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Apocalypsis, Book 1: Kahayatle


 Elle Casey 
My name's Bryn Mathis. I'm seventeen years old, and I live in a neighborhood outside of Orlando, Florida. I live alone because my dad died almost a year ago, along with all the other adults in the world. I'm almost out of food and the gangs of kids that roam around my town are getting more vicious by the day. It's time for me to leave and find another place to live ... a place where I can find food and shelter ... a place where they won't be able to find me. Alone, it might have been possible; but now I've got company. I'm worried that I don't have what it takes to get from here to my final destination. And I have no idea what might be waiting for me when I get there.





Outside
 Shalini Boland
A pulse-pounding dystopian tale set in post-apocalyptic Britain: Riley has always wondered what lies beyond the high-security perimeters of her community. But when tragedy forces her into the outside world, she can’t believe what awaits her.




The Torturer’s Daughter
 Zoe Cannon
Becca has never questioned what she's learned in Citizenship class: dissidents want to tear the country apart, and people like her mother are the only thing keeping them at bay. Until her mother executes Becca's best friend's parents as dissidents, and Becca learns a secret that changes everything...



Night of the Purple Moon
 Scott Cramer
Abby, 13, is looking forward to watching the moon turn purple, unaware that deadly bacteria from a passing comet will soon kill off older teens and adults. She must help her brother and baby sister survive in this new world, but all the while she has a ticking time bomb inside of her—adolescence.





The Blemished
 Sarah Dalton
In a world filled with stunning clones Mina Hart is Blemished. Her genes are worthless and that takes away her rights: her right to an Education, her right to a normal life and her right to have a child. The Blemished is a frightening take on a fractured future where the Genetic Enhancement Ministry have taken control of Britain. It will take you on a ride filled with adventure, romance and rebellion.
 



The Breeders
 Katie French
Sixteen-year-old Riley Meemick is one of the world's last free girls. When Riley was born, her mother escaped the Breeders, the group of doctors using cruel experiments to bolster the dwindling human race. Her parents do everything possible to keep her from their clutches-- moving from one desolate farm after another to escape the Breeders' long reach. The Breeders control everything- the local war lords, the remaining factories, the fuel. They have unchecked power in this lawless society. And they're hunting Riley.
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PROLOGUE
 
I stuffed the sleeping bag down into my backpack with angry, punching motions, sick and tired of having to be here and having to do the same thing over and over again. I hated camping, I hated being organized, and more than anything, I hated what this exercise stood for.
“Don’t do it like that. I told you - you have to conserve the room as best you can. You have to travel as efficiently as possible. Take it out and start over.”
“I don’t see what difference it makes.”
“Trust me, it’s going to be a really big deal to you in the not so distant future.” His voice sounded hollow.
“Says who?” I was being ornery. I knew the answer to the question already.
“Says me, Bryn. And the news. Look around, would you?” He sounded like he was pleading now. “Stop defaulting back to the rebellious young teen act, and get serious. We don’t have enough time to play those games anymore.”
“They’re not games, Dad. I am a teenager. I don’t care what the news jerks and the government say.” I threw my backpack down on the ground. “And it’s not rebellious to not want to play friggin’ survivor in the backyard every day.”
My dad looked at me with a sad expression and sighed, reaching over to pull me into a tight hug. He dropped his nose to my head and inhaled deeply.
My face was pressed up against his shirt, and I could smell his sweat mixed with the sweet scent of his aftershave. My dad always said he was the last of a dying breed, using that stuff. He couldn’t have been more right.
“Maybe it’s not going to happen here … to us.” I said it just to hear the words, but I knew it was only wishful thinking.
I could tell he was getting choked up again when he started talking, his voice now hoarse.
“I wish, more than anything else in this world, that you didn’t have to be standing here with me in this backyard playing survivor.” His whole body started to shake with silent sobs. “Oh, God, Bryn. If I could do anything to change this, anything at all, I would. I swear to God I would. But it’s happening. No one can stop it.”
I put my arms around his waist, letting go of my earlier stubborn anger, now choking back my own tears. “I know, Dad. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”
“Yes, you did,” he said, sniffing hard and clearing his throat, shifting to hold me at arm’s length. He was staring at me while he smiled through his tears, giving me that look. The one that always made me confess.
“Okay, so maybe I did mean it. But I’ll shut up about it for a little while.”
“Not for too long, though. You wouldn’t be my daughter if you weren’t complaining about something.”
I tried to slap him playfully but he moved too fast for me. My dad is light on his feet, an expert level-one practitioner of krav maga - a certified badass. He’d only recently taken up camping.
“Pick it up,” he ordered, now back in control of his emotions. “Do it again. Only this time, get the air out of that bag first, condense it down …”
I cut him off. “I know, I know … ‘down into the smallest footprint possible.’ Geez, Dad, I’m not an idiot.”
I shook the sleeping bag out and started rolling it up quickly, using the moves I’d been practicing for four months straight to squeeze it down into a lump the size of a small loaf of bread. I folded the whole thing in half, pushed it to the bottom of the backpack, and then let it unfold itself one time, before putting the other items in on top of it: unbreakable water bottle, half-liter of bleach, square of plastic, cup, hunting knife, and various other tools my father was quite certain I would need … once all the adults in the world had died off, leaving us kids alone to fend for ourselves.
 
 
 



 
Chapter One
 
I HAD EATEN ALL THE rations that were left in my house, except for five cans of baked beans and two bags of noodles. It’s all I’d been eating for a week, and if I had to have another bite of starch I was going to puke. I didn’t like the idea of going through my neighbors’ houses to find food, but the choice was being made for me now. I was desperate.
Morning would be the best time for me to make my move. I’d heard the sounds of other people - teens like me - moving around in the daytime; but usually it was in the afternoon or at night. Groups of them had gotten together, looking for stuff in the houses that didn’t have kids in them. None of the houses had adults in them anymore.
I needed to move without being seen. Leaving my house unprotected would be a very bad idea. I knew that these gangs were soon going to stop showing respect to the houses with kids in them like me. It was only a matter of time before the resources left in these neighborhoods dwindled down to an amount so small, it would no longer be enough to support the number of growling stomachs that roamed the streets; not without the hungry breaking into the occupied places too.
I hadn’t heard them hit the house behind me yet, maybe because there was someone living there. I’d never met that neighbor, though, and had never seen any sign of a kid there. There were two other houses on my street that used to have kids my age in them, but those people had left - I assume to join one of the roving gangs. I guess they figured they had better chances of surviving in a group.
I didn’t feel that way at all. Before the world had gone into the crapper, I’d been pretty much a loner anyway. I liked my music and my books and didn’t bother with after-school clubs or hanging out at the local cafe. Besides, my dad had me in martial arts training every weekday and most weekends, practically my whole life; it didn’t leave much time for socializing. I’d only moved to this town six months before my dad was suddenly gone. He’d hoped to outrun the apocalypse, but it eventually caught up with him like it did anyone who wasn’t going through puberty.
The guys I trained with at various dojos over the years - I was always the only girl - were as serious as my dad about their skills. They lived for the feel of total control and absolute domination, in any situation. I appreciated the power, but it was never really my thing. I did it to make my dad happy. I’d advanced through the ranks, but didn’t get as far as he’d wanted me to. Now he wasn’t here to help me move forward, and I wish like hell I’d tried harder. For him and for me.
I decided to go to the house behind me to search for food. Maybe there was a kid there, maybe there wasn’t. It was worth checking out, at least. I could get there by climbing my backyard fence, and no one who might be out on the street would be able to see me. Up until now, no one had bothered to try and come into my house. I’d put a note on my door that said to stay the hell away and that I had a gun - which was the truth. But in doing that, I’d essentially become a sitting duck. Eventually, they would come for the things they hoped were in my house - food and fresh water. It was going to be time to leave soon. But until that day came, I needed something else to eat. My hunger was gnawing a hole in my stomach.
Two more hours and I’ll go over the fence. My hand went nervously to the ring on a chain that hung at my neck - my dad’s old wedding ring that he’d given me just before he went away for good.
 
* * *
 
I walked out into my backyard and closed the door behind me softly. An earlier check of the street in front of my house told me it was empty. I’d stayed hidden in my bushes for five full minutes, just to be sure no one was lying low, scoping me out. Five in the morning was apparently still too early for the raiders; it was nice to know that this habit hadn’t yet changed.
Once I was sure I wasn’t being watched here in the backyard either, I went to the fence that separated my yard from the mystery neighbors’ place. I peered over the top, my face hidden by high bushes on their side. I could see the back of their house, no movement coming from within.
I used the horizontal board that was about two feet off the ground, holding the vertical fence parts together, as a ladder rung. One foot there gave me the little bit of lift I needed to get my other leg over the top. I used my abs and strong arm muscles to pull myself the rest of the way over. It wasn’t pretty, but it did the job, landing me on the ground behind the bushes.
I stayed there for a couple of minutes, calming myself and checking for any signs of having been seen. There was nothing - still no movement from the windows at the back of the house.
I slowly crept from the bushes to the back door, checking the handle to see if it was unlocked. It wasn’t. I shook my head at all the people who’d locked their doors to die inside. I hoped these neighbors had done the better thing and gone to the hospital to do that bit of nasty business, like my dad had.
I was grateful for his final gesture, even though at the time it was the worst day of my life, watching him drive away like that and leave me all by myself. I don’t think I could have buried him in the backyard. That would have been too much, and like he had said, I wouldn’t have been able to leave him behind when it was time to go. He wanted me to be mobile and flexible - memories shouldn’t be tying me down to a sinking ship, he’d said.
I wrapped the hand towel I’d brought with me around my fist and punched the glass panel nearest the door handle to break it, reaching through the hole I’d made to unlock the deadbolt. I opened the door slowly and stepped inside.
Leaving the door open, I tiptoed through the back hall and into the kitchen. I don’t know why I was trying to be so quiet. I guess knowing I was breaking into someone’s house made me feel like I should sneak.
I took a whiff of the air, testing it for the odor of rotten flesh. Nope, no dead bodies in here for sure. That was a relief. I’d smelled that stench now many times, when the wind blew strongly. Whenever that happened, I wondered how long it would be before it would stop being a regular part of my new life.
I found the pantry and opened it, expecting to find it full. But it was nearly empty too.
“What the hell?” I said out into the room. The raiders must have beat me to this place, but it was weird; when they came, they usually made a big mess. This place was spotless. Everything on the counter was lined up with regimented perfection. Even the hand towels were hanging on the oven door handle as if they’d just been laundered and ironed, put there for the evening’s dinner preparation.
I shut the door to the pantry and nearly dropped a doodle in my drawers when I realized I wasn’t alone in the house.
 
* * *
 
“Holy shit, dude, put that thing away,” I said, feeling my blood pressure shoot up like a rocket and my heart start to beat triple-time. I was staring down the barrel of a big ass handgun. It had to be a .357 Magnum or something. The kid could barely hold it up, it was so heavy.
“What do you think you’re doing breaking into my house? You know you’re not supposed to do that.” His voice sounded like a girl’s, it was so soft and high-pitched.
How did he survive if he hasn’t entered puberty yet? “I didn’t know anyone lived here, I swear. I thought I knew all the kids who went to Winter Park High in this neighborhood, but I don’t recognize you.”
“Yeah, well, I didn’t go there. I went to Seminole High. But that doesn’t give you the right to break my window and try to steal my stuff.”
“I’m sorry, like I said, I didn’t know this place was occupied.” I frowned at the kid, studying him and trying to figure him out.
His hands were shaking and he was resting his elbows on his stomach to give his arms more support. He couldn’t be only twelve, being in high school, but he sure was small for his age.
“Would you put that stupid thing down before you shoot me, please?”
“Why? So you can eat me and my food?”
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Eat you? What the hell are you talking about?”
“The canners. You’re one of them. Where are your friends?” His eyes darted to the space behind me. I could tell he wanted to turn around and look behind himself too because his head kept jerking to the side along with his one shoulder, but he was too afraid to unlock his gaze from me. He was seriously freaked out.
I shook my head, trying to make any sense at all of what this kid was saying. I looked at him a little closer, trying to figure out if maybe he’d lost his marbles, being alone for these last few months. But he seemed mostly normal, if not a bit too thin, even for someone who was on a survivor’s diet.
“I’m not one of anything. I’m just me, trying to find some food. I’m tired of noodles and beans, that’s all. But I’ll go back to my house now and leave you alone.”
“Ha! So you can come back at night and eat my heart? I don’t think so.”
I smiled. This kid had no idea who he was messing with. The only reason I hadn’t taken that gun away from him and immobilized him with a quick jab to the throat was because I didn’t want him freaking out any more than he already was. Plus, I hate hurting people who are nearly half my size and almost that small in weight. “Dude, what are you going to do? Shoot me?”
“Maybe,” he said, stubbornly.
“Yeah, right. I don’t think so. Not today, anyway.” I turned to go.
“Wait!” he said, a desperate tone in his voice.
“What?” I said, half turning.
“Did you say you have noodles?”
“Yeah. So?”
“I have sauce.”
My eyes widened. Sauce on noodles sounded like a ten-course meal at the fanciest restaurant in the entire world to me right now.
“You lie,” I accused. I wasn’t sure what his game was, but I wasn’t interested in playing. Who would have spaghetti sauce left in times like these? At this point, the only thing anyone had was the crap no one wanted to eat.
“No, I’m not. It’s back in the other room. I’ll show you, if you agree to share your noodles.”
I thought about it for a second. Noodles and sauce. It would almost be like a normal meal. My earlier ideas about not eating any more starch seemed not so important anymore. Plus, I could just eat the sauce plain if I didn’t feel like having the noodles.
“Fine. I’ll trade. No need to show me, I trust you.” The kid looked like he couldn’t hurt a fly, and I had no doubt that I’d be able to protect myself against him, gun or no gun. I tried not to think about the man responsible for my confidence because it only made me upset to know that he was gone and would never be back.
“No, not a trade. We combine.”
“Sure, whatever. Where?”
This was the sticky part. If we were going to eat together, one of us would have to abandon our house - which meant it would become a target for one of the gangs. They had too many eyes on the comings and goings of people in the streets to fool for long. I feared leaving my house for anything these days. Even now, for this, I had taken a chance.
“Backyards. At the fence. You cook the noodles and bring them. I’ll bring the sauce. We’ll divide it in half.”
“I should get more than you. I’m taller and heavier,” I said. I was guessing this twerp was about twelve, just the age that had saved him - or cursed him, depending on how you looked at it. Anyone not in the middle of puberty was long dead. Those furthest away from it had gone first, the old people and the babies.
“No. Even split, fifty-fifty. I need the calories.”
“Fine. Whatever. What time?”
“One hour.”
I shrugged. Dinner for breakfast. But it was still early enough that I felt relatively safe going out of my house just to my yard. And at this point, I was no longer recognizing foods as appropriate for certain times of day. I ate when I was hungry, and I ate what was at hand.
“See you then.” I left his house without looking back, not really worried that he was going to shoot me in the back. He knew I had pasta now, so I was a valuable friend to have. At least until it was gone.
 
* * *
 
I cooked the pasta using the gas stove in my kitchen, using as little water as possible. Since entering survivor mode, I always drank the pasta water after it was done cooking, even though it was pretty gross. It was a precious resource I couldn’t afford to dump down the drain. Today I put it into two glasses - one for me and one for the kid living behind me.
An hour after our meeting, I snuck out my back door, now doubly nervous about being seen. I still wasn’t completely convinced this kid was telling the truth about his sauce, and it was getting closer to the time that the raiders would be waking up. I had to be back inside before anyone came looking in my windows.
I got to the fence and whispered, “Are you here?”
“Yes.”
I held up the bowl of rigatoni that I had cooked, bringing it level with the top of the fence. “Here’s the pasta. Put the sauce in.”
I heard some noise on the other side of the fence and then something hit the side of the bowl.
A few seconds later he said, “There. I’m done.”
I pulled the bowl back down, and sure enough, a big blob of sauce sat on the top of my sad-looking noodles. I smelled it and nearly swooned at the tomatoey goodness. I didn’t care one bit that it was cold.
“Do you have a bowl?” I asked.
A plastic cereal bowl with a built-in straw on it appeared at the top of the fence. I poured half of the pasta inside it and passed it back over, wondering if he’d slurp the sauce up with that straw when he was done. My dad would have written that off as a germ catcher and something to be avoided. Straws were a bad idea if you were trying not to die of food poisoning and had no way of washing them out well.
“I have water for you too, if you want it. It’s kind of starchy since I cooked the noodles in it.”
“I’ll take it,” he said in a quiet voice.
I passed the small plastic cup of water over to him and felt, for the briefest of moments, a tremble in his hands as he took it from me.
“See ya,” he said.
“Wait!” I said, not even sure why I wanted him to hang around. Being outside and not inside guarding our houses was risky. If anyone caught a whiff of our meal we’d be toast.
“What? I have to get back inside.”
“I know, me too. I just wanted to ask you what your name is.”
“Peter. What’s yours?”
“Bryn.”
“Bryn. Is that short for anything?”
“No. Just Bryn.”
“Oh. Okay. See ya, Bryn.”
“See ya, Peter.”
I returned to my house to eat my breakfast of rigatoni and sauce, scarfing more than half of it down before I’d even reached my back door.
 
* * *
 
It was five in the morning the next day when I happened to look out into my backyard and saw Peter’s head at the top of our fence. His eyes had not yet gotten over the edge. Whatever he was standing on wasn’t high enough to get him there.
I opened the back door slowly, not ready to let him know he’d been spotted. I stayed close to the back of my house and then carefully crept down the side fence that divided my yard from the Slotnik’s - my former next door neighbors. Their place was unoccupied and long since emptied. I’d heard it being raided on more than one occasion - the sounds were unmistakable and almost always included breaking glass.
I reached the spot where I’d seen Peter’s head and jumped up, grabbing the top of the fence with my hands and lifting myself in one swift motion. I thought a surprise attack might be my best bet.
Peter’s face showed a split second of abject fear before he lost his balance and fell backwards onto his weedy grass, yelling as he went.
I was surprised at first, then worried. He’d been too loud. Now anyone around would know he wasn’t inside.
“Get back into your house, you idiot!” I said in a low but urgent voice.
“I need to talk to you!” he said from his butt on the ground.
“Later. At six. Make sure no one’s out first, though.” I wanted to be certain no one had heard us and was coming to investigate a possible empty house before we spent too much time outside again.
“Okay,” he said, as he got to his feet and scrambled off, disappearing into his back door.
I looked at the vinyl and metal kitchen dining set chair that was lying on its side in the bushes below. The goof was going to totally give us away leaving crap like that lying around. I pulled myself the rest of the way over into his yard, just long enough to grab that chair and wing it over towards his back door, before jumping back over to my side and running to my house.
I got inside and locked the door, breathing heavily. It became clear to me as my chest heaved in and out that I’d lost a little bit of my cardiovascular strength, staying in this house all day, all the time. I made a pact with myself to start doing what I could to rectify that situation as soon as possible.
I looked at my watch. Fifty-one minutes until our meeting. Time to do some pushups and pull-ups, then some basics to keep my krav maga up to par. My dad would have been proud to see me pushing myself like this and that made it easier.
 
* * *
 
At six o’clock on the dot I went out into my backyard again, only this time I didn’t bother with the sneaking stuff. I realized now that surprising Peter had been a bad idea. The doofus had a huge gun and was easily startled. I hated my life, but that didn’t mean I wanted another hole put in my head.
Peter was waiting at the fence, this time his head coming up about four inches higher than the last time. I jumped up and pulled myself to the top with my biceps, only shaking a little at the muscle fatigue I’d caused with my hour-long workout. As my eyes cleared the edge of the jagged wood plank, I looked over the edge at his feet.
When I saw what he was wearing, I started laughing so hard I had to drop back down. My muscles had turned to jelly.
“Shut up,” he said.
“Dude,” I gasped, bent over to catch my breath, “you’re wearing ladies heels. What do you expect me to do?”
“It’s the only way I could get high enough to see over the fence.”
I tried really hard to stop laughing, but I couldn’t. I hadn’t seen anything that funny in months. They were electric red and about three sizes too big for him. Whoever had owned them had been one hell of a large woman.
“Seriously, shut up. Someone’s going to hear you. The canners.”
I finally calmed down, that stupid word being the thing that got my attention enough to control my hysteria. “Why do you keep saying that? Canners. What the hell is it?”
“You don’t know?”
“Obviously not, since I’m asking you.” I wondered how much time this guy had spent in the company of others before the end of the world as we knew it had come. He seemed a bit off.
“Kids who eat other kids. Cannibals.”
It took my brain a few seconds to process that one. “Say what now?”
“You heard me. Cannibals.”
“Peter, are you feeling okay? Did you drink some bad water? You know you either have to heat it up or bleach it before you drink it.”
He sighed loudly. “Don’t believe me if you don’t want to, but I know what I know. I’ve seen things,” he said mysteriously. “I just wanted to talk to you about maybe joining forces.”
“No,” I said immediately. I didn’t even have to think about that one. “I’m not into joining gangs.” I knew I was much better off with only myself to worry about, especially since this Peter kid was obviously one pork chop shy of a mixed grill.
“I’m not talking about a gang. A gang implies several people. I’m talking about just two: you and me.”
“I don’t need a gang,” I said simply. And it was true. I had never needed much companionship before, and I didn’t miss it now. I could run faster than any girl I knew and I could beat down any moron that tried to get a jump on me, thanks to my dad and his passion for krav maga. The last thing I needed was a kid who was afraid of his own shadow hanging around with me, attracting all kinds of unwanted attention.
“You need someone to watch your back. We all do.”
“Not me.”
“Oh, you don’t sleep?” he asked with feigned innocence.
He had me there. That was the one time that I worried for my safety. It had been months since I’d had a good night’s sleep. Every little sound made me jump to my feet, thinking someone was coming to take my beans and noodles. Or worse.
“I’ll think about it. But tell me why you think I should. I mean, what do you bring to the equation, other than watching my back?”
“I’m smart.”
“So am I. Try again.”
“I can sing?”
“Buzz. Try one more time.”
He sighed, his voice wavering now. “I have ten jars of spaghetti sauce, one .357, and ten boxes of bullets. That’s it.”
I sighed heavily. It wasn’t the gun and ammo that got me. Or the sauce. It was the sound of utter defeat in his voice.
“Fine. Pack your crap. I’ll help you over the fence tomorrow at five in the morning. Put everything in a backpack. Bring a sleeping bag and any other camping stuff you have.”
“Okay,” he said, his voice more upbeat now. “See you then. And thanks, Bryn.”
“Don’t mention it. I’m already kind of regretting my decision.”
He didn’t say anything in response.
I heard the bushes moving and then the sound of a squeaky door hinge, followed by the too-loud banging of his kitchen chair against the doorframe as he carried it back inside. The last noise to carry across his yard before the door shut was the clop, clop, clopping of his high heels on the tile floor.
I returned to my house, wondering if I’d made the right decision, but knowing I wasn’t going to change my mind. My dad had always said, we have to take care of people who can’t take care of themselves … and Peter definitely fell into that category.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Two
 
I WAS UP BY FOUR o’clock. I tried to tell myself it was the constant little noises that I heard outside my windows that made me caffeine-eyed before sunrise, but deep down I knew it was really just me being anxious about Peter coming over to join me.
I’d been alone for four months. It’s the longest period of time I’d ever been without human contact in my life. Now that I’d found Peter in my backyard, I was craving more time together.
Part of me was disgusted with myself, seeing it as a weakness - a dangerous one that could put my safety at risk. The other part of me didn’t care what the loner in me thought. People weren’t meant to live in solitude. Before he left, my dad told me I should find someone to be with - someone I could trust and who could take care of themselves. I’m pretty sure Peter wasn’t the type of companion he’d had in mind, since the kid was about as helpless as a baby bird, but I guess you don’t choose your friends when the world comes to an end; you take what you can get and make do. Maybe I could teach Peter how to defend himself at least. His bullets weren’t going to last forever, and I was pretty sure that when and if that gun ever went off in his hands, the kick-back would knock him unconscious.
At five o’clock I went outside, not even bothering to check the front yard first, I was so anxious to get this done. Before I was even to the fence, a backpack came flying over the top of it. I stepped smoothly to the side to let it drop down beside me, smiling to myself. It was good to know my reflexes were still sharp.
Next came a gigantic sleeping bag - the kind my dad said to avoid using because it wouldn’t pack lightly and would stay damp forever. I shook my head, wondering if there was a surplus store that might have some gear left on the shelves.
The next thing I saw was the edge of a bright purple box-type thing at the top of the fence. Peter seemed to be struggling, so I stepped up to help him out.
“What is that?” I asked quietly as I joined him.
“A suitcase,” he grunted out.
I grabbed the corner of it and lifted it over the edge, almost groaning with the effort. “What the heck do you have in here? Bricks?”
“Spaghetti sauce and some other stuff. Don’t drop it, there’s glass in there.”
I managed to get the monstrosity over into my yard, surprised I didn’t pull a back muscle doing it. “Wow, you sure know how to travel light,” I said, sarcastically. Hopefully he wouldn’t decide to stay when I broke the news to him that we would be leaving soon and that this elephant wouldn’t be coming along with us.
Peter’s toe came to the top of the fence, his dirty, once white sneakers trying to find purchase on the wood.
I jumped up on the fence a few feet down and climbed over to the other side. While Peter busied himself with getting over, I took the kitchen chair he’d used to boost himself up and brought it to the back door of his house. I laid it on its side and stomped on one of the legs, breaking it off. The last thing I wanted to do was provide some raider a nice ladder to use to get into my yard. I broke off a second leg and then picked them both up, throwing them to separate far corners of the yard before returning to Peter’s struggling form.
I grabbed his flailing foot and pushed on it a little so he’d realize I was there. “Use my hand as leverage,” I instructed. As soon as I felt his leg stiffen, I pushed again, giving him a boost that sent him flying over the fence. He was lighter than he even looked, which was saying a lot.
I jumped over to join him, brushing the front of my pants off as I waited for him to get up off the ground.
“You didn’t have to push so hard.”
“Sorry, I didn’t realize you had hollow bird-bones. I expected you to be heavier.”
Peter scowled at me and then went to gather his things. He started for the suitcase, but I waved him away.
“You go get the backpack and sponge. I’ll get this. I don’t want you to break an arm.”
“Sponge?”
“That sad excuse for a sleeping bag you have.”
Peter went to follow my orders. “Have you always been this anti-social or is it just the apocalypse that’s brought out your sunny personality traits?”
I stopped, for a split second offended, but then just happy. Thank the stars
this kid has a sense of humor. Without it, life was going to be seriously uncomfortable.
“This is me being friendly. Just wait until you piss me off.”
“Wow, I’m looking forward to that,” he said, dragging his backpack with one hand and his sleeping bag with the other. The bag slowly came out of its rolled-up form to spread out behind him.
“Your sponge is unrolling.”
“Whatever.”
He got to the door ahead of me because I was trying to carry the suitcase without leaving tracks that were too obvious in the weeds. I didn’t want to leave a sign for anyone about what I was doing or who was doing it with me. Trails of heavy things being dragged only awakened curiosity - and when someone was really hungry, the curiosity almost always assumed there was food involved. And in this case, they’d be right.
We got to the back door, and I let Peter in. For some reason he’d stopped and waited for me, as if we lived in a world where you didn’t just walk into someone’s house when you felt like it. It was strange, but nice in a way.
“Here it is. Home sweet home.”
He went in ahead of me, and I followed with the purple brick.
“Wow. This looks nothing like my place.”
“Yeah, well, my dad was kind of hardcore about preparing me for the end of the world.” He was staring at the gear I had set up that made my family room look like a camp site. There was only one piece of furniture in the place - a couch.
“It wasn’t the end of the world,” clarified Peter, “just a restructuring of the world order.” He walked over to the table that used to have a TV on it, lifting up a framed picture. It was taken of my dad and me three years ago, when we took a trip out to the Everglades together.
“Is this your father?”
“Yeah.” I pulled Peter’s suitcase to the middle of the floor. “Can I open this?”
Peter shrugged, moving on to look at other things in the room. “Sure.”
I opened up the case and pulled things out, one by one. Glass jars of spaghetti sauce were stuffed around books and shoes - two pairs of sneakers and a pair of pointy-toed dress shoes - all of them completely useless for any kind of travel. I threw them over my shoulder into a messy pile.
“Hey! Those are my shoes!”
“Garbage. You can’t use these to walk any distance in.”
“They’re all I have.”
“You have what’s on your feet. We’ll find you something else.”
“Where?”
“I’m not sure yet.” I glanced at his feet. “My dad’s feet were bigger than yours, so you can’t use his old ones. But we’re going to have to leave here soon, so wherever we go, we’ll find something on the way.”
“Why do you think we have to leave?”
I stopped my unpacking and looked up at him. “Why do you ask like that? As if I have to have a different reason than you?”
“Because you don’t know or care about the canners, so you must have other reasons.”
I shook my head. Again with the canners thing. “We have to leave because the natives are getting restless.”
He looked at me, confused.
I went back to the suitcase, pulling out some heavy books and stacking them on the floor. “The gangs. They’re starting to get hungrier. Bolder. Eventually they’re going to ignore the fact that I have sign on my door saying to stay the hell away, and they’re going to come in and steal my stuff. Plus, I’m almost out of food, so I have to go find more anyway.”
“You’re right. About the gangs getting hungrier,” said Peter, softly.
I looked at him because his tone was kind of freaking me out, and the expression on his face only made me feel more uncomfortable. I stood up, feeling a little pulse of adrenaline enter my system.
I’d learned to be hyper-aware of my body’s responses, ready to tune in and use my natural chemicals to enhance my reflexes. At this point I was ready to take Peter down if he so much as made a single move in my direction.
But instead, he started to cry.
 
* * *
 
I didn’t know what to do with that. I was prepared for a sneak attack, but one of a different kind. Anger, I could deal with. Madness? I could take it out in two seconds flat. But tears? I had no clue how to handle those.
“I’m not from here,” he explained, swiping at the tears with the back of his hand. “I snuck down here from Sanford three weeks ago.”
“Wow. That’s a long distance to walk.”
“I didn’t walk. I rode my bike.”
“Still…”
“I know. But I needed to get away from there. It was life or death.”
It seemed like he was being a bit dramatic, but I decided not to give him a hard time about it. He’d stopped crying, and I didn’t want to start him up again.
“Did you bring all this stuff with you?”
“No, just the shoes. I got the spaghetti sauce and books here.”
“Wow, you got lucky.”
“Yes and no,” he said, giving me a measuring look.
I sighed. “Okay, I’ll bite. I can see you want to tell me something. Spit it out.”
“It was awful!” he said loudly. Then he quickly looked side to side, obviously worried he’d been heard by the wrong sort.
“What was awful?”
“The canners!” he whisper-yelled. “Kids were roaming the streets, attacking other kids and eating them!”
I laughed at the outrageousness. I couldn’t help it. “Jesus, Peter. Did you eat some mushrooms you found growing on cow pies out in Sanford or what?”
“There are no cows left out there. They’ve all been eaten too.”
I shook my head. “Whatever.” I had to get back to going through his stuff, to figure out if we were going to take any of it. I found a jar of pickles wedged in between some books.
“I wasn’t an only child, you know. I had a sister.”
The words sent chills up my spine. It wasn’t so much the words themselves, but the way he said them. I looked up at him slowly, shifting to balance on the balls of my feet, but still squatting down near the suitcase. I was so friggin’ confused at that point, I was considering running; and usually in a fight or flight situation, I was all about the fight. But I was coming to the quick realization that Peter was a seriously disturbed individual. And he was standing in my living room.
“They killed my sister, Bryn. I couldn’t stop them!” He crumpled into a heap on the floor, crying his eyes out. “She was small and couldn’t run fast!” he sobbed. “They took her down like an animal! She screamed and screamed and then she didn’t make any sounds at all.”
I froze in place, no longer thinking about running, as I began to fully understand what he was all about. The kid wasn’t a psycho - he’d been traumatized. And if I was hearing him right, he’d actually seen his sister murdered by a group of kids.
“Why would they kill her?” It didn’t make any sense. Nobody was killing anybody - unless maybe they refused to give up their food. I hadn’t seen that happen, but I could imagine people being hungry enough to get so angry that they might use too much force to take what they wanted. But to kill someone? And besides, it wasn’t worth it, losing your life over a jar of spaghetti sauce. “Why didn’t she just give them what they wanted?”
“She did!” he screeched.
“Well, why’d they kill her then? Just to be mean?”
He looked at me like I was the biggest idiot left on Earth. “What are you not understanding? Are you a complete dimwit?! They killed her because they wanted her. They took her. She gave them exactly what they wanted. Meat.”
“What the …?”
“Yeah,” he said, nodding his head in quick up and down jerking motions. “Believe me now? They killed her and they ate her, Bryn. They ate my little sister!”
He was telling the truth. No one could lie this convincingly. As realization set in, I felt the bile rising in my throat. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to stop this freight train, so I ran to the back door in time to barf out in the weeds, narrowly missing the slate step just by the entrance.
What he was saying couldn’t be possible. Rational, normal, sane people did not eat other people. That was just ridiculous. The only problem was, my stomach obviously believed Peter’s story. And I knew that this meant a part of my brain did too.
I had already been thinking it was time to leave my neighborhood … and that the resources in my town and all the others probably were getting to very low levels. This story convinced me that the time had definitely come to find a less-populated place to live.
No one had bothered to grow gardens so they could support themselves, especially in the last six months of the time period when all the adults died. Everyone was too busy freaking out. All of the teens in our country had been raised to eat processed foods, put in pretty packages and delivered to our pantries and shelves, courtesy of grocery stores and our parents. They had no clue how to support themselves using the land. At least, none of the kids in this area did. Maybe out in the farmlands it was different. But here? No way. They were desperate and going crazier with the hunger every day.
My dad had shown me the basics of growing tomatoes and beans and stuff, but refused to put a garden in at our house. He’d said hundreds of times before he left that I would need to move away to be safe, and he didn’t want me stuck here out of a false sense of comfort. I was starting to suspect in this moment, as I wiped my mouth off with the back of my hand, that my dad had foreseen this problem of savagery taking over the minds of the formerly sane but had never wanted to speak the actual words to me. Lots of little things he’d said and did took on new meaning for me, telling me he had come to the same conclusion that was now a permanent part of Peter’s life: people, when hungry and desperate enough, and without the means or smarts to come up with a better way, would go for the easy kill to survive. Even if it meant eating their own kind.
I vomited again at the idea of a gang chasing down and taking out a child for a dinner meal.
The door opened and Peter came out, a tissue in his hand. “Here,” he said, handing it to me dispassionately.
I took it and stared at it for a second. I hadn’t seen a tissue in months. I’d been wiping my butt with leaves and weeds, after doing my business in a hole in the ground in the yard. A week after my dad left, I no longer had running water. It wasn’t worth it to waste precious rain or pool water on flushes, so I’d made myself an old-fashioned outhouse out of tarps.
“Thanks,” I said, using it to wipe my mouth. “Sorry about that. Lost it a little, I guess.”
“Good. Now I know you’re not a canner and still human.”
“I was kind of worried about you, actually,” I admitted. “You seemed a little … off your rocker for a while there. But now I understand.”
“Yeah. I guess I have gone a little nuts.”
“I would have, too. Probably worse than you.” I reached out and punched him lightly on the arm. I meant it as a gesture of friendship, but I felt my fist make contact with bone. He had no body fat on him anywhere.
“Ow!” he said, massaging his arm.
“Dude, why are you so skinny?”
He looked at me like I was crazy. “Maybe because I’m slowly starving to death?”
“What have you been eating?”
“Spaghetti sauce!” he yelled, his face going red with anger and his arms held stiffly at his side.
“Okay, chill, Chef-Boy-R-Dee. Come on inside. I’ll make you some beans and noodles. We need to get some meat on your bones before we head out of here.” I tried not to think about the image of meat on a person’s bones, but the vision kept assailing my mind. It was awful. I decided then and there that becoming a vegetarian might be a very good idea. I didn’t ever want to get so hungry that I’d consider eating my new friend, never mind the fact that he’d make a pretty pitiful meal.
“When are we leaving?”
“I don’t know. A few days? We have to make our plan.”
Peter followed me inside and stood at the edge of the kitchen while I added water to the pan from the plastic bottle that stood on the counter. The noodles went in next.
“Where’s the water from?”
“It’s rainwater. I catch it in a food-safe container outside. A bucket, actually.”
“Is it okay to drink?”
“The stuff in this container hasn’t been treated, but since I’m heating it to boiling, it doesn’t matter. That’ll kill any bacteria.”
“Yeah. I know that.”
I looked at him sideways, not sure why he felt the need to clarify what he knew. Then I continued. “I have another bottle in the cabinet that has water I’ve treated. I usually just boil it, but I also have bleach.”
“Smart.”
“My dad’s idea. I have enough to last me for years. I hope by the time it runs out, the rain and stream water will be pure enough to drink without it.”
“You’re thinking without all the factories and other places polluting the atmosphere, there’s a chance that the Earth will regenerate itself?”
“That’s my hope anyway.”
“Mine too. So what about the gas? How do you still have gas working at your house?”
I pulled open the cabinet doors under the stovetop and showed him the propane tanks that sat underneath. “Voilà.”
“Wow. Cool. Smart. So where are we going to go? The mountains? I hear there’s good fishing there. And streams for water, too.”
“I’m not sure. We’ll vote.”
Peter smiled vaguely. “We’re two people. It’ll always be a tie or unanimous.”
“Until you get above a hundred pounds, you only get half a vote.”
Peter looked at me with the most pitiful expression on his face I couldn’t stand it.
“I’m just kidding, geez, lighten up.” I didn’t realize how callous I’d sounded until he looked down at the ground, overcome by sadness again.
“Shit, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to act like I don’t care, okay? It’s just … I’m not used to such heavy duty emotions.”
“You’ve never lost anyone you cared about? What about your parents?”
“My mom left when I was just a baby. And, yeah, my dad died. But I was prepared for it. And he did it at the hospital. I didn’t have to go through … anything like you did.” I couldn’t even say the words - I didn’t have to see my dad get eaten. My stomach churned again, but I needed to know more, so I forced the feelings down and continued.
“Tell me about your sister. About Sanford.”
“Later. Let me eat and digest before we go there again. It’s too upsetting for me right now.”
I nodded my head, stirring the pasta that would cook another ten minutes before it was ready. I reached over and pulled a can of beans from the cabinet. “Do you need your beans hot? Or can I give them to you out of the can?”
“Well, I prefer them hot, but I’ve learned not to be picky anymore.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it. I can heat them up real quick in the microwave.”
I opened up the can and then pushed the button to open up the microwave above my head. I put the can inside, closed the door, and turned the dial to the right, setting it on three minutes.
I turned to look at Peter causally, but he just stood there watching me, saying nothing, his face expressionless.
I waited a few seconds, looking around the kitchen, tapping my foot and humming a little, before turning the dial back to the left, causing the appliance to let out a loud ding! I pulled the can out and handed it to Peter with a spoon.
“There you go. Hot beans, served up nice and cold.”
“Thanks,” he said, giving me a half-smile before he dug in hungrily, shoving beans into his mouth. He talked around the food and not very prettily. “I thought for a second there you either didn’t realize microwaves ran on electricity or that you had some kind of solar power thing going on.”
“Slow down, dude. The beans aren’t going anywhere.”
“Sorry,” he mumbled, a bean stuck to the corner of his mouth. “I’m starving.”
“I can see that,” I said, mostly to myself, as I stirred the pasta some more. I acted like I was checking out the water, but I was really just thinking hard to myself, trying to figure everything out.
Peter was a bit of a mystery. He wasn’t from here, but had somehow made it about fifteen miles on his bike without having all his stuff stolen or being attacked by crazy people. And where had he gotten the books and sauce? Why hadn’t the sauce, at least, already been taken? I hadn’t looked at the titles of any of the books yet, but none of them were light reading; they were more like encyclopedias. But in spite of all the things he’d been through, and the fact that apparently there are monsters living in Sanford, he’d made it to my neighbor’s house. Why that particular house?
“Why did you pick the house behind mine?” I asked, not looking at him so he’d feel more comfortable answering my questions. I was planning on giving him the third degree, but I wanted to try and be sly about it.
“My aunt lived there. She had these books I needed that she hid in her house. And the sauce, too. She told me where to find them the last time I talked to her.”
Well, that explains why this place and the sauce - must have been hidden well.
“I never knew your aunt. Sorry.” I looked over in time to see him shrug.
“I didn’t know her very well either. She was really an uncle who became an aunt. My parents didn’t really get along with her.”
“An uncle who became an aunt? How so?”
“Transvestite.”
My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. “A transvestite was living behind me this whole time and I didn’t even know it?”
Peter shook his head at me again, this time more in disgust. “She was a person, Bryn. Not a transvestite. You say it like she was a creature.”
I instantly felt like an ignorant ass. “Oh, yeah. Of course she was. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“My parents weren’t the most tolerant people in the world.”
There was a world of meaning wrapped up in that simple sentence, and I wondered if I dared to ask for clarification. He was stirring the beans around in his can, but not eating them. It was as if he were waiting for me to say something. So I did.
“Was your uncle gay?”
He shrugged, mumbling, “I don’t know. Maybe. Is that a problem?”
“No. Not for me. Was it for you?” My ears burned for some reason. I wasn’t sure if I was embarrassed for having asked or just uncomfortable putting him in this position of having to explain himself to me.
He cleared his throat. “No. I’m gay myself, so I don’t have a problem with it at all.”
I went back to stirring the noodles. “Well, that’s good. I didn’t want to have to be forced into fending off your advances on my person. A guy could get hurt that way.”
Peter laughed. “Nothing to worry about there.”
“Hey!” I said, in mock outrage, throwing a dishtowel at him.
He caught it with a surprisingly quick move, pulling it out of the air and tossing it carelessly to the counter.
“Nice reflexes,” I said, nodding in appreciation. Maybe he won’t
be hopeless to train after all.
“I used to play a lot of ping pong.”
I started laughing so hard, I snorted.
 
* * *
 
After Peter had eaten his fill of noodles and beans and I had joined him, indulging in another jar of sauce to boot, we sat down in the living room and took stock of our stuff.
He held up each book from his suitcase in turn. “First, I have a gardening book. My aunt said this one is specifically for Florida.”
“Awesome,” I said, holding out my hand to take it from him. “This goes in the keeper pile.”
“Then, she left me this one. It’s an encyclopedia of natural remedies that you can make using herbs and plants and stuff from the things growing in South Florida.”
“No way!” I said, taking it from him to read the back. “Wow, this is amazing.” My dad and I had talked about me being injured, but not much about me being sick. I guess he’d figured with all the people dying off, there’d probably not be a lot of everyday diseases going around. “I wonder if this has a cure for whatever killed all the adults in it,” I said jokingly.
“It doesn’t. I already looked.”
“Not sure how you could expect to find something when you don’t even know what it is,” I said sarcastically.
“I have my theories,” he said, looking arrogant.
I could totally tell in that moment that he was one of those kids who won the science fair every year with some radical experiment he’d done, looking for cancer cures or whatever. In my old life I would have scoffed at the stupidity of wasting so much time. In my new life, I decided, this guy could be valuable to have around. At least when I got sick. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to give him a hard time about it.
“Oh, you’re going to cure the disease that killed ten billion people, when the smartest minds in the world working together weren’t enough?”
“No. I don’t think I’ll need to. The disease died with them.”
“You don’t think we’re all going to die when we reach twenty?” That seemed to be the cut-off age for most of the living.
“No. There are no more hosts. We’re all resistant, for whatever reason.”
“Our hormones.”
“So they said. But no one ever proved it. And people taking hormones at teen levels weren’t able to survive.”
I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me. Either I live or I die. I’ll do what I can to keep the death part from coming, but when it’s my time to go, I’ll just go.”
“Easy to say when you’re healthy.”
“Yeah. I know.” It was a sobering thought. My dad was the coolest guy I’d ever known, and even he had freaked out in the end when faced with his own mortality. I decided to push those thoughts out of my head and get back to our planning.
“What else do you have?”
“Book on first-aid,” he said, handing me a smaller one.
“I have one of those already.” I quickly flipped through a few pages. “It’s better than this one.”
Peter shrugged. “Just toss it then, I don’t care.”
I threw it into the abandon pile - the stuff we would leave in my house for the raiders to take if they wanted it.
“This is a good one: Solar Power Ins and Outs. It shows how to make an oven and heat water and stuff.”
I snatched it from his hand. “This one is definitely coming.”
I’d been taking infrequent, cold sponge baths without soap for way too long now. The idea that I might actually be able to take a real, and possibly warm shower, sounded like heaven to me - soap or not. A quick flip through the book showed me that we could probably put a list together of things to find along our journey that would make a lot of the items in the book buildable.
“Our load is going to be heavy,” he said, looking at the keeper-pile. It was much bigger than the abandon-pile.
“We’ll find a way. I want to get a place that’s permanent. I don’t want to move around all the time. I think we’ll be safer if we just take the risk of traveling once.”
“So what … are we going to build some kind of fortress or something? Because that’s the only way to stay safe that I can think of. And it can’t be made of anything that’ll burn because the canners like to start fires.”
“Well, I’m not really sure. Let’s get this stuff sorted out and then we’ll talk about it. Maybe with our two half-brains, we can come up with one good idea.”
Peter smiled. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
* * *
 
We sat in the living room on the couch that was pushed up against the wall, looking at the neat, orderly piles of things in front of us. The organization was Peter’s doing. He seemed to function better when everything was just so, and I didn’t care either way.
My dad would have liked Peter. I could still remember how he’d admonish me when we did our survivor training. “Efficiency!” he’d shout, like an overly enthusiastic drill sergeant. “That’s going to save your life, Bryn!”
I reached up absently to stick my finger through the ring on my necklace, letting it hang there for a second. I’d doubted him before, but I wasn’t now. We were going to have to be completely anal about using every square inch of space on our backs to haul all this crap to our final destination.
“Okay, so here’s what we’re taking. Now, where are we going?” Peter asked.
“Well, as far as I can see, we have a few choices. We can go to the mountains, the plains, the desert, or the swamps.”
“Swamps? No way,” said Peter.
“Why not?”
He rolled his eyes. “I can’t believe I have to say this … snakes? Ever heard of them? Gators? I want to run away from meat-eaters, not towards them.”
I jumped up, remembering a book I’d forgotten. “Be right back.” I returned in less than a minute and handed Peter the small handbook that had been in my dad’s home office.
“Oh, great,” he said, in a not-very-happy-sounding voice. “A snake book.”
“Yes, and it tells you not only how to identify snakes, but how to treat snake bites, too.”
“I’m pretty sure the treatment these days is to bend over and kiss your own ass goodbye.”
I laughed. “Don’t be so negative. You’re a science nerd. Maybe you can figure out how to make anti-venom.”
He shrugged. “Maybe.”
I looked at him suspiciously. “I think, in a sick way, I just got you to consider living in a swamp.”
Peter smiled. “I’m not going to deny it. The idea of being able to do something like that is intriguing.”
I shook my head. “You’re nuts. You do realize that to make anti-venom, you have to milk a friggin poisonous snake, right?”
“Yeah, but that’s the job for the assistant.”
“Pfft. Don’t tell me, let me guess … I’m the assistant.”
“Well, you’re definitely not the scientist.”
I shoved him with my arm, causing him to tip over sideways. Then I continued, “Anyway, as I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted, we have some choices. But regardless of where we go, I think our mode of transportation should be mountain bikes.”
“Why? I mean, why not motor-scooters or something? They’re faster.”
“Too noisy. Yes, we could go faster and farther. But if there are actual … canners or whatever out there, we need to move more quietly. And we need to travel when no one’s out.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, between like four in the morning and seven.”
“That’s not a lot of traveling time each day.”
“Better safe than sorry. And maybe there will be places where we can alter those times a bit, like when we’re in the middle of nowhere.”
Peter nodded his head. “Okay. I agree to all that. So we’re going to travel by bike, with backpacks, hauling all this stuff.” He looked at me. “Where are we going to go?”
My brain was moving a thousand miles an hour, calculating variables and taking everything I could think of into consideration. My dad had told me to go where no one would find me. He said to make myself safe and find a few friends who’d be there to help me re-build and to watch my back.
“I think we should go to the mountains,” I said. I could still remember the trip I’d taken with my dad several years before, up to North Carolina. It was on my list of favorite places ever.
“But it snows there.”
“That means there’s water.”
“It also means frostbite and difficulty finding food.”
“Okay, Mr. Voice of Reason, where do you think we should go?”
Peter sighed. “I don’t even want to say it.”
I quickly flashed my fist and forearms out in a move that was part of my basic warm-ups, finishing with a slow drawing out of my arms to the side. “Say it, or suffer my wrath.”
Peter looked at me, completely unimpressed. “What in the hell was that supposed to be? What are you … a Ninja Turtle?”
I shook my head at him with exaggerated disappointment. “I don’t know which is sadder - that you know about Ninja Turtles or that you don’t recognize a lethal weapon when you see it.”
Peter snorted. He sounded like a total girl. “Lethal weapon? Oh, no, whatever am I going to do?” He put his hand to his forehead like he was going to faint, rolled his eyes up into his head, and then fell back into the couch cushions.
I nudged him. “Tell me what you were going to say.”
He didn’t respond.
“Seriously. Before I have to show you my stuff.”
He didn’t open his eyes, but he did speak.
“I think we need to go to the Everglades.”
 
* * *
 
At first I was really resistant to the idea, even though I had suggested it as an alternative. I hated mosquitoes, snakes, and gators … and probably about a thousand other nasties that made their homes there. But Peter made a very convincing point: everyone else hated that stuff too.
“We need to go somewhere no one else wants to go. A place where life would be too hard for most people. And we need a place that has food and water sources.”
I nodded my head in resignation. “And nothing beats the Everglades for all of the above.”
“Exactly. Sure, the mountains have what we need to survive. But they’re also beautiful, hospitable, and very well-known. That’s where other people will be going. That’s where the canners will be going,” said Peter, shifting his voice lower to finish. “It’ll be their hunting grounds.”
I shivered at the idea of going to live in a place where I would be the prey instead of being the guy at the top of the food chain, hoping in the back of my mind that I would never be okay or blasé about the idea of a person eating another person. I swallowed the sick feeling down, moving my brain to other, less disgusting topics.
“I guess you’re right,” I said, sighing. “I’ll get the map.” I went over to our pile of books and pulled out the spiral-bound roadmap book. I sat back down next to Peter and flipped through the pages. “Should we stick to highways or back roads?”
“I have no idea.”
“Okaaaayyy. Through the middle or down the coast?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
I smiled, scanning the pages that showed the roads near my house. “We make quite the team, don’t we?”
I could hear a smile in Peter’s voice when he responded. “The best.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Three
 
PETER AND I TOOK TURNS sleeping and staying awake that night. It was the first time I’d actually been able to sleep deeply and have a dream that I could remember. It was of my dad, telling me how to pack my bag, and me complaining about having to play survivor. It made me both happy and sad, glad to re-live the moment but wishing I had appreciated the time spent with him more.
I woke up to relieve Peter on guard duty and spent the next couple of hours kicking myself mentally for not trying harder with my krav maga training and asking my dad to teach me more things about survival. I should have spent my last few months of his life with him in the library, absorbing information that I could use to rebuild my world into one I could feel happy and safe in. Now that I knew some kids had gone insane - in groups - I didn’t feel comfortable at all in my house and in this neighborhood. Peter and I were way too easy to catch here and then … well … be their next meal.
At four in the morning I nudged Peter awake. “Come on. We need to go see what we can find at the neighbors’ houses for food before we leave.”
“What if someone comes while we’re gone?”
“Only one of us is going at a time. The other stays here and guards the house.”
“Isn’t that dangerous? Being alone?”
“Yes. But we can’t risk leaving our books and things for raiders to take.”
Peter nodded his head slowly, wiping his face and hair with his hands. “Okay. Who’s going out first?”
“I’ll go while you wake up.” I held out my finger as I stood, warning him. “But no going back to sleep.”
Peter slowly got on his feet. “No, I won’t. I’m gonna go … pee.”
“Out in the back yard. Far right corner. I have a hole in the ground. Just move the board away from it first, please.”
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to start at the corner there across the street and to the right. I’ll do the first five houses in a row, going that way.”
“Okay. Just wait for me to come back, first.”
I busied myself with checking my gun and finding more bullets to put in my pocket. I had several boxes of them, but I’d spread them out all over the house, thinking at the time I’d done it that if someone came breaking in, I’d be prepared for a re-load no matter where I was.
Peter came back inside and picked up his gun. “Ready whenever you are.”
“I’m taking a potty break and then leaving from the side yard, so just watch for me out the front window. Don’t come out though, no matter what, okay?”
“What if someone comes after you?”
“Warn me by ringing that bell on my front porch.”
“Bell? Where?”
I brought him to the front door and opened it a crack, showing him the brass decorative bell that had hung in the same place for as long as we’d owned the house.
“What should I ring it with?”
“I don’t know. Your gun? A pan? Something metal.”
He stepped out on the front porch and raised his gun, ready to bring it crashing down, but I reached out and grabbed his elbow to stop him.
“What the hell are you doing?” I whisper-yelled.
“Testing it,” he said, innocently.
“Oh, so you can wake up the raiders and let them know we’re open for business?”
Peter grimaced and then whispered, “Oh. Yeah. That was dumb.”
I shook my head. “Get back inside, ding-a-ling.”
After taking a pee break and brushing my teeth with the tiniest speck of toothpaste I could manage, I left the house, sticking to the edges of abandoned cars and bushes as much as possible. I made it over to the Brown’s place without being seen.
I went through their house and the four next to it, checking every cupboard and under every bed and couch I could find. I even went up into their attics, already stiflingly hot. They would have been impossible to go in later in the day when the raiders were normally active, so there was a chance I could find something there that had not yet been discovered.
When I returned to my house a little over an hour later, I had less than half a backpack full of stuff.
“What’d you get?” asked Peter, his eyes gleaming. I couldn’t blame him for his excitement - it was kind of like a treasure hunt. Except for the danger of possibly being discovered and attacked, it was fun.
“Well, I got a camping lantern, the oil kind - found it up in an attic. There’s lots of oil in it still, plus there was an extra can too.”
“Cool.”
“I got four cans of mini-ham from the back corner of a cupboard someone had missed.”
“Nice,” he said, turning one of the cans around to read the ingredients.
I shook my head silently - as if
ingredients even matter anymore.
“Don’t shake your head at me,” he said.
“Why not? You’re being goofy.”
“How do you know it wasn’t some weird bio-engineered food that killed all the adults off?”
“Because we ate the same things as them and we’re all still here, maybe?” I said in a way that suggested he was the dummy, not me.
“Maybe it’s an ingredient that kids are resistant to but adults aren’t.”
“Whatever. It’s only a few cans and we’re not likely to find many more of them. Even Costco and Walmart have been cleaned out at this point.”
“How do you know?”
I shrugged. “I don’t. It’s just an educated guess. If I lived closer to one, it’s where I would have gone first.”
“What else did you get?”
I pulled out a bag of rice and a box of spaghetti. “This is it.”
Peter smiled. “A spaghetti dinner.”
“I’m so sick of pasta I could puke,” I grumbled.
“Well, that’s too bad. It’s good carbs for when we’re riding bikes, and it’s easy to make. If we could ever figure out how to make flour, we’d be able to make pasta ourselves. Or something that looked kind of like it.”
“I prefer tortillas.”
“Whatever. We’ll worry about that when we get settled. Now it’s my turn to go out.” Peter stood up straighter and tucked his gun down the front of his baggy pants. The huge handle hanging over the edge was the only thing keeping it from falling down his pant leg; but it was so heavy, it was pulling his pants down partway.
“You need a holster. Start with the house just on the west side of this one, plus the four next ones. The guy two doors down was a cop. Maybe he has a holster in his bedroom somewhere.”
“Okay. Who else lived in those houses? Maybe I can focus on finding certain things.”
“I don’t know. An old man lived next to him. I never talked to him. He was a little strange. The others? I have no clue. I wasn’t the most social of neighbors. Neither was my dad.”
Peter said nothing until he got to the front door. “I bet you wish you were more social back then, when you had neighbors to be social with.” And then he walked out.
I thought about what he said, moving towards my kitchen window to watch him walk over to the next door neighbor’s house. He wasn’t trying at all not to be seen. That gun was giving him a false sense of security. I was going to have to remedy that when he got back.
As I waited for him to return, I tried to decide if I was feeling regret over not being more social in the past. Would my outcome be any different now if I’d been friendlier to the neighbors? If I’d gone down and talked to the crazy old guy who was always out in his yard, talking to his fluffy, white toy poodle, Buster, all the time? No. They would have been just
more people to say goodbye to.
Socializing brought on friendships, and friends were too easily lost to death’s whims now. It wasn’t worth it. I had to conserve what little sanity I had by making the conscious decision not to drown in misery over the loss of people I’d never get back.
I puttered around the house, nervously checking the windows every five minutes, until I heard a noise at the front door. I ran over and put my ear to the wood, listening for signs that it was Peter.
“Bryn?” he whispered.
“Yeah,” I said, getting ready to open the door. But then I hesitated. “Are you alone?” I didn’t know what I was expecting to hear him say, but it wasn’t this.
“Not exactly.”
My hand hesitated on the lock, not sure now if I should open it. If there was a canner with him, would he tell me? Or would they somehow force him to get me to open the door without him being able to warn me. Or would he even want to warn me? Maybe he was a canner himself, and all of his poor-me routine was just a ruse to get me to lower my guard.
I laughed at my paranoia. As if my one remaining bag of noodles and my starving hundred-pound-body were anything to get excited about. There were much easier meals to find around here. Everyone from this neighborhood knew I wouldn’t go down without a fight. But then again … Peter wasn’t from this area.
“Is it safe to open up?”
Peter huffed out a breath of frustrated air. “Of course it is, you idiot. And hurry up. This guy is heavy.”
Guy? I wished like hell I had a peephole. Instead, I got my gun ready, bringing it level with the edge of the opening. I unlocked the door and flung it open, holding the gun out in front of me with stiff arms.
“Don’t shoot,” said Peter in a tired voice, standing on the front stoop holding a dirty, gray-brown mass of tangled cotton that looked like a badly used mop head.
The mop head moved.
It squirmed a little.
And then it barked.
 
* * *
 
“Oh, hell no, you are not bringing that thing in here,” I said, as Peter brushed past me to move into the front hall.
“Be quiet and shut the door. You’ll wake up the raiders.”
I shut the door as I yelled at him in a low tone. “What the hell were you thinking, Peter? We can’t take this dog with us! He’ll bark his head off!”
“Exactly,” said Peter, pulling the backpack off his shoulders. It wasn’t totally empty and had at least one can in it. I could hear it hit the floor as he lost his grip on the strap and let the bag go, reaching down to calm a shivering poodle. “His collar says his name is Buster.”
“Yeah, I know his name.” I’d heard his crazy owner calling to him many times. I glanced down at the mutt, and he looked up at me with his big brown eyes, barely visible behind matted, raggedy hair clumps. I felt my heart begin to soften, so I looked away. We couldn’t afford to get all mushy over a stupid dog that was only going to get us killed.
“I couldn’t just leave him there. He would have died.”
“Well, he’s managed to survive for months on his own. I hate to think about how he’s done that.” Visions of my old neighbor being eaten by his own poodle made me feel like laughing and barfing at the same time. It was funny in a very, very sick way.
“He wasn’t eating his master, if that’s what you mean. The old man who lived there had spread about twenty huge bags of dog food out all over the place.” Peter rubbed the dog under the chin. “The little guy had managed to dig holes into them and eat the food little by little until most of it was gone.” Peter started baby-talking then. “He did all his poo-poo and pee-pee in a back bedroom … didn’t you, Buster? Didn’t you big boy?”
“Was there any left? Dog food, I mean?” I wasn’t opposed to eating dog food, even though I knew it was made of pieces parts and probably a healthy dose of horse meat, too.
“Not much. I have it in the bag.”
I grabbed the backpack, looking inside. There were several canned goods, a plastic bag of what felt like dog food, and a small book. I pulled the book out and turned it over in my hands. It was more a journal than anything, and it had a piece of paper sticking out of it.
“What’s this?”
“Open it and see,” said Peter, softly. He gently pushed clumps of hair out of Buster’s eyes, which went right back to where they had been, despite his efforts.
I walked over to the kitchen, pulling the paper out as I went. I reached into a drawer absently, taking the scissors from inside and walking back to hand them to Peter. “Cut his stupid hair.”
The paper was actually an envelope. I turned it over and saw that it had my name on it.
“What the hell?” I said to no one. Why did that old guy have an envelope with my name on it in his house? I looked at Peter, suspiciously. “Did you do this? Is this some kind of joke, so I’ll agree to keep the dog?”
Peter shook his head, still not meeting my eyes. “No. I found it on his kitchen counter, near the phone. He had a stack of papers there, but this is the only thing that had your name on it.”
I turned it over, noticing that it wasn’t sealed. The paper inside was crisp and white, the writing done with blue ink, in old-fashioned script, the careful and precise penmanship making it seem almost like a work of art. His note took up the entire page.
Dear Bryn, I wish I could open this letter by saying ‘I hope you are well,’ but it seems almost foolish to assume that this could be the case. If you are reading this, it is most likely because I have met my end and you are alone in this world without your father to care for you. I don’t know why God has seen fit to bring this disaster down upon the heads of our youth, but it is what it is and I can do nothing to stop it. It is my sincerest wish, however, that I could do even a little something to make your new life better for you. You and I never met or talked, but your loving father came to me before his death to ask that I watch over you and do what I could to help you. I have no children of my own, other than Buster, and my lovely wife died many years ago. I know that when I go, I will worry very much about Buster, maybe not as much as your father worries for you, but enough that it causes me sleepless nights. It is with this in mind that I leave for you this journal, filled with everything I could remember of my days in the army, serving in Europe during World War II. It would be foolish for us to believe that you will not need to know battle tactics in your new world. I know your father has prepared you as best he could, to fight and protect yourself. We’ve talked many times about you, he and I, and it is clear, he loves you more than life itself. In closing, I would ask that if my dear Buster is still alive, that you do what you can to care for him. He is a sweet soul and is generous with his love. And I think both you and he might end up needing each other. One can never have too many friends nor too many tail wags in her life. With kindest regards, your neighbor, George Winterstone.
I was crying halfway through the letter and had to turn away from Peter to read the rest. I walked over to the counter and put the letter and journal down when I was finished reading, trying to get myself together. But all I could think about was my dad and how he and this neighbor had worked together before they died to try and help me survive. I was overcome with emotion, lost in a dark and deep sea of memories that made me feel like I might drown in despair.
And then I felt something cold and tickly on my ankle. I looked down through my haze of tears and saw a gray mop on the floor with a pink tongue hanging out of it. Buster leaned in and licked my ankle again, looking up at me when he was done with his brown eyes, now much easier to see without the clumps of hair hanging in them.
I didn’t think about it, I just did it - I scooped him up and held him to my chest, burying my face in his fur for a few seconds while I cried a few more tears.
I abruptly stopped when I realized how awful he smelled, jerking my head back and grimacing while gasping for fresh air. My sadness had evaporated instantly to be replaced by disgust.
“Holy Jesus, what on earth do you smell like, Buster?”
Buster got excited about hearing his name and wiggled like mad, struggling to give me a lick on the face.
“Oh, God, no! No kisses to the face, Buster. Oh, please, help me, Peter … he stinks to high heaven!”
“I think it’s rotten snails,” offered Peter. “Dogs like to roll in decomposing things. He had access to his back porch.”
“Oh, gag,” I said, holding Buster away from me and putting him back on the ground. He was alternately dancing in circles and jumping up on my leg.
“I think he likes you,” said Peter, grinning stupidly.
“Stop smiling at me like that. He can’t stay.” I tried to sound all firm and angry, but it wasn’t working. Buster was a complete idiot. He would not quit spinning in circles. “Stop twirling, you jerk.”
Peter laughed. “You can’t call a dog a jerk.”
“Why not? He’s acting like one. Getting all smelly like that and tricking me into picking him up.”
Peter snapped his fingers to get Buster’s attention, successfully convincing him to come over for more grooming. “How did he trick you? He’s just a poor little dirty doggy, aren’t you Buster? Aren’t you? You need a bath. Wanna go in the pool?”
Buster responded by increasing the speed of his tail-wagging by eighty wags a second.
“He tricked me with his eyes,” I accused. “Look at them. And that ankle licking thing.”
“He’s just a doggy woggy, aren’t you, Buster? A doggy woggy loggy?” Peter was baby talking again and Buster was eating it up. “Wanna go in the pooley wooley?”
“Stop, Peter, before I come over there and put you both out of your misery.”
Peter picked Buster and the scissors up. “I’m going to go give him a good grooming. Be back in an hour.”
“Don’t make any noise,” I grumbled. Now I was going to have to figure out how the hell we were going to make it to safety with a barking spastic poodle as part of our group.
 
* * *
 
I had to admit. Buster looked a hell of a lot better bald. Or nearly so.
“Damn, Peter. You cut so much off, he looks like a newborn mouse. His skin is pink!”
Peter shrugged, obviously unconcerned. “His hair was matted all the way to the roots. I tried to comb it out, but it was hurting him too much. I figured we’d start from scratch and try to keep him brushed out.”
I eyed him suspiciously. “What comb did you use?”
“The one in your bathroom.”
“Dammit, Peter, you can’t use my comb on the dog!”
“Why not?” he asked me, his voice all full of innocence.
“I can’t believe I even have to explain this to you … because I use it on my hair, dummy.”
“Your hair isn’t any cleaner than his is.”
He had a point there.
“I could cut yours if you want,” he suggested.
I pointed my finger at him threateningly. “You stay away from me with those things. I like my braid, and I’m pretty sure I’d be ugly bald.”
“Fine. You should put a feather in it or some beads or something.”
I laughed and shook my head at him. “You are so gay.”
Peter smiled. “So.”
“Hand ‘em over, Rover. I don’t trust you not to give me a mohawk while I sleep.” I held out my hand out for the scissors, which he willingly turned over.
“I’m serious about the feather. We’re going to be living off the land and learning how to do what the indians did. You’ve got the right bone structure to do the whole beads and feather in the braids thing.”
“Whatever you say, Peter. I think instead of making fashion decisions for me you should start working on training that dog not to bark.”
“Oh, he’s already been trained. George left a list of instructions for Buster detailing all the things he can do. Apparently, poodles are one of the smartest breeds there are - for small dogs anyway.”
“Pfft. I’ll believe that when I see it.”
“Come on, Buster,” said Peter. “Let’s go work on your skills. We’ll show that meany wienie beanie who’s the smart one and who’s the ding-dong, won’t we? Won’t we?” His voice kept getting higher and higher, sending Buster into spasms of delight. “Won’t we Buster Wuster Muster? Colonel Mustard in the library? With a rope with a dope? And a board game for doggies! Yes! Yes! You are a handsome boy, aren’t you? Aren’t you?”
“Dope is right,” I said to no one, the two of them already out of earshot. Normally that kind of nonsense baby-talk made me crazy; but hearing it now almost made my life feel normal. Another human being was standing in my house goo-gooing over a silly dog, like I’d seen people do a thousand times in other places.
I picked up George’s journal and began reading.
Within the first few sentences I was hooked. George could tell one hell of a story. He started out with his recruitment and detailed things he learned in basic training and then things he learned while out in the field. He’d actually been sent overseas and had killed people, nearly dying himself of the cold and starvation before finally being wounded so badly he was sent home.
I went over and put his journal with the other books we’d be taking with us. I had the absurd desire to put it in my pocket instead, but fought against the sentimental feelings. I looked at its smooth leather cover, thinking about the man who’d taken the hours to sit down and hand-write all of that information for me, in exchange for watching out for the little guy he loved. I sighed, knowing that Buster was now a part of my club. Or my group. Or maybe even my family. I really didn’t know what we were at this point, but I knew at least that I wasn’t alone. And it felt good.
 
* * *
 
Peter convinced me that we could both sleep without fear of attack, now that we had Buster with us. He said that all dogs had a natural instinct to protect their pack, and we were now part of Buster’s pack. At the time Peter said that, I’d looked down at the fuzzy pink thing that was now defining my place in this world, and laughed.
Pack, my butt, I’d thought. This is the sorriest pack I’ve ever seen - a social misfit, a seventy pound fruitcake, and a smelly pink mouse-dog.
A few hours later, Peter and I were startled awake by the ferocious pink mouse-dog barking at the front window. I kicked out of my sleeping bag and grabbed for the gun next to me. I couldn’t see anything in the dark.
“What is it?” whispered Peter, panic in his sleepy voice.
“Someone’s trying to get in. Stay here!” I found the gun and jumped up, taking off for the front of the house, towards my living room.
As soon as I got there, I saw that someone had broken the window, and was reaching up to unlock it from outside. There was just enough light from the moon and stars to see that the raider’s hand had a gardening-type glove on it to protect it from the shards of glass.
I held up my gun and yelled, “Get the hell out of my house or I’m going to blow your friggin head off!”
The hand froze. Then I heard whispering. “Shit, man, you said no one was here!” The hand pulled out of the window and sounds of scrambling around followed.
I could see some forms moving but no faces. Another voice came out of the dark, this one mean and growling.
“All we want is your food. Give it to us and we’ll go away.”
“No. I don’t have any to give. But I do have a gun, and I don’t mind sharing some of my bullets. I’ll put ‘em right in your brain, that way they’ll be easy for you to carry.”
“You think you’re funny, bitch? I’ve got a gun too.”
I ducked away from where I’d been standing, taking a spot just behind the edge of the wall. Depending on what kind of gun he had, that bit of wood and drywall might not make any difference, but it made me feel safer.
“Just get the hell out of here,” I said loudly, trying to sound tough. The rest of my warning was drowned out by the sounds of Buster barking in another part of the house.
“Bryn! They’re at the back door too!” yelled Peter.
I heard glass breaking.
“Shoot their asses!” I yelled.
The figures in my front window took off, yelling and calling out to each other.
A loud BOOM! shook the walls of my house and set my eardrums to ringing. The muffled sounds of shattering glass and screams rent the air. They sounded like they were far off, even though I knew they weren’t. I shook my head, trying to get the rest of my hearing back.
I quickly gave up trying, and left the front of the house to go back to the family room where I had left Peter. I could see him now, in the light of the moon that was shining in through the big hole in my back door - the one that used to be covered in panes of glass but was now just a half-door on the bottom with a simple frame on top. He was lying on the ground over our sleeping bags, unconscious. The sounds of the raiders disappeared into the darkness, farther down the street. They had retreated, at least for now.
Buster came trotting over, sitting down next to Peter’s face to lick him. I was worried about him, but patting him down all over his chest and neck to see if he’d been shot revealed no blood anywhere but on his forehead; and I was pretty sure it was from his gun hitting him rather than a bullet, since there wasn’t any hole. The dummy had knocked himself out with his own weapon.
I got up and walked over to the door, looking tentatively out of the giant hole. There was a kid lying on the ground out in the weeds of my yard. He wasn’t moving but a gurgling sound was coming up from his chest. I was kind of bummed at that point to find that my hearing had returned to normal. His death gasps sounded wet and disgusting, continuing for a few seconds before finally stopping with one last, faint wheeze. My heart spasmed for second.
“Holy shit,” I whispered, “you killed him, Peter.”
Peter didn’t hear me. He was too busy being unconscious, and I was glad for him. I’m not sure he would have been able to handle this part.
I stepped outside the back door, shoving it hard against the kid’s legs to get it open. I crept up to him as quietly as I could, grabbing him by the arms and dragging him over to the side of the house. We weren’t going to have time to bury him or do anything else with him for that matter, but I didn’t want him blocking access into and out of my house. The idea of eating him flitted through my mind and made me almost vomit on his bloody chest. No matter how hungry I got, I knew that cannibalism was never going to be an option for me. There were just too many other things I knew I could find. Hell, I could go live in an orange grove and eat oranges for the rest of my life. Anything but another human being.
I went back inside and locked the door. It seemed silly, now that there was a hole in it so big someone could climb right through, but I felt safer anyway. Plus we had Buster the wonder dog watching over his lame-ass pack.
I sat down next to Peter, determined to stay awake until sunrise, watching over him and the hole in my door. I felt his pulse and it was beating nice and strong with a steady rhythm, making me feel a lot better about his prospects.
Buster came over and climbed into my lap, giving me a few licks on the hand before resting his chin on my forearm. I absently petted his fuzzy back as he snored softly, trying to figure out how we were going to get the heck out of there with Peter’s injury and our piles of crap, before those raiders came back to finish the job they’d started or get revenge for their fallen comrade.
Lines from George’s journal haunted me as I waited for the sun to come up.
 
* * *
 
I looked up at Peter to ask him a question and tried not to laugh at his face. He had a huge bruise on his forehead with a knot the size of a ping pong ball in center of it.
“Stop laughing at me. It’s rude.” He was busy pushing things into his backpack.
“No, stop, you’re doing it wrong,” I said, trying not to sound frustrated. He was useless at this part of our planning. My dad’s training was earning huge points from me today. “You have to conserve space. Condense it down into the smallest footprint possible.” I got a little choked up at the end, hearing my dad’s voice echoing in my own words. I used to get so mad at him saying that over and over. Why did I hate it
so much? I couldn’t remember now.
“I’m trying. I just have a monster headache,” said Peter, slumping to the ground.
I pushed him gently, easily knocking him over. “Lay down. Take a nap. I’ll finish this.”
We’d determined that we had to leave later today. This way, Peter would have one day of recuperation and then we could strike out for the Everglades after. Last night’s fiasco had pretty much made the decision for us.
“The cop a couple doors down didn’t have a holster, but he did have a nice mountain bike. You need to go get it,” said Peter, tiredly.
“I will. Soon. Just let me finish this.”
“No,” said Peter more forcefully. “Go now. The raiders are going to be coming out soon. They were out late last night, but they’re not going to sleep forever.”
He was right. “Fine.” I looked at the dog. “Buster, watch Peter.”
Buster responded by doing his doggy dance and wiggling so hard I was afraid he was going to pee.
“God, just relax, would you? I’m just talking to you, ding-dong.”
Buster made some high pitched whining sounds and then let out a sharp, quick bark.
Peter smiled. “He’s telling you to go, that he’ll take care of me.”
“You talk poodle now. Awesome.” I stood. “I think that .357 to the forehead might have caused just a teensy bit of brain damage.”
“Just go get the dumb bike. And don’t get killed on your way.”
“Here,” I said, laying his gun on his chest. “Try not to knock yourself out again. I don’t think your puny skull could take another hit like that.”
“I’ll hold it lower next time.”
“No, stiffen your arms next time, spaz. We don’t need you adding a cracked rib to your list of injuries.”
I got up to leave the room, and Buster went to follow me.
“No, dummy, stay with him. He needs you more than I do.”
Buster looked at Peter and then at me for a second.
I gestured at Peter again. “Stay!”
Buster went back to Peter and laid down next to him.
I nodded in appreciation of the training Buster had apparently not forgotten, and left the room, tucking my own gun in the back of my pants as I walked to the front door.
I waited a few seconds to take two deep breaths and let them out, slowly calming myself before going outside. Everything seemed like it had higher stakes now. People were breaking into my house with guns and threatening to kill me. Peter had put a huge hole in one of them. And one unfortunate soul was currently getting ready to rot on the side of my house because he couldn’t take no for an answer or read my note on the front door that said to stay the hell away. This bike was the last thing I was going out to get before I left here for good.
I opened the door and nearly gagged at what I saw there. I took two steps back, forgetting that I shouldn’t just be standing there with the door wide open. But I was too stunned to reason properly and do the smart thing.
Sitting on my front porch was a gray skinned, brown-haired thing, its eyes open and staring at my knees.
Someone had chopped off the head of the kid Peter had killed and left it for me to find at the front door - a grisly warning that took me less than a second to fully appreciate. It was a promise of retribution staring out at me from the dead eyes of the boy who’d died too young, all because he was hungry and desperate enough to try and steal from me.
I took deep gulping breaths and fought my instincts to slam the door, instead carefully closing it and slowly moving the deadbolt back into place.
I ran back to the living room and dropped down on my knees next to Peter, jiggling his shoulder roughly. Buster just watched me curiously.
“Peter! Get up! We have to leave now!”
“What’d you say?” he said, confusion all over his face, his speech sounding slurred. “What time is it? How long have I been sleeping?”
“They friggin cut someone’s head off and put it on the doorstep!” I nearly screeched, trying to keep my emotions under control, but losing it anyway. “It’s the kid you shot! They cut his head off!”
Peter sat up, now suddenly very wide awake, pressing his hands to his mouth, his eyes looking around the room. When they finally stopped on mine he whispered through his fingers, “That’s what they did with my sister. They’re eating the rest of him, I guarantee it.”
“Wwwhat?!” I whispered, so freaked out I could barely get the word out.
He dropped his hands and used them for leverage to stand. “The canners are here, Bryn. They’re here in your neighborhood.” His face was white, with probably no more color to it that mine had right now.
“Come on,” I said, jumping up, trying to get a handle on myself. My ears were ringing from my sky-rocketing blood pressure, and my hands and legs were shaking with the adrenaline rush; it was pumping through my veins to reach my heart and every other part of my body. “Go get your damn bike. Climb over the fence and bring it around back. I’ll help you get it over.”
Peter stood. “Wouldn’t it be easier for me to ride it over on the street?”
I looked at him like he was nuts. “Wouldn’t it be easier for them to see you and eat you, you mean?!”
“You have a point there.”
“You’re damn right I do. Now go. Get your bike. I’m going to the cop’s place to get his. Bring your gun. Shoot anything that moves. Put bullets in your pockets. And Peter,” I grabbed his arm and squeezed it hard, “for the love of God … don’t knock yourself out again.” I pulled him into a quick hug, not even thinking about it before I did it.
“I’ll try not to,” he said, patting me on the back and then pulling away to walk out the back door.
I watched as he stepped over the pool of gooey dried and stinking blood on the slate step. He didn’t even look down; he just kept on walking to the fence.
I ran to the front door and swallowed with effort. I was going to have to walk around the head to get out of my yard.
I inched the door open, almost wishing it wouldn’t be there anymore, but quickly realizing how stupid that would be - since it would mean the canners were here right at this very second, moving severed heads around like chess pieces.
It was still there. Looking at me. Blaming me for its current situation.
I slowly inched out the door, shutting it behind me as quietly as I could. I ducked down, using the bushes to hide my form as much as possible. Peering out between the leaves, I tried to see if there was any movement coming from the houses or yards around me, pulling my gun out of my waistband as my eyes scanned back and forth. I almost felt sorry for anyone dumb enough to show his face right now. I wasn’t going to hesitate; my new rule was to shoot first and ask questions later. Or just not ask any questions at all.
After confirming as best I could that I was alone, I left the safety of my front porch and snuck two doors down to the cop’s house. The front door was wide open and had a big brown X on its inside surface, which had me freaking out all over again. But even the canners had to have enemies - other canners - so I figured if they were here, the door would be shut. I didn’t even want to guess what that X meant.
I made my way quietly through the kitchen that was in front of the house to the door leading into the garage.
The bike was hanging from hooks in the ceiling. I crept over and grabbed a folding chair on my way; it was too high up for me to reach otherwise. I had to put my gun back in my pants to get the bike down, and panicked the entire time that someone was going to come in while I had that heavy weight in my hand with no way to go for my gun.
As soon as the bike was on the ground, I took my gun out again. I put my two hands on the handlebars, trying to balance the weapon on top. I practiced a few times, moving my first finger from the top of the handlebar to the gun’s trigger, seeing if I could do it fast enough to shoot if I were surprised by someone. Once I felt confident that I would be able to, I started wheeling the bike out of the garage and through the house.
I got halfway through the kitchen when I smelled something. Within a split second, my brain processed how very wrong that odor was - wrong because it smelled good, and not like rotting bodies. It was like something from the past. A cookout.
I propped the bike on the edge of the kitchen counter and tiptoed over to the sliding glass doors that led out to the pool area of the house. I could see that the cop had one of those big, stainless steel gas barbeque grills set up in his yard, with a big table and bench seats nearby. It was next to the pool that had several cushioned lounge chairs around it.
The first thing I noticed were the bodies - sleeping ones on the lounge chairs. There were five that I could count, all guys.
The next thing I noticed was the food on the table. It was charred and broken into several pieces, much of it just bones. But even so, I could see what it was. Or rather, who it had been. I was now willing to bet that the kid with a .357 bullet in his chest was no longer on the side of my house.
I backed away from the glass, trying to keep the bile from rising up into my throat, when I butted up against something. Something warm.
“Well, hello there,” said a deep, gravelly voice. I recognized it instantly as the one that had been outside my window the night before.
I swung around, but not in time to keep the guy from taking my gun out of my waistband.
“Going somewhere?” he asked, smiling, holding up the gun and aiming it at my chest.
His teeth were dark yellow with flecks of black things in between, and his hair hadn’t been washed in months. A long time ago he might have been handsome, but not anymore. His eyes were way too bright, his skin red and scaley-looking with patches of acne breaking out all over it. And the dried blood all over the front of his clothes told me who had been in charge of the canners’ barbecue last night.
“You stay the hell away from me, you friggin canner.”
“Sorry, but that’s not going to be possible. You’re being cordially invited to join us for … breakfast.” His smile disappeared and he raised the gun up to my face, turning his hand sideways like some kind of thug gangster did in the movies. “Go outside.” He gestured towards the sliding back door with his chin.
My brain did a quick calculation. There were six of them and one of me. I could take this guy, I knew it, but not all of them at once. They’d been eating a lot of protein, and I hadn’t had much at all in months, except for the few beans I’d eaten. My bodyweight was at an all-time low, and I’d foolishly let my training regimen get too lax.
I was on the balls of my feet, my hands raising of their own accord, my years of training and discipline taking over. My father’s voice was in my head now, coaching me as my eyes took in the subtle clues that told me what my enemy was going to do the split second he’d made his decision to do it.
He stepped towards me, and I met him quickly and forcefully, giving him no chance to react, kicking my foot out sharply to catch him in the knee.
It twisted sideways, just as I had intended, throwing him off balance and hopefully giving him an intense amount of pain. He grunted, loud enough to wake his friends, so I knew I only had a few seconds to end this game.
Before he could get fully upright, I kicked the gun out of his hand, sending it across the room. It hit the wall with a loud thud.
He tried to swing out at me with a sloppy punch, but his knee threw him off balance. He lacked all but the most primitive fighting skills, making him an easy take-down.
I gave him a harsh jab to the larynx, collapsing his throat and causing him to reach up to try and help himself breathe. I took the opportunity to kick him square in the balls as hard as I could.
Practitioners of krav maga know one thing: you do what you need to do to win. Nothing is tabu, and there is no mercy for the enemy.
He fell down right where he stood, completely immobilized and unable to breathe. I kicked him hard in the temple to send him into temporary oblivion so he wouldn’t be able to call out to his friends any more than he already had. I stopped short of killing him because I wasn’t comfortable with it when he hadn’t actually tried to kill me yet. I was okay with murder in self-defense, but right now, it didn’t feel right to go that far.
I looked up quickly on my way to retrieve my gun to check on the status of the other canners. They were all still sleeping. For the first time I also noticed that there were empty liquor bottles and beer cans all over the place. The idiots were sleeping off a drunken night of partying and friend-eating.
Good. Gives me time to get the hell out of here. I looked down at the guy I’d knocked out, deciding that he might not be immobilized long enough with a ball shot and a kick to the temple.
I ran over to the television and grabbed the cord that was plugged into the wall along with two other cords that hooked the DVR to the TV and some other device. Leaning over, I felt my dad’s ring hit me in the chin. It made me feel stronger, less a victim.
I used one set of cords to tie his hands, another for his feet, and the last for his mouth, which I secured after shoving one of his dirty socks in first. I nearly gagged at the smell of it, but didn’t doubt for one second that I was doing the right thing. This guy would have raped me and possibly eaten me if he could have. The fact that he’d eaten one of his own friends told me he was no longer human.
“A bunch of friggin zombies is what you guys are,” I said to the unconscious scumbag.
After I tested the knots and decided they were tight enough, I left, grabbing the bike and running it out of there as fast as I could without tripping. I didn’t bother checking for onlookers or people spying, only worried about getting the hell out of this neighborhood now overrun with cannibals.
I kicked the disgusting severed head out of the way and burst through the front door, sending Buster into fits of barking. I dropped to my knees, gathering him in my arms, whispering, “Shhhhhh, you idiot! It’s just me!”
Peter came over quickly, saying, “I got the bike to the edge, but I can’t lift it!”
“Come on,” I said loudly, grabbing his elbow as I jumped up to run to the back of the house.
“What happened?” he asked, already out of breath from me rushing him out on his bike retrieval mission.
“The canners are at the cop’s house, and they ate that guy you shot. We have to get the hell out of here now.”
“What?!” yelled Peter.
I swung around and frowned at him, whispering, “Shut up, you idiot! Do you want them to hear you?”
Peter clamped his hand over his mouth, shaking his head silently.
I grabbed the top of the fence and vaulted myself over it, giving hardly any thought to the nearly super-human strength I’d just displayed. I grabbed the bike that was waiting on the other side and threw it over the fence in the spot I prayed Peter wasn’t standing. Then I launched myself back over one more time.
“Holy crap, Bryn. Are you Wonder Woman now, too?”
“Adrenaline. It’s not going to last forever. Come on, let’s go!”
I grabbed the bike and ran it into the house, its wheels barely touching the ground.
I fast-packed our backpacks with Peter working as my assistant. I shouted out items and he handed them to me, rushing around the room to grab things as fast as he could. I had both backpacks done in less than three minutes.
“Try it on,” I said.
Peter couldn’t even get it on his back himself. I stood behind him and lifted it up, waiting for him to get the straps over before letting go. He nearly collapsed under its weight.
“Try this one instead,” I said.
I’d thought they were the same weight but for some reason this second pack didn’t have the same effect on him. It was mine, and made for long distance hiking.
“It’s better,” he assured me. “I’ll take this one. After I put on more weight, we can switch.”
“Don’t worry about it, Lancelot,” I said. “Just get your bike and let’s go.”
“But what about Buster?” he asked.
We both looked down at the fuzzy pink thing who was looking up at us with the happiest face a dog could possibly have. He’d just heard his name, and apparently to Buster, that always meant good things. His tail was wagging like mad, making his whole butt wiggle.
“Hold on,” I said, letting a frustrated sigh escape me. I rushed to my bedroom and rummaged around in an old toy box my dad had bought for me when I was five. I grabbed the bag that was in there and came out, dropping down to squat near Buster.
“A Hello Kitty backpack?”
“Shut up. It’s old. It’s all I have.”
“You’re going to carry Buster around in a Hello Kitty backpack,” he said. “Why can’t I have a camera for things like this?” he asked the air around him.
I shoved Buster into the bag when he refused to go willingly. He poked his head out of the top as I zipped it most of the way up and strapped it to the front of me. Buster took the opportunity while my hands were busy to lick my lips.
“Buster, no lip licking!” I growled as I wiped his dog saliva off with the back of my hand. “Gross.”
“He’s kissing you … awwww, that’s so sweet! He likes Hello Kitty as much as you do.”
I gave Peter the stink-eye. “Keep it up and you’re going to be the Hello Kitty commando, got it?”
“Yes, Sir!” he saluted. “I mean, Ma’am!”
I grabbed the heavier backpack and put it on, grunting with the weight, fearing I wasn’t going to get very far with it on. It was a good thing we only planned to move a few hours a day.
“Ready?” asked Peter.
I looked around my family room, taking everything in. My eye landed on the photo of me and my dad in the Everglades. I walked over and slammed the frame down on the edge of the table, breaking the glass. I pulled the picture out and folded it up, sticking it in the pocket of my jeans.
“Now I am.”
I paid little attention to the blue stain that was left behind on the frame’s backing piece. It had rubbed off of the picture that was now in my pocket. It briefly reminded me how my dad liked to put details on the back of every photo he developed, so we’d remember when and where it was taken - as if I’d ever forget.
We wheeled our bikes out the door, avoiding looking at the severed head as best we could. We climbed onto our bikes once we were on the sidewalk and took off, pedaling as fast as we could, headed out of the neighborhood to parts yet unknown. I couldn’t help but look at the cop’s house as we rode by. The brown X which I now knew to be the canner’s invitation to a barbecue, was still on the door, looking so innocent and yet so sinister at the same time.
I wondered if I’d ever get the image of that monster looking at me out of my mind and prayed I’d never see him again.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Four
 
I COULD HEAR PETER PANTING behind me.
“Are we there yet?” he gasped out.
“If you ask me again, I’m going to speed up and leave you behind.”
Buster reached up to lick me again - for the hundredth time in the last half hour that we’d been riding. My chin was totally sticky with dog drool. I tried not to get mad about it since I knew he thought he was doing me a favor.
“Can we just stop for a minute?” he pleaded.
“No. We’re almost there.”
“Where’s there?”
“The army-navy surplus store. They might have something we can use.”
“Ha!” yelled Peter. “As if we could carry more things.”
He had a point, but I had to try. If nothing else, Peter needed replacement shoes. His weren’t going to last very long. They were the kind of sneakers cheerleaders wore, not the kind you could use for walking or hiking any distance.
We rolled into the parking lot a few minutes later. The store was actually just a small warehouse, back in the middle of a bunch of them in a commercial section of town. I could see already that someone had been there before us; the glass of the front window was broken and things were strewn about on the ground in front.
I got off my bike and motioned for Peter to do the same. I put Buster’s bag down on the ground, and he ran out of it, dancing around a few seconds before going to lift his leg on a nearby plant.
“I’ll go check it out. You stay out here. Give that fuzzy pink thing some water while you’re at it.” I looked at Peter’s bright red face and heaving chest. “Get your breath back while you wait too, would ya?”
He lifted his hand weakly in agreement, but didn’t say anything.
I was pretty sure he wasn’t even capable at this point. I needed to find some food for him in here if at all possible. The kid had almost zero stamina and definitely no body fat to fuel his exercise.
I picked my way over the rubble, Buster following me closely for a while before running off to check things out on his own. I ignored him and instead focused on finding stuff we might need.
I found some foil packed, dried meals behind the counter - they looked like damaged merchandise or maybe stuff someone had returned. I guess none of the raiders had bothered to look back there, which is why there were still around … lucky for us. I also found mini fishing poles and line and hooks, so I grabbed those. There were three poles, four spools of line and a box of hooks.
I really hit the jackpot when I got to the back part of the store. This place apparently also did some sales in mountain bike and camping supplies.
Buster must have sensed my excitement because he came running back to me all excited, bouncing around while I worked to drag the thing I’d found to the front of the store.
I got to the glass door and said, “Get off your butt and help me.”
Peter jumped up and ran over. “What the heck? … What is that thing?”
“It’s a mini trailer. You attach it to the back of a bike and put your crap in it.”
“Oh my goodness,” he said, jumping up and down and clapping, “it’s like we won the lottery or something!” He couldn’t have looked more gay if he’d tried.
I smiled at his happiness. “Seriously, I think we did hit the lottery. Now put your damn bag in here. Make a spot for Buster Brown too.”
“He’s not Buster Brown. He’s Buster Pink.”
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”
I went back into the store and grabbed the few other things that had caught my eye on the way out, making two trips to get it all. I took a pair of military-style boots for Peter in his size, four pairs of work pants - two for him and two for me, socks, camouflage t-shirts, the last six pairs of work gloves they had, the fishing stuff, the damaged meals, a tiny single-burner camp stove with ten containers of fuel, one frying pan and a pair of tongs. With the things my dad had already made sure I had and this stuff, we were all set.
“Who’s going to tow the trailer?” Peter asked.
“Me for now. When you get more fluffed out, maybe we can trade off.”
“How do we hook it to the bike?”
“I’m not sure. But there are some tools behind the counter and the instructions are here, so we can figure it out. Hurry up, go get them. I don’t want to hang out here any longer than we have to.”
An hour later we finally had the thing hooked up. Peter and I made a good team. He read the directions and handed me tools while I did the work. I’d never really considered myself a handy person before, but doing this made me feel confident. Not only can I escape the clutches of cannibals bent on my destruction, I can also do mechanic-type work. Next project: building a house in the swamp.
“Come on,” I said, dropping the tools into the small trailer. “Let’s go.” I looked at the dog. “Buster, get up in the trailer.”
He just looked at me.
“Get in the trailer, Buster.”
“You have to use hand motions. Show him what you mean,” suggested Peter.
I pointed to the spot in the trailer that had been left empty for him. “Get in there, you stupid, fuzzy, pink thing!”
He jumped into the trailer and wagged his tail at me.
“I swear to God, he’s smiling at me.” I stared at the dog, frowning, worried for my sanity.
“He is. I can see it,” agreed a delighted-sounding Peter.
“Stupid dog.”
“He’s not stupid,” insisted Peter as he climbed on his bike. “He’s brilliant. And brave. Without him we’d be … ”
He didn’t say the rest of his sentence but I knew what he was thinking, so I finished it for him. “We would have been cooked.”
“Exactly,” said Peter quietly, as he rode past me.
I got on my bike and took a few tentative pedals forward. The trailer was surprisingly easy to pull behind me. I turned a few circles around the parking lot and it just followed behind, bumping very little over the cracks and dips in the asphalt.
Peter began talking to the dog again, using his higher-pitched voice. “You like that, don’t you Buster Wuster? Pinky dinky? Doggy woggy loggy?”
“Stop, you’re making me sick to my stomach,” I said, as we wheeled out of the parking lot and back to the road.
“What’s the matter? Is Brynnie winnnie getting angry wangry?”
I aimed my bike for him, narrowly missing and sending him nearly into the ditch.
“Hey! Watch it, lunatic driver!”
“Don’t baby talk at me or I’ll be forced to put you down.”
“You heard that, Buster! She just threatened me with euthanasia!”
Just my luck. I’ve hooked myself to a nutcase poodle-lover
who thinks he can talk to dogs.
I shook my head, ignoring his blather in favor of watching for road signs, looking for the one that would direct us over to Interstate 95.
It was time to head south.
 
* * *
 
We got to the highway forty-five minutes later. We would have gotten there sooner but we mis-read the map twice.
“Finally!” shouted Peter. “We made it!” He was so full of glee, it was hard not to smile.
We took the on-ramp up to the highway surface. I was nervous about being out there this exposed, but it was still relatively early in the day and there was plenty of room to make evasive maneuvers if we were seen by anyone. Plus, there were plenty of abandoned cars to hide behind.
Peter came up beside me. “Why are all these cars here? They don’t have bodies in them.”
We passed by an older Honda, its driver-side door open. “I was wondering the same thing, but then I decided it wasn’t adults who were driving them and just died at the wheel. I think these are cars that kids were driving when they ran out of gas.”
“Ohhhh,” said Peter. “That makes sense. I wonder where they are now. The kids, I mean.”
“Who knows? I just hope they stay the hell away from us.”
“Would it be so bad to have others join our pack?” he asked, looking over at me.
“Yes. No. I don’t know.” It was a tough question I didn’t have a ready answer for. “If they’re cannibals? Yes, obviously it would be bad. But anybody we add is another mouth to feed, another person who could blow our cover … it’s probably not worth it, even if they aren’t canners.”
“But what about … for companionship?” Peter said more softly.
“You’re all the companion I need. You and Buster.” I looked back at the little guy who was now curled in a ball, his head tucked into his side with his eyes closed. The wind ruffled his fuzz a little, making him twitch an ear. I turned back to watch where I was going, swerving to miss a chunk of tire in the road and causing the trailer to rock a little.
“Yeah,” said Peter, “but just me and Buster won’t be enough … not forever. I mean, at some point you’ll want … someone else.”
“Do you mean like for sex?”
Peter’s face turned pink. “Maybe. Or whatever. Kissing. Talking to. Cuddling.”
“God, you are such a chick sometimes,” I teased.
“Shut up. Everyone needs to be cuddled once in a while.”
I wanted to say that I was pretty sure those canners didn’t need to cuddle anymore, but I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t want to spoil the moment.
“Yeah. Maybe,” I agreed. “But right now, all I care about it finding a place where we can settle down.”
“Me too,” said Peter. “And Bryn …,” He cleared his throat, and glanced at me a couple times before continuing. “I just want to say … thanks. Thanks for taking me in and bringing me with you, too. I’m really glad we’re together.”
“You don’t want to cuddle now, do you?”
Peter laughed. “Heck no,” he squeaked. “Not with you.”
“Phew. Good. You had me scared for a second there.”
Peter reached out to slap me, but I easily swerved out of his reach.
“Hands to yourself there … stop trying to flirt with me.”
“Ew. Like I’d flirt with a girl.”
I chuckled and kept pedaling. I was damn glad I’d taken Peter in too, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. It was more fun to let him stew and wonder. He made me wish I hadn’t been an only child. I never realized teasing could be this much fun.
 
* * *
 
It was starting to get hot outside, and hot in Central Florida is its own special kind of misery. Pretty soon we were going to be sweating so much, we’d be unable to keep up with it and fully hydrate ourselves with the few bottles of water we had.
“We need to find somewhere to stop,” I said over my shoulder.
Peter was pumping away at his pedals, his face looking too red for my comfort.
“Good. I’m planning on dropping dead in the first spot of shade we see … it was nice … knowing you,” he huffed out.
“Come on,” I said, smiling at his morbid humor. “Don’t be such a wuss.” All morning long he’d been giving out these one liners that had me laughing. He was good company. “There’s an exit ramp just up there. We can stay under the overpass.” I checked Buster and he seemed happy, his chin hanging over the edge of the trailer and his ears flicking forward and back from time to time as he caught sounds coming from birds or the wind in power lines or palms.
We had rigged a tarp to give him shelter from the sun. Peter had been afraid Buster would get a sunburn - I was more worried about him having a sun stroke. I refused to let Peter put any of our sunscreen on the dog, though. We had to conserve it for ourselves. Buster was just going to have to deal.
We got off the highway that seemed to stretch out forever in front of us and turned around to go under the overpass. The temperature was markedly cooler there in the shade, and the steep, ramped edges gave me a sense of security. If someone wanted to come get us, it was going to be an uphill battle - literally.
We perched the bikes up there on their sides along with the trailer. I wedged the bike pedal making contact with the ramped surface into a small hole, keeping the trailer from dragging the bike down to the bottom.
“Now what?” asked Peter.
“Now we cover ourselves. Or our bikes anyway.”
“What do you mean?” he asked, sitting down and taking a swig from his water bottle. We had three that were full of drinkable water. The other one we planned to use for cooking only.
“Just watch and learn.” I went into one of the backpacks and pulled the large tarp from inside. One side of the tarp was a dull gray and the other various shades of green. I opened it up and put it on top of our bikes and most of the trailer, green side down. I pointed to the corner nearest Peter. “Put your foot on that side.”
He did as instructed.
I walked down the ramp with Buster following me. He looked so funny going down on such a steep incline. I felt sorry for him, so I picked him up to carry him the rest of the way. He had looked like he was afraid he was going to tumble ass over teakettle as my grandma used to say, but it hadn’t stopped him from going with me anyway. He was nothing if not loyal.
Once we got to the bottom, I put him back on his feet and went in search of some rocks. I found four pretty decent sized ones and returned to Peter, leaning into the slope to make my climb with the extra weight easier. Buster was much happier going uphill than he had been going down.
I stretched the tarp back out and placed rocks down on the corners to hold it in place.
“Voilà,” I said when I finished. “Done. Now no one will see us hanging out up here.”
Peter looked down at his red t-shirt. “Uhhhh, yeah.”
“Oh, right. Hold on a sec.” I lifted up the tarp to reach into the backpack one more time. I had seen this t-shirt on the floor in the army-navy store, so I had shoved it in the bag for later. I pulled it out and threw it to him. “Put this one on. Take the other one off. We’ll use it for … bullfighting or something later.”
Peter slowly opened up the camouflage shirt, his eyes taking in the printed slogan on the front of it.
“No way. I am not wearing this.”
I frowned at him. “Listen, life isn’t a fashion show anymore. You can’t afford to be picky. Just put it on. You’re going to call attention to us with that friggin siren of a shirt on.”
“But come on, Bryn. This shirt?” He looked at me, a pained expression on his face.
I shrugged. “It was the only one left. And it’s your size. Just put it on backwards if you can’t handle the words.”
I turned so he could have a little privacy. When I looked back a few seconds later he was pulling it over his head. He had the skinniest chest I’d ever seen. It prompted me to go over to the bags and try to find some food for him. I pulled out one of the damaged meals and walked over, handing it to him. “Eat this. You’re so skinny it gives me a headache.”
He took the food without saying anything, handing me the red shirt in exchange. I quickly folded it up and shoved it into one of the bags. It reminded me that we’d have to find a way to wash our clothes when we got to our destination. If anyone got downwind of either of us they’d smell us coming from a mile away.
I took out a can of beans and popped the top open, tipping the can to my mouth to let a few beans fall in. After I’d had three mouths-full, I handed it over to Peter. “You finish these. I’ve had enough.”
“You have to keep your strength up, Bryn. You can’t give me all the food.”
“I don’t plan to. But that was good enough for me. I think we’re going to go past some orange groves on our way. Maybe we’ll be able to find some trees with fruit on them tonight.” I seemed to remember smelling orange blossoms on our way down, when I went to the Everglades with my dad.
“I think orange season is over.”
I shrugged. “I don’t mind eating overripe fruit.”
Peter didn’t argue. He ate everything I gave him and then drank half his water. “I’m going to take a nap,” he said.
“Good. Me too.” I motioned for Buster to come sit next to me. He climbed up in my lap instead. “Hey, dog. How am I supposed to sleep if you’re in my lap?”
He jumped up a few inches to lick my chin.
“Come here, you goofy mess,” I said, resting on my side and putting him on the ground near my stomach. I brought my knees up to shelter him a little. “No more licking. Just go to sleep.”
Peter and I were back to back now, each of us facing out to one side of the overpass. From my vantage point, all I could see was scrubland and some short trees off in the distance.
“You got your gun?” I asked Peter.
“Yep.”
“Shoot anyone who looks dangerous.”
“Okay,” he said, yawning.
“Buster, you make sure no one gets near us, okay?” I said in a low tone.
Buster took that as in invitation to get up and dance, so I pushed my hand down on his back. “No, sit, you dummy. Stop dancing around.”
“Would you two be quiet? People are trying to sleep over here.”
I bumped Peter’s butt with mine. “Shush. You’re going to blow our cover.”
That was the last thing I remember saying before drifting off into an uncomfortable sleep, tiny pieces of gravel digging into the skin of my arm.
 
* * *
 
A loud clap of thunder woke me from the bad dream I was having of the canner who’d grabbed me after chasing us down on a motorcycle. The thunder had taken on the ominous tones of war drums, beating faster as he got closer and closer. I woke startled, sitting up so fast I almost slid down the ramp.
The tarp had come up on one side. Peter was still asleep and I decided to leave him that way as long as possible. The kid was obviously exhausted.
As the first drops of rain fell, inspiration struck. I quickly got under the tarp and took out the square of plastic and small bucket my dad had bought for me before he left.
Buster followed me over to the edge of the overpass, where I proceeded to try and rig up a water catcher.
I gave up after a few minutes and just sat there in the rain, holding the plastic up and slightly folded on a diagonal, so the water hitting it would drain into the bucket I was holding steady with the insides of my feet. The shower was over in less than an hour, but it had come down hard enough to give me enough water to fill all three bottles with some left over. I poured the extra into the bowl with the permanent straw on it for Buster, who eagerly drank it all up.
I sat there thinking about our next move as Peter slept on, waiting for the humid air to dry me off. It wasn’t working so well. By the time he got up an hour later, I’d mapped out the next couple days of riding but was still pretty damp.
“Hey,” he said, sitting up and stretching. He looked around and then over at me. “What the heck happened to you?”
“I got us some more water.”
“Did you get it from a drainage ditch?”
“Ha, ha, very funny. It rained. I filled up our water bottles. Here.” I handed him a full one.
“Awesome. Thanks.”
I watched him drink half of it in seconds and made a mental note to be sure to get more in the bucket next time. I was feeling better and better about going towards the Everglades. We’d never run out of water or food there. The key would be figuring out how to catch the food. I wasn’t even sure if the fish we’d get there were edible. I wished we had a book about the animals in the swamps - other than just the one we had on snakes.
“So what’s the plan?” asked Peter, his thirst now satisfied. He handed me his bottle, and I put it back in the trailer.
“Well, if we move from four in the morning until nine, we’ll be able to get about fifty miles a day. And we’re about two hundred and fifty miles from where I think we need to be.”
“So about five days of traveling, you think?”
“Something like that. I don’t remember much about the area. I’ve only been there once. I figure we’ll get down there and stop when we find a place that looks good. Maybe once we get closer we can go into a tourist shop with some books that have info or a map of the whole place.”
“The Everglades are pretty big,” said Peter, sounding skeptical.
“I know. But we need to find a specific spot. One that’s hard to reach and has trees to hide a shelter in.”
“How are we going to get into it if it’s hard to reach?”
“Boat?” I suggested.
“I can see you’ve put a lot of time into this plan,” he said sarcastically.
“Yeah, well, how much time have you put into it, smartass?”
“None.” He held up his hand for a high-five. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I appreciate you doing all this for us.”
I begrudgingly slapped his hand back. “The plan is flexible. We’ll just figure it out as we go along. It’s better that way, anyway - if one of us gets caught, we won’t be able to divulge any secrets.”
“Since we don’t have any.”
“Exactly.” I smiled at my unintentional genius.
“Let’s just pray we don’t get taken captive, because the only reason someone would do that would be to … well, you know.”
“Invite you to dinner,” I said.
“Yeah.”
“Do you want to tell me about your sister now?” I tried not to cringe at the fact that I’d just brought up his sister while we were on the topic of being eaten for dinner, but it was impossible. Sometimes my mouth got away from me before I could stop it. “Sorry. That wasn’t cool.”
Peter didn’t seem to mind. His eyes got a far off look to them as he stared off into the distance. “She was twelve. Really small for her age, though. She looked about ten or so. We used to fight all the time. She was always getting into my stuff and I hated it.”
I had no experience with siblings invading my territory, but I could see how it might be irritating.
“We were in Sanford, in our house. We had to bury both of our parents in the back yard. They died on the same day.”
“That’s awful,” I said, meaning it. I had only lost one parent and that was bad enough.
“My sister and I had a hard time moving them out into the yard. We couldn’t stop crying, because we kept worrying that we were hurting them. Isn’t that stupid? I mean, they were already dead. We checked their pulses like a hundred times to be sure.”
I shook my head but said nothing. Even when bodies were dead, if they belonged to people you loved in life, they seemed sacred. I was once again reminded of how grateful I was to my father for doing his dying elsewhere.
Buster went over and sat in Peter’s lap. Tears were dripping down his cheeks and Buster was trying to jump up and lick them. Peter kept him contained by playing with and petting his ears absently as he continued his story.
“After we got them buried, we stayed in the house, living off the things left in the pantry. My mom always made spaghetti on Sundays, just like my aunt, so she had about fifty jars of sauce in the garage. She bought them in bulk at Costco.”
“I loved Costco,” I said wistfully.
“Me too. What I wouldn’t give right now to just live in one. They even have mattresses there.” He sighed and cleared his throat, continuing in a stronger voice now. “Anyway, one day we decided to take a walk down to the convenience store that was near our house, just a few blocks away. We were joking around about getting a slushy, I remember, when we first saw them.”
“Them?” I asked, to fill the silence. Peter was lost in the memories somewhere, and I knew it wasn’t a good place to be. I scooted over and put my hand on his back. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
“No, I do,” he said sternly. “Someone else besides me should know what they did to her. To Lily.” His voice broke at her name.
Buster tried to get up to come over to me, but I pushed him away, sending him back to Peter. He needed the dog more than I did right now.
“As soon as we saw the group of them, we knew they were trouble. They walked in a big group, right down the middle of the street, not caring who saw them. Some of them had baseball bats. One had a gun.”
“Was it the same guys we saw?”
“I don’t know. I doubt it.” He looked at me, fear in his eyes. “I mean, what are the chances they would have taken the same route as me to get to my aunt’s house?”
“Not good,” I assured him. “Practically impossible.”
“Yeah. You’re right.” He stared straight ahead again. “It means there’s more than one gang of them out there, though. Not exactly good news.”
I shook my head in disgust. “They’re like packs of wild animals. Zombies.”
“I used to read zombie books and go to those movies, laughing at the gore.” He smiled bitterly.
“Me too.” I reached over to pet Buster with him. “So what happened then?”
“We took off running. It’s like all they needed to see - it got them excited. They were hollering and cheering, like they were egging each other on. It was a sick game to them. I’ve never been so scared in my entire life.”
Peter grabbed my hand that was petting Buster’s head. I just sat there and let him squeeze it, saying nothing, just listening.
Peter’s voice was wavering badly now. “Lily took my hand, and I saw her face. She was super scared too. And then as we were cutting through one of our neighbor’s yards, she tripped on one of the roots that was sticking up out of the ground and landed on her knees. I tried to help her get up, but she’d twisted her ankle. She couldn’t move.”
I put my other hand on top of his, squeezing now too. I could totally picture the scene, his poor little sister on the ground and the pack of wolves closing in.
“She yelled at me to keep going, but I didn’t want to leave her there.”
“There was nothing else you could do,” I said, firmly. “You had to save yourself.”
“I know,” he said, putting his head down. “But I couldn’t just leave her.”
“What’d you do?” I asked softly.
“I stood there over her, waiting for them to come. She kept grabbing my pant leg, pushing me, screaming at me to leave, but I couldn’t.” He started crying again. “I just couldn’t.”
“How did you live?” I asked. I knew those canners had no souls left. They wouldn’t have just let him go.
“They came and took her from me, dragging her away while she screamed my name over and over and over. One of them punched me in the face and knocked me down, saying I was too skinny to bother with.”
“That’s kind of rude,” I said, without thinking. “Sorry.”
“No. Don’t worry about it. Anyway, they took her away, and I tried to follow, but one of them came back with the baseball bat and swung it at me. So I dropped far behind, following them from a distance. I saw where they took her and then ran back to my house to get my gun.”
“You were going to kick some ass, weren’t you?”
“You’re damn straight I was,” he said bitterly. “I took a whole box of bullets in my pockets and went back to their house.”
He was crying again, more intensely now, small sobs bursting out between the words. “When I got there, though, it was too late. I went around to the back where I could hear their voices …”
I didn’t want to hear the rest of the story. I knew pretty much how it ended, and I knew the details were only going to make the knowing worse. But Peter needed to tell someone, and Buster wasn’t exactly in a position to appreciate its awfulness enough to help Peter feel like he wasn’t alone.
“What did you see?”
“Oh, God, it was awful. My worst nightmare come to life. I saw my sister’s head. On the ground. They were … they were …” His shoulders were quaking now, tears and snot dripping off of his face. “They were cutting her up … and putting her body parts on a big grill! There was blood everywhere!”
I felt the vomit coming up again and swallowed three times in quick succession to keep it down. My salivary glands were working like mad, telling me to get moving so I wouldn’t barf on my friend.
But I couldn’t leave him. I knew he didn’t want to be alone right now - couldn’t be alone right now. He’d seen pretty much the most horrific thing I could possibly imagine a person having to endure. And it had happened to his baby sister.
I put my arm across this back and pulled him in tight to me. “Shhhh, I know it’s awful. I know it’s terrible. Evil stuff. Evil. They’re going to pay.” I had no idea how that was going to happen, but I prayed karma might take care of some of it.
“Oh, they did. Believe me.”
I stopped squeezing him for a minute. “What’d you do?”
“I shot four of them. One right in the face.”
I hugged him again. “Good for you, Peter. I don’t know how you did that without knocking yourself out, but I wish you’d shot all of them in the face. In the nuts too.”
Peter agreed angrily. “Me too. I think I got lucky with not hitting myself. The gun kicked more up instead of back for some reason. I think Lily’s spirit was there helping me.”
“I’ll bet she was too. How’d you get away?”
“I ran like hell while they all ran around screaming … got back to my house, threw my stuff in a bag and took off on my bike.”
“And ended up in my back yard.”
“Yeah. I ended up in your back yard.”
“In your Aunt-who-wasn’t-really-an-aunt’s house.”
He smiled, now a little less angrily. “Yes. In my aunt’s house.”
“The one with the bright red pumps.”
He giggled and sniffed hard, shoving me off of him. “Yes, the one with the pumps.”
I stood up and brushed myself off. “Well, I wish I could say something to make it better for you, Peter, but I just can’t think of anything. If I could, I’d go kill them all for you.”
“I know you would. And for some strange reason, that makes me feel just a tiny bit better.” He looked up at me, his eyes all red and puffy but no longer leaking.
I continued. “All I know is, they’d better never show their ugly canner faces in my Everglades, or they’re going to go down … and it won’t be pretty.”
“Yeah,” said Peter. “Damn straight.”
“Gator bait.”
“I like it,” he said.
“Snakebite victims.”
“Another good idea,” encouraged Peter.
“I’m out of good ideas now, though,” I said, smiling at Peter’s slightly uplifted mood.
“That’s okay, I’m good with those.” He stood up. “I’m gonna go pee.”
“Okay. Stay out of sight.”
“Who’s going to see us out here in the middle of nowhere?” he asked.
I shook my head slowly. “Do we really want to know the answer to that question?”
“No,” he agreed, sad once again. “Probably not.”
I felt bad about reminding him of our precarious position, but it wouldn’t do to go around with a false sense of security, just because we had a couple of guns and a fuzzy pink watchdog.
Buster followed along next to Peter, both of them stopping just at the edge of our ramp to pee out into the bushes. It was comical watching them do it together - Buster with his tiny leg lifted and Peter with his cammo shirt on backwards. I could read the bright white words on it from here: Guns don’t kill people. People kill people.
 
* * *
 
We passed the rest of the day talking about our old schools, our former friends, and the things we had liked to do before the world started falling apart.
It turned out Peter didn’t have a whole lot of friends, nor did he do much outside of school, other than sing and play video games. We had a lot in common - more than we had thought we would.
“I don’t understand why you didn’t have any friends. That’s just ridiculous,” I said, angry at the unfairness of a world that was supposed to have been functioning just fine before it all went to hell in a hand basket.
“I’ve been bullied pretty much since kindergarten. No one likes to be friends with a victim.”
“Why didn’t your parents do something about it?”
“They didn’t know. I lied about a lot of things.”
“Why’d you do that? Why not let them stick up for you?”
“Because I didn’t want them to find out,” he said, his wispy voice going even softer than normal.
“Find out what? That you’re a serial killer?”
“No, jerk. That I’m gay.”
“Why not? Being gay’s not a death sentence anymore. The world has changed.”
“Easy for you to say.”
I shrugged. “I guess.”
“I had a theory that most of the guys who picked on me did it because they were attracted to me and hated themselves for it.” He smiled briefly, almost sadly.
“Interesting. Sick and a little twisted, but interesting.”
“Seriously. I mean, don’t we usually hate things that we recognize in ourselves?”
“I think you’ve wasted a lot of time reading self-help books.”
“Yeah, I probably did. But sometimes thinking that made it easier for me.”
“Didn’t teachers or other students notice?”
“Probably.”
“Why didn’t they do anything about it?”
“I don’t know. I guess they were too busy with their own lives.”
“Pfft. No wonder the world came to an end. Everyone living in it was a bunch of assholes.”
Peter laughed. “I’ve thought that more than once. Like this disease or virus was a giant cleansing of the planet.”
“Yeah, well, it wasn’t a very efficient method. It got rid of the good guys, too. My dad was a good guy.”
“I can tell … by the way you talk about him. You really loved him.”
“I still do. He’s still alive in my head. I hear his voice all the time, telling me to be smart and to practice my martial arts.”
Peter smiled. “I wouldn’t tell too many people that, if I were you.”
“Why?” I scoffed. “What are they going to do? Lock me away? I can do whatever I want without consequences now. I’m totally free.” I gave him a cocky look which I immediately lost at his next statement.
“Be careful. That’s what the canners say to themselves every night before they go hunting.”
I sat down, totally deflated. “Thanks a lot, kill joy, for bringing me back down to our crappy reality.” I stuck my tongue out at him and gave him a raspberry.
“Well, we are going to start a new world out here, a new country or whatever, and we have to hold onto our moral fiber as best we can.”
“Okay, Father Jim.”
“Who’s Father Jim?”
“A guy at this church I went to a couple times. My dad said I should try to experience organized religion in several forms, so I could make an educated choice about whether I wanted to join a church or whatever.”
“What’d you decide?”
“I decided I didn’t like some guy with a big red nose telling me what I was supposed to be thinking and believing. Especially since right after services he went on to break all the rules he’d just laid down for everyone else. They always say not to judge in the sermons and then they go ahead and judge anyway.”
“I was never that thrilled with church either. The one my parents went to didn’t believe gays were born this way. They were big on conversions or whatever.”
“Conversions?”
“Getting gay men to go straight through therapy.”
“A-holes.”
“Yeah. Pretty much.”
“No wonder you didn’t tell your parents.”
Peter shrugged but said nothing.
I guessed from his reaction that I probably should avoid the topic of parents being jerks. Not just now but forever. We were bound to run into other kids eventually, and we all had our baggage - things tied up in the way we had lived with our families and the things we’d seen and done since they’d died and left us here. It was safer to just talk about the future.
“So once we get to our final spot, what do you think we should do?” I asked.
“Well, get shelter for one. Food and water sources. Supplies for contingencies. You do realize we have potential hurricanes to deal with, right?”
“Yeah, don’t remind me. Hurricanes here, tornadoes in the other states, mudslides, avalanches, floods. Nowhere is safe.”
“I guess we need to take a look at our environment and design our lives around it. Then maybe we could risk finding others to join us.”
I fixed him with a stare. “You’re really set on this cuddling thing, aren’t you?”
Peter sighed. “Shut. Up.”
I smiled evilly at him. “Make me.”
Peter reached out to slap me, but I grabbed his arm and twisted it lightly.
“Wrong answer. Try again.”
He whipped his other hand out, faster this time, but I caught it anyway, twisting it up with the other one. “Buzzy buzz buzz. Try again.”
His right foot came next, which I easily blocked with a kick of my own.
“Ow. Watch it, lady. I have a delicate constitution.”
I let his hands go. “You need some training. You’re soft, slow, and obvious. That makes you easy to kill.”
“Yeah, well not everyone can be a kung-fu master like you.”
“I’m not into kung-fu. It’s called krav maga.”
“What’s that supposed to be? Something you made up?”
“No. It’s been around for a long time. The Israeli Special Forces use it, and so do lots of police departments around the United States and some other countries too.”
“How’d you learn it?”
“My dad was an expert. I’ve been doing it since I was little.”
“So you have like a black belt or something?”
“No. They have a different system, at least in the dojos where I worked out. I’m an E1 level.”
“Is that the highest?”
“No way. But it’s not the lowest either.” I smiled in self-satisfaction. I’d worked hard to get where I was, even though I could have gotten further with more work.
“Do you think you could teach me?”
“Yes, I could. And I think I should. It will help you not only survive, but also it’ll improve your general fitness level, which to be honest, pretty much sucks right now.”
Peter stood up, acting all miffed. “Yeah, well, like I said. I have a delicate constitution.” He faced down the ramp, looking at nothing.
“Just because you’re gay doesn’t mean you have to be all weak,” I said.
Peter whipped around to face me. “Me being gay has nothing to do with my strength, okay? I happen to be very strong, just not in the ways that you are!”
“Wow, geez, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m just saying … you can be delicate and still know how to kick ass when need be.”
Peter shrugged, sniffing lightly. “That would be fine with me. Just so long as you don’t expect me to get all kinds of muscley. I don’t know if that would look so good on me.”
“Are you kidding? You’d look great with some definition in your arms and legs. Guys go crazy for that stuff.” I really had no idea what I was talking about, but it sounded good and he needed some inspiration to fatten up a little.
“Do you think so?”
“Sure. But don’t you know that? I mean, haven’t you ever had a … boyfriend or whatever?”
“No. Like I said. I didn’t have many friends growing up.”
“Well, friends and boyfriends are different things.”
“Have you had any? Boyfriends I mean?”
“No. Not really. I’ve had guys I liked before, but none of them ever asked me out.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” I said annoyed. “How would I know that?”
“You could guess. Who were they?”
“You want names?”
“No, but tell me how you knew them.”
I rolled my eyes, convinced this was a fruitless exercise. “They were usually guys I was training with.”
“Well, that’s your problem,” he said, matter-of-factly.
“How so?”
“They saw you as a training partner, another one of the guys. I’ll bet you were one of the only girls there, right?”
“Yes. Always.”
“And your dad was involved in the training?”
“Very much.”
“And if this training was all hard-core like that other martial arts stuff, that meant there was a ton of, like, discipline and stuff going on?”
“Yeeesss …”
Peter threw up his hands. “Well, there you go! Mystery solved!” He seemed very proud of himself.
“I don’t get it. How did you solve the mystery?”
“Don’t be dense. You were one of the guys. The only ones who might have been attracted to you would have been gay guys, looking for a friend.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously. Did any of the guys act all nice to you all the time without ever acting sexually attracted to you?”
“Yeah, there was this one … ”
“Gay. I guarantee it.”
“Holy crap. I can’t believe Bobby was gay. Actually, no, I can believe it. He was always staring at the guy I had a crush on too. At the time I thought he was just taking a lot of interest in his techniques.”
Peter snorted. “Yeah. I’ll bet he was.”
“Oh, man. That sucks. I’m like … neuter gender or something.”
Peter laughed. “You’re not neuter. You just need to hang out in environments that support women like you.”
“Women like me,” I said flatly. “That could get you on your back on the ground in less than two seconds, you know.”
“Stop flirting with me. I told you, I’m gay. No, what I mean is, you’re strong and feminine at the same time. But in the dojo or whatever it’s called, you’re just another one of the guys. But see them at a dance or a place with make-up on and a skirt, maybe … then they’ll see you in another way - not as one of the guys.”
“So that’s the key? Makeup and a skirt?”
“Well, in an over-simplified way of speaking, yes.”
I shook my head. “Guys are so stupid.”
“You won’t get any arguments from me there.”
“You’re a guy.”
“Not really. Not like you’re saying. I’m more in touch with my feminine side than the guys you’re used to.”
I nodded my head. That was for damn sure. “Well, this has all been very enlightening,” I said, yawning, “but now it’s time for us to go to sleep so we can get up at four or so and get our fifty miles in.”
“Okay. I have to go … um … do something first.”
“A doodle?”
Peter looked at me aghast. “What did you just say?”
“A doodle. You have to go do a doodle, right? Or did you mean something else? Did you mean you have to go rub one out? I hope that’s not what you meant, because seriously, I think that kind of thing can wait.”
Peter’s expression was priceless - kind of a cross between incredulity and disgust. He just shook his head, mumbling as he walked away. “As if I’m going to share my bathroom habits with her …”
Buster went to follow him, so I yelled out, “Buster, stay! Peter has to go do a doodle. No poodles allowed during doodle time.” I giggled at Peter throwing his hands up in defeat.
By the time we got to the Everglades, I was going to be an expert teaser.
I waited for Peter to be out of sight before I went and took care of my own doodle business. Togetherness was one thing - but certain stuff was better kept private, and this was one thing I knew I never needed to share. Not even with Buster.
“Buster, stay!” I commanded, pointing at the wagon.
He happily jumped in, wagging his behind like crazy.
“Watch our stuff. Bite anyone who tries to touch anything.”
I left, wondering if Buster would ever actually be any use to us as a guard dog that did anything but bark and lick people to death.
 
* * *
 
I got my answer as I was zipping up my pants. Buster began barking his fuzzy head off, and shortly thereafter, I heard the sounds of somebody yelling. It was a male voice, but too deep to be Peter’s.
I ran back to the bikes, praying I wasn’t going to have to fight off a canner. I had my gun in my hand, where it had been the entire time I’d been taking care of business. I was leaving nothing to chance, and literally refused to be caught unarmed with my pants down. All these weird expressions my dad used to use were totally taking on new meanings for me.
I arrived at the ramp in time to see a big guy holding his hands up in surrender, while a ferocious-looking Buster held him at bay a few feet away from the trailer.
“Who the hell are you?!” I yelled, striding over awkwardly on the steep slope.
“I’m just a guy!” he yelled, but he had an accent. It sounded like he said, “I’m chust a guy.”
“You’re not just a guy, you’re a thief. And a dirty cannibal too, probably!”
I had arrived at the trailer, stopping next to Buster. I bent down without taking my eyes off the guy in front of us to pet him and murmur, “Good boy, Killer, good doggy.”
“He bit my ankle. I hope he hass hiss rabiess shots.” The guy’s speech was very clipped as he pronounced every letter, just so and very precisely.
“What’s up with the accent?” I asked.
“H-what accent. I don’t have an accent.”
“Yes, you do. It’s not ‘h-what’. It’s just ‘what’. And you’re putting too many esses on the ends of your words.”
“I’m Hamerican.”
I laughed. “Try again, liar.”
“Fine. What are you, da immigration police or something? I’m Cherman.”
“German?”
“Yes. Dat’s what I said.”
“What’s your name and why are you messing with our stuff?”
He smiled. “You talk about your dok like he’ss a person.”
“She’s not talking about the dog,” said Peter from behind me. “She’s talking about me.”
“And the dog,” I corrected.
“And Buster,” said Peter, standing next to me, holding his gun down at his side. I was glad he decided to do that. It looked a lot more intimidating when his hands weren’t shaking.
“Okay, fine. You are a party of three. My name iss Bodo. I am from Chermany. I came here for an exchange program last year and den the family I was staying with, dey all died. Now de Internet iss down and I cannot reach my family. I do not even know if dey are alife.”
I leaned over to Peter and said in a loud whisper, “He means ‘alive’.”
“Dat’s what I said,” clarified Bodo. “Alife.”
Peter shook his head. “Stop harassing the poor guy, Bryn. He’s German. But he speaks pretty good English, actually.” Peter turned his attention back to Bodo, addressing him directly. “Hello, Bodo. Welcome to the United States. I’m sorry you got stuck here, but you should probably know that anyone in your country over the age of twenty and under the age of ten is dead now. You’re probably stuck here for life unless you know how to sail.”
“Wow. Way to break it to him easy,” I said, chuckling. Mr. Sensitive was getting tougher by the minute.
“I know dis. Efreyone is dead now. I haf been on dis highway for days, looking for someone. Anyone. It wass crazy in my town, so I left it.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t advise heading north. There are cannibals up there.”
“I call dem zombies,” said Bodo. “Dey haff dem in my old town, too. I was living in West Palm Beach.”
Peter and I exchanged a look, smiling.
“You like zombies?” said Bodo. Then he took a step back. “If you are thinking about killing me and eating me, I will tell you dat it would be a mistake. I am a lethal weapon.” He held up his hands in a poor approximation of a karate stance.
I couldn’t help but snigger at him. He was absolutely adorable, but so full of crap it wasn’t even funny. I could have been wrong, but I felt like to be a canner, you had to totally lose your sense of humor. And this guy still had his, whether he realized it or not.
“We don’t eat people,” said Peter. “But we don’t have enough food to share right now.”
“Oh, dat’s not a problem,” said Bodo, sliding his backpack off his shoulder.
I held up my gun. “Not too fast, there, Bodo. We’ve already killed some guys who messed with us before.”
He held up his hands, palms out. “I’m chust going to show you my food. So you can see I did not come here to take your thingks.”
He pulled can after can of raviolis and tuna out. The last thing he took out was a tall container of Pringles.
“Holy crap. You have Pringles,” I said, in a daze. I hadn’t had a Pringle in over a year. Normally, that wouldn’t be a big deal for me. But right now, it seemed like a crying shame.
“I eat one per day. I haff enough Pringkles for a few more months. Unless I share. Den a little bit less.” He smiled, revealing straight, white teeth. They were so not like the canner’s teeth I had seen.
“Bodo, I have to warn you,” said Peter, his voice sounding very serious and mature. “Bryn here really is a lethal weapon, so if you try anything funny, she will snap your neck. She was trained by the Israeli Special Forces. Do you agree not to steal any of our food or things if we let you stay with us tonight?”
Bodo nodded his head quickly. “Oh yes, definitely. Wow, dat’s impressif. The Issraeli Special Forcess. I will not touch anything. And if you vant, oops, I mean want, I can play you my harmonica. My family used to tell me dat I am very good.” He smiled and said, “I’m trying to improof my accent so I can blend in better. For me, it’s da double youss dat get me efreytime.”
“Dude, trust me when I say it’s not just the double yous that are getting you, but it doesn’t matter to us if you have an accent. And no, thanks, we don’t need to hear your harmonica. We don’t want to attract any attention with music. Maybe some other time.”
“Yeah, sure. No problem. Chust tell me when you want to hear it, and I will play it for you.” He put all the cans back in his bag.
“You stay over there,” I said, directing Bodo to a spot about ten feet below us.
“Okay, dat’s not a problem.”
I leaned in and whispered to Peter. “Did you hear that? It’s not a problem.”
Peter rolled his eyes and whispered back. “You are so mean. He’s foreign. He can’t help it if he repeats the phrases he knows.”
“I’m just goofing around. His accent is cute.”
“I know. It totally is,” said Peter, his voice taking on a dreamy quality.
I nudged him. “I’m pretty sure he’s not your type.”
“A boy can fantasize,” he said nudging me back.
Bodo went down the ramp and sat down, reaching into his sack. “Do you guyss want some Pringkles? I am happy to share.” He held the can up behind his head.
Peter looked at me nervously. “Do you trust him?”
I shook my head. “No. The only ones I trust are you and Buster. How do we know he doesn’t have a gun or something else in that bag?”
Peter walked down to where Bodo was sitting. “We want to search your bag.”
Bodo shrugged, handing it over. “Go ahead. It’s not a problem at all.”
Peter brought it back and went through it, while I kept my gun trained on Bodo’s back.
Bodo took the plastic lid off the Pringles can and took out a chip, turning sideways so we could watch him put it in his mouth.
I felt myself start to salivate, watching that chip go in; and I didn’t know whether it was the food or his cute face that was causing it to happen. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and blue-eyed. The stereotypical aryan European man. Wowza.
“He’s clean,” said Peter. “He doesn’t even have a gun or a knife. Just a can opener.”
Peter took a few steps towards Bodo and tossed the backpack to him.
Bodo held up the can of chips and shook it a little. “I’ll chrade you … one chip each for something you have.”
I took four long steps down the slope and snatched the can out of his hand.
“Hey,” he said, half standing, “dat’s not fair.”
“You want to join this crew? You sacrifice everything. Pringles and all.”
Bodo thought for a second and then looked up, his crystal blue eyes boring into mine. “You are offering me a place with you? In your family?”
I looked back at Peter who shrugged in return.
I turned my gaze back to Bodo and said, “It’s more like a tribe than a family, but yeah. There’s a place for you here if you agree to share with us, protect us, and not give us away to any canners … zombies.”
“I will like dat. To be with your … tribe you call it. And I will share my food with you. I am sorry it is not much. And I will protect you. I think I can do dat pretty good, anyway.”
I stared at him intently, wishing I could read his mind. “I swear to God, Bodo, if you’re lying to me and you try to hurt any of us, I’ll kill you with my bare hands. Do you understand? I promise you I will do that. That’s not a problem.” And I meant it with all my heart and soul. I hadn’t been able to protect my last family from the death and destruction that had raged over the Earth, but I could protect my new family from the dangers that lurked out there in the night for us. And I’d do whatever it took, even if it meant taking someone’s life - even a cute guy’s life.
He nodded his head. “I gif you my promise. It is true. We are family now, see? You have the Pringkles. Eat dem all if you want, even dough dey are my favorite American snack. I will not hurt anyone.” He sat back down on the slope and drew his knees up to his chest, resting his forearms on them as he stared down the incline.
I walked slowly backwards to join Peter and Buster, motioning for Peter to walk up higher with me. Once we were near the top, so much that we had to bend down to avoid hitting our heads, I said, “So. What do you think?”
“Well, he doesn’t seem crazy. Just funny.”
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.”
“Okay, then, I guess we let him stay. But at the first sign of something being off, we cut him loose,” said Peter.
I smiled. “Well that’s not a good criteria.”
“Criterium.”
“Whatever. I mean, you’re off all the time, but I don’t cut you out.”
Peter shoved me. “Get away from me, you rude beast.”
“Come on. Let’s go eat dinner and then we’ll go to bed. We’ll make him sleep away from us the first night.” I pointed my finger at Peter. “And no cuddling, you hear me?”
Peter ignored me, instead going to the trailer to find some of the dried military meals. He quickly whipped up a meal and invited Bodo to join us for dinner.
Bodo ate his own stuff, but was generous enough to give us each two of his precious ‘Pringkles’. It felt like a picnic, and I decided after Bodo’s third ridiculous story of his horrible mishaps he’d endured trying to find travel partners, that he was going to fit in just fine. As long as he didn’t try to kill us or steal from us while we slept.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Five
 
I WOKE UP TO THE beeping of the alarm on my watch. It was three thirty in the morning and time to get on the road. The first thing that came to mind was the fact that Bodo was really going to slow us down until we found him a bike.
I sat up and nudged Peter awake. “Time to get up, sleepy head.” I looked down to where Bodo had gone to sleep and saw nothing.
He was gone.
I shoved Peter harder and then got on my feet. “Get up, Peter. Bodo’s gone.”
“What’d you say?” mumbled Peter, rolling over onto his back. “Oh, God, this ground is so damn hard.” He paused for a couple seconds and then sat up all of a sudden. “Did you say Bodo’s gone?” Peter looked down to where Bodo had been sleeping. “Crap. That’s weird.”
I had a small panic attack when I thought about our supplies. I rushed over to the trailer and lifted up the tarp. My eyes scanned the contents, taking in our backpacks that still looked full, the tools, the square of plastic, the bucket. All of our food seemed to be there, too. I pulled the last item I noticed out of the trailer and held it up.
“What do you suppose this means?”
Peter squinted his eyes and then they opened wider. “He left us his Pringles?”
“No, he left us his ‘Pringkles’. And he didn’t take anything else that I can see.”
“You still have your gun?”
“Yeah. Do you?”
“Yeah. What about the bullets?” asked Peter.
I grabbed the bottom of the backpack where we kept the bullets and shook the boxes that I felt there. They sounded full. “Still here.”
“What should we do? Wait for him? Maybe he’s … doing his business or something.”
“Yeah, but why would he take his backpack if he was doodling?”
“God, I wish you’d stop saying that,” said Peter, standing up and scrubbing his face a few times. “I’m going to go pee. I’ll be back with better answers.”
Buster and I went to go pee behind a bush, and we got back after Peter, who was drinking some water and eating a chip. We sat around for a few minutes, but then decided to just leave.
“For whatever reason, he’s gone, but we can’t wait around anymore. We have to get to the Everglades.”
“Did we ever tell him yesterday what our plans are?” asked Peter.
“No. I didn’t. And I don’t remember you telling him. Why? Are you worried about him ratting us out?”
“No. Actually, I was hoping maybe he could eventually catch up with us. But I know that’s not very realistic, since the Everglades is kind of huge and we don’t even know exactly where we’re going.”
“Well, I’m not going to worry about it. Maybe we’ll see him again some day. It was nice of him to leave us his Pringkles though.”
“You can stop calling them Pringkles now,” laughed Peter.
“I kind of prefer it that way, actually. Pringkles. It has a nice ring to it.”
“Come on,” said Peter, grabbing the handlebars of his bike and wrestling it down the slope. “We need to get fifty miles today at least.”
I had a hell of a time getting my bike down the hill without crashing it and mangling the trailer, but somehow I got it done without damaging myself or the equipment. Buster wisely stayed far away until I was on flat ground again, but as soon as the bike was upright, he ran and jumped into the trailer, turning a few circles on his Hello Kitty backpack before lying down. He rested one paw over the edge of the trailer and then looked at me expectantly. Sometimes he was so humanlike, it was scary. It was easy to see why George had been so attached to him. I was really glad Peter had brought him along, even though having a dog wasn’t necessarily the smartest choice we’d made. He ate some of our food and he did bark occasionally when he shouldn’t - but I couldn’t argue about his watchdog skills. He’d alerted us twice already, and one of those times he’d been a life saver.
“Good dog, Buster Pink. Good boy.”
I was rewarded with a doggy grin and a tail wag.
Peter led the way up the ramp, heading south on the highway again. I drew up parallel to him so we could chat. It was still dark, but the sky was light enough that we could make out the hulking forms of cars along the way.
“I was kind of excited about having a third person in our tribe,” said Peter wistfully.
“Yeah. Me too, actually, which surprises me. I honestly was fine with it being just us. But having Bodo there with this goofy accent and way of saying things was entertaining.”
“I’m sure we’ll meet some other fun people on our way or once we get there.”
“I doubt it. Maybe on our way, but I kind of hope not. I think we got lucky finding one good guy when we could have found a lot of bad ones. I’m starting to think the bad ones are the majority now.”
“Yeah, like a gang mentality kind of a thing,” suggested Peter.
“Exactly. I mean, maybe one person alone wouldn’t say, ‘Oh, I’m going to eat a person for dinner tonight’, but when a group of people are together and they get each other all wound up, I guess it’s different.” I was trying to figure out how a civilized society could degenerate so far and as quickly as ours had.
“I think it’s more like you have a group led by someone who’s either very charismatic or very vicious, someone with a screw loose obviously, and he decides for everyone that cannibalism is a valid way to exist. And the rest of the group goes along either because they’re just as crazy, or brainwashed, or just afraid to go against him.”
I laughed. “Yeah, can you imagine? You’re at the barbecue and you say, ‘Oh, no thanks. I’m a vegetarian.’”
Peter got silent all of a sudden, and I wanted to smash myself in the face with something.
“Jesus, Peter, I am such a jerk. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so flippant about that stuff.”
Peter shook his head. “No, don’t apologize. I know you don’t mean anything by it.” He started to cry, using an arm to try and hide his face while he kept riding.
I held my hand out to him to get him to stop moving forward. “Stop for second.” I got off my bike and went over to where Peter was standing, straddling his bike. “Time for cuddles,” I said, pulling him into a hug. “Don’t cry, please. I’ll never say anything about the stupid canners again. I’ll try harder to be more sensitive.”
“No, don’t change. I like the way you are just fine.” He sniffed hard and cleared his throat. “What happened to my sister wasn’t funny, but if we can’t laugh about the terrible things happening in our world right now, I’m afraid we’ll eventually go insane. And that’s what led to Lily’s death, so we need to avoid that.”
“Okay, avoid insanity. Check. I’m down with that plan.”
Peter rested his head on my shoulder for a minute. “You know, for a girl who mocks the cuddle, you’re pretty good at it.”
“Yeah, well, my dad taught me. He was a great hugger.”
“Um, Bryn?” Peter picked his head up.
“Yeah?”
“I think we have company.”
I stiffened, standing up straight and releasing Peter, turning to see what he was looking at.
Off in the distance, in the dawning light of the day, I could just barely make out a bright orange, wiggling flag coming down the highway towards us. “What the hell?”
 
