
 
    I’m listening, but even while I am, my eyes are scouring the walls. “Who the heck are all these guys, anyway? You seriously know all of them?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she says while she nods.  “I’ve been able to match up some CD covers with their faces, so I know what they all sing. You know me and music.” 
 
    “How can I forget our embarrassing dance offs?” 
 
    She covers her mouth as she flirts with a laugh. “Hah. You’re right, Jackie. I forgot about that. Speaking of, we need to go to your place for another dance party. I’ll bring the CDs, you can trade for some soda. You know, we’ll make it a thing.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan as my arms fall in piles over my head. “I’m not sure that going by my place is on my list of recommendations. Things are just weird there right now.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re hiding out in my room?” 
 
    I nod as my eyes do their best to avoid contact with hers. “We really don’t have to talk about it.” 
 
     Her finger cuts through the air. “Hey, nuh uh. None of that. My room, my rules. You don’t just get to come over and not tell me what’s wrong. That’s like, best friend conversation 101. You’re supposed to tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Like it’s anything new, Allison.” 
 
    “Parental disturbances, I presume?” 
 
    “Worse than ever,” I groan. “Is it just me or do I just screw up every relationship I have? It’s like I get everyone around me ticked off eventually.” 
 
    “You are kind of annoying.” 
 
    My face falls flat as I stare at her. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You know I’m joking, dork,” she says as she tosses a pillow at me. My arms aren’t in position to catch it in time and it plows into my face.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “You needed it! Stop sulking all the time and thinking you’re the Tower's awkward princess.”  
 
    I shove myself upward and drive my head to a stop against her wall. “Do we seriously need to recount the many times I’ve managed to botch what really shouldn’t be a complicated situation? One, I pissed you off enough to stop talking to me, and that was just a few weeks ago. Two, I’m constantly making my parents nuts, which, by the way, I think I might have made my dad cry the other day. If that doesn’t make me a bad person, then I don’t know what does. And three, how about the numerous people I’ve annoyed that just didn’t bother trying again? I’ve never even been able to talk to a guy without making him feel like he had to run as fast as possible in the opposite direction.” 
 
    “Seriously, Jackie, shut up for a second,” she says with a wave of her hand. “If you think you’re the only person that doesn’t know how to deal with people, well, you’re wrong. I mean, you might be worse at it than others, but it’s not like you’re the first girl in the Tower to think she didn’t jive with her parents.” 
 
    “I dunno, Allison. You’re pretty miss popular, so all things considered, I’m not sure you’re the one to give me advice on this particular subject.” 
 
    “See, that’s your problem right there. You think you’re the only person that feels uncomfortable with their parents or with guys. I mess stuff up too, Jackie. Just the other day, I spent about twelve hours finding excuses not to come home because I knew that I was just going to get into an argument with the parentals. And as for people, well, I get angry at them all the time. People are annoying, and rude. Sometimes I even wish I could talk back to them the way you do.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say as I rewind her with my hand.  “You always seem to get along well with, like, everyone.” 
 
    “Fake. All fake. We just deal with it differently. That doesn’t mean my way’s better. It’s not like I think half the people I know are my friends.” She shrugs, looking around the room. “I mean, how many of them care that I like all these musicians? Like, three people at best. You, Rosa, and . . . ” 
 
    My eyebrow cocks and fires as she trails off. “And . . . ?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, you don’t like me talking about him.”  
 
    I really can’t stop my hands from sliding over my eyes. “Really, Allison? Still?” 
 
    “What? Tommy’s a great guy, and he really likes classic music.” 
 
    Through the wall of my fingers, my eye spies on her. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, seriously.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Because you don’t know people as well as you think. You can’t just judge someone by a few things you see.” 
 
    “Oh, God, just stop,” I say, holding out my hands. “I can’t have that convo right now. I literally just went through a whole talk with my therapist about how I don’t know myself, so I can’t handle being told that I’m also terrible at making calls about other people. Apparently, I am actually just the least emotionally in-tune person around.” 
 
    “Jackie. You’re not, so shut up with that dumb talk, because we all have those problems.” 
 
    “Then why does it always feel like I’m the only one?” 
 
    “Because you’re seventeen years old,” she laughs. “And you’re super emo about stuff. Just blame it on hormones. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    I point to myself. “Incredibly socially awkward girl, right here.” 
 
    “Not an excuse,” she sings before she grabs a stick of gum off the desk. “Want some?” 
 
    “No. I know you got it from Tommy.” 
 
    “Fine. Then, want to tell me about being a Scavenger? How about why they picked you, huh? You have to know by now.” 
 
    “You know I can’t. It’s, like, top secret or whatever.” 
 
    “If you say so. You’re sure this isn’t just you being reclusive or weirding out on me? Because, if that’s the case, I’ll just keep trying to pry it out of you.” 
 
    I shake my head at her. “No, Allison. I’m being, like, for real for real.” 
 
    “So, you’re serious for realsies.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m on like, an honor code with the Tower Authority about this. Seriously, now I know why Mike never talked about being a Scavenger.” 
 
    The minute I say his name, I feel a thread snap in my heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Five 
 
      
 
    So, Tommy’s a little more curious than normal today, and I’m not sure if I like it. He looks over at me as we plod through the halls and flashes me a smile that’s just asking to be punched. “You doing okay there, Jacko?” 
 
    “What did I say about calling me that?” 
 
    The edges of his lips stretch the skin around his face as I apparently just humor him even more. “Calm down now. Sorry. I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on with you today, get it? You’ve got way too much tension in those shoulders.” 
 
    “Huh?” My head pivots until my chin’s practically rolling over my back. “How can you tell?” 
 
    “I know your posture, Coleman. Right now you’re carrying everything up here,” he says as he squeezes at the base of his neck. “Normally, you’re pretty relaxed, you know? Like you’ve got the whole world figured out, or like you just want to go back to bed. Whichever. Point is, today you’re walking like a military person.” 
 
    “Except that, I kinda am now, right? That’s pretty much the whole point of being a Scavenger.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t get me wrong. I still think you’re walking like there’s a broom down the back of your shirt, but if I’m wrong, I’m wrong. Right?” 
 
    “That’s a really confusing way to ask that question, but I guess.”   
 
    “Plus, the fact that your face looks like you took a punch from someone who never pulled their fist away.” 
 
    When he says that, my hands fly to my cheeks, and I can feel them burning as I poke at my cheekbones. “What the hell, Tommy? That’s so not cool.” My hands plummet to my side as my face goes to the roof. “Today’s really not the day for this.” 
 
    “Look. Sorry. I’m just trying to get you to talk. You know, if you need to.” 
 
    “Why does everyone keep saying that?” My legs start to drag as I put more distance between us and the group. “Look, I’ve just got things going on at home. With the parents. And, there’s this guy I like, that . . . God, why am I even telling you this?” 
 
    He laughs as he pats his chest. “Because I’m a cool dude. At least Allison thinks so.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I order him, my finger jabbing at his jaw.  “I’m onto your shenanigans with her.” 
 
    “No shenanigans necessary. Come on now. I’m just saying she trusts me, so you could at least cut me some slack.” 
 
    “Fine, Tommy,” I say, giving up. “There’s this guy that’s sort of important to me who’s been missing since the last Scavenging and I’m freaking out a little about why our team hasn’t left yet. I thought we were only going to be getting, like, two weeks of training. Now it looks like we’ll be doing this for a month. Then my parents are stressing me when I go home and . . . ” My hands clap my hips as I flop them. “I dunno.”   
 
    “Hey. If it’s any consolation, me and my old man don’t get along too well either. He’s kinda got a, you know . . .” He tilts his finger back at his mouth, like he’s taking a swig of something. “I mean, you get what I’m saying, right? He likes his bottle too much is all.” 
 
    “Oh, geez, Tommy,” I reply, instantly hit by a regret for him I didn’t remotely know I could have. “Sorry, I just . . . I never thought you had anything like that going on. I hope it doesn’t suck too bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s cool most of the time. He’s chilled out the last couple of years, but, you know, every once in a while, he decides to go back to it. I’m not going to lie and say everything’s peaches back home, but things are better the older I get. I mean, I’m as strong as the old man these days, so he can’t really do too much to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but . . . crap.” Having considered Tommy the cartoon villain of my story for the last decade, it’s shattering my image of him to think he might actually have, you know, human problems. “Well, I mean, do you need to talk to someone or whatever? I know the therapist isn’t exactly what you’d call great for conversation, so if you want, I can talk if you need it.” 
 
    “I think that’s my point, Jackie. If I ever feel stressed out about what’s happening back at my place, I’ll let you know. That way, if I’m having a bad day, you can get why I’m acting weird. Same with you, though. If you’re ever having a tough one, just, you know, open up a bit. You don’t need to go all waterworks on me or anything, but if you’re having a bad day, I’ll space you. Or, if you do need to talk . . .” 
 
    “I got it, Tommy. Serious.” I sigh, and it almost hurts when I do. “So. Thanks.” 
 
    “Really?” He genuinely seems enthusiastic that I said thank you, and it makes me feel infinitely more guilty about how I’ve been treating him. “Hey, you’re welcome. At least now we can be better friends.” 
 
    Friends. Me and Tommy? 
 
    I mean. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Anyway, we finally get to where we’re going. Tommy and I stand in a row with the rest of our team, watching as Commander Abbott paces back and forth while his eyes fire from one of us to the other. Abbott does a lot of pacing. Anyway, the commander said we had something fun to see and that we’d like it. I dunno, I don’t really trust Abbott’s idea of what fun is. 
 
    The commander stops and his hand drops to something attached to his belt. It’s round, but not any bigger than his palm, and it’s got a blue button on the face that shines. “Those of you who have descended into the Deep Creep before know exactly what this is,” he says while his finger bounces on its smooth surface a few times. “Those of you who have not, well . . . ” Abbott chuckles, and even that sounds arrogant. His finger drifts upward and he points to me. “Cadet Coleman. Where do we live?” 
 
    My face curls up like a retreating animal. “What? We live in the Tower.” My eyes jam against my eyebrow hard as they take a vicious roll. “Kinda obvious.” 
 
    “Of course. Of course, so obvious. Now, tell me, what is the job of a Scavenger?” 
 
    “Uh, to get supplies. From the Deep Creep.”  
 
    “What sort of supplies?” 
 
    I look over at Tommy, but his eyes are saucers as he stands at attention. It’s pretty obvious he isn’t going to give me any support. “Well, sir, our job’s supposed to be to get food, mostly. Sometimes other stuff. I mean, I’ve heard of everything from movies to computers getting hauled up.” 
 
    Abbott nods as his hand sits on his hip. “Did you ever wonder how it is the Scavengers moved all that equipment?” 
 
    “Uh. What?” 
 
    “How does a team of people no more than fifteen in number move computers and large amounts of food, exactly? How are they able survive deep in the Tower, where their quickness and agility is vital to survival, if they’re weighed down by all that material?” 
 
    “Well . . . ” My mouth locks up and my face gets all weird because I’m the girl that’s supposed to be figuring this stuff out. “Uh, I just thought they, well . . . ” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    That jerk’s smile loads and fires, shooting across his face because he knows he’s got me beat. “I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. There’s no shame in not knowing, cadet, considering your rookie status. The people of the Tower are not to know about the method by which Scavengers carry material, and it is for a very important reason. What I am about to tell you is a secret that remains solely among the Scavengers and select members of Tower Authority. To reveal this secret would lead to not only you being subjected to Reinforcement, but also to everyone who learned that secret. Family, friends, everyone who ever heard whisper of this would be punished harshly. For that reason, you are never, regardless of circumstance, to reveal what you are about to learn. Is that understood?” 
 
    Like a choir we reply, “Yes, sir!” as Abbott removes the device from his hip. “This, cadets, is what some of you call Sec Tech. Secret technology. Among our order and among Tower Authority, it is referred to as Pre-Tower Tech. It is the oldest surviving technology I am aware of, a product of whatever society existed in this building before the Darkness.” He sets the thing onto a white table and rests his finger on the button. “It is an incredibly special privilege to witness this. Few can make the claim.”  
 
    He pushes down on the button, and I hear a low hum before, after a few breaths, thin bars of blue light start to flash from the front of the gizmo. The lights form a cone that expands just a few feet from the table and then start to spin, igniting until they’re alive with this intense hue. I feel my breath catch in my chest when the large end of the cone suddenly pops with a flash of light. There, just hanging in the air, is a blue disc. It’s like a window in midair that I can see through, and on the other side is a tornado of blue colors that look like they’re pushing and pulling each other.”  
 
    My mouth drops. “What the hell . . .” 
 
    “Impressed?” Abbott asks and, honestly? Hell yes I am. “This, cadets, is Pocket Space. Everything you see around you, all physical matter in our known universe, is part of only one dimension. Underneath it is another, a realm we do not fully understand. What we know is that these devices, which we call Pocket Space Generators, open up a small window onto that other dimension. Regardless of where you move in our universe, the window always opens onto the same point in the Pocket Space Universe.” He removes the sword from his side and shoves his arm into the portal, so that he’s masked by a glow for a second before he lets the sword go. It looks like it’s just floating there before he taps the button on the generator. With another flash, the window vanishes, and everything is, well, normal again. Can you even use that word after being told there’s an alternative dimension that we can just yank open? 
 
    The commander slides the device to the other side of the table and aims it in the opposite direction before tapping the button again. Just like last time, there’s a hum, a blue cone that exists for a few seconds, and then a pop as the portal flashes to life. We’re all left staring as Abbott’s hand flashes into the window. When he yanks it back out, he’s holding his sword again.  
 
    Awesome.  
 
    Abbott tucks the sword away before turning off the device one last time. “We don’t know much about Pocket Space, and what we do know is gained mostly from documents scoured off of the lowest floors. We do know that reality seems to work differently there.  At their most essential levels, items such as food and drink stop decaying. Their atoms seem to just freeze. In Pocket Space there is no aging, and there is no movement. Because of these principles, all goods found on the lower levels are stored within a Pocket Space window such as the one you just saw. Each window is attuned to a unique point in the other dimension, so your devices will never overlap when in use. Of course, this should also solve the mystery as to how we’re able to continue to provide for our citizens. At one time, homes throughout the Tower had these very types of generators. Some still function, some do not, but the primary goal of a Scavenger is to identify these devices, access them, and retrieve any goods found within. Whether stored for days, months, or centuries, so long as the goods are in Pocket Space, they shall endure. Any questions?” 
 
    My arm rockets into the air, like I’ve got no control of it or something. “Sir. Sir!” 
 
    “Of course, you would be the first to ask a question, cadet.” He plucks the generator off the table and clips it back onto his belt. “What can I answer for you?” 
 
    “So, do we have any ideas about how long ago these things were made or how Pocket Space was found?” 
 
    “Good questions and, unfortunately, the only answer is no.” Abbot folds his arms as he moves into the middle of the room. “The truth is that we have not so much as a hint as to how this alternative dimension was found or originally accessed. The devices you will all be receiving are refurbished, some collected from the lower floors but the majority an inheritance from our ancient ancestors who originally fled to these upper levels.” His mouth halts and he raises a finger. “That brings up one, additional point. A very key one that you should all be made aware of. When you find these devices throughout the Tower, they will come in various sizes. Many of them will be installed into the walls of the homes you enter, or along the floor. It always varies. Your personal generators can be used to trigger and open the window into Pocket Space that these home generators access, but be careful. If there is any significant concentration of Creep, you must first safely clear it away. For reasons unknown to us, the Creep reacts strongly to the opening of Pocket Space windows. Doing so can set off a minor Creep Incident and lead to an all-out fight for survival. Again, we do not know why this situation exists. All we know is that it does, and so we must be vigilant and cautious. Many good lives have been lost when an overeager Scavenger, hoping to access a generator before his comrades could beat him to it, accidentally triggered a reaction. Don’t let your desire to win the games override your sense of self-preservation. Any small slip could mean your death.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Six 
 
      
 
    Hey.  
 
    Yeah. I dunno. I’ve been thinking about me and Tommy. Not in like a creeper way or anything but, just like, I really have to cut the kid some slack. He’s really trying, and after what he told me yesterday, just, God. Even as bad as my parents have been the last few years, at least I didn’t have to worry about what they would do if they decided to go on a bender. I mean, I thought mom might be taking drugs for a while, but I was never seriously afraid that she’d ever go psycho on me. Crazy sometimes? Maybe, but psycho not so much. So, yeah, I feel for Tommy. There’s no way it was easy growing up with a dad like that. That’s the thing, though. A month ago, you couldn’t have convinced me I had anything in common with that guy. Now it turns out we both had parent problems. The worst part is his were probably worse than mine. 
 
    I feel bad saying this, but once I start thinking about Tommy’s problems, eventually I come back to mine. So, I’ve been lying in bed all afternoon just feeling crapsack. All the other Scavengers are acting like life’s peaches, but I keep feeling antsy. It’s not just because of things with the parents, which, I mean, yeah things suck between us right now. But, I really just keep getting jumpy because I thought we’d be in the Deep Creep sooner. There’s no way that’s going to happen though, and you know what that means? It means another week or two of training, which I’m kinda cool with and kinda not. I mean, obviously I don’t want to die in the Deep. The thing is, the longer we wait, the more I’ve got Mike on my brain. 
 
    Mike. 
 
    People just don’t get what it’s like to be the only person trying to get out of the Tower when everyone’s cool with being here. I mean, I don’t know if that’s the right way to say it. It’s not like anybody thinks we have it easy, but people like Allison think Tower Authority’s got everything under control, and I don’t. Mike didn’t either. So, you know, he was the only dude around that was cool with just chilling and talking about what might be outside.   
 
    Like, I remember one time hanging with him down on Floor 13. So, we’re wandering around, which wasn’t the usual for us. By the time I got old enough that Mike thought we could really hang, he was already busy training with the Scavengers. I didn’t know that at the time and back then, I thought it was the universe telling me to maybe not crush so hard. The thing is that, once we did start hanging, it was pretty cool. People from the upper levels never wanted to go down to the lower floors even if it was just to check stuff out. So, I mean, yeah, I liked the fact that he wanted to come with me. Mike did that stuff solo anyway, so it blew my mind that I had a partner to do it with for once.  
 
    Anyway, like I was saying, we’re just walking around when he says, “I was going to tell you sorry that I haven’t been around much.” 
 
    “Psh. You’re cool,” I tell him.  
 
    “Nah, it’s not cool. I’m trying to be straight with people around me instead of leaving them on the hook. Figure it’s got to be better than leaving them hanging.” 
 
    “Well, you know I’m completely cool with hanging whenever. It’s not like we used to chill that much or anything.” 
 
    “You’re right, but I did tell you I was going to try and come around more.” He shrugs. “Just had things on my mind. Lots of things going on.” 
 
    That gets me curious. “So, is everything peaches?” 
 
    “Couldn’t be sweeter,” he says as he gives me that smile I’ve had the tortured pleasure of seeing for a few years. “Actually, that’s why I was thinking I’d come around today. Thought I’d try and get in a word, you know. Before things get hectic.” 
 
    “Sure, I mean, I’m cool with it. Just not so sure I know what you mean by hectic.” 
 
    “Right, well.” Those lips of his shine in the low light and stay curved upward at the edges. “Guess I got something to tell you I thought you might be interested in, but honestly, I’m not sure if it’ll be something you’re down for or not.” 
 
    “You’re not about to tell me you’ve done something super tragic, right? Like, this isn’t a warning before you tell me you got yourself in trouble or that you’ll have to go in for Reinforcement.” 
 
    “Nah. Nothing like that. Just got things to say is all.” 
 
    “Okay?” He just lets the words hang there like I’m supposed to pick them up. “So, are you actually going to tell me, or am I supposed to just guess?” 
 
    “I got you,” he says as he shovels his hands into his pockets. “You know we love these talks about the Creep and everything, right? I mean, I do.” 
 
    “Well, duh, of course I like them. You’re the only person I know within ten floors of me that will talk about it without freaking out about Security.” 
 
    “See, now that’s the thing,” he says as his gaze wanders down the hall. “I like talking about it, but I like investigating it more. I’m a hands on type of guy.” 
 
    “You’re handsy. What guy isn’t?” 
 
    That gets a quick laugh out of him. “Witty, but you always were, Jackie.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure that’s a good thing, you know? I think it gets me into more trouble than anything else.” 
 
    “You’re good. Better to be thinking about stuff than acting like none of this exists.” He nods over to the Creep. “You’re an idiot if you think this is the way we’re supposed to be living.” 
 
    “Totes with you my amigo. I’m not sure I know what this is about, though. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Like I said, I like being hands on more than just talking about this stuff. So, I figure it’s best to let you know I’m actually going to be doing it.” 
 
    My eyebrows crush together in the middle of my head. “Doing what?” 
 
    “Going down. Into the Deep, I mean. The Deep Creep.” 
 
    That makes me stop. When his head hauls around, he sees me staring him down like fire’s about to shoot out of my eyes. “Okay, what is going on here now? Are you saying you’re going to run away? Like, you’re going to try and stick it out down below?” 
 
    “Nah, not solo,” he says as his smile creases at the corners. “Not trying to worry you here. Just thought I’d tell you I’m going to be a Scavenger.” 
 
    “You’re what?” There’s a stop in my heart, and I feel like hugging him and slapping him at the same time. “Mike, I’m just . . . whoa.” I turn away for a second, and it’s like I’m breathing too fast for my lungs to catch up. “Holy junk.” 
 
    “Hey, you alright there, Jackie?” His hand touches my shoulder, and I feel a thousand butterflies flapping in my stomach. Combine that with my sudden hyperventilation, and for a second I’m about to collapse. I’d brace myself against the wall except I don’t want to have a palm full of Creep. It’s not like I have lots of options, so I force myself to stand up straight again, but I’m still feeling like the world’s spinning. 
 
    “I’m cool, I’m cool,” I try and convince him, but the heat surging in my cheeks keeps me honest. “It’s just that, I’m completely happy for you. That’s the dream. That’s my dream, and I super want you to go.” 
 
    “Except . . .” 
 
    My arms flop out and slap against my side when they fall. “Except it’s . . . it’s dangerous. Not a huge mystery there.” 
 
    “We both know it is. Thing is, I have to do this.” 
 
    “I know,” I say as I hold up a hand. “Believe me, if anyone knows, I know. I’m not even sure how much of this is me being worried about you or me being jealous that I’m not the one going.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong. I’d feel the same way if you’d just told me the same thing.” 
 
    For some reason that pushes down the rush of blood and actually gets me to smile. “So, you’d be worried about me if I went into the Deep?” 
 
    “What do you think?” His twisty grin makes my heart thump. “Who else would I talk to about the Creep and shadow men?” 
 
    I nod too many times as my hands rock my hips while I pace in slow circles. “Okay so, you’re a Scavenger. That’s . . . awesome.” It’s true, but it’s just hard to digest. “Do you even know when you’re going to start training?” 
 
    “That’s the thing. I’ve been training, and training sucks. They make you do all these exercises and by the time I get home I feel like dying.  Why do you think I’ve been skipping out when I’ve told you I was going to meet up with you?”  
 
    “I dunno,” I tell him as I park myself in the middle of the hall. “I just thought maybe you had better things to do. Or something.” 
 
    “Better things to do than talk to Jackie Coleman? I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    It’s embarrassing to admit that my skin starts buzzing. “I’m not that great.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. I think you’re cool.” 
 
     “You think?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Got some confidence issues. But who doesn’t, right? You get older, it gets better. Sort of.” His thumbs hook into the pockets of his pants. “But you say you’re awesome at stuff all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve sort of got this whole aura of false bravado I know how to project. It’s my main weapon against human interaction.” 
 
    “That’ll do it,” he says as he laughs. “Anyway, you’re not mad?” 
 
    “Mad? Mike Chapman, I couldn’t be more buzzed for someone than I am for you. I don’t want you dying or anything, but, otherwise? I’m completely cool with it.” 
 
    “Not going to die. And you never know, one day I might be able to tell you some cool stuff about what’s crawling around in the Deep. This doesn’t mean I’m going to give up on our talks now. I was really looking forward to having a weekly. Never made it happen, but you know, maybe from here on out. Right?”  
 
    “Right,” I agree. It’s hard not to when he’s swinging that smile like a weapon. It cuts me down and I can’t be upset. I mean, why would I be, anyway? He’s doing exactly what we’ve always talked about doing. If our sides were reversed, I would be doing the same thing. Happily. And even after that talk in the hall, he really didn’t stay away. Mike never could say much about what he was doing in the Deep like he wanted to, and now that I’m in the Scavengers, I get why. There’s just too much you can get in trouble for knowing. I mean, he was never able to get in those weekly talks either. He was always too busy training. I can’t blame him though, you know? Can’t hate on someone for doing what they love. I’m doing the same thing, right? But we did talk more, even if it wasn’t as much as I’d hoped. Still, at the time, he was the only person of the testosterone persuasion that I was talking to on a regular basis, considering that my dad was still acting like he didn’t know me. So yeah, Mike’s important.  I want to rescue him for a lot of reasons. I’m not going into the Deep just for him, but am I making it part of my mission to find him? 
 
    Hell yeah.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Seven 
 
      
 
    This is the story about how Jackie got beat so bad she couldn't breathe right for the rest of the day. So, the commander was leading practices and decided he'd be giving us all a personal whooping, just to let us know how bad we still suck. Anyway, he gets done with a few others before I hear my name called to the mat we practice on. I think I'm there for about five seconds before Abbott barks, “Guard yourself.” 
 
    I really don’t have time to think as he swings his fist at me, which comes about an inch away from smashing my nose flat to my face. I barely have time to lean backward before I try and return a punch, my arm rocketing at his stomach. He jumps out of the way before leaping at me again, faking a jab with his right hand before sliding a left hook at me. My body twists to avoid the blow, but I can feel it thunder into my side, and the pain feels like my muscles are ripping under the impact. He doesn’t catch me too cleanly, but I still feel like a vacuum’s been shoved down my throat and all the air sucked out. The hit sends me stumbling to the side, and I try to turn to face him, but he’s already on me. As he pins me to the ground, I realize for, like, the first time just how strong he is. His weight sits on my hips as he hammers a fist down, and I barely get my arms up in time to block it. Even with my guard up, the impact feels like it fractures my wrists, so of course I try and throw a few punches at his face. That’s when Abbott’s hand vanishes and reappears, locking around mine as he turns his body. Before I know it, his legs are draped over my chest, and he’s got my arm fully extended in his hands, to the point that I feel like it’s about to break. 
 
    “I GIVE!” I scream, slapping at the mat about a hundred times before he lets my arm go. It feels like fire is spreading from my wrist to my shoulder, and I’m having so much trouble breathing that I can barely get up. It’s so bad, I can’t even use my injured arm to push myself off the ground. My legs go weak, and the vision around my eyes turns black for a second before I feel the floor rushing to pound me in the face. As I plummet toward a blackout, a pair of arms catch me, and suddenly I’m back on my feet. When I have a second to actually, you know, stand, I suck in a breath and straighten myself out. As the air hustles back down my nostrils and my vision clears, I see Tommy and Abbott standing there. 
 
    Great.  
 
    My two favorite people. 
 
    Abbott pats me on the shoulder and doesn’t even notice that my legs almost give out when he does. “Good work, cadet,” he says, his eyes drilling into me as I struggle to look back at him. “It’s always necessary to give new recruits a taste of combat at full speed and full strength. Otherwise, they tend to believe themselves invincible, as if their training has made them supermen and women. That is not the case.” He looks around and stares each of us down. “The Creep moves faster than any man and can kill you in an instant. All it would take is a simple blow, which it could deliver with enough force to break your bones against the wall. You must be fast, and your reflexes must be at their peak. That is why we train. That is why, day after day, we come back here. You will find no greater opponent in the safety of the upper floors than myself. However, rest assured, the Creep is a far more vicious predator than I.” 
 
    Geez, that guy likes to hear himself talk. Anyway, I just shake my head while Tommy’s helping me step off the mat. Some other victim is taking my place, but for now? I’m done. He helps me over to the opposite wall, away from where my beat down just happened, and settles me onto the ground. “Holy crap,” he says as I rest my back against the wall. “What the hell was that? He moved so fast I thought I was seeing two of him.” 
 
    “Yeah, he had, like, video game mode on or something,” I groan through clenched teeth. “God. God that . . . that hurts so freaking bad.” 
 
     “He didn’t pull your arm out of the socket or anything, did he?” 
 
    My eyes sharpen themselves on his face. “Are you freaking kidding me? How the hell would I know?” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Sorry. Just asking.” 
 
    “Ugh. Yeah, I know. Sorry myself. And no, it’s not just the arm, even though it hurts like hell. Abbott’s really heavy so it felt like he was crushing me when he had his fat butt on top of me. Then just, like, the way he slammed me to the ground. Did I at least hit the floor as hard as I think I did?” 
 
    “It did kind of look like your head bounced a few times on the mat.” 
 
    My hand instinctively goes to the muscles on the back of my skull, and a thread of pain circles around to my forehead when I do. “Aaaahh, shhhhhh, nope, no, I’m trying to cut back on my curse word usage, but my head hurts like a mother.” 
 
    “Do mothers usually hurt?” 
 
    “I don’t know? Probably, during labor,” I say with another heave as my breath finally goes normal. “Just wait until you have to fight him. It’s no joke.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not looking forward to it! If it helps, you were moving really fast, too. The workouts are really paying off. If it had been anyone but Abbott, you’d have put them down.” 
 
    My eyes dart up to him when I smile. “Even you?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t go overboard there, Jackie.” 
 
    “Hah,” I laugh. “Dude, help me up? God, I am not looking forward to tomorrow’s training.” 
 
    His arm is under mine as he helps get me onto my feet. “You didn’t hear?” 
 
    “What? Hear what?” 
 
    Tommy shakes his head. “No workouts tomorrow. Bummer for me, but at least you’ll get a chance to recover.” 
 
    “Well, what are we doing, then? Weapons training?” 
 
    “Nah, something completely new. They’re going to have school classes basically, except for us it’ll be about the Creep. You know, biology stuff, that sort of thing. You should like that, since you’re into all that science crap.” 
 
    “Like, only as much as it helps me understand the Creep, you know? Did they at least say who’s going to be teaching the class?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. That’s why I’m surprised you weren’t paying attention.” 
 
    A grin pries open along my face.  “Yeah, well, I’m only listening to Abbott about, like, half of the time. I mean, since the other half of what he says is hot air. So, who’s it going to be?” 
 
    “Well, your dad, Jackie.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Dammit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Eight 
 
      
 
    It’s, uh . . . it’s about 2:30 in the morning right now. 
 
    I . . . I had that dream again.  
 
    It started not too long after the lockdown that happened when Creepy Sally went crazy. The first day or two, I was alright, you know? I was . . . I dunno, I was kind of a hero, right? Saved the Tower. Saved my parents. Thing is, I just kept thinking back to the last words Sally said.  
 
    “Daddy.” 
 
    I’d literally just said the same word a second before, when she was in the middle of almost killing my dad. Then Abbott flew through the air and cut off her arm. She collapsed next to me, still kinda alive, and there was no way to tell if she’d be able to heal herself. So, I did what dad told me to do. I put a needle in her neck that killed the Creep in her body. I mean, it killed her in the process. She couldn’t live without the Creep anymore, and she had a freaking arm missing. 
 
    I think what bothered me is she remembered something as she was dying, something about her human life. Maybe if she hadn’t said that word, just like I had, it wouldn’t bother me. It’s just that it’s been killing me that I put a needle into someone that basically ended them. But it wasn’t even a person, right? It was a monster. She had to be killed. Thing is, I just keep thinking, monsters don’t cry for their daddies.  
 
    So, this dream I started having a few days after we got back . . . It plays out the same way every time. I’m back there, in the halls, and everything is out of control craziness, just like it was the day we fought her. Thing is, this time, there’s a difference. This time, I’m on top of her, and I’ve got the needle to her neck . . . and she’s crying. Like, not too loud. I guess it’s more like sobbing. Anyway, I’m there, and I’m about to push the needle in when she starts talking. 
 
    “Why did he leave me?” she asks, and I stop for a second. 
 
    “Who?” I ask her. “Who left you?” 
 
    Then she grabs my arm and pulls me close enough to hear her whispering, “Why did you kill me? What did I do?” 
 
    A second after she says this, she falls back, opens her mouth, and lets out the most horrifying scream I’ve ever heard in my life. It practically sends me flying out of my bed every time. Then I find myself drenched in sweat with the covers all around me soaking. It’s almost like I’ve been working out for a few hours. At first, my heart’s beating at a hundred miles an hour. Then I start to settle down. Thing is, that’s when the real nightmare begins. 
 
    That’s when I just sit here, in the dark, thinking about her.  
 
    Sally.  
 
    I know I did what I was supposed to. I know she would have killed us all. What’s bothering me is, I don’t even know if she realized what she was doing. The one second she had her old memories back, she just wanted her dad. Did I kill a monster, or did I kill someone that just got completely jacked by horrible circumstances? Does that even matter in a situation like that? It’s kill or be killed, right? 
 
    I think about the stories we’ve always heard about Sally. The kids’ story says she lived all alone on Floor 16 and was paying for her sin, whatever that means. Everybody’s got their own version of the Creepy Sally story, but you know what’s always the same in all of them? She’s always alone. That never changes. Maybe she was angry or depressed, but whatever she was going through, she was by herself. That’s how the Creep got her. I think about that and I’m just like, you know, I can relate. I spent almost five years of my life with my parents treating me like a stranger. They stopped saying they loved me. Dad used to take me to play baseball and basketball all the time, then one day we just never went back. Mom had always been so touchy and huggy and then one day she wouldn’t even put an arm around me. I might understand the why, and I know it hurt them to do all that, but growing up it was just super hard. Everyone wants to know why I started spending so much time by myself on the lower floors instead of being cozy with the other students. Well, it’s pretty easy to be reckless when you don’t feel like anyone cares about you. Who knows, if it hadn’t been for Allison, I might have gone off the deep end just like Sally. 
 
    Maybe that’s what’s really bothering me. Sally was a monster, but I can kinda understand how she got to that point. I was never as bad, but things were pretty lonely for a long time. If I’d have lived on any of the lower floors, the Creep might have gotten me. I may have never gotten as bad as Sally, but then again, what if I had? I never felt like anyone wanted to talk to me, and it’s not like it’s easy to go up to someone and say, “Hey pal, I’d really like to know you, but I’m an emotionally stunted teenager whose parent issues have made it impossible for her to connect with anyone else.” 
 
    Damn it. It’s almost three in the morning now. I have to go to sleep, but tomorrow I’m going to have to see dad, and things between us are a mess. I know we’ll get through this stuff eventually, but it’s not like it’s easy for someone like me to whip my feels out for people, parentals included. And just, to be real, I don’t want to close my eyes. Every time I do, I see Sally’s face there in the darkness while she’s calling for her daddy. So sure, I did what I had to.  
 
    I killed someone who died thinking about her family.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Nine 
 
      
 
    Life is progressively becoming one of those things that I can’t get away from since death is basically my only other option. The problem is my life’s so dysfunctional because nobody’s who I thought they were.  The biggie example is obviously Tommy, who’s not the bully he was when we were nine years old. But, I mean, if it hadn’t been for us training together, and Allison pushing me to get to know him, I would’ve just always assumed he was a toolbox. My parents, on the other hand, are just a whole other box of crazy. I thought once the Tower stopped spying on us and they could act normal that we’d just, I dunno, get along. Pretty much a poor prediction on my part. Before, I could just put them in boxes. Mom was the crazy crying one. Dad was the loner. Now I’m having to deal with them like a normal human and it’s pretty clear that I never learned that trick, which I kind of already knew, but apparently it becomes a whole bigger problem when you’re dealing with people you live with. Then you throw the fact that you love them into the mix?  
 
    I’d rather be in the Deep Creep.  
 
    Sort of.  
 
    All of that’s a long way of saying that dad taught class today. After days of successfully using my hard earned stealth skills to get in and out of the apartment without dealing with all the feels, it was work that forced us together. I pretty much knew it was coming, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t dreading it. At least it was cool at first. 
 
    So, we’re all sitting in, like, this kinda classroom that looks like they just threw a bunch of chairs inside of. Think Blu-Ray movies are rare? Not even. This is literally the only time I’ve seen a for-real projector up close. Now, I’m no stranger to the Creep, obviously, so what made it really interesting was the whole spiel my dad had going on. Just about every conversation we’ve had about what he does for a job has been boring, since he’s always had to lie to me. Now we’re on the same page, though. I’m a Scavenger, and he’s a Creep scientist, so we don’t have to have secrets between us anymore. But, all of that said, we still haven’t really talked about the cool stuff he does, probably because I’ve been freaking out about him freaking out about me going down into the Deep Creep.  
 
    Anyway, he gets in front of us all and immediately he’s a dork. He wore his lab coat as if he wanted to look like a massive science nerd, plus his hair’s just all over the place. Still, he’s got that young looking face that Allison finds weirdly attractive, so at least he’s got that going for him. He shoves his glasses way up onto his coco nose before he waves at the screen. “Today, we’ll be reviewing basic Creep biology and points of interest,” he says while clicking the remote in his hand. The wall behind him ignites with a super gross picture of a slick bulb of muscle tissue that everyone recognizes. “This is Creep. A few basic points before we really get into it. No matter what you might think, we really have no idea where the infestation began or how. What we do know is that we’ve been trapped at the top of the Tower for at least a few centuries, and we’ve managed to hold the Creep off for that long. Now, that’s a good thing and a bad thing. The positive side of this is that it shows the Creep can be held off and that we can survive, but the negative side is that we don’t know how much longer we can keep going. While it’s true that we’re successfully holding ground above Floor 21, we’ve got no permanent hold on any of the lower floors. With that said, we actually have observed signs that we once did have a presence as far down as Floor 30 at some point. We know that because we’ve found technology that’s a lot newer than Pre-Tower Technology. How do we know it’s newer? Because it’s not nearly as sophisticated as the old technology from before the Before.” 
 
    This is actually my first time seeing my dad actually do, you know, his job. It’s weird that for years he kept pretending he just fixed the solar panels on the roof, which to be fair, he does on the side. But most people would probably say this part of his job’s a little more important. Maybe. Anyway, you can even tell he prefers to talk about the Creep instead of talking about how we get power for the upper floors. He’s all, I dunno, animated. Excited. Like, he almost gets me energized just watching as he waves at the projection and keeps going. “This is a basic Creep growth, what we also call a biomass. Creep always begins in this phase, like a mass of tissue. From here it spreads out, claiming doors, walls, hallways, and entire floors of the Tower. As that layer of Creep stretches out over large surfaces, new masses grow larger and start to create what we call Creep Clusters.” Dad clicks the control again and a picture of a majorly infested hallway pops up. There’s a slick film all over the walls, like someone laid down skin over the paint, and it’s gross to the point that I feel my stomach double clutch. Growing out of the wall are masses as big as people that just pile on top of each other. “The thicker the growth, the larger the clusters. Now, why is this a problem? Anyone?” He looks at all of us for a second. My chest locks up as our eyes meet, but thank God he keeps hunting for a victim. Finally he finds Tommy, whose head has been bobbing up and down since we got here. Sleep must not have been his friend last night. Anyway, dad points at him and almost shouts, “You! Cadet Jones.” 
 
    Tommy’s eyes come alive as his head shoots up in his seat. “Uh, yes, sir!” 
 
    “Cadet. Can you tell me why a Creep Cluster of the size you see in this slide would pose a threat?” 
 
    Poor Tommy’s like a kid who’s been caught stealing cookies. He keeps looking left and right, like he can find the answer in someone else’s lap. “Uuuuuh, because they’re big?” 
 
    Oh. Poor, sweet Tommy.  
 
    Sucker. 
 
    But my dad’s frown isn’t angry. Nah, that’d be too easy. His frown is practically screaming ‘I’m disappointed in you.’ His body rises as he takes a breath, and his eyes poke at Tommy from over the rim of his glasses. “No, cadet. A Creep Colony of this size does not pose a threat only because it’s large. In fact, it’s the chance of it reacting to your presence that’s our biggest problem. You do know that during a Lockdown, everyone’s ordered into their apartments, right?” 
 
    “Um, of course, sir. I mean, everyone’s got to be kept safe.” 
 
    “That’s pretty obvious, cadet,” dad continues, and I almost want to laugh. Maybe nobody else can tell, but I know when dad’s not angry, but sad because you don’t know something. “Creep growths are psychoreactive. They feed on negative emotions, like anger, sadness or fear. The more people you have in the halls panicking, the more emotion the Creep has to use for fuel. That’s why only trained personnel are allowed out during a lockdown, or why only Scavengers such as yourselves are allowed into the Deep Creep. When the Creep reacts, its reaction can be explosive depending on the size of the colony, in addition to the amount of emotion it has to work with. At the size you see in this picture, Creep will react to the slightest hint that you’re scared. If that happens? Well, you’ll be fighting to tear yourself out of the wall while the Creep tries to swallow you.” 
 
    He clicks the remote one more time, and suddenly we’re staring at what I think is a frame from a video. There’s a time stamp in the top right corner and the whole image is doused in green, like night vision. Dad points to the walls of the hallway in the picture. “You see these?” he asks, tapping on both sides of the frame. Piles of large Creep Clusters are swallowing the hallway. “This video was taken from a Scavenger on Floor 45. This is the real Deep Creep, cadets, and just one slip up is enough to get you killed at this depth.” He clicks again, and we see someone pop into the frame. “This is a still from just minutes later. A second Scavenger is moving up the hall here,” he says, gesturing to the armored man moving down the center of our view. The image switches and now the man is turned to his right, his gun raised high as if he’s about to fire. “At this point in the video, the Scavenger you see was hallucinating. When you watch the original film, you hear him screaming at people that aren’t there, like he’s being attacked.”  
 
    Another loud click snaps the quiet while the flash explodes, this time revealing a tendril shooting out of the infested wall. “Reacting to his panic, the Creep created a tendril that it used to lunge at him. That only escalated his fear. And here . . .” He trails off as the room bursts with another flash. When my eyes focus again, I see a man’s body flying through the air as the tendril sucks him toward the wall. “Here were his last seconds of life. The Creep completely absorbed him. The clusters you see in the image were so large that they barely reacted to the flameguns the victim’s teammates were carrying.” One last burst of light reveals a picture of the man trapped inside the translucent skin of the cluster. Scavengers all around blast lines of fire over the Creep. “Nothing in the world was going to able to save him before he choked to death. The Creep doesn’t have to absorb you to kill you. If you get trapped inside of it, you have a minute or two before you black out. That depends on how big of a breath you take before you get sucked in. After that, it’s only about two minutes at most before brain damage sets in. At that point, even if they get you out of the Creep, you’re just going to slow down your team. You could survive maybe six minutes of time without oxygen. After that, well, you’re dead. I wouldn’t even give you a good chance at four minutes, though. We just don’t have the technology to help you, not to mention the fact that you’d be stuck days away from any medical treatment.” 
 
    Abbott walks into the light of the projector and casts a shadow that fills the room. “This is a serious matter, people. We don’t drill you so intensely simply to be sadists. Every pain you feel, every time we fight and push our limits to their farthest extent, it isn’t about hurting you simply for the sake of it. The Creep will move faster, it won’t give up, and it won’t retreat unless you’ve bathed it in flame. Do you understand? These are your lives, and more critically, these are your families and friends. The death of a Scavenger means one less person your team has to help secure the supplies that keep our society intact. Is that understood?” 
 
    We all sing the song together. “Yes, sir!” 
 
    The commander nods toward my dad. “Anything else, Doctor Coleman?” 
 
    Doctor Coleman? It’s so weird to hear that. It’s obvious that Abbott respects my dad a little, which is kind of strange to say. I never thought of my dad as someone that’d get props from a guy like the commander. I mean, no offense. Anyway, dad clicks the remote and the next slide shows a tendril from the Creep, except this one’s been cut from the wall and laid out on a table. “You can see here that the Creep’s main defense is its tendrils. It uses them to catch its prey and pull them into the wall, where it absorbs the body for food. Dissecting these tendrils has revealed a biological system like any you’d expect from a person. Tendrils have skin, muscle, a nervous system, and veins, basically everything you’d need to have your own arm function. The question we’ve always had is, how does the Creep create a tendril on the spot? It can do it almost instantly and we’ve never been able to figure out how. First, developing a complicated system that includes muscle and nerves requires months in the womb for a human being. Second, it requires energy. Even with all the people it absorbs, that’s not nearly enough energy to keep the Creep alive. It fills almost the entire Tower. Any living thing that big would have to have a constant source of power to feed on.” 
 
    Abbott raises his finger. “This is where we suspect the connection between the Creep and Pocket Space relates. It is the very reason you must use the utmost caution when opening a dimensional window while in the Deep Creep.” 
 
    “Exactly,” dad agrees. “We suspect it’s drawing energy from Pocket Space through the generators that fill the Tower. We’ve also considered that there might be a large power source we’re unaware of. Basically, that might be where the Creep is getting its food from. Now, during the last Scavenging, something went wrong. We don’t know how many people survived, if any, but what we do know is that the last team to go into the Deep Creep found something big.” 
 
    When I hear about the lost Scavengers, I feel a spark down my back and it’s like I’ve had a dozen cups of coffee. Mike’s always in the back of my mind, but it doesn’t totally bother me until someone starts talking about the last Scavenging. Anyway, dad clicks a slide, and now we’re looking at some kind of floor plan. “This is the Tower layout as close as we’ve been able to map it. We can say for sure that it stretches down at least fifty stories, but it’s not just tall. The Tower has a central wing that you’re all used to. That’s where we live, although higher up in the building. However, there are wings to the west, east and north. They’re practically miniature towers themselves. What we’re interested in, though, is this location here,” he says with a tap at the top of the picture. “This is an area that we call Polar North, an area that we’ve always thought was impossible to break into. A few weeks ago, that changed.” 
 
    Another click, another snap, and another flash, then we’re looking at . . . I dunno, this . . . thing? It’s a huge piece of technology covered in wires and Creep, and it looks like it goes a few stories down a tunnel. “The Scavengers being led by Commander McGill found some way of accessing Polar North, and this is what they found. It’s some kind of engine or power core so big that it stretches down at least twenty stories. We’ve always theorized there might be something like this. And now? We have proof.” 
 
    Abbott steps up beside my dad, his gloved hands folded behind his arms. The light of the projector bathes his face in cold yellow.  “Everyone here knows that this particular Scavenging is different. Tower Authority has taken to calling this the ‘Second Scavenging.’ It is quite obviously a term being used to excite the population and give them something to cheer about. While it is true that we will be searching for any signs of the lost Scavengers, our mission involves many tasks. This device you see before you is one of them. As our secondary task, our goal is to determine the purpose of this engine and its function in the Tower. If possible, we’ve been ordered to determine if it can help shed light on any means of getting to ground floor.” 
 
    The only noise you can hear for a second is the projector humming before the other Scavengers start staring at each other. It occurs to me that I’m pretty much the only person that knew this was the whole point. After the incident with Creepy Sally, I got what was apparently a super rare chance to meet the Tower director, Edward Pygmallion. Anyway, guy said that he’d realized we needed to find a way out of the Tower. Which, like, duh. I’ve literally been arguing that since I was twelve. The point is he made me a Scavenger, but he also agreed to start looking for a way to ground floor. I mean, he can’t do that personally, but that’s what he has us for. So, even if I’m not surprised by the point of the mission, everyone else is. Literally, nobody’s ever been told that we should try to get out of the Tower, since we’re supposed to be waiting for the Builders to rescue us. Anyway, Abbott keeps chatting. 
 
    “It should not come as any surprise when I say that this information is strictly confidential. As far as your friends and family are concerned, this Scavenging is like any other. Its purpose is to acquire food and materials for the population. Of course, they are also aware that this Scavenging is partly about finding the previous Scavenging team, so you may discuss that as well. However, all discussion concerning reaching ground floor is strictly limited to the people in this room. Is that understood?” 
 
    Again, by pure rehearsal, we respond, “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Before the end of our session, I must stress one final point. You all have your own reasons for joining this group. Some of you were assigned the role by Tower Authority while others among you volunteered, taking the position in place of someone else. Regardless of how you came to be a Scavenger, you must always remember that there is one duty above all others that Scavengers honor.” 
 
    He takes a step forward and walks the length of the classroom. The click of his boots count the time as he slowly makes his way back to the center. “Our duty is to ensure the security and life of the people of the Tower. That includes family, friends, and loved ones. It also includes people whose faces you will never see. Our profession asks us to be willing to give up the most precious gift we have: our lives. Don’t be deluded before you continue in your training. People die in the Deep on a regular basis. However, they do so with the understanding that they give their lives so that others will live. That applies to the bonds that you all share. Each one of us lives to protect the other. Like the many parts of a body, no one of us can function as well without the other. A Scavenger’s highest duty is to protect those around them, which requires us to set aside our own lives. If you think this is about adventure or glory, well, those stories do emerge. But for every amazing tale of survival, there is a tale of loss and sacrifice. All I ask of you is that you understand that you must lay your life down for the sake of the team if called upon. Is that understood?” 
 
    I don’t know what to think about Abbott, and maybe I won’t ever get him. Sometimes he seems like such an airbag, and other times you almost respect him. It makes me feel dirty saying that. I dunno, I guess I never really knew the commander before I got into the Scavengers. I always preferred Commander Vick McGill, but that’s just because McGill seemed like what a real hero was supposed to be like. Plus, Abbott was such a toolbag when we first met, so yeah, saying anything nice about him makes me vomit a little. Then again, when he gives a speech like this one, you kinda start to think that maybe you judged him too fast. Which, I mean, that seems to be one of the emerging patterns of my life. Anyway, he dismisses the class and everyone just sadly stampedes out of the door. I’m still thinking about the commander’s words when I realize my dad’s making a beeline for me, but by then it’s too late to try and dodge him. He moves like a ghost, disappearing between people and popping up again until he’s right in front of me. I’m barely on my feet when he flashes out between two of my teammates and slides face to face with me. 
 
    “Jackie,” he says.  
 
    “Oh, uh, hey there, dad?” 
 
    “We have to talk.” 
 
    The four most dreaded words in the Standard language. 
 
    Nothing good ever follows the words ‘we have to talk.’ Those are the words your mom tells you when she’s coming in to let you know your grandma died, or what a girl tells a guy right before she decides to obliterate his heart with a breakup. ‘We have to talk’ has been used throughout history as a way of letting people know that what’s about to happen is going to be super awkward for everyone involved. Now, normally when confronted by this kind of dire circumstance, I’d try to find a way to slip out of it, but I know we need to have this conversation. Plus, the class is still crowded around outside. I couldn’t slip by if I tried. 
 
    So, I feel my breath wrestle out of my throat in one agonized sigh. “I know, dad. I’m sorry. I was just really uncomfortable because, you know, I don’t know how to deal with you as parents. I mean, real parents, not the zombies you acted like before.” 
 
    “Right, and I’ve said I’m sorry too. It’s not like your mom and I wanted to act like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that, it’s just I’m having to adjust, you know? It’s not like it’s easy for me to suddenly have you guys all in my business,” I say while my hands flail like wet towels. “I’ve spent my whole teenage career getting used to not having you guys act normal. I mean, I barely even got to know anyone else ‘cause I was so busy trying to figure out when my life got so messed up. Seriously, Allison’s like my only real friend. Now I’m thinking that Tommy might be one, but that idea just skeeves me out. Then there’s this guy I like, and I’m stressing that situation because I don’t know what happened to him. Is he dead? Is he trapped? Is he still trying to get back?” 
 
    My dad’s lips crack open as he smiles. His white teeth flow like milk behind his coffee skin. “Jacko, you’re not doing this for a boy, are you?” 
 
    “Psh. Please. This is the only thing I’ve ever wanted. But, I mean . . .” My shoulders lock near my ears as I try to find the right words. “Just so we’re clear, I’d do this anyway. This is my dream, but I mean, I do want to find Mike. I’d be full on lying if I said I didn’t. I just don’t want it to be one or the other though, you know? It can’t hurt to want to do my job and find him at the same time. I get to do what I want sometimes. Right?” 
 
    “Ahh, Jackie. I get it.” His smile turns to a quick laugh. “You’re right about it being a long time since we were a normal family. I forgot you were seventeen, and that means you’re starting to keep your eye out for, well, a guy. Your dad’s not the only man you’re going to have in your life forever.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, don’t sell yourself short. You’re not so bad, but I think mom’s kind of got the hots for you.” 
 
    “That she does. Well, hey, I’m sorry champ. I’m going to try and stress you less, but you’ve also got to remember, me and your mom are really worried about where you’re going. There’s nothing unusual about that. It’s the Deep Creep, after all.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that, and I’m going to try and chill with the whole, you know, dodging the family thing. I’ve sorta been freaking out about all the attention I’ve been getting. But if it’s any consolation, I was totally missing you and mom back when Tower Authority had me locked up.” 
 
    “You should tell your mother that. I think she’d appreciate it.” 
 
     My head dips when dad mentions her. “God. I’ve got to have this talk with her, too?” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should, Jacko?” 
 
    “Uuuugh.” My eyes roll past him and toward the door. “Fine, you’re right. Can we at least go right now so I can get it done? All the feels are going to have me moping by the time I go to sleep.” 
 
    Dad smiles again as he claps me across the shoulder. It reminds me of when we used to play baseball, when he’d pat me across the back whenever I got a good hit on a ball. I think it’s about that second that I remember why I wanted dad to get back to normal. I mean, I actually do like it when he’s proud of me. Just, you know, don’t tell him that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Ten 
 
      
 
    Let me set the scene for you.  
 
    It’s my first time in the Deep Creep.  
 
    I’m hella scared. 
 
    It’s not the ‘real’ Deep Creep. I mean, we’re above Floor 21, but they’ve taken us to a lonely part of the north wing. I knew something was wrong when we were walking. I mean, the further we went, the more Creep there was. At first you could feel the humidity from all the moisture that the Creep creates, not to mention its, uh, ‘body heat.’ My pants literally melded with my legs as the moisture glued them together. Then the Creep started to pile on top of itself along the floor, growing into those clusters that dad warned us about. I mean, this was a legit serious situation and we had a full team of Security, all with those wicked flamethrowers strapped to their backs. That should tell you something about how worried they were about this part of the Tower. 
 