* * *
 
The orange flag got closer and closer, and as it did, I finally realized what I was looking at.
Bodo was on a bike - a beach cruiser with a basket on the front of it and a flag on the back - riding as hard and as fast as he could up the highway towards us.
He pulled up all red-faced and smiling. “Hi, guyss. Vhat’ss up?”
I shook my head slowly, laughing. “What in the hell are you riding?”
“It’s a bike. What doess it look like? See? It even hass a fleg.”
“It’s a flag, goof, not a fleg.”
“Dat’s what I said. Da bike hass a fleg. Anyway, it’s not a problem. I found it so I can ride with you and not slow you down. Isn’t that a faboolus idea?” He smiled at both of us, back and forth, nodding his head in apparent agreement with himself. “Oh, und, it hass a basket on da front for da little doggy.” He looked down at Buster and nodded some more. “Do you want to ride in da little basket, little doggy?”
Buster looked at him and then at me, crouching lower on his Hello Kitty backpack.
“I think he wants to stay with me,” I said, kind of hoping Bodo’s feelings wouldn’t be hurt, being rejected by a naked poodle. He seemed to be trying really hard.
“Well, dat’s perfect, becauss I got dis bike really for you. See? It hass a big seat on it. It’s made for people with bigger rear ends dan men.” He had moved his butt off the seat and was pointing to it.
Now I could care less whether Buster had hurt his feelings. “Are you saying I have a fat ass?”
“A fat ass?” Bodo looked confused for a second and then shocked. “Oh, no, dat’s not at all what I am saying. No, your butt isn’t big. Actually, I do not know if your butt is big or not, I haven’t looked. But da rest of you is quite small, so I expect your butt is too.”
Peter was laughing so hard he was bent over holding his stomach.
“Stop laughing, you idiot,” I said.
“Oh, God,” he moaned, giggling in between words, “I can’t help it. It’s so funny. He got you a big butt bike!”
“No, Peter, don’t say dat,” chided Bodo. “I just got dis kind of seat because it’s good for girls. And da basket is for her little doggy.” He looked at me with a sad frown on his face. “I will ride dis bike. It is okay for me. It is not a problem at all. I am sorry about your butt.”
That sent Peter off into more gales of laughter.
“Don’t apologize for my ass, Bodo. My ass is just fine, thank you very much.” I hated to admit it at this point, but that seat did look a heck of a lot more comfortable than my current seat did. And my butt was sore from riding on the small, hard surface for so many hours the day before.
“Okay. I’m ssorry. My English is not good. I offended you and dat is my mistake.”
“No,” I waved him off, “it’s fine. Really. I see what you were trying to do, and I appreciate it. But before we go any farther, we need to get that flag off of there. You’re alerting every canner within a one-mile radius that we’re coming.”
“Yes, I liked the fleg, but I can see how it might be a problem.”
Peter giggled some more, but went over to the trailer to get the tools. “What do we need?” he asked me.
I went over to take a look, bending down to see what type of screw or nut was holding the flag in place. That was when I felt Bodo’s hand grab the back of my neck.
In two seconds flat, I had spun around, grabbed Bodo’s hand, wrenched it from my neck and pulled him off the bike.
The bike clattered to the ground and Bodo went tumbling after it, his hand now bent at an extreme angle and in danger of being snapped by me as I stood over him, legs spread apart, ready to smash his face in with my foot at any second. I was pissed, but he just laughed.
He lifted his head off the ground. “Dat was amaszing! Did you see dat, Peter? She iss a lethal weapon. It wass like a movie or somesing.” Then he got a frown on his face. “Actually, dat kind of hurts right now.”
I was sweating and my heart was pounding a thousand beats a minute. “What the hell was that all about?” I demanded.
“Nothing. I was chust testing your reflexes. Dey’re pretty good, by da way.”
I shook my head and looked over at Peter. “Did you see what he did?”
“No, but I saw what you did. Impressive.” He was nodding his head in appreciation.
“He grabbed me by the back of the neck!” I was still pissed. I couldn’t tell if the guy was just messing with me or if he’d really tried to do something and now was attempting to play it off.
“Can I haff my hand back, please? I don’t think it’s going to bend any more dan dat before it breaks.”
I slowly let him go, watching him warily as he stood.
He shook his hand a little, massaging it with the other. He was also smiling his stupid head off. “I love dis. You are halff my size and probably no more dan fifty kilos … but den you take me down like Triple H in da ring. You are one hell of a woman, you know dat? I luff American girls.”
Peter came walking up and put his arm around me. “Yeah, Bryn is one hell of an American girl, I can agree with you there.”
I nudged him in the ribs and he flinched, but he didn’t let me go and he didn’t shut up.
“But she’s not tough all the time. Inside she’s like a … marshmallow. All soft and sweet.”
“Oh, really? Iss dat so?” said Bodo, smiling conspiratorially with Peter. “What doess your boyfriend think about you spending all dis time with Peter, eh?” He pointed to the ring on the necklace around my neck.
I wiggled out of Peter’s grasp and moved away. “You guys are a couple of idiots, you know that? And I don’t have a boyfriend. The ring was my dad’s.” I bent down by the bike and turned to look up at Bodo. “Touch me again, and I’ll break your wrist next time. Or kick you in the nuts so hard, you won’t feel them for a month. Now hand me the adjustable wrench.”
Bodo’s eyes widened, and he slowly reached down to cup his sensitive parts, speaking to Peter but looking at me. “Wow. She doesn’t mess around.”
“No. She doesn’t,” agreed Peter, handing me the wrench. “Just try to stay on her good side, would you? She can get cranky sometimes.”
I worked at getting the small nut off that was holding the flag in place. “If you guys don’t stop talking about me, I’m going to leave you both behind and go to the Everglades by myself. With Buster.”
“Oh, we’re going to da Everglades?” asked Bodo. “Did choo know dare are alligators dare? And lots of snakes?”
“Yeah,” said Peter wryly. “We’re aware.”
“Okay, well if dat’s not a problem for you, den it’s not a problem for me.”
I couldn’t help but giggle at that, my anger over his need to test my skills evaporating. I wondered if I went to Germany and learned some German whether I would say one stupid phrase over and over like that. I’d have to get Bodo to teach me one so I could use it and make him crazy with it.
I finally got the nut off and wiggled the flag off the back wheel. “Done.” I threw it over to the edge of the highway.
“Can’t we keep it?” asked Bodo.
“Why would we do that?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. I chust kind of like it.”
“Well if you want to figure out how to hide it in the trailer so no one can see it, I don’t care.”
“Good!” he said, jogging over to pick it up. He came back and rummaged around in the trailer to bend it around the inside walls, managing to get it in there without too much trouble. “Dare. You see? Not a problem.”
I went to climb on my bike, and Bodo came up next to me, making me instantly wary.
“You want to trade bikes with me? I swear, it’s not because of your butt.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes. I’ll trade bikes with you. Just wait a minute.”
I went to the trailer and reached down for Buster. “Come on, Buster, come ride with me.” He hopped out, and I took the Hello Kitty backpack to put it in the basket of the bike, lifting Buster up to sit on top of it. He rested his chin on the edge, his eyebrows moving as he watched me only with his eyes. It was pretty comical, how he just settled in so easily like that. He was as goofy as the rest of us.
“Okay. Now I’m ready.”
Bodo got up on my bike and Peter got on his, and we pedaled down the highway. My butt felt a hundred times better.
 
* * *
 
“So, how far do we go today?” asked Bodo. We’d been riding for about an hour, making small talk along the way in places and sometimes just riding in quiet companionship.
“Our goal is fifty miles, but it’s not set in stone,” answered Peter. “We want to get there as soon as we can.”
“But we want to avoid the canners.”
“Canners. You use dis word for da cannibals?”
“It’s Peter’s word.”
“It means something else in English?”
“It could mean someone who puts things in cans, I guess,” said Peter. “But obviously that’s not what I mean when I say it.”
“I was chust wondering. I like it. It sounds more normal den zombies. Dey are not undead, after all.”
“As far as I’m concerned they are,” I said bitterly. “They’re going to ruin our world … what’s left of it, anyway. They’re ghouls.”
“Maybe someone will stop dem,” suggested Bodo. “Like dee army or something.”
“There is no army left.”
“Yes, but dare is army eqvipment left. And veapons … I mean, weapons.”
“With our luck it’ll be the canners that get to that stuff first.” I shivered, considering the ramifications. “I don’t even want to think about it, really. Can we move on to other topics?”
“How about food?” suggested Bodo. “My favorite American food besides da Pringkles is peanut butter.”
I laughed. “You and every kid under the age of nine.”
“Really? It’s a food for da little kids?”
“No. I like peanut butter, too,” said Peter. “It’s not just for kids. But lots of people feed their kids peanut butter and jelly when they’re little, so we kind of get hooked on it.”
“In my country it was Nutella. I used to have it on toast in da morning when I wass a little boy.”
“We have that here now, too.”
“I know. But it’s old newss for me. I prefer da peanut butter. Dat is my dream now, to find a peanut butter factory where I can take a hundret jars of it.”
“We’ll keep our eyes open,” said Peter.
I looked over at him to catch him rolling his eyes.
“What food do you like da most, Bryn?”
“Hmmm, that’s a tough one. I think … I miss Doritos most.”
“Oh, dat’s a good choice. I like dem too. Da ones dat make your fingers orangch.”
“Yeah, that’s my favorite flavor, too,” said Peter. “But the food I miss the most is pizza.”
“Oh, yeah, pizza. I forgot about that. Put pizza on my list,” I said. I shook my head to get it out of pizza land. “We have to stop talking about this stuff. I’m getting seriously hungry and it’s not time to stop and eat yet.”
“What I want to know is when you are going to teach us your moofs. I need to get very tricky da way dat you are, so if someone tries to come in and take our stuff, I can show him who is da boss and break some of hiss bones maybe.”
“Maybe when we get to our new place, we can get lessons from Bryn,” said Peter. “I wouldn’t mind that either.”
“We’ll be like dose Special Forccess guys, jah? … I mean, yes?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know if I’ll be a very good teacher, but I will try.”
We kept riding along, but I noticed a change in the looks of the cars we were passing. It was kind of spooky in a way.
“Do you guys notice anything different around here?”
“Yeah,” said Peter.
“No, not really,” said Bodo.
“What do you see, Peter?”
“Well, some of the glass on the cars is broken. And look! That car over there looks like it was burned.”
“Yeah. The cars farther north were all normal. I mean, they had doors and windows open, but none of this vandalism I’m seeing here.”
The sun was now fully up. I looked at my watch. “It’s almost ten o’clock. Maybe we should stop now.” I looked off the side of the highway and saw a group of short trees in the distance. “Are those orange trees?”
“Yes, dey are.”
“Are you thinking we should sleep there?” asked Peter.
“Yeah. We can hide the bikes and ourselves pretty easily, and maybe there’ll be some fruit.
Bodo headed for the edge of the road, and we followed him.
Buster woke up when I went over the bumpy grass. He stood in the basket, riding it like a surfboard.
I decided to get off and walk the bike. I didn’t need some big thorn getting pushed into the tire with my heavy weight on it. I had very little in the way of spare tubes and patch kits.
“Wait up, guys!” I called out. “I need to walk the bike.”
Peter and Bodo got off and waited for me to catch up. We crossed over a shallow canal and walked across a wide open field before reaching the orange grove ten minutes later, all of us sweating after battling patches of sand that the bikes liked to get bogged down in, especially Peter’s. His bike had the thinnest tires of the three.
“So, where to now?” asked Peter, looking around.
“I’d like go in deep enough that we can’t be seen from the road. But not too deep. I want to be able to sneak over and watch the highway without having to go too far.”
“Go four rows in,” suggested Peter. “I’ll stay here and tell you if I can see you from outside the grove.”
“Okay. Come on, Bodo. Let’s go find a spot.”
“Okay. You’re da boss. Show me da way.”
I wheeled the bike in deeper, looking up at the trees as we went, hoping to see some fruit. I saw a few up high in the trees, which meant I’d have to climb to reach any of them. There were plenty of rotted ones on the ground, but they didn’t look edible. The earth smelled wet and almost sour as our feet trod across it and stirred up the scents.
We stopped four rows in and waited for a few minutes. Eventually Buster let out a small half-bark, letting us know that Peter was coming; he broke through the trees in front of us a few seconds later.
“This is perfect. I couldn’t see you at all after the third row.”
We set up camp, using the tarp to cover our bikes and the trailer, and I dug out another one to sit on so we wouldn’t get wet from the damp ground. We were under a tree that had the highest branches, hoping it would not only block us from sight but also shade us from the worst of the sun.
“So, what do we do now?” asked Bodo.
“Find some fruit, take naps, make plans. Whatever,” I said.
“Let’s go deeper in the groves for the fruit,” said Peter. “I don’t want anyone seeing us up in the trees near the highway.”
“Agreed,” I said. “And someone has to stay here by the stuff at all times. And not just Buster.”
Buster looked up at me upon hearing his name and came over, dancing around in circles by my feet. I bent down and picked him up to give him a squeeze. I put my face in his little shoulder, inhaling his doggy smell. It was starting to grow on me - part Buster, part fresh air, and kind of comforting in a way. I wished I’d had a dog before. Hugging this furry pink thing now, I realized I had probably missed out on a special kind of love in my life not ever having one. Buster must have been feeling the love too, because he squirmed all over trying to get into a better position to lick my face.
“Cut it out, you mangy mutt.”
“He’s no mangy mutt. He’s a purebred,” insisted Peter. “Come over here, Buster, where your pedigree can be better appreciated.”
I was only bent over halfway before Buster leapt from my arms to go collect his cuddles from Peter. He jumped up over and over, trying to get a lick in on Peter’s chin, eventually knocking Peter backwards and taking total advantage of the situation by attack-licking him all over the face. He darted in left and then right, licking when he was close, barking when he wasn’t, lunging whenever he could for a piece of exposed skin to drool on.
Peter rolled around trying to get away, covering his face and yelling, “Get away, get away! Ew! Stop licking me!” But he wasn’t trying very hard.
Buster was having the time of his life. Eventually he ran out of gas, though, and sat in the grass, panting away in the shade of the tree with his little legs stuck out straight behind him. His tongue was hanging out and he had a big doggy smile on his face.
Peter sat up and rummaged around in the trailer, getting out the water and the bowl for Buster, filling it and setting it in front of him.
“I’ll stay with the stuff and Buster. You guys go find us some oranges. I’m hungry.” He reached over and petted the dog’s ears, causing him to flip over on his back for a belly rub. Buster had no shame in his game at all and Peter seemed happy to oblige.
Bodo and I headed off into the trees. It felt weird being alone with him. I wasn’t worried about him attacking me or anything - neither for purposes of overwhelming me nor for testing my skills. It was just that he was a good-looking, straight guy who had a quirky sense of humor and seemed to appreciate ‘girls like me’, as Peter would say. It made me nervous and self-conscious.
“You don’t need to be nerfous arount me. I’m not going to hurt you.”
I tried to act like I wasn’t a little freaked out by him reading my body language so well. “You couldn’t hurt me if you tried.”
“Well, I don’t know if dat is true or not, but I’m not gonna try it anytime soon, I can tell you dat. I need my hands to ride dat bike.”
I laughed.
“How about dat one?” He stopped and pointed to a tree that had several bright orange fruits almost at the top.
“Can you climb trees?” I asked, my eyebrow raised. “Because I can’t climb that high. Not in those kind of trees.”
“I can try. But really it should be you. You are more little dan me. Dese branches aren’t very big.”
We walked over to the tree and looked up. There was one fruit that was hanging low enough that Bodo could almost reach it - almost, but not quite. He jumped up several times and only barely missed it.
He crouched down. “Here. Get on my choulders. Den you can get it.”
My eyes widened. All I could think about was how bad I smelled. I really didn’t want my body parts being that close to his nose until I’d had a shower. Or two.
“Uh, no thanks.”
He looked up at me from his position near the ground. “Why not? Are you afraid of heights dat small?”
“No.”
“Okay, den. What’s da problem?”
“There’s no problem.”
“Hey,” he smiled. “Dat’s my line.”
I smiled back. “Never mind. Let’s just go back.”
He shook his head, sticking his lips out in a pout. “No. I’m not going anywhere. Get on my shoulders and get dat fruit. Don’t be afraid of da little tree.”
“I’m not afraid of the tree, idiot.”
“What are you afraid of, den? Me?” He pointed to his back, his face looking at the ground now. “No. You’re not afraid of Bodo. Come on, den. Get up dare.”
“No,” I said, growing frustrated now. He just wouldn’t take no for an answer, and I didn’t have a good explanation to give him that didn’t involve divulging my hangups.
He stood up and walked over closer to me, forcing me to take a step back to maintain a comfortable distance between us.
“We’re a family now. You can tell me what da problem is.”
“We’re not family … we’re maybe in a tribe together, but you have to do more than go on a half-day bike ride with me to earn family status.”
He raised his eyebrows up and down a few times at me and smiled. “Yes, but I got you dat big butt seat with da bike, right? Dat was something special, I think.”
I laughed. “Yeah, that was good. My butt’s not nearly as sore now.”
“See? Bodo’s a good guy. Climb up, okay? Let’s get dat skinny guy Peter some fruit. He’s gonna starve to death soon.”
That was like driving a knife in my heart for some reason. “Wow, you play dirty, don’t you?”
He shrugged, unapologetically. “I’m Cherman. We’re tough people. We suffer and we get up and we keep going. I have been told dat I am very methodical and persistent.”
“Are all Germans like you?”
“I don’t know. All da ones I know are like me. But not as good in da face or da body as me.”
“Of course not,” I said, laughing. He was probably right, but there was no way in hell I was going to admit that now or ever.
“So. You’re getting up now, right?”
“As long as you don’t mind the fact that I stink to high heaven.”
“What is high heaven? Is dat your … you know … private placess?”
I nearly gagged, accidentally inhaling some drool. I tried to correct him before his brain could wander any farther down that lane. “Gah, no! Holy … Kack! … No. Shit. Jesus, Bodo, it’s an expression. Stink to high heaven means you smell bad. Everywhere, not any particular part of you.”
“Ooooh, I see.” His face turned a little red. “Well, dat’s embarrassing, isn’t it? I’m sorry. You can slap me if you want. I deserve it.” He held out his cheek for me.
“No, never mind. You didn’t know.” The truth was, my high heavens did stink, and I was pretty sure I wanted to be the only one who knew that.
“Okay, I can solve dis problem. I will get on your shoulders,” he suggested.
“Are you nuts? You must weigh one-seventy or one-eighty.”
“Maybe. But you don’t want to get on my choulders and Peter is slowly starving to death right now, so it’s da only way.”
I rolled my eyes. “Fine! Bend over, stupid. And hold your breath so you don’t smell my stink.”
Bodo pinched his nose and squatted down so I could climb up, which I did while trying to ignore the bright red heat of embarrassment that climbed up my neck and reached my ears and face.
I grabbed the orange and one other that was nearby. “Okay, put me down.”
“Wait, dare’s anudder one over dare!” he said, jogging off to another tree.
“Oh my god, you’re going to drop me!” I screeched, grabbing his hair and holding onto the oranges with my forearm against my stomach.
“Get it. Dare’s tree of dem.”
I made a sling out of my shirt and dropped all the oranges in, glancing down and noticing for the first time he had stopped plugging his nose. “Plug your nose!”
“Oh, sorry!” he said, reaching up to pinch his nostrils again. “Anudder one!” he said, starting to run again.
I held onto his hair at first but it wasn’t working, so I reached under his head and grabbed his chin. I could feel stubble there and it reminded me of my dad. It was strange to have a memory of my dad wrapped up in this moment with Bodo. It made it easier for me to laugh along with his teasing, which I was finally realizing this was. He wasn’t just a dopey German guy. He was a dopey, silly, fun German guy.
“Get dem. One, two, tree, four. Now we have a picnic.”
“Fine. I have them all. Now put me down.”
“Okay,” he said cheerily, headed back towards Peter, taking long strides that reminded me of riding a horse. He was really tall.
“Any day now…”
“Okay!”
We came through the last row and arrived back at our bikes and Peter. Buster was barking and running around.
“Put me down before Buster tells every canner within five miles we’re here.”
“Okay, you asked for it!” said Bodo, before he reached up and put his hands under my thighs.
I only had enough time to yell, “What the hell are you…!” before I was launched up into the air above Bodo’s head.
The oranges went flying in every direction as my arms and legs sprang out, trying to find purchase with something solid and only meeting air. And then a split second later, I landed, cradled in Bodo’s arms. He’d thrown me up above him and caught me like a baby.
“Uh huh! How about dat move? You like dat one, yes? Like da circus!”
“Bodo, put me down, you ass.”
He inhaled strongly and made a confused face. Then a face like he smelled something distasteful. “You are right. You do smell.”
I started hitting and kicking him in a flurry of fists and feet, no finesse to my moves at all. I just wanted to get him the hell away from me and my smelly self.
He dropped my legs so I was standing and then released me the rest of the way, ducking away from me and putting his arms and hands up to protect his face and head. Once far enough away that I couldn’t reach him anymore, he went running away into the trees, laughing hysterically the whole way.
Peter was dying - curled up on the tarp and holding Buster to him, laughing and snorting so hard I thought he was going to vomit. Then he farted and laughed all over again.
“Holy shit, you guys have problems,” I yelled, stalking off with a beet red face to find a private place to pee and bake in my humiliation.
 
* * *
 
By the time I got back to the tarp, Peter and Bodo had calmed down and set out a lunch for us. We each got a bottle of water, a chip, two oranges, and a dried hunk of beef from one of the army-navy meals. It looked like a feast.
“Wow, Peter, this looks awesome.”
“Yeah, it’s like a real meal almost,” he agreed.
“I put my food in da trailer, too. You can give it whenever you want. I leave it for you,” Bodo said to Peter.
I was too embarrassed to look at Bodo, so I looked at Buster instead, giving him a small chunk of my meat. I noticed the guys did the same thing. Buster also didn’t mind oranges, apparently.
When I finished I got up and found the square of plastic and the water bucket. “I’m going to set up the water catcher. I’m sure it’ll rain later.” The clouds were already coming in from far off. Florida could be counted on for rain every day in the afternoon during this time of year. “Peter, show Bodo the bleach and the cooking water so he doesn’t accidentally drink those.”
“Okay.”
My water catcher was nothing sophisticated. I just took the plastic square and hooked two corners to two sticks stuck in the ground, using clips that my dad had given me from his desk - binder clips - and then put the other end of the plastic in the bucket on a slant. The rain hit the plastic and ran down into the container. It was big enough to catch a volume of water that filled our bottles each day, which was convenient. Less than a drop of bleach, just a finger-dab really, was enough to sterilize anything that might be wrong with the bucket or the clouds above our heads, germ-wise. I still wasn’t convinced there wasn’t some weird form of pollution going on.
I went back to join the guys and found them already sleeping under the tree. It was hot and muggy as hell, so the shade made for the most decent napping situation we could hope for. The rows of trees caused a slight wind tunnel effect which was slightly cooling on my sweaty skin.
I figured Buster would wake us up if anyone came around, and our stuff was camouflaged with the green tarp, so I laid down next to Peter and fell asleep without worrying overly much about being attacked. Having Bodo there, even though he wasn’t a skilled fighter, made me feel better. Our numbers were growing, and so were our odds for survival.
 
* * *
 
Once again I was awakened by booms, only this time it wasn’t thunder. The rain had already come and gone. The noise I heard was coming from the highway.
“What the …,” I started to say, but Peter’s hand on my arm stopped me in mid-sentence.
“Shhhh. Someone’s blowing up the cars,” he whispered.
Another big explosion sounded in the distance, and then a fireball burst up from the road somewhere.
“Dare are some craaazy people out dare tonight,” whispered Bodo. He’d moved over to my other side, kneeling and trying to peer through the trees.
“What should we do?” whispered Peter.
I looked at their two faces, barely able to make them out in the dark. My watch said it was around midnight. “I’m not sure. Stay put, probably. I’m afraid if we move they might see us.”
“What if they decide to come into the groves?” said Peter, his fear almost palpable.
“We’ll need to hide. We can take the tarp off the ground and get under it. Or we could climb up into the trees.”
“I don’t think we should leaf da bikes and da trailer alone.”
“I agree,” said Peter.
The sounds of shouting, yelling, and occasional singing greeted our ears. Flashes of memory hit me - visions of the beer cans and liquor bottles spread around the pool area of the cop’s house where the canners were having their barbecue.
“I think they’re canners,” I said.
“Me too,” said Bodo.
Peter grabbed my arm, squeezing it. “Bryn, I’m not afraid to admit that I’m scared out of my wits right now.”
I patted his hand. “Me too. Don’t worry about it. They’re not going to come out here.”
“How do you know?” he whispered, panic lacing his words.
“I don’t. I’m just hoping.” But really, I was thinking that it was very likely they’d come out here. Someone had been picking these oranges, and it was probably someone coming from the highway. We’d already seen some burned cars, so that told me the canners lived nearby.
“I think we better get ready to hide,” said Bodo. “The sounds are getting closser.”
I didn’t waste any time arguing. “Okay. Let’s do this. Peter, your job is to keep Buster quiet. So far he’s only let out one of those muffled woof things, but all we need is one of his barking frenzies to grab the canners’ attention.”
“Okay. I’ll do my best.”
“Bodo, you and I will get the bikes pulled in closer to this tree, take down the water collector, and then cover everything up … including us.”
“Are we all going to be under the tarp?” asked Peter, gripping Buster now like his life depended on it.
“No. Just you and Buster. I’m going up in the tree. Bodo, you’re going to get in that tree over there, next to us. Take my gun.”
“No! You keep your gun,” he insisted.
“No. I can fight. You can’t. You need it more than I do.”
“Hey. Dat’s not … very … I don’t know. Right or something.”
“Take it, Bodo. She is right. I need a gun too. It’s the only way I was able to save us last time.”
“Oh, so I’m like da protector of da family over dare in dat tree?”
“Yes, if that makes you happy,” I said sarcastically. I guess even German guys had their egos.
“Okay. I’ll do it. What are da rules? I kill anyone I see? Or just anyone who is trying to kill us?”
“We don’t know how many there are, so only shoot if there’s no other way to survive. I’d rather they just left without knowing we were here.”
“What if only one of dem is a problem? If we shoot him and make dat loud noise, everyone will come.”
“Which is why I won’t be under that tarp. I can take anyone out who bothers us, without making any noise.”
I could see Bodo nodding his head. “Uh-huh, like da Special Forcess. I like dat idea.” He stood up. “Okay, I will see you later den. Hug for good luck?” he said holding out his arms.
“Maybe another time,” I said, standing so I could pick up the edge of the tarp.
“Okay. Anudder time. Dat is not a problem.” He pulled his bike in closer to Peter, covering it better with the tarp, and then walked away. A few seconds later, I heard the leaves of the nearby tree rustling.
“I’m going to cover you up, Peter. You got your gun and bullets?”
“Yes. And Bryn, be careful, please. Don’t do anything unless it’s totally necessary, okay?”
“You got it,” I said, as I pulled the tarp up over his head.
“You should have hugged him,” came his muffled voice from underneath.
“Shut up, you idiot,” I mumbled as I jogged over to get the water collector and bring it back to set on the ground near the base of the tree hiding Peter.
Once all our stuff was tucked away, I stepped up to the tree, just above where Peter and Buster were sitting. Putting the toe of my sneaker on a lump on the trunk, I grabbed a higher branch to lift myself up.
The leaves were quaking, sounding like they were making enough noise to be heard all over the grove. I got into the best position I could as quickly as possible, hoping I’d be able to see what was going on below with Peter and across the way with Bodo.
The darkness made it impossible for me to pick out Bodo’s actual form, but I knew he was there somewhere and that he had a gun to watch my back with. I just prayed he knew how to use it and that I wouldn’t get shot in any crossfire.
Minutes crawled by like hours, and sweat trickled steadily down my back. Every time another car exploded, I jumped. They must have been adding their own gas to the flames, because those cars couldn’t have had much fuel left in them to cause such big explosions. Maybe they had grenades or something.
It made me think about what Bodo had said earlier, about armies and their equipment. There were all kinds of weapons caches around these towns, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out it would be the canners who would focus their energies on finding them. Normal people like me and Peter and Bodo were just trying to find a home and a way to survive peacefully. Weapons and bombs shouldn’t have to be a part of our lives anymore. Friggin canner zombie jerks.
I was going to have to consult George’s journal when we got up the next day. Maybe he had something to say about setting up a good place to survive in a world that had become a battleground.
My mind had strayed far afield, but strange voices coming from the open space between the highway and the grove brought it zooming back to the present. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could tell they were drunk. They were being loud and their speech was slurred. When they got closer I realized why I hadn’t been able to understand them - they were speaking Spanish.
My legs had fallen asleep, being stuck bent up in the tree, so I slowly moved one and then the other to get the circulation going again. I wouldn’t be of any use to anyone if I fell to the ground on my butt when I got out of my hiding spot. The sharp tingles I felt in my legs told me the blood was moving again.
I slowly lowered myself out of the branches, keeping my body as close to the trunk as possible, trying to blend in with its form.
The voices split apart. One was heading over to where Bodo and I had gotten our oranges, and one was coming this way. I couldn’t see him yet, but I could hear him. He was singing something and occasionally laughed and burped.
He stopped moving all of a sudden, and I almost moved away from the tree to see why, but then I heard the sound of liquid hitting the ground and realized the guy was peeing. Thank god, he hadn’t decided to do it ten feet farther in - he probably would have peed right on Peter’s head.
I could hear the slight sounds of a struggle going on under the tarp and then very muted sounds of Peter shushing the dog. I hoped like crazy that he had his hand over that dog’s muzzle or he was going to give us all away.
I heard a zipper go up and then the sounds of footsteps headed away. The guy was leaving, and I was just getting ready to breathe a sigh of relief when Buster let out a bark that was unmistakeable.
“Eh?” said the drunken voice.
I heard his footsteps slow, stop, and then start moving in our direction again.
Buster barked a second time.
Dammit, Peter, shut that dog up! I yelled in my mind. But I couldn’t do anything except wait until the guy got closer.
“Oh, peeerrroo, ven aqui, peeerrrooo,” he slurred and then laughed. He hiccuped once and then burped loudly and disgustingly.
I prayed he didn’t have a gun. A drunk guy with a knife I could handle. One with a gun … ? Not as easily.
He got close enough that I could see him now. He was fat - a lot bigger than me. It pissed me off that he was overweight in times like these. It meant he was eating people who weren’t fast enough to get away from him and his friends.
Any feelings of mercy I might have had left my heart and my head in that moment, and all I could think about was stopping the madness that this idiot represented.
He was just about to reach the spot where Peter and the now struggling Buster were, when I separated myself from the tree and stood just three feet away from him. From here I could both strike and evade. I was in perfect position. I could hear my dad’s voice in my head.
Read the body language. Find his vulnerabilities and exploit them. Speed. Finesse. Conserve your energy. Strike fast and strike hard.
“Qué … ?” he said, struggling backwards two steps. “Dios mío,” he huffed out, putting his hand on his heart. “Oi, mi corozón.”
I took two steps forward, maintaining the distance between us.
“You need to leave, canner,” I said.
“You speak … English,” he said.
“Of course I speak English, asshole, this is the United States.”
“Not anymore it’s not,” he said lazily. He took a step towards me. “We haven’t seen any girls in a while. No new ones anyway,” he said, laughing at something he found amusing - something I was sure I didn’t want to know the details of. “You’re comin’ with me,” he said, taking another step towards me and reaching his hand out as if to take my elbow.
I easily side-stepped him. “No, actually, I’m not. I’m not going anywhere and neither are you.” He needed to be immobilized, one way or another. We couldn’t travel while they were still out, and I couldn’t let him go back to tell his friends where we were.
I was counting on the fact that their loyalty to this guy was as weak as the last canner gang’s was to their fallen comrade. If he never came back, they wouldn’t bother looking for him - except maybe to come eat him later.
“You think you can take me down?” he said incredulously. “Go ahead, white girl, take your bes’ shot.”
I decided that a surprise attack was my best bet. I looked off in the distance, putting my fingernail to my mouth, pretending to bite it, as if I were scared and contemplating giving up - and then I jumped at him, slamming him in the nose and shattering the bone with the heel of my hand.
Blood spurted out everywhere and he stumbled back, yelling. I cut the sound off by coming after him and sending a roundhouse kick into his temple, knocking him down to the ground on his side and stunning him temporarily.
His head was so damn fat, my roundhouse didn’t send him as far into never-never land as I had intended. I ran over and kicked him hard in the face with the toe of my shoe, snapping his head back - and yet, he was still moving.
I knew his next move was going to be to scream for his friends, so I leaned in and punched him hard in the jaw, bringing the power from my back and shoulder into the movement, knowing I was going to pay for it later with bruised knuckles. I probably should have used the heel of my hand, but I just wasn’t sure I could get enough force that way.
That small loss of concentration on my part was all he needed. He grabbed my ankle and pulled me down, rolling over part way to trap me under his fat girth.
I had only one alternative left to me, since one of my arms was trapped along with my lower body under his chest. It was nasty, but it had to be done. I closed my eyes and jammed my face into his crotch, biting down on the nearest bit of soft flesh I could find.
A high pitched squeal came from his mouth, which quickly turned into just a loud bit of air wheezing out from his lungs. I had one of his testicles on lockdown and was using every bit of willpower I owned in my body not to gag at the smells that were assailing my nostrils.
His body curled in on itself as it tried to salvage what little bit of his man parts might still be in one piece.
I knew whatever I was biting was done for, the blood from it seeping through his pants now.
I let go when I knew it was over for him, spitting and retching as I struggled to get him off me.
Suddenly I was freed of his weight and looked up to see the large, dark figure of Bodo pulling him off of me. He dumped the pudgy body, still writhing in silent screams of pain, off to the side and reached down to help me up, saying nothing.
I couldn’t stand all the way up, my retching now turning into full-blown vomiting. Bodo stood over me and rubbed my back, then took my braid in his hand to keep it out of the mess. He secured it under my shirt and left, coming back a few seconds later with a water bottle in his hand.
Part of me wished it was the one full of bleach, the smell and taste in my mouth was so bad.
“Thanks,” I whispered, my voice shaking. Being so close to death like that had amped up my senses to near super power proportions. I felt like I could punch a hole in the tree trunk. Or cave that canner’s skull in with my fist. Part of me really wanted to do it, too. How dare he have such a stinky crotch.
“We have to kill him,” said Bodo, softly.
I shook my head. “Just hit him really hard in the temple with the butt of the gun and knock him out. We’ll decide what to do with him later.”
“Okay. Dat’s not a problem.”
Bodo left me and I heard the sick sound of metal hitting bone, and then a grunt followed by silence. Bodo was at my side again within seconds to rub my back some more. I was finally able to stand and shrugged him off.
“Thanks.”
“Yes, of course,” he whispered. “Can I do anything else for you?”
“No. Just make sure that other guy doesn’t find his friend.” I walked over to sit by Peter and Buster, who were now out from under the tarp. I couldn’t hear the other guy at all anymore.
“Sorry,” whispered Peter. I could tell he was crying. “I tried to keep him quiet, but he wouldn’t stop.”
“Shhh, don’t worry about it. Buster’s a dog. That’s what dogs do. When we get to the Everglades it won’t matter.”
“You’re not going to kill Buster?”
“Are you nuts? Of course I’m not going to hurt Buster. He’s part of the tribe, stupid.”
“What happened?” said Peter, sniffing, now I think over his biggest fear of losing his fuzzy pink friend.
“I don’t want to talk about the details right now. I’m trying not to vomit again. We just need to lie low and wait for them to move on. They’re already moving away. I can hear them farther down.”
“You smell funny,” he said.
“Yeah. Excuse me while I go bleach my face,” I said, as I crawled over to the trailer, my stomach feeling sick all over again. I pulled out the bleach and put a half-capful in the cooking water by the light of the stars. Then I used that water to scrub my face as best I could. I even rinsed my mouth out with some of it before swishing regular water around to get the bleach taste out. I found that I much prefer the smell of bleach to canner crotch.
 
* * *
 
The canners who were blowing up cars moved on, and none of them had come back to look for their friend. At least not yet.
“It’s time to go, Bryn. Or do you think we should stay longer?” asked Peter.
“No, we need to go, definitely. They’re going to eventually wonder what happened with Bigboy over there.”
“What should we do with him, den?” Bodo was squatting down, tapping the side of the gun against his palm, looking very serious.
My lip curled in distaste. Part of me wanted to kill the canner, but the years of morality I’d learned from my dad and the discipline of my training won out. “We can’t kill him. Then we’re little better than those idiots out there.”
“But he will come after us, won’t he?” asked Bodo. “Why giff him a chance to kill us again?”
“He doesn’t know we’re going north to Orlando, does he?” I gave the guys looks that said not to contradict me. “So we’ll just knock him out again and leave. He won’t know where to look.” I didn’t know if the canner could hear me or not. He hadn’t moved since Bodo had smashed him one, but I’d heard once that people picked things up when they were unconscious, and I wasn’t taking any chances.
“Oh, dats riiiight. He doesn’t know about our trip to Orlando. I want to go liff in Dissney World.”
“Alright, Peter, get these tarps put away and put the water from that bucket into our bottles, while I go see if the coast is clear. And Bodo, you go give Smelly Pants another crack in the head for good measure so he doesn’t wake up for a while. Unless you want me to do it.”
“No, diss iss a chob for a man. I will do it, it’s not a problem.”
“Is anything ever a problem for you, Bodo?”
“Rarely. One time maybe I can remember I had a problem.”
I laughed. “Good. I like a guy I can depend on.”
“Yess, und I like a girl who can kick a guy’s ass when she needs to protect her family.”
He walked away to do the dirty work, and I went out towards the edge of the trees to see where the enemy was, my face burning with the flattery.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Six
 
IT WAS STILL DARK WHEN we got back on the highway, but we could see small flames here and there, coming from cars that had not completely burned out yet.
“All they do is destroy things,” said Peter, sounding depressed.
“Yeah. They’re animals. They don’t care about this world anymore. They’ve given up,” I said.
“How many miless do you think we should go today?” asked Bodo, pedaling away and dragging the trailer behind him. I had the big butt seat bike again with Buster riding shotgun in the basket.
“As many as possible. We originally said fifty a day, but I don’t want any of those guys coming after us. I think we should go at least until eleven today, as long as we aren’t too hot or tired.”
“Yes, let’s not add sun stroke to our list of woes,” said Peter wryly.
“We need hets,” said Bodo.
“What’s a het?” I asked.
“A het. You know, you put it on your head. A het.”
“Oooh, a hat. Yeah. We do need hats,” I agreed.
“Dat’s what I said. A het.” He looked over at Peter who I could see was smiling in the bare light of the pre-dawn. “It’s my accent again, issn’t it? I try so hard to sound Hamerican but I keep failing.”
“No, you’re doing just fine,” said Peter. “Sometimes you do better than others. Your accent comes and goes.”
“When I’m tired or freaking out, den I know, it is stronger. I can’t concentrate so much in dose situations.”
“Well, I don’t think you should lose all of it. It’s kind of cool if you ask me,” I said.
“Really? Do you think so?”
“Yeah. Hasn’t anyone ever told you that before?”
“I don’t think so.”
“She’s right. Accents are cool.”
“You would haff an accent in Cherman, I know dat. I hear American accents all de time. Or I used to, when I was at home in Frankfurt.”
“I wish I spoke another language,” said Peter wistfully. “All I was ever able to take was Latin. What a bunch of garbage that turned out to be for me.”
“No one knew the world was going to end. Latin would have been great for the S.A.T.”
“Oh it was. I scored a 2250.”
“What? That’s … amazing,” I said, seriously impressed. I’d taken it twice and hadn’t done nearly that well.
“A lot of good it does me now.”
“Hey, dis new worlt needs smart guys like you to start things up again. We need people with good minds in math and mechanics. I think dat is where you will find me most helpful. I am an enchineering student. I can build thingks. My parents were both enchineers.”
“That’s good to know. You can be in charge of that,” I said, glad to be rid of a responsibility. “You will direct the building of our shelter, wherever it happens to be.”
“Maybe we can findt a shelter dat is already built.”
“In the swamp? Not likely,” I said, scoffing at the idea.
“Dare are lots of places already in de Everglades. I haff seen dem. Hamerican Indians haff lifft dare for a long time. Two or three tribes if I remember correctly.”
“Yeah, but isn’t that all just touristy stuff?” asked Peter. “I don’t know if they’ve actually lived there since the eighteen hundreds or whatever.”
“I guess we’ll find out when we get there,” I said, my mind wandering to the idea that living in the swamp might not be as inhospitable as we had originally thought. In a way that made me happy because, well, obviously I didn’t like the idea of sharing a bed with a cottonmouth. But on the other hand, if it was hospitable to me, it would be to canners too. And eventually they’d get all the easy prey and it would be next on their lists to find the harder stuff. Like us in the indian villages of the swamps.
“Wherever we end up, it has to be hard to get to and hard to find.”
“Agreed,” said Peter. “I’m glad we don’t have to worry about planes or things coming overhead.”
“Yeah, I guess there are a few benefits to the lack of fuel in the world. But I wouldn’t have minded being able to run a generator and have some electricity or warm water again. I’m not even going to dream about air conditioning.”
“We have that solar power book. Maybe once we’re settled we can go out on some scouting missions and find things to do some of that.”
“I dit a project last year in school with a solar cell. It was very interesting. I would like to see dis book of yours.”
“When we stop today, I’ll get it out for you,” said Peter.
We passed the rest of the morning talking about potential inventions we could manage to make with the limited supplies we imagined might be in the towns skirting the edge of the Everglades. The canals running down the sides of the highways got wider, deeper, and more wild-looking. More than once we saw gators out on their banks, lying immobile, sunning themselves. I tried not to feel intimidated by them since they’d soon be my permanent neighbors, but it was impossible. They were like prehistoric creatures who had survived the last cataclysmic Earth event and now this one too. They were indestructible, but we definitely weren’t.
The deepest part of me was feeling desperate, thinking that we might not be at the top of the food chain anymore. Living the life of hunted prey was definitely stressful and unhealthy. Humans had become lax and bloated in their sense of superiority. I’d been raised to believe in my natural supremacy, and I wasn’t accustomed to this knowledge that I was vulnerable and weak, at the mercy of the elements and those of a baser nature than I.
My stomach was hurting again. I had to find a way around this fear or it was going to eat me up from the inside out. If the canners didn’t get me, I was going to get myself with the stress. In that moment, as I contemplated my own place in the cycle of life, I could see what might drive a canner to do the crazy things they were doing. It was an affirmation, in a way, of their spot at the top. A sick, insane, and delusional one, but one nonetheless.
 
* * *
 
The sun rose high in the sky and the day got hotter and more humid than the one before had been. I prayed for rain, but the heavens didn’t cooperate. There was blue sky for as far as the eye could see.
“We’d better stop,” said Peter. “I’m getting too hot. My body can’t cool itself down anymore and my legs are cramping.”
“Dats not a good sign. You are dehydrated.”
“Alright. There’s an overpass up ahead.” We’d passed a town a while back, but now we were out in the middle of nowhere again. There were a lot fewer cars on the street and none of them were burned.
“Are you sure it’s safe?” asked Peter.
“No,” I laughed, not quite believing he’d just asked me that. “Do you have any better ideas?”
“No,” he said weakly. “Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Now I felt bad for making him feel stupid. “I wish I could offer us something better, but I just don’t see anything. And I haven’t in a while. I thought the grove was safe, but it obviously wasn’t.”
“I think it’s good. Let’s go dare,” said Bodo, pedaling harder now.
He pulled ahead of us, and I just let him go. I was anxious to get off the highway too, but I didn’t want to leave Peter behind. He was visibly flagging now that he’d seen his goal. It was like he’d lost the will to press on.
“Don’t give up, we’re almost there.”
“I know,” he said breathlessly. “I’m coming.”
We made it to the exit and got off the highway, coasting down the slope all the way to the bottom of the big concrete incline below the highway. Off in the distance I could see two gas stations on opposite sides of the street from one another and a giant sign that said ‘Cracker Barrel’. Back in the day, that chain of restaurants had been one of my favorite places to eat when my dad and I took road trips. They had the best candy store attached to the restaurant.
Bodo was waiting down at the bottom. “Do you want me to bring da bike up dare again? Or are we staying down here?”
I looked up at the slope and then off at the service stations, gently lifting Buster from the basket at the front of my handlebars. “I don’t know. I was originally thinking go up, but now … I feel like I want to be able to just take off without worrying about getting bikes down. Just in case.”
“I agree,” said Peter, sitting down on the ground. “Let’s stay down here tonight. Can we eat now? I’m starving.” He tipped his water bottle up and almost drained it, putting the remaining bit in the bowl for Buster who wasted no time drinking every last drop.
I walked over and handed Peter my bottle. He looked like he needed it more than me.
“I can’t take yours,” he said, trying to push it away.
“I can make more. We have cooking water and bleach. But I’m sure it’ll rain later, so don’t worry about it. Drink. You don’t look so hot.”
“I don’t feel so hot, either,” he said, no longer arguing. He finished my bottle and then laid back, right on the gravel. Buster settled between his legs, resting his head on Peter’s thigh. Peter didn’t move a muscle.
I gestured silently at Peter so Bodo would see, and he nodded.
“I will get da camp site set up for sleeping if you want.”
“Yeah, go ahead. The sun’s moving over there, so do your best to find a spot that will still be in the shade in a few hours.”
“Of course, yes, I will do dat,” he said, digging out the tarps.
I got out the parts for the water catcher and set it up just outside the shelter of the highway overhead. Even with blue skies now, the clouds could come in quickly and bring the rain with them. We were lower on water than I liked to be, especially since I was planning to make pasta with sauce tonight. Peter really looked like he needed the calories, and I had a terrible craving for tomatoes that was getting harder and harder to ignore.
I went back to the site that Bodo had set up, and sat down. “Bodo, have you ever had a garden?”
“Yes. My mudder always had one when I was growing up. I had to pull da weeds all da time. Dat was my chob. One of many.”
“I want tomatoes. Real ones, not the kind from a can.”
“Dey are easy to grow. I can do dat for you.”
Hearing him say that warmed my heart. I’d been taking care of my own survival for so long, and now Peter’s, it was nice to hear that someone was going to do something for me for a change.
Bodo looked up from his organizing and smiled at me. “You look happy about dat.”
“I am.” He had the nicest blue eyes I’d ever seen on a guy. I’d noticed them before, but for some reason, they looked even bluer today.
“Goot … I mean, good. You are very pretty, but especially when you smile.”
I looked down at my dirty, raggedy fingernails and laughed. “Wow, Bodo, you don’t set the bar very high, do you?”
“What does dat mean?” he said, a confused expression on his face. “Set da bar?”
“Never mind.”
“You think I am making a lie, don’t you?”
“Not necessarily. But I haven’t had a shower in weeks and I’ve probably never looked worse in my entire seventeen years of life.” I looked up and smiled at him anyway, happy with his effort, even if it wasn’t true. “So I find it hard to believe you can see beneath the grime to anything that looks appealing, but I appreciate the gesture.”
“Well, what I see looks pretty good to me. Plus, you are very strong, like my mudder was. She loved me a lot and I loved her too … but I also atmired her. No matter what, she always did the best she could. Efen when my fadder left, she always worked very hard to make sure dat I could do thingks. Like come to the Unitet States for example.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “Well, that sure worked out well for you.”
“It did.” He shrugged, ignoring my sarcasm. “The worlt dat we knew is ofer. Not just here, but efreywhere. Apart from my mom, dare was no one dare in Chermany dat I cared about so much. I’m okay with being stuck here. With you and Peter and da little doggy.”
I was impressed with his positive outlook. Germans were tough, there was no doubt about that.
“Bodo, what’s your last name?”
“Ruster.”
I giggled. “Your last name is Rooster? As in cock-a-doodle-doo?”
He smiled. “What dit you just say? Cock-a- … what?”
We were both grinning like idiots at each other. “I said, ‘cock-a-doodle-doo’. That’s what roosters say. You know? Male chickens?” I put my hands in my armpits and did a few chicken wing-flaps for effect.
“Ohhhh, I ssee. No, not a rooster. Spelled like R-U-S-T-E-R. See?”
I laughed some more. “Okay. I would have pronounced that ruster, like the word ‘rust’.”
“You can say it however you want. I don’t care, really. It’s not a problem.”
“No, I like rooster. That’s cool. I can see that,” I said, pretending to look him over.
“What do you mean? Like I am a proud bird who walks around a bunch of girl chickens and tells all de udder boy chickens to go away?”
“Maybe.” He did seem to be perfectly at ease around me. Either that meant he was supremely confident or he didn’t consider me to be a member of his henhouse.
“No. I am not dat proud. Plus I am a one-chicken kindt of guy. I don’t think I could manatch more den one chicken at a time.”
I don’t know why that made me so happy, but it did. It wasn’t like there was a lot of competition around here or that I’d decided that I wanted him to be my boyfriend. But still … he was funny and cute and didn’t seem stuck-up at all.
“Is it possible to be conceited anymore?” I voiced my thoughts aloud without even realizing I was doing it. But it was out there now and I was curious to know what Bodo thought, so I waited for his answer.
Peter spoke up before he did, though. “No.”
“Oh, it’s possible, I think, but it wouldn’t do any good,” disagreed Bodo. “Not unless dare was a group of guys around and just a few girlss.”
“Does it ever do any good?” I asked.
“Sure. Women go for dat.”
I frowned at him. “Whaaat? You’re nuts. Girls don’t like conceited guys.”
“Yes they do,” agreed Peter.
“You guys are nuts.”
“Then why do all the conceited guys have girlfriends and all the nice ones don’t?” Peter asked.
He had a point there. Maybe. “But which came first? The girlfriend or the conceit?”
Peter sat up slowly and tried to reach around to brush his back off. I leaned in to help him as he explained himself.
“Try to imagine back to when you were in like third or fourth grade. Which boys did you have a crush on?”
“None of them.”
“Come on. Don’t lie. Okay, which ones stood out to you, then?”
Bodo was watching us intensely, looking very interested in our discussion.
“I guess the ones who stood out were the ones looking for the most attention.”
“Were they just loud or showing off.”
“Showing off, mostly.”
“And when they did that, did they get positive reinforcement or negative?”
“It depended.”
“On what?”
I tried to think of the few boys I could recall from my much younger days as being kind of loud and in-your-face types, and remembered three of them. Two cute ones and one not so cute. I realized that the cute ones were seen as cocky, as if they had something to crow about, and the not so cute one just seemed obnoxious.
I sighed. “It depended on what they looked like.”
“Explain dat part,” said Bodo, leaning in and studying my face.
“Well, I hate to say it because it sounds so shallow, but the ones that were good-looking were encouraged, and the ones who weren’t, were looked at as obnoxious and shunned.”
“So you encouraged the conceit of the good-looking guys and told the ugly ones to stay in the background, essentially,” said Peter.
“God, that’s terrible when you put it like that,” I said, a little disgusted with myself. “Man, was I shallow or what? I helped perpetuate the problem from the time I was like, ten or something.”
“Don’t feel bad about it. We all did. It’s how we were raised.”
“It’s dat theory of efolution. The handsome specimens survive to make babies. De ugly ones dat have less desirable thingks die off. Nobody wants to make babies with dem.”
“So your theory that women like conceit is true to some degree. That’s sad.”
“Yes, but it is good for the survifal of de human race. You want to make babies with de ones who are strong and bold and fearless. Dey are de ones dat will make it through the tough times.”
I didn’t want to look at Peter because by Bodo’s definition, he was going to survive and Peter wasn’t. Or at least, Bodo had better chances than Peter did.
“Well, I’m not worried about making any babies,” said Peter, lying back down.
“Yeah, he just wants someone to cuddle with,” I teased, nudging his leg.
“What about you, Bryn. Where is your boyfriend? Why issn’t he with you and Peter and Buster.”
“I don’t have one.”
“I don’t belief dat,” said Bodo, smiling at me.
“She’s telling the truth,” said Peter. “I never saw one.”
“What do you mean, you never saw one?” I demanded.
“In the couple weeks I spied on you. I never saw anyone at your house but you.”
“You jerk,” I said nudging him with my foot. “You didn’t tell me you were spying on me.”
“Well, I had to make sure I wasn’t living behind a canner, didn’t I?”
I obviously hadn’t given Peter enough credit. The kid was sneaky. I’d never seen or heard anything. “That kind of makes me nervous that you were able to do that without me knowing. It makes me wonder how many other people managed it.”
“I never saw anyone spying on you, other than me, if that makes you feel any better.”
“I’m not sure if it does or not.”
Bodo was looking off over towards the gas stations. “Dare’s a Cracker Barrel over dare.”
“I saw that. I used to love that place,” I said wistfully.
“They have cool candy,” said Peter.
“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I said, smiling. “I haven’t had any candy in ages.”
“Do you want to go over dare and see if dey haff any?”
I shook my head. “Too risky. It’s not worth getting shot or eaten over some jaw breakers.”
Bodo shrugged, but I saw him stealing glances over at it from time to time for the next few hours. The sun was high and sapping the rest of my strength away. Peter had fallen asleep and was snoring lightly, Buster sound asleep in his legs.
“Don’t even think about it, Bodo,” I said, lying down, joining Peter. “I don’t want you getting killed or captured.”
“You don’t haff to worry about me.”
“Whatever. If you go over there and get caught, I’m not coming for you.”
He didn’t answer, and I fell asleep before I could bother to worry about it anymore.
 
* * *
 
The canners had me in their grip, pulling me by the shoulders towards their fire pit area. I was struggling, but they had ropes around me and I couldn’t get free.
“Bryn! Bryn!” yelled Peter.
“Peter? Where are you?” I couldn’t see him anywhere. It was too dark.
“Bryn!” His voice bounced painfully off my eardrum and startled me out of my nightmare.
I sat bolt upright, looking around me in a panic, trying to figure out for a second where I was. It was dark for some reason. I saw our trailer first, and then Peter and Buster looking up at me curiously, their faces lit by the moonlight shining in sideways from the far horizon. “What the hell?” I said, rubbing my face, my brain now coming into focus. “Holy crap, I was having a terrible dream. How long was I out?”
“You woke me up talking in your sleep. And it’s late. Like after dinner time. We all slept right through it. Bodo’s not here. ”
I sighed heavily, knowing exactly where he was. “Dammit, Bodo.”
“Do you know where he is?”
“Yes. He went to that friggin Cracker Barrel.”
“Did you tell him to go there?” asked Peter, obvious disapproval in his voice.
“No, of course I didn’t. In fact, I specifically told him not to go there.”
Peter chuckled. “He only listens to your orders when he feels like listening to them.”
“I don’t give orders, Peter. I’m not General Custer or whatever.”
“Well, you’re our leader, like it or not. And leaders give orders.”
“I give suggestions. And I strongly suggested that he not go there earlier today. I told him we weren’t going to rescue his ass if he got in trouble, too.”
“Did you mean it?”
“No!” I said angrily.
“Why are you mad at me? I’m not at the Cracker Barrel.”
I ran my hand over my face again. “I’m not mad at you. I’m just frustrated. Now we have to go over there, risk our own butts, and possibly lose time on the road. Actually, that would be the best case scenario.”
“The worst case scenario being that we get eaten.”
“Yeah. That would be the worst thing I can think of.”
“Can you do me a favor and not tempt fate with statements like that?” said Peter, sounding like he was only half joking.
“Yeah, you’re right. Things can always, always be worse.” I reached down and grabbed my gun from the ground where I’d been sleeping. “Just stay here. I’m going to go see what he’s gotten himself into.”
“Huh-uh, no way am I staying here alone. I’m coming with you.”
“Well, get on your damn bike, then, because we can’t leave our stuff here.”
“What are we going to do with Bodo’s bike?”
“We’ll leave the big butt bike here, and if he comes back while we’re gone he can get it. I don’t want to leave the trailer unattended.”
“Okay. Good idea. Maybe we should leave Buster here with Bodo’s bike.”
“Fine. Use that bungee cord in the trailer to tie him to the frame. He has a hook you can use on his collar.”
Peter got Buster all tied up and we got on our bikes to head over to the restaurant.
We’d gotten all of ten feet before Buster started barking.
“What the hell is his problem?” I hissed.
Peter turned around and went back, saying, “Shhh! Buster! No!”
But Buster wasn’t having any of that being left behind stuff. He was whining and dancing around, making it very clear that if we tried to leave him again, he was going to call all the canners from the nearby towns to come to dinner.
“Friggin dog,” I growled, turning around and waiting for Peter to untie him. I got off my bike and snatched the Hello Kitty backpack out of the trailer. “Get in here, you stupid mutt. I’m not going to risk you running around like an idiot, waking up all the canners. You’re riding with me.”
He got in the bag without fighting me on it, and I zipped it almost all the way up. I left a space at the top that he poked his head out of. This time I put him on my back so I wouldn’t have to take a Buster tongue bath on the way over to the Cracker Barrel.
We left the highway underpass and Peter started giggling.
“Shut up, Peter.” I was still grouchy.
“I … I … can’t. You have no idea … how ridiculous you look … with a poodle in a Hello Kitty backpack on your back.”
“I can imagine, trust me.” I shook my head. Stupid
Bodo is going to pay for this.
We pulled up into the parking lot of the Cracker Barrel. It was completely dark. My watch showed eleven o’clock - prime canner partying time - but so far, I’d heard no sounds; and it seemed like the canners were partial to shouting and making loud asses of themselves, so I was hoping this meant this was a canner-free zone.
I stopped near the front porch of the restaurant. Cracker Barrels were all designed the same way, with a large open area in front that held rocking chairs for sale and big chess games set up in between them. It was supposed to resemble an old trading post from the Wild West or something.
Peter pulled up next to me. “Do you see anything?” he whispered.
“No,” I whispered back. “Let’s go around back … make a loop.”
Peter followed behind me as I went counter clock-wise around the building.
Everything was black. And silent. There was no sign of Bodo or anyone else for that matter. In fact, all the windows of the place were still intact and there was no sign of vandalism anywhere. I was getting totally creeped out by the perfectness of it all.
“There’s something really wrong about this place,” whispered Peter loudly. “It looks like no one’s been here yet. Like it’s frozen in time!”
We drew up to the front of the building again and I stopped, getting off my bike.
“What are you doing?” asked Peter, panic in his voice.
“I’m just going to look in the window. I’ll be right back.” I walked over to Peter, sliding the backpack off my arms. “Take Buster and keep him quiet. If I see anything disturbing, I’ll let you know. Be ready to ride like hell out of here.”
I crept up to the porch of the restaurant, headed not for the front doors, but for a small window that I knew looked into the gift shop area. All these places were the same, with a gift shop in front that you had to walk through to get to the dining room.
As soon as I got to the window and looked in, I knew why we weren’t seeing Bodo anywhere.
He was sitting in a chair in the middle of the room, tied to it with zip ties, and a small girl was pointing a rifle at his head from just a few feet away.
My heart fell down to my feet. I could see he was talking fast, probably trying to convince the girl not to shoot him in the face. She kept glancing behind her as if there were another person in the room, but I couldn’t see anyone. There were still some racks of shirts there, and whoever it was, he or she was behind one of them. This other person must be pretty short, though, because the racks were only about four feet high. Could it be a kid? Has a
kid somehow survived out here?
I left the porch and ran around the back, gesturing to Peter to stay put. I found the back door I had seen on my earlier trip around and tested it. It was locked, but I decided not to let that stop me.
I searched the nearby ground and found a piece of old rusted rebar. I jammed it into the space between the door and frame and pulled on it as hard as I could. The frame bent a little.
Encouraged by my little success, I put more of my back into it. I could feel my shoulder muscles nearly popping with the effort, but I was rewarded by the metal giving a little bit more.
I stopped to check my progress and saw that I’d moved the frame enough to the side that the lock was no longer holding the door closed. I pulled the rebar out and held it in my hand. It wasn’t brass knuckles or a knife, but I felt a little less guilty using it as a potential weapon rather than the gun. I had to conserve my bullets anyway.
I eased the door open, praying they hadn’t heard me breaking the lock. The only sounds that had reached my ears were my own grunts, so hopefully that meant they’d heard nothing inside.
I found myself in a kitchen. I tiptoed around the stainless steel prep tables and over to a door that had a round window on it. I could see into the dining room from there but not the gift shop.
I slowly pushed the door out, watching through the window as I did, making sure no one was coming. I slipped through the crack, entering the dining room as silently as I could, my sneakers making slight squeaking sounds on the dirty tile floor.
I took two steps out into a narrow hallway that had coffee machines and racks of glasses set up on a long counter. This must be where the waitresses
poured the orange juice. I went to the end of the hallway and stopped at the spot where the gift shop meets the dining room. I had a perfect view into the room where Bodo was being held captive, and now I knew why I couldn’t see the person who’d been standing behind the girl before.
It was a guy in a wheelchair, his head below the level of the rack of t-shirts.
I was now faced with a moral dilemma. All my life I’d been told to take special care with handicapped people. I never used the handicapped bathroom, even when it was the only one available and I had to pee really bad, just in case someone in a wheelchair might come in and need it. I offered to push people in chairs up ramps. I took things down off high shelves in the grocery store for ladies in walkers.
But now a guy in a wheelchair and his girlfriend or sister or whatever, were holding my friend hostage. Do I sneak up behind him and put a gun to his head, taking advantage of his obviously
inferior position of strength? I wasn’t sure how I’d live with myself if I did something like that.
His casual-sounding voice came to me from across the fifteen-foot space. “Just shoot him in the face and be done with it.”
Moral dilemma solved. I snuck out and came up slowly behind the guy, my gun raised level with his chair.
As soon as I reached him, I put the metal barrel to the back of his head, pushing it forward ever so slightly. “Don’t fucking move or I’ll blow your stupid head off.”
The girl with the rifle spun around.
I ducked behind the wheelchair, keeping the guy between us. “Shoot me or my friend, and I’ll kill this asshole right here in his chair. I don’t give a crap if he’s paralyzed or whatever.”
“Go ahead and shoot me,” he said, nonchalantly. “I don’t give a rat’s ass.” He put his hands on the wheels of his chair and started to turn it around.
I panicked. I didn’t really want to shoot him, but I needed to use him as my shield. Grabbing the handle of the chair with my gun hand, I jammed the rebar into his wheel spokes with the other. “You’re not going anywhere, dick.”
“Hey! What’d you put in my wheel! Take that out!”
“Jimmy, just shut up and let me handle this!” shouted the girl. She sounded seriously stressed out and frustrated.
I turned my attention from Jimmy to his protector. “All you have to do is let my friend go, and I’ll leave you two alone. But if you try anything funny, we’ll take this place down to the ground. I have friends outside who are waiting for me to get back.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “I don’t believe you.”
I could see her strength was waning. The rifle was pointed more towards the ground now, even though she kept trying to hitch it up, using her elbows braced against her sides.
“I don’t care if you believe me or not. Let my friend go, or you and your boyfriend here are going to have an extra hole in your heads.”
“Good!” yelled Jimmy. “Shoot me!”
“Shut up, Jimmy!” both the girl and I screamed at the same time.
Both of us were startled at first, but then I smiled.
She smiled back, a little sadly. “He don’t wanna live.” She had a heavy southern accent.
“Who does?” I said. “The world sucks right now. I just want to get my friend and go.”
“Bryn, she has dose jaw breakers you were talking about. I was just trying to get you some and dey jumped me.”
I shook my head. “You got jumped by a ten year old and a gimp. I’m so proud right now, Bodo.”
“I ain’t ten. I’m fifteen. And that ain’t very polite, callin’ a guy in a wheelchair a gimp. And he’s my brother by the way.”
“You got pregnant with your brudder?” asked Bodo, not hiding his disgust.
“Pregnant?” I said, noticing for the first time that she did look a little round in the middle.
“My brother? Oh gawd, that’s disgustin’. No, it wasn’t my brother, you idget. It was one o’ them wild boys runnin’ around out there in the night. Attacked me when I was out gettin’ water from the well. But Jimmy killed ‘im right where he stood when he was done hurtin’ me. But it was too late. I got knocked up.”
“Holy crap, that sucks,” I said, before I could stop myself.
“Yeah,” she sighed. “Tell me about it. Havin’ a baby in the middle o’ this mess. And with the father bein’ all crazy an’ such.”
The father being a cannibal rapist, you mean. I thought it, but I didn’t say it. Poor girl had enough on her plate. “Well, at least you have this nice place to live.”
“Yeah, well, we got weapons. And we’ve killed enough of ‘em that they stay away. Only you two dummies have come here in the last couple weeks.”
“Well, we’re not bad people, and we don’t mean to cause you any harm or any … stress. We’ll just leave you alone if you let us go.”
“I’ve a mind to let you go,” she said as if measuring her options. “Where’d you say you was headin’?”
“Orlando,” I said, at the exact same time Bodo said, “The Everglades.”
I shook my head. “Bodo, do you not listen to anything I say?”
“Hey, dey’re nice people. Dis iss like a place people can go for information. Maybe one day dey can sendt people to where we liff so we can grow our community.”
“Or maybe they’ll tell the canners who we are and where we’re going so they can all show up and eat us!”
“Oh, hell no,” said Jimmy, struggling to turn around. “Them freaks done ate our dog and raped my sister! You think we’d help them sons-a-bitches? Sissy, gimme that gun so I can shoot this girl and her foreigner friend.”
“Shut up, Jimmy. You don’t need a gun right now. You’re talkin’ crazy.”
She walked over to Bodo and flicked out the blade from a knife she’d taken out of the pocket of her pants. I tensed up for second and pushed the gun harder against Jimmy’s head before I realized she was just cutting the zip ties off Bodo’s wrists and ankles. She grunted with the effort of bending over.
When she stood up her face was all red. She blew the straggly pieces of hair off her forehead before she said, “There you go, Bo-do. Take your jaw breakers and get the hell out.”
I stood up, thanking her and her brother profusely, still pointing the gun casually at his head. “Listen, guys, seriously, thank you so much for letting him go. I’m really sorry to have caused you this trouble.”
“How’d you get in anyway?” asked Jimmy.
I’d come around to face him and could see the suspicion in his eyes.
“Uhhhh, you left the back door unlocked.” I prayed we’d be long gone before they discovered that little lie.
“Uh-huh,” he said, squinting at me, obviously not believing a word I’d said. “I don’t believe I left that door open, actually. I guess I’ll just have to go back there and check.”
He tried to turn around to wheel away, but the rebar was still in his spokes.
“Okay, well, we’ll just be going now. It was nice meeting you, Sissy … Jimmy.” I backed up, heading in Bodo’s direction.
Bodo was standing in front of a jar on the counter, pulling out jawbreakers and stuffing them into his pants pockets. He looked over his shoulder at Sissy. “If you see any good people who want to start a new life, you send dem to de Everglades. Dat’s where we are going.”
“Yeah, and any bad people? Tell them we went to Orlando,” I added, grabbing Bodo’s elbow. “Time to go,” I urged under my breath.
“But I need to get da candies for you.”
“Not now,” I said, pulling on him harder.
Jimmy had reached around and pulled the rebar free and was turning to head back to the kitchen.
I took off running. “Bye, Sissy! Good luck with the baby!”
“Bye, Sissy!” said Bodo, as he ran alongside me.
We burst through the front door, and I yelled as quietly as I could to Peter, “Go! Go! Go! Before he realizes I broke their door!”
Peter quickly turned around and headed out of the parking lot, his legs pumping furiously. I saw the Hello Kitty backpack with Buster’s head coming out of the top, bouncing around on his back. Buster let out an excited bark when he saw us running.
I went to jump on the bike, but Bodo beat me to it. “Bodo, get off!” I yelled, panicked that he was going to leave me behind to get shot.
“Get on da handlebars, quick!”
I didn’t bother to question his orders; I jumped on and grabbed the handles just inside the grips, finding a spot on either side of the front forks to rest my sneakers.
Bodo started pedaling and the bike slowly pulled away. The combined weight of him, me, and the trailer was making it hard for him to pick up speed.
We weren’t yet out of the parking lot when I heard yelling back at the Cracker Barrel. “Hurry, Bodo! Hurry! Pedal faster!”
I felt his breath on my neck and realized he was standing up now, grinding out the rotations on the gears as fast as his thigh muscles were capable.
We were at the road when a shot rang out and someone shouted from the store. “You broke our dooooor!! Get back here!!
Bodo laughed as he pedaled.
I just shook my head. I was using every abdominal muscle I had to hold onto my spot on the top of those handlebars, my heart going too fast and too wild for my brain. I was seeing auras around the stars above our heads. How Bodo had the strength to pedal three hundred and fifty pounds of us and laugh at the same time, I’ll never know. Friggin Germans.
Within a few seconds we were back under the overpass. I jumped off the handlebars and got onto the other bike, immediately going to join Peter at the bottom of the exit ramp.
“Come on!” I shouted as I zoomed past him, Bodo right behind me.
“I guess we’re leaving now?” asked Peter, pumping hard to catch up to me.
I didn’t slow down enough to talk until we were about a mile away.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
I WAS PEDALING STEADILY, KEEPING my eyes forward.
“You’re mad aren’t you?” asked Bodo, coming up next to me.
“Ya think?” I said sarcastically.
“I got da jawbreakers, dough.”
“You almost got killed, you stupid jerk.”
“What happened back there?” asked Peter, coming up to ride on my other side. “One minute I was standing there in a totally silent parking lot, and the next thing I knew you two were running out yelling, and someone was shooting a gun.”
I was still angry enough to sound enthusiastic when I told the story. “Well, ding-a-ling here decided to break into the Cracker Barrel which was the home of Sissy and Jimmy Redneck - Sissy carrying the fetus of a cannibal rapist and Jimmy being in a wheelchair. And in the process of relieving them of some of their candy, he managed to get himself caught.”
“It wass awesome. Bryn came in dare and threatened to shoot dat Jimmy guy, and dey let me go. And dey let me take da candiess too.”
“I appreciate the gesture, Bodo, as I’m sure Bryn does, but really, that kind of risk is only going to get you or one of us killed.”
“Yeah. What Peter just said. Times ten,” I added.
“Yes, okay. It wass stupid, I admit dat. I won’t do it again. I just wanted to do something nice for you guyss, since you’re doing so many nice thingks for me.”
“Next time, just offer me a foot rub or something instead,” I said.
“Really?” he asked.
“No. Not really. Stay away from my feet, weirdo.”
“So where are we going … I mean, what’s the plan for tonight?” asked Peter.
“Well, since we’ve gotten an earlier start than I had originally planned, I figured we’d just ride until we can’t anymore.”
“I don’t know if I can make it until eleven again,” warned Peter. “That’s, like, twelve hours straight of riding.”
“Why don’t we go for a few hours, stop and have a meal, maybe a little nap, and then go some more?” I suggested.
“Works for me,” said Peter, sighing. “I’m going to be really glad when we get to our final destination. I hate riding bikes. I didn’t before, but I do now.”
“Me too,” I agreed.
“How will we know when we’re dare?” asked Bodo.
“I haven’t figured that part out yet,” I admitted. “When we get closer we should look for a tourist shop that has maps and stuff, and pick a spot. I hope we can find a place that has canoes nearby. Then we can take a few of them and go out into the Everglades until we find the right place.”
“Da Everglades iss a really big place.”
“Yes, I know. But it’s made up of lots of different kinds of terrains and stuff. We have to find an area that has trees for cover and dry land to build a shelter on.”
“And there has to be a lot of game or whatever. Or fish,” added Peter.
“I read in da newsspaper, dat dare are snakes so big out dare, dey can eat a deer,” said Bodo in his best spooky voice. “Dit you know, dat deer are bigger dan people?”
“Shut up, Bodo,” I said, quickly losing patience with him. First he scares the crap out of me making me think he’s going to get killed, then he tries to freak me out about man-eating snakes.
“No, he’s right. I read that, too,” said Peter. “Some people apparently either lost their constrictor snakes or purposely set them free out there, and without any natural predators they’ve gotten huge. I saw a picture of a giant yellow one. It was freaky. As long as a car … or longer.”
I refused to panic about something I hadn’t yet seen with my own eyes. “All that means is a bigger meal for us, as far as I’m concerned.”
“We’re gonna eat snakes?” asked Bodo, clearly excited about the prospect.
“Why not?” I asked. “It’s meat, isn’t it?”
“Dat’s so cool. Who’s gonna catch it?”
“You. That’s your job. Snake wrangler.”
“Awesome,” he said. He sounded like he really meant it, too.
“Smooth,” said Peter, quietly, so only I’d hear.
I smiled, pretty proud of myself. “Never doubt my skills, Peter. Never.”
“Oh, I won’t. Believe me.”
“I think we should try to eat gator, too. We can use dare hides to make shoess.”
“Yeah, you work on that, Bodo. You can be our snake wrangling, alligator wrestling, cobbler.”
“I know you’re mocking me, Bryn, but I can do it. You will see.”
“Good. I hope you can, because I have no interest whatsoever in doing any of that.”
“What are you going to do?” asked Bodo. “I have my chob now. What’s yours and Peter’s going to be?”
“Don’t forget to add gardener to your list,” I reminded him.
“Of course. I have promised you tomatoes and you will haff dem. I just haff to find some seedts.”
“I have some. In the backpack. My dad bought them for me … before he died.”
“Oh,” said Bodo more quietly. “Dat’s nice dat he did dat for you. He wass a good guy, huh?”
“Yeah. He was a good guy. A really good guy.” I think he would have liked my two friends a lot. Peter, because of how strong he ended up being, even with all the adversity he’d suffered, and Bodo, because of his boundless energy and constant happiness, despite all the reasons he had to be sad.
“My job is going to be getting our food stores set up and contingency plans in place. I also like to cook,” said Peter.
“I have no idea what my jobs are going to be, other than teaching you guys how to do some krav maga.”
“You are in charch of our defenses. Dat’s important. Maybe one of da most important thingks. Without good defenses, we will be da dinner.”
I don’t know why, but his words made me feel good - like I was important to our group.
We continued on for another two hours in relative silence before Peter spoke up. “Do you guys mind if we stop? I’m tired and really hungry.”
“No, I don’t mind. I think it’s a good idea,” I said. “How about we stop at a car this time? This part of the highway seems kind of abandoned. I haven’t heard any sounds or seen any lights up ahead at all. Maybe we could sleep on the seats or something … have a comfortable bed for a change.”
“I’m okay to rest for a while,” said Bodo.
I pulled up next to a large SUV that was parked on the shoulder. I got off my bike and walked around it, putting my face up to the darkly tinted windows, making sure there weren’t any surprises within. I didn’t know what I expected to see, but I did it anyway. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.
Bodo tried all the doors, but they were locked.
“Well, that’s dumb,” said Peter. “Who locks the doors of a car that’s out of gas when there’s no more gas around?”
“Someone who owned the car, I guess. Old habits die hard.”
Bodo went over to the side of the road and came back with a rock. He used it to smash the driver’s side window so he could reach inside to unlock the doors.
I went over to the passenger side and climbed in, putting Buster down on the floor in the back seat. He immediately sniffed around, investigating all the parts of the car that might have crumbs for small dogs lying around.
Bodo reached over and opened up the glove box. I pulled things out of it, wondering why I’d never thought about doing this before. People usually kept all kinds of good things in their cars. This one had maps and a small flashlight, which I tested and found still worked. I stuck it in the waistband of my pants.
Peter was in the back seat. “Hey! There’s gum back here.”
He handed a piece up to me and Bodo - they were kind of sad-looking, having suffered the Florida heat for who knows how long. I stuck mine in my pocket for after dinner. “Anything else?”
“Nope. There’s a gas can in the back, but it’s empty. And a blanket.”
“We’ll take the blanket. We have room on the trailer, I think.”
I got out of the car and went over to the trailer, pulling out the things we’d need for our dinner. Bodo came around to help me, and together we set up the small camp stove and the pan, and got the noodles and sauce ready.
“Um, guys?” asked Peter from the car.
“Yeah,” answered Bodo, busy screwing on the canister of fuel to the stove.
“I think you should come here for a minute.”
“What is it?” I asked, busy organizing the few dishes and utensils we had, trying to make a real event of this meal.
“Just come here, please.” His voice had taken on a more urgent tone, so I put the things down I was messing with and walked over.
“What’s so dang important that you couldn’t just tell me …?” My voice trailed off as my brain tried to fully appreciate what my eyes were seeing. “Are those …?”
“I think so,” said Peter in a hushed voice. “No wonder the doors were locked.” He was peering from the back seat into the cargo area behind it.
“What’s up, guys?” asked Bodo over my shoulder.
I stepped back so he could lean in and take a look.
“Whoa. Dose are tiny bombs!” he said excitedly. “I’ll go open da back.”
“Grenades, Bodo,” corrected Peter, absently, still focused on the SUV’s cargo area.
A couple seconds later the back of the SUV opened and Bodo’s eager face appeared. He pulled the blanket the rest of the way off of the black, heavy plastic case and slid the whole thing over to the edge of the tailgate, his eyes scanning the contents left and right, up and down. “Dis iss amazing. Dare’s, like, sixteen grenades in here.”
“I think there’s more underneath. It’s like two layers of them in foam,” said Peter.
I stared at the case, hardly believing my eyes. “I wonder why the person didn’t take them when they left the car.”
“Who knows?” Peter climbed out of the back seat and joined us at the back of the car. “Maybe they got killed. Maybe they’re coming back soon. We have no idea when this car was left here - it could have been earlier today.”
I backed away from the car and went over to our food. “I vote we eat and get the hell out of here.” I pulled a lighter from the side pocket of my backpack and lit the camp stove, adjusting the dial on the fuel tank to make the flame high enough that it would boil the small amount of water we were using for the noodles.
I put the noodles in the water while it was still cold, allowing them to get softer more quickly. They’d end up being a little starchier this way, but I didn’t care. Maybe it’ll help the sauce stick to the pasta better. I was purposely focusing on the meal instead of freaking out about the real, live grenades that were just five feet away from me.
Bodo came back over to the trailer, carrying the heavy-looking case.
“What are you doing with that thing?” I stood, facing him.
“Putting it on da trailer, of course.”
“Do you really think we should take it?” I looked from Bodo to Peter, wondering if I was the only one worried about carrying explosives over a bumpy road.
“If we leave them, they could be used against us some day. I agree with Bodo here. We need to bring them with us, even if we’re just going to bury them somewhere.”
“Bury dem? No way, don’t be crazy like dat. We can use dese in case anyone comes to our new place. You said it before. Da canners can go get da military stuff. Now we have some military stuff. It’s perfect. Don’t worry, it’s not a problem, I’ll make room. I’m very good with organizing thingks.”
I shook my head. Boys and their war toys. It reminded me about reading George’s journal. I made a mental note to get it out the next time the sun came up and we were stopped, so I could start getting a grasp on what type of situation we might find ourselves in. Maybe some old war veteran would have something to say about using grenades and defending ourselves against a crazed enemy.
 
* * *
 
We ate our pasta dinner and got back on the road, traveling for a full six hours before finally stopping to sleep. We were nearly to our destination, the changing landscape around us becoming more lush and wet. Off in the distance we could see what looked like small bodies of water. There were fewer instances of towns, too, at least on the west side of the highway.
I pulled George’s journal out of my backpack while Bodo walked around putting the tarps over our things.
Peter was busy playing with Buster and laughing at his antics. Bodo and I had an unspoken agreement between us that we did the heavy lifting and manual labor; Peter was still way too skinny for my liking and tired easier than we did. He’d been really cool, trying to keep up, not wanting to slow us down. We did what we could to make our breaks more comfortable for him.
I turned the pages of the journal randomly, noticing George’s careful script that never seemed to falter or become sloppy like mine always did when I wrote for longer than five minutes at a time. My fingers had always been much more comfortable on a keyboard.
He hadn’t organized the book in any particular order. It seemed as if he’d done the work over a period of time, writing things down as they came to mind. In one section he talked about his friends - people he’d served with in the army; in another, he discussed the process they used to dig latrines - toilets, apparently.
I read aloud so Bodo and Peter would be able to comment when I was done.
“It is important to remember that attack can come from any side. A smart enemy will approach from the place you are least likely to expect; this means, it could even come from your own friendly territory. For this reason, it is important to shore up defenses in every direction, and expect the unexpected.”
“Well, that’s encouraging,” I said.
“It’s goodt advices,” said Bodo. “We will need some kindt of lookout that can see in all directions.”
“I guess that’s why in all those war movies they have those towers at the prisons - so you can see anyone trying to escape no matter where they are. And on pirate ships too.”
“Yeah, but in the war movies, the lookout tower is the first thing that’s blown up.”
“Keep reading. I like what dis guy is saying.”
“If your manpower is low, due to injury or simply unavailability, you may not have enough bodies to adequately guard your position. Use whatever methods you have at your disposal to act as early warning systems. A popular method used during the most recent wars is land-mines.”
“Too bad we don't have any land-mines,” I said sarcastically.
“We haf grenades. They can be attached to a wire that pulls da pin out. I’ve see dat in several movies.”
Peter nodded. “Trip wires. Totally done all the time in jungles.”
I shook my head. “We’re missing the critical piece - wire.”
“We have clear fishing line,” corrected Peter. “I don’t think it has to be metal.”
“I guess you have a point - so long as we don’t need the stuff for fishing.”
I went back to the book and flipped through some more pages before stopping to read another passage.
“One of the biggest problems you will face is boredom. Hours will be spent doing nothing, as you contemplate what the enemy might be doing and when they might strike. Sometimes there is no intel and other times the intel is inaccurate. The important thing is to use your free time wisely. Train, train, train. Practice hand-to-hand combat. Make weapons. Build your stores. Play games with your comrades. But never give in to the boredom and do nothing.
Down this path lies insanity.”
The words sent chills up my spine.
“He’s right, you know. There are people going crazy right now, all around us. I don’t know if it’s boredom doing it or just desperation, but it’s definitely happening,” said Peter.
“You got that right,” I agreed. Canners came to mind, and Sissy and Jimmy too a little bit. I could see how a life spent inside a Cracker Barrel could lead someone down to crazytown.
I looked through the book some more, noticing that George had sections on making weapons and traps, but deciding to study them later. I was tired and needed a break from thinking about dying, killing, and defending myself against zombie attacks. For a moment, I allowed myself to think back to the days when my biggest worry was a chemistry exam.
“What are you smiling about?” asked Bodo, looking at me from across the tarp.
I leaned over and shoved the book back into my bag. “Oh, just how my biggest concern used to be a chemistry exam - and now it’s whether I’m going to die tomorrow or not.”
“Kinda puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?” asked Peter.
“I don’t know. Call me crazy, but I kindt of prefer dis world to da last one.”
“Yeah. No doubt about it,” I said, “you’re crazy, alright.”
“But don’t you agree? I mean, here we chust survife with our brains, and it doesn’t matter who you know or how much money you haff. You just work hard and think about how da world works and you can survife. You can make friends, and it doesn’t matter what your clothes are or what kindt of car you are driving. Da food is more healthy and da air and da water is better.”
“Sure,” agreed Peter, “but then you have the whole canner thing. That part’s not better. Neither is the fact that we could starve to death or die from a simple cut.”
“No, we won’t starfe to death. Not in da Everglades. It’ss full of life. Birds and snakes and gators and deer and all kindts of mammals. Dare’s so much rain here all da time, we’ll never run out of water. And for da injuries, we can make some things like alcohol to kill da germs. I can build dat for sure, it’s not a problem.”
“You know, Bodo, when you put it like that, it doesn’t seem so bad,” I said, surprising even myself with what I was saying. “I mean, I know you’re creating this little illusion and all, but if I don’t think about it too hard, it does seem pretty okay. With you guys in the picture, at least. I don’t think I’d want to do all that alone.”
“Yes, dat’s what I mean, too. It’s not worth it so much if you are alone. Human beingks were meant to live in groups. You can see dat even when dare were cavemens running around. We survive better in tribes and families.” He stopped for a minute and then leaned forward more, looking especially earnest. “And it’s not an illusion. It’s reality! You have to think positif. Hey, you’re Hamerican! Your country was built on the idea dat nothing is impossible! If you can belief it, you can achief it!”
I shook my head at him. He was probably right, but he was so excited about it, he looked just a tad bit deranged. The fact that his hair was sticking out in every direction in clumps wasn’t helping.
Peter laughed. “I think you’ve listened to too many Tony Robbins tapes or something.”
“You will see. Bodo is right on dis one.” He laid back on the tarp. “Time for sleeping. Goodnight, family.”
He closed his eyes, and I sat there staring at him for a while. He’d wandered in off the highway out of nowhere - from a place we really hadn’t bothered to ask him about - all alone, with almost nothing to live on in his bag. He was from another country where they spoke a different language and had a different history. And yet, here he was … the voice of reason in our lives. What he said made sense, and his words made me feel hopeful and happy to be here under a highway overpass in the middle of Florida, headed to a giant swamp filled with lethal creatures. How messed up is that?
I looked up at the sky, wondering if my dad were up there looking down on me and sending people to me who might make my life feel worth living. I sent him a silent message, just in case he could hear me, touching the ring of his that was hanging at my throat.
Thanks, Dad … for sending Peter and Bodo, and Buster too. I like my new family. I wish you were here too, but even though you aren’t, I’m pretty sure I’m going to be okay.
It was the first time I’d felt hopeful about my life in a long time.
 
* * *
 
Bodo woke us up at four o’clock with a breakfast of Pringles and water, anxious to get going.
“Today is maybe da last day, right?”
I pulled the map book out and studied the mile marker signs as best I could with the tiny flashlight I’d taken from the car. “Maybe. I’d at least like to hit a tourist shop if nothing else.”
“Awesome,” said Peter sleepily, shoving the one, still-crunchy potato chip in his mouth.
We packed up our stuff and got onto our bikes, pedaling back up to the highway so we could head south once again.
After three hours of riding we started seeing billboards advertising a huge tourist shop. They promised maps, oranges you could ship, seashells, t-shirts and more! A few also mentioned discount tickets to local attractions. I wondered if any of them were way out of the way and habitable. It was tempting to think of living in a place that was already built for us.
A small town arose from the emptiness in front of us, making me instantly nervous. Towns meant people. It was still pretty early for canners, but that didn’t make it safe.
“Let’s get off at the next exit,” I said. “That last billboard said there was a big tourist shop there.”
“Should we be aiming for a big one or a small one?” asked Peter.
“Well, either, I guess. What are you thinking?”
“Just that if it’s bigger, it’s probably already been hit by raiders. Maybe they wouldn’t bother with the smaller ones.”
“All of dem are going to be hit - but who’ss gonna take maps into da swamp except for crazy people like us?” He smiled at me, taking any sting out of his words.
“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Peter conceded.
We got off the exit and coasted to the bottom, following the signs leading us east to the tourist shop. It was located on the edge of the town, near a strip mall - a stand-alone building with the front glass partially smashed in.
Bodo rode his bike up to the front door.
“Watch for glass,” warned Peter. “We’ve made it this far without any flats, let’s not get one now.”
Bodo backed his bike up a little. “Who’s going in?” He looked over his shoulder at us, awaiting an answer.
“You and me. Peter, you wait here with Buster. Shout if anyone comes, and have your gun out and loaded. Shoot anyone who looks at you like you’re a steak or invites you to a barbecue.”
I winced inside a little at my careless choice of words, but Peter didn’t seem to care. He nodded, pulling his backpack around and getting the weapon out.
“Come on, Bodo. Let’s go see what we can find.” I took my gun out and nudged him in the arm with it so he’d take it. He frowned at me but didn’t argue, taking the weapon and putting it in the back of his waistband.
We stepped through the door frame that remained locked, using the convenient, giant holes someone had made in their glass fronts to enter.
The interior was one big open space. There were rows and rows of shelves that held seashells of every shape, color, and size. Some of them looked native to Florida and others obviously weren’t.
Someone with a glue gun and way too much time on her hands had made giant shell-covered knick knacks. There were mirrors, lamps, clocks, bowls, vases, jewelry boxes, and a hundred other things. Some of them had their natural shell colors and others had been painted, bedazzled, or shellacked. It was crazy.
Bodo walked over to the gaudiest piece in the entire store and said, “Bryn, imagine dat we livt in da real world, da old one, and dat I am buying dis lovely piece of art for you. As a gift. Happy birthday.”
I laughed, walking over to a hula skirt and coconut bra on a hanger, holding it up for him to see. “And imagine that I’m buying this for you, Bodo. Happy birthday.”
“Why thank you, Bryn. Dat is very kind of you. I think dat would look very nice on me, especially da bra part. When iss your birthday, anyway?”
“It’s next month, actually. When’s yours?”
“December twenty-fifth. I am a Christmas baby.”
“That sucks.”
“Yes. For da presents. But my mom always gafe me extra in June at da half point.”
“Your mom sounds cool.”
“Yes. She wass very cool, my mom. I miss her sometimes.”
I nodded my head. I didn’t want to talk about parents right now. I had too many other things to worry about. “Let’s go find some maps and brochures about places in the swamps.”
We made our way over to a bank of racks holding all kinds of brochures. They advertised water parks, butterfly parks, bird sanctuaries, snake museums, gator wrestling shows, and swamp buggy and airboat rides. Everything and anything a person could do near the humid, hot Everglades was put on display here.
I pulled one of everything off the racks, stacking them in my arms. Bodo helped, going over to the other side and grabbing one of each from there.
“We gonna read these later?”
“Yes. I don’t like leaving Peter alone.”
“Yeah, me needer.”
I put the stack of brochures I had in Bodo’s arms. “I’m just going to check behind the register, see if there’s anything of any use there.
“Okay. I’ll go put dese in da trailer. See you in a minute.”
I was rummaging around on the shelves below the cash register when I heard a small noise behind me.
I shifted to my left before turning, and I’m pretty sure that was the only thing that saved my life.
A baseball bat came crashing down, glancing off my shoulder to hit the edge of the counter. It snapped off a piece of the formica and left a crack in the underlying particle board.
I dropped to the floor and rolled, coming to the balls of my feet in a not-so-smooth move, on account of the incredible pain shooting through my shoulder.
I stood there, slightly off kilter, fighting the urge to coddle my injured body part. I knew it wouldn’t do to let the enemy know my weakness.
I found myself facing a girl - a dark-haired angry one. She was spouting all kinds of pissed-off-sounding weird words at me that I didn’t recognize, and swinging the bat a little from side to side, as if she were at home plate and getting ready to hit a high fly ball deep into left field.
I held my fists up, ready to let her have it if she came any closer, almost screaming from the pain that shot up from my injured shoulder. The bone wasn’t broken, but man, was it bruised.
“Don’t even think about coming near me with that bat again, bitch. I’ll take it away from you and bash your head in with it.”
“Oh, so you think you can just come in here to my parents’ store and take whatever you want? Steal from me?” Her nostrils flared in indignation.
I smiled, for some reason finding the fact that she had stayed to protect her parents’ tacky shell emporium hilarious.
“What’s so frickin’ funny?” she growled at me.
“Is your mom the one with the unhealthy glue gun addiction?”
“What?” she spat, her face the picture of confusion. Slowly, though, realization dawned, and her expression changed to one of incredulity. “Did you just mock my mom’s shell crafting?”
“Yeah, I guess I did.”
She stood up straighter, the bat falling to her side. “I’ll have you know that my mom’s shell art was a big seller here.”
“Seriously?” I said, truly shocked at the idea. “Who buys that crap?”
She shrugged. “Tourists. People from places where they don’t have shells.”
“Most of this shit isn’t even from Florida,” I scoffed.
“So? They don’t know that.”
I shook my head. “Shell scammers.”
She lifted the bat again. “It’s not polite to speak ill of the dead.”
I held up my hands in surrender, wincing at the pain in my shoulder. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m leaving.”
“You planning on going into the Everglades?” She still held the bat up, but I noticed her shoulders relax a little. She wasn’t planning on swinging at me now. At least not at this particular moment.
“What’s it to you?” I was pissed she’d overheard our conversation. Now there was one more person on this planet who could give our secrets away to the canners.
“I was gonna help you. But maybe I won’t now, since you gave me shit about my moms.” Her chin came up, and she challenged me with a hard stare.
I realized then how stupid it was of me to keep fighting with this chick. She lived at this ridiculous shell shop and obviously was from the area.
“I’m sorry about your mom. I do need your help. I want to know where there’s a place we can find canoes.” I focused on the boats because I was thinking that a tourist place would have canoes where the most scenic parts of the Everglades were - which hopefully meant that it would be in an area with trees, swampy parts, and lots of wildlife. A good place to settle down in anonymity.
The girl backed up out of the area behind the register and walked over to the brochure rack, pulling three fliers off.
“Here,” she said, slapping them down on the counter. Then she left the room for a back office area for a second and came back with another one that she placed on top of the others. “This is something you might want to check out too.”
I took a tentative step forward, keeping my eye on her bat, occasionally glancing up at her face. I was waiting for any sign that she was about to jump all over me again. I stopped before I got to the brochures, worried about getting any closer.
“Go ahead and look. I’m not going to hit you.”
“Could you back up a few paces? You’re making me nervous.”
She took two steps towards the entrance to the office.
I pulled the brochures closer to me and looked down at one of them quickly. It was the last one she put down, and I could see immediately that it had something to do with indians.
“What’s this place?”
“There are some Native American tribes out there. Not all of them live at the casinos, you know.”
Her accusatory tone told me more than her words had.
“What tribe are you with?”
“Creek. But there are others. You want to find the Miccosukee. There might be some kids out there who could help you if they feel like it.”
“Wow. Thanks.” I couldn’t believe my luck at almost but not quite being killed by a Creek indian in a shell shop. I reached up and felt the ring at my neck. My dad’s spirit had touched me again.
“That your dad’s ring?” she asked, a softer tone to her voice now.
“Yeah.”
She reached into her shirt and pulled out a smaller version on a silver chain. “This is my mom’s.”
I got choked up, looking at the expression on her face and watching her hold the small jewelry carefully in one hand, while the bat hung forgotten in the other.
“Can I ask you for a really huge favor?” she said, her eyes going shiny with tears.
“Yeah. Sure.” She’d helped me and the guys out more than she could possibly have known. Who was I to say no to something in return?
“Can I have a hug?”
I looked at her like she was crazy. “What?” It was the last thing I had expected her to ask me for.
She leaned the bat up against the wall. “I know it sounds nuts. You probably think I’m going to stab you in the back or something, but I’m not. It’s just that … my mom used to hug me all the time … and she’s been gone for almost a year. And I miss her terribly.” The tears fell down her cheeks, but she gritted her teeth together, refusing to sob. I could see her jaw muscles standing out. She looked like a proud indian warrior girl.
I shrugged. “Why not? Just don’t stab me, seriously. I’ll kill you if you do.”
She half choked and half laughed, holding up her hands. “Promise.”
We both took two awkward steps towards each other and just stood there for a moment. She was shorter than me, her dark hair hanging in greasy clumps around her face. She had huge brown eyes and wispy eyelashes. I could see why her mom had hugged her a lot. Underneath all her angry bravado, she was just a cute kid, scared about what was going to happen to her.
I grabbed her in a strong hug, feeling her arms come around my waist to settle at my lower back.
She was crying now, her shoulders shaking.
I just stood there, fighting off my own tears. Life was so friggin unfair. All these kids, left alone to fend for themselves. Like Bodo said, we weren’t meant to be alone.
I rubbed her back a few times and then pulled away. “Listen, we don’t have much, but you’re welcome to join us.”
She shook her head. “No thanks. I’m going to stay here. With my mom’s things.”
I looked around, seeing the place from her perspective now, my eyes picking out shell-covered objects and seeing them differently. I could picture an older version of this girl, her mom, sitting at a table with her glue gun, taking each small shell and putting it in the exact right position, creating something that someone would buy and making it possible for her to put food on the table for her daughter.
And man, did I feel like an asshole for mocking the glue gunning now.
I turned back to face her. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find us. Somewhere out there in the swamp.”
“It’s a big place you know,” she said, wiping her nose off with the back of her hand.
“Yeah. I keep hearing that. We’ll leave you a sign.”
“What kind of sign?”
“I don’t know. You’ll recognize it when you see it.” I was pulling stuff out of my butt now, but whatever. I knew me and my two boys would figure something out.
As I left, she followed me out, pressing a bag of shells in my hand when I got to the door.
“What’s this for?”
“A gift. From me and my moms.”
I gave her another quick hug and then let her go. “What’s your name?”
“Celia.”
“Mine’s Bryn. Look me up sometime, if you’re ever out in the swamps.”
She smiled. “I might do that someday. After I sell all this stuff,” she said, gesturing around the room.
I laughed. “Good luck with that.”
The guys were sitting on their bikes, just watching me with questions in their eyes. I shook my head slightly, telling them silently not to ask until we were gone. I got on my bike and waved goodbye one more time before pedaling away, leading my tribe back to the highway.
We had brochures to study and plans to make, and I didn’t want to do it here in a town where lunatics who eat people or lonely girls with bats might be waiting to jump us.
 
* * *
 
We sat behind a copse of trees near the roadway with the brochures in a pile on the tarp. Buster had decided he liked the feel of shiny paper on his underparts, so did everything he could to spread out on them with his legs poking out behind him, giving himself maximum belly exposure to their cool surfaces.
“Ew, Buster, get your wiener off the maps,” I said, nudging him to the side.
He just leaned over quickly and licked me in hyperdrive speed every time I tried to touch him.
“He’s trying to cool himself off,” said Peter, smiling and reaching over to play with Buster’s ears. This was one of Buster’s favorite things. His eyes went half-closed as he floated off into doggy heaven. In Buster’s world, there wasn’t anything much better than an ear tickle and a cool belly.
“I think we shouldt check dis place out,” said Bodo, looking at the booklet that Celia had brought out from her office.
“What is it? She said it had something to do with indians.”
Bodo read from the brochure, “The Miccosukee tribe settled da area generations ago, building villages and structures on da wetlands and Cypress forests of da Everglades.” He turned a couple pages and said, “Dey have houses and stuff dare.”
“Well, we don’t want houses. At least not a place where there’s a bunch of them.”
“Why not?” asked Peter. “It’d be a lot less work.”
“Yeah. And easy and convenient. Do you not remember the whole point of swamp life?”
Peter sighed. “Yes, I remember. We need to go someplace hard to get to and inconvenient to live in.”
“Exactly. Keep reading.”
“How about this …,” said Peter. “Canoe and rowboat rental. Discover the forested wilds of the Everglades.”
“Let me see,” I said, taking it from him. The pictures were promising. I could see us hiding out in some of the areas depicted there.
“My turn,” said Bodo, holding out his hand.
I passed him the brochure.
He looked at the back and then turned to the last page of the other booklet he had, comparing something on the two of them and frowning.
“What?” asked Peter. “What are you looking at?”
“Well … it looks like on dese maps dat da two places are not very far away from each udder.” He put the two maps down side by side next to Buster. “What do you think? Am I crazy?”
Peter and I studied the two illustrations. They probably weren’t to scale, but they sure looked almost exactly the same. And the red dots marking the two places weren’t very far apart.
“How far are those places from here?” asked Peter.
I pulled the map book from my backpack and found the page that showed our current position. “What are the coordinates of that map? Can you tell? Is there, like, a landmark of any kind?”
Bodo took the larger book and looked closer. “Oh. Dare are directions here above da map.”
As he read them out to me, I traced the track on my map. I had to turn the page over as I continued following the directions to one that had very little showing on it other than swirls of uninhabited water, wetlands, and green parts that hopefully meant they had trees on them.
“Bingo. Here’s the spot where the canoes are, and here’s the place where that indian village thing is.” I pointed to the two areas on the map for the guys to see.
Buster got up and wiggled around under my arms, using his head to butt up against my hands, insisting on being petted. I sat up straight and dragged him over into my lap, petting his chin absently while we discussed our options.
“That looks like it’s about an hour from here,” said Peter. “We could do that easy.”
“What time is it?” asked Bodo. “We want to get dare at da right time, too.”
I checked my watch. “It’s about nine or so. Yeah, a bit after, actually. It’s getting a little late to travel. Canners will be getting up soon.”
“How about if we go to the place with the canoes and see if maybe we can stay there today?” suggested Peter. “Then we can take them out tomorrow morning at four or whatever.”
I shook my head. “I really don’t want to travel through the swamps at night or in the dark on our first time out. We need to see where we’re going not only so we can find a good spot but also so we can find our way back out again.”
“I’m agreed with dat,” said Bodo. “I think we can risk doing dis today, if we hurry. I doubt dat da canners are going to be out in canoes on da water dis early in da morning. Besides, dare prey is on da land, not in da water.”
Peter shrugged, apparently not disagreeing with the plan.
“Fine,” I said, glancing down and realizing with slight disgust that Buster had taken advantage of my preoccupation and was currently several hundred licks into cleaning my hand. I grabbed his muzzle and closed it, turning his face up to mine. “You’re a punk, you know that, Buster?”
His butt wiggled, carried away again by his tail wagging.
“Stop licking me, you freak.” I let him go, and he jumped out of my lap, barking once at me, obviously excited about the prospect of being called a punk and a freak. So long as someone was talking to him, he was happy.
It made me think of Celia, all alone in that crazy shell shop. She’d been so starved for affection she’d asked the girl she’d tried to beat to death two minutes earlier for a hug.
I looked over at Bodo, busy packing up our brochures, and Peter pouring out some water for a happily expectant Buster; and once again, I thanked my lucky stars I’d found them. Or that they had found me.
We were almost to our goal. And knock on wood, we were all still alive, over two hundred and fifty miles later. Now all we had to do was find some water transportation, figure out how to use it, and not get eaten by alligators or deer-eating snakes before we found a place to live. Simple.
 
* * *
 
Our ride over to the canoe rental place was uneventful. We were no longer on the highway, and there were very few abandoned cars on this simple, two-lane side road. We passed an occasional broken down roadside fruit stand, but saw no signs of life aside from ourselves.
To our left and right were big waterways, some of them flowing and some of them still, dotted with large sections of treed areas. The edges were made up of huge roots that looked like elephant trunks growing right down into the water.
“Look,” said Peter, pointing up ahead. “There’s a sign for the canoes.”
It promised a turn-off in two-tenths of a mile. A few minutes later we came to a faded red arrow pointing towards a dirt road that disappeared into a forest of pines and high shrubs. The thick vegetation made it impossible to see more than a few feet in.
A strange harmony, unique to the singing cicada bug, rose up around us. It lent a spooky air to the place as we slowly pedaled our way over the sandy and pine-needled pathway.
We had to slow down for Peter because his bike tires kept catching in the soft surface and throwing him off balance. Eventually he gave up and walked instead, pushing his bike next to him.
“I luff dat sound,” said Bodo, “but I’ve never seen da bugs dat make it.”
“Yeah, me neither, and I’ve lived my entire life in Florida,” I said.
“I have. In a bug museum once, stuck with a pin. They’re like a big fly, but longer rather than wide.”
“It always reminds me of humidity for some reason,” I said quietly.
“They come out in summer, so that’s probably why.” Peter was staring up into the trees, as if trying to catch sight of one of our serenaders.
Buster’s head came up, and he sniffed the air.
I was a little nervous about his reaction to the area, but when he didn’t growl or bark, I figured it wasn’t a person he was smelling. Even so, I kept glancing towards him as we moved down the road, ready to take his clues for my early warning sign that something was up.
We went around a bend in the road, and a smallish green shack came into view. Next to it was a small picnic area and a pitiful looking playground with a single swing and a faded fiberglass slide.
I got off my bike and moved closer to Peter.
Bodo dismounted too and moved in front of us, the trailer following smoothly behind.
I stopped for a minute, lifting Buster out of the basket and putting him on the ground. “Go see if anyone’s there, Buster.”
Peter looked at me and frowned disapprovingly.
“What?” I asked, defensively.
“You’re sending the bald poodle in as our front line of attack?”
“Why not? He’s little and fast. No one’s going to hurt him. And he’ll bark if he sees or hears anyone.”
Peter shrugged. “I guess.”
I pulled my gun out of my backpack, deciding that if someone was hungry enough, they might see Buster as a nice little Happy Meal and that I should be prepared to back him up.
But Buster was totally unconcerned for his safety. He sniffed around gaily, peeing on the edge of the slide, the swing set pole, and then the side of the building before wandering off into the bushes to scare some birds. He only hesitated at the door of the shack and sniffed the air a few seconds before moving on.
Bodo parked his bike near the front door of the shack. It was shut and locked. He rattled the handle a couple times just to be sure.
I put my bike next to his and walked a little farther past where we had stopped.
Just beyond the shack was a drop-off that led down to a dock. On a small beach next to the dock was a tall rack with six canoes all stacked on it, three by three, chained together. There were two rowboats and one small outboard motor boat, pulled up on the beach, also chained together.
“We have to get into that shack. All the boats and canoes are locked up, I think. Maybe the key’s inside.”
Bodo disappeared around the right side of the building and then reappeared a few seconds later on the left.
“Dare’s a window here in da front and a small one in da back. Neither one iss broken. I think dat’s weird.”
“Yeah. It’s not like this place is out in the middle of nowhere,” said Peter, looking at me fearfully.
I went up to the window and tried to look in, but it was pretty dirty, on the inside and the outside. I turned to the guys. “Should we break it?”
“Do we have a choice?” asked Peter. “We have to get those boats loose. And I’m tired of riding this stupid bike. My butt crack is permanently bruised.”
“I hear ya,” I said. “Bodo, what do you think? Should we break this window or the one in the back?”
“Dis one. The udder one is too small.”
“Fine.” I walked up to it and hit it with the butt of my gun.
A few seconds later the smell hit me.
I threw my hand up to my face and backed away. “Oh, crap. Someone’s dead in there.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Peter, his face now hidden by the t-shirt he’d pulled up to cover his nose. “Anyone who died before wouldn’t still smell, would they? It’s been too long.”
“Well, at least we know it is safe to go in,” said Bodo, moving towards the window with a large stick he’d found on the ground. He used it to bust out the rest of the glass.
“Unless, of course, whoever is in there died of something other than the disease that killed the adults,” said Peter.
I shook my head. “Well, that’s a friggin sunny thought, isn’t it?”
“I’m just saying … we should be careful. There’s got to be a reason this place is pretty untouched.”
“Maybe no one bothered to come out here because it’s a piece of crap that has nothing but canoes and bait.”
Peter’s face lit up. “Maybe that’s the smell … rotten bait.”
Bodo had cleared all the glass and dragged the trailer over so he could stand on it. He was looking inside when he said, “No, I don’t think so. It’s definitely people. Two of dem.”
“Oh, crap,” I said. “Can you tell how long ago it was?”
“Not long. A few days or a week, maybe. I’m not an expert in dead thingks. But dey are not moving, so I’m going in.”
He laid the blanket that had been covering the grenades over the windowsill, and lifted himself up to the edge, disappearing inside headfirst. His feet were the last things we saw before we heard a crash.
“I’m okay!” came his voice from inside. “I chust knocked over some gas cans. Empty ones.”
I went over to the window and climbed up on the trailer to look in. Bodo was getting to his feet when he saw me. “Come andt join me. Dare’s food in here!”
I glanced at Peter over my shoulder. “I’m going in too. Are you okay out here with Buster?”
“Sure.” He took his backpack off and got his gun out, placing it on his bike seat while keeping a grip on the handle. “I’ve got it covered.”
“Okay. I’m going to find those keys first. Then we’ll start loading canoes.”
I boosted myself up onto the sill and straddled it. Bodo grabbed my waist from inside and lifted me, setting me down in front of him.
I looked up, realizing nervously that we were only inches apart. He was taller than I’d ever noticed before; I had to look up to see his face.
He was smiling, and his eyes were practically sparkling he looked so happy. He held out his arms. “Hug for good luck?”
I shoved one of them away, trying not to smile. “Get real. I’m not hugging you with dead bodies behind me.”
“Dey can’t see you,” he said, not at all dissuaded by my rejection, his arms still out and in position.
“Maybe some other time.”
“Okay. I’ll hold you to dat, you know.” He dropped his arms.
“I’m sure you will,” I mumbled, as I turned and took a few tentative steps towards the cadavers on the floor.
Both of them had been shot in the head. The small caliber weapon that had done the messy work was lying nearby. One of the bodies was much smaller than the other - skinny and sickly looking. I couldn’t tell if it was that way from the process of decomposition or from the fact that the living person hadn’t been well before the bullet had entered her brain. I could tell she was a girl by the dress she was wearing on the day she died.
“Dare’s a note here,” said Bodo, picking up a piece of paper from the nearby counter.
“Read it.”
“To whom it may concern … my name is William. My sister’s name is Rachel. Dis business used to be ownedt by our parents before dey died. Rachel is really sick. She has leukemia and is dying a very painful death. She asked me to end it for her and I finally agkreed. But I know dat once I do it, I won’t want to be here alone, so I’m going to go with her.” Bodo paused a moment to clear his throat.
I could tell it was starting to constrict on him, choking him with the emotions he was trying to hold back. I was suffering the same problem.
“She doesn’t know it, and I didn’t tell her, because if she knew I planned to shoot myself too, she would change her mind and refuse to let me end her suffering. And I know she really wants to go, so I don’t want to stop her. But I wanted someone to know what happened so dey wouldn’t think I was just some crazy murderer. I love my sister. She’s all I have left. So thanks for reading dis. Take whatever you want. The keys for da boats are in da cash
register. Sincerely, William.”
Halfway through the letter, my throat was hurting with the ache of unshed tears. By the time Bodo was done - his own voice having gone scratchy and heavy with sadness - I had begun to cry.
Bodo came from behind the counter and around the back of the shelves to join me by the window again.
He was there in front of me for a few seconds before I said, “I’ve changed my mind about that hug.”
He reached out and pulled me to him tightly, dropping his face down to rest his chin on the top of my head.
I put my arms around his back, grabbing his shirt and squeezing it in my fists as I cried. “Why does everything have to suck so much?”
“It’s not all bad, Bryn. Dey have peace now. Dey’re togedder now and with no more pain or suffering. It’s better dat way for dem, I think.”
“Maybe we should just do it, too. Suicide pact. End all the bullshit.”
He squeezed me harder. “No, don’t say dat. We stick togedder, we make a new life. It will be good, I promise. I take care of you, you take care of me, and togedder we take care of Peter. Okay?” He pulled away and took my head in his hands, forcing me to look at him.
I reached up quickly to wipe the snot off my face. I tried to look down, but he wouldn’t let me. He was earnestly staring in my eyes, forcing me to respond.
“Fine,” I said sullenly, not ready to agree to a new life with so much hope in it.
“I don’t belief you. You’re chust trying to make me go away.”
I smiled in spite of myself. “Yeah. I am. Go away, would you?”
“No way,” he said, pulling me in for another hug. “I finally got you to hug me. Now I’m going to be like a litch.”
“What’s a litch?” I said into his smelly shirt.
“You know, a litch. Dat thing like a snail dat sucks your blood and doesn’t come off. From da water.”
“Oh, a leech.”
“Dat’s what I said. A litch.”
I laughed, pushing him away from me. “You smell. Go away.”
“To smell me is to luff me.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s not how the saying goes, Bodo.”
He moved to go back around the shelves. “New world, new sayingks.”
I kept smiling, avoiding looking over at William and Rachel on the floor. Instead, I focused on the piles of canned goods that lined the shelves, grabbing them and throwing them out the window.
“Here you go, Peter!” I said. “Get as many on the trailer as you can.”
“Okay!”
I could hear him moving around out there, so I put the rest of the cans and other things on the windowsill instead, attempting to avoid clunking him on the head by accident.
His face appeared in the opening as he grabbed two cans of green beans. “Wow, this is cool. We can load an entire canoe just with canned goods.”
“Yeah, this stuff can hold us over until we figure out how to kill animals to eat or fish or whatever.” I wasn’t exactly relishing the idea of doing that but knew it was going to be necessary.
“Maybe we can get Bodo to do that part,” whispered Peter conspiratorially.
“I hope so,” I said, winking at him.
“So what’s the deal with the dead people?” he asked.
“I’ll tell you later. It’s sad.”
Peter studied my face a little closer. “You’ve been crying.”
I turned away to grab some more cans. “Yeah. Like I said. It’s sad.”
Peter didn’t say anything in response; he just grabbed what he could in one armload and left with it to find spots for it in the trailer.
Bodo came over with a ring of keys jingling in his hand. “I got da keys. You want me to go unload da canoes?”
“Yes, please. I’ll finish getting stuff out of here. I figure we need to get it all now. We can’t expect this place to stay untouched for long, now that its protectors are dead.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Okay, see you later.”
He jumped back up on the sill and fell out head first again.
I shook my head at his antics. I’d never known anyone like him before this life-changing event, and I wondered what I would have thought of him if I had met him a year or two years ago. I also wondered whether he acted this way back then or if the world having changed had somehow made him different.
I know it had made an impact on the way I acted. It probably should have made me more distrustful and introverted, but it seemed to be having the opposite effect. I was more open to other people now and had lost some of my preconceived notions about kids my age. Where before everyone had appeared so different from me, now they all seemed the same. Maybe they had different wrappers on the outside, but inside we were all just … people - the only exception being the canners. They were nothing like me. Inside they were monsters, hidden on the outside by wrappers that looked normal.
I shook my head, trying to make the visions of the two canners who I’d had the close encounters with leave my mind. I thought of Bodo’s eyes instead, how they looked when they stared at me while he reassured me that everything was going to be okay. It brought me a measure of peace, and even made it possible for me to look over at the brother and sister on the floor without feeling sick. I noticed for the first time that they were holding hands.
“Thanks, William and Rachel. We appreciate you sharing your stuff with us. We’ll put it to good use, I promise.”
“Who are you talking to in there?” asked Peter, his face at the windowsill again.
“No one … myself. Here.” I handed him a bag of Doritos.
“Holy crap-on-a-stick, Bryn, it’s a bag of nacho cheese Doritos!”
I smiled. “I know. We’re going to have a serious party tonight.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
BY THE TIME I HAD emptied the small shack of anything we could use, Bodo had taken all the canoes down and lined them up on the beach. Each one had two oars inside it, one with a wide paddle-part and one with a narrower one. I’d never used a canoe before, so I had no idea what difference the sizes would make. Something told me I was going to find out soon enough.
“Let me help you with that,” I said to Peter, as he struggled to maneuver the trailer to the edge of the bank that led down to the canoes.
“Thanks.”
Buster kept running down to the canoes and then back up to the trailer, apparently excited about the idea of whatever we were doing. I didn’t know about small poodles being much for the water, but he sure seemed to think it was cool.
“We should do an assembly line thing,” suggested Peter. “I’ll throw stuff down to you one at a time and you can pass it to Bodo to put in the canoe.”
“Works for me,” I said, looking over to Bodo for his approval.
“Sure. Go aheadt. I’m ready.”
Peter began with the canned goods. I managed to only drop about one out of every ten cans, but I blamed it on Peter and his not so amazing tossing skills.
“I’m over here, Peter, not over there.”
“Sor-ry. I’m trying to get them right to you but they’re different sizes. It’s hard to estimate the force exactly right.”
“Excuses, excuses,” I teased.
“I’m not going to throw the chips. I don’t want to break the seals on the bags.”
“Good thinking.”
Once we’d moved the lighter items, the last things remaining were the grenades, backpacks, and the bikes and trailer themselves. One canoe was almost completely full of the other stuff.
Bodo came up to join Peter and me at the top of the bank. “What are we going to do with da bikes?” he asked.
“I don’t know. It’s not like we can ride them in the water or use them in the small bits of floating forests out there.”
“Yeah,” said Peter, “but we’re going to want to have them to go look for things when we need to later … back in that town. I mean, we’re not going to be out in the swamps forever and ever without ever leaving for anything, right?”
I shook my head. “Probably not.”
“So we need to keep dem. But do we need to take dem with us is da question.”
“I don’t think we should leave them here. Someone will eventually find them and take them.”
“Okay, den. So we bring dem with us. We need to disconnect da trailer.”
“I’ll get on that. You guys get the other two bikes down there and the sensitive cargo that’s left in the trailer.”
Thirty minutes later we had everything to our names piled up in three canoes. We tried to stack all the bikes in one, but it made it too top-heavy and it looked like it could tip over too easy.
We sat on the dock, drinking water from our bottles and eating a bag of chips. I handed a few to Buster who crunched away at them and then licked up every single crumb that dropped. He drank water out of my cupped hand for a few seconds and then gave up, running down to the water’s edge to drink from there.
“So do we go in one canoe together and pull the other ones somehow? Or are we going to each take one alone?” asked Peter.
“I will tell you what I think,” said Bodo. “You guyss go in two empty canoes, with Peter in da front. We can attach da three canoes with our stuff to you, Bryn, and each udder. Den, I can follow in a canoe with all da udder boats behindt me.”
“Like a big convoy,” said Peter, smiling.
“It’s not ideal, but I guess it’s the only way we can make sure that we don’t leave behind a boat for someone to follow us with.”
“Is the current strong?” asked Peter.
“I have no idea,” I said, staring at the dark water. “I guess we’re going to find out.”
“We can handle it. It’s not a problem.” Bodo beamed at us, rubbing his hands together in excitement. “We are almost home, guyss! I can feel it! And I haff extra energy right now, so we should use it before I get tiredt again.”
“You’re right,” I said, standing up and brushing myself off. I’m not really sure why I bothered, since my jeans were beyond ever being clean again. I guess old habits die hard. “Might as well do this now. I don’t want to be fighting currents or alligators when the canners might be out and about, listening.”
“Alligators?” asked Peter meekly. “Are you serious?”
“Kind of. I mean, they do live here, you know.”
“Yeah, but they’re shy right?”
I shrugged. “Let’s hope so.”
Peter stood up. “Bryn, sometimes I don’t know if your lack of concern is bravery or … something else.”
“Tell me you weren’t going to say stupidity.”
“I didn’t say it,” said Peter, trying to look innocent.
“Go ahead, call me stupid. But I got us this far.”
“Yes, you did,” soothed Bodo. “You’re not stupid, you’re brave. Maybe a little more creatif dan udder people, but dat’s a good thingk to me.”
“Thank you, Bodo,” I said, just before sticking my tongue out at Peter.
“I’m sorry, he’s right. Without you I would still be sitting in my aunt’s house, looking at my last batch of tomato sauce and wondering where I was going to find my next meal.”
I smiled hugely. “And here you are, getting ready to float away with a bunch of boats filled with baked beans and nacho cheese Doritos instead! How can you possibly doubt my awesomeness?”
“It’s gonna be gassy in this swamp,” he said, giggling.
“You’d better not, Peter. You’ll get kicked off the island. I’m not kidding.”
He just shrugged, stepping off the dock and going over to an empty canoe. “What are we connecting these things together with?”
“Da chain,” said Bodo, picking up one end of it and passing it through a metal loop on the front of an empty canoe. He dragged it down the length of the boat, clanking and banging it along its side until he got to the next one. He only had three of them strung together when he ran out of links. “We needt a rope.”
“I saw one in the shack,” I said.
“I’ll go get it,” offered Peter, scrambling up the bank.
“It’s behind the counter!” I yelled. “Grab the blanket off the windowsill on your way back!”
“Okay!”
“I probably should have already taken that rope. I didn’t think we’d need it, but that was stupid.”
“Don’t worry about it. We can come back and get da last few thingks later. Nobody expects you to be perfect all da time.”
“I do,” I said, thinking about how hard my dad had worked to be precise and careful with his decisions and actions. I kept thinking that if I just did what I could now to live up to his standards, it would somehow keep him from floating away out of my memory or something. I was afraid to think that at some point, I was going to start forgetting what his face looked like.
I pulled the picture of him and me out of my pocket and stared at it while I waited for Peter to come back.
Bodo came over and stood next to me. “Is dat your dad?”
“Yeah. We were somewhere here in the Everglades.”
“Dat’s cool. Dat means his spirit is already here.”
I smiled. “Yeah, I guess so. I never thought of it that way.”
Peter came back with the rope still coiled and the blanket, much more subdued than he was before. “There are some slivers of glass in this thing. I don’t know what you want to do about that.”
“Just fold it over to cover them. We’ll worry about getting them out later. I think we can still use it.”
Peter balled up the blanket and shoved it in the canoe with our backpacks. “Are we ready?” he asked, standing in the sand and looking down at the ground.
“What’s wrong with you?” I asked. His sudden change of mood was strange.
“I saw the two kids in there.”
“Oh. Yeah. I’ll tell you about them later.”
“I read the note.”
I walked over and gave his shoulders a quick squeeze. “Sorry. It sucks, I know.”
“I know it’s better that she’s not suffering anymore. Maybe they’re the smart ones.”
“No, they’re not. Come on, let’s get out of here. It’s too depressing. Let’s go find our new hang out.”
Peter picked up Buster and walked over to the canoe in front and sat inside at the back of it, putting Buster down by his feet. “I’m ready whenever you guys are.”
Bodo and I exchanged glances, saying nothing.
 
* * *
 
Bodo went into the water and pulled the first canoe out with Peter on board, pointing it towards the center of the waterway.
“Go aheadt. Get in,” he said, gesturing to me and the canoe behind Peter that was now in a few feet of water.
“No, I’m going to help you get the rest of these in, first.”
“Yeah, okay. Maybe dat’s better,” he said, looking worriedly at the group of boats that still needed to go out.
Together we wrestled the heavy ones into the water and got them floating behind Peter.
Peter’s boat kept trying to go diagonal on him, and he was having a heck of a time trying to keep it straight.
“Try the other paddle,” I suggested.
“What difference does it make?” he said, clearly frustrated.
“One has a bigger paddle part. Maybe it won’t make any difference, I don’t know.”
He threw the one he was using behind him in the boat and dragged the other one forward, looking at the end with a critical eye. “I don’t see any difference.” He put it in the water and moved it around. “Oh, wait. There is a difference. Cancel my last complaint.”
I smiled, noticing his boat was already more under control.
“I think when you haff two people in da boat, da one riding in da back gets the bigger paddle,” said Bodo, watching Peter stroke it through the water. Even just a small movement made the boat adjust quickly.
“Yeah, I think you’re right,” agreed Peter, sounding a lot more confident now.
Buster let out a sharp, happy bark, standing at back of the boat, looking at us with his tongue hanging out.
There was just one last boat, the one with the tiny engine on it, left to push out.
“Go get in your canoe, Bryn. I got dis one.”
I waded out into the water, trying not to stress out over the fact that it was getting pretty deep and that any alligator who wanted a snack could be under there and I’d never see it until it was too late.
I gave up on walking all the way to the boat since the water was too deep, and used the rope to pull it closer to me instead. Once it was in front of my chest, I put my hands on the edge to jump in; but as soon as I pushed down on it, the whole thing tipped sideways. I tried three times before I smacked the water in frustration.
“How the heck am I supposed to get in this friggin thing?”
Buster was dancing around and whining, dipping the front of his body down towards me. He looked like he was thinking of jumping in to help me.
I was relieved to see Peter put his hand on the dog’s back, settling him down.
Buster abandoned the idea of saving me in favor of lick-attacking Peter’s hand.
“Wait a minute. I’m comingk.” Bodo swam over and got on the opposite side of the canoe. “I’ll hold dis side down. Now you use the edge to pull yourself in.”
This time when I grabbed it, the leverage Bodo gave me on the other side kept the canoe from tipping. The water added another forty pounds or so to my body weight, at least that’s what it felt like, but I was finally able to pull myself up and flop over into the boat. The seat shelf that was moulded to the inside of the canoe jammed into my back, and I knew I was going to be feeling that for few days after.
“Thanks, Bodo. Pull yours up next to mine so I can help you.”
I nearly flipped my own canoe trying to provide him the counterbalance for his entry, but eventually we were all in our own boats and no longer tethered to dry land. It was a weird sensation, floating freely while also being connected to everything and everyone that meant something to me.
“I wonder if this is what Christopher Columbus felt like,” said Peter, paddling. He was already looking like a semi-pro the way he was maneuvering his canoe.
I followed behind, trying the different paddles so I could get a feel for them. I wasn’t nearly as coordinated at Peter was, no matter which one I used.
“Hey! You’re pulling my rear end off balance,” he accused, struggling to paddle backwards with his oar and readjust his position.
“I’m not even touching your rear end, you big baby.”
“You’re connected to it, though. Steer straighter.”
“I’m trying. It’s not that easy.” My canoe seemed to have a mind of its own, the nose of it first going left and then right.
“Less muscle, more finesse,” suggested Peter.
“Fine,” I grumbled. I didn’t like not being good at things. Usually when I tried something and put a lot of effort into it, I was successful. Canoes, so far, were one of my few failures; but I wasn’t going to give up so easily.
“Looks good from back here,” said Bodo. “I think we’re gonna be okay.”
“Not a problem!” shouted Peter.
“Yeah, it’s not a problem, Bodo,” I said, smiling with the happiness of our team-level success and the joy of mocking my friend.
“You guyss are making fun of me again, I know dat. But da joke iss on you, because now you are using my words. Dat means I am a leader and you are my followerss!”
“All hail King Bodo!” I said in a thundering voice.
“We are not worthy,” joined in Peter. He turned to shoot me a huge grin, making me thrilled to see him so happy. It was the first time in a couple days that the shroud of sorrow had truly lifted from his face for just a few seconds.
We continued down the easy-flowing waterway for what seemed like miles. It twisted and turned, making its way farther and farther into a more heavily-treed area.
There were huge cypress hammocks surrounding us now, with long tresses of Spanish moss hanging down. The roots of the trees had grown into strange shapes, some of them stretching out to join the limbs and roots of nearby trees, causing them to look almost like people holding hands … or in some cases, strangling each other.
The leaf-filtered light and the little bugs flying lazily around lent a very spooky feeling to the place. It was almost as if we were in another world entirely.
The current gradually picked up, making controlling our canoes more difficult. The more heavily-laden boats got pulled this way and that, jerking all of us around. Peter’s canoe ran into an outcropping of a bank for the fifth time in as many minutes.
“Dammit!” he yelled. “I can’t get this thing to go straight anymore.” He was paddling backwards madly when he suddenly stopped and sat up straighter. “Oh my god,” he said, sounding like a happy child. “They are so cool!”
Buster ran to the front of the canoe, barking like crazy. He paused only to run over to Peter once before scrambling back to the front and going nuts again. Something was seriously exciting to the fuzzy pink guy.
“What’s so cool?” I said absently, trying to keep from dragging the rear end of Peter’s boat around again, since it was making him so cranky. It was taking most of my concentration and back muscles.
“There’s like five … no seven … well, more like twenty pretty salamander gecko things here. They’re crawling all over this tree root mess.”
I looked up to see what he was talking about. We had plenty of those kinds of creatures in Florida. A person couldn’t walk across a sidewalk without twenty lizards scrambling to get out of the way. I swear, they stand on the edges of walkways and dare each other to cross whenever a giant human comes by.
I couldn’t see the salamanders because they were too far away and hidden. The place where Peter was gesturing towards was behind a big root that blocked my view. Buster sure seemed pretty excited about them, though.
“I can’t see dem,” said Bodo. “What are dey doing?”
“They’re crawling all over. And swimming too! I’ve never seen geckos swim before.”
Neither had I.
“What do they look like?” I asked.
“They’re black with yellow stripes on them. Long tails.”
Something was clicking in my brain, nagging me that these gecko salamanders were something I remembered seeing before.
“How many of them are there?” I asked again.
“A ton. More than ten. Maybe more than twenty. They’re everywhere. It’s like a nest of them or something.”
The word ‘nest’ set off the alarm bells. Then Bodo’s next words sent my pulse into overdrive.
“Um, guyss? I think dare’s a gator coming dis way.”
I turned around as fast as I could to glare at Bodo, ready to scream at him if he was joking around.
He was pointing just off to my right and when I looked in that direction, I saw that sure enough, a huge log-looking thing was making a beeline for Peter’s boat. Its eyes and snout were visible above the water as it cut a V through the current, and it was moving fast - a hell of a lot faster than we were.
“Peter, those aren’t geckos! They’re baby gators! Get the hell out of there!”
Peter screamed like a girl and back-paddled as fast as his skinny arms could take him.
I did the same, feeling the burn in the muscles of my arms and back as I strained them to the maximum, trying to pull not only my boat, but Peter’s away from the nest.
Buster changed his focus from the nest to the gator. He ran to the side of the canoe and barked like a dog possessed. He wanted to get out of that boat and tear that gator to shreds, from the sound of it.
“Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod,” cried Peter, his boat now moving back only a few inches from the nest. “Buster! Shut up!”
The gator was about fifteen feet away.
“Bodo, help!” I yelled.
I felt a jerking motion coming from behind me. Bodo had taken the rope tying us all together and was hauling back on it. It moved us towards him a little, but it moved him towards us, too.
“Wait!” I yelled, dropping my oar. “You paddle back. I’ll pull Peter!”
Bodo grabbed his big oar and got up to kneel in the bottom of the boat. I spared him just a glance before I grabbed the chain that held Peter’s boat to mine. As soon as I felt my boat moving backwards, I pulled on Peter’s.
The gator was now only five feet away. Peter’s boat was less than two feet from the nest.
“Keep going!” he screeched. “She’s coming!”
As soon as the end of Peter’s boat bumped into mine, I dropped the chain and scooted on my butt up to the front of mine, leaning over to take the edge of his boat in hand. I jerked back on it hard, using the leverage of Bodo’s backward pull to keep my boat from moving forward.
Peter’s body leaned forward involuntarily as I pulled his canoe up alongside mine, putting a good six feet between us and the baby gators. He snatched at Buster and pulled him into his arms, putting his hand over the dog’s mouth to try and muzzle him.
Bodo continued to pull us back a few more feet, while Peter and I watched in silence. The momma gator swam up to her babies and opened her mouth. Several jumped in, and for a second, I thought she was going to eat them. But then I noticed several more getting on top of her head. She closed her mouth partway and then climbed up out of the water, into the roots of the tree that had sheltered her babies.
“Holy crap. Did you just see that?” said Peter in hushed tones. Buster continued to struggle and whine in his arms, but Peter kept a hold on him.
“Yes. And I never ever want to see it again.”
“Paddles, guyss, paddles. Bodo iss getting tiredt.”
“Oh, yeah … sorry,” I mumbled, scrambling to my spot at the back of the boat and picking up my paddle on the way. I used the end of it to shove Peter’s boat away from me.
“Peter, if you don’t mind, I’d prefer it if you could avoid running into gator nests for the rest of this trip.”
“Shut up,” he said, putting Buster back down and stroking his oar into the water, moving to lead our convoy again. “It wasn’t me. It was the paddle.”
 