    Still, I didn’t really get stressed until we got to the end of a hallway. It was just a dead end with a single door, but what really got me worried was the pale red light overhead that hugged both sides of the frame. Covering the door was a metal shutter, like the ones we use when the halls get dangerous. Abbott nodded to it before talking. “This is what we call The Red Room. In actuality, it’s an apartment with a series of rooms, each of which is saturated in Creep. That’s partly the result of natural development and partly the result of the Science department stimulating growth here. There’s a singular purpose as to why we encourage that much growth in this room though, and that is to see whether you can stand up to the paranoia and hallucinations that the Creep evokes.” 
 
    At the time I thought he was trying to scare us, but the look on his face made me think twice. “There is a legitimate danger to this room, which is why we’ve brought along a full Security compliment. Should you get into danger, we hope to be able to pull you out before you’ve suffocated to death.” Abbott tapped at a keypad on the wall and a slamming rattled through my ears as the shutter lifted. My eyes went to the door handle, and suddenly I felt like time was just screeching to a halt. “You will each enter alone. You will each spend a half hour within the apartment. Finally, you will each activate a hidden sensor that has been secured within. It looks similar to the Pocket Space Generator, albeit a darker color. It is hidden somewhere inside and must be activated. Afterward, only listen for the sound of the red door when it opens. That is your time to come out.” 
 
    He left the convo hanging like it was just that simple, and after that we were called at random. A few people had to go in before me, but I’m not sure if it’s a good thing or a bad thing that I had to wait for my turn. I mean, it was kinda weird just sitting around outside. At first I tried to joke around with Tommy, but that red light just creeped me the hell out. Still, I mean, the first half-hour was probably the easiest, since we didn’t know what to expect. Yeah, I’d say it was pretty chill. We were all just camped out in the hall like we were on vacation or something. So, at first we wasted time talking, which of course we used to come up with ideas about what might be inside. A lot of the new recruits were just like me and wondered if the commander was just trying to psych us out or something. 
 
    Thing was, the whole time, Abbott looked like he was on edge. The Security members he had with him weren’t playing around, either. These were big guys, like, Floor 1 sized giants, and none of them relaxed or even tried talking to each other. The commander kept walking down the hall and back to the door, eyeing us, then saying something real quick to some of the Security. Once in a while, he’d check his tablet, but every time he’d go back to the red door and just stare at it, like he knew something was coming. 
 
    I don’t remember exactly what I was saying to Tommy when it happened. I think I was probably talking about something stupid, like what flavor of gum I like most. All I know is, I was looking at him one second, then flying onto my feet as a scream broke the hallway. Suddenly, I was getting shoved aside as burly Security members barreled past me and over to the door, where Abbott was already waiting with his sword. He paused everyone with a flash of his hand and we all tensed up while we waited. It’s like everyone stopped breathing at once. At least the orange glow from his blade was comforting, since you could count on that thing to cut through just about anything that might explode into the hall.  After a few seconds, the commander checked something on his tablet before giving the team a hand signal. None of us really knew what was going on, but we eased up and settled back onto the ground. Security stayed posted at the front, but even with them lining the wall, nothing was the same afterward. I couldn’t joke about gum again after hearing that scream, and it was a long ten minutes until I saw Abbott move back to the door. It was like he knew what was coming before it happened, and he stepped aside just as one of the recruits shot out of the Red Room and back into the hall. Whoever it was, I think his name was Hershel, literally took all of half a step before collapsing into a ball on the ground. He was breathing super heavy and his skin was almost as white as the paper in a book. Instantly, one of the guys from Security had a blanket around him while they took him down the hall. 
 
    It’s weird though, because not all of the team reacted like that. I’d probably even say that most didn’t, and nobody else ever came back out as bad as Hershel. But what stuck in my head was his look when he hit the ground. His fingernails were carving into the carpet, and his eyes . . . just, when he looked up, he stared right at me and . . . it was like he was trying to scream but nothing would come out of his mouth. He just gasped and choked while he was trying to pull himself forward, and the way he was looking at me . . . I felt like he was burning something into my soul. 
 
    Abbot acted like it was nothing, and while Hershel was getting help, the commander was already calling up the next member of the team. I kinda just sat in a daze while time kept rolling, even if I couldn’t notice it. I was just . . . I dunno. I kept staring back at Hershel as he took drinks from his bottle of water, but he avoided looking at any of us for the rest of the time we were there. Anyway, I was so out of it I didn’t realize my name’d been called until Tommy elbowed me in my ribs. I snapped him a look before I noticed everyone was staring at me. Geez. My stomach literally collapsed as I realized it was my turn. Abbott already had the door open. 
 
     “Cadet Coleman,” he said as he waved toward the entrance. I couldn’t see anything inside, like it was the open jaw of a monster, and I was about to step down its throat. Tommy gave me a pat on the shoulder and wished me luck, which, I mean, of course I appreciated it.  
 
    Still.  
 
    It was my time to go, not his. I was the one that was about to step into the Deep. 
 
    Did I mention Hershel never came back to the program?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Eleven 
 
      
 
    Back to that scene I set. 
 
    At first I just stare into the darkness while the door clicks behind me. The sound vanishes into an endless black that fills my eyes after the light from outside vanishes. For a second, I stand around, waiting for my eyes to adjust, but it’s so dark that nothing is coming into focus. Finally, I start freaking so hard that my hands are shaking by the time I grab my flashlight. It explodes alive in a halo of light that burns away parts of the darkness. I flip the light back and forth, spying out the room as quick as I can, but the first thing I notice is that this place is huge. Like, I’ve talked before about how big my apartment is compared to people that live on the lower floors. This is something else, though. Something bigger.  
 
    I’m staring at what had to have been the living room once. There’s a couch facing a television and two big, comfy looking chairs on either side. At least, once upon a time they were comfy. Now they’re slick with Creep juice, and the light reflects off their surfaces. The TV’s been hit by something, and there’s a big crack across the top right, which probably happened because of some panicking rookie. It really only has my attention for a second as I try to keep cool, but I can feel my breath struggling to get out of my lungs as I take a few steps into the black. I’m able to spot a desk and some drawers against the wall, and I figure if that sensor I’m supposed to find is anywhere, it’s going to be hidden away in a place like that. Finally, I’m able to work up the nerve to slide forward.  Literally, the floors are slick and I can already see drips of moisture falling in long strings from the ceiling.  
 
    When I get to the desk, I’m feeling pretty psyched that they gave us gloves, because the amount of juice on the handle is thick. I slide open the drawer, but there’s only some papers scattered around inside with a bunch of numbers scribbled on them. Nothing too important. I close it and move to the next drawer, but struggle with the handle for a second. It fights me as I try to get it open, so I grab it with both hands and yank it. Again, it keeps telling me no, so I finally haul back on it until I nearly strip it out of the desk. When I tear at it, I feel my heels sliding on the ground. I’m about a half second away from screaming as I feel my body tumbling backward, my back slamming into the goo that’s saturating the carpet. Drops go spattering into the air before raining back down across my face, and my breath accelerates as I quickly sit up, the back of my clothes wet with Creep gunk. Worst is that I can feel it on my skin, and its send jolts of electricity darting through my neck. It’s something I’ve felt before, whenever I’ve actually touched Creep. It has an effect on you, but I don’t know how strong the effect is if you haven’t had direct contact. My sweatshirt’s thick, so my clothes protect me from the worst of it, but I can still feel the moisture seeping through. Shaking my head, I step back to the desk while, the whole time, my hands are prying the wet cotton from my back. 
 
    I have to shake it off as I inspect the drawer, and again, there’s just lots of papers. They’re moist and on the verge of falling apart, but for some reason I decide to be gentle with them. I mean, I’m sure the next cadet will want to read them, right? I’m joking to myself to keep calm while I replace everything and close the drawer. As I’m stepping away, my hand twists to my side, sending my light gliding around the room. There’s nothing much except walls and long trails of saliva snaking down from the ceiling, but the place is caked in Creep. Waves of it are breaking through the roof and piling down along the edges of the room, clumping together into clusters that I know I have to stay away from. At least, if I want to stay alive. I make a promise to myself to keep away from the edges if I can manage to do it, because, I mean, I really just don’t want to be the cadet that gets themselves killed because they stepped into a pile of this stuff. 
 
    My light keeps traveling until it freezes on a door. I realize I can’t take a step without sucking wind, and I have to force my legs to move, ‘cause even crossing short distances in here is terrifying. The problem isn’t the Creep so much, since I’ve had plenty of experience being around it. At least, I don’t think so. Combined with the darkness though, with not knowing where I’m going, and it’s all really just . . . okay, I’ll say it. It’s scary as hell. 
 
    I can hear the soft sound of squelching beneath my feet as I step over the moist carpet, with each step feeling like it’s sinking into the ground. My eyelids are pinned open as I get closer to the door, and I feel my palm shaking as it flattens against the wood. At the same time that I start to push forward, all the breath leaves my body. With one big gasp, I shove my way through and practically burst into the next room. 
 
    For a second, I’m left confused as my light shoots around while I spin, desperately scanning everything around me. Still, things aren’t too bad, even if there are no windows anywhere to give me some comfort. Even seeing the black skies from the rooftop is preferable to being in that darkness, where the Creep feels like it’s crushing down on you from everywhere. The worst part is the way it feels like it’s breathing, with its splotchy skin trembling and exhaling as the muscles underneath shiver. The walls are alive and moving with veins that pump just beneath the surface, something I notice as I light them up. I’ve . . . never seen that, ever, even when I had to fight Creepy Sally. It’s like I’m walking inside of some giant’s lung, and I can actually hear as wind breathes out of the walls. 
 
    I’m in some sort of dining room, though. The table’s set with dishes, like people were getting ready to eat before the Creep struck. Now the chairs have tendrils of muscle wrapping up their legs, and the dishes have saliva overflowing out of them. It’s all pretty gross, but not really the depressing part of what I’m looking at. See, when I lift my light, I catch a portrait with it. It’s a big painting hanging above the opposite wall with what you’d call a standard family unit. I mean, there’s a dad, a mom, a boy and a girl. There’s even a dog in the painting to make you feel twice as bad, and it’s one of those things that reminds you this isn’t a game. People lived here a long time ago. They might have even died here. The worst part of the painting is the Creep, though. It’s formed a thick layer over the canvas that’s damaged the material, so their faces looked twisted and black from rot. My eyes are playing tricks on me because it almost looks like their faces are twisting in my direction, so I unstick my eyes and yank my head off to the right, toward a staircase I can barely see against the wall. I’m assuming Abbott wanted to hide the sensor in the most annoying place possible, so it has to be upstairs. My legs hesitate but end up dragging me along to the first step. It bends and complains under my weight and the noise echoes forever into the darkness. Then I take another step, moving upwards with my light focused at the top of the stairs.   
 
    A knocking beats my ears, and I flip around and gaze into the room below me. I’m trapped halfway between floors, unsure if I should continue, while I listen for any more noises. The flashlight searches around, lighting up different spots in the dining room but finding nothing. So, with the pace in my chest starting to rush, I turn around to continue my climb. My eyes whirl forward and my gasp is almost a scream when I see the wall at the top bursting to life in fiery red light. At first I try to step back, but I’m stuck watching until, after what feels like forever, the light dies away. “Maybe . . . maybe it’s a light from the sensor,” I whisper as I shake my leg a little before trying to take another step up. My shoes feel like they’re filled with concrete, and every step feels like I’m about to break through the stair boards. The wall above waits for me and slowly gets closer, until finally I can see onto the second floor. 
 
    As I settle onto the next level, I’m confronted by a hallway. The door at the end is cracked open, like it’s calling for me to enter, and even if it’s not far, it feels like it’ll take eternity to cross in the dark. There are two more doors on my left, but they’re both closed. So, I decide to take my chances with the open room first. Might as well get it out of the way, right?  
 
    It feels like I’m walking through an ocean as I struggle just to take small steps. My legs drag while my breathing comes in shallow explosions. For a second, my breath is all I can hear, until I notice the pounding sound of my heart. It’s practically slamming against my eardrum as I start to reach for the door handle.  My fingers are inches from the door when they seize up at a noise, and I feel my body going cold as my breath comes to an instant stop. There’s a rumbling inside, and the door shakes as a deep moan crawls into the hall.  Instantly, I yank my hand away while I try to make sense of it, realizing it sounds like wood heaving beneath a heavy weight. My feet pull me a step backward, and my eyes become saucers as the door starts to groan and swing open, revealing a dark bathroom infested with gigantic Creep growths spilling down the walls.  
 
    My light covers every inch of the room before I step foot inside. As I rest my hand on the doorframe, I feel the material give beneath my fingertips, the wood kinda disintegrating under the pressure. I pull my hand back and stare at the frame, wondering if the whole room could collapse if I’m not careful. What’s worse is how narrow it is inside, and I end up sandwiched between a bathtub, sink and toilet. No matter where I turn, something’s right in front of my eyes, and I start to feel my breath racing again as the darkness crushes down around me. I’m trying to keep cool while I spy the inside of the tub, which is just . . . ugh. It’s a mucus infested mess that’s full of saliva and Creep growths that bubble right over the edges. Small tendrils probe through the air, and I twist to keep away. When I do, my hip bumps the sink, and I spin around, my eyes finding the mirror and, inside, my reflection. Alongside the shadow of someone else’s. I stuff down a scream as I spin again, my light doing cartwheels as I try to find the intruder.  
 
    I can hear my breath and my heart in sync inside of my ears, both of them racing as I try to force myself to calm down. “You’ve been in this before, Jackie,” I say, bending over and holding my knees while the light stares off at the floor.  “It’s just the Creep playing games with you. Nobody’s really here.” 
 
      
 
    “Jackie.” 
 
      
 
    I shoot straight up at the sound of my name, and my light explodes into the hallway. “Who the hell is out there?” I squeak to no answer. “Is this part of the test? Is someone in here with me?” That’s the thing. I don’t know if the Creep is supposed to know your name or not. I don’t even know if it’s supposed to be able to talk. I tell myself that when I fell down, I must have gotten more of the juice into my system than I thought, because this is almost as bad as the first time I ever decided to just grab a handful of the Creep. That almost got me put into Reinforcement, but what I’m going through at that second? That voice just makes it so much worse. 
 
    “You’re hallucinating,” I tell myself as I inch into the hallway and light up the nearest door. “Nothing can happen to you if you stay calm. The Creep only reacts when you get too scared. It can’t do anything to you if you stay cool.” I stand in the darkness for a long minute while I catch my breath, then move to the door nearest the bathroom. For a second, I shut my eyes and think about anything else than where I am. Home, with mom and dad, with all their weirdness, would be preferable. Better yet, a dance party with Allison. I’d even prefer a conversation with Tommy, and that’s saying something. 
 
    If nothing else, thinking about them helps me keep my head straight. While my pulse is relaxing, I turn the door handle and watch it give way, like it’s giving me permission to enter. It’s almost completely abandoned inside, with just a desk in the corner and an old bookshelf nearby. I explore the shelf first, scanning the covers but finding no books I recognize. Plus, they all look like they’re about to crumble into dust, so I leave them alone. After a few more minutes, I’m able to convince myself to head over to the desk, even if I’m cringing as my feet thud loud enough to echo around me. It’s not until I’m standing right over the desk that I realize all the drawers have been removed. I came over here for nothing. 
 
    The door shuts behind me. 
 
    Nothing stops me from screaming at that point. 
 
    This has to be a setup. One of Abbott’s men has to be in here, or at least my hallucinations have to be super out of control. What I know is that I’m frozen in the middle of the room, but that doesn’t look like it’s keeping the walls from closing in. They’re trembling and jittering, and it’s not because of the Creep. There’s something darker than the darkness there, and somehow I force myself to switch off my flashlight so I can get a better look. Stupid me. Everything plunges to black, and suddenly I’m watching silhouettes I shouldn’t be able to see as they start lining the walls. They all watch as my breathing stops and my muscles lock up. The beat of my heart is so intense that my ears feel like they’re about explode from the pressure, and I can feel my pulse hammering out of control. When the Demons raise their hands at me, their faces light up with strings of red eyes, and my chest crunches like it wants to collapse. All at once, they lean out toward me then begin to push against the wall, like they’re ready to pry themselves free. My heart can’t take it anymore, and somehow I force myself to dash for the exit, grabbing its handle and throwing the door open. I’m barely outside when my feet give out and I fall into the hallway, spinning around and flashing my light into the empty room behind me. 
 
    Nothing is moving.  
 
    Nothing is there. 
 
    And then something does move and I’m slamming back against the wall. In the doorway is a dark figure, and even though it’s impossible to make it out clearly, it looks like her outline. The long black hair. The torn up sundress. I swear it looks like a shadow of Sally, but I can’t make it out. Thing is, I hear her when she says: 
 
    “We’re not alone anymore. He’s here with us.” 
 
    And then she vanishes, and I’m left with my heart pounding so hard I think it’s going to explode through my chest. All I can do is sit there for a minute as I fight to take a breathe. The way my pulse is going, it’s almost impossible. Still, after a second, I realize I’ve been staring into the room and nothing’s happening. Sally’s not there. There’s no dark shadow men in there. So why am I having such a freak-out? I know what this is, right? Hallucinations happen all the time in the Deep Creep. That’s most of the reason why we’re doing this training in the first place. I keep reminding myself about this until finally I feel my heart calming down. The sad halo from my flashlight explores the hall, and everything looks normal, or at least, you know, as normal as a Creep infested hallway full of paranoia induced hallucinations should look like. I’m trying to be funny, but I’m not laughing. My forehead is marinating as sweat comes down in waves and I can feel drops anchoring on the tip of my nose. The only noise in the hall is my breath as it pounds its way out of my lips, but I’m still frozen. There’s a long minute before I flash my light at the one door that’s still closed. I still need the sensor, and that’s the only place left to look. 
 
    God. 
 
    It takes a second before I’m able to control my body again, and another minute before I can get myself worked up enough to approach the last door. It’s not like there’s anything different about it, but it feels like there’s something behind it, like something dark is seeping out from the cracks. It creates a tingling in my skin that explodes as the noise of each step I take reaches my ears. All of this is making my breath race, but I snap to reality when I find myself in front of the door. My hands are drenched with sweat and can barely turn the handle, but the door groans as it curves away.  
 
    I’m standing in a bedroom. The bed is just soaked with saliva and all the sheets are a wet mess. The nightstand is practically a small pillar of Creep, and the walls are just piles of clusters growing on top of each other. I can hear the room wheezing as orifices breath out gusts of humid air that glue to my skin. My feet stick to the floor as juices grab at my shoes and stick to me with every step, a sick squelch coming with each move I make. There’s something else too. My light was a pale yellow when I came in, but now it looks like it’s filtered through a red haze. It’s one of the most common signs that you’re in a deep part of the Creep and it happens on the lower floors. Still, it feels ten times as terrible while I’m there in the bedroom, surrounded by the worst infestation I’ve ever seen. Even the ceiling looks like it’s about to give out from all of the clusters I can see sagging from above. 
 
    As I step inside, I check the door behind me because, I mean, of course. I don’t need it closing on me again. Well, if it ever really did close on me in the other room. I’m slowly walking the edge of the walls until I can slide my hand over the dresser. Nothing’s there except more pictures of the husband and wife, sometimes with their kids, but they’re all decaying, like I’m staring at the corpses of this family. Their smiles are staring at me from behind black rotted masks. It’s grim, but it just gets worse when my search of the drawers comes up empty. I’m not sure how long I’ve been inside, but I know I want to get out. I just . . . I have to get this done. When I look over at the bed, I realize if the sensor’s anywhere in this room, it’s either somewhere in the nightstand or buried in the mattress. Not wanting to risk the nightstand first, I shuffle the pillows and covers around. It’s obvious they’ve already been searched, since the covers are a mess, so I’m not the first Scavenger with this idea. Of course, I find nothing. 
 
    Giving up on the bed, I look at the nightstand. More than half of it is buried in Creep and tendrils are wrapping their way up the edges. I mean, I can still see the drawer at the top, but as I reach my hand out, I pause when my fingers start shaking. I can remember seeing people grabbed like this when they were close to the Creep, and I don’t have any weapons on me. I know the Security team’s outside, but . . . that’s a long run up the stairs. At least, it feels like it. 
 
    The force I use to swallow is enough to make me gag for a second. I turn away, heaving as I struggle to breathe in the thick air. I manage to take as big a gulp of it as I can, turn, and force myself to yank open the drawer. My heart’s drumming in my chest as I look over the edge and stare inside. 
 
    And there it is.  
 
    More nothing. 
 
    I’m about to scream in frustration when my wrist jerks downward, and instead I scream in pain as a pulpy tendril of skin and muscle wraps its way up my arm. It’s so powerful, and I can’t keep it from dragging me down to a knee. With my free hand I grab at the top of the dresser, squeezing the edges as I try to keep myself from collapsing onto the ground. Splinters dig through my gloves and my fingernails cut into the wood while the Creep pulls at me so hard that I can feel my shoulder getting ready to jerk out of its socket.  
 
    “Help!” I’m about to scream when my mouth is covered shut. My eyes shoot open as what feels like fingers stretch across my lips and along my chin. Suddenly, the hot breath of the Creep is passing over my ear while another hand walks its way down my arm. I struggle, but I’m caught in the grip of the tendrils and this person’s arms, and no matter how hard I try to pull free, every move just makes it seem like my muscles are about to sever from my body. 
 
    “You interest me, Jackie,” he says, holding my head back to him, his chest rising and falling as he inhales. “I hear word you would like to know what Angels are. I hope we might find out together.” 
 
    A kick of air blasts across my face and suddenly I’m free, my body flying backward as I pull myself from the Creep. I collapse onto my side with my body drenched in the moist juices of the room. At the same time, I feel something in my hand, metallic and round. Like a Pocket Space Generator. It forces another scream from me that’s both terrified and relieved, and I slam the top of the device. A red light bursts from it and its starts to howl while I’m yanking myself off the disgusting floor, my fingers shoving into pulpy muscle as I force myself out of the room. It only takes seconds for me to explode out of the door, only to find the hallway stretching out to my right. It feels like it’s pulling away from me and no matter how many steps I run, I can never reach the end. But somehow, I’m suddenly I’m flying down the stairs, and there’s a doorway that’s burning so bright that I feel like I’m running into the sun. I hit the exit with enough speed to rocket out into the light before slamming hard to the ground, sliding to a halt while the entire team jumps around me.  
 
    Abbott’s voice calls them off as he tears his way to the front of the crowd.  “Everyone back!” he orders, his gloved hand grabbing me by the arm and hauling me to my feet. “She’s covered in Creep! Security!” 
 
    Two of the guards are all over me in an instant, their blankets swiping down along my body and squeezing the excess juices off my face and neck. I can feel as they rip the sweatshirt and pants off of me, but I’m not exactly in the right mind to care about modesty. The next thing I know, I’m being led away in my delicates with double blankets draped around me. 
 
    That was when the blackout hit.  
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    Recording Twelve 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I complain like I don’t need her, but it’s the running trend of my life that when I need someone to talk to, it’s always going to be Allison that gets to hear me whine. I mean, considering how often I’ve had to put up with her talking about how awful her perfect life is, I think I’ve earned the right to make her my complaint board. I can’t always be talking to my recorder, right?  
 
    Right?  
 
    So, yeah, as much as it pains me, I’ve got to have human contact once in a while.  
 
    “I couldn’t explain it if I wanted, not that I really want to try,” I say as my head rests on the pillow. Allison’s chilling in the chair nearby while I shrivel up like a pathetic mess. “Normally, I’m not supposed to talk about this stuff, but I don’t know, man, it just . . . it was way worse than anything I’ve felt before, and you know how much I go into the Creep.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is different though, Jackie. You know the Deep Creep’s where all the real funky stuff happens. That’s why they’ve got you doing all these drills, right? You know, so you don’t flip your lid when you go down there.” 
 
    “It just felt like there was someone for reals shutting my mouth,” I say, sucking wind while I shiver at the memory. “I hate having anything over my mouth, Allison. It’s just . . . it’s the worst, like I’m going to choke. That’s the one thing that really makes me lose it and, of course, this happens.” 
 
    “Well, you know, it makes sense. The Creep’s supposed to make you freak out, so, yeah, you had your worst fear come to life. That’s all mental or whatever.” 
 
    My face flops sideways so I can look at her. “You think it’s going to be like that all the time?” 
 
    “Doubt it. I mean, come on, how often are you really going to be stuck by yourself in a room like that?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I have to be able to survive if it does happen. What if I get cut off from the team or something?” 
 
    Allison just shakes her head. “Jackie, you flipped out because you landed face first in that Creep gunk. That’s why you started tripping. Just don’t stress it so much. You ‘ll be fine if you keep cool and don’t let yourself get covered in that stuff.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” My hands slowly push down my face. “Ugh, sorry. It was just freaking terrible.” 
 
    “Hey, I hear ya G. There’s a reason you’re going and I’m not.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to come along? You can help chill me out in case I start having another episode. “ 
 
    “Nah, that stuff’s your thing, Jackie. Besides, you’re not really going to sit there and act like you’re going to let this stop you.” 
 
    “No, I mean, obviously not. Geez, give me some credit here. I’m not a total wash-up at everything I do. Plus, the fact that I’ve wanted this basically for forever . . .” 
 
    “Hey,” she says, throwing her hands up. “Just making sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I know. I just needed to talk this out ‘cause it was, like, super intense.” 
 
    “Sounds like it. But, hey, you’re going to be fine, kid.” She stops for a second like she’s not sure what to say next. “So . . . you’re going to really go down into that Creep and, what? Scrounge up some eats?” 
 
    “Well, sure, that’s kinda high on the agenda. I mean, we only need food to live, right?” 
 
    Her eyebrow tilts to a funny angle. “What about the Second Scavenging?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Come on, Jackie,” she says, leaning in. “You can’t pretend you’re not worried about Mike. Not with me, anyway.” 
 
    My eyes roll back to the ceiling and drag my face with them. It’s like just his name’s got magical powers or something. “I feel like the more I try not to think about him, the more everyone and their mom brings him up. Barely anyone seemed to care about Mike before he went into the Deep.” 
 
    “Life’s got funny timing.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    She smiles. “You know, you barely ever told me anything about you two. Is it hot dating an older guy?” 
 
    “Just gross, Allison. Your thing for older dudes is out of control.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not the girl dating one.” 
 
    “We weren’t really dating. I mean, we hung out. I hang out with you, but that doesn’t mean we’re dating.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we also don’t make out.” 
 
    “That didn’t happen with me and Mike either,” I argue. “Look, it’s hard to get into. You don’t really like talking about the Deep Creep and stuff like that. I get it, and we’re cool about that now, you know? Most people don’t like talking about what’s in the Deep because of Tower Authority.” 
 
    “Right, you just never know what’s going to get you into trouble.” 
 
    “Which is cool. We’re cool, Allison, but I’m just saying that it was nice to have someone around that was as into that stuff as I was.” 
 
    Her head rests on her fist. “And that was Mike.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s just, sometimes you meet someone and you hang out for five hours before you realize you want to spend another five hours talking to them. You wish you could get the time back and use it all over again on that same person.” 
 
    “So, was this the first guy you ever really crushed on, Jackie?” 
 
    “I mean, there’ve been other guys, just none like him.” 
 
    “And you don’t think that has something to do with the fact that he kind of saved your life?” 
 
    Ugh. “Maybe, Allison. I dunno. That might’ve been part of it.” 
 
    “How old were you when that happened?” 
 
    My eyes cut through the slits of my eyes. “Thirteen.” 
 
    “And how old was he?” 
 
    “Sixteen or Seventeen. Why?” 
 
    She shrugs and looks away. “I’m just saying that it sounds like he left an impression because you were young and about to get taken away by Security.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying the only reason I dig him is because he pulled a white knight and saved me?” 
 
    “No. Not entirely, anyway.” 
 
    “Then what is it you’re implying exactly?” I ask. “That I just give up on him?” 
 
    “Jackie, you’re so extreme. All I’m saying is that I think you fell for him kind of because he did save you. I’m not saying that’s right or wrong, I mean, you did say you two do get along. Right? I mean, you feel like you can talk to him about stuff that you can’t talk to anyone else about. That counts for something. Just maybe, you know, get to know him better whenever you do see him again. Don’t rush anything is all.” 
 
    “Yeah. That whole ‘getting to know people’ thing is coming up a lot, too. Tommy, Abbott, even mom and dad. It’s like you have to do this more the older you get.” 
 
    “Oh, speaking of. Have you talked to your parents about this?” 
 
    “Not willingly. Dad asked about Mike, sorta. It’s like I can’t get away from the topic.” 
 
     “Ew. Talking to dad about your future lover.” 
 
    “Don’t ever use that word around me,” I say, absently pointing a finger at her. “But seriously, Allison, it’s the same situation as it was a month ago. You know I’ve always wanted to do this, but, I mean . . .” My shoulders slide up in the bed until they’re bookends to my face. “I mean, of course I miss the guy.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have figured.” 
 
    I ignore her. “So, yeah, sure. I want to find him. I just, in my head I keep seeing this cool action sequence where I swoop in and bust up a bunch of Creep, rescue him like a boss and, I dunno . . . things.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay kid, you can keep those ‘things’ to yourself.” 
 
     “But you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    “At this age, I know too much,” she laughs. “You’ll find him. Mike and you have always been the same. Survivor types. He’s down there, you just got to get to him. And on that note, you leave soon, don’t you?” 
 
     “Fifth’s Day,” I reply, my eyes pushing past her to the calendar on my wall. The date’s circled in a big red marker and decorated with a dozen too many stars. “We’ve got two more days of psych tests and gun training, then a day to rest. After that, the Scavenging starts.” 
 
    Allison leans in and squeezes my arm with her hand. I resist the inevitable urge to recoil, a well-documented phenomena given my revulsion to physical contact, and tell myself to appreciate the moment. “I’m going to miss you, Jackie. You better not die.” 
 
    I laugh at her. “Shutup Allison.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirteen 
 
      
 
    You know, you learn something new every day, but sometimes you learn something and you’re not quite sure what to think about it. So, today I was trying to get in some time with dad. I mean, I leave in a few days, so I’m at least trying to make up some time with him before I go. It’s no big deal at first or anything. We’re just hanging around in the living room after I’m back from training. Anyway, he’s talking, and I mention one of the girls on the team, Joanne. 
 
    “Yeah, so, like, there’s this one girl. Joanne. I don’t know, dad, it’s like, I just can’t beat her.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asks as his eyes dart between me and the tablet he’s reading. “Is she better at fighting?” 
 
    “Not, like, a ton better. I mean, she doesn’t hit any harder than I do. It’s just that I can’t touch her. At all.” 
 
    “So, she’s fast.” 
 
    My eyes roll halfway into my head. “Dad. It’s not just that I can’t hit her. Nobody can hit her. If one of the guys gets her pinned she’s not going to win, so, like, in wrestling she’s not the best. But take boxing. You can’t land a punch. And that’s not just me, because no one who tries can get a hit in.” 
 
    It’s obvious I’ve gotten his attention when he puts his tablet to the side. “Tell me more.” 
 
    “Well, I dunno. I don’t know what else to say about it. It’s just, like, she’s always one step ahead.” 
 
    He looks off for a second while talking to me from over his closed fist. “Does it ever seem like she knows what’s coming before it happens?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean, even in situations that don’t have anything to do with fighting. Have you ever noticed her acting strange outside of fights? Anything that would be unusual?”  
 
    “Well . . .” I start to think about all the times I’ve had to talk with Joanne, and for a second, I’m just staring into the wall. “Come to think of it, she does always know when somebody’s in the room or if someone’s coming. Like, one time I got to the gym and she was looking away, but she still knew it was me. She actually said, ‘Hey Jackie’ before I could even say that I was there.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think that was strange?” 
 
    I shrug. “I mean, maybe? I just thought she was really good at guessing.” 
 
    “Jackie.” 
 
    Now, see, me and dad never lost this thing we do. Even with all the years of him basically not talking to me, we never lost ‘the look.’ It’s this moment that happens when we stare at each other and I just kinda know he’s trying to send me a message. So, my eyebrow slants, and I’m just locked with him for a second before I say, “Something’s different about Joanne.” 
 
    “That’s a good start.” 
 
    “She can . . .” Am I going to sound crazy saying this? “She can predict stuff? Like, she knows what’s going to happen before it happens?” 
 
    Dad smiles as he picks up his tablet and swipes across the surface. After a second he flips it around so I can see what he’s looking at, and it’s like an outline of a person standing inside of a hall full of Creep. There are glowing lines shining from the outline and bouncing back from the walls. “You already know that the Creep is psychoreactive. It feeds on human emotions.” 
 
    “Right, that’s why it goes nutters when people are panicking and stuff.” 
 
    “So, is it really that strange to think that people can pick up on emotions, too?” 
 
    “Okay, wait, wait, wait,” I say, throwing my hand up. “I get picking up on emotions. But predicting stuff?” 
 
    “They’re both part of the same ability. Before a human being takes an action, they have to think about it. It seems instantaneous to us, but it actually takes a split second before the signal reaches our hands. People like Joanne have an ability to pick up that signal and react to it before it’s even reached our fingertips.” 
 
    “And you’re saying this is like, not even in doubt. This is for real.” 
 
    “It’s a known phenomenon in some Scavengers, and it’s not unusual for at least one of these kinds of people to be placed on a team. Every human being in the Tower has some ability to pick up and project their thoughts and feelings even if they don’t know it, and the Creep’s really good at picking those signals up. Every once in a while, we have someone like Joanne born that’s better than most people at detecting those same signals. That’s why Tower Authority always tries to have one on your teams. They’re valuable for predicting if an area of the Creep is more dangerous than others. Now, they don’t always know that what they’re doing because they’re never actually told they have that power. Your commander knows, though. Usually, all Scavenger commanders know who the precog on their team is.” 
 
    “Precog?” 
 
    “Short for precognitive,” he keeps going. “It wasn’t my area of expertise, but I had to study it a little because we felt if we knew more about that power, we could apply it to Creep research.” 
 
    “So, what happened to that? Did you learn anything?” 
 
    Dad smiles and looks away. “You know, it’s funny. I don’t talk about it much because, well, who would I talk to about it? But, like I said, I wasn’t the resident expert on precog powers and the Creep. That was actually David Marshall, an assistant of mine. Well, I call him an assistant, but really only because I was the lead researcher. When it came to understanding the way Creep interacted psychically with people, though, he was the best.” 
 
    “And he just, what? Were you never able to look at all his research or something?” 
 
    “Well, kind of. It’s an iffy subject. David was always his own guy, stuck to himself, and didn’t really interact with the rest of us. He wasn’t a bad guy, just quiet. Really intense. So, he spent most of his time working on some side projects that caught the attention of people higher up the chain. You know, stuff that wasn’t exactly authorized.” 
 
    “Now you’re just making this sound shady. What was he doing?” 
 
    “Just think about it. If you’re going to test whether or not people have precognitive powers and how that interacts with the Creep, what do you have to do?” 
 
    My lips ram sideways in a terrible frown. “Use human subjects.” 
 
    “Right. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like we haven’t done that before. David was just a little more . . . zealous, than the rest of us were. I never really knew everything he was up to, but if I heard things right, he might have been pushing a little too hard. I’d bet he tried things he wasn’t authorized to, because one day? He was just gone.” 
 
    I straight duck lip my dad because I’m just confused now. “What do you mean? Did Tower Authority reassign him? Was he put into Reinforcement?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of things I know, Jackie. But this one?” He just shakes his head. “One day, I came into the lab to check the files, and everything about precognition he’d been working on was gone. Obviously, I was confused at first, and so I waited around for him to show, but . . .” Dad shrugs. “He never did.” 
 
    For some reason, the story creeps me out even if I don’t really know what happened. Just going missing . . . at least when it’s Reinforcement, you know that you’ll be coming back home at some point. People don’t just ‘disappear,’ or at least I didn’t think so. “Okay, so, you don’t know what happened. I mean, then what do you think happened?” 
 
    “You know, Jackie, nobody talks about it, but once in a while, people just run away. They go beneath Floor 21 and then they’re just gone. I’m sure they always have their reasons, like getting away from Tower Authority. The truth is, though, you don’t always know why they run. And, to be honest, I’ve always been a little afraid that my friend discovered something he didn’t think he could let Authority have. Now what that was?” Dad holds his hands up for a second. “I don’t know. But, it’s like I told you, that’s what I suspect.” 
 
    After that, we both go quiet, and dad gets back to looking through his tablet. I don’t know what’s the worst part of the story. Joanne I can live with because, I mean, if she can predict danger, then cool. That might be what keeps me alive later. But this David guy? The one studying the Creep, that might have run off? Holy crap dude. What does this guy know? And why couldn’t he let Tower Authority know about it, too? It’s got me freaking out, but I don’t want to make dad worry when I’m just a few days from leaving. He can probably tell I’m faking a smile, but I still try to get to my room without acting like I’m having a mild freak-out. Once I’m there, though, I just stare off at the roof for a few minutes. Somewhere out there might be some crazy scientist dude that was almost as smart as my dad. That’s impressive anyway, but the thought that he might be carrying around some insane secrets about the Creep? What’s he doing with those? Is he still out there somewhere? I try not to think about it, but like with everything else, it just sticks in my brain. I guess that’s why I’m here, talking about it. Because I have to tell someone I’m freaking, but I can’t let my parents know because then they’ll freak, and the whole house will fall apart right before I’m supposed to leave. I can’t tell my therapist, because I’m not even sure what he’s supposed to really know about precogs and stuff. So, as usual, it’s just you and me, recorder.  
 
    Think I’ll try and get some sleep. Maybe that’s all I’ll need.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Team bonding is one of those concepts I don’t exactly have lots of experience with but that I’m pretty sure is important. I mean, the vets are always talking about how you need to keep morale up, and I don’t see how that’s possible if everyone’s always at each other’s throats. That’s why we spend so much time in training together and why they ask us to eat at the same time, so we can all get cozy. It’s kinda under duress, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel just a little closer to everyone. Thing is, I can live with the awkward convos, but I’m not quite as thrilled that we’re forced to attend Reception together. That’s pretty much where I draw the line, if only because I don’t even like going to services with my parents. 
 
    Worst of all is that Abbott forces us to get there early so we can all sit in the front row. Typically, I prefer to cower in the back, where nobody can see me coming in or out of Reception Hall. Usually cause I’m late. The commander’s not what you’d call ‘down’ with that, so I end up corralled in the front line of chairs. It’s just feet from the altar and all of the Morale officers look like they’re staring at me every time my head bobs out of boredom. I’m barely able to focus, and I wrestle with my eyelids for most of the service. I’m not sure when it happens, but my eyes jump at the mention of . . . something . . . and then I’m all ears while Receiver Ennis’ voice rings out above the crowd. 
 
    “When the Tower was erected, humanity was forced to flee into its upper halls. Our lives before the Builders erected this structure were not perfect. No, nothing in the Book of the Tower suggests such a thing. But did we have a civilization? A culture? Did we have food enough to eat and live without having to worry that there wouldn’t be enough for all?” 
 
    He holds his hand up like he’s casting magic while his face contorts. “Once, we could easily buy food from stores found within minutes of our homes. It was a world of blue skies and green trees, clean water and fresh air. The Creep was nonexistent. It simply had no place in this world. What crime, what fatal sin did mankind commit that forced us into these halls? The Book of the Tower is almost entirely silent on this issue. There is only one story of that day, in the Book of Judgment, entitled ‘The Day of Aeons.’ From it, we know that this Tower once existed as it does today: a home for many. It housed families of all types and workers who spent their days in the outside world. It was not the only one of its kind. This we know, of course. One need only look beyond the edges of our rooftop to see, lingering in the distance, other towers rising out of the Darkness and cutting against the black skies of our world.  
 
    “What happened in those places is beyond our knowledge. I imagine that, much like ours, they, too, were full of people and families simply living their lives. Yet, there came that day, that terrible day, the Day of Aeons. The Book of the Tower simply says that great grey beasts filled the skies and covered the world, fighting among each other and leaving destruction and hellfire in their wake. The grounds were filled with flame and people were consumed as the earth itself opened up beneath them. Entire buildings were obliterated as these great creatures fought with one another, and mankind, desperate for protection, fled within the walls of this very building. Who knows how long they lingered here? Days? Months?” His teeth lock together before he spits out his words. “They came here to die and awaited the day the grey monsters would also level this very building. Of course, we know what happened.” 
 
    There’s a sigh and nod from the crowd as everyone shakes their head in agreement, like we were so lucky to get trapped in here. “In a flash of light, in the blinking of an eye, the creatures were gone. In their place was something else, a punishment for our crimes. Perhaps the Builders were being merciful. Perhaps the grey beasts would have ended our existence. Instead, they were replaced by the sweeping curtain of black emptiness that enveloped the world, crawling up the walls of the Tower until nothing remained of the earth below. What was left was our home, sitting in a sea of blackness. Then, slowly, the disease began to spread. The Creep. It ate its way through the lower floors, consuming man and woman, child and animal, until humanity was on the edge of extinction. It took people whole, swallowing them alive or tearing them apart before devouring them.” 
 
    I’ve heard the story a thousand times, and even if I think most of it’s junk, this part’s always . . . hard. Just thinking back to the day the Creep flooded my floor . . . what could’ve happened to my mom if she’d been out in the halls, getting torn into pieces by this infection . . . even if we didn’t have what could be described as a good relationship back then, it just gets my stomach twisting until I feel like I'm about to toss my lunch. At least Receiver Ennis ends on the most positive note he can. “Humanity brought its doom upon itself. Yet, at the hour of its destruction, mankind was rescued by the Builders. The very people who once constructed this structure, as a place to house families and loved ones, had one final gift for the people. They summoned us here, to the floors we now call home. They taught us to use the garden we now tend, that has given us food to live. They set a safe boundary limit from where we could keep the Creep at bay. Floor 21, as you all know.” 
 
    He smiles, but it’s faint, and I can tell he’s actually a little sad. “We could not ascend with them into the heavens because of our sins. Because, somehow, we brought this upon ourselves for our many crimes. Yet they provided us a way to survive and live until, one day, we have been purified of the evil within us all. And on that day? On that day we can all look to the skies, above the dark clouds where the Builders rose so many years ago, and we shall see them returning for us. Then we can leave this darkness and disease behind. Then we can finally be set free from this life of penance we live, having finally satisfied the debt we created through our sins. So, we look forward to that day with joy and anticipation, and each day we persevere until we become the people the Builders always hoped we would be. We do this by each small act we take, each kindness we show for one another, every day improving upon ourselves. Until Tower’s end.” 
 
    “Until Tower’s end,” the congregation agrees together. Receiver Ennis lifts his hands and stretches them out over us. 
 
    “Thank you for joining our service. Please do pay your respects to the Scavengers gathered with us today, who will soon be leaving to find food and supplies for all our sake’s. Go in peace.” 
 
    Reception Hall becomes a loud, clattering mess as people knock and slide chairs around while they get up. My eyes are fighting to find the exit as a crowd tightens around us, their bodies pressing in until I’m barely able to breath. They’re reaching out and grabbing our shoulders, giving us best wishes and good lucks through crazy eyes. Crazy because they’re desperate for food and good news. Crazy because life in this place makes you insane, because you keep pinning your hope on the Builders that I don’t think are coming back, and I’m not even sure exist. Their voices are all one big jumble of shouting I can barely acknowledge. Meanwhile, Tommy’s soaking it up, flexing and bragging about how he’s going to score some big points for Floor 9 and promising to bring back steaks and computers for everyone. They all know it’s crap. I mean, big payloads like that are rare. 
 
    Still, that’s probably not the point. When he says all this stuff, everyone just looks happy, like just being told everything’s going to be okay is enough. People need something to hope for, and Tommy, I dunno, he just has this way of making you think things are alright. He spots me being tossed around, and I guess he sees how uncomfortable I feel, because he finds this way to kinda shield me from the crowd when he turns his big shoulder. It opens up a quick gap in the sea of bodies, and he gives me this sideways grin as he motions to the door. I can’t stop myself from laughing at him as I slide out of the circle of people, like they couldn’t even see me, and start to sneak away to the exit. Then, when I’m just about to head out, I take one last look back. The big nerd’s there with a kid sitting on his shoulder while he points to the air, screaming, “SCAVENGERS!” The crowd goes nuts and practically pounces on him, but he just laughs so loud I can hear him even when I get out into the hall. 
 
    Tommy. I don’t even know what I think about him anymore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Well, today’s the day. 
 
    Mom watches me as I finish strapping my combat vest over my baseball uniform. The thing’s heavy, but Abbot’s ordered all of us to wear one. My waist is sucked in by the clip belt where we store extra ammo, and my limbs are strapped with forearm and leg guards. I’m a walking shield at this point, but before I go, I make sure to grab my bat off the wall. Mom smiles when I do. “They’re letting you take that?” 
 
    “Well, that was kinda the agreement between me and Tower Authority,” I tell her. “Basically, I agree to all the rules, and they let me take the bat.” 
 
    “How about your hat?”  
 
    My eyes go up to the brim of the cap sitting on my head. “That too, but I think I’ll switch it out for a helmet. I mean, safety, you know? Besides, I can always pack it up without any problem. I’ll pull it out at night or something.” 
 
    “You know, you’ve really had me fooled, honey. Never knew you were so sentimental.” 
 
    “Am I though?” I ask, touching the hat. “I mean, maybe. Just a little.” 
 
    “Always knew under that tough exterior you still loved your family.” 
 
    “Mom,” I sigh. “Come on, Mom, it’s just . . . things were complicated. You were complicated.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” she says as she stretches her arms out. “Come here, though. I owe you one of these before you run off.” 
 
    We bring it in for one last hug, but it’s weird being there. Mom and I had maybe a half dozen of these for a few years, while she was pretending to be crazy so that Tower Authority wouldn’t arrest her. After they stopped spying on us, I wouldn’t say we exactly got ‘close.’ I mean, bonding doesn’t come naturally to my family, so trust hasn’t been one of those things that comes easy to me. Just look at the incredible number of people that have decided not to be my friend. But the thing is, you kinda just have to stop caring about all that sometimes. I mean, I’m leaving. Like, for real leaving, and I’m not sure when I’m coming back. So, I just sink into her arms. The heat from her body blends with mine as my ears catch the whispers of her breath. Finally, she lets go, and I can see where streaks have formed paths down her face.  
 
    “God, Mom, don’t,” I say as I suddenly feel my eyes flush. I walk past her and force myself to smile as I jump around. “Come on, mom! It’s so not that serious.” 
 
    “You can say that all you want, but it’s dangerous, Jackie. I know you’ll be safe though.” 
 
    A noise behind me catches my attention, and I see dad step into the room. “You’re wearing the hat?” he asks as his face ignites with a smile. “I was pretty proud of you the day you hit your first homer.” 
 
    I lift my bat upward and laugh. “What can I say? I’m pretty great.” 
 
    “Your mom and I always thought so,” he says as he pulls a small bag from his waist. “I wanted to give you something, Jacko,” he says as he holds it out. “Think of it like a last resort if you find yourself in trouble.” 
 
    “Last resort? Like a secret weapon?” 
 
    “You could say that,” he says as I take the bag from him. “Remember that formula we used to put down Sally?”  
 
    “Oh, right. That anti-Creep stuff.” 
 
    “Exactly. Well, I was able to sneak out as much as I could from the lab. Should be about three doses. Just one will be enough to rot out a whole wall of Creep, but don’t go wasting it. Use them only when you don’t have any other choice.”  
 
     “Like if I get trapped or something?” I ask as I tuck the bag away. “Not that I’m planning on that.” 
 
    “You better not be, champ. I’m expecting to see you home.” 
 
    “Yeah, um, about that. I know the people on Floor 1 get to watch the Scavenging. Are you guys going to be able to keep up with me?” 
 
    “Not completely, but I’ll make sure to tell your mom anything I hear. I mean, she’d kill me if I didn’t,” he says, winking past my shoulder. 
 
    She chuckles as she says, “You got that right.” 
 
    I tap the back of my heel with my bat before nodding to the door. “Well, I should probably be going. You’ve worked with Abbott, so you know he can be kind of a, well, you know. I mean, I don’t want to curse in front of you and mom or anything.”  
 
    “I know, kiddo,” he says, closing the distance to me and waving mom in. For a moment I’m sandwiched between the two of them, but I mean, I don’t mind. It’s . . . weird, but nice. They let go after a second, and dad looks to the door. “Security’s waiting to take you up to Floor 1. You know, they let you stay in a room up there the night before you leave on the Scavenging.”  
 
    “Really? Sweet,” I say as I move to the doorway. Mom and dad trail me before I turn to them one last time. “I, uh, don’t really know if there’s anything I should say or something. I dunno. I’m not really good with this.”  
 
    Mom rests her hand on my dad’s shoulder. “We love you, Jackie.” 
 
    It’s weird really hearing that since I didn’t have anyone tell me those words for something like five years. They’ve been pretty good about reminding me the last month that, yeah, they love me, but for some reason it just hits really hard right now. Like, it’s the first time I really feel it. I chuckle and look at the door, then back at them, but no matter how hard I try to talk, I keep feeling my words stick in the back of my throat. Finally, I grab the door handle and throw it open, like I’m having a surge of adrenaline. My skin’s buzzing, and I can feel my heart thumping so hard my chest hurts. “Yeah guys, uh, love you. Be back soon,” I say as I basically stumble into the hall. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see them waving at me one last time, and then the door’s clicking closed.  
 
    The change in views couldn’t be more obnoxiously dramatic. I go from two parents in tears to staring at two Security members with faces that are basically badly carved pieces of stone. They point their guns down the hall, and I just trudge along, wiping at my face so I don’t look like the only person that just got done bawling.  Nothing about the march is incredibly interesting, since I’ve made the walk up to Floor 1 before. None of the other first year cadets can say that, I don’t think, but I’m just thinking it’s going to be cool to sleep up there. Anyway, Floor 1’s just as clean and sparkling white as I remember. They don’t march me far before they stop me at a door. One of them waves their keycard in front of the lock – something we don’t have on my floor, since we use swipe cards instead – and the door slides open. For a second, I think they’re going to come inside with me, but they just motion for me to go in. Again, they do this with their guns, so it’s kinda like, hey guys, rude much? Anyway, I take the hint and step into a living room that’s loaded with couches, carpets, paintings, just the works.  
 
    Thing is, none of that matters as much as the man standing there, staring at me. His silver eyes burn out of a narrow face set in his thin, gray goatee. His suit’s white, like every other outfit that people on this floor wear, but he’s got a cape falling behind him that’s tied across his neck with a gold chain.  
 
    Pretty swank. 
 
    “Jackie,” he says. His voice sounds as familiar as ever. “I’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Sixteen 
 
      
 
    I kinda just freeze up for a second ‘cause I haven’t seen boss man here in like, forever. “Director Pygmalion,” I spit out way more formally than I intended. I mean, I’m just a little stunned at seeing him, which to be honest, is totally understandable.  
 
    “Please,” he says as he holds a hand up. “Call me Edward. Oh, and join me, if you will. I’ve arranged for the rest of your team to arrive only after I’ve departed. That includes your Commander Abbott, of course.” 
 
    “How’d you pull that off?” I ask as I drop into a chair. He laughs as he seats himself.  
 
    “Jackie, please. Am I not the tower director? Do I not have some small measure of influence in this place?” He shakes his head as he smiles at me. “Never mind. Although I cannot simply do whatever I want, I certainly do wield a good bit of power. Not enough, but enough to arrange this moment.” 
 
    “Right. So, what’s the business? Did you miss me?” 
 
    “Of course, although that isn’t what brought me here.” His smile fades as his eyes drop away. “I suspect you know that.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, not like the numero uno guy in the Tower just decides to drop by for no reason. I’m guessing that strange things are afoot on Floor 1.” 
 
    “Indeed. Indeed, Jackie, there are.” He leans back while his eyes slice through his eyelids. “We both know your primary mission on this Scavenging.” 
 
     “Sure, I mean, we’re supposed to find food for the Tower.” 
 
    “Now, what is your second task? The one you, personally, requested?” 
 
    “To find the first Scavenging team. But please don’t ask me about Mike, alright? It’s just everyone’s on my junk about that already, and I’d really prefer not to have that convo with some old dude.” Right after I let the words slip, I can feel my cheeks burning. “Uh, no offense.” 
 
    “How could there be, Jackie? I am an old man,” he says with a laugh. “But no, my purpose here isn’t to bother you about Mike, though I do wish you luck in finding him. What I would like to know is what your third objective on this mission is?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, to find a way to ground level. I mean, I think that’s like half the point? It’s been a while, but I’m pretty sure I remember you saying you wanted to get Tower Authority onboard with, you know, getting out of here.” 
 
    “Of course, and to a degree, I have convinced them that finding ground level is a worthy objective. At least, it’s a worthy objective for distracting the population at this precise moment, and they believe it would add a new layer of tension to the Scavenging. In that sense, the lockdown on Floor 1 has provided us a unique opportunity to make some attempt to leave this place. The truth is, though, that they have no desire to reach ground. Not truly. They are zealously committed to waiting out their time here in the Tower until the Builders return to take us into the skies, a day I do not believe shall ever come. Instead, we will die in the Tower, awaiting our supposed saviors. Perhaps that means I lack faith, or perhaps that simply confirms the fact that I know more about our world than they do. 
 
    “You see, Jackie, you and I both agree that finding a way out is the end game of the Scavenging. Perhaps it does not happen on this journey or the next, but it must happen. Though, to be quite honest, I feel strongly that we must make our escape immediately. If we do not take advantage of this chance then, in the future, Tower Authority might abandon all pretenses of finding ground level. It suits their purposes for now to advertise this as a search for the lost Scavengers, while paying lip service to me about escaping. Yet, once the population of Floor 1 is again distracted and after volumes of Voluptas have wiped their brains of any fear of the Creep, I believe the notion of searching for an exit shall be abandoned. That is why I must ask of you a favor.” 
 
    So, dude’s got my attention, and I lean forward, balancing my elbows on my knees while my head sits on my knuckles. “Okay, so what’s going on here, Edward? Because you’re making this sound, like, super serious. Do we have an issue with Tower Authority or something? Are they going to come in and mess this up? I mean, they’re not going to try and do anything to me, are they?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what Tower Authority can actually do once you’re in the Creep.” He raises a finger. “One thing I am certain of is that Abbott is no ally of mine. He has long been suspicious of me, since I am not officially a part of the council, whom he serves. He is their guard dog, and while I have no true way of knowing, I suspect that, in the end, should you be anywhere near to finding a means of escaping the Tower, he would rather turn your team around and march back into the upper levels. He serves at their command, not mine. So, I am here, in the end, to give you a separate order meant for you and, perhaps, anyone you feel you might trust.” 
 
    He leans in and looks at me with eyes that flash like silver jewelry. “Do whatever it takes to divorce yourself from Abbott, should he cease his exploration for any reason except overwhelming danger. If it seems he is simply turning about because ground level is actually attainable, then you must find a way to slip from his sight. Our survival all hinges on you, Jackie, by proving to the Tower that we can actually escape from this monstrosity.” He pulls something smooth and white from his pocket and leans across to me so I can take it. It’s shiny and curved, almost like an earring. “This is a listener. Wrap it around your ear. Along with the Pocket Space Generators, they are among the oldest of the Pre-Tower Technology we have. They use powerful sensors to record the world around you, both audio and visual, as well as to allow communication with Tower Authority for commanders. The rest of your team will also be assigned some and told that they are for monitoring vital signs, such as heart rate. Their true purpose is disguised from the Scavengers, so that they do not become aware of the fact that the Scavenging is ultimately used as an entertaining diversion for the population of Floor 1. This particular listener, though, has a separate feed that will allow me to monitor you individually. At least, this way I can also inform your father of any goings on that are kept from the public. It will also give me peace of mind and allow me to gather information for future Scavengings should you fail to reach the ground, though I hope that does not happen.” He stops a second and gives me this creepy smile. “I’ve even included a small bonus with this particular listener. I know how much you love those recordings of yours. You’ll be able to turn this one off simply by removing it from your ear. Don’t take it off for too long at a time, though. That will draw attention that I won’t be able to cover for.” 
 
    My frown’s bent down to my jaw as I slip the thing over my ear. Even though it’s hard plastic, it feels like it’s buzzing on my skin for a second before it sticks tight to my skull. “Whoa. What was that?” 
 
    “They’re designed to adhere to human skin, but remove easily when you pull at them.” 
 
    “And Abbott’s not going to be, you know, just kinda weirded out by the fact that I’m already wearing one?” 
 
    “He has been informed you are already to receive one. It’s not terribly common but not completely unheard of, either, and seems more likely given your father’s relationship to Tower Authority. This relationship will benefit us since, as long as I can secure the channel privately, I will be able to contact you from time to time.”  
 
    I nod but feel an uncomfortable buzzing in my back. “All of a sudden, I feel like this is the most terrible plan in the world.” 
 
    “The stakes are high, Jackie.” 
 
    “Yeah, no freaking joking, dude.” I bury my head in my hands. “I was just getting my head wrapped around the fact that the Creep’s way more intense than I thought it’d be, and now I’ve got to worry that I might have to deal with Abbott. You think he’d try to stop me if I told him I was going to ground floor anyway?” 
 
    A smile breaks free from the director’s face. “What do you think, Jackie?” 
 
    “Crap.” 
 
    “Abbott is not, by his nature, a religious man. However, he is very dedicated. Tower Authority has made him a very privileged individual, and though he will fight to the verge of death to protect the mission, he will see any individual attempt to reach ground as a violation of the council’s orders. To him, all that matters is what the council says.  Should you try and break away, Abbott will see it as an act of insubordination, and for that reason, you must be subtle.” 
 
    See, this is what I thought of Abbott before I became a Scavenger. That’s why I can’t get a handle on whether I think he’s a hero or villain. “Well, this is looking like a real winner. I mean, who doesn’t look forward to going up against a guy who literally walks around with a flaming sword on his hip?” 
 
    “Jackie, I wouldn’t make this request if I did not believe you had the resourcefulness to get it done. In fact, I’ve never met anyone that I believed to be more capable than you. You are, after all, the hero that brought down Sally.” 
 
    “Did anyone ever tell you that you really know how to flatter a girl?” My hands clap as I tilt back into the chair. “Okay. I can do this. I’ve gotten this far, I mean, so what’s one more obstacle?” 
 
    Edward nods as he gets to his feet. I get up too, because respect, you know? Anyway, he puts a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. Apparently everybody’s feelsy today. “I believe you can do this. Although, none of us can truly know who we are and what we are capable of until we’re put into the position of making hard choices.” 
 
    “Ugh. Just, don’t remind me. I prefer avoiding them.” 
 
    “Many do, in their teenage years. Perhaps that is why so many do not find out who they really are until they are adults. That’s when we become faced with the unavoidable difficulties of the world. Of course, your choices will be more grueling, in some respects, from any your friends and family have had to make. You will make decisions that affect life, death, and the survival of our race. So, the true question is, are you the Jackie that I believe you to be?” 
 
    I look up at him, and I really don’t have any answers. Even the first time we met, Edward asked me questions that I just couldn’t respond to. They’re always . . . deep, I guess, and if the last few weeks have taught me anything, it’s that I have a hard time facing up to my issues. I couldn’t even stand up to the Creep, even though I’d spent years telling myself it wasn’t a big deal. “I don’t know who I am. Seriously.” When I say it, it’s really like, the most truthful thing I’ve ever confessed.  
 
    “As all of us who sit on the edge of adulthood eventually do, you are about to find out.” He squeezes my shoulder again before turning to the door. “I’m looking forward to seeing how you fare in the depths of the Tower, Jackie. If it helps you at all, know that your friends and family believe you to be a strong young woman, capable of overcoming the great difficulties ahead.” He gives me a last look as he opens the door. “And so do I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Day One of the Second Scavenging has begun. Happy Scavenger’s Day.” 
 
    The announcement comes on over the speakers and pulls me out of my sleep. Suddenly, I’m fighting to pry my face off of a pillow that wants to stick to my cheek. Abbott’s already in the room and inspecting our gear, which gets us jumping out of the beds and slipping into our vests. Knowing where we’re going, I take a second to pop open a hole in Pocket Space and slip my cap into it. As annoying as it’s going to be, I put my combat helmet on, but just . . . God. The thing’s so heavy, and I can’t see to my left or right. To say it’s a concern is putting it mildly and has been since the first day we trained with the stuff, plus I can’t stop thinking about how Edward once told me that some of our equipment’s not exactly cutting edge. Why? Because a few deaths here and there are good for ratings on Floor 1. 
 
    Well, I’ve never wanted to be a celebrity, and I don’t want to be a ratings grabber. Now, I might have to put up with this piece of junk, but at least I’m going to try and stay alert. So, I get done slipping my armor back over my uniform, but I’m thinking it’s a shame we only get one day to use the room. The bed was probably the most comfortable thing I’d ever slept in, and it was nice to wake up to soft, white light instead of the concrete and rust red that paints the lower floors. Tommy, looking like a human goliath in all his armor, gives me this psyched up smile as he holsters his pistol and slings his rifle over his chest. I’ve got the same set-up going on, plus my monster-killing baseball bat hanging at my hip. I’m kind of a badass really. 
 
    Once we’re all geared, we start the long climb down the Tower. This is my first time walking in a Scavenging, and Abbott’s got the lead as he takes us down to Floor 4. Still, I know what to expect. Every Scavenging starts with a parade, so I’m not surprised when we through open the doors and find lines of people on both sides of us. It’s like a dream world. Normally, the halls are some pretty drab concrete shades, but today we walk into an explosion of balloons with colors so bright it almost shocks my system. Music’s blaring through the speakers and kids are clapping. I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to do, I mean, it’s not like there’s training for this. So, I just do what the commander’s doing and wave at everyone. I’m not even sure if my smile’s fake or not. But, like, I’m glad that everyone’s happy, and it feels really cool to see them excited. A few of the kids even have posters with my nickname on it: Jazzy Jackie. Which, I’m not sure that it’s the best nickname, but whatevs. I’ve got one, and that’s all that counts. The bummer about the whole parade is just knowing what’s coming next. As much as I want to get into the Deep, it’s also hard to ignore all the warnings we’ve been given about how dangerous it is. But, I mean, for right now, I at least try and enjoy the parade. It’s not like I want to disappoint children. I might not like kids, but I’m not trying to be a jerk, either. I remember what it’s like to be on the sidelines and cheering for the Scavengers, which does remind me of one thing actually. Dad and mom aren’t there. We’d already kinda talked about it, and I knew that when we said goodbyes at the apartment that they'd probably be skipping the parade. It’s not a big deal . . . at least, I try to tell myself it’s not. I had the same talk with Allison and, I mean, I understand. Goodbyes aren’t exactly my thing either, so once we had our final night together, I was cool with her staying home today.  
 
    So why can’t I get over feeling bummed? 
 
    Anyway, we make the march down the hall, which of course is huge. Then we wrap back around, hit the exit, and head down to Floor 5. It occurs to me that we’re going to have to do this, like, multiple times before we get off of the upper floors. So, yeah, basically we’re on repeat all the way down to Floor 11. Just because, later on, I don’t want to have to listen to myself for too long, I’ll skip the grueling details of just how numbed I got by the time I’d finished waving to the one thousandth kid in the hall. And the music. God, stop. I’d been listening to the marching music for hours by the time we got down to Floor 11. 
 
    Which, you know, at least things spice up once we’re there. First of all, at the checkpoint, we all have to show our identity cards. If that isn’t enough, the Security guys that are keeping us from heading down are a bit too insistent that we get our blood drawn. Abbott’s cool with it, I guess ‘cause he’s been through this before, but I hate needles. The minute they mention they’ll need to draw blood, I’m in panic mode, but it turns out they really just need to prick your finger. Which, I guess that’s fine. I still don’t like it, but at least it’s not the super huge needle I thought I was going to have to stare down. They basically just put this thing to your finger that shoots a blade out super quick. It bleeds you, collects the sample, and then you wait around for a second until the light on its side glows green. Not as bad as I thought. Not that I enjoyed it, just saying that things could’ve been worse.  
 
    Anyway, Floor 12 is where our march really starts to get interesting. I’ve been down here plenty of times, just not as, you know, a Scavenger. I’m all super elite now, yo. So, it’s already been a few hours since we left, and I’m starting to get antsy about really getting into the Deep Creep, but Abbott explains that we’ve got to at least check each floor to make sure things are chill. If there’s any sort of weirdness going on, we’re supposed to check it out. Thing is, Floor 12’s not too bad. I mean, you do see some Creep on the floor and on the baseboards, but nothing that’s going to make you trip out or anything. 
 
    It’s right around Floor 16 when I start to really get a bad vibe from the halls. The rusty haze in the air gets thicker and the Creep gets super visible, plus all of the walls are covered in a thick transparent goo that seeps down from the ceiling. We’ve been on an almost constant march, so I’m a little surprised when Abbott orders us to a stop. 
 
    He nods to the wall. “It’s standard for our team to inspect these floors and interview the locals to make sure there’s no risk of a Creep Incident. Today will be no exception.” He says this as he starts walking again. We follow along and I think, probably for the first time in my life, that I’m really seeing what life is like for everyone down here. You know, once in a while you realize you’re just ignoring other people, and apparently that’s been my strategy every time I’ve come down this deep. Thing is, every time I’ve been on this floor, I haven’t really, you know, cared about who was living here. I was into it because I wanted to know about the Creep. But now? God.  
 
    I don’t talk to any of them, but Abbott knocks on a few doors to see who’s home. Most of the people look like parents and some are even carrying a baby in their arms. All of them are thin, like the skin’s pulling tight to their bones. I don’t even want to mention the rooms, which are all way different from those on my floor. Down here, everything is sparse, and there’s spots of Creep everywhere, like a mold that’s invading. A mold that will make you hallucinate and see visions of Demons, I mean. Even standing outside, I notice that the Creep’s slowly trying to crawl down and into the doorframes. Abbott explains that it’s common for teams to come through the halls on a daily basis to hold off the infection with fire. 
 
    Thing is that, as we go deeper and deeper, I find it pretty unbelievable that you’d be able to really stop the Creep. Every floor gets progressively more infested, like we’re literally walking into a disease. This goes on for a few more hours as we talk to people about what’s going on in the area. Sometimes the commander will stop and let Security know that they need to take care of a really nasty infestation that’s building up in an apartment, but it would take every flamethrower in the building to get rid of what we’re seeing by the time we get to our destination. 
 
    Floor 21. 
 
    The second I set foot there, I know something’s up. The rusty haze is incurably relentless and the Creep’s starting to burst through the baseboards and chew into the walls. When you live on the upper floors, it’s easy to think you can hold off the Creep forever. Here, you can’t even walk anywhere without realizing that’s a complete lie. Some walls have already been eaten into or have thick tendrils bursting out of them. The rooms are barely any better. People here talk about having to burn away infestations every day just to stay alive and get some sleep. I believe it, I mean, there are growths hanging from the ceiling and the walls are shiny with all the saliva dousing them. It makes you wonder how people can live here, and also, you kinda get why people join the scavenging teams. It’s the one way for you to move off of this floor, at least if you can survive seven years in the Deep Creep. 
 
    Abbott’s talking to another person and I’m just waiting around in the hall with everyone else. We’re all a little distracted since we’re adjusting to the effects of being down this deep, and I know this is when the hallucinations start to kick in really heavy. That’s why I try to ignore it when I look to my left.  The dim lights burning overhead are filtered through the crimson air while, way off in the distance, I can see a person stepping out of the wall. A hazy blackness forms together around him and I watch as parts of it burn away. The arms form first, then the legs. Finally, the last bits of shadows melt off, leaving this face with no features looking back at me. It moves with shaky steps, like it’s a movie monster coming my way, but the film is jumping. My eyes feel like they're burning as I stare while the creature’s head brushes the roof. Meanwhile, its crooked feet bring it stuttering forward, looming larger and larger. Finally, my breath comes to a halt, and my fingers wrap around my gun when I see shadow man brace to rush at me. My fingers are brushing the trigger when I hear someone say, “Jackie?” The voice snaps me from my stare and my head jolts the opposite way. Tommy’s eyes are poking at me from under his tightened brow. “Jackie, you okay? You seeing something?”  
 
    My mouth falls open as I look between him and the hallway. The figure’s gone, like the thing was just playing games with me. Except, it couldn’t have been playing games with me. It was never there. Right? I shake my head at Tommy while my fingers dig into my temples. “No, Tommy, just . . . ugh, sorry. I was tripping balls right now. There was a second where I was super sure I was staring at something down the hall. You know, one of those things?” 
 
    “A Demon.” 
 
    “Or shadow man, you know, I’ll let you make that call,” I joke, but my quick breaths give away my anxiety. “But, yeah, basically one of those things. Really thought I was watching it walk toward me for a second.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not surprising down here. You okay though? Keeping cool? I don’t need you flipping out on me before we’ve even started heading into the Deep Creep.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m cool. I mean, it’s why we went through training, right? I’ve just got to get it out of my brain.”  
 
    He throws duck lips at me as he shakes his head. “I hear you. I mean, I’ve been feeling weird since we got down here. It’s like you can feel this stuff getting into your skin.” 
 
    “Or your mind.” 
 
    “Right. You’ve got to keep it out though. It’s not like we all get these kinds of chances, and I’m pretty sure you don’t want to be forced off the team at this point.” 
 
    “I will literally ask you to slap some sense into me before I let that happen.” 
 
    “Well, I normally don’t hit a woman. But for you? Who knows, I might be willing to make an exception.” 
 
    That at least gets me smiling. “You know, you’re kinda funny when you pretend to be a gentleman?” 
 
    I’m actually glad for the distraction, and soon we’re heading down the hallway again. We’ve already burned through the day and I’m realizing there’s no way that Abbott’s going to take us into the Deep Creep this late. By now, we’re already tired just from all the marching and inspections, plus I’m pretty sure that they’re about to start telling people to get out of the halls. Security’s technically the only people that are supposed to be out after ten unless you’re going real quick between rooms. Not that I ever cared but, you know, some people do. They’re not very strict about the rules on my floor, but down here? Yeah, I could see why they’d want everybody locked up early. 
 
    Anyway, we’re making our way down the final stretch of hall when Abbott motions toward an empty elevator shaft. “We’ll be making our way through this descent point when we start out tomorrow. As you are all aware, the staircase access is sealed up with concrete below Floor 21. After the incident last month, that was reinforced with steel plates to make sure that nothing could get through. Whether that holds or not, we have yet to test. Let us hope we never have to.” 
 
     I’m trailing at the back of the team, so I’m the last to look down the elevator shaft. It’s just a wide open jaw with a pitch black throat. No elevators are allowed to run, not even up on the upper floors.  That probably has something to do with the fact that the cables are all snapped. Yeah, seems like that’s likely. So, I take a quick look inside to try and find anything we’d use to get down, and then I spot a ladder near the entry. It freaks me out thinking that we’ll have to use that, but I mean, I’m not exactly going to go jumping down the shaft either. After the hallucination I just saw, it’s probably not the smartest thing to linger too long, but as I’m looking down, I feel like the darkness is rushing at me. My eyes get stuck and for a minute the world is spinning. It almost retches the food out of my stomach before I’m able to yank my eyes away. I’m stumbling, but the group’s way ahead of me, and since I’m already feeling tense, I decide it’s best if I catch up. I jog to get back with Tommy, which punishes my jerky stomach in a way I’ll be feeling for hours, and we finish the walk to our room.  
 
    Even if it’s not nearly as comfortable looking as the place we stayed on Floor 1, you can at least say that the room we’ve been given is clean. There’s no signs of the Creep, which to me is almost impossible to imagine considering where we are. Everything’s clear of infestation, the lights are bright, and there are a bunch of mattresses spread out on the ground. The Tower must take a lot of care to keep this place looking nice.  
 
    Abbott motions to the mattresses as he walks to the next room. “This is your last reprieve before we descend into the belly of the beast. I’d recommend you all take the time to cheer yourselves and get a good night‘s rest. After tomorrow, there won’t be many chances to take things easy. We’ll keep a steady pace, day in and day out, until we reach the access point to Polar North. Once there, we’ll establish a base of operations from where we can launch into the next leg of our expedition. Afterward though, there’s no way to predict when we’ll have another chance to rest. It would be best if you took this time to get your bearings.” 
 
    We all settle down, and I instinctively grab a mattress near Tommy. It bothers me that at this point I call it instinctive, but whatevs. The two of us settle against the wall, and I realize this is probably the last time we’ll actually be able to chill against a surface without having to worry about Creep sliding down our shirts. At least having a chance to breath is nice, and I like the fact that we can make sure we still have all of our teammates. There’s eleven of us, and Abbott makes twelve, but he apparently mooched the master bedroom for himself.  
 
    Our commanders are pretty notable because they’ve all got a red strip around their helmets. Captain Sunny Allen stands out the most, since he’s basically the second in command. If Abbott were ever to go down, Sunny’d take over. And, I mean, you could do a lot worse. He’s a lot easier going, has about a hundred laughs or smiles to share, and basically helps keeps things cool between us and the commander. I'm surprised he's so positive, since he’s a Floor 19 guy, which has to be pretty terrible. And just, you know, for your information, him without a shirt? God. He’s like a piece of black metal. You couldn’t find a soft spot on him if you spent all day poking. Not that I’m necessarily saying I want to.  
 
    But I’m not saying I don’t.  
 
    Then right behind him you have the lieutenants, the vets that’ve done this before. First up’s Valerie Pena. She’s actually pretty quiet and doesn’t say much when Sunny and Abbott are around, but getting on her bad side’s not what you’d call a good thing. I mean, I’ve seen her verbally beat down people. Like, they’ve literally cowered as she chewed them out. Weird, since you’d think that since she’s from Floor 5 that she’d be a little more chill.  
 
    John Start’s another one of our vets. He’s from Floor 15 but you’d never be able to tell. This guy can pound your face into the ground. I’m not even sure Abbott can take him. Start’s also kind of our weapon’s expert. Then you’ve got Michael Shields, our medic. He’s another one from Floor 5 but wants to work in the labs up on Floor 3 after he finishes his service. He’s pretty nerdy, but you can trust him with a gun and, probably more important, you’re going to need him if you ever get injured. 
 
    The rest of us are rookies. Utada Koda’s from Floor 7 and she’s the smallest one here. Abbott’s been training her to scout for us because, the way he puts it, she’d be able to get out of trouble the easiest. He’s kinda right. She’s super quick and can dodge just about anything you throw at her. Personality wise, Shreya Bhasin’s her complete opposite, a real intense girl from Floor 14. She’s not what you’d call ‘fond’ of people from the upper floors and she barks a lot. Her bite’s not bad either, and she’s a good fighter. I know it’s unrelated to say this, but I love her eyes. They’re like giant almonds plugged into her golden brown skin. Too bad she’s such a jerk all the time.  
 
    Of course, you can’t forget Joanne McLeod. I’m not sure whether to call her psychic or what, but obviously she’s got that super power where she can kind of tell when something bad’s going to happen. It’s not like Abbott’s told anyone about why she’s on the team, but knowing what she can do makes me kinda not want to talk to her. I know she can’t read my mind, it’s just, I dunno. I don’t want to risk it, I guess. The last two girls on our team are Jamila Okafur and Tiffany Anne. Jamila’s a future Morale officer for sure, which is weird since she lived her life on Floor 19, too. Nobody else on the team is from deeper down than her and Captain Sunny. Meanwhile, Tiffany Anne’s, like, way different. I mean, Tiffany’s cool, but what you think about when you remember her is how good she is with computers. She’s basically a walking calculator that can hack her way into just about anything. She likes to go by the name Dodger, and yeah, that’s an awesome nickname. It makes me hate the one the kids gave me.  
 
    Jazzy Jackie?  
 
    Whatever. 
 
    So, it’s not that I’m an interior decorator or anything, but I can tell from the room’s size that, once upon a time, it belonged to a family with at least some influence. I mean, it’s big. There’s even a fake fireplace on the back wall that’s actually on. In some weird way, it’s nice to see the fire burning, even if my mind’s reminding me it’s a fake. There are two doors on opposite sides of the back wall that lead to different parts of the apartment, so I’m guessing that at least one goes into the kitchen. That means there’s a dining room back there somewhere, but the thought of food just makes my queasy stomach roll until I feel myself gagging.  
 
    It’s so distracting that I jump a little when a big figure drops down in front of us. His teeth flash out from behind his dark skin as he claps his hands. “What’s up, guys,” Sunny asks. “I’m just checking around to make sure all the rookies are feeling okay. Not freaked out yet, I hope.” 
 
    Tommy chuckles. “Me? Please. It’s this one you’ve got to keep your eye on,” he says as he elbows me.  
 
    I slap him with a frown before looking at the captain. “And Tommy’s kind of a dirty liar, so no, I’m fine. I mean, I kinda thought I was seeing something when we first got down here, but it went away.” 
 
    Sunny nods. “Hey, it’s nothing to worry about. First time this far down, it’s pretty usual for rookies to hallucinate. After you get some rest, your brains will get on the level with the stuff in the environment. I’m not saying you’ll get used to the hallucinations but, yeah, you actually will. Just a natural part of getting adjusted to the Deep Creep.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying the hallucinations don’t actually go completely away. We just, what? Learn to ignore them?” 
 
    “Pretty much. It’s different for everyone, but most people start seeing less of them. You two have been put through all the conditioning and evaluations, so I don’t see why it’d be any different for you guys.” 
 
    “I freaking hope so,” I say as I yank the helmet off my head. “I really don’t want to be the first one to have a freak-out down here.” 
 
    “Well, there’s always one or two cadets who have a hard time in the Deep.” His eyes circle the room and I’m kinda impressed he seems so shockingly nonchalant. “So, you guys like it down here?” 
 
    Tommy grins as he sorts through his pack. “Like it? Is that something people say yes to? The entire floor’s crapsack.” 
 
    “Come on my man, don’t be that way. I was raised just two floors up. Now, I know you two can’t imagine it, but we actually get used to living this far down. You have to, right?” 
 
    “Dude, I can’t even try to imagine. Thinking about all those hallucinations, plus the food situation?” 
 
    Sunny shrugs as he leans back. “You get two types of people that come out of here. One, people that are always pessimistic about everything. They take a tough approach. Kind of understandable, right? It’s a defense mechanism. Then you get people like me that just learn to laugh everything off.” 
 
    “Kinda reminds me of Commander Vick from the last Scavenging.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Sunny asks with a burst of laughter. “Me and that kid are like two peas in a pod. We just laugh and smile the day away. What else can you do when you’re this far down? If you’re always negative, the Creep will get you.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s the approach I’d try to take,” I say as I feel my mood picking up, at least a little. Having everyone in here together and laughing, with the fire going in the background, actually makes this seem kind of normal. “So, I’ve been wondering about something. I mean, just rumors I’ve heard about living this far down. Mind if I do a Q and A?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. You’d be the one thousandth rookie I’ve known to ask me something about living on these floors,” he replies as he squeezes off a wink. “Go ahead and shoot. Not literally, though.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just that I’ve always heard stuff about people down here. The Runaways, first of all. I’ve heard that people trying to get away from Tower Authority come down to Floor 21. I guess that my other question’s kinda related, since I’ve also been told that people come down here on purpose to expose themselves to the Creep. Like, they actually enjoy tripping off of the hallucinations.” 
 
    “Hah. Funny you ask that. Not many really want to get into that topic. Too scared of getting in trouble, I guess,” he says as he points around the room. “Yeah, we got them. Little known fact is that there are runaways scattered everywhere in the Tower from Floor 16 down. The lower down the Tower, the farther out they go. You learned about those others wings of the building, right? North, east, west? Well, that’s where you find them, out where Security won’t go. Remember that this place is pretty big, so if you run far enough, people will eventually stop chasing you.” 
 
    “Right. I’ve kinda heard that before, too.” 
 
    “Now, we got the two groups. The Junkies you’re talking about? They’re different from the Runners. Runners are just trying to get away, maybe because they know they’ll go in for Reinforcement if they get caught, or maybe because they’re just tired of living under Tower Authority.  The Junkies can go back to their homes if they want to, just as long as they don’t make any trouble with all their little trips they like to take by dosing on the juice.” 
 
    His eyes kind of just drift off as he chuckles. “Funny part is, you get people from both those groups that end up in the Deep. We don’t talk about it much, but there are ways to survive down there. Human beings are funny like that. Once in a while, we catch sight of them, scratching around and looting for supplies. Never seen them deeper than Level 40. The Creep gets too bad for that. You see the signs, though. Creep that’s been burned away to make room for beds, or Pocket Space Generators that have been looted but we haven’t documented.” He taps on his tablet. “Each looting we do gets noted, so when we find a site that’s empty and it wasn’t us, well, we just assume it was one of them. Thing is, I couldn’t tell you why the Junkies stay down here. I get that the Runners are trying to stay out of trouble, but with the Junkies, well, let’s just say I think they’re a bit too close to the Creep. That stuff will mess with your mind, but you two know that. We teach it all the time. Doesn’t take much for an untrained man or woman to hallucinate so bad that one day they just wander off into infested parts of the Tower. Even happens to Scavengers some times.” 
 
    Tommy interrupts. “But they never give you any trouble is what you’re telling us?” 
 
    “Them? Hell no. Actually, they try to stay out of our way, which is probably best for them and us.” Then Sunny pauses and he holds out a hand. “But there is one group that does get scrappy. Might as well tell you this since you’re bound to find out anyway, at least if you’re on the job long enough.” My ears twitch and suddenly I’m leaning in to hear him. “See, there is this one group. Real weird type of guys, not Runners and not Junkies. We call them Cultists.” 
 
    I can feel my skin crawling at the name. “Cultists? Sounds pretty ominous . . .” 
 
    “You’re telling me. Truth is that the Cultists are fanatics. I’m assuming I don’t have to tell you two about the Book of the Tower. Hell, we have our own form of Sevenths Day down on the lower floors, same as you two have your version on the upper ones. These Cultists though, they don’t buy into all those stories about the Builders. Actually, it’s the reverse. They’re really into the Hellverses.” 
 
    “So, you’re telling me there’s a creepy group of fanatics down here that think the verses about human beings getting wiped out is a good thing? Just, you know, to be clear.” 
 
    “You got it right, Jackie,” he says with a point of his finger. “They think we’re supposed to end up going into the Darkness. At least, that’s what we’ve been able to gather. It’s a bit hard to really find out what they believe, which I’m sure you understand. What we know is they live only beneath Floor 21, deeper in the Tower, and they leave behind a lot of weird symbols and writings all around. Mean S.O.B.’s, too. We’re talking about guys that aren’t afraid to attack us if they think we’re doing damage to the Creep. That makes them a real pain once you’re below Floor 40.” 
 
    “Okay, so, these people actually enjoy the Creep? Like, they think we’re supposed to merge with it or something?” 
 
    “Hard to say for sure, but that’s been my guess.” 
 
    It makes no sense to me. “Why though? I mean, what do they get out of it?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve been trying to get our hands on a copy of their texts for a while. No success yet, but who knows? This may be the time we do. All I have to say is if you see someone coming at you wearing a gas mask and an outfit that looks like a lab coat, you may want to fire before they get too close. These guys pack heat.” He smiles like he’s talking about a fond memory or something, then pries himself off the floor. “Anyway, I’ve got rounds to make with the rest of the rooks. You two sleep tight tonight. Going to be a long day tomorrow. Hell, it’s going to be a long week.” 
 
    The captain has way too much pep in his step as he walks over to the next group and drops down in front of them, like he thinks he’s at camp or something. I watch him for a second before falling back onto my mattress. “Is it me, or does this feel like it’s getting uber weird the further down we go?” 
 
    “I always thought it felt weird, Jackie,” Tommy replies as he folds his arms like a pillow behind his head. “That didn’t shake you up or anything, did it? I can always hold you tight if you need some comforting.” 
 
    My mouth slacks open as I give him a pair of dead eyes. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Of course I am. Come on now, I thought we could have a few laughs by this point.”  
 
    “Yeah, sorta, except for that whole having to face off against crazy Creep worshipping Cultists thing.” 
 
    Tommy’s smirk is both infuriating and cheering. “Is that any worse than just the Creep?” 
 
    He’s been getting a lot of points from me recently for keeping my mood up. “The fact that I actually enjoy having you around at this point is a life fail.” 
 
    “Could do worse,” he says with a final wink.  
 
    I don’t want to give him any credit, but, I dunno. 
 
    He’s probably right. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Climbing down that elevator shaft is like lowering yourself into someone’s throat. The entire time the darkness is creeping up like it’s trying to swallow you, and only the light from the exit gives you anything to aim for. My hands are locked like iron clamps on the ladder as I climb down, but I don’t really understand how terrible I’m feeling until I’m hanging besides the shaft doorway. I reach out and grab the edge before probing with my foot, stretching it out so I don’t miss the ledge and plunge to my death. Then the air explodes out of my lungs as I just about throw myself through the door and onto Floor 22. 
 
    For a second, I take time to adjust to my surroundings. The light’s all a rusty haze, so pretty much what you’d expect from a part of the Tower overgrown with infestation. Somehow, it’s even worse than Floor 21. You can tell the difference Security makes on the floor above, because everything here’s overgrown. The ground’s soft and sticky, and our feet push into the mucus as we spread out. Between the wheezing of the Creep walls, I hear one of my teammates cough as they look around, wiping at their mouth and spreading a thick trail of phlegm onto the back of their gloves.  
 
    Gross.  
 
    Abbott falls behind everyone and nods to Sunny. “Captain, you have point,” he says as he nods to the head of the group.  
 
    “Don’t I always?” 
 
    It’s this weird little moment where I’m like . . . did he just talk back to the commander? I kinda brush it off, but it lingers in my head. Abbott stares at him for a second, but I dunno, I guess he brushes it off because he just keeps talking. “Alright everyone, prepare yourselves. At this depth, there’s not much to be wary of, but take care that you don’t step into any growths. Think of this as a practice walk before we descend further. Our immediate goal before the end of the next few days is Floor 30, but there’s no direct access from this elevator shaft. You all have tablets, so you can check our route any time you wish, but Captain Allen will be more than a sufficient guide for finding our way to the next descent point.” 
 
    Sunny’s visor is up, so you can still see that never-ending grin of his. Funny how being down here can make you appreciate something like a smile. Anyway, he waves everyone forward. “Hands off your triggers, people, we never find anything to fire at this high up. Might want to rethink that strategy on Floor 30, though. “ 
 
    It quickly becomes super obvious who the veterans and the rookies are. While all of us noobs are walking around like our pants are on too tight, Abbot and the rest of the vets are chatting it up like this is just another job. Which, I mean, I guess that’s kind of true. It also dawns on me that unless they chill, we’ll never learn how to take it easy. I can’t say for sure, but I’m pretty willing to bet that if we’re walking around acting like we’re about to die that we’re more likely to get the Creep all antsy.  
 
    “Just relax,” I tell myself as my fingers clutch the handle of my bat. “It’s just Floor 22.” 
 
    Tommy laughs. “Just Floor 22. Yeah, we’re just out for a walk, Jackie. Nothing strange about this.” 
 
    Shreya Bhasin turns around and stares us down with those almond eyes, even if now they look like they’re roasting. “Want to shut it up back there, Jones?” 
 
    “Hey, just keeping things cool,” Tommy says, but his tone drops as he leans over to me. “I mean, nothing’s going to happen on this floor.” 
 
    I nod and watch as Bhasin turns back to the front. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” I agree. “Just be chill though, Tommy, and not like in that weird way where you pretend everything’s okay. If you keep acting like that, you’ll piss off someone else that’s more worried than you.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, be a good teammate. I just don’t want to walk around all day acting like something’s going to kill us.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not on this floor.” 
 
    He chuckles a little as we look ahead. Sunny’s leading with Lieutenant Valerie Nieto as he walks us around the corner. Our team is creating this big thumping with our footsteps, and I wonder if the Creep ever gets annoyed at loud noises or anything like that. I mean, mentally I know it doesn’t, but still. For some reason, down here in the Deep, I just keep thinking this will be the first time a Scavenger team dies because it was too noisy. 
 
    Thing is, as weird as it is to be down here, Captain Sunny’s actually pretty much right. You can really only psyche yourself out for so long because, after that, you’ll either go crazy or you’ll just get used to your surroundings. So, after marching for, like, fifteen minutes, I’m already getting used to all the haze and the creepy vibes that keep tingling in my skin. I mean, it’s still a little disturbing, don’t get me wrong. I don’t think anybody actually enjoys walking near a wall that looks like it’s partly covered in muscle tissue, not to mention the way it keeps pulsing while it breaths is disturbing. 
 
    What was I saying? Oh yeah. What I’m saying is that human beings are crazy, and we can get used to just about any surroundings. 
 
    Every time we take a corner, I can’t help but stare down the hall ahead. They all seem to stretch on forever, like my eyes are playing tricks on me, and a lot of the time they’re all broken up with patches of darkness. Whenever the Creep came through this part of the building, it obviously took out a few lights. Some of the lamps on the walls are shattered, which we’re reminded of by the crunching glass beneath our feet. 
 
    I think the biggest difference between this floor and Floor 21 is the fact that nobody ever comes through to burn back the Creep, so now you’ve got it wrapped into doorways or dripping in bulbs from above. There are more than a few doorframes cracking apart because tendrils are squeezing on them, and we get a good look into a few that are wide open. Not that there’s much to see inside. I mean, unless you like seeing a bunch of torn up furniture buried in goop and mucus. 
 
    There’s something else about just being one extra floor down that kind of gets to me. I’ve been thinking about the people on Floor 21, and it’s just like, they could be here right now. They could almost be completely swamped by Creep. I mean, it’s not much of a jump from here up the elevator shaft, so it’s hard to think about how bad things probably got the night Creepy Sally went on her rampage. What I saw on Floor 1 was bad, with Security everywhere and Creep coming up the stairs. Even Floor 4 looked like it was getting hit hard.  But, out of everyone, it was Floor 21 that got hit first. It makes my skin crawl to think about the Creep crawling up the elevator shafts and choking the stairwell. How did anyone survive? Were they safe in their rooms?  
 
    I trot ahead of Tommy to catch up with Jamila, who throws me a smile as I get alongside her. During training, we ended up bonding over dumb stuff, which, I mean, that’s not surprising, right? It’s always the dumb stuff that makes you like someone. For me and Jamila, it was our hair issues, because that struggle is real. Neither of us like straightening our hair and the humidity down in the Creep’s a frizziness threat. Allison doesn’t really get this problem, since even when her hair’s frizzy, it’s just not the issue that mine becomes. Because basically mine explodes. I feel like I’m a prisoner inside of it sometimes, like I’m carrying around a bush strapped to my skull. Jamila gets that, since she’s actually had to deal with the same issue. I decided to get my hair cut down a little, but she went with some short braids that tie into a bun above her neck. It works, actually better than mine, but whatever. Anyway, she looks like she’s happy enough to see me. Why else would she bother saying hello? “Hey girl. Had enough of Tommy for now?” 
 
    “Him? Nah, we’re cool. Surprising life twist, I know.” 
 
    “He’s not so bad. You just like giving people a hard time.” 
 
    “There’s literally no way I can argue that,” I joke. “But uh, Jamila. I was wondering if I could ask you something, seeing as you lived on Floor 19 and all?” 
 
    “Jackie, we’re good. Anything you want to ask, go ahead.” 
 
    “Cool, well, here’s my deal. The day that the Creep Incident happened last month, I was high up in the Tower, so I don’t know what it was like for people living down here. Not to seem like a complete monster or anything, but I haven’t thought much about what it was like for people on the lower floors. So, basically, what I was wondering is, if things got super intense down where you were living?” 
 
    “You’re kidding,” she says, not asks. “It was terrible. I know you’re acting ignorant, but really.” 
 
    “No, I’m being totally serious. I want to know what it was like.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she hesitates, her shoulders bouncing as she shrugs. “It wasn’t easy, Jackie, and I don’t like thinking about it.” 
 
    “I bet. I just kinda, I don’t know, need to know. That’s, like, my deal. I ask questions.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’ve learned that. Okay, well, you know it was bad. I know the whole Tower was going crazy, but it was worst on the lowest floors.  Plus, it happened so late, you know? We barely had time to react. If I remember, I think it was probably close to midnight when I heard something blow up. At least, that’s what it sounded like. That got me out of bed and I was like, what the hell? I mean, right? So, my mom comes to the room with my dad and we’re all in the living room together. Every family on my floor keeps a flamegun on them for clearing Creep, so you know we already had ours loaded, but that’s when the room started coming apart. You know those tendrils the Creep have?” 
 
    “Obviously, I mean, it’s not like they’re hard to miss.” 
 
    She smiles, but it’s faded. “Well, they’re even harder to miss when they’re cracking through your walls. Know what I’m saying? A couple of them tore the door apart then started shooting into the room. At that point it’s like, what do you do? So, dad just kept firing the flamegun until the Creep backed out. He must’ve gone through the whole canister by the time he was done, and we still stayed awake because the Creep was tearing up the whole hallway and crawling up the walls. But that wasn’t all. It tore doors right off their hinges and threw them around the floor or just dangled them in the air. Plus, you know how it gets all rusty whenever the Creep’s annoyed?” 
 
    I wave my finger around. “You mean kinda like now?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it was like that, but just so much more . . . I don't know. I think what I’m saying is that it was intense. It was like there was blood in the air.” 
 
    “How about the hallucinations? Did you see anything super creepy or something?” 
 
    “Jackie, don’t play. You know I did. When we went back into the apartment, I thought the whole place was full of Demons. My dad kept an eye on the door the whole night, until we finally saw Security in the hall, but that didn’t make the visions go away. I was seeing things for a week.” 
 
    “Damn.” I shovel my hands into my pockets. “I’m not going to lie, Jamila, but that sounds like a nightmare.” 
 
    “Well, the nightmares I can deal with. The real problem is trying to live without food. That was actually the worst part about it. See, all of our food was rotted or eaten by the Creep, so I had to go hungry until the next Sevenths Day. My whole family would have died if we hadn’t gotten water from Security, and I was surprised they even gave us that much.” 
 
    “That sucks. So, it’s tough living down on Floor 19?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “How do you guys even get enough to eat? You know, I’ve always wondered that.” 
 
    Jamila lets out one burst of a laugh that catches everyone’s attention for a second, but she lowers her voice as we keep walking. “Come on now. We have to come up with our own.” 
 
    “Okay, but like, how?” 
 
    “We’ve got our own stuff down on the lower floors to grow vegetables. They’re not as good as the ones you guys get from the roof, but they keep us alive.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You think what we get from the roof garden is good?”  
 
    “One day, you should come by and have some of our food. You’ll see what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Ugh. I’m not sure I want to know.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Descent points are anything you can use to go lower into the Tower, and that usually means it’s an elevator shaft or a stairwell. Now, sometimes you do find other ways down, by which I mean sometimes there are just holes in the floor that you can fall through. Not that Commander Abbott’s big on walking around in places where the floor looks like it’s about to collapse. Makes sense, right? My point being that we spend a lot of time trying to find safe ways down. Abbott likes to remind us that we don’t have the time limit that a Scavenging normally has, since the Second Scavenging is supposed to be special. Which, that’s cool, but it still feels like we’re burning up days just trying to stay safe.   
 
    Then again, I think that might be the point. There’s lots of rookies on the team, and we’re basically all still getting adjusted to being down here. I get that. My problem is that it took, like, a month just to get down here. By the time we get into the really low parts of the Deep, will there even be any survivors left? Even if Mike’s alive, what’s he had to do to survive this long? So yeah, I know we can’t rush ‘cause that’d probably end up with all of us dead. That doesn’t mean I don’t get antsy when Captain Sunny decides a staircase isn’t safe and keeps looking for another. Still, if anything, all the wandering around has helped me realize that the Tower’s even bigger than I thought. It hit me the other day, after we’d passed up our, like, third staircase in a row. I checked my tablet to see the map and realized you could spend days on just one floor, if you really wanted. So, using the word ‘big’ would probably be the most incredible understatement ever. If I were to try and pick a word, it’d be . . . mammoth. Goliath. Titanic. 
 
    Yeah. Titanic’s about as accurate as I can put it. 
 
    But I still think we’re taking so much time just because Abbott’s making sure we won’t crack. I notice him, every once in a while, staring at one of the rookies. Now, I’m not psychic or anything. I mean, I’m no Joanne, but I can tell he’s got something going on in his head. He’ll stare for, like, a minute, then start tapping into his tablet. I hope he’s making notes about how we’re performing and not just being, like, pervy. ‘Cause that’s a whole other ball of nonsense I just don’t need in my life right now. 
 
    If I can say anything for sure about our trip, it’s probably the fact that things are getting worse as we go deeper. You barely notice it on Floor 23, you think it’s getting slimy around Floor 24, and then you’re on Floor 30 and bam! Creep city. I mean, technically it was always getting worse, but for some reason it just gets super noticeable. Even Tommy starts to gross out a bit when we hit the ground there. The walls go through stretches where there’s nothing on them, then you get to a new hallway and the entire thing is choked up so bad you’d have to be suicidal to try and walk through. Abbott claims it’s doable as long as you keep your emotions under control, and my answer to that is hell no. I’m not exactly into trying to shove my way through an area so tight that I’ve got saliva and mucus sliding down my face.  
 
    Also? Floor 30’s definitely got a different vibe to it. Abbott’s a lot less chatty and he’s not interested in observing us anymore. I mean, the guy’s not even hanging out at the back of the group like he used to. I didn’t even notice it until we were passing close to hall 30-15. Every hallway’s marked by the floor it’s on and its individual number, which makes our location a hundred times easier to keep track of. It helps that our tablets keep the building mapped, too. Anyway, Jamila’s busy talking up everyone and keeping our spirits high, which makes sense since she wants to be a Morale officer one day. So, we’re tromping through, and I’m doing my best to ignore the moist squelch under my feet, when I notice Abbott pushing past us. See, nobody seems to care, but I do. Everything I think I know about Abbott says that he might be a good fighter, but that he likes to put other people at risk first. I mean, he’s been serving for years, so I’m sure he doesn’t want to kick the bucket at this point. So, he heads up front with Sunny and starts pointing down the hall, and they keep whispering as we pass below some thick stalks of Creep hanging from the ceiling.  
 
    “Something’s going down,” I whisper over to Tommy, who’s smiling as he talks up Dodger on his left. “Feel like keeping it in your pants for a second?” 
 
    He frowns as he looks over. “Chill out, Coleman,” he says, leaning toward me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Check their hands.” 
 
    Tommy follows as I nod toward the commander. Abbott’s got his palm resting on the handle of his sword, and Sunny’s finger is tightening on the trigger of his rifle. The entire time we’ve been on this mission, they’ve been playing it pretty chill, so even small signs like this trigger the hairs on the back of my neck. A frown curves along my face and my fingers wrap around my bat as I whisper, “Something’s got the vets spooked.” 
 
    “Oh crap. Where are we?” he asks, grabbing his tablet from his satchel. “Hall 30-10, coming up off Hall 30-11.” 
 
    “Okay, so, what’s that mean exactly?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember what the commander said? This is around where the last Scavenging team disappeared. Remember, we’re heading for Polar North?” 
 
    My frown widens. “Want to share how you know this?” 
 
    “Jackie, he told us this on the first day of the Scavenging.” 
 
    “Really?” My eyes go to the front of the group. “I really need to stop ignoring the commander.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, especially since we’re down in the Deep now.” 
 
    He’s obviously right, and I nod absently. From the corner of my eye, I see Tommy as he goes back to talking with Dodger, but I keep my head moving around the group. Lieutenants John and Valerie have fallen behind, and Michael’s dead smack in the middle of us. Basically, all of the vets are spread out so that they can protect us. I mean, if they have to, but just the fact that they feel they might need to do that is ominous. 
 
    Abbott’s hand flashes upward and everyone slows when he draws his sword. He’s up at the front with Sunny, and all you hear is the click of safeties flipping on our rifles, mine included, as we pass another juncture. We’re barely past the corner when my nose shrivels up at the stench ahead. The air’s choked with rust colored haze worse than anything we’ve seen so far, and the walls are crumbling into pieces, some from Creep tendrils jamming out of the walls and others from black rot. If it were just visual, I’d be cool, but the worst thing about that place is the smell. Every breath I take is thick and reeks of something between sweat and blood, like there’s iron in the air.   
 
    The commander closes his fist as we reach another juncture, and we all come to a stop. My eyes dash from him to Michael, who throws us all against the wall with a flick of his hand. I’d plant myself against the surface if not for the Creep eating at the paint. Anyway, our rifles are raised, but I’m just stuck watching as Captain Sunny looks back to find Utada. God, fate sucks. Her destiny was always to be our scout. Not that she hasn’t procured my total respect, of course, since she jumps ahead of everyone else and follows with the captain. It’s like she doesn’t even realize where we are. Anyway, her and Sunny vanish, leaving us just standing around while Abbott watches from the corner of the juncture.  His eyes keep flicking around the edge, and it just kills me that I can’t see what’s happening down the hall. I mean, I can’t even hear anything. For such a big guy, Sunny’s got really soft feet. So, we stand there for, like, ten minutes, and my hands are just burning to lift my gun and start firing. It’d be bad if I did, though. The commander’s been pretty clear that anyone who panics will get put down with a bullet.  
 
    That’s when I notice how weird it is to hear Tommy’s breath in my ear. We’re shoulder to shoulder and I can hear the air swirling through his nostrils, and for a second I can visualize the sight of his nose hair swiping the air. Heavy breather. Damn. I feel sorry for the girl that has to wake up to that in the middle of the night. Fortunately, I’ve only got time to think about it for a few seconds before there’s motion in the corner of my eye. All around you hear the sounds of our rifles as they click against our vests, but the team lowers their guard when we see Sunny and Utada. Sunny seems happy, or at least not freaked out, as he motions to the juncture. “There’s a utility closet down the way where people used to store chemicals and cleaning agents. Room’s been blown open though.” 
 
    Abbott claps his hands once. “Excellent. So, this is where the last Scavenger team accessed Polar North from?” 
 
    “Well, obviously, I can’t say for sure right now, but it’s looking good. There’s a few things you might want to see, though.” 
 
    “What’s that now?” 
 
    Sunny tries to talk, stops, looks confused, then finally keeps going. “It’s probably best if you take a look for yourself. Don’t worry, the Creep’s not active down this hall. “ 
 
    “Good,” he says, motioning to the rest of us. We all fall into a line as Abbott takes us down the hall, but even if Sunny said things were cool down here, I keep my finger near the trigger of my gun. Soon we’re entering what looks like a storage room that’s just been completely trashed. There’re broken shelves thrown on the ground and piles of concrete everywhere, almost like the place was blown up. And what do you know? Turns out that’s exactly what happened. On the opposite side of the doorway, there’s a big gap in the wall where the boom came from, and you can see black scorch marks burned across the concrete.  
 
    The commander looks around as he tries to spot anything of interest. “I’m going to assume they used plastic explosives to break into the wall. I wonder how they knew this was an entry to Polar North?” 
 
    Sunny shrugs. “No idea. I don’t think that’s too important, though. Now this,” he says, motioning to a design painted onto the wall.  “This is probably important.” 
 
    We all gather in a circle as Abbott follows the design with his finger. It’s a little hard to describe, but it’s a combo of a couple of different things. First, there’s a circle, and inside that circle are 4 lines that cross each other in the middle, like if you divided the circle into eight pieces. There’s a final part of the symbol, though. Running across the length of the circle is an infinity symbol that meets the lines in the center. From what I can tell, it’s been slapped onto the wall with red paint. I mean, you can see trails of crimson bleeding down to the floor. 
 
    Abbott stays quiet for a minute before he finally turns around to us. “Cultists,” he announces. “Creep worshippers that live in the Deep. They rarely come this high up, so that must mean we’re onto something.” 
 
    I’m already anticipating that’ll probably get people curious, but only Dodger seems interested in asking questions. She raises her hand like she’s in a class, not that she waits for permission to talk or anything. “Uh, sir? I’m totally not trying to be nosy or anything, but aren’t the Cultists supposed to be further down the Tower?”  
 
    The commander looks toward Sunny.  “Told them all about the Cultists, I see.” 
 
    Captain Sunny shrugs, even as he keeps wearing that big smile of his. The weird part is, now it doesn’t look happy, just . . . smug. “You did say they should probably know.” 
 
    “And that meant you felt you had to tell them without letting me know?” Abbott’s black gloved hand digs into his forehead as he stares at the floor. It’s the second time I’ve noticed this weird emo passive aggressiveness between the two of them, and it’s starting to freak me out a little. “Yes, it is true that the Cultists typically stay further down the Tower, but they take an aggressive stance toward the Scavenging, so it’s hard to predict what they’ll do. Many of them are former Security with a grudge against Tower Authority. In fact, they actively try to prevent us from accessing the Pocket Space Generators because, they believe, it is mankind’s destiny to unite with the Creep. The ravings of lunatics and madmen, obviously, but they must be dealt with on occasion. I can only assume that they came this high up because they felt the recent intrusion into Polar North was worth their attention.” 
 
    It’s not really my style to interrupt Abbott, at least if I can avoid it, but this time’s just one of those moments where I can’t keep my trap shut. “Commander? Think you could tell us what the symbol means?”  
 
    Abbott looks over to me as his finger points back to the wheel. He actually doesn’t look angry at the question, which is kind of a surprise. “This? We’re not entirely sure. The infinity symbol inclines me to believe that they think the Creep is some key to eternal life. The eight armed cross in the middle, though? I couldn’t tell you. Rest assured, Tower Authority has spent considerable resources trying to determine exactly what it is they want. To date, we’ve been unable to make much headway into understanding them, though we know they’re violent. Take note of that, people,” he says, waving his arm over all of us. “Shoot first and ask questions later. Cultists won’t hesitate to shoot at you, so don’t hesitate to do the same.” 
 
    The commander takes another look back into the tunnel running behind the giant hole in the wall. “We’ll bed down in an adjacent room tonight. The captain and I will secure some sleeping space and clear it of any excess Creep. Everyone else? You know your jobs. You’re Scavengers. Go scavenge. However, I want everyone to meet back at this location in no more than two hours. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” we all shout as we empty back into the hallway. We’ve trained enough that we know the way this works by now. Everyone pairs up, hits a different stretch of the wing, and goes looking for loot. Shreya and Jamila have been pretty close since we started training, probably because they’re both from the lower floors. Joanne and Utada, on the other hand? I really don’t get those two. Maybe they both just like walking around in silence, which is something that would make me go nuts. Dodger’s been sticking with me and Tommy, so I kinda get why he’s crushing on her. Is it weird that it’s starting to make me feel possessive about him? God, what’s happened to me this last month? Suddenly I’m feeling threatened over Tommy Jones? 
 
    Whatever. At the time, I shrug it off as the three of us head into the halls. I’m not sure what the vets are doing while we go risk our necks. They all just stand around talking for a minute while the rookies scatter. I guess they get to do that though, I mean, since we’re the grunts and all. Anyway, we clear out a few rooms, but they all look like they’ve been searched at least a hundred times already. Once you’ve seen one room, you’ve basically seen them all. All of them have chairs tossed around, drawers searched, beds that've been obliterated. Oh, and let’s not forget the Creep pouring down the walls. Once in a while, you’ll find a Pocket Space Generator, which is cool until you pop open its window and find nothing. Normally, it’s a huge waste of time. 
 
    That’s how we end up in a room really way down the hall, like, so far down we’re coming up on the next juncture. Dodger’s being pretty chatty with me, and I’m starting to get this weird vibe where I feel like she’s trying to get my ‘approval’ to talk with Tommy. It’s disturbing. He’s over in the next room while me and her wander around the bedroom, and she’s looking under the bed as she talks. “So, how long have you two known each other?” 
 
    “Huh? Me and Tommy?” 
 
    “Of course, you and Tommy. Who else would I be talking about?” 
 
    I keep wondering why it take her just five words to get under my skin. “I don’t know. Like, years, I guess? I mean, we played baseball together when we were nine. So, that’s, what? It has to have been at least eight years.”  
 
    Her head pops back up over the edge of the bed. “Was he always so cool?” 
 
    “Cool?” I turn to her, and I’m already fighting back the laughs. “Tommy? That’s like, the least applicable term you could ever use to describe him. Tommy’s the toolbag, and he’ll always be the toolbag.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why?” The question is apparently so deep that it boggles my mind. “What do you mean, ‘why?’” 
 
    “Well, he did something, right? He had to have done something that makes him a toolbag. It’s not like you’re born one.” 
 
    “Yeah, obviously. I mean, he . . .” I start frowning because I’m thoroughly baffled that I can’t immediately come up with a response. “Uh, well. I guess he . . .” Now, just to be clear, there’s a moment here where my brain just freezes and suddenly my mind’s taking inventory. What exactly makes Tommy what he is? What makes him a toolbag? Let’s see. The one thing he definitely is, is ultra-cocky, but . . . that’s about it, and it’s not exactly as if I’m super humble myself. My fist taps at my forehead as I think. Didn’t Tommy try and apologize to me for being a massive toolshed when we were kids? And didn’t he try to be friendly with me from the first day we got into training for the Scavengers? 
 