* * *
 
I decided that giving Peter a hard time about his paddling was a bad idea. My lack of canoeing skills was a slow form of torture for all of us.
“Here I go again,” sighed Peter. “Pushed into the bank because someone can’t seem to stop dragging my ass-end over into the Netherlands. Good thing there’s no gator nest on this one.”
I laughed. “The Netherlands?”
“It’s the best I could come up with,” he said, slapping the water with his paddle. “Can we stop for a while, please? I’m too tired to go any farther. I give up.” He rested the paddle across his thighs, looking back at us.
“I think dat’s a good idea,” said Bodo from behind me.
“Okay, I’m outvoted. First good pull-over spot you see, park your canoe, Peter. We’ll figure out the rest.”
Peter paddled with renewed energy, and five minutes later pointed out his choice. “There! That’s where I’m aiming.”
We were in a darker part of the cypress bog now, trees completely covering the space above our heads, making a canopy that started about fifteen feet up. Peter had taken a fork in the river to the left about a mile back. I would have gone right, following the small and unobtrusive signs the canoe rental people had attached to nearby trees, but I was letting him lead the way.
The spot Peter was planning to have our picnic was spooky - definitely not the spot I would have chosen - but I knew he was at his wit’s end, so I kept my mouth shut about it.
His canoe ran into a system of tangled roots that belonged to a huge tree. Its branches hung over the water to reach the other side. Peter scrambled not very gracefully out of his boat and balanced on a long narrow root, his sneakers bending in half over it. It made him look like a giant scraggly bird gripping the thing with its talons. He was doing what he could to hold the canoe in place, so we could join him. “Ready for you, guys,” he said, grunting a little with the effort of holding his canoe.
Buster was the first to follow his orders. He jumped out easily, sniffing around ambitiously where he landed.
I decided to forget trying to paddle into any sort of organized parking spot next to him since my capabilities were so limited. I eyed the water, looking all around me for clues that a gator was waiting to eat me, slapping at the mosquitos that had come out in the shade to suck my tired blood.
Deciding that there were no hungry-looking gators in evidence, I got out of the boat and into the water, grumbling to myself the whole way. “Stupid swamp … stupid mosquitoes … stupid gators.”
“Stupid canoes!” added Bodo.
I looked up at him from the water and smiled, knowing that at least for me the old adage is true - misery does love company.
Peter held his hand out and helped me schlep out of the water. I hated the squishy feeling in my shoes, but tried to ignore it. We were going to be living in a swamp; chances are, squishy shoes were going to be a regular part of my life.
Buster came up and started licking them. I shooed him away so I could use the chain and then the rope to secure the boats to our landing site without squashing him.
Bodo was the last to arrive, getting out in the water like I had to come join us. “Well,” he said, a huge grin on his face, “dat was exciting, wasn’t it?”
Peter looked at him, just shaking his head. “Are all Germans as crazy as you, Bodo?”
“Maybe. If you think being happy about life is crazy, den yes.”
“Bodo, how is it that you were wandering around the highway all by yourself that day that we saw you?” It was a huge puzzle to me that a guy like him, funny and so positive, had been alone. It seemed like he’d be the type of guy that would have a flock of people around him.
“Well, maybe I will tell you dat story anudder time. Right now, I want to eat. All dat gator evasion hass made me hungry.” He was massaging his biceps for effect, looking over to the boats that held our food.
I studied his face in profile, trying to figure out if he was purposely avoiding my question or if he was just being a guy - more concerned with his stomach than anything else. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. Eventually we’d learn his story. I didn’t ever feel threatened around him, so I wasn’t worried that he was going to spring a I’m-a-reformed-canner-story on us.
“What do you guys want to eat?” I asked.
“Nothing that has to be heated. Too much trouble,” said Peter.
“Beans and chips iss good,” suggested Bodo.
“Beans and chips it is.”
We dragged the boats over and busied ourselves with handing out food and water to each other. I noticed that we were low on water.
“As soon as we find our final spot, we need to set up a water catcher. Or just later today, if we haven’t found something by then. This is the last of the good stuff,” I said, holding up my bottle that was half empty.
Peter stood. “I’m going to go take care of business,” he frowned at me, “and don’t say what I know you’re thinking about saying, Bryn. Just because we’re swamp dwellers now, doesn’t mean we have to act déclassé.”
“Oooh, gettin’ all fancy on us now, are we? What is that? French?”
“Shut up,” he said, disappearing into the trees with Buster happily bouncing off behind him, leaving Bodo and me alone.
“What does dat word mean dat he said … déclassé?”
“It means common. Don’t act rude, basically. He doesn’t like it when I ask him if he’s going to doodle.”
“What is doodle? Dat’s when you draw on a paper, right?”
I smiled. “Yeah. That’s what it means.”
“I don’t understand why he gets mad about drawing. It’s not rude to draw. I am good with doodling myself, actually.”
I tried to hid the smile on my face behind my water bottle. “Oh, you are, huh?”
“Oh yes. You would be surprised, I think. I doodle all over da place when I’m in da mood.”
“Like where?” I laughed out.
Bodo looked at me confused, but continued. “I doodle in da house, of course, and also at school.”
“Doesn’t everyone, though?” I asked, all innocence.
“Yes, but does everyone doodle in the bathroom? I don’t think so. Dat’s where I do it sometimes.”
“Oh, I do it there all the time. Or I used to anyway. Now I just do it outside.”
“Yes, well, when we find a new place, I’m gonna doodle dare.”
“No you’re not.” I said with a straight face.
“Yes I am,” he assured me. “You will see. I’m gonna doodle right on our house, to make it look nicer.”
Peter came walking up. “What are you guys talking about?”
I smiled. “Well, Bodo was just telling me here that he likes to doodle. He doodles all over the place. In fact, he’s planning to doodle right on our house, to make it prettier.”
Peter looked at Bodo aghast. “What is your problem? That’s just sick! I’m not going to let you guys turn into savages just because we’re living in this wild place.”
Bodo’s face was the picture of cluelessness. “I don’t understand. What is so wrong with drawing pictures on our house? Dey will be very nice, I promise.”
Peter rolled his eyes and sighed loudly at Bodo, and then he glared at me. “Bryn. That is so, so wrong. On so many levels.”
I was laughing, unable to stop. When Bodo asked Peter, “What is dis? Why is she laughing?” And Peter answered, “Doodle is another word for poop. As in shit? Get it?” I lost it completely. Bodo giving me the evil eye, and then swearing he was going to get me back, only made it worse.
“Bodo,” said Peter, taking on his hoity-toity tone, “I’m going to address this next question to the grown-ups in the room. Do you want to go see the awesomely amazing thing that I saw when I was … away just a minute ago?”
“Doodling!” I gasped out before collapsing in giggles again. I had no idea why bodily functions were so entertaining to me right now, but I decided not to fight it. I was getting totally high from the brain chemicals and I wanted more.
“Come on,” said Peter, leading Bodo away.
Bodo cast a few bemused glances back my way, making me think that I’d probably shown him one of the uglier sides of my American personality, but I totally didn’t care. If he couldn’t like me for me, he could go join Celia at her shell shop.
My laughter faded out, tempered a little by the idea of Bodo leaving to be with another girl somewhere else. My stomach felt a little funny, and not in a good way. Is that jealousy I’m feeling? Weird. I’d never really experienced that emotion in relation to guy before - probably because I’d never really had a boyfriend or wanted one so bad that I let thoughts of competition bother me. The only thing I can remember being jealous of in the past was someone’s krav maga level. Interesting.
I wasn’t sure if I was pleased or distressed by my growing feelings for Bodo. It made me uncomfortable that they seemed to have a life of their own, completely out of my conscious control. But they also made me happy in a way. I pictured what it would be like to kiss him and felt my face going pink.
I quickly brushed the thought out of my mind. The last thing I needed to be doing was mooning over some guy who was probably only playing around when he asked for hugs. Unrequited crushes sucked. I’d had them before, so I knew.
A few minutes later, after I’d cleaned up our lunch mess, Peter and Bodo returned with Buster at their heels, the expressions on their faces telling me something big was up.
“Bryn, you have to come see dis,” said Bodo, holding out his hand to help me up. “Come on. We’ll show you.”
I took it and stood. “What is it?”
Peter walked back the way he had come. “Just come on. You’ll see.”
I followed behind the guys, trying to keep up in my slippery shoes. I could hear gross squishing sounds as my weight pushed water out of all of their crevices, making me wonder what would happen to the skin of my feet if they stayed wet all the time. Are they going to be permanently pruned? Start to rot off?
before I could contemplate the full magnitude of that awfulness, a structure appeared. Rising up out of the swamp was a shack. Actually, it was more than a shack. It was like a full-fledged hut, with a palm-thatched roof and poles holding it up above the water and everything. The only things it was missing were walls, which probably didn’t matter much because it was so damn hot and humid in here, they would have just blocked the breeze anyway.
“What the heck?” I walked up to stand next to Bodo. I held onto his arm to keep from slipping down into the roots that were woven beneath my feet and keeping us suspended over the water.
Peter whispered, “See the paintings on that post over there? I think this is indian land.”
“Yeah,” whispered Bodo loudly. “Dose are da kind of doodles I wass talking about.” He gave me a quick frown before looking back at the structure.
I stifled a laugh. “Is it empty?” I prayed it was, because we had stupidly left all of our weapons back at the canoes. I had no sooner gotten that prayer completed when I heard a voice behind me that made my hair stand on end.
 
* * *
 
“Who are you?”
Buster was barking his head off, running over to get in between me and the newcomer.
I turned slowly to face him, my eyes nearly bugging out of my head at the sight that greeted me.
I felt like I’d been transported into the pages of my high school history book. I reached my foot out and hooked it around Buster’s chest, dragging him back to me and then shoving him farther over so Peter could pick him up and try to quiet him down.
“Wow,” said Bodo, taking in the guy’s shaved head and the tribal tattoos that covered his chest and arms. They were obscured only by a small vest made out of some kind of cloth that had bright designs woven into it. “Now dat’s what I call some warrior doodles.”
Peter cleared his throat while he held the dog’s mouth shut. “We’re not a threat to you. We just came here looking for a place to live. Away from the crazy people.” Buster struggled a little bit, some muffled barks making their way out.
God, how I prayed this guy wasn’t one of those kooks … because he had an arrow pointed at my heart and his fingers looked like they were itching to let it fly.
“This is Miccosukee land. You’re trespassing. We don’t want you here.”
I don’t know what possessed me to speak, but once the words were out it was too late and useless to regret them. “Not anymore it’s not.”
He sneered at me. “We claim all of the Kahayatle for our own. You think you can take it away from us?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Kaha-what? Who’s us? I don’t know what the hell you just said, but all I see standing here is you.”
“Then you see like all the other white men who came before you. Not very well.”
My hackles rose and my eyes darted around, looking for others. I couldn’t see anyone but the guy in front of me, so I figured he was bluffing. I took one step forward, working to adjust my footing so I was better-balanced and in a position to immobilize him, should he decide to get frisky.
He didn’t move, so we were just two feet away from each other now.
He lifted his bow a little bit higher and pulled the arrow back farther. “Don’t move or I will kill you.” He was aiming for a face shot now.
“Not today, you won’t,” I said softly. A split second later I slashed my arm out towards him, knocking his bow to the side, while simultaneously leaning over to protect myself from any flying arrows. His now un-notched weapon, loosened by my fist’s impact, fell to the ground and wedged its lethal end in the roots at our feet.
I heard the slick, deadly soft sound of a knife leaving its sheath and quickly brought my other forearm across in a flattened arch, connecting against his wrist with enough force to send the weapon flying from his hand.
I caught a quick glimpse of it out of the corner of my eye, noticing that its blade was a nasty one, meant for skinning animals and sawing through tendon and bone. A spasm of relief that I hadn’t been gutted by that thing skittered across my brain as I continued to exercise the well-practiced motions I had often used to bring a man who out-weighed me by fifty pounds down to my level on the practice mat.
I swept my foot low and backwards, taking him out by the ankles, ending the move by slamming myself down on top of him with one foot at his throat. I leaned back, grabbing his leg and pulling it up to keep him from hooking me with it.
I could feel his body tense up beneath me, as he got ready to try and throw me off.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you!” I warned. I pushed my foot up into his chin harder, making it painfully clear that my intentions were serious and that my final move would be even worse for him than my earlier ones had already been.
“Fine!” he grunted out through gritted teeth. “I give.”
Buster got loose from Peter’s arms and ran over to start licking the guy’s face, taking a few precious seconds in between licks to bark at all of us in excitement.
I ignored the rest of the dog’s performance and looked up briefly at Bodo who was standing there and staring at us on the ground, as if in a trance.
“Check him for weapons, Bodo.” I waited for him to obey, not moving my foot an inch.
Bodo came over and bent down, touching the guy’s body all over and pulling out another small knife from a strap around his ankle that was hidden under his pants.
“I can’t check da back of him. You haff to get off.”
I grabbed onto Bodo’s forearm and pulled myself up, hopping on one foot a couple times until I could get my other one under me.
I reached down and grabbed the indian kid by his vest, hauling him roughly to his feet and spinning him around once he was upright. He lifted his hand up and I tensed, ready to take him down again, until I realized he was just wiping the dog slobber off his face.
“Check him now,” I said, angrily, pissed that this guy had made me do this to him. It just felt wrong to take out an indian on his own land like that. I hadn’t really meant it earlier when I’d said it wasn’t his. Who the hell am I
to decide whose land is whose?
“He’s got nothing.”
I turned him around and released him, stepping back to give him some space. He looked at the ground towards his fallen bow.
“Don’t even think about it, Mikko.”
His head jerked back up. “What’d you call me?”
“Mikko. Miccosukee, right?”
His eyes narrowed at me.
I raised an eyebrow at him in challenge.
“My name isn’t Mikko. It’s Yokci.”
“What does it mean?” asked Peter, stepping up to stand beside me.
“None of your business,” he said, now a proud, stubborn look on his face.
“I think it means loner,” I said.
“No, it doesn’t.”
“Bald guy?”
“No.” The tiniest flicker of amusement appeared at the corner of his mouth, and then was quickly replaced with a scowl.
“Swamp thing.”
He sighed, looking wistfully at his bow again. “Close.”
“Your name means Swamp Thing?” I asked, not believing I had actually guessed it.
“No. If you must know, it means turtle.”
No one said anything. I was trying not to laugh, but it was really, really hard. It was totally quiet for a few seconds until I lost it and snorted, no longer able to hold in my mirth. I held up my hand. “I’m sorry. That’s so bad of me to laugh, I know.”
“She has a problem,” said Peter. “We’re working on it with her.”
“He wass pretty slow, dough, wasn’t he? Just like a turtle,” said Bodo. “Bryn took him down in less dan ten seconds. It wass pretty cool, actually.”
The guy frowned. “That depends on your perspective.”
“Says the turtle,” I quipped.
He glared at me.
I decided to appease him by sharing some of my more positive thoughts. “Love the tattoos.”
He glanced down at his arms without expression. “Thanks.”
“Do they mean anything?” asked Peter, staring a little too hard at Yokci’s chest that was plainly visible through the opening in his undone vest. The body art was pretty cool, and the body they were on wasn’t bad either. Peter looked like he was going to start salivating any second.
“Yes.” He didn’t volunteer anything else and still remained totally passive, making me wonder if they taught that whole indian-brave-of-few-words-thing in the cradle.
“So what are we going to do now?” asked Bodo, once he realized that Yokci wasn’t going to elaborate.
“Yokci, we’re from up north of here … Orlando area. We’re looking for a new place to live, out of the way of … other people,” I said. “This place looks pretty cool.” I gestured towards the hut. “Is is free?” It didn’t look like it was being used, but that was probably the beauty of it. Maybe the area behind it was full of painted warriors with arrows pointed at us. I liked the idea of being able to surprise unsuspecting canners who stupidly came looking for their next meal in the Kaha-whatever-whatever that Yokci had called this place.
“That is a ceremonial lodge that we use … or used to use sometimes. It’s empty now, but you can’t have it.”
“Why not?” asked Peter, putting his hands on his hips. Even he was starting to sound feisty now.
“Because, we plan to use it for rituals. Once we have our … situation figured out.”
“What situation?” asked Bodo.
“Tribe business.”
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. If we want the place, we’ll take it, it’s as simple as that. Give me a better reason why I shouldn’t want it, Yokci. Otherwise, I’m gonna go stick my flag in it or whatever.” When I said that, I was picturing Neil Armstrong on the moon. I didn’t even have a flag, nor did I know what my flag would look like if I were to design a new one. Maybe a giant ‘Canner’ with a circle around it and a
line drawn through the middle? I didn’t think Bodo’s bright orange bicycle flag would make the statement I was going for.
“You don’t want this place for lots of reasons. Mainly, though, because there are better ones elsewhere.” He ran his hands across his bald head, rubbing it back and forth a few times. There was still a tuft of hair on the back part, which was tied in several places like a ponytail, kind of. It hung down to a spot just above his shoulder blades. I had to admit - it totally went with the badass indian warrior thing he had going on. Too bad his fighting skills sucked so bad.
“Where?” asked Peter.
I could practically read his mind - he was hoping he didn’t have to do too much more paddling with me behind him jerking his canoe all over the place.
Yokci turned and gestured towards where our canoes were sitting. “Continue on that waterway where you were going, take the next two splits to the left, and you’ll find it.”
“Why shouldt we belief you?” asked Bodo.
“Because he’s going to go with us and show us personally, aren’t you, Turtle?”
“No,” he said, all offended now.
“Yeah. You are. And I’m going to have your pretty knife at your back the whole time too, while you paddle my canoe.” I bent over and pulled the weapon out of the roots where it had landed, wiping it off on my pants and slapping the flat of its blade in my hand. The thing was seriously heavy.
Peter looked at me and nodded his head. “Nicely done, Bryn … getting the escort to do all the work.”
I shrugged. “Just want to be sure he’s not going to lead us into a trap, is all.”
“It’s not a trap. And if you try to take me with you, you’ll be captured and either killed or sent out of the Kahayatle with nothing.”
“He means Everglades,” said Peter.
“I know what he means,” I said, a challenge now in my voice. “I think he’s full of crap. He’s the only one here, and he’s just trying to intimidate us.”
He shrugged nonchalantly. “Think what you want, but consider yourself warned.”
“Why haven’t dey come to rescue you? Where are all dese friendts of yourss when Bryn wass taking you down?”
“Good question,” said Yokci, before letting out an earsplitting whistle that sounded like a big bird.
Several answering calls came from out in the swamp. At least four of them that I could make out.
“Shit, he wasn’t kidding, Bryn,” whined Peter, tiptoeing over to stand right next to me. He grabbed onto my arm, but I shook him off. I couldn’t have him hanging on me if I was going to have to make some moves on this guy again; otherwise, both of us would end up getting hurt.
Bodo spun around and looked out into the trees. “I don’t see anything.”
“I do,” I said, looking out behind Yokci.
Coming out from the far side of a big tree was another indian kid. This one was bigger and also tattooed all over his bare arms and chest with a bald head and a topknot ponytail thing. He even had a tattoo on his cheek. It was one black stripe, going from below his eye to his jawbone. He moved over the lumpy tangle of roots without looking down and without faltering. He looked graceful and dangerous.
“Nice of you to show up,” said Yokci sarcastically to the tribesman coming up to stand beside him.
The guy held his hand out as if to shake mine. His bow and arrows stayed on his back.
I just stood there and stared at his hand.
He looked down at it and up at me, raising an eyebrow, as if daring me to take it.
I slapped my hand into it, squeezing it hard, making sure he knew I was not to be messed with.
He stared me dead in the eye the whole time, and I was pretty sure he knew that letting me touch him like this was a risky proposition for him.
“Kowi,” he said.
“What does that mean? Hello?”
“No. Hello is ‘chehuntamo’. Kowi is my name.”
I let go of his hand. “What’s it mean?”
“Panther.”
I nodded. It suited him. “Did you always have that name or did you take it … recently?”
“The name given to me by my mother was Michael. I took my new name when the disease took our parents and elders and we were forced to adopt some of our older and almost forgotten customs.”
“Is that when you added the tattoos too?” asked Peter.
He nodded, still only looking at me. “Why are you here?”
I decided the best way to deal with this panther guy was to be dead honest. Obviously, there were more indians around us right now, how many I had no idea, and I wasn’t exactly sure what had kept us alive to this point. Maybe it was curiosity or even kindness. I prayed it wasn’t the meat on our bones.
“We came from Orlando. Kids are going nuts out there and eating other kids. We just want to find a place where we can live in peace.”
“You do not seem to be a peaceful person to me. You’ve been trained to fight.”
“I’ve been trained to protect myself and my family.” I looked briefly at Bodo and then Peter, who was now standing beside me holding Buster in his arms. For the first time in his furry life with me, Buster wasn’t spazzing out when he had the right to be. “I don’t go looking for trouble, but when it points an arrow at me or pulls a knife on me, then yes, I’ll fight.”
Kowi looked at Yokci and said, “Nokosi.”
Peter leaned in and whispered, “I think that means butt kicker.”
Kowi smiled. “It means bear. Gentle unless its family is threatened. Not afraid of its own power. Deadly when annoyed.”
I smiled. “Yeah. That about sums me up, I guess.” I didn’t mind being compared to a bear. At least not until turtle-boy spoke up.
“Smell bad, too.”
Peter giggled.
“Hey, watch it, turtle-boy. I haven’t had access to a shower in months. It’s not my fault the friggin world came to an end.”
“So what’d da deal, guys?” asked Bodo. “Are you going to kill us and eat us or what?
Both of the newcomers frowned. “The Miccosukee do not eat human flesh,” said Kowi.
“Yeah, that’s just disgusting,” added Yokci. “Besides, we don’t need to. Kahayatle provides everything we need.”
“That’s why we’re here,” said Peter enthusiastically. “We don’t want to eat anyone or do anything to hurt people, either. We just want to … eat snakes or whatever and leave you alone. Just help us find a place to stay and you’ll never hear from us again, we promise.”
I smiled watching him. He looked so earnest, his eyes all shiny as he bounced on his toes. He was like our little diplomat.
“We’ll help you,” said Kowi.
Yokci folded his arms, not looking all that thrilled with the idea.
“But not for nothing,” Kowi continued.
“We have nothing to give,” I said angrily. “We have barely enough food to last a week for the three of us.”
“You have more than that.”
Another indian came walking up, this one a girl, small and wiry. She didn’t have any tattoos and was fully clothed, her long black hair hanging in a braid down her back. “They have military-grade grenades,” she said. “And bikes with a trailer. They took whatever was in the Coleman’s shack.”
“They were dead,” said Peter. “We didn’t steal anything, and we didn’t kill them either.”
“You better not take any of dat stuff,” warned Bodo. “We made a lot of work to get dat here.”
Kowi looked at us impassively. “We’re not interested in your things, although the grenades … we may take those. But no, you have something more valuable to us than these things. If you agree to share it, we will agree to let you live on our land.”
“What’s that?” I asked, ready for anything.
“Fighting skills. We need you to teach us.”
 
* * *
 
I eyed him warily. “You’re going to give us a place to live, on your land, in exchange for krav maga training?”
“Yes. We have weapons that can be used at a distance, but as you can see, when it comes to hand-to-hand combat, our skills are lacking.” He frowned at Yokci who was staring at the ground in shame.
I looked at Peter and Bodo. “What do you guys think?”
“I say, hell yes,” agreed Bodo without hesitation. “Dey are a tribe, we are a tribe. Let’s make an accord.”
“You sound like we’re in the model U.N. at school,” I said.
“Yeah, it’s kind of like dat, actually. We are two nations, only very small oness. We each have something to share dat the udder one needs. Togedder we are stronger.” Bodo’s accent was getting heavier with his enthusiasm.
“Well, I feel kind of bad that Bryn’s the only one who could contribute to this … peace accord,” said Peter.
“There will be other things I’m sure you can help with,” said Kowi. “We may be separate people, but we don’t believe in living in isolation. That was the case when the first settlers came to the United States and it’s the case now. Times have changed a lot of things, but not our basic nature.”
“So does that mean you still scalp people who piss you off?” I said.
“I suggest you not try to find out,” said Kowi without missing a beat.
I smiled. I was talking to a fellow badass, and it was amazing to think that my boys and I might have what was left of the Miccosukee nation watching our backs. It made the prospect of meeting up with canners almost something to look forward to.
I held out my hand.
“You’ve got yourself a deal … on one more condition.”
He paused before taking my hand. “What?”
“We keep the grenades, with our promise that we won’t use them on you.”
“You keep half, we get half,” he countered.
I looked at the guys and they both nodded.
“Fine.”
We shook hands, and as soon as they went up and down together one time, a group of crazy birdcalls rang out around us.
People were coming out of everywhere, formerly hidden behind trees and clumps of rotted trunks and moss. When everyone was finally gathered in our small space near the hut, there were three of us and twelve of them - eight Miccosukee guys and four girls.
“Wow. I’m glad you made that deal,” said Peter, quietly so only I’d hear him.
I was thinking the exact same thing. Talk about outnumbered.
 
* * *
 
We went back to our canoes, and the entire group of Miccosukee came with us. They all piled into the different boats, making the paddling and rowing a complete breeze. These people knew what they were doing. Kowi rode with me and two other guys who were all heavily tattooed and shaved. Turtle boy was in the boat with Peter and two of the girls. The rest of them were spaced out with Bodo and the formerly empty boats.
“How come you left these canoes and boats with Rachel and her brother?” I asked. It didn’t seem very smart for them to have provided the vehicles that brought us this far towards their home. We could just as easily have been canners.
“They belonged to the Coleman family and were always kept locked up. The last time any of us saw them they were still alive. Rachel was very sick, though.”
“Yeah, well, she asked her brother to stop the pain with a bullet and then he decided to join her,” I said, softly. It didn’t seem right to speak so casually about their pact, especially since if it hadn’t been for their boats, it was hard to imagine what we’d be doing right now - probably still trying to outrun and hide from the canners. We owed them big time.
“I’m not surprised,” said Kowi. “They were close. She took care of him until she couldn’t anymore. Then he took over.”
I thought about Peter and his sister, guessing that it had been the same with them. Lily, I knew, was younger; but Peter was the type that seemed to need taking care of. I could see the back of Peter’s head and his slumped shoulders, telling me he was listening to us.
We took the left turns that Yokci had mentioned earlier and pulled into a small cove of root outcroppings. It didn’t look like anything special to me - it appeared to be pretty much the same as the other place, and there were no huts in sight.
I tried not to feel suspicious, since the indian kids seemed to be acting normally and none of them were shooting each other any funny looks, but living in this messed up world had made that impossible; now everything and everyone was suspect until proven otherwise. Since I couldn’t get rid of my sense of unease, I worked instead at hiding it behind a smile at the dog.
Buster jumped enthusiastically onto the bank and then ran back and forth, waiting for the rest of us to disembark. He was on happy-dog hyper drive, lifting his head up over and over as if to say, “Come on, guys! This is fun! Let’s go!”
“Leave the boats and things here for now. You can look first and decide if you want to stay,” said Kowi.
Yokci led the way, moving quickly through the heavily wooded area, ducking under moss and low hanging branches. We reached a crazy growth of trees whose branches had melded together over the years to create a widely spaced web of wood and leaves, and he climbed through. Once I got onto the other side, I realized it was acting as a screen, blocking the view of the two small huts we were standing in front of now from the boat area.
Kowi came up and stood beside me. “These are two chickee huts that you can have, if you want them, in exchange for the training help and the grenades. They have sides you can put up when the rain comes or during the few weeks out of the year it gets cold.”
“Half of da grenades,” said Bodo, pushing past us to go get a closer look.
Buster went running after him, looking every bit the klutz as he fell through the roots several times and scrambled like mad to get back on track.
Kowi said nothing more. He just stood in place, waiting for our reaction.
Peter and I followed behind Bodo. I didn’t see as how we had much choice other than to accept Kowi’s offer, really. It wasn’t like we could walk away and say, Thanks, but no thanks. Even if we wanted to, and I was pretty sure I didn’t, this was almost exactly what we had come looking for. It would have been stupid to turn away when it seemed so right. I’d actually been prepared for something more primitive when we’d set out to live in the swamp.
I stepped up into the closest chickee hut, admiring its solid construction. I felt like I’d practically just been offered a canner-free, four-star hotel room.
I followed Bodo into the second one and Peter came in behind me to join us. The huts were partially over root systems and partially over water, lifted several feet above all of it on thick poles that almost looked like the ones used for holding telephone wires up in towns.
We stood in the center of the second hut together, looking around and then back out at the group of fierce-looking indians on the bank.
“So, what do you think?” I asked quietly, trying to have a private meeting with my mini-tribe.
“I think we got very lucky,” said Peter softly.
“I like it,” said Bodo. “But I’m a little bit worried dat dey just accepted us so easily. Dare’s something going on with dem.”
“You know, me too. Something bugs me about this whole thing a little. But I don’t see as how we have any other options right now. Do you really think they’d let us say no thanks and row right out of here?”
“Probably not,” said Peter, looking scared now. “So are we staying or testing that theory?”
I looked at their two faces, not wanting to be the one to make the decision for all of us and take responsibility for their lives like that. But they were waiting for me to do it, and I couldn’t imagine chickening out now. My dad had raised me to fight when I was being attacked - to be strong when adversity came my way. Now was not the time to go all wimpy on my friends.
“Let’s stay, but keep our eyes and ears open. Anytime one of us sees anything at all that looks wrong, we talk about it, no matter what. Deal?”
They both nodded.
Buster came over and licked my exposed ankle, looking up at me with his happy doggy eyes. One bark was all it took for me to know that he was on board with our plan too.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
TWELVE SETS OF HANDS ADDED to our three made quick work of our boat unloading chore. Within thirty minutes we had everything inside the chickee hut nearest the landing place of our boats.
“You keep the grenades for now,” said Kowi. “We will come for our share when we have something to keep them in.”
“Where can we put our boats?” asked Bodo. “We don’t want to lose dem.”
“We’ll secure them where they are for now. Once you’re ready, we’ll show you a good place to keep them out of sight and where you can come and go - it’s not the same way you came in.”
“Thanks, Kowi,” I said. “We really appreciate you doing this for us and not shooting us full of arrows.”
He smiled. “I’m glad we sent Yokci in to greet you first.”
“Why? Because he sucks at fighting?”
“Let’s just say, he’s a little slower to anger than some of the others.”
“Or you can chust say he’s slower and dat’s all,” said Bodo.
I tried not to laugh at his stark honesty, but I probably shouldn’t have bothered since Kowi chuckled.
“I like you … Bodo is it? You’re from Germany, right?”
“Yes. How didt you know?”
“Just a lucky guess,” he said, winking at me.
One of the girls from Kowi’s tribe came up and stood next to him. She stopped close enough to him and stared me down hard enough that I got the picture immediately. I half-expected her to pee on the guy’s leg, she was being so obviously territorial. “Everything is done,” she said.
Kowi glanced at her and said, “This is my girlfriend, Coli.”
“Hi,” I said, warily. I didn’t have a lot of patience for jealous girlfriends, especially when there was no need for it.
“Hi,” she said, putting her hand on Kowi’s arm.
I rolled my eyes, turning away so she wouldn’t see it. “Okay, then. So, when do you want to start training?” I asked, going over to stand at the entrance to the hut with Bodo and Peter, who were going through our things. Peter had already started organizing the food on a small set of shelves that were built in to the far side of the hut.
“Tomorrow. And if you want, you can come have dinner with us tonight.”
“She needs to take a shower, first,” said Coli.
I took a deep breath so I wouldn’t be tempted to walk over there and slap her across the face. Her tone couldn’t have been more rude.
Peter was giggling behind me.
“I’d love a shower, actually. Unfortunately, the world came to an end and all of the water that I was used to having come out of my faucet dried up. So forgive me if I’m a little bit pungent right now, but it’s not my friggin fault.”
Kowi was trying like heck to keep a straight face. “You can use ours. Eventually you can find a place to hook up your own if you want.”
I looked at him incredulously. “You guys have showers? Here?”
“In a manner of speaking,” he answered mysteriously. “I’m sure Coli will be happy to show you where they are, since she so generously proposed that you take one.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but one look from her tattooed boyfriend shut her up in a flash.
I smiled at her smugly. She might smell better than me, but I didn’t have to jump when some half-naked guy told me to, like she apparently did. At least I had that going for me.
I looked back at Peter and Bodo. “Do you guys mind if I go get cleaned up?”
“No!” they both yelled in unison, causing Coli to smile bitchily back at me.
“Jerks,” I said under my breath. I stormed over to get the freshest clothes I could find out of my bag, picking out a tank top, shorts, and a fresh pair of socks that I’d taken from the army-navy store. My shoes were soaked, but I didn’t have anything else for my feet.
“Come on,” she said, walking off quickly, not looking back to see if I was following.
I trailed behind her for five minutes, picking my way along as best I could over the lumpy surface. It eventually got less rooty and more like regular ground, even though it still felt pretty springy underfoot.
We reached a small clearing that the sun was able to penetrate and burn into brightly.
“Over there behind that curtain is the shower. The water is heated from the sun. Don’t run it continuously. Just run it to get wet and rinse off. Soap and shampoo is in there too.”
She turned to leave.
“You guys have soap?” I asked. I was in shock. I hadn’t touched soap in months. It was one of those things my dad had kind of forgotten when he was trying to set me up with supplies before he died. I had all kinds of camping gear and bleach, but no soap. I’d used up the last bit I had a month after he died, and had depended on my pool water to keep me as clean as possible after that. But the algae had soon taken over and made the whole cleanliness thing a dream I left in the past.
“We make our own.”
“That’s friggin nuts,” was all I could think to say.
She shrugged. “Our tribe has always been self-sustaining. We might have integrated into the white man’s world once, but that didn’t mean we let the old ways disappear.”
“Well, thank God for that,” I said, impressed as hell.
A hint of a smile crossed her face before it was replaced again by her scowl. “I assume you can find your way back.”
I laughed somewhat bitterly. “You assume wrong, actually.”
She stopped her exit and turned around. “Seriously? You expect me to stay here while you shower?”
“It’s not like it’s going to take me forever,” I said, slightly offended that she found my company so distasteful.
“The way you smell? Uh, yeah. It is.”
I threw my arms up and stalked off. “Whatever. Leave then, jerk. See if I care.” I was pretty damn sick and tired of everyone making comments about my stink.
“I was only kidding,” she said, not sounding at all contrite.
I looked over my shoulder and noticed she was still standing there. She looked fragile and unhappy, but I ignored her and whatever her issues were as I continued to the shower.
The curtain that I’d been able to see from far away was actually a small enclosure, set up using nearby tree branches as support for the animal hides that hung down. I wasn’t exactly sure what kind of animal they were, but thought maybe deer.
I quickly shucked off my clothes and stepped over to the black hose that was hanging down at the far end. I could see that it was coming from a large black rubber bladder thing above, the entire side of which was in the full sun, getting heated by the rays attracted to its dark color. There was another bladder next to it, but this one was gray and hidden in the shade, not directly exposed to the sun. Both of their hoses were tied together with twine, and a giant clip thingy kept the water from coming out with the force of gravity.
I walked up and squeezed the end of the clip gently, allowing a little of the water to escape. It was a mix of very hot stuff from the black tank and cool stuff from the gray one, combining to make a perfect temperature for a shower.
I hurriedly pulled the rubber band out of the bottom of my braid, sliding it onto my wrist so I wouldn’t lose it, and tried to finger comb all of my hair. I brushed it every day, regardless of the fact that it was disgustingly dirty, so there weren’t any tangles to speak of.
I looked on the ground and noticed some plastic water bottles filled with a cloudy white liquid. I unscrewed the cap of one and then the other, deciding which one was the shampoo by the way they smelled. One had the light scent of flowers, and the other smelled more like the harsh kind of cleanser they had at my school in the art room - the stuff we used to wash the paint off our hands.
I went back over to the hoses, squeezing the clip so enough water would come out to soak my hair and body. Then I lathered the heck out of both, using generous amounts of the soaps. I hated to be selfish and use more than my share, but like everyone was so fond of saying recently, I stank to high heaven. It was going to take some industrial-strength stuff and lots of it to get me back to normal again.
Coli’s voice came to me from a lot closer than it had been before. “There’s a bucket of sand there. You can take handfuls and use it to scrub your skin clean with the soap added to it.”
I looked over and saw the dry sand, grabbing some eagerly and using it to slough off the dried, stained skin on my elbows and hands. I ended up using it everywhere but my most sensitive parts, scrubbing until my skin turned pink. It almost hurt, but it felt so damn good to be clean again, I didn’t care. I even used it on my face and neck, totally thrilled with the feeling of non-oily skin. My face hadn’t felt this soft and smooth in forever. I wanted to sing with joy.
I shampooed my hair three times, letting the soap sit in it for several minutes, hoping the harsh cleaning product was cutting through and dissolving the smelly hair grease that had plagued me for months. When I finally rinsed it out, I could feel that my hair was almost completely dried out, which made me so happy I couldn’t stop smiling. That’s how my hair had felt when my dad was alive. I’d used gallons of conditioner over the years to try and get rid of that feeling, but now I just wanted to let it explode all over my head. Maybe, possibly, if we could get along with these Miccosukee indians, I’d never have to have oily hair again. A girl can dream.
Once I was finished removing an entire layer or two of skin from my body with the scratchy sand and soap, I rinsed off. I stood out in the sun for a little while with my arms up in the air, letting its warm rays and the slight puffs of breeze that made their way into the enclosure dry me off. When I was almost totally dry again, I got dressed.
The shorts were too big since I’d lost some weight, so I rolled the waistband down. I didn’t bother with a bra since I didn’t have a clean one anyway. My chest wasn’t that big, so it didn’t make a noticeable difference that I could tell. I slipped the tank top over my head and pulled it down to cover the top of the shorts.
I stepped out from behind the curtain expecting to be alone, but Coli was still there, standing back at the entrance to the glade again. I walked over to meet her, combing my hair out with my fingers as best I could before putting it up in a quick ponytail. It was getting too long, so I planned to cut it when I got back; just a few inches and I’d be all set. Now all I had to do was just find some dry shoes.
“You didn’t put your shoes on,” said Coli, looking at my feet.
“My shoes are wet and they reek like dead monkeys.”
“We have moccasins you can have. But it’s dangerous to walk around here in bare feet in the meantime.”
“Why?” I asked as we set off to go back to the hut.
“Cuts lead to infections. And there are spiders and any number of other creatures on the ground that don’t like humans walking on them.”
I stopped immediately and slid my bare feet into my smelly shoes. I didn’t need to hear the word spiders more than once.
Coli waited for me to finish before walking again.
“So how long have you and Kowi been dating?”
“Six months.”
“Oh.” That meant the love affair had begun after the apocalypse. Interesting. I asked what I thought was a stupid question next, just to keep the conversation flowing. “So, you’re Miccosukee?”
“No.”
I stopped walking for a second, trying to decide if she was messing with me. “Well, if you’re not Miccosukee, what are you?”
“Creek.”
“Like Celia,” I said before I thought too hard about it.
Coli stopped walking and spun around, coming back to stand way too close to me. “What do you know about a Creek indian named Celia?” she demanded.
I took a step back to restore my personal space. “I met her earlier today. At the shell shop.”
“So you’re saying she’s still alive.” She said it like she didn’t believe me - a statement not a question.
“Yyyeeah … ” I was trying to figure this girl out. Is she happy or mad about Celia still being alive?
Coli turned back around to walk again.
“So, what’s the deal, then? Are you guys, like, friends or something?”
“No.”
“Sisters?”
“Hell no.”
“Enemies?”
Coli sighed loudly. “We’re cousins.”
“Cousins who don’t get along.” I was fishing for info.
“Cousins who don’t agree on what they should be doing with their lives.”
I waited a few more seconds to see if she had anything to add, but she was done. “You know, Coli, I’m just wondering something…”
“What?”
“If you could be any more mysterious.”
I was trying to get a laugh out of her, but I shouldn’t have bothered.
“I don’t share my business with outsiders.”
I was going to say something sharp back at her, but then I decided that it wouldn’t be fair.
When I stayed silent, she looked back over her shoulder. “What? You’ve got nothing to say to that?”
“No, not really. I don’t blame you for it. I’d feel the same way.”
She stopped, waiting for me to come up next to her.
“I worry about my family,” she said, staring straight ahead, her face set in a stern mask.
“Me too. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them safe.”
I looked at her and she turned to meet my gaze.
“So will I.”
I smiled. “Good. Then we have an understanding. You keep your hands off my boys, and I’ll keep my hands off yours.”
She smiled back briefly. “Deal.” Her mask of unhappiness slid back in place, making me wonder if I’d even seen the smile at all or if I had just imagined it.
 
* * *
 
I got back to the chickee hut and turned to thank Coli for her help, but she wasn’t there. She’d disappeared.
“Damn, she’s good,” I said, walking into the hut.
I started talking to Peter and Bodo without paying any attention to what they were doing. “That shower is amazing, guys. Now that I’m all clean, I can smell your reekage, so you’d better get over there soon. No stink masters in the hut allowed.” I threw my dirty things in a corner. “We need to figure out how they wash clothes around here. If I can’t scrub the holy hell out of these things I’m going to have to burn them.” I was digging through my pack, unable to find what I was looking for.
Buster came over to investigate, sniffing in the open pockets.
“Have you guys seen my underwear anywhere? I’m totally commando now. I hate going commando.”
No one was answering, so I looked up. Peter and Bodo were just staring at me.
“What?”
They said nothing, making me nervous, so I abandoned my search for panties and stood up. “What?!”
Peter blinked a few times before finally answering. “You look … much better.”
“Thanks.” I narrowed my eyes at Bodo. “What’s your problem?”
“I hat no idea dare was dis woman under all dat dirt.”
I picked up my smelly t-shirt and threw it at him. “Shut up, you idiot.”
Bodo dodged out of the way, looking back at the t-shirt in horror. “You just throwed a grenade at me?” He tried to look horrified but couldn’t pull it off, his facial expression way too exaggerated to be real.
Peter laughed hysterically.
I stormed over and retrieved my shirt, holding it up and shaking it at him. “Yeah, buddy. A stink grenade. Better watch your back. You have to sleep eventually, you know.”
Bodo lifted up his fingers and pinched his nose. “I will learn how to sleep like dis, den.”
I went to run after him, but he took off, getting far ahead of me in seconds. The guy had some seriously long legs. Buster went barking after him, probably thinking Bodo was doing it just to play a game with him.
I gave up the chase quickly and came back to the hut, throwing my stuff down on the ground again.
Peter eyed me warily, trying hard to erase the smile from his face.
“I’m glad you think my being without a shower and suffering the natural consequences of it is so funny. You don’t smell so hot yourself, you know.”
“I know. I’m just playing with you, Bryn. It’s funny to watch you get all mad for some reason.”
“Nice,” I said sarcastically, now totally giving up on finding any underwear. I was just getting ready to pick my bag up to zip it, when I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. I looked up quickly, expecting to see one of the indians out in the trees, but there was no one there.
I walked over and nudged Peter on the arm, gesturing casually with my hand as I zipped up my backpack. “Do you see anything over there?” I asked quietly.
Peter looked over to where I had pointed. “No. Where?”
“Between those trees - the ones that look like they have faces on them.”
Peter shook his head. “I don’t see anything but tree trunks, branches, and leaves.”
“Huh,” I said, wondering if I’d been imagining things or if someone was spying on us. I wouldn’t put it past them; we were strangers after all. And they’d done a great job of hiding eleven people from my not very observant eyes earlier, so it was entirely possible there was an entire contingent of Miccosukee watching us right now, and we’d never know. It crossed my mind that I should have traded some of my training for lessons in how to hide and sneak around, Miccosukee-style.
“Okay, Bryn,” said Peter, ignoring my paranoia and walking over to the shelves that were now covered in our food. “I’ve organized our pantry. There are canned goods down here, chips here, water here, and miscellaneous here.” He smiled proudly. “Home sweet home.”
I walked over and pulled a can of beans off the shelf and put them up with the chips. “What happens if I do this?”
Peter frowned at me. “Then I do this,” he said sassily, moving the beans back to their original shelf, turning the label so it faced out, perfectly straight.
“And what happens if I do this?” I asked, quickly grabbing two cans of beans, putting one with the chips and one with the water. I finished by tipping one of the bottles over on its side.
Peter crossed his arms. “Do you really want to go there with me? Seriously?”
I smiled. “Sometimes, yeah, I do. You’re fun to rile up.”
“So are you, Smellykins, so you’d better not start a war you might lose.”
“What did you just call me?” I asked in mock outrage.
“You heard me … Smellykins!”
I rushed over and started tickling him, pleased to find that he was amazingly sensitive, especially around the ribcage. He was shrieking with laughter that sounded so much like a five-year-old girl I couldn’t help but laugh myself. Eventually I had to quit attacking him because I was too weak from my own hysteria to continue.
Bodo came back to find us sitting on the floor, holding our stomachs.
I looked up when I saw him approach, a huge smile left over from our tickle fest on my face; but it slowly melted off as my eyes feasted on the glorious Bodo before me.
He’d found the shower and used it well. No more dirt, no more matted hair, and no more shirt. Bodo had been hiding a six-pack and a seriously nice set of pecs under all of it, and I was having a hard time breathing just looking at him. I prayed Coli and none of her tribeswomen were around, because a big part of me right now didn’t want anyone but me seeing this vision of utter hotness.
Peter tried to say something, but it came out as something sounding like, “Gah!” and then he started choking. I whacked him on the back a few times, my eyes never leaving Bodo’s chest.
“Holy hell, Bodo,” I said before I could stop myself.
“What?” he asked innocently. I looked up at his face and saw that he was totally aware of what he was doing to poor Peter. And probably to me, too.
“You know exactly what. Put a damn shirt on, before Peter has a stroke.”
“Sorry, Peter,” he said, bending down to pull a shirt out of my bag.
“Sure, help yourself to one of mine,” I said sarcastically.
“I don’t haff anymore. You don’t want me to put da smelly one on, do you?
Actually, I’d prefer you stayed shirtless. “No. Go ahead, I’m just messing with you.”
Bodo came over and sat down next to me. He pulled the shirt on over his head and down to his waist before leaning over and whispering in my ear. “Did you like what you saw?”
I laughed, pushing him away. “Get out of here.” I had to fight to keep the smile from my face.
“Seriously,” he said quietly. “I’m ready for dat hug anytime.”
I could feel my face burning red again. “I’ll keep that in mind, Hulk.”
“Ah. You called me da Hulk. Dat means you likedt it.” He smiled hugely, obviously beyond pleased that he’d figured me out.
“Yes, but I didn’t call you Ironman now, did I?” I got up to kick all of our dirty things into a big pile, sneaking a look over at Bodo.
His brow was furrowed and he was pouting his lips in thought, before he said, “Iss dat a problem?”
I laughed. “No. It’s not a problem, Bodo. You’re hot. You’ve got a kickass set of abs. Go ahead and strut your stuff around here. Peter and I will just admire you from afar.”
Bodo smiled again. “Dat’s good den. I will do dat if it makes you happy.”
I decided to let it drop since poor Peter was going to start suffering soon. Bodo was obviously a hell of a male specimen, but he wasn’t batting for Peter’s team.
Odds were, there were guys out there for Peter, but so far, we hadn’t seen any. I didn’t know what I’d do if I lived in a world full of just girls. I’d be fine with it for a while, but eventually, I’d want a straight guy’s company. Peter was right - everyone needs a cuddle every now and then.
I looked over at Bodo as casually as I could. It was nice to know he was offering when and if that time came for me.
“Did you see the organizing Peter did, Bodo?”
“Yes, I dit. It’s very nice. It pleases my Cherman heart to see everything so neat.”
I smiled, knowing now that I had the power to mess with two of my housemates at the same time with a simple switching of pantry items. I would use this power sparingly and with great care - a zen master of teasing awesomeness. I couldn’t wait for my first opportunity.
“Thank you,” said Peter, trying to act all modest. “I have other things in mind for this place, but I need to get those wall parts.”
“Yeah, what was that all about?” I asked. “This thing has movable walls?”
“More like removable. See those hooks up there? I think they have these hides that connect and hang down to keep out the rain and stuff.”
“Cool.” I’d never been in the Everglades during a rain, but I knew it could come down pretty damn hard in central Florida; there was no reason to think it would be any different here.
“Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m pretty damn tired. Anyone else up for a nap?”
“Yes. Me,” said Bodo.
“I have to shower first. Can you show me where it is?” Peter asked both of us.
“Better have Bodo do it. I was following Coli the whole time.”
“Come on. I’ll bring you. Bryn, you can get our bed ready.” He winked at me.
“Try beds. Plural,” I said.
Bodo pouted for a second before reverting back to his default Bodo look. “Come on, Peter. I will show you. Bring your clean clothes.”
They disappeared a minute later, and I got to work making a bed of sorts. I took the blanket that had glass pieces in it and worked on picking them out, putting the shards in a small pile on the top shelf of the pantry. It was relatively easy work since they were all in a neat line and big enough to see.
Once the blanket was cleaned up, I opened it and laid it down on the floor of the second hut. I figured one hut should be for living in and one for sleeping in. I went to my backpack to get my mosquito spray out. I still had almost an entire bottle of it, using it only for emergencies. Right now felt like one of those times, since I had so much skin showing. The cool spray was a relief on my hot, itchy skin. At least five bites had appeared in the last fifteen minutes, and it was the middle of the day. The evening was going to be awful. I wondered if the indians had a homemade brew of some sort that kept them away, because at this rate, my bottle would be empty in a few weeks at the most.
Bodo came back alone a few minutes later.
“Peter all set?” I asked.
“Yeah. He’s taking a shower. I wanted to give him some privacy.”
“Good thinking.”
“Is dat our bed?” he asked, gesturing to the blanket on the floor.
“It’s part of it.” I pulled my sleeping bag from my backpack. “Here’s the other part of mine.”
“Oh. I don’t haff one of dose.”
“Maybe Peter will share,” I said, unrolling mine and putting it down on the blanket.
“I’d radder not,” he said, coming over and laying on the edge of the blanket, next to my sleeping bag. “You sleep in the middle. Udderwise, I’m going to get too hot.”
“Fine.” I tended to get cold in the middle of the night, so I didn’t mind having two warm bodies on either side of me.
Bodo folded his arms behind his head. “So, what do you think of these people here … dese indians?”
I came over and laid down on top of my sleeping bag, bringing my mosquito repellant with me and pulling one of his arms out to spray it on him. He allowed me to manhandle him, putting each arm back when I was done. “I guess they’re okay. That girl Coli told me that she’s not Miccosukee. She’s Creek, like the girl at the shell shop. They’re cousins.”
“I’ll bet all of da indians around here are related in some way.”
“Probably. I wonder if it’s normal for Creek indians and Miccosukee indians to get together like that.”
“Dats what the Seminoles are,” said Bodo.
I put my spray off to the side and laid down on my side, turning to look at him. He was staring up at the ceiling. “What do you mean? Seminoles are Seminoles.”
“I did a study of Native Americans when I was doing my semester abroad here. I lived near da casino, so it was interesting to me. In Chermany, indians and cowboys are a big deal … very mysterious and exciting. I chose dis subject because I always wondered about it when I was a little boy.”
“So what’s the deal with the Seminoles then?”
“Dey are a tribe made up of other tribes. All of dem came together with an alliance. It made dem stronger and more powerful.”
“What tribes?”
“I don’t remember all of dem, but I do remember Miccosukee and Creek were includedt.”
“Coli hinted around, and so did Kowi, of some sort of issue going on with their tribes. Do you think this Seminole business is a problem for them right now?”
Bodo’s voice was sounding sleepy. “I don’t know. Maybe. Dey might have different ideass about who owns da Everglades now.”
“Yeah,” I said, my voice drifting off to my own ears. “That makes sense.” I rolled onto my back, my eyes closing of their own accord.
The sound of Bodo’s light snoring put me to sleep. To my exhausted brain and newly washed and relaxed body, it almost seemed liked I was falling asleep by the beach, resting in the shade of a palm and listening to the sound of the waves. In and out they were going, a light breeze keeping the humidity and heat at bay, a soft bed of sand beneath me.
 
* * *
 
I woke sometime later, sitting up and wondering why there was so little light showing between the trees. I looked at my watch and was shocked to see that I had slept for several hours. Bodo was still snoring next to me.
I nudged him with my hand. “Get up.”
He turned in his sleep and reached his arm out, putting it across my lap.
I looked down at it for a second, liking the feel of its weight there and the warmth that quickly spread from it. I turned to see what Peter was up to, and for the first time, realized he wasn’t there. A quick scan of the hut we were in and the one next to us told me he wasn’t anywhere around.
I lifted Bodo’s arm off me and let it drop at his side awkwardly. “Bodo, get up. Peter’s not here.”
Bodo mumbled something in his sleep and turned on his back again. His mouth was hanging open, a snore coming out.
“Bodo!” I said more sharply, pushing on him with two hands. “Get up! Peter is missing.”
Bodo’s eyes opened three times in quick succession. He was blinking them over and over, and I could tell he was trying to figure out where he was and who this person was that was pushing on him and telling him to leave his peaceful sleep.
“It’s me, Bryn. I know you’re tired, but I need you to help me find our roommate.”
Bodo sat up, scrubbing his face. “Oh, yeah. Sure. What’s da problem?”
I sighed. “Peter is missing. We’ve been sleeping for three hours and I don’t think he’s been back yet from his shower.” I stood up and could see there were no signs of his clothes on the floor; and I knew Peter well enough by now to know that he would never have showered and put dirty stuff back on.
Bodo got up and did a few jumping jacks.
“What are you doing?”
“I neet to get da blood flowing better. I’m too tired to think right now.”
I nodded. “Whatever works.” I went into the other hut and kicked the dirty clothes around. There was nothing there of Peter’s.
“Let’s go to the shower and see if he’s maybe lost over there.”
“Follow me,” said Bodo, taking the lead.
We arrived at the shower, and I was not happy with what I saw there. Peter’s dirty clothes were sitting in a pile, soaked from the shower, left there as if discarded.
“Peter would never leave his clothes like this,” I said, picking up his cammo shirt and then letting it drop.
“I agree. Something is wrong here.”
I looked at the surrounding trees. “Do you think he wandered off? Maybe he’s going to the bathroom somewhere.”
“We can sit and wait for a while. But I still don’t think he wouldt just leave his clothes like dat on the ground. It’s not like him to be making a mess.”
I felt sick to my stomach. Someone had taken him, I just knew it. “Who did this?” I asked, not expecting an answer, really.
“Let’s go findt those indians and ask dem.”
“Do you think they did it?”
“No, do you?”
“No. It seems weird that they’d offer us a place to live and then kidnap one of us.”
“Exactly. So it’s someone else, but probably someone dey know. Dey sneak aroundt in dese trees and dis swamp all da time. Dey must know everyone who iss here.”
I nodded. “You’re right. Let’s go back to the hut and see if we can figure out how to get in touch with them.” I was kicking myself that I hadn’t thought to ask them where they actually lived.
We went back and roamed around the area immediately surrounding our huts. I gave up finding clues of their whereabouts and just yelled instead. Bodo looked at me but didn’t tell me to stop.
“Hey! Kowi! Coli! Someone! Where are you?!”
After a few long and stressful minutes of no response, Bodo lifted his fingers up to his mouth. “You might want to cover your earss,” he said, just before taking in a big breath.
I covered them just in time, but it still wasn’t enough to totally block out the sound waves.
When he was done I pulled my hands away. “Holy crap, Bodo. Are you full of some serious hot air or what?”
He smiled. “I’m good at da football games, belief me.”
Yokci came walking up from behind some trees. “You called?”
“Yeah, sorry about that. We didn’t know where to find you.”
“What’s so urgent you have to let every person within three miles know that you’re here?”
I ignored his scolding tone. “Peter’s missing. We need your help finding him.”
Yokci frowned. “What do you mean, he’s missing?”
“I mean, he’s not here. He went to take a shower and disappeared … never came back.”
“Are you sure he isn’t just taking a break?”
“For three hours?”
Yokci shrugged. “I don’t know him. It’s possible.”
“Not Peter. And he left his clothes in a pile at the shower. He’d never do that.”
“How do you know?”
I gestured angrily towards our pantry. “Hello? He’s totally anal about organizing things. Look!”
Yokci scanned the canned goods and other items, all neatly lined up and evenly spaced on the shelves. The labels all pointed in the exact same direction, and it looked as if he’d used some sort of spacer to make sure that each can was separated from the one next to it by the exact same distance.
“Wow. It’s even alphabetized.”
“See? So are you going to help us find him or what?”
“Yeah. We’d better. It’s getting late.”
He stepped outside the hut and let out his bird whistle call. I tried to figure out how he was doing it, but all he was using was his tongue and teeth.
I seriously had to figure out how to do that.
I heard a soft whistling sound and turned in time to catch Bodo trying to imitate it. He stopped when he saw me watching and smiled self-consciously.
A few more bodies came out of the trees, Kowi and Coli among them.
“What’s up?” asked Kowi, striding towards us.
“Their friend is missing,” said Yokci. “I’m thinking Creek.”
Coli’s bottom jaw stuck out in anger. “You always think that, Yokci.”
“Shut up, Coli,” he said, not even looking at her.
“Both of you, shut up,” said Kowi, turning to face me. “When was the last time you saw him?”
“Three hours ago, when he went to take a shower.” The look on all their faces and their body language was screaming out to the world. There was some messed up shit going on around here. “What the hell is this all about, Kowi? Did some Creek indians take him?”
Kowi sighed heavily. “It’s possible.”
Yokci snorted. “More like probable.”
Coli leaped forward and shoved him.
Yokci fell back a couple spaces and moved quickly to regain his footing, acting like he was going to go after her.
Coli stood there, her hands in fists at her side, her jaw thrust out. “Go ahead, Yokci!”
I almost expected her to say make my day next, but Kowi got in the middle of them and stopped it from going any further.
“Enough!” he shouted. “This is not the time or the place. Coli, go get the others. Yokci, go start tracking him from the shower area.”
They shot each other a death glare and then moved on to obey his orders.
I crossed my arms over my chest. “You have some explaining to do, Kowi. I feel like we’ve been lied to.”
Kowi’s face was like a mask. He closed his eyes for a few seconds before opening them again to stare at me and then Bodo.
“We haven’t lied to you. But we haven’t exactly told you everything, either. Let’s sit down, and I’ll tell you what I can.”
 
* * *
 
I sat on the floor of the hut near enough to Bodo that I could feel his body heat. It was comforting, especially since I knew he was the only person in this place who I could trust right now.
Kowi explained, “We’re having a little bit of trouble with a neighboring tribe, the Creeks.”
“That’s what Coli is,” I said.
“Yes. Our … relationship is supposed to help the tribes get along. So far it’s only having limited success.”
“You might have tried to find a happier bride.”
He tilted his head, his face still giving nothing away. “One does not always get to choose who he ends up with.”
I raised an eyebrow at that, not even really sure what he meant, but I was pretty certain Coli wouldn’t have liked hearing it. Was he saying she’d been chosen only for tribal purposes? Or that he’d fallen in love with a woman who’d never be happy? It was impossible to tell with his emotionless delivery.
“So what’s happening, den? Seemss like da Creeks must not be very happy if dey’re kidnapping your friends.”
“They’ve been causing general trouble with us for months … stealing supplies, food, occasionally trying to take our women. But we’ve never had them take one of our men before.”
“Probably because they’re more difficult targets.”
“Except for dat Yokci guy,” added Bodo, totally straight-faced.
I couldn’t help but smile at that, wishing Yokci had heard it.
“Yes, our men - all of them - are difficult targets.” He glared at Bodo, now letting some of his anger slip through.
I brushed off their macho pissing contest. “Why would they take Peter, though? I mean, no offense to my friend, but he’s totally useless as a warrior or whatever.”
“They know he’s valuable to us, or we wouldn’t have let him stay here. They don’t have to know what his value is, just that he is important.”
“So what … he’s like a bargaining chip now?”
“Maybe. Either that or they’ll just plan on integrating him into their tribe somehow. Or … ”
Bodo leaned in towards me and said, “He iss good at organizing and cleaning thingks.”
I shoved him with my elbow. Now was no time to joke about Peter’s obsessive compulsive disorder.
“Or what?”
“Or they’ll deliver him out of Kahayatle and send him on his way. He’s an outsider - a trespasser. He has no right to be here.”
I instantly felt sick, imagining Peter wandering around out there without supplies or a way to defend himself. He’d be lunch before dinner. “I want him back. They can’t have him, and I won’t allow anyone to kick him out of here.” I seared Kowi with a look, letting him know there would be hell to pay if anything happened to my friend.
“I know that, Nokosi. We’re going to find him and bring him back to you.”
“You’d better,” I said, getting up to storm out of the hut. I paced back and forth in front of it, frustrated that there was nothing I could do.
Bodo came up and joined me, standing off to the side, talking quietly.
“Don’t worry, Bryn, dey’re going to bring him back to us.”
“They’d better, or I’m gonna go American white girl all over their asses. I’m serious, Bodo.”
“I know you are. I’m not exactly sure what dat means, what you just said about asses, but it sounds scary. I’m sure dey won’t sendt him out of da swamp.”
“Oh really?!” I said, looking at him and letting my anger get the most of me. “And how do you know that, Bodo? Did your book report delve into the psychological mindset of the Creek indians?”
“No,” he said, without emotion.
“Oh, well, maybe you’re using your German mind-reading skills then.”
“No, I don’t have any of dose.”
I threw my hands up. He was impossible to make angry which only made me more frustrated.
He put up his fists in his pitiful imitation of a mock martial arts stance. “Do you want to fight me? Causs I’m pretty sure I could take you down.”
I shook my head. “Don’t be stupid, Bodo. I’ll break your friggin arms off.”
He gestured with his head, egging me on. “Come on, little girl. Little Smellykinder. Give me your best shot. I can take it.”
My arms were twitching, I wanted to take him up on his offer so bad. “I’m warning you, Bodo …”
He stepped right up to me and play-slapped me on the cheek. “Dare you go. I got you now.”
I shook my head, bewildered by the fact that he was begging for a butt whooping so insistently.
“You’re scared. Dat’s the problem. I don’t blame you really. Now you’f seen my muscles and you’re scared of what I can do to you. Dat’s okay. You’d better just take a pass, den.”
He lowered his arms, and I couldn’t stop myself. I ran at him full force, taking him down like a football dummy.
He tried to grab me around the waist, but I slammed him into a tree, instantly breaking his grip.
He pushed himself up to meet me again, stepping forward aggressively.
“Bodo! Cut it out! I’m not messing around, you’re going to get hurt.” I tried to back up away from him.
“Not me!” he said, grinning evilly.
I shook my head. “Fine, idiot. But don’t blame me when you’re in pain later.” I took four quick swipes at him, landing some bruising blows and keeping him busy blocking me, all the while making him move backwards to avoid the worst of it. He couldn’t see where he was going, but I could.
“Next time,” I grunted, giving him a jab to the abdomen with my left, “…think harder …” my right came next, following up after the left “… about who you pick…” I used both fists this time in the middle of his solar plexus “…a fight with.” My last move was a kick to his lower abdomen, folding him nearly in half and sending him flying backwards into the shallow body of water behind him.
His arms and legs flailed, but nothing could stop his backward motion. He landed on his back in the water with a big splash.
I heard clapping off to the side and saw three guys standing there, Kowi and two others I didn’t recognize, admiring my performance.
Bodo jumped up out of the water, whipping his shirt off to stand there half naked and dripping wet. “Oh, I see your plan! You just wanted to see me with my shirt off again! Very tricky, Bryn, very tricky. I didn’t see dat coming at all.”
I shook my head and walked away, but only after getting an eyeful of that gorgeous chest of his again. Man, do I have it bad.
I tried to stay mad, but his little devious plan had worked. My mind had been taken off our problem with Peter, and the frustration was temporarily out of my system. I wondered if Bodo was going to be my self-designated punching bag now that he’d so accurately guessed the most efficient way I knew of to calm my runaway emotions: fight therapy.
 
* * *
 
It was getting dark. Occasionally guys would come back to our hut to let Kowi know what was going on. It was clear that he was the official or unofficial chief of this tribe now. Everyone reported to him and followed his orders. I guess that made Coli the indian princess or whatever.
Her disposition hadn’t changed. She at least wasn’t outwardly aggressive towards me, but it was probably only temporary, merely done out of respect for the fact that I was worried about Peter. She wasn’t here now, having left with the last group of people who went out tracking him.
Two guys came running into the clearing by the huts about an hour later and went immediately to Kowi. I got the sense that they had important news, so I rushed over to listen in on their conversation. I didn’t catch any of it since it was over before I got there, but I did hear Kowi’s response.
“Tell them that’s unacceptable.”
“Tell who what is unacceptable?” I asked.
Bodo came and stood beside me, casting nervous glances between Kowi and me.
Kowi looked at his cohorts and sighed before answering. “The Creek have Peter. They said that they’re going to send him out of the Kahayatle unless we agree to their demands.”
“What demands?”
“It doesn’t matter. We won’t agree to them.”
“You have to agree to them!” I yelled. “You can’t let them send him out of here! He’ll get killed inside of ten minutes!”
Kowi shook his head very slowly. “Don’t forget your place here, Nokosi. You are not Miccosukee. You stay at our pleasure. You are in no position to tell me what I can and cannot do.”
I stepped closer to him - close enough that I knew he could feel the angry heat coming off my body. “Listen here, cougar. I came here and brought you gifts in the form of bombs. I agreed to train your people. Without me you’ll always be the Creek’s little bitches. Is that what you want?”
His upper lip curled an instant before he tried to push me away, but I was ready for it, easily blocking his arms and throwing them out to the side, making him look like a goofy pinwheel.
Buster was barking like a maniac, and I heard Bodo trying to calm him down in the background.
Kowi wasn’t expecting to be thrown off so easily, so his ego-bruised man instincts took over, causing him to make his second mistake.
He reached an arm back to punch me, and I watched it travel through space from his shoulder to my face, easily dodging it by leaning to the side and then around him.
I let the force of his own move throw him forward, helping to increase the momentum by driving my elbow into his back, hard.
He stumbled forward, but tried to recover and take me down by spinning around and grabbing my leg.
Unfortunately for him, krav maga taught me that any move was legal, so long as it resulted in me getting free of my attacker. I adjusted my footing and centered myself, using the knee he’d brought towards him to connect with his nuts.
I knew I caught at least one of them when all the air burst out of his lungs and he crumbled to the floor.
His two friends jumped me, each one grabbing one of my arms. Sure that they had me in hand, they didn’t bother doing anything else but hold on.
I judged the one on my right to be the one with the strongest grip, so I used his force on my arm as leverage to lift my legs off the ground and deliver a heavy-duty side kick to his friend, sending him flying off the edge of the hut. His hip caught the railing and the upper half of his body kept going, flipping him over the top and into the water.
Now I had one guy, a big one, holding me by the arm. He stood there almost frozen in shock.
I stopped for a second and looked down at the meaty hands holding me. Then I looked up at him, raising one of my eyebrows for effect. “You sure you wanna do that?”
“Say, no, buddy,” urged Bodo from off on the sidelines. “She’s gonna kick your nuts too. You don’t want dat. You know dat feeling you get in your stomach that takes forever to stop hurting?”
“Just walk away,” I said softly.
He looked down first at his chief and then at his friend getting up out of the water.
I knew the moment he made his decision. These indians thought they were all cool with their stone cold lack of facial expression, but their bodies spoke volumes.
I grabbed the fingers of his hand and bent two of them back until I heard a crunch. He screamed out in pain and roared at the same time, his other hand coming up to grab my hair.
I was pissed I hadn’t cut it yet. If I had, he probably wouldn’t have been able to get me so easily. And now he was pulling on it like it was his lifeline or something; if I didn’t do something quick, I was going to be scalped by having my hair ripped out at the roots.
I punched him hard in the thigh, bringing on what I hoped was one hell of a charlie horse.
His knee buckled with the pain, but he held on tight to my hair.
I reached up and slammed my arm down on the inside of his elbow which hurt my scalp like hell, but brought me closer to him.
I swung my hand in an upper-cut arch, coming from way back to clamp down on his balls hard.
The fist holding my hair went slack, making it possible for me to flip my head up so I could watch his face turn white.
“Oooof, oh, man … I triedt to warn you,” said Bodo, a pained expression on his face.
The guy bent over in agony, and I finished him off with a hammer strike to the back of the head. He fell to the ground on his face and didn’t move.
“Oh, my godt!” said Bodo, half laughing, clapping his hands together slowly, “dat was … oh man, dat was unreal! Dat was not real! Whoot!”
Kowi stood up slowly, keeping his hand on his upper thigh, which I knew was his way of trying to manage the pain still radiating up from his groin.
I put my fists up in a defensive position, ready on the balls of my feet if he decided to get stupid, but he held his hand up in surrender.
“No. No more fighting. You’ve made your point.”
“I want Peter back. Here,” I said from behind my fists.
“Yeah. I got that.” He looked over and motioned to the guy who’d finally gotten out of the swampy water and was now dripping just outside the entrance to the hut.
“Go tell the Creeks we will agree to their terms.”
“But!” he argued.
“Just go!” he yelled, looking down at his friend on the ground.
I could tell from the look on the wet indian’s face that something huge was being sacrificed here.
“Bryn,” said Bodo, and I could almost read his mind.
“Wait,” I said to the guy who was getting ready to leave to deliver the message, putting my arms down and relaxing. “before you go run off all half-cocked, why not tell us exactly what’s going on here? Maybe we can help you resolve this without your sacrifice and without mine.”
“It’s tribe business,” said Kowi.
“Don’t be like that, Kowi. I want to help. We all do.” I looked over at Bodo and he was nodding his head enthusiastically.
Kowi looked like he was weighing his options, so I continued my plea. “The world is a different place. It’s never been like this, even when your ancestors were here greeting the friggin settlers … back then the settlers just wanted to survive at first, figure out how to grow food and live. The people who are out there now? They want to eat you guys. I mean seriously … we’re all fighting the same enemy here.”
“Yeah,” said Bodo, “da zombies.”
“Let us help you. We’ve already shown you we have skills and we’re determined.”
“We made it all da way down here from over two hundredt and fifty miles away. Through zombieland,” said Bodo.
“I can’t just bring you into our tribe business without talking to the others.”
“Just do it, Kowi,” said the wet guy.
I looked over at him, surprised his ego would allow those words to come out of his mouth.
He shrugged. “We need the help. Obviously.” He walked over and kicked his fallen comrade. “Get up, asshole.”
The guy on the floor moaned. He slowly rolled over and we got a look at his face. He’d broken his nose in his fall.
“Oops, sorry about that,” I said. I looked over at Kowi. “Do you want me to fix that before he’s fully awake?”
“You can do that?” he asked, looking a little shocked.
“I’ve seen my dad do it enough times.” I went over and straddled him, sitting on his chest. “Bodo, get on his legs, would you?”
“Dat’s not a problem,” he said coming over and laying across them.
“Grab his arms, Kowi.”
Kowi limped over and kneeled down, taking the guys arms and holding them on the ground, above his head.
“Here goes nothing,” I said, as I put my hands on either side of his smooshed nose, yanking it back to the front.
A loud crunch and a fresh gush of blood told me that I’d at least gotten it back in the general direction; the loud screaming and bucking from the kid told me that it had hurt. He passed out in a few seconds, finally going still.
I got up and rolled him over on his side so he wouldn’t choke on his own blood.
I walked down to the swamp to rinse my hands off in the water. “He might not look pretty, but at least his nose won’t be sideways,” I said, scrubbing my palms together and watching the blood dissolve away.
I didn’t get a response, so I turned around to look at them.
They were all staring at me.
I self-consciously reached up and wiped my nose with the back of my hand. I was hoping I hadn’t ruined the whole effect of my fighting skills by having a boog hanging out or something.
“What?” I said, tired of the silent treatment. “Why are you guys staring at me? Cut it out.”
Bodo spoke first. “I don’t know why dey are staring at you, but I’m doing it because I’m admiring your muscles. You really know how to make a guy feel like a wimp.”
I looked down at my arms, noticing for the first time that they were a little pumped from their recent workout. I had pretty much zero body fat left, so they did look pretty ripped. I glanced back up at him. “I hope that’s not a problem for any of you.” It would be just my luck that I’d ruin any chance of ever having a boyfriend by scaring them all away.
“It’s not a problem for me,” said Bodo, shaking his head slowly side to side. “Not a problem …”
I smiled, ignoring the responses from the other guys. The more I got to know Bodo, the more I thought I might have a chance at finding a guy my dad would have loved.
 
* * *
 
We sat in our hut, surrounded by a big group of Miccosukee. I didn’t bother counting all of them. Kowi and Coli sat at the center, and everyone was listening closely to what Kowi was saying.
“As you all know, the Creek of Kahayatle have taken the friend of Bryn and Bodo, named Peter, and they are demanding that we turn over the grenades to them in exchange for Peter.”
I gasped. How could they possibly know we brought grenades?
“My first answer was to say no. Then Bryn was kind enough to show me the error of my ways.”
“She kicked our asses,” said the wet indian, who I now knew as Paci. A few of the group laughed, including Kowi. His girlfriend just glowered at me.
“Yeah, so after we had our … discussion with Bryn, we decided to go ahead and agree to their terms. But she convinced us to reconsider and share with her and Bodo the details of the Creeks’ demands, which we have now done. We’ve asked all of you to come here tonight so that we can discuss this situation before we make our decision about what to do. Those of us who are on the council have agreed to include Bryn and Bodo in our conversation.”
I looked around and could see that all but a few of the members were okay with it. Paci looked like he was on Team Bryn, and he seemed like the gregarious type. I had a feeling he’d been campaigning for us. He smiled and lifted his chin at me, acknowledging my presence.
I looked over at Bodo in time to see him narrow his eyes a little bit at Paci. Jealousy maybe? I tried not to be too excited over the idea. Jealousy was usually bad news, even if in the beginning it was a little flattering. I’d seen enough girls leaving the mini krav maga self-defense workshops talking about stalker ex-boyfriends who’d always started out being the jealous type; the same ones they were now trying to learn how to fight off. I didn’t need to be fighting my own people over stupid stuff like that.
Kowi began talking again. “Bryn wanted the chance to speak, so I gave her my permission. Does anyone have a problem with that?”
I could see Coli itching to say something, but she kept her mouth shut.
Kowi looked at me. “Go ahead. Say what you wanted to say.”
I stood up, wiping my hands nervously on my shorts. “I just wanted to say a few things, maybe share some ideas.”
I looked at Bobo and he nodded, urging me forward with his quiet confidence in me.
“The Creek have my friend Peter. He’s not a violent person in any way, and he’s pretty much helpless. If they set him loose outside of the Everglades, he’ll never survive. He’ll get eaten.”
I saw from a few faces around that the idea didn’t seem all that likely to them.
“I don’t know how much you guys have gotten out of the swamps lately, but in case you’re living in a fantasy world that doesn’t include zombies, let me enlighten you - there are cannibals out there. Kids are eating kids.” I waited a few seconds to let that sink in.
Someone in the back spoke up. “That’s isolated stuff. It’s not all over.”
“Don’t be so sure,” said Bodo, standing up next to me. “I came from West Palm Beach. She and Peter came from Orlando. Dare are zombies in both placess and in between. Dat’s like almost two hundredt miles.”
“Right,” I said. “So it’s not just one group or one isolated situation. It’s all over and probably spreading as the resources dry up. This whole fighting thing you’re doing with the Creek is a bad idea. You need to get together and make one big tribe instead of a bunch of small ones disagreeing and fighting over grenades.”
“It takes both sides agreeing,” said Coli, “and that’s not going to happen.”
I looked at her with disapproval. “Well I guess you only have yourself to blame for that, don’t you?”
She stood up suddenly, taking a step towards me.
Kowi held out his arm, bracing it across her legs. “Trust me, Coli. You don’t want to go there.”
She looked down at him in disgust. “You guys might have bowed down to her little games, but I’m not going to.”
Kowi pulled his hand away and used it instead to gesture in my direction. “Well, then, by all means. Have at it. But don’t come crying to me later when she hands you your ass.”
Coli seemed to be considering the idea of being publicly humiliated in front of her tribe and decided to stay by her man’s side. But that didn’t change her opinion about me one bit.
I sighed. “Seriously, Coli. You’re Creek for god’s sake. Why can’t you go talk to them?”
She folded her arms. “I’m not going to get in the middle like that.”
“Why the heck not?” I demanded. “You’re the girlfriend of the chief over here. You’re second in command. It’s your job to make peace with neighboring nations, isn’t it?”
She stuck her chin out in defiance but didn’t seem to have anything to say back.
“Are you guys all crazy out here, or what? Can’t you see what’s happening right under your noses?” I stared Coli down. “How did they know about the grenades, anyway? Did you tell them? Maybe you’re a mole.”
She gasped at me, clearly outraged that I’d even suggested it. Or at least, she was acting outraged. She took a step forward and Kowi stood, taking her by the shoulders and pulling her back. “No. You’re not going to fight her. I like your face the way it is.”
He looked at me. “I think the Creek were tracking you before you got here. That’s how they knew about the grenades.”
“Dat’s not likely,” said Bodo. “Dey were covered all da time. You probably got a spy in here. I bet it’s her,” he said, pointing to Coli.
She struggled to get out of Kowi’s arms. If she was guilty, she was doing a good job of hiding it.
“Whatever. It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Actually, it just underlines the fact that this thing, this conflict you have with the Creek, is dangerous. You can’t trust each other. You’re all working against your common interests.” I took a deep breath and continued. “Let me go talk to them. Maybe I can help negotiate some kind of truce.” I stared at Coli. “I’ll bring her with me. She can prove to everyone she’s not a spy.”
She jerked her arms out of Kowi’s grasp and practically spat at me. “I don’t have to prove to you or anyone else that I’m not a spy.”
“Yes, you do,” said Paci. He stepped forward from the group. “You were gone and no one could find you. You disappear like that all the time. And someone had to tell them about those grenades. I think it was you.”
I saw the murderous look on Kowi’s face and knew these words were not being spoken or taken lightly.
Coli looked stricken.
“Okay, so whatever,” I said hurriedly, not wanting to lose the momentum we had. “I’ll take Bodo and Coli and we’ll go talk to the Creek. If we can get them to agree to a truce, then will you guys be in favor? Will you honor it?”
“I’m going too,” said Paci. “You can trust me to bring back accurate information, brother.” He was addressing Kowi, and now I could see a strong resemblance between the two. I don’t think he meant just tribe brothers in this case - they had the same parents for sure.
Kowi nodded. “Fine. You go represent our tribe with the negotiators.” He looked at his girlfriend. “Coli, you go too. Talk to your family and help them to see the sense in this.”
“But you’re my family now, Kowi.” Her eyes were pleading with him along with her voice. It was kind of sad, really. I was starting to get the feeling that their relationship was somewhat one-sided.
“We’ll see,” was all he said.
Her face dropped and she stared down at the ground. There had to be tears in her eyes; even someone made of stone would have cried at a rejection that cold and that public.
“Come on,” I said. “We’re burning daylight. How far away are they?”
“Twenty minutes, if we move fast. Come on,” said Paci, separating himself from the group and heading for the trees.
I looked at Coli. “Coming?”
She just stared at me for a second and then moved away to follow Paci, saying nothing.
I rolled my eyes. I thought teen drama had been left behind in the old world. Today, the Miccosukee has taught me otherwise.
Bodo came up to walk beside me. “Dat was some smooth talking back dare.”
I smiled. “You think so?”
“Yes. Remindt me never to argue with you about anything. I guess it wouldt be a waste of time for me.”
“I’m glad you’ve figured that out so early in our relationship, Bodo.” The import of my words didn’t really hit me until he responded.
“Dat’s what we have, issn’t it? A relationship.”
“I guess,” I said, noncommittally.
“Maybe some day you’ll let me call you my girlfriendt.”
I laughed. “Yeah. Some day when we’re not running away from cannibals and indian warriors.”
“Okay. I’m gonna hold you to dat.”
I smiled but said nothing. The idea of a world without fear and Bodo calling me his girlfriend didn’t sound half bad.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
WE CLIMBED INTO A CANOE that was docked near our hut, leaving Buster behind with one of the Miccosukee girls who promised to take good care of him and feed him. Buster seemed perfectly happy with the arrangement, especially when she pulled a nugget of something edible out of her pocket and gave it to him. I sighed, watching him scamper away, jumping up so much on her that he looked like he wanted to climb right up her leg. Loyalty - taken
by a simple scrap of food.
Paci rode in the back and Coli in front, both of them doing all the paddling while Bodo and I just went as passengers. It was pretty nice, actually, if I didn’t think about the purpose for the trip.
No one said anything, so the only sounds to be heard were those of the wildlife around us. There were squawks, croaks, and ribbits and an errant caw now and again, floating out above the sounds of rustling bushes and leaves. The banks of the river seemed like they were full of animals rushing to hide whenever we came by.
Eventually we stopped and Coli got out, pulling the line they kept attached to the front of the canoe and wrapping it around a nearby tree. We disembarked when she was done, following her into the trees.
A light was visible up ahead, and as we approached, I could see that it was a circle of torches stuck in the ground, all centered around a fire.
Coli stopped well outside the circle of lights and made a sound like a birdcall. Less than a minute later, we were joined by three indians in more tribal-looking dress than I saw the Miccosukee wearing. It made them look much more intimidating.
“Coli,” said one of them. “Tired of those Meeks? Ready to come back home?”
“Shut up, Jeremy. I need to see Trip.”
“Trip’s busy. Who are these people?”
Coli sighed. “You’re not high enough on the food chain to know that information. Just go get him.”
“You know, Coli, one of these days that mouth of yours is going to get you into trouble.”
“Yeah, well, maybe you’ll be lucky enough to be around to see it.”
“Maybe I will,” he said, before storming off.
“Nice guy,” I said, when he was gone.
“He’s my brother.”
I had nothing to say to that. The guy was obviously a jerk but I couldn’t very well say that to his sister.
A couple minutes later another guy appeared. “Trip says you can come in the circle.”
“Wow. How big of him,” said Coli sarcastically.
I grabbed her arm to hold her back, letting Paci take the lead.
“Do you think maybe you could just try to get along here?”
She jerked herself free. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Yeah, actually, I do. I’m talking about getting my friend Peter back without anyone getting hurt. And I’m talking about possibly saving your whole damn tribe. I’d think that would be a little more important to you than whatever little personal issues you have going on.”
She walked away from me without saying a word.
“Don’t bother,” said Bodo softly. “She’s a lost person. She can’t hear anything you’re saying.”
“That’s too bad,” I said.
“Yeah.”
We were soon at the edge of the lighted circle, looking at a group of faces, all of them painted red and black. Even Peter’s. He was sitting off to the side, shirtless, looking very dejected. He was the sorriest excuse for an indian warrior I’d ever seen in my life.
“Wow. Look at Peter,” said Bodo. “He’s got paint on his face.”
“And his chest.”
“Dat’s his chest? Wow. He’s so white he almost glows in da dark. I thought it wass a t-shirt.”
A big guy separated himself from the group in the circle of fire and came over to greet us. He had long black hair, hanging loose around his shoulders. It had some beads and pieces of string wrapped around chunks of it. He’d painted his face and chest with lines, dots, and primitive-looking birds. I was pretty sure they were the washable kind of tattoos, but regardless, they looked freaky. I almost felt afraid.
“Coli,” he said, briefly looking at her and then swiveling his head slowly to stare at me.
“Why are you on my land, Paci? You know you aren’t welcome here.” He didn’t even bother to look at the guy when he was speaking to him. I was no expert on indian customs, but it sure felt like an insult to me.
Paci apparently didn’t care. “Yo, Trip, what’s up, man? How’s it hangin’?”
“Coli, why did you bring this mongrel to our place? You know better than that.”
“He’s here to represent his brother. You know … the chief? My boyfriend?”
Trip leaned over and spit on the ground.
“Who’s this?” he said, gesturing at me with his chin, still not breaking eye contact with me.
I kept my gaze steady. I’d seen guys like him before. He was a class-A egomaniac, totally convinced of his own superiority. Every one of those guys had a serious weakness and it started with that ego giving them false bravado and an over-inflated sense of their own fighting skill-level.
“That … is a white girl.”
“I can see that. What’s her name and why is she here?”
I sighed. “Okay, guys, really … I appreciate the whole ceremonial stuff and everything, but we don’t have a lot of time. It’s getting late, I haven’t eaten all day, and my friend Peter over there is not looking well. I’d like to get this wrapped up so we can head out of here in the next half hour, tops.”
“So you think you’re going to just walk on my land and claim your Peter and walk away?”
I tried not to laugh at his choice of words, but it was impossible. I put my hand over my mouth to try to hide it, but then gave up and said, “Did you just say I came to claim my peter?”
I heard Coli snicker next to me, and then Paci joined in. Finally, Bodo got in on the game.
“Oh, dat’s funny. I just got dat.” Bodo leaned over and asked me in a loud whisper, “Do you think he knows what dat word means?”
“Yes, I know what that word means,” said an angry Trip. “Stop laughing, you idiots. It wasn’t that funny.”
“Yeah. It kinda was,” admitted Coli. “You were totally pulling off that badass indian chief thing and then you started talking about peters.”
Peter’s head came up. “Bryn? Is that you?”
“Yeah, it’s me. I’ll be right there.” I turned my attention to Trip. “Sorry for laughing. I’m really tired and hungry, like I said. I’m here to talk to you about a cease fire or a truce or whatever.”
“A truce over what?”
“Between you and the Miccosukee.”
He laughed. “What? You speak for the high and mighty Kowi now?”
“Don’t talk about him like that, Trip,” warned Coli.
“Whatever. I just think it’s pretty funny that he’s got some white girl coming over here for him to try and tell me what to do.”
“She ain’t just a regular white girl, Trip. Trust me,” said Paci.
“Trust you? Yeah, right.”
“Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you later if you decide to tangle with her.”
Trip raised an eyebrow at me. “So what does this white girl who’s got all the Meeks all scared got to say to me?”
“What I have to say is, first of all, you’re not getting any of the grenades I brought with me. And also that I’m taking Peter with me tonight back to my hut where he lives. And finally, maybe most importantly, you and the Meeks, as you call them, need to kiss and make up, before it’s too late.”
He laughed overly loud and took his time about it. Then he stopped all of a sudden and got instantly serious, giving the distinct impression that he was mentally off balance.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, all traces of humor gone.
“No. I’m not. Let’s go sit down and talk.”
He nodded his head slowly. “Talk. Okay, we can do that. Just you, though. The rest of them can stay here.” He gestured to his group behind him and said, “Watch them. No one leaves.” He took me by the arm and led me past the fire pit, towards a chickee hut that had the walls up.
As I passed by Peter I leaned behind Trip and said, “Be right back!”
I ignored Peter’s stark look of fear.
Trip and I entered the empty hut, and he gestured to the floor. “Have a seat.”
“I prefer to stand.” I knew that my chances of defeating him in any physical match were better if we weren’t on the ground. There, he had the advantage of size and weight. Standing, I had the element of surprise and my quick strike ability. I hoped I wouldn’t need to use it, but if my dad had taught me nothing else, he’d taught me to expect the unexpected and that the worst case scenario was always a possiblity.
Trip moved to the center of the hut and turned to look at me, his thumbs casually hooked in the band that went around his waist. It was holding up a cloth covered in decorations that hung down in front of his man-parts. I couldn’t tell if the patterns were painted on or woven in - it was too dark to see details with only a little bit of the torchlight reaching in between cracks of the wall hangings, but I didn’t want to spend too much time studying it for obvious reasons. He wore leather breeches on his legs and moccasins, no shirt. His muscled chest was painted like his face in reds and blacks. He didn’t have the permanent tattoos that Kowi and his tribesmen had, I could see that now. He was slightly slouched over, and it almost looked as if he were flexing his chest and abs a little. I smiled, thinking to myself that this guy was almost as bad as a peacock.
“Let’s start with you telling me who you are,” he said.
“My name’s Bryn Mathis. I’m from the Orlando area. Maitland.”
“What about the other ones?”
“Bodo’s from Germany, stuck here after a year abroad program, and Peter’s from Sanford.”
“Why are you in my swamp?”
I decided not to debate the ownership of the Everglades at this juncture. “We came here to escape the canners - the cannibals that are out there.”
He scoffed at that. “Cannibals. Yeah, right.”
“Yeah, cannibals. It’s the truth.”
“Why should I believe you?”
“Because I have no reason to lie?”
“Sure you do.”
“Oh yeah? Enlighten me.”
“So you could come here and steal from me.”
“Steal what? I’ve got news for you, Trip … there are at least fifty creatures probably within twenty feet of me that could kill me right now. Does that sound like something a girl like me purposely goes to live with if she has any other choice?”
“Not really.”
“Exactly. And I don’t go hanging around mosquito infested swamps so I can steal some soap.”
He unhooked his thumbs and came a little closer. “Maybe you’re here for something else.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Please don’t be suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.”
“What’s that?” he asked, giving me a slightly devious smile.
“Trip, you’re a good looking guy, we both can see that. But in case you didn’t notice, I brought one of those with me. So, no, I did not come here to be graced with your awesomeness. I came here to survive. To live.”
He gave me one courtesy chuckle. “Well, that’s too bad, isn’t it?”
“Why?”
“Because these are my swamps and I say who stays and who goes. And I say you go.” His smile left his face, leaving behind stone cold anger.
“I’ll fight you for ‘em,” I said, my tone low and controlled.
He smirked at me. “What a joke.”
“Do I look like I’m joking?”
“You look like a hundred pound chick who doesn’t know when to stop talking. You’re no match for me.” He clenched his fists and flexed his pecs, and I wasn’t even totally sure it was intentional.
“Then why say no if you’re not scared?”
“There’s nothing to be scared of,” he said, coming even closer.
I could smell the musky maleness of him now. Man oh man is he putting off the testosterone or what?
He continued in a softer but more dangerous tone. “I think you’re the one who should be scared. You’re in this place, all alone with me. Your friends aren’t going to be able to come and save you. What are you going to do if I get too close?” He was practically touching me now, his hands remaining at his sides. He loomed over me, taller than me by at least six inches.
I didn’t move. I got the impression from his body language and the look in his eyes that this was a game he was playing, calling my bluff. It wasn’t giving me a lot of room to maneuver, if at any point in the game he was going to change his mind about his intentions, but I’d figure out a way to deal with that if it happened. The important thing right now was to not show any fear.
I looked up at him, refusing to break eye contact. “If you get too close, and I have to warn you, you’re almost to that point, I’m going to have to take you down. And I can promise you … it’s gonna hurt.”
He smiled, this time without malice. “I like you. Why is that?”
“I have no idea.”
“Doesn’t matter. Because it doesn’t change the fact that you’re not staying here, and your friend Peter will be delivered into the nearest town at daybreak.”
“No.”
He laughed. “No?”
“That’s what I said. I don’t recognize your authority over these swamps. Since you won’t fight me for that right, they’re up for grabs.”
“According to who?”
“According to the laws of nature, stupid. The strongest survive. That’s obviously me.”
He grabbed my wrist and squeezed it. “You are either really brave or really stupid.”
“Yeah. I’ve heard that before.” I jerked my arm away. “Fight me for it. Fight me for the swamp if you’re not afraid of losing it all to a hundred pound white girl.”
“Fine. You want to get humiliated in front of two tribes and your friends? Be my guest. Let’s go.” He pushed past me, knocking me to the side, storming out of the hut.
I let him get away with that part of the intimidation game so he’d continue to think I was easy prey. I had the advantage as long as I was being underestimated.
I followed him out of the hut, silently praying to my dad in case he was up there listening, to send me the strength and control that I was going to need to earn the right to stay and live in the Kahayatle with my family.
 
* * *
 
A space was cleared near the fire, giving us room to hold our fight. The Creek indians were laughing and elbowing each other in the ribs, their gazes alternating between me and their fearless leader.
He was pacing around in the circle, occasionally hitting himself in the chest like an ape, getting his anger stoked up and his brain chemicals firing. He probably wasn’t even aware of the actual physical changes he was bringing about for himself, but it didn’t matter. For the next few minutes he’d have more strength and power than usual, and it would help him enhance whatever fighting skills he already had. I couldn’t assume he had none.
I allowed the reality of my situation to naturally increase the levels of adrenaline in my system. This guy was almost twice my size, outweighed me by a good seventy pounds - maybe more, and he had something to prove to the entire Creek tribe. On top of all that, he had a giant ego that would only let him lose if he was down to taking his last, dying breath.
Maybe the Creek tribe was only made up of the twenty odd people here, or maybe it was a hundred of them - but it didn’t matter. A guy like this with his ego on the line would go to just about any lengths to protect it, and that was enough to let my brain know that I needed whatever performance enhancing chemicals it had on hand, and I needed them now.
“Bryn, I wish you wouldn’t do this,” said Peter. He sounded exhausted.
“Oh, you’d rather get thrown out on your butt back in town?”
“Heck no. But do you really need to go this far to keep that from happening?”
“There’s more at stake here than just that. These guys need to kiss and make up with the Miccosukee.”
He rolled his eyes. “Tell me about it. They spent half the night talking about them. You’re going to have a problem with them getting together. Too many roosters, if you know what I mean.”
“Must have been fun for you,” I said wiggling my eyebrows and giving him a look. “All these sweaty, half-naked man-bodies.”
“A small consolation for my otherwise hellish experience as a kidnap victim.”
“Yeah. There is that whole kidnapping thing, you’re right. You’ll have to give me the details later. Right now, I have to go all American white girl on this guy’s ass.”
Peter chuckled. “You go do that. I’m too tired to worry about you. Just don’t get killed, okay?” His nonchalance about my upcoming battle translated in my mind into confidence in my skills, which made me feel a little better.
Bodo sat, just listening to our conversation. As I stood to walk away, he got up too, taking my hand and pulling me over to him before I could go out into the circle with Trip.
“Before you go out dare and kick dat guy in da balls, I just wanted to say good luck.”
I looked into his eyes and saw they were full of concern. “My dad always said luck is where opportunity meets preparation.”
“He’s right. As soon as his balls are giving you da opportunity for a good kick, take it.” Bodo leaned down before I realized what he was planning to do, and kissed me quickly on the lips. “Kiss for good luck. Try not to let him hurt you. I’m not a very goodt doctor.”
I was stunned into silence for a few seconds, my brain processing what my lips had felt. I broke eye contact with him and looked out at the angry indian in the fighting ring. Then I looked at Peter watching me, and Bodo, holding my hand.
I didn’t want that kiss to make me soft, vulnerable for the benefit of Trip. I hardened my heart to the emotions that wanted to dance and sing right now. It was a confusing situation to analyze later. Right now I had to defend my family and our right to live in this safe haven.
I squeezed Bodo’s hand once and pulled mine from his grasp. “Just stay out of my way, that’s all I ask.”
“Dat’s not a problem,” said Bodo, stepping back to sit with Peter.
“Bryn!” whispered Peter loudly.
I turned my head sideways and whispered back, “What?”
“Trip has a knife near his ankle somewhere. I saw it earlier.”
I nodded. Trip probably had one on each ankle if he was smart. And he wasn’t the kind of guy to tell a girl that before a fight, either.
I stepped slowly into the area designated for our challenge, watching him move, looking to see where he might have a tell - the thing that would show me his favorite move or his biggest weakness.
So far, all I could see was a guy dancing around on the balls of his feet with excellent balance. The shape of his upper body muscles told me that he liked to use a punching bag when he worked out, which meant I was going to have to take as few hits from him as possible if I wanted to stay conscious.
Quick and mean strikes in critical zones had to be my methods here. He was too big to use simple power plays on, and too fit to outlast.
“Just so everyone’s clear,” I said loudly as I walked around the ring, keeping him on the opposite side of it, “we’re fighting for control of the swamp … of the Everglades. I win, I decide who stays and who goes. Trip wins, he decides.”
Trip laughed. “Understood! Now come on over here and get your ass kickin’, girl.”
“You’re gonna whoop a girl?” yelled out one of his tribesmen, half laughing, half sounding as if he didn’t believe it.
“She asked for it!” said Trip. “Practically begged me, even.”
“Somebody wants a piece of the chief!” yelled another one, making everyone laugh in lecherous tones. A few of them hooted in excitement.
Oh, gag. Leave it to a group of guys to turn a power challenge match into a naked mud wrestling event. I let their disrespect sink in and fuel my determination.
Trip made the first move like I knew he would - bold and simple, a straight up face to face attack that he obviously hoped would be the first and last move he had to make tonight.
I waited for him to come, balanced on the balls of my feet, ready to make the maneuver I would need to stop the aggression before it got the better of me.
He came at me like a bull, arms slightly cocked, hands hovering near his chest, just below his pecs. He was going to shove me. Hard.
A tiny part of me was relieved to see he was taking the least brutal approach to his assault at the beginning; it suggested he might respect girls enough to not punch them in the face … at least not right away.
I knew he was going to make contact; I couldn’t stop that. But I could change the trajectory of my body once it got hit and remove some of the power from it. I also planned to slow him down for at least a short period of time.
The sounds of the crowd dulled and then disappeared altogether. My brain was focused on only one thing - the man in front of me with the evil intention of taking me down.
At the moment just before he reached out to hit me with over a hundred pounds of force, I shot my hand out in a choking position and jammed the space between my thumb and forefinger into his larynx, twisting my body a little to the side so that I’d be able to reach beyond his arm length and so that only one of his hands would actually hit me.
The hard cartilage of his throat flexed a little on impact, and his body’s immediate response was to begin choking and gasping for air. Meanwhile, his right hand hit me hard in the chest, sending me spinning off to the side. I almost went down.
I continued the movement of my body on purpose, catching myself after a full rotation to end up behind him, knowing I had to take advantage of his temporary inability to breathe.
I took one step forward and stomped the bottom of my foot into the back of his left knee, causing it to bend and bring him down closer to the ground.
I ran over to bring my fists down at the back of his neck in a double hammer that was meant to drop him, using the force of my hips and shoulders to drive it towards the ground as powerfully as I could. But he was tougher than I anticipated, and all they did was bounce off.
I did the only thing that was left to me at that point, delivering a punishing kick to his face. I hated to mar the beauty there, but this was my only chance to save my friends.
His body flew back with the force of the blow, but only enough to give him the leverage he needed to stand back up. He used his arm behind him on the ground to get his legs under him, and then he straightened. And boy, was he pissed.
Blood was coming from the cut by his eye that I’d just put there with my kick. A bruise was starting to form already around his throat. He’d be sore there for days. His voice told me he was already feeling the worst of it.
“You’re gonna fucking die,” he croaked out.
Wow, he really means that.
He reached down and pulled a knife out from under his pant leg near his shoe, never breaking eye contact with me. I let my eyes widen and fear enter them, hoping that he’d take that as a sign of weakness to exploit.
He moved sideways, looking for an opening he could take so he could give me a new orifice.
Grumbling from the sidelines filtered into my consciousness, making me think that not everyone was okay with the whole knife and death threat thing he had going on. But I assumed that no one would be bold enough to actually say so, since that would probably mean they’d be on the other end of his anger instead of me. It was one thing to disapprove - a whole other to volunteer to take my place.
I was totally okay with that, though. This guy was a special case. I doubted anyone here had what was needed to take him out. I knew I did, but every fight was different. Sometimes things happened that pushed the odds in the weaker fighter’s favor and the stronger man went down. I was hoping that wouldn’t happen here - I was the one with the better skills. I knew that with every fiber of my being.
I knew he was going to come for me at any second. His hand and shoulder positioning told me he was going to slash at me, stomach-height, from his left to his right. He was holding the knife in his right hand, and it had already started swinging ever so slightly, showing me the plans he was making in his mind. I doubted he even knew he was making them consciously.
He came at me in a mad rush, leaving me little time to prepare my response.
I did what came naturally to me, after years and years of practice with guys much bigger than me or him. I waited until the last second - when he thought he had me and started his arc - to jump back and curl my body into a u-shape, allowing the blade to slice the air where my belly had just been.
The momentum of his strong stroke meeting nothing of resistance caused his arm to continue its sideways motion, leaving his abdomen open and unprotected. His legs were spread for balance, and I took advantage, kicking high and hard, intending to check him in the balls.
He swiveled at the last second, causing my kick to go into his thigh instead. It didn’t destroy him like I had wanted it to, but he definitely felt it.
He struck me once hard in the face with his open palm and then danced back, putting some distance between me and his precious parts.
“You bitch. You’re gonna pay for that.”
“Not if I can help it,” I said, breathing heavy not with the exertion, but with the amped up reaction to his threats and the chemicals in my veins.
My face stung where he’d gotten a piece of me. I took some deep breaths, calming myself for the battle that was to come. I could feel blood dripping down my face from my cheek.
This was the hardest part, when the opponent realizes he’s underestimated your skills. He’s more careful now, more studied in his decisions. There would be less weaknesses for me to exploit now, and I hadn’t managed to relieve Trip of that knife, nor the other one I was sure he had in his other pant leg.
Now was when I had to be exacting in my work. No mercy could be shown and no quarter given. It was do or die, and I chose do. I’d been on the defensive for the whole time so far. Now it was time to attack.
I approached him, praying that he’d take the opportunity to use that knife against me again and that he’d try a lower stroke this time since he knew the higher aim hadn’t worked out so well.
He didn’t disappoint. He pulled the knife back and then leaned over, bringing it forward to slice up under my arms.
I bent over in half again, making sure that the knife couldn’t make contact with my body. At the same time, I crossed my arms in front of me and threw them out, connecting at their juncture with his knife arm about four inches up from his wrist.
As soon as the forward motion of the knife swing was stopped by my block, I slid my right arm out of its crossed position up to his elbow, pulling it towards me while simultaneously using my other hand to twist his wrist around and bend his arm up around his back.
Now the knife was in his hand and pointed at his own back. One shove from me on the bottom of the handle, and I could take out his kidney, making it game over.
Instead, I just pushed it a little - one pop from my fist, enough to sink the blade in a half-inch, before I grabbed it out of his semi-limp hand and tossed it out of our circle.
I pushed his bent-over form away from me and backed up.
Gasps came from around the circle as I danced back and forth on my toes.
Trip had blood running down his back, smearing his paint, making his injury look way more gruesome than it really was. He was going to be pissed, but I had to try and end this without someone getting more hurt.
“I didn’t push the knife all the way in, but I could have. Fight’s over. I won.”
He stumbled one step before standing up most of the way and turning around, a murderous look in his eye.
“Bullshit!” he yelled, before he charged me, hands out, ready to choke the life out of me.
I let him come.
As soon as his hands locked on my throat, I reached up, my hands facing down in a cupped and hooked position. They came up and over his arms to meet in the center in front of my throat. I used the couple inches of space between my hands and the inside of his wrists to power his hands away from each other, releasing them from my throat, and more importantly, my windpipe.
I held his hands tight, knowing if he got them back I’d be starting all over. Then my leg came up and delivered a punishing blow to his balls.
I’d finally made contact, but only because he’d thought he had me with the brutal force of his very strong hands. Leaving them dangling out in the open on a silver platter was his last mistake.
I used the muscles in my back to bring my right elbow forward. I pushed his hands down - ones he was still holding tense in an effort to use his strength against me - causing them to lower his face into the perfect position. I slammed his left cheek with the pointy bone in my elbow, and then pushed his head to the other side with the forearm that was following through, still holding his right arm up against my shoulder.
As he bent in half with the pressure of my arm and the pain in his midsection, I drove my knee upwards into his chest, one, two, three times, knocking the rest of the wind out of him.
My last move was to stomp his right knee that was bent and pointed out to the side. I eased up a little at the end, sparing him from a break that could mean his death without proper medical care. Instead, I bashed it hard enough that he’d feel it for a couple weeks. And maybe every time it rained, he’d get a reminder of the little white girl who’d gone American all over his ass.
He fell to the ground, gasping like a fish out of water, one hand holding his nuts and the other stretching towards his knee.
I reached down and pulled out the other knife from the sheath at his ankle, swinging it over to put the tip to his neck. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a guy move like he was going to come after me, but Paci and one of the Creek grabbed him by the arms, shaking their heads at him. He stopped and stepped back, for the moment agreeing to wait and see what I would do.
I pushed the tip of the knife into Trip’s neck until it drew a little blood, before stopping. I announced in a loud voice, “This challenge is over. I won. Call me the winner, Trip, or I’m going to gut you right here.”
He didn’t say anything at first. Then he spit and said in a hoarse voice, “You win.”
I stood up, pulling the knife away from his neck. I was just about to start talking to the crowd when I felt a hand grab my ankle.
I didn’t stop to think, I just reacted. I twisted around and dropped my whole body down, slamming my elbow into Trip’s temple and knocking him unconscious. His grip on my ankle went slack.
I adjusted my body so I was no longer lying on my back across his. Instead, I moved so I was sitting on him, my legs bent up in front of me, my feet on the ground. I rested my forearms on my knees, letting the knife stay solidly in my hand, assassin-grip-style. For all intents and purposes, I looked like I was sitting on a fresh kill.
I smiled with the knowledge of the visual impact it was having on Trip’s faithful.
They might not like the situation one bit, but I had wiped the ground of Kahayatle with his butt fair and square, and they had to respect that.
A lot of the rules in our world had changed, but not the most basic one of all: our chances of survival were entirely dependent on our ability and willingness to dominate others.
I’d shown I was not only willing but able to do that - to their leader. The Kahayatle was my world now, at least temporarily, and we were going to be making some changes.
 
* * *
 
Paci walked across the open space and offered me his hand.
I took it and stood.
“Well done, Nokosi.”
“Thanks, Paci. He’s going to be fine, you know. I didn’t kill him.”
He laughed. “Yeah, I know. Too bad. Trip will live another day to make an ass of himself.”
Bodo and Peter came over, Peter with a wet cloth someone had given him. He reached up to wipe the blood off my cheek, causing me to wince when it made contact with the wound.
“That looks like it might need stitches.”
“Oh, well. No chance of that out here.”
“I can stitch it,” said Coli, walking up and only glancing casually at the still form of Trip.
“Uh, no thanks,” I said, almost laughing at the idea of letting this cranky girl put a needle in my face.
“Our father was a doctor. He taught her how to do it,” said Jeremy, coming over to join our little group. “So what now? You won the right to make some decisions. I’m not sure how much right you actually won, but at least I agree you can take your friend back.”
“As far as I’m concerned, I’ve won whatever the hell I want.” I held up my hands to appease the people with feathers starting to ruffle. “But … I don’t want a lot, so hopefully this will be pretty painless. At least more painless than it was for Trip.”
I got a good laugh out of that one, and it helped people feel more at ease; I could tell by the frowns disappearing and the folded arms dropping. The only one who still looked pissed was Coli, but I was starting to get used to that.
“Here’s what I want: First, Peter’s coming with me. Second, he, Bodo and I will be living here full time until we decide we don’t want to anymore. And I expect everyone here to not only respect that but also to make sure others respect it. Last, I want all of you to get together with the Miccosukee and find a way to live together and cooperate. Put together a new tribe or an alliance or whatever you want to call it. Just get it done … like soon. Tomorrow.”
“Why are you so fixated on this alliance?” asked Jeremy, loud enough that everyone could hear.
“Because we’ve been outside the swamp, as far north as Sanford, and there are groups of cannibals forming out there - gangs - who are moving around and terrorizing all the towns that we saw on our way down here. They’re going after and eating other kids. And let me tell you, those cannibals are fat, okay? They’re not just doing it to survive. They’re enjoying it. Enough freaks are moving into leadership roles out there, and they’re brainwashing everyone with them to think it’s okay to eat people.”
“So, what does that mean to us if a bunch of white people are eating each other. Let ‘em,” said Jeremy.
“Right. And how long do you think it’ll take them to realize you’ve got some prime beef right here in the swamp?” I reached out and pushed on Trip’s body with my foot. “You guys are easy pickins if you keep your tribes separate. They have guns. They’re going to find more ammo, and they’re going to eventually find the rocket launchers and bazookas and everything else. You need to get your shit together and grow your community. We need more people to fight against them when they come. And they will come, I guarantee it.”
Several of the onlookers began speaking in low tones to one another. I couldn’t hear what anyone was saying.
Jeremy took the bull by the horns and said the words I wanted to hear. “What you’re saying makes sense. We have some history with the Meeks. Our parents were once friends … at least some of them were.” He gave a pointed look to his sister. “We heard rumors, from Celia, that there’s some weird stuff going on out there.” He looked at his tribesmen. “What do you guys think? Trip’s out of commission, but I’m his second. I’m willing to take a vote and suffer the consequences from Trip’s temper later. Who’s in favor of discussing an alliance?”
Most of the hands went up.
Jeremy shrugged. “Looks like majority says we do it.”
“Good. I’m going back to my hut now. Why don’t you guys come tomorrow afternoon to the hut used for rituals, and we’ll have a meeting there? We can figure out the details with the whole group together.”
“We’ll eat together,” said Coli, standing up straight. “Like our people used to do when there were tribal gatherings.”
“Good idea,” I said. “It’s potluck. Bring your covered dishes and we’ll see you in …,” I looked down at my watch, “… fifteen hours, give or take.”
Bodo put his hands on my shoulders from behind, giving me a strong, quick massage as we walked back towards the canoe. “Dat wass amazsing. I can’t wait to learn dat stuff.”
I smiled tiredly. Now that I’d kicked butt and taken names, I was exhausted. I hadn’t eaten enough calories to do what I’d done today - I was going to have to find a belt to hold up my shorts or pretty soon I’d have to run around in one of those breechcloths too.
“You’re giving lessons?” asked Jeremy.
“Yeah. That’s what I agreed to do in exchange for a place to live.”
“I’d like to get in on that.”
“Sign up with the Miccosukee and you can.”
He didn’t say anything in response, but I knew it was helping our cause that free krav maga lessons had just been thrown into the pot.
We reached the canoe and Bodo helped both Peter and me climb into it. I was really glad I wasn’t being called on to paddle because my arms felt like they were made of rubber - the super flimsy kind.
“I guess we’ll see you tomorrow, Nokosi,” said Jeremy.
Now he was going to use the nickname too, I guess. I lifted my hand in a weak wave. “See ya.”
“Wouldn’t wanna be ya,” said Peter, in a voice so quiet only those in the canoe could hear him.
We all giggled as we pulled away, letting the current and a lazy paddle dipping in the water spin our boat around and point us back home.
 
* * *
 
I nearly cried when I got back to our hut and found three small mattresses lying on the floor and Buster’s fuzzy pink butt parked right in the center of the middle one. He came running over with a bark to greet me, making me feel like a million bucks. I bent over to give him the attention he craved and to accept his five hundred licks of welcome.
“Holy mackerel, mother of little baby fishes, is that a bed?” whispered Peter. His hands came together up at his chest, making a bunch of rapid little claps, his face glowing with deranged delight, which only served to get Buster even more excited. He left me to go lick-attack Peter’s ankles.
I put my hand on Peter’s painted shoulder, patting him with my fingers. “Ease up there, Mary.”
He swatted me away and clapped some more. “Shut up. You’re spoiling my prayers.”
“Who are you praying to? Holy mackerel?”
“No, to the swamp gods.”
“Swamp gods.”
“Yes. Shush.” He closed his eyes and moved his lips in silent prayer.
I rolled my eyes. “I think you’re more apt to find a swamp monster out here than a god, but whatever floats your boat.” I dragged my tired butt over to the mattress, the middle one of the three, and sat down with my legs crossed, making room in my lap for Mr. Wiggly Fuzzy Buns himself. I giggled with sleepy-silliness, thinking about how my dad used to call this sitting ‘indian-style’.
“Someone left some food here for us,” said Bodo, his mouth already full. “I think it’s deer meat. Delicious.”
I held up my hand above my head and behind my back. “Hand me some. I’m too tired to move.”
Peter came over shortly with a wooden platter covered in meat and some grilled vegetables I didn’t recognize. I didn’t care what they were - I inhaled them all, and then licked the plate clean, only giving Buster a few little pieces. I was quite certain he’d already been fed if his round belly were any indication.
My stomach groaned loudly with the sudden influx of food - more than had been in there in a long time. I chugged the fresh water from the bottle Bodo gave me when he came to sit down on the mattress to my left. When I was finished, I put both the empty bottle and the platter on the ground near the head of my mattress and laid down on my back. Buster settled between my legs and rested his head on my thigh.
“So, you are da queen of da swamp. How does dat make you feel?”
I sighed. “It makes me feel loaded down with responsibility.”
Bodo laid back and turned his head to look at me, folding his arms behind his head. “Don’t worry. You haff me and Peter to help you.”
“That’s good to know … no, great to know,” I said, as I lost the battle to stay awake and drifted off to sleep.
 
* * *
 
We slept through the night and into half of the next day. Nobody bothered to wake us up, but when I stood up to go pee, I found another pile of food on the shelves that looked as if it had recently been brought in. I walked over and tore off a hunk of heavy bread filled with whole grains, seeds, and nuts. I sniffed it first, finding it smelled just like the yeasty breads I was used to from back in the old days, when my dad would shop at the local organic market.
I took a bite and breathed out a sigh of pleasure. Damn, that tastes good.
I popped the rest of it in my mouth and moved off to find some privacy. Buster followed along beside me, sniffing as he went.
By the time we got back, the guys were sitting up and we had company - Kowi and Coli, standing just outside the hut.
“Hey,” he said, his eyes going to the cut on my cheek.
“Hey. What’s up?”
“Well, I hear we have a meal to put on tonight.”
“Yeah. Sorry about the short notice.”
He smiled. “Not a problem. We started preparing last night as soon as you guys got back. Sounds like you made quite an impression over there.”
I noticed Coli didn’t look quite as cranky as usual today for some reason. I wondered if it had anything to do with our activities of last night or whether it was Kowi’s reaction to it. She was almost pretty when she wasn’t scowling. It was probably best not to comment on it, though, or it would probably disappear like a puff of smoke.
“Yeah, I guess you could say that. I’m not so sure Trip appreciated it when he woke up.”
“Trip will be fine,” said Coli, a slight smile on her face. “He needed to be taken down a peg or two, anyway.”
“I doubt he’ll agree with that,” I said.
“Don’t worry about him. He’s a good sport, deep down,” said Kowi.
“Very deep,” clarified Coli.
“Good,” I said, “because I’m not interested in fighting him again. Once was enough for me.”
“Yeah, he’s tough. He’s gotten the best of every single one of us at one time or another. That’s part of the problem we’ve had, which is what I came to talk to you about,” said Kowi.
“Okaaaay … why don’t we all have a seat?” I gestured to the living room part of our quarters rather than the area with the mattresses.
Bodo and Peter came out of the other room and grabbed their food off the shelves, joining us to sit in a circle on the floor.
I reached over and snagged my share of food, pulling it into pieces with my fingers and putting it in my mouth while Kowi talked. Buster begged for his share and Peter made sure he got it.
“When our parents, grandparents, and little sisters and brothers died, we were all living together - us, the Creek and the few Hitchitis and Oconees that are still around. The whole Seminole Nation just kind of crumbled into its original pieces, but we were still mostly together. After a few months, though, we had some disagreements about who was going to be in charge and how we were going to do things - plus who was going to have access to certain hunting grounds. So eventually we split into two groups: the Miccosukee who absorbed most of the Hitchitis, and the Creek who took the Oconees. Trip took the role of chief over there, since he’s the strongest and has the most aggressive personality. I took the role here.”
“Kowi was voted on by us. He didn’t take the role by force like Trip did,” said Coli.
Kowi continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Trip and I were friends in high school. We hung out and played sports together. He’s changed since then, yeah … we all have. But deep down, he’s a good guy. He always played fair on the field, and I think he’ll play fair with us now.”
“He fought kindt of dirty last night,” said Bodo.
“No, I don’t consider what he did dirty,” I said. “It was an anything-goes fight. We both knew that.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t bring any weapons. He did,” said Peter.
Coli blew a snort of air out. “She is a weapon.”
I nodded at the unexpected words of respect coming from the person I had considered the least likely to ever give any.
She sniffed and looked away.
“It doesn’t matter now,” said Kowi. “It’s over, and everyone knows you won. You hold all the cards here, so I just wanted to let you know what I think and what I’d like to see happen.”
I held up my hand, shaking my head. “Save it. We’ll all talk about at the meeting.”
“But don’t you want to hear what he has to say now?” asked Peter.
“Yes. But I don’t want what he thinks to taint my opinions over in his favor. I want this to be fair for everyone, not just the Miccosukee. If the Creek think I’m playing favorites, they’re going to get bitter. And you guys can’t afford to have bitter comrades watching your backs.”
Kowi nodded once and stood. “Fair enough. We’ll see you at the ceremonial hut around four, then.”
Coli followed him out, looking back once at me and hesitating as if she were going to say something, but then leaving quietly a second later.
“I’d like to go take a shower,” said Peter, “but no way in heck am I going alone this time.”
“I’ll go with you,” I said. “I have to wash the fight club grime off me anyway.”
“You do know we’re not showering together, right?” asked Peter, eyeing me suspiciously.
“Are you trying to make me vomit my lunch?”
Peter shrugged, getting up to find his clothes. “I just wanted to be sure. No need to be so prickly about it.”
Bodo kept me company while Peter showered on the other side of the curtain, and then escorted Peter back to the hut while I took mine.
I was almost ready to walk back when I heard a rustling in the bushes next to the enclosure. I froze in place, not sure if it was an animal or human, but it was definitely not the wind.
“Who’s there?” I called out.
“It’s me. Trip.” His voice was hoarse.
I stepped out from behind the screen to greet him. He was standing at the edge of the trees. He looked like crap.
“Wow. Sorry about your face.”
He had a bruise on the corner of his eye, a swollen cheek just under it, and a big purple bruise on his neck. He gave me a lopsided grin. “Yeah. I guess I kind of deserved it.”
“I won’t hold it against you.”
“Good. Listen … I’m sorry to interrupt your shower, but I just wanted to talk to you for a second about the meeting tonight.”
“If you’re here to plead your case, I’ll tell you the same thing I told Kowi.”
“Oh, yeah? What’s that?”
“Save it. I’m not playing favorites. We’ll all get it out in the open tonight with everyone around.”
Trip just stared at me and nodded for a couple seconds before he said, “You’re smart. I misjudged you. On many levels.”
“Thanks. I think.”
“I guess I’ll see you later.”
“See ya.”
He stepped back and soon disappeared into the trees.
I made my way to the huts, deep in thought about tonight’s festivities.
I was going to need Peter’s and Bodo’s help to pull this off. They’d seen as much or more than I had out there. We had one shot to convince these guys that their tribes were in danger. Someone had to paint a picture of their possible future that would burn itself into their skulls.
 
* * *
 
People filtered into the area near the ceremonial lodge a half hour before the actual meeting. We’d gone with Buster since we had nothing else to do, Peter having organized and re-organized our living space three times already. “I feel better when my life has order and structure,” he’d said.
As we walked up to the meeting place, I saw the truth of his words - at least the truth they held for him. He actually looked happy and not scared for the first time … maybe even hopeful. It made me feel like we were definitely doing the right thing. Buster took off in search of lizards or something more interesting than a bunch of feet that could step on him.
Coli came walking up to me and handed me something folded up, soft, and dark blue in color.
“What’s this?”
“It’s a shirt.”
“Why are you giving it to me?”
She shrugged. “I thought you might like to wear something other than that awful t-shirt you have on.”
I laughed. “Wow. Okay … so who should I thank for this?”
“Whoever you want,” she said, starting to walk away.
I reached out to stop her. “Who made it?”
“I did,” she said, before returning to the trees.
“She’s got issues,” said Bodo. “But I think she likes you anyway.”
I unfolded the shirt, which wasn’t the shape of a regular shirt. It was made of some kind of cotton cloth that had designs woven into it, mostly patterns of small diamonds together in rows. There were several colors in these small shapes, but the dominant color was the bright but deep blue.
“It matchess your eyess,” said Bodo.
The shirt was more like a cape that would fit over my shoulders and hung down to my waist. The other girls coming into the area were all dressed up in clothing that had the same general look as this one. Most of them were wearing full skirts that matched, too.
“Oh well. Might as well join the party,” I said, putting it on over my head and keeping my regular shirt on underneath. I felt like a caped crusader.
“It’s cute,” said Peter. “Bright colors suit you, I think.”
“Thanks,” I said, smiling as I watched two other girls come up with shirts in their hands. One was for Peter and one for Bodo. “Let’s see ‘em, guys. You can play dress-up with us now, too.”
Bodo put his on without even looking at it. It was a vest with the same colors and patterns as mine. Peter’s was bright red, yellow, and green. It reminded me of a parrot.
Peter stroked the front of it and flattened it against his chest, smiling. “I like it.”
I couldn’t help but giggle. “It’s loud and proud, that’s for sure … shows off your inner Peter.”
“That just sounds so wrong,” he said shaking his head while looking down, still admiring his new duds. He was trying not to smile.
We stood off to the side in our new clothes and watched people filter in. Trip showed up with several boatloads of Creek, all of them decked out in finery too.
I couldn’t help but be impressed with Trip’s outfit. He had colors, feathers, beads and all kinds of other things hanging off him that I couldn’t identify. There were even some animal quills or tails or something in a headdress he wore.
“Daaaamn,” said Peter, his mouth hanging open.
“Wow, dat’s some kinda hat he’s wearing. He looks like he has a mohawk.”
The fur or quills that made up his head piece did stand straight up and go down in a row, flowing down past his neck. I had to admit - it was pretty badass.
Kowi was the last to come in, with Coli walking just in front of him. They looked like an indian king and queen - or chief and princess, I wasn’t sure what the right terms were. They were an explosion of colors, feathers, fur, and beads. Their arms were still bare though, which was probably to make sure they didn’t suffocate in this heat. They had to be hot - I sure was with my simple cape. I guess even Native Americans have to get uncomfortably dressed up once in a while.
Kowi raised his hands up to get everyone’s attention. After a few seconds of jostling around and nudging, the crowd went quiet. It was divided in two groups: Creeks on one side, Miccosukees on the other.
“Thanks for coming, everyone. It’s been a long time. I suggest we eat before we begin our business.” He gestured to some girls standing behind him who were holding trays of food. “In the interest of our mutual distrust of each other, we will begin the feast with one person from each tribe eating a sample of their own food, chosen at random by the other.”
Trip spoke up. “We agree to this.”
I looked at Bodo and Peter, a big question mark on my face. I leaned over towards Peter and whispered, “What the heck is he talking about?”
“I have no clue.”
We watched as a Miccosukee and a Creek walked up to one another, each carrying some food. The Miccosukee indian took a fork and speared a piece of the Creek food and gave it to the Creek indian to eat it. Then the Creek indian reached over and speared a piece of the Miccosukee dish and the Miccosukee indian ate it. They continued with this ritual until every dish of food - over thirty in all - had been tested by someone of the opposite tribe.
“What the hell?” I said quietly.
“Dey’re checking for poison,” said Bodo.
“Whaaaat?!” I whisper-yelled.
“I guess dey had a problem before with da food or something.”
“Wow,” said Peter. “That’s what I call distrust.”
“This is hopeless,” I said to no one in particular. I had no idea these people would be so vicious as to poison one another when inviting them over for dinner.
Paci came wandering over, his taste test done. “You like that? Kinda weird, huh?”
“You could say that,” I answered, trying to be neutral but my facial expression wasn’t very convincing.
“Yeah, it is. We know it. But better to be safe than sorry, you know? We can be pretty creative with our revenge.”
“I guess.”
Everyone was walking over to get wooden plates and forks. We joined the line and then helped ourselves to a small sample of food from every dish. It all looked simply-prepared but delicious to me. There were lots of vegetables, some fruit, and plenty of meat. I grabbed a hunk of heavy bread to add to my meal before finding a spot on the ground just inside the hut where I could eat it.
“So, we have to talk,” said Kowi, once everyone had food and was sitting down. “Bryn’s here to tell us about this problem we supposedly have.”
“Say what you have to say, Bryn,” said Trip, shoving a huge hunk of meat in his mouth.
I put my plate on the ground in front of me and stood up, adjusting my cape self-consciously. “What I have to say is that your plan to stay as separate tribes is a mistake.” I looked around at the faces staring up at me and saw mostly open-minded expressions. A couple of the bigger guys looked doubtful, but I expected that - big guys often thought themselves invincible.
“We’ve come from north of here. All the way down from there to here we saw canners … cannibals. We got into altercations with two different groups of them, one in my house and one in an orange grove about a day’s ride north of here.”
“They came into your house?” asked a girl.
“Yes. They’re doing that all over.”
“We thought there was an unspoken rule that houses were off limits.”
“It used to be that way, but not anymore. All the empty houses have been raided so many times there’s nothing left to eat. All the grocery stores are empty and so are the warehouses. Most of the kids, at least in this state, don’t know how to grow or raise their own food, so they’re going after the easiest prey.”
“Other kids,” said Peter, standing up next to me.
I held his hand for support because he was shaking like a leaf on a tree, and I knew what he was going to tell them.
“I’m from Sanford. I lived there up until about three weeks ago with my little sister, Lily.” He paused a moment to let that fact sink in.
Naturally, everyone was wondering where Lily was.
“One day we were outside our house, and a gang of kids was walking down the street. They came after us and we tried to escape, but Lily fell down and hurt herself. She couldn’t run anymore.”
The faces around us showed fear. Some of them probably either thought they knew what was coming next in the story or they suspected it was pretty bad.
Peter’s voice was quaking now. “They caught us and took her away. They left me behind and wouldn’t let me go with them.”
“Where is she now?” asked someone.
Peter’s voice cracked and became almost a screech. “She’s dead!” He dropped his face into his hands and sobbed.
I put my arm across his back and continued the story. “I wasn’t there, but Peter told me the whole thing. I’m going to tell you … not to shock you, but to make you see that this is serious. More serious than you can imagine.” I looked around to make sure I had everyone’s attention. No one was even eating anymore.
“After they caught his sister, he followed them at a distance so they wouldn’t see him. He saw them take her to someone’s house, so he ran back home to get his gun. But by the time he got back, it was too late. They had killed her … and they were dismembering her and cooking her body parts to eat her.” My stomach rolled queasily. Three girls and one guy get up from their seats and run into the woods. The sounds of their retching echoed across the silent space.
Then the only sound to be heard in the swamp was Peter’s sobbing.
Bodo came up and put his arms around him, patting him on the back, his own eyes wet with tears. “I’m so, so sorry for you, Peter. Dat’s a terrible thing … terrible.” He cleared his throat a couple times and looked up at the ceiling of the hut, trying to manage his emotions.
“So you see,” I continued, “we have a really big problem out there, and we need to do whatever we can to plan for these … monsters who will eventually be coming this way.”
“But you said they’re up north of here,” said one girl, weakly. “Sorry, I don’t mean any disrespect, Peter.”
He shook his head but said nothing, still hiding his face.
“They’re spreading out. Kids I used to know were ganging together, abandoning their houses. You know that once these few maniacs who are leading these groups start letting people think cannibalism is okay, the idea that it’s not will start to fade for the weak. And there are plenty of weak-minded people out there.”
“She’s talking sense, people,” said Paci. “Our own history shows the same kind of thing happening to our ancestors.”
“No one ate our ancestors, idiot,” said Jeremy sarcastically.
“No. But they murdered them didn’t they? In cold blood. People do strange things, bad things, when they’re fighting for resources like land and food. You may have been all busy with your football and your nice shiny SUV and off-res parties, Jeremy, but you have to remember the basics we all learned when we were little kids in school.”
“Even we learned those stories,” I said.
Jeremy had nothing to say in response.
Trip stood up and said, “Maybe we all agree that together we’re better off - stronger - as a nation rather than individual tribes. But that doesn’t solve our biggest problem. Who’s gonna be chief?”
Everyone looked from Kowi to Trip, the tension growing with every second.
I watched the two of them. They were both big, proud, teens - almost men. And maybe this virus that killed our parents was dead now and wouldn’t kill us when we turned twenty, so they would grow to lead these people as they got married and had families. It didn’t make sense to sacrifice all of that for silly things like pride and egos.
“I think you should both be chief.”
“There can’t be two chiefs,” said Trip.
“Why not?” I asked.
“Because someone has to make the final decision. Someone has to have the final say,” said Kowi.
“Fine. Have a council, and majority rules.”
“They’ll just do what they did before we split,” said Coli. “They’ll each have their people side with them, and it’ll just be a split decision all the time.”
“Have a fifth member,” I suggested, at the end of my list of brilliant ideas. “That way there will always be one tie-breaker.”
“Who’s it going to be?” asked Jeremy. “If it’s Creek, they’ll vote Creek. If it’s Miccosukee, they’ll vote Miccosukee.”
I threw up my hands. “I don’t know! Geez, can’t you guys just come up with a solution?”
“I have one,” said Coli, standing now, her brightly-colored dress blazing with its designs. “Why don’t we let one of the white kids be the tie breaker if we need one?”
You could have knocked me over with a feather when those words came out of her mouth. I waited for the arguments and yelling, but it never came.
“Fine with me,” said Trip. “She already proved to me she’s capable of fighting.”
“Fine with me, too,” said Kowi. “We need her skills. If we tie her to us more permanently, she’ll have no choice but to help.”
“Hello … I’m standing right here.” I shook my head. “And I already told you I’d train you. You don’t need to appoint me as a tie breaker.” I wasn’t even sure I wanted that kind of responsibility or permanent connection to these people. I was happy just being a three-person tribe.
Voices rose as everyone discussed the pros and cons of having a white girl, namely me, involved in their day-to-day decision-making. I couldn’t blame the people who had negative opinions on the matter - our American history classes had made it abundantly clear that the white man had been viciously unfair to the Native Americans in years past. They probably figured the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.
I wasn’t sure which way the decision was going at that point, but I knew exactly when it changed in favor of bringing me and my friends on board.
A sound broke through the many voices buzzing with discussion, and filtered into our collective consciousness. First it registered in my mind as a moaning or a crying. I thought it was the wind and then maybe an animal. But then the weeping took on a very human tone, and Buster’s barking made it obvious that whatever it was, it was nearby and he didn’t like it.
He took off, racing towards the water, howling his butt off.
Several people followed, using the sounds of Buster’s hysteria as their guide. I stood back with Peter and Bodo, waiting to get news from those by the water of what was happening.
We heard screams a few seconds later, not just from one person but several. Some were crying hysterically. Guys were shouting, and those who had remained with us, ran towards the others.
Peter grabbed my arm. “Canners!” he said in a choked voice.
“Shhhh, it’s not canners. They don’t take boats into the Everglades moaning and crying.” My own reasoning sounded hollow to my ears. The truth was, canners were the first thing that had jumped into my mind, too. They were like our boogie men, but real and alive and looking for us.
A group of indians came up the pathway from the direction of the water. At first, all we could see was a crowd, but then as they got closer to the hut we could see that in the middle of all of them was Trip, carrying someone like a baby.
A small person.
A girl.
He brought her into the hut, and laid her down on the floor. Her face was white.
I’d heard that expression before, that someone’s face had gone white, but I’d never actually seen it before. Now I knew that it was no exaggeration; it was like all her color was totally gone.
I moved closer because she looked familiar to me.
Trip was furious, his face a stone mask of anger. His jaw was bulging out so far it made his face look deformed.
The girl’s facial features clicked in my mind, reminding me of the girl with the baseball bat who’d nearly taken my head off not that long ago.
“Celia?” I asked as I moved closer.
Trip’s head whipped up. “How do you know my sister?” he demanded, accusatorially.
My mouth dropped open. “I … I met her. Before we came here. She gave me a map …”
Her arm, or what was left of it, dropped down and thumped on the wood floor. A weak moan escaped her lips.
“Oh, my god,” whisper-shrieked Peter, “they took her arm!”
Bodo grabbed Peter as he lost consciousness.
All I could do was stand there and stare.
Celia was lying near death on the floor of this ceremonial hut with only half an arm left on the right side of her body. It had been taken off at the elbow and the stump was wrapped in scraps of ripped up t-shirt, the end covered in blood.
 
* * *
 
The crying and occasional shrieking of the girls continued, while Bodo and I knelt down next to Coli and tried to help.
“She’s lost too much blood. She’s too pale. I know she’s going into shock, but I don’t know what to do about it!” Coli was crying, the words tumbling out of her mouth.
I rubbed her back. “Just make her comfortable.” I pulled the cape off my head and rolled it up, putting it under Celia’s head.
Trip clenched and unclenched his fists, alternately pacing behind us and coming back to stare at his sister who lay unresponsive on the ground. Every once in a while her eyelids would flutter and she’d mumble something, but then she’d disappear into unconsciousness again.
“How’d she get here?” I asked Kowi.
“She got in a boat somewhere, probably back near her parent’s old vacation cabin. It’s not that far from here. She must have paddled with one arm.”
“Was she alone?”
“Yeah. And there’s blood in the boat. I don’t know how long it took her to get here.”
I looked at the wrapping on her arm. “Some of that is older blood, I think.”
“I’m afraid to take it off,” said Coli. “What if she starts bleeding more?”
“Just leave it,” I said, putting my hand on Coli’s arm to let her know she wasn’t alone in questioning what was right and what was wrong.
Peter was sitting off to the side, his legs pulled up to his chest, rocking himself rhythmically while he cried. Two girls sat with him. Buster laid down as close to him as he could, resting his chin on Peter’s hip. Peter was oblivious to all of it.
“We needt to try and talk to her - to see if she can tell us who didt this to her,” said Bodo.
Coli leaned over and tapped Celia on the cheek gently. “Celia! Celia, wake up! We need to talk to you.”
Celia’s head moved a little, turning to the side. Then her eyes opened and she blinked a couple times. I watched as recognition dawned.
“Bryn?”
“Yeah. It’s me. You’re in the Miccosukee camp. What happened?”
She turned her head and looked at the others. “Coli?”
“Yeah, babe. It’s me.”
“Where’s Trip?”
He came striding over. “Right here, Cee. What the hell happened to you … to your arm?” His voice broke.
“Kids. They came to the shop. They broke in … and smashed all mom’s stuff.” A tear trickled out of her eye.
I felt myself start to cry too. I knew how much those stupid shell things meant to her.
“They took me and kept me at this house. It’s a big one, near the water. They have lots of kids there - they use them like a … like a … pantry.” She cried harder.
“Did she say like a pantry?” whispered Bodo. “What does dat mean?”
“Sssh, I don’t know.” I was afraid I knew exactly what it meant, but I needed to hear her say it. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as I feared.
“What do you mean, a pantry?” asked Coli.
Celia was moaning so loud she almost couldn’t get the words out. She didn’t even sound human anymore. “They keep them there … they keep them there … for food, they keep them there.” Her eyes took on a mad gleam and she whispered in a high tone, “When they need to eat … they take a limb!”
My hands flew up to my face in horror. My stomach contents churned and I had to force myself not to look at her severed arm. I knew if I did, it would be all over for me and that meal I’d just eaten.
Coli stood up, her face pale. “No!” she yelled. “That is not happening!”
“They … they …,” Celia was trying to get the words out but she couldn’t. She was almost hysterical now. “There were … kids … there were kids … they didn’t … they were … there were kids without legs!” she screamed. “All they had left were their heads!”
Several people backed away, many to vomit in the nearby bushes.
It was too much. Too much horror. Too much violence.
But we only had to hear it. She had to see it and personally experience it.
She grabbed her brother’s arm with her one remaining hand, staring at him with fiercely maddened eyes. “Kill me! Kill me, please!” she begged.
He jerked his arm away from her and stood up suddenly. “No!” he cried. “I can’t do that, CeeCee. Don’t ask me to!”
“Coli,” she begged more softly now, looking at her cousin. “Please. For me. Just end this for me now. I can’t do this anymore. I just can’t.”
Coli turned her back on Celia, sobbing, unable or unwilling to speak.
I scooted over and took Celia’s hand in mine. I couldn’t stand by and let this girl just lay here and beg her people to murder her.
“Celia? Listen to me. You can’t ask them to do that to you.”
“But I can ask you,” she said in a rush, desperation in her voice. “Bryn, please kill me. If this happened to one of your friends, and they asked you, you would do it. I know you would.”
I shook my head. “No way … I wouldn’t. We are going to get through this. You are going to get through this.”
“I can’t,” she whispered, “I just can’t.”
“Yes. You can. You want to know why? Because we need you to show us where that house is. So we can go rescue those kids and exterminate those monsters.” I squeezed her hand hard. “Do you hear me? We have to do this and we can only do it with your help.”
She just shook her head, her whole body trembling with anguish.
“Don’t say no to me. I know you enough to know that you value family. Those kids deserve to have a family like you have. We can’t let them sit there and be slaughtered like that. Without you, Celia, they’re all going to die. Slowly, painfully, and horrifically.”
She tipped her head back and said, “God … why? Why did this happen to me?” Then she whipped her head sideways to look at me. “And why did you have to put this white girl here in my face and ruin my chances of escaping this hell hole?”
She wasn’t joking. She was turning her anger on me, but I was totally okay with that. Anger I could deal with - anger would keep her fighting to stay alive.
“Because you have terrible taste in art,” I said. “Anyone can see that but you and your mother.”
Coli nudged me, a look of shock on her face. I winked at her where Celia couldn’t see me, and she visibly relaxed, nodding her head once.
“Did you just … did you just insult my mother’s shell work?”
“God, yes. Are you kidding me? Horrible stuff. Just horrible.”
Celia struggled to get up.
I jumped back and got out of Coli’s and Trip’s way. They were holding Celia’s shoulders and legs down.
“Let me up. She’s gonna pay, that bitch!”
Trip looked up at me and mouthed the words, “Thank you,” before turning back to his struggling sister.
I nudged Bodo and said, “Come on, let’s go.” We needed to let these kids figure this one out for themselves. There’d be plenty of time later for us to weigh in with our opinions and offers of help.
Bodo and I pulled Peter up by his armpits, supporting his mostly limp form between us. We walked through the woods until we got to our huts, and didn’t stop until we reached our mattresses.
I helped Peter lie down and put a blanket next to him on the floor with a bottle of water nearby. Bodo and I laid down on our mattresses on our sides, facing each other and talking softly.
“Today wass a terrible day,” said Bodo.
“Yes and no,” I said.
“What do you mean? How did I miss da good parts?”
“Well, I think we can assume that the tribes will come together, now that they have a common enemy. Celia’s back home and out of danger. And we’ve found out about a bunch of kids that need rescuing. The tribes can do this, I know they can.”
“I can’t belief da zombies were keeping kids like cattle. Dat’s just insane.”
“It is insane. But it makes sense that this would be their next level of insanity, doesn’t it? Now they can settle down in one place - go out on raids to find more … food. I hate to say it, but if I was a mentally ill but smart zombie, it’s what I’d do.”
“Sometimes you scare me, Bryn.”
“Sometimes I scare myself, Bodo.”
“So what do we do now?” he asked.
I thought about it for a second before answering. “Well … I think we help these kids to get their act together, get them trained in combat using the krav maga and George’s war journal, and then we figure out how to get those other kids to safety.”
“And den?”
“And then? We figure out how to live together. We make our home here. We take care of Peter and help him get over this crisis … I don’t know. You tell me. What then?”
“I like your plan. Dare’s just one thing missing.”
“What’s that?”
He leaned in closer to me … so close I could feel his breath on my lips. “Just this,” he said. And then he kissed me.
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Prologue
 
The woman swung the huge armoured vehicle out through the iron gates and turned left onto the poor excuse for a dirt track that ran parallel to the Perimeter. She remembered when Britain was open and free with real roads, pavements even, before all the trouble started.
As she turned, the full glare of the dying evening sun blinded her and she flicked on the windscreen filter. She heard a muffled thud, looked to her left and saw a dark figure lying by the side of the fence. She didn’t stop, but glanced in her wing mirror and made brief eye contact with him as he lifted his head.
‘A man,’ she breathed out, realising she’d been holding her breath for quite a time. She sucked in another lungful of air and felt a lip-biting pang of concern, realising she must have hit him. But everybody knew you didn’t stop for anything outside the Perimeter. I’m sure he’ll be okay. She reasoned, convinced and then banished her conscience.
‘Won’t be long now,’ she said to herself, looking ahead at the vast tract of wilderness.
 