    Ugh. Wasn’t he the one that helped me keep cool before going into The Red Room? And hasn’t he been trying to keep me from freaking out since we got into the Deep? Is this why I’ve been getting possessive about him? Because I might be, really actually, starting to think of him like a friend? 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I say as I look off at nothing. “I’m the toolbag.” 
 
    Dodger’s lips fold up as her brow scrunches together. “What’re you saying?” 
 
     “Oh, nothing, nothing,” I reply as I look back at her. “Nothing. I’m just . . .” My breath bursts out in a sigh I wish I could hold back. “ . . . Remembering something my therapist asked me a while back.” 
 
    “Sooo. You’re . . . remembering that you’re a toolbag?” 
 
    There’s a crushing sensation in my chest for half a second. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m apparently having a life moment right now,” I reply as I turn away. “Nothing’s wrong with Tommy, Dodger. He’s . . .”  Ugh. This is going to kill me. “He’s a super cool guy.” 
 
    “That’s cool. Hey, I found the Pocket Space Generator.” 
 
    “What’s that now?” 
 
    She practically slams her shoulder into the bed, and it groans as it shudders toward me.  “It was underneath here,” she says, looking down. I walk around to join her, and yeah, okay, she found it. The household generators are all a lot different than our portable ones, although I’m not really sure why. They’re bigger and rectangular, like a game system or something. Maybe they can hold more? I don’t know, but they’re all the same ceramic white ours are. This one’s no different. 
 
    Dodger gives me a thumbs up. “Good job, partner. Looks like we found the loot,” she says with a wink. “I’ll let Tommy know.” 
 
    “Of course you will,” I mumble as she bounces off into the other room. I guess I’m lucky that she doesn’t hear it, since Dodger’s actually a pretty chill chick. Anyway, while she’s off, I pop the Pocket Space window. All it takes is my portable generator sending a signal to open a blue portal in the air. After a second of playing with the frequency, I’ve got the window big enough that it’s hanging from my head to my waist, and inside, the thing’s just loaded. This family was organized, too. Some people just toss stuff into Pocket Space. These guys actually bothered shoving a shelf inside, and everything’s sitting there in rows. The first thing I notice is all the bowels of food, because it’s not every day we get fresh fruit up on the top floors. A few centuries in Pocket Space hasn’t hurt the food at all. My fingers are about five second from snatching a banana when I brush against a super colorful book with a cover that’s been bombed with highlighters. Now, I’m a sucker for bright and flashy things, so it shouldn’t exactly be a surprise that I grab for it instead of the food. 
 
    No taunting, future-me. 
 
    Anyway, I haul the book over to the bed and take a seat. “Renee’s memories,” I read aloud as I look at the glittery words shining on the cover. Whatever girl made this was way more creative than I am. I don’t let the assault of cheerful obnoxiousness keep me from flipping the cover of the spiral book to get a look at its guts. The first page has a picture of three girls all hugging. From the look of them, they’re all, like, maybe ten years old. Underneath the picture are the words, in pink and blue letters, ‘best friends for life.’ Ugh. Could this girl get any more stereotypical? 
 
    I flip the page and stare at another set of pictures. One girl from the previous picture is in all of them, so I guess she’s Renee. I mean, she’s cute and all, don’t get me wrong. Her black hair comes straight down her back, and her dark eyes are plugged into a deeply tanned face. In one picture, she’s running toward the camera, and in another she’s hugging what I think’s a clown. I mean, the guy’s got his face painted white and he’s wearing an overly colorful jumpsuit, so, I don’t know what else he could be. Rainbow clouds of balloons choke the background with the words ‘HAPPY BIRTHDAY!’ written across their faces. It’s all so . . . bright. 
 
    I flip another few pages, and I see her getting older. I’m literally time traveling here. One picture has her standing in the street with what I think’s her dad. He’s a lot older, and the two of them are looking up at a bunch of towers. Not sure who took this pic, but if it was her mom, then the lady was a pretty darn good photographer. It’s a pretty dramatic pic. On the next page, there’s a picture of the girl again, and she’s definitely getting older. Her baby fat’s kinda melting away, and she’s a lot taller. Plus, I mean, she’s dressing older. That really becomes obvious when I flip another few pages and find her in a black dress with this super cute flower corsage wrapped around her wrist. Big, glittery red letters are glued to the center of the page that say ‘PROM,’ which, if I remember right, is something that teenagers used to go to. At least, I’m pretty sure I’ve seen them in some of those romantic comedy movies they keep stored up on the upper floors. 
 
    Ugh. This chick’s so relentlessly happy. She’s got this boy next to her in a tux, and they’re standing under this arch with some big, shiny tower in the background. I mean, the scene’s obviously fake, but it looks cool. I could see why girls would get into this thing, I mean, it looks like she went all out for it. Fun times, right? Plus, the guy’s hot. All of the pictures here are like this, though. Just her and her friends, all of them having fun. One picture’s got some band up on a stage, playing guitars, and everyone in front looks like they’re dancing.  
 
    It’s like, the longer I look at these, the more I’m in my feels. Suddenly, I’m choking, like something’s caught in my chest, and I realize I’m getting way too emotional about this, and I don’t know why. I mean, I don’t like the dresses since they look too uncomfortable. Under no condition would I ever want to wear something like that. And really, when you think about it, the entire party’s just one huge parade of cheesiness. But, you know what? At least she had the choice to go and to have a life that didn’t involve worrying about becoming food for the Creep. And also, what if maybe, one day, I decided I wanted to go do something stupid and completely frivolous and get dressed up? Shouldn’t you be able to do that once in a while without having to justify yourself to yourself?  
 
    “Jackie?” 
 
    The voice catches me off guard and I practically throw the book to the ground. I spin around with my bat flying into my hands, swinging it toward the door to defend myself. That’s when I see Tommy, doused in blue light and with his hands held up. One look at his face and I can tell he thinks I’m going nuts.  
 
    “Tommy, sorry,” I say as I relax and strap my bat to my belt. “You, uh, got me jumpy.” 
 
    “Hey, nah, cool. Cool,” he says as he stuffs his hands into his pockets. “You’re not hallucinating or anything, are you?” 
 
    “What, me? No, of course not, just . . . you know, it kinda sucks thinking about what happened to all the people that lived here.” 
 
    He nods as he steps into the room, and I see him looking at the book on the ground. “Guess you found something there.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, just pictures. You know? Some chick doing dumb stuff.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, it’s only dumb if you think it is.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I guess. But, uh, anyway, new topic. We got this window open here.” 
 
    “Dodger told me,” he says through a smile. “Good find, Jackie.” 
 
    “She did all the hard work. She’s pretty sharp. Dodger.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Yeah I mean, if you two, you know.” 
 
    His face turns at me as he pops an eyebrow upward. “If we what?” 
 
    “Well, you know how you crazy kids are. I mean, like, if you’re into her.” 
 
    “You trying to set me up there, Jackie?” 
 
    I laugh as I move away from the bed. “Just trying to be a bro, you know?” 
 
    “I appreciate the heads up, but why don’t we wait until we’re not surrounded by the Creep to talk about getting me a date?” 
 
    “Well, don’t say I didn’t try to help a brother out,” I say as I take a look inside the window. “So, you realize we have to go halfsies on this, right? We kind of found this together, and we need to start racking up some points. I don’t want everyone back home saying I’m, like, the worst Scavenger ever.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear you,” he says as he focuses on what’s on the other side of the portal. His hands reach through and push aside different trays and books as he goes through the stuff. “Looks like it’s all food. Nothing worth a ton of points though, like meat or technology.” 
 
    “Hey, at this point, I need any points so that I can get on the board. Who knows what the rest of the team is racking up?” 
 
    “Right. You know that splitting this up three ways is going to hurt our scores, right?” 
 
    “Ugggggh,” I blurt out when I remember we’re going to have to share our points with Dodger. “Just hurry and start hauling it out. We only have, like, one more hour to get through some more rooms. I don’t want to be in last place.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m going,” he agrees as he starts to yank stuff out. “Get Dodger in here so we can all pop some windows and store this stuff.” 
 
    “On it, yo,” I say as I hit the door back into the other room. Dodger’s there, staring at some piece of hardware she found. “Hey. Tommy’s about to start yanking out the food so, might want to get in here.” 
 
    “Thanks Jackie, you’re awesome,” she says with a smile as she walks back into the bedroom. I strain out a whispered “No, I’m really not,” as I start to trail her. Why does she have to be so dang cheerful? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty 
 
      
 
    Whatever I might have thought about Floor 30 . . . things inside Polar North are worse. 
 
    A lot worse. 
 
    Every step means risking a fall to the floor below. I mean, it’s pretty obvious from all the gaps in the ground and the collapsed walls that things have been bad in the north wing for a long time. There are places where the ground feels like it’s going to just break beneath your foot, so we end up taking so many detours that I’m lost. It gets so bad that the map on my tablet starts running circles trying to track all the different places we’ve been. If we’re not detouring around broken hallways, we’re avoiding areas where the Creep’s so dense there’s no room to walk. You couldn’t squeeze your arm through if you wanted to. Most of the time, I’m figuring out how to step over piles of rubble while trying to dodge the small tendrils that push out of the floor. It doesn’t help that I can only see when the light’s flicker around us. But, I mean, even that’s preferable to turning a corner and finding nothing but black emptiness with not even, like, the glow from a nearby room to guide us. There’s one turn we make where the only reason I’m able to see a few feet in front of me is because of the light from the hallway at my back.  
 
    I’m already busy rolling my eyes when Abbott waves to us. “Give me some light,” he says as he holds his flashlight up and cuts into the blackness. We all help shine the walls, which are just pulsing with Creep. You can see the muscles surging in and out while thick veins pump underneath. Everything our lights touch is filtered through a red haze, and the gross feeling of humidity makes me feel like I’m being slowly boiled for dinner. Our feet squish thin layers of Creep underneath us and I’m just glad these boots were given to us by Tower Authority. I don’t even want to know how much it’s going to take to clean out my baseball uniform.  
 
    So, Commander Abbott comes to a stop and flicks his flashlight on and off a few times.  “Demidov Protocol,” he says as he looks back at Utada. “You’ve got point.” Then he flicks his light at someone else. “Lieutenant Pena, you’re with Utada.” 
 
    “Right, sir,” she agrees as she hurries to the front of the group. The Demidov Protocol is basically a way of keeping us safe. Since the Creep reacts to negative emotions, we walk in pairs. It puts distance between us and keeps us from having too many strong feelings in one space, which should help keep the Creep sleeping. Maybe. Like always, I feel bad that Utada’s got to be our point man, but then again, she does seem kind of emotionless. Doesn’t mean I don’t worry as I watch her lead the way with Valerie at her back. If anything happens, I’m telling myself that at least the lieutenant can help keep them safe. 
 
    Right about that second, something clicks in my head. We’re all pairing up for the walk and I realize I’m going to be strutting through that mess soon. For a second, I’m in a blind panic as I look over at Tommy, then glance at Dodger. He must see my eyes bulging because he grabs my shoulder. “Don’t freak out, Coleman.” 
 
    “Who’re you . . . who’re you going in with?” 
 
    “What? You, dummy. Who else do you think I’d pair up with?” 
 
    “Uh, no one. Sorry.” I’m terrible at this. When did Tommy become my security blanket? And worse, when did the Creep start freaking me out so much? Was it the Red Room? “You’re not scared, are you?” 
 
    “Honestly?”  He smiles as he leans over to me. “I’m scared as hell.” 
 
    “Then how do you look so cool?” 
 
    “I’m a great liar. Your problem is you thought this would be easy. Me? I always knew it would suck.” 
 
    I frown as we step up to Abbott. “Maybe you’re right, Tommy.” 
 
    “I’m always right.” 
 
    The commander literally growls at us. “No chit chat, rookies. If you don’t stay focused, this part of the Creep will consume you alive. Don’t think I haven’t lost good men and women who panicked from claustrophobia.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” I say with a salute. The commander just shakes his head as he turns to watch the pair in front of us. Soon, they’re a long distance off, and Abbot gives us the nod. Tommy’s got his light pointing the way, and I’ve got my rifle up in case anything happens, but even with his flashlight burning through the air, I can barely see our teammates up ahead. What I can see is the Creep. Up close. The stuff bulges out from the walls, and I can feel moisture dripping from above as saliva tongues my shoulder. I look away, and my mouth curls as goop slides down my arm in wet trails that douse my uniform. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    I think the worst part of it is realizing the Creep knows we’re here. I don’t know how, and really, I don’t want to know, but we’re walking through and I can feel the thin cords of muscle as they slap at my ankles and wrists. I keep telling myself that as long as I don’t panic, they won’t grab me, but you know, it’s hard to do that when I’m getting groped by these things. At least my training is actually doing something. My breath automatically slows, and I feel my heart calming down, which surprises me since the walls are just getting tighter. Soon, me and Tommy are shoulder to shoulder as we both try to stay away from the edges, but that’s almost impossible. The clusters are sitting on the floor in thick piles, and the skin sacs breathing outward all graze the sides of my clothing. I can actually feel the wetness they leave on my uniform when I force my shoulder forward, pushing it past a bulb of muscle. At this point, me and Tommy are back to back as we try to slide ahead, and I try not to inhale the hot breath that’s exhaling from the Creep and gushing down the side of my face. As if that’s not bad enough, I can feel Tommy’s heart thumping through his body, and it’s kinda starting to freak me out. After a few minutes, it’s practically hammering into my back, and I start to feel his body twitching as we’re forced closer together. That’s starting to get me edgy too, because the longer I’m close to him, the more I can feel him jumping. Finally, his body starts locking up, and I feel like I have to say something.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” I tell him, hoping I’m just imaging things and that he’s actually calm. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” He says this, but I’m not exactly feeling reassured. “I ever tell you I hate small spaces?” 
 
    “Well, you’re telling me now,” I reply as I blow strands of hair out of my face. “But I really need you to hold it together for a few more minutes.” 
 
    “I’m trying, Jackie, really trying, it’s just . . .” That beating at my back gets heavier, and my eyes fly open as I feel a tendril squeezing on my ankle. It tightens, and for a second, we come to a stop. That’s a death sentence somewhere like this. 
 
    “I need you to get your stuff together, like, now, Tommy.” 
 
    “It’s just hard,” he says as I hear his breathing going wild. Over the corner of my shoulder, I can see him shaking his head and struggling to suck in air. It doesn’t help that we’re getting choked to death by this humidity. “I haven’t been in a place this small in a long time. Dad used to throw me in the closet when I was a kid. Whenever I got in trouble, he’d toss me in and lock me up for hours. Those were on his bad nights, when he’d forget he had a hundred pounds on me. I never got over that.”  
 
    As he’s saying this, I’m watching the space ahead of us starting to collapse as the walls start surging together. If we don’t move, if he doesn’t calm down, I don’t know that we’re going to get past this. First thing’s first, though. I tighten up and yank my ankle free, cringing as I feel the snap of the tendril. It breaks from the wall and gushes all over my leg, but somehow I keep from freaking. I’m staring into the black in front of me, but I’m able to lean back and grab Tommy’s side with my free hand. At least, for a second, he stops shaking. “I’m really sorry life sucked when you were a kid and that your dad was a complete toolshed, but right now, just try to breathe and keep it cool. You can tell me literally anything you want about him when we get out of here. I’ll help you come up with new curse words just to describe your dad. Right now though? Right now, I’m just thinking that I want to get home someday, enjoy some chocolate cake, and hey, maybe we can play some basketball again. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah.” I feel his body relax as he sucks in a huge breath. “I’m good, Jackie.” 
 
    “Alright, just chillax, okay?” 
 
    “I’m cold as ice,” he agrees as he follows my lead. I keep my fingers resting on his side as I move him along. Having my hand on any part of the male body for this long is an exploratory process for me, and I feel my cheeks burning as I tug at him. Anyway, we slide past the thickest stretch of the Creep, with that slimy muscle tissue just inches from my chin, and pull ourselves into the open. Flashlights greet us as we’re suddenly yanked ahead by our teammates, ripping us out of that mess of flesh and mucus. They’re all smiling and whispering congratulations, but I keep pulling Tommy along until we’re a few feet away. He’s breathing hard, and I can see his chest pumping up and down like he’s being electrocuted. 
 
    “Dude, are you okay?” 
 
    He nod as he puts his hands on his knees and exhales. It sounds like a bunch of air being let out of a balloon. “Thanks, Jackie. I don’t . . . I don’t even know. You really took over there.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” I say, embarrassed. “Whatever. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t die or anything. Not to mention I’d probably have gone down with you if something would’ve happened.” 
 
    Tommy takes a second to catch his breath before standing up. “Seriously. That was amazing.” 
 
    “Thanks?” 
 
    “You know how to take care of people. That’s a good thing.” He pauses and looks away for a second before he turns back to me with a wink. “You’d make a good mom.” 
 
    With that, Tommy ends my goodwill, and I pop him across the arm. “Shut up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    I said it last time but I don’t really care if I’m on repeat. Not like anyone else has to worry about listening to this anyway. If I survive the next few years, I’m going to be the only person having to put up with listening to this angsty teenage version of me. 
 
    So, like I was saying . . . 
 
    Polar North is something entirely different.  
 
    Something not like the rest of the Tower. It feels like just a few days ago that I was just searching apartments. Now . . . well, I don’t know where we are. We’ve almost gone in circles and flipped halls so much that I’m dizzy. I’m pretty sure that we’ve been getting farther north into this wing, but, like, our progress is super slow, and that makes it even more noticeable that things are changing around us. Now we’re not staring at apartments with rotted flower wallpaper. Instead the halls almost look the same as those on Floor 1. At least, if Floor 1 had ever been swallowed by the Creep. I can pretty much tell everything here was painted white once, it’s just that now it’s all a sick looking beige. If it doesn’t look like it’s been rotting, then it’s covered in Creep.  
 
     Also? Things were pretty carefree last week, but now everybody’s edgy. I mean, even the commander’s acting different. I can tell he’s getting nervous, so that’s not exactly comforting, and I’m sure it’s because what we’re finding in these new halls is super weird. A lot of these rooms are labs, but that doesn’t make any sense. I get why we have them higher up the Tower. We’re supposed to have built them when we moved up there. So, why are there any down this far? 
 
    After a few hours of wandering farther north than we’ve ever been, Abbott hauls us into this empty room. The inside’s still got power and cold light is drifting down from the ceiling. It throws a blue stain over everything, including the beds, which are this whole other issue I don’t want to deal with. They just look weird. They’re all bunk beds with thin mattresses, and the room is filled with them from back to front. It’s hard to imagine that there was any time when this was an apartment. Instead, it looks like it was used by, like, dozens of people. Were they working out of here? 
 
    The commander waves a finger around in the air. “We need rest and downtime,” he says. “I’ll secure the room with Captain Allen. Everyone else, you know what to do.” 
 
    We all nod. Even saying “Yes, sir” seems to have vanished, which I’m not sure is a positive. I mean, discipline, right? Got to have it. 
 
     I hate the fact that I’m trying to convince myself.  
 
    As we head for the door, I catch sight of Jamila. She just frowns at me as she grabs one of her braids and twists it. After all that effort, even those are going frizzy. She gives me this awkwardly unhappy look that makes laugh. It’s nice to have someone like her around to keep your humor up. It’s weird how talking about something normal, like your hairstyle, can keep you from going totally nutters in a place like this. 
 
    What doesn’t help is that the power’s failing more and more. It feels like the further into Polar North we go, the less power there is anywhere. We’re practically walking with just the help of our flashlights.  Between that, the humidity and the constant drip of saliva dousing our gear, I think we’re all having a hard time just keeping our nerves from snapping. See, that’s one thing they don’t tell you about the Deep. 
 
    How moist it’s going to be. 
 
    God, I hate that word. 
 
    At least Tommy and Dodger’ve been cool. Apparently, at least from what I learned during our squeeze through that tight Creep hallway, I do better when I’m looking out for other people than when I’m looking out for myself. Something in me flipped the second that Tommy started panicking, which is completely weird but at the same time makes too much sense. I’ve always kinda been my bravest when I’m thinking about others. The time I went up to Floor 1 and almost got my brain wiped? Pretty sure dad was the only reason I risked it. I mean, I’d always wanted to go, but saving him was the push I needed. Then, when I practically agreed to throw my life away fighting Creepy Sally? It was dad again, but also the whole Tower. I wanted to save everyone. So, maybe I’ve found out something about myself. Jackie, the perpetually isolated chick who lives to irritate everyone around her, really enjoys sticking her neck out for people and potentially dying.  
 
    Apparently.  
 
    How the hell, man? 
 
    Anyway, me, Tommy and Dodger find our way down one hall and spot a pair of doors. As we walk toward them, they slide open, and I nearly yank my rifle upward when they do. Tommy’s there to brace me as I stumble back, and we all just stare at the darkness inside. Everyone’s waiting for someone else to take the first step, and finally, that really super irritating part of me, the one that apparently makes me put my life at risk for other people, kicks in. So, yeah, I’m the one who heads in first. I huff as I step through the doorway, and I’m about to whip out my flashlight when a loud snapping rings out in the room. Tommy’s at my side in a second, and I hear the safety on his rifle flip off, but we both have to look away as lights ignite across the roof. They practically surge into my vision and force me to blink away a few dots that dance across my eyes.  
 
    It’s a minute before everything clears, and when it does, what I’m looking at . . . I don’t know. First, there’s the obvious: lab tables and microscopes. Pretty standard mad scientist stuff, right? So, none of that really bothers me. There are crates at the other end of the room with blankets draped over them though, and painted above them are big circles with that eight armed cross and infinity sign. But what really gets me? It’s the smell. My hands wrap around my mouth as I retch, my body convulsing for a second as I’m slammed by this scent I can’t put my finger on. The Creep doesn’t smell like this, okay? As bad as it can get, it’s always a smell of body odor and blood. That’s at its worst. This, though? God, it’s something else way more terrible. The whole room is thick with it, and I can’t take a breath without feeling like I’m getting punched in the gut. Finally, I’m able to talk, but I can barely get the words out. 
 
    “Cultists.” 
 
    Tommy nods. “Looks like they’ve been this way, too.” 
 
    “What the hell happened over here? What smells so bad?” 
 
    “You got me.” He nods toward the crates. “Should you, or . . . ?” 
 
    “Are you asking or begging?” 
 
    Tommy tries to fake a smile, but he’s not able to completely pull it off. “Well, I’d rather not. I mean, I’ll pull the blankets off those crates, but only if you’re too scared, obviously.” 
 
    “Shove it, Tommy,” I say as I hit him with a vicious eye roll. Apparently, insulting my ego’s another way to get me to risk my life. I get over to the crates and rest my hands on top, but I really don’t want to pull the covers off. For a second, I listen, but there’s no noise I can hear, so my fingers squeeze on the fabric as I brace myself. “Deep breath, girl,” I tell myself as my muscles tense up, but my nose is rebelling against all my attempts to suck in any air. Finally, I just give up and commit to it. “One . . . two . . . three . . .” 
 
    I whip the covers back, and I’m just hit in the face by the stench. Immediately, I fall back into Tommy’s arms, who catches me as I stuff my mouth so I won’t gag. Dodger runs up to us and leans in. “Oh, my God, those aren’t crates,” she says.  “Those are . . .”  
 
    “Cages,” I mutter as Tommy stands me upright. “What the hell?” 
 
    There are two cages against the back wall and whatever’s inside . . . well, they’re not human, or at least they’re not anymore. Don’t get me wrong, they kind of do look like people. Two arms, two legs, and a skull that looks like it belongs to a person. You’d have to see it, though. It’s the details. Piles of Creep look like they were growing from their shoulders, and their hands are stretched like a rubber doll whose fingers have been pulled out. Their eyes, well, there’s only one way to say it. They’re gone. It’s like they’ve just got black gaps there where the eyeballs sank into the sockets. Actually, their faces are pretty much as narrow as they could get, like they’ve barely got a layer of skin pulled tight over them. Everything else about these things is weird. Creep is growing from their legs in bunches that bubble out of the top of their feet. 
 
    Dodger shakes her head as she turns away. “Guys, I don’t remember being told anything about this . .  .” 
 
    Tommy nods as we all group together. “Yeah, it’s like they got possessed or something. Like the Creep was growing right out of them.” 
 
    My eyes are pretty glazed over at this point, and I step away for a second. “It’s like Creepy Sally on repeat.” 
 
    Tommy steps in front of me with a glare on his face. “What? What’re you talking about, Jackie?” 
 
    “Creepy Sally. You know?” I look over at him and realize he was never told. Actually, I realize none of them were. “Damn.” 
 
    “You keeping a secret from us?” 
 
    I have to seriously think about this for a second. I mean, typically, I probably shouldn’t tell them anything about the incident last month. I don’t think Tower Authority wants people learning that the Creep can attach to you, even if that’s rare. Then again, they did just see the same bodies I did, so it’s not like this can stay under wraps. “Creepy Sally. I, uh, got involved with that incident. Basically helped take her down. You know, ‘cause I’m awesome . . .” 
 
    Dodger’s mouth drops and her eyes go wide like a fish’s. “You took down Creepy Sally? For real?” 
 
    “Look, I wasn’t supposed to say anything because they don’t want too many people knowing that the Creep can infect you. But, I mean . . .” I glance back at the bodies for a second. “Come on. You know what’s going on back there, right? You’re not idiots.” 
 
    Tommy’s arms fold across his chest and he just looks away. “So, the Creep really can take over your body?” 
 
    “Right, but if it’s any help, then you gotta know that it’s super rare. Like, the way I understand it, Sally basically let it happen to her. Like the stories say, you know? She just sat around all day waiting for it. I think she was depressed or something.” 
 
    “And what did you do to take her down?” 
 
    I shrug. “I dunno. Knocked her across the head with my bat.” I leave out the part about the top secret serum my dad developed that can kill the Creep. A girl has to have some secrets, right? “I mean, it wasn’t just me. There was lots of Security there, too. It was a weird situation, you know? I just ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    I’m lying through my teeth, but at least it gets Tommy to back off a little. I really don’t need him asking more questions about Creepy Sally, how I got onto Floor 1, or anything like that. It’s impossible to tell what could get him in Reinforcement. Anyway, he backs off and rubs at the back of his head while he sorts it all out. “Well, I guess,” he finally says. “But we’ve got to call the commander. I don’t think they meant for us to find stuff like this.” 
 
    “Fine, but just don’t say anything about Sally, okay? I think they want to keep it kind of hush hush about how I ended up on the team.” 
 
    Tommy stops and stares at me for a second. “So, that’s it. I always wondered how you got onto the Scavengers. You’re not even eighteen yet. I mean, you’re not even close, like me, but it makes sense if you already had experience with this stuff.” 
 
    “Don’t overplay it, Tommy. Like I said, I was just there at the wrong time. But, look, super serious, please don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “I got you, Jackie. Still have to tell the commander about these two, though.” 
 
    “Hey, go ahead and shoot. I don’t care if he knows about these.” 
 
    He turns away for a second and yanks out his tablet before tapping the commander’s contact. We all stand around, waiting as the connection is made, and Abbott’s voice bursts through the signal, as annoying as ever. “Jones? What is the purpose of this contact?” 
 
    “Uh, think we’ve got something here you might want to see, sir. Couple of bodies over in some labs we found.” 
 
     “Bodies? You mean of Cultists?” 
 
    “Well, not quite, but I really think you’re going to want to check this out.” 
 
    It doesn’t take much more than that to get Abbott and the team gathered inside the lab. Everyone pretty much has the same reaction I did to the smell, and Shreya actually has to step out of the room when she gets a whiff. Anyway, the commander looks pissed as he walks between the bodies. He doesn’t even bother talking for so long that I’m starting to wonder if we should leave.  Finally, he looks up at the wall, and I can see him getting these angry, squinty eyes as he looks at the scene. “What would bring them this high?” he asks as he kneels down to inspect the corpses. “And why haul this pair up here?” 
 
    I’m glad Dodger’s willing to ask all the questions so I don’t have to. She just can’t seem to keep from standing out. “Sir? Um, does this mean you really can get infected by the Creep?” 
 
    Abbott’s head twists, and his eyes cut the air as he looks over his shoulder. “Yes, rookie. In extremely rare cases, this has been known to happen.” The commander gets back to his feet and turns to us. “I wouldn’t worry about infections, though. This type of merging only happens to people that spend extended amounts of time actually in the Creep. As in, covered with it. Eventually, your skin and muscle bond with it, and as you all know, it has an effect on the mind. Victims are left in a constant state of hallucination and attack anything they see in a mindless rage. Just to be clear, over my years of service, I’ve seen this less than half a dozen times, and almost all those incidents occurred far deeper inside the Tower.” 
 
    “So, why are these two up here? Did the Cultists bring them?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” The commander stops and turns to look at the wall again. “Most likely they captured these two and brought them up. Perhaps it was some sort of trap. Apparently, these two victims died a long time before we got here, though. Even the Creep needs to feed, after all.”  
 
    Sunny claps his hands. “Sounds like more reason for us to keep our guard up. Right, people?” he asks, staring at all of us and beaming that smile of his. “So, come on. Let’s keep looking for supplies. Our room for the night’s been secured and tomorrow we start out for the heart of Polar North. You know what that means. Everyone gets well fed and gets enough rest, because tomorrow’s a big day. Everyone with me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” we all almost cheer, since everyone’s pretty happy at the thought of getting some food. It’s a funny thing to think about, considering the two corpses still on the floor. But, you know, the thing that gets me is, as we’re all hauling out of the door, I just barely hear the commander call out to Dodger. 
 
    “Tiffany Anne,” he says, which is so weird because we never call her by her real name. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” she asks as she falls behind the group. I keep walking because I know Abbott will just get pissed if I interrupt their convo, but I strain to hear them as I’m on my way out. 
 
    “Do you think you can access these computers? I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m fairly convinced these were brought up from elsewhere. Still, if not, and they’re from this floor . . .” 
 
    “You want to see if the Cultists left any records of what happened?” 
 
    “Precisely. That, and I’m not convinced these creatures are random creations. I’ve never seen them in pairs. At any rate, it’s better to be safe than . . .” 
 
    I’m able to hear just enough as we’re marching through the doorway. It’s really nothing to be worried about, since the commander’s just being cautious. I guess what gets to me is him saying they’re not random. I’m not really sure what he’s implying, but if they’re not random, then what are they? Planned? 
 
    How would that even work?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Researcher’s Log 
 
    Private note 
 
    David Marshall recording 
 
      
 
    To be quite blunt, today was a debacle. 
 
    Time and again, interference from Tower Authority has contributed to a complete breakdown in our experiments. Or, to put it another way, while Authority is willing to round up people for thinking incorrectly and to flood their neural pathways full of Creep excretion, they’re for some reason not willing to sign off on the sort of experimentation that would advance our understanding of psychoreaction.   
 
    Sometime just after my team and I had assembled in the laboratory, we were notified by Security that our all-knowing masters, in their infinite wisdom, had decided against proceeding with the experiments. Now, you tell me, oh journal, is it more cruel to experiment upon a man, or to tell him he will be the subject of an experiment, only to leave him dangling for another day? Because, mark my words, this project will happen. It must. However, in the meantime, these repeated cancellations are leading to mounting frustrations among the researchers, myself included. I can’t even imagine the level of resentment my team has toward me after all the promises I’ve made them of achieving a breakthrough in understanding the Creep.  
 
    Although, not all has gone so badly. We do have our silver linings. For example, our theoretical models are sound. I believe – no, we believe – that the Creep selectively chooses individuals for a type of symbiotic bond. It’s rare, no doubt, since the infestation prefers to feast on human bodies for nutrition, but we know these mutually beneficial relationships do exist. To recap, the Creep, of course, reacts to human emotions in a very visceral way. It quivers or creates those tendrils it uses to lash onto its victims, followed by the onset of digestion. The question that continues to baffle me is why it chooses to bond with a few while making a meal of others. 
 
    These bonded subjects appear throughout the lower depths of the Tower, beneath Floor 21, although sightings are rare. Sadly, none of them demonstrate the same level of control over the infestation as Creepy Sally does. She is, in a word, unique. Now, quite obviously, that’s not her real name. It’s a common reference used for her given by the less educated of our population. As a classification, we label her SFH-01, but the name Sally suffices, at least for my personal recordings. The poor girl’s body has sustained itself for well over a century now as a product of her infestation, but of course, the unfortunate side effect has been the loss of her consciousness. Now she exists only as some shambling, animated corpse, though one with the powerful ability to summon the Creep as a means of self-defense. As for her mind, well, it barely exists in any form. Occasional utterances of names and places indicate that she has some memory of her life before bonding occurred, but the Creep uses her as much as she uses it. Most likely, more so. 
 
    Why, though? Why would the Creep choose to use a victim in this way? Sally has no ability to communicate with the world around her, considering the fact that her use of language is limited to simple, one or two word statements. It cannot be using her to try and contact us. Even the mere notion would suggest it is sentient, and all of our experiments have shown that to be false. So, we must understand why it bonds this way. If we knew the why, it would help us to understand the moment when the Creep chooses not to consume a victim, but instead to join with them. If we knew the why, perhaps then we could also understand the how. Creep fluids have hallucinogenic properties that quickly toxify the human bloodstream. This is obviously why Sally’s mind is so badly destroyed. If we could only discover a way to maintain human consciousness after bonding . . . 
 
    Although, I suppose I’m getting ahead of myself. First we must achieve a bond, and then we can worry about preserving the test subject’s mind. Afterward, humanity’s potential would be without limit. To physically join with the Creep and have control over it? It would mean an end to our imprisonment in the Tower. It could lead to the end of death. The Creep’s limitless ability to regenerate is impressive. Can you imagine what we would be capable of if our own cells were able to do the same? 
 
    And we do need to be thinking about enhancing our cells if we hope to survive. I do not think Tower Authority recognizes the severity of the living circumstances on the lower floors. The Tower has been conducting the Scavenging for what we estimate to be centuries now. Over that time, we have lost floor after floor. It was only in the last hundred years or so that we believe we were forced to restrict ourselves above Floor 21. Specific records of what happened are hard to come by, but it’s quite apparent that devastating attacks by the Creep crippled our technology several times since we came to live in the Tower. From what I have been able to piece together, the worst of these attacks were launched by Sally herself. I am confident in saying she is part of the reason we have so many missing records from earlier time periods, and that she may have had a hand in us losing the lower floors. Now our numbers have dwindled to just above 15,000 in a Tower that I estimate once could have housed at least five times as many individuals. If we hope to survive, we have to evolve, just like the Creep. That’s why my experiments are so necessary. If we don’t act, don’t grow, humanity will become an extinct species. Forget all the babbling religious nonsense about how the Builders will come rescue us. We are dying and have been for hundreds of years. These tests I conduct aren’t done just to make people suffer. The truth is that their suffering is the only way for us to save our species.  
 
    And for me, this is the most frustrating part. I sit here, no more than a few feet away from a sorry looking man who has been wallowing in his own miserable depression for the past few hours. These glass walls between us cannot hide his panic, which is why the humane course would have been to simply get the experiment over with. I can see all the tell-tale demonstrations of fear: the dilation in his eyes, the quickness of his breath, the trails of beaded sweat that drip down his head. This hellish limbo he finds himself in cannot be good for his sanity. I imagine that if he could see me on my side of the wall, as I can see him, that he’d be only further insulted. Perhaps angered. Then again, that is what we want. That terror he feels now, that sinking feeling of being helpless and unable to save himself, that is what we need. What I need. For the experiments, of course. Combined with rage, anger, hatred, we would be able to provoke a Creep reaction. When we do finally introduce the Creep to his cell, and we will, we know it is negative emotions that will encourage a reaction. It will most likely attempt to consume him. Then again, if we’re fortunate, it may attempt a bond. So, on second thought, perhaps I should be encouraging this man’s depression instead of sheltering him from it. For science, after all.                
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    I’m guessing that maybe the commander thought we should take a break after finding . . . whatever it is we found. Whatever those things were. I mean, I know what they are. What I don’t know is how they got here or what they’re doing on this floor. Captain Sunny’d been psyched to start out for Polar North, but Abbott brought the search to a stop for a second so we could do some scavenging. Which, I mean, that’s cool. It feels like a drill in my teeth because I keep thinking this is just putting more time between us and finding Mike, but it’s not like we don’t have a job to do. Plus, I just think the commander’s been a little different since we found those bodies. I don’t really see him get surprised much, so even just one second of him acting human is kinda scary but also weirdly comforting.  
 
    So, I guess it’s cool if we break for a second. At least it gives me a chance to breathe.  
 
    We made base in one of the large rooms that has all the bunks set up. That wasn’t exactly good for my sanity, I mean, any time I haven’t been hunting for food, I’ve been searching the room for clues about what’s been going on around here. Guess what I found? Zilch. You couldn’t have asked for a more boring place to stay. Well, sorta. The first night we bunked down, the commander’s sensor went off. Everyone woke up to this red haze filling the room, and even if all of us had our guns ready, like, the instant our eyes opened, there wasn’t anything we could do. Abbott had us wait around to see if it would die down, but everyone was ready to run if we had to. I don’t know if it was just our training that helped us stay cool, but eventually everything got back to normal. Just keep your emotions calm. That’s the one thing the vets keep reminding us over and over. They’re right, though. The Creep doesn’t seem like it attacks much, or at all, as long as you’re not freaking out. 
 
    Of course, not freaking out’s the trick, and obviously not everyone learns it.  
 
    We had one more day of scavenging planned before we were supposed to take off, and what’s weird is it only took that long before the bunks started to feel kinda like home. Obviously, not in, like, a real home kind of way, but it at least felt like we were sort of safe. By our third night there, that was my bunk. My gear was stashed there, nobody else’s. Sure, we had walls of Creep infesting the halls outside, but we’d done a pretty snazzy job of cleaning up in the room. All the girls were on one side and the boys were on the other, like we were at an awkward dance or something. That wouldn’t have been terrible if it were just Dodger near me. She’s annoying, but at least she’s, you know, smart. She had the bunk above me, and Jamila was just across from us. And, see, I could have dealt with Jamila too. I like her, and it’s not like I say that about tons of people.  
 
    Shreya, though. God, like I don’t have enough I feel terrible about. Shreya had the top bunk, above Jamila, and you know, I figured that two people from the lower floors couldn’t be super different. Jamila’s always so happy. Sunny’s got a smile like a laser beam. But Shreya? That banshee? I can’t deal. 
 
    So, we’re sitting around just talking after getting back from scavenging. It’s something we do almost every night, which makes sense considering there’s nothing else we could be doing. I mean, there’s, like, one game on my tablet to play if I don’t feel like talking. Think about it, though. I’m already not the most super popular person in the Tower. Do I really want to go out of my way to stay separated from everyone on a team this small? At some point, I need to get to know them, right? Unless I want to spend the rest of the Scavenging being angsty because everyone hates me or something. 
 
    Anyway, we’re there, chatting, and I don’t know how it comes up. I think we’re talking about food or something. Yeah, so, I mention how my mom made me hamburgers a few weeks back. It’s not like I think twice about it. I’m, like, halfway into my story when Shreya just starts laughing. The story’s not even funny, so I just shoot her an eye and stare at her for a second before I say anything. 
 
    “Hey, uh, something making you laugh, Shreya?” 
 
    She shakes her head as she looks down on me. “All of you high levelers. You talk about things as if everyone knows what it’s like. Hamburger. How would I even know what hamburger tastes like?” Shreya leans over her bed, looking at Jamila. “How about you? Hamburger? Have you ever had it?” 
 
    I can tell Jamila doesn’t want to get involved, but what else can she do? “No, Shreya,” she literally sighs. “Jackie was just talking though.” 
 
    “Of course, talking like all high levelers do. As if we all have it as good as her. She has never even stopped to think that maybe some of us have had it worse off. I have never had meat in my life. We barely get fed by Authority.” 
 
    By that point, I’ve been holding my breath in for a minute, and I feel like I’m going to explode. “Look, it’s not like I was trying to rub it in your face or anything. You’re making it sound like I think I’m better than you or something.” 
 
    “Don’t you? You’re the darling daughter of the head scientist for the whole Tower. You’ve even been given a chance to come on this mission even though you’re not eighteen yet. Do you think any of the rest of us would have gotten that opportunity?” 
 
    “It’s not like that.” 
 
    “No, it could never be.” She huffs and closes her eyes. “How big’s your home, anyway? Two rooms? Three?” 
 
    I shouldn’t answer, but my mouth’s bigger than my brain sometimes. “Well, we’ve got the kitchen, and the living room, obviously, plus my bedroom and my parent’s bedroom. It’s not huge or anything.” 
 
    “It’s not? Jackie, my home has one room for four people. The kitchen is practically built into the bedroom, and the only room you can’t see when you come inside is our bathroom. I wouldn’t even know what it’s like to live in a home with a living room.” 
 
    God. “Is it like that for everyone?” 
 
    She shrugs, but my ears pick up on Jamila’s voice as she cuts in. “No, it’s not that way for everybody. After Floor 12, everything’s just random. I have a bigger place than Shreya does, and nobody cares about it or where we’re living. But really, Jackie, why would Authority care about it? They don’t even really care about feeding us or anything.” 
 
    Shreya nods. “You’d think for a girl as smart as you that you’d put it all together. You walk through the lower floors one time and think you know what life is like for us. You don’t. I have to watch my sister go hungry because she can’t understand why we don’t have enough food to last the week. I have to work that rooftop just like you do, and I never get any food from it. Sometimes, we’re lucky, if we’re given seeds during our weekly delivery. Then we can plant just enough food to keep us alive for a few more months. Of course, our vegetables aren’t like yours. We’re lucky if they don’t fall apart in our hands when we pull them. Also, you don’t have to worry about having to wake up every morning and using a flamethrower to burn away the Creep because it’s grown over your door overnight, worrying the whole time that, if you go too fast, it will grab you and pull you into the wall. Then what would my sister say when she woke up? What would my parents tell her? Oh, sorry, but Shreya died trying to get out of the house this morning.” 
 
    She’s got a right to be angry, and I do feel bad for her, but she’s aiming her guns at the wrong person, and I already guilt trip myself enough about my life. “Look, Shreya, I’m sorry, okay? What are you expecting me to say? I didn’t put you in that apartment, and I don’t want you staying there. Do you think I’d be on the Scavenging if I didn’t want to help? It’s not like I have to do this.” 
 
    “Another way you get to hold yourself over our heads, Jackie. Oh, how nice of you to come down from your gilded cage to bless us with your presence. It’s not like you have to keep doing this for seven years of your life, just out of the hope that you can move further up the Tower. Not like some of us.” 
 
    “Well, what else, Shreya? Because you’re right. You can think whatever you want, but I’m here because I want to be. I’m sorry I don’t feel guilty about being born where I was. I mean, the only thing I can do is try and help. If you don’t want it, fine. I’m still here. I’m still going to have to fight with you if trouble starts. So, spend the whole time hating me if that makes you feel better. It’s not like there are tons of people that like me anyway.” 
 
    I don’t know why those are the words that get her to shut up, but she finally pulls her legs over the bed and disappears. I mean, not completely. I can still see her over the edge of the mattress, but she’s made it obvious she hates me, which, I mean, join the club. It’s got me pissed off though, you know? I end up staring at her for half a minute before I walk off, because how the hell am I supposed to sleep after that? It’s not like I leave the room or anything, not that I’d want to, but I just have to get away. The fact that half the team witnessed that doesn’t help. God. It’s embarrassing, and you know, is it too hard to ask for her to be professional? 
 
    I’m pacing when a hand on my shoulder nearly sends me spinning into a punch. My arm’s already going up when I realize Jamila’s there, and she looks ready to defend herself if she has to. When I realize it’s her, I yank my arm back and heave out, like it’s my final breath or something. “Sorry, Jamila.” 
 
    “Girl, are you kidding? After that?” 
 
    “I know, it’s just, what the hell, man? Why’s she on my back?” 
 
    “You know Shreya. She’s hot tempered, plus she’s always angry at people that live on the upper floors.” 
 
    “Even the commander?” 
 
    “Even him, but she can’t say anything about it to his face.” 
 
    My eyes roll hard until I’m staring past Jamila and over at Shreya’s bunk. “So, she takes it out on me instead or what?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, really Jackie, everyone that lives on the lower floors kind of resents the people on the higher ones. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bother me that we have so little to eat and stuff like that. I keep it under control, but I get why she feels the way she does.” 
 
    “So, you hate me too?” 
 
    “Don’t be angry. You know I don’t feel that way about you. I was just trying to tell you that everyone that has to live on the lower levels goes hungry, has to worry about surviving, that sort of thing. Me. Sunny. Shreya. We’ve all had to deal with it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’ve had it worse than Shreya. You live further down than she does.” 
 
    “That just means I get a few less vegetables in my box every week, but not much. Would four or five extra carrots really make you feel full?” 
 
    I mean, obviously, she’s right. “No. Guess not.” 
 
    “Just let her cool down. She’ll be okay. It’s not like she doesn’t have to chill anyway. If she stays pissed off, then the Creep’s just going to come after her.” 
 
    “You can’t talk to her or anything, can you? I don’t know, just let her know I want to help or something. That I’m not some rich toolshed or anything.” 
 
    “Aw, you do care, Jackie.” She winks as she turns away. Ugh. I guess I can live with that from Jamila. I mean, it’s not like I can alienate everyone that wants to be my friend. Apparently, I already do that without trying.  
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Between finding those bodies and Shreya getting pissed at me, I can't forget that we’re here to, you know, feed the Tower. It keeps us busy and it’s the only thing keeping me cool, which is also probably why the Creep’s not trying to bust out of the walls to get me. Anyway, at some point I manage to completely distract myself. The room I’m in is a huge mess and I’m literally starting to think I'm going to have to stick my hand down the toilet to find out where this Pocket Space Generator might be. 
 
     Ugh. 
 
     Tommy’s a room over. We’ve agreed it’s cool to split up when we’re doing these searches as long as nobody’s freaking out, and I’m doing my best to keep those creatures we saw out of my head. It’s not like they looked any worse than Creepy Sally, so that’s not what’s really bothering me. It’s what the commander had to say, about them not being random, that keeps burning up in the back of my head. Well, that just means I’ve got hunches and no answers, and it’s not like I deal well when I’ve got this many questions.  
 
    So, I’m busy thinking about this while I’m trying to shove aside a dresser, when I’m hit with this droning noise. It starts like a low buzzing, then it grows until I feel like it’s drilling into my eardrum. I’m on tiptoes as my eyes start zipping around the room, because I can’t figure out where the sound is coming from, and I don’t want to get surprised by something busting out of the walls and rampaging at me. Then I realize it’s coming from directly in my left ear. That’s where my listener’s plugged in, and I feel my heart slowing down again. I’m only kind of surprised when a voice kicks through my head. 
 
    “Jackie. Are you there?” 
 
    Pygmalion. I exhale, ‘cause I’m just glad this wasn’t another Creep monster. “Yeah, duh. Did you think you had a wrong number or something?” 
 
    “I merely had to ensure that our connection was sound. It’s not easy, even for me, to bypass the security that filters these signals. It’s important that this conversation remains hidden from the rest of Tower Authority. Of course, that also means keeping it secret from Abbott.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It’s not like I forgot that you told me he was a tool.” 
 
    “In so many words.” 
 
    I don’t mention the fact that even knowing who he works for, I’ve got to confess that Abbott’s been kinda cool to be around. I’ve realized I was slow to admit Tommy was pretty chill when I got to know him, so I dunno, I guess I could be wrong about other people. Not like I’m perfect, either. Of course, I keep that to myself since I don’t need to create any drama between me and the director. “So, is there something you need talk to me about?” 
 
    “I thought it might be appropriate to discuss what you saw.” 
 
    I shake my head and turn toward the dresser. “You mean the bodies.” 
 
    “Correct. You seem . . . bothered.” 
 
    “Which you know how, exactly?” 
 
    “Your listener transmits not only visuals but biosigns being produced by your body. Your elevated heart rate, blood pressure, and rapid breathing are all signs of stress.” 
 
    “Wow, you have no idea how incredibly creepy it is that you can scan all that stuff, do you?” 
 
    “Of course, we have to look out for the welfare of our Scavengers.” 
 
    Yeah, I’m sure that’s it. “Well, if you really want to get into it then, sure, I think being stressed is just a little understandable considering what Abbott had to say about those monsters. I just think it’s weird that everyone thinks these things are rare, but then we just find two of them on the same day. And they’re in cages. And Abbott thinks that’s suspicious too.” 
 
    “What exactly are you implying?” 
 
    “Look. I may not be the smartest person or anything, but, if these things are so rare, then we shouldn’t have found two of them together. I mean, they were in freaking cages, so somebody had control of them. Plus, if it wasn’t random then it was on purpose, and that means that somebody wants to get people bonding with Creep.” I give up on pushing the dresser for a second. “Look, Edward, I’m just saying it’s kinda shady that we’ve got two infested people that were left behind by the Cultists, who I've been told think that bonding is, like, paradise or something. So, do I think something sneaky’s going on here? Yeah, obviously. Whoever these guys are, I think they’re trying to get people to change into those things, and the bodies we found were probably the result of some experiment they're doing. I can’t prove it, but I’m usually not wrong about this stuff.” 
 
    There’s a long pause on the other end for a second, so I rest against the dresser and wait as I sort through my own scattered thoughts on the whole thing. After a pause, I hear the director come back on. “It is true that the Cultists are not merely madmen, even if they are portrayed as such. There are those among them with some limited knowledge of how the Creep binds to people, although I must emphasize that such knowledge is by no means comprehensive. It has long been my suspicion that, indeed, there were some forms of experimentation going on, attempts to join people with the infestation. How they were going about that, though? We have never had clear access to their records to find out.” 
 
    “What about that stuff that Dodger’s going through? Didn’t Abbott ask her to unlock those?” 
 
    “Yes, those are particularly interesting, although they are still highly encoded. Your teammate’s work is still quite incomplete, but from the data she’s been able to unlock so far, there are hints of the experiments that were being conducted. Once she has finished decoding them completely, there may be a full record of how these bonding processes occur, available to myself and Tower Authority.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.” 
 
    “Jackie. We still both share the same goal: the survival and freedom of humanity.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know. I wouldn’t even be on the team down here without you.” I’m distracted for a second as my fingers slide over a journal that looks ready to fall apart. “Anyway, the goal’s still to get out of here, right? Rescue Mike and find a way out of the Tower?” 
 
    “I have never wavered in my commitment to saving humanity. I have only one goal, and that is to save our species at any cost.” 
 
    My lips twist into a frown. “Yeah. Okay. Sorry, I’m just, you know, weirded out by everything.” 
 
    “Understandable. Continue your good work. I am sure that soon you will find your lost comrades. Then you can return and receive a proper repayment.” 
 
    “Alright. Sounds good.” 
 
    “Following the disconnection of this message, your feed will once again be routed through the normal channels. Please do not attempt to speak to me. Authority would be in an uproar if they knew I had contacted you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it. Good chat.” 
 
    “Take care, Jackie.” 
 
    I huff as the listener starts droning. When the noise cuts off, I assume I’m being spied on again, so I pretend as if the conversation didn’t even happen. Instead, I flip open the journal I just found and watch as its spine disintegrates. The cover literally tears off the book before it slides behind the dresser. I’m not able to see it, but I’m pretty confident that it probably becomes powder when it hits the floor. 
 
    I’m ready to start looking for that generator again when I notice the writing on the journal pages. It’s not like I’m into reading everyone’s diaries or anything, but the way the words are written makes me freak. Every word is scratched in like they were written by a crazy person, and they dance in and out of the lines. I try to lift one of the pages, and even though I know what to expect, I risk it. The paper literally evaporates in my hand as I hold it up, but at least I can see the next few pages.  
 
    There are only three sentences, and they keep repeating over and over again. 
 
    I HEAR THE EMPTY VOICE 
 
    I SEE THE MESSENGER IN THE DARKNESS 
 
    I SEE THE SHADOW EYED MAN 
 
    I’m suddenly super aware of the dim light of the room, and I can feel my heartbeat accelerating. I rip one more page away, and as it falls apart, I can see the exact same words continuing on for forever through the rest of the journal. As I step back, the room starts to soak red until everything is hazy, and the edges of my vision start going dark. My legs feel like the blood’s draining out of them, like there’s just a numbness creeping up through my thighs and into my waist.  
 
    But no matter what I do, I can’t move. It’s like my legs are stuck to the ground. The walls are starting to shake with blackness, and it’s getting so cold I can see the breath leaving my mouth. Suddenly the figures start to pull away from the walls, prying themselves free until they’re standing in the room. For a second, I’m locked with the crimson eyes of one of the men, and it’s like my neck muscles freeze up. I can’t turn away, no matter what I do. It’s like I’m paralyzed from the head down. 
 
    Then something grabs my attention from the doorway, and for some reason I’m able to look away. When I do, I’m not sure I want to see what I’m seeing. That dark outline again. The long hair. Sally. She’s standing there, and it looks like she’s breathing hard. Her body’s lifting up and down as she stares at me, and all the terror I’m feeling bunches up inside my chest until I think it’s going to burst out through my throat. She doesn’t move, though. Sally raises her hand, points at me, and says, “We are not alone. Move.” 
 
    I don’t know why, but when she says that? When she says ‘move?’ Suddenly, my legs are able to pry from the floor just as one of the shadow men lunges at me. I duck away under his hand, and it takes half a second before I’m bursting to the door. Wherever Sally was, she’s gone, and I’m just flying headfirst into the hall. The crimson light’s surging around me until it’s blinding, and I can barely see anything as I hit the wall so hard that, for a second, I’m seeing stars. Then, when I look toward the door, all I see is a black cloud swirling inside the room. My heart is running laps, and even my lungs start to feel like they’re squeezing as my breath chokes up in my throat. I swear, it’s like the darkness is filling up the room and flooding toward me. “This is it,” I think. “The Creep’s going to bust out and get me.” 
 
    And that’s when I hear it. 
 
    “Jackie?” 
 
    The voice sings down the hall, and suddenly the air is rushing back into my lungs. I look off to the side to see Tommy and Dodger running down my way. Dodger gets to me first, and I don’t pull away when she grabs my shoulder. “Jackie, what’s up? You look really freaked out.” 
 
    I nod a couple of times as the thumping in my chest settles down, and my breath finally stuffs itself back down my throat. When I look back at the room, there’s nothing. No dark cloud. No shadow men. It’s just a room. “Yeah, sorry gang. I don’t know what happened. I just . . .” I don’t want to tell them about the Demons, and I really can’t tell them about Pygmalion, but I don’t want to just keep repeating myself. “I just had a moment and had to get out of there.” 
 
    Tommy shakes his head. “Hey, we can’t all be the courageous type, right?” He’s grinning for half a second before he notices my scowl. “I mean, hey, sorry Jackie. That was a bad joke. I hope you’re feeling okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I say as I wave him off. “Can we just get out of here?” 
 
    They nod and Dodger squeezes my shoulder again. I mean, I guess I can deal with that. At least, it does help me calm down a little. Still, as we’re walking away, I can’t make any sense of these hallucinations I’m having. The shadow men? I get those. Everyone sees those. But Sally? Why am I seeing Sally? Am I really so messed up over killing her that I can’t get her out of my head? I mean, it’s almost as if . . . it’s almost as if she wanted to help me. I was only able to move when she told me to, so I don’t get it. Is this the way my subconscious is punishing me? By making me feel guilty for killing her? Am I some terrible person that was okay with killing her, and now she’s making me feel bad by helping me instead? 
 
    And what the hell? None of this is even real.  
 
    Still, there’s just one thing. Everyone sees the shadow men. Sally? Okay, if I want to play pop psychologist, then she’s like a manifestation of my guilt. Also? I want to know about that diary I read, the one that talked about that voice in the darkness. I’ve never heard anyone else mention it, but somehow I feel like I know what that book was talking about. 
 
    I mean, it’s still so clear that I can hear it in my head.  
 
    The voice from the Red Room.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Just for context? We found something. It’s . . . big. I’m really hoping that in a few days we’ll know what it is, but for now, I’m just lost. It was just another day, you know? More wandering, more digging up food, more trying to keep my stomach together while staring at walls covered in slime and mucus. Then we turn a door and . . . I mean, we all just freeze. I look over at Dodger, and her eyes are almost coming out of her skull as she whispers, “I can’t believe what I’m seeing.” 
 
    I’m half smiling, but, I mean, seriously, she’s right. Whatever it is, it’s so big you could shove a hundred apartments inside of it. Probably more, now that I think about it. So, we’re on a walkway, or what’s left of one, staring at some ginormous machine. It’s like some sort of pillar with wires and tubes all over it that stretch toward the walls. The thing’s too far away to reach and if there was ever a way to get across to it, it’s been gone for a while. Also, even though I’m not what you’d call a Creep expert, I can tell there used to be a lot of it here. The walls are covered in ashy grey goop that looks like it’s become hard. I’ve seen that happen before, when you burn Creep, but here it’s covering everything. 
 
    Abbott says what I’m thinking. “There must have been an explosion here.” He points into the distance. “Take note. The walls are not only covered in dead Creep, but they’ve got blast marks as well.” Then his finger drifts to the machine in the center. “If you look at the right side of that device, you’ll see there are chunks missing from it, as if an explosion occurred there. But, if you look over the edge of this walkway,” he says, waving into the blackness under our feet, “You’ll also find there are still lights active on lower portions of the device. Whoever built this ensured that it would have the incredible strength to resist an explosion. It looks as if only the upper portions were damaged heavily.” 
 
    Sunny walks up beside him. “I’m going to guess you think that’s why the lights are going on and off in the halls up here?” 
 
    “There’s no doubt in my mind,” Abbott replies. “Once the upper sections were damaged, the power to these floors was interrupted. Now we’re left with whatever remains. That said, there’s apparently plenty of energy left.” He turns to Lieutenant Pena. “What do you make of it?” 
 
    Valerie’s ice cold, just like she’s pretty much been since we got down here. Like always, she doesn’t say much, but she does step up to take a look around. We all stare at her as she looks at the walls and the dead Creep and after like, five minutes, she finally turns to us again. “The explosion was probably caused by a grenade. We know that the last Scavenger team came this way, so I’d assume they caused the detonation.” 
 
    Abbott rests his finger on his lips and nods. “Any idea why?” 
 
    “It’s obvious the Creep feeds off of energy sources. From the looks of this machine, I’d guess it’s supplying power to every floor under us. I’ll bet it’s likely that Commander McGill ordered the detonation and used the stickiness of the Creep to ‘glue’ the explosive to the machine. At least, if I were trying to cut the Creep off from its power supply? That’s what I would do.” 
 
    “I see.” The commander looks over the railing, at the glittering lights sparkling in the sea of black below us. “The halls outside are almost completely ruined in every direction. If I had to guess, I’d say the force of the explosion erupted outside and took out the floor. Your opinion?” 
 
    “It makes the most sense,” she agrees with a sharp nod. It almost makes me laugh how awkwardly robotic she is, but I figure that even a chuckle would probably get me thrown over the side of the rail. Now’s not what you’d call a laughing moment. Anyway, she walks over to the commander’s side and looks over with him. “Strategy?” 
 
    “Not much of one, is there, lieutenant?” 
 
    “If we’re going to find Scavenger Team One, we’ll have to drop into the lower floors.” 
 
    “A grim prospect, considering we know the Cultists have been active so high up the Tower. Not an unexpected one, though.” He rears back and faces us. “Here’s the plan. Most of the ground outside has collapsed from the explosion, but some of it can likely still bear weight. We’ll descend using our grappling gear and enter the lower floors directly using a straight descent. Any questions?” 
 
    Nobody argues as we filter back outside, but you’ve got to agree that I’ve got my reasons for feeling just a little concerned. The halls he’s talking about have all been chewed into pieces, some of the walls have giant holes blown through them, and there are huge cracks splitting up the floor. You can tell that when the explosion happened, it basically ate up everything in the halls outside. So why risk it?  If I’m guessing right, I think Abbott’s trying to pick up the pace. We wasted way too much time getting used to being in the Creep and finding our way through Polar North, and this is the first time we’ve even been close to finding the old team. You’d have to be stupid to wonder why he’s ordering a straight drop through the ground. Still, I have this goofy smile as I look at Tommy, and he stares back at me like I’m a weirdo. “What’s with you, Jackie?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. Just wondering if you’ve got a fear of heights too. I mean, I can go first and catch you if you fall.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he says with a flex of his bicep. “Just remember, you’re going to need me if things get tough down there.” 
 
    “Hey now, don’t get your panties twisted. I’m just looking out for my homey.” 
 
    He gives me a smile to punish me for my poor choice of words. “So, we’re buds now?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t take it to heart or anything.”  
 
    Tommy stays quiet when he looks away, but he’s still wearing that smug smile of his. Whatever. The guy’s alright, I guess. Anyway, we gather around the edge of the floor and shine our lights down. It’s pretty obvious that the hole is deep. There are steel rods sticking out of the breaks in the ground, and you can see the shattered concrete faces of the floor. I can make out the level beneath us, but the hole keeps going down another level, then another and another until I’m straining my eyes. It’s impossible to see where this drop ends, but it’s obvious that the blast ripped a pretty deep hole straight down into the Tower.  
 
    It forces a sick feeling into my stomach, like a lump wedging its way through my guts and up my throat. “Could anyone survive that?” 
 
    Abbott glances over at me. “Don’t give up on a Scavenger so easily.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, sorry sir. It’s just, you know, kind of a big drop.” 
 
    “So it is, but Scavengers are a hearty breed.” He turns to Lieutenant Start. “I hate to ask this of you John, but I don’t feel comfortable leaving lines hooked up here without someone to secure them, especially with Cultists running around. I need someone up here to keep our exit safe and to maintain this as an extraction point in case of an emergency.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Understood.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you support, of course.” He glances around and gestures to Joanne and Shreya. “Joanne, given your particular knack for telling where danger is, it may be best if you remain behind. You might even end up saving the lieutenant’s neck a few times.  
 
    “Right, sir.” 
 
    “Not that you’ll be alone. I want one more person here,” he says as his eyes find Shreya, sending her to attention. “Shreya, you will remain with Lieutenant Start as well. Although I trust Joanne, this position is critical for us to hold, and a third gun might be what’s needed in case any Cultists put our descent point at risk. I think you two are up to it.” 
 
     “Yes, sir,” the girls agree. I can’t really tell if they’re happy or disappointed but, seriously, thank God. Shreya’s kind of a shrew. An angry, irritated shrew that never stops chewing my head off. Anyway, they fall back from the group while Abbott opens up a Pocket Space window and starts pulling out our climbing gear. Just looking at it makes my stomach clutch up. I mean, we’ve practiced with it, but I have this recurring daydream where we’re climbing down a gap like this, and my line just breaks. Now, this is probably something I shouldn’t be thinking about, because I suddenly feel like I’m about to pitch forward into the blackness, and it gets so bad that I barely pull away before I start to keel over. 
 
    Abbott sees me and laughs as he kneels to the ground. “Don’t get ill on me, Coleman,” he says as he places a piston down. It auto injects into the floor, securing the line. “We’re just getting started.” 
 
    Yeah, toolshed. That’s what I’m afraid of.  
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Begin Transmission 
 
      
 
    4, 0, pause, 4, 7, 4, 2 
 
      
 
    7, 3, pause, 5, 7, 1, 8 
 
      
 
    7, 3, pause, 5, 6, 4, 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    End Transmission 
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    Researcher’s Log 
 
    Private note 
 
    David Marshall recording 
 
      
 
    It’s not well known, even among the researchers, that we have a line of cells informally known as Sally Cells. Why mention these, in light of the bonding experiments we’ve been conducting? Just a hunch, I suppose. Sally Cells are different from both human cells and traditional Creep cells and have unique properties that are really quite marvelous. You’d think they were perfectly created for symbiotic adaption with humans. 
 
    I suppose I should be a bit more precise. Human cells die off after splitting between 50 and 70 times. It’s a genetic end game, a preprogrammed biological shut off. If you’re the religious sort, as so many in the Tower are, you’d think this was purposely programmed into us. Can’t let mankind run amok and all that. Still, the average human, provided he or she has good health, will live between 70 and 100 years. That may seem impressive, but compared to Creep cells, it’s simply poor. Creep cells, when isolated from the natural nutrition provided by the larger mass infesting the Tower, can replicate hundreds of times and live for several centuries. We’ve induced cell division and watched Creep cells divide over and over. It explains how they can proliferate throughout the Tower and live so long.  
 
    But Sally Cells? How to explain them. To be blunt, they are . . . immortal, really. Sally cells are the most aggressive and prolific cells ever taken from any organism in the Tower, human or Creep. They will not only live indefinitely in a natural setting, they will virulently overwhelm other forms of Creep cells. There’s something unique in the Sally Cells, something that makes them extraordinary. Here’s the interesting part though. When placed alongside human cells, they are initially aggressive, then enter into some sort of balance with those cells. 
 
    It makes me think that part of the reason Sally was such a perfect specimen in the first place was that she was exposed to a line of Creep cells that experienced a divergent course of evolution. It was a perfect storm of unique Creep cells and Sally’s own mental state that allowed her to be recreated as the monster the Tower knows her as. We know from documents surviving from her most well documented attack, the lockdown from a century ago, that Sally had a near perfect control over the Creep. That level of control indicates a unique relationship between her and the infected cells coursing through her body.  
 
    If you’re guessing that I want to use those cells in experimentation, well, of course you’re right. However, I’m told Tower Authority wouldn’t look kindly on the deed. I suppose it’s understandable. If the cells are so perfect for bonding and we created another Sally, we’d end up with a potential outbreak here in the labs that would be almost impossible to control. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to try, but my hands are tied. It’s a blow to my research, but it should be possible to create bonded subjects regardless. The other infested humans we’ve found came from different strains of Creep cells, so it’s possible.  
 
    Possible. Just not as ideal as if we made the attempt with Sally Cells.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    You know, as it turns out, dropping ten stories through a building really isn’t too bad. We have machines that basically lower us instead of actually having to climb down, so the worst part is just holding on to the handles as you get zipped along, not to mention the fact that we’re basically dropped into pitch darkness. From the second I start to plunge into that hole, it feels like some carnival ride gone wrong, or at least what I imagine one would feel like. The light above starts to vanish and before I can blink, the only thing I can see is an ocean of nothing underneath me. Think of any nightmare you’ve ever had where you’re falling to your death . . . yeah, that’s basically what I have to live through. My ears are filled with the zipping sound of the rope and the rush of air whipping by me, and I keep grinding my teeth into my lip while I ponder the effect the ground would have on my body if I let go. It’s a dumb thing to be thinking about that gets worse when the line jerks hard to the left. My fingers start sliding off the handles and I gasp when my legs swing away from the line, dangling over open air. This is it, I think as my legs fly wildly for a second. I’m going to die as a pancake. 
 
    But then? Then my legs drag against hard ground and instead of dropping to my death, I jam hard to a stop. Turns out the line only jerked because there was no more rope left. I’d hit bottom, and realizing that sends a pounding slam of air up my nostrils as I almost laugh in relief. Thing is, there’s no time to laugh because I’m desperate to see something. Anything, actually. I’m literally stumbling around, grabbing at the darkness until I remember to pull my flashlight. Suddenly, the room’s blazing up as the team starts flashing the walls, but there’s nothing to see except endless hallways emptying into this huge crater we’re in. There’s not even any sign of the Creep. For a second we wait around as the rest of the team hits the floor, but I’m already feeling relieved. I mean, no nasty growths or pools of goop everywhere? No breathing in Creep fumes? “That explosion must’ve really kicked ass,” I whisper as we look around. 
 
    Abbott fires me a look. “Quiet, Coleman!” he orders as he takes the lead, his flashlight held out and his gun balanced over it. We all follow along, hugging the walls as we sprint into the darkness. The commander’s going fast and Sunny’s got the back of the line for once. I’m guessing Abbott really wants this. Anyway, we hit a juncture and see those round symbols with the infinity sign painted everywhere, like it’s some fashion trend. “These are guide signs for the Cultists,” Abbott explains with a whisper, but we’re moving so fast I barely hear him. I don’t even understand how he interprets what symbols to follow, but it’s not exactly like we have any other leads. All I know is the only thing I can really get a good look at are the outlines of my teammates forming in the beams of our flashlights. Tommy’s got my back and Dodger’s right in front of me, so at least they’ll shield me in case a shootout starts. 
 
    Kidding. Mostly. 
 
    We hit another juncture and Abbott extends his arm out as he takes a knee. We all do the same and squeeze against the wall, keeping just a little distance from our skin to the Creep. We’re just waiting around for a second before Abbott’s light goes out, and we all follow his lead so that we’re sitting in pitch blackness. I’m not sure whether to pocket my flashlight or not, but the one thing I do know is that my fingers are digging pretty hard into my gun because I have no idea what the hell is going on. So, we just sit there, listening, but it’s so quiet my blood sounds like a bomb in my ear. 
 
    Then I hear it. It’s not loud, but it’s there. Voices. My ears are straining as I try to listen but whoever’s talking sounds far away. At least, that’s what I think until a light cuts into the juncture ahead of us. From his silhouette, I can see Abbott raise his rifle. It’s like, damn, he’s not even bothering with the sword, but then again, the Cultists do carry guns. Can’t cut through bullets. Can he? Anyway, the commander holds a hand up, and we all flip the safeties on our weapons. I guess from this point on we’re going in hot. In between the light flickering in front of us and the voices, I’m starting to hear footsteps, and whoever’s out there has some heavy feet because you can hear the thud of their boots getting closer. Every new step echoes louder and louder until they’re near the corner, and that forces Abbott back onto his feet.  
 
    Not just him. We’re all back on our feet. Listening. 
 
    “Any word on the prisoner?” a muffled voice asks. Didn’t Sunny say they wore gas masks? 
 
    “Nothing. He’s been uncooperative, at best,” a second voice says. 
 
    “Pity. He’s not our true target, but he’ll have to do.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the second voice replies. “I wonder if the bonding will be a success.” 
 
    “They rarely are, which is why we needed the target. But we shall see.” 
 
    “If we acquire our target, then surely we’ll be able to finally complete our mission down here.” 
 
    The first man chuckles. “Have faith in David. He’ll lead us to our promised land.” 
 
    After those last words, there’s a pause, and all of us are waiting with our fingers on our triggers in case anyone crosses through the hall. My heartbeat’s counting the time as we stand there with our guns up, and it feels like everyone’s holding their breath. I can literally feel my chest burning like someone’s put a match to it. It’s starting to sear into my muscles when I see Abbott’s shoulder twitching, like he’s about to make a move. He never does, and instead we just wait as we start to hear footsteps moving around again. Whoever these guys are, their lights dart around the juncture for a few seconds before their footsteps start to get softer. The relief I’m feeling slams into me so hard that I’m barely able to stop from exhaling so loud that it’ll catch attention. Still, the small breaths I do take are okay with me once the footsteps are completely gone. My breath is still coming in spurts, like I can’t remember how to use my own lungs, when Tommy leans into my ear. “That was close.” 
 
    “No crap, dude. We almost had to go first blood on those guys.” 
 
    It might just be a few words, but that’s enough to calm my nerves as we trail behind Abbott again. He takes us around so many corners, I’m not even paying attention to the direction we’re going anymore. I just keep up with the crowd until finally the commander pauses at a door. For a second he just waits there with an ear to it, before grabbing the handle and pushing it open. I can see him motion at Utada, who comes to a stop by his side. His fingers sit in the air for a second before they start to count down.  
 
    Three . . . two . . . one . . . 
 
    The two of them turn into the room with their flashlights blazing and their rifles ready to fire, but after a few seconds, Utada pokes her head back out and motions us all inside. We’re all uber quiet as we vanish into the room, and I’m pretty grateful that we’re looking at an apartment instead of some weird lab. There are actual shelves and couches, plus barely any signs of the Creep, which, I mean, that’s always an obvious bonus. We follow the commander as he leads us into the back bedroom so we can all hunker down. 
 
    “Long day, people,” he says as we all tuck onto the ground. “We’re calling it a night here. This will be our staging point. I’m sure you can all tell that our targets are the Cultists.” 
 
    Huge revelation, I think, but instead I ask, “So, what’s the deal? You think they have our team?” 
 
    “They did mention a prisoner, and they also mentioned that they’re looking for someone else,” he says. “We know for a fact nobody else but those psychopaths live this this far down, so either they’re turning on their own, or they got hold of Scavenger Team One. I’m not leaving this area until I’ve ensured it’s not that second case. Everyone must be on top of their game, though. This isn’t the Creep. These men aren’t as well trained as us and they can be terrible shots, but that’s not going to make a lot of difference if they catch you by surprise. Bullets kill equally in the darkness.” 
 
    He points to Sunny. “Tommy and Jackie, with you.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “Good. Valerie?” he asks, looking over at Lieutenant Pena. “Dodger’s with you.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Utada, you’re point with me,” he says, gesturing to himself, but she only bows her head. Finally, he looks over at Michael. “Jamila’s with you. That makes us four teams. Sunny, and Valerie, your teams cover each other. Michael, you’ll be trailing me. When we move out, Utada will scout the area ahead and bring us our intel. As for the rest of you, you know the drill. Suppressing fire to cover your teammates. No wasted shots. And don’t bring attention to yourself unless you absolutely have to. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” we whisper into the darkness, with only Abbott’s flashlight lighting up our faces. 
 
    “Good. I’ll secure the exterior room with a motion sensor to let us know if anyone gets close. When we wake up tomorrow, we get down to business.” 
 
    Immediately, he’s out of the door, and if you want me to be honest, him being gone makes it feel like the pressure’s being let out of the room. Something about Abbott’s just so, I dunno, intense. Anyway, I settle back against the wall and take a moment to breathe. I’m seconds away from saying something to Tommy, but when I look over at him, he’s already buried his face into his arms. Typical. My head bowls over the other way and . . . ugh. There she is. Grinning. She’s not an idiot, and I know my issues are my issues, it’s just super hard to get on my good side and win my trust. Even Tommy’s still trying to do that.   
 
    “Hey, Dodger,” I say, almost like I’m giving up. “You, uh, seem happy.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? How can you not be? This place is amazing!” 
 
    “I’m not so sure we’re in the same room,” I mumble as I look around. “I’m pretty sure there are about a hundred better places to be than stuck on some hall with a bunch of nutter Cultists.” 
 
    “Yeah, but remember those bodies we found? And we have a chance to see more? You know that’s what those guards had to be talking about when they were talking about the bonding.” 
 
    “Did they though?” I rest my head on the wall while my teeth cut into my lip. It’s like I told Pygmalion, I’ve got my suspicions, but I hope I’m not right. “Yeah, I guess, but, I dunno. That’s intense. And why’re you so interested?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Science is so my thing. Maybe not biology as much as computers, but anything I can geek out over gets me puuuumped. Do you know how awesome it would be if I could get a look at some of their research?” 
 
    My face rolls to the left, and I just stare at her. “You’re a weird chick, you know that, Dodger? I kinda like it, don’t get me wrong. It’s not like I’m not weird, too.” 
 
    “Oh, I know, that’s why it’s so crazy that we never met before training.” 
 
    “Well, if you want to be technical about it, I did see you a few times. We were in different grades though, so you didn’t really have any reason to talk to me.” My eyes toss up to the ceiling. “Plus, the fact that I’ve never been what you call a people person. Weirdo, sure. I’ll take that. People person, not so much.” 
 
    “Could’ve fooled me. You’ve been pretty chill to hang around with.” 
 
    “What’s that now?” This girl is so not a good judge of character. “Maybe, but I like to think of myself more as the cool, anti-social loner type who plays by nobody’s rules but her own, you know? Living on the edge with a devil-may-care attitude? Nice isn’t the first word I’d want to describe myself with. Although, to be fair, I didn’t exactly get treated like a superstar when I was a kid.” 
 
    “That’s just how it is with smart people,” she says with a shrug. “Well, let me run that back a little. Everyone has a niche, you know? So, you’ve got all these people that are completely fine with just fitting into their niche and not asking questions about the Tower. But then you’ve got people like us that get left out more than others, so we’re more likely to be the ones that have time to think about this stuff.” 
 
    “People like us?”  
 
    “Yeah. Smarties, you know? I mean, your dad’s Doctor Coleman, right? How incredible was it being the daughter of the man who researches the Creep?” 
 
    The question’s a bad one because it just drags up a lot of memories. I mean, do I really need to explain to this girl that my dad had to pretend like he didn’t remember me for half a decade and that it almost drove me to isolated sociopathy? No, probably not. I mean, who is Dodger anyway? This is like, way too personal for the length of time we’ve known each other. So, I just shake my head. “Yeah. It was . . . awesome. Just Creep, Creep, Creep, every day.” 
 
    “I knew it! That’s so cool. I knew with a dad like that you had to have picked up some of his genes. I mean, I can tell you’re really smart.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, stop,” I tell her as my cheeks start to burn. “Too much ego boosting. God. You’re going to make me feel like Tommy over here, and we really don’t need two cocky jerks walking around.” 
 
    “That’s why I like you, Jackie. You’re smart and you’re funny. Makes sense why you’re the popular one,” she says as she pulls her tablet from her satchel. I stare at her for a second, like this conversation can’t be over. But it is, and I’m left thinking to myself, who is this other Jackie that Dodger’s been talking to? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Even as far down as we are, with the hunt for Scavenger Team One really starting to roll, there are some things that never change. 
 
    Like being hungry. 
 
    I don’t know how long we’ve been walking in these black halls looking for food. I know it’s been long enough that my stomach’s twisting up into knots that won’t stop tightening. The commander’s determined to get as much food back to the upper floors as possible, so he’s ordered us to go out and scavenge, but I don’t get why he doesn’t just let us eat what we’ve collected already. The mission’s not the same anymore, not this far down and with these nutter Cultists running around. Abbott’s just acting like an idiot and the more I think about it, being here with no food and no light, the more I start to hyperventilate. My breath starts coming in shallow strikes that feel like they’re hitting with the force of a punch. At first, I’m managing, but it’s getting really hard to breath and the humidity feels like it’s clogging up my nose, choking up my throat until I’m seconds from vomiting. Tommy leans over to me and grabs my arm just as I’m about to fall over, and his hand is the only thing that keeps me from pitching face first into the ground.  
 
    “Jackie,” he says, but his voice sounds like it’s echoing from miles away. “Jackie, are you alright?” He looks away for a second, and Dodger fills my eyes as she leans in toward me. I can feel her fingers crawling up my skin, and I tear away from her, slamming against the wall and feeling ooze and gunk slapping against me as it rolls down my neck. When I hit, I feel my flashlight flipping out of my hand. It throws halos of light around the hall and casts black shadows that stare at me for half seconds before disappearing. When it finally slides to a stop, its burns through a dark hall filled with more and more clusters of growth, like the muscles are contracting until the entire hallway’s getting smaller.  The slimy walls pulse while gusts of air breathe out from deep inside the stomach of the Tower.  
 
    My eyes snap back to Dodger as she stretches her hand out to me. “Jackie? Are you spazzing? Please don’t be spazzing. What are you seeing?” 
 
    “Would you shut the hell up for once, Dodger?” I literally scream back as I slap her hand away. Her eyes blow wide open as I stand there, shaking and struggling to breath. “You think we’re friends? We’re not friends. You can’t just show up, talking like we’re the same when we’re not, got it? I’m the one who put down Creepy Sally. I’m the one who figured out how to get onto Floor 1. So, you might be computer smart, but you’re pretty stupid about everything else.” 
 
    She stands there for a second before taking a step back, and I see Tommy’s arm wrap around her. He stands there with his flashlight blazing into the ceiling and lighting up his face. His eyes have already judged me. “Dude, what is going on with you, Coleman?” 
 
    “Get the hell off my back, Tommy.” My fingers press into my temples as I’m fighting against my words, but I can’t hold anything in. “I know you’ve been pretending to be my friend for a while now just to get into Allison’s pants. Well, back off, okay? I know who you are. You’re still the same jerk that made fun of me every day at baseball practice. You’re the toolshed that always had to act like he was the greatest thing on the upper floors because you had an inferiority complex, which I guess is understandable since your dad couldn’t stop drinking and felt like you were better off locked inside a closet. That whole time you were acting tough, you were just trying to get people to ignore how terrible your family was.” 
 
    “Jackie−” 
 
    “Please, just shut the hell up!” 
 
    It feels like I’ve taken a drink of acid, and my whole chest is on fire as I glare at them through the darkness. I can feel my fingers tightening up and sinking into the fleshy wall behind me. I can’t control the rush of air into my lungs, and I feel myself getting lightheaded while I watch the light in Tommy’s face starting to flicker before it explodes with a red haze. He glances away, and suddenly we all stumble as this gut wrenching crack groans out of the ceiling, Tommy’s light flying along the walls and catching sight of a huge split cracking open over my head. 
 
    “Jackie!” he screams, but I barely hear him. I just stand there in a daze as clouds of concrete and dust explode around my face, carrying my hair in a rush of wind as slimy tendrils whip by me. I watch as the opposite wall is pummeled with bits of concrete and pieces of muscle that splatter along the ground, covering it in thick trails of mucus. Finally, the force of the explosion throws me forward, and I barely dodge a squirming tendril that punches through the fracture in the wall and sails over my head. It misses me, and I’m relieved, but only for the seconds before I hear Dodger scream. Her voice snatches my eyes and my face shoots over to her, only to watch as her body soars over my head. In a panic, my fingers twitch frantically for hers before she’s sucked away into the wall. She just . . . vanishes, pulled into the dark gap in the ceiling as her voice is suddenly cut off by Creep that collapse over the gap. Everything happens so fast that I just sit there panting, watching the wall like somehow she’s going to fight her way out. I completely forget that I need to get out of there until I feel something tightening on my shoulder. My eyes fly into Tommy’s face, and he’s just . . . he’s standing there with his arm grabbing at me, but his cheeks are streaming tears as he demands, “Get up!” 
 
    I nod, and then we’re just running as the ceiling overhead starts breaking away. Thick trunks of Creep pummel into the floor, sending long cracks splintering along the ground and tossing me ahead. I go flying along in cartwheels but try to propel myself back upward. For a second, I manage to roll back onto my feet, but as my heel strikes the ground, I feel it burst open beneath me. There’s no way I can hold back a scream as sharp edges of metal cut through the fabric of my uniform, digging into my skin and sending blood flying when my leg sinks knee-deep through the floor. I’m desperate to get back up, and I start scanning for Tommy, who’s already jumping to grab my arm. His eyes are burning, and his fingers are shaky, but he’s there, palm open as he reaches to yank me free. I swing my arm for his, but the last time I see him is when a long tendril appears in the halo of his flashlight.  
 
    And then he’s gone, his light streaking the walls as it vanishes into the distant end of the hall. For a second, I can hear the sounds of his rifle spitting bullets with a quick rat-tat-tat that just goes silent.  
 
    “Tommy,” I cry as my hands plant onto the floor underneath me. The muscles in my arms are on fire as I’m straining to lift my body back onto the ground. For a few seconds I wrestle against the floor, screaming into the almost pitch dark hall as my body starts to drag upward. Still, every time I pull up a few more inches, I can fee long daggers cutting deeper into my calf. My leg’s starting to feel warm as blood soaks through my pants, and I just keep screaming as I use every muscle in my body to pull myself up. I can feel myself just seconds away from freedom when the floor cracks again and my arms launch forward, grabbing at the edges of the Creep as my body starts to fall. My fingers claw into thick muscle fibers growing along the ground while the rest of me dangles over emptiness. At this point I feel like I’ve been trying to get free for forever. My legs are burning, my chest feels tight to the point it wants to explode, and my heart’s drumming as I choke on thick, humid air. I’m wrestling against my own desire to just give up while my muscles fight to save me from the darkness.  Even if I can’t see anything in front of me, I can feel the motion of Creep tendrils slithering along the ground and probing at my arms. I know if I can’t get myself out of that hole in the next few seconds that I’ll either fall to my death or get eaten alive.  
 
    And that’s when my eyes spot the crimson light shining in the black. I can’t tell if it’s close or far away until it starts to grow, filling the hall in front of me from wall to wall. My breath staggers out of my throat as I stare at this light I can’t explain, watching as a dark silhouette forms against it. There’s not much I can make out about him, but I can kind of tell he has sharp angles to his face that are lit up by the red light. There’s this thing about him though. Something that really makes him different. 
 
    It’s the eyes. 
 
    His shadowy eyes. Somehow, they’re darker than anything else in the hall, and I can feel them just seeping into me. 
 
    I don’t have time to care who it is, but somehow . . . I know. I feel the same dread I felt in the Red Room, and whatever he is, I just don’t want to die. I stretch my hand out to him and suck in one big gulp of breath before I scream, “Please! Please, stop this.” 
 
    Out of the wall of red light, I can hear him chuckling. Somehow, it’s clear as a bell, even with the sounds of the walls breaking and cracking around me, like he’s actually inches away from my ear. Then, with the ground beneath me falling apart, I hear him say, “Why, Jackie. I’m not responsible for any of this. There’s only one person that caused this incident. You. I’m just . . . an observer.”  
 
    His words are the last thing I hear before another snapping sound bursts through my ears. The hole I’m dangling inside of suddenly erupts wider and the piece of ground I’m holding onto splits apart, dropping me into the emptiness. Everything around me is roaring as air rushes past me, and the last thing I see is the crimson light growing smaller in the distance as I feel the ground rushing up to break my body. 
 
    That’s when a crack splits my ears and my eyes fly open as I rocket out of bed. My eyes are still burning with red light as I look around and realize I’m still inside the room we settled in the night before. When I finally accept the fact that I’m not dead, there’s this sick mix of relief and nausea as I fight to control the air jamming in and out of my lungs. I’m just . . . glad. I grab at my cheeks as I shake off the image of my friends getting pulled into the darkness. The second that memory hits me, my eyes fly to my side. I've never been happier to see Dodger, even if she’s waking up to the sound of loud static bouncing back and forth through the room. 
 
    “Nightmares,” I whisper as I look around, trying to figure out why my ears are blazing with the loud hiss and pop of a speaker that’s been cranked up to max volume. There’s nobody in the bedroom besides my team, and it looks like everyone’s trying to figure out what’s going on. Everybody’s got their guns swinging at the door and preparing for something to burst through, but I don’t think that’s where the noise is coming from. It’s hard to tell, since things are almost pitch black inside, but I know the sound is coming from nearby. I’m still sweating bullets from my nightmare, and my hands are a little shaky, but it’s pretty obvious that whatever’s making this noise is close. “Is it the motion detector?” I ask as I crawl around on my knees. 
 
    A quiet voice punches through the darkness. “No, the detector is silent. Only I can hear it.” Obviously, the voice is the commander’s, and it’s strong enough that I can tell he’s standing near the wall. “Light, Coleman,” he whispers again, and my hand jumps at my flashlight. There are split-seconds when I catch sight of everyone on their feet, listening as the static fills the air. Finally, I find Abbott standing with an old radio in his hand. The hissing burns my ears before it’s followed by a loud pop. 
 
    Then? 
 
    It starts way in the background, like it’s slowly coming toward us out of the static. I could swear it’s a jingle song, like the kind that ice cream trucks make in the movies. I’m standing there, listening in the dark as bells clang without any harmony while static keeps buzzing in the background. The chimes are ringing over this broken melody that makes the hairs on my neck pick up.  I look over at Tommy, but he’s just got a hand across his mouth while he listens as the song keeps going and going. Even if it’s only for a few seconds, it feels like it takes forever before the melody cuts out. Then, static soaks the room again, and I’m about to talk when a new sound breaks the crackling. It’s some low, distorted voice that almost sounds like it’s struggling to speak through all the background noise. Still, even as garbled as it is, I can make out what it says:  
 
    “Begin Transmission. 
 
      
 
          4, 0, pause, 4, 7, 4, 2 
 
      
 
            7, 3, pause, 5, 6, 4, 2 
 
      
 
           7, 3, pause, 5, 6, 2 
 
      
 
     
 
    End Transmission.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes are stuck open on pins as the words cut off, and I’m left standing there as static plays. Nobody wants to say anything, so obviously, right when I’m ready to try and speak again, I’m cut off another time by a burst of broken, jingling bells. I shiver and step back while it plays through the air, and finally Abbott reaches behind the cabinet. His arm wrestles around back there for a second before he rips a plug from the wall, the long black cord flying out with a good tug. That silences the music, and we’re all left standing around with our breaths held until Abbott interrupts the quiet. 
 
    “Dodger,” he says as he steps into the halo of my flashlight. “Opinions.” 
 
    I see her step up beside me with her eyes frozen wide. “Um, it’s a radio transmission, sir. It’s not very clear, so it could be coming from really far away or being sent on a shortwave frequency.” 
 
    “Which could put it anywhere in the Tower,” he cuts her off. “If there’s any explanation, it’s likely an encoded message from the Cultists. This might have been a stopping point for their members at some time in the past. Do you agree with that assessment?” 
 
    I look at her, and I know something’s up because she’s taking too long to answer. Dodger’s always gutsy, but now she takes a step back and disappears out of the light. “Yes, sir,” she agrees, which Abbott seems to be okay with. 
 
    “Good. We’ll keep listening for any other possible transmissions. If we can decode them, we might make discovering their command post a little easier for ourselves. For the moment though, everyone needs to bed down.” 
 
    We all mumble a “Yes, sir” as we return to our places, but I can’t be the only one whose hands are shaking. At least, I feel like I’m about to wet myself just thinking about that voice. I mean, it sounded barely human, and it won’t get out of my skull. Worst, the numbers keep repeating in my ears, like the radio was never unplugged. So, there I am, staring at the roof and trying to mind my own business when, of course, my eyes get burned by this glow that cuts through the room. My face darts over at Dodger, and I’m totally ready to be annoyed, but I end up staring at her tablet. There are words typed across the front, and it takes me a minute to read them. 
 
    “Jackie. 
 
     I don’t think that signal was coming from inside the Tower.” 
 
    The words vanish with the light when her tablet turns off, dropping me back into the blackness. I’m not sure what’s bothering me more right now: that nightmare I had, the radio signal we just heard, or the thought that the signal might’ve been from outside. Because, if it’s from outside the Tower, then who’s out there, and why are they trying to reach us?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Researcher’s Log 
 
    Experiment results discussion 
 
    David Marshall recording 
 
      
 
    Of course, I was confident from the beginning that, once we were given greater autonomy with which to conduct live experiments, we’d see even greater results. I assume the promise of control over the Creep, and all the consequences that might result, were enticing enough to win approval from the council. So, even though our pool of subjects has been rather small, and even if we still can’t use Sally Cells, we’ve been able to proceed without further interference from above. And oh, what results we have produced.  
 
    Although it is true that the Creep detects and picks up on human emotions, we do not quite know the mechanism by which it does so. Creep is essentially muscle and skin tissue with numerous salivary and mucous ducts that create the slick sheen typical of heavily infested parts of the Tower. Given that is the case, it becomes difficult to propose the means by which the Creep actually picks up on human feelings. Perhaps the core mechanism for this is not located in limited stretches of the Creep, but is instead found in some distant location that all the Creep is connected to. Some sort of neural center perhaps? Of course, this would not answer the question of how the Creep can react to human emotion, even when samples are removed from the larger mass and isolated in small amounts.  
 
    All that aside, our experiments have proven to be enlightening. As I have previously mentioned, the Creep is selective in choosing who to bond with, as opposed to who it will consume. Admittedly, in the vast majority of cases, our test subjects have come under attack from the Creep we’ve introduced into their cells. This is an ongoing problem, though the flamethrowers installed in the test chambers have helped save the lives of most of our subjects. Though, I should say, this hasn’t been true in every case, and a rather grim death did occur when the Creep reacted so violently that our subject was torn to shreds. A bloody mess it was, and the cleanup took the better part of the rest of our day. Time wasted. Such a shame, but it all happened so fast that our flamethrowers weren’t able to activate in time. Obviously, this is something I’d like to avoid, first because it leaves me a man down when I’m already short of test subjects, and second, because the mountain of paperwork Tower Authority is requiring from me when a person dies is simply overwhelming. They should know I have larger issues to focus on than checking boxes on forms or doing write ups for the life of a man that nobody will miss. Almost all our subjects are dragged up from the dredges of the lower floors, and they are almost all criminally psychopathic at worst or isolated loners at best. I think their lives are a small price to pay for the salvation of humanity.  
 
    Still, as studies have continued, we have identified the types of people that the Creep has gentler reactions to. Continued experiments have shown us that those few the Creep spares, in hopes of bonding, are almost always precognitive in nature. Of course, I understand that by saying this that I am essentially proposing we begin rounding up the precogs in our ranks when, in fact, they are a precious commodity. I don’t think we can afford not to, though. It is essential for two reasons. First, while the Creep is difficult to study, given its aggressiveness and lack of any true bodily organs, human anatomy is fairly well understood. What is not understood is how precognitive powers manifest in humans and how they function. This is something we’ve had need of studying for some years now, and now we have the perfect opportunity to do so. At the same time that we have precogs available for examination, we can also use them to better understand the Creep’s reactions to telepathically projected emotions. Perhaps the very fact that the Creep favors bonding with these types of subjects indicates that the mechanism granting people precognition also allows them some means of communicating with the Creep. Again, I look to Creepy Sally as an example. It is a given that she communicates with the Creep through a not-understood process. At this time, I’d venture to say that this has something to do with a telepathic connection underway between the individual Sally and the Creep around her.  Subjects the Creep seeks to bond with aren’t aware that they are communicating with it, but on some subconscious level, they must be. 
 
    At least, that is my educated guess at this moment. Still, as much as I might wish to think long on this, I have little time to continue guessing. Currently, we are on the verge of yet another illuminating experiment. Already, the walls of subject four’s cell are starting to run heavily with Creep saturation. I’ve begun to introduce subjects to the Creep without any lengthy priming. I would like to know how long it takes between the moment a person enters a cell and when the Creep attacks. Or bonds, whichever it chooses. So, for the time being, I’ve left behind our long sessions of terrorizing the subjects. We’ve been allowing them to eat well and been in constant talks with them. It gives our subjects some sense of comfort, a belief that this will all be over soon. When they’re calm, we lead them to the test chambers, rapidly pump it full of Creep, and then check the time at the first sign of an attack.  The machines we now have monitoring our subject’s vital signs indicate he’s starting to panic, another necessity. I want to know what precise level of fear is required to provoke an assault, although it makes for some dreadful noise while we wait. The whaling and moaning is predictable by now, although we can thankfully turn off the audio monitors. That makes it impossible to hear the subject through the glass wall, which, to be quite honest, I’m thankful for. The screaming is such a distraction from our jobs. Besides, this man is fine. His chances for survival are high so long as the flamethrowers activate in time. Even better, he may be one of the rare few the Creep tries to bond with. That’s precisely the type of reaction we’re looking for. What could be better for the human race? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Today . . . today wasn't good. I mean, nothing feels good since I had that dream. 
 
    But this? 
 
    So, I’m watching as Dodger runs ahead of me with Lieutenant Pena. Both of them look chill, but they’ve got their weapons ready to fire. I mean, that should be expected here, right? They take opposite corners and look down the halls before they wave me, Sunny, and Tommy up. I struggle not to trip since I can’t see my feet in the dark, and the flickering lights barely tell me when there’s a piece of concrete buried in the floor. If not for the body armor covering my legs, I probably would’ve broken my shins a long time ago. Anyway, my vision’s popping with the sparking lightbulbs and I can barely make out the slick layer of Creep seeping down from over my head.  
 
    That’s when Sunny motions to his side. “Signs of infection here, people, so watch yourselves. Just about every other time we’ve been down here, we’ve seen lots of Creep. Now that we’re past the blast zone, it looks like it’s growing again.” 
 
    It’s true. We’ve noticed things getting worse the farther away from the reactor we’ve gone. I’m splitting my mind between thinking about that and keeping focused on Captain Sunny. By that point, we’ve been separated from Commander Abbott and Lieutenant Shields’ teams for the entire day. Everyone agreed the best plan was to split up and find a hostage, which, I mean, that sounds grim, but it’s also pretty necessary. These guys have one of ours, after all. We need info. Anyway, so far it’s been a bust for our team. Not that we’re giving up. I mean, Sunny keeps us running.  We’re rushing past lights that are sparking so much his outline is flashing in and out, like I’m at a rave, and the jittery bursts make the world choppy. 
 
    We’re nearing the next corner when we all feel something. It’s this weird pulsing that starts in the floor before the sound of this rattling bass starts beating through the walls.  “Music?” I ask, and Sunny nods my way. 
 
    “Right. Might be time to get our prisoner,” he says as he presses himself to the corner, which is disgusting, since his back is seeping into the thin layer of Creep building on the wall. Not that he seems to care, which, I mean, good for him. I guess that’s why he’s an officer. Anyway, he stares down the hall for a second before looking back at us.  “There’s a room this way. Looks busy.” 
 
    Busy. What he means is there are people in there. “So, what‘s the plan?” 
 
    Sunny looks at me like I’m crazy. “Jackie. Standard room clearing. You know this.” 
 
    “Oh, right, sir. Sorry.”  
 
    He shakes his head at me and for a second I feel like I’ve disappointed him. I mean, I know what we’re supposed to be doing. I just ask dumb questions sometimes. Anyway, he waves a finger between us. That means we’re first in. Everyone else will come in behind us, but really, if we don’t do our jobs, it’ll screw up the entire attack. That’s real pressure, but I don’t say anything as we move to the door. Valerie’s right behind me, and I can feel her eyes sharpening down her rifle barrel and piercing the back of my neck. She’s silently screaming don’t screw this up. Believe me, I agree. I line up behind the captain and he nods. That’s the signal. 
 
    It’s not like I don’t know what’s about to happen. We’ve done this a thousand times back on the upper floors, it’s just this is the first time I’ve actually had to do it with real people involved. That’s a whole other deal. At this point though, I have to be on automatic, or at least as close to it as possible, and my hand reaches out to squeeze Sunny’s shoulder. That’s me giving him my signal. The next thing I know, he’s turning the corner and I’m rolling into the room with him. A withering bass rattles my bones as I’m doused in red and blue lights that are swirling across the room to a dance beat. The commander’s in the corner of my left eye as I sweep my gun to the right, and everything’s moving at light speed and slow motion at the same time. There’s at least three people I see as my rifle swings across the wall, and my finger squeezes once, twice, then three times. Every round echoes in my ears as the bullets scream, and the walls behind my targets erupt in crimson stains. Behind me, I can hear more shots as Valerie enters, blasting at someone that’s leaping over the couch in the far back of the room.  
 
    And just like that? I feel like I’m snapping out of a dream or something, and for the first time, I’m realizing there are bodies just everywhere. It takes me a second to notice I’m staring straight at one. The guy’s back is against the wall with his gun a foot away. If I hadn’t killed him, hadn’t shot first, I’d be the dead one right now. I stare at him for a few seconds, and I just really wish he’d been wearing one of those gasmasks or something. I mean, I can see his face. His eyes are bugged out and staring back at me, like he’s surprised I got him. What bothers me is that he’s just a guy. He’s not some Creep monster or Demon. He’s some dude I just blew away. He doesn’t even look that much older than Mike. This could’ve been just about anyone I know, and the more I think about it, the more I realize air is swelling inside of my chest until I can’t breathe. I’m about to slam hard to my left when Sunny grabs me and lowers me to the ground.   
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay,” he says as he guides me down the wall. “First time can be tough on some people. You did your job though.” 
 
    “Job? I freaking killed someone.” 
 
    “Three someones,” he replies with a smile, which is just super creeper and puts a shiver in my spine. “It’s no joke, but you do have to get used to it. Cultists don’t care about us and we can’t afford to care about them. Believe me, you’ll get used to it. Nobody will miss these guys.” He gets up and wanders off to one of the bodies before he pushes the dead guy over. “Will you, buddy? Only good Cultist’s a dead one.” He whistles as he looks around, and he’s wearing that big smile of his, but now it’s just creeping me out. Every time he spots one of the dead men on the ground, that smile of his gets wider. It’s not even like he’s just okay with all this. It’s more like he gets a little happy at the killing, which just thinking that makes me feel even sicker. Eventually he looks off at Valerie, who’s inspecting the survivor that jumped the couch. “How is he?” 
 
    Valerie looks our way. “Alive, but if you want him to stay that way, he’ll need bandages to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    “Well, get him some bandages then,” Sunny says as he gets up. “Do you think we can get him back to the room?” 
 
    “Stuff his mouth and secure his hands. That should do it. The wound’s not going to kill him right now, but we don’t want to push him too hard.” 
 
    “I don’t care about whether he’s comfortable or not. We're not room service,” he says before gesturing at me. “No time to rest, Jackie. We need to learn what we can from this guy, and I don’t want to spend any more time here than I have to.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I agree as I pull myself back up. The way those two talk, I dunno, it gets to me. Killing these guys was no big deal to them. Just another part of the job, I guess. But to not even be bothered a little? I shake my head as I get my first good look around the room. It’s just an apartment, nothing special or anything. At least, nothing special besides the heavy beat and the flashing lights. The place is filled with Creep though, and not in the normal, ‘infested’ way. They’re all bottled up samples in big tubes on a table in the back. That’s when I look at one of the bodies and realize he’s got a hand full of the stuff wrapped halfway up his arm. “What the hell? What was going on here?”  
 
    Sunny chuckles. “You’ve never actually seen how the Junkies take their medicine,” he jokes, but it’s just creepy and I’m not smiling. Like I said, the fact that he’s having a good time in a room full of dead guys throws me off. “They grow samples to strap to their arms. After they’re done tripping, they heat the sample on an oven or something like that until it falls off. Gives them one hell of a high, though.” 
 
    “That’s sick.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry, you just played doctor. Cured them, didn’t you? Permanently, anyway.” 
 
    I can’t take that last comment, and I just wander away, staring out of the door as the music continues to beat into my skull. He probably doesn’t realize it, but I can see Tommy staring at me from his side of the room. Poor guy’s worried. Well, I guess I don’t blame him. This isn’t exactly happy fun times in the Deep Creep. 
 
    The thing that’s getting to me is, when I stop and think about it, I can’t figure out if that was the first person I’ve ever killed or my second. The first one was Sally. I’ve been trying not to think about it, but it’s always in the back of my head. The dreams. Those hallucinations I’ve seen of her. I might not literally be seeing her right now, but I’ve got two faces stuck in my head: that kid I just downed during the attack, and Sally’s. I’m not a murderer, but I’ve got blood on my hands. That guy I just shot . . . I wonder if he was thinking about the same thing Sally was thinking about when she died. His mom and dad. 
 
    Mom and dad.  
 
    Wish you were here.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    It’s hard to record what’s been going on. I mean, there’s just so many crappy things about this situation, and I’m not even talking about getting the prisoner back to the room. I kinda wish we hadn’t even done that. I mean, that was the easy part. What happened after that, well . . . 
 
    I don’t get to see the interrogation. None of the rookies do, actually. Not that we don’t hear it. I mean, the walls between the rooms aren’t that thick. There’s a lot of talking and some shouting once in a while before it all goes quiet. For a second, I think the commander’s about to come out, and that’s when my ears split with the sound a gunshot. It hurts my teeth, and I can . . . I don’t know, I just feel my heart stop, but I’m not about to ask any questions. All I know is the commander seems to know where we’re going once he gets out of the room. Thing is, if the prisoner told us what we needed to know, why shoot him? Maybe I’m just some naïve kid but . . . I dunno.  
 
    Abbott doesn’t even talk about it when he steps outside “The Cultists have one of ours. That confirms my suspicions,” he says as he folds his arms. The vets all take a stand behind him, and I can’t help notice that it’s Sunny who has blood on his uniform. “According to our former hostage, a little over a month ago there was an explosion a few levels up. Obviously, we all saw the proof when we were upstairs. Afterward, Scavenger Team One ended up down here, alive but trying to find their way back up the Tower. Now, we can’t say for sure, but somewhere in that time there was an incident. A massive Creep growth flooded these halls, and it’s likely that’s what contributed to the lockdown on our floors last month. At any rate, most of the team was lost. Since that incident, the Cultists have been looking for one person in particular, although our hostage didn’t know why. All he could tell us was that it was a high priority for their leaders to find the target. He also couldn’t tell us who the Cultists had captured already, but that’s not surprising. It’s not as if they have any access to records from the upper floors.” 
 
    He holds up a finger. “He was able to give us a location, though. A place where our Scavenger is being held. If we’re ever going to understand what happened to the team, then we need to find and rescue him, and that’s going to be the next phase of our mission. From here on out, there will be no more splitting up. We’re in this together, but it’s going to be a good walk before we reach our destination. That means we have to head out immediately. Understood?” 
 
    Of course, nobody disagrees, and we’re moving as fast as Abbott can get us out of the room. Soon, we’re jogging through dark halls and under popping electric lights, but, at this point, I don’t care that I feel lost, and I’m thinking more about all the people we just killed. I get that they would’ve shot at us first, but I mean, they had to have come down here for some reason. People aren’t just born monsters, are they? Something had to have happened with Tower Authority to make these guys go on the run. Right? I remember what Sunny and Jamila said about how hard it is just to get food on the lower floors, and you know, maybe that’s all this is about. Maybe if we just bothered taking care of people, instead of threatening them with Reinforcement, we wouldn’t have them running away. But what do I know? I’m the one that’s having dreams about flipping out at my friends and watching them getting eaten. Then my mind jumps back to that guy I shot to the wall. His body’s still just sitting there, staring off into space, with nobody that will ever care about him dying. Even if it was self-defense . . . I’ve got blood on my hands. I mean, I would’ve died if I hadn’t fired, but what about what we did to the prisoner? Is it okay to shoot someone that’s already been captured? What was he going to do to us?  
 
    I have plenty of time to burn through my thoughts as we take a few hundred turns deeper into the Tower. The only thing that gets my mind back on my surroundings is the change of view. We’re back in a research area, and things look bad. Real, real bad. The Creep’s breaking through the ceiling in trunks as thick as trees and stretching out on the walls like veins. It’s not like the ground’s comforting, since every time we move I sink ankle deep into saliva and tissue. Pretty much like always, though, it’s the air that gets me. It feels like there’s a ball shoved down my throat, and my skin’s shooting bullets that soak my collar. Honestly, I feel like I’m being crushed by invisible pillows. If it weren’t for the commander keeping us moving, then I’d be having a panic attack. Instead, I just keep forcing my steps, one, two, one, two, one after the other. My head’s down, and I keep following the feet in front of me, listening as we pound the floor. It’s all I can do to keep my stomach from flipping inside out. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little thankful when Abbott stuffs his tablet away and motions for us to stop. Ahead of us, the juncture’s covered in these weird shadows that keep dancing as the lights overhead swing back and forth, barely holding onto electrical wires that vanish into the building. Sparks fly and light up a floor flooded with mucus, and that’s about when I notice how sticky the floor’s become. Every step I take has trails of gunk grabbing at my heels. So, when Abbott tells us to take a knee, it’s just ten times worse than normal. I’m literally glued to the ground as I sink into the floor.  
 
    The commander looks around the corner before he glances at Sunny, who motions to me. Long, gluey strands of tissue stretch and snap from my leg as I pull myself out of the gunk, and all I can do is try to ignore the moist sensation in my pants as I sprint down to the juncture. Sunny turns his gun into the hall, and I’m over his shoulder with my rifle drawn too. At the far end, we can see another intersection, and running against the wall is a long window that’s been busted open, so that there are only these razor sharp glass panes left. The light there’s super bright, and after a long time in the dark, I feel like it’s burning into my eyeballs. I squint as I try to adjust to the spots flooding my eyes, and it takes me a second to realize the captain’s waiting on me. Finally, I snap back to reality, or whatever this passes for, and get a good look ahead.  
 
    It’s not pretty. 
 
    There’s blood just painted along the back wall in big buckets of red, and for a second I can feel a tingling in my skin as I spot figures leaning against a row of computers. There are men and women who’ve been dissected into a few pieces and the puzzles not completely put together. Big tendrils have them pinned upward or suspended in the air, and you can see the mucus and tissue that’s starting to dribble down over their heads and shoulders. The Creep must be taking its time absorbing them. Whatever’s going on, my eyes are burning so hard into the bloody room that I almost don’t notice Sunny slowing down. I nearly ram him with the side of my rifle as he comes to a stop.  He shoots me this look, and his eyes are cold, like he’s dead. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him look so . . . angry. It actually makes me lose my breath for a second. I keep remembering when we first met, and his smile was actually comforting. Then it became really creepy, and now this look makes me feel like he’d turn his gun on me if I annoyed him enough.   
 