 
 



 
Chapter One
Riley
 
Pa is a black marketeer. Nobody and everybody knows this. Pa pays people not to rock the boat. He pays the guards, he pays the neighbours and he even pays his friends. He pays off just about everyone – a litre of whisky here and a bag of sugar there, and in return we live a life of ease and comfort. Pa believes in the carrot approach just as much as the punishing stick. As long as he doesn’t draw too much attention to himself from the wrong quarters, we’re safe and free.
Pa can get his hands on just about anything from before. If you’ve got a craving for a pot noodle he can probably magic one up from somewhere. But it’ll cost you all you’ve got and more besides. He isn’t swayed by threats or tears. He’ll hold fast and stare you down and if you can’t pay you might get a bullet in your head, or worse.
This morning, my parents are standing together in the doorway of the sitting room. Behind me, the sun floods in through the windows and they edge closer to avoid squinting into the too-bright light.
Their faces are ghost white and Ma’s nose and eyes are pink and swollen. She shivers and her teeth chatter as though she’s chilled and it isn’t the warm July morning it appears to be.
‘Riley, can you sit down?’ Pa asks.
‘Okay,’ I say. They’re acting weird. It’s freaking me out. My legs are heavy wood and I’m not sure I can make the three feet required to reach the sofa.
‘Okay,’ I repeat. But I don’t move. I just keep looking from one to the other and they stare back almost as if they’re afraid of me.
‘Riley, sit down,’ Pa says.
I walk to the sofa and sit in one corner with my hands on my lap. The leather is cool against my legs in the warmth of the room. Fear has travelled up from my stomach to my throat and I can’t swallow. I feel sick.
‘Riley,’ he says, running his hands slowly through his hair.
‘No!’ Ma loses it. She sobs and stumbles towards me. Sits and buries her head in my chestnut curls, rocking me backwards and forwards, moaning and muttering. I can’t breathe she’s holding me so tight.
‘Sweetheart, let go, you’re crushing her. Go and lie down upstairs if you want. I’ll tell her.’ Pa’s voice is soft and broken. It doesn’t sound a bit like him.
She lets go of me, cups my face in her hands and kisses my face all over. ‘No, It’s alright, I’m alright,’ she says not taking her eyes from my face. ‘I'm not leaving my baby.’ She leans back, trembling. I press my hands back into my lap and she wraps her arms around herself, still shivering and rocking.
Our house has always been a light and happy place. I don’t understand what’s going on. My face and pyjama top are wet from Ma’s sticky tears. I let my mind wander for a minute, away from the awful strangeness of what’s going on and I hear the low background hum of the generators overlaid by the familiar whirr and thrum of a copter hovering overhead.
Has my father done something wrong? Are we in danger? Do we have to leave the Perimeter? All the most awful things I can think of crowd my brain. And then … Skye! Why isn’t she here? My little sister is usually up before me. I hesitate, not wanting to pose the question. Maybe she’s too young for this conversation and they’ve sent her out of earshot. She won't like that; she’ll kick up a real fuss. But then I would have heard them arguing and everything has been quiet this morning; abnormally quiet up until now.
An unwanted thought creeps into my head and I push it out quickly.
‘Where’s Skye?’ My voice sounds high pitched and distant, like my ears need to pop.
Pa comes close and crouches down in front of me. He takes both my hands in his and looks into my eyes.
‘Something’s happened.’ He breaks off. ‘We’re waiting for … We’re not sure ...’
And then something really horrible happens. My powerful, strong, wonderful father starts crying. Proper messy crying where his face twists and his voice sounds broken. I’m appalled. He never cries.
‘Pa …’
I’m not a typical daddy’s girl. I love the bones of him, but I feel easiest around Ma. We always talk make-up, fashion, gossipy stuff and laugh a lot together. Skye belongs to Pa and Pa definitely belongs to Skye. They’re a team. I never feel excluded exactly, but I don’t have the same natural connection they do.
‘Riley,’ he says. ‘I don't know how to say this.’ He looks over at Ma who’s staring at him in horror. ‘Skye is … Skye is. Oh Riley, she … she’s dead.’
I stare down at the patterns on the carpet. I’ve never noticed just how vivid the individual colours are. The over-all effect is of a soft warmth, but I focus on a particular strand of red that seems almost luminous, as if it’s going to jump out of the weave and hit me in the face.
 
* * *
 
I wake up in my parents’ bed. A moment of peace and then everything rushes towards me in a crash of disbelief and pain … Skye.
Ma lies next to me on top of the quilt, humming in a scary way while she strokes the hair off my face. I must have blacked out, fainted or something after they told me Skye was...
‘Ma.’ I speak gently, as if talking to a young child, but she carries on humming. ‘Ma!’ I pull away from her and wrench her hands from my hair. ‘What happened to Skye? Where is she? She can’t be …’
‘Sh, sh baby,’ she croons to me and kisses my forehead.
‘You’re scaring me. Are you okay?’ I hear the tremor in my voice.
‘Everything will be alright’, she says in a strange new childish way. ‘Just sleep and it will be okay.’
I throw myself out of bed, run out of the bedroom and almost fall down the stairs to find my father. He’s standing in the lounge talking to some of the guards, including Roger Brennan, the Head of Perimeter Security.
Even though we don’t really speak to any of them, we know all the guards by name. They’ve guarded the Talbot Woods Perimeter for the past sixteen- and-a-half years since the fences first went up, just before I was born.
This spring a new guard started - Liam. This thrilled us as we rarely get to see new people. On his first day, his watch stopped and Skye and I sneaked him a new battery out of Pa’s supplies. Since then, we’ve been friends of a sort. We’ve never properly chatted, but he’s about nineteen or twenty and always has a wink and a flirty comment for us which makes us blush and think he’s wonderful.
The only other people we see are those who live in the Perimeter and of course the delivery drivers, trades people and the army. Occasionally we get a glimpse through the wire fence at a rare passer-by.
I wait downstairs in a blur of grief and anxiety until the guards finally excuse themselves and leave Pa sitting on the sofa. I desperately need to speak to him to make sense of what he told me. I stupidly start to hope there’s some sort of reasonable explanation and Skye will come running in to ask us what we’re making such a fuss about.
Pa stands up and holds his arms out to me. I stumble into them and breathe in his comforting smell of diesel oil and cologne. We sit next to each other on the sofa, his arm around me. He kisses my hair and strokes my cheek with his fist.
‘You alright?’ he asks gruffly.
‘No,’ I reply.
‘No,’ he echoes.
‘What happened?’ I ask in a quiet voice. ‘How can she be gone? It’s Skye. She’s my sister. She can’t not be here anymore.’
‘I don’t know. Luc found her this morning.’
‘Luc?’
My sister thinks … thought seventeen-year-old Luc Donovan was the cat’s pyjamas. This summer especially, he’s all she talked about. Luc’s so
good looking, Luc’s so amazing. She adored him. I always pretend to be disinterested when he’s around and I’m sure he thinks I’m a stuck up cow. Pa interrupts my thoughts.
‘Luc found her next door, in their poolhouse. It was an accident. She … she fell through the glass door …’
‘What? That doesn’t sound right. How can you fall through a door?’
‘I don’t know, Riley. But I’m bloody well going to find out. The guards have got Luc in there. I’m going down to get some answers.’
‘Skye …’ I say. ‘It can’t be true.’
Pa stands up. ‘I’ll be back in a minute. I’m just going to check on your mother.’ He walks quickly from the room and I know he’s crying again. He doesn’t want me to see.
What Pa told me doesn’t make any sense. I have to speak to someone, to find out what happened. Nothing feels real. I haven’t even cried. I open our front door and walk down the block paved driveway. Liam, the new guard, is standing outside our house. I hesitate, wanting to know every terrible detail but at the same time I can’t bear to find out.
‘Liam!’ I call out.
He looks across at me with awkward pity and I can tell he’d rather be anywhere else than here with me, Skye’s sister.
‘Riley, I’m sorry about Skye,’ he calls over, not making any move to come towards me. ‘I can’t be talking to you about this though.’
‘But she’s my sister. I’ve got more right to know than you have.’ It comes out angrier than I meant.
Liam chews his lip and strides towards me. He takes hold of my arm and leads me back up the drive and around the side of the house. There’s a heat haze shimmering up off the ground … or is it my vision blurring? He takes off his guard’s hat and twirls it around nervously in his hands. A grade one buzz cut shows off a nasty scar on his forehead where you can see the stitch marks, but handsome features offset this bullet-proof exterior. I’m pretty sure he’s the coolest person I know.
‘Okay, I’ll tell you what I know,’ he says. ‘But I don’t want to and it’s not nice.’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Two
Riley
 
I tense, bracing myself for what Liam is about to tell me.
‘There was a struggle of some kind,’ he starts.
‘A struggle? I thought it was an accident.’
‘No. Not an accident.’
I try to process this information. If it wasn’t an accident then it must have been … something else. Something worse.
‘A piece of glass from the door went into her throat which is what ... which is what killed her. So at first it looked like a terrible accident. The thing is, she was also partly strangled and there was some bruising which points towards ...’
His words are merging together. This is beyond normality and I think I might throw up at such a graphic onslaught. Teetering on the edge of hysteria, a scream forms without a voice. My knees go soft.
‘Whoaaa, Riley, are you okay?’ Liam drops his hat and puts his arm around me. He sets me down on the ground. I lean back against the side wall and he crouches in front of me. ‘I'm sorry, I shouldn’t’ve said anything. I'm an idiot.’
‘No, Liam,’ I croak. ‘You're brave to tell me this. Please tell me the rest. I need to know.’ No matter how hard it is to hear this horror story I make myself listen to the rest.
‘We're holding Luc as the only possible suspect.’ He pauses and looks at me for a reaction. ‘I know it seems crazy, Luc's no more a killer than you are, but he found her and there are no other suspects.’
‘Luc?’ I let his words sink in. I can’t believe it. No way can Luc be involved in this, he just can’t be. ‘I knew they were questioning him but he can’t be a suspect. What about Eddie and Rita? They won't let you hold him.’
‘Actually, Luc's parents might be the ones who employ us, but security is paid for by everyone here. We've told the Donovans we won’t contact the army till we’re sure of what happened.’
‘Right.’
‘Riley, I feel bad telling you all this, but don't worry about Luc. You just need to think about yourself and your family.’
I nod.
‘I've got to go but I don't want to leave you like this. Are you gonna be okay? Shall I help you back inside?’
I shake my head.
‘Look,’ he continues, his brow creased. ‘Please don't tell your father I've told you any of this. He told me not to say anything and I think he was right. I shouldn't have told you; I've made you even more upset.’
‘Liam.’ I shake my head again. I can barely speak. ‘I won't say anything. Go before you get into trouble. Thanks for telling me. I know that must've been hard.’
‘I'm sorry, Riley. I'll see you soon.’ He touches my arm, retrieves his hat from the ground and walks away.
I stay sitting here on the ground not thinking about anything, letting my mind shrink and expand, trying to keep the bloodied images from clawing their way back inside my head. Skye is gone.
I shakily stand up and stagger towards the house. Putting my hand to my throat, I can feel pain, like someone is strangling me, choking off the air. How can Luc have anything to do with this horror? It must have been accidental. Luc is always so sensitive to Skye and her feelings. He obviously knows she had a crush on him; well it was plain for everyone to see. But he treated her affectionately like a little sister. Our families have been close since before we were born. I’ve got to see Luc to hear what he has to say.
 
* * *
 
The doorbell rings accompanied by a sharp knock on the front door.
‘Mr Culpepper, Sir.’ The voice belongs to Roger Brennan, Head of Perimeter Security. I open the door and let him in. ‘I need to see your parents,’ he says.
‘Okay,’ I mumble.
Ma’s still asleep upstairs. Pa gave her something strong to calm her down. I don’t want to think about it, I just have to get through each second at a time. I’m in a nightmare that won’t be over for a long time yet.
Mr Brennan follows me into the kitchen where Pa’s been sitting in silent grief for what seems like hours. Pa stares up at him.
‘Okay, Riley,’ he says, dismissing me from the room with his eyes.
‘No, I want to stay.’
Mr Brennan looks from me to my father. Pa slumps his shoulders and nods in resignation. I sit next to him, drawing my knees up to my chin. He turns to the guard and gestures to another chair. Roger Brennan takes his hat off and sits down.
‘There’s been a development. We’ve released Lucas and we’ve discovered a possible murderer.’
I dig my nails into the tip of my thumb until it hurts. Pa doesn’t react.
‘We haven’t apprehended him yet,’ he continues, waiting for us to digest this news.
‘Possible murderer,’ Pa says the words slowly. ‘What does that mean exactly?’ Tears start to roll down his cheeks.
‘I’m so sorry, Sir.’ Roger Brennan suddenly drops his bluff guards’ manner. He bows his head for a moment. ‘I know this must be hard for you. Shall I go on?’
‘Please.’
Mr Brennan squares his shoulders back. ‘His name’s Ron Chambers. He’s an electrician.’
Pa’s head snaps up. ‘Chambers?’
‘Yes, Sir.’
‘Didn’t he work next door at Eddie’s? I’m sure he said he had a man named Chambers working there.’
‘Yes, he worked at the Donovan’s for a few weeks. It seems he cut a hole in the perimeter fence in their garden.’
‘What?’ Shadows cross Pa’s face. ‘How?’
‘The hole’s hidden from view by the undergrowth and you’d never know it was there unless you looked for it. He must have made it while he worked there and then … I don’t know ... Maybe he crawled back in late last night, or maybe earlier this morning. We’re not sure of the timescales.’
It shocks me to hear how an outsider gained such easy access to our Perimeter. But even more shocking is seeing my father like this. It scares me, makes the ground shift beneath me.
‘I’m gonna kill him,’ Pa whispers through clenched teeth, tears still sliding down his cheeks.
‘Look, Mr Culpepper, Sir, I can only imagine the horror you’re going through, but please know we’re doing everything we can.’
‘The only thing you need to do is put a bullet in him.’
‘A team has gone to apprehend him and once he’s been questioned and found guilty, we’ll get the army in for the execution or we can do it ourselves. We won’t let him get away with it.’
 
But he does get away with it.
 
This afternoon, eight of our Perimeter Guards went to Ron Chambers’ apartment at the Charminster Compound. They arrested him and brought him back to the Guards’ House, here at Talbot Woods.
He refused to talk.
Pa went down there and tried to gain access to his cell, but Roger Brennan wouldn’t even let him see the killer. I heard later what happened in there.
‘You’re not going to stop me from ripping his head off,’ Pa said, furious the guards were keeping him from exercising justice. My father usually got his own way and it must have driven him crazy to know my sister’s murderer sat only a few feet away.
‘Sir,’ Roger Brennan said. ‘Mr Donovan told me to ask you to wait. Told me to tell you you’ll get your chance.’
‘Wait for what? There’s nothing to wait for. I need to finish this now!’ Pa paced up and down, enraged, but the guards held firm.
‘Not just yet, Sir. I know how you feel.’
‘Bollocks do you know how I feel!’
Roger Brennan spoke calmly. ‘The case is too high-profile. If you kill one of Charminster Compound’s tradesmen you’ll land yourself in a whole heap of trouble.’
‘So?’
‘Do you want to start a perimeter war? Where would that leave you and your family?’
‘My family …’ Pa couldn’t finish his sentence. He tried again. ‘I won’t kill him yet. Just let me in that cell. Just give me five minutes alone with the …’
‘All in good time, Sir. I’m sorry but I have my orders.’
It turns out they should have let Pa in there to do his worst, as later that night Ron Chambers escaped.
How he got out of a locked cell in a highly guarded perimeter is a mystery. Ma’s Armoured Vehicle disappeared at the same time and they’re assuming Chambers must have stolen it.
Liam was knocked unconscious during the escape but was otherwise unharmed. My father and Roger Brennan both suspect inside help, and blame is hopping from shoulder to shoulder. It doesn’t change anything. It still looks like an almighty cock-up.
No one seems to have a clue who’s responsible and why they would want to help the killer of my fourteen–year-old sister.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Three
Eleanor
 
Abigail Robbins was princess bitch of the county. Originally from a snooty village suburb in North London, she came late to our school, a mainly middle class Gloucestershire comprehensive. When she arrived, we were part way through the summer term of year eight.
The warm morning had been laid up with a dose of double History and everyone sweltered in the airless classroom while Mr Croft droned on about the War of the Roses. I was desperately trying to keep my eyes open when the door creaked open and a girl walked in, jolting us all out of our semi-comatose state. She looked like something out of 90210 – perfectly groomed and perfectly cool. Nothing like us imperfect mortals. I could hear the collective inward sighs of fifteen adolescent boys.
‘I’m Abi Robbins,’ she said to Mr Croft, while gazing down at her immaculately shaped nails.
‘Yes? Are you lost?’
‘No, I’m Abi Robbins. I’m in your class.’ She spoke to him slowly as if he was the stupidest man on the planet.
Mr Croft ran his finger down a list in front of him.
‘Ah, yes. You’re new. You’re a bit late.’
She didn’t reply, just raised her eyebrows heavenward to imply the man was an idiot. Everyone sniggered and Mr Croft glanced up to see Abigail look innocently and expectantly at him.
‘Ah, yes, very good. Yes, if you could find yourself a seat we’re talking about the rival houses of Lancaster and York.’ His voice faded into the background.
Abigail glanced around the room until her eyes locked with mine. She gave me a conspiratorial smile and shimmied across the room to an empty desk behind me.
When the bell rang for break, she sought me out and confidently linked arms.
‘Hi, I’m Abi.’ She dazzled a smiled at me.
‘I’m Eleanor,’ I replied, looking sideways at her. She had almost white blonde hair and was every magazine’s version of how a girl should look.
‘Hey, Ellie.’ She nudged me playfully with her elbow. ‘So what d’you normally do in this dump then?’
‘Umm …’ I hesitated, taken aback by her familiarity and confidence. ‘Those are my friends over there on the wall.’ I pointed through the doors to a small group of girls I’d known since we were five.
She stopped walking and turned to observe me. ‘You’re quite pretty you know,’ she said. ‘But you should straighten your hair. It’s a bit wild.’ She laughed.
‘Oh, d’you think so?’ I twisted a curl self-consciously around my finger. ‘Takes ages though, straightening it.’
‘Yeah, but it would so be worth taking the time. I could do it for you.’
‘Yeah? That’d be great. So, d’you want to come and meet my friends then?’ I asked, aware of their eyes on me and Abi.
‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ she said. ‘But you could really do so much better than hanging round with them. They’re probably nice and everything, but they look a bit ... mmm … sad?’
It was an education, being Abigail’s friend. Outrageous, witty and beautiful, she could also be hard work, you might even say, exhausting. She had a gaggle of sycophants and anyone who didn’t do the prerequisite amount of forelock-tugging would be on the receiving end of some pretty harsh treatment.
I didn’t agree with a lot of her behaviour, but I didn’t disagree with her either and she never questioned my refusal to join in with her. In some ways I think she admired the way I resisted the group mentality and she never tried any of her bully-girl tactics on me. She knew I would never have stood for it.
From the ages of thirteen we did everything together: girly shopping trips, joint birthday bashes, pyjama parties and endless discussions about music, clothes and, of course, boys. I was fairly confident, but compared to Abi I was a dormouse.
Despite her popularity at school, her perfect stick-thin figure and platinum beauty, I sensed an unhappiness in her. I also had a vague awareness that she was jealous of me. But Abi was the prettier of the two of us and always went out with the best-looking boys, so why should she feel jealous?
I didn’t mind. I knew I was attractive enough in my own way, with my dark curls and violet eyes. ‘Elizabeth Taylor eyes,’ Grandaddy always called them, and I never ran short of admirers. But I was naïve and flattered by her attention. I didn’t sense the danger.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Four
Riley
 
The days loom ahead like tall grey mountains. I wake each morning with the same agonising realisation and it takes every ounce of willpower to drag myself out of bed. Ma’s mountains must be even taller than mine because she rarely makes it out of bed at all.
On the morning of Skye’s funeral I feel a mixture of terror and relief. This is the day I’ve been dreading, but it’ll soon be over. I shower, dress and go downstairs. Pa says little, walking around with red-rimmed eyes and a translucent pallor to his normally healthy bronzed skin.
‘Where’s Ma?’ I ask.
‘Where d’you think?’
‘She can’t still be in bed. It’s today. She has to …’
‘I know,’ he interrupts. ‘We have to wake her up, get her dressed.’
‘God.’ The thought of dealing with Ma makes the funeral seem like a walk in the park. I force myself back up the stairs and into my parents’ bedroom. She’s lying curled up under the covers.
‘Hi, Ma. Are you okay? You have to get up.’
‘I mean, how could I not have known?’ she says, without opening her eyes. ‘How could I not have known my fourteen-year-old daughter wasn’t upstairs asleep in bed where she should have been? What kind of mother am I?’ Her eyes snap open.
‘Come on, Ma, you have to get up.’ I swoosh back the curtains and open the window, letting a warm summer breeze dilute the stale bedroom air.
‘Never mind she was only with Lucas Donovan!’ she continues. ‘He’s a hormonal boy and she’s a young girl.’
‘It’s not your fault, Ma,’ I say uselessly, knowing my words won’t stop her from berating herself over and over. She keeps ignoring my attempts to reassure her. ‘Come on, you really have to get ready. I’ve put your clothes on the chair.’
‘Come on,’ Pa echoes, walking into the room. ‘We can’t let Skye down today. We have to be strong.’
But she goes on and on, repeating the same things. Blaming herself, making Pa and me want to scream. We coax her out of bed and between us manage to get her dressed.
To my relief, Grandma and Grandpa finally arrive by helicopter. Grandma pays extra special attention to me and, although she hugs Ma close and kisses and strokes her hair, I can tell that she’s also cross with her for leaving me to fend for myself in my grief. Grandma’s appalled at the state Ma is in; by that I mean her drinking. They conduct all their conversations in rising whispers but I can hear them perfectly well.
It’s wonderful to have such gentle attention lavished upon me after the barrenness of the past few days and, in amongst my sorrow, I feel safer and calmer. I’m dreading my beloved Grandparents going back home.
Grandpa chides Grandma for being too hard on Ma.
‘She’s just lost her baby you know,’ he reminds.
‘Oh darling, I know. I‘m so sorry,’ cries Grandma and holds Ma close. Ma cries some more and clings onto her parents like they’re Skye come back from the dead. Grandpa just stands solidly there, looking very old and very sad.
The funeral service takes place beneath the fruit trees at the bottom of our garden. Close to three hundred people come to mourn and the whole day is slow-moving and surreal. I don’t remember much of the service. Only that there were people talking about me as if I wasn’t there, which I don’t suppose I was really.
In bed I finally weep for Skye. I cry and cry until sleep dries my tears.
The days drag on like stubborn weeds that refuse to be pulled and everything seems fuzzy and disjointed. Even our Collie-cross, Woolly, lies dejected at the back door, with his black nose resting on his paws and his eyes cast downwards.
A few days after the funeral, I answer the front door to see Luc standing there with a carrier bag in his hand and a nervous expression on his face.
‘Hi, Riley. How you doing? Stupid question. Can I come in?’
‘Course.’
He follows me into the kitchen and sits at the breakfast bar while I make us a cup of tea. We don’t say much but it feels comfortable and natural. I put our mugs on the counter top and he passes me the carrier bag.
‘What’s that?’
‘They were Skye’s DVDs. She lent them to me a while back. I thought you’d …’
‘S’okay, you keep them,’ I say.
‘No, no,’ he starts to protest and holds them out for me to take.
‘Please … I can’t … I don’t want them.’
He realises I mean it and dumps the bag on the floor by his feet.
Luc and I have known each other since forever. Whenever he was at a loose end he would always make time for my little sister. She would bug the hell out of him and he always gave in and paid her some attention. Ma thought Luc was an angel.
He and Skye were constantly laughing and mucking about together but I was never included in their games, or rather, I chose to exclude myself and then found it too hard and undignified to let myself back in. The stupid thing was, I knew they would have had me in their little gang in a heartbeat. But I always felt too nervous. I thought I wouldn’t be enough fun, I’d be dull and boring and I wouldn’t know how to act around him.
We sit in awkward silence for a minute and then do that hideously embarrassing thing of talking at the same time, apologising and then asking the other person to carry on.
‘God, how lame are we,’ I say and we smile at each other.
Skye’s name hangs in the air between us like a great big invisible banner. I don’t want to say it aloud in case I start to cry, but then I guess Luc doesn’t want to bring up the subject either. He’s too wary of upsetting me. Eventually the need to find out more overcomes my reticence.
‘D’you think you could tell me what happened? When you last saw her.’
Luc looks at me, working out whether or not I’ll be able to handle what he has to say. I steel myself and it takes all my strength not to let any tears fall. I know he won’t say anything if he sees me getting upset.
‘Well you know she came round the night before ... before she ...’
‘Before she died,’ I say, shocking myself at the baldness of the words. Luc’s eyes bore into mine, assessing the damage, but I stare back, dry-eyed. He judges it safe to go on.
‘It was about two in the morning. She could’ve just rung the doorbell but, typical Skye, she threw some stones at the window to wake me up. She’s a nightmare sometimes!’ Luc smiles, then sucks in his breath and looks down when he realises he’s just used the present tense. I touch his arm to reassure him and prompt him to continue. We both take a sip of tea.
‘She always liked to be a bit of a rebel and kind of show off in front of me. But I didn’t mind. I think waking me up at two in the morning was her way of telling me she wasn’t a little kid anymore, that she was cool. Do you know what I mean?’
I do know what he means. It’s just the sort of thing Skye would do. Anything fun and off limits had instant appeal for her. Visiting Luc at two in the morning fell into both these categories.
‘She woke me up from a really deep sleep and I wasn’t in the mood. I got a bit annoyed. But then she guilt-tripped me with her cute face and sad eyes.’
‘I know what that’s like.’ We flash knowing grins at each other.
‘She said she was bored. Bored! At two in the morning! So she persuaded me to come down for a swim. We swam and mucked around for about half an hour. But then it got a bit weird and awkward and it looked like … it looked like she was going to kiss me.’ Luc’s face flushes and he raises his eyes to me, embarrassed.
‘Well, she did have the most massive crush on you, so I’m not really surprised. What did you do?’ I asked.
Skye was so unlike me in that respect. If she wanted something, she just went for it without overthinking things. I’ll always envy her that. Life was simple for her. She wore her heart on her sleeve and didn’t embarrass easily.
‘Well, it kind of dawned on me she wanted something more to happen between us.’ Luc looks at me, awkward at having to tell me this. ‘To be honest, it scared me. She’s only fourteen, she’s way too young and anyway I’m not interested in Skye like that. I really like her, she’s a laugh and sweet and everything but she’s ... she was more like a mate, like a little sister I suppose. I really didn’t want to hurt her feelings.’
I listen to it all with a lump in my throat. I can picture Skye getting excited at the thought of telling Luc how she felt. Believing he would have felt the same way about her. My heart thumps. It’s hard to listen to this but I need to know.
‘So I panicked,’ Luc continues, ‘and before she could make any sort of move on me, I told her I was really tired and going to bed and I’d see her the next day.’
He pauses and I can see how hard it is for Luc to talk about this. The memory itself must hurt enough, but telling me, Skye’s sister, must be doubly bad.
‘She looked a bit upset and said ‘okay’, in a way that meant it obviously wasn’t okay. But I was more worried that she was going to tell me she liked me and then I’d have the whole nightmare of trying to let her down gently. I was being a coward.’
‘No you weren’t. You just didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Anyone would have felt the same.’ I try to comfort Luc but at the same time I think of Skye and her disappointment, of the fact she’d died with Luc’s unspoken rejection in her ears.
‘I don’t know,’ he says, ‘and I can’t change anything now. I did what I did. I went back to bed. I just left her sitting there on the edge of the pool with her legs dangling in the water. I thought she’d get dried off, get dressed and go home. That was the last time I saw her ... alive.’
Luc drags the back of his hand across his eyes and blinks, not looking at me. He jumps up and paces around his stool before sitting back down. He doesn’t elaborate on how he found her body the next day and I don’t ask.
‘Riley, I am so sorry. You do know this will haunt me for the rest of my life. If I could go back to that night, I would never have left her there.’ He’s on the edge of tears, but he continues. ‘I don’t know which is worse – that Chambers could’ve been lying in wait the whole time we were outside, or that I left her alone while he broke in. You’ve got to believe me, I wish I hadn’t left her alone. I know it was just a crush and I could’ve easily let her down gently instead of running away.’
He’s going round in circles now, blaming himself. I do my best to try to reassure him that he couldn’t have known and that of course it isn’t his fault. But all these conflicting thoughts zigzag across my brain.
Part of me does blame Luc. Part of me is actually furious with Luc and furious with Skye. Why on earth did she have to go round there at two in the morning? I wish that Skye had been a little older and I wish that Luc had been attracted to her, because if he had let Skye kiss him, then maybe she would still be alive today.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Five
Riley
 
It’s high summer and the days are long, shimmering and surreal. Pa throws himself into his work. He divides his time between the beach hut areas, where he negotiates hard for his goods, his underground storehouses and Hook Island. He has hundreds of employees on his payroll - from pirates and drug-dealers to little kids running harmless errands.
He’s always been a workaholic, but this feels different. He’s harder, tougher. A brittle veneer covers his features and you wouldn’t want to break through it, for fear that what lies underneath wouldn’t survive the exposure and would simply evaporate.
Ma, on the other hand, is disintegrating. She’s got no armour; her pain is on show for everyone to see. She blames herself for not keeping a closer eye on us girls and says it’s all her fault. Pa keeps getting cross with her and then he relents and comforts her. But mainly he just stays away from home.
Tonight, as I lie in bed unable to sleep, I hear them arguing about the empty bottles. Ma has drunk the place desert-dry. Their bedroom is down the hall from mine and, after opening my bedroom door a fraction, I hear snatches of their voices.
‘It’s impossible,’ Pa says. ‘No one could possibly have put that much alcohol away. You should be dead.’ He doesn’t sound angry, just incredulous.
‘I wish I was dead,’ she slurs. Then she laughs.
‘Stop it. You’re really worrying me. You need help.’
I hear her say something else, but I can’t make out the words.
‘No!’ Pa shouts. ‘Absolutely not!’
My heart speeds up and a hot flush sweeps across my scalp. Please God, I think, stop them arguing. Please let them be normal. But my prayers aren’t answered.
‘If you think I’m getting you anymore alcohol, you’re mad!’ Pa continues. ‘What? So you can drink yourself to death. What about Riley? Have you forgotten you’ve got another daughter?’
I close my bedroom door in fright as a crashing noise rushes down the hall towards me. Ma must’ve thrown something. I can hear her angry screams. The bass notes of Pa’s voice soothe her shrill hysterics and gradually her screams subside.
I stand with my back to my bedroom door, out of breath as though I’ve been running hard. I hear it all, listening with horrified fascination. Skye has gone, my father is an emotional void and my mother is a drunken mess. Another smash, another shriek, another shout. I have to get out of here.
I don’t want to go out in just my t shirt, so I pull on a pair of denim cut offs, tiptoe into the hall and creep down the stairs. I unchain the front door, unlock it and stumble outside into the warm night air. The panic subsides a little and I breathe in deeply through my nose. My world has sunk into an abyss from which I can’t imagine ever escaping. Nothing is solid or sure anymore. Life has become a shifting swamp of monsters and nightmares and I want to wake up.
I find myself in Luc’s driveway - I’ve wandered next door. Knowing his parents are still away, I ring the doorbell and wait. After a minute I see the hall light come on and the outline of a person. Normally I would never ring someone’s doorbell in the middle of the night - that was Skye’s territory. But there’s nothing normal about my life anymore.
‘Riley?’ Luc says through a yawn. ‘You okay?’
I shake my head.
‘What is it?’
I shake my head again, suddenly overcome with the urge to cry.
‘Come in,’ he says, concerned.
I don’t explain or apologise, but follow him through to the lounge.
‘What’s up, Riley?’ he asks, sitting on a large armchair. ‘Did something happen?’
‘No,’ I squeak, trying desperately not to cry. I sink onto the sofa and chew my nails.
‘Do you want to talk about it?’ He tries again.
I shake my head and try to get rid of the lump in my throat.
‘I just want to do something normal,’ I whisper, knowing how ridiculous that sounds after coming here in the middle of the night.
We sit there for a minute in silence. I try to compose myself, not wanting to break down in front of Luc. I hear the ticking of a clock. It sounds as though it’s getting louder, but I must be imagining it.
‘Wanna play Uno?’ Luc asks, standing up and going over to the sideboard. He opens a drawer and pulls out a pack of cards.
‘I love Uno,’ I say. ‘Me and Skye always used to play.’
One hour later and I’ve managed to get the earlier events of the night down to a background hum in my head.
‘How come you always beat me?’ I throw my cards onto the floor in disgust.
‘Sheer skill,’ he replies.
‘Cheating I reckon.’
‘No, you’re just a bad loser,’ he smirks.
‘God, you’re annoying.’ I pick up some of my cards and bend them back in an arc, like Pa had taught me, so they flip across into his face.
‘Yeah, Riley, very mature.’
I smile. But despite my new-found light-heartedness, I want to talk to Luc about something more serious, something that’s been bugging me for a while. We’ve gotten easy in each other’s company and I don’t want to spoil it. I also don’t want him to think I’ve lost the plot even more. But I decide to just say it.
‘Luc ...’
‘Yeah?’
‘I want to find Chambers and make him pay for what he did to Skye.’
‘I know.’
‘No you don’t. I really mean I actually want to leave our Perimeter and track him down. He killed my sister and he’s out there; somewhere.’
Finding Chambers has now almost become an obsession with me. If I shoot him in the head, will it lessen my pain? If I torture him and extract a confession, will the sadness leave me?
‘I do know, Riley,’ he says again. ‘I want to make Chambers pay too. I can’t believe he escaped.’
‘So will you help me?’
‘It’s not that simple. How would we even find him? He’s probably fled the country by now.’
‘But if he is in England I have to find him. I want to put a gun to his head and I want to pull the trigger. I don’t want … He can’t get away with what he’s done.’
‘Let me think about it, yeah?’ He reaches across and touches my arm. ‘We should think about it.’
It’s a couple of days later and Luc and I have agreed to meet down by the stream at Coy Pond. Woolly trots by my side and I have to hurry him along as he keeps getting distracted by one glorious smell or another.
Luc’s the only person I feel at all comfortable with now, but he’s been barred from coming to the house. Ma’s got it into her head that he’s somehow to blame for Skye’s death. It’s crazy. She’s known him almost since he was born. So now I have to visit him in secret, which isn’t hard given Ma’s oblivious state.
I see Luc every day. His folks aren’t due back for another few weeks and he hates being at his place on his own, where it happened. We’ve been going for walks or talking and playing cards. As far as I know, he doesn’t spend any time with his other friends.
Luc’s already waiting when we arrive and Woolly bounds ahead to greet him, causing the ducks and moorhens on the bank to take flight or flap and waddle for cover. Luc slides off the high stone wall and almost runs towards me, his eyes shining. I’m always pleased to see him these days but I wonder what’s behind his enthusiasm today. He’s normally more laid back and I feel good that he’s so happy to see me.
‘There’s been a sighting of Chambers,’ he grins. ‘They spotted him two weeks ago heading north out of Warminster in your mum’s AV.’
‘Who? Who spotted him?’
‘Two soldiers stopped him for a routine check, but they let him go. Idiots.’
‘What! Why did they let him go?’
‘I s’pose they didn’t know who he was. But when they got back to their base they saw his picture and ID’d him as Skye’s killer. The army’s out there now searching the area.’
‘That’s great, Luc,’ I interrupt. ‘But that was two weeks ago. He could be anywhere by now.’
‘I haven’t finished,’ he says. ‘Yesterday, a guard in the West Country thought he saw him.’ Luc takes the rucksack from my hand and swings it on to his back. ‘Come on let’s walk. I thought you’d be pleased.’
We follow the stream.
‘I am pleased,’ I say, ‘but there’s no way they’ll find him. A guard thought he saw him? It might not even be him. The army isn’t really interested. We’d have a much better chance of finding him ourselves. We’re involved. They’re not.’ I hear the negative tone in my voice and see Luc’s disappointed face. ‘But it’s better than nothing,’ I add. ‘Maybe they will catch him.’
We walk in silence for a bit. I don’t know what to say. I think I hurt Luc’s feelings with my unenthusiastic response. He walks beside me with an unreadable expression on his face and I trawl my brain cells for something positive to say, something that will sound genuine. I’m not a very good liar. After about five minutes of unwanted silence, Luc stops and puts his hand on my bare arm.
‘Look, Riley, I completely understand you want to go and find Chambers yourself. Skye was your sister and she was my friend and it's completely crap he escaped justice, but we don’t know where he is and, even if we did, how would we get out of the Perimeter? We’ve got no transport. What would we do even if we did find him?’
I don’t reply.
‘He’s obviously dangerous and he’s not going to come back with us willingly. Not to mention what it’s actually like out there. I mean, Riley. It’s bad. There’s no law. It’s nothing like it is in here, in our cosy little Perimeter.’
I listen to all his reasonable objections as we walk, and I scuff my flip flops along the broken path that runs by the side of the stream, knowing in my heart that everything he says makes sense. But I feel disappointed and flat. The finality of Skye’s death hits me again, like a full stop when there’s still so much more to say. So Luc’s next words come as a shock, interrupting my resignation:
‘Oh, d’you know what? Sod it. Let’s give it a go.’ He stops walking and turns to face me.
‘What? Really? You mean ...’
‘Yeah, let’s try and find him, if that’s what you really want. We can only try can’t we? Then at least we can say …’
But I don’t let him finish his sentence.
‘Do you really mean it? You’ll help me?’ Maybe he’s just humouring me. Does he think we can actually do this? But when I look into his eyes, I realise he’s one hundred percent serious.
 
* * *
 
We spend the next five days in a frenzy of activity. It’s August, just over a month since we lost Skye and finally I can do something positive. I really feel hopeful that we might find her killer.
Pa must know I spend all my time with Luc, but if he does know he doesn’t say anything. Ma is still half mad with grief and I’ve tuned her out of my day-to-day existence in order to cope with it. When I’m away from her, I don’t let myself think about her and what it means for my family’s long-term relationship. If I give it more than a few seconds thought, I start to panic and feel sick, so I focus on Luc and on our secret plan. We’ve arranged to leave the Perimeter on September 7th - exactly two months after Skye’s death.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Six
Eleanor
 
When we were sixteen and studying for our mock ‘A’ Levels, my school’s Sixth Form organised one of those American-style prom nights as an end of year bash. Abi and I loved to laugh at the cheesiness of it all, but at the same time we were excited by its possibilities.
It was to be held in three weeks’ time, at the end of June. The theme was Sixties Psychedelia and we’d already notched up several hours experimenting with hair straighteners, false eyelashes and powdery pale pink lipstick.
I didn’t have my eye on anybody special to go with, but Abi was besotted with a boy called Samuel who lived in the village. We’d first met him and his best friend, Johnny, in a local pub garden.
Nobody made a big deal of the fact we were all under-age. We weren’t getting drunk, just hanging out with our friends, drinking half pints of lager and eating salt and vinegar crisps. Taking time out from tedious end-of-year exam revision, we’d taken over two long trestle tables and were planning our forthcoming prom night and our far-off summer holidays.
On the next table sat two eye-catching blokes, one of whom I recognised as the blond tousled-haired, good-looking-but-knew-it, Samuel Bletchley. My parents vaguely knew his family, but I didn’t know him to talk to. His friend was less obviously handsome, but had a cool self-assurance, with broad shoulders and dark cropped hair.
I kept catching his eye and looking away. They were smiling and laughing together and I knew they were discussing me and my friends. Abi sat opposite me and I told her about the nice view over to my right.
‘Don’t look over,’ I hissed. Of course she leaned right back in her seat and stared directly across at them. I shouldn’t have been surprised as this was typical Abi behaviour. I was mortified and pleased all at once.
Samuel got up and walked over to Abi. He cast his eyes over her and asked if she would mind if he and his friend joined us. Abi smiled and gave him the cliché that it’s a free country. So they lifted up their table and joined it onto the end of ours, spilling their pints in the process.
 
* * *
 
‘So, you have to say yes, when Johnny asks you to the prom,’ Abi said, tossing the magazine down onto my bedroom floor. She lay on her stomach on the bed, with her feet on my pillow.
‘Ask me to the prom? He’s not going to ask me to the prom.’
‘Course he is. Sam’s going to ask me, so his best mate will ask my best mate.’ She gave me one of her cyanide smiles.
Samuel was a player and I guessed it would take more than sixteen-year-old Abigail Robbins to tame him, but she was determined to give it a go. Johnny came from the south coast but was living with Samuel while he studied at university in Bath. Their families went way back, apparently.
‘So don’t let me down, Ellie. It’ll be a laugh anyway,’ Abi said.
‘I suppose so,’ I replied. ‘It’s not like there’s anyone else I really like at the moment.’
‘Cool. So that’s sorted then.’
Things being what they were, two weeks before the event, Johnny and Samuel asked us if we would like to accompany them to the Prom. Abi was ecstatic. I’d never seen her so completely smitten and it was the first time she’d been flustered by anything or anyone.
My parents were far from happy with Johnny’s interest in me. If I’m truthful, neither was I. He was five years older than me and I thought he would expect more than I wanted to give. He was very rich, very intelligent and had just finished his third year at Uni, studying Chemical Engineering. He was handsome, but not in a heart-stopping way, and he seemed nice, but something harder glinted behind his smile.
The only reason my parents didn’t forbid me from seeing him, was because he came round to see them, to charm them and reassure them I would be safe in his company. Also, my wise mother knew that if she imposed a ban, it would only make him more attractive to me.
Samuel worked for his father, who owned Bletchley’s, a long-established Prestige Car Showroom on the A38. Consequently, Abi and Samuel arrived at the Prom in style, with Samuel behind the wheel of a jaw-droppingly cool Maybach Exelero. Johnny’s ride was far from shabby. He called round to my house in his own Aston Martin - a silver V8 Vantage. Despite my indifference to cars in general, I couldn’t help but be seduced by this low-slung beauty.
The evening exuded glamour and sophistication. We’d persuaded the teacher in charge that holding it in the school sports hall would be just too sad, and so they’d hired out a local nightclub for the event.
The four of us sat upstairs on the balcony above the heaving dance floor. Abi and I wore psychedelic mini dresses and zip up boots. And we had poker-straight sixties-style hair. We knew we looked good, but that still didn’t help me to relax, as most of the time I felt completely out of my depth conversation-wise.
Samuel shouted above the noise of the music. ‘Yeah man, I was completely wasted and I told her to ...’ He held his hand in front of his face and mouthed something to Johnny.’
‘Sam,’ Johnny shook his head, ‘you are one sick little puppy.’
Abigail ran her hands up and down Samuel’s thigh, while she kissed his neck and nibbled his ear. He virtually ignored her and carried on bragging to Johnny about this girl and that girl, this car and that car. I wouldn’t have put up with it, but Abi didn’t seem to care. She seemed relaxed and happy, gazing adoringly at him all evening.
I think Johnny sensed they weren’t quite hitting my wavelength, and he nudged Sam.
‘Hey, Sammy, tone it down a bit. I don’t think Eleanor and Abi are interested in your list of conquests.’
‘Whatever, mate, whatever.’
By this time, I’d already decided I would much rather have spent the evening having a laugh with my friends, than trying to act grown-up around someone I wasn’t even really attracted to. As soon as I realised I didn’t actually fancy him, I relaxed. And then Johnny just seemed more of a temporary inconvenience than the scary grown man I’d been trying to impress all night.
Before the end of the evening, Sam and Abi disappeared off somewhere. She’d hinted earlier she might sleep with him that night. She’d said you were duty bound to sleep with someone on Prom Night, stressing this in a fake American accent. She said she liked the clichéd kitschness of it.
She’d already lost her virginity a year earlier and, at the time, I had assumed that would be the end of our friendship. We were at different stages. I didn’t feel anywhere near ready or inclined to sleep with any of the boys I knew and felt sure she would ditch me for a worldlier friend, or we’d just drift apart, having so much less in common. But she liked this shift in our relationship and enjoyed being the one to tell me what I was missing.
One thing I will say for Johnny - he acted like an absolute gentleman all night. He didn’t try to grope me once. Just leaned in for a goodnight kiss when the taxi reached my house. I felt obliged to kiss him back and was surprised to find I enjoyed it. A lot. He pulled away first, which took me aback.
‘Goodnight,’ I stammered.
He smiled and touched my cheek briefly. ‘Night, I’ll call you.’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Seven
Riley
 
I sit in the kitchen and eat my cereal absent-mindedly, thinking about our plan. I’m nervous and excited as I mentally run through the supplies we’re taking with us. Ma comes into the kitchen and it takes me a few seconds to work out why she looks different. She’s dressed, made-up and, strangest of all, sober.
‘Darling, come here and give me a hug.’
I slide off the stool and walk towards her. She smells clean and fresh. She must have had a bath. Relief overtakes me. I kiss her cheek - the first time in a while that I’m actually happy to do so. We hug, but she doesn’t cling to me or cry. She holds the backs of my hands and pushes me away from her so she can study me better.
‘You look gorgeous!’ she exclaims. ‘When did you get so grown up? Is that my lip gloss you’re wearing? Never mind, it suits you.’
‘Hi, Ma, you look good too. We've been worried about you.’
‘You’re such a good girl, Riley. Strong, like your father.’ She sniffs and blinks rapidly. ‘Now, darling, I’ve got something to tell you.’ She pauses.
I’m intrigued and wonder what’s caused the turnaround in her behaviour. Surely she must have some good news.
‘I’m going to stay with Grandma and Grandpa for a while.’ She stares at me, waiting for my reaction.
My first thought is, I can’t go. I can’t leave Luc. We’ve got important plans. My second thought is, she used the word 'I' and not 'we'.
‘What? You’re going by yourself?’ I ask.
During the last month, I would have absolutely preferred it if she had been at my Grandparents’ place. I hated to see her in such a bad way and would rather she be grief-stricken anywhere else but here. But now, seeing her restored to her old self, I don’t want her to go. I want her to take care of me. To stay. I want us to try to heal ourselves together.
I hadn't realised how much I’ve been missing the company of my mother. I haven’t just been grieving for Skye, I’ve been adrift without the reliable everyday closeness of Ma. At this moment I almost want to forget my mission with Luc and try to get back to being a family of sorts.
‘Just for a bit, sweetheart. The helicopter’s picking me up this afternoon. Pa has arranged it all.’
‘This afternoon? But how long will you be away for?’ Hurt pricks at me and the word ‘abandoned’ pops into my head. I feel sick. Although she’s been as good as useless to me over the past few weeks, I don’t want her to go. The thought terrifies me. I feel like a little child, out of my depth and overwhelmed. I feel hot tears welling behind my eyes, but I also feel a creeping, burning anger that mothers aren’t supposed to behave like this. She should be here for me. I need her. But I’m not going to beg.
I breathe back the tears before they can fall, and I set my mouth into a hard line. The anger lodges like a piece of stale bread in my throat. She speaks again.
‘Riley, darling, we’ve all had an unbelievably dreadful time of it. I’ve been ill and I know I neglected you when you needed me. I’m still not quite right yet so Grandma and Grandpa are going to help me get better and then I can come home and we can start trying to get back to normal again. It won’t be for long. Please, my darling, please be strong for a little while longer.’
She sounds like her old self but I can see in her face that these words are costing a lot of effort. She looks tired and old. Her make-up doesn’t enhance her features, it just sort of sits on top of them like a mask. The panic and anger leaves my body and I suddenly feel so tired I want to curl up into a ball and sleep for a year.
‘Okay.’ I don’t look at her when I say it.
‘You’re such a good girl. I’ll be back soon, I promise. Now come and give me another hug.’
That afternoon, Pa comes out into the garden and tries to be happy for my benefit but I can tell he’s upset by the way he keeps clenching and unclenching his fists and sticking his chin out in an almost defiant way, like a little boy.
It’s a stiflingly warm day and the wind from the copter blades does nothing to relieve my hot exhaustion. It whips my sleek, newly straightened hair all around my face and the noise irritates me. Pa speaks and I only catch a few words above the noise.
‘Stupid idiots. They put it down too near the roses. They’ll be blown to bits.’ But whereas a couple of months ago he would have been purple with rage. Today he just murmurs sadly. The fight seems to have escaped from Pa like air from a shrinking balloon. Before all this, I would have laid bets on him roaring and threatening throughout the Perimeter to get Skye’s killer recaptured, calling in favours, leaving no stone unturned. But Pa’s a broken man.
He carries Ma’s cases across the lawn and helps her up into the plush cabin where two guards are already seated. She blows us kisses through her tears and then, just like that, she is gone.
Pa and I watch the copter lift off into the air and bank north westwards. I want to go back into the house. I don’t want to watch it disappear into the empty blue sky. But Pa takes my hand and holds it tight. Makes me stay.
‘Just you and me now, Riley,’ he says, contemplating the silent garden.
 
* * *
 
In the months after the terror attacks, there were looters on every corner. Violent gun battles were an everyday occurrence between the police and the criminals who were previously denied the opportunity to be this bad.
Those members of the police force who survived the horror realised they were fighting a losing battle, so they threw away their badges, kept their guns and joined the remaining civilians trying to make a new life for themselves.
Vicious gangs patrolled the streets recruiting new members by force, and prostitution rings sprang up everywhere. Nobody was safe unless in the company of armed guards or privateers. The army was a presence but there weren’t enough troops to keep order everywhere.
Luc’s and my own parents set up our own Perimeter quickly and efficiently, guessing that things had gone too far for them to recover any time soon. They went from door to door in our neighbourhood, explaining what they planned to do, giving each householder a chance to contribute or move out. Not a particularly friendly approach but, as Pa said, there was no time for niceties. Only a few people left the area. Most stayed and are now indebted to Pa and Eddie Donovan.
So everyone has had to adapt to this new, harsher life. We barricade ourselves away with other decent people and those who can afford it hire professionals to protect them. The roads are rarely used anymore, but they still carry dangers from raiders, hijackers and other equally unpleasant characters. The army patrols half-heartedly, but its number has dropped as army conditions worsen and the lure of guards’ pay becomes more enticing.
Now England is among the most shut-off countries in the world. Closed borders, no transportation - only a select few own motor vehicles, as most people can’t get hold of enough fuel to run them.
The military spasmodically maintain one main road between each major settlement but most of the old roads are overgrown and crumbling, so you need some serious transportation. Tanks are best, though any AV will usually be up to the job. People reluctantly walk or, if they’re lucky, ride a mountain bike or a horse. Most people stay home though, as you risk your life when you venture into public areas.
There are always food shortages and a non-existent health service. We’re so far gone we couldn’t get back if we tried. Our taken-for-granted civilisation, hard-won over hundreds of years, has crumbled back into dark-age chaos. Sixteen years is a long time; the difference between one life and another.
And it’s onto these roads we are soon to go. We need to be fully prepared for anything we might encounter. Weapons are a top priority. We’ve managed to get hold of three machine guns, a couple of revolvers, ammunition and two serious-looking hunting knives. The rest of our packing list looks like this:
 
4 lighters
2 large boxes of matches
2 torches
6 candles
4 blankets
A length of rope
A ball of twine
Spare clothing
Water purifying tablets
Basic medical supply kit
48 litres drinking water
Food
100 gold coins
350 silver bits
2000 cigarettes to trade
1 crate whisky to trade
30 bars Swiss chocolate (way past its sell-by-date) to trade and to eat
 
It’s been surprisingly easy to plan our journey and hide the supplies. I’m ashamed to say I stole most of it from Pa’s underground stores. But I’ve told him what I did in my note, so none of his workers will get into trouble for the theft.
It’s our good fortune and Pa’s shady activities that’s given us such easy access to supplies. We’re definitely among the luckiest in the world when it comes to standards of living and we’ve got some pretty strong currency in the form of Pa’s illicit goods.
We plan to borrow Luc’s mother’s all-terrain AV which is state-of-the-art and custom-built for maximum comfort and security. It’s fitted with full-coverage exterior shock-plates, transparent armour multi-layered glass with blackout mode and run-on-flat tyres. It’s also got a hidden compartment beneath the passenger-side footwell, large enough to take a gun and some emergency provisions.
Three days to go and the tension is unbearable.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eight
Riley
 
The AV’s engine is obscenely loud in the quiet of the morning. I’m sure any minute now we’ll hear raised voices and see Pa running up the Donovans’ driveway in confusion and rage. But apart from the engine noise, I hear nothing.
Chilly and damp, I’ve got that half-asleep, grubby, early morning feeling. My eyes itch and the skin on my face feels raw and prickly. I wish the heater would hurry up and kick in. I forced myself to eat some breakfast before leaving the house and I can feel it now, sitting in my throat and chest – hard, undigested lumps of cereal.
But we’re finally doing this and despite my nerves I’m excited that today has finally arrived.
Luc crunches the gears and the AV glides down the driveway and out onto the tarmac road. There isn’t a soul around. A skinny brown fox trots along the pavement and makes a left into Mrs Hannigan’s garden. A faint light glows on the blue black horizon behind the avenue of trees but the stars are still glimmering, bright and winking in the not-quite-morning sky. Dawn has all but broken and the translucent moon is fading.
We turn off our familiar road and onto Elgin Avenue. Luc turns to me and grins his cheeky grin.
‘Okay, Riley, time to duck down.’
I crouch on the floor in front of my recently vacated passenger seat and pull a blanket over my head. It’s very spacious really, not like a regular car. Luc grabs the holdall from the back and places it on the passenger seat, so it part rests on top of my crouched body. This way, no one will be able to see me if they peer into the vehicle.
‘You okay?’ he asks with a smile in his voice.
‘Mmm hm.’ I feel the AV turn and guess we must now be on Glenferness and heading for the gates. I feel us go slowly over the bridge.
‘You sure you’re alright?’ he asks again.
‘Yep, I’m fine. Good luck.’
‘Thanks,’ he replies. ‘You’d better not speak anymore until we’re clear of the gates.’
‘Okay.’
‘Okay,’ he repeats quietly.
The vehicle slows and I guess we’ve reached the Perimeter gates. We come to a steady stop and I hear the electric window go down and the engine switch off. The birds are making an almighty racket. Not being a very morning person, I’m never awake to hear the dawn chorus, but they’re giving us a rousing send-off today.
‘Morning.’ Luc greets one of the guards.
‘Alright, mate.’ I recognise Liam’s voice. ‘I’m on with Duke this morning. He’s just brewing up.’ Then he lowers his voice. ‘You sure about this?’
‘Yeah, we’re all set.’
We let Liam in on our plan a couple of days ago. We needed him to pretend to receive a message from Luc’s parents, asking for their son to join them in Southampton. We also thought he should know what we’re really doing and where we’re headed, just in case we meet trouble along the way.
We plan to head for the Century Barracks in Warminster, where Chambers was sighted. Once we get there, we’ll gather as much information as we can and try to track him across to the West Country. My grandparents live over in those parts, so we’ll end our journey there rather than turning back to Bournemouth.
Ma’s at my grandparents’ house and I had the realisation I’d rather face her tears than Pa’s anger when we finally end our journey. I’ve never been there before but Luc’s done a lot of travelling with his parents and knows the way. So our plan is to end up at their place once we find Ron Chambers.
We know anything could change once we get moving. New information could come to light at any time or we could run into any amount of unforeseen danger. So Liam has agreed to alert our parents and the guards to our plan if we don’t reach my grandparents’ house by the end of the month.
He was against the idea at first, fearing for our safety and for his position. But Luc swore to guarantee his job. I also think he feels guilty that he was one of the guards on duty at the time of Chambers’ escape, and so he’s agreed to keep our secret.
‘Okay, I’ll get the gates,’ Liam says. ‘Good luck.’ Then he shouts, ‘Mr Duke! It’s Luc. He’s a bit earlier than scheduled. Shall I open the gates?’
‘Hold on!’ Something clatters loudly to the floor and I hear the out-of-breath guard come marching out. ‘Morning, Lucas, you’re up nice and early.’ Charlie Duke’s rich Dorset accent fills the morning air and I picture his ruddy face.
He’s never ever said more than two words at a time to me, (I think all the guards are too wary of Pa to speak to us) although he always seems cheerful, with blue eyes that disappear into his face when he smiles. He looks how I would imagine a farmer to be - thickset with apple red cheeks and huge square hands.
‘Hi, Mr Duke,’ replies Luc. ‘I want to try to reach Southampton before nightfall, so I’m leaving earlier than scheduled.’
‘No problem. I just wanted to warn you there was a bit of rioting outside Ringwood last night. Maybe you should postpone your trip for a couple of days till it blows over. I don’t think your parents would be too happy with you travelling into that sort of hazard. I’m surprised they haven’t assigned a guard to go with you anyway. No offence, I know you’re quite capable, but it’s always better to travel outside with at least two people in case ...’
Luc interrupts, ‘I’ll be fine. I’ll stay clear of Ringwood.’ He clears his throat. ‘I’ll be safe in the AV and I‘m armed. They wouldn’t have let me do the journey if they were worried.’
‘Right you are, Lucas. Well, safe trip now. Send my best to your parents. I’ll get the gates.’
‘Thanks, Mr Duke. See you, Liam.’
The engine starts and the window whirrs up. After some creaking which lasts about twenty seconds, followed by a loud thunk, we start moving and I feel the transition from smooth road surface to rough, uneven ground. The AV’s got good suspension, but crouched down here on the floor I wonder how we’ll be able to stand it – our bones being jolted and our teeth rattling in our heads. Hopefully it’ll be less bumpy once I can sit down properly. Luc said we’d only have to cross rough terrain until we reach the main road. I shift my position.
‘Just stay hidden for a bit longer,’ says Luc. ‘I can still see them in my rear view and I don’t want to switch to blackout in case Duke gets suspicious.’
‘It’s okay, I wasn’t coming out yet,’ I mumble. ‘Just trying to get comfy. It’s bumpy.’
‘I know. I’ll slow down a bit.’
‘No, it’s okay. I’m alright. Maybe just move the bag off my head.’
‘Are you sure? I thought a bag-on-the-head was quite a good look for you.’
‘Ha ha.’ I feel its weight disappear. ‘Ah, that’s better.’ He whips the blanket off next.
‘You don’t need that now either.’ He smiles down at me.
My face must be bright red, my hair plastered all round it in unattractive clumps. My knees are clicking and my left foot’s got cramp. God, only several minutes into our journey and I’m already completely inadequate. I’ve got major butterflies but despite that, our adventure still seems quite abstract and distant. Not enough to make me feel fully afraid yet. I hope it’ll stay that way and I’ll face whatever’s out here with calm dignity and poise and not panic like an idiot.
I peer up at Luc while he concentrates on driving. He seems calm and unfazed. No way on earth could I have done this without him; I don’t have the balls or the connections. I may have come up with the idea, but Luc’s making it happen.
Thinking of Skye gives me a shot of courage. No matter how scared I feel about everything, I know I have to do this for her. She was my little sister and she deserves justice.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Nine
Eleanor
 
I met Connor through my brother Tom, a bit of a peace-and-lentils hippy. Always on a march or a sit-in, Tom was the youngest of my three elder brothers and we were really close. He was a long-haired, unshaven darling and I loved him to bits. He always brought waifs and strays home, to the secret delight of Mum, who loved having a houseful of interesting people and the annoyance of Dad, who preferred the quiet life.
But even Dad liked Connor, who was unobtrusive, polite and infinitely helpful. Mum always joked she’d like to trade one of her lazy sons for hard-working Connor.
I’d been seeing Johnny for about a month, when Tom brought Connor home to stay for a few weeks and it was love at first sight. I got crazy butterflies every time he came near. His lazy gentle voice with its soft northern inflection made me swoon and he smelt like heaven.
‘You know you’re always welcome to our guest bedroom, Connor,’ Mum said.
‘Thanks, Mrs Russell. But I’m really happy sleeping in my bus. I guess it’s like my home. If I could park up on your driveway though?’
‘Of course you can. That’s no trouble.’
He’d restored the two-tone red and cream VW camper van himself, and Dad thought it was a marvel. He kept hinting to Mum that he’d like to do a restoration job on a vintage car, but mum wasn’t having any of it.
‘I don’t think so.’ She spread out her hands in mock-horror. ‘We’ve got enough restoration jobs to do on this vintage house, before we progress on to cars.’
Dad reluctantly agreed, but could often be found outside in the driveway, mooning after the beautifully restored camper van.
It was a semi-warm late July Sunday afternoon. One of those days where it’s scorching hot until the sun goes behind a cloud and then you feel like you need your thermal underwear. Connor had been with us for a week now, and we’d just demolished one of Mum’s huge roast dinners. It was a rare occasion where we all happened to be home at the same time - Mum, Dad, Oliver, David, Tom and me - a big family affair with Connor as the guest of honour.
Tom was a strict vegetarian, but Connor had no problem helping us to devour the two huge roast chickens. I regretted the second helping of apple pie and custard I’d thought was such a good idea at the time and decided to get some air in the garden while everyone else watched boring Sunday afternoon sports on TV. I walked around for a bit and then flopped on the rug with my book. Moments later, Connor appeared and lay down beside me. My heart rate doubled at his close proximity.
‘What’ve you got planned for the rest of the day?’ he asked, rolling onto his back and staring up the sky.
‘Not a lot. Going out later for a drink at The Crown.’
‘Am I invited?’
‘I um, I can’t tonight,’ I stammered. I was supposed to be going there with Johnny to meet Abi and Sam, and how would it look if I showed up with Connor.
I had never dared to hope Connor would be interested in me. I had no option now, but to end things with Johnny. He just didn’t compare with this god lying next to me.
‘How about Monday?’ I said without thinking.
‘Great,’ he replied and got up. He went back into the house, leaving me lying there in a fizz of emotion.
That night, I got ready for my night out with Johnny. I was dreading it, knowing I’d have to finish things with him. I hoped I wouldn’t bottle out, but the image of Connor kept floating around in my brain, so I gritted my teeth and prepared myself for an awful evening. I didn't want to make myself look too nice, but at the same time, I didn't want Johnny to think I hadn't even bothered. I ended up settling on a long summer dress that had never really suited me.
We were supposed to be going to the pub to meet Abi and Samuel and I planned to speak to him on our way back home. But when Johnny came to pick me up, he told me he had two tickets for a photography exhibition at the Arnolfini in Bristol. Ordinarily I would have loved to have gone, but when he told me, my heart sank. I knew I had a long evening ahead of me.
Sure enough, when we got there, I couldn't focus on anything. I just kept thinking about what I should say and how I should say it.
We had a pizza afterwards and I could barely eat. I just wanted the night to be over. Johnny kept asking me what was wrong. I felt like such a cow. I realised I should probably have told him before we went out and spared us both the misery and the expense. He hadn't even let me pay for anything, which made me feel doubly bad. Finally we walked back to the car park, Johnny with his arm around me. The silence in the car pulsated with awkwardness. About halfway home, Johnny finally spoke.
‘What is it, Ellie? You've been quiet all evening. Are you feeling okay? Have I done something wrong?’
‘No, no nothing.’ I paused. ‘Johnny, I'm really sorry but I can't see you anymore.’ The words sounded worse out loud than they had in my head.
He didn't answer and I didn't dare look at him. I had my head down and started to feel car sick. We'd only met for about six dates in all, and they’d nearly all been with Abi and Samuel in tow, so I hadn’t imagined he would be too upset. Maybe just a bit of hurt pride. But even so, it still wasn't a very nice thing to do. Over the past four weeks, we’d kissed a lot but I hadn’t felt willing to do much else and he hadn’t pushed it, to my intense relief.
After a couple of minutes, Johnny spoke: ‘Is there anything I can say or do to make you change your mind?’
Oh no. ‘Johnny, I really like you, but I've met someone else. Nothing's happened,’ I hastily added. ‘I wouldn't see someone else behind your back.’ That sounded terrible. I racked my brain for something better to say, but I couldn't. I knew I wasn’t technically seeing Connor, but I didn’t want to complicate things and I knew Johnny would find out sooner or later anyway. I sneaked a glance at him. He looked really gutted and didn't say a word until he dropped me at my house.
‘I really liked you, Eleanor. I think we could have been good together.’
I couldn't look him in the eye.
‘Let me know if you change your mind.’
I was quite impressed he hadn't asked me who I’d ditched him for and I felt an unexpected tug of disappointment that I wouldn't be seeing him again.
‘I’m sorry,’ I replied inadequately, and went into the house feeling really down.
 
* * *
 
Finally, Monday evening came around. I‘d taken ages to get ready, even though I’d decided to dress down. Connor struck me as a jeans-and-t-shirt kind of boy and I guessed he wouldn’t be too into girls who wore tons of makeup. But it still took time to get the no-make-up look just perfect.
Connor took me to a pub on the banks of The River Severn. The warm evening breeze whispered across my skin, heightening my nervousness.
‘D’you want to get a table?’ he asked. ‘I’ll get the drinks.’
I made my way across the lawn of the pretty pub garden which sloped down onto the rippling water. It was busy, but I managed to get a table quite close to the river. I stared out across to the hills on the other side, not quite believing that Connor actually wanted to spend time with me. I hoped I wouldn’t embarrass myself by talking rubbish.
Ten minutes later, he put the drinks on the table, smiled and sat down opposite me. I couldn't believe how gorgeous he was.
‘Abi’s not very happy with me,’ I said.
‘No?’
‘No. I was supposed to be going out with her tonight. I feel a bit bad.’
‘Oh well, I’m sure she’ll cope.’
‘I don’t think so. You don’t know her very well. She’ll sulk for a week.’ I felt a bit disloyal talking about my friend like this. Connor reached across the table and ran his finger lazily up and down my forearm, making me draw in my breath.
‘You shouldn’t worry so much about what she thinks.’
‘I don’t! It’s just … well, you don’t know her properly.’ I pulled my arms back to my sides, instantly regretting it.
‘Okay, okay,’ he smiled, holding his hands up in surrender. ‘Just an observation. Don’t need to be defensive.’
‘I’m not.’ Then I smiled back, despite myself. He was so-o-o good-looking.
I loved his too-pale features which contrasted with almost black hair and dark eyes. His build was slim and lithe and he had the laid-back, easy-grace of an indie rock god. His cool confidence made me nervous, but it was irresistible.
When I’d told Abi how I felt about Connor, she’d turned up her nose.
‘What about Johnny?’ she’d said. ‘He’s the real catch. Connor’s just a baby and he’s too skinny.’
‘He’s not skinny! He’s athletic. And he’s three years older than us.’
‘Still a baby in boy years. You’re mad. Johnny’s such a babe - intelligent, rich and completely into you. He’s staying on this summer because of you, you know.’
‘No he isn’t, he’s got a work placement down here. I can’t help who I’m attracted to can I? And Johnny’s sweet, but he’s not really my type. Connor’s sexy and cool.’
‘Well Johnny’ll be devastated, and what about us? We were all supposed to go away together next half-term. You’re ruining our social life.’
Abi was really annoyed. She knew her grip on Samuel was loosening and now I’d ended it with Johnny she worried Sam would completely lose interest in her. Abi was always used to having the upper hand in her relationships.
The other black mark she had against Connor, was that he hadn’t been won over by her charms, which she’d turned on to maximum effect. She’d given him the full Abi treatment and it was like watching a master at work. But to my surprise (and intense relief) Connor hadn’t bought into her act at all. She actually irritated him and she knew it. This didn’t go down well with her at all. It made things tricky though, as it meant she wasn’t prepared to listen to me raving about him and so I had to walk a long tightrope between the two of them.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Ten
Riley
 
Once the Perimeter is a distant blur behind us, Luc gives me the all clear to come out from my hiding place. I unfold my body and slide back into the passenger seat. The heater’s warm air is now exchanged for a refreshing blast from the air conditioning. It may be September but now the sun’s up, it’s as hot as midsummer outside.
I take in the unfamiliar scenery - uneven scrubland, deserted shanties and packs of skinny, mangy dogs, lying in shady spots, their pink tongues lolling. The openness of everything unsettles me. I feel like an insignificant gnat about to be swallowed up by the vast landscape and I realise how much confidence and security the Perimeter provides. The genteel fuzzyfelt lawns, immaculate houses and straight roads of our everyday enclosed world that keep me safe.
It’s just over four miles from our Talbot Woods Perimeter to the Wessex Way, a sporadically-maintained road that will take us up to Ringwood and then on to Warminster. But we’re currently travelling on rough terrain. The Wessex Way used to stretch right into the heart of Bournemouth, but as the years go by, the army is less-and-less inclined to bother with its upkeep. Consequently, the road has shrunk as nature wins the battle.
The AV is well-equipped to deal with the scrub and overgrown woodland, but our progress is still snail-like. Rabbits bound and zigzag across our path with more speed than we’re able to muster. I look across at Luc with what must be a doubtful expression on my face, because he laughs.
‘Don’t worry,’ he says. ‘We’ll pick up some speed once we hit the Wessex Way. It’s mind-blowing out here, isn’t it?’
‘Amazing,’ I reply, too wired to really enjoy the surroundings. A million thoughts and worries flash through my mind. ‘Do you think the riots are still going on at Ringwood?’ I ask.
‘I don’t know. I’ve been worrying about that. If I knew a safer route I’d take it At least we don’t have to go directly through the Perimeter, so we should miss any trouble. And we’re safe enough in the AV. I’m sure it’ll be fine as long as we’re not there at night.’
We bump along across vast tracts of heather and gorse scrub and negotiate our way around dark stands of conifers. I’m riveted by the dramatic shape of a wind-blown pine - stunted and hunched as if frozen in fear.
Old bomb craters, reclaimed by nature, now blend into their natural surroundings as mossy banked dips and marshy pools. In less than two decades, the landscape has more-or-less reverted back to its natural state, most of it now scrub and overgrown woodland.
All the buildings making up the various Bournemouth conurbations have long since been destroyed; the remaining rubble and debris removed by scavengers either to sell on or re-build elsewhere. Somewhere safer and less desolate. Not a single brick remains.
It’s an ancient wilderness with only the odd violent nod towards civilisation - the shell of a burnt-out car, an upturned bus, a frayed rope hanging from a tree with a pile of bleached bones beneath it. I feel exposed and vulnerable, glad for the daylight. I don’t want to think about what it will feel like later, in the darkness.
A lone horseman materialises from nowhere. He gallops past, about two hundred yards from our AV. His head’s down low and his bay horse is slick with sweat. As he passes, he turns to look at us but Luc activates the blackout mode, so all he’ll see is his blurred reflection in our windows. He has a young face. He thunders off in the direction from where we’ve just come.
‘A messenger,’ says Luc.
There are no telecommunications these days. We’re privileged to have access to the Donovans’ radio communication system which links up the guards’ houses across the country but this sort of device is rare. Most people rely on the army for news, or the travelling horsemen who earn great sums to deliver mail to loved ones around the country and to pass on important messages.
I think about the dangers these riders face. They’re armed, but have nothing like the security we enjoy in our AV. And they’re prime targets, for who knows what important information or goods they might be carrying.
After forty minutes or so, the huge walled Charminster Compound looms ahead, sitting incongruously in the barren countryside. The outside wall must measure about twenty five feet high. Topped with razor wire, it’s a mish-mash of different bricks, some parts rendered and some parts exposed. It looks like a strange medieval town. A wide deep ditch runs around the outside and a sloping metal ramp at the entrance lies across the ditch, passing under two steel gates that have just swung open.
A convoy of metallic grey armoured buses crawls out of the compound, the sunlight glinting off their roofs. They’re the same as those that deliver the workers to the Perimeter and, sure enough, I recognise some of the faces behind the windows. Not all of the buses head in the direction of our Perimeter though and I wonder where the others are going.
‘The road we want is a couple of miles past the other side of the compound,’ says Luc.
I stare, open-mouthed at the huge circular structure, awed by its size. I never imagined it to be so enormous. I always assumed our Perimeter was much bigger than the Compound. But I see now it’s the other way around. I can’t conceive of the number of people who must live behind its walls. What do they all do?
‘Have you ever been in there?’ I ask.
‘A few times, but not on business. They use their own guards. Your Pa goes there a lot though.’
I can’t imagine Pa doing business there. I always picture him visiting a much smaller, less-intimidating compound where everyone treats him like royalty. But even my impressive Pa would get swallowed up in such a big space.
We carry on, driving around the outside walls towards the road. As we get further away from the main gates, we see hundreds of flimsy cardboard, cloth and corrugated metal huts all around the wall’s base - makeshift houses. They seem alright in this weather, but what happens when it rains? What about the winter months? People have cordoned off small rectangles of land to grow produce. Donkeys, ponies, goats and dogs are tethered to wooden posts. Children of all ages run around barefoot and dirty. Chickens scratch about in small wire pens.
Gypsy-looking men and women sit around on the baked mud earth, cooking whole skinned rabbits and unappetising black flatbread over open fires. They’ve nearly all got shotguns or more primitive weapons on their laps, even the children. Some of the people are horribly maimed with limbs or eyes missing. A lot of the adults have terrible scarring on their faces – a legacy of the bombings before I was born. Hardly anyone pays attention to our blacked-out AV. One or two people glance up with disdain on their faces. No one tries to approach us.
Ron Chambers used to live in this towering compound. I wonder what his house is like. Does he have any friends inside these walls? Suddenly I know it’s vital we go and see where he lived. I need to go inside and see if it sheds any light on his whereabouts. I can’t believe our plans haven’t included a visit to his old place. I know the guards and the army checked it out and found nothing, but now I decide I have to see it for myself.
‘Going in there won’t help us to find him,’ Luc says. ‘I promise you the guards will have turned his place inside out. If we go in, someone’ll recognise us and we could get sent back to the Perimeter.’
‘I’ll wear your baseball cap and you can just keep your head down. We’ll be fine.’
‘There’s no point, Riley. He won’t have left a map with an X marking his destination.’
‘Please. I really think we need to. Somebody might know where he’s gone. Aren’t you curious?’
I know Luc’s being rational and thinking of our safety, but he eventually capitulates and turns the AV around. We drive over the noisy metal ramp up to the now firmly closed main gates.
Our first destination was supposed to be the Century Barracks at Warminster. Luc’s parents know the soldiers there and Luc’s sure they’ll offer us hospitality. We’re going to try to find the two soldiers who saw Chambers and get as much information from them as we can. Then we’ll head across to the West Country, stopping at perimeters and compounds, asking people if they’ve seen a man of his description.
Luc’s got a copy of the circulated picture of Chambers so we’ll show it to people we meet in the hope they recognise him. But Luc and I both agree that he’d probably have cut his hair and shaved his beard by now, which will make finding him that much harder.
I realise Luc’s speaking to me again, asking me if he should beep the horn to attract someone’s attention. Before I have time to answer, a small metal door opens and a guard carrying a machine gun walks up to Luc’s window and knocks on the glass. Luc buzzes his window down. As he does so, we get a blast of uncomfortable heat, unexpected after the cool of the air-conditioning. But worse than the heat is an awful stomach-churning rotting smell. I almost gag. It must come from the compound itself, or from the people who dwell outside in its shadow. Luc doesn’t flinch, but palms the guard a couple of silver bits.
‘We're here to barter,’ Luc tells the guard.
‘You’ll have to leave the vehicle here, Sir.’
‘Can I leave it inside the walls?’
‘No.’
‘We’ll only be about an hour,’ says Luc, passing him another couple of bits.
‘Wait here.’ He goes back inside and one of the gates creaks open. Another guard signals to us to park within the compound in a parking space off to the left.
Although we’re now inside the gates, we’re still outside the main walls. We’ve stopped in what appears to be a vast entrance area, a parking lot. I assume the other huge set of gates opens up to the main town. Luc locks the AV and we look around to see where we should go.
‘What’s that gross smell?’ I ask.
‘Shh. Most places outside our Perimeter smell like this. It’s how people live. In squalor mainly.’
I get that feeling of inadequacy again. There are so many things about this trip I’m not prepared for. I half-wish I hadn’t suggested coming in here now. The smell of the place makes me think I’ve seen enough and the rows and rows of vehicles are a strange sight, making me feel dizzy. But I can’t change my mind after making such a fuss to come here in the first place.
We don’t see either of the guards, so we thread our way through the cars towards the other set of gates. Most of the parked vehicles are little more than rusted heaps that don’t look as if they’ll be going anywhere ever again.
Luc holds out his hand and I take it, feeling self-conscious. His skin is cool and firm. As well as the massive gates, there are also several small entrances up ahead with uniformed guards stationed at each one, but strangely all I can think about is the feel of my hand in Luc’s.
‘I think this is going to be an expensive visit,’ he says, drawing half-a- dozen silver bits from his pocket to grease more palms.
Finally we’re in.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eleven
Riley
 
Once inside, the stench triples in awfulness and the place looks like nothing I’ve ever seen. The Compound’s inner entrance doors open up onto a long street, lined with busy shops and eateries. Above these, precarious-looking flats jut out all higgledy piggledy in various styles. No cars clog the roads, just pedestrians, horses and an imaginative array of non-motorised vehicles: push bikes with home-made trailers, wooden carts, covered wagons and people-powered rickshaws.
In front of the cosmopolitan shop facades, a vibrant street market is in full flow, packed with stall holders and shoppers. I don’t think I can recall ever seeing so much activity and so many people together in one place. I feel a little overwhelmed and have to stop to take several deep breaths.
‘You okay?’ Luc asks, as I tug on his hand for him to stop.
‘I just need a few seconds.’
‘Here, sit down and put your head between your knees for a minute.’ He guides me over to the side of the road, behind a cake stall and squats down, patting the ground next to him. I sit and take a few swigs of water. After a minute or two, I feel slightly less giddy.
I realise Luc has his arm around my shoulders. It feels good. Reassuring. Eventually, I compose myself and recover enough to stand.
‘Take your time.’ Luc rubs my arm and smiles into my eyes.
‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I feel like such a lightweight. But the noise and heat; the smells. There are so many people. It’s amazing, but it freaked me out a bit.’
‘Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it. I should have warned you what to expect. I didn’t even think. You’ve never been outside before have you?’
‘You kind of just assume it will be the same as home. The Perimeter is so peaceful and calm. This is great but it’s a bit intimidating, seeing all these people in one place.’
Vendors shout at the top of their voices and buyers haggle over produce with pretended indifference. There are fruit and vegetables in varying stages of freshness, great mountains of autumn-coloured grain, unappetising fly-covered meat, sweets, cakes, biscuits, home-made and second-hand clothing, skittish livestock, toys and crockery. Fire-eaters, jugglers, dancers and fortune tellers jostle for space. Now I’m over my panic attack, I’m hypnotised by it all.
‘Is it like this all the time?’ I ask Luc.
‘Every Saturday, darlin',’ an elderly street vendor standing next to me replies. ‘Where you from then?’
‘Just visiting,’ Luc says. He grabs my elbow and propels me forward into the throng.
‘I’ll mind me own business then shall I?’ The vendor goes back to crying his wares.
The main Charminster Road has smaller roads leading off it, which appear to be residential with a mixture of run-down houses and slightly larger apartment blocks. Some of the roads have been converted into small strips of farmland, with narrow paths running in front of the houses to allow access. There are penned animals, garden produce and crops, all patch-worked along into the distance.
Most plots have someone on guard, but it’s quite a laid-back affair. A man lounges on a garden chair, chatting to his neighbour, a rifle lying at his feet. The crop-carpeted roads give the overall impression of a quaint rural village and, from what I can see, most of the residents seem to be very cheerful and friendly. I could spend hours wandering the streets, sightseeing. It’s a huge and fascinating settlement, but the vastness of the place is going to make finding Chambers’ accommodation very difficult.
‘We’ll have to ask someone where he lived.’ I state the obvious.
‘Yeah. We need to find someone.’
I get a sudden surge of bravery. ‘Excuse me.’ I turn to a girl my age who strolls past, biting into a toffee apple. ‘Sorry, do you know where I could find Ron Chambers’ place?’
‘The electrician?’
‘That’s right,’ I reply, not believing she actually knows who I’m talking about.
‘Haven’t you heard?’ she says. ‘He’s not here anymore. I think he was arrested. Not sure though. He used to live with the other trades on Porchester Road, D’you know it?’
I shake my head.
‘It’s down there.’ She points back down the road. ‘Northumberland Mansions. They’ll definitely have reallocated his apartment by now though.’
‘Thanks very much.’ I smile.
‘You’re welcome.’ She gives us a curious stare before turning off down a side street and disappearing.
‘Cool, Riley.’ Luc punches my arm.
Northumberland Mansions is a large ugly brown block, reserved purely for skilled trades people and their families. It sits on a wide tree-lined road and is probably quite a prestigious place to live. Close enough to the main road and the main gates, but far enough away not to be disturbed by the noise of the street market. Litter covers the pavement though and there’s dog shit everywhere.
Luc says I should speak on the intercom, as a girl’s voice is less intimidating. We stand in a urine and cabbage-smelling foyer and buzz a few numbers until someone answers. The woman on the other end confirms Chambers has left the compound, but that he used to live in apartment 26B. I duly press the bell for 26B and a man’s voice answers.
‘Hello,’ he says.
‘Hi, my name’s Riley. Can I speak to you for a few minutes?’
‘Who?’
‘Riley. I wonder if I could speak to you.’
‘Dunno any Riley. You need to go through the committee if you want an electrician.’ The intercom squeals and then goes dead.
‘Offer him some cigarettes,’ suggests Luc.
I press the bell again and put Luc’s offer to him.
‘Fifth floor. Come on up.’
We jog up the dim airless flights of stairs until we finally reach the fifth floor and push open an opaque glass door at the top of the stairs. I scrutinise the flat numbers listed on the wall and Luc points to a short, dark corridor on our left. There at the end we see a man peering out from behind his door, with 26B in dull gold lettering on it. He has the chain across and eyes us warily as we approach.
‘What do you want then?’
We briefly explain the reason for our visit, saying Chambers is wanted for murder and we’re here to see if he’s left anything behind that might give us a clue to his whereabouts.
‘Who are you then, the Munchkin Army? No offence, but you look a bit young to be playing detective.’
‘He killed my sister,’ I say quietly, starting to loathe this rude man.
He doesn’t reply for a while. Just stares, as if sizing us up.
‘Come on, Riley,’ says Luc. ‘We’re obviously wasting our time. We should go.’ He turns, as if to make his way back to the staircase.
‘Hold on a minute,’ says the man. ‘Got those smokes you were talking about?’
Luc produces a packet of cigarettes from his rucksack and holds them out for the man to see.
‘Blimey, those look like the real thing? Where’d you get those? Better not ask eh?’ He closes the door and I hear the sound of the chain sliding across.
The door opens again, without the chain, and a middle-aged man stands before us wearing a pair of almost indecently threadbare red nylon football shorts and a matching vest. His large white hairy belly protrudes from a gap between the two items of clothing. He pats it.
‘Maybe I can start to lose some of this now I’m on the fifth floor with no bloody lift.’ Luc passes the cigarettes across and the man steps aside. ‘Okay, come through then, but no funny business. I’m watching the pair of you.’
We follow him in and stand awkwardly in his entrance hall. I ask if he’ll let us have a quick look around the apartment.
‘Got any more of those ciggies?’ he asks, eying Luc’s rucksack.
Luc raises his eyebrows at me and I reluctantly nod. He produces another packet and hands them to the man.
‘You beauty.’ He grins at Luc and claps him on the shoulder. ‘Mi casa es tu casa’ he says cheerily, in bad Italian. ‘But I’ll come round with you, don’t want you rooting through me underwear drawer do I?’ He raises his eyes at me, as if to imply I’d enjoy doing such a gross thing.
I shudder.
‘Just moved in last week. Bloody lovely place. Clean white walls, wood floors. Can’t believe my luck. Didn’t find anything out of the ordinary though. Can’t believe you’re telling me the bloke’s a murderer; that’s a bit creepy. I’m a sparky, new to the area. Ever need anything electrical doing, just talk to the committee and I’ll give you a good deal.’
We follow him around the flat. There’s a large lounge, two double bedrooms, an adequate kitchen and a shower room. It’s a lovely, airy apartment, simple and clean with high ceilings and, best of all, no horrible smell.
‘This is hopeless,’ I say. ‘We’re not going to find anything.’
‘You done now?’ asks the man, as we follow him back into the hallway. He looks as though he’s about to say something, but then he closes his mouth again and gives a tight-lipped smile. ‘Well, cheers for the smokes.’
We leave his apartment and make our way back down the five flights of stairs. We’re about half way down when we hear an echoing voice.
‘Oi, you two!’
I glance up to see the man’s round face peering down at us. We turn around and head back up the stairs. When we reach the top, he’s got a strange expression on his face and he’s chewing his lower lip.
‘There was this one thing,’ he says.
Luc and I glance at each other and then turn back to look at the man, waiting expectantly. I feel a surge of hope.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twelve
Riley
 
I wonder what this man’s going to tell us. Could it be something that will lead us to Chambers?
‘I found something,’ he says.
‘What?’ Luc says.
‘I found it down the side of the sofa.’
I look sideways at Luc. He raises his eyes at the man.
‘A lighter. I found a lighter,’ the man says.
Something stirs in my memory, but I can’t quite remember. ‘Can I see it?’ I ask.
‘Um.’ He seems reluctant, but finally concedes and pulls a silver lighter out of his pocket.
I stare at it, puzzled. ‘That’s Pa’s lighter.’
‘Your old man’s? Yeah right.’
‘Check the bottom,’ I say confidently. ‘And you’ll see the initials JRC. My father’s initials.’ I wait.
He looks at me and frowns. Then he peers at the underside of the lighter and his frown deepens. ‘Shoulda kept my mouth shut shouldn’t I. That’s a nice lighter that is.’
‘Thank you,’ I say, reaching out for it.
‘So.’ He smiles at me, showing yellow teeth. ‘What’s it worth?’ He makes no move to hand it over.
‘What?’ I splutter. Luc puts a warning hand on my arm and I turn to him in annoyed disbelief.
‘I’m sure you’ve got plenty of goodies in that bag of yours,’ the man says. ‘You can’t blame me. I’d be a prat to pass up an opportunity like this. Those smokes will sort me out big time. So come on, don’t be tight. A couple more packets and we’ll all be happy.’
We do the deal and I finally have Pa’s lighter, feeling its warm weight in my hand.
‘Cheers,’ says the man, as he walks back into his apartment and closes the door without saying goodbye.
What on earth was Pa’s lighter doing on Chambers’ sofa? It doesn’t make any sense. We leave the apartment block and step out onto the street.
‘Maybe Chambers was a thief,’ Luc muses, as we head back up Porchester Road towards the street market.
‘Must have been,’ I answer. ‘Otherwise, how else do you explain the lighter?’ It feels solid and reassuring in my hand, as if I have a piece of Pa. I imagine the lighter feeling pleased to have been returned to its family. Pa doesn’t smoke, but a lighter is a handy thing to have. I remember last month, Pa asking me if I’d seen it, but I didn’t pay much attention. Funny to think of it all the way over here. I click it, but it just sparks impotently.
We hurry back through the street market, towards the car park. Nobody stops us as we pass through the exit door. I immediately spot the huge AV at the other end of the car park, which is just as well as neither of us had thought to take note of where we’d parked.
Luc’s quiet. He seems annoyed.
‘Are you cross with me for making us come here?’ I ask.
‘No. No, course not,’ he replies. ‘I’m just annoyed at that bloke. We gave him way too much of our stash. I feel like an idiot.’
‘There was nothing else we could do. It’s only a few packs of cigarettes and we’ve got loads more.’
‘I suppose. We better get going. We can’t be anywhere near Ringwood when night falls.’
‘What about if we stay here until tomorrow?’ I say. ‘See if we can find any more people who knew Chambers. Maybe we’ll find out some other stuff about him.’
‘We could, but I think we’re too close to home and I don’t want to risk anyone recognising us. They’d probably be rewarded for taking us back.’
‘But who would recognise us?’
‘Any of the workers who come to our Perimeter. Some of the guards’ families live here too. Anybody really. That’s why I didn’t want to come here in the first place, but I understand why you wanted to. I just think we’re lucky no one’s spotted us yet. I don’t want to push it.’
‘Okay.’
‘It gets dark about half seven, eight. We need to go now. Once we get on the road we’ll be able to pick up some real speed.
We head out of the compound and onwards to find the road.
Luc was right about picking up speed once we hit the Wessex Way. It feels like we’re flying. The speedo now reads an impressive thirty five miles per hour, a massive improvement on the measly five to ten we’d gotten used to on the rough ground.
The Wessex Way is a dual carriageway that used to be divided along its length by metal crash barriers. These have long since been removed and now the central reservation is choked with weeds, bushes and trees, so you can’t see the other side of the road. This suits us fine as we’re not keen to meet any other vehicles anyway. We pass nobody and, about three quarters of an hour later, we come to a huge roundabout.
Luc brakes as we get closer and it’s a good thing he does, as three large army trucks rumble straight across our path and away, to our right. They don’t stop to give way to us or to check us out, thank goodness.
‘They’re heading to Ringwood,’ Luc says. ‘We’re going to be driving in that direction for a while, until we turn off north to Salisbury.’
‘Shall we wait a bit, so they get a good head start?’ I ask. ‘I don’t like the idea of driving right behind them.’
‘Definitely. It’s only four and it shouldn’t take more than an hour to get clear of Ringwood.’
‘Good,’ I reply.
‘I’m going to close my eyes for ten minutes.’ He yawns and stretches. ‘Keep a look out, Riley and wake me if you see anything.’
He parks up on the grass verge and switches off the engine. My mind wanders over all we’ve seen this morning and I ponder the sheltered existence I’ve led.
I try to imagine what Skye would have made of it all, sure she would have felt a lot braver than me in the same situation. She was always up for anything. I’m overcome with a wash of sadness that she’ll never have the opportunity to experience anything like this. I want to tell her all about it and see the look on her face as I describe the Charminster Compound, the horseman, everything.
I study Luc’s sleeping face It’s so familiar. I’ve known him all my life, but he feels different to me now. We’re closer than we ever were before.
I suddenly worry in case I’ve missed something on the road, or that Luc might wake to find me looking at him. That would be too mortifying to contemplate, so I quickly turn away and stare out of the windscreen. Nothing stirs in the hot afternoon and the AV is already starting to feel warm without the air con. I reach into my bag and take out some bottled water. I sip it slowly.
Luc starts the engine, interrupting my thoughts.
‘Good sleep?’ I ask.
‘Mmm, a power nap,’ he says, stretching his hand out in front of him like Superman.
‘I can’t sleep in the daytime, it makes me irritable.’
‘Really? I feel great now. I so needed that snooze.’
We cruise around the roundabout and take the last exit, the same one the soldiers’ trucks took. We’re heading towards Ringwood and I’m keeping my fingers tightly crossed that we don’t encounter any trouble from the riots. The reality of our vulnerability is starting to sink in.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
Eleanor
 
The next two weeks were life-altering for me. Connor and I stole every spare moment we could. My family wouldn’t have shown him such generous hospitality if they had known exactly how we were spending our time together. We couldn’t get enough of each other. While my parents and brothers were out working, we went off in Connor’s camper van and, as soon as we found a quiet place to park, we would close the curtains. There, in the illicit gloom, our minds and bodies became the source of endless fascination.
‘Ellie, you’re amazing.’ He kissed my arm, soft butterfly kisses that sent me half-mad and he wasn’t afraid to stare right into my eyes, unnerving me with his candour. I savoured every single word and every single kiss, memorising it all and storing it away to dissect and revel in later.
He pushed me gently down onto the converted bed. ‘I feel like this is my real home - here with you,’ he said with a half-smile. ‘I know it sounds cheesy, but ... it’s how I feel.’
‘I know,’ I whispered, gazing up at him. ‘I just wish we could stay here and forget everyone else. I never want to have to go home.’
‘So let’s pretend there’s no outside. This is all there is.’ He leant over me so his dark fringe fell into his eyes. He lowered himself down and kissed me until I didn’t even know who I was anymore.
The time we spent in each other’s company flew past in a momentary flash of brilliant light, but the hours we were apart plodded by like so many centuries of darkness. I lost my appetite for food, but felt like I could live on the love-infused air I gulped down.
Abi couldn’t understand any of it, and I felt bad for neglecting her so much. I didn't want to be one of those people who dropped their friends as soon as they got a boyfriend, but I couldn't help it. These feelings were outside my control - a need that made everything and everyone else unimportant.
Even after all this time, I still felt unimaginably nervous in his company. I was always trying to impress him with witty sarcasm, trying to be cooler than I was. I couldn't understand his interest in me. I imagined his type of girlfriend to be an edgy blonde with tattoos and piercings or a svelte raven-haired indie chick. I was a boring middle class brunette to whom nothing exciting ever happened. But he seemed to want to be with me and I couldn't believe it.
One warm evening, we sat together on the top of Smallpox Hill amongst the heather and rabbit holes, gazing out across the sun-faded countryside.
‘I like it here,’ Connor said. ‘It’s peaceful. But I miss Ripon.’
‘Is that where you’re from?’
‘Yeah.’
I wanted to ask him how long he would be staying down here, but I didn’t want him to think I was being clingy or needy.
‘When was the last time you went home?’ I asked instead. ‘And where is Ripon, anyway? I know it’s up north somewhere …’
‘Ripon’s in North Yorkshire, but I don’t go home. Not anymore.’ His mouth hardened into a thin line and he started tearing small clumps of grass out of the ground.
‘Don’t you get on with your parents then?’
‘My mum’s great. It’s my dad …’
‘Oh. Sorry.’
‘Yeah, well. I like my life now. I just work wherever. And I’m lucky I’ve got my bus. My grandad left it to me in his Will.’
‘What happened with your dad? Tell me to shut up and mind my own business if you like.’
‘Nah, you’re alright. We never got on. I was never good enough for him. All I ever felt when I was at home, was pressure. Like I was gonna suffocate.’ He sent a clod of earth spinning down the hillside and put his hands up in front of his face. I heard him grit his teeth in anger. ‘I knew nothing I did would ever make him happy, apart from maybe being a brain surgeon or winning the Nobel Peace Prize or something. So I just thought it would be easier if I did a runner.’
‘Connor, I’m so sorry.’ I put my arm around his shoulders and he gave me a closed-lipped smile.
‘It wasn’t easy for Mum though and I feel bad about leaving her. But at least she’s not walking on eggshells any more, trying to keep the peace, you know?’
I didn’t know. I realised how lucky I was to have my warm, loving family to support me. Connor was on his own.
‘But it’s not all bad, Ellie. If I hadn’t left, I wouldn’t have met you.’
His words gave me goose bumps and I smiled at him. In my eyes, he was amazing, with a strength of character I envied. I had never considered I could ever feel like this about another human being. He smiled back at me and pulled me towards him. We kissed a long deep kiss that spread throughout my body. This relationship was turning me into a new person. Someone who was ready for the world. I could do anything I wanted.
Then, one hazy summer day, everything suddenly changed to break the spell.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
Riley
 
Luckily, Luc and I don’t see a soul on the Ringwood road. We make it safely around the town in daylight without encountering any riot of any kind. I’m actually starting to feel less worried about the journey. Luc looks tired.
‘Do you want me to drive?’ I ask.
He flicks his eyes towards me and then back onto the road. He smiles.
‘That’s okay, Riley. I’ll drive today. Maybe you could take a turn tomorrow?’ I think he can see a little apprehension in my eyes and has taken pity on me.
We talked so much back home; planning our trip and how we would track down Chambers. But out here on the open road we just speak when necessary or make odd comments about the scenery. Maybe there’s too much to think about or maybe we’re just tired and a bit spooked by the unfamiliar surroundings.
The road opens up to reveal a great lush green floodplain that must once have been rich summer grazing land, but I can see no sign of cattle or sheep. The road makes the area too exposed to farm and valuable animals would have to be kept hidden out of site.
‘That’s the River Avon,’ Luc says. ‘This road completely flooded last winter.’
I gaze around and see beauty I never imagined could exist in real life. Soft, rolling hills frame each side of us in every colour green imaginable. Dense copses of willows and poplars nod their heads along the river and fields. The clear blue sky is fading to white and the sun bleeds red and gold into the uneven horizon. It’s a tranquil rural landscape and it inspires new primitive emotions inside me.
I’ve never been so scared and so exhilarated in all my life. I’m terrified we won’t make it, that something awful I can’t even imagine will befall us. But the gentle splendour of the countryside awes me. I can’t remember ever feeling so uplifted by nature. It’s raw and incredibly freeing to be out here after the constraints of the Perimeter fence.
I suddenly wonder how late it is. ‘Should we find somewhere to stop for the night?’
‘We’ve probably got a couple of hours of daylight left,’ Luc replies. ‘Maybe we should keep going for another hour or so; get a few more miles in.’
‘Yeah I don’t mind. I suppose we should keep going while we can.’
The engine’s steady thrum is lulling me to sleep. We’ve only ever reached a maximum speed of about thirty five miles an hour and that felt fast. But the road’s pitted and scarred surface means we’re now bumping along somewhere between five and twenty miles per hour. Not very good for fuel consumption, but luckily the AV’s got deep tanks.
I’m drifting in that vague place, somewhere between awake and asleep when I hear my name being whispered.
‘Riley, Riley. What’s that?’
I come to with a start and look up. It feels like I’ve dozed for a couple of minutes at most, but when I open my eyes I see that it’s twilight already. As my eyes focus, I make out a long dark shape in the road up ahead.
‘What’s that?’ I echo stupidly.
‘I don’t know. It looks like a fallen tree.’
As we get closer I see it. It’s a tree, or more like a log, lying across the whole width of the road.
‘I don’t like the look of it,’ says Luc, as he brings the AV to a halt, squinting ahead into the fading light.
‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘I’m sure we can shift it. We’ve got some rope in the back. We could tie it to the AV and drag it to the side of the road.’ I make to open the door.
‘Stop, Riley!’ Luc cries, grabbing my arm and making me jump.
‘What?’
‘Look.’ He points into the hills.
‘What is it?’ I follow his line of sight to see twinkling lights. ‘What are they?’
‘It could be a raiding party.’
‘What!’
‘I didn’t want to mention it before. I hoped we wouldn’t run into any.’
‘What do we do?’
‘It might be a trap,’ he says. ‘That log didn’t fly into the middle of the road on its own. Someone wants us to get out and try to move it.’
‘But those lights are miles away.’
‘Yeah, but whoever put the log there is probably really close by and watching us.’ As he’s speaking, he flicks on the blackout mode to shield us from view.
I look out of my window and see that our ambushers could be hidden anywhere. Darkness is seconds away and there are any number of dense trees and bushes to hide behind. I shiver.
‘We could drive over it,’ Luc ventures, ‘but we might damage the underneath.’
‘I don’t want to break down here.’
‘Me neither. I don’t think we should risk it.’ Luc switches the headlights onto full beam. ‘Oh God, look closer, Riley.’
‘Look where?’
‘At the log. It’s got nails or something sticking out all over it.’
I stare and sure enough in the gloom I can make out hundreds of evil little spikes along its length, confirming Luc’s theory that this is indeed an ambush. We’re in a tough, virtually impenetrable armoured vehicle but it doesn’t stop an unwelcome fear from inching through my body.
‘Maybe … Could we shoot at it?’ I ask, feeling the tremor in my voice. I don’t really take my suggestion seriously and wait for Luc to tactfully dismiss the idea.
‘Hmm. That’s not a bad idea. If we gun a weak spot near the middle, we might be able to split it in two. It might shift out of the way as we drive into it. What a waste of bullets though - shooting at a tree.’
‘We can’t worry about that,’ I say.
‘And the run-on-flats will get us out of here if we get punctured from the spikes.’
‘Can we do it quickly?’ I ask. ‘Cos sitting here is really freaking me out.’
‘Yep,’ Luc agrees. ‘Thank God we brought shed loads of ammo.’ He reaches behind and unclips the gun case, passing me the PK and taking the heavier M60 for himself.
‘Should we both fire at it?’ I say, beginning to panic. ‘Or … I don’t want to get out though. Maybe we should open the roof and stand up.’
Luc turns to me. ‘Look,’ he says softly, realising I’m about to go to pieces. ‘I’m going to shoot at the tree and you’re going to cover me. If you see anything moving, shoot at it. If you hear any shots apart from mine, shoot in that direction.’
I nod, feeling numb.
‘I doubt they’ve got automatic weapons, but when they see ours they’re gonna start drooling. They’ll want what we’ve got. Take the binoculars, keep scanning around for trouble.’ He smiles. ‘We’ll do this, okay? It’ll be fine.’
I nod again, mute, and sling the bins around my neck as Luc opens the roof hatch.
At least I’ve had good training, as have all of us Perimeter kids. Pa taught Skye and me from the age of eight. We had advanced driving lessons, comprehensive weapons training and survival skills. At the time it had all been great fun, but I see now that Pa was equipping us for every eventuality.
It all feels like it’s happening in slow motion. There’s no time to feel scared anymore. One minute Luc and I are discussing what we should do. The next minute we’re firing off rounds into the dark, silent countryside.
They come at us from the far distance, to the left, where the sun has recently set. From what I can see, most of them are on horseback, but there are a lot on foot, swarming down from the hills. I can’t see how Luc is doing so I just spray bullets, even though my targets are way out of range. But if the raiders keep on coming, it won’t be long until I hit something … or someone.
The riders are wearing what appear to be old fashioned riot-police helmets and bullet proof vests over their clothes. They look like futuristic cowboys. Surreal and menacing. They’ve got weapons, but I can’t feel bullets anywhere close.
After what must be less than thirty seconds or so, the raiders turn tail and disappear back up the hillside. Luc stops firing and so do I. I check the fallen log. It’s been decimated, reduced to a million splinters. Luc grins at me.
‘That was quick,’ I gasp, the adrenalin still racing around my body.
‘You okay?’ he whispers in the sudden silence.
Just then, something cold presses at the side of my head. Luc swings his weapon towards me, but he’s too late.
‘I’ll shoot.’ It’s a man’s voice, steady and confident. His breath smells rank, his body odour sickening. I don’t dare turn my head to look at him. His arm slithers around my shoulders and his gun presses harder into my temple.
Luc lowers his weapon as the man relieves me of my machine gun with his left hand. I’m rigid with fear, hardly able to breathe. He must’ve crawled up the other side of the AV while we were distracted by the raiders coming down the hill. Why on earth hadn’t we anticipated something like this? We should have activated the shockplates before carrying out our hasty plan. Luc must have the same thought as me, because I see his hand snaking down inside the AV towards the shock button.
But before Luc has a chance to do anything, another man appears over the top of the AV and cracks Luc on the side of the head with his gun. Luc crumples down into his seat like a rag doll and I see thick globs of blood on the roof-opening.
‘No,’ I moan. My vision blurs and I feel like I’m about to pass out.
‘Don’t worry,’ says the man next to me. ‘He’ll just have a bit of a headache when he wakes up and I feel so much better now he’s asleep.’ He’s well-spoken and, when I glance at him, he smiles, smug and in control of the situation. I reckon he’s in his twenties; he’s clean shaven and good looking. Pity about his personal hygiene.
He slings my Kalashnikov over his body and reaches past me into the AV to pull Luc up by his hair so he’s now slumped upright in the driver’s seat. But he hasn’t done this out of any concern for Luc; he’s trying to reach Luc’s weapon which fell onto the floor when he was knocked out.
I weigh up my options and find them very limited. The revolver is still jammed against my head, my gun hangs from the man’s malodorous body and my lovely Luc is unconscious, with another raider trying to reach the M60 down in the footwell. Then things get suddenly worse.
‘Nice work, Solly.’ Another man’s face materialises over the top of the AV and my heart plummets even further. Then, from behind the rustling trees and bushes the hidden raiding party appears. There are about twenty to thirty men and women of varying ages and attire, all modestly armed and some carrying lanterns. They look almost civilised – grubby, but not too unkempt, not like the people I saw outside the Charminster Compound. I hear distant shouting and see the mounted raiders waving and cheering from the hillsides.
We’re done for. We hadn’t scared them off before, as I’d mistakenly thought. They were just waiting for Solly to do his worst. I’m paralysed with fear, surrounded by hostile strangers capable of who knows what.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
Riley
 
Now the raiders are crawling over the AV like dirty ants. They climb up on to the roof to congratulate Solly, their hero. They’re surprisingly well-spoken and intelligent sounding. From their aggressive behaviour, I wrongly assumed they were all stupid and half-wild.
Solly removes the metal gun barrel from the side of my head and grabs me by the waist. I gasp as he lifts me out of the vehicle, about to pass me down into the waiting arms of his friend. There’s no time to think, I have to act quickly and so, with all the strength I can muster, I kick out as hard as I possibly can with my heel. Unfortunately I’m only wearing my flip flops, but I manage to hit the sweet spot I’m aiming for and he drops me back into the passenger seat. I could almost smile to see him doubling up in agony, half sliding off the roof.
‘You little bitch,’ he wheezes.
Meanwhile, his companion is leaning down into the drivers’ side, grappling past Luc’s body to reach for the elusive gun. I’ve got another surprise in store for them and, from my safe position inside the AV, I quickly flick the switch that activates the shock plates. There’s a split-second of teasing silence, followed by a highly-charged hum - a ramping up of power. Solly and his companion peer down at me in horror as it dawns on them what the low, menacing sound means. I’m too wired to savour my victory.
The raiders who’ve crawled onto the vehicle are quite literally about to receive the shock of their lives. Their hair begins to lift in slow-motion and then, suddenly and violently their bodies are thrown from the AV at the same time, like startled flies.
The darkness is almost absolute outside, apart from the headlights and weak lanterns. Static from the electric plates showers sparks of light which accompany the raiders on their unexpected flights. Arms and legs splayed, hair standing on end and mouths open in silent screams and yells. They fly through the air at frightening speed, upwards and outwards; a cascade of human bodies.
Has the electric current killed them? Or are they just badly stunned? I realise I’m shaking and I try to get my brain to unfreeze. I still have to get us out of here. The metal plates buzz and crackle and I thank God for old technology.
Those who were thrown are now strewn on the ground about twenty feet from the vehicle, either in the middle of the road or on the grass verges. Some collided with those standing around the vehicle and are now lying unconscious on top of them. Others are just standing slack-jawed in amazement.
But shock soon turns to anger and one idiot boy charges towards me and tries to open the passenger door. He immediately finds himself lying incapacitated with his friends, face down in the dirt.
A woman picks up my Kalashnikov from Solly’s prone body and fiddles around with it for a while, before firing it at close range on the AV. I give a short scream as bullets bounce off the windows. The vehicle shudders horribly under the impact.
Then she has a brainwave and lowers her aim to the tyres. I’m seriously freaking out now. I need to stop shaking and squealing and do something. I’m lucky - the woman’s ammunition runs out before she’s able to hamper my chances of a good getaway. She throws the gun down in disgust, the smirk, wiped from her face. There’s nothing any of them can do and they’re furious.
All my thoughts now are of getting out of here, but Luc’s still slumped unconscious in the driver’s seat.
‘Luc! Luc, wake up. Please, Luc!’ I shake him, but he doesn’t respond and there’s no way I can shift him out of the way quickly enough. I close the roof and do the only thing I can in the circumstances - I improvise.
Although I’m still in the passenger seat, I release the handbrake and stretch my right leg over Luc’s, onto the accelerator. I dip the clutch with my left leg and reach past Luc to grab the steering wheel. His face rests on my back as I lean in front of him.
The keycard clicks and I feel the engine hum. I stare at the road ahead illuminated by the yellow headlights still on full beam. The log now resembles nothing more than a jumble of broken wood, but there are also several stunned bodies sprawled in amongst it. Hearing the engine, some of the raiders run into the road to lift the injured out of the way.
I slide the gears into first, overdoing the accelerator so the engine roars as the AV leaps forward. I’m aware of several sickening judders beneath the wheels and I don’t know if I’m driving over bits of machine-gunned log and nails or if it’s the raiders’ bodies I’m mangling. I crunch into second gear and then third.
Leaning across the still-unconscious Luc, I drive awkwardly for about ten or fifteen minutes until I can no longer see the glow of lights in the hillsides. My heart is racing and my body is trembling in fear and shock and from the unnatural position my body is forced into. When I can stand it no more, I swerve over to the side of the road and pull on the handbrake.
I leave the engine running and make sure the plates are still activated. I have to move Luc across to the passenger side, I can’t drive like this and I’m worried about the unnatural position Luc’s sitting in.
‘Luc!’ I whisper loudly, still really scared in case there’s anyone around. ‘Luc! Can you hear me? Are you okay?’
Nothing. Please God let him be okay.
The small crescent moon gives off a weak glow as a cloud moves to reveal it. On Luc’s head is a huge egg-shaped lump and a livid bruise where he was hit with the revolver. Blood is congealing down the side of his face, but miraculously the wound seems to have stopped bleeding. I’m freaking out about him. It’s obvious he’s in a bad way and needs proper help.
If I was braver I’d turn back right now, but the thought of another encounter with the raiders is too much for me. I wish I’d been thinking straight back there - I would have done a three point turn and headed straight back home to the Perimeter. But I was too scared to think about which direction to drive in; I’d just wanted to get out of there.
I stretch, rolling my neck up and down and from side to side and then I lean across to examine Luc. His breaths come slow and even. I scent the warmth from his skin.
I want to lie him across the back seat, but he might roll off with all the jolting around and, besides, it’ll be too difficult for me to get him there. My only other option is to put him in the front passenger seat and hope the upright position will be okay for him.
I climb into the back and hook my arms underneath his armpits. He’s so heavy and I’m worried I might be making things worse for his poor unconscious body. But even more worrying would be the imminent appearance of other raiding parties or worse and anyway, it’s impractical and dangerous to carry on driving the way I have been. A dog or maybe a wolf howls in the distance and I try not to think about the horrors of the night as I concentrate on trying to slide and heave Luc into the passenger seat.
Sweating and breathless, I finally manage to get him where I want him to be. Then I swing his legs across one at a time, climb into the driver’s seat and fasten both our seatbelts.
I rest my head on the steering wheel and try to get my breathing back under control. A few tears drip onto my cheeks and when I look across at Luc I feel immediately guilty. This is my fault, this trip which originally seemed so glamorous and heroic. And now I might have gotten Luc seriously and permanently injured. Killed even. Please let him be okay. But right now we have to get out of here, so I drive in a semi-stupor, relieved to be away from the beautiful floodplain.
The road soon narrows, becoming hillier. Summer-coated trees line the road, bowing over to greet each other in the middle. I drive through this long, rustling tunnel, eerie and muffled in the dark, headlights shining strangely in the green murk. The way twists and turns, it rises and then drops away sharply.
I grip the wheel, periodically stretching my fingers out where they ache from being locked into such a tense position. I drive in a terror of so many things: Luc’s unconscious state, the appearance of more raiders, or driving off the edge of the road - it seems so precarious in the unpredictable darkness. But I know so far we’ve been lucky to escape with our lives.
Every time I look at Luc, my heart lurches. It seems as though he’s sleeping peacefully, his breaths are regular and his face is so serene. But in the dim light, I can clearly see the huge lump and vicious cut on the side of his head. Panic tries to jumble my thoughts, so I take some breaths to calm down. I need to put all the negative thoughts out of my head, to tell myself he’s just asleep and will wake up soon. If I let myself think anything else, I’ll throw up, pass out or have a full blown panic attack.
Suddenly, a yellow eye and a white ribbed wing fill my vision for a split second, as a huge brown owl nearly smacks into the windscreen. I slam my foot on the brake and the AV skids on the gravelly road with a sound like white noise.
Luc and I pitch forward against our seatbelts, to be yanked backwards into our seats again. Luckily, the force isn’t great enough to set off the airbags. Luc’s head lolls to one side. The owl hoots and swoops off into the night, unharmed.
I pull on the handbrake with shaking hands and my breath comes in noisy and uneven gasps. What else could possibly happen tonight? The AV is skewed across the road. I look up and notice the beam from the headlights is shining directly onto a narrow and overgrown dirt track leading off the main road.
I realise I’m too shaken up to drive out here tonight, so I re-start the engine and steer the AV onto the track. Once I’m out of sight of the road, I park up in the tangled undergrowth.
With trembling fingers, I switch off the engine, kill the lights, open the door and climb out. It takes what little courage I have to creep back onto the main road. I shiver and my teeth chatter, though the night air is warm. My nerves are shot to bits but I have to force myself into the middle of the deserted road to make sure no passer-by will be able to see our vehicle. A cool breeze plucks at my hair and the leaves rustle and sigh. I can’t wait to get back to the security of the AV.
Once satisfied we’re truly hidden from view, I come back to check on Luc. He’s still unconscious. I would rather he was lying flat, but I don’t dare attempt to lift him again, so I recline his seat as far as it will go and then crawl into the back seat to fall into a restless sleep.
The following morning, I awake to the strange and unfamiliar sound of a cow mooing. I stretch, peer up out of the rear window and see a herd of black and white cattle leaning their thick necks over a five-barred gate about two hundred yards away. Between me and the wooden gate, towers an even higher wire fence topped with rolls of barbed wire. I’m lucky I didn’t drive or stumble into it last night.
Someone’s whistling. I follow the noise and see a woman with short fair hair wheeling a red push bike across the field towards the cows. The AV is in plain view through the gate - she must have seen us. A million things race through my brain at once, from the events of last night, to whether Luc has recovered this morning.
I sit up quickly to check the passenger seat and my stomach lurches to find it empty. Perhaps Luc has slipped down into the passenger footwell. I lean forward to look, but no. Luc has disappeared.
Fumbling, I unlock the AV and, in my haste, I fall onto the wet grass. I scrabble to get upright and then scan the area for Luc. The woman is now riding her bike as she herds the cows back across the field. How could she not have spotted me or the huge AV? She hasn’t even glanced in my direction. What am I supposed to do now?
 
 
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
Eleanor
 
My brother David ran into the house at five pm on Thursday August 10th.
‘Turn on the news!’ he shouted. I heard the crackle of the TV being switched on in the lounge. ‘Come and look at this, Ellie!’
Everyone else had been at work that day as I lounged around the house in summer holiday mode and daydreamed about Connor. He was also at work, helping Dad at the factory.
‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ I yelled from the kitchen.
‘No, just come and look at this will you! It’s hit the fan!’
I poured a few drops of milk into my tea and dismissed my brother’s over-dramatic tone. I sauntered into the lounge, where David knelt in front of the television. He looked up at me and shuffled backwards to give me a better view of the screen.
An anchorwoman stood in front of what looked like a shopping centre. Behind her, people were running and screaming. A stream of text scrolled across the bottom of the screen: so far there have been explosions in London, Manchester,
Leeds, Birmingham, Bristol ... The list went on. The anchorwoman spoke,
‘It’s the same story throughout Europe. Also, the U.S., Australia, South Africa, India … A global attack, the like of which has never been seen before ... thousands feared dead ... as I am speaking I am getting reports of still more explosions in Scotland, in Cardiff ...’
Sirens screamed behind her and she wore a crazed look, like she couldn’t believe the enormity of the story she was relating.
‘Oh my God.’ I felt sick. ‘David, what’s happening? I’m scared.’
He turned to look at me and we both exhaled slowly through our mouths, at the same time. There had been a couple of terrorist attacks earlier in the summer, but nothing compared to the stories we now witnessed on the screen. I sensed this was something that wouldn’t be forgotten anytime soon.
The next couple of weeks were odd. No one we knew of in our village had been hurt. But we all obsessively focused on the news. Four days after the first attacks, there were more bombings. Again, they were worldwide. Not as extensive as the first round of attacks, but still horrific, and enough to refuel a mass panic of the population. Nobody felt safe. There was none of the distance that normally accompanies big news stories. It all felt real and close. Most of us knew people who had been directly affected.
Because the police had now diverted most of their efforts to stopping the attacks, there were too few of them to deal with the rapidly escalating crime wave that overtook the country. To try to prevent total chaos, the armed forces came onto the streets. Soldiers on the beat meant the police force could concentrate more fully on investigating the terror attacks. But, whilst they had intercepted a couple of plots, the enormity of the task they faced was plain for all to see.
So far, there had been twenty-eight bombings in the first wave of attacks and nine in the second. And this was just in the UK. The devastation had been wrought by a combination of suicide bombers, sophisticated car bombs, plane hijacks and vicious nail bombs left in public areas. The attacks occurred in airports, sea ports, shopping centres, transport systems, office blocks and bars.
The damage and suffering grew beyond anything anyone could have imagined and the world could only watch in horror as the death toll mounted each day.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
Riley
 
I climb back into the AV and sit here a moment, trying to decide what to do. Suddenly, there’s a sharp rapping on the windscreen. I jump and look up. It’s Luc with a smile on his face. Standing next to him is a small wiry man in a worn tweed jacket and matching cloth cap. I open the door, ecstatic to see Luc. I get out, wanting to wrap my arms around him, but I don’t. The air smells of wet grass and manure.
‘You’re alright!’ I say. ‘I thought you were never going to wake up and then when I woke up and saw you weren't in the AV I didn’t know what to think. Where were you? Are you okay?’
‘Hey, Riley, I’m okay. Just feel a bit sick and I've got a banging headache. I woke up and needed a pee. I didn’t know where I was. When I saw you lying on the back seat I didn’t know if you were alive or dead. I had to check you were breathing.’
‘What?’
‘Well I didn’t know. I still don’t know what happened. When I realised you were safe, just asleep, I didn’t want to wake you. What happened? How did you get us out of there? Sorry, I haven’t introduced you. This is Fred. It’s his land we’re parked on.’
‘Morning.’ He tips his cap and gives a tight-lipped smile, but his eyes are warm and humorous. ‘I found your man here, watering my field and was wondering if you’d care to take some breakfast with us. Jessie’s just gotta take the cows across for milking.’
‘Umm, great, yeah. If you’re sure that’s okay,’ I stammer, taken aback by the man’s apparent friendliness after the hostilities of last night.
Luc looks at me and shrugs as if to say ‘why not’.
‘How are you?’ he asks me again. ‘Tell me everything. Are you alright? How's the AV? Does it still drive okay?’
‘I'm fine, the AV's fine. It drove okay last night, but it took a bit of a battering. Maybe we better look underneath and we should check the tyres.’
We give the AV a brief once-over and the only damage we can see, is a bent wheel arch and scraped front bumper. The engine still starts fine and miraculously the tyres are unpunctured.
Fred waits while we’re doing this, then he explains we’ll have to take the long way round as his fields are electrified and wired-off and there’s a five-foot-deep ditch around them as well. It crosses my mind I could have easily fallen into this ditch last night. He gestures to us to follow and then strides on ahead, leaving Luc and me to stumble after him.
We make our way across the dew-soaked field. I’m still wearing my flip flops – the most impractical footwear on the planet - and have to skirt around prickly thistles and large steaming cow pats. As we walk, I fill Luc in on what happened last night after he’d been knocked out.
‘God, Riley, you saved our lives! You’re amazing and I was completely useless.’
‘Well, there’s not a lot you can do when you’re unconscious.’ My cheeks flush under his gaze.
‘True.’ He grins.
‘Changing the subject though, do you think it’s safe to follow these people?’
‘Well, I spoke to both of them for about half an hour before you woke up and they seem normal and decent. And they’re offering us breakfast. I’m starving, aren't you?’
I realise I am.
We’re nearly at the barn. The cows are still mooing and I spot a cockerel on the fence, crowing for all he’s worth. A couple of collies sit to attention in the yard and then eagerly circle the woman as she exits the field with the cattle. They make me think of Woolly. It feels like ages since I’ve seen him, even though it was only yesterday. I almost wish we’d brought him with us.
She wheels a large scaffold tower out of the barn and across the smooth surface of the yard, over to where we’re waiting outside the fence by the ditch. Fred pulls out a long wide plank from under a nearby bush. It has a thick groove in the top and he swings it up so it slots into a bar on the top platform of the tower. The bottom of the plank rests on the ground by our feet.
Jessie climbs up the tower and throws us down a rope which is tied to the top of the tower. Fred uses the rope to haul himself, hand-over-hand, up the plank and onto the scaffold platform.
‘Up you come!’ he shouts. Luc and I look at each other and follow him up the plank. I’ve got slight doubts about following strangers into a place that obviously has no immediate route for escape. But I follow his instructions anyway and so does Luc. When we reach the top, Fred pulls up the plank and passes it down to Jessie. Then we all climb down the tower and Jessie wheels it away, back into the shed.
‘Cor, I’m getting too old for that climbing malarkey,’ Fred chuckles. ‘Haven’t done that in a while. We’ve got another way in and out, but I don’t know you well enough to show you it just yet, no offence.’
‘None taken,’ Luc says.
Jessie beckons us and we follow her past the barn and round the back, to a sweet Georgian-style farmhouse built from mellow grey stone and half-covered in Virginia Creeper.
‘Fred’s going to do the milking. He’ll be along later,’ she says in a gravelly voice.
We enter the house through a side door, which takes us into a freezing scullery. The dogs trot after us and lie down on a doggy-smelling rug where they stay, somewhat dejected. Jessie slips off her Wellingtons and slides a pair of espadrilles on. We wipe our feet on the mat and follow her into the main, warmer part of the kitchen. She gestures to a chipped Formica table with six mismatched wooden chairs and we sit down gratefully and glance around.
It’s a large, but cosy room with a slate floor and awful green textured wallpaper - functional, rather than aesthetic, but with a nice homey feel. On the shabby Welsh dresser sit framed photographs of children - a boy and a girl in various stages of childhood. I feel strangely comforted by the dresser’s warm honey and treacle tones. Its gleaming brass handles rest on backplates shaped like birds with their wings outstretched and I think back to the second scare I had last night when the owl nearly collided with the AV. If it hadn’t been for that startling encounter, I wouldn’t have stopped here, scared and exhausted. I get the superstitious thought that maybe the owl was Skye guiding us to kindness and shelter.
Jessie reaches into a kitchen cupboard and takes out an ancient-looking bottle. ‘Hydrogen peroxide,’ she says. ‘I’m going to dilute it to clean that wound on your head,’ she says to Luc.
I see him wince. ‘Okay, thanks,’ he says.
She dabs some on the cut and the liquid starts foaming. Luc doesn’t make a sound, but I notice he’s gripping the sides of the chair.
‘There,’ she says. ‘I’ll brew up some comfrey root tea to help the bruising. It‘ll take about an hour or so. Remind me after breakfast.’
‘Thanks,’ says Luc.
‘Now, on to more pleasant things. Tea? I’m afraid we’ve only got mint, but it’s quite delicious.’
‘Yes please.’
‘I’ve got some homemade bread and jam, if you’d like, or would you prefer bacon and eggs?’
I’m absolutely starving. I hadn’t realised how much, until she started talking about food and now I can feel the build-up of saliva in my mouth and the giant-sized hole in my stomach.
‘Tell you what,’ continues Jessie. ‘We’ll have the lot.’
She starts to prepare the food on a cream wood burning stove. It radiates a gentle heat, taking the edge off what would have been a very chilly room, if the freezing scullery is anything to go by.
As she cooks, we sip our tea and I tell her about the previous night’s unwelcome encounter. She listens without speaking; just nodding or shaking her head at the appropriate times.
‘And then I woke up and saw you with your cows in the field,’ I say, my story complete.
‘Unfortunately, your tale doesn’t surprise me,’ she replies, as she serves up our delicious-smelling English breakfast and joins us at the table. ‘When we go into the village, we always hear some awful tale about run-ins with the raiders. It’s getting worse and there’s no one to keep them in check. I don’t feel as safe here as I used to.’
‘Are they your children?’ I point to the photographs on the dresser.
‘Yes, that’s Freddie Junior and that’s Melissa.’
‘How old are they?’
‘Freddie’s nineteen now and Lissy’s sixteen.’
‘Same age as me,’ I say. ‘I’m sixteen.’
‘When’s your birthday?’ asks Jessie.
‘Beginning of May.’
‘Same as Liss.’ There’s an awkward silence.
‘This is absolutely delicious, Jessie,’ says Luc.
‘Mmm,’ I agree. ‘It’s so kind of you to go to all this trouble.’
‘Not at all, it’s my pleasure.’ She smiles. I like her face. It’s kind and sweet. But she looks sad. I suppose it’s a hard, lonely life. I wonder where her children are.
We’re on to our third cup of tea and all but licking our plates clean, when Fred comes in through the scullery door.
‘Finished?’ Jessie asks him with a smile.
‘As if!’ Fred replies.
‘I’ll give you a hand after breakfast. Wash your hands and sit down. Yours is in the pan. I’ll serve it up.’
‘Lovely.’ He turns to us. ‘I see you’re enjoying the produce - all home-grown you know.’
‘It’s fantastic,’ I say.
‘Really good,’ Luc agrees. ‘Thanks so much for inviting us.’
‘You stay as long as you like,’ Fred offers. ‘We don’t get many visitors.’
‘You forgot to remind me about the comfrey root!’ scolds Jessie. She takes a cloth and soaks it in the brewed tea. Then she places it on Luc’s head.
‘That feels great,’ he says. ‘Really good. Thanks.’
After breakfast, Luc goes back to the AV to check it’s still safely hidden from view and to do a more thorough check for damage, while Jessie gives me a tour. Fred says he has farm business to attend to, but will see us later this evening.
The farm is a decent size and they’ve got cattle, pigs, a tiny flock of sheep, ducks, chickens and rabbits. They also have an enormous kitchen garden which is charming, as well as practical.
Luc returns at about 10.30am. We offer to help out with the chores, but Jessie won’t hear of it and tells us to go into the lounge, take a sofa each and have a sleep. She brings us in a couple of quilts, covers us over and draws the curtains.
‘Help yourselves to food and drink. I’ll be out in the yard if you need me.’ And she closes the door behind us. We’re alone again and I want to talk to Luc, but I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes open.
‘She’s nice,’ says Luc.
‘I know,’ I yawn. ‘They don’t even know us. They’re really kind people.’ I snuggle down onto the soft floral sofa, pull the quilt up to my nose and sleep.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
Riley
 
I awake to the sound of the grandfather clock striking four. I’m completely disorientated. The events of the past twenty four hours unfurl slowly. Daylight spills in from behind one side of the heavy velvet curtains so it must be four in the afternoon.
Luc’s still asleep on the sofa opposite me. Fred and Jessie haven’t even asked who we are or why we’re on the road alone. They seem such nice people and I feel we owe them an explanation, but I get the feeling they wouldn’t approve of what we’re doing. Luc stirs and interrupts my musings.
‘Hello,’ I say.
‘Hi,’ he replies. And we both fall about laughing at the bizarreness of the situation.
Later, we sit at the kitchen table and help Jessie to prepare the vegetables for dinner. She clucks around us like a mother hen, asking us to sample various delicious foodstuffs. The room has warmed up considerably and is thick with steam and cooking smells.
‘We’ll be stuffed before we even start dinner,’ says Luc
‘I know,’ says Jessie. ‘But you have to try a couple of slices of this cucumber, it’s really good.’
We still haven’t seen any sign of their children and I don’t like to ask. Maybe they’re off visiting family or friends. It’s odd they haven’t said where they are. But then I suppose it’s also odd we haven’t told them what we’re doing. So I decide to mind my own business and just be thankful we’ve met this hospitable couple.
Soon dinner is ready and Jessie calls to Fred, who’s upstairs getting changed out of his work clothes.
I feel relaxed and well-rested. I’m not so worried about Luc’s health anymore. He seems to be recovering really well, although the bruise still looks nasty.
Jessie’s telling us about the surrounding area. ‘There’s a compound just north of here, but we always preferred to be independent. We do some good trade with them and nowadays they’re friendly enough, not like it used to be at the beginning. In any case, we have to stay here just in case …’
Fred walks into the room and touches her arm gently. ‘We’re in a bit of a situation here,’ he says to us. ‘Something happened a while ago.’
‘You don’t have to explain anything to us,’ Luc says.
‘No, it’s okay. We’d like to tell you. You might’ve thought it strange our kids aren’t around.’
I’m intrigued, but neither of us speaks.
‘It happened nine years ago,’ continues Fred. ‘We’d gotten used to the way things were, with all the troubles and everything. The place was secure; locked tight against raiders and looters. We’d already abandoned a lot of our land over the years and most of our livestock had been stolen. We’re lucky to have what we got really. But at the time, we were seriously considering moving out of the farm and into the compound so the kids could go to school and we wouldn’t be so cut-off.
‘Freddie was ten and Liss was seven. One day ...’ He broke off and paused for a moment. ‘One day, Jess and I were tending to the animals as usual. We asked the children to sweep out the yard and feed the chickens. Jessie came back down to the house to cook breakfast, but the children weren’t in the yard and it was still unswept. She got cross and went into the house to see what they were playing at, but they weren’t there neither. She assumed they must have been with me, helping with the cows. They weren’t, and we never saw ‘em again.’
I realise what he’s telling us – that their children have gone missing. There’s a heavy silence. Luc breaks it.
‘So they disappeared?’
Jessie sighs. ‘We didn't have the same security measures on the farm then that we have now. We were stupid, naive. It’s the not-knowing that eats you up inside. I mean they could be anywhere. I refuse to believe they’ve gone for good. This morning. We thought, well for a second when Fred saw Luc ...’
‘Oh God!’ I say, comprehending. ‘You thought we could have been them coming home! I’m so sorry.’
‘That’s right,’ Fred replies. ‘We wouldn’t normally invite total strangers into our home, but we saw you two and we thought of our children and Jessie’s a big softie and begged me to invite you both in for breakfast. So you see, we can’t move on to a safer location in case they manage to find their way back to us.
‘The local compound is very secure now, with home grown provisions and a lot of new amenities and we wouldn’t have to live on our nerves like this. They’ve already offered us a cottage that’s just come available, but we can’t leave because we have to be here when Freddie and Liss come home, else how would they find us again? We’re stuck here, in limbo. Waiting.’
I feel awful and don’t know what else to say. The rest of our dinner stays cold on the plates. I get up to put my arms round Jessie, who gives me a kiss and pats the back of my hand.
How will they ever be able to move on with their lives when they don’t know what’s happened to their children? I don’t want to think about it. Instead, I think about my sheltered upbringing and compare it to the majority of the population who live in fear and uncertainty, like this poor unlucky couple. I’ve seen nothing on our journey that comes close to the taken-for-granted life I’ve led so far and I feel an overwhelming gratitude to my parents.
Then I get a stab of guilt. Aren’t they too, worrying themselves stupid about our safety? They don’t know if we’re alive or dead. I feel guilty. The note we left them will do nothing to calm their fears; it will only make them worry more. I decide to contact them as soon as we can. But the next opportunity to do this probably won’t be until we reach Century Barracks in Warminster.
Then something occurs to me. Something so obvious, I wonder why I didn’t think of it the moment Fred and Jessie started to speak of their children’s disappearance. It must have occurred to Luc too, because we look at each other and mouth the same word, ‘Grey.’
I’m itching to tell them what we know, but I wonder if it’s the right thing to do. It’s too late to keep it from them though, as they stare directly at us, having missed nothing of our unsubtle exchange.
‘Do you think it might’ve been James Grey’s lot?’ I ask Luc, not sure if I should have spoken.
‘Who?’ Fred and Jessie answer in unison.
‘Umm.’ I start to feel nervous about what I’m going to tell them, but I continue anyway. ‘James Grey. From Salisbury.’
‘Never heard of him,’ says Jessie. ‘Fred?’
‘No. Doesn’t ring any bells,’ he answers. They turn to look at me, as Luc still hasn’t spoken.
‘Please, tell us what you can,’ says Jessie.
I hesitate. Not sure where to start.
‘Tell us.’ Her voice is barely a whisper now. She’s shaking and tears roll down her cheeks. ‘I don’t even want to let myself hope there’s a chance you might know what happened after all this time.’ She pushes back her chair and stands up unsteadily. Fred rises and put his arms around her. He turns to face me and Luc and there is anger in his eyes.
‘If you know something, please tell us. I like you two kids, but you better not be upsetting my Jess for nothing.’
‘I’m sorry,’ says Luc. ‘We’re sorry. We shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t want to raise your hopes by guessing. It’s just, what happened to your children happens quite a lot in this area and my father has some theories about who’s behind the abductions.’
‘Spit it out, lad.’ Fred speaks more gently this time and guides Jessie back to her chair. He sits next to her and holds her hands in his.
I feel uncomfortable that I blurted out Grey’s name without thinking. But it’s too late and anyway Luc seems to be gearing up to tell them about James Grey, Salisbury and the rumours.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Nineteen
Eleanor
 
With thousands of people either dead or missing, we gave thanks, hourly that our loved ones were still beside us. My emotions fluctuated between a blissful euphoria that Connor and I were so consumed with each other, and the growing worry that world events were about to catch us up.
The centre to everybody’s lives had shifted. Priorities changed. The tainted summer air held a mixture of urgency and recklessness. Samuel decided to join up. The military had issued a public announcement for more people to defend our besieged country and the TV advert gave a list of recruitment offices where you could just turn up to enlist.
Samuel was sold on it, and Abi was all at once, proud and distraught. She’d taken to calling him, My Samuel. They accepted him on the spot, pending his security checks and, all being well, he would go through fast-track basic training and then start serving.
He took to his new career like a cockerel to a five-barred gate, crowing loudly to Abi and me about his new responsibilities. I suppose at the time, I thought he was basically a loyal, good-hearted bloke - just not a very bright one. And he was easily seduced by power and beauty. He wanted to be at the heart of the action, the first to know everything and he craved the status and power newly up for grabs. It became harder for me to like him, however, as he openly hated Connor.
One afternoon, Connor and I were walking back from the corner shop to my parents’ house. It was quite chilly and we were looking forward to getting in out of the gusting wind. He had his arm around me and I leant into his body, revelling in our closeness.
‘Still in your civvies, Connor. Not gonna help out your country then?’
We both turned around and saw Samuel with a couple of his army buddies. Connor ignored him and we carried on walking. A thousand and one retorts hovered on my tongue, but I couldn’t spit any of them out.
‘Talking to you, mate,’ Samuel called out. I heard him say something to his buddies and they all laughed.
I prayed Samuel would leave it alone. We carried on walking, but I felt Connor’s stride slow down. We could hear them close behind. The road was quiet and I had a stomach-lurching feeling this wouldn’t end well.
‘Connor! Mate! Is it because you’re a coward? Is that it?’
Connor gave me a reassuring smile. He didn’t appear at all worried. He seemed calm and unbothered.
‘I said. Is it because you’re a coward?’ This time, Samuel’s voice was right behind us.
‘Ellie,’ Connor spoke to me quietly. ‘You go on home. I’ll be there in a bit.’
‘No way,’ I replied and turned around to face the three soldiers. The wind whipped my hair around my face and I pushed it behind my ears. ‘Samuel Bletchley, you’re being a twat. Why don’t you just shut your ignorant mouth.’
This provoked laughter and jeers from him and his mates.
‘Hey, Connor! Guess that proves it then. You really are a coward. Gotta get your woman to fight your battles.’
‘Is that what this is then?’ Connor asked. ‘A battle?’ He dropped his arm from around my shoulders, stood in the middle of the pavement facing the three of them and took a long swig from his can of lemonade.
Samuel and his mates didn’t reply, they just smiled and nudged each other like the immature idiots they were.
‘So. You think I’m a coward, yeah? That’s what this is about?’
‘Pretty much,’ Samuel replied.
‘That’s an easy issue to sort out, Sam.’
‘Only my mates call me Sam.’
‘And what are your two mates called?’ Connor asked.
A look of confusion passed across Samuel’s face. ‘Them?’ He gestured to his mates.
Connor nodded.
‘Mark and Rich. What’s that gotta do with anything?’
‘Mark, Rich,’ Connor looked at the beefy soldiers. ‘Why don’t you two do one so I can prove to Samuel I’m not the coward he thinks I am. But if all three of you stay, I think that would prove you are the cowards. We can settle this one on one or you can all three start laying into me and we’ll know for a fact I’m right.’ Connor stared hard at Samuel, not breaking eye contact for a second.
Samuel looked away first. He smiled and shook his head.
‘You wanna fight me, Connor? Nah, you don’t wanna do that mate. You might get hurt.’
He patted Connor on the shoulder and then all three of them barged past us and carried on down the road.
I glanced at Connor and saw a brief flicker of cold hate in his eyes, but then he instantly softened and winked at me. He draped his arm back around my shoulders.
I was still really unnerved though. I knew Samuel still thought Johnny had been wronged and Connor was to blame. He wouldn’t accept it had been my decision to end the relationship, and Johnny was too dignified to pursue the matter. As a loyal friend to Johnny, Sam still wanted his revenge and, as we were soon to find out, his new career put him in the perfect position to exact it. Samuel just couldn’t help himself.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty
Riley
 
Luc and I heard the history of James Grey’s rise to power from Luc's Uncle Rufus, who’s one of the few people outside Salisbury to have met the man. Salisbury Cathedral is the focal point for many devout Christians across the country. The reason it’s such an important building, is that it’s now the very last cathedral left in Britain. Because of this, after the main terror attacks, Salisbury attracted many pilgrims who travelled through the unpredictable countryside to reach its endangered walls and help preserve it against looters and vandals.
We all knew the rumours surrounding one of these pilgrims - Mr James Grey. Luc’s uncle once had the misfortune to dine with him a few years ago, as a guest in his grand house in the Cathedral Close.
Luc's Uncle Rufus is based at our Perimeter, but only ever comes home about once a year, as he’s heavily involved in the family business. He spends his time managing perimeter security around the country, but also in his more secretive occupation of weapons production.
Rufus was hand-delivered a request to dinner, by one of James Grey’s personal messengers. Rufus assumed he wanted to discuss perimeter business and so he accepted his invitation. He arrived on time at the heavily guarded Cathedral Close.
They passed an interesting evening where Grey told Rufus his story or, as he liked to call it, his ‘epiphany.’
‘I was called to save the people,’ he said.
But Rufus told us there was something manic about Grey. He got the feeling he was more than slightly unhinged, that it was obvious to see the fearful respect everybody paid him.
It turned out it wasn’t security Grey was after from Luc’s Uncle, but information on weapons production. Rufus was shocked that Grey knew anything about it, as it wasn't supposed to be common knowledge.
Grey suggested it would be mutually beneficial if Rufus were to set up a munitions factory within Salisbury's walls. Grey said he knew it wasn’t a very Christian business but it was a necessary evil needed for protection. Rufus lied, politely denying all knowledge of the weapons industry and beat a hasty retreat. But he left behind a very angry man.
Rufus now has strong opinions on Grey:
‘He’s a man who is wholly sure of himself, an evil dictator disguised as the saviour of mankind. He’s the worst kind of charlatan, but unfortunately he’s got that place sewn up tight with his priestly warriors, disciples and slaves running around doing his bidding. It’s a closed society and it’s fuelled by fear.’
Under no circumstances will Luc’s Uncle arm this madman with weapons and we’re all praying that no one else will help him, for who knows how powerful he might become?
Thankfully, four years after his meeting with Rufus, Grey isn’t yet crusading against the rest of Britain in a holy war. So we can only hope his weapons production never gets off the ground.
According to Rufus, James Grey, a one-time hospital worker, came down to Salisbury from his hometown, the City of Durham, where the Cathedral and many churches had been taken over and, in Grey’s words, ‘desecrated by the masses.’ They were being used either as places of shelter, as fortresses, or they had been targeted by terrorists, demolished or dismantled.
‘… But nowhere, nowhere I tell you, were they being respected as Houses of God. Blasphemy everywhere I turned!’ Luc’s Uncle had pounded the table with his fist to add weight to his impression of Grey.
Grey was furious with this blatant disrespect to his God, but he received word from his sister, who lived outside Salisbury, that their ancient Cathedral was still intact. She could still see its four hundred and four foot spire from her little house. Rumour spread that it was being protected against terrorists and other ignorant heathens, by people such as himself, who were flocking to its aid to ‘preserve Christianity in these barbaric times.’
After he received this message from his sister, Grey felt something he had never felt in all his thirty nine years - hope, in the form of a spiritual calling. He packed up his sparse belongings and trailed his frightened wife and four children more than halfway across the inhospitable country until they reached the little village on the outskirts of the city where his sister lived.
His sister’s house had been demolished and there was no sign of her, so they assumed the worst. They hiked the five extra miles to the Cathedral Close to find it bolted shut from the inside against the outside world. No amount of begging, cajoling or shouting gained him entrance from the guards. He and his family were forced to make camp outside the walls, along with the hundreds of other homeless families and pilgrims, many of whom were injured, mortally ill or just plain crazy.
He made sure he and his family camped well away from the others, wary of attracting the wrong sort of attention or catching some vile disease. Occasionally, one of the gates would open to allow somebody out, or back in, but he could never catch a glimpse of the person, as they would always be surrounded by a heavily armed security force. Grey traded some of their precious food for a map of The Close.
He prayed night and day for God to admit him to His place of worship and one day, seven months later, his prayers were answered. The inhabitants of the eighty acre Cathedral Close were struck down by an unknown illness.
One morning, the gates opened wide and a robed man staggered out calling for a doctor. Weak, crying and sweating profusely, he had hideous, swollen lumps on his neck and black bruises on his face. He suddenly broke down into a coughing fit, which had him bent double and clutching his chest in agony. As soon as Grey saw the distraught man he knew what he was witnessing - the plague.
He went straight to find his wife, children and meagre possessions and they left the area. They slept rough for several weeks and avoided all contact with other people. One day they stumbled across a deserted, mouldering two-bedroom mobile home hidden by trees in the corner of a field. They cleaned it up and moved in. Grey waited patiently, planning his next move.
Three months later, he was confident Salisbury Cathedral would be his to restore to the good Christian people of Britain. He told his family to remain in the mobile home for their own protection. He said he would return for them within a year. If he did not come back within the allotted time, they were to ‘make a life for themselves.’ (He never saw them again. When he finally did send someone to find them, the messenger returned saying the mobile home was empty with no sign of recent habitation. Grey assumed they must all be dead, kidnapped or fled).
When he returned to the Cathedral Close, the area outside the walls was as he had expected it to be - deserted. The stench of rotting bodies overpowered him, and Grey repeatedly threw up every time he tried to approach the St Anne Gate. However, he persevered and, when he reached it, he found it unlocked.
And so, after months of waiting, he had finally made it into The Close. At the entrance, a shallow pit had been dug, now overflowing with partially burnt, decaying bodies. He jogged quickly past with his face averted, but he knew he would soon have to deal with it.
He saw deserted buildings - Bishop Wordsworth’s School, The Sub-Deanery, Sarum College; he knew the buildings and the layout by heart, from the worn and crumpled map he kept in his pocket. He went straight into the cavernous cathedral and dropped to his knees to give thanks to God for entrusting him with this holy task to undertake.
Over the next few days, he began the unforgiving and near impossible task of burning the corpses. He slept each night in the North Canonry and scavenged food from the empty buildings and gardens. One day, he hit the jackpot and found huge rooms in The Bishop’s Palace piled high to the ceiling with bottled water, tins of fruit and vegetables and all manner of supplies that would have taken an army several months to get through.
But then, during that first week, he contracted strong flu-like symptoms. He knew this was inevitable and had expected it to happen. A couple of years previously, after the initial terror attacks, he’d had the foresight to steal an array of medicines from his place of work. He prayed for forgiveness every night, but saw the theft as a minor transgression, needed in case he or his family should need treatment in the future.
So, sweating and in fear, he prepared a syringe and gave himself his first shot of antibiotic, straight into his thigh. He had enough for two shots over a ten day course and prayed this would be enough to protect him from the disease.
He sweated it out, not having anticipated feeling so dreadful. He thought he would die, but the plague didn’t manage to take hold of him. He was ill for two weeks, with dizzy spells and a strange deafness and light-headedness that disorientated him. But he attributed this to the pitiful amount of food he had consumed. The food was abundant, he just hadn’t the energy to eat it.
At the end of his second week, he had a visitor - a middle-aged man who turned out to be one of the Cathedral Close gardeners by the name of Dickinson. He had survived the plague without the help of antibiotics. But, unlike the other survivors who had fled, he remained, not sure what else to do. When he found Grey on the brink of death, he took on the task of nursing him back to health.
Soon, Grey’s mind cleared enough to focus upon the huge task ahead of him. Although he was impatient to start, he knew that he would have to get fit and healthy before the real work could begin. Dickinson offered to help him. It took months.
First they daubed the exterior walls will the words ’PLAGUE, KEEP AWAY’. Next, they dug pits and burnt the dead. It was exhausting, stomach-churning work, but they kept at it until every last corpse was just a charred remain. Thankfully, there can’t have been that many people within the walls in the first place, but even so, it was almost six months before Grey decided to remove the warning graffiti and open the gates.
During that time he had amassed a small group of some twenty five or so followers. They had each ignored the warnings and entered the Close by cunning or brute force; either because they had already survived the plague, or because they felt it worth the risk. Either way, they were greeted warily by Grey, who interrogated each of them at gunpoint while deciding whether or not to let them remain. They all ended up more than willing to do Grey’s bidding. How or why? Who knows? Were they brainwashed, bribed or threatened?
These first inhabitants became his core disciples and Grey considered them to have been chosen by God for him, as they had made it into the Close without fear of the plague.
He had some weaponry left over from the deceased security forces and so they all took up arms and prepared to receive their first influx of residents. Each visitor was grilled thoroughly on arrival and, if they were worthy, they were housed within the walls and given a role to fill, be it gardener, farmer, cook, child carer or tradesman.
The one common factor required was the willingness to embrace Grey’s new religion. Few people refused to stay, as his way of life promised an easier existence than the one they faced outside the walls. He planned to disregard all previous incarnations of Christianity and devise a new, all-encompassing faith, to unite every denomination. And in true Grey style, he named it ‘Grey’s Church of the Epiphany’.
His Church grew quickly and soon the eighty acre Close became overcrowded. So Grey expanded his new empire. Before five years had elapsed, his walls enclosed almost the whole of Salisbury and beyond.
He’s as strict about letting people out, as he is about letting them in. The army lets him get on with it, as long as he doesn’t cut off their transport routes and he often pays them to turn a blind eye.
This is the gospel according to Rufus. But he still knows very little about what actually goes on behind The Close walls. Maybe it’s all peace and harmony. But Luc’s uncle is a good judge of character and he thinks we haven’t heard the last of James Grey, not by a long way. He’s a man out for glory and he’ll get it by any means necessary.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty One
Riley
 
Luc has just finished telling Fred and Jessie about Salisbury’s recent history. He left out the bit about his Uncle Rufus’ weapons production, just giving them the bare facts about James Grey and Salisbury. I see him pause as he thinks about how to tell them the next bit.
‘So what has all this got to do with our Liss and Freddie Junior?’ asks Jessie. ‘Unless you think they may be with this Grey character.’
‘We only know about him though rumours,’ I say. ‘My Pa always put the fear of God into us about Grey. He said if we ever set foot outside the Perimeter we could be snatched. He's like the bogeyman, or something.’
Luc continues. ‘My uncle saw someone when he was in there. It was a girl, who’d gone missing from a local compound. She just disappeared, like your children. And then, a month later, my uncle recognised her in Grey’s courtyard. He managed to smuggle her out and I'm not sure of all the details, but she had definitely been abducted. She said there were hundreds of other children who’d been taken or lured in, now trapped or brainwashed. And anyway, over the past few years there have been a lot of unexplained disappearances of children.
‘I don't know what to think,’ Jessie says. ‘It's a possibility, but then again, it could just as likely be raiders that took them, or ...’ She starts to cry again.
‘Jess, darlin', don't cry.’ Fred wipes her tears.
‘I know we don't know for sure, but it makes sense that it could’ve been Grey,’ I say. ‘Raiders want food, weapons or valuables, not more mouths to feed. Grey isn’t trusting anymore; he turns people away from his gates. But he’s got hundreds of followers and they’re mostly children or young adults. Children are easier to brainwash and train up to be loyal to him and his religion.’
‘Anyway,’ Luc says, ‘we've told you what we know about Grey and I don't know if we've made you feel better or worse, but maybe there might be some hope for you that ...’
‘That what?’ Fred interrupts. ‘That we can march up to Grey's house and say, 'excuse me, Sir, but have you got our kids? We think you might have took 'em without asking and we'd like 'em back’.’
‘I don't know,’ Luc says. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘Oh Go-o-od!’ says Jessie, exhaling loudly. ‘This is just too much. I can't deal with this now. I can't think anymore. Thank you Luc, Riley, for what you've told us, but I can't listen to any more.’ She trembles as she stands and makes a move to clear the table.
‘Just leave them dinner things, Jess.’ Fred gives us a glare. ‘No offence, kids, but would you mind going upstairs and leaving me and Jess to talk. We'll see yer in the morning.’
We stand up awkwardly and say goodnight, not really knowing if we should add anything more to ease the situation. But Fred wants us gone. As we walk up the stairs, Luc gives me a look I can't decipher, but I don’t think he’s too happy.
‘We shouldn't have mentioned Grey,’ he whispers. ‘I think we've just given them false hope. Even if Grey has got their kids, there's nothing they can do about it.’
‘I know,’ I reply. ‘But we had to tell them. It’s their kids. Surely they have a right to know all the possibilities.’
His jaw clenches tight. ‘Yeah, I guess. But I feel bad for them.’
‘I know. Me too.’
To make matters worse, the rooms we’re going to sleep in tonight are Liss and Freddie's bedrooms. When Jessie showed us to our rooms earlier, we hadn't known their children were missing. We just assumed they had moved out or were with friends. Now I know the truth, I’m a little creeped out that we’re sleeping in their bedrooms.
‘Hope you sleep okay, Riley,’ he says, squeezing my hand. ‘Sorry if I seemed a bit off.’
‘Don’t worry about it. It’s a weird situation. You sleep well too.’
My room is immaculate, but looks exactly as it must have been nine years ago. It’s a seven-year-old girl’s bedroom, with cuddly toys, dolls and pretty things. A shrine. A pink and mauve delight that makes me sad. I gaze out of the window into the black night, the darkness relieved by starry pinpricks and a sliver of moon. I close the fairy curtains and lie on top of the covers, thinking of Luc in the next room, of Fred and Jessie’s lost daughter and of my Skye.
 