    Anyway, his face shoots away again when a howl like a siren starts to echo down the hallway. It drags on and keeps pitching higher until my ears feel like they’re about to bleed. Right when I feel like they’re going to pop, my vision goes jumpy as someone passes below the bursts of light. The movement’s quick, like a shadow when it disappears, and I can’t really make out any details until the figure stops. This guy’s hunched over with his chest and shoulders exposed, and it only takes a second to see the mucus sliding off the large tumors piled up along his collar. These huge masses slide down over his eyebrows as he looks at the roof and opens his jaws. My heart freezes between beats as I watch the creature stop and flick its tongue into the air, the muscles on its neck rippling before an ear slicing screech fills the hall. 
 
    But, for a few more seconds, the creature’s just standing there, and I just keep hoping it’s not going to move. Then I hear this popping, like a bone snapping into pieces, as its face jerks at us. Its head is bent at an angle so sharp that it looks like its neck is broken, and its eyes roll our way before it leaps through the window and starts barreling down the hallway. Sunny doesn’t bother looking back as he screams, “Incoming!” Then it takes just a breath before everyone’s got their weapons shouldered and firing. The hallway’s singing with a chorus of bullets, and I watch as the creature’s chest is punctured by our guns. Somehow, its legs keep driving it at us until so much muscle’s been shredded from its bones that only its momentum keeps it moving. Bits of tissue decorate the walls before the creature finally goes rolling into the ground.  
 
    We don’t even have time to inhale before the hallway’s groaning, and we all watch as a huge seam opens up above us. For a second, the roof sags before a stream of thick fluid starts to pour into the hall. It floods through the crack and forces us to back off as a ball of tissue crashes to the ground. I’m putting my shoulder between me and the shower of gunk splattering my uniform when I see tendrils bursting out at my team. As I’m twisting to get the barrel of my gun aimed down the hall, I see the commander’s rifle get swallowed up in a swarm of tentacles that toss it into the darkness. Still, the minute his rifle’s gone, Abbott’s already got his sword launching from his hip. As a second wave of tendrils fly at him, his blade starts burning the air, and I watch as pieces of squirming Creep go splattering against the floor. 
 
    My gun is raging as I fill the large blob of tissues with a full clip of gunfire, but my eyes are pulled further downrange. At the end of the hall, I catch the hovering corpses starting to jerk and swell up as the Creep tendrils start pumping fluid through the dead bodies. Gigantic growths spread down the arms and over the heads of the victims, and I almost gag as I watch the bones in their fingers tear through the skin before extending into long, cutting blades. It’s just a few seconds before the corpses are released and the hall is flooding with rushing figures, all of them still dressed in torn lab coats and shredded pants. Their limbs are like pistons that pump along on calves powered by baseball sized growths. You can hear their howls mixing with the pounding of their feet as they pop in and out of the flickering light, showing up for a split second before crossing huge distances in the dark.  
 
    I can barely follow any of them, but I lock onto one, and it’s only an instant before the bursts from my gun are lighting up the figures ahead of me. The hallway’s punctuated by bullets that send the monsters rolling along the ground, but they just swing back onto their feet like they don’t feel pain and keep closing the distance. They’re so close, I can actually see the muscle ripping away as they streak through our gunfire, and I feel myself sucking a breath of relief when they finally start stumbling to a stop. Then I just get angry, like I’m offended they’re attacking us, and I end up spraying down the hallway with the last of my clip. Everything feels so intense that I hardly notice the crack opening to my side, and I’m barely turning to see what’s happening before my body’s flying through the air. I pummel the wall, and the world lights on fire as I feel my back burning up with pain. I can't breathe as I go collapsing to the ground, and I’ve barely looked up before a massive tendril of Creep’s driving me back down into the floor. It hits me before I can see it, this tentacle so huge that it’s thicker than a refrigerator. I’m feeling for my gun, but through my blurry eyes, I realize something’s wrong. My weapon’s gone, but I think I see it half soaked in a pool in front of me. My fingers are stretching for it when I scream as my arm nearly snaps, pinned down by Creep while another tendril starts reaching for my neck. All I manage is a flinch as it speeds at me, raising my free hand to defend myself, only to go blind as an orange glow slides through the shadows. Half a second later, my vision’s clear, and I see the squirming piece of muscle as it’s falling to the ground. A trail of fire is still burning the air as Abbott flies in front of me, his sword chopping through a dozen tentacles that’re slithering into the hallway. I’m sucking hard at the as air I force myself up, grabbing at my flamegun and emptying the canister. It sounds like a hungry animal as a cloud of fire explodes out of my hand and papers the wall, the ball of flame getting larger and larger until I hear the mass of saliva and muscle screeching back at me. The Creep withers up into a wall of grey goop, and the second I can snatch my rifle back up, I’m swinging the barrel at the wave of beasts rushing at us. 
 
    The creatures are literally swarming inside the walls, but this time I know where to shoot, and I watch as their legs explode and send them slamming into the ground. A few crash just feet from us, and one jams his shoulder under the barrel of my rifle. It puts him out of my line of fire, but I’ve got my bat flying into my hand and swinging so fast that the creature can’t react before I’ve nearly knocked its head half off. I’ve got him falling backward in time to see Tommy about to get pinned to the wall by one of the Creepers, and immediately my bat’s turning another circle. I hear the crunch of bone as the next monster hits the floor in a heap, but I don’t have time to check on Tommy. 
 
    “Flame, flame, flame!” I hear Sunny shouting. His voice grabs my eyes, and I watch as another wave of tendrils punch their way into my sight. For a second, I watch a massive crack split down the wall, and the next moment, the entire hallway is exploding apart with a roar so loud that my ears start ringing. I’m showered in clouds of dust and plaster, and when they vanish, I’m staring into the face of a towering, solid mass of Creep. My gut tells me to move, but my arms stop working when I see a seam opening up along the wall of muscle. Lines of mucus stretch and snap apart, and then . . . I’m looking into this gigantic eye that’s staring at us from behind a wall of small mouths that start flying our direction. I’ve never seen anything like it, not even with Creepy Sally, and I’m so distracted that I almost don’t see Dodger’s body flying through the air as she’s ripped from the ground. At the last second, I catch sight of her whipping by me, and then time starts crawling to a stop as her scream drags out for what feels like forever. My gut locks up into knots as I remember that horrible nightmare of her getting eaten alive. I can see her mouth hanging open, and my ears are rattling with the sound of her voice begging for help. Last time, she was gone, but last time, it was just a dream. This time, it’s real, and when time starts winding back to normal, somehow my muscles push off with power I didn’t even know they had. Before I understand what I’m doing, my body is flying at her with my flame knife flipping into my hand. Its orange light is sizzling and, even if it’s not nearly as long or cool as Abbott’s sword, when it buries into the tendril’s muscles, I hear the Creep screaming in pain. For a second, I’m wrapped around that long cord of wrestling muscle while my vision fills with the sight of that gigantic, blood-stained eye. It’s quivering as my knife slowly drags through the skin of its tentacle. I’m holding on for my life as my knife drags through the Creep, my gut revolting as I slowly carve through this thing and yank hard in one last cut. The last bits of skin and fiber snap, sending me and Dodger collapsing to the ground while huge clouds of fire erupt over our heads. Everything in front of me gets blurry as heat bubbles out from the streams of fire carpeting the wall, and for a second, all I can hear is a song of screams and gunfire.  Then the Creep’s groaning as its tendrils go limp and fall to the ground, its slick pink and yellow muscles turning ash grey while the fire continues to burn into it. My heart’s exploding out of my chest when I realize I’ve got Dodger underneath me. She’s panting hard and staring at me like I planned to save her. I didn’t. It was just instinct because, I mean, it was the right thing to do. But I’ve got to admit that if I’d have lost Dodger that I’d . . . I dunno. 
 
     I couldn’t have coped. 
 
    It’s all over as fast as it started and I realize that everyone’s staring at us. It’s embarrassing, and I pull myself off of her, but Dodger’s still stunned. She just sits there, catching her breath. I see her mouthing, “Thank you,” but I just can’t look her in the eyes. I look away, trying to avoid everyone as I move to the back. They’re all cheering and a few are saying I did a good job, but I don’t buy that. So, I’m moving along, and the thing is, just as I look to my side, I see something move behind the group. It’s so quick that it happens before I can scream. One of the beasts jumps out of the piles of bodies, and my eyes jam open as I watch its long claw slide straight through Jamila’s leg, puncturing it in a cloud of blood. Then she’s falling forward, her mouth open in a scream as her body collapses under her. Like lightning, Abbott’s turning with his sword, and even though the creature pulls back its hand to protect itself, nothing stops the Ignition Blade. It cuts straight through the monster’s arm and passes right through its skull, sending disgusting bits pasting the ground. We barely scan the room for more of them before we turn back to Jamila, who’s lying there screaming as a deep crimson stain starts blooming across her pants. The sound of her shouting pulls the hairs on my neck, and my face yanks over to her. I almost can’t watch as she gasps and writhes on the ground. Everyone else is rushing past me, dropping to their knees to help, but all I can do is stand and watch as the blood sprawls down her leg. 
 
    Lieutenant Shields is at her side faster than I can blink, and his scissors slice open her uniform just as fast.  Her gorgeous dark skin has a gaping hole I can’t even look at, and I grab the wall, lurching over as my lunch threatens to rush up my throat. Abbott takes a knee beside them and watches the lieutenant as he starts pulling out bandages. “What’s the situation?” 
 
    Shields shakes his head. “Could be worse. Didn’t hit the bone or artery, but she needs this dressed.” He hands the commander a bulky roll of gauze. “Press the wound while I tape it.” 
 
    “Of course,” he says as he hesitates over the leg. Like he remembers it at the last second, he looks up at Jamila and tells her, “This is going to hurt.” 
 
    I can feel the panic in her eyes as he pushes down on the wound, and her scream vibrates in my bones. There’s no way I can keep looking, and I turn away again, watching as Lieutenant Pena and Captain Sunny sprint up the juncture to watch the hallways with their gun barrels. I just tell myself to keep my eyes on them as I hear Shields saying, “Isn’t that a lab up there?” 
 
    Abbott replies, “It looks like it might have been.” 
 
    “If so, we’re in luck. We might be able to treat her better if we get her inside. No guarantees.”  
 
    “Of course.” I hear his voice and I don’t want to pay attention, but I have to. “Coleman, Jones, over here.” 
 
    Me and Tommy jump over to Jamila, and I’m at least grateful that there’s something soaking up the blood. The gauze around her leg looks like it’s wrapped pretty tight, but I don’t know anything about taking care of something like that, and I really don’t know if she’s going to survive. These creatures’ fingers have tips like knives and this one sliced clean through her. As far as I know, any cut like that can be lethal. Abbott sees me staring at the wound and waves me off. “She’s going to be fine.” 
 
    It takes me a second to pry my eyes away and look at him. “But her leg’s so—” 
 
    “Coleman,” he says, his voice going dead serious as his eyes carve me up. “She’s going to be fine. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Uh, right. Yes, sir,” I say with a shake of my head.  
 
    “Good. Now, help us. We’re going to move her to the lab up ahead.” 
 
    I don’t even agree. I’m too freaked out, and I just drop beside them, listening to the instructions but barely hearing anything. I mean, I understand what I’m being told, but it’s like when someone talks to you in a dream, so I get the gist but the words are like an echo. Next thing I know, we’re carrying her and she’s screaming, but time flashes by, and then she’s on a table in the next room with her leg propped up on a box. Lieutenant Shields is tossing stuff out of cabinets while the rest of the team keeps the doors secured, and there I am, just staring at her as she sucks wind. I’m oblivious to the lab. I mean, I pick up on the fact that there’s Creep trapped behind glass tubes all along the wall, but it’s one of those things that barely registers with me. The only reason I’m able to look away is that I notice some cages against the far wall. All the noise behind me fades off as I’m walking over, and I realize I’m staring at even more dead Creepers, just like we found a few floors up. This time, though, I can hear a rattling while the floor shakes beneath me. One cage, right in the center, is rocking back and forth as this long tongue slithers out and flicks at the air.  The mutated thing inside is breathing really heavy and my ears are filling up with the raspy sound of its nostrils.  
 
    My eyes are locked hard onto it, so I almost scream when I hear someone right behind me say, “Freaky.” It sends me spinning with my rifle up, and I nearly clobber Dodger across the jaw with the barrel. Still, she acts like she doesn’t even notice as she waltzes past me. There’s a computer off to the side displaying vital signs, and she’s streaking right for it.   
 
    “Don’t do that,” I tell her as she walks up to it. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Where do you think?” she asks as I follow her to the edge of the rattling cage. I know the monster inside used to be a person. At least, I think so, and I remember how bad I felt for Creepy Sally. Whatever these things are now, they were human once, right? Still, up close, the creature looks like it would try to rip your limbs off. I mean, one of them just put a hole into Jamila’s leg. Then there’s the fact that it just looks . . . I dunno, not human. Besides the fact that its face is so bony, all of its muscles look distorted, like a weird piece of art. The Creep bulges and you can see thick veins pumping almost right out of the skin.  
 
    “Dodger, you’re so weird.” 
 
    “I know right?” she continues with a smile as she starts tapping at the monitor. “It’s probably not a good idea to let it grab you with its tongue. So, you’d better watch out.” 
 
    “Yeah, I pretty much think that I could figure that one out.” 
 
    It feels like she’s not even paying attention to me. “This thing is a-mazing,” she says as she messes with the monitor. I can see all sorts of screens flashing up and down as she works her way through it. 
 
    “How do you even know how to use that thing?” 
 
    “Well, you know, we’re all on this trip for a reason, Jackie. Tommy’s the muscle and Utada’s a great scout. Jamila’s the one that keeps our spirits up.” She looks over her shoulder, at where Shields is still working at the medical table, and for half a second, her lips do twist into a frown. “Well, she was.” 
 
    “So, you’re, what? The science whiz or something?” 
 
    “Not all the science. Lieutenant Shields is the biologist, but computers are kind of my thing.” She pauses and backs away. The screen’s got an outline of this creature’s body with its skeleton displayed like an x-ray, and there’s, like, a dozen messages popping up. “Its muscles and circulation have all been twisted around, but the skeleton’s the same. This was definitely a human.” 
 
    A voice breaks our conversation as Abbott steps between us. “Which is why we put it out of its misery,” he says, raising his sword. I watch Dodger’s eyes reflecting the orange glow of the blade as she starts to grab at the commander’s arm, but Abbott’s too fast. The panting creature in the cage suddenly chokes and blood shoots to the ground as the sword jams between the bars. The life signs on the monitor go flat, and Dodger’s eyes are erupting, like they’re going to fly out of her skull. 
 
    “Commander Abbott . . . sir!” Her hands are shaking as she rubs at her face and I’m just thinking, damn, she’s barely keeping it together. “Sir, why would you . . . we could have learned so much about these things!” 
 
    “And leave a human in misery?” I could swear his eyes are going to slice right through her. “Understand one thing. The primary purpose of a Scavenger is to preserve the lives of our people. The Cultists are our enemies because they try to interfere with that mission, but this sad creature?” Abbott’s eyes hop down to the dead Creeper, with its blood leaking onto the ground. “Imagine if that was you. Just minutes ago, that nearly was you. Would you want to be left in such a condition?” Dodger doesn’t have time to reply before the commander spins to the side. “I need you on one of the computers. We need to identify where they’re holding our missing teammate.” 
 
    She stutters a yes as she walks away, and I’m just left standing there as the deep red liquid collects around my boots. I mean, he’s right. Abbott gets off on fighting and being a tough commander, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard him say anything good about killing anyone. Most of the time, he’s talking about how hard we’re supposed to try and save people, not the other way around. If you’d have asked me about him two months ago, I would’ve told you he’s a jerk. He still is, it’s just he’s also kinda respectable. Just, he’s not the guy I thought he was. Anyway, I’m getting back to everyone else, when the commander pulls me aside, and I’m completely terrorized by the low tone of his voice. It feels like it’s rumbling right down my spine. 
 
    “Don’t give your teammates a reason to despair,” he says quietly while his eyes pound into mine. “Our situation is bad, but the moment you start giving the people around you a reason to give up, you put their lives at risk. Jamila’s chance of survival is better if she believes it is possible. Also, I don’t think I should have to mention the fact that deep feelings of depression are likely to trigger an incident this far down in the Deep.” 
 
    “Right, sir. Sorry. I just wasn’t thinking about it. Plus, I mean, I was a little . . .” 
 
    “You were worried about your friend. Don’t you think that’s all the more reason to give her hope?” 
 
    He’s got me. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What do you think of Dodger?” 
 
    “What?” I’m not expecting the question, and I’m not even sure I know what he means. “She’s . . . cool?”  
 
    “What do you think of her attitude toward the creature?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, she had a point, maybe? Studying them might help us understand how to beat them. I don’t think that’s terrible or anything.” 
 
    I can’t tell whether he’s happy with my answer or not, and he just stares down at me for what feels like a minute. I can literally feel my heart counting the seconds. After forever, he nods and looks at the ground, then takes a second before glancing back my way. “What if that were your friend in that cage, Coleman? What if that were Mike?” 
 
    Just thinking about it makes my stomach twist so hard that I can feel a sick feeling running up into my throat. “I’d . . . want to end the pain for him.” 
 
    “Whoever that creature once was? That person had a family. They’d want the same. None of us wants to see someone we care for turned into one of those things. Remember, above all, our purpose is to limit suffering. That’s the first duty of our group. We aren’t Security and our duty isn’t first to enforce rules or be a military arm for Tower Authority. We exist to help life endure, even if that means having to make hard decisions. Life and death decisions.” His finger rises until it’s a breath away from my face. “Serve life. Leave no man behind. Over everything else, these are our duties. Without them, we’re just thieves and killers. Our code gives us purpose, and that is to protect the lives of our people and the lives of those around us. Until Tower’s end.” 
 
    “Until Tower’s end,” I reply on instinct, and, for the first time in forever, those words actually mean something. Abbott gives me a final nod as he spins toward Lieutenant Pena.  “You’ll need to take Jamila back to the extraction point. You can use the room we secured earlier if necessary, but I wouldn’t waste too much time getting out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Pena doesn’t even bother thinking about the question. She just agrees. That’s, like, the exact opposite of what I would do. I always question everything, but maybe that’s not the best way of getting stuff done in a group like this. Anyway, I’m still trying to figure the commander out as I watch him walk up behind Dodger and ask, “What have you found?” 
 
    “That sort of depends on what you want to know, but I got all the deets,” she says as she types away at the keys. “I dug up some bonus info on what they were doing here.” 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    She turns around, and I swear, even with how crapsack this place is, Dodger’s acting like it’s peaches. This chick can’t stop smiling, and I don’t know if I hate it or admire her for being so mind bogglingly enthusiastic. Anyway, she starts waving around. “This? All this right here? Mega-research and biological labs. That’s why we’re seeing all these things that the Cultists are calling Creep Beasts. They’re taking volunteers from their people and then injecting them with tons of Creep.” I knew it. This is what I was telling Pygmalion. “That or they’re letting them sit in it until the bond starts to happen. Anyhoo, the cages we’re seeing are failed experiments they’ve been running.” 
 
    Abbott’s eyebrow cocks upward. “Failed? I thought bonding was what they wanted.” 
 
    “Not really like this. I’m not sure, but I think they’re trying to find a way to keep their brains functioning after the Creep’s been joined with them. So, they ship the failed cages out to other parts of the Tower. The thing is, by now, they’ve learned tons of stuff about how the Creep works on, like, the most basic biological level. They’ve got hundreds of files here about how fast Creep cells can copy themselves or how long it takes before it will bond with someone. This computer’s basically filled with the best information ever.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I agree with that final assessment but message understood,” Abbott says with a nod. “How are they creating the bond, though? I’ve rarely seen these creatures over years of Scavenging. How are they producing them so fast?” 
 
    “Well, remember when Dr. Coleman said the Creep was psychoreactive?” she asks as she tosses me a wink, like I need any reminder about what my own dad said. “So, obviously the Creep does have some sort of reaction to what we’re feeling. I haven’t been able to find out how, but I’m pretty sure that they’re only taking volunteers that are already depressed or something.” 
 
    Sunny laughs. “That can’t be hard. Who the hell wants to live in a place like this? Things were bad enough for people like me living on Floor 19.” 
 
    Abbott glances over at him. “Well, don’t worry yourself, captain. Just a little longer and you’ll be able to move out. Seven years, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, why do you think I signed up for this in the first place?” 
 
    “I’m probably more aware of what motivates you than you think.” The commander’s eyes cut to slits and for a second the two of them stare each other down. It’s weird seeing it happen. Almost since the day we’ve left, they’ve had this weird staring contest that goes on every now and then, like those passive aggressive moments when Sunny kinda questions the commander. The thing is, the farther into the Deep we’ve gone, the more nervous that Sunny’s been making me. I mean, nothing was worse than seeing him smile at all those Cultists we killed. That was, like, the last time he even smiled like that. It took dead bodies to get it out of him, and ever since then, he just looks annoyed all the time. Not to mention the death stare he gave me. Anyway, Abbott eventually looks back at Dodger. “What about our missing Scavenger? Where is he being held?” 
 
    Her ice blue eyes turn to the monitor as her fingers fly across they keyboard. “I don’t think it’s far. At least, it won’t be if we don’t run into the Creep or any halls with missing chunks of floor or anything.” 
 
    “Unlikely, but give me your estimate.” 
 
    “I think there’s about forty junctures between here and there? If you want me to guess, I’d say it would take maybe an hour. That’s if we’re going full super speed, considering all the damage we’re going to have work through in the halls.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have any other choice but to try and move as quickly as possible.” He turns around and flags everyone down. “Attention, everyone. Lieutenant Pena will be taking Jamila back up to Floor 30. Shields will stay on with us in case we need a medic. As for the rest of you, good work out there. For your first live firefights, you’re doing precisely what’s been asked of you. It’s not going to get easier, though. We’re moving into territory none of us, neither I nor any of the lieutenants, have ever been close to. Normally, we avoid the Cultists if we can, but that’s not a valid option today. So, stay alert and remember that accuracy saves lives. We don’t need any friendly fire. You all have fifteen before we move out.” 
 
    That puts everyone in a rush, like the world’s moving at double speed around me. I’ve just got eyes for Jamila though, and it feels like I’m sloshing through water to get over to her. She’s wearing half a smile and breathing hard, but she looks . . . okay, if that’s what you can call it. I mean, she doesn’t look like she’s dying or anything, but she barely looks like she can keep her eyes open. Still, my ability to talk is in worse condition than her leg, apparently. “Are you, uh, alright?” 
 
    It takes her a second to realize I’m saying anything, and when she finally looks at me, her eyes look like they can barely focus. “Well, they stuck me with something, so I kind of feel like I’m flying,” she says as she pants. “It hurt like hell at first though, you know? I didn’t know what happened.” 
 
    “Yeah, you pretty much got stabbed.” 
 
    “I think I can figure that out,” she says as her smile tightens into a grimace. “You’re going to keep going?” 
 
    “Right, right, but I mean, it kinda sucks leaving you behind.” 
 
    “Girl, I’m not the one that’s going to be in the Deep Creep.” 
 
    Just the fact that she can keep making jokes makes me feel better. “I really have no clue how you keep smiling when you’ve got a hole in your leg.” 
 
    “I’m talented,” she quips. “Serious though. You’ve got to believe in yourself if you want to win at anything, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. Of course. I mean, why even try if you don’t really believe?” 
 
    “See, that right there. That’s why I’m going to survive this.” Her hand drifts up and her fingers just softly wrap around mine. My arm twitches at the touch, but I fight off the very strong impulse to jerk away. “I’m not joking though. For real. Believe in yourself, Jackie. You’re pretty cool.” 
 
    It makes my cheeks burns just to hear that. “Yeah, that’s what some people keep trying to tell me.” My breath runs up my face and throws strands of hair away. “I’ll try to.” 
 
    “You’ve got to promise.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, weirdo. I promise. Now, would you go home? I want to see you whenever I get back.” 
 
    Jamila winks at me. “Go kick butt, Jackie.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, I’m gonna try,” I say with a wink back. I kind of just give her one final squeeze on the shoulder before I walk away. For a second, I’m almost glowing as I feel this warmth in my stomach, but the feeling goes sour when I get near the door. Sunnny’s there. I don’t know what happened between him and Abbott, and I don’t know what’s been going on with him, but when I see him, I feel like I have to say something. I mean, what if he’s depressed? So, I just tell him, “Hey, captain.” 
 
    Then he looks over at me like he’s surprised I’m talking to him.  “Hey, Coleman.” 
 
    “So, is, uh . . . is everything all right?” 
 
    “You know, Abbott never got it. He was born on Floor 2, was supposed to be a Morale officer by birth. He just happened to be a lot better with a gun than with making people feel good about themselves. You should understand that, right?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I could see that. Nobody’s going to argue that the commander‘s exactly what you’d call a ray of sunshine, but he’s not as bad as I used to think he was.” 
 
    “That’s not saying much,” Sunny grumbles. “Man was born with a silver spoon in his mouth and expects everyone else to suck it up and just be happy. Thing is, he doesn’t have to live where I live. He didn’t have to go days without food sometimes, waiting for deliveries from Tower Authority or eating what passes for the vegetables we grow on the lower floors. Your friend Jamila knows what I’m talking about. She grew up on Floor 19.” 
 
    I’ve never heard Sunny say anything this bad about anyone. Then again, maybe he always thought it. I mean, who can laugh off killing people like he does? “So, like, is something going on between you two? Something feels a little off. Is that just me?” 
 
    “No, it’s not just you. This isn’t the first time me and Abbott have had our disagreements. Thing is, I get why life is what it’s like down here. I get what these guys are up to, even if I’m not a fan of them. Do I think they’re crazy? Sure I do. Still, you can’t hate them for trying to find ways to improve their lives, even if what they’re doing comes off insane. Not like it’ll stop me from killing them.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait. What is it you’re saying exactly?” This point really needs clarification. “You’re cool with just whatever it is they’re doing around here?” 
 
    “That’s putting it too strongly. I’m just saying these Cultists think they’re going to some paradise if they ever get this bond to work. It’s nuts. But you know what will really drive you nuts? Not having food or water. Not getting paid attention to by Tower Authority. Watching your family die because of hunger or the Creep. To be honest, I wouldn’t be surprised if most of them were like me: average Joes growing up on the floors that Authority doesn’t really give a damn about. Obviously, we made different choices. They decided to come down into the Deep to get away from Authority and now they’re mixed up in all this. I decided to be a Scavenger because maybe, one day, I’ll have done my full seven years and I can get off of Floor 19. Because I don’t want to have a kid some day and have to tell him he can’t have food because Authority doesn’t care enough to send any.”  
 
    He stops talking for a second as he holsters his pistol, then looks up at me. “To be honest with you? I think about it all the time. I think about that one day when I’ve done all my service and I can get off my floor. I want it more than anything else, but that’s hard to understand for people who’ve lived their whole lives on the upper floors.” 
 
    Sunny finishes getting ready and walks off. I know he was talking mostly about Abbott, but I’m mixed up in that too. Jamila and I are friends, but as much as life could suck living on Floor 4, at least Tower Authority got us food just in time every week. From what I’ve been hearing, it doesn’t sound like the same applies to anyone living too far down. So, like, I can’t say I get everything Sunny’s saying. I don’t think anything could ever make me want to live down here in the Deep. But, then again, I’ve never had to go without food for a week. And that last thing he said? About losing family? 
 
    Thank God I still have my parents. 
 
    Love you guys. 
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    Increasingly, I find myself drawn to the Creep’s ability to pick up on human emotion as the key to understanding how it selects a host for bonding. It continues to be such a shame that our only living example of this bond, Creepy Sally, remains quarantined in an isolated wing of Floor 16. Then we have the problem of not being able to use Sally Cells in our experiments, which is a state of affairs that I am increasingly obsessed with. Still, considering that our records indicate she went through dozens of Security when the Tower fought her a century ago, it is probably wise that the quarantine continues and the restriction on her cells remain in place. Morale might drop quickly if we were to lose a dozen researchers overnight. Still, there is no doubt that lack of a bonded test subject has hurt our investigation. 
 
    The stories told about Sally are consistent with what we know about how the Creep reacts to people in general. Living on Floor 16 has a number of disadvantageous, not the least of which is the lack of food and consistently clean water. If the mix of official records and local folklore are correct, then Sally, at some point, lost her family to an incident in which they were killed. Given her already poor living conditions, I’m not surprised this turn of events sent her spiraling into depression and then attracted the Creep.  
 
    Although, something about the story does bother me. Everything about Sally indicates she was moved to Floor 16, but we have no idea as to where she originated from. The records from her era are thin, but all indications seem to imply she may have been one of the earliest inhabitants of the Tower, and may actually have been evacuated from floors far lower than our current boundary, Floor 21. We’re talking about a person that lived centuries ago who was confined to a distant part of her floor. Sally Cells, as I’ve previously noted, are incredibly virulent. They will seek to consume even competing Creep cells. Shortly after her evacuation and resettlement, she began to demonstrate her incredible power over the Creep and went on the attack. The only reason the entire floor wasn’t taken outright is that she tends to sleep for incredibly long times in between waking periods, yet there are at least three separate incidents documenting times Sally awoke. Each incident resulted in the deaths of dozens of Security, and all efforts to contain her were highly lethal affairs.  
 
    Still, what I’m most interested in is why the Creep chose her for such a strong bond. Beyond the unique properties of the cells infecting her, I’m still quite sure she possessed unique mental attributes. I’ve been relentless in my demand to test this theory, and despite the reservations of Tower Authority, my allotment of precog test subjects has been increased. This has given me greater flexibility in the range of experiments I’ve been able to conduct. Of course, the basics normally remain the same, with a few exceptions. The first thing that is typically done is to induce a state of fear and panic into the test subject. This isn’t difficult, since most of those we bring in are already fairly anxious. Anyone would be, considering the circumstances. They’re essentially imprisoned here for days, until we’re ready to conduct a new round of experiments.  
 
    Precautions must be taken to guard against the Creep, after all. 
 
     When our subjects are introduced into the test chamber, it doesn’t take much to create an environment conducive to bonding. Pain is the easiest way, and the chamber floors are capable of generating electrical currents that deliver nonlethal but agonizingly painful shocks to anyone inside. There are those who occasionally demonstrate resistance to these currents due to higher pain thresholds. The workaround is crude but, I must admit, effective. The simple breaking of a bone is usually capable of inducing enough fear and anxiety to provoke a Creep reaction. I’m particularly fond of using the wrist, which requires a minimum level of effort to fracture and leaves the person alive for use as a future test subject. At any rate, whatever it takes, we do what we must until a subject’s heart rate and blood pressure is elevated. Those are, after all, fairly obvious signs of anxiety. Then, we actually begin to introduce the Creep through the various ducts installed along the walls of the chamber. From there, we simply observe the subject’s reaction to the Creep and vice versa. It can be quite fascinating. 
 
    Those we’ve identified as precognitive seem not only capable of receiving emotions but also projecting them, and there are significant differences in how the Creep reacts to their presence. Think of it this way. Those with telepathic abilities are capable of detecting the electric and chemical changes that occur before others’ actions. However, precogs also project their own emotions into those around them. A precog can subconsciously influence the mood of others if he or she doesn’t take care to rein in their abilities. Now, think about the Creep, a biological mass that feeds on the emotions projected by humans. Precogs must seem like a buffet of sorts, just platters of thoughts and feelings for the Creep to dine upon. The difference is that the Creep seems to savor these telepaths. It lets them live, perhaps to continue some sort of long term emotional sustenance. A bizarre proposal, of course, but one I’m willing to live with. Under actual observation, we watch the Creep avoid consuming these subjects. It’s definitely active, which we can tell from the generation of tendrils that is common in aggressive infestations. However, no actual attacks occur. What we do observe from our sensors are states of emotional interaction between the subject and Creep. We’ve yet to witness a full bond, but there have been moments where our subjects have been restrained by the Creep and yet not eaten, and we later detect samples of infected cells in their bloodstream, as if the Creep was trying to possess them. What’s confusing is that this occasionally happens in non-precogs as well, and I’ve yet to identify why.  
 
    Which is why even this line of experimentation has its dead ends and why my theories are in a state of change. It is known that, rarely, Creep Beasts are found throughout the Deep. These are people that have bonded and remained alive, albeit in a highly disfigured form, but that don’t have the mastery over the infestation that Sally demonstrates. These people fit the definition of victim far more than she does. They are mindless creatures with no restraint and no control over the Creep around them. Given the rarity of precognitives in the human population, I assume this must be why Creep Beasts are so rarely found as well. Perhaps the difference between Sally and these others is that she was simply more powerful, and more powerful precognitives have greater control over the bond. 
 
     Unfortunately, I must again file a complaint with Tower Authority. At this juncture in my research, more aggressive steps must be taken toward understanding this link. We need even more precogs under research and we must be willing to take painful, and borderline lethal, steps in our experiments. No more assurances to our test subjects that they’ll live through our tests, even if we will try to keep them alive. We need them in the highest state of fear we can possibly create in order to simulate circumstances in the Tower. We will never achieve a bond if we’re not willing to provoke the most terrible of human emotions in our subjects, since that is what the Creep feeds on. Authority’s hesitation on this issue continues to hinder our evolution as a species. I know what they’re saying. I know what they think of me from the safety of Floor 1, in their debates over the necessity of my science. They think I’m a heretic for doubting the truth of the Builders, or a madman for wanting so badly to test our stock of Sally Cells. They think I’m a sadist because I am willing to make a few people suffer if it means our knowledge of Creep biology and human psychic powers is expanded. Well, they make think me insane, but what is the difference between madness and genius?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    It feels like I haven’t had a chance to breathe in a few days. 
 
    I guess I shouldn't act surprised. We’ve just been moving and moving, trying to chase down the last team that came down here. Then we had those shootouts with those Cultists, and the Creep, so it’s been this string of super tense situations. That’s what makes it weird to be sitting here, doing absolutely nothing. Just . . . waiting, you know? For Utada to come back and let us know what’s in the hallways ahead.  
 
    The room’s nothing special, I mean, like everywhere else we’ve been recently, it’s soaking in Creep. But you know what? When we first came in, there was nothing better than being able to just sit down and stop moving. My feet were screaming from all the ground we’d covered the last few days. Sucks for Utada, who was given maybe five minutes before she was on the go.  Anyway, it’d been a while since we’d been able to just camp out, and for a minute, things felt like they had when we’d first started training together. I think . . . I know I needed it. I’ve always been able to brush stuff off. When you go years without anyone telling you they love you, or without any friends, you have to find some way to deal. Back then, if I wasn't talking with Allison then I wasn’t talking to anyone. The only way I knew to cope was with sarcasm and just laughing stuff off. I got pretty good at it, too. Must be why I handle being around the Creep so well. It couldn't last forever though, I mean, mom must've seen that. That's why she gave me my first recorder. It was the only way she could really help me at the time, without dropping her act and getting us all in trouble.  
 
    But now I just feel like it's getting harder to keep it together, and that's scary because I can't afford to go nutters down here. Not with the Creep everywhere, ready to respond. It’s just I keep seeing that kid I shot. I close my eyes, and I see him staring back at me, like he's burned into my eyelids. By now, the Creep’s probably just gobbling him up. Like I’ve said, I get that I needed to do my job, it’s just when we were training to come down here, I didn’t seriously think we’d have to fight other people. You can shoot at the Creep, and you know it’s not human so there’s no reason to feel bad about it. But, I mean, that kid had a family, right? I don’t know, it feels like I have a bad case of indigestion, and then when I think about the dream I had, I just . . . I’m hoping that it’s just me tripping out because of the Creep, but seeing Tommy and Dodger snatched away like that makes me feel sick. How does a person even dream up something like that? Do I secretly want something bad to happen to them, or is it just, like, the Creep poking at my mind? Then after seeing Jamila laid out on the table with that hole through her leg and all the blood . . . like I said, it’s just getting harder to let stuff go. I feel like every time I see something new it adds to this pile of garbage that’s building up in my brain. So, yeah, I’m happy to have a second to chill and not feel like we’re fighting for our lives down here.  
 
    So we’re sitting there, and it’s the first minute of calm we’ve had in forever. Of course, Dodger has to ruin it. “Jackie, listen, I know you’re so not into feels types of stuff . . .” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “What I mean is that you’re not exactly the sort of person that goes deep talking about what they’re feeling, you know?  I get that, I mean, I’m not the most emotionally well-adjusted person in the Tower. I think I’ve spent more of my life ripping open computers than talking to people. I just, I don’t know, felt like I had to tell you something.” 
 
    “Okay, well, shoot then. It’s not like we’re going anywhere.” 
 
    “I just mean, you completely bailed me out of that situation with the Creep, and you haven't said a thing about it. I haven’t because I didn’t know what to say, but dude, you saved my life. I mean, what do I even tell you?” 
 
    Tommy smiles. “I think it’s pretty normal to say thank you.” 
 
    “Tommy,” she says as she rolls her eyes at him. Of course, they come rolling right back to me. “But, yeah, so totally, from every inch of me, thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. I would’ve been a chewed up meat bag if you hadn’t ripped right through that tentacle.” 
 
    I shrug and look away. “Yeah, man, you know. I mean, it’s not like it was that big of a deal or anything.” 
 
    “Not that big a deal? Jackie, seriously. Come on. It was my life you saved.” 
 
    I can hear Tommy pipe in again. “Jackie’s just cool like that. She did the same for me when I was losing it inside that tight Creep tunnel we had to squeeze through a while back. Remember that?” 
 
    “You really think I could forget that?” She laughs. “I felt like I was squeezing through someone’s tonsils.” 
 
    “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    “But it’s so true!” 
 
    “Well, that’s why I started having my panic attack. Lucky Jackie was there to play hero.” 
 
    I dunno, all the banter finally annoys me enough to look over at them. “Yeah, I get it guys. I’m just, you know, looking out. Don’t call me a hero, Tommy. That’s just stupid. I just did what I had to. It’s not like I want you two to die or anything.” 
 
    Tommy nods and gives me a mild salute. “I’m being totally serious, Jackie. I don’t know how you do it, but you keep a real cool head when you need to.” 
 
    “Nah, just, blame Abbott or whatever. It’s just the training. It’s the only thing keeping my head on straight.” 
 
    “Maybe, but we all went through it. You just know when to make the right move, especially when you need to help someone else out.” 
 
    “I guess.” I shrug and lean back against one of the only dry parts of the wall. “I mean, dad did always try and teach me to make the right calls. Of course, that was for basketball games, so it was a little different.” 
 
    “Sports is pretty good for that. It does help if you’ve got a good guy like your dad doing the teaching.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, he was a good guy. I guess it kinda makes sense. He was always saying that, on a team, you have to look out for each other, or you’ll lose. I mean, he was basically my personal coach for years.” 
 
    “Sounds like he taught you some good lessons. Like I said, sounds like a pretty good guy.” 
 
    My eyebrow twitches as I think about Tommy’s dad. “Um, so, you been . . . feeling okay? I mean, we haven’t really talked about your situation. Not that I want to put this all out there.” 
 
    “Situation?” He laughs, then looks over at Dodger. “Just so you’re in the know, my dad’s a little too hard on the bottle. I never got any coaching from him like Jackie got from her dad.” 
 
    The happiness she had a second ago washes right off her face. “Oh that . . . that sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what’re you going to do, right? You can’t pick your parents. Besides, he tried to clean up when I got older. Not that he’s been successful with it all the time.” He looks over at me and just kinda shakes his head for a second. He’s actually serious for once, and it makes my chest hurt just looking at him. “But, uh, yeah. I’m doing okay. I’m actually glad you asked, though. I don't think about it if I can get away with it because why, right? Just a bunch of memories I wish I didn’t have. Down here though . . . I don't know, it just feels like certain thoughts pop into my head out of nowhere. It’s like someone else is talking into my brain sometimes. I guess I shouldn't be surprised, I mean, we are in the Deep Creep.” 
 
    I just nod at him and go quiet. He keeps talking with Dodger, and it’s weird just looking at the two of them. Tommy’s always trying to put on that brave face and act like nothing bothers him, which I guess is just a part of that whole confidence thing he likes to project. I get it. We all have a ‘thing’ we do. It rubbed me the wrong way for forever, and I guess that’s why I like the Tommy I know more than the Tommy I thought I knew from before we were Scavengers. Talking to a person, like, really talking and listening, is apparently a quick way to learn just how many assumptions you made about them that were wrong. Anyway, I’m so wrapped up in this that I almost don’t notice the clicking of the door as Utada stealths into the room. I'm not even aware of her until she starts talking. 
 
    “Our target is two hallways down and around one corner,” she says, trying to map it out with her hands. “There are six men at the door and four walking the halls. I almost was found but was able to sneak into a nearby room. Their patrols are persistent, and each time two of them take a break, another two begin to walk. In this way, they are constantly circling the halls. We might be able to take out any patrol, but we would surely risk alerting the guards at the door. In addition, we do not know the numbers of those inside the room or its size.” 
 
    Sunny nods. “That’s my point. There’s too much we just don’t know.” 
 
    Abbott agrees. “My thinking was similar. We need more intel before we move.” 
 
    “What we need is a plan.” 
 
    “Anything you might suggest?” 
 
    Sunny’s smile has been nonexistent for a while now, and the sound of his voice hurts, like there’s a razor in it. “You’re the head officer, right? That’s why they keep you stowed away on Floor 2. I thought it was your job to put this all together.” 
 
    He’s been sounding angrier and angrier, but even the commander sounds like he’s barely able to restrain himself these days. Maybe it’s just the Creep getting to everyone? Anyway, Abbott pulls out his tablet and just says, “Thank you for the reminder, captain. Let’s map the area and come up with our approach.” 
 
    While they’re talking it up, I take the spare time to breathe, since it doesn’t look like I’ll be able to soon. I’m already stressing out over what’s about to happen, and I guess Tommy notices, ‘cause he looks my way and asks, “Hey Coleman. You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, Toolshed,” I say as I throw him a smirk. “Just, you know, appreciating life while I’ve got a chance. I don’t know if I’ll be able to after this.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a downer.” 
 
    “God. I know, I’m terrible.” The least I can do is give him a smile. “I’ve had things on my mind.” 
 
    “Mike?” 
 
    “Well, that’s one thing. I keep wondering, with all the stuff we’ve seen, if they’ve done anything to him. Like, what if they’ve tried to bond him with this Creep stuff? What is he actually going to be like if we do manage to find him?” My hands slide over my head as I look at the ground. “But a lot of it’s the killing. I don’t care if we trained for it. I don’t want to do it. Then we lose Jamila? What if things get worse? I mean, with all the guards out there, we don’t have a lot of choices. Maybe we’ll come up with something, but right now we’re kinda . . .” I rock my hand back and forth. “Unsure? Unstable?  I mean, don’t get me wrong, I know the commander’ll figure out a plan.” 
 
    “You know, you could offer some ideas, right? That might help get your mind off some of this stuff. I mean, when you’re not busy kicking butt, aren’t you supposed to be the smart one?” 
 
    “Me?” My finger jabs at my face. “Please. I think I’ve done more dumb stuff in the last year than some people will do their whole lives.” 
 
    “Like that thing you told me about . . . ?” 
 
    He’s talking about Creepy Sally but keeping it quiet so the commander doesn’t know, which I can appreciate. But, he’s right. “Yeah. I guess something like that.” 
 
    “Jackie, all I know is that if you were involved, there had to be a reason. I know you didn’t tell me the whole story. Hey, I’m cool with that. But honestly? Everyone knows who your parents are, and we all know you’ve got an impressive one of these,” he says, tapping at his skull. “So, you should stop acting like you’re not supposed to be here.” 
 
    God, I hate Tommy. My breath evacuates my lungs as my eyes roll away from him and over to the side of the room. That’s when I see it, and I’m not sure why I didn’t think about it before. It’s a grate, part of the ventilation system in the Tower. The same system I’ve used over and over again to get around, to get away from the Creep, and to sneak onto Floor 1. “I suck.” 
 
    “Well, we know that. But why?” 
 
    “Nothing, Tommy.” I blow him off as I get to my feet. “Commander Abbott?” 
 
    The commander looks up from his tablet and over his shoulder. “Coleman?” 
 
    “Yeah, sir. I think I might have an idea.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty 
 
      
 
    A vent’s a vent and being in the Deep Creep doesn’t make that any different. Well, that’s not completely true. As I’m sliding around, I can feel the slick saliva from the Creep gliding under my arms and sticking to my hands, plus it’s so humid I’m barely able to breathe without feeling like someone’s shoving a sweaty sock down my throat. To be totally honest though, as disgusting as it is, I’m actually glad I’m doing something to help the team that doesn’t involve a gun.  
 
    Happy to help the team?
God, when did that become a thing? 
 
    So, I pull myself along and make sure to stay super quiet, as always. I’m usually a ghost when I’m crawling around, although the fact that I’ve never mapped the lower floors of the Tower leaves me running on instinct. My flashlight wipes away the darkness as my legs push me along. It’s been about a half hour since I started crawling, so I’m happy when I reach a sharp turn in the vent and see light washing the wall. It’s not bright, but it’s enough to let me know I’m actually getting somewhere. Even though I can feel my body surging because it wants me to hurry, I use all that training I’ve had to keep my breath calm. At least those breathing exercises are doing something. No, really, it’s weird how just keeping your breath under control can actually make you feel less nervous. Either that or I’m lying to myself. Well, it works either way, because I don’t feel like butterflies are going to burst out of my stomach. 
 
    Which is a pretty creepy idea, if you think about it. 
 
    My body turns at an awkward angle, and I shuffle down a new path, my hands pulling and my legs pushing as I inch along to a light. It’s streaming through a grate, and I’m starting to hear something. It’s all click clackey, like fingers at a keyboard, so I slow down so I won’t make any outstandingly loud noises. Still, I’m having to pull along, so I can feel my fingers digging into the soft tissue growing inside the vent. It’s all squishy, and I cringe as I feel it tearing away under my hands. The thought of it beneath my fingernails . . . ugh. It wasn’t too long ago that I couldn’t imagine getting too close to the stuff. Now look at me.  
 
    Whatevs. What’s more important is what I see, because it can’t be anything else but a lab. There are guards standing around on the other side, and even if it’s impossible to see all of them, I know there are a few walking circles around the room. Then you’ve got a few docs in lab coats walking back and forth, tapping at controls and apparently doing science. That’s all avoiding the point though, because off to my left is something . . . I dunno, different. It’s a big glass container that runs to the roof, like the kind I’ve seen used to grow Creep, with all sorts of tubes and wires sticking out of it. Except it’s not just Creep inside. The thing’s almost entirely filled with liquid, like water, but there are masses growing in it. What really gets my attention though, is the guy floating inside. He’s just suspended there with his head above the surface. Anyway, long tubes run down from above him and into a mask strapped around his face. That must be how they’re keeping him from drowning. 
 
    I can’t see him too well from where I am, even if I turn my head at the most painful angle, so I give up, but I still have to think this is who we’re after. Thing is, I don’t know what they’re soaking him in. I mean, I get that there’s Creep in there, so what’s the fluid? I ask this as my hand flattens with a squelch into the surface below. I flinch and yank my fingers away but find long streams of almost transparent gunk trying to anchor me to the vent. That gets my attention, and, for a long second, I look at the stuff covering my fingers, then look back at the tube. God. Is that what they’ve stuck him in? Is he just, like, body deep in Creep saliva?  
 
    What I’m not expecting is the voice that breaks out from the container, and I nearly slam back against the vent wall as the man asks, “So, what is this, guys? Day forty? How long do you think you’ll keep me in here? I’m only asking because this seems like a pretty big waste of time. For the record.” 
 
     Some guy steps into view, and he’s different from all the rest. He’s got no mask and he’s not wearing a lab coat. Instead, he’s just got this thick hoodie he’s wearing over a pair of slick black pants. The hood’s pulled up over his head, and I can see long strands of hair as they swing beneath its edge. “You’ve been quite resistant to our efforts, Mr. McGill.” 
 
    When I hear the name, the muscles in my chest all lock up until I can barely breathe. McGill. Vick McGill. Commander of Scavenger Team One. The guy I used to call Vicious Vick. Holy crapsack. We’ve been looking for these guys for so long, and now . . . this is it. I’m here, half a room away from him, and there’s nothing I can do to help. I’ve barely digested this info when the commander starts talking back from inside his glass container.  “I hate to break it to you, David, but it’s not that I’m holding out hope. I’m actually okay with the situation. You’ve had me in here for forever now, so I don’t think this bond’s going to happen any time soon. It’s actually getting pretty boring.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that may be simply a matter of us not applying enough pressure,” he says with a chuckle. “And while I cannot hurt you too much while you’re in there, I can assure you, I have no problem removing you from the tank and having my guards apply some additional, emotional distress. If it will provoke the Creep, of course. This is, after all, a scientific endeavor.” 
 
    “Is that what you tell yourself to ease your conscience? Listen, guy, there are a lot of things in this world that I’m not what you’d call fond of, but if there’s anything I know, it’s that anything’s better than being one of your test subjects for bonding. So, you can talk about hurting me all you want, but I’m still going to prefer being alive and myself to becoming one of those monsters you’re trying to create.” 
 
    “I wonder. Would you say the same thing if we broke a finger? A leg? Suppose we were to run a thousand volts of electricity through your body. Would you prefer living then?” 
 
    A third voice cuts in from one of the masked men at the computers. “Elevated heart rate detected, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” He gets face to face with Vick, or at least as close as he can through the glass. “All your bravado means nothing. Like every other person alive, it seems you actually do worry. I am sure that we can help elevate your tension further once we’ve moved on to phase two of our little experiment.” 
 
    “Weren’t you supposed to be out there trying to hunt down someone? Seems to me like you’re just sticking around here because you like my company. Or maybe you just don’t have enough men left to babysit me while you go hunting?” 
 
    “I have enough men to do both.” I freeze up as I think about what that could mean. Do they know we’re here? Is this guy out looking for us? How fast should I head back? I’m thinking up a bajillion questions that hit me so fast, I have to remind myself to keep listening. “You may be correct, though. It may be time for me to take a more hands-on approach to finding our target. After all, as they used to say in the old world, ‘if you want something done right, then you have to do it yourself.’”  
 
    “Maybe you should get out there, then. While you’re at it, you could try throwing yourself into the Creep. That might help you find a solution to your little science experiment.” 
 
    The guy stands there for a second and just stares at Vick from beneath his hood. “You know, my old friend, before I go out on the hunt, I feel like I require a breather. Something to relieve the stress I’ve been under. Surely you, of all people, can understand just how critical it is for us to keep ourselves stress free down here in the Deep. The repercussions for not doing so can be . . . tremendous.” He walks up to the glass container, and I see Vick’s head tilt backward, like he’s allergic to the sight. “So, tell me Vick, how does this feel?” 
 
    He taps at some panel, and I watch as the lights in the lab dim for a second. A thundering whining starts to gallop into the air vent as blue arcs travel across the gigantic cables attached to the container. It takes all of a few seconds before the glass tube’s surging with light, and I watch Vick’s body go thrashing as the air around him cracks blue with sparking pulses. I can see the clear goop he’s in bubbling and popping as the glass fogs up, and he jerks around in inhuman motions, like some puppet being yanked around on strings. It’s almost enough to get me to look away, but some part of me needs to see what’s happening. As the droning noise keeps rising, Vick’s body keeps jamming back and forth in his restraints before his head shoots up, and he just screams so loud that my heart starts to hurt.  I clamp a hand over my mouth and watch the blue energy fade before the commander’s body slumps over in his prison. Outside, one of the lab doctors just reports, “Subject shows signs of extreme pain and anxiety. Creep activity has been elevated significantly.” 
 
    The guy running this torture show laughs as his gloved hands tucks into his pockets. “I’ve enjoyed our talks, Mr. McGill. Pity that soon you won’t be of the right mind to have any more conversation. At least, once you’ve reached that level of pain, you won’t be able to resist the bond anymore.” He takes a step away toward one of the lab techs. “Make sure that he’s secured before you lock up for the night and make sure you prepare the devices for tomorrow. Our guest must apparently be made to feel the dire nature of his circumstances. At least, if we’re to have any chance of producing a mood conducive to bonding.” He doesn’t stick around long after that, and when he leaves, I can barely make out a few guards standing around in the room outside. It all happens too quick to count them, but it’s probably a safe bet that they don’t leave these places without some security. 
 
    At this exact second, I’m not even sure that’s my biggest problem, though. I mean, I have to decide. Do I head back to tell the commander that the Cultists might know we’re coming? I’d use my tablet, but there’s no signal in the vent. Then again, shouldn’t the Cultists know we’re already here? We did shoot up a few of their guys. You’d think they’d have some sort of alarm or warning system. These guys aren’t stupid, I mean, just look at the tech they’re using. These are some freaky smart experiments they’re running with the Creep. Thing is, I’m not sure trying to get back to Abbott right now would actually get anything done, and I know he’s probably got everyone with their guns aimed at the door. He knows how to take care of his peoples. Plus, if I stick around here, I might see something. Or hear something. What if these guys all leave? And didn’t that one hoodie guy say they were going to lock up for the night? 
 
    I look down the vent and back where I came from. I’m stalling as I try to figure out my next move and end up burying my head into my hands. One minute passes. Two minutes pass. Five. Ten. Then I give myself a second to ignore the time, and the next thing I know, there’s one long moment of blackness as I rest my eyes. I only open them because I practically jam into the roof when the vent shakes to the sound of a door slamming.  The lights are off, and the only thing in the lab I can see is the tube. Inside, it’s glowing green, and Vick’s body is still in there, kind of floating, but with everyone else gone.  
 
    Holy crap. 
 
    Did I fall asleep?  
 
    It takes a second to dawn on me that I think everyone’s gone to bed. The freaking room is empty, and with no clue about what I should do, I start to crawl away when I think . . . wait. Couldn’t Vick talk through the tube? Couldn’t he hear inside the tube? Oh, junk. Could this idea I’m having work? 
 
    “Vick!” I kinda yell, kinda whisper. It’s really more like a loud hissing. “Vicious Vick!” 
 
    At first I barely see his head move, like he’s not sure if he heard anything or not. After a second, he lowers his head again, but I can’t let him fall asleep, and this time I yell, “Commander Vick McGill!” 
 
    That gets his head fully out of the gunk he’s stuck in, and I cringe as strands of sticky fluid cling to his jaw. “Okay, who’s playing games with me? If that’s you, David, then you’re not going to get many points by trying to pretend you’re a hallucination.” 
 
    “I don’t know who that is,” I call through the grate. “My name’s Jackie Coleman. I’m here with another Scavenger team to rescue you.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I must be hallucinating then. There’s no way anybody came for me after this long.” 
 
    “This is serious, Vick. I don’t know how much time I have, so I need your help.” 
 
    His face looks back and forth, but I don’t know what he can be looking for. I mean, the room’s almost pitch black. “If you’re really with another team, who’s your commander?” 
 
    “Commander Judas Abbott.” 
 
    He can’t hold back one shot of laughter. “Well, damn it. Okay, fine, I believe you. How’d you get here?” 
 
    “Can we talk about that later? Like, when you’re rescued?” 
 
    “Oh, sure, sure. Good idea. How can I help though?” 
 
    “I just need any info you might have about how many people are guarding you and who’s outside your room. Anything you can tell me about what to expect if we come for you?” 
 
    “Lucky for you, there aren’t too many of these guys, and most of those down here are searching for Mike.” 
 
    It’s like a gunshot to my stomach, and I feel my whole body tense up as my breath sticks in my lungs. For a second I can barely squeak out any words. “Mike . . . Mike’s alive?” 
 
    “Yeah, and doing a hell of a job avoiding these nutters, at least if I can believe what David says. I think I can, since he never stops running his mouth and thinks he’s got everything under control. But didn’t you say we should focus on getting me out of here?” 
 
    “Right, yeah,” I agree. “Okay, so, not too many people outside?” 
 
    “There’s just one lab out there, and I see about the same eight guards all the time. They split shifts inside and outside, but don’t ask me about how many are here right now. I usually sleep at night. Like a normal human, or at least as normal as you can be when you’re drifting in Creep saliva.” 
 
    God. It’s like talking to myself. “Great, okay, one room outside and eight guards there, tops.” 
 
    “I think. No promises, kid.” 
 
    “Well, it’s better than anything we knew before.” I switch on my flashlight and flick it back down the way I came. “Alright. Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “Have you seen me? I’m not moving.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” I say with a shake of my head. “I promise we’ll do whatever we can.” 
 
    “I believe you. Abbott and I aren’t what you’d call best friends, but he never leaves a man behind.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.  
 
    I’m starting to shuffle my way back down the vent when I hear Vick’s voice one last time. “Kid?” 
 
    “Yeah, Vick?” 
 
    “Don’t die.” 
 
    God. Believe me, I’m trying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    There are things in life I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to. Not as a Scavenger . . . not any way. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe you do this so much that one day you wake up and you’re just this amazing killing machine. I’m talking about Commander Abbott and Captain Sunny both taking out two guards with knives. When it happens, it’s not pretty, and it’s not glorious or amazing. It’s bloody and way too real as they haul the bodies into the dark. Then they repeat the process, but I have to look because one day I might have to do this too. 
 
    Not like I’m completely emotionally adjusted to firing guns yet, either. I’m just better with those. When we move into the hall and start shooting, there are four or five bodies on the floor in seconds. That’s how it’s supposed to go. I mean, that’s what we practiced. Blood sprinkles the walls as bullets speed off, then Utada’s busting open the door. Her gun’s turning left and erupting when her head pops backward in a cloud of crimson. I don’t even have time to process what happened as I follow Commander Abbott into the room with our guns screaming. That gives the team a second to follow us in, but I’m not really paying attention to that. Whatever hesitation I had when I first did a room clearing apparently isn’t sticking now, because it feels like it’s all automatic. Actually, it feels way too easy. Just point the gun, squeeze the round, and watch somebody fall. Guys hit the floor, and it’s over in less than a minute. That’s not what’s difficult. I mean, yeah, your heart’s racing when you’re getting ready to go, but then you just can’t afford to panic. Your body takes over. In a weird way, it’s like playing basketball. If you think about it too much, then you miss the shot. It’s the same thing in a fight, except if you think too hard here, then you’re dead. Really, when you're in the moment, everything's over before you can breathe. 
 
    Except this is when reality starts rushing back at you. I look back at Utada and she’s crumpled on the ground. I don’t even remember stepping over her, and Shields isn’t even bothering to help. I mean, why would he? The bullet dropped her instantly. Even in the best circumstance, it’d be hard to save her, but here? This far down in the Deep? There isn’t any way to get her somewhere that she can be taken care of. Sunny doesn't look like he gives a damn. He’s made it increasingly obvious that this is all business for him. Thing is, Abbott’s still standing over her, and the weird part is, it’s barely now clicking for me just how personal he takes it. He’s not kidding when he says he doesn’t leave a man behind. So, the commander takes a second to prop her up against the wall, and I’m just wondering . . . what now? He towers over her body without a word, and all I can do is just watch him for a minute until he finally clears his throat. 
 
    “She was a good Scavenger,” he finally says. “She didn’t hesitate when I told her she’d be running point or scouting for us, and she never complained. I couldn’t begin to tell you what her personal life was like. She was a quiet person and took her private life very seriously. I always respected that about her. She wasn’t here for glory or rewards. After all, she was from Floor 7. There were no rewards for her outside of the chance to win the honor of Scavenger Hall for her floor or, at most, the possibility of retiring as one of us. In the end, she died as she’d lived: by putting her life on the line so others would live. Utada was the best of us. May we remember her until Tower’s end.” 
 
    “Until Tower’s end,” we all agree as Abbott collects her tags and gear. “After we’re through with this operation, I will return her personal belongings to her family,” he says as he opens up a Pocket Space window and funnels her stuff inside. It closes as he walks away, and I can’t help but stare at her for a second. She’s just . . . there, with her eyes staring out across the room. Utada almost has the same look as that guy I shot during my first room clearing. It’s almost like she’s still around, even if I know she’s not. It’s weird because I didn’t really know her. You know what really kills me though? I’m never going to. That chance is just gone. Forever. 
 
    “Coleman,” the commander says quietly. “We’re not done here.” 
 
    I nod back at him and I raise my rifle when he says, “Right stack.” Me and Tommy line up behind him, and Shields pushes up on the other side of the door. The commander swings his weapon inside and we follow, but the room is pitch black for a second. It takes us by surprise, since you never want to go into a room blind, and we get out of the light of the doorway as quick as we can. There’s no reason that we don’t get blasted at that point, except that we get lucky. A silhouette is an easy target, and the fact that nobody’s waiting for us inside is the only thing that saves our lives. Actually, it’d be wrong to say there was absolutely nobody inside. I mean, there’s one guy there. 
 
    He laughs from inside his glass prison.  
 
    “Commander Judas Abbott. Took you long enough.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Something funny I never thought about when it comes to your legs is that they kinda stop working if you stop using them. By which I mean, literally, they just lose muscle and die off. Not completely, but Vick’s been floating in his prison for almost a month, and Sunny and Tommy practically have to carry him when we retreat to our room. The big break we have through all of this is that Abbott’s at least been leaving motion sensors around, so his tablet is tracking anyone that could be creeping behind us. He doesn’t pick up anything though, so we’re able to get back without a problem. At least, we get back without any more problems. The last thing I see is Utada looking at me when we leave the lab, and it feels like her eyes are burning into my mine. It almost feels wrong to just leave her there, but what can we do except remember her and try to finish this out? And that sucks, not just because it hurts the team, but because that’s a life. I’ve spent my whole teenage career avoiding people, and now I wish I could go back a few days so I could learn more about her. 
 
    But that’s impossible, and I mean, there’s only one thing I can do, and that’s keep going. Once we’re back, we get Vick settled behind the bed. At least we’re able to get him a pillow to put his head on, but it’s gross just seeing him lying there. His legs literally look like they’ve shrunk to chicken bones, and he’s just covered in slick, shiny goop. I don’t know how he’s running his hands through his hair, ‘cause the stuff just slides through and cements like hair gel. At least he looks happy to be out, though. “Thanks,” he says as he breathes hard, like he’s just come out of the womb or something. “You probably don’t know how bad that was.” 
 
    Abbott settles onto the back wall. “Thirty days in the Creep? That’s impressive from you, McGill. I never took you for a man with such iron in him.” 
 
    “You never took me for much of anything, Abbott. You always did think I was second rate.” 
 
    “And you always thought I didn’t deserve my position.” 
 
    I can’t hold my head back from rolling over toward them. “Commanders . . .” 
 
    Vick’s eyes shoot at me before circling around to Abbott. “Kid’s right. I don’t like you and you don’t like me. Big deal. We’ve got other things to worry about.” 
 
    “Like getting out of here,” Abbott agrees. “Our personal differences aside, you and I both know we have an obligation to that last Scavenger.” 
 
    “Mike,” he says, and again the name makes my heart stop for half a second. “Yeah. They’ve been chasing him for weeks.” 
 
    “Why, Vick? I need to understand what’s happening here. You must have heard something important while you were a prisoner.” 
 
    “While I was a prisoner? Give me a second here, Abbott, that was just fifteen minutes ago.” He smirks as he props himself up on his arms. “Of course I heard stuff. Like I told your girl here,” he says, looking at me, “David Marshall’s not what you’d call a quiet man.” 
 
    The name smacks my eardrums like a baton. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “Huh? What do you mean?” 
 
    I look him dead in the eyes. “What did you say his name was?” 
 
    “Oh. David Marshall?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” My head is suddenly pounding as a flood of memories start pouring through my brain. “This makes way too much sense. When we first got down this deep, we heard two guards mention a guy named David. I didn’t think about it at the time because, I mean, David’s not exactly a rare name.” 
 
    Abbott looks over to me. “Jackie. What’s going on?” 
 
    I have to force myself just to look his way. “Commander Vick’s saying this David guy’s been running experiments on people. David Marshall. My dad knew a David Marshall a long time ago. It was a guy he worked with studying the Creep.” 
 
    “Wait. Why would a scientist of that magnitude, studying with your father, come below?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Seriously, all I know is that he got into some trouble because he found something. Dad said he thought it was because he was trying to keep something away from Tower Authority, like it was something he didn’t think they should have. So, instead of getting taken to Reinforcement, Marshall decided to run. I mean, this has to be the same guy, right? The name’s the same. Not to mention, who else would be able to run experiments like this? My dad said this guy had already been doing some experiments with humans.” 
 
    Vick shoots a short chuckle. “Well, that’s a piece of work. Explains how he’s been able to do everything he’s been able to do. It’s not like it’s easy keeping the Creep under control, which you’ve probably figured out by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda have.” 
 
    Abbott cuts us off with a wave of his hand. “So, let’s assume for the moment this is the same man. This is a scientist with close knowledge of how to manipulate the infestation, and apparently, he specializes in using it to interact with humans. What’s the end game for him?” 
 
    Vick shrugs. “Guy’s got a pretty inflated sense of ego and purpose. What I mean is that he thinks he’ll save mankind by uniting it with the Creep. He’s really big on talking about fate and humanity’s future. Bunch of nonsense if you pay attention.” 
 
    “There’s a lot here that’s not making sense to me.” 
 
    “It didn’t make sense to me either. Then again, I’ve been down here a while now. It might help if I just start from the beginning, right? So, how much do you know?” 
 
    “We know, or at least believe, that you breached Polar North, detonated the device there, and sparked a Creep Incident. It initiated a Lockdown as high as Floor 1.” 
 
    “No joke?” his head drops to his chest. “No wonder they want Mike so bad.” 
 
    Abbott’s arms fold across each other as he leans in. “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Okay, well, thing is, the explosion didn’t cause the incident. I’m sure it didn’t help, but that was the least of our problems for a while. Actually, we outran the explosion somehow.” 
 
    “That’s how you got down here to Floor 40.” 
 
    “Right. There wasn’t an incident right away.” Vick pauses for a second. “Like I told you, that has to do with why they’re after Mike.” 
 
    “Again with this person. What makes him so special?” 
 
    “I didn’t think anything was at first. I mean, he’s kind of an erratic twenty-one year old, but there’s nothing special about that.” He’s so nonchalant. It’s like he doesn’t care that we just lost someone. That, or he’s just used to it. Anyway, Vick keeps going. “It wasn’t until we were trying to make our way back up the Tower that we got caught. Mike had some kind of breakdown in the middle of the trip, which we both know can make the Creep go crazy. There was no way we were going to escape, so I decided to take one for the team and set some explosives so everyone else could get away. Honestly, I thought I’d get killed in the process, but obviously no such luck. When I came to, they were hauling me into that lab you saw. Getting dumped into that tube was the worst of it, but you’d be surprised how fast you can get used to something like that.” 
 
    Abbott’s fingers are digging harder and harder into the bridge of his nose. “Vick, you’ve always been a talkative fellow, but I’m looking for some solid answers right now. We’ve been down here for weeks trying to find you and to be quite honest? I want to go home. So, do you know anything about what these Cultists are doing or why they want Mike?” 
 
    “Come on, Abbott. You know what they want. These guys just want to merge with the Creep. With all the wandering you’ve been doing, I’m sure you’ve seen some of the experiments they’re running. That’s David’s favorite subject to talk about.” 
 
    “We have identified several cages with victims inside as well as fought off a few of the creatures. They’re half humans, but they’ve definitely been changed.” 
 
    “Yeah. Those.” 
 
    “They’re not . . . scavengers, are they?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Vick’s been wearing a smile most of the time he’s been here, but now it falls off. “Yeah. They really only want Mike. They kept me alive as an experiment but didn’t need any of the rest of the team. I’m pretty sure they . . . you know. Hunted them down.” 
 
    Abbott’s voice pitches low. “I’m sorry, Vick. I know they were yours.” 
 
    It takes him a second as he looks away, and even in the low light, I can see his eyes shimmering. “Yeah, well, did my best. Don’t know what I’m supposed to tell their families when I get home.” 
 
    “You tell them the truth. That their loved ones were heroes.” 
 
    “Right, that’s what they were.” He almost sounds like he doesn’t believe it, and for a second Vick just sits there, looking at the floor and watching his finger scratching into the carpet. “Anyway, they want Mike because they think he can cause a massive incident. Worse than the last one.” 
 
    “How is that possible? What would Mike have to do with that?” 
 
    “How? Well, we both know how. You just have to stop and think about it. We’ve both had people under our command with, well, let’s call them ‘special’ abilities. Somehow they know just the right turn to take or can tell when danger’s coming, like they can predict it.” 
 
    The commander’s fingers fold into one another as his head rests on the wall. “He’s a precog.” 
 
    The fact that he’s willing to say it out loud means Abbott basically doesn’t care whether we find out what’s going on anymore or not. I mean, I recognize the word from my convo with dad. Everyone else though? They’ve never heard it. Dodger’s already raising her hand when the commander interrupts her. “Precognitives are people with limited psychic ability. That allows them to predict an event up to seconds before it happens, which makes them useful for detecting if danger is present. They’re even able to tell when you’re about to punch or pull a trigger. For that reason, almost every Scavenger team has one. Joanne was ours.” 
 
    Tommy’s head snaps up. “Aw, no way! No wonder I couldn’t ever hit her.” 
 
    “Precisely. They’re not typically very powerful, but they do have just enough skill to help anticipate a dangerous situation.” 
 
    Vick waves at him to stop. “Except that’s not the case here. Mike’s special. Think about the best precog you’ve ever had serve under you. They’re like oil lamps or matches. Mike on the other hand? He’s more like an explosion.” 
 
    “You’re saying he’s powerful.”  
 
    “Right, he just doesn’t have any control over it. When his mood goes, the effect he has on the Creep is ten times worse than if you or I had a meltdown.” 
 
    Abbott glances over to me. “Do you have any knowledge of this?” 
 
    I’m not sure if I’m supposed to even be talking about what dad said to me because I don’t know what could get him in trouble. Then again, everything’s on the line now.  That doesn’t mean I actually have much to say. “Dad did say that David specialized with precogs.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Pretty much. What else would I tell you? Yeah, David was experimenting on humans, not just because of the Creep, but to test how psychic abilities worked. At least, that’s what I thought he was doing.” 
 
    “So, we have a man loose, in this Tower, who is familiar with manipulating the Creep not only using traditional methods, but who also has intimate knowledge of how precognition works and how it interacts with the environment? Not to mention that this same man seems capable of infecting people in such a way that morphs them into these beasts we’ve been finding.” 
 
    Vick waves over at Abbott. “It’s not like this would be any fun if it were easy.” 
 
    “You always were like that.” Abbott’s eyes pass over Vick’s legs. “You’re not able to walk, are you?” 
 
    “At the moment? All signs point to no.” 
 
    “That’s not good. I can’t leave you here alone.” 
 
    “You can’t go short handed, either,” he argues. “You’re going to need all the weapons you can get.” 
 
    It doesn’t seem to matter what Vick says, though. Abbott’s already looking around the room. “I need someone to stay with the commander here,” he says. “Shields. You’re a medic. Maybe it would be best if you stayed behind?” 
 
    The lieutenant’s already opening his mouth when Dodger’s voice cuts in. “Sir, no,” she says as she gets to her feet. “I’m not nearly as good a shot as the lieutenant, and who knows what you’re going to find when you go after Mike. It’d be better if I helped keep the room safe. It’s not like we don’t know why I’m here. I mean, really, I’m the tech girl. Shields has a ton more experience than me, and he can hit a bullseye on the other side of a hall.” 
 
    Abbott gets up and looks her in the eye. “You’ll be entirely alone. If you stay behind, you won’t have reinforcement, and I can’t promise you that we’ll be back. There’s no telling exactly what we’ll be up against. If we don’t come back, it will be your duty to return Commander McGill to the extraction point. Should that happen, you will have to be able to hit your target. Many of them, most likely. Can you protect him while he recovers?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    The commander tried to hold back his frown, but it’s there. “Use the supplies you’ve obtained during the Scavenging to help him. Nothing’s wrong with his legs, at least not structurally. He just needs some time to recover. It takes a bit if you’ve been off your feet as long as he has.” 
 
    Dodger nods. “I will, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” Abbott looks around the room. “I’m going to scout the hall and make sure nobody’s coming to see what happened to the lab. The rest of you have thirty before we move out.” 
 
    After Abbott’s out the door, I give Dodger a thumbs up. “You okay?” 
 
    “I think so,” she nods as Tommy comes around to join us. “It looks like we’re all going to be splitting up though.” 
 
    “I mean, not forever. Just until we get back.” 
 
    “Are you sure everything’s going to be okay out there?” 
 
    Tommy slaps her across the back. “Come on. Don’t get messed up on us. Before you know it, we’ll be back here with Mike, and then we’ll all be able to head back home. It’ll be just another successful Scavenging in the books.” 
 
    As usual, Tommy’s the guy that can keep the smiles hanging, even if the mention of Mike’s name gets my stomach rolling like I’ve just gotten done eating too much candy. Maybe old Toolshed here should’ve been a Morale officer. Of course, Dodger looks relieved to hear him sounding so unrelentingly cavalier. “It’s not like you’re not right. I mean, it’s just that Utada . . .” 
 
    I give her a nod. “Hey. It’s like the commander said, you know? She knew what she was doing. It’s a part of the job. So, don’t think of it like she got killed. It’s more like, she went in knowing she was doing it for us.” 
 
    “You’re right. You’re always super tough, Jackie.” 
 
    That gets a laugh out of me. “Me? If this trip’s taught me anything, it’s that I’m not half as tough as I think. Things are way too real down here.” 
 
    “They really are, but at least we’re almost done.” 
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    Her eyes go off to Tommy. “What’re you going to do when we get back?” 
 
    “Me?” He jabs a pair of thumbs toward himself. “Psh. You know, be awesome, rock at basketball, my normal.” 
 
    “Ah.”  
 
    She doesn’t look impressed, and apparently Tommy’s starting to become a big boy because he immediately starts backpedaling. “I mean, I’m kidding, obviously. Really, I’ll probably end up just checking out a movie. Maybe we can all hang or something. Hey, we can even come up with some cool nickname for ourselves now that we’ll be vets. The terrible trio or something.” 
 
    My hands covers my eyes. “Tommy. That is the worst. Just stop.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to think on my feet here.” 
 
    “That’s never been what you do well. Stick to the basketball and sports.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do,” he says with a wink and a smile.  
 
    God. When did I start needing that?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Researcher’s Log 
 
    Experiment results discussion 
 
    David Marshall recording 
 
      
 
    I wonder if I should rehash the past few months, which have been understandably difficult. I feel as if I’ve brought up the problems we’ve faced so many times that, well, my recordings are becoming little more than complaints. Still, it’s difficult to get around the fact that resources have dwindled to a degree I’d sincerely hoped we could avoid, even if our number of test subjects has been near adequate. Although, we’ve had to draw them from an increasingly high risk pool of emotionally unstable individuals with little to live for, and it should go without saying that our wealth of precogs has dried up. Still, these depressed individuals we’ve taken have been nearly ideal test subjects, even if they are not always willing. At least we’ve been able to tell them that, because of their sacrifices, they’re creating a glorious future for humanity.  
 
    The grim truth is that we’ve maintained our pool of subjects despite an acceleration in the number of deaths. That trade-off was necessary. The greater autonomy I’ve been granted has meant I’ve been able to make the hard decisions Tower Authority was not capable of allowing me. Of course, this has also meant I’ve had to modify my theories. It seems anyone with the correct temperament can bond to the Creep given a long enough exposure time, regardless of whether or not they are precognitive. This time frame is measured in months and occurs as the subject’s blood is slowly transformed by infested cells. In these subjects, we’ve observed a notable resistance to physical damage, whether by blunt force, stabbing, or gun fire. Their speed is greatly enhanced as well. These Creep Beasts are incapable of registering pain or fatigue and will literally run until their legs fall off. What’s a leg to them? The Creep in their system will simply generate new ones, given the right conditions. Regardless of how great the physical toll on their bodies, regardless of the damage, it is all mitigated by the cellular regenerative properties of the infected cells. And that, precisely, is why we conduct this research. To one day achieve a perfect union in which our minds continue to thrive even while our bodies are given the ability to regenerate. Imagine a world with no sickness, disease or death. Imagine having the mental capacity to control the Creep. 
 
    But even if we now know that almost anyone can be bonded with enough time, we’ve also established that only highly gifted precognitives have the capability to bond in the same way Sally did, and few of them have the sheer mental power to do so. Without that special ability, control of the Creep is impossible. A person has no chance of retaining any fraction of their self-awareness without it. This conclusion has some inevitable consequences for the future of the human population. After all, to achieve our glorious tomorrow, precognition will be a trait that needs to be bred for in future generations. This will inevitably form a two-tiered society, with precogs at the top and non-precognitives on the second rung. Over time, those without the ability should be bred out of society entirely, leaving a nearly immortal, psychic ruling class. Once this is achieved, departure from the Tower may not only be possible, but inevitable.  
 
    In the meantime, I’ve continued to closely study the reaction of bonded test subjects to a new device we’ve conjured up. It projects energy waves with similar properties to human telepathic projections and allows us a basic system of protecting ourselves. Essentially we can tell the Creep to stop attacking, although the command only last so long, and in the meantime, we’re forced to either run away or kill whatever infestation is rampaging out of control. It’s far more effective on bonded humans, who we can cause to act aggressively toward any person not wearing one of these devices. It should be obvious that I will be having these mass produced for everyone working on my team, though it will be difficult to do so given the lack of adequate resources we’ve run into. It will be a long process, but one we must struggle through, for the obvious reason that we must survive to complete our work. We must finally produce a fully bonded, conscious subject.  
 
    I say all this as if the goal is within reach. Well, no. We have yet to find a precog with the sheer telepathic power necessary to not only match Sally but surpass her. That trait will have to be identified, bred for, and the subject allowed a gradual bonding that will allow them to retain control of their minds. If the subject has the sufficient telepathic capacity to fend off the Creep’s own mental intrusions, I feel strongly that we can produce our first human-Creep hybrid with a fully intact mind. However, it is important that I calm myself. Such a subject has not yet been found and I do not have access to the large population of the Tower that I once did. Still, time will make a way. I am sure of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    I’ve literally just finished making my last recording when I hear the droning in my ear. It freaks me out at first, but I realize pretty quickly what’s going on. That still doesn’t make the headache that noise gives me any easier. Anyway, it’s only a few seconds before a voice pops into my head. 
 
    “Jackie.” 
 
    “Director,” I say, trying to be formal about this. I’m kind of not in the mood to be friendly friendly. “Been a while.” 
 
    “Things have been busy here on Floor 1, but rest assured, I have been keeping adequate track of your progress.” 
 
    “You and the rest of Floor 1, you mean.” 
 
    “Jackie. You and I both know the situation. They watch for entertainment. I watch to make sure our plans are successful.” 
 
    “Entertainment,” I laugh. “Are you talking about when Dodger nearly got eaten alive or when Jamila took a claw through her leg? Or maybe that freaked out creepy music coming through the radio? Got any ideas about those?” 
 
    “You’re angry.” 
 
    ”Uh, yeah I’m angry.” I practically slam back into the couch. I’d be yelling all this if I didn’t have to whisper, since I don’t need the rest of the team hearing me. “Things are just hard, you know?”  
 
    “They’re not going to get any easier, particularly now that we know that Mike has some rather unique gifts. You understand that, don’t you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You don’t think Abbott’s contacts in Tower Authority will want that boy’s power for themselves?” 
 
    “What? Why would they?” 
 
    “Why do all men and women crave power? What is Authority’s overriding imperative? To assert control over the Tower. You know this. You were tried by them and, regardless of what you may think of him now, don’t forget that Abbott was once willing to give you back up to them.” 
 
    “Yeah, but . . .” I don’t know what to say, you know? I mean, he’s right. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “Stay committed to the goal, Jackie. Now that we know what Mike is capable of, he is our top priority. Find him. Get him. Bring him back here.” 
 
    “What about finding ground level? I thought that was half the point?” 
 
    There’s a pause on the other end. Pygmalion doesn’t do that often. “Sometimes, we must make detours to reach our destination. I’m no happier about it than you are.” 
 
    “Yeah. Okay.” 
 
    “I have to go. Good luck, Jackie, and remember: eliminate any threat that poses a risk to Mike. It is imperative we keep him from both the Cultists and from Abbott. You have to do whatever is necessary to prevent him from taking Mike to Authority.” 
 
    “Wait. What? What exactly are you telling me?” 
 
    “Simply that you must be vigilant and trust no one, not even Abbott. He serves a different master, one that would have us trapped in the Tower for all eternity. If he does try and steal the boy away, you must take certain actions to prevent that. I trust you’ll know what to do. If you falter, remember that Abbott would have gladly thrown you back into Authority’s hands to be sent to Reinforcement.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I get it.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    The signal goes dead, and then I’m just sitting there again, alone in some Creep soaked living room that’s barely got any light. For a minute I just have to bury my head in my hands. I don’t want to think about this. He’s asking me to kill again, you know? And, I know that’s part of the job requirement, but he’s asking me to kill Abbott. I can’t believe I’m thinking it, but I can’t . . . I can’t do that. I don’t always know what to think of the commander, but I know he’s not . . . he wouldn’t send Mike to Authority, right? Then again, that’s what he tried to do to me once. 
 
    Almost as if he’s reading my mind, the commander throws open the door and light comes spilling into the room. He stands there and looks at me, and I can barely squeak an eye out through my fingers. For a second he looks kind of uncomfortable, but he sucks it up and walks over to me. “Are you alright, Coleman?” I don’t answer, and finally he takes a knee in front of me. “Jackie. I need you to keep it together for a little while longer.” 
 
    I’m staring at him from between my fingers before I finally drop them. I don’t know whether I’m depressed or pissed off at him. “Why were you going to take me to Reinforcement?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Before we fought Sally, when you first found me and my dad, you were going to take me back to Reinforcement.” 
 
    “I wasn’t. I was sent to find you. That’s all.” 
 
    “But you know taking me back to Authority would’ve meant they would stick me up with that Creep juice and wipe my brain out!” 
 
    “There are rules we have to follow for the Tower to survive, Jackie. We knew ahead of time that your father would be necessary to bring down Sally, and I’m no fool. I knew he wouldn’t help without demanding your safety. I’m not a member of Security, Jackie. You were the first person sentenced to Reinforcement I’d ever dealt with. It’s not exactly a part of my job description. I had a strong feeling that because of your father’s importance that things would work out. I couldn’t understand how, but I knew it would.” 
 
    “If it hadn’t, would you have let them do it to me?” At this point my voice feels like it can barely get passed my lips. “Would you have let them send me to Reinforcement? 
 
    “Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Because Mike’s got something weird going on, and I don’t want anything to happen to him. And, commander, I would do anything to save him. Anything. I don’t care who I have to go through. I’m going to save him.” 
 
    He just looks at me for a long time before he can finally say anything. “I wouldn’t have let it happen, Jackie. Reinforcement, I mean. I understand your commitment to saving Mike. I feel the same way about the people of this Tower.” 
 
    “How do I trust you though?” 
 
    “I can only let my actions speak for themselves.” 
 
    If anything makes me doubt what I might have to do, it’s those words, because even as far back as the fight with Sally, the commander was always putting his life at risk for people. “Commander.” 
 
    “Yes, Jackie.” 
 
    “You’re always talking about protecting life. You’ve said sometimes we have to take out a few to protect the rest. I get that. Thing is, I can’t stop seeing faces of people I’ve dealt with, you know? Sally. Then one of the Cultists I took out when we first got down here. How can we say we protect people when we have to do so much killing?” 
 
    “We can only try our best, Jackie. We’re only human. We can’t save everyone. When we can, we should try. Still, if there’s ever a time when it’s justified to kill, it’s to save your own life or the life of another. I won’t tell you that you should get used to killing. I can tell you that you have to get used to the idea that there are people in this world that want to harm you, and no amount of talking will convince them to put down their weapons. In that case, you can either let them kill you or not. Given the choice, I’d fight to save my life, but I’m not going to tell someone else they should do the same. What I will say is that, even if you don’t believe you should personally fight to protect your own life, even if you’re that opposed to killing, you do have a responsibility to fight for someone else. What you do with your own life is your own choice, but letting someone else die? You might as well be the one pulling the trigger. That’s how I live with myself, Jackie. That’s why I can do what I do. Because I know that I fight to protect others even if that means I have to kill. And people like David Marshall and Creepy Sally? Given the chance, they’d wipe us all out. You’re not killing them just to kill them. You’re killing them to save your mother, your father, your best friends. Mike.” 
 
    I guess whenever the commander really wants to, he can put on a real show. “Some speech, commander.” 
 
    “I practice it routinely.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Not at all.” He smiles, one of the few I’ve ever seen from him, before he gets up. When he does, he stretches out a hand to grab mine. “Are you ready, rookie?” 
 
    Our hands lock up as he pulls me to my feet. “Ready, commander.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Vick doesn’t have all the details, but he’s got a pretty good idea of where Mike is. We end up searching a part of the Tower that’s more schizo than normal. Like, one minute we’re in a hall with couches or chairs, and the next we’re in a lab filled with test tubes and microscopes. It’s not like it’s gradual. It’s back to back.  We find busted windows that look into rooms filled with huge Creep Clusters, like the size of five people, just growing out of the floor. Once in a while we find rows of powered computers, which is the first sign that electricity’s running here. There’s still lots of places where the lighting’s out, but there’s enough that it doesn’t feel like we’re wandering in the darkness.  
 
    The weird switch between places where people lived and worked gets me into the habit of taking every chance I can to look at my surroundings, and whenever we come to a stop, I’m always drawn to the computers. We’re standing around while Abbott plans out the next move, and I can’t stop staring at the aisles of static monitors, like the screens can’t figure out what they want to show. I’m doing this as he’s talking out loud when I realize one of the computers is actually working. What’s really weird? I recognize what I’m seeing. “Hey, guys,” I say, motioning to everyone as I wander off. “I think I know where that symbol came from.” 
 
    The commander’s eyes dance over to me. “What symbol?” 
 
    “You know, the one the Cultists are using.”  
 
    They all crowd around me and look at the monitor. Spinning on the screen is an eight armed cross inside of a wheel and above it’s an infinity symbol. At the very bottom are the words APEIRON. When I look around, everyone seems as confused as I do. “So, I’m guessing nobody knows what this means.” 
 
    Tommy laughs. “I’ve never even heard that word before.” 
 
    “Yeah, me either.” I look over at Abbott. “Commander?” 
 
    He just shakes his head. “If nothing else, it’s clear the Cultists have borrowed their symbol from whatever this Apeiron is. What it means, though? I don’t have the slightest idea.” 
 
    “Well, batters line up because we’re really striking out on this one.” 
 
    “Indeed. What happens if you try to use it?”  
 
    I turn around and tap at the keyboard, but the only thing that pops up is a box that says ENTER PASSWORD. “Not exactly what I was going for.” 
 
    “No matter. It’s not an immediate concern. Once I’ve finished bringing David Marshall to justice, we’ll have time to look into these computers. Who knows? This Apeiron phrase may be related to that engine we saw. It might even contain some clue as to how to get out of this Tower, in case any of you have forgotten what the third part of our mission is all about.” 
 
    If anybody hasn’t, it’s me. On the list of things I think are a priority at the moment though, it’s near the bottom. It’s a pretty short list, but survival and finding Mike are at the top of it. That’s the last thought in my head before we sprint into a gigantic room. It must have doubled as a warehouse because there are stairs on both sides leading to walkway overhead, and there’s a bunch of crates stacked around rows of computers. Also, I should mention the rows of glass prisons, like the one Vick was in. Some are busted, with big piles of tiny shards shining on the floor. Others are still holding together, but the liquid inside is just gross. It’s all putrefied, black and purplish, and I can barely make out corpses rotting away inside of them. What’s scary are the ones that still look like they’re working. There are Creepers inside, and I can’t tell if they’re awake, but I know what they look like by now. Their fingers are the size of my forearm, and their bodies are covered in growths that bubble around their chests and shoulders, like muscle that’s growing out of control.  
 
    My eyes absorb all this in the second before I hear the crack of a gunshot. It comes from the level above us, and immediately the entire team’s flying for shelter. My body goes sliding behind a lab table as the walls behind us pop open with bullet holes, and I’m scrambling for my rifle while bits and pieces of shrapnel go exploding over my head. At my back, the entire wall of computers dies in a blossom of orange sparks that heat up the cold air. My sight’s a little blurry, but across what feels like a valley of distance, I see Abbott as he motions toward me. I get what he’s trying to say, but I can feel the veins pumping in my eyeballs as my very understandable desire to stay alive suddenly kicks up about ten notches. Keeping behind cover takes a lot of focus, but I rush away, putting space between me and the rest of the team.  There are a lot of moving parts to this plan, and somehow, I can feel the guns above trying to tag me as I slink away. Still, even if I can’t see what’s happening, I know that there’s a small, explosive present soaring through the air right now.  
 
    The shouting and gunfire I’ve been hearing is swallowed by a boom so loud that I can feel it cascading down my skin. It triggers me, and I rise up over the table with my rifle buried into my shoulder. Then it’s just rat-tat-tat as I spray the air overhead, sending any survivors diving away.  Somehow, I’m able to keep the Cultists pinned down as Lieutenant Shields and Captain Sunny try to do the same, but what’s really got me scared is the sight of Tommy and the commander as they sprint up the opposite stairs along the walls.  All I can do is cover them the best I can as they rush up, but everything’s happening all at once, and I barely see Tommy in the corner of my eye. His gun’s arcing to the side as he flips around the banister on the second floor, but before he’s gotten a shot off, I see him flailing backward into the wall.  
 
     “Tommy!” I scream as I start to peel off to the stairs. It’s a stupid move, and I just trust that the commander’s got this handled for a few more seconds. Abbott’s walking along the upper level, and I hear an endless chorus of bullets singing with the mix of screams. Maybe any other time it’d bother me, but I’m almost dead to the world as I sprint up to Tommy. Forgetting to check to see if anyone’s aiming for me is another stupid move, and I’m lucky that, once I get to the top, there’s nothing but bodies lying across the ground. The gore is so blatant that I have to take a second to absorb the amount of blood that’s soaking the floor. I don’t know what was worse for these guys: dying by grenade or dying by bullet. All I know is I hope Tommy’s not about to join them, and my hands are all over him for a second. “Don’t die, you jerk,” I barely get out of my mouth as I search for the wound. “What happened? What the hell happened?” 
 
    His eyes roll my way, and he waves me in. My hands are clutching around his collar, and I feel like I’m about to choke as I lean into him, when he whispers, “Damn, Jackie, it’s nothing.” Then he laughs, and I yank myself away from him as he says, “It’s just a flesh wound.” 
 
    “Just a flesh wound, my ass,” I cry back as my fingers explore the hole in his sleeve. I don’t care what he says, I’m still panicking hard enough to double-take as the commander arrives.  
 
    “How is he?” Abbott asks. 
 
    I’m huffing as my fingers search the ripped fabric of his shirt, but after a few seconds of probing, my face scrunches together. “It really was just a flesh wound.”  
 
    Tommy’s laughing, but, I mean, it really is. The bullet tagged him on the shoulder and obviously bleeding sucks, but it could have been a lot worse. Soon, Sunny’s there too, and at least he backs me up. “She’s right,” he says after a second of checking out the wound. “Nothing major. Some skin and muscle, but nothing that’s going to kill him.” 
 
    I’m busy being angry at Tommy when I notice the sound of the lab door opening. I might not know who it is, but somehow, I already know what’s about to happen. My eyes are barely over the railing in time to see a group of men in gas masks pouring in, and then there’s this terrible second that stretches out for forever. My ears fill up as gunshots fire off again and again, and I have to watch as Lieutenant Shields, still on the lower floor, goes spinning to the ground in a whirlpool of crimson vapor. His body’s barely touched down before their guns are lifting toward us, and we’ve just ducked behind the solid railing before the walls behinds us are punctuated with bullet holes.  I’m super aware that this is not a good position to be in, at least not with just four of us. I can see Abbott starting to calculate a way out of this, but then, as suddenly as it started, the bullets stop firing.  
 
    Then? 
 
    Then there’s that voice, calling up at us. “I don’t know who you are, but I’d be more than happy to venture a guess. I’ll say that you are Scavengers, and of course I will be right. What I don’t know is why you’ve decided to wander so far off course. Shouldn’t you be hunting for biscuits or some other such nonsense? That is what you do, after all.”  
 
    I recognize him.  
 
    The voice from the lab. 
 
    For a second, Abbott looks around and motions to our guns. We all nod and check our ammo as he pulls himself over the railing. “You’ll excuse us if we’ve made a mess of things here,” he calls down. “We simply want one of our own back. Nothing else.” 
 
    I stick an eye over the rails. Of course, I recognize him, the guy with the hoodie from back in the lab. David Marshall. He calls back up at the commander, “I’m afraid you’ll have to do without him for the time being. Actually, you’ll have to do without him as a rule. You see, he is of incredible value to me. Quite priceless, actually. There’s something I’ve been searching for, something I’ve been trying to achieve for quite a long time. That boy offers me the best chance at succeeding in my plans as I have ever had.” 
 
    “And those plans would be?” 
 
    “Don’t be daft. You know precisely what it is we’re doing down here. Unless Tower Authority is in the habit of sending buffoons to do their work these days.” 
 
    If that bothers Abbott, he doesn’t show it, not even with a flinch. Instead, he just says, “To bond with the Creep. To become one with it, or some other insanity.” 
 
    “Oh, come now. You make it sound so unappealing.” 
 
     “I’d prefer not to have my body absorbed into this . . .” He waves his hand around. “This mess. I prefer being alive, after all.” 
 
    “Dear boy, we are not just trying to merge with the Creep as you seem to believe. We’re trying to use it to enhance our own state of existence. The Creep is made of cells that never die, that draw on infinite sources of energy and grant unlimited strength. Can you imagine the benefits of harnessing that power? Now, of course we’ve had some failures in our experiments, and you’ve no doubt seen the evidence of that. Though, that’s all water under the bridge since, with the help of your man, we’ll be able to exert some control over the biomass. After all, the only reason we’re in this mess here in the Tower is because we lost control of the Creep in the first place, unless you think the Builders intended to have us stranded and left to die.” His smirk just advertises cockiness like an obnoxious sign. “I’d rather think not, of course.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you think they created the Creep?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying they accidentally gave rise to it. Of course, I’m fuzzy on the details, as we all happen to be on the issue of history. Though, at least my explanation gives some substance to the Book of the Tower’s claims that we brought this on ourselves. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Abbott shakes his head as he leans over the railing. “Here’s what I agree about. I agree that you are illegally holding one of my men, and that before I leave this floor, I’ll have him back. If you make a single attempt to stop me then I’ll be forced to put you down along with all your men. Are we clear?” 
 
    David stands there a second with his hands folded behind his back. “Pity. Of course, I understand your position. After all, I was once myself a researcher from the upper levels. Then I realized the potential the Creep offered, and things became . . .” He stands there quiet for a long second. “Well, let’s just say things became complicated. I wonder if Pygmalion bothered filling you in on all those details.”  
 
    The mention of the director feels like I’ve had the wind punched out of me, and for the first time I can see Abbott’s face twitch. He knows who Pygmalion is, and this guy, David, was important enough to know him too. It’s a really small circle that knows about the director and what he does, and I’m not even sure that anyone else on the team has heard the name Pygmalion. However important this David guy was, he knew just about everything my dad did. I’m processing all this when David Marshall points to a door that’s standing behind the commander. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve been searching far too long for that boy and it’s about time I claimed what’s mine. You are, quite literally, standing between me and the door to my future.” 
 
    Abbott signals us with an almost unnoticeable twitch of his hand. We all brace and put our fingers on the triggers of our guns as he says, “I’m sure you’ll understand me when I say that I can’t do that. I don’t give up my men as hostages.” 
 
    “So, you’ll persist with this silly little game, then? Do you have any idea why Pygmalion even really sent you?” His hand flips into his coat pocket and he yanks out a tablet. After a few seconds, the few computer screens that haven’t been blown to hell flicker to life, and I can see someone standing in another room. There’s a long moment when I can’t make out anything but the uniform, which is definitely a Scavenger’s. He’s wearing the blue jumpsuit any of us would wear if we didn’t have something of our own to use, not that I really care about that. What gets me is that, as this person gets closer, I recognize that silky brown hair that I’d always liked. Once upon a time, it was like water. Now it’s clumped together and plastered to his face with sweat and blood.   
 
    “Mike,” I whisper. 
 
     David speaks at one of the nearest monitors. “Young man, it may be of some interest to you to know that you have guests. They are right outside your door, as a matter of fact. However, they seem to be behaving themselves quite rudely, and I do not abide rude houseguests. Would you mind having a word with them?” 
 
    Mike stares into the camera, and I can see him squinting. He probably can’t see us too well either. “Who are they?” I hear him say through the speakers. 
 
    “Some of your fellow Scavengers, descending from on high to rescue you. Unfortunately, I told them I can’t let you go, but they don’t seem to want to take that for an answer. So, here’s my offer. I have nine men in this room and just as many outside. If you continue to hide from us, I will simply have your friends killed. It’s no skin off my shoulders, and you’ll still be mine. Is my offer clear? Continue hiding, and everyone here dies. Turn yourself over peacefully, and I’ll spare them.” 
 
    It doesn’t take a genius to figure this won’t go over well with Mike. I mean, I can already see him panicking at the idea. His eyes blow wide open as he looks back and forth around his room before staring back into the camera. He was always like that, basically just a cool dude who didn’t want to hurt anyone. This is a guy that spent his free time jamming on his guitar and writing songs, not trying to play superhero, so it’s almost painful to watch him. I mean, I know he doesn’t want anyone to get hurt. It’s just written all over his face.  
 
    I’m staring into those frantic eyes when my stomach tightens up and my body begins to freeze. The world literally turns grey, and then everything is spinning until my legs feel like they’re becoming jelly. All my weight comes down on them, and I cling to the railing like I’m being tossed around on a boat. Again, I hear this other beat, ba-bump, explode through my head while everything in front of me starts to shift until I’m seeing double. No matter how hard I try to turn to look at my team, it’s like I can’t move my neck, and when I open my mouth to scream, I feel long fingers slide across my jaw and lock around my lips. Anything I was going to say gets shoveled back down my throat as I struggle to breath, and as the fingers are squeezing over my lips, I can feel a cold breath sliding down my neck while a dead voice talks into my ear. “David Marshall. Quite the character. He was once one of your own, and now look at him. Obsessed with discovering the secrets of the Tower. Still, he’s an arrogant man who thinks he’s one step ahead of everyone else. I wonder if he knew to plan for what comes next?” 
 
    That’s all the voice says, and all at once the hands let go, and the world explodes with color again. My breath comes rushing up my throat, and the whole room shakes as the roof above us moans with something that sounds like a giant hammering down on it. The impact detonates the remaining computers, which throw showers of sparks into the air that swirl into the dust raining down on us. We all watch as fractures carve through the ceiling, and on the ground I see the Cultists go diving away as a sound louder than thunder sends gigantic pieces of concrete rocketing to the floor. A wave of slimy goop hurls to the ground and erupts in a splash of thick saliva, while above I watch a mass of tentacles squirm through the gap, prying the roof open and stretching toward the walls. 
 
    Everything comes to a stop for a second as everyone’s guns go whipping around the room in what feels like slow motion.  Abbott’s got his hand on his sword, and Marshall’s backing away, slithering to the exit in a sudden panic. I guess he’s never seen the Creep when it’s really angry. The front of his outfit is stained from the waist down with sticky mucus that drips in long strands, and he’s almost to the lab exit when another exploding boom hits, not from the roof, but from below me. I nearly fall down, but the railing helps me stay up for just a few seconds before I go tripping down the stairs. By the time I’m back up, I can see David ready to run out of the door. 
 
    “Time to end this,” he says as his hand drops to his hip. I watch all the Cultists around him doing the same thing as they switch on small devices at their sides. It only takes a second before we start hearing a pounding from something slamming against glass. My face bends to the prison tubes sitting against the wall, and I watch as the Creep Beasts inside slam their fists against the sides, cracks bursting in spider webs for a few seconds. Then, with a final slam, the glass bursts apart, releasing a wave of gunk as the monsters go stumbling into the room. The sockets where their eyes should be look to the Cultists, and for a second they start sprinting until just, like, feet away from attacking, they all come to a stop. David taps the device on his hip and smiles up at us. 
 
    “Didn’t you know? I was the foremost researcher in Creep and telepathic projection. We’ve known how to protect ourselves from these beasts for a long time. It’s simple, really, mimicking the projections of the human mind just enough to give an order as brief as ‘stop’ or ‘attack.’ Care to know what my next order will be?” 
 
    We can all guess, but we don’t have time to. One final container bursts open with an explosion of glass that showers the air in glittering sparkles.  A wall of Creep saliva erupts out in huge waves, and in the middle of it, I can see a blurry figure riding along. It morphs bigger and bigger, growing twice its size before smashing into the ground floor. It gets up slowly but it’s pretty obvious it’s a ton larger than any of the other creatures around it. I’m not even sure that David expected it because I see him fumbling with that weird device he has. There’s a long moment where everyone holds their breath because, at first, the big Creeper acts like it’s going to charge him, then turns back to face us. We should probably run but we just freeze. If those creatures come at us, we’re going to have to have a lot of fighting to do. 
 
    But that’s when the gigantic monster suddenly slams down on the other Creepers, like it just goes into this berserker rage where it starts mauling them. It practically tears them to pieces while the Cultists start filling up its back with gunfire. I have no idea what the hell is going on, but the beast ignores their bullets as it barrels at them and takes a swipe, tossing almost the whole group around before it smashes into Marshall. They go slamming through the back door and into the outside hall, where I hear gun fire reacting almost instantly. Whatever this thing is, it has to feel something because it retreats back inside as it covers its face. 
 
    I’m rushing down the stairs without thinking, which is probably best, considering what me and the team find. The thing’s bigger than any Creeper we’ve seen, at least ten feet tall easy, with its skin pulled so tight over its face that I could be looking at a bare skull. Its shoulders are swollen with muscle in basketball sized tumors that carry people-length arms that swing with razor sharp fingers. This is all sitting on legs the size of cannons that it uses to fire itself upward, its fingers digging into the massive trunk of tentacles for a second before it throws itself at us. We all leap to the ground as it crashes into the wall and collapses the left staircase, the entire thing just exploding into concrete dust behind us. I’m still rolling along the ground as I watch the spot I was just standing on evaporating into nothing. 
 
    Everyone spins away as fast as we can, but this thing’s fast. It barrels across the room with a force that smacks Tommy clear into the wall, and it’s all so quick that it happens between breaths. Tommy’s barely touched the floor before I’ve got thunder erupting out of my hands. My gun’s clip empties so fast that I don’t even realize I need to reload, which doesn’t dawn on me until I hear the empty click-click-click of my rifle dying. That’s when I see the monster opening its jaws. A horrible shriek erupts as it punches forward, snatching me away with the speed of a train.  It’s what I imagine flying would feel like. Horrific, terrible flying. I’m in its palm when I slam into the wall with so much power that, for a second, I could swear my lungs collapse. There’s this fire that burns up my spine, and I scream as its fingers start to crush down around my bones.  
 
    And that’s when he’s there again, like he’s always been for us. Abbott. His sword’s out as he soars through the air, but somehow the creature sees him, and it twists to the side at the last second. The commander’s blade buries into the beast’s shoulder, and it howls until my skull’s rattling and my vision’s blurry. Somehow, through all that, I realize that the commander wasn’t able to stop this thing. I’m so used to Abbott being able to cut through anything that I’m stunned when I see the sword come to a stop deep inside the monster’s shoulder. Black smoke is rising as the blade continues to burn deep inside the muscle, and flames burst along its skin. Abbott wasn’t expecting this thing to still be standing either, and he collapses to the ground just in time to catch a foot to his chest that sends him tumbling along the floor.  
 
    That split second gives me an opening though, and my bat falls into my palm faster than I can breathe. At the same time, my hand is flipping open the bag by my side and whipping out a long injection needle, the same kind my dad gave me to use on Creepy Sally. With the creature’s face turned toward the commander, I ram the tip of the needle into the monster’s arm. For a second, its hand tightens a little more, squeezing around my ribs until all the air is forced out of me, and I’m gasping for just one breath. I’ve got its attention, and its face is snarling at me. Still, it doesn’t seem able to let go, and its arm is getting stiff like a beam of wood. The muscles in its wrist are shaking as the injection is having some weird effect, like the creature’s paralyzed for a second with its arm fully stretched out. I’m choking, and I feel like I’m about to pass out, but this is the only chance I’m going to get. I haul my bat backward and feel every muscle down to my fingers tensing up. This can’t just be a hit. This has to be monumental. “Eat it,” I can barely whisper as the tip of my bat turns in an arc that cracks into the beast’s elbow. It connects so hard that I hear a sharp snapping break from the Creeper’s bone, and suddenly it’s screaming as I’m falling back to the floor. For a second it’s grabbing at its arm, but life doesn’t get any better for me. I’ve barely put a few steps between me and this thing when I see a wall of armed Cultists blanketing the air with a curtain of lead, their guns completely emptying into the room.  That gives me maybe half a second to hit the ground, and then I’m rolling around and watching the beast soaring above me. It collides into the group, grabbing at some and throwing them aside before pounding at them with its clenched fists. My stomach revolts as I see walls painted red. If it were any other day, I’d probably give myself a second to vomit. Today, I can’t. Today, I just don’t want to die. 
 
    The thing’s still got Abbott’s sword in its shoulder as it turns on the last of the Cultists. It hits me that at some point, David Marshall abandoned the fight, and apparently his men aren’t exactly going to risk their lives if he’s not. They wave at each other for a second before dashing out of the door, and that just leaves the monster looking at me and the team. For a second it stands there before crouching low, its growl sending tremors through the ground, when I hear Abbott’s voice ordering everyone to start cooking some grenades. My hand flips to my belt, and I’ve got an explosive in my hand almost as fast as it takes Abbott to charge the Creeper. When he shouts at us to launch, all I know is that this explosion’s going to be big, and he’s going to be right in the middle of it. Still, even if I’m terrified that we’re going to hurt the commander, I listen. I mean, I have to. If anyone knows what they’re doing, he does.  
 
    The whole team launches their grenades at the same second that I see Abbott hitting the ground. He’s rolling under the beast and out of the doorway at the same moment the air is igniting in waves of hot orange blossoms. They practically go off all at once, and we all dive to the side as ripples tear along the creature’s muscles. Fire carves scars into its skin before its body is torn to pieces in the detonation, and the last thing I see is it vanishing into a cloud of crimson smoke. 
 
    For a long second, everything’s gone black, and I feel like I’m listening to the world through earmuffs. When my eyes do pry open, everything looks hazy and my body is shaking, plus I’m doused in a thick layer of moisture. My body won’t stop trembling as I try to pick myself off the floor, and my ears are filling up with a droning noise that makes my head feel like it’s going to explode. It’s so loud that it’s impossible to hear anything else for a second. I’m not even sure there even is anything else to listen to as I push myself off the ground. That’s when my arm rebels, screeching at me as I try to put weight on it, and I can’t hold back a scream as this pain like a knife cuts into my muscles. I’m sucking wind as I lean away, and my legs struggle to straighten out. It’s literally taking all my focus just to get back onto my feet. My vision’s swaying pretty hard as I look around, watching as the smoke settles down to the floor, the red swirls mixing concrete clouds that choke my throat. For a second, I feel myself heaving. I cough out the fumes, struggling to get any air I can into my lungs while I plant myself against a barely surviving table for support. My hand braces against it as I fight back the urge to lose my lunch all over the floor. The dust feels like it’s collapsing my throat, and I’m on the verge of panic when I finally start to feel air sucking down my windpipe again.   
 
    Somehow, in the middle of all of that, I see the collapsed corpse of that giant Creeper out on the ground. It’s been torn apart, something you’d hope would happen after being hit by, like, five grenades, but it’s just doused the ground with gunk and slime. I’m not sure, but it looks like there’s more than blood pumping through these things’ veins. It’s dead though. Or, at least it’s not moving.  I just watch it for a minute as my breath starts to come back in small pants. Then, after a second of staring, I realize someone’s missing, and my head suddenly snaps upward. The commander. I push myself off the table and start shambling over to the doorway, my voice choking up as I call out for him. 
 
    “Commander!” I barely manage through coughing fits. “Abbott! Where are you?” 
 
    All I can see is the creature and the crimson stained walls around it, and it hits me that the amount of explosives we used was just out of control. My legs start to panic and push faster with the fuel my heart’s frantically pumping. “Commander Abbott! Commander, are you there?” 
 
    It’s not far to the creature’s corpse, but it doesn’t react. Everything’s quiet as I jerk toward the door on an ankle that feels like it’s got a nail hammered through it, and all I can do is listen to my own voice as I shout into the emptiness. “Commander!” I’m a heartbeat from the doorway when the creature moves. That’s all it takes to freeze me in place and send my fingers into a frantic dash for my handgun. I have my barrel pointed dead ahead and my eyes are rocketing down the sights as I brace myself, watching as what’s left of the beast’s torso shift toward me. It forces me to take a step back as it awkwardly tilts upward onto its side and falls in my direction. 
 