* * *
 
We spend the following morning helping Fred and Jessie with their chores around the house and farm. I get stuck in, pleased for the distraction the physical work provides.
‘There's always too much to do,’ says Jessie. ‘It’s amazing how much more we can get done with you here. Thank you.’
They haven't mentioned last night's conversation at all and I don’t feel it’s my place to bring it up. An awkward feeling hovers in the air between us and our hosts. Luc and I agree we should probably head off soon. In the cold light of morning, I feel as if I’ve made a huge error in judgement by telling this sweet couple what we know. Luc was right, we shouldn't have said anything.
Jessie looks pale and tired and Fred is cordial, but tight lipped. I know I’ve opened old wounds. Did I genuinely think I was doing something good? Or was I just excited at the thought of giving them the news that could lead to a dramatic reunion with their children?
They ask us to join them for a sandwich in the kitchen and we politely follow them in. The easy good humour from yesterday has completely gone. We all sit down around the Formica table, not knowing what to say. After a long minute of silent chewing, Fred clears his throat.
‘Jess and I didn't get much sleep last night, as you can imagine.’
‘We're sorry,’ Luc says. ‘It was insensitive of us to ...’
Fred raises his hand to quiet Luc. ‘Let me finish, lad.’
Luc and I cast our eyes downward while Fred continues.
‘We're grateful you told us about Grey. It's a lot for us to take in. We really never expected to hear anything about our children again. We'd sorta said goodbye to them a few years ago, you know, in our heads. Your revelation has changed everything. We had no leads before, nothing to go on, no help; they could have been anywhere. But now, well. We can't go on as before, not if there's the smallest possibility they could be alive; if there's a chance they're there. We have to try. We have to.’
Jessie is staring at me and Luc. ‘We need your help,’ she says. ‘We could try by ourselves, but we'd have more of a chance if you would tell us how we could get in there. We wouldn't expect you to put yourselves in any danger, but if you could just help us to formulate a plan. Advise us how to go about it. You know about the place.’
‘We'll do anything we can to help you,’ I say. ‘Of course we will.’
‘Hold on, Riley,’ Luc says. ‘Of course we’d love to help, but I don’t see how we can.’
‘Luc,’ I start to reason with him. ‘Surely we can …’
‘No, Riley,’ he snaps. ‘This isn't fixable. None of this is fixable. Not finding abducted children or bringing in escaped murderers and not bringing Skye back to life.’
I raise my eyes to Fred and Jessie, who return my look of shock. I've never seen Luc like this. I've seen him irritated and annoyed, and after Skye, I saw him sad beyond measure, but this anger is an entirely different Luc. He’s biting his lip and shaking with emotion. I can see he hadn’t meant to blurt out our business like that.
‘I don't even wanna ask,’ Fred says.
‘This is such a mess,’ sighs Luc, his rage dissipating as quickly as it flared up. ‘The whole thing is just completely screwed up. Riley, we must be mad to be doing any of this.’
‘I’m sorry, Luc,’ I say.
‘Not your fault.’
We’ve got no choice but to tell them what Luc and I are doing. It would feel wrong not to say anything. We tell them a watered-down version of our story, starting with Skye's murder, but leaving out the part about not having our parents' permission. Jessie now looks even more stricken than before, if that’s possible.
‘What kind of world are we living in? Riley, I'm so sorry about your sister, you poor girl. And there's us, trying to rope you into our affairs, when you've obviously got so much on your plate.’
‘Sorry,’ Fred echoes. ‘Looks like we're not the only ones suffering.’
We all sit quietly, lost in our own thoughts for what feels like a long time.
‘Okay,’ Luc breaks the silence. ‘I'm definitely going to regret this, but Riley's right.’ He turns to me with a smile that doesn't quite reach his eyes and then returns his gaze to the couple. ‘We should help you. You've been really kind to us and we're here now, on the road. There's no going back for Riley and me.’
‘Luc,’ I smile at him. He looks at me but doesn't return the smile this time.
‘Riley,’ he says. ‘We'll do this, but everyone will have to do exactly what I say. No questions, no hesitation or doubts. If we do this, it's serious and we’ll do it my way.’
‘Luc, lad,’ says Fred. ‘Just give us some information and we'll do the rest. We can't ask you to put yourselves in danger for us. It's not right, you're kids yourselves.’
‘Fred, no offence, but you’ve got no chance of doing this without us. The very fact we’re kids is what's going to make this plan work.’
‘I hope you're not suggesting what I think you are.’ Fred is worried and so am I. I’m just starting to realise what Luc's plan is going to involve.
It’s all very well, telling them about Grey and our theories on all the missing children, but now we have to actually do something about it and that’s the scary part. We’ve never been to Salisbury before. We’ve only heard of Grey through Luc's uncle. Of course we have to help them, but what are we going to do about Chambers and our own search for answers?
Our parents will now be frantic with worry and every day we delay our search, means more stress for our families. But it’s too late for us to think about that now. At least the road to Salisbury is the route we were going to take anyway. We’ve made our choice and have to follow it through. I want to help these people and, besides, I like them and want more than anything for them to find their children.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Two
Riley
 
Luc and I stand outside the walls of Salisbury Cathedral. We’re on foot and we’ve dressed to make ourselves appear as young and vulnerable as possible, in scruffy, stained t shirts and shorts. I’m not wearing a scrap of makeup and my hair is pulled back in a ponytail. This morning, Luc shaved his fine stubble with Fred's cut throat razor until his skin was peachy soft. We’re unarmed and carry no bags or possessions.
We knocked and shouted several times with no response from the main gates and so we followed the high wall along for about three hundred yards. Now we’ve arrived at a small wooden door with thick metal studs. I’m hesitating, but Luc bangs on it twice with his fist. Almost instantly, a woman opens it.
She’s small and pretty with shoulder-length dark blonde hair. She doesn't look anything like the dark-robed religious zealots I had imagined. In fact, the only religious-looking thing about her is the small gold cross hanging neatly around her neck, nestling below her collar bone just above her pastel blue shirt. I’m guessing she’s in her thirties and she has an open friendly face.
Luc and I had psyched ourselves up so much for this moment that I’m quite taken aback to be greeted with such courtesy and lack of security.
‘Come in,’ she says. ‘The road's not a good place to be these days. Would you like a drink?’
We step through the small wooden door in the wall and glance around. There’s no security that I can see and we’re in a small beautiful courtyard, fragrant with flowers and herbs. She motions us towards a wrought iron patio set and we sit down.
‘Be back in a minute.’ She smiles. ‘Lemonade okay?’
We nod and watch as she passes through a half-glazed door in the side of a house, its red bricks faded and crumbling.
‘This is odd,’ I whisper to Luc.
‘Not really,’ he replies. ‘Think about it. If you want to recruit children or young adults, heavy security isn't going to make them want to stay. Grey’s a smart man. He'll try the carrot approach first. This first impression will look like paradise to most kids used to living rough on the outside. You can guarantee if we were anything other than two defenceless kids at the gate, we'd have got a very different welcome.’
The door creaks open and the woman returns carrying a tray with a jug of lemonade, three glasses and a plate of biscuits. A large ginger tom cat runs out of the door with her and scampers across to where we’re sitting. He purrs loudly, winding himself around our legs, his nose in the air, asking to be petted.
‘Don't mind Tigger,’ says the woman. ‘Shoo him away if he bothers you. He just loves company.’ She sits and pours out the cloudy lemonade.
‘No,’ I reply. ‘He's lovely, really friendly.’ I reach down to stroke the cat.
‘Help yourselves to biscuits.’ She gestures to the plate and Luc and I take one each. They’re obviously really delicious, but nerves stifle the taste and my dry mouth makes it feel like crumbly cement on my tongue. I reach for my glass and swallow a mouthful of the acidic drink.
‘It's all homemade,’ says the woman. ‘I'm Rebecca.’
‘Luc.’
‘Riley.’ I cough. We decided earlier that we didn't need to change our first names, as nobody would know who we are anyway.
‘We're sorry to bother you,’ says Luc. ‘But we’ve got nowhere to go and we saw your gate and we're so hungry and thirsty. It's really kind of you.’
‘It's no bother,’ Rebecca smiles. ‘Relax. Enjoy your drinks. You don't have to rush off on account of me. I have work to do anyway. I'll be in here if you need me.’ She points back to the door she’s just come through. ‘Please stay as long as you like.’ She swigs down the last of her lemonade and goes back into the house.
We wait a few minutes. All I can hear is Tigger's insistent purring, the breeze ruffling the leaves of the trees and a distant hammering sound of metal on metal. It’s a warm afternoon, still early and the sun’s high in the sky.
Things still feel a bit strained between me and Luc after what happened at Fred and Jessie’s. I don’t know if he’s a little mad at me for telling them about Grey, but now’s not the time to have that discussion.
He stands and has a look around the small courtyard. It feels like we’re in a private residence. If you didn't know any better, you would never guess this place belonged to The Cathedral Close. A jumble of pots and troughs contain flowers and herbs. Ivy clings to the walls of the house and creeps around the dark blank windows. A couple of wasps buzz sleepily around us and a line of ants stream across the cracked terracotta flagstones.
Now we’re inside the walls, there’s no going back. Luc stares up at the house, as if attempting to unravel its secrets and I try hard not to think about what we’re doing. Luc told me my only task is to locate Liss and try to keep her close to me. He’s going to do the rest.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Three
Eleanor
 
Suddenly, the speed at which worldwide events unfolded was like someone had pressed a fast-forward button, spooling us crazily towards a too-scary ending. The attacks hadn’t stopped and no one knew if they were carried out by the same networks, or if new terror groups around the world were taking advantage of the confusion.
Three weeks later at four in the morning, an army convoy of trucks rolled through our sleepy village on their way to assist with all the border closures being put into effect. But not all the vehicles kept on rolling.
One camouflage truck stopped at the end of our lane and a small unit of soldiers silently jogged up the pavement towards our house. Samuel was among them.
Crisis point had been reached and so all traditional military protocol had been abandoned. NCOs and Privates had been automatically upgraded to make way for the newly enlisted. Nothing familiar could be relied upon and personal freedom was now a thing of the past.
The military unit came into our house. They told my parents they wanted Connor. My parents told the officer in charge that Connor wasn't in the house, but they didn't believe us and searched each room.
We remonstrated with the soldiers. Sleep was misting up my brain but outrage woke me up. I followed one of the soldiers into my room, asking him what he thought he was doing. I wanted to run to Connor’s camper van and warn him, but I knew that to do so would be to reveal his whereabouts. It was too late anyway. Connor had heard the commotion and had opened the shiny red door to his van.
I stared out of my bedroom window as he stood there in his boxer shorts, confused and sleepy. He pulled an old grey t shirt over his head. One of the soldiers outside shouted to the others. They poured out of the house. Connor looked small and alone, squinting downwards and shielding his eyes with his arm, as they shone a torch into his face. They took him away immediately, with no regard for his dignity or comfort.
‘What are you doing?’ I screamed from my bedroom window and ran, almost falling downstairs. My brothers shouted at them and my parents tried to calm us all down. ‘What’s going on? Why have they got you, Connor?’ I ran across the front lawn towards him in my bare feet. Two fresh-faced soldiers barred my way, unmoved by my tears.
I saw Samuel and my hopes soared. ‘Sam!’ I shouted. ‘Why have they got Connor? Tell them! Tell them they’ve got the wrong person!’
But he refused to catch my eye and didn’t say a word. It hit me then with a bitter punch. I couldn’t believe it, but I knew the truth.
‘You bastard!’ I wanted to bite and scratch and kick and hit him until there was nothing left. ‘You did this! Connor has done nothing! Nothing. Why would you do such an evil thing?’
It was clear to me then, that this was all Samuel’s doing. He had gotten Connor arrested under some false pretence. I could only pray and hope they would find no evidence to back it up. That Samuel was only trying to scare him and would release him soon. My father spoke to two of the soldiers, but they wouldn’t give him any reason for the arrest. They took Connor’s camper van and drove it away. My brothers picked me up off the dew-sodden lawn and carried me back into the house.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Four
Riley
 
About twenty minutes later, Rebecca returns.
‘You two alright?’ she asks.
I nod.
‘You’re brother and sister are you?’
‘Yeah. Our mum and dad were killed a few months back, by raiders.’ Luc feeds her the cover story we worked out earlier.
‘Oh, you poor things.’ She sits down and gives us a sympathetic smile. ‘Where are you staying?’
‘Well, we’re looking for a place. We’ve been on the road for a while.’
‘How old are you?’
‘Sixteen,’ Luc lies.
She turns to me.
‘Fourteen,’ I say, colouring. Obviously I’m not as good an actor as Luc.
We’re banking on the fact that as we’re roughly the same ages as Freddie and Lissy, we’ll be housed with or near them. We’re also assuming that accommodation will be according to gender and so we’re prepared to be split up. That’s the part I’m dreading - being alone without Luc to back me up.
I’m quickly becoming more and more in awe of him. He’s rational and practical, while I’m hot-headed and impulsive. He seems so focused and certain while I’m a mass of nerves. My head is swimming with fear at what could happen to us.
‘You know,’ she says. ‘You’re very welcome to stay here for the night. We’ve plenty of room.’
‘Really?’
‘It’s no problem.’
‘Is this some kind of compound then?’ Luc asks.
‘Yes, in a way it is. We’ve rescued hundreds of people who have no place left to turn. We think of ourselves as an oasis in the wilderness, offering food, shelter and protection.’
‘Sounds amazing,’ I say.
‘Well, come on, you must be tired. Shall I show you to your quarters?’ She stands and gestures to the building behind her.
We follow her into the house, which is actually some kind of work room. Several women, maybe ten or twelve of them, all similar in appearance to Rebecca, sit at desks and tables. Some are writing and some are reading; the majority are sewing clothing. None of them talk, they’re all quietly engaged in their tasks, but most of them glance up and smile as we thread our way through to the door on the far side of the room.
As we walk through the door, a young man in his late teens greets us. His appearance is unremarkable and he’s dressed in unflattering beige trousers and a short-sleeved white cotton shirt. He asks Luc to follow him. I make to go after them, but Rebecca touches my arm.
‘I'm afraid the men and women's quarters are in separate buildings. Don't worry, you'll see your brother later.’
Luc gives me a reassuring smile and a penetrating stare that gives me some comfort. Suddenly, I have an inappropriate image of us together, his lips on mine. I don’t know where it came from but I shake the thought away.
‘Don't worry, Riley,’ he says. ‘I'm sure Rebecca will look after you. I'll see you later.’
I take a breath and study my surroundings as Luc told me to do. We’re in a gravel courtyard, much bigger than the one at the entrance. It’s rectangular, with a building on each side, mostly in shade, with just a few small squares of sunlight on the ground. A cloud blots the sun for an instant and I shiver and hug my goose-bumped arms. I’m only dressed in a t shirt and shorts, and wish I’d thought to bring a jumper or cardigan.
Luc is taken off to the right, to a long low red brick house. His trainers crunch loudly over the gravel, until he disappears through a dark green painted wooden door. Rebecca watches them go and then she asks me to follow her. We walk directly across the courtyard into an imposing building, four storeys high, with wide steps leading up to a set of grand double doors.
We enter a large dim wood-panelled hallway with a wide staircase. It smells musty and slightly of sweaty feet. The kitchen must be somewhere at the end of the hallway, as I can hear clanking pots and pans and distant busy voices. Rebecca leads me up two flights of stairs to a shabby landing with a worn patterned carpet and about eight closed doors. It’s gloomy and quiet.
She knocks on the door immediately at the top of the stairs. A plump girl opens it. She’s wearing a dark grey A-line skirt with a grey shirt tucked in. Around her neck hangs an iron cross, the same colour as her shirt. Her hair is pulled back into a lank ponytail and she’s got angry-looking acne on her cheeks and chin.
‘Martha,’ says Rebecca. ‘This is Riley, she'll be staying tonight.’
‘Riley is it?’ Martha glares at me, her mouth pulled downwards. ‘Is that short for anything?’
‘No, it's just Riley.’
‘Right.’ She hmmphs. ‘Follow me then. We'll get you settled.’
‘I'll see you, Riley,’ says Rebecca, turning to go. ‘Martha will look after you now.’
‘But I'll see you later won't I?’ I ask Rebecca, unwilling to have a seemingly kind woman replaced by this unfriendly girl.
‘I'm afraid not,’ Rebecca replies, already halfway down the stairs. ‘You don't need me anymore.’ She gazes up regretfully and then hurries down and out of view, her footsteps receding.
I brace myself. This, after all, is what I was expecting from the outset anyway. But our initial welcome had softened me up a bit. I have to remember why I’m really here and what I’m supposed to do. Martha points towards a room in the middle of the corridor.
‘There's the bathroom. Take a shower. There are some clean clothes on the back of the door. If you leave your clothes in the basket, I'll have them washed for you. Come and knock on my door when you've finished.’
I do as she asks and soon I’m clean, smelling of the harsh soap, and dressed identically to Martha, minus the cross and still wearing my flip flops. The clothes fit me okay, but there’s no mirror so I can't really tell how awful I look. I take a deep breath and knock on Martha’s door. She regards me and hmmphs her approval. Then she steps out onto the landing and locks her door.
‘Follow me,’ she orders.
I follow her to the other end of the corridor where she opens another door. I expect to see another room, but instead there’s a small dark, wooden, winding staircase leading down.
 
* * *
 
It’s been two days and I’ve heard no mention and seen no trace of Luc, Liss or Freddie. Everybody I’ve met so far has biblical names and it’s entirely likely that Freddie and Liss's names have been changed, which will make it an almost impossible task to locate them. I hope Luc’s having more luck than me; the alternative doesn't bear thinking about. What if I never get out of this strange half-asleep place?
I’ve been assigned to the Nursery, which is actually an okay job, if exhausting. All The Close's children are taken from their parents at the age of two and housed together in the Nursery. They’re separated into age groups until they’re nine, when they are split by gender. I’m taking care of the three to five-year olds. There are twenty four of them, looked after by four of us: myself, an older woman and two women in their twenties.
Nothing has been explained to me, other than the actual duties I’ve been assigned. Any questions I ask are met with a vague smile and an unenlightening change of subject. Everyone’s on autopilot and there’s no small talk, chatter or gossip - they simply get on with their duties in a kind, but firm manner. The children all behave immaculately.
I sleep in one of the dormitories on Martha's floor. There are four bunks in my room, sleeping eight girls who are around the age of fourteen. I have hardly spoken to any of them, as they come in long after I go to bed and are still asleep when I get up to report for work at the Nursery. They obviously work a different shift to me.
I tried talking to a couple of them last night, but they were just as vague and dreamy as my co-workers. I’m getting a bit panicky now, worrying that I’m going to be stuck here forever, turning into a version of these half-alive women and girls. It’s not scary or dangerous here, but it doesn’t feel right either. It’s too quiet and emotionless. It’s like the life has been sucked out of everyone.
It’s my third morning here and I’ve just reached the bottom of the dark winding staircase that takes me from my dormitory to the maze of buildings where the Nursery is located, when I see a figure in the corner. My heart skips a beat when I realise it’s Luc looking a little nerdy in borrowed clothes. I was beginning to think I’d never see him again.
‘Looking good, Riley,’ Luc grins at me.
‘Back atcha, Lucas.’
He turns serious. ‘You okay? Sorry I couldn't get here any sooner and I can't stay long, I'm supposed to be fetching some paint cans.’
‘What's happening?’
‘It's not good news, Riley. I'm almost certain we've been tricked.’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Five
Riley
 
‘Tricked? I say. ‘Tricked how?
Luc shakes his head slowly, a scowl on his face.
‘Luc, tell me what’s happened.’
He steps closer and starts talking in a fast whisper. ‘Our first night here, I climbed up on the roof to get an idea of the layout of the place. I didn’t see anybody. No security guards or anything. There’s another courtyard round the back and there was a vehicle in there. It was parked under some trees.’
‘A vehicle?’ I say with a growing feeling of dread. I think I know where this is heading.
‘Riley, it was our AV.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Hundred percent.’
Fred and Jessie were supposed to be waiting a mile away in their jeep with our AV parked close by. They were going wait there for us and if we didn’t show up after ten days they would drive to our Perimeter in Bournemouth and alert our parents who would send in help.
But if our AV was now in Grey’s Close, something had gone very wrong.
‘There wasn’t a lot I could do from up on the roof,’ Luc continued. ‘I had to get back and try to find out what it meant.’
‘So they must’ve caught Fred and Jessie,’ I say. ‘What shall we do? We’ll have to find them. Get them out as well as their kids.’
‘Hang on, Riley. I haven’t told you the rest.’
As I wait for him to continue, I hear footsteps coming down the stairs.
‘Quick,’ I hiss, yanking open the broom cupboard and dragging him inside with me. I pull the door closed behind us, hoping whoever’s coming doesn’t open the door and discover us.
The footsteps get louder and then they stop. We’re in total darkness and there’s a strong smell of wood and disinfectant. Luc’s body is pressed up close to mine. He takes my hand. My heart is crashing against my ribs.
Any minute now, I expect the door to open. We’ll be hauled out and turned over to James Grey. I hold my breath and squeeze Luc’s hand. And then the footsteps continue on, moving further away until I no longer hear them.
Luc inches open the door and peers out. ‘All clear.’
We step out of the cupboard and give each other a look which says it all.
‘God, we need to get out of this place,’ I say.
‘Yeah, might be harder than we thought,’ Luc replies. ‘I found out some other stuff which you’re not going to like.’
I wait for him to go on.
‘The next day, after I’d spotted our AV, I planned to try and get some sense out of somebody. There was this boy a bit younger than me - Michael. I told him about Fred and Jessie’s kids being kidnapped. Hoped he might know who they were.’
‘Was that such a good idea?’
‘I was running out of options. I couldn’t wait around for answers to fall into my lap. Anyway, get this - Michael doesn’t know Fred and Jessie’s kids, but he does know Fred and Jessie.’
‘He knows Fred and Jessie?’
‘Yes.’
‘That can’t be right,’ I say.
‘Yeah, it was a shock for me too, but there’s no mistake. Michael described the farm and said what a nice couple they were. He said they were the ones who sent him here and that was months ago.’
‘No!’
‘Yes.’
‘But that means …’
‘It means Fred and Jessie must have known about Grey all along.’
As Luc whispers his discovery to me in the dark doorway, I experience a sweep of hopelessness.
‘But they seemed genuinely upset,’ I say, raising my voice. ‘Jessie was in tears.’
‘Shh, Riley,’ Luc says, glancing around. ‘I know. It’s sick. They tricked us.’
‘So there probably is no Freddie Junior and Liss. They must’ve made them up. How could they do that?’ I wonder, did they do it willingly? Or have they been coerced? Brainwashed too maybe? Well, it makes no difference now. They fooled us completely and now I feel stupid and angry. I thought I was a good judge of character, but I was completely taken in by them.
‘Riley! Riley, are you okay?’ Luc shakes my arm to get my attention back.
‘What should we do?’ I say. ‘We're trapped here.’
‘We’ll get out. I’ll find a way. Security seems laid back. It's just the outside wall we need to worry about. But we’ll have to do something fast before they move the AV. If we lose our transport we’ve got no chance. Day five is the start of Integration Week for newbies and I don't want to stick around for that or we'll end up like zombies.’
‘I should’ve been at the Nursery ages ago,’ I say. ‘They’ll be wondering where I am.’
‘Yeah, I better get back too.’
‘So what now?’ I ask.
‘Okay,’ Luc says. ‘How about, each night between two and four in the morning, you wait in the bathroom. Hang a rag or a piece of clothing from the window to let me know you’re there. Once I’ve got a plan, I’ll come and get you.’
I nod and we briefly hug before he leaves. I wait a moment and then hurry to the Nursery, my mind spinning out with everything he told me.
 
* * *
 
This is the fourth night I’ve waited for Luc to come and meet me. But Luc hasn’t shown up yet and each morning I’ve staggered back to bed, weary and disappointed.
Tonight, as usual, I’ve hung a small hand towel outside the bathroom window. It’s chilly and all I’m wearing is a cotton nightshirt. I wish there was a large towel or something I could wrap around me. I couldn't risk getting dressed in case someone saw me.
I get up and stamp my right leg which is full of pins and needles. I’m still angry with myself. Luc’s gut instinct was to leave well alone and not even mention James Grey to Fred and Jessie, but I opened my big mouth and now we’re both in danger of a lifetime of incarceration.
But it’s too late to regret stuff. We just have to hope we can get out of here. And then what will we do? Continue on our way to find Chambers? Suppose Luc doesn’t want to carry on. I wouldn’t blame him if he’s had enough and wants to go home. Do I want to keep going?
I give it some thought and decide I’m not ready to give up on our mission despite the danger. This realisation surprises me and gives me a surge of fresh courage. The alternative is to go back home and live with regret. Skye is dead, she had no choices, but I’m alive and I really want to do this for her. I have to get out of here, if not for me, then for her and anyone else who might fall foul of Chambers.
Now, in the quiet murk of the bathroom, I’m willing Luc to come for me, but an hour passes and there’s still no sign of him. Each night, I worry that I’ve arrived too late or returned to my room too early.
I’m almost dozing off on the chilly linoleum floor, when I hear a soft tap on the window. I give a start. I’m cold and stiff, but my heart beats fast and I jump up and go to the window.
Luc's face is such a welcome sight. He climbs into the bathroom, slides the window shut and passes me a pair of worn navy jogging bottoms. I pull them on gratefully. They’re too long, so I roll them up a bit. We hug awkwardly and I return the towel to the hook.
‘Okay, we haven't got much time,’ he whispers. ‘Come on, I hope you've got a good head for heights.’ I follow him out of the window and try not to look down. ‘You'll be fine,’ Luc says. ‘Wait till I've reached the ledge before you start coming down, I don't think the drainpipe will take both of us at once.’
I don't share his confidence in my climbing ability and my right leg shakes uncontrollably. But I grit my teeth and attempt to emulate his cat-like agility. We finally make it down to the ground. This side of the building adjoins a different courtyard. I glance around and spy our AV parked under some trees. It seems too good to be true – there’s no one in sight.
‘Why aren't there any guards?’ I whisper. ‘A place like this, you think there'd be loads of security.’
‘Yeah, you're right.’ He thinks for a minute. ‘Maybe there's something we're not seeing, or maybe they don't think they need security on the inside. I mean, with everyone here wandering around in a daze, they probably don't need to worry about people escaping. It is a bit weird though. You think there'd be someone.’
‘Any idea how we're going to get out?’ I ask. ‘We seem pretty well locked in.’
‘There's a delivery van arriving later. Well, it's come in the last two mornings. It's not a great plan, but we haven't got many options. I thought we could just make a break for it when the gates open and hope they don’t catch us. We have to pray we can get into the AV and hope it's got enough fuel to get us away.’
‘It sounds like a plan to me,’ I reply. The fresh air and the climb down from the bathroom has woken me up and, with a heavy shot of adrenalin thrown in, I feel on heightened alert. ‘Luc, you're amazing. I wouldn’t have thought we had a hope of escaping.’
‘Thanks, but we've got a way to go yet. Okay, when I say go, we need to run to the AV. You flatten yourself up behind one of those trees, while I see if the keycard's still there. Once I'm in, you get in the passenger side as quickly and quietly as you can.’
I nod.
Luckily for us, there’s no artificial lighting in the courtyard and none of the lights in the surrounding buildings are on either, but we know it won't be too long before everyone is awake and the bells start ringing for morning service. Luc and I haven't attended service yet as we’re not allowed to go until we’ve completed our 'Integration' course, whatever that entails. Hopefully we’ll never have to find out. The sun is rising fast and a milky light begins to flood the expanse we’re about to cross.
We go for it, crouching low and running fast. I feel vulnerable and exposed, expecting to hear a shout or running footsteps at any moment. But we reach the AV without incident and I scoot behind a large horse chestnut tree. Its green spiky pods remind me of more innocent autumns, of hard-baked, vinegar-coated conkers smashing into each other.
Luc tries the door of the AV. It’s locked. He scrabbles beneath the vehicle, searching around for the spare keycard which is normally magnetically fixed to the underside. We didn't check if it was still in place after the run-in with the raiders on the floodplain and I’m praying it didn’t get dislodged during my bumpy getaway. Luc's mother always keeps a spare under there, much to the disapproval of his father, Eddie, who thinks it’s a dangerously obvious thing to do.
Luc is taking a long time and I peer out from behind the trunk. He beckons me over. ‘Riley,’ he hisses. ‘I can't find it. It's not in the usual place. Come and give me a hand, quick.’
I creep over and slide under the vehicle on my back. ‘I wish we had a torch,’ I say. ‘It's too dark under here. It's impossible to see.’
‘I don't think it's here.’ Luc slides out from underneath and I join him. His fists are balled up tight and he has smears of oil on his eyebrows and cheek.
Then I see a movement out of the corner of my eye and a streak of fear flashes up my spine. I tap Luc on the arm and point. He turns around to see what has me frozen in terror - a procession of black robed figures streaming out of a small door in the outside wall and heading towards us.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Six
Eleanor
 
The following day I took the bus up to Abi’s house, sure she would have some information from Samuel about what had happened to Connor. The story she gave me was so ludicrous, I could hardly believe she said it with a straight face.
‘Ellie, you won't believe it - Connor’s a terrorist!’ She stared at me, waiting for my reaction, but I couldn’t speak. I didn’t understand why she would say such a thing. ‘Ellie, you’re in love with a murderer.’ She was clearly joking. ‘God, he could have killed us all.’
‘Are you joking?’
‘Do I sound like I’m joking? I’m really sorry, Ellie, but they’re going to interrogate him and then they’ll probably shoot him.’ She said this with no regard for my feelings. No words of comfort. She treated it like a piece of juicy gossip. Something to be savoured.
‘You spiteful, evil cow!’ I slapped her on her smug face as hard as I could. Her hands flew up to her cheek. I glared at her and shook my head. ‘Why would you say those things?’ I asked. ‘What could possibly make you be so horrible to me?’ Tears escaped with the shock of what was happening.
Still holding her cheek. Abigail raised her head and scowled at me. ‘I’m telling the truth and you’ll regret doing that, Eleanor Russell.’
 
* * *
 
When I got home, I sat down with my family and we tried to piece together what had just happened. After several hours of tears and speculation, we all reached the same awful conclusion - Samuel and Abi had probably cooked up the accusation out of sheer spite.
‘In which case,’ said Oliver, ‘the army will realise they have no evidence against him and let him go.’
‘But what if Bletchley (I couldn’t now call him by his first name, Samuel, because it was too friendly and familiar. And I accompanied his surname with a retching sound, for good measure) has planted some evidence?’
‘He doesn’t have the brains. He wouldn’t have thought that far ahead,’ reassured David.
‘No, but Robbins does.’ (Ditto the retching sound for Abigail).
‘They wouldn’t go that far, darling,’ Dad said. ‘Look, give it a week and I bet we’ll hear Connor’s van puttering up the Lane and he’ll be telling us all about his adventures. He’s a sensible lad. He’ll realise what’s happened and he’ll plead his case well.’
My family did a good job of trying to calm me down. They had known Connor and I were fond of each other, but it wasn’t until the previous night that they’d seen the true extent of my feelings towards him. I think my cries and tears had shocked them almost as much as his arrest had. I was so relieved they hadn’t believed Abigail Robbins’ ridiculous accusation and my brother Tom was almost as upset as I was. Connor was one of his best friends.
But Connor’s van didn’t come puttering up the lane any time during that week, and I could get no news of his whereabouts. My father called Samuel's dad for me, but he said they’d had no news from their son and didn’t expect to hear from him until Christmas.
I knew I would have to swallow my pride and my hatred and go and visit Abigail once more. But the thought made me feel sick and I was afraid I would physically attack her if she so much as looked at me with that smug expression ... But then I thought of Connor and knew I would do whatever it took to get him back and if that meant sucking up to Abigail, then so be it.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Seven
Riley
 
The black robed figures are flocking towards us. We realise, too late, that some parts of the wall are hollow in the middle. Now the sun has risen higher, casting a stronger light, I can see odd bricks missing here and there. Eyeholes for the guards inside to peer out and see what’s going on while remaining undetected. They can probably see through to the outside in the same way.
‘Holy crap,’ says Luc.
‘Holy, is right,’ I reply.
As they glide closer, I see their guns. There’s no point in running. There must be at least twenty of them, all with heavy metal crucifixes swinging over the top of their homespun cloaks. They surround us and the AV. Deep overhanging hoods conceal their features, giving the impression of being looked upon by a black sea of faceless creatures.
It is the most chilling sight I have ever seen and to add to the terror, they are chanting in some unknown language. They don’t raise their weapons, but their chanting is growing louder, more insistent, almost deafening. Suddenly they stop and the ensuing silence sounds worse than the eerie voices.
Two of them step forward and put us, unresisting, into arm and leg shackles which clink and rattle. They lead us away and we stumble across the courtyard. We are taken along pathways and across gardens, through corridors and into a huge echoing hall. I’m too shocked and afraid to think about exactly where we are headed.
They shepherd us through a bare antechamber into a large, austere room. The walls and floor are of grey stone and the ceiling is high with a central circular metal pendant light. Small high windows stud the walls. It feels like a large cell. Morning has barely dawned, but Grey looks very much awake, sitting alone at the head of a large wooden refectory table set for breakfast. I know it’s him. Who else would it be?
‘Well.’ The man smiles at us down his patrician nose. He would be aristocratically handsome if it weren't for his cold, dead blue eyes. ‘My new children,’ he smirks. ‘What? You don't like my hospitality? Were your quarters not satisfactory?’ He laughs.
Luc stares down at his feet, his fists still clenched and his ears red with anger and humiliation. But I can't take my eyes off this man. This bogeyman we have heard tales of for most of our sheltered lives. James Grey. How have we ended up here? Shackled and alone.
‘Were you looking for this?’ He picks up the AV keycard from the table and waves it in front of us. ‘You can’t have thought we’d have left this in its hiding place. That would have been remiss of us, wouldn’t it? And that’s quite a cache of weapons you have in there. I wonder what two such young ones are doing with such a fine vehicle and so much valuable cargo. Stolen I imagine.
‘I very much look forward to hearing your stories. They did very well, sending two such lost souls to me.’ He pauses. ‘I am sorry about our little deception, but you really will thank us in the end. I promise it. And I did enjoy your early morning shenanigans. Climbing out of bathroom windows, shinning up and down drainpipes. Very enterprising. Must have been cold in that bathroom, Riley.’
My skin crawls with the knowledge that he’s been watching us, that he knew all our plans in detail. That he is, in fact, laughing at us. I feel humiliated and stupid, which I suppose is his intention. Luc must be livid. I can feel the anger radiating off him. The whole episode of our escape has been documented by Grey and here he is gloating. Revelling in our helplessness.
In front of him sits a large plate of food - toast, eggs, bacon, sausages, beans and tomatoes. Somewhat different to the thin, grey, salty porridge that we call breakfast in this place. He loads up his fork and eats noisily. A thin line of runny egg yolk travels down from the corner of his mouth to his chin. I’ve got a direct view of the gross mashed up contents of his mouth as he continues to speak.
‘Come closer, children, I wish to talk to you.’
His affected way of speaking would be laughable if we weren't in so much danger. The two guards at our shoulders push us forward and force us to shuffle up until we’re close enough to smell his scent. A repugnant odour of soap and something else, something sour and rank which rises up above the smell of fried food. I lean back a little.
‘Leave us please.’ He waves the guards back and I hear them softly swoosh away. ‘I see you inspecting my breakfast. Are you hungry? We can remedy that in a moment, but first I need you to understand something.’ He pauses and stares hard at each of us. ‘My disciples want to be here. I am their saviour. You run from me now, but soon you will run towards me. You think I am taking you against your will, but you are young and you have no idea what you want from life.
‘It's an evil world out there and I can save you from it. In a few weeks you won't want to be anywhere else, I guarantee it. Just one month, that's all I ask. Embrace my way willingly for thirty days and if you still want to leave after that time, you will be free to go.’
‘A month so you can brainwash us, I don't think so,’ Luc spits out the words. I silently cheer his defiance, but it also scares me. I don't want to see this man turn angry.
Grey holds up another forkful to his mouth, unfazed by Luc's outburst. He closes his eyes, anticipating the flavours. He’s enjoying our discomfort and revelling in his power. I can tell there is something really wrong with him. Not just the obvious power trip, but something more. It’s like he’s a totally different species to us, as if his brain is wired in another way. It is paralysing and terrifying to be in his presence. The one word replaying in my mind is evil. This man is evil.
The room remains silent, apart from Grey's hypnotic voice and the occasional clink of our shackles. Grey is unhurried in his sermon. He takes long pauses to savour his breakfast, his fork held to his lips, his eyes closed again.
Luc glances at me and I have the nervous feeling he’s about to do something.
I’m right.
As Grey holds his fork aloft, Luc lunges forwards with his shackled hands stretched out in front of him. He shoves as hard as he can and sends his whole body weight forward, towards the fork poised in front of Grey's open mouth. Luc rams the loaded fork down Grey’s throat with gruesome consequences. Grey gurgles and chokes, grasping at the fork and at his neck.
I cry out. I can't help myself. But that wasn't the smartest thing to do in the circumstances, as it instantly alerts the two guards who come running in.
Before they can grab us or check on Grey, Luc seizes one of the heavy pewter candlesticks from the table. He has to hold it in both hands because of the shackles. He spins around, swings it upwards and catches one of the guards under the chin with it. The man instantly goes down.
At the same time, the other guard grasps me around the neck and tries to pull his gun out from his robe. I elbow him backwards in the stomach as Luc shoves the end of the candlestick into his face. The man releases me and doubles up. Luc then brings his metal cuffs down onto his head with a dull thud.
The guards are both out cold in under thirty seconds. I can't believe it. I know that, as a trained guard, Luc knows some stuff, but I’m shocked to witness it first hand. Luc doesn't stop. He reaches down to the first guard's waist, trying to get the keys off his belt.
Shaking myself out of my shocked stupor, I shuffle over towards him. I hold my shackled hands out next to the guard's belt as Luc goes through the keys. At the sixth attempt we hear a beautiful click and my hands are free. We soon unchain our hands and feet.
Luc swiftly disrobes both guards and tosses me one of the cloaks. I put it on and try to block out the sickening sounds coming from Grey, who is writhing on his back on the floor, his hands still clutching at the fork. Luc throws me the guard's pistol and picks up the machine gun. We hide the weapons under our cloaks.
‘Mustn't forget this,’ says Luc, picking up the AV keycard from the table. ‘Let’s go.’
We race back through the empty antechamber and across the echoing hall, through the maze of buildings we hope will lead us back to the AV. Luc seems to know exactly where he’s going and only pauses briefly, before resuming his confident navigation. Then I hear the inevitable – hurried footsteps and loud, gruff voices behind us.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Eight
Riley
 
‘Run!’ Luc shouts.
I hitch up my robe with one hand and clutch my weapon in the other. We run along a narrow hallway and Luc shoves open the door at the end. It leads out into the courtyard where our AV gleams in the sunlight. The footsteps behind us are growing louder now, crunching across the gravel. A shot rings out. I don't dare turn around. I hear shouted instructions and a burst of machine gun fire, but we don't stop. Luc pushes me ahead of him and at the same time he presses the keycard into my hand. He turns and sprays bullets in an arc around him.
‘I'll drive,’ Luc shouts to me. I wave the card at the vehicle and see the lights flash. I leap into the passenger seat and slam the door shut. Never have I been so glad to smell the warm leathery interior of that vehicle. It feels like home.
I push the card in all the way and the engine purrs to life. I inch down my window and fire a few shots in the guards' direction. I know I’ll never hit them from this distance with such a small revolver, but I hope it’ll delay them until Luc’s safely in.
Luc dives into the driver's side and pulls his door shut. I bang on the blackout mode switch and Luc activates the shockplates. The guards re-enact their original manoeuvre, starting up their spooky chanting and glide forward to surround the AV. The main difference is that this time we’re inside the vehicle, shielded by heavy armour and high voltage shockplates.
‘Hold on!’ Luc yells and slams the vehicle in reverse, knocking down several of the dark-robed figures. Sparks fly, where the shockplates have buzzed into action. The guards’ frenzied chanting soon degenerates into shouts of alarm and warning.
My stolen gun has no more bullets, so I scrabble down into the footwell, under the mat and find the catch that opens the hidden cavity where our emergency provisions are stashed. My shaking fingers eventually close around cold smooth metal and I lift out the small loaded revolver and click off the safety. Luc screeches to a halt and accelerates hard to the left. He guns it across the courtyard.
With immaculate timing, the gates are already open and a dark green delivery van has its nose through the opening. A couple of robed figures run across the courtyard to try to close the gates. Our engine roars and I poke the barrel of the gun out through a crack in my window. I fire a couple more shots, immediately triggering a volley of machine fire in response.
‘You don't need to shoot anymore, Riley, they can't get us in here,’ Luc says. I close my window as shots ricochet off the electrically charged AV.
The green van slowly enters the courtyard and I see the driver staring around in confusion. He stops midway through the gates, unsure how to proceed. He glances from our vehicle, to the robed guards. Luc puts his hand on the horn and holds it down, flashing his lights and driving directly towards the van. It works, and the driver reverses out of the courtyard. Our AV is almost on top of him and we power our way through the gates, smashing into the front corner of the van as we go. The van spins around and careens into a shallow ditch outside the gates.
Luc turns right onto the bumpy road, away from the bright morning sun in the east and towards Warminster and Gloucestershire to the west. In the jumbled chaos of my mind, I hope this is a conscious decision to carry on with our quest and not head back home.
Glancing behind, I see a few robed figures flapping and gesturing like demented crows. Shots still follow us and I wait for vehicles to zoom out in pursuit, but miraculously the road behind stays clear. For now, we are safe.
After a manic fifteen minute drive over the potholed road, there’s still no sign we’re being followed. We hope that with Grey seriously injured, perhaps even dead, they’ll have more important things to deal with than a couple of escaped kids. Although our reacquisition of the AV will be a serious loss to them.
I peer into the back of the AV and see nothing. They've taken all our possessions. I hadn't expected anything less, but it’s still a huge blow to know we’re miles from familiar territory with only limited emergency provisions.
‘It’s all gone,’ I say.
Luc looks at me with a resigned shrug.
‘All of it,’ I repeat.
‘We've got our lives, Riley, and that's more than I thought we'd have a couple of hours ago.’
‘You're right.’ I sigh. ‘I don’t know how you were so calm back there. You didn't freak out at all. I don't know how you thought of that thing with the fork. I feel ill just thinking about it.’
‘It was a spur of the moment thing. An opportunity. And well, you saved me from psycho raiders, so I thought it was only fair to save you from religious nutters.’
‘Cool.’
We drive on in silence for a while, each adrift in our thoughts. After a while, I speak.
‘I know it's probably too late to ask this question, but do you think it's too risky to carry on? I mean if I knew what it was really going to be like ...’
‘Put it this way, if we head back home we'll have to go past James Grey's place again and then we'll have to try and get past the raiders, who'll want a bit of revenge for the shockplate thing. And didn’t you say you drove over a couple of them?’
‘I'm so sorry Luc.’
‘Why are you apologising? It's not your fault.’
‘I mean for suggesting we come on this trip in the first place. It's been a nightmare and we haven't even got anywhere near finding out about Chambers.’
‘Riley, don't be stupid, I wouldn't have come if I didn't want to. I think we had to make this trip ... Hey!’
I have rather annoyingly started to cry. Luc pulls over to the side of the road and switches off the engine.
‘I'm sorry,’ I sob. ‘And now I feel really pathetic for crying. I feel so guilty.’
‘Guilty about what?’ Luc’s eyes widen with worry.
I feel like such an idiot and a drama queen, but I can't put into words the panic that’s clutching at me and the guilt that’s hovering above me, ever present, always poking and prodding at me. Guilt for putting him in danger. Guilt for making my parents sick with worry. Guilt for being alive when Skye is dead. Everything.
I choke back another sob. And now I feel like a fraud for getting his sympathy with my distress.
‘Hey, Riley, don't cry.’ He clumsily tries to wipe away some of my tears. ‘We're so close to Warminster. It would be a waste if we gave up now. Maybe we can get some information when we get there and then we can, I dunno, either follow it up and try to get Chambers, or … we can accept the trail's gone cold and head straight to your grandparents' place. Okay?’
I don't reply.
‘Okay?’ he repeats. He’s staring at me, holding both my hands in his, but I can’t look him in the eye.
‘Okay,’ I agree. ‘Sorry.’
‘And stop saying sorry, you've got nothing to be sorry for.’
He kisses my cheek and smoothes a stray curl away from my face. I look up at him and he smiles, his fingers still on my face. Then he leans forward and kisses my lips. Gently. Softly.
I sink into his kiss. It makes my body feel light as though I might float away. Everything else disappears. It’s just me and Luc and this kiss. And I want more. But then I realise what’s happening and immediately pull away. I’m out of breath. Shocked. It felt so right, but I can’t do this. Luc isn’t mine to have.
‘I’m sorry,’ Luc says. ‘But you must know how I feel about you? How I’ve always felt about you.’
‘About me? No. I don’t know anything about that. I can’t. We can’t.’
‘Why not?’
‘You know why not,’ I say.
‘But, Riley. You kissed me back. It felt amazing.’
He’s trying to make eye contact but I can’t look at him. If I look at him my resolve will crumble.
‘Tell me why we can’t,’ he says again.
I take a breath.
‘Riley …’
I finally look up at him and utter one word. ‘Skye.’
There’s nothing he can say to that. After a moment he starts up the engine and we get back on the road.
 
* * *
 
On the way to Warminster we see little sign of life. Dense, overgrown greenery borders the road, concealing the surrounding countryside. The route sometimes leads past a walled compound or perimeter of some kind. I can only wonder and guess what lies behind their blank exteriors. Are they like our own Talbot Woods Perimeter where the inhabitants live in peace and safety? Or do they hide something more sinister? After recent events, I’m sure it’s the latter.
It’s strange to think of all these hidden communities dotted around the country. What problems do they face? What are their means of survival? These are all thoughts and questions that have never troubled me before.
It suddenly dawns on me, the dangers Luc’s father faces in his job. I’ve never questioned what he does for a living. It’s just something he’s always done - organising security for wealthy compounds and setting up new perimeters. But it now occurs to me that each time he scouts for new business he’s travelling into the unknown and risking his life. He has no notion of what he’ll find inside each one. This danger is going to be Luc’s career too and I worry for his long-term safety.
I’m also realising that, for most people, living inside a secure perimeter doesn’t come easy or cheap. The majority have risked something big in order to afford to keep their families safely inside.
But all these thoughts are just a distraction to keep me from thinking about the one thing that’s pounding my brain like a jackhammer - Luc.
That kiss was the last thing I expected to happen. Part of me acknowledges that these feelings have always been here within me, but Luc was Skye’s crush. I never allowed myself to think of him like that.
My lips burn where he kissed me and I scrape my teeth over them, trying to erase the memory. It cannot happen. No matter how much I want it, I can’t give into these feelings.
By the time we approach the Century Barracks at Warminster, it’s late afternoon and I’m exhausted. My eyes are heavy with sleep and my body feels like it’s got no bones. I’m taking a turn at the wheel and it’s more tiring than I thought it would be. Luc’s taking a nap on the back seat. We haven’t really spoken since we kissed.
When we reach the turning to take us up to the entrance, I brake and pull over. I turn and look at him asleep on the back seat, his face smooth and untroubled.
‘We’re here,’ I say. ‘Luc.’
He opens his eyes and stretches out across the back seat. ‘Okay.’ He yawns. ‘Let me just wake up and get my head straight?’ Pillow creases line his cheek and his hair sticks up on one side.
‘Yeah, no problem,’ I reply, glad to take a moment before we have to meet more strangers. I’m still freaked out from the last few days and from this morning's events in particular. I turn away and stare out of the windscreen at nothing.
‘Don’t worry,’ Luc says, catching my expression. ‘I’ve been here before with dad. They know me. The Major seemed like a decent bloke from what I remember.’
‘Good,’ I say. ‘It’ll be nice not to have any drama for a change.’
We’ve already discussed what we’ll say when we arrive, deciding that Luc would do most of the talking.
I shuffle across to the passenger seat and Luc climbs into the driver’s side. We both check our appearances and Luc smoothes his hair down. We’ve removed our guards’ robes but Luc is still dressed in his grey outfit from Salisbury and I look ridiculous in navy jogging bottoms, and a white cotton nightshirt.
I’m nervous but hoping that we might finally get some positive information on Chambers. This could be the first step towards justice for Skye - the reason we embarked on this journey in the first place. I try to put all the chaos of the past few days out of my head and focus on the evening ahead and on how the army is going to help us.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty Nine
Riley
 
After the repeated terror attacks all those years ago, most of the British Army was recalled from overseas to take care of the increasing threats to public safety. But soon afterwards, our government more or less collapsed into nothing. The cabinet ministers fled in panic from a decimated and dangerous London.
A new emergency Security Council established itself in the capital, made up of ambitious minor politicians and business tycoons whose empires had been destroyed. But the predominant members of this Security Council were, of course, the military men.
Over the years, the armed forces have been reduced to several ragged units scattered throughout the country, only as good or bad as the generals who lead them. The local Dorset Barracks liaises amicably enough with our Talbot Woods Perimeter guards and so I’m assuming the army is welcomed by most of the population.
A few secure compounds refuse to acknowledge the army’s authority and deny them access but in these situations the army’s policy is to back-off. Anything could be going on behind those walls, but the soldiers don’t interfere. They’re now the only remnant of legitimate power left in the country and they do a passable job of preventing the total disintegration of society. But chaos and terror are always simmering away beneath the scarred surface, ready to erupt given the tiniest exit to explode out of.
We drive alongside a double layered barbed wire fence until we reach a set of closed metal gates. The armed soldier at the checkpoint moves his finger up and down to tell Luc to open his window. Two other soldiers have their machine guns lightly trained in Luc’s direction. My nerves kick in. The soldier bends his head slightly, to hear what Luc has to say.
‘Hi, my name’s Lucas Donovan and this is Riley Culpepper. My father’s Eddie Donovan. We’ve come up from the Talbot Woods Perimeter on the South Coast. Could we speak to Major Driscoll please?’
‘Turn off your engine please and wait here,’ the soldier says, ignoring Luc’s question. He enters a small hut and speaks on the radio. I can’t hear the content of the conversation. While we wait in the AV, three soldiers approach us.
‘Can you vacate the vehicle,’ one of them says.
I look at Luc who nods. We get out and stand by the hut as they thoroughly check over the AV.
‘It’s just routine,’ Luc says. ‘They would do it whoever we were.’
‘Okay,’ I reply, only slightly reassured.
They complete their task quickly and efficiently, even using small mirrors on sticks to check the underside of the vehicle. They finish their search and take the machine gun which we hadn't been able to fit in the hidden compartment.
‘You’ll get this back on exit, Sir,’ one of the soldiers says to Luc, completely ignoring me.
Next, they pat us down, making us stand with our arms out. It’s humiliating and I flush with discomfort. When they’re done, my heart rate speeds up. What if they don’t believe our reason for being here and they contact Eddie? We can’t be turned away now that we’re so close to getting somewhere. But I needn’t have worried. The soldier in the hut soon returns.
‘You’ll be escorted through in a moment. Please get back in your vehicle.’
After about five minutes, we see two soldiers in a jeep driving towards us. They turn their vehicle around before they reach us and the soldier at the checkpoint, motions for us to follow them.
We drive through what appears to be a small well-tended, but bleak, town, made up predominantly of black and green prefabricated buildings. It’s good to be gliding along a smooth road for a change and my body welcomes the transition from the relentless bone-jolting it’s become accustomed to.
We pull up behind the jeep in front of a long, low, single-storey brick building. The two soldiers exit the jeep and come to greet us. We both get out of the AV and stand awkwardly waiting to make our introductions.
‘Hello, Lucas, Miss Culpepper, I’m Major Robert Cornell and this is Captain Michael Lewis.’
The Major is a tall, thick-set man in his fifties, with a florid face and broken veins that suggest he likes a drink or two. The Captain is of a similar build, but with a healthier tanned complexion and small, piercing blue eyes, which he trains on Luc and me with suspicion.
‘This is an unexpected pleasure,’ the Major continues with false cheer. ‘Good to meet you. What brings you all the way up here?’
‘I’m meeting my father, Eddie Donovan here. He should arrive tomorrow. Could we wait for him?’
‘Your father? That is a surprise.’ He smiles at his colleague as he shakes Luc’s hand and nods in my direction.
I take an instant dislike to both of them. It’s as though they’re in on some private joke at our expense and I feel out of my depth and ill-at-ease.
‘I met Major Mark Driscoll when I was last here with my father,’ Luc says, his voice strong and confident.
‘Yes,’ replies Cornell. ‘He is no longer with us.’ He doesn’t elaborate. Does that mean he’s dead or merely stationed elsewhere? ‘You must be tired after your journey.’
Another soldier appears at our side and Major Cornell gives him orders to show us to our accommodation.
‘A bit basic I’m afraid, but with such short notice …’ He tails off. ‘Anyway, freshen up and Rogers here will bring you to dinner at twenty hundred hours. Until then.’
Rogers shows us to a small dilapidated terrapin which is to be our guest quarters. It consists of a bedroom with two single beds and a grotty bathroom that smells damp despite the hot summer. But it’s spotlessly clean, even if it is in dire need of redecorating.
We each take a hot shower and then sit on our beds to rest for an hour or so. Neither of us mention what happened between us. In fact, Luc hardly says a word. He closes his eyes and lies back on the bed until we’re summoned to dinner in the Officers’ Mess. But over the past few minutes a banging headache has been building over my right eye and then my left. I suddenly feel light headed and I can hardly see.
‘Luc, I don’t feel well.’
‘What’s wrong?’
‘It’s my head … it’s pounding and I feel like I’m going to throw up.’
‘Can I get you anything? Water?’
I nod. ‘Please.’
I close my eyes again and after a moment, Luc returns with a bottle of water. He sits on the bed next to me and rubs my shoulder while I sip the lukewarm liquid.
‘You better stay here,’ he says. ‘I’ll go to dinner. Don’t worry, Riley. Take it easy. I’ll try and get the information we need. Just ... just try and get some sleep.’
‘You can’t go on your own. That’s not fair. I’ll be okay.’ I swing my legs around and try to stand, but my legs buckle and the room sways. Luc catches me before I hit the deck.
‘You’re not going anywhere,’ he says, helping me back onto the bed. ‘Sleep. I’ll be back soon.’ He takes my hand and kisses my cheek. Then he leaves to join the soldier who will escort him to dinner.
I lie back on the bed on top of the scratchy brown blanket. My head feels like it’s being tightened in a vice and I try to relax. But there’s so much stuff swilling about in my brain that I’m sure it’s about to explode. Ma says she thinks of the sea when she wants to unwind. I’ve never seen the ocean in real life. Only in DVDs and maybe in my dreams.
I close my eyes and try to picture myself there: Honey-coloured sand, wet and smooth and cold. Next I think of blue green water lapping at the shore. Soothing. Restful. Calm. It works and soon I am asleep.
 
* * *
 
I can’t breathe and I’m struggling to remember where I am in my semi-conscious state. I feel like I’m suffocating and now, with rising panic, I realise someone’s hand is covering my mouth. I open my eyes.
‘Mmmphf!’ I try to scream, but the huge hand is clamped too firmly. Bewildered and terrified, I stare into the dark eyes of a black, uniformed soldier. To him, I must look like a frightened pony - eyes wide in fear and hyperventilating through my nose in noisy puffs.
‘Quiet!’ he whispers loudly. ‘You’re in ...’
‘Mmmmph!’ I try to yell for somebody to help me. His hand is still over my mouth and I do my best to open it so that I can bite down along the side of his forefinger. But he gets wise to this straightaway and squeezes my mouth closed with his fingers, bruising my cheeks painfully.
‘For Christ sake, just listen a minute or you’re gonna get hurt,’ he hisses with a strong country accent I can’t place. He pulls my face up close to his and I try to twist away. He looks African or Jamaican. I’ve never even seen a black man before.
Sleep still clings to me and I feel disorientated, wondering where the hell I am and why I’m being attacked. Then it all comes flooding back: I’m at Century Barracks, Luc is at dinner with the big brass and I fell asleep. Now, here I am, being jerked awake by this huge soldier who’s in my room with his hand crushing my face. I stop struggling for a moment, so I can breathe through my nose and also because I need him to relax the grip he’s got on my cheeks.
I realise my headache has gone.
‘God, that’s better,’ he relaxes too. ‘I don’t want to hurt you, but I can’t let you scream or they’ll have us both.’ He glances anxiously towards the door. ‘You’re in the crapper if you stay here. I can help you and your boyfriend get out, but we haven’t got much time. They‘ll be here in a minute and you won’t like what they got planned for you.’
His words start to register and a new kind of fear replaces the one I felt just a second ago.
He seems genuine. Scared and anxious, but with a kind-ish face. But, what do I know? He could just as easily be a mad man out to kill me. After the last few days, my mind is all over the place.
‘Right,’ he says, ‘I’m gonna let you go and then I’ll back away from you. Please God don’t scream or we’re both finished, okay?’
I nod and show what I hope to be assent in my eyes.
‘And letting go, and backing away,’ he says slowly with a sardonic half smile.
We stare at each other warily, for about five seconds.
‘Right. Hello, Riley, I’m Denzil. Here’s the short version.’ He speaks quickly and quietly. ‘As of about three months ago, Luc’s dad became Century Barracks’ number one enemy. I don’t know the details, but he must’ve done something to seriously piss off the Major because, for weeks now, they’ve been planning some kind of retaliation.
‘Your bloke obviously has no idea of this or he wouldn’t have brought you within twenty miles of this place. They can’t believe their luck up at the mess hall and they’re humouring him till they decide what to do. They knew he was lying about meeting his dad, and now they’re dreaming up how they can use him to ruin Eddie and get some revenge.’
‘We‘ve got to get him out of there,’ I whisper back. ‘But do they know who I am? My father’s on really good terms with the army. He’s one of their main suppliers.’ Even as I say the words, I know I’m kidding myself.
‘Who knows you’re here?’ asks Denzil.
I don’t reply.
‘Exactly,’ he says. ‘They’ve guessed you’re AWOL. Your parents would never in a million years let you out of your Perimeter alone. Right now, you’re a fine-looking young female in a barracks full of frustrated men, whose boyfriend’s family business is seriously irritating them. I don’t fancy your chances.’
‘Okay.’ I swing my legs off the bed, so glad I’d kept my clothes on. ‘How do we get out?’ I hear the shake in my voice. ‘What’s the time? Is Luc still eating with them?’ I bend down and slip my flip flops onto my feet. ‘Why are you doing this anyway? Helping us, I mean.’
‘Selfish reasons,’ he replies. ‘I’ll explain later, when we’ve got out of here.’
‘You mean you want to come with us?’
‘You won’t escape without me.’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty
Eleanor
 
Calling Abigail from my mobile, I swallowed my anger and tried to adopt a friendly, apologetic tone. I asked if she’d meet me at the recreation ground that afternoon. She agreed. I waited for her in the deserted playground and sat on a cold, wet swing. She was twenty five minutes late, but I smiled at her when she arrived, hands in her pockets, the hood from her parka covering her platinum hair. She glanced at the swing next to me, but it was covered in raindrops so she stood where she was.
‘Grotty day,’ she said.
‘Hi Abi,’ I said, trying to be breezy. I brought my swing to a stop and stood up, forcing myself to say the next few words. ‘I’m sorry I slapped you before.’ I gave her what I hoped was an apologetic smile. ‘I must have been in shock or something.’
‘Don’t worry about it. I knew you weren’t yourself.’
I tried to restrain myself from slapping her again.
‘You know,’ she continued. ‘I get you were upset about Connor. He tricked us all and you must’ve felt pretty used and stupid when you found out.’
Good God, it took all my strength not to punch the smug smile off her face. I took a deep breath and hummed a tune in my head trying to ignore the self-satisfied crap pouring from her spiteful mouth.
‘Finding out he was a terrorist must have been such a hideous shock.’
I stifled the many retorts that came to my lips and just nodded my head.
‘I feel like I haven’t seen you for ages,’ she breathed. ‘Let’s forget about boys and do something fun.’
‘Yeah, good idea. But do you know what actually happened to Connor? Is he still under arrest or have they let him go?’
‘Oh for God’s sake,’ she said. ‘Connor, Connor, Connor! You’ve only known him for a few weeks and it’s all you go on about. It’s so bo-ring.’
‘I know.’ I smiled and tried to stay upbeat and act like I didn’t care. I knew if she sensed my desperation, I wouldn’t get anything out of her. God, why had I had her as my friend for so long? I must have been blind. She was a monster. ‘I just want to know so I can put him out of my head. It’s bugging me, you know?’
‘Yeah, fair enough. But you won’t like it, Ellie.’
I heard the blood pound in my ears. What was she going to tell me? I swallowed down bile in the back of my throat.
‘Look, Abi,’ I pretended to be bored. ‘I don’t really care, but I need to know for Tom. Connor’s a good friend of his and he wants to know what’s going on.’
She eyed me sharply.
‘Anyway,’ I tried a lighter tone. ‘I’d like to know if I’ve been going out with a convicted terrorist or not.’ I pulled a lopsided face.
‘Yeah, not cool,’ she relaxed her gaze and actually laughed. ‘Look, he’s dead okay? There, I’ve said it.’
Her words hung between us.
‘I’m sorry. I know you liked him and everything.’
‘Liked him,’ I repeated. ‘Liked him? He’s the love of my life. I love him and he’s not dead. You’re lying.’
‘I thought you said you didn’t care ...’
‘Liked him?’ I stared at her with what must have been pure loathing, because she backed away. ‘You are a jealous, vindictive cow. This is you and Bletchley pretending to be soldiers. What I want to know is why I ever had you as a friend in the first place?’
‘Now hang on,’ she interrupted. ‘If it wasn’t for me ...’
‘If it wasn’t for you, I would never have gone out with Johnny in the first place. You only hooked me up with him so we could be a foursome with you and Bletchley. If you hadn’t been such a bossy cow, I would’ve been free to see Connor …’
‘Don’t call me a cow, you psycho bitch …’
‘… and Soldier Boy Sam wouldn’t have had some pathetic idea about avenging Johnny’s hurt pride.’
‘Yeah, well blame me if it makes you feel better, Ellie.’
That stung. I knew in my heart it was my own stupid fault for being so easily led by her. I felt disgusted with myself, defeated, tired, bereft. There was nothing left for me, nothing that mattered anymore. I was too numb to even cry.
‘How do you know what’s happened to him anyway?’ I suddenly asked.
She looked angry and uncomfortable, shocked by the strength of my feelings.
‘Ellie, I’m sorry. Sam called me. Connor tried to escape at Portsmouth and a soldier shot him. I don’t know the details.’
‘It’s all gone mad,’ I muttered. ‘Connor wasn't a terrorist. It’s all bloody stupid.’
Abi turned to leave, but then she changed her mind and put her arms around me. But my body was stiff and unyielding, and I wouldn’t sink into her clumsy, cold embrace.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty One
Riley
 
I study Denzil, taking in the intense expression on his face, and through my fuzzy panicked senses comes a cold knife-cut of realisation. I have no choice. No one else can do this for me. It’s up to me and I can’t afford to muck it up. I put my fear into a box and clear my mind of everything except what I know I have to do.
Our lives are at stake, but this time I’m not afraid. I feel like I’ve been plucked me out of reality and given a pure shot of calm.
Minutes later, I walk into the dining hall and up to Luc, who sits at the far end of the room next to some scarily important looking men in uniform. They blur into a sea of khaki and I’ve no idea who they are or what rank they hold. My heart thumps, but I do my best to plaster on a smile for everyone seated at Luc’s table.
‘Sorry to disturb you.’ I smile apologetically. ‘Luc, could I borrow you for a second. There’s some stuff in the AV I need.’
‘Are you okay?’ he asks. ‘Feeling better?’
I nod. All I can think about is getting us the hell away from Warminster.
One of Luc’s dining companions speaks. ‘Go on, son, help the young lady out. We’ll keep it warm for you.’ They all laugh at this, though what’s so funny, I can’t tell. They remind me of a pack of hyenas I once saw on a wildlife DVD, laughing hysterically before tearing into another animal’s kill.
As we walk out of the room, Luc hisses, ‘I think they were just about to give me some useful info on Chambers. Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve got a weird expression on your face.’
‘Sshh,’ I answer. ‘We’re in trouble.’ I quickly fill him in on the details.
Like me, he doesn’t know whether to believe Denzil’s story or not, but if Denzil’s story is true then we’ll be in greater danger if we stay. We make up our minds quickly and decide to leave.
Luc and I walk the five hundred yards to the AV. It seems like five miles in the humid electrified air. We slide into the vehicle and Luc drives out slowly, back the way we came in, less than three hours ago. As we approach the checkpoint, Denzil emerges from the hut. Through the door, I can see the body of a soldier sprawled on the floor. Denzil sees us warily eying the body.
‘Don’t worry, he’ll live. I just clocked him on the back of the head.’ He jumps into the back seat, throwing us each a machine gun, one of which is our confiscated weapon.
‘Keep those handy,’ he says. ‘I’m deserting my post and I reckon we got about fifteen minutes before they realise you’re not having any pudding. I should put my foot down hard on that pedal if I were you,’ he says to Luc. ‘I’m Denzil, pleased to meet you.’
‘What the hell’s going on?’ asks Luc, clearly shaken by this turn of events. ‘Why do we have to leave? You said my father’s not welcome here anymore. It all sounds like a load of crap to me.’
‘Can we drive and talk?’ Denzil says.
Luc shakes his head but he does as Denzil asks and turns back onto the road.
‘I just need you to trust it’s also best for me if I get you out of here alive,’ Denzil says. ‘I know you got no real reason to trust me yet, but you must have known something wasn’t right back there or why would you be escaping with me now?’
‘I trust Riley. She said we needed go, so here we are.’
‘I gave you back all your weapons didn’t I?’ Denzil says. ‘I wouldn’t have done that if I was gonna hurt you.’
‘Well, it doesn’t look like we’ve got much choice now,’ says Luc. ‘Not now we're fleeing from our hosts and you did something nasty to that soldier back there. And Riley seems to trust you.’ Luc glances across at me and I shrug non-committally, which isn’t any help at all. He presses his lips together and his jaw tightens.
‘We’ll go along with you for now,’ he says, braking suddenly as we reach a junction. He turns to look at Denzil, who almost fills the whole of the back seat. ‘We’re heading west. That okay?’ Luc asks. ‘Tell you the truth, I’m a bit drunk. They loaded me up with spirits back there.’
‘It doesn’t matter which way we go. They’ll send units in both directions. May as well head towards Westbury, and go as fast as you can. I’ve topped up your tank.’
Luc and I both peer at the fuel gauge, which is showing ‘Full’.
‘Nice one,’ Luc says grudgingly, looking at him in the rear view mirror.
‘Are you alright to drive?’ I ask. ‘Do you want me to take over?’
‘I’m sobering up quickly, but thanks for the offer.’
Night is falling around us and the AV’s beams are on full. We’re climbing in altitude and the road winds above the surrounding countryside, which spreads out all around us in dark splodges of field and woodland. The road quality is better than we’d been used to and we manage to hit thirty miles per hour, but I still feel every jolt and accidentally bite my tongue. It hurts like hell, but I don’t say anything.
‘We’ll have to get off the road in a minute,’ Denzil says. ‘Once they’ve discovered we’ve gone, they’ll send out the Lynx.’
‘What’s a Lynx?’ I ask. ‘It doesn’t sound good, whatever it is.’
‘It’s not. Not for us anyway. It’s a helicopter and it’ll pick us up straight away if we stay on the road. Lucky for us, they’ve got no more anti-armour missiles, but we still got the door guns to watch out for.’
‘So why are we still on the road? Let’s find somewhere to hide.’ I’m panicking now.
‘We still got time,’ Denzil reassures. They might not even bother to come after us.’
‘Really?’ Luc asks.
‘Nah, man. They’ll come after us, no question.’ He laughs a deep belly laugh.
‘Great,’ says Luc, massaging his temple with his right hand.
We pass tiny terraced brick cottages perched on the side of the road, obviously abandoned and completely dilapidated. They look sinister in the black night, like huddled old crones plotting our downfall. We drive towards a bridge with faded graffiti daubed across its length: TURN BACK OR DIE.
‘That’s a bit dramatic.’ Luc brakes suddenly, unsure whether or not to continue.
‘Don’t worry. That graffiti’s years old,’ says Denzil. ‘This is Westbury. It used to be a compound, but everyone got wiped out in the plague.’
‘Everyone?’ I ask.
‘It was bad. About twelve years ago they all got sick and nearly everyone died. Anyone who didn’t get it fled the place and no one ever came back. Westbury’s deserted now, apart from the odd traveller. It’s a ghost town, literally. Loads of the lads swear they’ve seen weird stuff going on down here.’
‘Thanks for that, Denzil. You’ve made me feel so much better.’ Goosebumps prickle all over my back and arms.
He laughs his loud surprising laugh, unexpected for such a softly-spoken person. It would be infectious if I wasn’t so scared for my life.
‘I’m glad you think it’s all so hilarious,’ says Luc. ‘Are we going into the joyous ghost town of plagues and death then?’
‘We’ll hide ourselves there till morning.’ Denzil confirms my fears.
‘Why did I know you were going to say that.’ I’m not happy with the thought of spending a night in this creepy, deserted town. But then I suppose it is marginally better than being shot at from a military helicopter.
The AV crawls under the bridge and along the silent narrow street. I can’t see any signs of habitation. Thick foliage lines the road. I don’t even want to think about what I would do if I was alone here. We turn off the main track into an overgrown wilderness of rubble and tangled greenery, bumping over goodness- knows-what and straining our eyes to spot somewhere to hide.
‘This is no good,’ Denzil says after a couple of minutes of trying to penetrate our way through the debris in the AV. ‘Got a torch?’
I scrabble about in the footwell and release the catch on the hidden compartment. My hand finds the torch straightaway and I pass it back to him.
‘Stop the vehicle and kill the lights. I’m gonna go find us somewhere proper to hide.’
‘On foot?’ I ask, horrified he could be so brave.
‘Yeah. You two wait here. I won’t be long.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ Luc says.
‘No need. You stay with Riley. It’ll be quicker if it’s just me.’ And he’s gone, eaten up by the shadows.
‘Do you think he’ll come back?’ Luc asks.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Two
Riley
 
Leaves and branches swish and clatter against the windows of the AV.
‘A storm’s coming,’ says Luc.
‘Fantastic. We’re in a ghost town at night, with thunder and lightning on the way.’ My sarcasm is covering up an impending meltdown. Please God, let
me manage to keep it together. ‘I hope he comes back soon.’
It’s a strange thing, but after only a few minutes in Denzil’s company, we’ve already been won over by his confidence and unpretentiousness. Luc and I have both adapted our attitudes to mimic his good humour, despite our nightmare situation.
A loud rapping on Luc’s window makes me squeal.
‘It’s okay, Riley. It’s Denzil.’
Now I feel like an idiot. Luc puts his hand on my arm for a second and then opens his window.
‘Mind if I drive a minute?’ Denzil asks.
‘Be my guest.’ Luc slides effortlessly into the back seat, while Denzil eases into the driver’s side.
‘I found the perfect place, man,’ Denzil says, reversing loudly onto the main track again.
We drive up to a large vine-covered concrete warehouse of some sort. It’s mainly intact, but hidden from plain view by the encroaching forest. The huge rusted garage door is open and Denzil drives inside. Luc jumps out of the AV and pulls the metal door closed behind us. Denzil kills the lights and turns off the engine. It’s dark, but a few holes in the roof cast a faint glow of moonlight into the AV.
‘Right,’ says Denzil. ‘We just have to be quiet and hope they don’t discover our hidey hole. Got any grub? I’m starving.’
Although we’re under the cover of the old warehouse, we stay inside the AV and Denzil and I share a very light unappetising supper of dry crackers, water and freeze-dried strips of meat, some of the few supplies still left in the footwell. Luc says he’s too stuffed to eat any more. He already ate a massive dinner at the Barracks. We push the boat out for pudding and share a slab of chocolate.
‘The main course was pretty ropey,’ Denzil says. ‘But I haven't had chocolate for, well … must be ten years. I'm getting a good sugar rush. Thanks, guys.’
Once we’ve eaten, Luc asks the question we both want to know:
‘So, Denzil, how come you helped us to escape? And why do you want to leave the Barracks?’
 
* * *
 
Denzil Porter is thirty four years old. He grew up in the St Paul’s area of Bristol, in a steep unlovely terrace, with his large extended family. He spent his early teens trying to dodge the front-line drug-dealing activities all around him and, at the age of seventeen-and-a-half, he finally managed to escape inevitability, and took his eight GCSEs into the army with him.
He trained as a soldier in The Royal Military Police, doing his Basic Training at Winchester and his Trade Training at Chichester. Once trained, he was promoted to Lance Corporal, moving quickly to Corporal and he hoped to make Sergeant within the next six years. He loved army life, working hard and playing hard. I could tell from his cheeky humour as we fled the barracks, that he’s a good man to have around in times of stress. His family was proud of him and he was happy in his career.
He undertook a six month operational Tour in Afghanistan, but only stayed for four, as he was pulled back to England during the prolonged terror attacks to put his Royal Military Police Training into effect.
‘The Middle East was bad, but England was worse,’ he tells us. ‘Afghanistan was this unknown foreign country and we were briefed on what to expect over there, but England …’ He exhales heavily. ‘To come home and face that level of chaos in your own country, well it was unreal. I managed to get most of my family out of Bristol and into a compound in Thornbury, just north of the city, but I lost a lot of my cousins and friends. I haven’t been able to visit my family for six years now - no fuel allowance, no leave. The last message I got from them was eight months ago, begging me to find somewhere else for them to stay. My dad’s really ill. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.’
‘Surely the army would help you to move them somewhere else?’ Luc asks.
‘You’re joking aren’t you?’ Denzil shakes his head. ‘I don’t know how they even have the nerve to call themselves the army anymore. They’re nothing more than legal terrorists. They’re corrupt and racist, and the decent one’s have either left, been driven out or are trying to get the hell out as soon as they can.
‘My life these last few years has been a nightmare. I don’t know how I’ve stood it this long, living with that bunch of ignorant... See, I don’t lick arse enough and I’ve got no money and no connections, which is how you get on in this game nowadays. I’m a bit of a joker though. I reckon that’s what’s seen me through. The lads think I’m good for a laugh and it’s saved me from a few beatings.’
I’m shocked by what he’s telling us. If the army can’t be relied on, that means nobody’s looking out for our country. Nobody other than people like Pa and Eddie.
‘Maybe it’s just the bunch of losers at Century Barracks,’ Denzil adds, reading my thoughts. ‘I don’t really know what the other bases round the country are like. Maybe there’s some good guys left. All I know is I’ve had enough and I want out.’
‘So what do you need us for?’ Luc asks. ‘Surely you could’ve escaped years ago if things are that bad.’
‘It’s not that simple. Like I said, I’ve got no connections. First, I needed a way to escape. But mainly I was waiting for a decent opportunity to take me somewhere good. I mean, if I just escaped, where would I go? What would I do? I’d be absent without leave, on the run with no way of helping my family and if they caught me trying to leg it, they‘d either shoot me for desertion or worse. I’ve got to be able to go where they can’t touch me. This way, with your help, I’ve got a decent vehicle to escape in and …’ He pauses and scrutinises our faces.
‘What?’ we ask simultaneously.
‘I need your help.’
‘We are helping you,’ I say.
‘No, I mean I really need your help. I want to become a guard. I want to work in a perimeter town, far away from this shithole - ‘scuse my language - where I can keep my family safe. Your dad owns a security company.’ He turns to Luc. ‘I know he needs trained men like me, but I haven’t had the opportunity to meet him. Maybe … if you could get me a job with accommodation for my family? I’m a professional. I'm hard-working … loyal.’
He tails off and stares at us expectantly. I realise just how powerful our families are. We’ve got the means to make and break lives. This man’s hope rests in Luc’s hands.
Guards are usually made up of ex-police, military and security, but they’re prized jobs which pay well and mean your family will be well-housed and provided for - a rarity nowadays. Positions aren’t given away easily as you have to be able to trust the guard you’re employing with your life. In our perimeter, any potential guard has to first have two sponsors, who are guards themselves, to vouch for him or her. These sponsors are hard to come by as they risk dismissal or even imprisonment if the new guard lets them down. In this way, we’re almost guaranteed to get trustworthy men and women looking after us.
Denzil obviously doesn’t know anyone willing to sponsor him and he has no other means of proving himself. The opportunity to help us was too valuable for him to ignore.
‘If we manage to escape from your lovely ex-work colleagues, then I’m sure I can sort something out,’ Luc says.
With his flippant reply, Luc has managed to lighten the atmosphere and give Denzil the hope he needs.
‘Man, you will never regret it.’ He settles back, a sudden sigh of relief smoothing out the lines on his satin forehead.
We sit in silence for a while, listening to each other breathing. Thunder grumbles in the distance and then, through the part-opened roof, lightning illuminates our surroundings, shocking our gloom-adjusted senses. Rows and rows of rails, covered in clear plastic, are briefly thrown into sharp relief.
‘A clothing warehouse,’ I say. ‘Ma would love to go rummaging around in here.’
Thunder again, nearer and louder. Again the lightning flashes, daylight bright. Then the rain comes. Widely-spaced-out heavy drops gathering speed and finally drumming down onto the roof of the warehouse and onto our AV, as we’re parked directly under one of the roof’s enormous holes.
‘This should help keep them off our trail,’ Denzil says, loud enough for us to hear him over the rattling rain. It turns out to be a short storm though and within ten minutes or so the rain has eased to a gentle patter.
‘Have you heard of a man named Ron Chambers?’ I ask.
‘The killer who escaped?’ Denzil replies. ‘Yeah, I heard of him.’
‘My heart lifts at his words. This could be the breakthrough we’ve been searching for.
‘Two of the lads nearly picked him up. Stupid tossers - they let him go off on his merry way. He probably bribed them. They were lying if they said they never knew who he was. Hold on.’ He raises his hand for quiet. ‘Here we go.’
‘What?’ I ask.
‘Sshh.’ He puts his fingers to his lips and I feel a snaking, creeping sense of dread. ‘Listen.’
Sure enough, I hear the unwelcome sound of helicopter blades whirring overhead.
‘They’re here. We’ll just have to sit tight and hope they pass us by.’
I want Denzil to carry on with his story about Chambers. I’m sure he can tell us something to lead us to his whereabouts, but it isn’t the right time. I’ll just have to be patient and hope we got out of this predicament so I can question him further.
It’s chilly and damp now and I’d give anything for a warm jumper. I shiver. Denzil sees, takes off his jacket and passes it to me. I shake my head, but he shushes me and presses it into my hand.
I think about our situation here and realise it depresses me. This is the army, our supposed protectors and law-and-order keepers. If they’re corrupt then what chance does our country have? We really are living in a world gone to hell. Forced to trust another stranger to help us out. But will he also let us down like Fred and Jessie?
Over the intermittent drips of rain, we hear a convoy of vehicles drive past, close to our hiding place. Then voices. A shout. I shiver again.
‘Building-to-building search!’ We all make out the words and I feel sick.
‘Milligan.’ I don’t like the way Denzil says the name.
‘Building-to-building search?’ asks Luc. ‘Do you think we’ll be safe here?’
‘Not any more. Milligan won’t leave this village until every structure is searched thoroughly. He’ll have sent the Lynx ahead to check the roads.’
‘What should we do?’ I really don’t fancy our chances if we get caught, and I’m terrified for Luc’s life after what Denzil said about his father.
‘There’s no way we’ll all be able to escape together,’ Denzil says. His next words make my heart sink. ‘I’ll have to leave you here.’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Three
Eleanor
 
Connor’s face and smell was still so familiar to me. I had previously borrowed a checked shirt of his and, when I took to my bed, I inhaled his scent as I wept. I pictured his perfect face, terrified in case I forgot what he looked like. My own face was pasty and blotched, my eyes dull and swollen from continuous crying. I couldn’t stir myself to even wash and I felt hideous and grotty. I just kept thinking, what’s the point?
Over the next few days, my family was tender and consoling. Mum brought me up comfort food, like warm chicken noodle soup or creamy mashed potato, throwing my windows open, ‘for fresh air’ amidst my half-hearted protests. My brothers tried to tempt me with chocolates and glossy magazines, and Dad just held me while I cried oceans. All I wanted was to hibernate under my duvet.
My family tried to discover exactly what had happened to Connor, but although they contacted the army and the police, nobody knew anything. Or if they did, they kept it quiet. The Press weren’t interested. Well, they were interested, but only in the angle that we had been harbouring a suspected terrorist. And they soon lost interest when there was nothing more to learn.
The media kept giving us more bad news. Thousands of people had either fled the country to return to their native homes, or had returned to Britain, to get home before the border closures came into effect, which they now had. Plenty of people were still stranded though, unable to get a flight or passage on a ship. And no one knew when the borders would re-open.
Like most countries, Britain was officially closed off to the outside world. For now, public transport had stopped running and petrol was severely rationed. A state of emergency had been declared. The summer was ending and the leaves were changing along with everything else.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Four
Riley
 
‘What are you talking about?’ Luc says.
‘Sshh. For God’s sake, man, keep your voice down,’ hisses Denzil.
‘Sorry,’ whispers Luc. ‘But where are you going? You can’t just leave us here. What are we supposed to do?’
‘I’ve got an idea,’ says Denzil. ‘I don’t like it. I’m gutted about it, but it’s our only chance.’
‘What?’ asks Luc. ‘What’s your idea?’
‘I could make out that you took me against my will and now I’m escaping back to the barracks.’
‘But won’t they want to know why we escaped in the first place?’ I ask. ‘Why would we have thought we were in danger if it wasn’t for you telling us?’
‘Good point.’
‘How about you tell them that Riley heard soldiers walking past her window talking about how they were going to do us some serious harm?’ Luc says. ‘She panicked and came to fetch me.’
‘That would work,’ says Denzil. ‘Then you knocked out one of the soldiers and took me at gunpoint from my post at the checkpoint. I’ll tell them you tied me up in the back of your AV, but I untied my ankles and threw myself out the back of the moving vehicle. Sound believable to you?’
We half nod, half shake our heads, wearing doubtful expressions.
‘Well, it’ll have to do,’ Denzil says.
‘Maybe you could throw them off our scent,’ says Luc. ‘Tell them you saw us stop and pull off the road. That we’re driving cross-country in the other direction, heading back down south.’
‘Yeah, I can do that,’ Denzil replies. ‘Meantime, you stay put till dawn. By then I should’ve been able to draw them south, away from here. I’ll tell ‘em you’re probably heading back to Bournemouth, frightened out of your stupid minds.’
‘Hey!’ I say with mock indignance. ‘Are you sure there’s no other way? I don’t like to think of you going back there when you hate it so much.’
Denzil smiles and shakes his head. ‘We’re running out of time. It’s the only plan I can think of that’s got a chance of working. I need this guard job, so I need you to get out of here alive.’ He points at the jacket I’m wearing. ‘I’m gonna need that back.’
I shrug it off and hand it to him.
‘We have to make it look authentic,’ says Luc.
‘No holds barred then. My life depends on it.’
We bind his hands together with rope and give his ankles rope burns, so it looks as though they’ve been bound.
Denzil turns to Luc, ‘I’m relying on you to give me what you got.’
Luc takes a breath and punches Denzil hard on the mouth. I flinch. He’s bleeding from the lip, but he doesn’t make a sound.
Luc finds a jagged piece of metal from the warehouse floor and uses it to rip down one side of Denzil’s uniform. Luc rips the bottom of his shirt and makes a gag for Denzil’s mouth. Lastly, Denzil rolls in the dirt.
We stand awkwardly silent for a moment.
‘Thank you, Denzil,’ says Luc. ‘But you know you really don’t have to do this. We could all just make a run for it.’
‘Man, you didn’t just mess up my uniform and give me a fat lip for nothing. I’ve been with these sorry-ass soldiers for years now, a few weeks longer won’t hurt and then I can get to Bournemouth no problem. Anyway, didn’t you hear me before? I need you to escape so you can give me the job of highly paid guard with chunky Christmas bonus.’
‘The job’s definitely yours,’ Luc says. ‘Thanks, mate. Good luck. We‘ll see you soon.’ They shake hands and Luc presses some gold pieces into his hand. ‘To help you find your way back to us.’
I give Denzil a hug and kiss his cheek. He passes me the gag and I tie it around his mouth, mindful of the purple bruise and split lip.
He smiles, lifts up the garage door a fraction and rolls out into the dangerous night. All we can do now is sit and wait.
 
* * *
 
It’s quiet. Not once do we hear soldiers nearby. Hopefully Denzil has thrown them off our trail.
‘I'll sleep in the front, you take the back seat,’ offers Luc.
‘No way. You’re definitely taking the back seat, you're still recovering from your bang on the head.’ Luc doesn't think I notice each time he winces at the pain the raiders inflicted. ‘Anyway, you need a decent night’s sleep more than I do. I already had some kip back at the barracks.’
‘Riley, if you don't take the back seat, I'll sleep on the floor outside.’
‘Urrgh, you're such a gentleman,’ I huff, feeling guilty. But I know he will actually sleep on the floor if I don't do as I’m told, so I climb into the back seat and make myself comfortable.
‘Night, Luc.’
‘Night, Riley. Sleep well ... if you can.
‘Thanks.’
‘You did really well tonight, coming to get me in the mess hall. That was a horrible call to make, knowing whether or not to trust Denzil. I don't know what would've happened if we'd stayed.’
‘I'm sorry I was such a wimp before. Leaving you to go and eat with those hideous soldiers.’
‘It wasn’t your fault. You were ill.’
‘I’m still sorry.’
‘Well, it's a good thing you didn’t come otherwise we would’ve been stuck there. And it turned out fine, so don’t worry about it. I just hope Denzil’s alright.’
‘He saved us,’ I say. ‘And he didn’t even know us.’
The rest of the night is long and strangely lonely. Denzil has left a big gap. Luc and I had quickly gotten used to his company. I pray he’s going to be alright, that he’ll manage his escape to Bournemouth soon. We owe him our lives.
Luc and I chat about nothing until finally we manage to doze off for an hour or two.
Now early morning has crept up on us and I feel cold and stiff. I’m worrying about Denzil and wonder if he’s succeeded in fooling his colleagues.
It’s strange spending the night alone with Luc. I hope things will go back to normal between us. I hope our feelings for each other will subside and we can be friends again with no awkwardness. But that kiss keeps trying to replay itself over and over in my mind. It’s just the stress of the journey, I tell myself. That’s all it is. Nothing more.
I regret not asking Denzil sooner about Chambers. I should have got more answers. Now it’s beginning to look like a lost cause on all fronts. Last night was probably the end of the trail.
We’ve got no plans of action left. We’ve got no new leads to follow. Our prime goal was Century Barracks, relying on the soldiers to point us in the right direction. Now we’ve reached a dead end. We’ll have to keep going onwards to my grandparents’ house.
Maybe we can stop at settlements along the way and show Chambers’ picture to everyone we meet. After all, he’s rumoured to be somewhere in the West Country and we are heading west, so it’s possible someone might recognise him. But I don’t really believe this is going to get us anywhere. It’s hopeless.
I’m deflated. My bones are damp and I feel grubby and irritable. Watery sunlight filters through the trees and into the hole in the warehouse roof, but it isn’t enough to warm the chilly space. As well as everything else, I’m really conscious our parents will now be sick with worry. I’ve got to face it, this trip has been a hideous mistake causing nothing but grief and distress. I shiver for the millionth time and try to think of something to make me feel less miserable. But I’m on a real downer.
Luc has been rummaging around for ages in the front, trying to find something.
‘What are you looking for?’
He lifts his head and passes me a large bar of whole nut milk chocolate. ‘Breakfast? Half each?’ he grins.
‘Damn good idea,’ I say, a reluctant smile escaping at the thought of such decadence.
At seven o’clock we risk opening the garage door. The sunshine streams into the gloomy warehouse. The brightness, combined with a sugar rush from breakfast, does a lot to lighten my mood.
‘Wait here,’ says Luc. ‘I’m just going to have a little scout around and make sure there’s no one about.’
‘Can I come with you?’
‘Yeah, course.’
We crawl under the garage door and stand up, blinking and squinting in the light. The sun on my skin feels good and I stretch my body, catlike in the warmth. Then I turn around three hundred and sixty degrees to take in our surroundings. We’re standing in a sun-drenched clearing encircled by trees and bushes. The vine-covered warehouse has almost merged into the surrounding forest.
Last night’s storm has washed away our tyre tracks, so we head towards a gap in the foliage. We walk for only a few seconds before finding ourselves back on the narrow main road.
Gentle birdsong permeates the air and a startled squirrel spirals up a tree next to me. It’s like we’re in a completely different place to the eerie ghost town we reluctantly entered last night. This morning we’ve awoken to the heat-hazed jungle of a lost civilisation. A dappled light plays through the trees and I half-expect to see fairies and goblins or perhaps a unicorn come trotting through the forest. Steam from last night’s rainstorm rises in soft billowing puffs from the drying land and the morning air smells fresh and loamy.
We stand for a minute, staring down along the track at the shimmering, half-ruined buildings that have sunk back into the soft earth.
‘I don’t think there’s anyone here, do you?’ says Luc.
‘Doesn’t look like it. But what if we start up the engine and someone hears?’
‘Mm.’ Luc pauses in thought. ‘The thing is, I don’t think it’s a good idea to hang around here for much longer. We’re too close to Warminster. They might come back when they don’t find us to the south.’
‘You’re right,’ I say. ‘Let’s just go. Come on.’
Luc gazes at me for a moment and then catches my infectious urgency. We run back to the AV, laughing hysterically and almost tripping ourselves up in the process. I’ve got that silly-scared feeling, like when Skye and I were young and Pa would pretend to be a bear, chasing us up the stairs and we’d scream and squeal in terror. Only this time, the terror is partially real. Well on my part, anyway.
We push up the warehouse door, jump into the AV, breathless with recklessness, and Luc starts up the engine. Bouncing back onto the track, we drive lightning fast out of Westbury, hearts pounding, hoping to God no one’s following us.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Five
Riley
 
One hour on the road and we start to relax and to believe we might have eluded the soldiers. Denzil has saved our lives and we’re indebted to him.
We drive through beautiful open countryside swathed in rolling hills of pale green, cinnamon and gold, textured like billowing raw silk. After our exhausting confrontations and escapes, I suddenly feel exhilarated and untouchable. The road widens out, smoother and less-potholed, so we fly over the tarmac at nearly forty miles-per-hour in some places, laughing at the freedom.
At this point, I think we both realise our mission is doomed to failure due to a complete lack of information. Also, if I’m totally honest, we’ve got no real plan for what we would do if we did happen to stumble across our fugitive, other than pull out a gun and shoot him, which now seems like another unrealistic piece of fantasizing.
After a majorly depressed start to the day, I quickly reconcile myself to the fact that there are too many elements beyond my control and the best I can do is to soak up this adventure to the full. Skye would understand that events have conspired to work against us. Perhaps it’s her, protecting us from crossing paths with this evil man. I know we won’t find him. Maybe I knew this all along, but refused to accept it.
In my new realistic frame of mind, I try to kid myself that what I feel for Luc is circumstantial lust – he’s the only person I’m with, so of course I’m attracted to him. There’s no one else to compare him with. But one glance across at him and I’m in freefall. I turn away and think instead of Skye, seeing her face in my mind.
We change places so Luc can have a break. I begin to enjoy the drive, gazing out of the window at the endless scenery. Bottle-green woodland pins down the edges of the landscape with not even a hint of autumn in the leaves yet.
Up ahead, I spot a small bright shape on the horizon and try to work out what it is. It doesn’t look like a helicopter and it’s too large and slow to be a bird. Soon it’s out of sight behind a distant hill. I dismiss it and don’t think it important enough to wake Luc who’s fallen asleep. Ten minutes later I see it again, only this time it’s much closer and I think I now know what it is.
‘Luc, look!’
He opens his eyes, on instant alert.
‘A hot air balloon!’ I say.
‘What? Where?’
‘There, over to your left. I saw it a while back, but I couldn’t work out what it was. It’s amazing.’
‘Mm,’ says Luc, stretching. ‘I hope it doesn’t get any closer.’
‘What do you mean? Why?’
‘Nothing, I’m just being paranoid. It’s just a balloon.’
But his paranoia is catching as half an hour later the balloon has drifted nearer and is travelling parallel to our route. It’s close enough for us to see its white and orange diamond pattern and we can also make out several figures standing in the basket.
‘Okay, I don’t like the look of that at all,’ says Luc. He reaches down into the footwell and takes out the binoculars. I pull over to the side of the road as he stares through the lenses, adjusting the focus.
‘There are two, three, four people in there, as far as I can make out. And they’ve got binoculars trained on us too.’
‘What?’ My heart speeds up and I hear the blood whooshing in my ears.
‘We need to hide,’ he says.
I look around. It’s a clear bright day and we’re travelling on probably the only road for miles around in a metallic grey vehicle that glints like a beacon in the sunshine. We may as well have plastered a big sign across our roof that reads ‘come and get us’.
‘Do you think it’s the army?’ I ask.
‘It would be a bit weird for the army to travel around in an orange balloon, but we can’t take any chances. I don’t want to hang around and find out.’
‘Me neither.’
‘Let’s find somewhere to hide and let’s do it quickly.’
‘We could drive back the way we came,’ I suggest. ‘They must have to go with the wind and they won’t be able to turn as quickly as we can. I saw a track about five minutes back there. Maybe there are some trees we could shelter under.’
‘Do it,’ he says.
I perform a clumsy seven point turn, sweating and apologising as I do so. Luc puts his hand on my arm and leaves it there.
‘You’re doing great. They’re probably nothing to do with us anyway. We’re just doing this to be on the safe side.’
‘Thanks, I’m okay. It’s just, after those raiders and Grey and the army and everything.’
‘I know.’ He leans over and kisses my cheek. Even in my terrified state, my heart beats double time for a whole new reason.
‘I’ll put the shockplates on this time, just in case.’ I turn to look at him and he holds my gaze. I look away first, a jumble of emotions coursing through me.
‘There!’ He points. I scan the middle distance and see the roof of an old barn.
‘Brilliant.’ Revving the engine, I nose the AV up a steep bank and through the trees. There, we find just what we’re searching for - a dilapidated grey stone barn surrounded by trees. It’s really just one wall and a roof with a couple of rusted supports at the front.
I park the AV under its concealing roof and turn off the engine. We sit in silence, listening to the faint ticking and clicking of the tired engine as it cools down.
Hunger distracts us from danger, so we spread the rug out on the grassy barn floor and feast on crackers with marmite and apples from a nearby tree. We pick some juicy blackberries from a hedgerow next to the barn and gorge ourselves silly on them, until our hands and tongues are stained purple.
Luc takes the binoculars and creeps back onto the road to search the sky for our floating friends. A minute later he returns.
‘I can’t see them.’
‘Do you think they’ve gone?’
‘I don’t know, but we should wait here for a bit, until we’re sure. They won’t be able to spot us from up there anyway.’
‘God, that was scary,’ I reply. ‘I was convinced they were after us.’
‘A hot air balloon can’t really compete with the AV. Let’s just chill here for a bit.’
We lie side by side on the rug in the cool shade of the open barn, listening to the wind sweep through the long grass.
We don’t speak and my heart thumps in my chest. I can’t feel the ground beneath my body and yet, at the same time, it feels like I’m connected to the earth itself.
Luc’s hand is so close to mine that I feel the heat from his skin. And then he moves it the thousand miles required to hold my hand. I don’t know how long we lie here like this, just holding hands. It could be seconds or minutes or hours.
I want him to make a move, but at the same time I don’t.
‘Riley …’
‘Yeah?’ My voice comes out as a whisper.
‘What you said, before, about Skye. About us. Did you really mean it?’
‘Yes,’ I say. I let go of his hand and sit up, hugging my knees to my chest.
He sits up too and faces me, cross-legged. He reaches forward and tilts my chin up so I’m forced to look at him. His eyes are blue, his face is beautiful and I want nothing more than to lean forward and kiss him. But I can’t.
‘I love you, Riley.’
My heart fills up with a feeling I’ve never known before. I can’t believe he’s spoken those words.
‘Luc …’
‘It’s okay if you don’t feel the same way. I just had to tell you.’
‘It’s not that. It’s just … I would feel like a bad person if we took this further. Skye was my sister and she had feelings for you.’
‘Me and Skye would never have happened. I loved her like a sister. Nothing more.’
‘I know that. I do, but …’
Luc stands up and takes a breath. ‘I don’t want you to feel any pressure, Riley. Not after everything you’ve been through. That’s the last thing I want. I just need you to know that I could make you happy. We both loved Skye and she loved us. I don’t think it would be wrong.’
His words are seductive and I want so much to believe them.
‘I can’t,’ I say. Even though in my head I’m saying the words, ‘yes, yes, I love you too’.
He bows his head and walks away.
Luc is gone for a while, but I don’t go after him. I figure he needs to be alone. And although I think I’ve done the right thing, I also feel like a bitch for rejecting him. I admit to myself that I do love Luc and I know that we could be really happy together.
Skye wasn’t a jealous person. She was good and sweet and generous. She would be happy for us. I know she would. But something is still stopping me. As much as I want to be with him, I know my decision is the right one. I can’t betray Skye’s memory.
But I don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this.
Luc returns before it gets dark. He gives me a sad smile. ‘We should stay here tonight,’ he says.
‘Okay.’
Those are the only words we speak that night.
 
* * *
 
We wake early, but the awkwardness from last night still hangs heavy like morning mist. Our meagre breakfast of dry crackers tastes like dust in my mouth and it feels as though there’s a stone sitting where my heart should be. It’s jagged and heavy and it hurts.
We pack up in silence and get back on the road. Thankfully, we see no sign of any army vehicles or of yesterday’s balloon. The road is wide and empty. I’m trying to think of something neutral to say to break the silence, all the while wondering if Luc hates me now.
‘Can we get back to how we were?’ I say.
‘What do you mean?’
‘This feels horrible,’ I say. ‘I want us to be friends again.’
‘Yeah. Course,’ he says. But it’s the fakest sentence I’ve ever heard him speak and we sink back into silence.
At Melksham, we pass a large grey-walled compound and decide to stop and show Chambers’ picture to the guards. We pull up outside some thick wooden doors and wait nervously in the AV for someone to come out. A letterbox-sized opening appears at head-height and a face appears behind the grille.
‘State your business,’ comes a bored voice.
Luc opens his window and holds out the picture, explaining why we’re here. The man beckons Luc forward. He gets out of the AV and passes the picture to the guard, along with a couple of silver bits.
‘I’ll go and ask,’ the guard says.
The grille disappears as the opening slides shut. Half-an-hour later, a shout and a hand beckon Luc back to the door. The guard thrusts the picture back out through the bars.
‘Sorry, no sightings,’ he says mechanically and the grille closes again.
Luc and I look at each other and shrug, in growing acceptance of the lack of information. The same story greets us at three further settlements. Some guards are friendly and others are as curt as those at Melksham, but they all have the same response: ‘Sorry, no.’ At least doing this gives us something to focus on other than our feelings toward each other. Makes us feel a little easier in each other’s company.
We’re heading towards the Chippenham Compound and Luc says we’re well over halfway to my grandparents’ house. I’m happy at the thought of seeing my family, despite the trouble I’m in.
On the approach to Chippenham, we have to really start paying attention to the route, as we’ve reached a complicated series of junctions and roundabouts and a lot of the roads are completely overgrown. There are no signposts anywhere and Luc has to concentrate hard to remember which route to take.
‘This is it, I remember now,’ he says, relief in his voice. ‘There are sometimes raiders up on the bypass.’
‘What?’
‘Don’t worry. If we head closer to the town’s compound, we should avoid them. We have to pass under an old railway bridge … Should be down here if I’m remembering right … Yep, there it is. I thought we were lost for a minute.’
We inch under the bridge and around a blind corner only wide enough for one vehicle at a time. The road is clear as always and we press on towards the compound.
As we round a bend, we’re faced with an impossibly high wall made from steel, or metal of some kind, with huge rivets all over it. It looks like a massive water tower, but Luc says this is the main Chippenham Compound.
High, square towers, like castle turrets, protrude periodically from the top of the walls and, against the bright sunshine, I make out the small silhouettes of armed figures on guard. Several gun barrels track our progress as we turn and wind our way past the metal fortress, but no one opens fire.
Then, up ahead, we see a sight that makes Luc skid to a halt – There are armed men blocking our path.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Six
Eleanor
 
At the end of September, Tom came home one night with some horrendous news.
‘Johnny’s parents were both killed last week in one of the Southampton bombings.’
‘Oh no.’ I sat down suddenly, shocked. ‘No! I can’t believe it. What? Both of them?’ I asked, feeling so bad for Johnny.
‘Yeah.’
We all just looked at each other. Nobody knew what to say anymore. It just seemed like bad news on top of bad news.
‘He’s gonna be driving back home tomorrow,’ Tom added.
‘D’you think I should ring him?’ I asked my family. ‘I mean, would he even want to hear from me after everything?’
‘I think that would be a nice thing to do, darling.’ My mother came over to me and stroked my hair.
‘Yeah, but you dumped him,’ David said bluntly. ‘He might not need reminding of that after what’s just happened to his family.’
‘That’s a bit harsh, Dave,’ said Tom. ‘Anyway, I don’t think he’d really care about that. He’d just be pleased she cared enough to call.’
‘I say call him,’ Oliver shouted over his shoulder from the other room.
‘Oh my God, now you’ve all really confused me,’ I said.
They started arguing amongst themselves, so I left them to it and went upstairs to think about poor Johnny and what he must be going through.
It turned out I was spared making a decision as he called round about half an hour later to say goodbye in person. David shouted my name up the stairs while I stared vacantly through my bedroom window at a double-glazed sunset. It made me squint and turn away; its beauty an irritation. I still felt and looked awful, but I was past caring about my appearance. David shouted again. I heard impatience in his voice and I heard him say Johnny was here.
I slouched downstairs in my tatty old tracksuit and toxic slippers, my hair scraped back off my face in an unbecoming, curly greasy ponytail. I felt shaky and nervous.
Johnny stood in the hallway with rounded shoulders and his hands clasped in front of him. When he looked up at me, I could tell he was a little surprised by my appearance. I was shocked by his. His face was haggard, he had dark circles under his eyes and his hair had grown out into an unfashionable fuzz. He gave me a warm hug though and we went and sat in the lounge, which everyone tactfully vacated, after passing on their condolences.
‘I’m so sorry about your parents,’ I said. ‘If there’s anything I can do …’
‘Thanks. I’m going home tomorrow morning, finally. I had to wait for my petrol ration. My brother and his wife are meeting me at mum and dad’s.’ He swallowed and took a breath to steady the wobble in his voice. ‘So, I should be okay for a while.’
‘That’s good. That you’ll have family there to look after you, I mean.’ I felt like I’d said the wrong thing.
‘Yeah.’ There was a long awkward pause and then Johnny surprised me. ‘I heard about what happened to Connor. I’m really sorry. I mean, I know you really liked him. I tried to find out what happened to him for you, but I haven’t got a contact number for Sam, and his parents don’t know when he’ll get leave.’
‘You didn’t have to do that.’ I couldn’t believe he’d tried to do such a nice thing for me. I certainly didn’t deserve his help. ‘I just want you to know, I’m really sorry, Johnny. About everything, how it all turned out … you and me. You must think I’m a horrible person, and now your parents …’ It was no good. I tried to stop them, but the tears just streamed down my face. Johnny’s Mum and Dad were dead. Connor was dead. The world was going to hell, and now he’d think I was a weak, self-centred bitch for crying all over him.
‘Don’t cry.’ He picked up his jacket and used the lining to dab my tears away.
‘Your lovely jacket …’
‘It’s not lovely. I don’t even like it. Sam persuaded me to buy it. Thought it made me look cool, but I think I look like a twat in it.’
I giggled through my tears. ‘No, you don’t.’
‘No? Okay, but I made you laugh though.’
I nodded.
‘Look, Ellie, I’ve got to go back to some unpleasant stuff, and I don’t know if, or when I‘ll be back. My uni course has been suspended indefinitely, so ...’ He shrugged. ‘I just wanted to come and say goodbye, and no hard feelings, and I hope everything goes well for you.’ He got up to go.
‘Thank you. Same to you. Okay, well take care of yourself.’
‘You too.’ We hugged and kissed on the cheek and then he left.
But that wasn’t the last I would see of Johnny Culpepper.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Seven
Riley
 
There are four of them that I can see. Big looking guys dressed in khaki with black boots and berets. They’re standing around next to a rusty old caravan and a barrier with a sign. It looks like quite a hastily-put-together operation. Luc and I both peer through the windscreen to try to make out the word on the square sheet of warped plywood.
‘Toll,’ we say in unison.
‘I suppose that means we have to pay to get through,’ I say, dreading the thought of approaching the barrier.
‘Yeah. I’ve been this way before and it wasn’t here then. They look like privateers.’
Privateers are men who set themselves up as freelance guards. You pay them to escort you through dangerous areas. Some of them are the real thing, but usually it’s just a scam to extort money from scared travellers.
‘I don’t want to risk it,’ says Luc. ‘We’ll try our luck at the compound and maybe they’ll let us cut through. I’d rather pay the compound guards than a protection racket.’
He does a u-turn and we head back to find the compound entrance. An ominous droning sound follows us and I turn to see two privateers on motorcycles coming up behind the AV and flanking us. They smile and motion for us to slow down.
‘Shockplates,’ I hiss through my teeth.
‘Done it,’ Luc replies, slowing our vehicle to a halt, but leaving the engine running.
He opens the window a crack and one of the privateers draws up beside him and peers in. Although he’s built like a wrestler, he doesn’t look much older than us.
‘Nice day,’ he says.
‘Mm,’ agrees Luc.
‘Where you headed? We’d be happy to escort you through to the other side of town. Lots of nasty folk about these days. Wouldn’t want you to run into any raiders, or the like.’
‘Thanks, but we’ve got business in the compound. We just had a few problems finding the entrance, but I remember the way now.’
‘Don’t worry, you can get access to the Compound from our strip. Follow me, I’ll show you how to get in.’
‘It’s okay,’ Luc replies calmly. ‘As I said, I’ve remembered where the main entrance is. Thanks anyway, for your help.’
The privateer draws his weapon, but Luc is faster and manages to close the window before he can get a shot.
I realise we’ve just had a very narrow escape. That boy could have shot Luc in the head if he’d been quicker.
Luc revs the engine and accelerates, leaving the privateers behind, But the two boys start off in pursuit of us, firing rounds at our vehicle, their cohorts following on behind. Shots ricochet off the AV, accompanied by showers of sparks and the electric crackle of the shock plates.
As Luc drives, I scan the unbroken metal walls for any type of opening to escape into, but I can see no entrance. Then, above the din, I hear faint shouts and see the bikers gesticulating to each other. The compound watchmen are shooting at the privateers from their towers, using powerful, mounted semi-automatic guns.
‘Hallelujah,’ says Luc, as two of the bikers drop their speed. Soon, all four finally cease their pursuit and turn back towards the shabby toll gate.
Without warning, a concealed metal door in the wall slides open and we nearly drive straight past without noticing. Luc slams on the brakes and reverses, so we’re now directly outside the yawning opening. I peer out of my window to get a better look inside. An elderly man in a royal blue frock coat and matching top hat stands just inside the door and motions wildly for us to enter.
‘What should we do?’ I ask Luc. ‘Is it safe in there? That man looks crazy.’
‘Yeah, it should be safe. It’s a compound. Safer than out here at the moment anyway.’ Luc backs up the AV, swings around and accelerates through the narrowing entrance, as the door slides shut.
We find ourselves in a vast deserted field bordered on three sides by high green hedges. I glance back at the wall and can’t even see where the opening was. Luc brings to AV to a stop as I stare through the windscreen at the frowning, whiskered man who has ushered us into the compound. He’s tapping his foot and glancing down at his watch.
Luc reaches for his revolver and opens his door.
‘Come along, come along. Quickly now,’ the man orders, like an impatient headmaster. ‘You know you’ve interrupted me from my judging and they shall all be wondering what’s keeping me.’
He’s holding a walkie talkie that suddenly demands his attention.
‘Sir, do you require close range assistance? Over.’
‘No, no, Luis, I told you I’m perfectly capable of welcoming our guests myself. Tell Marcia I shall be along momentarily. Oh, over. Yes. Over.’
The man stares upwards, and we follow his line of vision to one of the wall’s turrets, where I make out the small figure of a guard holding a walkie talkie. The other guards have their gun sights trained on our AV which makes me remember one of Pa’s fond sayings about frying pans and fires. But for some reason, I don’t feel at all scared. Maybe I’ve used up my quota of fear.
‘You’ll have to leave that in your vehicle,’ the man says, pointing to Luc’s gun. ‘Luis gets twitchy if he sees weapons.’
Luc hesitates and then puts the revolver back.
As we climb out of the AV, our strange host clips the receiver onto his coat and it dangles there, awkwardly. ‘Jolly useful device.’ He pats the walkie talkie. ‘I always like to personally greet any visitors we get to our little town. I’ve got a nose for riff raff and I can tell you’re not.’
We walk around the vehicle to join the odd Dickensian man who’s standing next to a small motorised golf cart. He climbs into the driver’s seat and motions to us to do the same. I stretch my arms and roll my neck which feels as though it’s got a thousand kinks in it. I hear a couple of clicks.
‘Hello, I’m Lucas Donovan and this is Riley Culpepper. We’re grateful to you for helping us out back there.’
‘Not at all,’ the man replies.
‘We’re on our way to Gloucestershire and we need to find a route through to avoid the toll outside. If you could point us in the right direction ...’
‘Yes, very good, very good,’ the man replies absently. ‘The name’s Aubrey Rowbotham, Mayor of Chippenham. Welcome. But can we get a move on. I’m holding up proceedings. Jump in and we can talk on the way.’
We don’t seem to have much of a choice and so I sit next to the Mayor, while Luc balances precariously on the back of the little golf cart.
‘Will our vehicle be okay here?’ Luc asks.
‘Have you locked it?’
‘Yes.’
‘Perfectly safe then.’
We trundle across the vast field and, as we approach the hedge at the far end, I make out the unmistakable murmur and hum of a large crowd of people.
‘Where is everybody?’ I ask. ‘I can hear voices, but I can’t see anyone.’
‘It’s a big day today,’ answers the Mayor. ‘You timed it just right for your visit. It’s our Autumn Harvest Fair. Everybody’s making their way over to Lowstone Castle Field. Been there since eight o’clock myself, being Mayor and all. I’m judging the livestock. Some damn fine beasts, let me tell you. Are you familiar with pigs?’
We both answer in the negative. I’m trying desperately not to giggle. Luc shoots me a warning glance and I bite my lip and look down.
‘Shame. Learn a lot from pigs, you know. Learn from most animals, but I do have a soft spot for our curly tailed friends.’
‘Who are those lads outside your walls?’ Luc asks. ‘Are they privateers? Are they charging a genuine toll, or were they planning on robbing us?’
‘So many questions! Blasted nuisance those ruffians. I’ve known them since they were potty trained and they’re still behaving like two year olds. It’s a bloody awful disgrace. Don’t get me started.’
‘You know them personally?’ I ask, surprised. ‘Are they from here then?’
‘They are. Unfortunately, one of the stupid nitwits is my great nephew believe it or not. We tried locking them up for their numerous misdemeanours, but it didn’t do any good I’m afraid. They kept right on with their wicked ways, egging each other on, you know. I don’t think our gentle way of life suits them very much.
‘Some of our less charitable citizens wanted to turn them over to the army, but we erred on the compassionate side and ended up expelling them. Broke their mothers’ hearts. But what could I do? I’ve got a whole town to take care of. Can’t expect everyone to put up with their shenanigans.
‘Now they’ve gone and set up their ridiculous Toll outside, they think they’ve got one over on old stick-in-the-mud Aubrey. Think I’m a silly old fool, but I’d like to see them try to do my job, they’d wet their pants at the responsibility. Sorry, sorry, do forgive me. You’re our guests. You don’t want to hear me wittering on about my problems. It’s a joyful occasion so let’s have some fun. Can you stay for the afternoon?’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Eight
Riley
 
The Mayor brings the cart to an impressive stop at a jaunty angle by the hedge and we climb out. By now the hubbub of voices is overwhelming and although I can’t yet see anyone it sounds as if we’ve landed in the middle of a huge crowd.
We follow the Mayor through a wooden gate and he leads us down a steep grassy slope. We find ourselves on a wide avenue of leafy horse chestnuts, thronged with people, all chattering excitedly and heading in the same direction. They nod deferentially to the Mayor as he passes by and he tips his tall hat in acknowledgement, greeting each person by name.
Aubrey Rowbotham must be well into his seventies, but he walks like a much younger man, purposefully and upright, threading his way through the crowd. We have some difficulty keeping up with him, constantly distracted by all the sights and sounds, but we manage to keep sight of his peacock-blue hat bobbing along.
Everyone is sporting vividly-coloured, homemade clothes and equally outlandish headwear - it appears, in this town, the Mayor’s coat and top hat are not considered an eccentricity. I wonder whether they dress like this every day, or whether it’s just some kind of fancy dress for the fair. I feel drab and underdressed by comparison.
Most people are carrying baskets or coarsely-woven picnic hampers and some have bright rugs slung over their arms. The heat of the day ensures a pervading smell of body odour, but this is offset by the scent of freshly cut grass - not too bad compared with the world-class stench of the Charminster Compound.
I realise that all the townsfolk are staring curiously at us as we pass, gawking at our clothes and nudging each other, whispering or giggling in our wake. But they appear to be friendly enough and the girls especially, seem to be very taken with Luc. I feel a new sensation - a small spurt of green jealousy - as I see him smile at a particularly pretty blonde, who’s shamelessly eying him up. She’s pulled ahead by an older man who I’m guessing is her father. He says some stern words to her and she soon stops smiling.
Up ahead, I see another unexpected sight - a wonderful creamy-coloured castle, perched on a low hill, with a solid dark grey wall around its base. The crowd suddenly comes to a stop and we finally manage to catch up with the Mayor. Without any warning, Mayor Aubrey Rowbotham takes hold of my arm and propels me forward as the crowd parts to let us through. I see what’s caused our abrupt halt - a small red iron bridge which only allows for two abreast. As we cross, I stare down at the dark green river below us, hiding beneath a mess of tangled reeds.
We step off the bridge into a huge field where the fair is being held. The stalls, rides and events are all set up here, in the shadow of the large storybook castle.
‘I must dash off to resume my judgely duties,’ says the Mayor. ‘I’ll meet you in the tea tent at 4pm for afternoon tea. Enjoy yourselves. Any problems, find Marcia in the VIP tent by the show jumping arena. She knows you’re here.’
And with that, he strides off into the crowd, until all we see is the iridescent tip of his top hat.
To our left is a fenced-off shooting range, but instead of guns, the competitors are wielding huge crossbows. The bright cloth targets are wrapped around large wooden discs propped up on stands, under five tall sycamore trees. Luc grins at me and we wander over to watch.
As far as I can tell, each competitor hands over some kind of token - a piece of fruit, a small cake, or the like - as their entrance stake which goes into a large basket. Then the person is handed a crossbow and half-a-dozen or so arrows, with which they have to try and hit the red inner ring. If they manage it, they go through to the next round, if not, they’re out of the competition. Most of the entrants hit the blue or white outer rings, prompting good-natured jeers from the onlookers. I guess the overall competition winner will receive the basket of goodies. A young boy, who’s helping his father man the stall, notices Luc and me and tries to get Luc to enter.
‘Afraid of embarrassing yourself in front of the young lady,’ says the boy’s father.
‘Something like that,’ replies Luc.
‘Come on in, I’ll show you how it’s done. Let you have a few practice goes.’
Luc climbs over the fence amidst a few rowdy cheers. He takes a silver bit out of his pocket and passes it to the man.
‘Very generous. That’ll get you a few goes.’
His first practice shots go wildly out and strike the grass in front of the target, but as he gets a feel for the crossbow, he starts hitting the cloth. He looks disappointed that he hasn’t hit the inner ring and his last shot lands just a millimetre from the red. Everyone ‘oohs’ in sympathy and Luc clambers back over to join me.
‘That’s harder than it looks. It’s good fun though. Do you want a go?’
‘Maybe later.’ Normally it’s the sort of thing I’d love to do, but we haven’t had any lunch and I’m hungry. I just want to wander around and relax, after our adrenaline-filled morning. ‘Have you got any silver left?’ I ask. ‘I’m starving.’
‘Me too.’ He pulls out a handful of silver bits from his pocket. ‘We’re loaded,’ he grins. It’s the first time he’s smiled in a while and I feel my heart lighten. Maybe things will be okay.
‘Brilliant,’ I reply .‘Let’s go and find some food.’
We head towards an impressive striped marquee. There are wooden tables and chairs outside the tent, with a spit roast, a barbeque, a salad bar and a covered stall piled high with various wrapped sandwiches, cakes and fruit. Inside the marquee, are more tables and chairs but there isn’t a spare seat to be had. In the corner, a long curved bar sells alcohol, juices and smoothies. In the opposite corner, an Irish fiddle band is pumping out energetic tunes and loads of people are dancing.
‘Luc, if you want a few beers, go ahead. I’ll drive later if you like.’
‘Riley, do you know what I’m thinking? What if we spend the whole day here. Maybe even see if we can stay the night somewhere. I think we need a proper break before we head back on the road. What do you think?’
‘That would be good.’ I smile at the thought of not at having to venture outside straightaway. It’s so exhausting and unpredictable out there. It would be good to not have to worry for a while. The only niggle of concern is that our parents will still be worrying about us, but I push it to the back of my mind. One more day won’t make a difference. ‘Shall we go and find that Marcia woman and see if she knows if there’s somewhere we can stay?’
‘Yeah, let’s go now then we can come back, eat and relax.’
We head off to find the show jumping arena, caught up in the festive mood and excited at the thought of an indulgent, relaxing afternoon, free from the worries of the road. We pass Shetland pony rides, craft stalls and a beautiful red and white striped helter skelter slide that I decide to have a go on later.
We stop for a few moments to watch the birds of prey and their handlers. There are falcons, hawks, buzzards and a magnificent eagle owl. They are fascinating, beautiful creatures and we both agree we could easily watch them all day, with their intelligent yellow eyes and haughty expressions. Finally, we spy the VIP tent with a couple of burly bouncers outside.
‘Hello,’ I say to one of them. ‘Is Marcia here? The Mayor told us it would be okay for us to see her.’
‘Wait there,’ he says and disappears inside the tent. He returns moments later with a large round lady, dressed from head to toe in royal blue silk. She has an unflattering blue bonnet perched on her shiny bowl haircut and a row of green bangles jangle on her arm. She’s drains the contents of her pint glass as she strides towards us.
‘Hello, hello. I’m Marcia Rowbotham. You must be our visitors. Care for a drink? I’m on the Old Ozzlehorn, it’s a great tipple.’
She shakes our hands and we follow her into the tent. The interior sparkles like a glamorous five-star hotel in a scene from a movie. We have to take our footwear off at the entrance and put on a pair of silken embroidered Turkish slippers. I can see why, as I step from grass into deep cream shag-pile carpet.
Great long sofas and ornate armchairs have been arranged in cosy groups around low dark wood tables. Dining tables are laid out in elegant rows. Crystal chandeliers glitter from the ceiling and a string quartet plays soothing sounds, blending with soft chatter and the gentle clink of glasses and silver cutlery. You would never guess we were in the middle of a field on a hot summer’s day.
Next to the bar, a sumptuous buffet is laid out on white cloth-covered trestles and the VIPs are digging in with barely-concealed abandon, all as outlandishly dressed as Marcia Rowbotham. It’s a strange sight and these eccentric people look completely at odds with their formal surroundings.
‘What can I do for you young ‘uns?’ she says, handing us each a half pint of beer and motioning for us all to sit on one of the sofas.
‘We were just wondering if it would be possible to stay here overnight and then carry on with our journey in the morning?’ I ask.
‘Course it would. Not a problem. You can stay with us at the Lodge. Aubs and I will meet you for afternoon tea at four, we’ll talk then. Now I must get back to meeting and greeting. You go off and enjoy yourselves. We’ll see you later. Leave the glasses in the tent, when you’ve finished.’
She heaves her huge bulk off the soft armchair and is gone. My stomach is rumbling with disappointment that she didn’t offer us any of the delicious-looking food from the buffet, and the beer’s making me light-headed. But on second thoughts, I’m relieved we don’t have to stay and make small talk with strangers.
We spend the next three-and-a-half hours, eating, drinking and dozing in the sunshine. We also have a good wander around the fair, exclaiming at the exceptionally gorgeous farm animals - shaggy coated cattle, llamas, plumptious poultry, curly horned rams, comical ducks, spotted pigs, yellow-eyed goats and all their adorable offspring. We watch the show jumping, the pony and trap display and the tractor racing.
As much as I’m enjoying all the sights, my breath is shallow and my senses are heightened. Each time Luc touches my hand or my arm, it’s like I’m on fire. I had told myself that nothing could ever happen between us, but my body is telling me otherwise. And every time I look away from him, I feel his eyes on my face. I don’t think he’s going to give up on me.
The highlight of the afternoon’s entertainment is Penny Purvis, a drunken goose shepherdess, trying to herd her flock through a tricky course, in front of a highly amused audience. She’s wearing a microphone and swearing like a trooper to her oblivious birds, prompting howls of laughter and outraged gasps, before being forcibly removed from the arena. Time whizzes by in a contented blur and soon four o’clock rolls around - time for tea.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirty Nine
Eleanor
 
Four months later, on an icy cold February morning, Johnny returned to Gloucestershire. The bombings had eased off now, but the borders stayed firmly closed. The military were frantically recruiting as nearly half their force was still trying to get back from overseas and there were rumours they would start compulsory drafting soon.
Petrol was non-existent and there’d been no food on the supermarket shelves for weeks. People hawked produce in the streets and goods were traded as British coin was currently worthless. People wanted food, alcohol, tobacco and medicine. Pharmacies and hospitals had been emptied of stocks. Supplies, supposed to be on their way, just weren’t getting through to their destinations. Electricity, phones, gas and water were functioning, but only intermittently and people hoarded bottled water.
We were lucky to be in a small village and not a big town or city where there were riots and looting. It was a surreal time, where a person could be stabbed to death for a pack of cigarettes.
Johnny came round to call for me on a Saturday night. I was nervous about seeing him again as a lot had changed since we last met. He came in and chatted to my parents and my brothers. He’d brought a case of red wine and a caddy of loose-leaf tea with him as a gift for my parents and they were delighted to accept such a generous gift. He said not to worry, he had plenty at home and he would be offended if they didn’t accept.
It was unsafe to go out at night now, due to the curfew and I wondered how Johnny had managed to avoid it. He wanted to take me out that evening, but my parents said no and he accepted their decision. We went and sat in the conservatory at the back of the house instead. My mum offered him a glass of the precious wine, but he declined and said he’d rather have a cup of tea. We had to drink it black, as we had no milk.
‘You’ve got petrol,’ I said.
‘Yes, I’ve got good contacts.’
As I sat in the wicker armchair, next to him, I smoothed my hands over my stomach. His eyes followed my hands and I heard his sharp intake of breath. His eyes widened and then he composed himself, looking up into my defensive eyes.
‘Is it his?’ he asked.
‘Yes.’ I had the good grace to look down.
‘How far gone are you?’
‘Twenty six weeks.’
‘Congratulations.’ He didn’t sound as if he meant it.
‘Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,’ I said. ‘To meet up again after all this time.’ I felt bad for him.
‘You being pregnant doesn’t change why I’ve come here. I’ve got a proposition for you and I’d like you to hear me out before you say anything, or make any decision.’ His voice sounded harsh and unfriendly, but I was curious to hear what he’d come to tell me.
‘What is it, Johnny?’
‘I went back home and … well, Bournemouth’s a virtual war zone now.
‘What!’
‘No one’s safe, not even in their homes. I’ve had to hire armed guards to protect my place.’
I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it must be like.
‘My next-door-neighbours, the Donovans, they own a security firm and they’ve come up with a good idea. Eddie Donovan’s a smart man and I trust him.’
‘What’s his idea?’
‘We’ve sectioned off the area where we live and hired guards to protect it from the looters and all the nutcases. In our area, we’ve all clubbed together and put up an enclosure. We had to do it quickly, before they trashed everything. It’s basic, but it’s high and secure. And now we’ve got guards patrolling its perimeter 24 7. Some outsiders got mad because we’ve sealed-off a few roads. They asked the army to check it out, but the army’s agreed we’re within our rights to defend our properties.’
‘I can’t believe you’ve had to do all that.’ My mind spun.
‘The thing is, Ellie, we should do the same for your village. And we should do it quickly. Eddie will help me sort it.’
‘Is it really necessary here? I mean, we don’t really need protecting. We haven’t had much trouble.’
‘Unfortunately, it’s just a matter of time. They could trash your village in an afternoon if they wanted to.’
‘They?’
‘The nutters. The people who don’t give a rat’s arse about decency or morality. The ones who never had anything to lose in the first place. They’ll be in and out so quickly, you won’t know what’s hit you. They steal, destroy, rape and murder, and that’s the friendly ones. I’ve seen a lot in the past four months.’
I was appalled. I hadn’t come close to realising how bad the situation was. I had been too busy, grieving and then adjusting to my new condition, to pay full attention to the outside world. My parents were disappointed in me for getting pregnant. Dad was so cross that he hardly spoke a civil word to me for about a month. But they gradually came round to the idea and it soon became something positive, to take everyone’s mind off the collapsing country.
‘Come and speak to Dad,’ I said to Johnny. ‘I can’t really say what to do for the best. He’ll know the right people to talk to about this. Thank you.’
He paused, studying me, as if weighing something up in his mind.
‘You know that wasn’t really why I came back here. You being pregnant threw me off guard. I lost my bottle. I didn’t want you to see me upset, so I just told you all that stuff about the perimeter fence to cover up my shock. But it doesn’t matter anymore. I want to be truthful now.’
‘You mean there is no fence?’ I asked, confused. ‘Did you make it up?’
‘No, there is a perimeter fence, but that isn’t why I came here.’
‘So why did you?’
‘What I meant to say to you was …’ He took a deep breath and continued. ‘I love you, Eleanor.’ His face flushed. ‘Would you come and live with me in Bournemouth? I’ve got a beautiful house in a protected neighbourhood. We can bring your baby up together. I’d do anything for you, you must know that. I’d look after you.’
I was shocked and overwhelmed by his declaration.
‘I don’t know what to say. I don’t love you, Johnny. I mean, I really like you and I respect you, but live with you in Bournemouth? I don’t know. What about my family?’
‘It’s okay. Just think about it. Tell me when you’ve had a chance to take it in. You wouldn’t regret it. We’d have a good life. Think about what's best for you and for the baby. If you want to, we can still do the perimeter fence here, whatever happens.’
I didn’t sleep at all that night.
 
* * *
 
We married at my family home in Uley and then Johnny and I made a life together in Bournemouth, a place I had never seen before. As it turned out, I never did to get see the original town of Bournemouth, the way it used to be before the attacks. We mainly stayed confined to the safety of the Talbot Woods Perimeter.
When I arrived at his house, I found out just what a true visionary my husband was, because every single room was piled-high to the ceiling with boxes and crates. After the terror attacks, and during those first stages of social and economic decline, most of the population worried about their immediate safety and petrol for their cars or where they could buy a pint of milk. Johnny, however, was busy securing his future.
Before the shops sold out, he spent all his money and got store credit in as many places as he could. He stockpiled goods - from crates of whisky and chocolate, to batteries, generators and power tools. He figured if, by some miracle, the world pulled itself back-on-course, he could just return his purchases and there was no harm done. Anyway, the world did no such thing and Johnny ended up with an enviable stash of goods to put him in an incredible position of power. He bartered wisely and steadily increased his stores.
Our daughter, Riley, was born within the Talbot Woods Perimeter and we had a second child just two years later, another daughter, Skye. We were both fairly content considering what was going on around us. Johnny threw himself into building a safe and comfortable life for us all. He adored being a family man and couldn’t do enough to ensure our well-being and happiness.
The outside world rarely touched our cosy existence. I knew Johnny probably had to face some tough challenges, but he refused to share all his experiences with me and I didn’t push him to tell me. Young and naïve, I preferred not to dwell on what he might have had to do in the course of his business life. By the time, I matured enough to worry about his career, our roles had been set and it felt like it was too late to question the type of life we led.
I buried all the raw, unexplored feelings I had for Connor and kept my grief hidden deep where I couldn’t find it. I immersed myself in my new role as the supporting wife and doting mother. If it sometimes felt like play-acting, I didn’t mind. I would imagine myself as the lead character in a play - the glamorous mistress of the manor house. I cultivated lasting friendships with my neighbours and became more and more vivacious and outgoing - a great laugh, an absolute scream, a total head case - that was Ellie Culpepper. It was like this larger-than-life character had taken over the real me.
My two beautiful children were the centre of my life. I was enthralled by my little girls, falling more and more in love with them every day. I gazed at their sleeping forms in wonder and inhaled their sweet, sweaty scent. I didn’t dare let myself think of Riley’s connection to my lost love, Connor. I loved my girls equally as mine and Johnny’s children - little people in their own right.
Johnny too, showed no favouritism, fiercely protective of them and this raised him even higher in my esteem. As the years whizzed by, I slid deeper into the easy contentment of privileged family life and the small, hidden stone of grief grew smaller.
My youngest brother, Tom, now one of Eddie Donovan's guards in the Uley Perimeter, got a site transfer and joined us in Bournemouth five years after I first arrived there. At first glance, it seemed a strange career choice for Tom the pacifist, vegetarian, champion of the underdog. But the changes to our country had a sobering effect on most citizens and much re-evaluating and shifting of morals took place. Tom said he still believed in his old values, but his previous lifestyle was irrelevant now that our lives were constantly under threat. He wanted to actively contribute to the protection of his family.
He did his guard training at Uley, along with my other two brothers who stayed on with my parents. I think Tom had itchy feet and was desperate for a change of scenery. He’d always been so used to flitting around the country on some crusade or another. Now it was a shock to find himself a virtual prisoner in his small home town. Much as he loved the rest of my family, it drove him mad having my parents constantly fussing around him.
I was thrilled to have him in Bournemouth with us. We’d always been close siblings and, although neither of us mentioned Connor, he was an unspoken bond between us. To my delight, Johnny suggested giving Tom the annexe to our house and he was very happy there in his bachelor pad.
One wintry November day, I lay upstairs on my bed, engrossed in a great book Johnny had got hold of for me - a scary thriller that had me speed-reading to find out what would happen in the end. Reading and drawing were my greatest passions and my husband loved to surprise me with battered paperbacks or rare art materials that had me jumping up and down in excitement and flinging my arms around his neck. He’d always tell me to stop overreacting, but I knew he loved to see me so happy.
At the end of a chapter, I decided to nip downstairs and make myself a cup of tea and grab a piece of the delicious flapjack Riley had made in her cookery class yesterday. Riley was fourteen now, and developing into a doe-eyed stunner. Skye was a twelve-year-old tomboy with enough cheeky character to get away with whatever she wanted.
Halfway down the stairs, the doorbell chimed. Dammit. It was too late to pretend I wasn’t in. They would’ve seen me through the window already. The girls weren’t due back from school for another two hours and I cherished my quiet time. Who would be interrupting me at this time of day? Johnny was out working. I sighed and went to open the door, yearning for my book and the piece of flapjack that would now have to wait.
It was Tom.
‘Quick, Ellie, let me in. I’m on duty and I’m not supposed to be here.’
‘What’s up, Tom?’ I asked, startled and intrigued.
‘I think you better sit down.’
‘The girls?’ I had a moment of pure terror.
‘Nothing like that, everyone’s safe.’
‘Tell me then. What is it?’
He guided me into the kitchen and we sat on the L-shaped sofa.
‘I’ve got some incredible news.’
‘Ye - es?’ I waited for him to continue. ‘For God’s sake, Tom, you’re doing my head in. Spit it out.’
‘Connor’s alive and he’s in Bournemouth right now.’
I thought I’d misheard him.
‘Did you hear me, Ellie? Connor’s not dead.’
My stomach went into freefall. Why now? So many thoughts rushed through my brain. But I had to know one thing before I heard all the details.
‘Does Johnny know?’
‘No. Only Mum, Dad, Ollie and David. And you and me, of course.’
‘Do me a favour and don’t tell anyone else.’
‘Of course, sis. Are you okay? This must be a massive shock.’
‘Tell me everything.’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty
Riley
 
Luc and I sit at a long trestle table in the tea tent, opposite Aubrey and Marcia. A three-tiered silver tray is stacked high with freshly baked cakes and warm, crumbly scones. Ramekins contain mountains of clotted cream and homemade strawberry jam. It all looks incredible, but Luc and I are stuffed from our long lunch of local beer and barbeque.
‘Dig in, m’dears,’ says Marcia, dolloping a huge lump of jam onto her cream-smothered scone.
‘Shall I be mother?’ Aubrey’s holding of a large brown teapot, which he’s positioned over my cup. ‘Nettle tea. Not too bad actually, although it is an acquired taste.’
‘I’ll give it a go,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’
He pours out a cup for us all, launching into a eulogy on the high standard of competition entrants this year.
‘Della’s Longhorns were outstanding. They absolutely deserved first prize. Did you two manage to see any of our rare breeds? Spectacular! I’ll wager you’ve never seen finer.’
‘It’s a great fair,’ I agree.
‘It is, isn’t it. Now Marcia tells me you need beds for the night.’
‘Is there some kind of lodgings or a guest house?’ asks Luc. ‘We can pay for our board.’
‘I’m sure you can, but we wouldn’t hear of it. Marcia’s already said you’re to stay at the lodge house. We have plenty of space. That’s settled. Bit embarrassing, can’t remember your names. Did I hear one of you say you were a Donovan? Eddie Donovan’s relation perchance?’
‘I’m Lucas, his son.’
‘What did I tell you, Marcia!’ The Mayor pounds the table with his fist and our tea jumps out of our cups.
‘Aubrey! For goodness sake, watch what you’re doing. You’re making a terrible mess.’ Marcia takes the linen napkin from her lap and starts blotting up the spilt tea.
‘Yes, sorry, clumsy.’ The Mayor looks chastened. ‘But what a small world. He’s due here in October in an advisory capacity. We have trading links with Melksham. Mayor Turnbull recommended the fellow. Wonderful, wonderful.’
‘And you, m’dear?’ asks Marcia. ‘Your name? You must excuse our awful memories. So much going on today …’
‘Riley Culpepper.’
‘Oh, my dear,’ she says. ‘Terrible, terrible business. I’m so sorry.’
‘Eh? What’s that?’ the Mayor says.
‘You know, Aubrey. Don’t be dense.’ She turns to him and unsubtly drops her voice. ‘That terrible business about the girl from the Talbot Woods perimeter. We had a picture delivered from the Guards. Of the killer.’
My cheeks flush and for one terrible moment I think I’m going to cry. I’ve been coming to terms with everything, slowly. But sometimes, when people take me unawares, it just sends me over the edge. I swallow hard, willing the tears to stay unshed, but I can’t prevent one from running down my cheek. I’m horrified and embarrassed.
‘Oh, my dear, your poor sister. I am so terribly sorry,’ says the Mayor.
‘Thank you,’ I say.
‘Would you like a hug?’ asks Marcia, looking very awkward, but trying hard to be consoling. Her worried expression makes me smile and stems the unwelcome rush of emotion.
‘I’m fine,’ I say. Under the table, Luc takes my hand and I don’t pull away.
‘So, I don’t suppose anyone fitting Ron Chambers’ description has passed through here?’ I ask, getting myself together.
‘Not that we’re aware of, I’m afraid,’ says the Mayor. ‘But he might have passed outside the walls. Those awful boys outside only set up their Toll this week, so he would have gone by unobstructed. Let me contact Luis, our Chief of Security. Do you know if this Chambers fellow was on foot or horseback?’
‘Actually, he stole my Mother’s AV, so I guess he would still have been in that,’ I reply.
‘A thief to boot. What a ghastly character,’ says Marcia.
Twenty minutes later, a small, compact man in uniform is standing to attention next to us in the tea tent.
‘Please do sit down, Luis,’ says Marcia. He sits at the end of the table and opens a red hardback log book.
We all lean in to peer at the pages where they record all vehicle and foot traffic that passes by their borders. Scanning down, Luis sees an entry that could well relate to Chambers. It states that a dark-coloured AV skirted the walls at 02.10 on the fifteenth of July. The vehicle could easily have been Ma’s stolen AV. Unfortunately, it had been too dark to see who was driving, but there weren’t any passengers noted.
‘Do your parents know where you are?’ says Marcia suddenly, looking from me to Luc with a piercing stare.
Our hesitation gives us away.
‘You silly children! They must be out of their minds with worry. If my two had done anything like that ... Come with me, we’re going to contact them right this minute.’
Luc and I stare at each other in a panic. I’m not mentally prepared to speak to my father just yet and guess from Luc’s expression, neither is he.
‘Could we contact them later?’ I ask. ‘Pa will be at work, and Ma isn’t very well.’
‘I hope you don’t expect me to believe your parents would rather be working or sleeping, than hearing their child is in fact safe and sound and not dead in a ditch!’ Marcia’s voice becomes shrill and people are beginning to stare.
‘Shall I …’ Luis makes an exiting motion with his hands.
‘I should if I were you,’ Aubrey replies. ‘Thank you, dear fellow. Now, Marcia, let’s all calm down. We’ll contact the parents after the fair. You two run along for a bit and we’ll meet by the bridge at six, if it’s alright with you.’
‘But, Aubs …’
‘Now, Marcia, a couple of hours won’t make any difference.’ He winks at us as we hastily leave the tea tent.
Aubrey and Marcia Rowbotham live in Lowstone Castle Lodge House, a beautiful dwelling, constructed from the same creamy stone of the nearby Castle. Like a mini castle itself, it’s circular with four turrets and a tiny drawbridge.
We are now in The Rowbothams’ well-used study, sitting in front of Chippenham’s only radio communications device, listening to Luc’s mother crying through the static. It’s terrible and Luc is really shaken up by it. Marcia Rowbotham stands next to us with her arms folded across her massive chest. I hate her for making us do it, but a part of me is a little bit grateful because, without her, our parents would still be in their hellish limbo of our making.
Guilty doesn’t even begin to cover how I feel. Our initial reason for making the trip, now seems flimsy and feeble - a stupid thing to have done, especially as we’ve gained nothing in the way of information.
Luc’s father and my Uncle Tom are on Security business in Southampton with the two choppers and will be with us within an hour. Pa is on his way back from Hook Island and doesn’t even know Luc and I have been located. Luc’s mother is waiting at our house in the Talbot Woods Perimeter, so she can tell Pa as soon as he returns.
It’s a shock to realise we’re going home and I can’t believe we’ve been on the road for just nine days. It feels like a lifetime between now and that first early morning when we left the Perimeter.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty One
Riley
 
Luc and I stand shivering on the Rowbothams’ terrace. They’ve tactfully left us alone while we contemplate just how bad our imminent family reunion will be. We hear the helicopters before we see them. And now there’s no escaping the serious trouble we’re in.
‘Jesus Christ, Luc!’ Eddie shouts in his deep baritone, as he descends from one of the helicopters. They’ve set down in the litter-strewn field where the Autumn Fair was held only hours ago. He looks like an angry giant as he strides across the grass towards us. We walk hesitantly to meet him.
‘What the bloody hell have you two idiots been playing at?’ He hooks Luc’s head in his arm and pulls him towards his body in a bone-crushing embrace. Then he draws me to his chest with his other arm. ‘You’re a pair of bloody nightmares. Don’t you ever, ever put us through anything like that ever again.’
I catch sight of Uncle Tom behind him and he steps forward, sweeps me up in his arms and kisses the top of my head.
‘What’ve you done, Riley?’ He tips up my head and stares at me with disappointment in his eyes.
I lower my gaze.
‘Your mother is hysterical and your Pa is angry like you wouldn’t believe. We’ve been worried sick about the two of you. I honestly thought you were more sensible than this. It was a thoughtless thing to do.’
‘I’m sorry, Uncle Tom, but I was so angry about Skye. No one was doing anything.’
‘That’s because there was nothing anyone could do. Don’t you think we explored every avenue? Tried everything we possibly could to find the killer?’
‘It didn’t feel that way,’ I replied.
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to argue. I’m just glad you’re safe. Let’s take you to your Ma; she’s dying to see you.’
Eddie has finished bear-hugging Luc and has reverted to angry-mode.
‘Right, Luc, I want you in that copter now. Your mother needs to see you pronto. Richard!’ he calls to one of his guards. ‘You and Marco drive my wife’s AV back to Bournemouth. Jerry, take Luc in the copter and hover back over the AV - make sure they don’t run into any trouble.’ He turns to look at me. ‘Riley, you’re coming with me to your grandparents’ house. Your mother’s having a nervous breakdown over you.’
‘Dad,’ Luc says. ‘I need to say goodbye to Riley. There’s something I have to …’
‘I don’t even want to hear it, Luc. Now get in that copter and I’ll see you later at home. Tom, can you get Riley settled in the other one? I’ve got to see the Mayor and thank him for dealing with these two. Let's hope Bonnie and Clyde here, haven’t completely ballsed-up my meeting next month. I’ll be two minutes.’
I realise I’m not even going to get the chance to say goodbye to Luc and I don’t know how long it will be until I next see him. I’m going to Gloucestershire and he’s going back down to Dorset. And I also realise that I don’t want him to go. That I can’t bear the thought of us being apart.
I catch his eye and smile, trying to convey what’s in my heart. I smile a promise that I hug to myself and he gives me a look I can’t decipher. Then he is taken off and away into the summer night sky.
 
* * *
 
On the short flight, I contemplate my situation. I started this trip with the clear intention of avenging Skye’s murder, but I haven’t even made a dent into locating Chambers. My reasons for leaving the Perimeter now sound feeble, even to my ears, so I know my parents won’t be impressed with my explanations. I’ve had the adventure of my life, but the conclusion is missing and out there in the English countryside Ron Chambers has escaped justice and is probably laughing at his good fortune.
Despite the deafening whirr of blades and judder of the engine, I fall asleep on Uncle Tom's shoulder and now he’s gently shaking me awake.
‘Riley, darling, wake up. We’re here.’
I open my eyes, disorientated. When the helicopter door opens, I feel the cold north wind hit me like a slap in the face. It feels as though it’s turned from an Indian summer to an early winter, missing out autumn altogether, and I start to shiver. Eddie places a blanket around my shoulders and leads me along a narrow lane bordered with hedgerows and tall trees. It opens up onto a small cul-de-sac with a turning circle in front of five medium-sized detached houses.
My grandparents live in the Uley Perimeter, established by Pa and Eddie at around the same time ours was built. There’s nothing strange in the fact I’ve never visited them here before. Even helicopter travel holds its dangers and, as I said before, Pa has never been happy to let Skye or me travel outside the perimeter fence.
Our grandparents usually visit us once a year, when they use either Pa's or Eddie Donovan's chopper for the journey. If not for the copters, they wouldn’t be able to visit at all, because road-safety has a whole new meaning these days, as I can now testify.
I stand in front of Grandma and Grandpa’s house; an ordinary-looking Cotswold stone building with a sloping roof and a small chimney. Its wide front lawn runs straight on to the pavement with no fence or hedge to screen it from the road or the other properties. They are all there in the doorway, waiting. My uncles - Oliver and David, my grandparents and Ma, who now runs across the grass towards me.
She squeezes me so tightly and kisses me all over my face and hair, white-faced and crying.
‘I thought I’d lost you too,’ she weeps. ‘I couldn’t have borne it. I love you so much, my darling, darling girl. My baby.’ Then I’m completely enveloped, as my uncles and grandparents come to greet me.
‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,’ I sob.
‘Hush, you’re safe now, that’s all that matters,’ Grandpa soothes.
Eddie Donovan stands to one side of us, tactfully waiting until the initial emotion of our reunion has simmered down.
‘I’ll be heading back now, Eleanor. You take care.’
‘Eddie, thank you for bringing my baby back safe.’ Ma kisses his cheek and they hug briefly.
We wave goodbye to him as the copter spins upwards and away.
Uncle Tom, Ma and I follow everybody else into the brightly lit house. Ma looks meaningfully at her brother and he stares back at her with an unreadable expression. Then Ma leads me through to the cramped sitting room where I get the biggest shock of my life. For there, sitting on the edge of a faded terracotta sofa, in my grandparents’ house, sits a person I have never met, but whose face is tangled up in my brain like a tumour. He gazes up at me with a nervous smile.
It is Ron Chambers.
‘You,’ is all I can whisper.
‘I think it’s about time you found out the truth,’ says Ma quietly, looking at my stunned expression.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Two
Eleanor
 
Tom and I sat in the kitchen while he told me Connor’s story. It broke my heart to hear it. I cast my mind back all those years ago, to when Connor had been taken by the soldiers from my parents’ house. I remembered the heartbreaking terror of it all. The not knowing. And now, after all this time, I was finally going to find out what had happened to him.
The soldiers had put him into one of the convoy vehicles along with several other prisoners. They were taken to Portsmouth. Once there, Connor had been briefly interrogated, thrown into jail and left to stew for almost six months, without charge.
During a spitefully cold February, they released him with no explanation. His camper van had disappeared, he had no money and he had no means of contacting anybody for help.
Weak and disorientated, his first thought was to get home to Ripon to see his parents and build some long-overdue bridges. But Ripon was miles away and he didn’t know how he would get there, other than walk. Another option was to try to make his way up to Gloucestershire, back to me.
After four months of struggling on foot in freezing conditions through newly hostile territories, he reached Uley in rags, starving and barely alive. It may have been June when he arrived, but summer was slow to arrive that year.
By the time Connor reached his destination, Eddie Donovan had been hard at work and the Uley Perimeter had been sealed off from the outside world. Guards patrolled constantly and a large impenetrable set of iron gates kept the undesirables out. Connor was understandably wary of approaching the guards and lacked the energy for any sort of confrontation in his present state. The possibility of being arrested again was one he couldn't face.
He decided to pay a visit to Abigail Robbins’ mansion, set a couple of miles outside the Perimeter fence. He didn’t particularly relish the thought of seeing her, as he was convinced she was partly responsible for what happened to him. But he was out of other options. Anyway, maybe she could shed some light on why Uley and its inhabitants were now behind bars.
Abigail herself opened the door and Connor hardly recognised her. She was plastered in make-up, wearing next-to-nothing and she shook uncontrollably.
‘Connor? What are you doing here? You were arrested. You look awful, skinnier than ever.’
‘They let me go. What happened to you?’ He didn't wait for a reply. ‘How can I get into Uley?’
She laughed, a dry, hollow sound. ‘You won’t get in there. No one can. It’s only for the privileged few. They‘ve barricaded themselves in and left the rest of us to rot.’
‘Where’s Eleanor?’
‘You mean you haven’t heard?’ She smiled a mean smile. ‘She married Johnny Culpepper. She didn’t hang around after you left. Legged it down to sunny Bournemouth. Now she’s lording it up with her rich husband.’ She paused to gauge his reaction and was disappointed to see none. ‘Poor baby. Did you think she’d wait for you?’
Connor felt sick. He didn’t know whether to believe her or not.
‘Now I, on the other hand, am much better suited to you,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a new profession - I’m a tart, a hooker, a prostitute, whatever you want to call it. I can do you a really good deal, Connor.’ She put a hand up to his cheek and stroked it wistfully.
‘Where are your parents, Abi?’ he asked, holding her wrist and pushing her hand away.
‘Shot. They are quite dead. I live here now while my darling friend Eleanor gets to live a wonderful new life with her wonderful family. If it wasn’t for me, she’d never even have met Johnny Culpepper. Now tell me, is that fair?’
‘No,’ said Connor as he backed away from her pathetic figure. She was crying now, slumped in the doorway. Another girl came to try and help her up. The girl shouted at him.
‘What’ve you done to her?’ Then she yelled, ‘Earl! There’s a tramp at the door. I think he’s done something to Abi.’
Connor ran.
He spent the next six years drifting, from town to town and from job to job. He didn’t have the energy to return to Ripon. After Uley, he was too afraid of what he might find there. He put all thoughts of people he once knew, out of his tired mind and concentrated on surviving.
One day, he had the good fortune to be kicked in the leg by a beautiful black horse with a white star on its nose. He lay in the dirt on the compound floor, willing the horse to finish him off, but instead he looked up to see the concerned face of a grey-haired man.
‘You alright, son? I think Cleo got you good and proper. Let’s ‘ave a look at that leg. Mmmm, nasty. We’ll get you to the doc.’
‘I can’t afford ...’
‘Tut, I’ll sort you out. If it wasn’t for this temperamental mare, you wouldn’t be bleeding all over the ground would you.’
Connor gratefully let the kind man place him on the horse and lead him across the compound to the surgery. He was seen within the hour and accepted the offer of temporary lodgings with the man, by way of compensation.
Corby Chambers and his wife Irene were a kindly couple in their mid-sixties. As a qualified electrician, Corby was desperately busy. Luck and natural progression led to Connor becoming his apprentice.
And so, over the next four years, he settled contentedly in the newly walled compound of Bath, where he worked as an electrician’s mate, soon becoming proficient enough to branch out on his own. He eventually left the Bath Compound with many fond memories and having made several good friends, but it was now time to move on.
After only a matter of years, Connor ended up in Dorset. More specifically, in the Charminster Compound, where he successfully applied for the position of electrician. The job came with a very nice apartment and some very interesting gossip on the lives of the rich Perimeter inhabitants.
No coincidence then, that Connor found himself in this part of the country. He had no illusions that he and I would ever regain any of our past connection, but was perversely curious as to why I’d been so quick to abandon hope he would return to me and why I’d gone back to my ex-boyfriend again. He felt angry and betrayed by me and he needed to exorcise the demons of the past.
Prior to arriving in Dorset, he decided to change his name to something that would give him more anonymity. He didn’t want me to hear his name and feel uncomfortable that he was there or, even worse, feel sorry for him. Being a highly- sought-after tradesman, it was likely his name would become well-known, in whatever area he settled in and he wanted to observe me from afar, at his own pace without fear of discovery. Maybe he’d contact me in the future, but he wanted it to be on his own terms, in his own time.
He experimented with a few different names, before settling on Ron. He didn’t particularly like the name, but it was the end of his first name, spelled backwards, so he felt a certain affinity with it. He chose his new surname after his two saviours - Corby and Irene Chambers who had felt like family to him. And so he became Ron Chambers.
He heard many people talk about the wealthy Culpeppers, Johnny Culpepper in particular. But after hearing all the talk, he only knew me now as a beautiful, rich lady with two pretty daughters. Then, almost fourteen years after they had last seen each other, he ran into my brother, Tom.
Tom was at the compound visiting his new girlfriend, a gardener who did a lot of work at our Perimeter. She and Tom had been a sort-of item for the past few months. It was a tricky business, trying to have a relationship with someone who didn’t live within the same walls, but I think that was part of its charm - the difficulties and the dangers.
‘Connor?’ Tom exclaimed, as he made his way to his girlfriend’s bedsit. ‘It is you, isn’t it? We thought you were dead, man.’ He clasped Connor’s arms.
‘Tom? What are you doing here?’
‘I live in Bournemouth now, near my sister. God, Ellie’s gonna freak.’
‘I heard she got married.’
‘It’s a long story, mate. Do you live here? Is there somewhere we can go and chat?’
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Three
Eleanor
 
Tom drove me to the compound and dropped me outside a large seventies style apartment block.
‘I’ll pick you up at ten, okay?’
I looked at my watch. That would give me three hours. I worried that three hours would be too long. Then I worried that it wouldn’t be long enough.
‘See you later,’ I replied. ‘Thanks, Tom.’
I started walking up the entrance steps, stopped and turned to watch as Tom drove out of view. I could hardly feel the ground beneath my feet and I clutched the metal handrail. I was scared and excited, but I didn’t let myself think about what this reunion would mean. Was I mad to be doing this?
The apartment numbers blurred on the foyer wall. Eventually 26B came into focus and I pressed the button.
‘Hello?’ came a tinny voice. That familiar northern accent which made my stomach flip.
‘It’s me. Eleanor.’
A buzzer sounded and I pushed the heavy glass door. I walked up the stairs, almost dizzy with anticipation and nerves, stale cooking smells assaulting my nostrils. Finally I reached his floor and, as I emerged from the stairwell, I saw him standing there in his half-open doorway. He grinned at me. I smiled nervously back. As we gazed at each other, the years disappeared and I realised, on one level at least, nothing had changed.
‘Ellie.’
‘Hi, Connor.’ He looked the same but different. He had filled out, turned into a man. His shoulders were broader and his face had lost its youthfulness. Thick stubble grazed his chin and his hair had flecks of grey. I wondered what he thought of me.
He put his hand on the small of my back to guide me into the apartment. His touch lit up all my nerve endings.
We sat opposite each other in a large airy lounge.
‘You look good, Ellie. I missed you. All these years …’
‘I know. I thought you were … Did Tom tell you, we thought you were dead?’
‘Yeah. Abi and Sam did a good job didn’t they?’
‘She lied to my face. She told me you’d been shot. Killed.’
‘Nice.’
‘I knew she could get a bit jealous, but I’d never have thought she could be so spiteful. Vindictive. Why? What was the point?’
‘Oh, she was unhappy. She wanted to spread it around; make us as miserable as she was. I saw her after they let me out. She enjoyed telling me you were happily married to Johnny.’
I coloured. What must Connor think of me … running back to my ex?
‘It’s all history now though.’ He stood up. ‘D’you want a drink? I’ve got elderberry wine. It’s pretty horrible …’
I laughed. ‘Thanks. I’ll give it a go.’ I stood up to follow him.
‘Sit down. I’ll bring it in.’
As I sat there, nerves assailed me. I felt sixteen again. Uncertain. Unconfident.
Connor came back into the room with two glasses. He sat next to me this time. His thigh brushing mine. The wine glasses on the coffee table, the scent of my lover returned from the dead.
‘You’re so beautiful, Ellie. More beautiful now. I missed you so much.’ He took one of my curls and twirled it through his calloused fingers.
I couldn’t speak. He kissed my eyelid, my cheek, my mouth.
 
* * *
 
Connor and I began a desperate, hungry affair. Compulsive. I had my security and comfort at home with a loving family and I had my childhood sweetheart returned to me. My pale skinned, dark-eyed lover. It was exhilarating, but uncomfortable. I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed him and we did our best to try to make up for all the stolen years. We inhabited a bubble, completely separate from normal life, like stepping out of time. Our meetings had their own illicit flavour, their own shape and colour.
We chatted in his little kitchen, as a pan of risotto bubbled on the stove. He sat at the table sipping a beer.
‘Remind me. How did we manage to let Bletchley and Abigail wreck this?’ I asked him.
‘I never liked that bitch,’ he replied, stretching out his legs onto the other kitchen chair. ‘You sure you don’t want any help?’ he asked.
‘No, I want to cook you a meal. Just sit and talk to me. I really don’t know how I had her as a friend for so long.’ I shook out a tablecloth and watched it billow down over the table. Then I put a cream candle on the centre of the cloth and took Johnny’s lighter out of my pocket to light it with. A yellow flame flared to life.
‘We could’ve been together all those years,’ Connor said, staring at the candle. ‘And now we’re hiding away in my apartment like criminals. We could’ve had a family of our own. I’d have loved to have had kids with you, Ellie.’
Another secret.
I took a sip of my beer. I hadn’t meant to speak of it, and I knew it would be yet another betrayal of Johnny and his years of love and kindness, but I hated to see the sadness in Connor’s eyes. And I felt he deserved to know why I’d married Johnny so quickly after his disappearance.
‘Connor,’ I began.
‘Mmm?’
‘You need to know something … Riley. Well … She’s yours.’ I hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that.
‘What?’
‘Riley’s yours. She’s your daughter.’
‘What do you mean? She’s … Riley’s my daughter? I’ve got a daughter?’
‘After you were taken away, I found out I was pregnant. I didn’t know what to do.’
His face bleached white. He stood up, frowned, balled his fists and pressed his lips together.
‘Connor? Are you okay?’
‘So Johnny had her too? He had you … and he had my child.’
‘I know. I’m so, so sorry. But I really thought you had died. If I’d had any idea you were out there somewhere, alive, I would’ve searched for you … I would’ve …’
‘I’ve got a daughter.’ He exhaled and sat back down. The candle flickered.
‘Connor … Are you okay?’
‘I don’t know.’ He chewed his thumb nail and stared at a point on the wall.
I felt nervous. I thought he was going to do something. Smash something up or shout or … something. I turned off the heat on the stove and came and sat opposite him.
‘Connor …’
‘What?’ he snapped, then immediately looked contrite, reached across and took my hands. ‘Sorry. I know it’s not your fault. But I feel cheated. Like my life was stolen …’
‘I know.’
‘When can I meet her?’
‘I really don’t think that’s … That’s not going to be possible. Riley thinks Johnny is her father and …’
‘Does he know? Does Johnny know she’s not his?’
‘Yes. He knew from the start.’
‘Does she look like me?’
‘Yes. Very much like you.’
‘I have to meet her.’
‘No. She wouldn’t understand. It would hurt her too much.’
‘But …’
‘No.’
Eventually, he accepted they would never be able to meet. He didn’t like it, but he reluctantly agreed that such a revelation would not be good for Riley. We had no appetite for anything that evening. The risotto went cold, congealed and I threw it in the bin.
 
* * *
 
Connor and I continued to see each other whenever we could. Tom knew about it and, whilst he disapproved, he also understood the depth of our feelings and knew about the injustice that originally doomed our lives together.
A few months later, Connor secured a short-term, but well-paid job within our Perimeter. It was a word-of-mouth thing and I felt very nervous about him getting the contract with my good friends and neighbours, the Donovans. I warned him to keep his head down and be careful. I dreaded to think what would happen if Johnny recognised him.
I loved Johnny and I adored my girls, but Connor was like a drug that made me high. I could think of nothing else but my overwhelming need to be with him. It almost drove me insane to know he was working next door, but I couldn’t see him.
One night, Johnny was out at Hook, the girls were asleep and I’d left the Perimeter to drive over to Connor’s apartment. We lay entwined on his bed and I still wondered at the effect he had on me, even after all these years. I felt like a teenager again, nervous and in awe. I’d been there several hours and knew I’d have to leave in a few minutes. I couldn’t chance being away from the Perimeter for too long.
I stretched and sat up, but he pulled me back down towards him. I didn’t resist and we lay there together for a while longer.
‘You’re a bit serious tonight, Ellie.’
‘Just thinking.’ I traced a pattern with my finger on his chest.
‘Thinking about what?’
‘You know what you could do …’
‘I can think of plenty of things I could do,’ Connor smirked.
‘Not that,’ I laughed. ‘No honestly, I’ve had an idea.’
He raised an eyebrow.
‘If you cut a small entrance hole in the perimeter fence, somewhere out of the way, it would be easy for us to meet up.’
‘You want me to vandalise your beloved perimeter fence?’
‘I know it’s a bit radical, but it would be worth it. It’s getting really tricky for me to get out and see you. The guards are going to start gossiping and I’m worried someone here will recognise me.’
‘Hmmm.’
‘Oh I know!’ As we lay there talking, my idea took on more shape. ‘You could make the hole next door … at Eddie and Rita’s. The Perimeter backs onto their garden. You’re working there anyway. It would be easy and they’re away all the time …’
‘Hang on,’ he laughed. ‘Slow down. Do you know what would happen if they found me doing that? They’d put a rope round my neck.’
‘How would they ever find out? You could make it right at the back of the garden, behind the poolhouse, behind all the bushes. No one would ever see it.’
‘I don’t know, Ellie …’
‘It could be a little entrance you could crawl through, to meet up with me. It would be romantic, exciting.’ I sat up and flashed him a pleading smile. ‘The poolhouse would be the perfect place to meet.’
‘God, okay, okay.’
‘Really?’ I squealed.
‘Yes. But on one condition.’
‘What?’
‘Stay here tonight. For at least a couple more hours.’
‘I can’t, Connor. You know I’ve got to …’
‘Oh well. Deal’s off.
‘Grrr. Okay. But they might notice I’m …’
‘Stop being so paranoid, woman.’
‘Can’t help it.’ But I shivered in anticipation of another two hours in the company of my lover.
‘Now come here and kiss me.’ His rough fingertips softly tilted my chin up towards him and all thoughts of home were obliterated.
I am ashamed and horrified at my selfishness, but I was in a blind whirlwind of rekindled passion. That's what I keep telling myself anyway.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Four
Eleanor
 
‘Here, look,’ I whispered. ‘This is perfect.’ I picked up a large brown stone and placed it just inside the fence, next to the entrance hole.
Connor had managed to disable the electricity and cut out a small section of fence at the back of my neighbours’ garden.
‘I’ll be able to leave a note for you underneath the stone, with a date and a time. You can hide your van somewhere out there and then crawl through to meet me.’
‘I might not always be able to make it though,’ Connor said.
‘Well same here. But we can try.’
‘Can we try now?’
‘Eddie and Rita are away, Luc’s training today …’
‘Anyone else?’ he asked.
‘Nope. The poolhouse is always unlocked. There’s a nice comfy sofa …’
He grabbed my hand and led me through the trees towards the poolhouse.
The Donovans always let me know when they would be away, so it was easy for me and Connor to meet up. Sometimes he would be there and sometimes he wouldn’t. Sometimes I would be so desperate to see him, I would get Tom to cover for me and I would drive over to the compound anyway. But I knew it was dangerous on all sorts of levels, and the risk of being discovered increased.
One summer evening, Johnny was out working as usual. He wouldn’t be back until early morning. I felt bored and restless. I couldn’t settle to anything. The girls were in their rooms listening to music. I felt caged in. I didn’t feel like an adult with responsibilities. I didn’t feel like a parent. I had a yearning to do something fun and reckless, like going out partying or getting drunk, or …
I went down to the annexe to see Tom.
‘Hi, Sis. What’s up?’
‘Bored.’
‘What are you? Twelve?’
‘Ha, very funny. I’m serious. I might go and see Connor.’ I walked past him, into the kitchen and sat at the small round table.
‘Don’t go,’ he frowned, closing the front door and following me in.
‘Johnny’s out again. The girls are in their rooms. What could it hurt?’
‘You need to end it, Ellie. It’s going to wreck everything. End it or come clean.’
‘I know, I know. It’s just … It’s complicated. It’s Connor. Oh, it’s not fair.’
‘You’re right, it’s not fair. But what about Johnny? What about the girls?’
‘I know. I’ll end it.’
‘You said that before.’
‘No. I mean it. I’ll end it tonight.’
He raised his eyebrows and I felt scepticism radiating out of him.
‘I will.’
‘You should.’
I stood up and headed back towards the front door. My heart beat excitedly at the thought of seeing him. How could I possibly end it? I’d think about it. I ran back home and shouted up to the girls that I’d be at Tom’s if they needed me. Then I jumped into my AV and started up the engine.
Charlie Duke’s disapproving stare followed me out, as I drove through the Perimeter gate.
‘Miserable old git,’ I muttered.
I turned left and was immediately blinded by the full glare of the dying evening sun. I quickly flicked on the windscreen filter, muting the sharp rays. A muffled thud startled me and my heart sank as I saw a dark figure lying by the side of the fence. I didn’t stop, but slowed down and glanced in my wing mirror.
‘A man.’ I breathed out and realised I’d been holding my breath for quite a time. I sucked in a lungful of air and made brief eye contact with him in the mirror as he lifted his head. I must have hit him and I felt a lip-biting pang of concern. But everybody knew you didn’t stop for anything outside the Perimeter. People had been killed before, doing just that. In fact it was a common trick used by muggers to get people out of their vehicles – they’d pretend to be hit and then attack the concerned driver.
I’m sure he’ll be okay. I reasoned, convinced and then banished my already stretched conscience.
I suppose I should have turned back and asked one of the guards to check him to see if he was okay, but I didn’t. I drove to see Connor and left my girls home alone. I returned, safe and sound, to Tom’s annexe by five am. By the time I got home, Skye was already dead.
 
* * *
 
My baby was dead and it was my fault. Mine.
A knock at my bedroom door. Go away, I thought. Leave me alone.
‘Ellie,’ a whisper. ‘Ellie, it’s me. Tom.’ I heard the door brush across the carpet. Johnny and Riley were downstairs somewhere, living their own personal hells. I was curled up in my bed living mine.
‘Ellie, I’m so sorry,’ Tom cried. ‘I can’t believe it … Skye …’
‘It’s my fault.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous.’
‘It is. If I hadn’t gone out …’
‘If you hadn’t gone out, Skye would still have left the house. You’d have been asleep. You wouldn’t have heard her.’
‘Luc found her,’ I said. ‘They’re saying it might have been Luc …’
‘Well that’s crazy. But things have changed …’
‘What? What’s changed?’
‘Connor’s been arrested. They’re saying it was him who killed her. They found a hole in the fence and …’
‘Oh my God,’ I hissed. ‘No! That was … that wasn’t anything to do with …’
‘Ellie!’ Tom bent down and grabbed my arm. I was sobbing again. ‘Ellie! That hole?’
‘Yes!’ I said. ‘Yes!’ I almost shouted.
‘Shhh! For God sake keep your voice down.’
‘Yes, Connor and I made that entrance so he could come and see me.’
‘You idiot! What were you thinking?’
‘I know. It’s a mess. I’ve made a mess of everything.’
‘Too late for all that. They’re going to execute Connor.’
‘No! We have to get him out. You have to get him out, Tom.’
‘I know,’ he sighed. ‘Give me the keys to your AV. I’ll sort it.’
We sent Connor to lie low at my parents’ place in Uley. They had always been fond of Connor and were overjoyed to see him alive and well. They didn’t know he was also Ron Chambers, wanted for murder. They didn’t know he was my lover. They didn’t know anything.
But I eventually had to tell Johnny everything and this betrayal, on top of Skye’s death, was more than he could take. He said he thought it would be a good idea if I left for a while. He said I should go away and think about what I wanted - meaning Connor or him.
I couldn’t believe he was still prepared to accept me after all I had put him through. I sobered up quickly and went home to Uley to see my parents and Connor and to decide what to do next. The worst part was having to leave Riley behind. I knew she was disgusted with me – first for the drinking and then for abandoning her.
When I got to The Uley Perimeter, I did a lot of thinking. And although I now lived in the same house as Connor, I hardly saw or spoke to him. Everything had changed. I had changed. I realised what I had done and I felt ashamed, disgusted. I will always blame myself for Skye’s death, and the guilt now constantly plucks away at me, like a warped discordant guitar. But I welcome it. The guilt is something I deserve to live with.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Five
Riley
 
My world shifts and spins. My life shatters into a million lies. Ma has just told me the truth. The ugly, unadulterated truth. A truth which makes me want to vomit or scream or cry or fall into a mind-numbing sleep for a century. I stare from her, to Chambers, to my lap. And then I raise my eyes back to her with disbelief and something bordering on hate. She sits next to me on the sofa. Chambers sits opposite. I can feel him staring at me.
‘It can’t be true.’ A tear drips onto the back of my hand and I wipe my cheek angrily. ‘Why would you … How could you be so deceitful? What about Pa? Poor Pa …’
Ma stands up, her face drawn. I see her look desperately into Chambers’ eyes and I want to slap her.
‘Connor,’ she says. ‘Would you mind … leaving me and Riley for a few minutes?’
‘Yeah. Sure.’ A soft voice with the trace of an accent. He stands up and leaves the room without looking at me.
Coward, I think. My biological father … I get up and walk away from Ma, over to the sofa that Chambers has just vacated. I don’t sit down. I just turn and stare across at my mother. Who is this woman? I don’t even know her anymore.
‘How could you do that to Pa? I thought you loved him. He adores you.’
‘I know.’ She’s crying now. ‘I know. I’ve got no excuses. I was wrong and I’ve paid the price for it.’
‘We’ve all paid the price for it,’ I snarl. ‘For your affair. Oh my God! I just can’t believe it!’ I feel my emotions spiralling out of control. ‘How could you let me go on thinking it was Chambers who killed Skye, when you knew …’ My voice cracks and breaks. I try to steady it. ‘… When you knew it wasn’t him. You should’ve confessed to everybody there and then. You should’ve told everyone you’re a … you’re a …’ But no matter how disgusted and hurt and angry I feel, I can’t call Ma any of the vile words that are crashing around my head. I just can’t.
‘I’m sorry,’ she sobs. ‘I’m so, so sorry, my darling girl.’
‘Does Pa even know?’
‘Yes, yes. I told him everything. And I still love him. He’s my life, Riley. You and he are everything to me.’
‘Well, obviously not.’
She flinches. ‘What can I do?’ she asks. ‘How can I make this right? For you.’
‘You can’t,’ I say. I don’t want to be so harsh, but I can’t help it. I want to inflict hurt. To make her pay. Even though I can see she’s devastated. Repentant. Broken. ‘So what are you going to do?’ I ask.
‘I’m coming back home.’
‘Does Pa want you to come back?’ I feel myself outraged and hurt on his behalf.
‘Yes.’
‘You know I don’t want anything to do with that man. Chambers or Connor or whatever the hell his name is. I don’t even want to see him. He’s nothing to me.’
‘He’s your biological father, Riley.’
‘I have a father and it’s not him.’
‘Okay,’ she says. God, I’ve really messed this up badly. I shouldn’t have told you about Connor being your real father. It’s just … I didn’t want there to be any more secrets.’
‘I wish you hadn’t told me. That’s a secret you should’ve kept to yourself. I’m going out.’ I leave the room.
‘It’s late! It’s dark out there! You don’t know the area …’ Ma’s voice follows me into the hallway.
I hear voices coming from another room, but I ignore them. Ma comes into the hall, but I open the front door and slam it behind me. The night air hits me like a freezing slap, but I like it. I want to feel cold and uncomfortable. To shiver. I run down the road, away from the cul-de-sac of houses. I cross the wide road at the bottom of the hill and see a large deserted playing field in front of me. The kissing gate squeaks as I push it open and sidestep through.
I sit on the wet grass with my arms wrapped around my knees, too exhausted to think about anything. I stay there until I can no longer feel my fingers and toes and can’t stop my teeth from chattering.
Uncle Tom finds me before sleep does. He drapes my shoulders with a blanket and helps me up.
‘Come on, you,’ he says. ‘It’ll all be okay. Come back to the house. Connor’s gone. You need to sleep. It’ll be okay, I promise.’
I let him soothe me and we walk together back up to the house.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Forty Six
Riley
 
Luc’s waiting for me down at Coy Pond. Pa told him I’d be back this afternoon. Only four days have passed since I last saw him back at the Chippenham Compound, but it may as well be four years, what with everything that’s happened.
I now realise that I may never find out who killed my sister. That Luc and I were chasing a lie. A dead end. Someone out there knows who did it, but I will probably never know the truth. I’ll have to learn to accept that.
It’s a crisp autumn morning and the colours are bright and heavy – dying leaves against a deep blue sky. The sun’s power has diminished, like it’s here but wants to leave.
I’m nearly at Coy Pond and I’m nervous. Will Luc still feel the same way about me? Will it be okay? Or will things be awkward and weird? I’ve had too much sadness and anger and uncertainty in my life recently. I need something good. I need to see if I can be kind to myself.
I walk down the crumbling stone steps and crunch my way along the gravel path. After only a few seconds, I see a figure up ahead – Luc. He’s sitting on a mossy wooden bench, wearing jeans and that grey hoodie he looks so good in. My heart lifts and flips. As I draw closer, he glances up and grins, getting to his feet, and I forget my earlier doubts. I know instantly that everything’s going to be alright.
I smile as we walk towards each other. My heart is pounding. After everything that’s happened, at least I still have this … I have Luc.
‘Hey,’ he says.
‘Hey.’
Somewhere close by a blackbird sings. Luc takes my hand and as we walk along the gravel path together I feel the faint sparks of hope.
 
 
 



 
Epilogue
 
He was in his early thirties, but had the look of someone far older. His clothes were dirty and worn, his once fair hair was thick and darkly matted and he was limping quite badly. Holding onto his left shoulder as he hobbled along, you could clearly see the overgrown, filthy nails on his right hand, the back of which was a mass of scratches.
But more distressing than his overall appearance, was the fact he was a grown man sobbing out loud in unashamed misery. Snot and tears collected in a wretched glob on the side of his chin and he angrily wiped his grimy sleeve across his face, adding a clump of black dirt and grit to the mixture. How did I get here? Jamie asked himself. Once upon a time I was happy, loved, on top of the world and now here I am, starving, aching and bloody miserable. Nobody even knows I exist.
He had been on his way to the compound in Boscombe. The girl at the Poole Shanty had told him about it.
‘They’re looking for cheap labour,’ she’d said, ‘and they’re taking on outsiders.’
The girl was gorgeous in a short-haired pseudo-soldier sort of way. He didn’t think she’d be living on the outside for long. About nineteen years old he reckoned and not yet worn down by the grinding harshness of life on the outside. Feisty and tough - he knew it was a necessary armour and he also knew through all that spikiness, she liked him.
This was just the spark he needed to gee him up a bit. Most people he came across were truly horrible and it was a relief to have a bit of a laugh, pretend things weren’t as bleak as they actually were.
He’d tried to act disinterested, but all the time, he was contriving to meet up with her accidentally on purpose at the Boscombe Compound, which was where she was now headed with her pig-ugly friends. To avoid appearing too keen, he watched her leave the shanty, waited a day and then left to make his own way there.
Then that stupid rich bitch had smacked into him with her AV. She’d looked at him in the wing mirror and he’d instantly known she wouldn’t give him a second thought - would
never stop for a nobody like me. He supposed he should be grateful she didn’t have shock plates, but she’d really banged up his leg and his shoulder didn’t feel too good either.
How was he supposed to make it to Boscombe now? He’d never catch up with the girl again either. She’d said she was going to see what Boscombe had to offer and then she thought she might head up to London.
Yeah right, he’d thought, but had been strangely buoyed up by her optimism. Okay, well more buoyed up by her tongue ring and what she’d said she could do with it. And now that opportunity was gone and he was injured badly and why couldn’t anything ever just go right for him just once? More tears escaped. I’m just a low-life, no-hoper, snivelling loser, he raged silently to himself.
To rub salt in the wound, he was currently limping outside one of Bournemouth’s most prestigious areas, The Talbot Woods Perimeter. He took care not to get spotted by the guards who patrolled the inner fences. There was no way for him to get inside anyway so they’d probably just ignore him, but he couldn’t face any sort of confrontation tonight.
Through the humming electrified wire, Jamie glimpsed the mansions that sat grandly in gardens landscaped to the max. Each one had its own distinctive style and its own fancy security system, no doubt.
‘Tossers!’ he shouted ineffectually. It was more of a strangled sob and it kick-started a bout of coughing. God, I’d kill for a well-brewed beer, he thought.
It was a warm evening and he sweated slightly in his filthy sludge-coloured T shirt. He’d tied his grubby stained jacket around his waist and his feet sweltered in worn out leather boots. He wished he had sandals, but these boots were the only pair of footwear he owned, and they were ready for the scrap heap.
It was getting dark now and he realised he’d have to find somewhere to sleep soon. He didn’t allow himself to gaze in at the lighted windows with their scenes of rich domesticity. He used to lose himself in fantasies of this nature, but it was way too painful and completely pointless; he was no masochist.
Jamie was hungry, starving in fact. Then he remembered the homemade berry bar the old lady had given him yesterday at the shanty. She said he reminded her of her dead son (morbid old cow) but that he looked like he could do with a decent meal. Predictably, she invited him to eat lunch with her family and he accepted immediately. This was nothing new; he often aroused motherly instincts in women. It was a natural gift, like having a good singing voice or being a good kisser.
The food she’d prepared had been bloody awful, but it had filled a hole. The only thing on the menu that tasted any good was her berry cake, which he had raved about, in the hope she would give him some more. When he had said his goodbyes, she slipped a wrapped berry bar into his jacket pocket and told him to take good care of himself. Now, when he reached into his pocket for the bar, it wasn’t there.
‘What?’ He had been saving it. Building himself up to enjoying its moist oaty sweetness. Now finding it gone was just another kick in the teeth. He checked his other pockets. Maybe I put it in my bundle, he thought, knowing full well he hadn’t, but deciding to check anyway. He untied the piece of thin canvas material he used to carry around his few possessions. Every day, he meticulously checked it for holes as he’d lost items before, where some creature had nibbled through the material. He spread it out on the uneven dried earth and sifted through his belongings, but the bar wasn’t there either.
It was in my pocket, I know it was. This was rapidly turning into a disastrous night. Then, it dawned on him he had probably lost it when the AV had knocked him flying. He wasn’t too far from where it happened and so he decided to turn back and search for it. If he didn’t, he knew he would end up dreaming about the damn thing.
He limped back with his eyes glued to the ground. It was almost dark now and he cursed the woman who had knocked him down. Finally, he saw the tyre marks, not far from the Perimeter gates, where the vehicle had skidded to a halt earlier this evening.
‘Right, where are you?’ He scanned the track and the surrounding area, where he thought he had been thrown, but he couldn’t find it. It could have gone flying in any direction. He combed the area, straining his eyes, but the bar had been wrapped in a large green leaf, tied with twine and, if it wasn’t out in the open, it would be nicely camouflaged in its leafy surroundings.
He pulled back a small bush, crossly, not expecting to find what he was looking for, when suddenly, he spied it lying in a clump of weeds, right by the fence.
‘Yes!’ He laughed out loud, feeling ridiculously happy at this small triumph. Then he frowned, as he noticed a gaping hole in the electric fence, right next to his berry bar. He snatched up the bar and put it back into his pocket, ensuring he buttoned it closed this time. Then he examined the hole. It was definitely large enough for a person to climb through, as long as they were careful not to touch the electrified sides. Should he? Shouldn’t he?
 
* * *
 
Fourteen year old Skye lived next door to the gorgeous Luc Donovan. She thought his house was the nicest on the Perimeter. During the last few weeks, she’d occasionally snuck out of her house late at night, to meet up for a laugh.
He always started off a bit annoyed, but he never told her to go home straight away. He’d have a game of cards with her or a swim, before saying her Pa would kill him if she kept coming over at night without permission. She more or less ignored his protests and just laughed at him, calling him a chicken and a wimp, although this was miles away from what she really thought.
She had decided to meet him again tonight, and this time she’d make it crystal clear what she really felt about him. He’d have to be blind not to realise anyway, she’d dropped enough hints for God’s sake.
Pa had been out working on Hook Island all night and had gone to bed, tired out, at about one thirty. Ma was next door at Uncle Tom’s and she must’ve crashed there for the night. Riley had gone to bed a couple of hours ago and she always slept like the dead.
Skye had her own rooms in the warren-like attic on the second floor and she loved the higgledy piggledyness of them. She’d also started to appreciate the bonus of having her own separate staircase which led almost directly to the back door. The only thing she had to be careful of was Woolly making too much noise. She knew he wouldn’t bark at her arrival, but his claws made an awful clattering racket on the old wooden floors as he twirled around and around in a mad frenzy of greeting.
Luc was delicious - seventeen, dark haired and popular in an ‘I don’t care’ sort of way. Even her parents loved him. Both sets of parents were really buddy-buddy and they were always going on group family picnics together or visiting each other’s houses for barbeques, parties, Christmas drinks and stuff.
However, Skye knew their parents would go ballistic if she and Luc started seeing each other, not least because Skye was only fourteen. It was great though, because if Riley was busy, Pa would ask Luc to accompany her places. He’d say, ‘I know I can rely on Luc to look after you.’ She always pretended to be annoyed and demand to be allowed out of the house on her own, knowing full well, permission would never be granted.
Skye knew Luc had a bit of a thing for Riley, but he hadn’t a hope of getting anywhere with her as she always set her sights on older, harder to obtain boyfriends. Skye thought she was mad. Luc was the fittest bloke in the Perimeter, if not the whole of the country.
 
* * *
 
Jamie chewed his lip as he studied the hole. He’d get drafted, beaten up or shot if he got caught, but this was too good an opportunity to pass up. It was fate. What treasures might he find on the other side? At the very least, he might find some more food, or a comfortable place to sleep. That decided him. He would sleep in relative safety tonight, away from the scavs and muggers and he would still set off for Boscombe in the morning.
He took off his coat and put it and his bundle through the hole first. Then he made himself as small as possible and squeezed his way nervously through, ignoring the sharp pain in his injured shoulder and tensing his body, fearful of getting a shock from the fence.
Once he was safely through, he shrugged his jacket back on and found himself surrounded by fruit trees and manicured shrubs and bushes. He yanked a small golden apple from a low bough and put it into his other pocket. Then he picked a tiny under ripe plum and took a bite, spitting it out in disgust at the sour taste.
He was obviously in someone’s garden, some rich person’s garden by the look of it. He saw a large white timber summerhouse in front of him. It was octagonal in shape and he crept closer to investigate. The summerhouse, or poolhouse sat about twenty feet away from an Olympic-sized swimming pool and its underwater lights cast a dancing glow over the area. He could see the main house the garden belonged to. It was more mansion than house and looked miles away from where Jamie stood, staring. No lights were on.
He turned back to view the poolhouse. It had round blue glass windows, set into each of the eight sides, like portholes. The door had a white wooden frame with a large stained glass window depicting scenes of picture-book sailing boats on stylised waves under a blue sky. A generator hummed and Jamie deliberated over whether or not to break the beautiful stained glass, to gain entry. But he hesitated, worried about alerting the guards and strangely reluctant to destroy this tranquil scene.
It stirred a distant memory of his childhood that made him feel oddly nostalgic. He rolled his eyes at his own sentimentality and half-heartedly tried the wooden door knob, before preparing to smash his elbow through the door. But to his surprise, he turned the knob and the door opened.
Jamie smiled in disbelief and gave a low whistle. ‘Yeah, I could cope with a bit of this,’ he said out loud.
It was a poolhouse, but most people would have been proud to have it as their main residence. The door opened onto a lounge with comfy looking furniture. Next to the lounge, was a luxury shower room, sauna and a small kitchenette. Jamie did a little dance over to the fridge, forgetting the pain in his leg for a moment and, oh my God, ice cold beers.
He was sure now he had died when the AV hit him and he had now arrived in a heaven invented just for him. He pinched himself hard. It wasn’t even cheap home-brewed beer, it was the almost-extinct foreign stuff.
He popped the cap, using his fist and the hardwood coffee table, then he downed half the bottle in one greedy slurp. Nectar, ambrosia, liquid paradise. His head fizzed and his body relaxed. He lay on one of the striped sofas, sighing as he took the weight off his injured leg. Draining the bottle, he opened a second and began tucking into a party-sized packet of crisps that lay on the table. He hadn’t eaten crisps for half a lifetime. He tasted artificial flavourings, combined with excessive salt and his taste buds went crazy.
Sod the berry bar, he thought, beer and crisps are the way to go. I’ll just finish these and then I’m going to try out the shower, get some hot water on my poor neglected skin. He smiled to himself and wriggled comfortably into the sofa. Before long, he was asleep.
 
* * *
 
Skye was most definitely upset. Luc had as good as rejected her and she felt stupid and humiliated. He had unconvincingly faked tiredness and gone back to bed, but she could tell he wasn’t really tired, tired of her more like. She allowed a few tears to fall and kicked her legs half-heartedly against the side of the pool. She knew she should probably go back to bed, but a small spark of hope within her thought maybe Luc would change his mind and come back out to her.
She sat there for ages, dangling her legs in the water, until she realised she was shivering. She was freezing cold in fact. She swung her legs out of the pool and stood up stiffly, deciding to warm herself up with a hot shower in the poolhouse.
She’d have to pretend tonight hadn’t happened. She couldn’t have borne it if she and Luc were no longer friends and so she decided she’d have to wait a while before she made a move on him. It was probably her age putting him off. Once she hit sixteen, he would declare his undying love for her, she was sure of it.
Skye opened the poolhouse door and walked through the darkened lounge, to the large, tiled shower room. A strange, stale smell permeated the air, but she only noticed it on the edge of her consciousness, she was too preoccupied with her thoughts. She pulled the shower room light switch, stripped off her bikini and stepped into the large glass octagonal shower unit. The hot water felt amazing on her cold, clammy, prune-like skin and she stood there for ages, letting the water heal her tender heart and her bruised ego.
Reluctantly, she turned off the jets and reached for a towel, feeling suddenly exhausted and longing for her bed. Then she froze. What was that? She heard a thud, like something falling on the floor, followed by … a snore?
‘Hello?’ she tentatively called out. Who would be sleeping in the poolhouse?
She tiptoed into the main room in her bare feet. It was dark, but the light shone into the lounge from the shower room. She made out the form of someone unfamiliar lying on one of the sofas. Before she could stop herself, she gave a scream, instantly waking the person from their illegal slumber. It was a man, an outsider, judging by the state of him. He was wild-looking, filthy, with matted hair and now she had unwittingly woken him up.
 
* * *
 
Jamie must have fallen asleep, because the next thing he knew, he was awoken by a high-pitched scream. He jumped up, quickly realising where he was. Years of travelling around strange, inhospitable places, had meant his mind was always finely tuned to his surroundings, whether awake or asleep.
He saw a young, naked girl standing by the shower door; she was backing away from him, groping around for her towel, which lay on the floor. The light from the shower room made him blink and he tried to refocus. He felt oddly fuzzy and strange, realising he must be slightly drunk.
‘Listen!’ He tried to think how he could stop this girl from landing him in trouble. ‘I won’t hurt you.’ But his voice sounded gruff and hoarse, even to his own ears. The girl started to scream again. She wrapped the towel around her and tried to run past the sofa, where Jamie stood. He grabbed at her, to stop her from leaving.
‘Calm down,’ he said, catching hold of her wrists, so her towel dropped onto the floor again. His damaged shoulder burned with the effort of holding her. She had a great body, but he wished she’d shut up. He was thankful the main house was set so far back from here, but any of the guards could walk past at any moment and hear her screams. He finally managed to get a hand over her mouth which she promptly bit, pushing him away from her with her one free hand.
‘Jesus, you bitch,’ he gasped, as her teeth sank into his flesh and a searing pain flashed through his already throbbing shoulder. She ran towards the door, picking up his bundle of possessions to try to cover her nakedness. At least she’d stopped screaming for a second.
‘My stuff!’ he shouted and lunged towards her to try and grab his bundle back. She yelped and dropped the bundle. Whilst he was reaching down to retrieve it, the girl grabbed an empty beer bottle from the floor and smashed the bottom of it against the wall, holding it in front of her, like a weapon.
‘Don’t come any closer,’ she trembled, ‘or I’ll slash you.’
‘Look,’ said Jamie, raising his hands, but still holding onto his possessions. ‘I was just sleeping here, but I’ll go. I don’t want any trouble. Just let me go. I won’t hurt you.’
But the girl was backing towards the closed door and, if he didn’t stop her escaping, she’d alert the whole perimeter and then he’d be done for. He calculated the distance, dropped his bundle and lunged towards her, finding his hands around her slim, white throat. She slashed up at his chin and he felt a stinging pain as he saw his blood drip down onto the wooden floor. But he pushed her back at arm’s length, so she couldn’t reach his face with the bottle.
The problem was he was doing her some serious damage - she was choking. Finally she was forced to drop the bottle, to try and prise his hands from around her neck, and so at last he could release her, shoving her away from him. But the force of this push sent her flying backwards into the door, crashing through the stained glass window and clutching at her throat, her eyes bulging in her head.
The noise was terrific and Jamie expected half the Perimeter to come running at any moment. She sat there inside the empty doorframe, in shock, covered in splintered wood and coloured glass. They stared, dazed, at one another.
‘I’m sorry,’ Jamie said as he viewed the naked, gasping figure. She was bleeding all over from hundreds of tiny cuts and, with the fragments of stained glass, her white skin appeared encrusted with sparkling precious jewels.
‘I didn’t mean to hurt you. Are you okay? Stupid question. I have to go. I can’t get caught here, they’ll kill me. You’ll be alright.’ He was panicking. She seemed okay to him, just a bit shocked and messed up.
He heard a small creaking sound and looked up at the top of the door frame. She followed his line of vision upwards, tipping her head back, just in time to see a large shard of blue glass sky fall out of the frame and drop, with deadly accuracy, into her throat.
Her eyes moved downwards and locked onto Jamie’s, they widened momentarily. She opened her mouth and tried to speak but, instead, warm blood frothed from her lips. She fell backwards and lay awkwardly across the doorframe, half in and half out of the poolhouse. The glass shard still protruded grotesquely from her throat and blood pumped from the wound, quickly pooling around her lifeless body.
‘No,’ he exhaled as he realised she was past saving and he had better get as far away from there as he could. He gathered up his blood-soaked bundle and the remaining contents of the fridge, scanning for anything else that may be of use to him.
He decided to break the habit of a lifetime and travel by night. He would aim to reach the Boscombe Compound as soon as he could, hopefully before dawn, although it would be tough going with his banged up leg. If anyone asked he would say he spent the night outside Boscombe’s walls.
Hopefully, the girl from the Poole Shanty would already be inside the Boscombe Compound and he’d charm her into accompanying him to London. He’d make something up - the promise of a great job once they got there, or something. He didn’t plan on ever coming back.
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Chapter One
 
Becca’s steps slowed as she approached Processing 117. The floodlights of the parking lot shone down on her, exposing her. Past the lot, the darkness threatened to close in. There was no other source of light nearby except for the dim glow of the streetlamps, nothing but trees for at least a mile in every direction.
The concrete structure loomed taller than its five stories—maybe because of the invisible presence of the underground levels, or maybe because in a moment Becca was going to have to walk inside.
Heather can’t have been arrested. If she were a prisoner, they wouldn’t have let her call.
But when Becca remembered the panic in Heather’s voice, the thought wasn’t all that reassuring anymore.
Becca took the last few steps across the not-quite-empty parking lot. The windows of the upper floors glowed in a patchwork of lights, showing who was working another late night and who was at home sleeping… or down on the underground levels. Becca knew that in one of those dark offices, a phone had been ringing off the hook for the past half-hour, its owner oblivious to Becca’s pleas for her to answer, to find Heather for her, to fix this.
Becca reached the double doors of the entrance—and froze. Her heart thudded against her ribcage.
Heather is in there, she reminded herself. Heather needs me.
She pulled the doors open and stepped inside.
The doors slammed shut behind her, the noise echoing off the stark white walls. Security cameras stared down at her from the ceiling. The guards, one to either side of the metal detector, pinned her to the floor with their eyes, but said nothing.
Opposite the metal detector from Becca, the room was bare except for a huge metal desk with corners that looked sharp enough to cut. Behind the desk, a dark-haired woman with a headset clipped to her ear stopped mid-yawn and jerked up to face her.
Becca held her breath and stepped through the metal detector. Its light flashed green, and one of the guards waved her forward. She let her breath out and stepped up to the desk.
She eyed the woman’s crisp gray suit, and the desk that gleamed like it had never seen a speck of dust in its life. Then she looked down at her own clothes, the jeans and wrinkled t-shirt she had grabbed from her dresser after hanging up with Heather. She crossed her arms around her stomach.
The receptionist’s bleary surprise had vanished, replaced by a stone mask. “Can I help you?”
“I’m looking for…” Becca bit back the name on her lips. No. If she were in her office, she would have answered the phone. Anyway, Becca could imagine her reaction at finding out about this midnight walk to 117. Becca was on her own.
“…Heather Thomas,” she finished. “She called me half an hour ago and told me she was here.”
The receptionist’s expression didn’t tell Becca anything.
“She’s here… somewhere… she called me…” Becca’s voice trailed off. I’m not doing anything wrong, she told herself. I’m not a dissident. Heather’s not a dissident.
Which led Becca back to the question that had been circling through her mind since she had gotten Heather’s call. What was Heather doing here?
The receptionist turned away and tapped something out on her keyboard. It only took her a few seconds to find what she was looking for. She typed in something else and touched her earpiece. “We have a detainee in temporary holding,” she said to someone Becca couldn’t see. “Last name Thomas. Her file says she’s waiting for a relative to collect her. Right, that’s the one. Someone forgot to collect her phone, and she called a friend.” A pause. “No, that won’t be necessary. Just confiscate the phone.”
She turned back to Becca. “Heather Thomas is waiting for her guardian to arrive. Are you Lydia Thomas?” She gave Becca a skeptical once-over.
Becca considered saying yes, but even if the receptionist weren’t going to ask for proof, there was no way she could pass as Heather’s… aunt, she remembered after a moment. Aunt Lydia, the one who always looked at Becca and Heather like being in high school was catching.
The receptionist took her silence as an answer. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
Becca wanted nothing more than to do just that. But she couldn’t leave and let this place swallow Heather. “If she’s waiting for her aunt to get here, I can wait with her until she shows up.”
“I’m sorry,” said the receptionist, already turning back to her computer. “The policy is clear. The detainee will remain in temporary holding—alone—until her guardian arrives.”
Becca was losing ground. And somewhere in this building, Heather was waiting for her. “I’m not trying to take her home or anything. I only want to…” To make sure she wasn’t locked away underground. To make sure they hadn’t gotten her mixed up with somebody else, some dissident slated for execution. “…to let her know I’m here. I promised her I’d—”
“Your refusal to leave the building when instructed will be recorded.” The receptionist placed her hands on her keyboard. “May I have your name?”
“At least tell me what happened. Why is she here? Is she all right?”
“Your name, please,” the receptionist repeated.
If she stayed much longer, the receptionist would order the guards to drag her out—or worse, in. She could end up in one of those underground cells… She shivered. They couldn’t do that to her just for asking about Heather, right?
“Your name,” the receptionist repeated again, with a glance toward the guards.
Becca slumped. “Rebecca Dalcourt.”
The receptionist blinked.
“Well,” she said, her voice suddenly warmer, “I suppose we can make an exception.”
 
* * *
 
The room looked like somebody’s afterthought. The walls were painted a flat gray that matched the worn carpet. Two folding chairs had been shoved together along one wall, leaving the rest of the room empty. The smell of sweat and carpet cleaner hung in the air. Heather sat in the chair furthest from the door, rocking slightly. She didn’t show any sign of having heard the door open.
The guard stepped out of the room and pushed the door shut behind Becca. It closed with a click that made Becca suspect she was now locked in.
“Heather?”
Heather didn’t look at her.
“It’s me. Becca. I told you I’d come.”
Heather raised her head like she was moving through water. She stared past Becca with mascara-smeared eyes. Her hands trembled in her lap. This wasn’t the Heather who had tried to talk Becca into a makeover at the mall this afternoon—or was that yesterday afternoon by now? She could still hear Heather laughing as she tugged Becca toward the makeup counter. Come on, Becca! Do something fun for once. The girl in front of her looked as if she had never laughed in her life.
Becca sat down next to the trembling girl who didn’t look nearly enough like Heather. “What are you doing here?” Her voice came out as a croak. She cleared her throat. “What happened?”
On the phone, Heather had only managed disconnected phrases through her sobs. Took them. Told me to wait. Please come. Please. And then the words that had chilled Becca’s blood and brought her here—I’m at 117.
Now Heather dug her nails into her legs as she spoke. “My parents.” She swallowed, like she was trying to take back the words before she could speak them. “Internal took them.”
“What do you mean, took them?” Stupid question. That only ever meant one thing. But… Heather’s parents, below them in one of the underground cells? No. Heather’s parents had worked for Internal Defense longer than Becca had known them, longer than Heather had even been alive. For them to be arrested… how could Internal have made a mistake like that?
Heather sank bonelessly back against the chair. The back of her head thunked against the wall; she didn’t seem to notice. “I don’t know why… I don’t know why they…”
“Tell me how it happened.” Maybe Heather had gotten it wrong. Impossible, to get something like that wrong—but more likely than Heather’s parents being dissidents.
“I heard footsteps. After Mom and Dad were asleep. I was still up.” Heather dug her fingers deeper into her jeans, until her nails went white. “I thought it was a burglar or something. But it was… them.”
“Enforcement?” Becca tried to imagine Enforcers in Heather’s apartment, with their faceless helmets and black body armor, dragging Heather’s parents away like dissidents in the middle of the night. She couldn’t.
Heather nodded. “They walked past me like I wasn’t there. They got Mom and Dad out of bed. I didn’t know if I should warn them, or… It didn’t make sense. None of it made any sense.” Heather paused to catch her breath. “Mom tried to fight. They slammed her against the wall a couple of times. I think her nose was broken, after. I don’t know.”
Heather stopped, blinking back tears. Becca waited.
After a moment, Heather continued. “She tried to say something to me, but they wouldn’t let her. Dad… just went with them. He didn’t argue. He didn’t say anything. I kept trying to tell the Enforcers they had the wrong people, but they wouldn’t listen.” Her last word broke off into a sob.
What could Becca say to any of that? She placed her hand over Heather’s and tried to ignore the thoughts creeping into her mind, the voice telling her that Heather’s parents wouldn’t have been arrested if they were innocent.
“It has to be a mistake.” Heather’s eyes dared Becca to contradict her.
Earlier, when she had thought Heather was the one in trouble, Becca had told herself the same thing. She had worried over all the possible scenarios. Someone could have misinterpreted what Heather had said about not wanting to join the Monitors. Or there was that Monitor who thought Heather had stolen her boyfriend last year—she could have decided to get a horrible kind of revenge. Or Internal could have gotten Heather confused with somebody else.
But all those scenarios applied to Heather. Heather hadn’t been arrested; her parents had. That changed everything. No one would arrest two Internal agents without double-checking. No one would dare.
Becca had taken too long to answer. Heather’s gaze hardened. “You don’t think it was a mistake,” she accused. “You think they’re…” She stopped short of saying the word.
“No!” The denial leapt from Becca’s mouth; whether it was for her benefit or Heather’s, she didn’t know. She lowered her voice. “I’m sure it’s a mistake,” she lied. “Processing probably figured it out as soon as your parents got here. They’ll probably walk in here any second now and explain everything.”
The door opened.
Becca and Heather both jerked to their feet. But the woman who stepped into the room ahead of the guard wasn’t Heather’s mother. She was tall and bony, with a pinched expression on her face. She aimed her gaze at a point above Heather’s head like she was afraid to look directly at her.
“Aunt Lydia.” Heather’s voice was flat.
Heather’s aunt turned to the guard. “I assume you’ve made sure she’s… safe.”
The guard frowned. “Safe?”
“I’m not bringing a dissident into my home.”
“We’re not in the habit of releasing dissidents,” the guard said stiffly. He gestured to the door. “We have some paperwork for you to take care of, but then you’ll be free to take Heather home.”
Heather filed out of the room behind her aunt, casting a panicked look over her shoulder at Becca. Becca tried to follow, but just outside the door, a second guard held her back with a hand on her shoulder. “Your friend’s aunt is here to take her home. It’s time for you to leave.”
“But Heather—”
“Will be taken care of. Go home. Get some sleep.” He tightened his grip. “I’ll escort you to the exit.”
It’s just a mistake, Becca wanted to call after Heather. They’ll work it out. It’ll be okay. But Heather was already gone.
 
* * *
 
The creak of the apartment door woke Becca from her half-sleep. She raised her head to see her mom slip into the apartment. She stood up from the couch, causing every muscle in her body to protest.
Her mom closed the door behind her, then leaned against it and groaned in exhaustion. Only then did she look at Becca.
Her gaze sharpened; so did her voice. “I would have thought you’d be asleep, after your visit to 117 last night—or was it this morning?”
Her mom had found out. Of course she had. But despite her mom’s disapproving tone, Becca relaxed at the sound of her voice. Processing was her mom’s world; if anyone could fix this, she could. Becca could lay the problem at her feet and go to sleep knowing Heather would be okay.
“Heather called me,” said Becca. “I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer your phone. Heather’s parents—”
Her mom interrupted. “I was on the underground levels all night.” She gave Becca a stern look. “You should have waited. I don’t like the thought of you walking down that road in the middle of the night—let alone going to 117. If you had waited a couple of hours, I could have told you everything was under control.”
“Then you know what happened?” More of the tension slipped out of Becca’s muscles. Her mom was handling it. Becca didn’t have to do anything else.
“With Heather’s parents? Yes.” She looked like she was about to say more, but stopped.
The doubts that had wormed their way into Becca’s head during her talk with Heather started whispering to her again. She shook them aside. “Why were they arrested? It was a mistake… right? I mean, it had to be.” Even she could hear the uncertainty in her voice.
Becca’s mom crossed the room to where Becca was standing and sat down on the couch. She motioned for Becca to join her. Becca did, although she wasn’t sure she wanted to. A cold knot started growing in the pit of her stomach.
“I knew this wouldn’t be easy for you.” She had her mother-face on; her voice was heavy. She hadn’t sounded like this since the day ten years ago when she had told Becca about the divorce.
She stared ahead of her out the window, where the sky was beginning to show the first glimmers of sunrise. The light glinted off the half-finished new apartment building next door. From what Becca could see so far, the new building would look just like the one she lived in, except maybe a little bigger. In an hour or two the construction noises would start up again.
“We all learn this lesson, sooner or later,” she continued. “A neighbor or a friend or a relative is arrested, and we find out we don’t know the people around us as well as we thought we did. I wish you didn’t have to find out this way.”
Not a mistake after all. But how could Heather’s parents have been… The cold in Becca’s stomach started spreading through her limbs.
Becca shook her head. “You have to tell me more than that. This is Heather.” Becca’s best friend for ten years, ever since Becca’s dad had moved across the country and her mom had moved the two of them to Internal housing—to the apartment next to Heather’s.
The day Becca had moved in, Heather had distracted her from her tears by showing her around the building and doing funny imitations of all the neighbors. Before long, they had been over at each other’s apartments every day, Heather getting Becca into trouble and Becca getting Heather out of it. Now, ten years later, they were still inseparable—Heather with the spark that drew everybody in, Becca the anchor that held her to the earth. Heather was the one person in the world who knew Becca better than her mom did… and out of all Heather’s friends, Becca suspected she was the only one Heather trusted enough to really confide in.
And now Becca was supposed to believe Heather’s parents were dissidents?
“All right,” her mom said heavily. “You know Heather’s parents worked in Surveillance.”
Becca nodded. “So they can’t be dissidents. If they were, how could they have worked there for that long without anyone knowing?”
“They were very careful,” her mom answered. “For most, if not all, of that time, they’ve been working with a dissident group we thought we eliminated a couple of years ago—a group that had several people inside Internal. Heather’s parents have been altering transcripts, deleting data, and passing warnings to suspected dissidents.” The weariness in her voice increased with every word. “I know this isn’t the answer you were hoping for, but they are dissidents.”
Becca quieted the voice in the back of her mind that told her Internal almost never got it wrong. The voice that reminded her how Heather’s parents had encouraged Heather not to join the Monitors, and how they always got quiet when the news came on. “How do you know for sure it was them doing all this, and not somebody else? That’s happened before. You’ve told me.” Becca stood up. “Did you look into it? Can’t you try to figure out what happened?”
“Sit down, Becca. There’s something else I need to talk to you about.” Her mom sounded more like a capital-M Mother, and less like herself, with every word.
Becca sat down.
“It’s about Heather. Children from dissident families…” She shook her head. “There’s not much we can do with them. The options are to arrest them along with their parents, or let them go and hope their parents’ ideology didn’t get passed down to them. A futile hope, in too many cases.”
Becca’s eyes narrowed. “Heather is not a dissident.” This wasn’t what was supposed to happen. Her mom was supposed to find out what had gone wrong and fix it. She wasn’t supposed to say Heather’s parents were dissidents. She wasn’t supposed to practically accuse Heather of being a dissident.
“Unfortunately, there’s no way to know for sure. The odds aren’t good. And the directors have been telling us to ease up on dissidents’ families lately—some new initiative or other—so she wasn’t even sent down for questioning. If they would just let us do our jobs…” She shook her head. “So for now, I’d prefer it if the two of you saw less of each other.”
Like Becca was going to abandon her best friend right when Heather needed her most. “You didn’t answer me. How do you even know this isn’t all a mistake?”
Becca’s mom looked away. “Because they’ve confessed. They were assigned to me; that’s why I had to work through the night. I heard their confessions firsthand.”
Silence echoed through the room.
Becca stood again. “I need to go get some sleep. I’m going to have to get up for school soon.”
“If you want to talk some more—”
About what? Heather’s supposed secret life as a dissident? Her mom in an interrogation room with Heather’s parents? “Not right now. I need to think.”
Becca’s mom opened her mouth as Becca stumbled out of the room and down the hallway. Becca closed her bedroom door behind her before her mom could say anything else.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Two
 
As Becca struggled to stay awake during her morning classes, the whispers floated in the air around her. Her parents. Last night. I heard Becca Dalcourt made them let her go—you know who her mother is, don’t you?
Becca tried to block out the whispers and the stares. She looked for Heather in the halls, but didn’t see her. How was Heather handling this? Heather, who had come to Becca in tears last week after someone had started a rumor about her cheating on a geometry test.
When she walked into the cafeteria, everyone’s head swiveled toward her. The room’s constant roar of conversation dropped to a murmur. She thought she heard her name a few times, along with Heather’s. The force of all those eyes and all those whispers felt like enough to melt her into the ground, but she wasn’t that lucky.
She almost turned around right then—she could spend lunch in the library. But the thought of Heather facing this alone made her stay.
She scanned Heather’s usual table, filled with the school’s elite. Heather wasn’t there. Maybe she had skipped school… or maybe—Becca’s chest tightened—Enforcement had gone back for her. But no, there she was, by herself at a table in the corner, hunched miserably over her lunch tray.
Becca had already played a major part in a lot of the stories making their way around the school this morning. If she sat at Heather’s table she would practically be announcing herself as a dissident. And her mom had told her not to spend time with Heather…
It only took her a second to decide. She crossed the room and set her lunch bag down beside Heather’s tray.
To the people who didn’t know her, Heather probably looked as polished as ever. But Becca took in the wrinkles in her shirt, her hastily-brushed hair, the dark circles under her eyes.
Heather gave Becca a tired smile that dissolved halfway through into a near-sob. She turned her head away and poked at the congealed turkey on her tray. “Thanks for sitting with me.”
“I went to 117 for you. You think I’d abandon you now? This is nothing.” She slid into the chair next to Heather. “Besides, it’s not like I believe any of the stuff they’re saying. You’re not a dissident.” She wasn’t. No matter what Becca’s mom said. Her mom didn’t know Heather like she did. And anyway, her job was bound to make her paranoid about that kind of thing.
Heather made a strangled noise at the last word. She swiped her hand across her eyes, but not before Becca saw the tear that had started running down her cheek.
The last time Heather had cried in the cafeteria was when her boyfriend of six weeks had dumped her for some freshman. Becca had sat picking at her lunch, separated from Heather by the backs of everyone who wanted to win points with her by offering her a tissue at just the right time or coming up with the perfect insult for the boy in question. That night, Heather had slept over, and she and Becca had stayed up all night talking and ceremoniously tearing up Heather’s few pictures of him. The next day Heather had been her usual self again, eyes sparkling as she painted her nails candy pink and wondered aloud how long it would be before her ex realized what he was missing.
Becca wished she could believe it would be that easy this time.
She glanced over at their usual table. At least sitting in exile with Heather meant she didn’t have to sit at that table and endure another lunch period of subtle snubs from Heather’s friends. A rush of shame followed on the heels of that thought. Heather had lost everything, and this was what Becca thought about?
As soon as Becca looked at them, Heather’s friends—probably ex-friends now—all snapped their heads forward, trying to pretend they had been focusing on their lunches the whole time. Becca hoped they all got whiplash.
It wasn’t just that table, either. Everywhere she looked, eyes darted to her and Heather, and then away. A black-haired boy two tables away met her eyes when she caught him staring. She couldn’t read his intense expression. For a minute Becca thought he might get up and come over to them, but he stayed where he was, dropping his gaze to his tray.
“What do you think is happening to them?”
Becca turned back to Heather. “Who?”
Heather shoved the turkey around some more. “My parents.”
Becca knew all the reassuring things Heather wanted to hear. She couldn’t say them. How could she, when she knew they weren’t true?
Two trays hit the table, saving Becca from having to answer. Anna and Laine slid into the seats across from Becca and Heather. Unlike the rest of Heather’s friends, they were Becca’s friends too, and they weren’t as quick to strike when they smelled blood in the water. Becca should have known they wouldn’t turn on the two of them like everyone else. Becca shot them a grateful smile—both for saving her and, more importantly, for braving the cafeteria’s hostile eyes to support Heather.
Anna opened her mouth before she had fully made it into her seat. “Is it true? Are your parents really… you know…” She waved her hand in a vague gesture.
“They were arrested,” Heather mumbled, not looking at either of them. “They aren’t dissidents. It was a mistake.” She stabbed a slice of turkey with her fork.
Anna turned to Becca. “You were there, weren’t you?” Her words tripped over each other in their rush to leave her mouth. “Did you really get them to let Heather go? How did you do it?”
Becca was starting to feel sick—and it wasn’t from the smell of Heather’s lunch. She pushed her own untouched lunch away.
Next to Anna, Laine held herself rigid, like she was afraid Heather would start spouting dissident propaganda at her. She uncoiled long enough to speak. “If they aren’t dissidents, why were they arrested?”
Heather examined her lunch. “I don’t know.”
“You might not even know if they were,” Anna pointed out. “I mean, it’s not like they’d talk about it.”
“And if she did know,” said Laine, pointedly looking away from Heather as she spoke, “why would she tell us?”
Becca met Laine’s narrowed eyes. “What are you trying to say?”
“You have to admit, it doesn’t look good.” Laine fingered her Monitor pin, a small golden shield with an eye in the center, conspicuously.
A few years ago, only the really political kids and the ones angling for good Internal jobs after graduation had become Monitors, or so Becca had heard. Then a group of the most popular seniors got political and joined. After that, pretty much everyone in the school’s inner circles signed up every year to observe their fellow students for Internal—but Heather hadn’t. Not as a freshman, not as a sophomore, and not this year as a junior.
Becca hadn’t joined either. She probably wouldn’t have even if she had been popular enough that people expected it. Her mom was already pressuring her enough about getting a job with Internal after she graduated. If she joined the Monitors, it would be like giving in and saying she was going to follow in her mom’s footsteps. So she couldn’t blame Heather for making the same choice. But now, after last night… Laine was right: it didn’t look good.
Becca met Laine’s eyes and didn’t look away. “If you think Heather is a dissident, why are you even here?”
“We came to talk to you.” Laine didn’t look away either. “We saw you sitting here with her, and, well, you have to know what it will look like if you take her side.”
“People are already calling you a dissident,” Anna added. “Not that we believe them.”
“She didn’t do anything wrong.” Becca edged her chair closer to Heather’s, just in case Heather—or Laine and Anna, for that matter—had any doubts about whose side she was on.
Laine gestured to the poster above her head. “Are you sure about that?”
Don't be fooled, the poster warned. Dissidents are everywhere. A sinister smile peeked out from behind a mask. Beside that poster, another encouraged students to consider a career in Internal Defense. Like Becca didn't hear enough of that from her mom already.
Unlike Laine, Anna looked at Heather when she spoke. “We haven’t all decided you’re a dissident,” she said, shooting Laine a brief glare. “We just want to know what’s going on. You’re our friend. When we heard what happened, we got worried.”
Anna’s eyes were shining. This had to be the most exciting thing to happen to her in a long time.
Becca felt like she had swallowed sewage. “So you came over here to make sure Heather was okay. It has nothing to do with you looking for gossip to take back to your friends over there.”
Becca had trusted them. She had thought they weren’t like the others. Most of Heather’s friends treated Becca with as much contempt as they thought they could get away with, jealous of her place as Heather’s best friend, bewildered that someone who wasn’t interested in playing the popularity game was closer to Heather than any of them. But Laine and Anna had been different. They had been Heather’s friends first, of course, but they had been Becca’s friends too.
How many hours had she and Heather spent with them? How many inside jokes had they accumulated over the past couple of years? And for what? So that now they could pick at her and Becca while the other vultures kept their distance?
Anna, at least, had the grace to look ashamed.
“We were just trying to help,” Laine muttered. To Becca, not to Heather.
Becca sat up a little straighter. “Unlike the rest of Heather’s so-called friends, I’m not going to abandon her, no matter what her parents did. You can stay here and eat, and quit accusing Heather of things she’d never do—or you can leave and get your gossip someplace else.”
“You know it’s only a matter of time before they arrest her,” said Laine with a twist of her lips. “You might want to change your mind before then, or you’ll be right there with her.” She turned to Heather. “It’s not enough for you to be plotting God-knows-what with your parents? You have to drag Becca into this too?”
Heather’s hands tightened on her lunch tray.
“You should tell Becca the truth so she can get out of this mess while she still can,” Laine continued. “You owe her that much. Otherwise she’ll be executed along with you and your parents.”
Becca stood. “I told you I don’t want your help. Either you can leave, or we will.”
Laine ignored Becca. All her attention was on Heather now. “I hope they make you watch when they execute your traitor parents. I hope—”
A glob of turkey hit Laine in the face. Heather stood still for a moment, breathing rapidly, clutching her now-empty tray. She dropped the tray; it clattered to the floor. While Laine sputtered and spat out turkey goo, Heather ran out of the room.
Becca didn’t spare Laine and Anna another glance before scrambling out of her seat to follow.
 
* * *
 
Becca caught up with Heather in front of the school. Heather was sitting on the front steps, head on her arms, arms on her knees. When Becca sat down next to her, she didn’t move.
Becca scanned the area for teachers or Monitors who might spot them outside. It was bad enough to leave the building during school hours; it would be much worse for someone to think she was sneaking off alone with a suspected dissident. She didn’t see anybody—just the unnaturally-clean brick walls of the school, and the unnaturally-green grass. The new high school had just gotten finished earlier this year. The walls didn’t have that familiar coating of dust and grime yet, and the new grass hadn’t had a chance to yellow in the sun.
She and Heather were safe for now. No one was around to spot them.
There would be no convenient interruptions to save her this time.
What if Heather asked about her parents again?
Heather raised her head, revealing her puffy eyes and smeared makeup. “I can’t do this.”
Becca put an arm around her shoulders. “You did great.”
“Last night Aunt Lydia kept tiptoeing past the door of the guest room, like she thought she was going to catch me calling my dissident friends or something. Every time I heard her footsteps, I thought it was Enforcement. When I tried to go downstairs to get a glass of water, the door was locked. She didn’t unlock it until morning. And then I came here, and everyone…”
Becca’s shoulders tightened at the memory of Laine’s stiff hostility and Anna’s eagerness for a juicy story. “They don’t know anything.”
Heather stared down at the concrete. “They’re my friends. I’ve known Laine and Anna since junior high, and they acted like I was just some dissident.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Everyone thinks I’m a dissident now.”
“I don’t.” She wouldn’t allow herself to doubt Heather. She couldn’t. Not when everyone else, from their friends to Becca’s mom, had turned against her. Besides, she knew Heather too well to think she could be a dissident. So what if her parents were dissidents? Heather wasn’t, any more than Becca wanted to work in Processing like her mom.
“And if people can’t even see that I’m a good citizen, what about my parents?” Heather continued as though Becca hadn’t spoken. “I thought Internal had to realize they’d made a mistake eventually. But if my own friends think I’m a dissident… maybe Internal won’t figure it out after all. Not until it’s too late.”
Becca kept her mouth shut. What could she say? That Internal had been right about Heather’s parents? That they had confessed to passing information to other dissidents? Besides, maybe there was still some other explanation. Couldn’t her mom have… misheard them or something?
Heather stood up. She looked down at Becca, but it was like she was staring through her. “I have to do something.”
Becca motioned her back down. “There’s nothing you can do. If it’s a mistake…” She paused, afraid of the damage even that small amount of doubt could do. “…and it has to be a mistake… Internal will figure it out.” She hated lying. But if she told the truth, she would become just another vulture in Heather’s eyes, and Heather would lose the only friend she had left.
Right. She was just trying to keep from hurting Heather. It had nothing to do with her fear of how Heather might react. What Heather might think of her.
She believed that about as much as she believed Anna and Laine had only wanted to help.
“Do you think you could talk to your mom for me?” Heather’s voice was thready. Her eyes pleaded with Becca. “She’d listen to you. And Internal listens to her. If you can get her to understand that my parents are innocent, they’ll have to do something.”
Now was the time to tell Heather about the conversation she’d already had with her mom. No matter how much it would hurt.
She looked away. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Coward.
Heather’s face was white, like all her blood had spilled out of her along with her tears. “Then I have to do it.” She turned around and started walking toward the pristine grass.
Becca rushed after her. “Do what?”
Heather didn’t look back. “Make them understand. Tell them they got it wrong.” She didn’t sound like she was talking to Becca anymore.
Becca grabbed Heather’s shoulder and spun her around. “Tell who?” she demanded. “Internal?”
Heather’s eyes were directed toward Becca, but she wasn’t looking at her. “Then they’ll know none of us are dissidents. Not my parents. Not me.”
It had been hard enough for Becca to get in to see Heather—the receptionist had been ready to treat her as a potential threat until she had mentioned her last name. If Heather went to Internal and demanded that they release her parents… after her parents had already confessed to dissident activity… “They’ll arrest you. And then whatever happens to your parents will happen to you. Why would they believe you if they don’t even trust your parents?”
Heather jerked away. She started walking again, quicker this time. “I have to try.”
Becca tried to grab Heather’s shoulder again, but Heather twisted away from her and took off running toward the road.
“Wait!” Becca shouted.
Heather kept running.
There was only one thing that might stop her.
“I’ll talk to my mom,” she called.
Heather stopped.
She made her way back to Becca, step by tentative step. “You’ll make her understand?”
“I’ll do whatever I can.” And she would—no matter how unlikely it was that her mom would listen. Because if this didn’t work, Becca didn’t know what else she could do to keep Heather from going to 117.
She held her breath as Heather considered her offer.
The tension went out of Heather’s shoulders all at once. “Okay. Talk to her.”
“Promise me you won’t go to 117 until I talk to her.”
Another long hesitation. Finally, Heather nodded. “I promise.”
 
* * *
 
Becca didn’t see her mom that night, or the night after that. She went to bed in an empty apartment, and woke up to find her mom’s sheets rumpled and a frozen dinner missing from the freezer. Same old routine.
A few years ago, her mom had made it home for dinner most nights. But over the years, she had helped make 117 the best processing center in the country—or had done it singlehandedly, the way some people told it. Now, in addition to local dissidents, 117 processed the worst dissidents from all across the country. They came in on windowless trucks in the middle of the night, and disappeared into the underground levels before morning.
Everyone knew about 117. Everyone who worked in Processing wanted the prestige of being assigned there. And the busier the processing center became, the less time Becca’s mom had for anything but work.
On the third night, Becca didn’t bother to wait for her mom before microwaving a frozen dinner for herself. She picked at the rubbery pot roast as she flipped through channels. Some stupid sitcom. That TV movie about the woman who finds out her husband is a dissident. Executions. A cartoon about a talking dog.
The door clicked open.
Her mom stumbled inside, her face tinged with gray. She gave Becca a tired smile. “Becca. It’s so good to see you. You wouldn’t believe how busy they’ve been keeping us.” She collapsed onto the couch beside Becca.
Her mom looked much too tired to discuss Heather’s parents. Heather would understand if Becca had to wait another day. Becca could even say her mom had stayed at work all night.
No. She had promised. And if she waited too long, Heather might get impatient and go to 117 anyway. This conversation had to happen now. Becca sighed in resignation.
“What’s wrong?” Her mom watched her through half-closed eyes, her head resting against the back of the couch.
Becca ignored the temptation to say “nothing,” escape to her bedroom, and forget her promise to Heather. Her mom wouldn’t believe her if she said nothing was wrong, anyway. “I need to talk to you about Heather’s parents. I know what you said before, but isn’t there still some chance you got it wrong?”
Her mom closed her eyes all the way. Her frown lines grew more pronounced. “We had this conversation, Becca.”
“Can’t you at least look into it? Look at the evidence. Look at who turned them in.” The image of Heather striding into 117 demanding her parents’ release haunted Becca, giving her voice urgency. “If you don’t find anything, you’re not any worse off, and if you do, you’ll have saved two innocent people.”
“Listen to me.” Her mom opened her eyes and looked at her. Becca hadn’t noticed before how pronounced the dark circles under her eyes were. “I know how hard it is to learn something like this about people you were close to. But you’re going to have to accept it.” She folded her arms across her chest. Conversation over.
But it couldn’t be over. Not yet. “Please. I promised Heather I’d—”
Her mom’s brow furrowed. “I told you how I feel about you spending time with Heather in light of all this.”
"I can't just abandon her. She's my best friend. And she doesn't have anyone else right now."
Her mom rubbed her temples. "In addition to your safety, you have to consider how this could affect your future prospects. You're graduating next year. If Heather is arrested for dissident activity, a close association with her could seriously harm your chances of finding a good position with Internal."
"I'm not interested in working for Internal." Becca wasn't going to let her mom sidetrack her with this old argument. "Please just say you'll look into it. Do it for me."
“Becca.” Her mom rested a hand on her arm. “It’s over.”
“You could have misunderstood them.” She was reaching now, she knew. “Or maybe they—”
Her mom held out her other hand to stop her. “Becca… I executed them the night they were arrested.”
The ground dropped away underneath her. Her vision blurred as the room spun.
“It was necessary. They didn’t know as much as we had hoped, so we didn’t make much progress in finding the other members of their group. There might still be dissidents inside Internal. If we’d waited any longer, they could have been rescued.”
I talked to my mom like you asked, but she couldn’t get your parents released, because she had already killed them. Hysterical laughter rose in her chest.
“Becca. Say something.” Her mom’s hand tightened on her arm.
Becca struggled to bring the world back into focus. “It’s okay.” She cleared her throat. “It’s okay. They were dissidents, right? So you had to do it.”
Her mom still looked concerned. “It’s understandable for you to have trouble with this.”
“Was it…” Becca gestured toward the TV. Most dissidents were shot without ceremony on the underground levels of 117, but some executions were televised, the dissidents confessing their crimes into the camera before they died. Sometimes the executions were replayed for days afterward. When she had flipped through channels earlier, had she narrowly avoided seeing Heather’s parents die?
Her mom shook her head. “Considering the Thomases’ former positions in Surveillance, Public Relations wanted to keep the details quiet.”
Good. At least there was no chance Heather had seen it.
“Are you sure you’re all right?”
“I’m fine. Really.” What else had she expected? As hard as it was for Becca to believe, they had been dissidents. They wouldn’t have confessed otherwise. What was her mom supposed to do, let them go anyway just because their daughter missed them?
Becca pulled her arm into her lap, away from her mom’s hand.
She understood. She did.
But what was she going to tell Heather?
 
 
 



 
Chapter Three
 
Becca had never been so grateful for a weekend in her life.
But the two days passed too quickly, and before Becca had gotten past There’s something you need to know in her imagined speech to Heather, it was Monday morning again.
Avoiding Heather before lunch wasn’t hard. The only class they had together this year was Citizenship, in the afternoon. But when lunchtime came around, she stood in front of the cafeteria doors for a full five minutes as the river of students flowed around her. Two choices—sit with Heather and answer questions about her conversation with her mom, or sit someplace else and let Heather think she had abandoned her along with everybody else.
Or option three—skip the whole thing. She turned around. She wasn’t hungry anyway.
“The smell of the meatloaf scared you away too?” a voice behind her asked.
Becca spun around. It took her a moment to figure out where she recognized the boy from. It was the hair that did it—the black hair falling into his face. He was the one who hadn’t looked away when she had caught him staring on that first awful day.
Now he smiled, a slow smile that filled up his entire face. Becca made herself remember that he had been one of the gawkers that day, craning his neck to get a glimpse of Heather’s tragedy. She didn’t smile back.
“Where are you headed?” he asked.
Becca shrugged. “I don’t know. The library, I guess.”
“Good, me too.” He started walking. Now that Becca had said she was going to the library, she had no choice but to walk there with him.
He moved clumsily, like he had only recently gotten tall and hadn’t quite realized it yet. “I don’t blame you for not wanting to eat in there,” he said. “I’ve seen the way everyone looks at you and Heather now.”
“It’s not like you weren’t watching too.” She studied him out of the corner of her eye as she spoke, trying to figure out who he was. He had to be new; she hadn’t seen him around here before that day in the cafeteria. But something about him made her certain she knew him from somewhere.
He looked faintly embarrassed. “I heard the rumors like everyone else. I wanted to know what was going on. It took me a while to figure out they were all going after your friend for no real reason.”
He started up the stairs. Becca followed him, struggling to keep up with his long-legged stride. “What changed your mind?”
“Everyone has a different story about the two of you. All anybody really knows is that Internal took her parents. And having dissident parents doesn’t make you a dissident.”
Becca wished more people saw it that way. Weird, though, that this stranger would, when none of Heather’s friends were willing to stand by her. So did he know her and Heather from somewhere? The more she talked to him, the more she got the sense that she should remember him.
“Do you mind if I ask you something?” she asked as they walked. “Don’t be offended, okay?”
They reached the top of the stairs, directly in front of the library. He stopped outside the door. “Go ahead.”
“Are you new here, or do I know you?”
“I’m new.” He smiled again. “I’m Jake, by the way.”
Becca let her breath out. “Good. I haven’t forgotten you, then. But…” She frowned. “You still seem familiar. Are you sure we haven’t met before?”
“I lived around here a few years ago.” His voice dropped as he pushed the library door open. “We went to junior high together. I think you were in my English class.”
Jake. Right. She thought she remembered him now—a short skinny kid who had always been joking around. The time away had agreed with him. His chatter that had bordered on obnoxious seemed to have mellowed into a quiet friendliness… and, she had to admit, he was a lot nicer to look at now.
She looked away and hurried into the library before he could notice her studying him.
The library—twice the size of the one at the old high school, with shelves that towered above Becca’s head—was empty except for a couple of girls at the computers and a boy with a stack of books beside him. Becca sat down at the nearest table. Jake took the chair across from her.
“You left halfway through the year,” Becca remembered aloud. “Actually, I heard—” She closed her mouth before the rest of the sentence could escape. I heard Internal took you.
“You heard I was a dissident? Yeah, I’ve heard that one too.” He smiled, as if to reassure her that he wasn’t offended. Becca smiled back in relief.
Maybe that was why he wasn’t as quick to condemn Heather as everyone else. He’d had his own experiences with people’s vicious assumptions. Nothing weird about it after all.
“Well, thanks for not thinking the same thing about me,” said Becca.
He leaned back in his chair. “You don’t look like a dissident to me,” he said with another smile.
Wait. He was flirting, wasn’t he? She basked in the unaccustomed attention. A wave of guilt followed. Heather was sitting alone in the cafeteria, still thinking she had a chance of getting her parents back, and Becca was in the library flirting with a boy. Some best friend she was.
“Is something wrong? You look upset.”
Becca had missed her chance to flirt back. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m just worried about Heather.” She hadn’t understood until now how much she wanted somebody on her side in all this. Normally she had her mom and Heather—but now Heather was the one who needed her help, and her mom was part of the problem. “I don’t know why everyone keeps saying she’s a dissident. If she were a dissident, they would have executed her.”
“I’ve heard of dissidents getting released every once in a while, if they’ve cooperated.”
“That’s not what happened with Heather,” Becca said sharply. “She wasn’t even arrested.”
“I’m just saying they might think that’s what happened. Or maybe they think Internal let her go so she’d lead them to other dissidents. I don’t think they’ve thought it through that far, though. They’re just vultures feeding on someone else’s misery.”
Hadn’t Becca thought of them in exactly those terms, that first day? She really did have an ally—one she never would have known about if he hadn’t passed by at exactly the right moment…
How had he just happened to be there?
There was something strange about the way he was looking at her. Underneath his casual demeanor, he was watching her with too-sharp eyes.
She blinked, and it was gone.
Well, of course she was feeling paranoid, after what had happened to Heather’s parents. After what she had learned about them.
“Is she doing okay?” asked Jake. “It’s got to be tough, going through something like that.”
Why did he care so much about Heather, anyway? He didn’t know her.
He had that sharp look in his eyes again.
“I mean, she probably didn’t even know they were dissidents.” He watched her like he was waiting for something.
It was as if someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over Becca’s head.
Of course. She should have seen it earlier. She should have guessed.
Jake wasn’t interested in Becca. He didn’t feel bad for Heather. And he hadn’t just happened to show up at the right time.
He was spying for Internal.
The school, like everywhere else, was crawling with Monitors, but everyone knew who they were. Internal needed other people too—people who watched for dissident activity without anyone knowing it. People like Jake. Jake, who had maneuvered her into a conversation about Heather so he could fish for information.
It was bad enough that everyone at school thought Heather was a dissident. If Internal suspected her too, that was a whole different kind of dangerous.
But they had let her go. If they suspected her, why would they have let her go?
It was too easy to think of reasons. Maybe they were hoping she would lead them to other dissidents—Jake had even mentioned that possibility. Maybe letting her go had been some kind of test. Or maybe they just wanted to be sure.
Internal would only need to watch her for a while to realize she was innocent, though. It wasn’t as if she would do anything suspicious. Except that it wouldn’t take much to incriminate Heather at this point. The way Becca’s mom talked about her proved that. All Heather had to do was say one thing that somebody like Jake could misinterpret.
The others might be vultures, but Jake was a predator. He could draw blood.
Jake waved a hand in front of her face. “Becca? You still there?”
“I have to go,” she mumbled. She didn’t look at him as she hurried out of the room.
Only after the library door closed behind her did she realize how suspicious she had just made herself look.
 
* * *
 
Usually when Becca’s mom got home early—which these days meant before eight—they had dinner together and spent the evening catching up. This time, Becca told her mom she had already eaten, and holed herself up in her bedroom after a few minutes of small talk. She walled her textbooks around herself and let everything but homework fade to the back of her mind.
Even with her door closed, the doorbell jarred her out of her studying trance. She frowned at her computer screen, trying to pick up her lost train of thought. Her mom could deal with it.
“Becca’s not home right now,” she heard her mom say to whoever was at the door.
What? Becca scrambled out of her chair and opened her bedroom door just in time to hear the visitor’s response.
“Actually,” said Heather, “I came to talk to you.”
Becca rushed down the hallway into the living room. Heather stood on one side of the door, her mom on the other. Heather’s hair was mussed, and her makeup was smudged with tears. Her shirt looked like she had pulled it out of the laundry.
Heather’s look of determination changed to a confused frown. “I thought you weren’t here.”
Becca glared at her mom, who was still standing between her and the door. “I was just in my room.”
“You haven’t answered my calls.”
Becca hadn’t meant to keep ignoring Heather’s calls. She had just needed more time to figure out what to say. Now, though, her time had run out. “We can talk now, if you want.” Becca pushed in front of her mom. She glanced back toward her room—and toward her mom, standing behind her. Too close. Any place in this apartment would be too close. “Outside.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said her mom. “You said you had a lot of homework.”
Heather tried to step past Becca into the apartment. “Since I’m here, I might as well talk to your mom myself.”
Becca shifted to block Heather’s path. “Why don’t we go out to the parking lot? We can talk there. It’ll be easier.”
“What did you want to talk to me about, Heather?” Her mom’s voice betrayed only mild curiosity.
Heather took a deep breath. “My parents were arrested a few days ago.” She craned her neck to see past Becca. Another breath. “I thought maybe there was something you could do. You know, to get somebody to understand that they’re innocent.”
Please don’t tell her, Becca silently begged her mom. However hard it would be for Heather to hear the news from Becca, hearing it from Becca’s mom would be so much worse.
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” Becca’s mom sounded distant now. Cold. Becca shivered. She didn’t think she’d ever heard that particular tone in her mom’s voice before. “I think it would be best if you went home.”
Becca shoved her way out into the hall, all but pushing Heather away from the door with her. “Come on. We’ll go talk outside.” She shut the door behind her before her mom could say anything else.
“What was that all about?” asked Heather as they walked down the stairs.
Tell her what you should have told her on Friday night as soon as you found out. “I asked her about your parents. She…” Becca hesitated. Somewhere, there had to be the perfect way of telling your best friend that her parents were dead, that they had been killed as traitors, that they had been traitors. Becca wished she knew it.
They stepped out into the parking lot. A cool breeze lifted Becca’s hair off her neck. The sky hadn’t gotten dark enough for the parking lot lights to come on; the red-orange glow of the sunset glinted off the parked cars instead.
“She what?” Heather prompted. She stopped in front of a frighteningly-clean car that had to belong to her aunt.
Becca reached for the door handle, then thought better of it. In the car, no one would be able to overhear them, but how did she know it hadn’t been bugged? If Internal was using people like Jake to get information about Heather, there was a good chance they had her under surveillance too.
She sat down on the curb in front of the car instead, and patted the space next to her. Heather joined her.
“She what?” Heather pressed. “What did she say?”
“A boy at school was asking questions about you today,” said Becca, instead of answering Heather’s question. “I think he’s spying for Internal. You should be careful around him. His name is—”
“Just tell me what your mom said,” Heather interrupted with an edge to her voice.
Now or never. “She said your parents confessed,” Becca began. Just tell her.
Heather jumped up, eyes blazing. “Then she’s lying.”
Becca stood. “She doesn’t have any reason to lie.”
“Are you telling me you believe her? You think they’re dissidents now too?” The rage on Heather’s face looked strong enough to eat through Becca like acid. “You’re wrong! All of you are wrong.” Her voice echoed through the parking lot.
“Quiet!” Becca grabbed Heather’s arm. “What if someone hears you?”
Heather yanked it away. “I know them,” she said, quieter now. “I grew up with them. They aren’t traitors.”
If she reacted like this to hearing about their confession, how would she react to the news that they had been executed? What might she say, in her grief and anger, that someone like Jake could overhear?
If Becca told Heather what had happened to her parents, and Heather went to school tomorrow ranting about how Internal had executed two innocent people, and tomorrow night she disappeared, would Becca have killed her?
But Heather was going to find out eventually, whether Becca told her or not. And she deserved to know the truth.
There had to be some way to make this easier. To make Heather less likely to do something stupid once she found out.
She had a thought.
It probably wouldn’t work—but if there was any chance at all, it was worth a try.
“Do you have any of your parents’ things?” she asked.
Heather folded her arms across her chest. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“I have an idea. For—” Another lie. What was she supposed to do, when she choked on both the truth and the lies? “For proving your parents weren’t dissidents. If you have papers of theirs, journals, anything like that… maybe there’s something that can prove Internal wrong.”
Her voice had dropped to a whisper. She glanced around, out of habit, to make sure nobody had heard. Despite her real motives, talking about proving two executed dissidents’ innocence made her skin crawl. That was dissident activity.
But if that disturbed Heather, she didn’t show it. “Internal had my aunt get my stuff from the apartment after they searched the place. She said she got a few of my parents’ things for me when she did. I don’t know what she took. It’s probably not much. I haven’t… I haven’t looked through that box yet.” She swallowed. “But there might be something useful in there.”
“I’ll come over tomorrow after school. We can look through it then.” Becca reconsidered. “No, bring the box over to my place. Just in case your aunt’s house is bugged. No one would dare bug my mom’s apartment.”
Becca didn’t want to find something that proved their innocence. That would be nearly impossible, anyway. Internal would always argue that they had simply covered their tracks well.
What Becca wanted was something that would prove their guilt.
If she tried to tell Heather that her parents had been dissidents, Heather wouldn’t believe her. But if there was proof…
If Heather knew her parents had been guilty, the news of their execution wouldn’t hurt any less. But Heather wouldn’t think Internal had killed her parents by mistake… and so she wouldn’t accuse Internal where Jake could hear. Or worse, storm down to 117.
“Thanks for helping me with this.” Heather didn’t sound quite so panicked now. “Sorry for yelling. It just sounded for a minute like you didn’t believe me anymore.”
“We’ll find the truth together,” Becca promised. She felt dirty.
 
* * *
 
Heather dropped the cardboard box onto Becca’s bed.
One box, not much bigger than Becca’s pillow. “Is that everything?”
Heather nodded. “She probably didn’t want to save anything of theirs. But she thought I might want a couple of things.”
How likely was it that Internal had left something incriminating, which Heather’s aunt had then packed up for Heather? Not very. But no matter how small the chance, this was worth it. Becca didn’t know how else she could convince Heather that her parents had been guilty.
“It’s weird being back here.” Heather looked around with longing in her eyes. Becca knew she wasn’t seeing the tidy space around her with its pale blue walls, but the mirror-image room on the other side of the wall, the one with clothes strewn everywhere and posters covering every inch of available space. The room that was probably empty by now, its walls slathered with enough layers of white paint to erase all traces of Heather, waiting for somebody new to move in.
Heather brought her gaze back down to the box. “You really think there’s something in here that could prove they aren’t dissidents?”
Becca shifted uncomfortably. “Maybe. It’s worth a try, anyway.”
She sat cross-legged on her bed, facing the box. Her fluffy bedspread crinkled under her legs. Heather joined her.
Neither of them opened the box.
Heather glanced around the room again and pulled her arms into her lap. “You’re sure no one’s watching us in here?”
Becca felt kind of paranoid herself. They were here to prove two dissidents’ innocence. Even if that wasn’t Becca’s real purpose, it was what she had said they were doing. This could get them both arrested, and here they were talking about it in broad daylight. In Internal housing, no less. This was still safer than doing it at Heather’s aunt’s house, but it didn’t feel that way.
But Becca was willing to bet that wasn’t what was really bothering Heather right now. However certain Heather was of her parents’ innocence, she had to be afraid of looking through that box, just in case she was wrong.
And if things went Becca’s way, Heather’s worst fears would come true.
“I’m sure.” Becca took a deep breath and opened the box.
Although she had known it was unlikely, she had still hoped the box would be stuffed full of mysterious-looking papers. Or that Internal had left a laptop or something behind—although Becca doubted any dissident would store incriminating information on something so easily monitored. Instead, the box was almost completely empty. Down at the bottom, a miniature photo album lay in one corner, next to a jewelry box and a small notebook. That was it.
Heather slumped. “I guess my aunt thought this was all I would want. Or maybe Internal took everything else.” She picked up the notebook. “This looks like it could be a journal. There might be something in here.” She started to open it, but stopped the motion halfway through.
Becca slid the notebook from her hands. “I’ll look through it for you, if you want.”
“I know they weren’t dissidents,” Heather said hastily, as though Becca had accused her of doubting them. “I just don’t think I could handle seeing their handwriting right now.”
Becca opened the notebook.
Birdwatching Notebook, the first page read in Heather’s mom’s neat script.
She tried to banish her disappointment. Maybe the first page was meant as camouflage. She turned the page. She didn’t know what she was hoping to find—a signed confession, maybe. Whatever she was hoping for, it wasn’t what she actually found: a page that was blank except for a date from about a year ago and the names of two birds. Bluebird: Sialia sialis.
Barn swallow: Hirundo rustica.
She flipped through the pages. More dates, more birds. Goldfinch:
Spinus tristis. On another page, underlined twice: Mockingbird: Mimus polyglottus. Useless, unless she could convince Heather it was some kind of dissident code.
“Was your mom into birdwatching?” Becca asked, hoping the answer was no.
Heather nodded. “She put a feeder outside the window and tried to identify all the birds she saw. She got really excited when she spotted one she’d never seen before.” Her voice was soft with memory. “Why?”
Frustration built to a pounding point between Becca’s temples. “That’s what this is. A birdwatching notebook.” She set it back into the box, only resisting the urge to hurl it across the room because it probably meant something to Heather.
Beside her on the bed, Heather was paging through the photo album, slowly tracing each picture with her finger.
Becca pulled out the last item, the jewelry box, without much hope. She examined each edge carefully, hoping for a secret compartment, but found nothing more mysterious than an earring without a mate.
They weren’t going to find anything.
She hadn’t really expected this to work. Still, the failure tasted bitter in her mouth. After they finished their search and came up empty-handed, Becca would have two choices: tell Heather that her parents were dead and watch her self-destruct, or wait for her to find out some other way and put off the explosion a little longer.
A soft sniff drew her attention. She turned to see Heather wiping away tears as she brushed her finger against the edge of one of the pictures. It showed her parents together, younger, probably before Heather was born. The tears fell faster, and Heather whimpered, like she had forgotten Becca was there.
There was no point in doing any more searching. Dragging this out would only hurt Heather more.
“I don’t think there’s anything here.” Becca took hold of the photo album. Heather didn’t resist as she slid it out of her hands. She wished she could say something else, something to ease Heather’s grief. But every word of reassurance she could offer would be a lie.
As Becca lifted the album, the picture that Heather had been looking at slipped out and fluttered to the bed between them. A piece of paper, folded in half, followed it.
Heather started to grab the paper, then pulled her hand back to her lap.
Whatever this was, it wasn’t the proof of their innocence that Heather was looking for. Nobody wrote out their support for the government and then hid it in a photo album.
Becca picked up the paper and unfolded it. Heather peered over her shoulder at her father’s tiny chicken-scratch scrawls. She deciphered the note before Becca did; Becca could tell from her sharp intake of breath.
The note was dated two days before the arrest. It wasn’t addressed to anyone. Becca squinted until the letters resolved themselves into words.
 
New info on false confessions—from conversation between Internal agent and someone from an unknown resistance group (both executed). Can you use this?

Ratio of false confessions to real is high: 4 to 1? More?

All confessions about unified resistance are false. It doesn’t exist. That’s why we’ve never been able to make contact.

Most false confessions are scripted by Public Relations. They use expendable prisoners. That means most high-profile executions are not from real resistance groups.

This isn’t widely known, even in Processing. Only a few handle scripted confessions:

 
Becca skimmed the list of names, hands shaking. She was about to put the note down when the last name on the list jumped out at her.
Raleigh Dalcourt.
Her mother.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Four
 
Becca left the apartment not long after Heather did. She walked along the road, past the half-finished new building, paying only enough attention to her surroundings to make sure she didn’t wander into the path of an oncoming car. She needed to get away. She needed to think.
She needed the playground.
All the old apartment buildings on Becca’s street had been demolished a few years ago to make room for more Internal housing. There had been plans to replace the playground down the street from Becca’s building, too, but after the park a couple of streets away had put in a fancy new playground, everyone forgot about the old one. Now weeds grew higher than the seats of the swings, and the metal slide had long since turned red with rust. The wooden playhouse to the side of the swing set had a sinister feel to it; whenever Becca walked by it she half-expected a killer to jump out.
This place used to scare Becca. For the past few years, though, she had come here whenever she needed a break from the world.
She needed that now.
She climbed the precarious ladder up to the top of the slide, where she sat cross-legged, watching the grass sway in the wind. The construction noises from down the street provided a background to her thoughts.
The words of the note repeated in her mind. The things Heather’s dad had written about so casually seemed impossible to Becca. The idea of Processing scripting dissidents’ confessions, faking an entire network of dissidents…
She would have called it dissident activity—what else could she call a plot to make the dissidents appear stronger than they were?—if Processing weren’t a part of it. If her mother weren’t a part of it.
Of course, all this was assuming the things in the note were true. She had no reason to—
At the edge of her vision, something moved.
Becca jerked her head around to face the playhouse, where she had seen the brief flicker of motion. Whatever it had been, it was gone now. Probably just more paranoia. She looked away, feeling silly.
It happened again. A flash of color between the boards of the playhouse.
She spun her head toward the playhouse again—just in time to see somebody walk out.
She didn’t move, didn’t even breathe, but the intruder looked up at her anyway. As soon as she saw his face, she recognized him. Jake. Giving her that smile, the one that made her want to trust him. She wouldn’t fall for it this time. She knew what he was.
She couldn’t deal with him right now. Not after what she had found.
She returned his smile with a glare. “What are you doing here?”
She knew she should be trying not to look suspicious. But right now she couldn’t bring herself to care.
He shrugged. “I just came here to think. It seemed like a good place to be alone.”
Right. Like he had just happened to run into her in the hallway yesterday. “You don’t need to worry about me getting in your way. I was just leaving.” She inched her way back down the ladder, tensing each time it creaked.
“You don’t have to go,” he said. “Maybe we can finish our conversation from yesterday. You know, since you ran off in the middle.”
She stepped off the ladder and onto solid ground. Her headache was starting to pulse behind her eyes again. “I have to get home.”
“Maybe some other time, then. I’ll see you in school tomorrow, right?”
“I guess.” She started walking toward the road. Leaving now would look rude. Maybe even suspicious. But she had to get out of here before she exploded.
Jake stepped in front of her. “Whatever I did, could you just tell me?” His smile was gone now, replaced with perplexed frustration. “We were talking the other day, and everything seemed fine, and then you took off. Now you’re acting like I’m the last person in the world you want to see.”
Something inside her snapped. “You want to know what you did? How about flirting with me so you could get information about Heather to bring back to Internal?”
Jake’s mouth fell open. It took him a moment to close it again. “Wait. You think I’m working for Internal?”
She had caught him by surprise. Good. “Why else would you have been so interested in Heather? Why else would you have been talking to me in the first place? You weren’t being as subtle as you thought you were.”
“I’m not working for them. I don’t know why you would even think that.” He shook his head a bit too emphatically. “Maybe I was asking about Heather because I saw the way everybody was treating her. Did you ever think about that? Maybe I was talking to you because I like you.”
Maybe he was telling the truth, and she had misread him. Maybe their conversation at school had been completely innocent. Maybe a boy really did like her instead of Heather for once, and she had screwed up her chances with him by accusing him of being a spy.
How was she supposed to know? How was she supposed to figure out what to believe?
There was hardly any chance he was telling the truth. Becca had only ever had a couple of dates, and never a real boyfriend. When most guys saw her and Heather together, they really only saw Heather. And the others were all afraid of her mom. Why should Jake be any different?
He was probably lying. The way her mom had been lying all Becca’s life, if the stuff in the note was true.
“Look, if I got it wrong, I’m sorry. And if you are working for Internal… just leave me alone, okay? Heather’s not a dissident. If you thought she was, you should have arrested her along with her parents.” She started walking again.
“Wait,” Jake called.
Against her better judgment, she stopped.
He jogged up to her. “Maybe we can start over.”
She should have kept walking. She didn’t want to hear anything else he had to say. She didn’t want to try to figure out whether or not he was telling the truth.
“Come out to dinner with me on Friday,” he said. “We can get to know each other. Maybe I can convince you I’m not a spy.” He gave her a tentative smile.
Her refusal was on her lips—but then she thought about what refusing could mean. Maybe Jake was completely innocent, and all he wanted was a date. But if he really was a spy, she had done too much damage already.
The best thing to do—the only thing to do—would be to go out with him, play nice, and make sure he knew she was a model citizen… while trying to figure out whether he was telling the truth.
Although the idea made her stomach tighten, she nodded. “Okay.”
The pulsing behind her eyes got worse as she tried to return Jake’s smile.
Just one date. She could get through one date.
She hoped.
 
* * *
 
Becca assumed her mom would be working late again. Instead, when she got home from the playground, her mom was sitting on the couch, idly flipping through channels. As the door closed behind Becca, she looked up and set the remote down on the coffee table.
She smiled. “I got out of work early for once, so I thought I’d cook dinner for the two of us. I’m making my macaroni soup. It’s already on the stove.”
Becca studied her mom and tried to imagine her feeding scripted confessions to dissidents, creating, confession by confession, a country-wide conspiracy that didn’t exist.
Her mom frowned. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Becca mumbled. She forced herself to smile. “Tough day at school, that’s all.”
Her mom eyed her more carefully. Becca imagined, for a second, that her mom could see everything in her mind. She squirmed.
Abruptly, her mom stood up from the couch, betraying her exhaustion with only a slight wince. She started toward the kitchen. “Come help me with the soup.”
Normally Becca would have welcomed the rare chance to talk to her mom the way she used to. Now all she wanted to do was get away from her and her probing eyes.
But Becca had heard her mom use that tone before. She knew what it meant. She knew she didn’t have a choice.
She followed her mom to the kitchen.
Her mom gave the soup a few cursory stirs. Becca tried to find someplace to stand where she could see the pot but wouldn’t get hit with her mom’s elbow. Whoever had designed the kitchen in this apartment had obviously never cooked a meal in his life. Becca’s mom used to complain about the lack of space all the time, until she stopped having time to cook.
Becca examined the soup to avoid her mom’s eyes. “It looks good,” she said, just to give herself something to say. “It should pretty much take care of itself until dinner, shouldn’t it? You don’t need me for anything.”
Her mom turned away from the pot to face her. “I need you to tell me what’s wrong.”
Becca had known this was coming. Reluctantly, she raised her head. “It’s just… Heather’s parents. I know you had to do it. They were dissidents.” The note had proved it. Her mom hadn’t done anything wrong. But the thought of what had happened to them still hit Becca like a fist to the face, the way it always did these past few days when she let herself think about it too much. “But I knew them, and now suddenly they were dissidents all along, and they’re gone, and… and you were the one to kill them. And Heather will hate me if she ever finds out.” She hoped her mom was too tired to see that she wasn’t telling the whole truth.
But her mom was already shaking her head. “I’ve seen you upset about that. This is different. What’s really bothering you?”
Maybe she should go ahead and tell her mom what she had seen, ask her what it meant. Maybe her mom would have some explanation for it. But how could she ask something like that without looking like a dissident? Obviously her mom knew her better than that, but still. That wasn’t the kind of thing you just asked.
Her mom sighed. “You never used to keep things from me. We used to talk every night, remember?” She swirled the spoon through the soup. “I miss that.”
Becca missed it too. Heather had stopped talking to her parents about anything pretty much as soon as she turned twelve; Becca never had. Instead, their closeness had eroded little by little, not by their choice but by the steady growth of Processing 117.
Without their conversations, Becca felt unanchored. She could always count on Heather to offer sympathy—unless Heather was caught up in some drama of her own—but her mom had a solution for everything.
Becca took a deep breath. “Do you ever… try to get dissidents to admit to things they haven’t done? Like being part of a network of dissidents that doesn’t exist?”
Her mom drew back sharply. “Where did you get an idea like that?”
She shouldn’t have added that last part. She shouldn’t have gotten so specific.
Too late to take it back now.
“I can’t imagine you doing that,” Becca assured her. “I just… I heard something about…” She floundered, unsure how to explain her question.
“What has Heather been filling your mind with?” her mom demanded. She slammed her hand down on the counter; Becca jumped. “This is why I didn’t want you spending time with her. I knew it was only a matter of time before something like this happened.”
An image came to Becca, of her mom calling Enforcement and demanding Heather’s arrest. “It wasn’t Heather! Heather would never say something like that.” Now she definitely couldn’t tell her mom where she had found the information, or her mom would know Heather had been with her.
Her mom didn’t look convinced.
Had Becca condemned Heather with her question, after trying so hard to keep her safe? “I heard it from… Anna.” But she didn’t want to paint Anna as a dissident, either. “It’s not like she believes it. It’s just one of those things she heard. You know how she is.” She had told her mom lots of stories about Anna over the years, like how for one whole summer Anna had refused to go swimming because she had heard somewhere that three-quarters of all swimming pools were infested with parasites that could crawl into your brain and kill you. Better for her mom to think the question had come from gullible Anna than from possibly-dangerous Heather.
Becca held her breath while her mom thought about what she had said. She had never been any good at lying to her mom.
But apparently it was enough that she was telling the truth about Heather. Her mom relaxed a little. “I still think your friendship with Heather is a bad idea. But I’m glad to know she hasn’t said anything like that.” She met Becca’s eyes. “If she does, though, I assume you’ll do the right thing and report her.”
“She won’t.” Becca hoped her mom wouldn’t press her for more of an answer than that, because she didn’t know whether she would be lying if she said she would turn Heather in.
Speaking of answers… had her mom ever answered her?
A cold prickle traveled up her arms.
Her mom placed her hands on Becca’s shoulders. She stared into Becca’s eyes until Becca couldn’t look away. “What you heard was a dissident lie. It’s a common lie, but it is absolutely untrue. Our job is to find dissidents and keep them from endangering the rest of society. False confessions would be useless to us.”
Becca couldn’t find any trace of insincerity in her mom’s eyes, or in her voice.
She had no reason not to trust her.
So why, underneath her relief, did she still hear the words of the note in her mind, and wonder whether her mom was as good at telling lies as she was at spotting them?
 
* * *
 
Heather looked terrible.
She almost fell as she staggered off the school bus. She hadn’t done her makeup, and the dark circles under her eyes made her look like somebody had punched her. She hadn’t come to school yesterday, and judging by how she looked now, she probably should have stayed home today too.
Becca, who had been waiting by the front doors, pushed her way through the tide of students to get to her. But as she approached Heather, someone shoved herself into Becca’s path, separating them. Laine.
Heather started to walk away. Laine grabbed her arm. “What makes you so special, huh?” Her eyes were wild. “What deal did you make to get Internal to let you go?”
Becca’s stomach twisted. After the scene in the cafeteria that first day, Laine hadn’t done anything more than shoot them nasty looks in the halls. Becca had hoped she was done with her and Heather. Apparently not.
Eyes vacant, Heather tilted her head, like she couldn’t quite decipher Laine’s words. She didn’t try to break Laine’s grip.
Becca stepped around Laine to stand beside Heather. “Let go of her.”
Laine dropped Heather’s arm, but didn’t walk away. Her gaze flicked from Heather to Becca. “And you. You’re in on it too, aren’t you? Otherwise you wouldn’t be protecting her. Did you make some kind of deal too, or are they going to come for you next?”
At least she wasn’t trying to recruit Becca to her side anymore. Simple hostility was easier to handle than barbed offers of help.
Another wave of students flowed out of the next bus and around the three of them, many keeping a wary eye on Heather as they passed. Becca grabbed Heather’s hand—it was shaking—and tugged her toward the school doors. Laine followed.
“Why didn’t you save your parents while you were at it?” Laine yelled over the roar of conversation that surrounded them. “Or did you not care if they died, as long as you could save yourself?”
Why had Laine chosen today to come after them, after days of leaving them alone?
Heather’s trembling was getting worse. She stopped moving just inside the doorway. “I’m not a dissident,” she mumbled, her voice barely audible over the crowd. “I’m not like them.”
Laine’s eyes narrowed. “Before, you said your parents weren’t dissidents. Now you’re saying they’re dissidents but you aren’t. You can’t even keep your own lies straight.”
Letting go of Heather’s hand, Becca turned to face Laine. “You’ve made your point,” she snapped. “Now leave us alone.”
Laine continued as if she hadn’t heard. “Everyone is going to think I’m a dissident now. They’ll say that if my friends are dissidents I must be too. But you don’t care about that, do you? You don’t care about anyone but yourselves.”
Becca tried to signal to Heather that they should go. Heather kept staring straight ahead, eyes glazed. “I’m not a dissident,” she repeated.
“Whatever deal you made, it won’t last,” said Laine. “Internal won’t let a dissident go free for long. You’ll end up just like Anna.”
Becca froze.
“What do you mean, just like Anna?” Her tongue felt thick.
“You didn’t hear? Anna was arrested this morning.” Laine’s words echoed through the rapidly-emptying hall. “I guess you aren’t as safe as you thought.” Her smile was like a snake, thin and dangerous. “Think about that while you wait for them to come for you.” She spun around and strode away, leaving Becca and Heather standing alone.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Five
 
Becca and Heather pushed their way out of the building that afternoon in silence. The only things Becca could think of to talk about were the things she didn’t want to think about. Laine. Her doubts about her mom. What she might have done to Anna.
Heather trudged beside her, blank-faced. She looked worse now than she had this morning, if that were possible.
As soon as they stepped into the sun, Heather stopped dead. It took Becca a couple of seconds to realize why.
Laine was waiting for them.
She met Becca’s eyes and took a slow, deliberate step forward. “We’re surrounded by dissidents in this school,” she spat as she approached. She raised her voice loud enough for everyone around them to hear. “If no one else is going to do something about it, I will.”
A few students on the way out of the building paused and glanced their way. Laine looked around at them before continuing. “I don’t know what you did to make sure Internal left you alone,” she said, her voice getting even louder as she spoke, “but we know what you are, even if they don’t.”
A few more people stopped to listen. Laine’s face lost some of its tension with every new addition to the crowd. She was putting on a show. Trying to prove she wasn’t a dissident like Heather. Like Anna.
Anna. What was happening to her right now? What had Becca done?
No. She couldn’t think about that. Not right now. Maybe not ever.
“As a Monitor, it’s my job to help keep this school free of dissident influences.” Laine took a step closer to Heather. “I take that responsibility seriously.”
How far was Laine willing to go with this? Becca didn’t want to find out. She stepped between Laine and Heather.
“Get out of the way,” Laine said. “Unless you’re going to defend this dissident.” She sounded like a stranger. Had Becca ever really been friends with this person?
Becca didn’t move. “She’s not a dissident. If she were, she would have been arrested. Do you think you know better than Internal?” Her mouth was dry.
Laine shoved Becca aside. Becca stumbled into one of the boys who had stopped to watch; he pushed her away as if she were contagious. She fell to the pavement, and only just managed to catch herself with her hands.
She got to her feet, heart pounding. Her hands burned.
Laine took another step toward Heather. Heather backed up until she hit the still-growing crowd. Nobody moved to let her through. Instead they squeezed closer together, trapping her inside Laine’s circle.
Trapping both of them.
Laine walked by Becca as if she weren’t there. She moved closer and closer to Heather until their feet almost touched. “Are you going to confess? Go ahead. Tell us you’re a dissident just like your parents.”
Heather cringed away from Laine. “I—I’m not…”
Laine grabbed Heather’s shoulders. Her fingernails dug into Heather’s shirt. She spun Heather around to face her audience, and addressed the crowd. “You all know what she is. What do you think we should do with her?”
Becca couldn’t just stand here and watch this. No matter what Laine and the others might do to her. On shaky legs, she started toward Heather.
Before she had taken more than two steps, someone pushed through the crowd until he was inside the circle. Someone with dark hair that fell into his face.
Jake pulled Laine away from Heather. “What do you think you’re doing?” he growled in a voice that made the hair on the back of Becca’s neck stand on end. His gaze drilled into Laine’s.
Laine took a step back. She straightened, visibly regaining her composure. “Protecting our school.”
Jake closed the distance between them again. “You’re protecting yourself.” His face was just inches from hers. The words overflowed with barely-restrained rage. “Are you afraid everyone will start wondering about you if you don’t show them how loyal you are?” His pitch changed abruptly, from a near-shout to a hiss. “Is there something you’re trying to hide?”
Laine backed up until there was nowhere else to go. Just like Heather had a moment ago. The circle didn’t open up for her either.
“Heather is not a dissident.” Jake’s voice was low, but it carried easily. “If Internal thought she was guilty, they would have arrested her along with her parents. They didn’t. And Internal doesn’t appreciate people questioning their decisions. Unless you want to be reported for making false accusations, don’t come near her again.” His gaze traveled from person to person. “Any of you.”
A few of the watchers looked like they might challenge him. But the threat of Internal was greater than any physical threat he could have made. Slowly, the crowd dispersed. Laine shot Heather a glare of contempt before scurrying away.
If Jake was spying for Internal, why would he have saved Heather from Laine?
Jake met Becca’s eyes. His smile snapped on like he had flipped a switch.
Right. To make Becca less suspicious. She wished it didn’t make sense, but it did.
Unless she was just being paranoid because she didn’t know how to deal with the idea that a guy might actually like her.
Anyway, whatever his motives, he had saved Heather.
She smiled back. “Thank you.” What else could she say? She didn’t want to think about what could have happened to Heather—to both of them—if he hadn’t intervened.
But when she remembered that growl in his voice, her skin prickled.
 