    And that’s when my eyes light up. “Commander?” 
 
    Abbott’s grimacing at me through a blood stained face, but the corners of his lips twist into a smile. “I’m fine, rookie,” he says, although it’s kind of hard to agree. His uniform’s torn open, and his vest is ripped in shreds. Well, at least he doesn’t look like he’s bleeding, and he does have enough strength to push himself up off the ground. “But good work, Jackie.” I hear those word, and I don’t know why, but I feel . . . proud, that he tells me that, and I grin like some schoolgirl suck-up that just wants teacher’s approval. Still, it feels nice to have his respect. My feet close the gap between us, while my hands tuck my gun into its holster. I’m a little concerned because my arms are swinging wide in what I’m dreading is about to become a hug. His smile invites me in though, and I move into his arms against my better judgment. 
 
    And then my ears crack, and I watch the commander’s smile vanish as his body whips sideways. The entire world slows to a crawl as he starts to tumble to the ground, slowly dropping as blood decorates the floor. My ears are still booming with the impact of his body as I scream, my eyes firing to my left at the source of the gunshot. I’m literally convulsing as the room echoes with my voice as I shout into the quiet, my eyes burning as they light up on Captain Sunny. He’s standing there by the stairwell with Tommy’s neck buried under his forearm, a gun raised and already pointing at Tommy’s head.  
 
    “Sunny!” I scream as my fingers fly at my gun. 
 
    He motions with his armed hand. “Stop. You know what I’ll do, and I have no problem doing it.” 
 
    That forces me to hold back and I feel my teeth grinding over each other. For a long moment, we’re just staring at one another from across the distance, when I start to hear a noise beside me. It’s Abbott. I can’t help but think, hot damn, that man is a survivor. I see him propping himself up, but blood’s forming small rivers out of his upper left chest. “Commander?” 
 
    His teeth clench as he sucks air and tilts his face at me. “Alive,” is all he says. 
 
    I give him a nod as I turn back to the captain. “Sunny. Why? Why are you doing this?”  
 
    “You know why, Jackie,” he tells me. “Or has that little voice in your ear gone quiet?” 
 
    At first I think he’s talking about my hallucinations, but then I realize it’s something different. My fingertips press at the listener locked at the side of my head. “No . . .” 
 
    “Maybe you should ask your real boss why this is the way it has to be. I’m pretty sure he was hoping you’d be the one to do this.” 
 
    “Pygmalion?” 
 
    A voice crackles into my ear. “I’m sorry, Jackie. I never intended to do this but Mike is simply too valuable to me. To us, as a species. I need him brought back here.” 
 
    I step away and cup my hand over my ear because I don’t want to believe what I’m hearing. “What . . . I mean, what’s the point? The point is to get Mike back alive, right? So why try and take Abbott out?” 
 
    “Your friend Mike has a gift. I told you that I felt humanity’s only chance was to break the pattern it existed in here in the Tower, and I haven’t changed my mind about that. However, what’s more likely? That we somehow carve our way through floor after floor of Creep? How successful have you been at that? It would require so many people that we’d risk triggering an incident.” 
 
    “Okay, I get that. But why attack us? If you need Mike, aren’t we doing what we we’re supposed to? Aren’t we finishing the mission?” 
 
    There’s a long pause on the other end, and I can just barely hear him breathing. “What I need to do to Mike . . . it will be painful. It will be lengthy, and in the end, he will die. The gift I will be able to give all of humanity is the gift to master the Creep. Mike’s penchant for precognition and telepathic projection can be measured and replicated in the human race, but it will require experiments that I don‘t think you would condone. I certainly know that Abbott never would. His commitment is too much to his men and not enough to the species. I’ve told you before, Jackie. Only I see the larger picture. Everyone else’s view is too narrow. They don’t have the history and the breadth of experience I’ve been given as the Tower director. Unfortunately, that includes you as well. I’d hoped you’d see my side, but from what I saw, you and Abbott were simply too close. You’re too close to Mike as well, and unlike last time, I know there’s no way I could keep you quiet. Not while you knew he was being held captive and taken apart. That is why your mission ends here.”  
 
    My eyes go over to the commander, and I drift toward him. He’s breathing hard and looks like he’s barely keeping it together. I can’t force myself to get any closer, and he just looks up at me for a second before asking, “Jackie, what’s going on?” 
 
    Sunny’s voice bursts out from the other side of the room. “Why don’t you tell the commander, Jackie? It’s probably best if you let him know that he had not just one, but two people working for someone else. It looks like you had as much loyalty to him as I did.” 
 
    The words just slice me up inside, and I take my hand off my ear.  “Shut up, Sunny.”  
 
    “Don’t worry. You won’t have to listen to me much longer,” he replies. “Like Pygmalion said, the mission ends here. We’ll be done with this Tower after a lifetime of this mess.” He looks over at Abbott. “I’m really sorry, commander, but you know better than anyone that we have to do what it takes to save the Tower.” 
 
    “Sunny,” Abbott growls with a twisted smile, “You don’t give one damn about saving this place. You simply wanted a room with a nicer view on a higher floor. So, if you’re turning traitor, don’t try to decorate it so that you feel like a hero.” 
 
    The captain sighs. “I really am sorry it had to be this way.” 
 
    Everything happens so fast, I barely understand what’s going on. Sunny fires off a round and the room fills with the sound of the bullet as it cracks the air. At the same time, I see the flash from behind the barrel and hear Tommy screaming. And then? Then I’m crossing through the air in front of the commander, in time to catch a bullet that punches me across my chest. My body hits the ground hard, and I’m rolling to a stop at the same time that I’m watching Abbott’s hand whipping upward. It’s only a split second before blood paints the back wall as Captain Sunny Allen’s head snaps back, and then he goes tumbling to the floor.  
 
    “Holy crap,” I heave. There’s no way I could have made that shot. I mean, the commander had just a few inches of space to clear Tommy’s head. Tommy knows it too, and he looks back and forth between the captain’s body and back over to Abbott. 
 
    “Oh damn,” I hear him mumble across the distance. 
 
    That’s when the pain surges through my chest, and I yank backward, feeling this unstoppable burning that feels like a hot poker jamming into my collar. My head rocks back, and I start wailing as the pain makes a quick sprint through my body, circling through my back a few times before focusing on a tight spot to the left of my heart. Everything around me goes blurry as I try and deal with what I’m feeling, and I barely make out Tommy and the commander hitting the floor around me. “Am I going to die?” I beg as the commander’s hands rip at my vest. 
 
    Tommy shakes his head. “No, dummy, your vest caught the bullet.” 
 
    Abbott nods as I hear the vest popping open. His hands are inside my uniform and pulling the top part of it away just enough to look. “Your friend’s right,” he says. “Although you’ll be dealing with this bruise for a few months.” 
 
    “Is it bad?” 
 
    “Not right now, but I’d guess that in a few days it will look as if someone painted your entire upper left chest purple.” 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    The words are barely out of my mouth when the room shudders, and I see more cracks tearing the roof open. Concrete falls in clouds and swarms of Creep tendrils start pushing through.  Like there weren’t enough of those already. “It’s still out of control,” I say as I try to slide upward, my teeth almost cutting my lips as the pain just throbs with every move of my muscles. 
 
    Abbott’s head fires back to the door, then over to me. “Mike’s still panicking. If the Creep keeps reacting to him, he’ll bring down the entire floor.” 
 
    Tommy glances up to the second level. “Hey, Jackie. You and him were close, right? Like the two of you . . . you know.” 
 
    I grimace as I pull myself to my feet. Abbott helps while I take a second to catch my breath. “No, Tommy. We never did anything.” I’m cringing as I stand up straight, and I can feel tears burning the corner of my eyes every time I suck in wind. “I mean, we were friends, though.” 
 
    Abbott puts a hand on my shoulder and leans in until he’s creepy close to my face. “Vick said that this boy’s been on the run and in a state of constant emotional distress since the incident. At this point, he’s managed to evade the Cultists, and apparently he’s been causing massive tremors down here. If all that is true, then it’s no wonder we’ve been seeing the sort of damage we have. He’s the cause of it, and it will not cease until someone helps him gain control. Can you do it?” 
 
    The floor shakes again, and this time huge chunks of the ceiling rocket to the ground as I watch a mammoth tendril punch into the room, lashing through the air like it’s looking for a victim. I glance back at the commander and give him a nod before rushing to the edge of the stairs. That’s a mistake, because every time I take a step, a jolt stabs me in the chest that makes me want to cry. Even with burning knives carving through my body, somehow I force myself to the second floor. As the wall on my right cracks open, I see the Creep punching through in bursts of thick mucus and muscle tissue that douse the side of my face. I’m bathed in the stuff, and my vision’s blurred behind a red tint. Everything’s shaking as I look down the stretch in front of me. For a second, I can make out the door I need to get to, but blackness is seeping out of the walls until I can see dark shadows forming up in lines. They jitter and shake as my vision jolts. Then, in one motion, they all reach out, their fingers flickering like black bursts of fire. I try to shake it off, and my legs beg me to move along the narrow upper level, but I can feel those shadow hands grabbing at me, brushing against my shoulder and sending chills burning through my skin. Every touch feels like its choking the air out of my lungs until I’m heaving, and my vision gets hazy as each new finger cuts into me. 
 
    There’s a second when I hit the floor, and I don’t have the strength to get up. I’m barely keeping myself on a knee, and the entire walkway’s just filled with shadow men walking toward me. I’m so tired at this point, I’m just ready to accept that this is it. I’ve tried my best, but between the ice running through my arms and the pounding bruise in my chest, I’m done. I can barely get my head up . . . and then I see her. 
 
    She’s standing behind them. Standing behind the shadow men. At first I can barely make her out. Between all the figures, she’s there, with her long black hair falling over her eyes and down to her waist. I still recognize the sundress she’s wearing, shredded up and barely covering her. Her fingers are like long razors and her jaw hangs with teeth that look like knives.  
 
    “You’re dead . . .” I barely whisper it. “Sally. You’re dead. I . . .” I don’t want to say it, but it’s completely true. “I killed you.” The moment the words leave my mouth, I feel like she’s just going to start sprinting and rip me apart. Thing is? She doesn’t. She just keeps staring at me, and as the shadow men keep marching around, I can see her more and more. It’s like she’s waiting for something. “I’m not sorry I did it, Sally. I had to. You know I had to. I had to protect my dad. Don’t you get that?” 
 
    She’s on the opposite side of the walkway, but I see her jaw creaking open, and somehow, even with all the noise, I can hear her voice burning the air. For a second, her face lifts up, and I could swear I catch a look of her actual eyes. They’re sad. Finally, her tongue flicks the air and she says, “Not here. Not now. Not alone.” Then she breathes in, and I can see the shadow men standing in front of her starting to shake. I don’t understand what’s going on, but then she’s screaming with a voice that cuts through the air. For a minute, the darkness around me seems to fade just a little, and suddenly I feel like I can walk again. When I get onto my feet, the shadow men are still convulsing, like the scream physically hit them. Still, when I look ahead, I realize that wherever Sally came from, she’s gone now, if she was even really there in the first place. It’s too much for me to think about in my condition, but I know I can move again. So, one foot at a time, I start stumbling forward.  
 
    The pain actually starts going away, but only because I’m starting to feel my body going numb. I’m losing sensation in my legs, and soon the only thing I can feel is the pain surging out from my chest. It might be the only thing keeping me conscious. I force myself forward the last couple of steps and practically collapse against the door, my hand slamming against the cold metal. “Mike,” I whisper as I bang against the entrance. There’s no answer, and I force myself to suck in as much air as my lungs can handle before screaming, “Mike!” 
 
    My head rests against my arm as I push against the door and listen to the sound of the walls cracking apart around me. I don’t know if I can scream again. I mean, I can barely hold myself up. Then, just when my vision’s going black at the corners and I’m on the verge of losing it, the door suddenly swishes open. It throws off my support, and I pretty much fall into the room, my momentum throwing me into arms that catch me as I plunge to the ground. I’m almost not aware of what’s happening as I stare into eyes I haven’t seen in what feels like forever. Even with all the pain raging through my body, I recognize them. I’ve known these eyes for forever. I’ve known them since they rescued me years ago and finally gave me someone I could talk to about this place. And I’ve come all this way to pay that back. “Mike.” 
 
    “Jackie?” He asks as a cracking boom shakes the walls. “How did you . . . did you come for me?” 
 
    I place my hand on his chest for a second, then flick it back. “You’ve got to stop this, Mike,” I pant, as somehow I manage to pull myself off of him before falling back onto the ground. Everything in me just wants to sit there and rest. I can’t, though. “Mike. You’re behind this. You’re causing the Creep to go nutters right now, and if you don’t stop, this incident’s not going to stop either. It’ll bring down the whole floor. I mean, I don’t know, it might even take down the Tower.” 
 
    “I know, Jackie, it’s just . . .” He throws his hands in the air. “Once it started, I just couldn’t. I couldn’t stop it. It’s like I just sank into this depression, and it kept getting worse every time I saw someone die. Then I was alone for so long and being chased . . . now I feel like I’m stuck in quicksand and I can’t pull myself out.” 
 
    “Hey, dude, I get it,” I say as I lean forward. I can’t hold back a groan as I plant my hand on the ground, bracing myself so I don’t collapse face first into the floor. 
 
    “Jackie. What’s wrong?” 
 
    My teeth grind down for a second. “Oh, nothing, you know? Just took a bullet to the chest,” I reply as I half laugh and half moan. “Hurts like a mother.” 
 
    “Shot? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Who cares. I’ll live.” Well, I will for a few minutes longer, at least. “Mike. Honestly? Life sucks sometimes. This Tower is crapsack, and the longer I’ve been here in the Deep, the more I’ve kept thinking that, if we really did this to ourselves, then . . .” I shake my head. “Whatever. The point is that I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I used to think I was alone. Then, you know, I realized the problem wasn’t always the people around me. Sometimes, I was the problem. People like Tommy and Abbott that I thought were total douchebags turned out to be real cool dudes. And guys like Captain Sunny? The worst. Like, he was seriously the most terrible person. But as much as the Tower sucks and Tower Authority sucks and the Deep Creep sucks, a lot of the people here don’t. The whole time I thought I was playing solo, I was being totally ridiculous to some awesome people.” The ground shakes underneath me, and I can hear the sound of the roof outside cracking even wider. “My point is, it sucks you were stuck down here, but you’re definitely not alone. Not anymore, I mean. It's been weeks of me just worrying about you, wondering if you’re safe or what happened to you, and now I'm here, Mike.  Tommy and Abbott are here. And did you know Vick’s alive?” 
 
    That seems to really grab his attention, and his eyeballs jump at the name. “The commander’s not dead?” 
 
    “Dude, he really wants to see you come back alive, but you’ve got to pull it together.” 
 
    Around me I can feel everything rumbling. Cracks snap along the ground, and I swear the floor feels like it’s about to just bust wide open and swallow us. Mike’s head dips as he wraps his fingers around his head, and all I can do is balance myself while the ground starts to bounce. I’m barely propping myself up as I watch the air around us burning crimson, and even though I feel it before I see it, it still sucks the color from my cheeks when I look over my shoulder to see a figure in the doorway. Whatever Sally did, it didn’t last. The figure is there and not at the same time, flickering in translucent black as its leg stretches outward. It takes stuttering, broken steps until it’s right over my shoulder, and no matter how hard I try to control my breathing, just being close to this thing is obliterating my ability to hit pause on my adrenaline. 
 
    That’s when I feel Mike’s hand. It grabs at my wrist, and my head flips back to see him. He’s not looking back at me, but his breathing is starting to slow down. His fingers tighten in his hair, and his eyes look like they’re burning holes into the ground. The feel of his hand on my skin gets tighter until it’s almost painful, but I bite into my lower lip as I hold back my protests. I just . . . I have to be here for him. 
 
    Everything around me is cracking and breaking, and I watch as rows of computers behind him start to spark to life and explode in flames. If not for Mike, I’d run, but I don’t. I can’t. I mean, how can I? This is Mike. Back when I thought there was nobody else like me, he’s the guy that helped me know different. He was interested in all the same stuff I was, about the Tower and the Creep. I’d never had that before. But, the thing is, it’s not just about him. I realize that if I learned anything from all this, it’s that Abbott’s just . . . right.  
 
    You don’t leave someone behind. 
 
    You don’t leave behind your own.  
 
    You just don’t. 
 
    The room aches as the walls start to split apart, and the only thing I can do is reach out to Mike. The burning in my chest is flaring as I look to the walls, watching as the Demons circle around us, pulling themselves free and standing there. Staring. There’s a cold feeling on my shoulder and I fight to control my breathing as a pain like ice drifts down my arm and through my hands. I can barely even feel Mike’s skin on mine, and I duck my head as, all around us, the shadows are leaning in and reaching closer. They’re so close I feel like the whole world’s going dark, and I have to look away as their fingers pierce my skin and take the breath from my lungs. The air’s sucking out of my body, and I feel like I’m starting to freeze. I can’t feel my legs, but I know I’m shaking as hands sink deeper into me, shuddering as the last of my breath is drained away and my vision’s going black. With the world starting to disappear, the only sensation I’m left with is Mike’s hand on mine.  
 
    That’s when his head snaps up, and his eyes find that old spark they had when I first met him. The room groans a final time as everything around us bursts with one final explosion of the computers. Everywhere I look, all I see is the room igniting in fireworks as the red haze pulls away, like it’s being drained back into the walls. With one last scream, the room shudders to a stop, and the ground beneath me slams a final time before going still. I’m almost bowled over, but I’m able to brace myself with whatever strength I’ve got left. My eyes shoot behind me and out of the door, to the large tendrils stretching into the lab. They thrash back and forth like dying animals before pulling into the black gap in the ceiling and returning to wherever they came from. Then, all at once, everything is starting to go quiet again, except for one thing. Voices, I think. They’re calling out. Actually, they might be cheering. It’s enough to make me smile for half a second before I feel the stabbing in my chest explode with such a crazy fire that my eyes ignite with colors. Then all I see is white before I collapse to the ground.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure where I am at first when I hear it. 
 
    “Well done, Jackie,” the voice says out of the darkness. It creeps into my ears and sends me flying out of the bed I’m lying in. My back slides up the wall as I shoot my eyes around the room, looking for the source even if it’s hard to make out anything. Everything around me is glowing red, like the Creep’s in full effect, but I can’t see any. 
 
    “Who are you?” My hands are clutching the sheets at this point. “Are you a hallucination? Are you a Demon?” 
 
    What I hear comes out of the darkness, like a hidden laugh. “I am many things, and I know many things, but I also have many questions. Maybe that’s why I like you, Jackie. Your head is so full of questions, and this world is full of answers. I’m hoping we can discover the truth together.” 
 
    “Together?” The thought of it makes my eyes buggy. “Are you following me?” 
 
    “Following you? You’re the one that called me, Jackie.” The voice laughs again. It sounds like a younger man, but the end of every sentence dips with a bass that’s like a growl. “One day you will find the answers you seek. You may even happen to help answer mine. Or not. I suppose we will find out . . . in time.” 
 
    “In time? How long? What questions are you talking about?” 
 
    “Sally. The Creep. The Demons. The Angels. The numbers. This world . . . it’s so incredible. But it’s not for the faint of heart.” 
 
    “So what do you want?” 
 
    “You, Jackie. To follow you. To see what you learn, and what you become. The answers you find may be the answers I require as well. We shall see.” 
 
    “At least tell me your question.” 
 
    “Why, it’s the same one you have, Jackie.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    There’s a long pause before I see a dark figure float off the wall, but it’s not a Demon, and it just hovers in the air. I can sort of make out his features. His short hair covers shadowy eyes, and his jacket hangs down to his booted feet. He gives me this smile . . . this smile that feels like it’s taking the wind out of me, and then he says, with a voice I can feel inside my chest, “I want to know why you’re here.” He laughs in a way that won’t stop pounding in my head. Then the room pulses, and the red haze just vanishes like it was never there. I’m in a room by myself, and after a second, I recognize it as an apartment bedroom. My mind flashes to Vick and Dodger. It’s like they’re reading my mind because, a second later, the door clicks open, and I see a silhouette standing in the doorway. 
 
    “Jackie?”  
 
    Hearing that voice makes me release a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding in. “Oh, God. Mike.” 
 
    The light in the room clicks on, and I’ve got him leading a parade into my room. Tommy, Dodger, Vick, Abbott. I mean, Abbott’s skin looks like a bruised orange, and his uniform’s still just soaked through with dried blood and Creep gunk, but at least he looks okay. Obviously, ‘okay’ is relative, but seriously, he looks like he’s doing better than I am. 
 
    Tommy walks up to my bed. “Dude. Dude.” 
 
    That’s an automatic laugh for me at this point. “Tommy.” 
 
    “I was seriously worried I’d have to go in after you and this guy,” he says as he punches Mike in the arm. At least it’s gentle. “We all know when it comes down to it that I’m the guy who has to save the day.” 
 
    Dodger rolls her eyes. “You’re so right, Tommy.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that.” 
 
    They’ve seriously got me smiling. “So, like, thanks. I think I needed the cheering up.” 
 
    Mike kinda throws a finger in the direction of my chest. “Think the pain got to you. You passed out in the middle of the lab.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like there was a lot going on or anything, besides the floor collapsing, the Demons, all the Creep busting through the walls . . . you know. The usual.” 
 
    “Yeah, does feel like that’s usual down here, right?” His hand runs back through that silky river of hair he has and it makes me remember that day in the library again, when we had our first real talk. 
 
    “I’m . . . glad you’re okay,” I tell him. 
 
    “Well, you’re the reason I am. You know I appreciate it.” 
 
    I nod and look over at the commander. “Thanks, sir.” 
 
    “Jackie,” he says with a nod. “I’m not completely sure why you feel the need to thank me.” 
 
    “Just, thanks? For helping us survive down here.” 
 
    Vick slaps Abbott across the back. “Do you seriously want to inflate this guy’s ego?” he asks with a laugh. “You don’t know him like I do. He’s going to be talking about how he played hero for months.” 
 
    Abbott forces himself to smile. “Always such a jokester, Vick.” 
 
    “Someone’s got to be. A guy like you takes things way too seriously. It’s hazardous to your health.” 
 
    “You may not be entirely wrong about that,” he agrees, nodding a little even if it looks like he’s straining to do it. “Jackie. I think you owe it to us to let us know what your relationship with Pygmalion was. You and Sunny appeared to have had something else going on.” 
 
    “Pygmalion?” My hand shoots to my ear, and I fumble for the listener. It’s gone, and it takes a second for me to see Abbott holding it out in his palm. 
 
    “For security purposes, I took the liberty of removing these. Understandable, since I wasn’t incredibly persuaded to let the director continue listening in on us. What I don’t know is what was going on between you and Sunny.” 
 
    “It’s really not hard to get,” I say as I exhale. Bracing for this confession is like getting ready to take a punch. “If I understand it all, Pygmalion was using Sunny as a sleeper agent, basically. Guess he knew how bad Sunny wanted off his floor. When the director realized that Mike had, uh, ‘gifts,’ he ordered the captain to take us all out. He knew if you found out there were experiments he wanted to run on Mike, stuff that would kill him, that you’d get pretty pissed.” 
 
    “He’s not wrong about that. What about your role in all this, though? Were you planning to betray me too?” 
 
    “What? No, seriously. Look. I wasn’t really a big fan of yours before we came down here. You know that. I know that. I was never going to go traitor on you though. At least, not unless you did something totally stupid, like try and hurt Mike, or give up on the mission to find ground floor.” 
 
    Abbott’s eyes squeeze until there are thin beams cutting through the slits of his eyelids. “You think that little of me? That I would hurt a fellow Scavenger if I had no reason to, or abandon a mission that is critical to the survival of our people?” 
 
    “No, really no,” I protest. “The thing is, I didn’t know you when we started. Pygmalion put it in my head that you’d, I dunno, screw everything up. I just mean he implied that you weren’t exactly someone I could trust, and at the time, I didn’t know any better. Come on, all I knew about you was what I saw the night we fought Creepy Sally. It wasn’t what you’d call a great first impression. You can kind of come off stuck-up sometimes.” 
 
    Vick snickers. “The kid’s got you there, Abbott.” 
 
    I ignore the joke. “Thing is, commander, you’re different than I thought you were. You’d never give up on one of us. Even if you had to stick your neck on the line, you’d do it. You have done it, too many times.” I toss my hands up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were, you know, cool like that.” 
 
    “Cool like that?” he asks as his eyebrow slants toward his hairline.  
 
    “It’s just pretty much awesome that you’d do so much to save someone else.” 
 
    Abbott nods as his eyes start looking normal again. “I meant what I told you in the lab, Jackie. You did a fine job. I meant it then, and I mean it now. You’ve been willing to put yourself at risk time and again, and that’s what it means to be a Scavenger. We put our lives on the line so that others can live. No one should sign up for this job without knowing that truth.” 
 
    We all shake our heads, and it’s this super serious and way too quiet moment. Nobody wants to break the ice afterward, and we just stand there for a long time until Tommy finally raises his hand. “Uh, quick question. Who’s Pygmalion?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    With my body a walking bruise for the moment, they’ve let me hole up in my room. Not that it’s been good for my sanity, I mean, there’s nothing to actually do here. Sometimes I jump when I think that dark messenger is going to pop in again, but he never does. I’ve tried to distract myself by playing on my tablet, but besides that, there’s been nothing going on. Once in a while, people stop by, but they’ve also had to worry about filling up on supplies now that things’ve calmed down. So, it’s weird when I see a silhouette in the doorway. Just judging by the large frame and long hair, I can tell it’s the commander. 
 
    “You are,” he says, “A hero.” 
 
    The words grab me by the neck, and I almost spit up. “What?” 
 
    “I remember being younger. I’m not old, but I was always very serious. I was also very privileged, perhaps even more privileged than you. On my first mission into the Deep, my commander put himself between me and a Creep tendril that would have sucked me into the wall and ended my life. I was eighteen.” 
 
    He pauses a second as he rubs at his chin. “That taught me the meaning of sacrifice. It showed me to what lengths you have to go to save the person next to you in a place like this. Even among the Scavengers, there aren’t many that are completely willing to give everything in a moment of crisis. Why not? Because, in the back of our heads, we carry a fear that this time, on this mission or doing this action, we won’t come back alive. And we very well might not. That’s the point, though. A hero is made when they take the hard path, knowing it might cost them everything. I first saw it in you when you and Tommy were making your way through that Creep congested tunnel back on Floor 30. When he was panicking, you talked him down instead of abandoning him. Nobody would have blamed you if you’d let him go. The boy was nearly in a full breakdown, after all. But you didn’t. Then, in the middle of one of the worst infestations I've ever seen, you risked being ripped clean through a wall to save Dodger. Just yesterday, you put yourself in front of a bullet for me, mere moments before you waited out the storm with Mike while he calmed down.” 
 
    “Well, to be fair, earlier that day, Pygmalion had been telling me to shoot you. So, it’s probably a good thing we had that conversation we did.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have,” he says with a smile. Abbott turns to the side and forms a black outline against the light. “Because you are who you are. You just don’t completely understand what that is, yet. When we are young, we are so desperate to establish who and what we are, but you can't know that without experience. Life shapes us, but there also moments, critical instants in our lives, when we get the chance to decide the type of person we want to be. You made your decision, not when you jumped in front of that bullet, but when you decided to talk with me before we went to find Mike. That was the moment that defined you. Your willingness to give others a chance.” 
 
    “That is literally the opposite of how I’ve treated people, like, my entire life.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. That is what growth is all about. You’re not done growing and maturing, Jackie. It’s happened just while you’ve been down here, and there are still many parts of yourself that you have to master. Still, you have it inside of you. The makings of a hero. The qualities of a good friend. Nobody can take away from you what you’ve done to protect others. Now, never doubt what it is others see in you.” 
 
    And then he disappears back into the hall.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    This morning, I tried not to let anyone see how bummed I was feeling. The thing is that I knew what was about to happen. Just, you know, personally speaking? I couldn’t go back to the upper floors. I hadn’t told anyone that, but I think they were suspicious. Then again, I knew what they were going to do too. I mean, there are just things you can’t stop from happening. 
 
    So, we’re all standing around while Vick and Abbott are shoveling some last minute supplies into Pocket Space windows. They’re getting ready to head back to the extraction point, even if Vick’s still in pretty bad shape from all that time in the tank. Poor dude’s, like, barely able to walk sometimes. Abbott’s a lot better, but he’s still lost a lot of blood and needs medical help. Also, he has to leave because, well, the whole fact that we have people up top waiting for us. 
 
    I know what they’re about to do, they know what I’m determined to do, but it takes Tommy to just announce it out loud. “So, you’re not coming back up.” 
 
    “I can’t.” When I say the words, I realize they’re infinitely true. “With everything we’ve learned down here and knowing what Pygmalion has planned . . . I dunno. Mike can’t go back up. I mean, we all know that. So, if we’re going to be stuck down here, I’d rather do what we came to do. We’ve still got a mission to get done, right?” I shrug. “At least, I do. I was always supposed to find a way to ground level. Leaving out all the messed up stuff he did, Pygmalion was right when he said we can’t keep doing the same things over and over. And just, if I go back now, I might never get another shot to find what’s on ground floor. I don’t know how things are going to go with the director.” 
 
    Abbott nods. “I understand your decision. You realize it is my duty to return though.” 
 
    Typically, I’d say his words hit like a bullet, but I’ve been hit by a bullet and that hurts like hell. Still, it’s painful to hear him say it. “You’re going to be okay, right?” 
 
    “I should be the one asking you that question, Jackie. It’s not right that a young woman your age should have to take on this duty.” He shifts to the side with his head leaning at the ground. “Although, none of us asked for the world we live in. It simply became our responsibility to make it a better place.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to do, commander.” 
 
    He nods as he looks around. “Commander Vick and I are injured to such a degree that we have to get back. We’ll be fine making our way to the extraction point, but I have to ask you all one thing.” Everyone’s eyes widen a little because they all know what’s coming. “Will you return, or will you help Jackie fulfill the mission?” 
 
    It gets so quiet you can hear everyone breathing. Mike’s the first to ignore the silence. Not like I can go back, so I’m staying on with her. I’d do it anyway, though. Everyone knows that. It’s Jackie, right? She’s cool as hell. I’d never let her go alone.” 
 
    Vick smiles. “I always knew you had your head on straight, Mike. I wish you hadn’t freaked out in the Deep, but I’m not sure any of us could’ve predicted what you were capable of.” 
 
    “You’re good in my book, commander. I’m sorry things got out of control.” 
 
    “You’re not getting me. The fact that you can make things go so out of control is why you have to keep yourself under control from here on out. Things just get worse the further down you go, and there’s not a person alive who’s been beneath Floor 60. If you think you’re about to break, then just remember who’s by your side. Her life’s in your hands just the same as your life’s in hers.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Tommy chuckles. “Well, it’d be a shame if I let Mikey here get the one up on me,” he says, wiping at his jaw. “I got your back, Jacko.” 
 
    It doesn’t surprise me but, at the same time, it does. Tommy’s been such a huge pain in my butt so many times, but somehow that made him into one of my best friends. “Thanks, Tommy. It means a lot, you know?” 
 
    He turns away with a grin, but I can see his cheeks burning.  “Yeah, well.” 
 
    That’s when Dodger interrupts. “Well, there’s absolutely no way you’re going without me.” 
 
    Tommy’s grin drops a little, and he looks over at her. “Dodger, come on. You know it’s going to be dangerous.” 
 
    “Yeah. So what? Uh, did I not just finish coming down here into the Deep Creep with everyone? I mean, I know I’m not the best shot, but everyone needs a tech head to work with computers. Unless you think any of you can handle those without me.” 
 
    Dodger. God. She’s got more energy than I can understand. I guess I’ve learned to appreciate it though, so I welcome her aboard. “Well, I’m going to go out on a limb here and say I’m pretty good with them, just maybe not as good as you. You’re kind of a committed computer nerd. Besides, I don’t want to be running around in the Deep with just these two dorks.” 
 
    “I know, right?” 
 
    Tommy looks insulted. “Hey now . . .” 
 
    I flash my eyes his way. “If she wants to come, you don’t get to tell her no, Tommy. She’s already been this far, so I think she can deal with whatever. “ 
 
    He looks at me, and I can see his eyes flaring for a second. Finally, he looks back at her with a half-sigh, half-growl. I can’t tell if he’s upset or worried. “Fine. I’ve got your back. You’ve got mine.” 
 
    She cocks her head at him. “Tommy. Obviously.” 
 
    The commander clears his throat and we all spin on our heels to face him. “In all honesty, I expected the return to the excavation point to be one that Vick and I took alone. You all have bonded so well with one another in the weeks since we began training. However, I would be at fault if I did not adequately prepare you for what is to come. The floors beneath us are infested to such a high degree that you will have to be on the lookout at all times. Remember to keep your emotions in check and to help one another stay calm if you must. Scavenge, but don’t make risky attempts at opening Pocket Space windows if the Creep is too intense. And it will be. Of course, you’ve all shown you’re survivors and these are mostly details you know from your training.”  
 
    I dip my head for a second in a kind of bow. “So, what are you going to do when you get back, commander? What’s Pygmalion going to do to you?” 
 
    He scoffs. “That bureaucrat can’t do anything to me. His relationship to the council is tentative, given the level of distrust between them, and while he has influence over the Scavengers and Security, there’s no way he could come at me. Not when Vick and I are returning together. Combined, the two of us have more clout over the martial arm of the Tower than he could dream of. There may be some conflict, but . . .” Abbott sighs. “But we’ll deal with it. Even at the cost of life, if it’s something that must be done. I’m slowly starting to realize that times are changing. I would guess they had to, at some point.” 
 
    He looks like he’s about to turn away when he gives me one more look. “I want you to know, I’m going to look after your father and mother, Jackie. I’ll guard them from any retaliation Pygmalion might attempt. Also, I’ll let them know what you’re doing down here, trying to find a way for us all to survive.” 
 
    The mention of them is enough to force my eyes to water. It’s not like I ever forget them. Even as terrible as things have been, I always remember them. Every day. That’s why I have to keep going. If I don’t, there might not be a future for them. Or anyone. I think . . . I know I can change that. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “May you all be safe,” he says one last time before he turns around. “Until Tower’s end.” 
 
    “Until Tower’s end,” we all agree.  
 
    Vick points his finger at us like a gun and pulls the trigger. “Go kick some ass, kids.” 
 
    He leaves us with a laugh, but then we’re watching the two of them disappearing down the hall. We stand around, and I’m not really sure what we’re waiting for. It’s like, the most anticlimactic moment ever. And then we just start walking away. As we’re shuffling back down the hall, Dodger comes over to me and pulls me to the side. 
 
    “Hey, uh, Jackie.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s up?” 
 
    She looks uncomfortable, and her voice is real low. “A while back, the commander asked me to go through some records. Remember that first pair of bodies we found?” 
 
    “Sure. In the lab.” I know what she’s talking about. I remember trying to eavesdrop on their convo when I was leaving.  “So, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Well, I never actually stopped working on the records, right? And, so, now I’m done.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I just think I should give them to someone. You’re leading us now, right?” 
 
    Ugh. The thought puts a knife into my stomach. I don’t need that fact verbalized. “I guess so? I didn’t really think of it like that, but, sure.” 
 
    “I’m just saying that maybe you want to listen to them. These guys that have come up lately? David Marshall and Pygmalion? They’re in the logs. I just thought you might learn something from these records or some shiz. I can forward them to you from my tablet if you want.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I agree, but my frown’s deep like a philosophy book. I look past her to Tommy and Mike, who are both busy chatting away. Guy talk, I guess. I’m just glad they’re not paying attention to what’s going on over here. Dodger’s got her tablet out, and her fingers are in infinite motion for a second as she taps at its face.  
 
    “Got it,” she finally says. “They’re in your inbox.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll check them out tonight.” 
 
    She nods and smiles. “Great. I didn’t want to be the only one who knew about those things.” 
 
    “No problem,” I say as I nod to the boys. They nod back and we move over to join them. Still, my stomach feels sick from thinking about these recordings she’s just sent me. I don’t like surprises. As we all group together, there’s something in the back of my mind I’ve been thinking about. I figure now’s as good a time as any to ask. “Hey, so, back when we rescued you, Mike?” 
 
    He looks at me. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Just, I had a question. I wasn’t the only one seeing shadow men and stuff, right?” 
 
    “No, those things looked pretty real to me. I was freaking.” 
 
    Tommy nods. “Yeah, Jacko. I was tripping pretty hard, and it felt like they were everywhere.” 
 
    “Okay, so, everyone saw them. Did anyone hear a scream, though? Like, did anyone else hear something shouting? Or was that just me?” 
 
    Tommy shakes his head. “Nah. Nothing like that. You, Mike?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he agrees. “Why? Did you hear someone screaming?” 
 
    I almost want to laugh. 
 
    Am I really the only one seeing her? Sally?  
 
    “Nope. Must have just been a hallucination.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Researcher’s Log 
 
    Private note 
 
    David Marshall recording 
 
      
 
    How does a man celebrate a past he is so thoroughly ashamed of? 
 
    Not that I am ashamed of my experiments. No, those are the greatest of my achievements. It is my prior connection, my bond if you will, with Tower Authority that I look back and spit on. Today marks two years now since the Tower director, Edward Pygmalion, requested that I relocate down here into the Deep. I still remember it like it was yesterday, that early morning when I woke up and walked into my living room, only to find him seated there with a pair of his goons at his back. Of course, at the time I thought it meant my end. I thought Reinforcement was the only option for me. If there is anything close to the truth in the Tower, it’s that a man does not come across the director often. He is a trickster. He plays people against each other and rarely feels the need to intervene personally. I could only conclude that I was bound for the worst fate imaginable. 
 
    I was, of course, wrong. 
 
    My research took nearly limitless bounds once freed from the ethical limitations imposed by Tower Authority. Pygmalion was always visionary in that regard. How could he not be, given his depth of knowledge and access to information? However, he must have seen the writing on the wall. He had no place in the great future that awaited humanity. Without the gift of precognition, he could never be one of those that would leave this Tower. That gift was only for the precious few with telepathic mastery over the Creep. Pygmalion knew there was no place for him, or even most of humanity as it currently exists, outside the walls of this place.  
 
    He must have also recognized that a telepath of sufficient power, one with no loyalties to him or Tower Authority, would always be a threat. Down here in the Deep, separated from the director and his legions of Security, I have obtained the trust of those around me. What loyalties would these men have to a government that let them rot without food or water? These men used to be the dregs of the lower levels, and now? Look at them. They are the vanguard of the future, so committed to the cause that they will give their lives, if necessary, for the great purpose of our experiments. Every few weeks, one or two of them willingly enter those test chambers, and I watch them endure the electric currents until they’re in a state of full panic. It pains me, but it makes them ready for the Creep. Most die. A few bond into the lowest forms possible. But one day? One day our prize will sit in my fingertips. and I will grab it and the future along with it. Whichever of our test subjects rises to the occasion and becomes master of his power will owe me a debt and owe nothing to the director. Why would they feel any loyalty to Pygmalion or Authority, people whose prosperity has been built on the backs of the thousands living in squalor on the lower floors? 
 
    That precognitive will be powerful, of that I have no doubt. After all, down here, away from the leash of Authority, I have finally been able to begin my work introducing Sally Cells into test subjects. Of course, it has been an absolute disaster. In almost all our subjects, the cells were so virulent that the hosts died. One of them, though . . . one of them is growing. Our projections say he will be larger and stronger than his brothers, although by how much I cannot tell. The devices we use to control the Creep Beasts should keep this one in check as well, and when he emerges, he will become a weapon of war. Our research suggests that, even upon death, the Sally Cells in his body could begin to infect the surrounding Creep tissue. We’ve already seen hints that the cells have somehow found their way into the surrounding hallways, making the Creep at these levels more violent than it has been in generations. What the long term repercussions of this are, I don’t know. It also makes me wonder whether it will impact the types of hallucinations we see, given the altered nature of Sally Cells. What I do know is that the creatures I will create from this point forward will be strong enough to stand against every member of Security, and the perfect bond of Creep and human tissue will be strong enough to replicate what Sally once did. After all, this bond will have her cells.  
 
    This is why I believe Pygmalion became fearful. He knew my work was a threat to him. That was the reason he started to ask for reports on an increasingly frequent basis and began to hint that it was perhaps time for me to return to the upper levels. My research had grown beyond his ability to control, because our visions of the future did not align. Even if I had been successful, Pygmalion must have realized there would be no way to use it to his advantage while I was in charge of this project. The religious fanatics in Authority are content to wait out the centuries in the Tower for the return of the Builders, and then they call me and my men Cultists. As for Pygmalion? He never conceived of a future he was not a part of. This is why he came to regret sending me into the Deep to continue my research. Because the person who ascends to the height of human evolution will be loyal to me, not him, and certainly not to Authority. I will have saved humanity, and the future generations of hybrids will remember me as their creator.  
 
    And so, in the end, I divorced myself from the director and his lackeys. There was no place for my brilliance or my vision among them, and I was glad to leave. And yet, even as I say this, I find I am in a desperate situation. Pygmalion is many things, but he is not stupid. He is perhaps the most widely learned man in all of humanity, even more well researched than I, and that cannot be underestimated. One day, he will strike at me. I don’t know when, and I don’t know how. He will wait for the moment when he has the most to gain before he launches his assault. But he will come. The director is a cunning man, and he is patient. He never shouts, because he can twist people to his desires with a whisper. He rarely plays the adversary when he can make others fight among themselves to the death. And, no matter if days, weeks, months, or years pass, he will come. He will send his agents of destruction. And I will be ready. 
 
    I must be. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    It feels weird to actually have downtime again. I mean, we’ve been running around for so long that I forgot what it was like to just kick back. Not that it’s a vacation or anything. Anytime you’re in the Deep, you’re going to be on edge at least some of the time. I guess it’s just that, you know, we’re not chasing anyone anymore. It was almost two months ago when I got made a Scavenger, and the whole time I’ve been in training, I’ve been worrying about Mike. How am I going to save him? Where is he? Is he even alive? Well, yeah. He’s fine. So for, like, the first time in months, my life’s on pause, and I’m not telling myself that we have to hurry and rescue him. That stress is just gone now. Nope, now I’ve got to deal with a whole new problem. The truth is that I never really knew Mike. 
 
    So, we’re just sitting around, eating some of the food I picked up during the Scavenging. We’ve been taking it slow the last few days while we do some recovery from all the damage we soaked up during that fight with David Marshall, who is just a whole other problem I’ve got to think about. We never found him, and we don’t really know if he actually survived or not, but that’s not what’s stressing me at the moment. 
 
    Mike just starts laughing while we sit there. “Were we always this awkward back on the top floors?” 
 
    “I dunno. Probably, I mean, it’s not like I was ever socially well adjusted.” 
 
    “Yeah well, guess I did my fair share of blowing people off. You always kind of knew I didn’t care what people thought of me.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s what I liked about you,” I confess. “Oh, wait. I guess you don’t care about my opinion.” 
 
    “I’ll take it, Jackie,” he says as he runs his hands through his hair. His fingers sail through like boats on a river. “But for real, what did we spend all our time talking about back up top?” 
 
    “You know, the Creep and stuff. I mean, it’s not like we didn’t chill, but you didn’t really start coming around until I got older. I mean, thank you for that, by the way. For being a gentleman, obviously.” 
 
    “Well, it’d have been weird if I’d been coming around all the time when you were younger. Don’t get me wrong, I could tell you were smart. Just, things were different when you were thirteen. You were more like my little sister or something back then.” 
 
    It’s like a small gut punch, and I roll my head away. “So, what’s the deal now? We’re still kicking it sibling styles?” 
 
    “Nah, Jackie,” he says. I can feel his hand slide to my knee, and my instinctual disdain for physical contact comes surging to my face in a hot flush. Then again, it’s Mike, so the feeling is made twice as bad by the sense that my heart’s going to break out of my chest. “I don’t know. We’re just cool now.” 
 
    There’s a smile on my face that’s impossible to restrain and I hide my eyes behind my fingertips. “Okay, geez, get out of your feels already.” 
 
    I can tell that he can tell that I’m nervous, but somehow, he just makes things feel better when he flashes that smile of his. “Just saying. Don’t know how many times I can say thanks for bailing me out of that situation.” 
 
    “You don’t have to, I mean, it’s not like you haven’t saved me too.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean you had to come for me.” 
 
    I shrug and stare off at the wall. “I did have to. That’s what Scavengers do. But also . . . I just wanted to, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned recently, sometimes that’s good enough.” 
 
    The words land and we’re just stuck sitting in the silence for a while. I can feel my fingers digging into the skin of the orange in my hands as they peel away the layers. The good stuff’s inside, it’s just always hard to get to. Finally, I’m able to rip the skin off and sink my teeth into it. Mike laughs again as he watches me. “Tasty?” 
 
    “Delicious,” I garble as I slurp away a bite. “Everything’s always so heavy. Sometimes it’s nice to just chill like this.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear ya. I spent all that time after my first freak-out . . .” His voice trails off along with his eyes. “Guess I’m trying to say that it was hard to get control again.” 
 
    “They’ve already told you, right? I mean, the commanders explained everything they knew about your powers?” 
 
    He taps on his temple. “Just got to keep it under control. As long as I do that, we’re all safe. It’s just, once it started, it was hard as hell to shut it down.” 
 
    “What’s the deal with that, though? Vick made it sound like you were always so cool under pressure. I’m just having a hard time thinking up something that could make you freak.” 
 
    Mike starts to talk for a second before his eyes snap to his side. For a second, his fingers dig into his pocket before he pulls out something I remember. I mean, how could I forget it? It’s my first recorder, the one I chunked down some vent right before I thought I was going to get Reinforced. But he’s got it. I stare at it for a second before my eyes grab at him. “How the hell, Mike?” 
 
    “I found it. One day we were on the lower levels when I heard something rattling down a vent. When I checked it, it was yours.” He holds it out to me. “I figure you want it back, right?” 
 
    I nod as I reach out for it. When I touch it, it’s like lightning. I almost feel a spark when it slides into my palm. “Holy junk,” I whisper. “I didn’t think I’d ever get this back.” 
 
    “Well see, there you go. It was fate or something.” 
 
    “But how did this make you go all nutters?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “You don’t remember the last thing you recorded on that?” 
 
    “When I thought they were going to wipe my brain in Reinforcement . . .” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s not like we’ve been super buds, but I like kicking it with you, Jackie. I just, you know, I couldn’t deal when I heard that last message of yours. Just thought they’d taken you in and given you a brain wipe.” 
 
    “So, this all got started because of me.” 
 
    “The freak-out, sure.” 
 
    I wave him off. “No, like, everything. If you don’t get this recording, you don’t freak. If you don’t freak, your team makes it back up to the upper floors. Then we never have to deal with these Cultists, or you getting chased or Vick getting captured. It’s my major screw up.” 
 
    “Can’t look at it like that, though. Maybe things don’t turn out this way if I don’t find the recorder. Then again, they might have been worse. We might’ve never had a chance to go deeper into the Tower. This might’ve been what we needed to finally get out of here.” 
 
    “It’s just, I’ve got a crippling fear that my destiny’s going to revolve around an endless series of screw ups.” 
 
    “You already rescued me. I don’t think that’s a screw up.” 
 
    “Dammit, Mike,” I say as I look over at him. “Fine. You win this one.” 
 
    “Ah, well, thanks for going easy on me.” 
 
    “So, what now?” 
 
    “Pretty good question. That’s on you. Right, leader? You got everyone together. You went all action hero. Seems like it’s time for you to lead.” 
 
    “Ugh. Do I have to?” I’m still smiling as I start to pick myself up off the floor. “Just don’t call me leader. That kinda sucks.” 
 
    “Alright. Got anything else in mind?” 
 
    “I dunno,” I say as I reach out my hand to help him up. Right when our fingers touch, I smile as I realize what I want him to call me. “Actually, yeah. Call me Jacko.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Private log 
 
    Concerning the phenomenon in the tower 
 
    David Marshall recording 
 
      
 
    Despite my recent overwhelming joy at the developments we’ve been making in our research, I would be lying if I said there weren’t times when I wonder if I have been in the Deep too long. Our technology may prevent most attacks, but I am not immune to the hallucinogenic effects of the Creep and . . . and I feel a growing sense of dread as the weeks roll by. It’s become even worse lately, and I don’t think my fears are unfounded, but . . . it does become difficult to tell. The presence, everywhere, of the shadow men is distracting. Even when those around me can’t see them, I see them, taunting me from the walls and gesturing to me with their fingertips. Their beaming red eyes stare at me from the darkness as I lay awake in bed. 
 
    I don’t understand them. I understand the Creep. It can be quantified, and it can be measured, but why do these Demons haunt me? They are a product of the Creep, but why does it seem that everyone, every human exposed to the hallucinogenic influence of this environment, always has the same dreadful vision? It never changes nor fluctuates. It is always them. The dark ones. They never speak, but they haunt your every step and action. On a daily basis I am aware of being watched.  
 
    The other day, I heard a voice. It wasn’t one of them, I don’t think, but it was a dark voice nonetheless. The words simply asked, “Are you ready for what’s next?” I didn’t know what it meant, but less than a few minutes afterward, the floor was rocked by an explosion. We are now aware of intruders here on Floor 40. Did the voice know they were coming? Is this voice even real, or simply another product of the Creep’s influence on a person’s psyche? 
 
    There are books, records, of people that once lived here on these floors. Rarely, one finds documents recorded in terrorized, shaky handwriting, with references to a ‘messenger in the darkness’, an ‘empty voice,’ and ‘the shadow eyed man.’ These notes always make reference to a dark voice speaking from the shadows. Is this what I’ve heard, this dark speaker? The Messenger in the Darkness? Did he know what was to come? 
 
    This is insane, must be insane. There is no messenger. There are no shadow men. Of course, they are all just phenomenon produced by the Creep. And yet, I walk these halls some days on the verge of sheer terror. Of course, I know this puts my own life at risk even with the help of our technology, and I wrestle to control my own emotions. The worst of it is the feeling that I am being laughed at, taunted by some dread being watching me from the shadows.  
 
    Today as I sat in one of the rooms we use for rest, my research was broken by a sudden hiss and pop of static. Immediately, my eyes went to a small radio that has been long dead, since there are no public radio signals being broadcast these days. And yet, I sat there and listened as a broken, jingling music began to pour from the speaker. I ran to it, and just as a stilted voice began to speak a series of gibberish numbers, I pulled it from its socket. The silence I bought myself was a welcome relief. 
 
    Yet as I stood there with the breath in my lungs burning out of my nostrils, I heard the dark voice again, speaking to me. 
 
    “Pity. Your lack of curiosity disappoints me, David Marshall.” 
 
    I fled the room. 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Recording Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    I think it’s funny that so many things feel so dramatic and tense in your life, and then it’s all just . . . over. And it’s not like there’s a sense of finality to it. It’s more, like, you start asking yourself, what’s next? Because, honestly, the minute me and the crew are done getting more supplies, we have to pretty much get back to business as usual. We still have to watch out for the Creep, and we still have to keep an ear out in case there are any Cultists around. You know, that sort of thing. 
 
    Not that it’s exactly the same. You don’t go through a big hunt trying to rescue someone and risk your life half a dozen times then expect to stay the same. We’re all changing, because life. I mean, some of us more than others, but still. Like Tommy and Dodger. I don’t know entirely what’s going on there, but at least Tommy’s finally found a way to check that massively large ego of his. If that’s because of her then more, please. And Mike? Well, Mike’s different than I remember, but that makes sense, right? It’s like, the more I talk with him, the more I realize it’s not because he’s changed into some super mature person I can’t chill with or anything. It’s just more like, we never really knew each other in the first place. And, really, that’s nobody’s fault, you just get these ideas in your head about what other people are like and who you are. Then you stick with those ideas. The thing is, I’m not thirteen year old Jackie that needs him to rescue me. He’s not too cool older guy Mike that I didn’t think needed anyone. It’s like I’ve said, I’ve had a pretty bad habit of thinking people were certain things they’re not, but they’re way more complicated than you think. That’s the cool part about getting older though. You get to really know people. And so, yeah, this horribly terrible journey we’re going to be on is actually going to be the first time that we actually have extended time to chat with each other. Which is weird, and awful, and strange all at the same time that it’s crazy and exciting. But life’s always kind of a little like that. Just, not always with creepy overgrown muscle biomass growing around you. 
 
    So, I guess what’s really changed is me. Or, maybe it’s more like I finally figured out how to answer questions about who I am. I’m still Jackie, obviously, even if I still can't give you a whole answer about what that means. Please. I wish I knew. What I think I’ve figured out is that I’m surrounded by people who’ve got my back, and I totally never realized that I was the one pushing them away. And then, somehow, I’ve become Miss Put-My-Life on the line. Like, something in me just isn’t going to let them get hurt. It isn’t going to let the people on the upper floors down. It’s weird. I just have this urge to protect people. And I hate people. 
 
    Or, at least, I used to. At the very worst, I just dislike a lot of them now. 
 
    But, really, I think I’m just okay with wanting what I want. I wanted to save Mike. I want to get to know him better. I want to keep searching for ground, if it’s there. I want to wear a stupid dress to a stupid dance one day and decide for myself if I like it or not. And I’m tired of overthinking what people think of me and what I want, because it turns out I was never as good at reading minds as I thought I was. Everyone I thought was terrible was actually pretty chill. They would’ve never cared if I was the girliest girl in the Tower or just copped to being a total sports head and tech geek. They would’ve been cool with whoever I was.  
 
    God. Okay, recorder, enough with the drama. Everyone’s going to think I’m weird if I stay in this bedroom by myself any longer. Obviously, I’m going to keep recording in the future because, I mean, this is the only version of therapy that works for me. Although, I think I’ll start a new set of recordings because I feel like I’ve kind of closed a door behind me, and I don’t have a therapist anymore, so I’ve got to talk to someone. 
 
    Except, you know, that’s the funny part. It’s just now hitting me, like, smack in the face that I do have people to talk to. I finally figured that out, and all it took was putting my life on the line, way down here below Floor 21. 
 
    But you know? I can live with that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for continuing the read the FLOOR 21 series! If you like it, share it with a friend!  
 
    And tell them to follow me! I’d love to continue this work.  
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