* * *
 
Heather came home with Becca; she said she didn’t want to be alone. On the bus, she stared out the window while Becca stayed alert for anyone who might follow Laine’s lead. She heard their names whispered a few times, but nobody came near them.
Still, Becca breathed a little easier as soon as they got off the bus and away from all those eyes.
“Thanks for what you did back there,” Heather said in an anemic voice as they entered the building.
“I didn’t do as much as I should have. You should be thanking Jake, not me.” They walked up the stairs side by side. They used to walk inside together like this every day after school, and do homework at Heather’s apartment or Becca’s. Only two weeks had gone by since Heather’s parents’ arrest, but the old routines already felt unfamiliar.
“Who was that, anyway?” asked Heather.
If Heather didn’t know who Jake was, that meant he hadn’t approached her. Good. “He’s that guy I told you about before. The one who might be spying for Internal.” She unlocked the apartment door and pushed it open.
The old Heather would have been worried, or confused, or curious, or something. The new one just nodded. “Thank him for me.”
They walked inside.
Not ten feet from where they were standing, Becca’s mom had told her she had killed Heather’s parents. Becca squirmed as though Heather could see the conversation playing out in front of her.
She had to get out of here, away from the ghost of her conversation with her mom. She hurried toward her bedroom. Heather followed.
In Becca’s room, they sat down on the bed together, like they had so many times before. Like they had when they had found the note. Becca glanced across the room at her desk. She had buried the note in the bottom drawer, under a stack of old homework. Even hidden there, to Becca’s eye it blazed like a neon sign.
They sat like that for a moment, not quite looking at each other, as the silence grew around them.
Enough. There was too much that she was avoiding, that they were both avoiding. It had to stop.
“We need to talk about…” Becca lowered her voice, even though her mom wasn’t home. “About what we found.”
Heather went rigid. “You mean, that my parents were—” Her voice broke. “I know, okay? I get it. They were dissidents all along. I don’t need to sit around and talk about it.” She flicked a piece of dust off Becca’s bedspread like it had offended her.
In all her thinking about the note, Becca had barely considered what it meant for Heather. For Heather, it wasn’t a source of doubt, but something all too black-and-white. Again Becca wondered: what kind of a best friend was she?
“We don’t have to.” Becca tried to shift into a more comfortable position. Nothing felt right. “Whatever you want. But just so you know, it doesn’t make a difference to me. No matter what your parents were, I know you’re not a dissident.”
Some of the tightness went out of Heather’s body. She lay back and stared up at the ceiling. “It doesn’t matter in the end. You might know I’m not a dissident, but everybody else thinks I am. Laine is right—eventually Internal will decide they made a mistake and come back for me. Didn’t you say they already have someone spying on me?”
“They can’t arrest you just because some idiots at school are saying things about you. You haven’t done anything wrong.” But neither had Anna. And now, because of Becca’s lie, Anna was gone.
Which led her right back to the note, and what it had said. What if Internal didn’t care as much about truth as she had always believed?
“The stuff in the note… do you think—” She couldn’t force out the rest of the sentence. I’m just talking to Heather, she reminded herself. She read it too. She’s not going to turn me in. She started over. “Do you think it could be true?”
“Of course it’s not true!” Heather frowned in confusion. “Why would you—” She jerked up from the bed, her movement so sudden it made Becca jump. “You… you’re trying to…” She took a step toward the door, then back toward Becca. “You believed me when nobody else did. You defended me when nobody else would. And now you’re turning on me too?”
What had just happened? “I’m not turning on you. Why would you even think that?”
“There’s only one reason you would say something like that. You’re testing me. To see if I’m a dissident after all.” She balled her hands into fists. “I thought I at least had one person on my side.”
For a moment, Becca couldn’t speak. “You really think I would do something like that?” she said when she had recovered her voice. “We’ve known each other for ten years! I went to 117 to find you!”
“Only a dissident would think any of that could be true,” Heather said, like she didn’t understand why she had to state the obvious. “But you’re not a dissident. So why would you ask me whether I thought it was true unless you were trying to set me up?”
Becca swallowed her angry words. Heather did have a point. Only a dissident would even consider believing what the note had said.
She felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff, the ground eroding around her.
She shook her head, and the image disappeared. “I wasn’t trying to set you up. I promise. I was… confused, that’s all. Forget I said anything.”
Heather didn’t answer.
Becca stayed where she was, quiet, hoping. Like coaxing a wild animal to her hand.
Heather sagged. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know why I thought something like that. You’ve stuck by me since this started, and I…”
“It’s okay.” With everything Heather was going through, it was understandable for her to get a little crazy sometimes. Besides, Becca would rather let it go than think through the implications of what Heather had said.
Only a dissident would think any of that could be true.
“I was so sure they were innocent.” Heather spoke so quietly that Becca could hardly hear her. “If they could be dissidents, anybody could.” She took a shaky breath, and another. “I keep thinking about that note we found, and wondering if there’s some way we got it wrong. Maybe it didn’t say what we thought it said, or maybe somebody else put it there… but I can’t come up with anything that makes sense.” She fixed her eyes on the carpet. “Not that it matters anymore. They must be dead by now.”
Becca would never find a better time to tell her.
The silence stretched on too long. Heather pounced. “You know something.”
Becca’s heartbeat pounded in her ears. “There’s something you need to know.”
Heather stumbled back to the bed. She sat at the edge, not looking at Becca. “They’re dead.” It wasn’t a question.
Becca wished she could tell Heather that her parents weren’t dead, that someone had planted that note in their photo album, that Internal had let them go and they were waiting for her at home right now. “When I asked Mom about them for you, it was too late. She had already…” Her voice trailed off. Even now that Heather knew, Becca couldn’t say the words.
Heather raised her head slowly. “She?”
Too late, Becca saw her mistake.
“You said ‘she.’ Not ‘they.’ Not ‘Internal.’”
Becca saw it coming in slow motion, saw the exact moment when the realization hit Heather.
“Your mom killed them.”
Why did Becca suddenly feel like she was the one who had pulled the trigger? “She had to do it. There was evidence… they had confessed…”
“I’ve known her for years. I’ve slept over here hundreds of times. I helped her figure out how to redecorate your room for your birthday last year. And she—” Heather gagged.
Becca placed a comforting hand on Heather’s shoulder. Heather jerked away. “How long have you known?”
“A few days,” Becca admitted.
“And you didn’t tell me.”
All Becca’s rationalizations melted away under Heather’s accusing gaze. “I didn’t know how you’d react. I wanted to wait until the right time.”
Heather’s eyes burned through Becca. “And when, exactly, would be the right time to hear that your mom killed my parents?”
“It’s not like she had a choice. They were dissidents!” As soon as she said it, Becca wished she could take the words back.
“I can’t stay here.” Heather ran for the door.
Becca opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Before she could figure out what to say, Heather was gone.
 
* * *
 
Only a dissident would think any of that could be true.
Becca rolled onto her side and pulled her blanket over her head, as if it could block out the words. She had to get to sleep. School would start in just a few hours. She drew the blanket tighter and tried to think about something else. Something that had nothing to do with her conversation with Heather, or the note, or Anna.
Only a dissident would think any of that could be true.
Sleep obviously wasn’t going to happen. With a sigh, she stumbled out of bed. Then, with bleary resolve, she strode to the door. As long as she was awake, she was going to answer this question once and for all.
She tiptoed down the hallway to her mom’s bedroom. The door was closed, giving no hint as to whether or not her mom was home. If she was, Becca would go back to her room, try to fall asleep, and forget about this idea.
Please be home, she found herself whispering in her mind as she eased open the door.
She peered into the dark room. It took her eyes a moment to adjust. The covers of her mom’s bed lay flat, the blankets pulled all the way up to the pillow the way she always left them when she wasn’t home. Becca snaked her arm inside and flicked on the light. She squeezed her eyes shut at the sudden brightness, and had to squint until her eyes adjusted all over again.
She didn’t let out her breath until she saw for certain that the room was empty.
Still, it took her a minute to move, to make her way across the room to her mom’s computer.
She knew her mom had work files on there. Some nights her mom would get home late and then spend a couple of hours poring over prisoner files before finally going to bed. There had to be something on there that would give Becca the information she needed.
She had never betrayed her mom’s trust like this before. Had never even considered it.
If the information in the note was true, her mom had lied to her first.
And if it wasn’t, it didn’t matter what she saw in the files, because her mom had nothing to hide.
Her mom had given Becca her password a couple of weeks ago, just a day or two before Heather’s parents had been arrested, so Becca could get some pictures off her computer. She probably hadn’t changed it since then. Why would she? She trusted Becca.
Becca sat with her hands poised above the keyboard, paralyzed by what she was about to do. Going any further would be admitting—if only to herself—that she didn’t believe what her mom had told her.
Only a dissident would think any of that could be true.
But it wouldn’t just be an admission of her doubts. It would also be dissident activity. Accessing an Internal agent’s files without authorization—it would get her arrested if anyone found out.
Nobody would find out.
She had to know.
Becca typed in her mom’s password, hoping it wouldn’t work, hoping her mom had changed it. The password let her in as easily now as it had the last time she had used it.
Her mom hardly kept anything on her computer, so Becca easily spotted the icon that would lead to her work files. She let her cursor hover over it for a second before closing her eyes and clicking. When she opened her eyes again, the Internal logo filled the screen, and a small window in the center prompted her to enter a code. UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS PROHIBITED, read the warning below the blinking cursor.
Becca had seen her mom do this often enough. She reached her right hand down to open the top desk drawer, and felt her way past carefully arranged pens and notecards. Her fingers closed around her mom’s security fob. She brought it out, her hand shaking.
It wasn’t too late to turn back.
She watched the blinking cursor for a second, then typed in the six numbers displayed on the thin silver fob’s small display. She held her breath as the window disappeared. The code changed every sixty seconds; what if she had missed the brief window of time when it was valid? Would some alarm go off in Processing if she entered the wrong code? She didn’t breathe again until a seemingly endless list of files appeared on the screen.
Each file was labeled with nothing but a date and a long number, with the most current files at the top. Becca’s relief gave way to frustration as she scrolled through the list. How was she supposed to find what she was looking for? After all that, she didn’t even know where to start. What was she supposed to do, search for “false confession”? Assuming there was even a way to search at all.
She scrolled through yesterday’s files, and the ones from the day before, and the day before that. Watching the dates count down to the night that had started all this. The night Heather’s parents had been arrested.
The night her mother had killed them.
If she went just a little further down the list, she could—
Bile rose in her throat. She scrolled back to the top and hurriedly opened the first file on the list.
Her eyes glazed over as she scrolled through page after page of information. Internal knew everything about this dissident, from his pets’ names to where he had gone to kindergarten. So much information, but none of it helpful to Becca.
Maybe she couldn’t find what she was looking for because it didn’t exist. Maybe her mom had told her the truth after all.
Maybe she should just assume that was the answer and go back to bed.
She was about to close the file when the next paragraph caught her eye.
 
Matches 80% of criteria for Public Relations request 10843-A. Requirements: police officer, male, 30 to 45 years old, unmarried. Necessary role: Part of a conspiracy within the local police force to help dissidents escape the notice of Internal Defense. Purpose: The rivalry between the police force and Internal Defense, particularly the Investigation division, is impeding our ability to find and apprehend dissidents. If police officers are concerned about being seen as part of this conspiracy, they will be less likely to interfere with our efforts.

 
Becca might have stayed frozen there forever if she hadn’t heard a key in the lock.
She closed the file and shut down the computer. The security fob was still lying on the desk; she grabbed it and shoved it back into the drawer. She made it to the doorway and flicked off the light just as the apartment door opened.
How would she explain it if her mom caught her in here?
She peeked her head out as far as she dared. Her mom didn’t look Becca’s way as she massaged her temples. When her mom turned around to lock the door, Becca took her chance. She hurried across the hallway as silently as she could. She counted the seconds—one, two, three, four, five and she had made it. But had she made it before her mom had turned back around?
She drew her bedroom door shut and waited for the knock, for her mom’s questions about what she had been doing.
The knock didn’t come.
Her mom hadn’t seen her.
She crawled back into bed and lay there, heart racing. Trying to forget what she had read.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Six
 
Heather avoided Becca all day at school. Becca saw her once in the hall, but she ducked into a classroom before Becca had a chance to say anything. Becca was pretty sure Heather’s next class was at the opposite end of the school from that room. In Citizenship class that afternoon, Heather’s desk stayed conspicuously empty, prompting the Citizenship teacher to make a few pointed remarks about dissident families.
Becca needed a chance to apologize. To make things okay between them.
And, more importantly, Heather needed to know what Becca had found.
So when she left the school that afternoon, she passed her own bus and got onto Heather’s instead.
She practically tiptoed past Heather on her way to her seat, afraid that Heather would tell the bus driver she didn’t belong there. But Heather, intent on scraping a piece of dirt off the window, didn’t even look her way.
Becca slipped into a seat two rows back from Heather and across the aisle, where she could watch Heather without much danger of being spotted. Not that she needed to worry about that. Heather stared out the window for the entire bus ride, barely moving except for a slight twitch whenever someone said her name.
If Becca hadn’t been watching her so closely, she would have missed the stop. Heather had lived in Internal housing for as long as Becca had known her. Becca had a hard time imagining her living on a quiet street like this, in a little house in a row of little houses, each with its own yard and metal fence.
She squinted. This street looked familiar somehow.
If she didn’t move now, she would have to find her way home from the next stop. She hurried after Heather. Heather glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes widened when she saw Becca, but she didn’t say anything as they left the bus.
As soon as Becca stepped out onto the sidewalk, she remembered. Of course. That was why it looked familiar. She had spent the first few years of her life here—if not on this exact street, then somewhere in this neighborhood. Her dad had insisted on it. He hadn’t wanted to live in Internal housing. Becca could still remember the fights—although the ones about the house hadn’t been the worst ones, not by a long shot. Becca could almost see a younger version of herself sitting on the sidewalk with her chalk, driven out of the house by her dad’s yelling and her mom’s icy words.
Heather’s voice jolted her out of her memories. “What are you doing here?”
“I need to talk to you.” First things first. “I’m sorry. I should have told you about your parents as soon as I found out.”
“You didn’t know what to say. I get it.” Heather unlatched the gate and stepped into the yard.
“Wait!” Becca pushed through the gate after her before she could close it. “There’s something else I need to talk to you about.”
Heather waited.
Having this conversation outside, where anyone could hear them, was a bad idea. But going inside would be worse. At least Internal couldn’t bug the yard. Becca glanced around; she didn’t see anybody nearby. She stepped closer to Heather so she could talk softly.
Heather stepped back. “So? What is it?”
“I looked in my mom’s work files last night.” Becca lowered her voice even further, until she was almost whispering. “The stuff in your parents’ note… it’s true.”
Heather’s face hardened. She took another step back. “I thought you were done with this.”
“You don’t understand. I saw it.” Becca cast another furtive look around. “The dissident’s file had instructions from Public Relations about what kind of confession to get. They wanted him to confess to being part of some conspiracy inside the police force, so the police would—”
Heather cut her off. “I don’t have to listen to this.” She turned around and started for the door.
Becca followed her. “This isn’t some kind of trick,” she said, remembering Heather’s earlier fear that she was testing her. “I’m just telling you what I saw. I didn’t want it to be true, but it is.”
Heather didn’t stop. She was almost to the front door. Another couple of steps, and Becca would lose her.
“There’s more.” Becca started talking faster. “A couple of days ago, I asked my mom about what the note said. I told her I heard it from Anna—she knows what Anna is like, so I figured it was safe. The next day, Anna was gone.”
Heather paused with her hand on the doorknob.
“There’s something wrong here,” said Becca. “And you’re the only one I can talk to. If I told anyone else about this, they’d report me.”
Heather turned around.
“I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing,” she snapped, “but I don’t want any part of it. First the thing with my parents. Now this dissident stuff.” She blinked away what might have been tears. “You were my best friend. The only person I could really talk to. Now I don’t even know you.”
She opened the door.
Becca had to get her to listen. “I’m not playing a game with you! I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about your parents. But this is real.”
“I can’t talk to you right now. I just… I can’t.” Heather disappeared inside the house.
Becca rang the doorbell. Nobody answered.
She couldn’t go to anybody else with this.
She rang the doorbell again. Somewhere deep within the house, a door slammed.
Becca fought back her growing panic as she began the long walk home.
 
* * *
 
Becca and her mom used to be able to talk for hours. Now Becca couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
She glanced up from her plate of chicken. Her mom looked the same. She sounded the same. Like the mother Becca had known all her life. But she wasn’t. The person in front of her spent her days forcing dissidents to say whatever she needed them to say, spoon-feeding them the stories Public Relations wanted. Letting them die for things they hadn’t done. The mom she knew would never do something like that.
So who was this woman in front of her?
Becca dropped her gaze again.
“Things at work are finally easing up,” said her mom. “At least for now. I might even be able to make it home for dinner a couple of times next week, too.”
Great. Becca forced a smile.
No matter what those people had done, they were dissidents. Otherwise they wouldn’t have gotten arrested in the first place. Maybe it didn’t matter what they confessed to, as long as they got what they deserved.
Becca’s stomach twisted.
Her mom served herself some salad. “How was school today?”
Hardly anyone called me a dissident today, but now my best friend isn’t speaking to me.
Becca poked at her chicken. As much as she wanted to get done with dinner as quickly as possible, she didn’t think she could force down a single bite. Her stomach hurt more with every word her mom spoke.
“You don’t seem like yourself today.” Her mom peered at her more closely. “You’re not still thinking about what that friend of yours said, are you?”
Becca flinched at the mention of Anna.
Maybe she should just ask her mom about what she had found on the computer. It might not be as bad as it looked.
Then common sense caught up with her. Asking her mom would mean admitting she had gone snooping through her mom’s files. Besides, even if her mom told her the truth, what could she say that would get it to make sense?
The only table small enough to fit in this kitchen wasn’t quite big enough to hold their plates plus the serving dishes. Becca’s plate clanked against the bowl of salad as she cut herself a bite of chicken. She shoved the bite into her mouth to stall for time. It tasted like sand.
Her mom frowned in concern. “You’re not, are you? I thought you knew better than to take something like that seriously.”
If Becca denied it, would her mom believe her? Her mom could tell when she was lying.
But what was the alternative? Admitting what she had found?
Becca shook her head. “I know better than that,” she agreed. “I’m not a dissident.” Her hand was starting to ache. She looked down and saw that she was gripping her fork so tightly the edges were digging into her palm. She let go. The fork hit her plate with a clang that made both of them jump.
“Rumors like that are dangerous,” her mom lectured as she cut her chicken. “They may seem harmless, but they can easily allow dissident ideology to gain a foothold in society.”
“I told you, I don’t even believe it. It’s just something—” She couldn’t say Anna’s name. “Something a friend said.”
“I don’t want you spreading rumors like that.” Her mom put her fork down. “Even if you know better than to believe it, somebody you talk to might not, and you will have helped the dissidents undermine faith in our government.”
Of course you don’t want me saying anything about it. It’s all true. “I wouldn’t do something like that.” She forced down another bite of chicken.
Her mom studied her. “If that’s not what’s bothering you, then what is?” She held up a hand before Becca could speak. “Don’t tell me everything is fine.”
Becca had blamed her mood on the situation with Heather before, and it hadn’t worked. What could she say that her mom might believe?
Her mom pushed her plate aside, nearly knocking the platter of chicken to the floor in the process. “We need to do something about this. We barely feel like a family anymore. I never get a chance to talk to you, and when I do, you’re keeping secrets.”
Her mom had lied to her face, and she had the nerve to complain when Becca didn’t tell her everything?
Becca pushed away her own plate. She didn’t want dinner anyway. “I’m not keeping secrets.”
“Then why won’t you tell me what’s bothering you?”
“Maybe because the last time I told you something, one of my friends disappeared.” Too late, Becca clamped her mouth shut.
The silence stretched between them until Becca could hear her own heartbeat.
New lines appeared on her mom’s face. “You need to think about what you’re saying, Becca. Anna was a dissident. Her parents were dissidents. The information you gave me helped Internal figure that out. If you regret what you told me, it means you regret helping Internal find three dissidents.”
She had to tell her mom the truth.
She could hear Jake’s voice in her mind, talking about false accusations. Did this qualify? But Anna’s arrest was her fault. She had to make it right.
If it wasn’t already too late.
“I have to tell you something.” Her mouth was dry. “The thing I asked you about the other day… I didn’t actually hear it from Anna. Heather and I were looking through her parents’ things, and—”
Her mom shook her head. “I know this is hard for you. First Heather’s parents, now Anna. But you did the right thing when you told me what she said. Lying about it now won’t help anything.”
“But—”
“You need to stop this right now.” Her mom’s voice was sharp. “Internal found enough evidence to suggest that Anna and her parents were dissidents. Lying to protect a dissident qualifies as dissident activity.” She held up a hand as Becca opened her mouth to speak. “I don’t want to hear another word about this. Do you understand?”
The doorbell rang.
Becca jumped up from her chair. “I’ll get it.” She raced to the door and yanked it open.
Jake stood in front of her.
He smiled. “Don’t tell me you forgot.”
Right. Their date. She smiled weakly. “Of course not.”
She looked down at the jeans and wrinkled shirt she had worn to school. Heather would never approve of her wearing something like this on a date, but Heather’s opinion didn’t matter much to Becca right now. Besides, it wasn’t like she cared about impressing Jake.
“Who is it?” her mom called.
At least going out with Jake would get her away from her mom. Becca had never thought she’d see an upside to going out with a possible Internal spy who might be trying to get her best friend arrested. “I have to go, Mom,” she called back. “I have a date.”
Her mom strode into the living room behind her. “You didn’t tell me about this.”
Jake backed out into the hallway, giving Becca room to get out the door. “Are you ready to go?”
It wasn’t too late to make an excuse and stay home.
And go right back to the kitchen to finish her conversation with her mom.
She gave Jake what she hoped was a convincing smile. “Ready when you are.”
 
* * *
 
“So,” said Jake over the low hum of conversation that filled Lucky’s Pizza, “what will it take to get you to believe that I’m not spying for Internal?”
Becca tensed before realizing that he had meant it as a teasing question, not a challenge. She forced herself to relax. She didn’t exactly have much practice with this kind of thing.
“You could start by telling me about yourself.” She kept her voice light.
The smell of pizza made her mouth water. Her stomach had stopped hurting the second she had left the apartment. Jake might be trying to get her to trust him so she would say something incriminating about Heather, but that was nothing compared to what her mom had done.
And being here with Jake, trying to figure out his true intentions, would keep her too distracted to think about Anna.
Almost every table at Lucky’s was full, but Becca only saw a couple of people she knew, and none of them were looking her way. Good. She didn’t need anybody to see her out with Jake. She didn’t know how they would twist this date into further proof that she was a dissident, but she knew they could find a way.
Wait. The woman at the next table over—was she watching them? Becca tensed and angled her body slightly to get a better view. The woman’s eyes flicked from their table to the one next to theirs, to one across the room, scanning each one for a few seconds before moving on to the next. She paused for a few seconds to take a halfhearted nibble of her pizza, then began again. Just a Monitor, then. Becca could see the glint of the pin now. Monitors were everywhere; unlike their counterparts in high school, adult Monitors got paid a small amount to watch their fellow citizens, so there was never a shortage of volunteers.
The woman’s eyes met Becca’s. Becca quickly looked away.
She had never been afraid of Monitors before.
“There’s not much to tell,” Jake was saying. “Grew up here, moved away, came back with my dad after my parents split up. Suffering through school until I graduate.” He shrugged. “I’ve lived a boring life.”
“That’s just what a spy would say.” She matched his teasing tone before she realized she was doing it.
“I could always make something up,” he offered. “Would it sound more believable if I told you I was raised by wolves for the first ten years of my life?”
“Maybe. It would depend on how convincingly you could howl.” An unexpected smile creased the corners of her mouth. Even with her suspicions, something about him put her at ease. The rhythm of his voice made her mind stop racing.
Of course, if he really was a spy, he was probably doing that on purpose. Her smile dropped away.
The waitress approached, pen poised above her pad. Becca and Jake looked at each other. “Pepperoni?” asked Jake.
Becca nodded. “And… anchovies.” Why make this easy for him?
Jake raised his eyebrows. “All right. Pepperoni and anchovies.” He passed their order along to the waitress. When she was gone, he tilted his head at Becca. “You don’t strike me as the anchovy type.”
“I’m full of surprises.” She smiled again without meaning to.
She wished he would quit talking to her like that, and quit looking at her like he was actually interested in her. This would be a lot easier if he’d start asking her questions about Heather instead. That way she’d know for sure.
But then he’d lose his chance to catch her off-guard, and she wouldn’t tell him anything. If he wanted to find out whether Heather was a dissident, it made a lot more sense for him to do what he was doing. Make her let her guard down. Get her to like him.
Jake rested his arms on the table and leaned closer. “So what about you? If having a boring life means I’m a spy, what makes your life so interesting?”
She bit her lip and frowned in an exaggerated look of concern. “Okay. You caught me. My life is as boring as yours. Does that make me a spy too?”
He laughed, and she smiled back. She tried to remind herself that she was only pretending to have a good time.
As they talked, Becca kept waiting for him to segue into a question about Heather. He didn’t. In fact, Heather’s name didn’t come up once in the conversation. They talked about school, and about the town where Jake had lived for the past couple of years, and about which of them had seen the most bad movies in their lifetime. Their pizza arrived, and they paused to scarf down two slices each—the anchovies actually weren’t so bad, and if they bothered Jake, he didn’t show it—and then they talked some more while munching on what was left.
Sometimes Becca almost forgot the real reason Jake had brought her here.
And when Jake still didn’t ask about Heather, she started to wonder if maybe he had been telling the truth after all.
Did she have any concrete reason to think he was a spy? She thought about it, but couldn’t come up with anything.
And then there was what he had done when Laine had gone after Heather. Maybe he hadn’t done it to make Becca less suspicious. Maybe he really had just wanted to help.
As Becca finished the final piece of pizza, Jake glanced down at his watch.
“I guess I really am that boring,” said Becca lightly. “I must be working for Internal.”
“What?” Jake frowned. “Oh! No, it’s just my dad. He doesn’t like me to be gone for too long.”
“The overprotective type?” Becca’s mom used to get like that, before she started spending too much time at work to be able to keep track of Becca’s whereabouts. Now, out of necessity, she pretty much trusted Becca to keep herself out of trouble.
At least, she had until she had decided Heather was a dissident.
“It’s not like that.” Jake’s whole demeanor had changed. He seemed to shrink, like he was collapsing in on himself. “When my mom died, he took it really hard. He’s still having a tough time. I stay home as much as I can, to make things easier for him.”
Becca opened her mouth to say something sympathetic—and stopped.
Something was wrong with what he had said.
It took her a few seconds to place it. “You said your parents split up.”
Seconds stretched by. Jake didn’t answer.
“You know what? Don’t bother coming up with an explanation. I don’t care.” Becca stood up. She pushed her chair in so hard it squealed against the floor.
So he had lied to her. No big surprise there. It wasn’t as if she had ever really thought he was interested in her as anything other than a source of information. Why did it make her so angry to find confirmation of what she had already known?
Jake started to say something. Becca interrupted. “I don’t want to hear it. Just take me home.”
 
* * *
 
When Becca came in, her mom was waiting for her. She set aside the papers in her lap as Becca closed the door behind her. “You’re back early.”
At the sound of her mom’s voice, Becca’s nausea returned. She wished she hadn’t eaten all that pizza. “I’m going to bed.”
Her mom’s eyebrows rose. “It’s not even nine o’clock.” She patted the spot next to her. “How about sitting with me for a while and telling me about this guy?”
“Not now, all right? I’m really tired.”
“If we’re going to fix whatever went wrong between us, we have to start somewhere.”
Becca’s stomach churned. “I don’t want to talk, okay? I just want to go to bed.”
“Your best friend is a dissident. You go on dates without telling me. Something is bothering you, but you won’t talk about it.” Becca’s mom stood up. “Something is wrong here. You know it as well as I do.”
Like any of that meant anything compared to what Becca’s mom had done. Something was wrong here, but it wasn’t Becca’s fault. “Maybe you can tell me something.” Her voice came out harsher than she had intended. “What exactly did Heather do besides having the wrong parents?”
Her mom sighed. “I thought we were done discussing this. Dissident parents often pass their ideology on to their children. I could show you a hundred different examples—and in most of those cases, the children look completely innocent.” She paused. “Is that what this is about? Heather?”
No, it’s about how you lied to me. How you’ve been lying to everyone by giving dissidents manufactured crimes to confess to on TV before their executions. “So if you work for Internal, that must mean I work for Internal too, right?”
“It’s not as simple as that, and you know it.”
“If she’s so obviously a dissident, why not arrest her? Why let her go and then send spies to talk to her friends?” Becca’s voice rose. “Have any of you people actually talked to her? She’s the furthest thing there is from a dissident. The idea of her parents being dissidents is tearing her apart.” Despite the problems they were having, Becca was more certain than ever that Heather wasn’t a dissident. Heather would never have reacted the way she had to Becca’s revelation otherwise.
Heather had rejected the information. Becca had tried to get her to believe it. Which of them had acted like a dissident?
Only a dissident would think any of that could be true.
She pushed the thought away. She could deal with it later. Much later.
“Wait.” Her mom frowned. “What do you mean, send spies to talk to her friends?”
“That guy I went out with? Turns out he was just trying to get information about Heather.” She tried to make it sound like it was no big deal. Her voice still came out angry.
Her mom’s lips tightened. “And why was he trying to get this information from you? Why not from Heather?”
“How should I know? I guess he thought I’d be less likely to suspect him.”
Her mom straightened her shoulders. She looked like she was preparing for battle. “This is completely inappropriate. They should have arrested that girl along with her parents. To let her go and then spy on my daughter, as though you’re the criminal here… and taking you on a date to do it, no less…” She brought her focus back to Becca. “This is going to stop right now.” She pulled out her phone. “What’s his name?”
“Jake.” Becca thought. “He never told me his last name.”
Her mom dialed a number. She walked into the kitchen as she spoke. Becca couldn’t make out the words, but there was no misinterpreting the tone of her voice.
And then, abruptly, her voice softened, shifted from furious to subdued.
She came back into the living room. The anger in her eyes was gone, replaced with confusion. “Since you didn’t know his name, I asked about all surveillance on Heather.” She hesitated.
“And?”
“There is no surveillance on Heather.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
Jake’s house was half the size of Heather’s aunt’s, with peeling brown paint and a half-unhinged screen door. A few dead plants lined the front walk. Becca had driven past it three times before she had finally spotted it. It was one of those places she had stopped seeing a long time ago after passing it on the ride to and from school every day.
She pulled into the driveway and winced as she hit a pothole. She slammed the car door and strode up the walk, choking on the smell of exhaust from the busy road.
Whatever game Jake was playing, Becca was going to get an explanation.
If he was home. There weren’t any other cars in the driveway. She couldn’t even see if there were any lights on inside the house; the curtains were pulled tight.
She had spent most of the day trying to figure out what to do about what she had found out yesterday. Then she had spent another twenty minutes convincing her mom to let her use the car, when her mom had wanted to spend her rare free evening doing some mother-daughter bonding. It had never occurred to her that Jake might not be home.
She reached out to ring the doorbell—but it had no button, just a couple of wires spilling out of the hole where the button should have been. She opened the screen door and knocked instead.
No answer.
Maybe nobody was home. Maybe she had made this trip for nothing.
Maybe it was a sign.
She could leave and spend the rest of the day at the playground avoiding her mom. She could just write Jake off as a liar and a creep, and walk in the other direction whenever she saw him at school.
No. She wasn’t giving up yet. Jake owed her an explanation.
She knocked again, louder.
Still no answer—but to her right, one of the curtains twitched.
She knocked a third time, loud enough that Jake would probably think she was Enforcement. Not that Enforcement usually bothered to knock at all.
Slowly, the door swung open.
Becca opened her mouth, ready to get some answers out of Jake—and snapped it shut again when she saw a man with a tangled gray beard wearing a pair of ratty pajamas. Definitely not Jake.
They blinked at each other for a few seconds.
This man had to be Jake’s dad. Becca had assumed Jake had been lying about his dad just like he had lied about his mom. Now, looking at the man in front of her, she wondered if that part had actually been true.
“Is Jake home?” Becca asked.
“I thought you were dead,” the man exclaimed at the same moment.
His eyes were round; his mouth hung slightly open. He fixed his eyes on her like he was afraid she would disappear if he looked away.
Before Becca could try to figure out what he meant, he opened the door wider and motioned her inside.
Becca hung back. “I think you’ve got the wrong person. I’m just looking for Jake. I know him from school.”
He shook his head so hard that Becca felt dizzy. “Don’t lie to me. Why are you lying to me? I’d know you anywhere.” He grabbed her wrist and, before she could think of resisting, pulled her inside.
She stumbled through the front door. Immediately she jerked her arm away and turned back around, but he had already slammed the door shut behind her. He stood between her and the exit, tears streaming down his face. “You were gone so long.” His voice broke. “You let me think you were dead. How could you? Didn’t you know how much we missed you?”
Becca tried to keep her voice level. “There’s been some mistake. I’m not who you think I am.” She searched the room for something she could use as a weapon if he turned violent. The room was practically bare. A tattered couch, a TV in the corner showing executions. Four neat but precariously tall stacks of unopened mail next to the door. On the wall, a picture hung the wrong way around, so that all Becca could see was the back of the frame.
That was it. Nothing Becca could use. Nothing to protect her from this lunatic.
He reached a trembling hand toward her hair, but stopped just short of touching her. “You can’t be alive. You can’t. I saw you die.”
“I’m sorry about whatever happened,” said Becca, making her speech low and soothing, trying not to let him see her fear. She didn’t know what might set him off. “But whoever you’re looking for… I’m not her.” Could she open the window and climb out? Probably not before he caught her. “Just step away from the door and let me leave. Please.”
The door burst open, catching Jake’s dad in the back. He yelped and stumbled out of the way.
Jake rushed into the house, clutching two bulging bags of groceries. “Dad? What happened? Whose car is—” He saw Becca and froze. He dropped the bags to the floor, and Becca heard the crunch of breaking glass.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Jake roared. His voice filled the tiny room. However frightening he had sounded when he had threatened Laine, it was nothing compared to now.
Her thoughts of confrontation evaporated. “I came to ask you something, but it wasn’t important. I was just leaving.”
Yellow liquid seeped out of one of the grocery bags. Jake either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “How dare you come into my home? How dare you come near my family?”
“I wasn’t… he thought…” Becca gave up on explanations. She started for the door, but Jake was still standing between her and the way out.
Jake slowly walked up to her until his toes touched hers. Abruptly, his voice dropped to a whisper. “If you ever come near my father again,” he hissed, “I’ll kill you.”
Before Becca could react, Jake grabbed for her. He dug his fingers into her arm and propelled her out the door. She only just managed to stay on her feet.
“Get out!” he screamed as she ran for the car.
 
* * *
 
From her vantage point at the top of the slide, Becca spotted the rust-ridden death trap of a car as soon as it pulled up.
The engine shut off with a strangled growl. Becca knew who was inside before the driver’s-side door opened. That was the same car that had been parked beside hers when she had left Jake’s house an hour ago.
Jake walked across the playground to her. He stopped at the bottom of the slide. “I was hoping you’d be here.” His smile was nowhere to be found. Instead, his face was a mess of relief and hope and fear. He looked… vulnerable. His shoulders were hunched; he walked with small, hesitant steps. A jarring contrast to his earlier fury.
“I thought you didn’t ever want to see me again.” She managed to keep most of the fear out of her voice.
“I’m sorry about what happened back there. I didn’t mean to yell at you like that.” He sounded like a different person. All his carefree confidence was gone.
He watched her like he was waiting for an answer. She didn’t give him one. What was she supposed to say? It’s okay that you lied to me, tried to manipulate me, and then threatened to kill me. That wasn’t going to happen. Not without a really good reason.
Seeing him down there reminded her of the first time she had run into him at the playground. She frowned at the memory. It had taken her almost twenty minutes to get back here from Jake’s house this afternoon… and yet Jake had just happened to come here the other day to think? Becca’s skin prickled.
When she didn’t answer, Jake motioned her down the ladder. “Come down here and we’ll talk.”
“I’d rather not.” She crouched in a defensive position, waiting for him to climb the ladder after her.
Instead, he sat at the bottom of the rusted slide. “Why did you come to my house, anyway?”
Now that she didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger, Becca’s earlier anger began to boil up, overtaking her fear.
She was so sick of being lied to.
“I’m not the one who needs to explain myself. If you’re not working for Internal, why did you want to know about Heather? Why did you take me on that date? Why did you lie about your mom? Who did your dad think I was?” Her voice rose with every question. “And why did you go nuts when I came to your house?”
“I told you,” said Jake. Not angry like she had expected. Quiet. Defeated. “I wanted to know about Heather because I didn’t think it was right the way everyone was treating her. That’s it. And I took you out to dinner because I like you—is that so hard to believe? As for the rest…” He looked up at her with pleading eyes. “Can’t you just forget about all that?”
Becca raised her eyebrows. “You’re kidding, right?”
“I’m sorry, okay? I don’t know what was wrong with me. As soon as I realized what I had said to you…” He hunched over, curling his hands into fists. “I just want to make things right.”
“If you don’t want to tell me the truth, fine,” said Becca. “You leave me alone and I’ll leave you alone. But don’t try to pretend we have some kind of relationship, and don’t ever lie to me again.”
“Please. Let’s start over.” He sounded like the words were choking him, like Becca’s answer was a matter of life and death.
“I already gave you that chance. We’re going in circles here. Tell me what’s going on, or don’t talk to me again.”
She waited… and waited. He didn’t speak. He didn’t even move.
He wasn’t going to answer her.
But he didn’t look like he was planning on leaving, either. And Becca couldn’t stay here all night.
He didn’t hurt me earlier, even as angry as he was, she told herself. He won’t hurt me now. But the hate in his voice when he had threatened Laine still echoed in her ears.
She started climbing down the ladder.
Jake didn’t move as she made it to the bottom of the ladder, as she began walking toward the road. She paused and looked back at him one more time. He was still sitting a the bottom of the slide, eyes closed, fists clenched. She couldn’t even tell whether he knew she had moved.
Becca wanted to scream at him, to rush up and shake him until some sort of logical explanation fell out. But no matter what Jake told her, it wouldn’t be what she wanted. He could explain what he had done, but he could never explain her mother.
She kept walking.
As she reached the road, Jake called after her. “Wait.”
She stopped.
“I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
Becca waited while Jake dragged himself across the sea of weeds. When he reached her, he opened his mouth, then closed it again. It took him a moment to get the words out.
“Three years ago, Internal arrested me and my family.” It came out in a rush. “We weren’t dissidents. A friend of my dad’s was staying with us that year, and it turned out he was publishing a dissident newspaper. We didn’t find out until it was too late.” He looked at her with fear in his eyes. “We weren’t dissidents,” he repeated.
Most people probably wouldn’t have believed his denials. But Becca’s mom had told her stories most people never heard. Every once in a while, Internal made a mistake.
Of course, that was what she had kept telling herself about Heather’s parents.
But her mom had kil— They had been executed. Jake and his dad were still alive. Just like Heather.
“They let you go,” she said, thinking aloud. “So they must have realized they were wrong about you.”
Jake nodded. “But not until… not for a while. My mom died in there.”
Had they made her confess to something she hadn’t done? She tried to push the thought away. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s over now.” Jake moved his shoulders in a convulsive imitation of a shrug. “But that’s why I got like that when I saw you at my house. No one ever comes there—just me and my dad. And you saw what he’s like now. He’s… fragile. When I saw you inside, all I could think was that someone might hurt him.”
And no wonder, after what had happened to his mom. She shuddered.
“And that’s why I was asking about Heather,” Jake continued. “I wasn’t spying for anyone. I just wanted to know how she was doing, because I know what it’s like.”
“So why talk to me?” Becca asked. “Why not go to her directly?”
“I didn’t know if she’d want to talk to me. I figured she might just want to be left alone. Besides…” He paused. “It wasn’t just about Heather. I wanted to get to know you.”
Becca, still trying to process his revelation about his arrest, couldn’t respond with anything but a blank stare.
“When Internal let us go, everyone knew what had happened,” said Jake. “None of my friends would speak to me, except to call me a dissident. I got beaten up every day. I couldn’t fight back, in case hurting them got me arrested again. They broke one of my ribs once. I was afraid one day they’d go too far and kill me.” He rubbed his chest like he could still feel the pain of the broken rib. “We moved out to live with my grandparents—my mom’s parents—for a while. No one at my new school knew about any of it. I kept waiting for someone to call me a dissident, or to say something about my mom, but they never found out. I almost got used to it—being normal again.
“Of course, then my grandparents decided they’d rather pay for us to move back here than keep us in their house any longer than they had to. I guess I should be grateful they kept us around as long as they did—my dad isn’t exactly easy to live with. So they pay the rent and send us just enough money to live on—” A hint of bitterness crept into his voice. “—And we stay here where they don’t have to deal with us.”
He paused for a moment, staring at the ground. “When we came back here, I stayed as invisible as possible. I didn’t want anybody to recognize me. A few people have, but it’s nothing like before. But that’s only because I don’t let them notice me. I make sure not to be too loud, or too quiet, or too smart, or too anything.”
But he hadn’t been invisible when he had confronted Laine. He had risked having people notice him to help Heather.
She kept listening.
“I saw it happen all over again with Heather. But you didn’t turn on her, even after people started calling you a dissident too. I thought…” He laughed a little. “It sounds pathetic. I thought with you maybe I wouldn’t have to be invisible.”
What could Becca say to all that?
“I had no idea.” She shook her head. “I thought you were using me somehow—either to get information about Heather for Internal, or… I didn’t even know what.” She paused. “I’m sorry.”
“How were you supposed to know?” He stood awkwardly, hands jammed into his pockets. “So… can we start over?” His smile was so slight, Becca almost didn’t see it. “Again?”
By telling her what had happened to him, he had risked her turning against him like everybody else. He had poured his heart out to her. How could she turn him away after that?
She smiled back. A peace offering. “Of course we can.”
 
* * *
 
Becca’s head was still full of her conversation with Jake when she scanned the cafeteria for Heather the next Monday.
She almost didn’t recognize her. Heather wasn’t wearing any makeup, and her hair stuck out in tangled curls. She moved without grace; as Becca watched, she stumbled to an empty table in the corner and set her tray down so hard a drop of chili jumped up onto her shirt. She didn’t seem to notice.
Becca crossed the room and slid her tray into the space across from Heather.
“Whoever you are, just leave me alone,” Heather muttered. She looked up. “Oh,” she said flatly. “It’s you.”
Becca sat down. “I’ve been looking for you all morning. I thought maybe you had skipped school again.”
Heather studied her chili as though it were an alien lifeform. “What do you want?” For a second Becca wasn’t sure whether Heather was talking to her or the chili.
Becca took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”
She’d had all day Sunday to think about her conversation with Heather, and about what Jake had told her. And the more she thought, the more she knew she had been wrong to push Heather about what she had found in her mom’s files. Heather didn’t need that kind of pressure right now. She didn’t need that reminder of what her parents had been.
That would leave Becca with nobody to talk to about what she had found. But that didn’t matter right now. Heather needed a friend—Becca’s conversation with Jake had shown her just how much—and she had nobody else.
“I’m sorry about… everything I said,” Becca continued. She couldn’t get more specific than that. Not here. “I won’t talk to you about it anymore, if you don’t want.”
Heather stirred her chili. She didn’t answer.
“Whatever you need, I’m here for you,” Becca promised.
Heather spoke without looking at Becca. “I need you to leave me alone.”
Becca flinched at the coldness in Heather’s voice. “I should have told you about your parents sooner, too. I won’t keep things from you anymore.”
Heather jumped up from her chair. She slammed her hands down on the table; both their trays shook. “I said leave me alone!”
In the sudden quiet, Becca felt everyone’s eyes on her.
Heather’s breath came raggedly. Her eyes looked like a trapped animal’s. “Please,” she mumbled. “Please. Please go away.”
Becca’s best friend was in there somewhere. But Becca couldn’t see her.
Heather didn’t move. Neither did Becca.
Slowly, the conversation in the cafeteria started up again.
Heather was slipping away. Somebody had to keep her here. Keep her sane.
But hadn’t Becca said she would give Heather whatever she needed?
I need you to leave me alone.
She had thought she had known what was best for Heather before, when she had put off telling her about her parents and led her to the note. It hadn’t helped. If anything, she had only made things worse.
If she pushed Heather now, would she be making the same mistake all over again?
Becca swallowed her next round of apologies and walked away.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
A knock on Becca’s door dragged her out of her dream.
She muttered something incoherent and pulled her blanket up over her head. The knock came again; the blanket did nothing to muffle it.
With a sigh, Becca pushed the blanket away and flicked on her light. She sat up, rubbing her eyes. “What is it?” she mumbled.
“Can I come in?” her mom asked from the other side of the door.
As if Becca could say no. “I didn’t know you were home.”
“I didn’t have anything urgent to deal with, so I decided to come home and catch up on some sleep.” The door opened, and her mom stepped inside. “Speaking of which, you’re in bed early. Especially for a Saturday.”
Sleeping was easier than being awake, these days. Less opportunity to think about all the things she was trying to push to the back of her mind. “I was tired.”
Her mom held something out to her. Her eyes still blurry from sleep, Becca squinted at the object in her mom’s hand. Her phone. She must have left it in the living room when she had gone to bed.
“Somebody called for you.” Her mom crossed the room to her.
Becca reached for the phone, but her mom pulled it back. She sat down on the bed next to Becca. “Your phone said it was Jake. Is this the same Jake you thought was working for Surveillance? You told me he had stopped bothering you.”
She had told the truth… sort of. In the three weeks since their conversation at the playground, they had taken the first shaky steps toward getting to know each other. They never talked about Jake’s past—he never brought it up, and Becca didn’t want to push him. Instead they stuck to other things, safer things, like school and TV and all the everyday inanities people talked about to fill up time. They talked almost every day… but he never bothered her.
Somehow Becca didn’t think that was what her mom meant.
She straightened, trying to will herself awake. “How should I know why he called?”
“I checked your phone. You two have been talking a lot over the past couple of weeks.”
Becca stopped mid-yawn. “Wait. You read my texts?”
“You told me you thought Jake was working for Surveillance. There has to be a reason you were suspicious of him.”
“I was wrong about him. You had no right to go through my phone.”
Her mom looked down at the phone and pursed her lips. “You haven’t given me much reason to trust your judgment when it comes to friends lately.”
“You mean Heather,” Becca said flatly. She could always tell her mom the truth—that she and Heather hadn’t spoken in almost three weeks—but no matter how things were between her and Heather, she needed her mom to know that she still stood by her friend, that she didn’t believe Heather was a dissident.
“Yes. I mean Heather.” Her mom shifted on the bed so she could look directly at Becca. “And now this Jake. Three weeks ago, you were sure he had ulterior motives. Now you two are… friends? More than friends?”
Becca wasn’t sure what they were. For now, it didn’t matter. She was someone who knew his history but wouldn’t call him a dissident, the only person who hadn’t started whispering behind his back after he had broken his invisibility rule by stepping in to help Heather. He was someone who was willing to talk to her, who could make her forget about Heather and her mother for moments at a time. They would figure out the rest as they went along. “We’re… talking.”
“And whatever made you suspicious of him doesn’t matter anymore?”
Her mom didn’t even accept her friendship with Heather. What would she think of Jake, if she knew Internal had arrested him? If her mom was willing to condemn Heather based on what her parents had done, Becca doubted it would matter that Internal had realized their mistake and let Jake go.
Becca tried to force her half-asleep brain to think. “I guess I got paranoid after what happened with Heather. It seemed strange for him to ask me out when everyone else was treating me like a disease. So when he asked me about Heather, I assumed that had to be the reason.”
“I can’t control who you spend your time with,” said her mom. “But if you’re going to keep talking to this person, I want to meet him. You should invite him over for dinner sometime.”
Becca started shaking her head before her mom had even finished her sentence. “I told you I was wrong about him. I’m not allowed to be wrong about somebody?”
“I’m not saying you couldn’t have been wrong about him before. I’m concerned that you might be wrong about him now.”
“You used to trust my judgment.” That wasn’t the real problem, though. For the first time in her life, she didn’t care what her mom thought of her. But after what Jake had gone through, how could she bring him here to eat across the table from the one person who most represented Processing?
“That was before you insisted on maintaining a friendship with the daughter of two dissidents.”
If Heather is a dissident because of her parents, what does being your daughter make me? “You said yourself, you can’t control who I spend time with.”
“That doesn’t mean I won’t do what I can to protect you.” Her mom sat a little straighter. “You can let me meet him, or I can have Investigation look into him.”
Becca’s mouth fell open. “Because you think anyone I’m friends with must be a dissident?”
“Because he was asking you suspicious questions about the daughter of confirmed dissidents. Your suspicions, whether or not you still have them, are more than enough for Internal to take an interest.”
Becca felt sick. Had her mom been like this all along? How had she never noticed? “So if I don’t let you meet him, you’ll report him as a dissident for something I said when I didn’t even know him?”
“Of course not!” Her mom looked scandalized, and vaguely disgusted. “You think I would compromise my integrity by reporting him as a dissident, with practically nothing to support that accusation, because I was worried about his relationship with you?” She shook her head. “I would have Surveillance look into it and find out whether there’s any reason to suspect dissident activity. That’s all.”
Was that the same integrity that let her get false confessions out of dissidents and make Anna disappear? Becca swallowed the retort. She should be grateful her mom wasn’t willing to report Jake for no good reason.
But if her mom had Surveillance investigate him, they would find out about the arrest. After that, at best she would find some way to keep Becca away from him, no matter what she said about not being able to control who Becca spent her time with. At worst, she would take that as all the proof she needed, and Jake would disappear like Anna.
“I’ll invite him over for dinner,” said Becca, already planning how to put it off.
“Soon,” her mom said, as if she could see what Becca was thinking.
“Soon,” Becca agreed.
Her mom didn’t get up. “I have to go in to work tomorrow morning, but I’ll be home in plenty of time for dinner.”
Becca sighed loud enough for her mom to hear. “I’ll see if he can make it.”
 
* * *
 
“So, Jake,” said Becca’s mom. “Tell me about yourself.”
Jake sat in the extra chair Becca’s mom had squeezed into the kitchen, his long legs spilling out from under the table. To his left, Becca watched him warily. He didn’t know about her mom’s threat, so he might not know how careful he had to be. And he was bound to show some hint of stress that her mom would misinterpret. Her mom’s reputation made people nervous under the best of circumstances. Even when they hadn’t spent time in Processing. Even when they didn’t have parents who had died there.
Jake shrugged like he had when Becca had asked him that question, but this time it looked jerky and uncoordinated. “There’s not much to tell.”
Come on, Jake. Give her something. Give her some reason to trust you.
She had told Jake he didn’t have to do this. She hadn’t told him what her mom had threatened to do if he didn’t; the lie of omission had given her a twinge of guilt, but she hadn’t wanted him to think he was in danger of being arrested again. She hadn’t figured out what she would tell him if he didn’t agree to come, but that turned out not to be an issue—he had agreed after only a slight hesitation.
Now she wondered if she should have told him the whole truth after all. Maybe then he’d know what was at stake.
He’s not a dissident, she reminded herself. He’s not like Heather’s parents. Even if she does have him investigated, the worst that can happen is that she’ll find out about the arrest and try to stop me from seeing him. They won’t arrest him again.
Unless the rest of Internal cared as little about the truth as her mom did.
“The lasagna came out great,” said Becca, a little too loudly. “Thanks, Mom.” She forced another forkful into her mouth. Normally she loved her mom’s lasagna, but tonight even the thought of eating made her stomach rebel. Just being at the same table with her mom did that to her lately.
“I’m glad you like it.” Her mom gave Becca a brief smile before returning her attention to Jake. “I’m out of practice. I don’t get much time to cook anymore. Some days I’m lucky if I make it home from work before midnight.”
Don’t start talking about work, Becca prayed.
“But you don’t want to hear about dissidents over dinner,” said her mom. She eyed Jake, a quizzical frown creasing her forehead. “Becca said you two have only known each other a couple of weeks.”
Jake nodded. “We just moved back here two months ago.” He darted his eyes around the kitchen—searching for an escape route, maybe. He looked everywhere but at Becca’s mom. Becca cringed inwardly. This would be a great time for you to act invisible.
The less he looked at her mom, the more closely her mom watched him. “But you used to live around here? Did you two know each other back then?”
Becca dropped her fork onto her plate. “Mom, why are you asking this stuff? I told you, we just met a couple of weeks ago. Why does it matter, anyway?” As if Jake weren’t having a hard enough time acting normal.
Her mom didn’t even acknowledge her. Her frown deepened. “Do I know your parents, then?”
Jake stabbed at his lasagna. “I don’t think so. Neither of them ever worked for Internal.”
Becca searched for something she could say to turn the conversation in a better direction—the last thing Jake needed was a reminder of his parents. She came up blank.
“Are you sure?” her mom pressed.
“I’m sure.” Jake was methodically dismantling his lasagna now. He spread it layer by layer across his plate.
Above the stove, the clock ticked away the seconds. How many more before this meal was over?
Her mom leaned a little closer to Jake, studying his face. “I could have sworn I—” She drew back. Her chair clattered to the floor behind her as she jerked up out of her seat.
She grabbed Jake’s arm and yanked him out of his chair. “Get out.” Her words sliced through the air. “Get out of my kitchen. Get out of my apartment. And don’t you ever come near my daughter again.”
Becca stood up, knowing she had to intervene but not sure how. What was her mom doing? What had she seen in Jake to cause this kind of reaction? First the weird questions, and now—
She went cold as the truth hit her.
Jake swayed on his feet, looking from Becca’s mom to the doorway and back again. “I—”
“Get out,” her mom repeated, in a whisper more dangerous than a roar. “Don’t say another word. Just leave this apartment right now.”
Becca had to do something. Say something to Jake, or to her mom, or…
She stayed where she was, still and silent, as Jake backed out of the kitchen.
 
* * *
 
As soon as the apartment door closed, Becca’s mom sagged against the counter. “Please tell me you didn’t know.”
Becca stayed where she was. She couldn’t move. “You killed her, didn’t you? You killed Jake’s mother.”
Her mom let out a long, ragged breath. “You knew. You knew about him and his family, and you still…” She clutched the counter like she was afraid she might fall. “I don’t know you anymore.”
I don’t know you anymore. Heather had said the same thing.
“She wasn’t a dissident. She was innocent. They all were.” Becca stumbled back and dropped, half-falling, into her chair. “Did you know? Did you even care?”
“That’s what he told you? And you believed him?” Her mom laughed without humor. “You should have known better than to expect the truth from a dissident.”
“He told me about his dad’s friend.” Becca traced the fake wood grains on the plastic-topped table, in the space beside her mostly-full plate of lasagna. She couldn’t look at her mom. If she did, she would have to try to figure out whether she was looking at the woman who had raised her or the stranger who had killed Jake’s mother.
“What friend?” Her mom sounded like she really didn’t know what Becca was talking about. Becca knew better. She knew how well her mom could lie.
“The dissident. The reason Jake and his family were arrested.” Becca scraped her fingernail along the pattern she was tracing, trying to scratch a line. “Don’t pretend you don’t know.”
Her mom sat down in Jake’s chair. She scraped the lasagna off her own plate and stacked Jake’s on top of it. “Becca… I have no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t know what kind of lies he told you, but that’s all they were. Lies.”
Becca turned her face away, toward the wall. “How do I know you’re not the one lying?” She didn’t realize how close she was to tears until she heard her voice waver.
She felt her mom pull back. “You’d trust a dissident’s word over mine?”
“It’s not like you haven’t lied to me before.” If she focused hard enough on the wall, maybe her mom’s voice would disappear. Maybe it would all disappear.
“When?” her mom demanded. “When have I lied to you?”
Why didn’t she just tell her mom what she had found in those files? Why had she avoided the subject for so long? Did she really think her own mother would report her?
Tell her. Nothing will happen. Just say it.
She didn’t say it.
“If Jake and his family were dissidents, why did you let him and his dad go?” she asked instead.
Her mom sighed. “Turn around and look at me. This is ridiculous.”
Reluctantly, Becca turned away from the wall and met her mom’s eyes. She had expected to see anger there. Instead, her mom looked… scared. No. Terrified.
“Letting them go wasn’t my choice,” her mom said. “The people who make these decisions always have complex reasons, usually involving the benefits of strengthening Internal’s presence in society by releasing the occasional prisoner who has reason to fear us. If it were up to me, it would never happen.” She sighed again. “They said, the way they always do in these situations, that Jake and his father posed no further threat to society. They don’t understand that no dissident is harmless.” She paused. “But even assuming they were right, harmless and innocent are not the same thing. There was never any question that Jake and his family were dissidents.”
What if her mom was telling the truth? What if Jake really was a dissident?
But why should Becca believe a word her mom said?
“Do you want me to tell you the truth about why he was arrested?” her mom asked.
Becca didn’t answer.
Her mom started talking anyway. “His family was publishing a dissident newspaper from their house. He and his parents were only peripherally involved; his older sister was the main problem.”
“He told me about the newspaper,” Becca interrupted. “None of them had anything to do with it. It was their dad’s friend.” But her mom’s words had sparked a flicker of doubt in her mind. Jake had never mentioned a sister. She thought back to how Jake’s dad had reacted to her. When he had looked at her, had he seen a lost daughter?
If Jake’s sister was real… what had happened to her?
“His sister was connected with a minor dissident group. Public Relations appropriated her for televised execution before we could get any names from her, but she herself admitted the connection.” Her mom took hold of Becca’s chin and made Becca look her in the eye. “They were not innocent.”
If this was true, why would Jake have told her about the arrest in the first place? Why wouldn’t he have avoided the subject entirely, instead of telling her a half-truth that might drive her away?
Her mom let go. “His sister was executed,” she finished. “His mother died under interrogation. He and his father were released, against my wishes.”
“What did you want to do with them?” Becca snapped. “Did you want to kill them too?”
She imagined Jake as he must have been after his release. Sent back into the world as if nothing had happened, as if nothing were different. His mother dead, and, if her mom was telling the truth, his older sister too. His father… changed. Day after day of getting beaten up at school, then going home to a half-empty house and trying to take care of his dad. How had he survived?
Her mom pushed the plates aside, stopping just short of sending them crashing to the floor. “I don’t know what’s happening to you, Becca, but it’s scaring me. I could understand your loyalty to Heather; you’ve been friends with her for years. But then you defended that other dissident—Anna—after that rumor she passed on to you. And now…” She studied Becca’s face as carefully as she had Jake’s a few minutes ago. Whatever answers she found there didn’t diminish the fear in her eyes. “Now you’re defending a dissident. Do you understand what you’re saying when you tell me you believe his story over mine? Do you understand what it means for you to imply that it would have been wrong to kill them? Do you?”
Becca couldn’t think about what her mom was saying. About what it meant. Better to focus on what her mom had done. She let the anger fill her, a shield against her mom’s implied accusations.
“So you do wish you had killed him. How old was he then? Thirteen? And you would have shot him along with his sister.” As she spoke, her mom’s features rearranged, became unfamiliar. Her mom had said she didn’t know Becca anymore, but she was the one who had changed.
No. This was who she had always been. Becca had just been too blind to see it.
“I should have gone with Dad when he left,” Becca spat. “Maybe he had the right idea. Maybe he knew the truth about you all along.”
The words hung in the air between them.
They both jumped as the kitchen phone rang.
Becca’s mom got up first. She picked the phone up from the counter. “Hello?” She listened for a moment, then handed the phone to Becca, her face expressionless. “It’s for you.”
Only one person called Becca on the land line instead of her cell phone.
Becca checked the date on her watch. The first Sunday of the month. She had forgotten.
Becca took the phone from her mom. “Hi, Dad.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
Becca sat on her bed with her legs tucked under her, cradling the phone against her ear. Somewhere on the other side of the door, her mom was probably still thinking about what she had said. Becca hadn’t meant to say it. The words had slipped out before she was fully aware of them. Had she crossed a line? Said something unforgivable?
Why did it matter? Why did she care whether she hurt her mom, after everything her mom had done?
Her dad had asked her something. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”
“How’s school going?” her dad repeated in his soft voice.
She answered on autopilot. “Fine, I guess.” Now that she wasn’t in the same room as her mom, it was harder to keep her anger fresh. She couldn’t renew it by looking at her mom and seeing how the person she thought she knew had actually been somebody else all along. The rest of the conversation, the part she had been trying not to think about, began to creep back into her mind.
Do you understand what you’re saying when you tell me you believe his story over mine? Do you understand what it means for you to imply it would have been wrong to kill them?
“Becca? Are you still there?”
“I’m still here.” Becca tried to focus on her dad’s voice, tried to let it block out the echoes of other voices.
Only a dissident would think any of that could be true.
But she had found proof. That changed everything, didn’t it? How could she not believe, now that she had proof?
Did it still make her a dissident?
Did being glad Jake was alive make her a dissident? Did being angry that her mom had killed his mom?
Dissident. The word echoed through her mind.
Her dad was talking again. Becca tried to concentrate, but he sounded like he was speaking some alien language. He paused. Was he waiting for an answer? What had he asked her?
“Are you okay?” The words came through clearly this time. From the way he said it, she guessed it wasn’t the first time he had asked the question.
“I’m fine,” she said, but winced as her answer came out too fast, too clipped. She struggled to come up with a better response, but her mind dragged her back down.
Dissident.
Becca knew what dissidents were. They were the people Internal arrested every day, the people trying to poison society against the government so they could bring back the old corrupt system. Becca’s mom had raised her to believe in the importance of a safe and stable world, a world ruled by justice. Whatever she might think of her mom now, Becca still believed in that world. She didn’t want any part of the world the dissidents were trying to create—so how could she be a dissident?
But how much of what she knew about the dissidents was true, and how much had been manufactured by people like her mom?
Back to her mom again. Back where she had started.
She tried to build her anger up again, tried to remind herself of all the things her mom had done. All the ways she had lied. But instead of boiling over, the anger sat in her belly like a piece of bad meat. Maybe her mom hadn’t betrayed her after all. Maybe Becca was the traitor here. Dissident.
“If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay,” her dad was saying. “But if there’s any way I can help…”
Her dad’s words barely penetrated her thoughts—but the sound of his voice sparked a memory, one she clung to like a lifeline. He didn’t like her mom’s job either, or a lot of the things Internal did. It was the reason he had left. Becca could still remember the arguments.
If he could have doubts about Internal without being a dissident, so could she.
She tried to lighten her voice, tried to make it sound like this wasn’t a big deal. “Can I ask you something?”
“Shoot.”
She tried to figure out how to word her question without sounding like she was making accusations. “What made you hate Mom’s job enough to leave?”
His answer, when it came, was sharp. “What has your mother been telling you?”
“What? This isn’t about her. I—”
“I never had a problem with her job,” her dad insisted. “No matter what she says.”
Becca frowned. “But… I remember. I used to hear you arguing about it.” The memories, blurry from years of disuse, sharpened as she called them to mind again. A fight in the middle of the night. All she said was that her life wasn’t that bad under the old regime. How is that enough to condemn her to death? Another, hastily interrupted as Becca came in from the yard. I know the kinds of things you do in that place. How can I watch you hug Becca and not think about the blood on your hands?
“I always supported your mother.” Her dad interrupted the memories. Becca recognized the tension in his voice. She could hear it in her own thoughts.
Did he hear the word echoing in his head too?
Dissident.
In his denials, she could hear herself thirty years from now, insisting that she had never doubted any dissidents’ confessions. Pushing the evidence she had found to the back of her mind because the only alternative was to become the enemy.
Lying like everybody else did. Like her dad was right now.
Why couldn’t anyone just tell her the truth?
“If you didn’t have a problem with her job,” she challenged him, “then why did you two argue about it all the time?”
“You were a kid. You misunderstood.”
Maybe she should let him have his denial.
And then what? If he couldn’t admit his doubts, what was she supposed to do with hers? How was she supposed to quiet the accusing voice?
Her voice hardened. “I know what I heard.”
Her dad waited a moment to answer. “Her job brought certain dangers with it. Things I didn’t know if I could live with.”
“What do you mean?” She wanted to know how he was rationalizing this to himself.
“Well, you remember what happened with your mom’s friend.”
Becca tried to figure out what he was talking about, but nothing came to mind. Had anything actually happened, or was he just making this up to cover over the doubts he didn’t want to admit he had?
“What happened?” she asked.
“You don’t remember?” He sounded surprised. “I guess you were pretty young at the time.” He paused. “Internal took her husband. She blamed your mother for it. Your mother tried to help her at first, but she wouldn’t listen.”
Despite herself, Becca almost felt sorry for her mother. A friend who had lost family to Internal, who turned on her and pushed her away even though she’d had nothing to do with it… Becca knew all too well what that felt like. She kept waiting for Heather to call her or at least say hi at school, but when they passed each other in the halls, Heather’s eyes slid over her as if she didn’t exist.
She forced her attention back to her dad. “What does this have to do with why you hated Mom’s job?”
Her dad hesitated. “Her friend tried to kill her.”
It took Becca a moment to recover her voice. “She what? Why?”
“Maybe she was a dissident. Maybe losing her husband just made her snap. When your mother left for work, her friend was waiting for her. Your mother barely got away in time.”
Maybe her dad was making this up. But Becca didn’t think so. She had a faint memory of police cars in front of the house, of the feeling that something important and scary had happened.
If her mom’s friend could do something like that…
No. Heather could never kill anyone.
But the Heather she saw in the halls these days, the one who had screamed at her in the cafeteria the last time they had talked, wasn’t the same Heather she used to know. Heather hadn’t been that person since the night she had called Becca from 117.
Her dad was still talking, still trying to convince her he had never had any doubts. “That’s why I didn’t like her job. I didn’t think I could live with that kind of danger. It had nothing to do with… anything else.”
But Becca wasn’t listening anymore.
 
* * *
 
Becca rushed into the cafeteria, out of breath. As soon as she stepped inside, she scanned the tables for Heather. She didn’t see her.
She stood just inside the doors, studying the faces of everyone who walked in. She flinched at the hostile glares some of them directed at her. While the rumors about her and Heather had died down, they still weren’t entirely gone. She wanted to go sit at a table in the corner and pretend she was invisible… but she had to find Heather.
Five minutes went by, then ten. Still no Heather. Was she eating someplace else? Maybe she had decided not to come to school at all.
When Heather finally walked through the doors, Becca almost didn’t recognize her. She was still going without makeup, and her hair was pulled back in a plain ponytail. Her jeans and t-shirt looked more likely to have come from Becca’s wardrobe than her own.
But the biggest difference was in the way she held herself. She didn’t shuffle her feet and hunch her shoulders the way she had the last time Becca had seen her; she walked with her old confidence. No, more than her old confidence—this was something new.
Heather saw her, Becca could tell. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second before Heather looked away.
Becca blocked her path. “We need to talk.”
Heather tried to walk around her. “Not right now, okay? We can talk later.”
And how long would that be? Another three weeks? A month? By then it could be too late.
No, she told herself again. Heather isn’t capable of something like that.
But if she was wrong…
She matched her steps to Heather’s, keeping her body in front of her. “No. We need to talk now.”
They stood like that for a moment as people shoved past them. What would Becca do if Heather said no? She had no way to force Heather to talk to her.
At last, Heather nodded. “There’s a table over there.” She pointed to the far corner of the room.
Becca shook her head. “Not here. Someplace quieter.” Someplace where people won’t overhear.
They left the cafeteria. On their way down the hall, they passed two of Heather’s old friends headed in the opposite direction. As the girls saw Heather, one of them leaned in toward the other and whispered something. Heather didn’t even look at them.
Becca ducked into their Citizenship classroom, which was empty this time of day. She was afraid Heather would just keep going, but Heather followed her into the room. Becca closed the door behind them. This was as safe as they were going to get. At least she could be relatively sure the classrooms weren’t bugged. Surveillance didn’t need to spend hours listening in on every class, when Monitors were more efficient and didn’t cost anything.
Becca and Heather sat at a couple of empty desks near the center of the room. The shiny desks at this school still unnerved Becca a little. She missed the scuffed and scratched-up desks of the old school. They had felt lived-in. These—and everything else in this school—looked like props from a movie.
“What did you want to talk about?” The grief and uncertainty had disappeared from Heather’s voice. She didn’t sound like the same person Becca had talked to in the cafeteria three weeks ago. But she didn’t sound like her old self, either.
Becca studied the smudged blackboard as though the right words might appear there. All she saw was a list of the ten characteristics of a good citizen, which she had memorized back in elementary school. “If you still don’t want anything to do with me, that’s fine. I can leave you alone after this. But I need to know something.” She stopped, unwilling to even hint at the suspicion that could drive Heather out of her life for good.
Heather waited, so still and quiet that Becca wanted to ask her what she had done with the real Heather.
At least she was looking at Becca now, and listening to her, instead of pretending she didn’t exist. So what if she was acting a little strange. She was still trying to deal with losing her family, her friends, her life. Of course she wasn’t back to normal yet.
“What do you need to know?” Heather asked.
“Do you blame my mom for what happened with your parents?”
“Of course not. She did what she had to do.”
Heather’s answer had come too easily. Like she had practiced it. Maybe Becca’s suspicions hadn’t been unfounded after all. Cold began creeping up her limbs.
“If you’re thinking of… doing anything… don’t.” Becca stumbled over the words. “You’d get caught. You’d end up being executed like your parents. Anyway, my mom isn’t responsible for what happened.”
Heather frowned. “You’re not making any sense.”
What had Becca expected to accomplish by doing this? If Heather wasn’t planning on trying to get revenge against her mom, the idea that Becca would suspect her of such a thing might damage their relationship beyond repair. And if she was, could Becca really talk her out of it?
But as long as the possibility existed, Becca had to do something. No matter what Becca thought of her mom, she couldn’t stand back and let her die.
“You think I would, what, turn into a dissident?” Heather’s voice rose. A little of her old self crept back into her face. “You were the one person in this school who didn’t suspect me. I should have known you’d end up taking their side sooner or later.”
“That’s not what I meant. I meant if you were planning on… getting revenge against her somehow.”
Heather looked at her in horror. “Against your mom? For executing a couple of dissidents? You really think I would do something like that? What’s wrong with you?”
Becca felt like an idiot. The strangeness she had seen in Heather, her too-quick response to Becca’s questions about her mom—they seemed like nothing when put up against the fact that she was all but accusing her best friend of… dissident activity, she realized. She had said she would never suspect Heather of being a dissident, but by bringing up a possibility like this, that was exactly what she was doing.
But still, doubts lingered in her mind.
Heather had said “for executing a couple of dissidents.” Not “my parents.”
Was she trying too hard to sound innocent?
Heather’s chair screeched against the tile as she stood up. She walked to the window.
“I’m sorry.” Becca got up to join her. “Dad told me this story about a friend of my mom’s who tried to kill her after Internal took her husband. It made me kind of paranoid, I guess.”
Heather didn’t look at her.
“It didn’t even occur to me that that would make you a dissident. I just remembered what it did to you when Internal took them, and how mad you got at me for no reason…”
Heather dug her fingernails into her palms. She drew her shoulders up and dropped her head, like a turtle trying to retreat into its shell.
Then, abruptly, her fists unclenched. Her shoulders dropped.
She turned to face Becca. “I’m sorry.”
Becca blinked. If anything, she had expected Heather to demand an apology from her, not the other way around. “For what?”
“You’re right. I was acting suspicious.” She fiddled with something on her shirt. “You believed me when nobody else would, and I screamed at you and pushed you away. You didn’t deserve that.” She dropped her hands to her sides. “I had to work through a bunch of stuff in my head, and every time I saw you it reminded me of all the things I didn’t want to think about.”
Like how Becca felt every time she looked at her mom. The thought of being to Heather what her mom was to her made her skin crawl. She tried to shake off the feeling. “It’s okay.”
Heather shook her head. “It’s not. You were completely justified to suspect me of… whatever. I wasn’t acting like myself.”
She still wasn’t acting like herself. Something about the way she spoke was… wrong. It didn’t sound like Heather.
Heather took a step forward.
The pin at her shoulder glittered in the light.
It took Becca a few seconds to understand what she was seeing. “You joined the Monitors.”
Heather fingered the pin. “A couple of days ago.”
“How could you do that, after everything that’s happened?”
“They didn’t want to let me in at first,” said Heather. “But I explained how much I wanted to make up for what my parents were. They’re going to have to watch me extra-carefully, to make sure I’m not trying to infiltrate them so I can pass information to dissidents, but that’s okay. They’ll start to trust me eventually.”
Becca couldn’t take her eyes off the pin. “That’s not what I meant. How could you join them after what happened to your parents? After what we found in the photo album?”
Heather’s eyes went cold. “My parents were dissidents, Becca.”
The classroom door opened.
They both swiveled their heads toward the sound. Mr. Adams, their Citizenship teacher, stood in the doorway. “Are you supposed to be in here?” he asked. A rhetorical question.
“We were just leaving.” Heather strode to the door and disappeared into the hall.
Becca had no choice but to do the same.
 
* * *
 
When Becca rang Heather’s doorbell that evening, she half-expected Heather to slam the door in her face. Instead Heather met Becca’s eyes with a blank expression. “Hi, Becca.”
Becca looked away. Seeing a stranger looking out of Heather’s eyes was too unnerving. “I, um… I was hoping we could talk.”
Without a word, Heather opened the door and motioned Becca inside. Becca only caught a glimpse of the immaculate living room, with furniture in various shades of cream, before Heather led her upstairs to her room.
Heather still hadn’t unpacked her things. A couple of cardboard boxes stood against the far wall, next to her bed. The room, aside from the bed and the boxes, was bare.
Becca had felt almost as comfortable in Heather’s old bedroom as she did in her own. Here, she felt like an intruder.
Maybe she shouldn’t have come.
But she had to find out what was going on.
Heather sat gingerly on the edge of her bed. “What did you want to talk about?” she asked, her expression bland. She sounded like she was talking to a stranger. Not her best friend of ten years.
Becca stayed standing. “What do you think? That.” She gestured toward Heather’s Monitor pin.
“The Monitors? What about them?” She shrugged. “I know I didn’t want to join before, but you remember what I was like before. All I cared about was how much fun I was having and what other people were saying about me. Sometimes your life has to fall apart before you can really see what’s important, you know?” She smiled—the first smile Becca had seen from her since her parents’ arrest. It hung on her face like a badly-fitting mask.
“If you’re just doing this so people will stop thinking you’re a dissident, you can tell me. You don’t have to pretend with me.” Becca hoped that was the reason. If all this was an act, it would explain why Heather didn’t seem like herself anymore. And why she would join the Monitors even after everything that had happened.
The smile dropped from Heather’s face. “So you think if I actually care about something bigger than myself, I must be pretending?”
Either Heather didn’t trust Becca at all anymore, or… she meant it. She believed in the Monitors, in Internal, in all of it. Not in the offhand way she used to—the way Becca used to—but the way the political kids did, the ones who had dreamed of working for Internal since kindergarten, the ones Heather and her friends had always made fun of.
“But what about your parents? What about…” The eye on Heather’s pin watched her. She hesitated. Should she really be talking about this with a Monitor, of all people?
What was wrong with her? This was Heather. Her best friend. The idea of Heather trying to get revenge against her mom had almost made sense—she could see Heather going after her mom in a storm of grief, not thinking about what she was doing or what it meant. Turning Becca in, though, would take a level of coldness that Heather didn’t have.
At least, the old Heather hadn’t.
Becca forced herself to finish. She wouldn’t let herself think something like that about her best friend. Bad enough that she had suspected her of plotting revenge. “What about the note, and the stuff I found in my mom’s—”
“You said you weren’t going to talk about this anymore,” Heather interrupted. She crossed her arms.
“I didn’t figure you wanted to hear about it yet, on top of everything else you were dealing with. But I can’t forget what I found. I don’t understand how you can just dismiss it.”
“My parents were dissidents.” Heather spoke each word with contemptuous precision. “Everything in that note was a dissident lie.”
“If it was all a lie, then why did I find that file on my mom’s computer that said…” She glanced down at Heather’s pin again. “…that said Public Relations had told her what to get that dissident to say?”
“Maybe you misread it. Maybe someone knew you’d look there and planted it for you to find. How should I know?” She drew her arms in closer to her chest. “But you know what? I don’t care. I don’t care why you found whatever you found, and I don’t care why my parents wrote that note in the first place. They were dissidents, and now they’re gone. That’s all that matters.”
She sounded like she was talking about people she had seen on the news or something. Not her own parents. Becca studied Heather, looking for some trace of the grief she had seen the night she had gone to 117 to save her. She couldn’t find anything.
“Why are you staring at me like that?” Heather snapped.
“They were your parents. How can you talk like they don’t even matter to you?” For once she wanted what she was hearing to be a lie.
Heather looked at her in disbelief. “I thought you were the one who couldn’t forget what we found. Don’t you remember the stuff that note said?” Her voice rose until she was almost yelling. “They were dissidents!”
“They were your parents!”
“I wish I had never known them!” Heather propelled herself off the bed. “They pretended to be normal parents, they pretended to love me, when all along they only cared about poisoning society with their lies. They even managed to poison you! Look at what this is doing to you!”
Becca shrank back from Heather’s rage. “What I found is real. Come to my apartment and I can show you.” But she knew Heather wouldn’t do it. Heather was turning into somebody Becca didn’t know, and Becca didn’t know how to stop it.
Or was Becca the one who was changing?
Dissident.
No. She wasn’t the one in the wrong here. Heather didn’t care about her parents anymore. She didn’t care about the truth. She had pushed Becca away for no reason, and now she wouldn’t listen.
Becca fed the anger, just like she had with her mom yesterday. The hotter it burned, the less the word echoed in her mind.
“First my parents. Now you.” Heather sagged back onto the bed, like her legs wouldn’t hold her anymore. A second ago she had sounded ready to explode; now her voice quavered with the threat of tears. “Are you turning into a dissident now? Is that what this is?”
The echoes got louder, roaring in Becca’s ears, only now they spoke with Heather’s voice. Dissident.
“I’m not a dissident,” she whispered.
It felt like a lie.
“Then why are you doing this? Why can’t you just leave it alone?” Heather swiped the back of her hand across her eyes. “Like it’s not hard enough knowing what my parents were without you acting like you’re on their side.”
On their side.
A dissident.
She tried to focus the anger, bring it closer, build it hotter. She tried to remember that Heather was the one who was wrong.
It was getting harder. Harder to remember that she wasn’t a dissident. Harder to make herself believe it.
“What about what you’re doing?” She flung the words at Heather. “Your parents have only been dead a few weeks, and you’re throwing them away like they never mattered.”
Heather didn’t answer. Her shoulders curled; she started trembling. It took Becca a minute to realize she was crying.
Becca wanted to apologize… but if she did, it would mean she was wrong and Heather was right. And if Heather was right, that meant Becca was what Heather said she was.
Finally, Heather looked up, her face streaked with tears. All the missing grief had come back again, all at once. “I can’t let myself forget that they were dissidents,” she whispered. “Not ever. If I do, I’ll start hating Internal for killing them. And then I’ll end up just like them.”
Becca’s anger drained away, leaving only the echoes. Dissident. Dissident.
Heather wiped away her tears. The emotion vanished from her face so quickly Becca wondered if she had imagined it. “Are you done talking like a dissident?”
As though nothing had happened. As though she had never started crying.
“Actually,” said Becca, “I should probably go.” She had to get out of here. Away from this person who looked like her best friend but wasn’t. Away from the word that got louder in her head every time Heather said it.
Guilt stabbed at her. Heather needed her, and she was running away like a coward. She should stay. Try to help her. It was the right thing to do.
“Okay.” Heather shrugged, already turning away. “I’ll see you in school tomorrow, then.”
Becca escaped out the door. The echoes followed. Dissident. Dissident. Dissident.
She had a plan. She would drop the car off at home, and then she would go to the playground. Let her mind go blank for a while. Forget about her mom. Forget about what Heather had said.
But when she walked in the door, intending to toss the car keys inside and leave again, her mom was standing on the other side. Waiting for her.
“The two of us are going to spend some time together,” said her mom, daring Becca to contradict her. “And we’re going to fix this.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
Becca sat on the park bench with her mom, watching the sun go down. This park was nothing like her playground. The trees were spaced at precise intervals, the grass got mowed every Saturday, and the playground equipment in the distance gleamed as the last rays of the sun glittered off the rust-free metal. Becca hadn’t been here in years, not since the old brown grass had been replanted and the new swings and jungle gym had replaced a couple of splintery picnic tables.
The quiet beauty should have relaxed her. But she couldn’t relax, not with her mom sitting next to her, deliberately looking away as she waited for Becca to make the first move.
Becca stared up at the red-tinged clouds, hardly seeing them. “Just say whatever you brought me here to say.”
“I didn’t bring you here to have the same old arguments again,” her mom replied, still looking at the sky. “I miss you. I don’t like what’s happening to us. I brought you here because if we don’t work to get things back to the way they used to be, we’ll never get there.”
Becca brought her gaze back to earth, to her mom’s earnest face. “You want me to just ignore all of it? The things you did, the things—” The things I’ve learned?
“I executed a couple of dissidents, Becca. That’s all.” Her soft tone took the hostility out of her words. She stood up. “But we didn’t come here to argue about that again.” She held out a hand to Becca. “Let’s walk together.”
Becca stood up to join her mom, but didn’t take the hand she offered.
Her mom started walking down the path. “Do you remember when we used to come here and feed the ducks?”
Her mom’s words immediately called the memory to mind. Becca cringed at the thought of that younger Becca with her hand clasped in her mom’s much larger one, giggling as she threw bread to the ducks. She hadn’t known then what her mom was capable of.
Now every time Becca looked at her mom she thought of Jake’s mother. Of all the false confessions. Of Heather’s parents, who had been dissidents but might also have been right.
If they had been dissidents, and Becca thought they had been right, what did that make Becca?
“What’s the point of remembering that? They filled in the duck pond two years ago.” She didn’t want to think about the times she had been happy with her mom. She didn’t want to remember how close they used to be. It would only remind her of what was missing. Heather, her mom… she was losing everyone.
Before all this, she would have gone to her mom for advice about Heather. Her mom would have known what to do.
Her mom sighed. “Are you going to keep pushing me away like this?”
As if what had happened were Becca’s fault. As if Becca were the one who had killed people’s parents, who had abandoned the truth in favor of whatever lies her bosses told her to feed to the dissidents.
“Don’t you miss it at all?” her mom asked. “The time we used to spend together? The talks we used to have?”
Of course she did. But what was she supposed to do, make herself forget everything she had found out?
They walked together in silence for a couple of minutes as the sky grew darker.
Her mom’s phone buzzed. Her mom picked it up and frowned at the display. “It’s work.”
“Do they want you to go in?” If her mom had to rush off to work, they could put this off until another time. Becca could arrange to be busy whenever that was.
“They can live without me for one night.” She reattached the phone to her belt.
Becca couldn’t remember ever seeing her mom ignore a call from work before.
“Things used to be a lot simpler, didn’t they?” her mom mused. “Before work got so busy. Before this thing with Heather and Jake.”
In school earlier, Becca had greeted Jake like she always did, and they had kept their conversation to safe topics like always. She hadn’t mentioned what her mom had said about him and his family. She had told herself it was because they were in school, where anyone could overhear, but she knew better.
If he found out her mom had been the one to kill his mother, he wouldn’t want anything to do with her. The memory of Heather’s reaction was still fresh in her mind. But it wasn’t just that. She didn’t want to ask him if her mom’s story was true because she didn’t want to try to decipher his answers to figure out whether he was lying. She’d done enough of that lately. More than enough.
For one irrational second, she thought about asking her mom for advice.
Then she remembered again.
“It’s not just you,” her mom continued, as though Becca had answered her. “I miss the way things were before work got so crazy. Back when I could actually spend time with you.”
“I miss it too,” Becca admitted, even though she wasn’t sure she wanted to respond. “It was nice when the most important thing in the world was feeding the ducks.” But she didn’t have go to back that far to find a time when things had been easier. She only had to go back a month, to before Heather’s phone call.
In front of her, Becca saw the bench where they had sat and watched the sunset. The path had taken them in almost a complete circle.
“Things are harder for both of us now. Especially for you.” Her mom slowed down. “But I want you to know I’m still here if you need me. If there’s anything you want to talk about, anything you want to ask me, you can. About Jake’s family, or what happened with Heather, or anything else.”
Becca wished she could. But it wasn’t as simple as her mom made it sound. Asking about what she had found on her mom’s computer didn’t just mean admitting she had gone snooping through her files. It meant admitting she knew something she wasn’t supposed to know. Something Internal had kept secret for… how long? How long had they been doing this?
She was about to answer with some kind of noncommittal refusal when she stopped. Something was bothering her about what her mom had said, something besides how she wished she could take her mom up on her offer.
No, it wasn’t about what her mom had said. It was about the way she had said it.
It reminded her of something. It reminded her of…
That conversation with Jake. The one where he’d asked her about Heather just a little too intently.
She had been wrong about Jake.
This time, she didn’t think she was wrong.
“You’re trying to find out if I’m a dissident.”
Her mom said nothing.
Becca faced her. “That’s why you brought me here. It had nothing to do with fixing things between us. You just wanted to get me to… what, ask you if the dissidents have been right all along?”
“I do want to fix things between us. And I want to make sure you’re all right. I can see you changing, and it worries me.” Her mom didn’t change her tone, didn’t break her calm. Of course she didn’t. She did this with dissidents all the time.
Becca broke away from the path and took off running toward home.
 
* * *
 
Her mom caught up with her before she even made it out of the park.
She couldn’t outrun her mom. There was no point in trying. She slowed down to let her mom walk beside her.
“I’m not a dissident.”
Her mom could tell when she was lying. Did she see it now?
“I’m sorry I brought it up the way I did,” said her mom. “I should have just asked. But considering the way things have been between us, I didn’t know if you’d talk to me at all, let alone tell me the truth.”
They left the park. As they moved onto the road, they started walking single-file: Becca in front, her mom behind.
“So this was all an act. Just a way to get me to let my guard down.” With her mom behind her, out of sight, Becca almost felt like she was talking to herself.
“Not at all. Everything I said was true. I miss you, Becca.”
And Becca missed her. Even knowing why her mom had really come out to the park with her didn’t change that.
But the person she missed had never existed.
A car passed them, temporarily blinding Becca with its headlights. “I know something is going on,” her mom said over the noise. “I know Heather and Jake have been telling you things.” She lowered her voice as the car disappeared into the distance. “You’re starting to wonder if they’re right. It’s understandable.”
Heather and Jake. Her mom was going to try to blame this on them. Becca remembered what had happened the last time her mom had thought one of her friends was a dissident. She still had nightmares sometimes where Anna accused her of turning her over to Internal.
“They haven’t—” Becca started.
Her mom spoke over her. “But some part of you knows that what they’ve been telling you is wrong. That’s why it all seems so confusing. Whatever they’ve told you, I can explain it all for you if you just ask. If you don’t talk to me, I can’t help.” Her voice, floating up from someplace behind Becca, was tight with restrained fear.
“Heather joined the Monitors. She wouldn’t have done that if she was a dissident.” But Becca had no way to defend Jake. Nothing to say that would save him if her mom decided the only way to keep him from passing dissident ideas to Becca was to have Internal arrest him again.
“I don’t know who let that girl into the Monitors, but whoever did it is either an idiot or needs to be investigated. Not only were both her parents dissidents, now she’s started spreading dissident ideology herself.”
“All she’s told me is that Internal was right to execute her parents!” She knew it was hopeless even as she said the words. Her mom wasn’t going to drop this. She could see what was happening to Becca, and in her mind, the only reasonable explanation was that Heather and Jake were responsible. Nothing Becca said would change that.
Nothing she said about Heather and Jake, at least.
But if she admitted to finding the evidence…
Her mom would know she had been snooping. She would know that Becca had information she wasn’t supposed to have.
But she would also know that Becca had gotten the information from her computer. Not from Heather or Jake.
“After what Anna told me…” Saying Anna’s name felt like betraying her all over again. “I went on your computer one night when you were at work. I looked through your files. And… I found something.”
They were almost home. The glow of the parking lot illuminated the road ahead of them.
“One of the dissidents’ files had information about what he was supposed to confess to. What you were supposed to make him say.” Becca didn’t know if her mom could hear her. She was speaking so softly she could barely hear herself.
Her mom’s answer, when it came, was just as quiet. “We need to have a talk.”
 
* * *
 
Neither of them said anything else as they walked through the parking lot and into the building. The stairwell was silent, but Becca couldn’t think over the sound of her uneven breaths.
Becca followed her mom into the apartment. She felt like she was walking to her execution.
Her mom sat down on the couch. Becca joined her.
Was this how her mom looked when she was interrogating a dissident? That carefully-blank expression, those unreadable eyes?
Her mom spoke first. “I’m sorry for lying to you.”
That wasn’t how she had expected her interrogation to begin.
"I didn't want to do it," her mom continued. "But you have to understand, nobody outside Internal is supposed to know about this. It’s not even well-known inside Processing. If anyone found out that you had this information… or that you got it from me…" A hint of fear crept into her too-neutral tone.
Becca kept quiet. She didn't need her mom finding out about the conversation she'd already had with Heather.
"Dissidents have been passing around distorted versions of the truth for years," said her mom. "These things always make it back to them sooner or later. But it's important that everyone else believes it's just another dissident lie, if they hear about it at all; otherwise what we're doing would be meaningless. If that weren't so important, I would have told you the truth a long time ago. I never wanted to keep anything from you."
“It’s not about you lying to me.” Everything her mom had done, and she thought lying to Becca was the worst part? “It’s about what you’ve been doing. All the false confessions.” She had to force every word out of her mouth. Talking about this with Heather had been hard enough. To talk about it with her mom, with someone who worked for Internal, was practically unthinkable. But at the same time, something in her unclenched a little with every word she spoke. It felt good to talk to her mom again. To be able to tell her the truth.
She kept going. “I know you. You wouldn’t do something like this. The truth matters too much to you.” She met her mom’s eyes, but only for a second. It was too hard to look at her. “But you’ve been doing it all along, haven’t you?”
Her mom’s phone buzzed again. Her mom ignored it.
“You need to remember something.” Her mom got off the couch and knelt between Becca and the coffee table, so Becca had no choice but to look at her. “No matter whether these people have done what they’ve confessed to or not, they’re still dissidents. We can simply execute them, or we can go a step further and use them to strengthen society. We choose the latter.”
Becca had told herself the same thing, when she had first found out. Those people were dissidents. They deserved whatever happened to them.
Dissident.
She went cold.
No. She wasn’t like the people her mom was talking about. She hadn’t done anything that would get her arrested. Right?
But what had Anna done?
Even if Becca had been telling the truth about her, Anna would only have been guilty of passing along a rumor she might not have even believed. Hadn’t Becca given that same piece of information to Heather? Hadn’t she done something more serious than that when she had gone through her mom’s files?
“What about…” Her mouth was dry. “What about people who haven’t done anything but say the wrong thing? People like Anna?” People like me?
“In instances like that, it makes even more sense for us to try to get something useful from them,” her mom answered. “Those dissidents usually can’t even give us the names of any others. Either way, we have to remove them from society. By using them this way, we can do some good as well as eliminating the harm they cause.”
That was what she was now. That was what these thoughts made her. A dissident, no different from any other dissident in Processing. Somebody to get rid of. Somebody to use.
I’m not a dissident.
If she hated what her mom was doing, she was a dissident.
If she was a dissident, she was one of the people her mom was talking about.
“But how are you strengthening society by getting people to confess to things they haven’t done?” Please make it make sense, she pleaded silently. Please make me believe you.
Stop me from turning into a dissident.
Her mom moved back up to the couch. “The first question you asked was about people who haven’t done anything you would consider serious,” she said. “That’s exactly why what we’re doing is necessary.” She leaned toward Becca. “Most people think the way you do. If you heard someone say the country was better off under the old regime, what would you do?”
“I’d report them,” she said immediately. But was that even true anymore?
Just how far gone was she?
“Why?” asked her mom.
“Because only a dissident would think something like that.” She didn’t see how closely her words echoed Heather’s until she heard herself speak.
“But what makes that dissident dangerous?” her mom pressed.
Becca hesitated, not sure how to answer.
“Right,” said her mom. “You wouldn’t be able to say. One person, making an offhand comment about the government, doesn’t look like a threat. A conspiracy to overthrow the government—that’s the kind of threat people understand.”
“The kind of threat you create.”
Her mom nodded. “And because people believe that those conspiracies exist, they understand the danger that dissidents present, even if they understand it for the wrong reasons. It becomes automatic. When they hear someone saying the country was better off with the former government, they know that person is a danger to society, even if they don’t consciously think about why.”
“But what makes those people dangerous to begin with?” If she could find what made even the minor dissidents dangerous, maybe she could find the thing that separated her from them.
“A thousand tiny drops of poison will kill somebody as easily as a giant spoonful,” her mom answered. “But those tiny drops are harder to see. If people become complacent toward dissidents who don’t appear to pose any immediate threat, soon they’ll start ignoring them. If the dissidents are ignored instead of stopped, they’ll have a chance to gain enough power that people will stop ignoring them and start listening. And the more people listen to them, the more powerful they’ll become. Before you know it, with no conspiracy necessary, we’ll have exactly what we had before. Chaos, corruption, a world built on ignorance and fear.”
Becca wanted to believe her. She wanted to believe that what Internal was doing—what her mom was doing—was right, no matter how many lies were involved, no matter what her mom had to do to get dissidents to say what she needed them to say. If she could just make herself believe it, she could have her mom back. She could have her mind back. She could have her life back.
Heather had done it. She had blocked out all her grief, blocked out everything Becca had told her. She had convinced herself that her parents had deserved to die. Why couldn’t Becca convince herself that her mom was doing the right thing?
Her mom’s neutral mask slipped a little more, revealing the fear underneath, with every second she waited for Becca’s response.
“I think I get it,” said Becca slowly. “You have to do what you’re doing, so people will understand that dissidents are dangerous. Otherwise they won’t see the danger until it’s too late.”
Her mom sagged against the back of the couch, letting all her muscles relax at once. “Exactly.”
“I think I need some time to think about this,” said Becca. “It’s a lot to absorb.” She swallowed. “Thanks for explaining. I should have asked you when I first found out.”
She escaped to her room before her mom could look past her relief to wonder whether Becca meant what she had said.
 
* * *
 
Sometime around midnight, Becca’s mom answered the call from work after all. From behind her bedroom door, Becca assured her that it was fine for her to leave, that she didn’t need to talk anymore. After the apartment door closed behind her mom, she waited five minutes before she left the apartment herself.
She hadn’t ever gone to the playground this late before. Stepping away from the lighted parking lot and onto the dark road, she was reminded of the time she had walked to 117 to find Heather. The night that had started all this.
That night, she’d had a purpose. Find Heather. Help her. Tonight she didn’t know what she was looking for. She used to be able to escape her problems at the playground, but this time she carried the problem with her. Where could she go to escape her own mind?
Dissidents were dangerous. Becca knew that. She had known it all her life.
Becca thought like them. She talked like them. She acted like them. Was she dangerous?
Becca sped up, trying to outrun her thoughts.
Dissidents would destroy the government if Internal didn’t stop them. They would replace justice and order with chaos and corruption.
What did that even mean?
Did a world built on justice and order, the world her mom had taught her to believe in, involve people like Anna being arrested? People like Jake’s mom being tortured to death? People who said one wrong thing forced to confess to trying to overthrow the government?
She felt like she had run straight off a cliff. Her feet hit the solid pavement with every stride, but she could still feel herself falling.
She couldn’t start thinking like this. She had to stop this somehow.
She slowed as she reached the playground. At night, it looked downright sinister. Elongated shadows stretched out from the swing set poles and reached for her along the ground. The playhouse had transformed into a black hole ready to suck her in.
A shrill warble, too close to be a bird, cut through the silence.
Her heart nearly exploded out of her chest.
The noise came again, but this time she recognized it. Her phone. Right. Glad nobody was around to witness her moment of panic, she answered. “Hello?”
“Hey.” It was Jake, sounding more subdued than she had heard him since the day he’d told her about his past. “I know it’s late, but… I need to talk to you. Or just hang out. Or something.” His voice wavered. “Do you think you could meet me at the old playground by your building?”
She stopped walking. Jake never sounded like this when he called her. Ever since he had explained his history to her, they had kept their conversations almost obsessively casual. He never called her sounding upset, or asked her to come hang out this late at night. Something had to be wrong.
But with her mom’s explanation circling through her head, with her desperate denials no longer working, she had no room for talking to Jake, for forcing what her mom had said about him out of her mind.
Fighting her guilt, she opened her mouth to tell him she couldn’t make it.
A figure stepped out of the playhouse. He waved as he walked toward her.
Jake was already here. And now he knew she was here too.
At first he was only a vague shadow. As she got closer, his features resolved. His familiar face, minus his usual smile. The tears that glittered in his eyes.
The ring of bruises around his neck.
Becca started to reach her hand up toward them, then let it fall back to her side. “What happened?”
Jake shifted awkwardly on his feet. “It was a bad day. That’s all.”
She tried to keep her mind on Jake’s problems, tried to block out the questions that still wouldn’t leave her alone. “Bad days don’t usually involve someone trying to strangle you.”
Jake walked the few steps to the swings and sat down. The swing creaked under his weight. “It’s just my dad. Sometimes he’s almost normal, and sometimes he’s… not. Today when I got home from school, he thought I was from Internal.” He clutched the rusted chains and let the swing sway back and forth. “I managed to remind him who I was, but after that it was like I wasn’t there. He kept talking to my mom and Sarra, like they were there in the room with him. I stayed as long as I could, but I had to get out of there. And you were the only person I could go to.” He laughed. Something about his laugh didn’t sound quite sane.
Becca knew she should try to comfort him. but all she could think about was the name he had said. “Sarra. Your sister?”
He nodded.
His sister. She had existed after all. Which meant her mom had been right, at least about that part of his story. And if she had been right about that part, why not about all of it?
It didn’t matter what he had or hadn’t told her. Not right now. He needed her.
But if she ignored this, it would mean she didn’t care that he might have been a dissident. That he might still be a dissident. And that would mean she was turning into somebody who could forgive dissident activity but not a few false confessions, somebody who hung around dissidents as if she were one of them.
Again she felt herself falling.
It was already too late.
No. She could stop this.
She took a step back. “You never told me about her.”
“I’m sorry.” He scuffed his foot along the ground. “I meant to.”
“You told me you weren’t actually dissidents.”
Now he looked up at her, his eyes wide, the moonlight lending them an eerie glow. “We weren’t. I explained what happened.”
“Mom told me there was nobody staying with you. She said your sister was involved with a dissident group. She said all of you were dissidents.”
Tell me she was wrong, she begged inside her mind, just like she had earlier during her mom’s explanation. Make me believe you.
It didn’t work any better now than it had then.
Jake didn’t speak. His swing stopped moving.
It was true. She knew it just looking at him, just listening to the silence between them.
“I didn’t know what else to do.” His words faded into the air. “You were going to leave unless I explained, but if I told you the truth…”
She wanted to forgive him. She wanted to tell him that it was all right, and that she understood, and that she was sorry for everything that had happened to him today and in all the time since his arrest.
But how, after hating her mom for lying about something Internal had ordered her to keep secret, could she forgive Jake for lying about this?
How could she justify that?
“I told you not to lie to me.” The coldness in her voice made her shudder. She sounded like her mom.
Better to sound like her mom than like a dissident. Right?
“What was I supposed to tell you?” His voice roughened. “Was I supposed to say they shot my sister on TV as some kind of lesson? Was I supposed to tell you how it was her fault all along for getting involved with those useless people who were willing to just throw us away afterwards?” He was yelling now. “Was I supposed to tell you how little it all meant to them, in the end? Everything we did for them, to expose this government for what it really is? Everything we went through? Was I supposed to tell you how they came to me after, and asked me to join them, when they weren’t willing to help us in the only way that mattered?”
His words hung in the air, coloring the silence that grew between them as they both realized what he had said.
No lies this time. Nothing getting in the way of the truth.
Jake was a dissident.
What would you do if someone admitted to having contact with a dissident group? She wasn’t sure if the voice in her mind was her mom’s or her own.
I’d report him, of course.
Jake and his family hadn’t been arrested by accident. They hadn’t just said the wrong things in front of the wrong people, either. They had actively worked against the government. And even after Internal had let him go, Jake had been in contact with dissidents, and hadn’t reported them. That alone meant he wasn’t as harmless as Internal thought, wasn’t harmless enough to be released. Becca tried to make herself see that, to make herself understand that he and his family had deserved everything that had happened. That turning him in, now that she knew he’d had contact with the group just like his sister, was the only right thing to do.
She couldn’t.
He stood, trembling. “You’re going to turn me in now.” He said it flatly, like it was an undisputed fact.
“No,” she said, and felt herself hit bottom. “I won’t.”
“I can’t let that happen.” He took a step toward her. “I told my dad I would protect him.”
“I won’t turn you in,” she repeated, backing away. The sound of her heartbeat filled her ears.
He kept advancing on her. “Why should I believe you?”
She had thought it would be difficult to say the words. Instead they fell from her mouth easily, almost eagerly. “Because I’m a dissident too.”
He crossed the final distance to her.
And wrapped his arms around her as she collapsed in silent tears.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
“You may think dissidents don’t care about schools,” said Mr. Adams as he shut the classroom door. “After all, why would a bunch of kids matter to them? But if you think that, you’re wrong.”
The Citizenship classroom smelled like chalk and sweat. The breeze coming through the window wasn’t enough to dispel the stale air. Around Becca, her classmates fidgeted at their desks—except for Heather, who was already scribbling down notes.
Failing to report dissidents is a crime, warned the poster that hung beside the blackboard. Becca squirmed until she remembered no one could see how she had changed.
“I don’t know how many of you remember what happened eight years ago,” Mr. Adams continued. “Internal discovered that across the country, dissidents had infiltrated the school system by becoming teachers and were using their influence to pass their ideology on to their students.”
Becca did remember that. Her third-grade teacher had disappeared, and for the rest of the year they’d had a series of incompetent substitutes, from the one who kept forgetting the times tables to the one who burst into tears when someone threw a wadded-up piece of paper at her. Now, of course, Becca knew the truth. Internal had almost certainly manufactured the supposed dissident conspiracy. Had Becca’s teacher even been a dissident, or had Internal started arresting innocent people?
She turned the thought around in her mind for a moment, waiting for the accusing voice. It didn’t come.
Dissident. The word didn’t scare her anymore.
“Yesterday, Internal learned that the same thing has started happening again. In more than a hundred schools—including many elementary schools—dissidents have been teaching anti-government sentiments to their students, and in some cases even recruiting students into dissident groups.”
How many people had Internal framed to make this conspiracy look real? How many false confessions had they gotten? Anger boiled up in her again, but this time, it felt good. It felt honest. She wasn’t using it to block out the truth anymore.
She mouthed the word, testing it out. Dissident.
A smile threatened at the corners of her lips. She forced her face to stay neutral, knowing how it would look if she smiled at the mention of a dissident conspiracy.
“These dissidents saw schools as places full of young impressionable minds. They looked at people like you and saw potential recruits, naïve kids whose minds they could poison with their lies.”
No, that was how Internal saw them. That was why they had classes like this in the first place—to get them to believe whatever Internal wanted them to believe. Becca twitched her legs, suddenly restless. Now that she understood, how could she keep sitting here as though nothing had changed?
“But they underestimated you.” The teacher struck the chalk against the blackboard for emphasis, leaving a single white dot. “Do you know who brought this conspiracy to Internal’s attention? It was the students in the schools that had been infiltrated.”
There hadn’t even been a conspiracy. It was all a lie.
Next to Becca, some boy she didn’t know spun his pencil on his desk. Over by the window, Laine passed a note to another girl, who covered her mouth to hide her giggles. Somebody scraped his chair back and forth along the floor. The clock above the door ticked out the seconds until the final bell.
Just like yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that.
Mr. Adams stopped in the middle of his speech about watching other teachers for signs of dissident sympathies. “Becca? Are you paying attention?”
Becca brought her gaze back to the front of the room. “Yeah. Sorry.”
“What’s the first thing you should do if you suspect a teacher of having dissident sympathies?”
Hope that they do. Hope that they really can convince everybody here of the truth. “Report them.”
“What if you’re not sure whether a teacher is a dissident or not?”
“Report them. Internal will be able to figure it out better than I can.” The same answer she would have given yesterday. And the day before. And the day before that.
Mr. Adams, satisfied, nodded and returned to his lecture.
The clock ticked away another few seconds.
She was a dissident… and it didn’t mean a thing.
 
* * *
 
For the rest of the week, Becca sat in class like always, and stayed quiet like always. She and Jake ate together at lunch and talked about nothing, their secret hovering unspoken in the background. She sat at home alone over the weekend, hoping her mom wouldn’t get back from 117 before she went to bed, then fighting nausea as she remembered just what her mom was doing at work all day. She paced back and forth in her room; it did nothing to dispel her growing restlessness. At school on Monday, her teachers kept telling her to pay attention.
Monday night after dinner, she watched executions, listened to the dissidents recite their meaningless confessions. Tuesday and Wednesday she left the TV off. She could still hear them.
On Thursday, two teachers disappeared.
They probably hadn’t even been dissidents. Or if they were, they hadn’t been part of this giant conspiracy like everyone was saying.
What did it matter? Knowing the truth hadn’t let Becca save them.
 
* * *
 
“Thanks for inviting me over,” said Heather as she walked into Becca’s room. “I’ve missed you. It feels like I haven’t been here in ages.”
No hint that she remembered their argument. It was as if it had never happened. Becca paced from the door to the bed and back again. “I need to talk to you.”
Heather fingered her Monitor pin. “Is it about what happened at school? The teachers who were arrested?”
For the first time in a week, Becca felt something approximating hope. Maybe she was going to be able to do this after all. Maybe it would even be easier than she had thought. She couldn’t save those teachers, or anyone else in 117, or the dissidents on TV, but maybe she could save Heather.
“I was hoping you’d come to me,” said Heather.
“You were?” Maybe her attempts to get Heather to acknowledge what they had found hadn’t been futile after all. Maybe Heather had finally realized what a mistake this Monitor thing was.
Heather nodded. “And I think you should do it.”
Becca blinked.
“It’s worth it,” Heather assured her. “I finally feel like I’m doing something useful. Something important. And with everything that’s going on, we need all the help we can get.”
It took a couple of seconds for Heather’s meaning to sink in. “You want me to join the Monitors.”
Heather looked perplexed. “Isn’t that what you wanted to talk to me about?”
“No.” Becca started pacing again. Touch the door, pass Heather, touch the bed. Pass Heather again. She forced herself to stop, to restrain her restless energy. “I wanted to talk to you about your parents.”
Heather’s face darkened. “They’re gone. They got what they deserved. What is there to talk about?”
“I remember what you said last time we talked.” Becca drummed her fingers on her desk. “You told me you’re only doing all this because otherwise you wouldn’t be able to deal with what happened to them. But you’re helping the people who killed them. It doesn’t make any sense.”
Heather frowned. “What are you talking about? I never said anything like that.”
Denying everything just like Becca’s dad. What stories did Heather tell herself to help her forget why she had really joined the Monitors? Did she try to make herself believe she had always hated her parents? Did she tell herself that what happened to them was for the best because it made her understand what was really important?
Becca kept going. She couldn’t give up now. “Do you really think this is what they would want?” Her voice grew louder and higher until the last word turned into a hysterical shout. She clamped her lips shut. She didn’t want to yell at Heather. She just had to do something. It was hard enough to watch the executions go on exactly like they had before she knew the truth, to see people disappear and know that her new understanding did nothing to help them. She couldn’t keep watching Heather slip away too.
“Why does it matter what they would want?” While Becca struggled to keep from pacing, Heather held herself like a statue. Every muscle was tensed, as if she thought she might have to bolt at any second.
Becca was fighting a battle she couldn’t win. The old Heather was gone. It was too late to save her from what she had become.
But it was the only battle she could fight.
She took a deep breath. Calmed her voice. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to try and do something to fight the people who killed them, instead of turning into one of them?”
Like what? There was nothing Heather could do. Nothing Becca could do.
“Becca… you’re scaring me.” Heather started to take a step toward her, then stopped. “That dissident stuff you were saying last week was bad enough. I figured I must have misunderstood or something. I mean, I know you. You’re not a dissident. But now… what are you saying? Fighting Internal? Fighting the government? What’s happening to you?”
Becca saw her own helpless frustration reflected in Heather’s eyes.
“Please tell me you’re not saying what it sounds like you’re saying.” Heather looked down at her Monitor pin. “I don’t want to have to turn you in.”
If Becca dropped this, if she let Heather slip away, she would be giving up not just her best friend, but her only chance of saving somebody from Internal.
If she kept going, Heather might turn her in.
No. Heather wouldn’t turn her in. Heather was her best friend.
Heather was a Monitor now.
“I didn’t mean it.” Becca looked down at the floor. “I don’t even know what I was saying.”
She could almost feel a disturbance in the air as her last chance to save Heather, her last chance to save anyone, slipped away.
 
* * *
 
Becca stared at the TV, only half-seeing it. She didn’t even know what she was watching. She should go to bed, she knew; it was probably after midnight by now. But last night she’d had another nightmare about Anna, and she could still feel the dream lurking in her subconscious, ready to torment her again tonight. If she managed to sleep. She knew the restlessness would return as soon as she got into bed, and she’d toss and turn and end up pacing her room at three in the morning.
The apartment door opened.
Becca should have gone to bed when she’d had the chance. That would have made eight straight days of not having to look at or talk to her mom.
“I’m glad to see you,” her mom mumbled as she sank down onto the couch. “It’s been, what, a week?”
“Something like that.” Becca tried to focus on the TV. An Enforcer raced down a city street in pursuit of… Becca didn’t know. Something important.
“It’s good to see a friendly face. It feels like it’s been a hundred years since I’ve seen someone who doesn’t want to kill me.”
Becca kept her face blank. She didn’t think she could manage friendly. “I was just going to bed.”
“If it’s because of me, you don’t need to worry about it. I don’t care how late you stay up. If it were a problem, your grades wouldn’t be so high.” She sank deeper into the couch. “Sleep does sound tempting, though.”
“Maybe we should both go to bed.” Now the Enforcer was handing a struggling dissident over to a woman who looked kind of like Heather. Becca flicked off the TV.
Her mom let out a groan and closed her eyes. “You wouldn’t believe what this week has been like. I swear every impossible dissident was arrested on the same day, and they all got assigned to me.”
“It’s late,” Becca said, standing up. “And I have a test tomorrow.”
Her mom used to rant about work to her all the time. How had she never thought before about what it meant? How had she never imagined who the dissidents her mom complained about were, and what her mom was doing to them?
Back then, they had just been dissidents. That was the difference. Only dissidents; barely even human.
Back then, Becca hadn’t been one of them.
“Just when I was finally getting somewhere with one of them—which took the better part of four days while I fell behind on everything else—Public Relations swooped in and snatched him up for execution.” She let out her breath in frustration. “He had connections we’ve been waiting a year to find, but did that matter to them? No, all that mattered was that they needed someone young to balance out the age range in their latest batch of executions.”
Becca wondered how suspicious it would look if she ran to her room and locked the door.
“I would gladly have given them the man who came in with him. That one would say he was innocent if he had been arrested with dissident pamphlets in one hand and a bomb in the other. But no, he’s too old, and now the directors want me to get enough useful information out of him to make up for losing the other one.”
What if she threw the remote at the TV and smashed it? How suspicious would that look?
“Then there’s the whole teacher thing.” She massaged her temples as she spoke. “One good thing about you going through my files—at least I can talk to you about these things now.”
What if she threw the remote at her mom’s head?
“Every teacher who says something suspicious in class—and the sheer number of dissident teachers we’ve found is enough to make me want to pull you out of school—now has to be used for this project. It wouldn’t be so bad if it were something local, but we have to coordinate with processing centers across the country. We got a great confession from one of the teachers—all he needed was a little prompting and he came up with the entire thing himself—but it contradicted something Processing 103 had used, so we couldn’t use any of it.”
Becca’s breathing grew louder in her ears. Her hands twitched with the effort of keeping them still. She had to move. She had to do something.
“And Public Relations keeps changing what they want. First they wanted to emphasize the heroism of the students who reported the dissident teachers. Then they decided it would be better to place more emphasis on the students who had already been corrupted, and show the damage that had been done, so Enforcement focused their attention on high-school-age dissidents. Now Public Relations isn’t sure whether they want to go in that direction after all, so we’re left with these extra dissidents and nothing to use them for—but we can’t execute them, in case the geniuses in Public Relations change their minds again.”
“Stop it! I don’t want to hear about this!” Becca hadn’t meant to start yelling. She hadn’t even meant to open her mouth.
Her mom, about to say something else, stopped with her mouth half-open.
“I don’t want to know what you’re doing in that place. I don’t want to think about it.” Shut up, she told herself. Shut up, shut up, shut up. But she kept going, as though her mouth had disconnected itself from her brain. “I want you to be who you used to be, not some… torturer.” The word fell heavily from her lips. Her dad had used it, in one of the last fights before he had moved out.
“Becca—” her mom started.
The image of Jake clutching the chains of the swing, bruises around his neck, flashed in front of her eyes. Her mom had done that to him, by doing much worse to the rest of his family. “I don’t care what those people said!” she screamed, while the rational part of her brain looked on in horror. “I don’t care what they did! If they’re working against the government, let them! Maybe if they took over, people wouldn’t disappear for no reason!”
In the silence, Becca’s heartbeat echoed so loudly that she couldn’t imagine how her mom didn’t hear it.
Her mom stared at her with wide wounded eyes, betrayed eyes, as though Becca had stabbed her in the gut.
There would be no talking her way out of it this time. It was too late for that.
Maybe too late for anything.
How long now before she ended up in 117?
Between protecting Becca from Internal and protecting society from another dissident, which would her mom choose?
She didn’t know the answer.
“Becca.” Her mom spoke her name in a strangled whisper.
Becca didn’t wait to hear what she would say next.
She ran.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
A month and a half ago, Becca’s phone had woken her in the middle of the night. She answered before she was fully awake. Heather didn’t say anything at first. When she did speak, her voice was choked with sobs; she stopped every few words to take another strangled whimpering breath.
Becca could only understand a few words here and there. Disconnected fragments, half-intelligible. Nothing that made any sense. Nothing that told Becca what had happened. She offered what little comfort she could, and gripped the phone tighter every time Heather said something else she couldn’t decipher.
“Please come,” Heather managed through her hysteria. “Please.”
Still murmuring reassurances, Becca left the apartment. She padded down the hall and rang Heather’s doorbell, not caring if she woke Heather’s parents. Nobody answered.
“I’m right outside,” said Becca. “Answer your door.” Maybe it wasn’t locked. Becca reached for the doorknob.
The door was hanging slightly open.
Through the phone, a series of louder sobs, interspersed with breaths so fast Becca thought Heather might pass out.
“Where are you? Just tell me where you are and I’ll come find you.”
No response except more gasping breaths.
Becca nudged the door open the rest of the way and stepped inside. An eerie quiet hung over the living room. She flicked on the lights.
The couch had been gutted. White stuffing spilled out from the cushions onto the floor. Books, pulled from the bookshelf seemingly at random, littered the floor. The computer that normally sat in the corner was gone, wires spilling across the desk where it used to be.
She thought she heard Heather gasp, then realized the sound had come from her own throat.
This couldn’t be what it looked like.
“Whatever is going on, I’ll help you,” said Becca. “I promise. Just tell me where you are.”
A long pause. Then, finally, a clear sentence—one she had never imagined hearing.
“I’m at 117.”
Now, six weeks and an eternity later, Becca sat in the corner of the playhouse, knees pulled up to her chest. She dialed Heather’s number with trembling fingers.
Moonlight shone through the slim rectangle of the doorless entrance. A spider skittered across the illuminated part of the floor, away from Becca, across the pattern her shoes had made in the grime. Becca squeezed closer against the wall.
“Hello?” Heather’s bleary mumble sounded like it was coming from outer space.
Becca tried to speak. Nothing came out. Finally, too late, her mouth had gotten the message to stop talking.
“Hello?” Heather repeated. “Becca?”
“It’s me.” Becca barely recognized her own voice.
“What’s going on?” Heather asked through a yawn.
“I’m at the playground.” She whispered the words without meaning to. As though if she spoke any louder, Internal would hear and come for her.
“What are you doing there this late?” Heather’s voice was thick with sleep and confusion. “Are you okay?”
“I need—” She needed the old Heather. That was who she had tried to call. Instead she had gotten this stranger, the one who had talked about turning her in.
“What do you need? What happened?”
Why had she called Heather? She knew who Heather was now. What she was.
“Never mind,” she said, still in a whisper. “It’s nothing.”
She hung up—and dialed the number she should have called in the first place.
 
* * *
 
Jake sat with her for hours. He listened to her explanation of what had happened with her mom, and all her fears about what might happen. When she had nothing else to say, he sat with her in silence.
Becca glanced at her watch. Three in the morning. Was her mom out looking for her? Was she sitting in the living room, waiting for her to come back? Or was she already at work again, torturing a confession out of another innocent person?
“Is there anything I can do?” Jake asked, the first thing he’d said in… she didn’t know how long.
Becca opened her mouth to say no. There was nothing he could do to make her mom forget what Becca had said to her. There was nothing he could do to make Becca less helpless; he couldn’t give her the ability to save herself and all the other dissidents Internal tortured and killed.
But that wasn’t entirely true, was it? He did have something he could do for her.
“I need you to give me something.” She spoke quickly; she needed to get the words out before she could talk herself out of this.
“What do you need?”
“Contact information for the other dissidents you were involved with,” she said in a rush.
Jake started shaking his head before Becca had finished speaking. “No. I’ll give you anything else, but not that.”
So close. She was so close to finding a way out of this intolerable in-between… but Jake could stand between her and the solution forever if he wanted to. “I have to do something. I can’t keep going like this, knowing the truth and not being able to do a thing to change any of it. If my mom… if she really does report me… then it won’t matter. But if she doesn’t…”
“You don’t want to get involved with them.” Jake brushed away a fly that had landed on her leg. “They’re useless. They had my sister set up that newspaper, but for what? What good did it ever do? And after what happened, they wanted me to help them like my sister had, but they wouldn’t do anything to help us.” The fly landed on his arm. He smacked it so hard his hand left a red mark where it had struck.
Part of her wanted to give up and leave it at that. But what would she do then? Keep going the way she had been? A week of this had made her boil over. How was she supposed to keep it up for the rest of her life?
“Anything is better than nothing,” said Becca. “At least they’re doing something.”
“Something that could get them arrested. Do you understand the danger you’d be putting yourself in?”
“I’m already in danger just for the things I’ve already said. Heather could easily have reported me for what I said to her. My mom might still report me.”
“You really don’t get it, do you?” Jake shifted so he was sitting in front of her instead of beside her. “With your mom in Internal, you’ve been untouchable your whole life. You think you’re still untouchable. You think actually fighting the government is the same as saying the wrong thing to somebody.”
“Saying the wrong thing to somebody could get me arrested just as easily. It happens all the time. If I’m in danger anyway, I might as well do something that matters.”
“You don’t have a clue how things actually work outside the little bubble you’ve been living in. I bet you think everyone believes all the propaganda Internal puts out, don’t you? Now you’ve finally figured out what Internal is really like, and you think you’re going to save the world. Good luck with that—but don’t expect me to help you get yourself killed.”
Was Jake right about her? Was she too naïve to understand what this would mean?
She didn’t care. She had to keep herself from ending up like her dad, forced to deny her dissident thoughts not only to protect herself but to stay sane.
“What do you think I should do, then? Just sit back and pretend none of it is happening? I have to do something!”
“This isn’t some kind of game! Have you forgotten what happened to my sister? To my mother?” This was the Jake who had threatened Laine, the one who had thrown Becca out of his house.
But this time, Becca didn’t shrink away.
“Of course not!” Her voice rose to match his. “Why do you think I want this? I can’t just ignore what’s happening and get on with my life as if nothing’s changed. If that’s all I’m going to do, why does it matter what I believe? I might as well do what Heather wants and join the Monitors.”
“What do you think you’ll really be able to do to make a difference?” Jake pried at a rusty nail sticking out of the floor.
Embarrassed to admit that she didn’t have any idea, Becca crossed her arms. “More than I’m doing now.”
“The answer is no. That’s not going to change.” He tugged harder; the nail popped free. He dropped it and started pulling loose splinters from the wood.
Becca could feel it again, the restless energy surging through her limbs, asking her why she wasn’t doing anything with this new knowledge she had. She forced herself not to get up. “It’s not your job to protect me.” She fidgeted. “Please,” she said, knowing how desperate she sounded. “Let me have this.”
“What do you expect me to do?” Jake’s voice hovered somewhere between challenge and defeat. “Hand over a resistance group to Raleigh Dalcourt’s daughter?”
She jerked back as if he had slapped her.
She had called him here, confided in him, let him comfort her… and this was what he thought of her? That she was, what, faking all of it? That if he gave her what she had asked for, she would turn around and give it to her mom?
“You think I’m spying for Internal.” The same thing she had thought about him at first. It was almost funny.
“No,” said Jake. “I don’t. I believe every word you’ve told me. But… I can’t take the chance.”
Becca wished she couldn’t understand. She wished she couldn’t see the distinction. It would make things easier. At least then she could channel some of her energy into raging at Jake.
But if she were in his position, she wouldn’t want to take the chance either.
No matter what she said, no matter how much he trusted her, she was still her mother’s daughter.
She wanted to scream.
She nodded. Her restrained energy made the motion jumpy and unnatural. “I understand.”
She didn’t want to admit it, but a tiny part of her was relieved.
The rest of her wanted to tear the playhouse apart.
She drummed her fingers against the floor. It didn’t help. Her fingers came away coated in dust and unidentifiable grime. She wrinkled her nose and wiped her hands off on her jeans.
Jake looked at his watch. “I don’t want to leave you, but I need to get home. I don’t like leaving my dad alone for this long.”
She let him go without protest. His presence wasn’t comforting anymore. Seeing him there, knowing he could give her a way out of this but wouldn’t, only fed her frustration.
In the doorway, Jake stopped. “I’m sorry.”
“I said I understand.”
He didn’t leave. “Be careful, okay? Maybe you shouldn’t go home. Just in case.”
“I’ll figure it out.” Please just get out of here.
With one last reluctant look, he left, and she was alone again.
Right back where she had started.
What now? She couldn’t hide in this playhouse forever. But if she went home, there were two possibilities—either she’d go back to the way things were before, to unsuccessfully trying to keep herself from exploding, or she’d end up in an underground cell in 117. And she had no way of knowing which it would be.
The walls she had cowered against a couple of hours ago now felt like they were closing in on her. She stood convulsively and all but ran the couple of steps out the door.
And found herself staring at a wide-eyed, white-faced Heather.
 
* * *
 
“How long have you been here?” Becca asked. But the look on Heather’s face told her everything she needed to know.
“Long enough.” Heather was looking at her like she was a stranger. A monster.
A dissident.
“After your phone call, I couldn’t sleep.” She spoke quietly, but the stillness of the night air amplified her words. “I kept worrying about you. I knew you said it was nothing, but you sounded like something was seriously wrong. And after everything you did for me, I figured I owed it to you to at least find out if you were okay. So I took my aunt’s car and drove down here.” She stopped.
“And you heard me talking to Jake,” Becca finished.
“I hid when he came out,” said Heather. “After that, I wanted to come in and talk to you, but… I didn’t know what to say.”
Becca scrambled for some explanation she could give Heather, something to make her conversation with Jake seem innocuous. She came up with nothing.
Moonlight glinted off Heather’s Monitor pin, giving the metallic eye a vicious gleam.
Maybe Becca didn’t need to worry about her mom reporting her after all. Maybe Heather would do it before her mom had a chance.
And what about Jake?
This was Becca’s fault. She had called Heather and then asked Jake to come here. She had asked Jake for the contact information. She was responsible for whatever Heather had overheard—and whatever happened to Jake because of it.
The question was on Becca’s lips, but she couldn’t ask it. Are you going to turn us in?
“Jake isn’t even working with the dissidents,” she said instead. “You heard him—he doesn’t want to help them.”
“But he hasn’t reported them. That makes him as guilty as they are.” She paused. “And if I don’t turn you in, I’m as guilty as you are.”
She was going to do it. She was going to report them.
The playground looked the same as it had on that night a week ago when she had finally admitted she was a dissident, but the shadows didn’t unsettle her now. Patterns of light and darkness on the ground weren’t threatening. The real threat was standing in front of her—her best friend, ready to make the phone call that would kill her.
“I kept wondering why you were saying all those things about Internal.” The look on Heather’s face reminded Becca of the way she had looked at her mom after she had found the evidence in that file. “I told myself you were still upset about what happened to my parents, and you weren’t thinking clearly. Or that maybe your mom had told you to test me. I guess I didn’t want to see the truth about you.”
Becca fought the urge to run. What good would running do, anyway? “I just want to stop what happened to your parents from happening to anybody else. I know you keep telling yourself they deserved to die, but they didn’t.”
Heather rubbed her pin like it would protect her from Becca’s words. “They were my parents. Not yours. You don’t have any right to talk about what they did or didn’t deserve.”
Did Heather think Becca deserved to die, too? Becca didn’t want to ask. She was afraid of the answer.
“I can’t lose you like I lost them.” Heather was almost talking to herself now. She stared at nothing. “I can’t let you turn into what they turned into.”
“If you report me, Internal will kill me,” said Becca. “Just like them.”
Heather didn’t say anything.
All the years they’d spent together, and this was how it would end?
“After what happened to your parents, I did everything I could to help you,” Becca said into the silence. “Do this for me now. Don’t turn us in.” She heard herself as if from very far away. Heard the futility of her words.
Heather stood so still Becca wondered for a moment if she had simply shut down.
“I’m not going to turn you in,” she said finally. She took both Becca’s hands in her own. “I’m going to help you.”
Becca almost melted with relief.
“Thank you,” she said, but Heather was still talking.
“I thought this was about my parents. But it wasn’t, was it? It was him. He did this to you.”
“Jake?” No. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen. Heather had said she wouldn’t turn them in.
Or had she only meant she wouldn’t turn Becca in?
“It has nothing to do with him.” Becca’s voice sped up as she tried to get the words out before it was too late, before Heather did something irrevocable. “I didn’t even know about him until after. And he’s not dangerous. He’s not interested in fighting the government. All he wants to do is take care of his dad.”
“He’s a dissident.” Heather spat the word. “But there might still be hope for you.” She gripped Becca’s hands tightly enough to cut off the blood flow. “You helped me. Now it’s my turn to help you.”
Becca pulled her hands away. “Please.” But she had nothing to follow it up with, no way to convince Heather not to do this.
Becca had killed him.
“Do you understand what this will mean? What I’ll be doing?” Heather touched the pin again, then jerked her hand away as if it had burned her. “Not turning you in, after what I heard… that’s dissident activity, Becca. But I owe you too much not to give you this chance.” She paused. “Please,” she said, echoing Becca. “Don’t waste it.”
She rushed away, toward her aunt’s car parked by the side of the road.
Becca had nothing to say, no magic words that would change Heather’s mind. “Wait,” she called after her. Useless. Meaningless.
Heather disappeared into the car and drove away.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Her mom’s car wasn’t in the parking lot.
Maybe she was out looking for Becca. Maybe she had gone to work. Either way, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that Becca had to get to Jake’s house as quickly as possible. With the car gone, that meant on foot.
She started running.
Calling him would look too suspicious. Surveillance would start monitoring his phone calls as soon as Heather reported him—if they weren’t already listening in because of his history. Becca had to deliver her warning in person.
Out of the parking lot, onto the street. If anyone stopped her, what explanation could she give for going running in the middle of the night?
She turned onto the next street, already getting out of breath. Already slowing down. She pushed herself harder, gasping, reminding herself why she had to get there in time. Thinking about Jake.
She had put him in danger. Now she was going to save him.
She would get there in time. She would save him. There was no other option.
The road was nearly empty at this time of night. She almost felt like she was the only person left in the world, until the occasional pair of headlights jerked her out of the illusion. The further she ran, the longer the road got, until it stretched to infinity, until she wondered whether she was covering any distance at all. Sometimes she looked down at her watch, expecting a minute or two to have gone by, and saw that she had lost five minutes, ten, twenty.
She slowed down, forced herself to go faster, slowed down again. She stopped, in tears, legs burning. Less than halfway there. She started running again; her leg wobbled underneath her, and she fell to the pavement. A car swerved around her. She crawled to her feet, her arm scratched and bleeding from her fall.
Heather must have reported him by now.
How long would it take for Internal to arrest him? Would they see him as a low priority and wait a few days, maybe a week or two, more than enough time for Becca to warn him? Or would he be like Anna—reported one night and gone the next morning?
Was it already too late?
She was going to save him.
There was no other option.
She dragged herself forward, feeling the road disappear behind her too slowly, watching the sky lighten ahead of her too quickly.
Halfway there.
Her legs burned, but she ignored the pain. It didn’t matter. Only getting to Jake in time mattered.
Three-quarters of the way.
The sunrise streaked the sky with orange; Becca barely saw it. All she saw was one image, looping over and over in her mind: Enforcement at Jake’s door, dragging him and his dad out of the house.
Almost there.
A car drove up behind her; it slowed as it got closer. Becca glanced over her shoulder.
Even in the dark, she recognized it. That was her mom’s car.
So close. Another five minutes, maybe ten, and she would be there.
Her mom honked.
Becca pulled out her phone. She didn’t care how suspicious it looked. If she didn’t warn him now, she would never get the chance. She pretended she hadn’t heard her mom as she dialed Jake’s number.
His phone rang. And rang. Nobody there.
Too late.
No. There were plenty of reasons for him not to answer. He was probably asleep. Or with his dad. Or… or something. Something besides what she was afraid of.
“Hey.” Jake’s voice. Becca’s heart leapt. She started to answer, but Jake kept talking. “It’s Jake. Leave me a message and I’ll get back to you when I can.”
Just his voicemail.
Her mom leaned on the horn.
Becca tried to keep her voice light. Tried to sound like she wasn’t afraid for Jake’s life. “Hey, I know you said you weren’t going to school today, so I thought you might want to hang out. You need to get out of the house. It’ll be… boring there. Really boring.” She could only hope that he would remember their date and the association of “boring” with “Internal,” that he would hear the message underneath the words. Go. Get out of there. Internal is coming.
Her mom rolled down the window. “Becca!”
Becca hung up the phone. It would have to be enough.
She stayed where she was. Her mom pulled up beside her and stopped the car. “Get in.”
Becca obeyed, still thinking about Jake, wondering whether he would understand her message. Or if it would even reach him in time.
She didn’t remember to be afraid for herself until the car door’s lock softly snapped into place.
 
* * *
 
They drove in silence.
Becca waited for her mom to say something. She didn’t.
“Where are we going?” Becca finally asked.
Her mom didn’t take her eyes off the road. “We’re going to 117.”
Becca felt her heart stop.
Her mom was giving her to Internal. Even as she had confided her worries about this very thing to Jake, she hadn’t actually believed it could happen.
Was that what Jake had meant when he had accused her of seeing herself as untouchable?
“You’re turning me in?” Her voice came out small and scared, a little girl’s voice.
“No!” The car swerved. Her mom lowered her voice. “No. There’s no need for that. You’re not a dissident. You’re just confused.”
Relief fought with wariness. Could she trust what her mom told her? “Then why are you taking me to 117?”
“So I can help you.” Her mom was gripping the steering wheel so tightly that her fingers had turned white.
Her mom… Heather… everyone wanted to help her. Heather wanted to do it by reporting Jake. Her mom wanted to do it by taking her to 117. Becca wished people would stop trying to help.
The road that had seemed so long a few minutes ago whizzed by outside. “What do you mean? Help me how?”
Her mom didn’t say anything else.
The sunrise was starting to fade as they pulled into the parking lot of 117. Her mom got out of the car without a word. Becca followed only because she knew her mom would drag her if she didn’t get out on her own.
They walked toward the building—not to the front door, the one Becca had used when she had come here to find Heather, but to a smaller door along the right-hand wall. Becca’s legs shook from fear and exhaustion. Her heart sped up with every step she took that brought her closer to the building.
What had her mom meant about helping her?
Her mom took a card out of her wallet and slid it into the card reader by the side of the door. The door clicked open. Her mom stepped inside; again, Becca had no choice but to follow her.
They stepped into a small square room, with white walls to either side and an elevator in front. Her mom slid her card into the card reader beside the elevator. The elevator doors opened silently.
The elevator hummed as it descended. Becca’s limbs twitched. She had to get out of here, before it was too late, before…
The elevator came to a stop.
The doors opened onto a gray hallway lit with dim yellow lights. The hallway stretched much further than the building above. Its rows of doors were broken up only by intersecting hallways.
The underground levels.
They stepped out of the elevator. Their footsteps echoed on the concrete floor. The hallway smelled like stale air and disinfectant.
The elevator doors closed behind them. No way out.
“What are we—” Becca’s words echoed as loudly as her footsteps. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “What are we doing here?” She couldn’t ask the rest of her question: Why are we down here if you’re not giving me to Internal?
Had that been another lie?
“I need to show you something.” Her mom didn’t whisper like Becca, but somehow she kept her voice from traveling further than the two of them. “I need to show you what will happen to you if you keep going down the path you’re on.”
They walked through the maze of hallways, each one identical to the one before it, until Becca had no idea what direction the elevator was in, let alone how to get back there. Each hallway was deserted, silent except for their footsteps and the hum of the lights… and once, so faint Becca thought she must have imagined it, the sound of screaming from behind one of the doors.
They reached a dead end. At the end of the hallway, a man sat with his back against the wall, knees and elbows jutting out in all directions. His head hung down toward his chest; his eyes were closed. Becca thought he might be dead at first, until she heard a soft snore.
As they approached, he brought his head up with a start. “Raleigh! I didn’t know you were here.” He unfolded his limbs and clambered to his feet as quickly as his gangly legs would allow. Becca had to tilt her head up to see the blush spreading across his cheeks.
“I came in early,” said her mom. “I was hoping you would still be here.”
The man looked maybe ten years older than Becca, at most. His eyes traveled to Becca, to her arms hanging loosely at her sides. “Um, Raleigh? Are you sure that’s safe?”
“She’s not a prisoner,” her mom answered sharply. “This is my daughter Becca.”
“Oh! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” His blush deepened. “It’s nice to meet you,” he said to Becca. “I’m Eli. I work with your mom.” He turned his attention back to her mom. “Why were you looking for me? Did you need anything?” He asked the question as though her assigning him some task would be the highlight of his day.
Was this the moment of betrayal? Was her mom going to hand her over to this man and walk away?
“Are you still planning to execute prisoner K10-843 today?” her mom asked.
Jake.
They’ve got Jake in here. That’s why she brought me.
Eli nodded. “Why? Do you need her?”
Her. Not Jake after all, then. She let out a breath she didn’t know she had been holding.
“No,” her mom answered. “But I want you to let us watch.”
Eli looked from her mom to Becca and back again, a question in his eyes.
“She’s here for a school project,” her mom lied smoothly. “With everything that’s been going on in the schools, her Citizenship teacher thought an in-depth presentation on Processing would be appropriate, and Becca was the natural choice.”
If Eli doubted her story, he didn’t show it. “I can do it right now, if you want. I already brought her to room five.”
Becca’s mom nodded. “Lead the way.”
So her mom had been telling the truth. She wasn’t turning Becca over to Internal after all. She had brought Becca here to see a dissident executed, to show her what could happen to her.
Becca could handle that. She had seen executions on TV before. She was safe, and—for now, at least—so was Jake. That was what mattered.
Her stomach clenched.
She could handle this.
They traveled further into the maze, until they stopped at a door that looked the same as all the others. Becca’s mom used her card to unlock the door. She walked in first, then Eli, who held the door open for Becca.
All she had to do was remind herself it was just like the executions on TV, and forget she was in the same room. Forget that her mom was right and she could easily end up dying just like this.
She could handle this. She could handle it.
She stepped inside.
The room wasn’t much bigger than a closet. The same dim yellow light that shone in the hallways illuminated the gray concrete walls and the bloodstains someone had tried in vain to bleach off. Becca wanted to run, might have done it if Eli hadn’t closed the door behind her.
The dissident lay crumpled in a corner, her hands cuffed behind her. Her tangled hair obscured her face. Burn marks traveled up her arm, disappearing under the sleeve of her grubby gray shirt. Her leg was twisted under her at an unnatural angle.
She raised her head; her hair fell away from her face. She looked up at them with unfocused eyes and
We haven’t all decided you’re a dissident. We just want to know what’s going on.
blinked a couple of times before she
It’s just one of those things she heard. You know how she is.
dropped her head back down to the floor.
Anna.
The air was too thick to pull into her lungs. Becca gasped for breath as Eli asked her mom, “Now?” As her mom nodded. As Eli took the gun from his belt and aimed it at Anna—
no no no, at the dissident in front of him, that’s all this was, another execution—
aimed it at Anna and Becca covered her mouth to stifle her scream as Anna’s head exploded against the wall.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Becca wasn’t sure what happened after that. Only a few short flashes—retching as her mom led her through the hallways, then collapsing into the car with her ears still ringing, then her mom saying something she couldn’t understand as they drove past the spot where she had tried to call Jake—interrupted the endless loop of Anna’s death.
Her mom’s phone rang as they reached their building. She argued with the person on the other end while Becca stayed perfectly still next to her and flinched at every angry word. After she hung up, she apologized for having to leave, promised they would talk about this later, asked Becca if she was sure she would be okay. Becca nodded and tried to give the right responses as Anna’s death played over and over again in her mind.
She didn’t remember getting out of the car. But suddenly she was standing in the parking lot, watching her mom drive away. Watching Anna get shot again and again.
There was something she needed to do. Something important.
Jake. Right. She had to look for Jake.
She started toward the playground. If Jake had gotten her message, if he had understood it… if it wasn’t too late… that was where he would be.
She dragged herself down the road. She tried to run, but her legs wobbled underneath her, aching from her interrupted run to Jake’s house, weak from the images still playing in her head. As she got closer to the playground, Jake’s face replaced Anna’s in her memory, until she could almost believe she had seen him die instead of Anna.
Anna. Becca had said one wrong thing, told one lie, and now Anna was dead. Because of her.
Was Jake in one of those rooms right now? Had Becca gotten him killed too?
When she reached the playground, she kept her head down at first, afraid of what she would see when she looked up—or rather, what she wouldn’t see. She made herself raise her head. The weeds swayed in the breeze; the slide and swings sat deserted.
He could still be in the playhouse. Or he could have gone someplace else. Maybe he had thought the playground wasn’t safe enough.
Or maybe Internal already had him.
She approached the playhouse, scrutinizing it for signs of life. Nothing. No noise, no movement. She stopped just outside the door, afraid to look inside, afraid to see it empty.
“Jake?” she called quietly.
She had expected silence; the answering voice made her jump. “Becca?”
He was here. Alive. Safe. Free.
Jake stepped out of the playhouse. He squinted as the light struck his face. “I heard footsteps. I thought you were Internal.”
She kept her eyes fixed on his face as she walked up to him. She tried to let the reality of Jake in front of her—alive, safe, free—drive away the images in her head.
She didn’t know if she kissed him first or if he was the one to reach for her. All she knew was that when his lips met hers, she could finally accept that he was real, that Internal hadn’t taken him. Her visions of death—of Jake, of Anna, lying on the floor of that room as Eli raised his gun—faded into nothing as she pulled him closer. There was no Anna. No Internal. There was only her and Jake and the electric warmth spreading out from her lips through the rest of her body.
He stepped back, looking as dazed as Becca felt. “I need to check on my dad.” He disappeared into the playhouse.
Becca followed him. Jake’s dad was sitting in the corner where Becca had spent all of last night. His eyes were aimed in their direction, but whatever he saw, it wasn’t them. His lips moved constantly, but no sound came out. Becca eyed him warily, remembering their last encounter. If he saw her, though, he didn’t recognize her.
Jake followed Becca’s gaze. “He’s been like that since we left,” he murmured. “I didn’t tell him why we had to come here, but he knows.”
“I was afraid you wouldn’t understand my message.”
“I got it.” He watched his dad for a moment in silence. Little by little, his muscles tightened. “Why are they after us? And how do you know about it?”
The last residual glow of the kiss disappeared as reality crashed back down over her. This was her fault. She had done this to them. Just like she had gotten Anna killed. “Heather overheard us talking last night.”
She waited for Jake’s condemnation. It didn’t come.
He didn’t say anything at all.
She tried to fill the silence. “I called her before I called you, and told her where I was. I know I shouldn’t have done it. It was just… instinct. She was my best friend for so long.” It hurt to say it in the past tense like that.
Still nothing from Jake. Becca couldn’t even hear him breathing.
“She thinks you’re turning me into a dissident. She thought she could save me by reporting you. I tried to talk her out of it, but it didn’t work.”
Still nothing.
“I’m sorry.”
Nothing.
He squatted down next to his backpack, which lay on the floor beside his dad. He rummaged around until he pulled something out. Becca couldn’t tell what he was doing. She wanted to offer more apologies, to say something, anything, that would get him to forgive her. She held herself back. She had already said all she could say.
A minute ago, their kiss had driven away her memories and her fears. Now they started crowding into her mind again, all pressing in on her at once. Too much.
She heard the sound of ripping paper and peered over Jake’s shoulder. He was scribbling something down on a jagged-edged piece of notebook paper. A second later, he stood up.
“I was wrong not to trust you,” he said. “You saved both our lives. If you hadn’t warned me, Internal would have us both by now.” A shudder ran through his body.
“It’s my fault she overheard you in the first place,” Becca protested.
“It doesn’t matter. You saved us, even though you knew what would happen to you if Internal found out. Most people wouldn’t have taken that risk.” He pressed the strip of paper into her hand. “I should have given you this when you asked.”
Becca looked down at the paper. All he had written on it was an unfamiliar phone number—but she knew what it was. The contact information she had asked him for.
She folded the paper and tucked it into her pocket. “Thank you.”
It should have made her happy. But all she could think about was Anna.
The images pressed in closer.
She leaned in toward Jake, and the closer she got, the further away everything else felt. At the last second she hesitated, heart pounding, her lips inches from his. He cupped her cheek in his hand and drew her in the rest of the way. She let their lips meet, let the kiss erase everything in her mind.
She was dimly aware that Jake’s dad was still sitting right next to them, but she didn’t care. She didn’t have to care about anything anymore.
 
* * *
 
Becca’s phone sat in front of her on her desk, next to her keyboard. She picked it up, stared at it for a moment, put it down again. She ran her fingers along the strip of paper in her hand, now soft and wrinkled from two days of this. She stared at the numbers until her eyes started to cross.
Jake had given her what she wanted. A way out of her helplessness, out of her restlessness. A way to do something. She should have called as soon as she had gotten home from the playground on Friday.
She picked up the phone again. Dialed the first digit.
Surveillance wasn’t listening to her calls. They wouldn’t waste their time listening in on someone who hadn’t done anything suspicious—and anyway, they wouldn’t dare put Raleigh Dalcourt’s daughter under surveillance.
Probably.
She put the phone down.
She needed Jake to be here. She needed to kiss him again, to drive the fears from her mind for a little while. She hadn’t kissed him in two days, not since the day she had watched Anna die. Whenever she went to check on him, she was careful to keep just the right amount of distance between them. She had to figure this out first. She didn’t know what it would mean if they kissed again, what the kisses the other day had meant. Maybe she was using him to forget everything that had gone wrong in her life. Maybe he was her own personal Prince Charming and they would go riding off into the sunset and live happily ever after, if Internal didn’t take them into that little room and shoot them in the head first.
Maybe she loved him.
She shook her head at the thought, even though there was no one to see her. If she were in love with him, things would be clearer. If she were in love with him, she wouldn’t wonder whether she saw him as a way to escape the memories or as her only remaining friend or as something else, something more. Or all of the above. How was she supposed to tell the difference? She needed Heather to help her talk this through, but that wasn’t exactly an option anymore.
Maybe she should go back to the playground and check on him. That would be easy. Simple. No matter what she felt or didn’t feel, she could go check on him.
Except she couldn’t, because she had already gone this morning, to bring food for him and his dad. He didn’t want her coming too often, or staying too long; he worried that someone would notice what she was doing. She had told him she hadn’t seen her mom since Friday morning and that nobody else would pay attention to how often she left the apartment, but he still didn’t think it was safe. Becca wasn’t sure she blamed him—after all, how did she know for sure one of her neighbors wasn’t watching her out the window, noting down every time she made the trip to the playground?
Maybe she should finish her homework, then.
No, she had finished it all yesterday. It hadn’t worked as well as her too-brief times with Jake to block out the image of Anna’s death, but it had helped enough that she had done it all at once, losing herself in the tedium for as long as possible.
Becca reached for her phone again. With her hand hovering over it, she stopped. Was there even any point? Even if she did get in touch with these people, what would she be able to do for them?
The phone rang.
Becca nearly fell out of her chair.
Heart pounding, she looked at the display. Heather again. Was this the fifth time Heather had called today, or the sixth? And that wasn’t counting the texts – at least five times as many, all asking her to pick up the phone, to call her back, to meet her somewhere so they could talk. Becca pushed the phone away. She hadn’t talked to Heather since their conversation at the playground that night. As far as she was concerned, their friendship was over.
She crumpled and flattened the piece of paper in her hand, like she had done so many times over the past two days. She needed to quit putting this off. This was what she wanted, after all.
The phone stopped ringing.
She picked it up again and—quickly, before she could talk herself out of it again—started dialing.
When she hit the last digit, she stopped.
This was what she wanted. What she needed. She couldn’t keep going the way she had been, and this was her only way out.
So why couldn’t she make the call?
Someone knocked at her door. Becca jerked and dropped the phone.
“Becca? Are you in there?” Her mom.
“I thought you were still at work.” Becca hurriedly cleared the number from her phone. She shoved the phone into her pocket and the slip of paper into her desk drawer. Her mom hadn’t even made it home to sleep since the morning Anna had died. Becca hadn’t expected to see her at all today, let alone in the middle of the afternoon.
“Public Relations took a bunch of prisoners off our hands this morning, so things have finally calmed down a little. I may even get to sleep in my own bed tonight.”
Why had she hidden the phone? Her mom wouldn’t be able to tell what she had been doing with it. Logically, she knew that. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that even with the phone and paper hidden away, her mom would see right through her.
Since telling her mom to go away wasn’t an option, she sat back and waited for her to come in. At least this gave her one more excuse for putting off the call.
Her mom eased the door open. “Is this a good time to talk?”
“Actually, I was trying to get some homework done.” She put her hands on her keyboard and tried to look studious.
“I won’t take up too much of your time.” Her mom walked into the room, closing the door gently behind her, and sat down on the bed. “We need to talk about Anna. We should have talked before now. I shouldn’t have left you afterwards the way I did, and I’m sorry. I came back as soon as I could. I’ve been trying to get home all weekend, but I could barely get a bathroom break.”
At the mention of Anna, the loop started playing again behind Becca’s eyes. She would have thought that after seeing it so many times, the impact would have faded. It hadn’t. She flinched as the gun went off again—the hundredth time? The thousandth?
“Are you doing all right?” Her mom sounded so calm about it. As if what had happened was no more serious than a bad dream.
Becca kept her eyes on the keyboard as she answered. “I watched one of my friends die. What do you think?”
“I’m sorry you had to see that. But you need to understand what’s going to happen if you keep going the way you have been.” She patted the bed next to her. “Come sit with me.”
Becca looked at the space on the bed next to her mom. She wanted to get out of her chair, sit beside her, cry on her shoulder. In the old days, that was what she would have done.
She shook her head. “I’d rather stay here.”
The old days were gone.
But her mom still looked like her mom. Why couldn’t she look different, now that Becca knew what she really was?
“I don’t want you to blame yourself for Anna’s death,” said her mom. “She would have been executed whether or not you were there. But I do want you to think about what happened to her. If you keep saying the kinds of things you’ve been saying, you’re going to end up right there in one of those cells—” Her voice broke.
That crack in her calm was worse than hearing her talk about Anna’s death like it was nothing. Becca didn’t want to hear her mom’s grief at the thought of losing her. She wanted her mom to sound just as cold about Becca’s potential execution as she did about Anna’s, so Becca would have one more reason to hate her.
Becca stared out the window so she wouldn’t have to look at her mom. Outside, two Enforcers strode through the parking lot. Were they coming home, or on their way to drag away some anonymous dissident destined to die like Anna in one of those tiny rooms?
Becca tried to match her mom’s tone, tried to sound like Anna’s death didn’t matter. Like she didn’t see it every time she closed her eyes and sometimes when they were open. “Could we talk about this some other time?” Or maybe never? “I’m kind of busy.”
Her mom’s voice grew sharper. “No. We need to talk about this. We’ve put it off too long as it is. I never should have let things get this far.”
She wanted, needed, to tell her mom everything. How she couldn’t get rid of the images. How she sometimes saw not Anna, but Jake, dying in that room… and sometimes she saw herself in Anna’s place. How she wished she could go back and undo that conversation where she had lied about Anna, where she had condemned Anna to death.
How much it had scared her to see her mom looking down at Anna’s body with blank eyes, and to know that to her this was just a day like any other day.
Deep down, some part of her was still convinced her mom could make it all go away.
“There’s nothing to talk about.” The Enforcers outside had disappeared from view. “I shouldn’t have said those things the other day. I don’t even know what I was thinking.” But even as she said it, she knew there was no point. That excuse had worked on Heather, but it wouldn’t work on her mom.
Her mom reached out and grabbed the arm of Becca’s chair. She spun the chair around to face her. “That’s not enough this time. I explained the confessions to you; I thought that was the end of this. I thought…” Her voice trailed off. Were those tears glinting at the corners of her eyes? Becca couldn’t remember ever seeing her mom cry.
Becca started to speak—but she didn’t have anything to say. She had no way to convince her mom she wasn’t a dissident. The damage had been done.
“I know things haven’t been the same between us lately,” said her mom. “But I still know you. You’re still Becca. I spend every day with dissidents; I know what they’re like. You’re not one of them.”
And what made Becca so different? The fact that her mom didn’t want her to die? Becca held back the angry words, said nothing, tried to keep her face blank. Was this what their relationship was going to be for the rest of her life?
Why was she still upset at the thought of losing her closeness with her mom? She knew what her mom was like now.
Her mom stretched her arm across the gap and took Becca’s hand. The familiar roughness of her skin reminded Becca of all the other times she’d felt that hand around hers, all the times her mom had comforted her when she felt like the world was ending. She needed that now, needed her mom’s soothing voice and sensible answers. She needed her mom to hold her and stroke her hair and tell her everything would be all right.
She knew she should pull her hand away. Her mom had blood on her hands—what had she been doing at work all weekend that had kept her too busy to come home? How many dissidents had died? Instead, Becca clutched her mom’s hand as she fought the urge to scream about all the things her mom had done. As she fought the urge to break down in tears and admit how afraid she was.
“You need to remember who you are,” her mom continued. “That person who said those things the other night about how the country would be better off if the dissidents took over… that isn’t you.”
“And what about you?” The words left Becca’s mouth before she could stop them. “I didn’t think you could make people confess to things they hadn’t done because you thought they’d be more useful that way. I didn’t think you could watch somebody die like it was nothing.”
Her mom gripped her hand harder. “We’ve talked about this. You said you understood. You know why I do what I do.”
“But how do you do it? How can you spend your days doing… whatever you do down there…” She shied away from the visions her mind supplied, tried to push away the thought of Anna lying dead on the concrete floor. “…and then come home and talk to me like it doesn’t mean anything?”
Her mom frowned and tilted her head. “Did you hear something?”
“Don’t change the subject. I want to know. How do you do it?” Suddenly this answer—how her mom could do what she did and still be the person Becca had always known—seemed like the most important thing in the world. But Becca didn’t know which she wanted to hear—that both people could coexist in the same body, or that the mother she had grown up with had been an illusion.
Her mom put her finger to her lips.
Were those footsteps?
A door slammed, too loud to be anywhere but inside the apartment.
Becca knew what it meant to hear footsteps that weren’t supposed to be there, to hear your door open when nobody else had the key. Everybody knew what that meant.
But her mom had said she wouldn’t turn her in. Heather had said she wouldn’t turn her in. And it was two in the afternoon. Enforcement took you away in the middle of the night; everyone knew that. It had to be something else. It had to be.
The footsteps were getting closer.
Her mom didn’t say anything. She didn’t move. But Becca saw her own fear reflected on her face.
The bedroom door opened.
They walked inside. The Enforcers she had seen out in the parking lot a moment ago. She had the answer to her question now. They weren’t on their way home. They were here for a dissident. They were here for her.
She couldn’t move.
She couldn’t breathe.
She didn’t understand the things her mom was screaming. It all blended together into a nonsensical jumble. But she could feel her mom’s grip on her hand getting tighter and tighter, until the Enforcers pulled them apart.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
“I’m Raleigh Dalcourt’s daughter,” she repeated again and again as the Enforcers shoved her through the same side door she had walked through with her mom just two days ago. She tried to keep her voice from shaking, tried to keep her cuffed hands from shaking, tried to keep her legs from collapsing underneath her. “You can’t do this.”
She had never seen her mom lose control like that before. Even in her arguments with Becca’s dad, Becca had never heard her yell. But when Enforcement had come, she had screamed as they had handcuffed Becca and propelled her, too stunned to fight, out the door. First threats that Becca, in her numb state, couldn’t understand; then, as the door had closed behind them, a wordless scream that made goosebumps rise all over Becca’s body.
The Enforcers hadn’t stopped then, and they didn’t now.
Still, Becca hung on to the hope that they didn’t know. That they thought her mom was just one of many anonymous Internal employees. Once they found out otherwise, they would have to let her go. Hadn’t her name gotten her in to see Heather on that horrible night?
The door closed, shutting out her last glimpse of the afternoon sun.
She might never see the sun again.
They maneuvered her into the elevator like a piece of luggage. Inside the elevator, they stood to either side of her, not moving, not speaking.
“I’m Raleigh Dalcourt’s daughter,” she repeated through her tears. “She works here.” The elevator opened onto the maze of hallways underneath 117. The light seemed dimmer now, and the echoes of their footsteps twice as loud. Each of the Enforcers held one of her arms, to keep her from running—where would she go?—and to hurry her along. She stumbled as she tried to keep up; her uneven steps broke the pattern of the echoes.
“She made 117 the best processing center in the country.” She hated when other people talked about her mom like this; now she wove the words around her like armor. “She turned this nothing town into someplace the whole country knows about. You wouldn’t have jobs if it weren’t for her.”
Her desperate words rang through the halls. Still, the Enforcers acted like they hadn’t heard. They kept going, down one hallway and then another, taking Becca further from the real world with every step.
She didn’t know how long they walked before stopping in front of one of the doors. A mix of tears and salty mucus dripped down her face; with her hands cuffed behind her, she couldn’t wipe it away. “She’s going to come for me,” she said as they opened the door. She sounded like Heather had when she had called that night. She could hardly understand herself.
One of the Enforcers shoved her against the wall; the other removed her handcuffs with rough efficiency. Before she could think of taking advantage of her hands’ freedom, the one who had taken off the handcuffs pushed her through the door and closed it behind her. The click of the door as it locked had a horrible finality to it.
“She’s going to come for me,” she repeated to no one.
The cell looked just like the room where Anna had died, except for the metal cot against the far wall. Everything was gray—the walls, the floors, the bed’s threadbare sheets. In the corner of the ceiling, a camera watched her. Its tiny red light was the only spot of color in the room. She took a step forward, and although it might have been her imagination, she thought she saw the camera swivel to follow her.
She couldn’t stop shaking.
With one hand against the wall, she stumbled to the bed. The metal frame squealed underneath her as she sat down on the rock-hard mattress.
How many dissidents had sat on this bed before her? How long had they stayed in this cell before they died?
How long did Becca have before…
No. She’s going to come for me.
A faded bloodstain on the floor caught her eye. It seemed to grow as she looked at it.
She brought her eyes to the ceiling instead—to the camera that, even though she had moved, was still pointed directly at her. “I’m Raleigh Dalcourt’s daughter,” she told the camera, praying that someone on the other end would hear. “You have to get me out of here.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as the last of her strength drained out of her. “Please get me out of here.”
Nobody came.
Her shaking got worse.
Even now that she was here, now that it had really happened, it didn’t feel possible. She kept waiting to wake up, to come back to reality.
She didn’t wake up.
And still nobody came.
She paced back and forth and heard the camera hum as it swiveled to follow her; she sat on the bed and watched the stain on the floor grow. She slept a little, and drifted in and out of nightmares indistinguishable from her reality. When she woke up, it took her a moment to realize this wasn’t just another dream.
Her stomach was growling. She felt weak with thirst. She waited for food and water—they had to give her something eventually, they couldn’t just let her die in here—but it didn’t come.
Nobody came.
She had run out of tears. Her eyes felt like they had been rubbed with sandpaper. Her throat burned with thirst; her tongue kept sticking to the roof of her mouth. Every part of her body ached—whether from sleeping on the hard mattress or from the constant trembling, she didn’t know.
She lay down again. Maybe this time, if she managed to fall asleep, she wouldn’t dream. Maybe for a while she could turn her mind off and forget where she was.
 
* * *
 
Becca drifted from one half-dream to another. The lights blazed through her eyelids into her brain. She got up, paced the room, lay down again, sat and stared at nothing, until she wasn’t sure whether she was awake or asleep.
Her mother came. She called Becca a dissident, and Becca couldn’t speak. She took a gun from her belt and aimed it at Becca, and Becca couldn’t move. Her eyes were cold as she pulled the trigger. Becca woke wiping away tears that weren’t there. She had no water left for tears.
Her stomach was twisted in on itself, trying to devour itself. She felt shriveled. Empty. Her tongue was swollen in her parched mouth.
The door opened.
Becca jerked up from the bed as a man ducked through the doorway. She rubbed her eyes and looked again. He hadn’t disappeared. And he seemed brighter than the vision of her mom. More solid.
She recognized him. He was the one she and her mom had talked to the other day.
The one who had killed Anna.
She fought back her initial fear and revulsion. She had seen the way he had looked at her mom, how eager he had been to help her. If her mom couldn’t come herself, maybe she had sent him to get her out.
She got to her feet, then steadied herself against the wall as her legs threatened to give out under her. “Did my mom send you?” The words scratched against her throat like tiny nails.
A flicker of emotion crossed his face, too fast for her to read. “I need you to come with me.”
Her mom had to have sent him. He just couldn’t say it here, because… because of the camera. Or because her mom wanted to keep her scared for a little while longer, to teach her a lesson.
His face was expressionless.
His height no longer made him look awkward; he loomed over her as he took a step closer. He held out a pair of handcuffs. “You’ll have to be secured.”
Maybe her mom had arranged this whole thing. Maybe she thought watching Anna die wasn’t enough to keep Becca from turning into a dissident. Her screams as the Enforcers had led Becca out the door… all part of the act.
Wordlessly, Eli pulled Becca’s arms behind her back and fastened the handcuffs around her wrists. She let him. It would only be for a few minutes, only until he brought her to her mom.
He took hold of her arm the way the Enforcers had.
“I’m sorry it has to happen this way,” he said softly as he led her out the door.
 
* * *
 
Becca expected another room like her cell, like the room where Eli had shot Anna. Or maybe something bigger, with a single chair in the center and torture implements laid out in neat rows along a metal table.
She didn’t expect anything like what she saw when he opened the door and motioned her inside.
Unlike everything else she had seen on the underground levels, this room didn’t have even a hint of gray. The walls, though still noticeably rough concrete, had been painted a warm tan. The carpet was the soothing blue of the ocean, the color of Becca’s bedroom walls at home. A wooden desk, big enough that Becca wasn’t sure how it could have made it through the door, took up most of the space in the small room, and a chair made from the same dark wood sat to either side.
A camera, identical to the one in her cell, watched her from the corner.
Becca stepped into the room. Eli unlocked the handcuffs and gestured to the chair nearest her. “Sit down.”
She almost fell crossing the short distance to the chair. Eli made his way around the desk and folded himself into the chair opposite her.
There was a glass of water on the desk, next to a small stack of papers. Once Becca spotted it, she couldn’t see anything else. She imagined reaching across the desk and grabbing it, feeling the cold on her tongue as she poured the liquid down her throat. Her hand twitched.
Eli pushed the glass across the desk. “Have as much as you want.”
Her hand felt weak and trembly as she closed her fingers around the glass. She gingerly brought it to her lips, afraid she would drop it. She took a small sip first, then gulped faster until the glass was empty. The coolness of the water spread from her stomach out through the rest of her body. Not enough. But she felt a little better.
She glanced at the closed door. Any minute now, and her mom would walk in, ready to take her home. Any minute now…
The door stayed closed.
Her mom wasn’t coming.
Why had she even bothered trying to fool herself? If her mom had been able to save her, she would have stopped Enforcement from taking her in the first place. If anyone cared whose daughter she was, they would have released her by now.
Her breaths grew ragged as the truth closed in on her. There would be no rescue. They would get whatever confession they needed from her, and then they would kill her just like Anna.
“You have to let me go,” she told Eli anyway. She tried to sound unafraid, but her voice, weak and rough from crying, broke on the first word. “Before my mom finds out I’m here.” Her words echoed with the hollowness of her threat. Her mom already knew she was here.
“I wish you didn’t have to be here.” His regret sounded genuine. Not that that meant anything. “Raleigh Dalcourt is my role model. I respect her more than anyone else I’ve ever met.” He paused for a moment, straightening the papers on the desk. “But as much as she matters to me, our purpose here matters more. Nothing can get in the way of that purpose. She taught me that.”
“I haven’t done anything.” Why had she bothered to say it? She knew it didn’t matter what she had or hadn’t done.
“I want this to be over just as much as you do. I want to get you back home with your mother where you belong.” Eli rested his arms on the desk and leaned toward her. “We can do that. Nothing you’ve done is that serious. It’s obvious you’re not a threat to society.”
Becca tensed, wanting so badly to believe him, waiting for the catch.
“All you have to do,” he said, “is tell us where to find your friend Jake.”
Jake. Of course. That was why they had brought her here. Somehow they had found out about her warning.
Jake, hiding with his dad in the playhouse. Had he started wondering yet why she hadn’t come to bring him more food?
What would happen to him if she never got out of here?
Eli had said she could go home.
All she had to do was give him Jake. Trade Jake’s life, and his dad’s, for hers.
Maybe he was lying. She knew all about Internal’s lies. She wanted to believe he was lying; that was easier than wondering whose life was worth more.
Eli flipped through the papers on his desk until he found what he was looking for. “We know you’ve been helping him hide from Enforcement. We heard your phone call warning him.”
She should have expected it. Should have known better than to think she could do something like this—helping a dissident evade Internal, dissident activity by any definition—without ending up right where she was now.
Becca didn’t say anything. Was there any point in trying to pretend she hadn’t helped Jake? And yet she couldn’t bring herself to say she had done it, couldn’t admit to dissident activity in this of all places.
“Did Jake approach you first,” Eli asked, “or was it one of the teachers?”
Becca blinked. “What?”
“Who was it that recruited you? Was it Jake, or the teacher who told you to warn him and find him a place to hide?”
The teacher thing, Internal’s invented conspiracy. He wanted to weave her into it. Make her useful. Just like her mom had said.
“There isn’t—” She almost told him there had never been any conspiracy, almost admitted she knew what Internal had been doing. She stopped herself just in time. If they knew her mom had betrayed Internal’s secrets by telling her…
So what if they knew? Her mom hadn’t gotten her out of here. Why should Becca protect her?
But she didn’t finish her sentence.
She started over. “He didn’t recruit me into anything. Nobody did.”
“Please, Becca. I just want to get you out of this place. You know what will happen to you if you stay here.”
She didn’t answer.
“You don’t have to worry about how it will reflect on you. With a mother like yours, I know you would never have ended up in a position like this if there weren’t some very persuasive people behind it. I understand. Just tell me what Jake and the others have been telling you, and who told you to protect him.”
“You said all I had to do was tell you where Jake was.” Not that it mattered; she wouldn’t have told him anyway. She wouldn’t have traded Jake’s life and his dad’s for hers. Right?
Right?
“That would be a good start,” he said. “But finding one dissident isn’t going to help us very much, especially since he’s probably an innocent victim like you. We need to find the people responsible for dragging kids like you into this. Maybe it wasn’t even anybody at your school. Maybe this has reached further than we suspected.”
He wouldn’t let her go. No matter what she told him, no matter who she accused. He would add it to their collection of false confessions and use it to condemn more innocent people. Public Relations would take advantage of the fact that she was Raleigh Dalcourt’s daughter to prove that the dissidents could corrupt anyone. And she would die in the room where Anna had died, or on TV for everyone in the country to watch.
He wouldn’t let her go. It was a lie.
Wasn’t it?
Eli sighed. “This is silly, Becca. Why are you protecting these people, after what they’ve gotten you into? Why are you protecting Jake, when he’s the reason you’re here in the first place?”
How did she know it was a lie? Her mom had even told her Internal let people go sometimes if they weren’t a threat to society. Eli had said she wasn’t a threat. Maybe she didn’t have to end up like Anna. Maybe she could walk out of this place and forget any of this had ever happened.
She could say Jake’s dad had gotten her involved in whatever this was supposed to be. Eli had said it didn’t have to be a teacher, after all. That way she wouldn’t have to condemn anybody else—Jake’s dad would end up here anyway if she told Eli where Jake was.
No. What was she thinking? How could she even consider killing them for the sake of her own possible freedom? The cost was too high.
Anna wouldn’t have been here, wouldn’t have died here, if not for Becca’s lie. Nobody else would die because of her.
“All I did was call him,” she answered. “I don’t know where he went. And nobody recruited me into anything.”
So easy, too easy, to say the words that determined the way her life would end.
She couldn’t tell whether the sadness in his eyes was real or as much of a lie as everything he had said about the conspiracy. “In that case, I guess I don’t have a choice.”
She had thought she would start crying again. She didn’t. She sat perfectly still, trying not to imagine what was coming.
Eli walked over to her. “Give me your hands.”
She held her arms out to him; he refastened the handcuffs. He guided her out of the chair and toward the door, one slow step at a time.
As he reached for the door, it flew open.
Becca’s mom stood in the doorway.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Becca’s mom blocked the door, wild-eyed, hair spilling out of her untidy braid. “I’m here to take my daughter home.”
Becca pulled away from Eli and rushed into her mom’s arms. It didn’t matter what her mom had done, or how she had lied. All that mattered was that she was here, and she was going to get Becca out of this place. She was going to save Becca’s life.
Her mom wrapped her arms around her, a noise like a sob escaping her throat. Becca would have clutched her mom just as hard if not for the handcuffs. Tears of relief prickled at the corners of her eyes.
Her mom smelled like day-old sweat. Becca didn’t care.
“I can’t let her go,” said Eli from behind her. “I’m sorry, Raleigh.”
“I talked to the directors.” Becca felt the heat of her mom’s breath against her hair as she spoke. “It took me two days, but I got them to agree. She’s free to go.” She let go of Becca with one arm to pull something out of her bag. “The forms are right here.”
Two days? Had Becca really been here that long? How long had she waited in that cell?
“You need to think about this, Raleigh. What will happen to you if you let a dissident go free? It could mean the end of your career, or worse. You’d probably be investigated.”
Her mom’s voice turned glacial; even though it wasn’t directed at her, Becca shivered. “What are you accusing me of?”
“I know you’re not a dissident,” he said hastily. “I understand. You just want to keep your daughter safe. But you have to think about how it will look.”
Her mom’s voice didn’t warm up. “My daughter is not a dissident.”
“There’s evidence against her,” Eli persisted.
Her mom’s arms tightened around her. “I’ve seen your evidence. I think it’s ridiculous, and the directors agree.”
Eli made a disapproving noise. “If you’re sure you want to do this, and you’ve convinced the directors to go along with it, there’s nothing I can do to stop you. But you still have a chance to change your mind. If you think it through—”
Her mom cut him off. “I’m not leaving this room without her.” Her tone made the way Jake had threatened Laine sound like the mewling of a kitten by comparison.
Eli sighed. “Like I said, I can’t stop you.”
Her mom released her slowly, like she had to pry her own arms away. Eli fiddled with Becca’s handcuffs until they slid off her wrists. She rubbed her wrists and swayed on her feet. The world wobbled around her.
Her mom put an arm around her shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
* * *
 
Leaving 117 felt like being reborn.
As her mom guided her out the door and across the parking lot, the sun shone down on her as brightly as it had yesterday—no, two days ago—when the Enforcers had brought her here. She could almost believe that no time had gone by at all, that her time on the underground levels had been nothing more than a bad dream.
The world jolted; Becca stumbled over nothing. The rows of cars in front of her blurred.
Her mom dug through her bag and pulled out a water bottle. She handed it to Becca. “Drink this.”
Becca unscrewed the cap on her second try. She greedily gulped down half the bottle, then choked as the liquid turned out to be thick and syrupy-sweet. Her stomach growled, caught between nausea and renewed hunger. Hunger won; she drained the bottle as she climbed into the car.
It took her mom two tries to turn the key in the ignition with her shaking fingers. “Tell me they were wrong about you,” she said in a voice on the edge of tears, a voice Becca had never heard from her before. “Tell me you didn’t help that dissident hide.”
Becca stared out the window at Processing 117 as the car began to move. It looked the same as it always had. Everything looked the same.
I almost died in there.
She couldn’t stop shivering. She wrapped her arms around herself, even though she wasn’t cold. Why couldn’t she stop shivering? She was safe now.
“Please.” Her mom weaved out of the parking lot, and jerked the steering wheel to the left seconds before she would have slammed into a parked car. “Tell me you didn’t do it.”
Out of the parking lot. Away from 117. Becca rested her head against the car window and closed her eyes, overcome by a wave of dizziness. She stammered out a denial through her chattering teeth. “I… I d-didn’t do anything. I didn’t even know Internal was… was after him.” Her mom would see through her; her mom always saw through her. Would she turn around and give Becca back to Eli when she realized Becca was guilty after all?
“You called him the morning Enforcement came for him. When they got to his house, he was gone.”
Becca opened her eyes, then quickly closed them again. The world was going by too fast. “I c-called him to hang out. That’s… that’s all.” It didn’t matter what she said. Her mom would figure out the truth, and then she would bring Becca back to that cell…
“So you don’t know where he is.” The car swerved sharply to the side. Becca opened her eyes in time to see them swing back into the right lane, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision.
“N-no.” Jake had been waiting for two days. Did he suspect what had happened to her?
“I knew you couldn’t do something like that.” Her mom tightened her fingers around the steering wheel like she was trying to choke the life out of it. “You’ve said some misguided things lately, but that doesn’t mean you would help a dissident hide from Internal. Even if he is a friend of yours.” She paused. “You’re certain you don’t know where he is?”
“I d-didn’t even know… know he was a dissident. I thought you w-were wrong about him.” She waited for her mom to confront her, to expose her lie.
“I’m sorry for doubting you.” Her mom’s death grip on the steering wheel loosened a tiny bit. “But I had to hear it from you.”
Her mom hadn’t seen through her lie. She was safe.
Alive. Safe. Free.
She still couldn’t stop shivering.
“I did everything I could to get you out of there,” said her mom as they got closer to the apartment. “I’m sorry it took as long as it did.”
Looking more closely at her mom’s face, Becca saw the dark circles under her eyes, and the new wrinkles that made her look as if she had aged ten years overnight. “Are you r-really going to… to b-be investigated?”
“Maybe,” said her mom. “But they won’t find anything. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that I got you out of there.”
Why was she worried about her mom’s safety, anyway? Had she forgotten what her mom had done? What she did every day?
But she had saved Becca’s life. And even if she hadn’t, she was still her mom. Becca imagined the Enforcers handcuffing her mom instead of her, pushing her mom ahead of them out the door while Becca stood by helplessly. No matter what she thought of her mom, Becca would have been the one screaming without words, the one searching for any possible way to save her.
“Th-thank you,” said Becca. “For… for saving me. And p-putting yourself in danger to do it.”
Her mom pulled into the parking lot of their building. “There was no other option. I couldn’t leave you there.”
Even if I really did help Jake?
She didn’t ask. She thought she knew the answer, anyway. Somewhere deep down, her mom had to at least suspect what Becca was. What she had done.
And she had saved her anyway.
“Is there any chance they’ll… they’ll arrest me again?” Becca asked.
The car slid into their parking space. “No. They had no meaningful evidence against you. I’ve made that clear to them.” Her mom yanked the key out of the ignition and swung her car door open.
Not that it matters whether they have evidence or not. Becca kept her mouth shut as she fumbled with her seatbelt. She wasn’t quite as dizzy anymore. Whatever her mom had given her had helped.
Her mom kept talking as she climbed out of the car. “All they had was that phone call and what that dissident friend of yours said.”
Becca froze halfway through taking off her seatbelt. “Heather? Heather turned me in?”
“This is how far she’s willing to go to keep suspicion off herself. I did warn you about her. She isn’t someone you want to associate with.”
Heather had turned her in.
It’s a lie. Just another lie.
But Becca didn’t know who was lying—her mother, or Heather.
 
* * *
 
For once, Becca’s mom was home when Becca woke up. Becca got ready for school as her mom hovered; she choked down the toast her mom made for her; she assured her that she was okay, of course she was okay. They left the apartment together, Becca’s forced smile growing more and more strained under her mom’s watchful eyes.
Becca stood at the front of the parking lot, where the bus would pick her up. She and Heather used to wait for the bus here together; now, with Heather gone, Becca was the only high-school student in the building who took the bus to school. Her mom passed her in her car, on her way to 117 to do to other dissidents what she had saved Becca from. Becca watched the car until it was out of sight. She waited an extra couple of minutes just to be safe. Then she started out of the parking lot, toward the playground.
She hadn’t been able to sneak away to see Jake yesterday after she got home; her mom had kept too close an eye on her. He and his dad had been waiting for three days now. Did they think she wasn’t coming back? Did they think it was only a matter of time now before Internal came for them?
The food she had left them had probably run out by now. She hadn’t been able to grab anything this morning, but she could come back with food later. Right now the most important thing was to let them know that she was alive, and that she hadn’t forgotten them.
The apartment building receded into the distance behind her. Somebody might have watched her leave, and wondered why she was going to the playground so often all of a sudden and why she was skipping school to do it. She glanced back at the building, squinting to see if she could spot any faces in the windows. She was too far away to tell, but she thought she might have seen one of the curtains move.
When she had warned Jake, she hadn’t thought about anything but keeping him safe from the immediate threat. She should have thought further, should have understood that the threat didn’t end there. Internal was looking for him, and eventually they would find him. She didn’t just need to bring food; she needed to warn him that he had to run. Leave town with his dad as soon as possible. They would still be in danger, but it would give them the best chance of survival.
She would never see him again. But he would be safe from Internal. Safer, at least.
She tried not to think about how alone she would be once he was gone.
She heard something. Footsteps? She spun around, but saw only the parking lot where she was supposed to be waiting for the bus.
It was probably for the best that she wasn’t going to school; everybody had to know about her arrest by now. And this time Jake wouldn’t be around to protect her.
And then there was Heather. How was she supposed to face Heather?
When Becca didn’t show up at school, would the Monitors report it? Would Internal assume she was guilty after all, and that she had run before they could discover their mistake?
She slowed down as she got closer to the playground. She looked behind her again. Still nobody there. Why did she feel like someone was watching her?
If anyone saw her, if anyone found out what she was doing, she would end up right back in 117 again, and this time her mom wouldn’t be able to save her.
She stopped.
Jake needs me.
What would have happened to her in 117 if her mom hadn’t come through that door?
I almost died in there.
She tried to force her legs forward. She had promised herself that no one else would die because of her. What if Jake and his dad died because she had abandoned them?
Her feet were glued to the pavement.
I almost died.
Anyone passing by would be able to see her standing by the side of the road like this. Anyone would be able to guess what she was doing. Helping a dissident. Dissident activity.
A car roared up behind her; her legs nearly buckled. The car sped past and disappeared into the distance. Not Enforcement after all. She gulped in a lungful of air. Her hands shook.
Jake was waiting for her. How long before Internal found him?
With one last look toward the playground, Becca turned and bolted back to the parking lot.
Coward.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Becca sleepwalked through her classes. She didn’t hear a single word her teachers said; she only heard the word that followed her through the halls the way it used to circle through her mind. Dissident.
Most people kept their distance. A few approached her, hanging back as if she might bite. They asked if it was true that Internal had arrested her, that she had helped a dissident escape from 117, that she had been seconds from execution before her mom had forced Internal to let her go. The threats hadn’t started yet, but it was only a matter of time.
As she entered the cafeteria, the roar of conversation quieted. All through the room, heads pointed in her direction. The word echoed off the walls like her footsteps had echoed through the underground levels. Dissident, dissident, dissident…
Becca backed up. She would spend lunch somewhere else. Anywhere else. She hadn’t brought anything to eat, but right now just the smell of the cafeteria’s stale pizza was more than her stomach could handle.
At the left-hand table near the door, where the political kids sat, somebody stood up. Becca took another step back; maybe if she left the cafeteria fast enough her would-be tormentor wouldn’t follow.
Wait. That was Heather.
One more reason to get out of there. Becca turned around and grabbed blindly for the door.
Heather reached her just as her fingers closed around the door handle. She threw her arms around Becca like a snake trying to strangle its prey. No… like the way her mom had held her in 117. This wasn’t an attack; it was a hug.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Heather whispered.
Becca pulled away. She held Heather at arm’s length, studied her face for signs that her mom had been telling the truth. Heather’s relief seemed real… but how could she tell? How could she tell about anyone anymore?
“Is it true? Did you turn me in?” She didn’t care who heard her ask. If people thought Heather had reported her, it would just make Heather look better, and Becca should want that, right? She had tried so hard to help Heather; why stop now?
“No! Why would you even think that?” Heather’s denial came a second too late; she looked away as she said it.
“You did. You turned me in.” She said it so softly she almost couldn’t hear herself. She didn’t want to hear herself say it. Didn’t want to face the truth.
“I didn’t do it,” said Heather, pleading now.
“Stop lying to me!” Now her voice was too loud, almost yelling. Nearby conversations quieted again as people listened. She tried to lower her voice. “Why can’t you just tell me the truth?”
“Just let me explain, okay? Please.” Heather grabbed Becca’s hand and tugged her toward the door. Becca let Heather lead her out into the hall. Even listening to Heather explain her betrayal sounded like a better prospect than staying in the cafeteria with all those hostile eyes on her.
Once the door had closed behind them, Heather let go of Becca’s hand. Becca thought about running as fast as she could down the empty hallway, maybe even out the front entrance and all the way home, and leaving Heather here alone with her explanation unspoken. But a part of her wanted to hear it, to know how Heather could have turned on her so thoroughly. She matched Heather’s pace as they wandered.
“I didn’t mean to do it,” said Heather quietly.
Becca didn’t look at Heather; she looked everywhere else so she wouldn’t have to. The lights seemed too bright, the halls too wide, after the dim narrow maze of the underground levels. “What did you do, call them by accident?”
“They came to my house. Two of them. It was a couple of days after I… you know. After I reported Jake.” She cringed away from Becca a little as she said it.
Becca didn’t respond.
“They thought I had warned Jake and his dad. They said I was doing what my parents had done—trying to get Internal to trust me while I secretly worked against them. They said that’s why I joined the Monitors, and why I turned Jake in.”
“So you told them I must have warned him.” Heather had offered Becca up as a sacrifice, as though their years of friendship meant nothing. Coward. Becca wanted to throw the word in her face.
Was Becca any better? She had abandoned Jake and his dad.
“I didn’t understand what I had done until it was too late.” Heather’s steps slowed. “I tried to tell you, after. You have to believe me.”
All those unanswered phone calls. Maybe Heather really had tried to warn her.
And what if Becca had died in there? Would Heather’s last-minute change of heart have mattered then?
Heather stopped; so did Becca. Heather didn’t say anything else. She looked at Becca, waiting.
Becca knew what Heather wanted. She wanted Becca to forgive her, to say she understood. To say it was okay that she had almost died because her best friend had only cared about saving herself.
She couldn’t give Heather what she wanted. But she couldn’t walk away, either. Hadn’t she almost made the same decision as Heather? Hadn’t she at least considered it, sitting in that room in 117?
And what about now? What about Jake, hiding in the playhouse, waiting for her?
Coward.
She didn’t know anymore whether she meant Heather or herself.
Heather is the reason Jake is there in the first place, Becca reminded herself. If she hadn’t turned him in, he’d be here at school right now.
That reminder made the situation simpler. Maybe Becca had been tempted to sacrifice Jake after her arrest, but she would never have coldly handed him over to Internal the way Heather had. Heather wasn’t just a coward; she had become something worse.
She turned the thought around in her head, let it drive out all the others, until it tipped the balance and allowed her to walk down the hall alone, leaving Heather behind.
 
* * *
 
Becca tossed her backpack onto the living room floor. She was about to head to her bedroom when she heard a soft thump from the kitchen. She stopped moving, held her suddenly-quivering body in place with one foot raised mid-step. As she listened, it happened again. The sound of a drawer closing, then footsteps. Someone was here. Internal.
They hadn’t see her yet, but they must have heard the door open and close. Could she make it out of the apartment before they caught up with her? But even if she did, they would come after her, and she couldn’t outrun—
Her mom stepped out of the kitchen.
Becca let her foot drop to the floor, let the air hiss out of her lungs. “It’s you.”
“I came home early. I wanted to make sure you were all right.” Her mom frowned as she scrutinized Becca. “What happened?”
“Nothing. I thought you were Internal.” Becca’s legs threatened to give out as her adrenaline abruptly receded. She rested her back against the door, trying to look casual, like it was no big deal. “How did you manage to leave work so early? It’s the middle of the afternoon.”
“Someone else can handle my dissidents today. Or they can sit in their cells a little longer. Being here for you is more important.”
Becca wished her mom had stayed at work until after midnight again instead. Having her around wasn’t going to help anything. Not when every time Becca looked at her she thought about Jake’s mom and Heather’s parents and Anna and everything her job meant. Not when every second that went by was another opportunity for her mom to discover that Becca wasn’t innocent after all.
Except that seeing her mom in front of her, knowing she was here, did make it a little easier for Becca to breathe. Why did her mom’s presence still comfort her, even now that Becca knew what she was?
Every time she talked to her mom lately, she ended up seeing double. The torturer. Her mother. One and the same, and yet how could they be?
“You never got a chance to answer my question,” said Becca.
“What question?” Her mom stepped closer. Becca didn’t know whether she wanted to back up against the door as far as she could or rush into her mom’s arms and tell her all about her miserable day.
“How you… do what you do.”
Her mom was silent for a moment. Was she remembering the same thing as Becca? Becca asking the question, then the sound of footsteps, and then…
Her mom spoke, chasing the memory from Becca’s mind. “I do what I do because I have to.”
Becca shook her head. “That’s not true. You didn’t have to get a job in Processing. You didn’t have to get a job with Internal at all. You chose this—and every morning you choose to stay there for another day. So how do you do it? How do you keep going back?” She couldn’t find the right words to ask what she really wanted to know—how her mom could go back there every day and still be the mother Becca had grown up with.
“A lot of people don’t stay,” said her mom. “They last a few months, or a year, and then they transfer someplace else. Surveillance, maybe, or Investigation… sometimes they leave Internal altogether.” She paused. “I admit I’ve had moments when the idea seemed very tempting. Processing is… not an easy place to work. But what would happen if everybody walked away? Without Processing, there would be no point to Surveillance or Investigation or any of the rest. So I stand by what I said—I do it because I have to.”
“That’s why you stay,” said Becca. “But how do you do it? You’re not…” She didn’t know how to finish the sentence, didn’t know how to put her thoughts into words.
“I choose to,” her mom answered. “It’s that simple.”
“You could say that about anything. You could say that if you quit tomorrow to become a clown.” Her mom’s answer was too easy, and explained too little. It didn’t give Becca what she was looking for.
Her mom’s face darkened. “Do you think I take this choice that lightly? Do you think it matters that little to me? If that were the case, I would have left Processing a long time ago.” She wrapped her arms around her chest. “I lost your father because I wouldn’t leave Processing. And I’ve given up more than my marriage. People know how important Processing is, and they’re always quick to tell me how much they admire what I’ve done for 117 and for Internal… but they never want to get too close. Have you ever wondered why you’re the closest friend I have?” She drew in a shaky breath. “And every day when I look at the dissidents in those cells, I have to remind myself all over again what they are, so that I can do what needs to be done.”
In all their conversations, over all these years, her mom had never hinted at any of this.
“But I stay. I stay because I will not be someone who abandons my principles as soon as they become inconvenient. I will not be someone who says that certain things have to be done… as long as somebody else does them.” Her mom crossed the remaining distance to Becca and took Becca’s face in her hands. “This is the most important thing I can teach you. Living by your principles will always be the harder path. But you have to do it anyway. You have to do what’s right no matter how hard it gets, or one day you’ll find out you’ve become somebody you can’t live with.”
A chill spread through Becca’s body. A horrible recognition that drove all her thoughts about her mom’s job out of her mind.
Jake, waiting in the playground. Abandoned.
Could she live with herself if she left him there?
Her mom let her hands fall to her sides. “I know how hard it is. It’s easier to hate the people who killed your best friend’s parents than to understand why their deaths were necessary. It’s easier to believe a friend’s lies than to accept that he’s using you. But you know what’s right. And you have to keep reminding yourself of that.”
She did know what was right.
And leaving Jake at the playground wasn’t it.
Her mom was waiting for a response.
“I’ve been trying.” Becca didn’t have to fake sincerity. “But… it’s hard.”
“I know it is,” her mom said gently. “But it’s the only way you’re going to get through this.”
 
* * *
 
Becca tiptoed out of her bedroom. She winced as the floor creaked under her feet. Her mom’s door stood slightly open; through it Becca saw her mom’s arm hanging off the bed, heard the slow rhythmic sound of her breathing.
Her mom mumbled something incoherent. Becca stopped, waiting to hear her name or a question about what she was doing up so late. Instead the mattress squeaked as her mom’s breathing settled back into its regular pattern.
Becca crept past her door, through the hallway, into the living room. She slipped her shoes on and picked up her backpack. Once she had swung the backpack onto her back, she opened the door inch by inch, cringing at every squeal of the hinges. She stood in the doorway, listening for any hint that the noise might have woken her mom.
If her mom woke up, she couldn’t leave.
Nothing. Her mom was still asleep.
She told herself she was relieved.
She stepped out of the apartment and closed the door as carefully as she had opened it.
Down the hall. Down the stairs. Trying not to think of who might hear her footsteps and open their doors to see who was wandering around in the middle of the night. Just paranoia. Nobody could hear her from inside their apartments, and if they could, they wouldn’t think anything of it. Around here, people came and went at all hours; Becca’s mom wasn’t the only one who sometimes didn’t stumble home from work until six in the morning.
Becca walked outside into the cool night air. The last time she had been out this late, she had been hiding in the playhouse, the way Jake was now.
At least, if he was still there.
He had to still be there.
The thought of Jake forced her forward, away from the building, into the parking lot.
Directly into the path of an Enforcer.
They had been watching her, waiting for her to do something like this. And now that she had confirmed their suspicions, now that they had caught her—
He gave her a wave as he ambled toward the building.
She told her heart to slow down. Just a neighbor on his way home from work, too bleary from his long day to register anything strange about Becca’s middle-of-the-night wanderings.
Maybe seeing him had been a warning, a way of telling her to turn around before it was too late
She adjusted her backpack and kept going.
Out of the parking lot, into the shadows. Leaving the light of the parking lot at least meant less chance of being seen. But it also meant she couldn’t see who was waiting for her. Anybody could be out there between her and the playground, just waiting for her to get a little closer, for her to prove she was what they thought she was.
She tried to shake off her worries. Nobody was waiting for her. Her mom had said they wouldn’t arrest her again. But her fear weighed her down as much as the backpack on her shoulders, making every step slower as she squinted into the darkness.
She had never noticed before just how many steps it took to get to the playground. How many trees stood between her and her destination, looming over her with their branches stretched out like grasping hands. How many dark places there were in the construction site where someone could lurk without being seen. How many times her heart could beat in the few minutes she spent walking this short stretch of road.
And then she was there, standing in the weeds with the playhouse in front of her. Her feet felt twice as heavy, each step twice as long, as she crossed the playground to where Jake was hiding, where he had to be hiding.
She couldn’t hear anything from inside the playhouse.
He had to be in there.
She took a deep breath—but before she could step inside, a dark shape hurtled toward her and threw her to the ground.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
They had found her. They had been waiting here for her all along. She should have known better than to come back here. Now they would bring her back to 117, and this time her mom wouldn’t be able to save her.
She fought blindly, thrashing on her belly like a fish out of water. Where was that noise coming from? Was she screaming? When had she started screaming?
Her attacker pinned her to the grass with the weight of his body. His hands moved up to her neck, crept around to her throat, started squeezing. Her scream turned into a gurgle, then stopped entirely; she gasped for breath, her struggles becoming more frantic.
He would kill her here, or arrest her and bring her back to 117 so she could die there. Either way, she died. They had found her, her release had meant nothing, they had come for her again…
Her lungs burned. She strained for air, but could only pull in a thin stream. Not enough.
The hands around her neck loosened.
She greedily gulped in air, heart pounding, tears springing to her eyes. It didn’t matter whether he let her live, it didn’t matter, they would kill her in 117 anyway…
“Becca?”
She heard her name from very far away.
Who was calling her?
It didn’t matter.
“I’m sorry, Becca. I didn’t know it was you. I thought it had to be them, so I panicked. I didn’t even think…”
The things the voice was saying didn’t make any sense. But it didn’t matter; nothing mattered now. She tried to get up, tried to run, but even though her attacker wasn’t holding her down anymore—when had he stopped holding her down?—she couldn’t make her shaking limbs cooperate. When she tried to push herself off the ground, her arm gave out underneath her, dropping her face-first back down into the weeds.
Even if she managed to get away, he would still come after her. No matter how far she ran, they would find her. They would always find her.
“Becca, it’s me. It’s Jake.”
More meaningless words, reaching her ears from a million miles away.
Her heart was going to explode in her chest. She had to get out of here, had to get away, but she couldn’t move…
“Becca. Come back. It’s me. It’s just me.”
They had found her…
They were going to come for her…
He stroked her hair. This time she recognized the touch, didn’t flinch, didn’t fight him. Jake. Alive, safe, free. Just like her.
For now.
For how long?
Even now that she knew who he was, now that she knew she was safe, she couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything but lie facedown on the ground and shiver and cry and wait for them to take her.
 
* * *
 
She didn’t know how long she lay in the grass with Jake’s soothing voice in her ears. By the time he led her into the playhouse, she had mostly stopped shaking; her heart had almost slowed down to normal.
The smell of unwashed human overlaid the playhouse’s usual moldy odor. Jake’s dad sat in the same corner as before, staring off into the distance. Had he moved at all since Becca had left last time? She set her backpack down, then slid to the floor herself, still too weak to be confident that she could stay on her feet.
She opened the backpack and distributed what little food she had managed to smuggle away as she explained in a wobbly voice what had happened. She left out the part about how she had nearly abandoned them; she let Jake think she had only just gotten out of 117. Jake’s dad twitched an arm out to grab one of the apples she had brought. He kept his eyes fixed on that same spot in the distance as he ate.
While Becca spoke, Jake wrapped an arm around her shoulders. She tensed at first, then leaned into him. The heat of his body radiated through her, chasing away the cold her fear had left behind. His solid presence was a wall between her and the world. She wished she could hide there forever.
But the world was still out there. She couldn’t hide forever, and neither could Jake. That was why she had come here.
“You have to run,” she told him. “The longer you stay, the more likely it is that someone will realize you’re here. You need to leave while you still have a chance.”
Jake shook his head. “Not yet.”
“I don’t know how long you have before they find you. If you wait too long, it’ll be too late.” Worries crept into her mind as she spoke. How were they going to run? They had no money and nowhere to go. Even if Jake’s dad could take care of himself, they wouldn’t have much of a chance.
But if they stayed, they had none.
Jake pulled his arm back to his lap; Becca shivered from the sudden cold. “We’re not leaving.” His voice was as cold as the air, as cold as the fear he had shielded her from a few short seconds ago.
What had just happened?
“It’s not that I want you to leave, if that’s what you’re thinking. I… I don’t want to lose you.” Her cheeks heated up at the words, honest as they were. “But if you stay—”
He cut her off. “It’s not about you.”
“So what is it about?” She pushed herself back, away from him, as she scooted sideways to face him. “What do you think you’re going to do? Hide here forever? No matter how small your chances are if you run, they’ll be worse if you stay.” Her voice filled the tiny playhouse. “They’ll kill you. Both of you.” She glanced from Jake to his dad, who hadn’t moved. “You said you needed to protect your dad,” she said more quietly. “You need to protect him now by getting out of here.”
Jake stood up. The sudden movement stirred the dust on the floor, making Becca’s nose tickle. “Don’t tell me how to protect him.”
Becca clambered to her feet. She didn’t want him looming over her as she talked. “How are you going to protect him if you stay here?”
“How am I going to protect him if I leave?” Jake glared at some invisible point in the center of the room. For a second he and his dad looked alike, both in their own worlds, staring at something no one else could see. “We have to stay. It’s the only way he’ll ever be safe.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.” Becca put a hand on his shoulder, trying to bring him back, trying to reassure herself that he was still there. He shook her hand off and backed away.
From the corner, a rough voice spoke. “Maybe she’s right.”
Becca turned to face Jake’s dad. He was still sitting in the exact same position; he wasn’t even looking at them. But he had spoken.
“Let me handle this,” said Jake. “I know what I’m doing.
“If we stay here, we’re not safe.” Jake’s dad blinked slowly. “You’re not safe.”
“You think that matters?” Jake shifted restlessly, like he wasn’t sure what to do with his body. “We’ve come this far. I’m not walking away now. I threw away my chance once already. I won’t run and lose the opportunity forever.”
“The opportunity for what?” Becca asked.
Neither of them looked at her.
“If we stay, we’ll die. I’ll lose you like I lost them.” His dad finally turned his head to look at Jake. His face was full of desperation, the same desperation Becca had seen in him when she had gone to their house that day. “What good will it do to kill her if you die too?”
The rest of his words faded into the background, leaving only two ringing in her ears.
Kill her.
Jake stepped between Becca and his dad. His face twisted between rage and panic.
Becca looked past Jake, directing her question to his dad. “Kill who?”
But she didn’t need to hear the answer. She knew it before the name left his lips.
“Raleigh Dalcourt.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Becca waited for Jake to deny what his dad had said, to say something—anything—that would make her believe it wasn’t true. But looking at him, she knew he wouldn’t.
“What do you want me to say?” Jake challenged. “Of course I have to kill her. What else am I supposed to do—keep going on like this, watching him get worse and worse every day, waiting for them to come for us again? It’s the only way I can keep him safe. It’s the only thing I can do for Mom and Sarra.” His voice steadied as he spoke. “I can’t undo any of what happened, but I can do this. They’ll probably find me and kill me afterwards, but it doesn’t matter. She’ll be dead. They can’t undo that any more than I can bring Mom and Sarra back.”
Becca wanted Jake to look like a stranger to her. Like a killer. But he looked the same as he had when they had first met, the same as he had a few minutes ago when he had comforted her. She couldn’t keep looking at him—but she couldn’t turn away, either.
She couldn’t breathe.
“Please, Jake,” said his dad from the corner. “Just forget all this. Run like she told you to.”
Jake ignored him.
“Everything between us,” Becca forced out. “Everything you did for me. It was just to get to her, wasn’t it?”
“No!” He barked the word, a desperate denial. “I didn’t expect you to be who you were. I never thought you would be like us. After I knew, all of it was real.”
He reached his hand out to her. She recoiled.
The light in his eyes dimmed, but only for a second. “And because you’re a dissident,” he continued, as if she hadn’t just pulled away, “you understand why I have to do this.”
Becca gaped at him. “You’re talking about killing my mom.”
“I’m talking about killing a torturer.” Jake’s eyes seared into her. “You know what she is.”
Reluctantly, Becca nodded.
“And you still think she deserves to live?” Jake demanded.
“She’s my mother.” It was the only answer she had. It didn’t feel like enough.
“And what about my mother?” Jake’s voice vibrated against the walls. “What about my sister? What about all the other people she tortures and kills every day?”
Becca had nothing to say, no words she could offer that would erase the truth of what Jake had said. She knew what her mom was. What she had done. What she would continue to do, day after day, because her principles demanded it.
“I know you hate what she does,” said Jake. “This is your chance to keep her from hurting anyone else. You don’t even have to do anything. Just get me into the apartment, and I’ll take care of the rest.”
She had to say no. She couldn’t let him kill her mom.
The answer stuck in her throat.
She knew what her mom was. With Anna’s execution still as vivid behind her eyes as it had been the moment she had witnessed it, she couldn’t bring herself to say no. But she couldn’t say yes, either.
Jake shook his head in disgust. “You’re just like the resistance group Sarra was working with. They wouldn’t help me kill her either. All their reasons were nothing but excuses. I know the real reason. You know what needs to be done, but you’re not willing to do it yourself.” He turned away. “You’re all a bunch of hypocrites.”
“If you’re so willing to kill her, why didn’t you do it that time you were over for dinner?” She had brought him into her house. She hadn’t known, hadn’t even suspected. She had insisted that he wasn’t dangerous.
Her mom had been right to be suspicious.
Jake kept his back to her as he answered. “I should have. I meant to. But when I got there, I… couldn’t. I chickened out, and I lost my chance.” His voice hardened; his muscles clenched. “I won’t make that mistake again.”
“You don’t have to do this.” The words were useless. How could she convince Jake that he shouldn’t kill her mom when she wasn’t even sure she believed it herself?
“Listen to Sarra,” his dad urged. “Forget about this.”
“Shut up!” Jake yelled. “I have to do this. I’m doing this for you!”
His dad cowered against the wall.
Jake turned back around to face Becca. “Are you going to help me?”
She saw her answer reflected in his eyes before she knew what she was going to say.
“No,” she told him. “I’m not.”
“Then I’ll have to do it on my own.” He squared his shoulders. “You were right—we don’t have much time left if we stay here. They’ll find us soon. But that just means I need to get this done as soon as possible.”
Becca tried to speak. But she still didn’t know what she wanted to say.
Jake looked at her like he didn’t know her. “It’s time for you to leave.”
She had to stay. She had to convince him not to kill her mom… or help him do what had to be done. She didn’t know. All she knew was that she had to stay.
But like a coward, she left.
 
* * *
 
Becca sat scrunched against the head of her bed, knees pulled to her chest. Her pillow dangled precariously off the edge, where it had landed when she had shoved it aside. She wrapped her blankets around herself like a cocoon. It didn’t help block out the cold. The cold came from inside her; no amount of blankets would help.
Her eyes ached from crying. Her head ached from thinking.
She still didn’t have an answer.
She threw the blankets off and left the room, not caring how much noise she made this time. When she reached her mom’s door, she hesitated, but only for a second. She pushed the door open and walked in.
The room felt so still that Becca started tiptoeing without realizing it. Was her mom at work already? It had to be almost morning by now. But the bed looked too lumpy to be empty. Becca squinted. No, her mom was still here—lying in bed, curled on her side, the worry lines erased from her face in sleep. As Becca got closer, she stirred. Becca took another step forward. Her mom’s eyes snapped open like Becca had tripped some invisible alarm.
Her mom’s worry lines etched themselves back into place. With a groan, she pulled herself upright. “What’s wrong?”
Becca shouldn’t have come in here looking for comfort like a five-year-old after a bad dream. Any comfort her mom could offer would be tainted by what Becca knew about her.
You know what she is.
Becca searched for some excuse she could give for coming in here in the middle of the night, some way to reassure her mom that nothing was actually wrong.
She opened her mouth—and started sobbing.
She couldn’t stop the flow. Her legs buckled under her. She collapsed to the floor as her tears fell faster and faster.
Her mom eased herself to the floor beside her. She didn’t say anything. She just wrapped Becca in her arms, the way she had held her when she really had been a five-year-old with a bad dream, the way Jake had comforted her at the playhouse earlier. Becca knew she should pull away, get away from the blood on her mom’s hands. Instead she sank into the comfort her mom offered.
She felt a little warmer.
“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. She hadn’t meant to say it aloud.
“I know,” said her mom, just as quietly. “I know how hard it is.” She tightened her arms around Becca. “But no matter what Heather and Jake and anyone else have told you, you still know what’s right.”
“How am I supposed to know?”
“Knowing isn’t the hard part.” Her mom stroked her hair, like she always used to when Becca was in bed with a fever. She hadn’t done that in years. “I know you, Becca. You’re smart enough to see through the lies they’ve been telling you. The hard part comes when you don’t want to do the thing you know is necessary.”
Turn Jake in so Internal could kill him. Do nothing, and let her mom die.
Whose life was she supposed to trade away?
Her mom spoke softly. “Is there something you want to tell me?”
She had to make the choice that would let her live with herself later. But what if she couldn’t live with either choice?
You know what she is. Jake’s voice echoed in her mind. Fast behind it came the memory of what her mom had said. Every day when I look at the dissidents in those cells, I have to remind myself all over again what they are, so that I can do what needs to be done.
The two blended together until Becca couldn’t tell who was saying what.
Until all she could hear was a third voice. Her own.
She didn’t want to leave her mom’s comfort behind and step back into the cold. But she forced herself to pull away, to push herself up on her shaky legs until she was standing upright again. “I think I need to be alone for a while.”
Her mom watched her as she walked to the door. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll be here.”
Without her mom’s arms around her, the cold enveloped her again. But this time it didn’t sink as deeply into her bones.
She knew what she had to do.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty
 
Becca sat beside her bedroom door, her back against the wall, listening. The only sounds she heard were the ever-present electric hum and the faint thumps of her mom getting ready for work. She had been sitting here since she had left her mom’s bedroom. She couldn’t wait in the living room. If she did, her mom would wonder why she was up so early.
Maybe it wasn’t going to happen. Maybe she had put herself through all this for nothing.
She closed her burning eyes. She would just let herself rest for a minute. Just for a minute…
She didn’t realize she had fallen asleep until the doorbell woke her.
Her eyes sprang open.
If everything was going the way she had planned, she had nothing to worry about. But if something had gone wrong…
And it would be so easy for something to go wrong.
She raced out of the room and toward the door—just in time to see her mom reach for the knob.
She couldn’t get there in time, couldn’t stop her mom from opening the door.
Couldn’t stop Jake from walking inside.
He was here.
The smile he had used to lure her in was long gone. His mouth was a straight line, his eyes two stones. She didn’t want to look down, but her gaze traveled to his hands, to the gun he clutched like he was afraid it would betray him.
Her mom drew in her breath. She stood like a statue as Jake swung the door shut behind him. “Becca,” she said without taking her eyes off Jake, “get out of here.”
Becca stepped forward. “You don’t have to do this. You can still leave.”
“You know why I have to do this.” Jake turned to Becca’s mom and took a deliberate step toward her. “You know too, don’t you? You recognized me when I came over for dinner that night.”
“I’m sorry for what happened to you.” How could her mom sound so calm? “But if you do this, you’ll give up any chance of getting out alive.”
“My life doesn’t matter anymore. Protecting my dad is all that matters.” Slowly, Jake raised the gun. He kept walking, driving Becca’s mom back and back until she hit the wall beside the couch. He pressed the barrel of the gun to her forehead. “And he won’t be safe as long as you’re alive.”
No. No. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.
Becca moved forward, toward Jake; she didn’t know what she could do, but she had to do something. Jake held up a hand to stop her. “You stay where you are.”
“This won’t help protect your father.” Becca’s mom sounded like they were chatting at the kitchen table or something. Like she didn’t have a gun to her head. “If you kill me, Internal will assume he was involved. They’ll arrest you both.”
Becca crept closer. One tiny step after the other. Jake didn’t look at her; his eyes were fixed on her mom.
“You’ll kill us anyway. Just like you killed Mom and Sarra.” He dug the barrel of the gun deeper into her skin. “I won’t let you hurt anyone again.”
Becca inched forward. She and Jake were almost close enough to touch.
Jake’s hand shook. “You won’t hurt anyone again,” he repeated.
Her mom’s breaths were slow and even. “You don’t want to do this.” If it had been anyone but her mom, Becca wouldn’t have been able to read her well enough to hear the quiver of fear that broke through the mask of calm.
“I have to.” Jake drew a shuddering breath. “I have to do this. I have to do this.” He repeated it to himself like a mantra.
Another step forward. Close enough to kiss.
Jake still didn’t see her.
She jerked her arm out, quick as a striking snake, and wrenched the gun from his hand.
It took her a second to understand that it had worked, that she was holding the gun, that her mom was still breathing.
The gun felt cold and foreign in her hands. She wanted to drop it to the floor. She forced herself not to let go.
Her mom lunged for Jake. Jake shoved her away before she could touch him. Her head hit the wall with a sickening crack, and she crumpled to the floor.
Had he killed her? No. No, he couldn’t have killed her so easily.
Jake’s hand was still shaking as he held it out to her. “Give me the gun, Becca. Let me finish this.”
“I’m not going to let you kill her.” She was surprised by how steady her voice sounded.
There. Her mom’s chest moved as she took a breath. The movement was slight, but enough for Becca to see. She was alive.
In that moment of distraction, Jake twisted the gun out of her hands. Before she could even think about trying to stop him, it was gone.
He leveled the gun at her mom.
“I have to do this,” he whispered.
There was only one thing Becca could do. Only one choice she could make.
She took a step forward, placing herself between Jake and her mother. She turned to face him.
She tried to ignore the gun pointed straight at her. Tried to ignore the pounding in her chest.
“I won’t let you kill her,” she repeated.
Jake’s hand wavered, but he didn’t lower the gun.
She met his eyes. She didn’t look away.
She hoped he couldn’t hear how fast her heart was beating.
“Leave her. Take your dad and disappear. It’s the only way you’ll really be able to protect him.”
Jake took a shuddering breath. His hand steadied.
The bang made the walls shudder. For one confused second Becca wondered why she hadn’t felt the shot. Jake startled; the gun slipped from his fingers, and Becca realized it hadn’t gone off after all. The door had swung open so hard it had slammed into the wall.
They were here. Not too late after all. They were finally here.
Two Enforcers rushed into the room. One tackled Jake to the floor while the other hurried to Becca’s mom’s side.
They could have been the same Enforcers who had come for Becca a few days ago. Becca couldn’t tell. The uniform erased everything else about them.
Becca’s mom was sitting upright, one hand holding the back of her head. “I’m all right,” she assured the Enforcer who was looking her over for signs of injury. “He didn’t have a chance to hurt me. My daughter saved me.”
The Enforcer turned to Becca. “You’re the one who made the call?” His helmet muffled his words.
She nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak.
He held out his hand for the gun. She gave it to him.
“I hope you understand what you did today,” he told her. “Not only have you helped us catch this dissident, you’ve saved your mother’s life.”
The other Enforcer hauled Jake to his feet. Jake didn’t try to fight. He stared into Becca’s eyes, the same searching look he had given her when she had first seen him across the cafeteria. She forced herself not to look away. She had to face what she had done.
If he hadn’t come here this morning… if he had just stayed at the playground, or left town… they never would have found him. She hadn’t told them where he was hiding.
But she had known he would come.
The Enforcer shoved Jake toward the door. “Move, dissident.”
Jake didn’t deserve what they would do to him.
But if she hadn’t called Internal, Jake would have killed her mom. Killed her for what she was, just like Becca would have died in 117 for what she was. Would have, if her mom hadn’t saved her.
Jake had been right. Becca knew what her mom was.
But she also knew who she was.
If Becca could have taken care of this any other way, she would have. But she couldn’t stand back and let Jake kill her mom. She had to become somebody she could live with. And she couldn’t live with herself if she let people die for what they were—dissident, torturer, as though nothing else about them mattered. She couldn’t live with herself if she became her mother.
Becca wanted to tell Jake all of this. She wanted to beg him to forgive her, or at least to understand.
But she couldn’t say anything without revealing herself as a dissident.
Jake kept his eyes locked on hers as the Enforcers led him out of the apartment, until the doors closed behind them and he was gone.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
It hadn’t been easy for Becca to get her mom to let her leave the apartment. Now, as she stood with one hand on the rusted slide, she wished her mom hadn’t given in.
She took a slow breath. Then another.
She was stalling.
She forced her legs to move. They carried her mechanically through the weeds and into the playhouse.
Jake’s dad still hadn’t moved. But as Becca walked in, all his muscles tightened; he squeezed himself further into the corner, eyes frantic.
Becca remembered the bruises on Jake’s neck that night. What if Jake’s dad thought she was from Internal? All her instincts told her to run, but she stayed where she was. “It’s okay. I’m here to help you.” She kept her voice as soft as possible.
He relaxed a little, but he still had that trapped look in his eyes. “You. It’s you.” She couldn’t tell whether his tone was relief or fear.
She had no way of knowing who he was seeing when he looked at her. But it didn’t matter. “It’s me.” She sank down to the floor, slowly, carefully, until she was sitting next to him.
The smell of this place made her forget, for a second, that any time had passed since her fight with Jake last night. She could almost see him standing in front of her, arguing with her about why her mom needed to die. A tear escaped her eye, burning the raw skin underneath; she wiped it away. More tears threatened behind her eyes. She hadn’t thought she had any left in her.
“Do you know where Jake is?” he asked, like his life depended on the answer.
Becca’s breath caught. It took her a moment to respond. “You don’t need to worry about him right now. There’s just one thing you have to do. But it’s really important that you do this, okay?”
Some of the fear faded from his eyes. He edged a little closer. “What is it?”
She reached her hand into her pocket, keeping her movements slow, aware of how closely he was watching her and the way he tensed every time she moved a little too fast. She pulled out the strip of paper Jake had given her. It was soft from handling and creased in dozens of places, but the numbers were still legible.
“You need to get to a phone,” she told him. “And you need to call this number. It’ll put you in touch with the people Sarra was working with. Tell them who you are, and where you are.”
So many risks. If he ventured away from the playground, would Internal catch him before he had a chance to find a phone? Would Surveillance overhear the call, and send Enforcement not only for him but for whoever was on the other end of the line? Would the person who answered be willing to help him? But this was all she had to offer. The alternative was leaving him here, stranded, and that wasn’t an option. Especially not after what she had done to Jake.
He took the paper and smoothed it between his fingers. “Will they help me find Jake?”
“Don’t worry about him,” Becca repeated. “Just call that number. As soon as possible. If you don’t, Internal will find you.”
He shuddered at the mention of Internal.
“Will you do it?” asked Becca.
He nodded. “I’ll do it.”
She hoped he would make it. She wished she could do more for him. But she had nothing else to give him. She hadn’t even been able to bring more food, not with her mom watching her so closely.
She had to get out of here before he asked her about Jake again. “I have to go.” But she stayed where she was. There had to be something else she could do for him.
But there wasn’t.
“Good luck,” she said. She got up and walked to the doorway.
Before she could leave, he spoke again. “Becca.”
She stopped.
He knew who she was.
“He’s gone, isn’t he?” Jake’s dad asked quietly.
Becca stood in the doorway, unable to bring herself to answer his question but unable to walk away.
“Yes,” she finally answered. “He’s gone.” Better for him to know the truth than for him to be waiting forever for Jake to come back.
“He wouldn’t have given up. He would have killed her no matter what.” Now he was the one holding back tears. “I understand. You had to do it. You had to keep your family safe.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Her vision blurred as she left the playground for the last time.
 
* * *
 
Becca’s mom didn’t move when Becca walked in. She stayed on the couch, staring out the window—or maybe staring at nothing at all. For a second, she reminded Becca of Jake’s dad.
“I’m back,” said Becca.
“Good.” In that one word, her mom’s voice betrayed her exhaustion. Not the simple fatigue Becca saw in her when she came home after working for sixteen hours straight. This was something deeper.
Becca hung back. She eyed the space beside her mom, and then the path that led to her bedroom. She didn’t want to do this. It wasn’t going to work; how could it possibly work?
But she was going to have to do it sooner or later. No matter how much time her mom spent away from home, Becca couldn’t avoid her forever. If this wasn’t going to work, better to find out right away.
Her feet dragged as she made her way to the couch.
She sat down next to her mom. “You said you were ready whenever I wanted to tell you what’s going on.” She didn’t have to fake the quiver in her voice. “I’m ready now.”
Her mom reached out and took her hand. “I’m listening.” Her mom’s hand felt like ice against hers.
Becca took a moment to collect her thoughts, to make sure she knew what she wanted to say. “I didn’t know Jake was a dissident at first. But he started saying things. Things about the government, and about Internal. I knew I should report him, but I started to believe the things he was saying.”
Jake at the playground, screaming about what her mom had done. The night she had found out for sure that he was a dissident. She stopped for a moment as the memory lanced through her.
“When he disappeared, I figured Internal had taken him,” she continued, eyes stinging. “Until… well, you know what happened after that.” When had it gotten so hard to breathe? “He found me last night. He told me he was going to kill you for what you had done to his family. He… he wanted me to help him.”
Where was he now? Staring down at the bloodstain on the floor in the same cell where she had stayed, or in another identical room deep within the underground maze? Was he being interrogated right now? Was he already dead, or would she see him on TV in a couple of weeks, hear his broken voice as he recounted his crimes?
“It’s all right.” Her mom squeezed her hand. “It’s over now.”
“When he asked me to help him kill you, it made me see what was going on. What he really was, and what he had been doing to me. I told him I would think about it, and… I called Internal.” Even now, she wasn’t sure she had done the right thing. But she’d had to do it. In her head, she heard Jake’s mantra. I have to do this.
“Why didn’t you come to me?” Becca couldn’t tell what her mom was thinking. “If I had known he was coming, we could have been prepared.”
“I didn’t want to admit what I had gotten involved in. I figured I’d call Internal, and they’d arrest him, and you’d never have to know.” Not true. The Enforcers would have come to the apartment no matter what, since she’d told them she didn’t know where Jake was hiding. Even if Jake had decided not to come, her mom would still have found out. But this way she had kept control of the situation for a little longer. She had been able to give Jake more of a chance.
“I didn’t think they would take so long,” she said. “Maybe they didn’t know whether to believe me, because of what happened the other day.”
“That sounds about right.” Now her mom sounded angry—but not at Becca. Her voice held an ominous bite. “I’ll have a talk with whoever was responsible for that decision.”
“I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. But I get it now. I understand what you were trying to tell me. I’m sorry it took something like this to make me see it. But sometimes your life has to fall apart before you can really see what’s important.” Becca held her breath, waiting for the inevitable. Waiting for her mom to tell her she didn’t believe a word of it.
Her mom dropped her hand and reached her arms out toward her. Becca flinched away. Ignoring her reaction, her mom pulled her into a hug. “It doesn’t matter,” she murmured against Becca’s hair. “You remembered what’s right. That’s the important thing.”
Her mom believed her.
Her mom couldn’t see through her lies anymore.
Becca should have been happy. Instead, something deep inside her ached as the last of her old connection with her mom tore away.
Her mom pulled back. “While you were gone, I did some thinking.”
“About what?” Becca asked, when her mom didn’t keep going.
“About you. About what would be best for you.” A long breath. “It may be a good idea for you to go live with your father.”
At first Becca thought she must have misheard. But the pain in her mom’s eyes told her she hadn’t.
“If not for me, Jake wouldn’t have used you the way he did,” said her mom. “You wouldn’t have come so close to becoming a dissident. And I can’t stop thinking about what happened this morning—and what could have happened. What if he had shot you first, to take away my family like I took away his? What if the next one gets that idea in his head, and Enforcement doesn’t show up in time?”
She could leave here. Leave it all behind—Processing 117, her mom, Heather, the rumors at school, the memory of Jake. All of it. She could push away her dissident thoughts the way her dad had pushed away his, until she started to believe her own lies. Once, she had hated the thought of embracing denial the way he had. Things were different now. She was different now.
“This is your decision,” said her mom. “I won’t force you to go. But at least think about it. Don’t worry about what I want; all I want is what’s best for you.”
Becca could already taste it. A life away from her mom’s contradictions, away from the shadow of 117.
It tasted like freedom.
She didn’t know what to say. “I’ll need some time to think.”
Her mom nodded. “Of course.”
It wouldn’t really be freedom. Only denial. Internal would still be there, doing what they always did. Executions would still air on TV. Every so often, someone from school would disappear.
But she wouldn’t have to think about it.
It wouldn’t be freedom… but wouldn’t it be almost as good?
 
* * *
 
Becca glanced over her shoulder at the car as her finger hovered over Heather’s doorbell. She could still just leave. Go back to the apartment. Help her mom make dinner. Heather probably didn’t want to talk to her anyway.
She rang the doorbell.
She didn’t even have time to hope nobody would be home before the door opened. Heather’s eyes widened before she smoothed her face into a neutral expression. “Becca.”
“Can I come in?” Becca asked, feeling absurdly shy in front of the person who had been her closest friend for almost as long as she could remember. “I want to talk to you.”
Heather studied her warily.
“I’m not going to hurt you.” When had Heather started being afraid of her? “I just want to talk. Really.”
Another second of hesitation. “Okay.” She held the door open for Becca.
Becca followed Heather up the narrow staircase and into her bedroom. The boxes were gone, all except for one, which Heather had turned on its side to stack her clothes in. The room didn’t look like it belonged to the Heather she knew—her textbooks were piled by her bed instead of strewn across the floor, the walls were bare except for a single Internal poster hanging above her bed where a giant collage of her friends had hung in her old room, and there wasn’t a dirty sock in sight. But it didn’t look temporary anymore either.
In her old room, Heather would have flopped down on the rumpled bed and asked Becca what was wrong. Now the bed was neatly made, and Heather stood stiffly in the center of the room.
Becca couldn’t figure out what to do with her arms. She crossed them, clasped her hands in front of her, let them fall to her sides like dead fish. “I just wanted to say that I understand.”
Heather frowned. “Understand what?”
Becca stuck her hands in her pockets. That didn’t feel right either. “I understand why you reported me. And I can’t hate you for it, not after…” Not after Jake. “Not now that I’ve thought about it some more. I would have been scared too.” She had traded Jake’s life for a torturer’s. Could she condemn Heather for, in a panic, trading Becca’s life for her own? “So… it’s okay. What you did.”
“Oh. Thanks.” Heather stretched her lips into a smile.
They stood there for a moment, looking at each other. Becca pulled her hands back out of her pockets.
“Was that everything?” asked Heather.
“I guess. Yeah.”
Another few seconds of silence.
“I should probably get home,” said Becca. “Mom’s waiting for me. She came home early, and I promised we’d have dinner together.”
She waited for a response. When Heather didn’t say anything, she turned around and walked to the door.
“Wait,” Heather said as Becca stepped out into the hallway.
Becca stopped.
“I really am sorry. For turning you in like that. You could have died in there.” Heather drew in a breath. “I know it’s not okay. But thank you for being willing to forgive me anyway.”
Becca turned back around. “I really do understand.”
“It’s not going to happen again.” Heather took a step closer. “I know you, Becca. I’ve known you for a long time. I can see how you’ve changed. What happened to my parents changed us both. It made me understand what was important in life… but it turned you into a dissident.”
Becca’s vision darkened. Everything faded out except Heather. Her heart pounded. She had heard the word in school all day, but this was different. Heather had spent so long refusing to accept how Becca had changed. She wouldn’t say it now unless she meant it.
“I’m not a dissident.”
“Don’t lie to me. I know you too well for that.” Heather reached for her pin, then stopped. “I know I should turn you in before it’s too late. But I can’t. After I told them about you, I didn’t sleep until I saw you in school that day. I couldn’t think about anything but what they must have been doing to you. I can’t do that again.”
“I’m not—” Becca started again.
Heather held up a hand. “I told you—don’t lie to me.”
Heather knew. Becca had convinced her mom, but somehow, Heather knew.
“I meant what I said,” Heather told her. “I won’t turn you in.”
“Thank you.” What else could she say? No matter how many times she said she wasn’t a dissident, Heather wouldn’t believe her.
The silence stretched longer and longer.
“I guess that’s it,” said Heather.
“I guess so.” Becca wished she had something else to say. Some way to revive their friendship. But they had both changed too much. There was nothing there anymore, no friendship to go back to.
“I’ll miss you.” Heather’s smile earlier had been forced, but her look of regret was real.
“I’ll miss you too,” said Becca as she left the room. She didn’t have to say that the old Heather was the one she would miss. She was sure Heather understood.
 
 
 



 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Becca speared a piece of chicken with her fork and transferred it to her plate. She breathed in and smiled. “This smells great.”
“I hope it tastes as good as it smells,” said her mom from across the table. “I’m still not sure about this recipe.”
Becca spooned rice onto her plate from the serving bowl. She nudged the edge of the bowl by accident, and it shifted slightly, almost knocking her plate to the floor. She stabilized it just in time. “You don’t have to try so hard, you know.”
Her mom studied her chicken. “What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. The special dinners, the movie nights, all the calls from work you’ve been ignoring…” Becca didn’t know whether her mom was doing it to convince her not to go live with her dad, or because she was worried that Becca would turn into a dissident again the second she let her out of her sight. Either way, the end result was the same—Becca and her mom hadn’t spent this much time together since Becca was in elementary school.
Her mom still hadn’t seen through her lies. Maybe she and her mom really were that distant from each other now… or maybe her mom was just desperate to see what she wanted to see.
Just like Becca had kept herself from seeing the truth about her mom for so long.
Her mom changed the subject. “How did school go today?”
“The same as ever.” Becca shrugged. “Maybe a little better. I got through the entire morning death-threat-free, and some freshman I don’t even know came up to me in the hall and told me that no matter what anyone else thought, he knew I was a loyal citizen.” She pushed her food around on her plate. “Of course, then he asked if I thought you could get him a job in Processing after he graduates.”
Over the past six weeks—ever since Jake’s arrest, ever since her mom had started spending every spare minute with her—they’d been talking again. Not like they used to; it would never be like it used to be. But Becca could tell her mom things again. She could look at her and almost see the person she used to know.
She hadn’t forgotten what her mom was. She didn’t try to push it out of her mind anymore; that didn’t work. She saw it, and she hated it… but she saw her mom, too.
There were only two things her mom never brought up: Becca’s time as a dissident, and the choice Becca still had to make.
“You know how I feel about Heather,” said her mom, “but—as much as it pains me to say it—you may want to consider following in her footsteps. You said things got a lot easier for her after she joined the Monitors.” She began cutting her chicken into neat squares. “Besides, it would be a good step for you if you change your mind about getting a job with Internal after you graduate. I know how you feel about that idea now, but…”
“But things change,” Becca finished. “I know. I’ve been thinking about it.”
“About the Monitors, or Internal?”
“Both, I guess. I don’t know.” Becca took her first bite of chicken. “Hey, this is really good.”
Her mom followed her lead. “You’re right—this did come out well. Much better than I expected.”
Enough dancing around what she needed to say. Enough telling herself she had to think about it some more. She was as sure as she was going to get.
She set her fork down. “So… I made a decision.”
She saw the instant her mom realized what this had to be about, saw her face freeze into a mask of resigned acceptance as she prepared for the worst.
It wasn’t too late. She could still change her mind.
She spoke before she could give in to her doubts. “I’m not leaving.”
Surprise replaced resignation, followed by joy—but only for a second. “Are you sure about this?”
She still had a chance. She could leave all this behind and never look back.
“I’m sure. Living with Dad might be easier—but this is my home. I belong here with you.”
Her mom smiled. “If you’re sure you’ve thought it through, then of course I want you to stay.” Her smile grew broader, crinkling the skin around her eyes. “I would have missed you.”
Mentally, Becca shook away the last of her regrets. This was the right decision. No matter how hard it gets.
Her mom raised her fork to her lips—and let it hover there as her phone buzzed.
“You can answer it, you know,” said Becca.
Her mom hesitated. “Are you sure?”
Becca nodded. “I told you, you don’t have to try so hard.”
Her mom put her fork down and answered the phone. “Raleigh Dalcourt.” She got up from the table and left the kitchen, murmuring in a low voice.
After a moment, her mom returned. “A new batch of dissidents just came in, and they may have connections inside Internal. The directors want them dealt with as soon as possible.” She paused, looking apologetic.
“It’s okay,” said Becca. “Go.”
“I don’t know when I’ll be back. Probably not until tomorrow.”
“I told you, it’s okay. Really.” Becca smiled. The smile almost felt real. “Go on. They need you.”
Becca finished her chicken as her mom gathered her things and prepared to leave. Now that she had made her decision final, she could do what she had been thinking about doing for the past six weeks. With her mom gone, she would have no reason to put it off. No excuses for putting it off.
Her stomach tightened as her mom closed the door behind her.
After she had scraped the last bit of sauce off her plate, she wrapped her mom’s almost-full plate of food in plastic wrap and stuck it in the fridge, then put the rest of the leftovers away. She washed the dishes by hand, scrubbing each plate and bowl and piece of silverware until they gleamed. When she was done, she squinted at each clean dish, searching for specks she might have missed.
Stalling.
The dishes were cleaner than they had been when they were new. Becca looked around the kitchen for something else she could wash. She couldn’t find anything.
She left the kitchen and walked to her bedroom as slowly as she could without moving backward. Even though she was alone, she closed the door behind her. She sat down at her desk and told herself to quit stalling. It was time. It was past time.
She opened the bottom drawer and flipped through the papers there until she found it. The note she and Heather had found three months ago.
Only three months? It felt like a million years.
Heather’s dad’s barely-legible handwriting filled most of the page. At the bottom, in Becca’s much-neater writing, was a phone number. The number Jake had given her.
She almost shoved the paper back into the drawer. Instead, she spread it out on the desk in front of her.
She had to do this.
In all other ways, she refused to take her mom as an example… but on one thing, they could agree. I will not be someone who abandons my principles as soon as they become inconvenient. I will not be someone who says that certain things have to be done… as long as somebody else does them.
She had to do this. No matter how afraid she was.
No matter how hard it gets.
She picked up the phone and dialed.
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DAY 1 – THE COMET
 
Thick fog rolled in and swallowed Abby whole. Unable to see her outstretched hand, she clenched her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering. Homichlophobia — fear of fog. Millions had the phobia, but how many of them lived in the fog capital of the universe?
“Abby.”
Her father’s voice sounded far away. He’d been next to her a moment ago. She reached for him and grabbed damp air. A chill rippled through her and
she started flailing her arms.
A hand pressed down on her shoulder. “Hey, sleepy.”
Abby opened her eyes and blinked at the silhouette, tall and lean with a curly mop of brown hair. “Dad!”
“Swimming somewhere?”
“Yeah, Cambridge.” Abby always found a way to let her dad know how she felt about moving from the city in Massachusetts where she had grown up—where her friends still lived—to a small island twenty miles off the coast of Maine. Her mom also shared part of the blame for going along with his crazy idea to move here.
“Tonight’s the night!” he said with a gleam in his eye and headed off to wake up her twelve-year-old brother Jordan.
“A purple moon?” she called out. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Abby sat up in bed, still shaken by her dream. Just then the long blast of a horn signaled the 7 a.m. ferry arriving from the mainland. She had to hurry to get in the shower first.
She entered the hallway at the same time as Jordan, and together they raced for the bathroom. She ducked inside first, but he blocked the door from closing. Each pushed for all they were worth. Abby, a year older and stronger than her brother, slammed the gap shut and locked the door.
“Come on,” he said, banging. “I need to take a shower.”
“Me, too!”
“Save some hot water!”
“Can you say please?”
He banged again.
Abby kicked aside Jordan’s dirty socks and underwear he’d left on the floor and turned on the shower. She stepped into the warm spray and sighed. Sunday, two days from now, could not come fast enough. Abby would spend spring break with her mother in Cambridge. For the first time since moving to Castine Island three months ago, she would hang out with her best friend, Mel.
When Abby stepped out of the bathroom, she found Jordan camped in the hall. He pushed his way past her. “Jerk,” he said. “There better be hot water.”
“Grow up!” she fired back. “And get your dirty stuff off the floor!”
Later, Abby placed her backpack on the kitchen floor, ready for breakfast. Her two-year-old sister, Toucan, sat in her highchair eating Cheerios, grinning, and babbling. “Abby, Comet, Cheeries.”
Abby planted a kiss on her face. “Morning, Touk.”
Dad was washing dishes piled high in the sink—Power cleaning, he called it. Preparing for Mom’s arrival on Saturday, he always started picking up the house the day before.
Abby poured a bowl of cereal and studied the newspaper. The front page had a big picture of the comet Rudenko-Kasparov, named for the two amateur comet hunters who first spotted the fuzzy blob in the Andromeda constellation. The headline declared: GET YOUR BROOMS READY. That was a joke — nobody would be sweeping up space dust, but when Earth entered the comet’s tail for the first time tonight, astronomers predicted weeks of colorful sunsets and sunrises and, best of all, a purple moon.
Not everyone was looking forward to the comet. One cult believed it signaled the end of the world and were hiding out in a cave, as if a hole in the ground might offer some type of protection.
Abby didn’t worry about the world coming to an end, though she was quite curious what space dust smelled like.
 
* * *
 
At school, Abby’s seventh grade teacher, Mr. Emerson, told the class he had a story about hippopotami in Africa. “There’s a connection to the comet!” he said, looking pleased. He’d spoken enthusiastically about the comet for months.
Several of her classmates rolled their eyes. Toby Jones blew into his hands and made a loud noise. “The hippo farted,” he cried.
Toby, the class clown, had another black eye today. Since January he had showed up two other times looking as if someone had punched him. His friends, Chad and Glen, laughed at the lame joke.
Abby and the rest of the class—all four of them—sat in stony silence.
Mr. Emerson glared at Toby. He couldn’t send him to the principal, since Mr. Emerson was the principal of the small Parker School, which served grades one through eight. High-school students took the ferry to Portland. He did what he so often did, ignored Toby’s outburst.
“Every day hippos would come out of the jungle to drink from a pond next to a village,” Mr. Emerson began. “The village had been there for hundreds of years. One day a team of doctors arrived to open a clinic. A doctor told the villagers to kill all the hippos because they might introduce germs into the pond. The villagers did as the doctor requested. The next rainy season the pond overflowed and washed away all their huts.”
Mr. Emerson used the whiteboard to draw hippo tracks leading from the jungle to the pond. “The hippos made deep tracks. When it rained, the water overflowed down their path into the jungle. When there were no tracks, look what happened.”
“What does that have to do with the comet?” asked Derek Ladd. Derek’s father was chief of police.
“When you interfere with the natural order of things,” Mr. Emerson replied, “you never know what will happen. Tonight we’re entering the comet’s tail. Pollution has damaged the atmosphere. As a result, we’ll all be breathing space dust tomorrow. How will that affect us?” He shrugged. “Nobody knows.”
Kevin Patel’s hand shot up. He was Abby’s neighbor and he raised his hand a lot. “I heard the astronauts on the International Space Station will analyze the dust to look for signs of life.”
“That’s right, Kevin,” Mr. Emerson said. “Some scientists think the building blocks for life came from outer space millions of years ago.”
Zoe Mullen inhaled sharply. “Will it be safe to breathe space dust? I mean, what if there’s something alive in it?”
Abby tried hard not to stare at Zoe’s arms and legs. They reminded her of toothpicks.
“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Mr. Emerson said.
“Hide in a cave,” Ryan Foster joked. Ryan, the only redhead in Parker School besides Abby, sat in front of her.
Toby made another loud farting sound. “The hippo is stinkin’ up the cave!” he blurted.
Mr. Emerson’s face turned red. “Toby, see me after school.”
Toby grinned slyly. He knew that Mr. Emerson, who lived on the mainland, had to catch the 3 p.m. ferry.
Mr. Emerson stepped to the board. “Thanks to Mr. Toby Jones, all of you are getting homework over spring break.” Everyone groaned and shot Toby dirty looks. “Your assignment…” Mr. Emerson smiled and wrote: WATCH THE COMET!!!
 
* * *
 
Abby’s father ordered purple pizza for dinner. Every business, it seemed, was cashing in on the comet. You could buy purple soft drinks, purple milk, purple beer. She guessed that the pizza’s tomato sauce had food coloring, but she had no idea how they had made the cheese bright purple. While it looked absolutely disgusting, it still tasted like regular pizza.
After her dad put Toucan to bed, he set up three lawn chairs on the back deck. Jordan took one look at this viewing arrangement and declared, “I’m watching from the roof.” Most of the houses in the neighborhood had a widow’s walk.
Abby suddenly had an uneasy feeling about the comet. She didn’t want her brother to be alone. “Jordan, stay with us,” she said in a friendly tone.
He narrowed his eyes. “Why should I?”
He’d laugh if she admitted her concern. “We can share the binoculars.”
“Who needs binoculars?” he scoffed and headed up to the roof.
Abby sat back in the chair and pulled the blanket to her chin to stay warm. She gazed up. Stars burned fiercely in the coal-black sky. The outlines of the moon’s craters were crisp. A bright dot moved slowly across the sky. It was the International Space Station; the astronauts onboard, according to her nerdy neighbor, were ready to analyze the space dust for signs of life.
“I wish Mom was here,” she said.
Dad, who was next to her, chuckled. “I’m glad I have another four hours to power clean.” Then he nodded wistfully. “I wish she was here, too, Abby. But the comet will still be here tomorrow night.”
“Dad, is she really going to look for a job in Portland?”
He trained the binoculars on the moon. “We’ll be a family again.”
“Are you going to sell the Cambridge home?”
“Yep, as soon as she finds a new job.”
“You know, there are other ways we can be a family. You could go back to work at the Cambridge Public Library. We could move back home.”
Her dad said nothing, and Abby felt like she’d be stuck living here for the rest of her life.
The comet appeared in the east around 11 p.m. The head was a dark orb with a bone-white halo. Abby heard the voices of Kevin, his sister, Emily, and Mr. and Mrs. Patel next door in their backyard. The parents worked at the marine biology lab on the north shore of the island. The Patels had moved to Castine Island in December, one month before her own unfortunate arrival.
By 11:30, the fuzzy white tail stretched across half the sky. Energy crackled in the air, like before a thunderstorm. The first color appeared at midnight. Abby and the others oohed and ahhed as a thin film of violet covered the moon and the stars twinkled purple. It seemed incredible that space dust could travel one hundred million miles.
The color deepened. The comet’s halo glowed bright purple, and swirls of lavender swept over the moon. Broad purple brush strokes painted the night sky. Abby thought her earlier concerns about the comet now seemed silly.
When she heard Jordan go inside, she glanced at her phone. 1:30! She had lost track of the time.
“Bedtime for you, too,” Dad said.
“No way!” she protested. “I’m almost an adult!”
“You win,” he said with a smile.
Not long after that, unable to stop yawning, Abby took one last look at the comet. Those crazy people hiding out in a cave didn’t know what they were missing. She drew in a deep breath. Funny, space dust smelled like nothing at all.
Abby kissed her dad goodnight and went up to bed.
 
 
 



 
DAY 2 – CALL 911
 
Bang! Bang… Bang! Bang!! Bang!!!
Awakened by the loud pounding, Abby shot up in bed and looked at the clock—7:20—she was late for school! No, it was Saturday, she remembered, the first day of spring vacation.
The ferocity of the banging frightened her—someone was striking the front door hard with the meaty part of the fist. She raised her bedroom window shade and gaped out at the sight – she might as well have been on another planet. The sun radiated deep purple and waves of space dust shimmered in the cloudless lavender sky.
But what was a lobster truck doing on the Couture’s front lawn across the street? There had been some kind of accident, she thought. The truck had smashed through the white picket fence and scattered boards outward from the point of impact. The wheels had mashed up a pile of sod where they skidded to a stop. The driver must have gone to the Couture’s house first to get help, but Mr. and Mrs. Couture were very old. They were probably still sleeping. So then the driver came here.
Abby ran into the hallway. “Dad,” she shouted. “Dad. Dad.” The banging sent chills down her spine.
She passed by Toucan’s room. “Cheeries, Cheeries,” her sister called out, standing up in her crib. Abby knew that something wasn’t quite right. Toucan should have been up and dressed an hour ago. She should have eaten already. Why hadn’t Dad made her breakfast?
“Be right there, Touk,” Abby cried and raced into her parent’s room.
No Dad. The bed was made. Abby pressed her nose against the window, thinking he might have fallen asleep in the back yard last night. The lawn chairs were empty. But the blanket from Dad’s chair was missing. Toucan kept calling out.
On her way to Jordan’s room Abby lifted Toucan from her crib and lugged her on her hip.
Her brother was fast asleep. “Jordan, wake up!” she shouted. “Wake up!” When he didn’t stir, Abby waded through the mounds of dirty clothes on his floor and gave him a sharp poke.
He blinked, momentarily confused. “Get out!” he shouted angrily.
“Jordan, a truck crashed across the street!”
Bang. Bang. Bang… His eyes widened. “What’s that noise?”
“The driver’s at the door. He needs help.”
Jordan rolled out of bed and raised his window shade. “Whoa. Purple. Where’s Dad?”
Abby gulped. “I don’t know.”
Still clutching Toucan, she joined Jordan. From this angle, she could see the side of the lobster truck. MARSH SEAFOODS. She knew Colby Marsh, a burly eighth grader. Sometimes his father drove him to school in the truck.
Bang. Bang. Bang.
“How do you know it’s the driver?” Jordan said.
“I just do. Let’s go.”
Abby gripped Toucan tighter as they crept down the stairs. Bang. Bang. Bang. The door vibrated like a drum. Abby thought that only a crazy person would keep pounding like that. What if it wasn’t Mr. Marsh?
She felt a sudden stab of fear. Nobody locked doors on Castine Island. “The door’s unlocked,” she whispered to Jordan.
“Lock it,” he said. “I’ll look out the window.”
Abby breathed easier once she had hooked the security chain in place.
“Huh?” Jordan exclaimed. “It’s only Kevin and Emily.”
Kevin seemed surprised that someone had finally opened the door. He was in his pajamas and his cheeks were glistening wet. Abby had never seen him without his glasses. He looked different—younger than thirteen. Emily, wearing a nightgown, stood behind her brother with a blank expression, absently twisting strands of her long brown hair. She had always reminded Abby of a fawn, timid and shy.
The road was empty, silent… none of the usual bustle of Saturday traffic heading out to the harbor. It was like an eerie dream. A crashed truck. The sun and sky different shades of purple. Shafts of lavender light spearing great swirls of dust. Not a single car, not a gull soaring overhead. Dad mysteriously missing. Her neighbors, distraught and half dressed, saying nothing.
Abby stared at them and they stared back.
Toucan pointed with a crinkled brow. “Kevy, sad.”
The words broke the spell.
“Our parents …” Kevin buried his head in his hands and sobbed. When he looked up a moment later, Abby had never seen such a sad expression. “They’re dead,” he cried.
 
* * *
 
Abby put Toucan down and guided the neighbors to the couch. She couldn’t think, as if her brain had frozen solid. But instinctively she closed and locked the door.
Kevin, his right hand red and swollen, continued to cry hysterically. Emily remained silent and dazed. Jordan, with Toucan clinging to his leg, stared wide eyed.
Abby took a deep breath. She had to find out what had happened to Mr. and Mrs. Patel. But Kevin would need to calm down before she could ask him. Most urgently, she had to find Dad. It was unlike him to leave them without a good reason. Maybe he was responding to the emergency next door, or assisting Mr. Marsh. Maybe he was… Abby forced the darkest of thoughts from her mind.
“Call 911,” she said to Jordan. The blood pounded so forcefully in her ears that she didn’t recognize her own voice.
“I already tried that,” Kevin blurted. “The police don’t answer!”
The police always answer. “Hurry up,” she added.
Jordan raced upstairs. He returned, phone to his ear. “They’re not answering.”
“Are you sure you called 9-1-1?”
He held out the phone and she heard ringing. “Yes, Abby, I know how to call 9-1-1.”
There had to be some explanation. “The police are on their way here,” she said. “Someone else must have called them. Jordan, call Mom.”
“What’s she going to do?” he asked sarcastically.
“Just do it!” she snapped.
He punched in the number. “The circuits are busy. It’s a recording.”
“Well, try again.”
He thrust out the phone. “You try.”
“Call the Coutures,” she said.
“You think I know their number?”
Abby grabbed his phone and called 4-1-1. The robotic voice prompted her responses. “Couture, Castine Island, Maine.” The call engaged, but their phone just rang and rang and rang.
Kevin’s wailing sobs had lessened to sniffles and whimpers. Abby, in a gentle, but quaking voice, said, “What happened to your parents?”
He started crying again.
Abby held her hand in front of Emily’s face. The twelve-year-old seemed to stare right through it. Abby slowly moved her hand back and forth, but Emily’s gaze remained fixed. She was in shock and needed to see a doctor. But there were no doctors on Castine Island. As soon as Dad returned, Abby thought, he’d take Emily and Kevin to the police station, or to the hospital in Portland.
When Kevin finally settled himself, she asked again what had happened. His words tumbled out in spurts. “I overslept. We were supposed to take the seven o’clock ferry. I ran into my parents’ room to wake them up. They were still in bed. I touched Mother’s hand. It was cold.”
“Sometimes I get cold when I’m sleeping,” Jordan said.
Kevin scrunched his brow. “Do you think I’m stupid? I felt for their pulses.” He broke down again.
Abby moved to the window. Still no traffic. No approaching wail of a police siren. No sign of Dad. Blinking back tears, she took Jordan aside. “I’m going outside to look for Dad. Watch Kevin and Emily. Keep Toucan busy.”
Jordan turned pale. He picked up a box of blocks without an argument and sat beside Toucan on the floor.
Abby crept into the kitchen, hoping she’d find a note that explained where her father had gone. Only a mug of cold tea and a leftover slice of purple pizza were on the counter. Except for Kevin’s jagged sobs, everything was eerily quiet.
She stepped into the narrow breezeway that led to the back porch. Her heart was racing, almost a steady hum, and she felt light-headed. The walls of the breezeway seemed to close in on her. She stumbled on one of Toucan’s rubber boots. Through the storm door she saw nothing unusual in the backyard, apart from the electric purple glow. She stepped closer to the door. The three lawn chairs were in the same place as last night. The blanket she had used lay draped over the back of her chair, but Dad’s chair was empty. No blanket, no binoculars.
He heard the crash, she thought. Half asleep, he must have stumbled out to the front yard. But then what did he do? Where did he go? And why hadn’t he told them?
Abby rested her hand on the door handle, surprised it was wet and slimy. Then she realized her palms were sweating.
She feared breathing the space dust. She was even worried the tiny particles were likely floating inside the breezeway and throughout the house. Abby took a gulp of air and held her breath.
She stepped outside.
Her father was to her right, curled on the deck. The blanket stretched behind him, and the binoculars lay beside his head, the strap still around his neck. She knew immediately that he was dead.
Abby emptied her lungs of air with a guttural scream.
She closed the door and slumped to the breezeway floor. Shudders wracked her body and she became aware of her breathing, of the lub-dub of her heart, of every swallow. She squeezed her eyes shut and vines of lavender spread across the insides of her eyelids.
Toucan’s warm breath touched her cheek. “Abby. Sad.”
Abby felt her sister’s small hand patting her face and then Toucan’s finger went up her nose.
Abby blinked. Jordan was sobbing next to her, the color drained from his face. Kevin was at the other end of the breezeway, rocking side to side. Abby hugged Toucan and stood.
“Daddy. Daddy,” Toucan squealed, pointing excitedly.
“Touk.” Abby swallowed hard. “Daddy’s sleeping.”
 
* * *
 
Abby herded everyone upstairs and into Jordan’s room. She bit her lip to keep from crying, to keep from falling apart. Someone had to be strong now, and she was the oldest.
“We’ll stay here,” she told them. “Sooner or later the police will show up, or we’ll see a neighbor. Melrose Street is one of the busiest on the island. Someone will drive by. Mr. Couture will come outside when he wakes up and sees the truck in his front yard.”
Had any of them heard a word? Emily, who was sitting on Jordan’s bed, still hadn’t spoken. Kevin paced with a vacant stare. Jordan slumped in the corner, covering his face to hide his tears.
Abby crouched beside her brother and placed a hand on his knee. Usually he’d pull back from any type of contact she initiated, or would slap her hand away. He looked up with red-rimmed eyes.
“The Coutures are dead, too,” he said.
“Don’t say that.”
He lowered his head.
“Jordan, Mom’s arriving on the noon ferry. She’ll know what to do.” Abby thought that if her mother took a cab from the harbor, she’d reach the house at 12:15. If she had to walk, she’d be here at 12:30. “She’ll be here before we know it.”
“What if Mom isn’t on the ferry? What if there is no ferry?”
Abby couldn’t remember hearing the ferry horn this morning. She must have slept through it.
Toucan grinned. “Mommy! Mommy!”
“Touk needs to eat,” Abby told her brother. “I’ll fix her breakfast. Can you change her diaper?”
Downstairs, Abby sat on the kitchen floor and hugged her knees. What if Mom wasn’t on the ferry, as Jordan had said? What if there was no ferry? She wept as quietly as possible. She avoided looking at the breezeway entrance, but the image of her father kept flooding into her mind. She checked the signal on her phone. Three bars, strong. She tried to call Mom again, the police, her friend Mel—none of the calls went through. She grabbed Touk’s favorite cereal and a banana.
Upstairs, Abby dragged her damp eyes across her shoulder before going into Jordan’s room. He was changing Toucan on the floor. His tears, for the moment, had dried up.
Fresh and content, Toucan sat on the bed next to Emily and ate Cheerios.
The sky had turned a deeper shade of violet over the past hour. Mr. Emerson had told the class the space dust would saturate the atmosphere for two whole weeks. After several months, the moon, sun, and stars would return to their normal colors as the dust settled into the ocean and ground. But the particles of space dust, her teacher had said, would remain part of the Earth’s environment forever.
Abby pressed her nose against the window pane and peered to the right and to the left. Up and down the street there were no signs of life. The sky was empty of birds and airplanes. She couldn’t see inside the truck cab, but deep down she felt that Mr. Marsh was behind the wheel. She had an unsettling feeling that he and the Coutures and many others all across the island had met the same fates as her father and Mr. and Mrs. Patel.
If space dust hadn’t killed them, what else could it be? It seemed like an obvious answer.
Abby started to speak, but her throat crimped shut. She took a sharp breath and managed to swallow. “Do you think…the space dust is poisonous?”
“It didn’t kill us,” Jordan said with a sniffle.
“Maybe some people are allergic to it?” she said.
“Who? Old people?”
“The comet tail is twenty million miles long,” Kevin said in a listless tone. “The earth is completely inside of it. The dust is everywhere. People are dead everywhere.”
“Shut up,” Jordan said.
Abby felt her knees wobble. “Mom will be here soon,” she said.
The clock radio caught her attention. Abby turned it on and spun the dial, but got only white noise. Experts had predicted the space dust might affect cell phones, so it made sense it would also affect the radio.
Kevin sprang to life. “Try FM. The wavelengths are longer.”
“How do you know that?” Jordan said in a tone of disbelief.
Abby had seen her classmates react the same way when Kevin first started sharing scientific facts in class. After a while, everyone just accepted that Kevin was some kind of genius.
“When it’s foggy,” Kevin added, “have you ever tried to listen to an AM station? They don’t come through. But FM is always clear. That’s because—”
“Yeah, yeah,” Jordan said.
On FM Abby found a station, KISS 108, with a strong signal playing pop music. It was the only station on the air. Only one station was troubling. But one station was better than no stations. She was desperate for news.
Two more songs played and then a commercial came on. Nobody spoke as they all waited anxiously. But a new song followed the commercial. No deejay introduced the song.
“Some stations are computerized,” Kevin said. “They don’t need people.”
For the next half hour they heard music and three commercials. No news, no weather.
Jordan stood. “Let’s go up to the roof. We can see what’s happening at the harbor.”
“There’s too much space dust outside,” Abby said. “It’s not safe.”
“We’re not allergic to it. You said that yourself.”
“Jordan, I didn’t say that.”
He headed for the door. “Where are the binoculars? Well? You’re always telling me how messy I am. At least I know where things are. You had them last!”
Abby inched closer to her brother, ready to grab him. “Jordan, stay inside.”
He scowled. “What makes you the boss?” He glanced at Kevin, hoping for an ally, but Kevin lowered his eyes.
Abby suggested a compromise. “If Mom’s not on the noon ferry, then we’ll go up to the roof.”
Jordan looked at her, at the door, back to her.
“Please,” Abby said.
He grunted and moved to the window. Abby breathed a sigh of relief, but she was certain he would soon challenge her again. Until her mother arrived, Abby knew that they all needed to stay together and work as a team. She’d do whatever was necessary to make sure that happened.
It was easy to forget about Emily. She sat like a mannequin on the bed, saying nothing, staring straight ahead. It was not so easy to forget about Toucan. Her sister was bored. Confined to a small room, understanding little of what was going on, what toddler wouldn’t be antsy? Abby got out Jenga to play with her. As Abby was removing a block from the tower, Toucan said something that caught her off guard. “Wake up Daddy.”
Abby dissolved in tears. The tower toppled.
She felt the tension rising as noon approached. They should hear the ferry horn any minute. Over and over again, Abby pictured the ferry motoring into Castine Island harbor and the captain pulling the cord that sounded the horn.
By noon the ferry horn had not sounded. “It’s running late,” Abby said, knowing the ferry never ran late. By 12:15, still nothing. “I bet Mom will take the five o’clock ferry.” Her fake cheeriness did little to raise the somber mood of the boys.
The afternoon dragged on. Abby put Toucan down for a nap. Soon after that the radio station went off the air.
Jordan and Kevin went downstairs to try the TV and computer. The boys reported every TV channel had a test pattern. Kevin was able to make a connection from the computer to the server—located somewhere on the mainland—but he couldn’t access the internet.
“We have a satellite connection with a wireless network,” Kevin said. “If I get my laptop from my house, I can work from here.”
“Let’s wait,” Abby said. “Our mother will be here soon.”
“She might have sent us e-mail!” Jordan said.
“Jordan, she’ll be here at five-thirty.”
“What if she isn’t? What if…” Her brother lowered his head.
Just then tires squealed outside. Jordan reached the window first. By the time Abby looked out, the car had sped by the house.
“It was green,” Jordan stammered. “I couldn’t see the driver. It was going really fast.”
Abby felt her spirit lifting. If someone else was alive, it meant than her mom was probably okay, too.
“The mailman drives a green car,” Kevin said.
“His is dark green,” Kevin said. “This was light green.”
“Who else drives a green car?” Abby said.
They all paused, thinking. They hardly knew anyone on the island. Dad, who’d grown up here, always said, “It takes a long time to get to know a local, but once you do, you have a friend for life.” Since moving here Jordan had so far made one friend, Eddie Egan. Abby had zero friends, and she was sure that Kevin and Emily didn’t have any friends, either.
“Whoever it was, I bet they’re going to meet the ferry,” Abby said.
The five-thirty ferry never arrived.
 
* * *
 
Jordan gazed out the window at the evening sky. It was an ugly mash-up of reds and different shades of purple. Earth, he imagined, was still hurtling through the comet’s tail.
Where were the gulls? Normally birds filled the sky at sunset. He wondered if they were allergic to space dust, too.
Several street lights turned on. He didn’t react. He knew they came on automatically at dusk.
The street remained deserted. The green car had not passed by the house again. He and Abby and Kevin had taken shifts at the window, keeping a lookout. The driver, speeding to the point of losing control, must have been in a great hurry. Was he or she going somewhere, or running from something?
Jordan pictured his father on the porch. His mind jumped around like that, thinking about the green car one second, his dad the next, then some other random thought. But the image of his dad kept reoccurring. When he’d heard Abby scream in the breezeway he knew that something was terribly wrong.
Jordan felt tears streaming down his cheeks. He was glad that he was alone in the room. He hated for people to see him cry. Kevin was in Abby’s room changing out of his pajamas, and Abby had taken Toucan and Emily to the bathroom to shower and use the toilet.
Everything was so strange and sad and that included Emily Patel being here in his house. He had thought she was really cute the first time he had set eyes on her, three months ago in Ms. Gifford’s class. Emily sat two rows over, and to glimpse at her long brown hair, he’d pretend to look at the wall clock. Once she had caught him staring at her and she stared back with her huge dark eyes.
Now those huge brown eyes had stared into space for the past eight hours.
The colors of the sky blurred from more tears as Jordan’s thoughts turned to his mother. Was she still at home in Cambridge? Or had she made it as far as the ferry terminal in Portland?
He recalled their last phone conversation two days ago. She had called to let them know what ferry she was planning to take. When the phone passed to him, she told him the surprising news. She was going to look for a job in Portland. “Happy?” she asked. He let out a whoop. Leaving her job in Boston and working in Portland meant two very big things: the family would once again be together, and they would continue to live on Castine Island. Jordan could think of no better place to live.
Growing up, he and Abby had stayed with Gram and Grandpa on the island for several weeks every summer. He loved to sail and fish and wanted to join the Coast Guard or Navy when he grew up. After both grandparents died, the island house remained vacant. Then last September Dad, who worked at the Cambridge Public Library, half-jokingly applied for a job at the Castine Island Library. Tired of the city, he’d always talked about moving here someday. To Dad’s surprise, they offered him the job of running the small library.
“Let’s move on a trial basis,” Dad had proposed. “Your mom will keep her job in Boston and visit on the weekends. If we like it, she’ll look for a new job in Portland. If we don’t like it, we’ll move back to Cambridge next summer.”
Abby had hated the idea from the start. “All my friends are in Cambridge,” she’d argued. “We can’t go in the middle of the school year …” She had even suggested that Dad should move to the island, and they would all visit him on weekends.
Jordan bit his lip. What if Abby had had her way and the family stayed in Cambridge? Would they all be safe now?
Just then a light blinked on at the Couture’s house across the street. It was in a room on the second floor. Jordan’s jaw dropped. Then he wondered if the light was on a timer. In Cambridge some homeowners set lights to turn on automatically whenever they were away on vacation. It discouraged burglars. But there was no crime on Castine Island, no reason to have timer lights.
Gulping, he raced to the bathroom and pounded on the door. “The Coutures are alive,” he shouted. “They’re alive!”
 
* * *
 
Abby told Kevin to get long-sleeved shirts. “You’ll find some in my dad’s closet,” she said. Abby was cutting up a sheet to make masks for them to breathe through when she and Kevin crossed the street to the Couture’s house. She didn’t think the masks or shirts would do much good, but it was better to be safe than sorry.
The moment Kevin disappeared Jordan shot her a look. “I was the one who saw the light! I should go with you.”
“One of us has to stay with Toucan,” she told him.
“Kevin can.”
Why did Jordan pick the worst times to be stubborn?
“Jordan, she’s our sister. We’re responsible for her.”
He pointed to Emily on the couch. “She’s Kevin’s sister. What’s the difference?” He folded his arms, a signal he wasn’t going to give in.
“Jordan, if something happens to both of us, who will take care of Toucan?”
“I’ll go with Kevin,” he said. “You stay with Touk.”
“Have you ever been inside the Couture’s house?”
Abby knew the answer was no. She didn’t think he had ever spoken to the elderly couple. But Abby had spoken to them and had been inside their house. Mrs. Couture invited her over for cookies two years ago. It was weird experience. Mr. Couture had pointed a shaky finger at her whenever he spoke, and Mrs. Couture sprayed Lysol on her “to keep the germs down.”
Jordan grumbled. “Fine, be the boss. Next time, it’s my turn to go outside.”
They discussed signals. If Abby waved the flashlight side to side, everything was good. Up and down meant trouble. She told Jordan to pull down the bedroom shade if he needed help.
He huffed. “Nothing’s going to happen.”
Abby and Kevin buttoned up the long-sleeved shirts and tied their masks in place. They added pullover wool caps and work gloves.
“Trick, treat!” Toucan squealed.
How Abby wished this were Halloween and she were going out for candy rather than searching for someone alive.
Before stepping outside, she looked at her sister and brother as if it might be for the last time. She swallowed hard and tried to drive this sad, frightening thought from her mind. She told herself that she was not allergic to the space dust. None of them were. “We’ll be back soon,” she told them. “Mr. and Mrs. Couture will know what to do.”
A briny odor hung in the damp air, and light from the purple moon outlined tree trunks and their leafless branches, springtime still a month away. The first stars were out, twinkling purple, but the comet had yet to appear. A block away, toward the harbor, a single streetlight was shining, casting a ghostly lavender cone of light.
Their footsteps crunched on the driveway made of crushed clamshells. Despite the chilly temperature, perspiration dripped down Abby’s neck and chest, and soon her mask was soaking wet from her breath.
The adrenalin coursing throughout her body sharpened her senses. She tasted salt in the air and was acutely aware of a buoy bell tolling miles away.
They stopped in the middle of the road. A streetlight was glowing up the hill. From that direction, she pictured the lobster truck careening out of control and blasting through the picket fence.
“Abby!” Kevin shouted.
She jumped and whirled toward Kevin.
He grabbed her wrist and aimed the flashlight at a clump of bushes in front of the Couture’s yard. “Look!” he cried.
Eyes reflected red, and then the animal scurried away.
Abby’s heart was ready to explode. “Kevin, it’s only a dog.”
“It was a wolf!”
“Please, don’t shout!”
Kevin’s hat and mask covered much of his face, but she could tell he was terrified.
“There are no wolves here,” she added, taking him by the hand and leading him toward something far scarier: the truck and what was likely inside the cab.
“The engine’s running,” Kevin said. “I’m going to turn it off.”
Abby didn’t question why he wanted to do that. She accepted that he must have a good reason.
She gazed up at the second-story lit bedroom. Then, turning toward her house, she saw Jordan in the window. “Kevin, hurry up.”
She inched forward and trained the flashlight on the truck. The beam revealed a man with a bushy black beard slumped over the wheel. It was Mr. Marsh, for sure. Whenever he dropped Colby off at school, he always reminded Abby of a bear.
Kevin discovered the passenger door locked and he moved around to the other side. When he opened the driver’s side door a crack, the weight of the body suddenly flung it all the way open and Mr. Marsh tumbled out.
Kevin screamed and jumped back.
Abby froze, too shocked to react in any way.
“Whoa,” Kevin finally said and approached the truck once more. He stepped around Mr. Marsh, leaned into the cab, and turned off the engine.
In the eerie silence, Abby waved the flashlight side to side, pretending everything was all right.
 
* * *
 
The cough startled Jordan. Emily had been so quiet all this time that he had forgotten about her. She was leaning forward on the bed. She coughed a second and third time and then started gagging.
He was about to pull the shade down when he decided to take care of the problem himself. A wild ache of panic crept through his veins as he stood before Emily. Her gagging was so loud that it woke up Toucan. Was something stuck in her throat? Should he perform the Heimlich maneuver?
He raced back to the window, ready to pull down the shade, but at that moment Emily caught her breath.
He sat beside her. She continued breathing normally, but she trembled all over. He lifted his arm to put around her shoulder, but somehow he just couldn’t. Toucan crawled over and curled up in his lap.
Emily buried her hands in her face and wept. Tears trickled out between her fingers. Toucan patted her on the head. “Em’, no cry.”
“Father’s glasses,” she whispered.
Jordan moved closer. “What?”
“Father’s glasses,” she said in a quivering voice. “They were on the table beside the bed. Mother’s hand was hanging over the side. They looked so small, like they were children. Kevin was just staring at them…”
Jordan realized what she was describing. “Go on,” he said.
He hardly took a breath as she told him everything that had happened from the time she had awoken when Kevin screamed up until the time that Kevin pounded on the Leigh’s door.
“I found Kevin in my parents’ bedroom. What’s wrong, I asked him. He just kept staring at Mother and Father. Father had a peaceful expression. I noticed Mother’s bracelet.” Emily paused to wipe her eyes. “I remembered that we were supposed to go to Portland. We need to wake them up, I told him, or we’ll miss the ferry. That’s when he said they were dead. The next thing I knew I was standing in front of your house and Kevin was banging on your door.”
They sat in silence for a moment.
“I’m so afraid,” Emily said.
Jordan lowered his eyes. It surprised him to see that her hand was in his. “We’ll stick together,” he said and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
 
* * *
 
From the Couture’s front porch, Abby skirted her eyes across the dark shape next to the truck and up to Jordan’s bedroom. He wasn’t in the window, but the shade was up. Her brother had the situation under control. She wished they could say the same. Abby nodded to Kevin, as if to say, ‘we have to do this’, and then rang the doorbell.
When nobody answered, she stood on a deck chair and peered through the door’s glass panes. The flashlight revealed that the furnishings were as she remembered them. A reclining chair in front of the television, chairs and couch covered in red fabric, a grandfather clock, oriental carpets, magazines neatly stack on a table. It seemed wrong to enter.
“Nobody locks their doors on Castine Island,” Abby said and turned the knob.
“We do,” Kevin said.
The odor of disinfectant brought back the memory of Mrs. Couture declaring, “Germs live on our clothing,” before blasting her with Lysol.
“Hello,” Abby called out. “Mr. Couture? Mrs. Couture? Hello? Is anybody home?”
They stepped inside and the door creaked closed behind them.
Abby had been this afraid one other time in her life. She was five years old. Grandpa had taken her to the harbor playground when thick island fog rolled in and they became separated. Unable to see, Abby wandered away from the playground and onto the dock where she curled into a tight ball on the damp wooden planks. She heard people calling her name in the white-as-milk fog; their voices seemed to come from all directions. The fog muffled her cries like a blanket. A man with strong calloused hands wearing a yellow raincoat finally found her. That evening, Abby overheard her grandparents talking to each other. She heard Grandma crying in relief. They had said that she was lucky she had not fallen into the frigid water because she would have gone into hypothermic shock and drowned.
Abby removed her mask and tiptoed through the dining room. “Hello, my name is Abby. Abby Leigh.” Her voice quivered. “I live across the street. I’m here with Kevin Patel. He’s my neighbor.”
Her heart boomed as she climbed the stairway to the second floor. Kevin clutched her arm so tightly that it hurt. She didn’t mind. She peered down the hallway and saw light shining beneath the last door on the right. Together they inched toward it.
Kevin suddenly grunted and slammed into the wall, knocking over a vase on a table. The vase shattered on the floor.
“Something touched my leg!” he said, whimpering.
Abby shone the light all around. A pair of yellow eyes lit up. The gray cat raced by them and down the stairs.
It felt like her body had received an electric jolt. Her heart wouldn’t slow down and she took quick, shallow breaths. “Kevin,” she stammered in a whisper, “please, stay calm.”
“Will they be angry?” Kevin seemed more fearful of getting in trouble for breaking the vase than what they were about to find in the bedroom.
The vase was in many pieces, too many to glue it back together. “It was an accident,” Abby said. “They’ll understand.” She had no idea how the Coutures would react, it didn’t matter now.
A loud moan came from the lighted bedroom, causing the hairs on the back of her neck to stiffen like quills.
Glued to each other’s sides, they crept down the hallway. Abby tapped on the door. “Hello?” She turned the knob with a sweaty palm and stuck her head inside.
Mr. Couture lay in bed with the covers up to his chin. His white hair and ivory skin blended into the pillowcase. Eyes closed, he groaned and twisted his head back and forth before his cheek came to rest on the pillow. “My legs hurt so damn much,” he moaned, unaware of the visitors.
“Mr. Couture. It’s Abby Leigh.” Her voice trembled.
He squinted. “Abigail Leigh?”
She shuffled closer. “Yes, I’m here with my neighbor, Kevin. Kevin Patel.”
Mr. Couture looked up through watery slits. “There’s a damn truck in the front yard.”
“We know. It was an accident. The driver… ” Abby couldn’t finish.
“Nobody answers their damn phone,” the old man said in a voice that grew raspier by the word. “Where are the damn police? We pay their salaries.”
She and Kevin traded worried glances.
“Where’s Mrs. Couture?” Abby asked.
The old man sighed. “She’s watching the damn comet.” Abby swallowed hard, thinking his wife was dead in the backyard. Then his head lolled to the side. “I’m so thirsty.”
Kevin straightened. “I’ll get water.” In a flash he was gone. Abby wished he hadn’t left her alone with Mr. Couture. He was very sick. They needed to get him to a doctor, but how?
She was eyeing the map of delicate blue veins on the top of his hand when out of nowhere the gray cat jumped onto the bed. She lurched back and drew in a sharp breath. The cat curled up by his feet.
When Kevin returned with a glass of water, he whispered in her ear. “His wife is dead.”
Abby couldn’t bring herself to deliver the news to Mr. Couture. To help him take a drink, she placed her hand behind his neck and guided him forward. He was burning up with a fever.
“Thank you, Susan,” he said after wetting his lips.
“That’s Abby Leigh,” Kevin said. “Abigail Leigh.”
“Who are you?” he barked at Kevin.
“Kevin Patel. I live next door to Abby.”
“That’s my Susan, damn it.”
Kevin shook his head. “No. Mr. Couture, that’s—”
Abby made a motion for Kevin to be quiet.
The old man murmured something and settled his head back on the pillow.
Abby wondered if this was how her father had died, feverish, in pain, hallucinating. Had he called out strange names in the night, afraid and alone? She pinched herself. If her tears started now, they might never stop.
The grandfather clock broke the stillness, ticking.
Kevin looked out the front. “Hey, I see Emily. She’s standing next to Jordan. They’re looking out the window. ” Kevin waved the flashlight back and forth.
Abby thought that one good piece of news sometimes leads to another. She felt a tiny bit of hope that this nightmare would soon end. And when it was over, she and Jordan and Touk would live with Mom in Cambridge and never again return to Castine Island.
Suddenly Mr. Couture shot up in bed as if a bolt of lightning had fired through his body. Chills rippled down Abby’s back, all the way through her legs to her feet. His face glowed, and his eyes were clear. Strangely, he seemed cured. He pointed a shaky finger at her and cleared his throat, opening his mouth to speak, but before he uttered a single word, he collapsed backward.
The cat let out a mournful wail. Mr. Couture was dead.
 
 
 



 
DAY 3 – NEWS FROM AFAR
 
Abby dragged herself out of her sleeping bag in Toucan’s room. Was it possible that she had just experienced the longest nightmare of her life? She went to the window. The fan of bright violet light unfolding on the eastern horizon and the silhouette of the lobster truck across the street told her that was not the case.
She had slept fitfully, worried sick about Mom, thinking about Dad, reliving Mr. Couture’s strange, sudden death, and wondering what they should do.
She tiptoed around Emily and Toucan in the cot, both sleeping soundly, snuggled close to each other, and stepped into the hallway. No sounds came from Jordan’s room where the two boys camped.
Downstairs Abby turned on the radio. More white noise. No bars on her cell phone. She checked the TV and computer. Neither one worked. They had no connections to the outside world…if there was a world left out there.
Abby avoided the front window, not wishing to see Mr. Marsh, and she steered clear of the breezeway to avoid seeing her father. She peered out the kitchen window. A few purple, puffy clouds were floating overhead and the dawn sky was a darker shade of purple than the day before. No gulls, no traffic. No signs of life anywhere.
The only survivors, as much as she knew for certain, were in this house, and one had sped by in a green car.
The grey cat rubbed against her leg. When she and Kevin had left the Couture’s house, the cat squirted through the open door and followed them home, as if it knew that both of its owners were dead.
She fed the cat some tuna fish.
She waited in the kitchen until seven o’clock, but there was no ferry horn. She tried her best to remain upbeat. The ferry still might come later this morning, or sometime today, or even tomorrow.
Abby returned upstairs and lifted Toucan. She had reached one conclusion during the night when she had been staring at the ceiling. She should establish a routine for her sister, especially eating, napping, and bath times. Abby thought a routine would not only help Toucan cope with all the craziness, but it would give the rest of them something to do. You had less time to feel sad when you had to care for an energetic toddler.
Toucan chattered away in her highchair. “Cat. Toucan. Cat.” She dropped bits of food. The cat sniffed each Cheerio and banana slice that rained down, but didn’t eat them.
Toucan pushed out her lower lip. “Miss Daddy.”
Pressure built behind Abby’s eyes. “Me too, Touk.”
Her sister’s face brightened and she flung her arms wide. “Toucan down. Love cat.”
Abby lowered her sister from the high chair. “Be gentle,” she reminded her for the tenth time.
Toucan squealed, “Hug cat,” and the chase began.
The stairs creaked and Emily appeared, the clothes she’d borrowed from Abby swallowing her small frame. But the red sneakers fit perfectly.
“Good morning,” Abby said out of habit. “Are you hungry?”
Emily replied that she was, and Abby showed her what they had to eat. Emily fixed toast with peanut butter.
“At least the toaster works,” Abby said. “I don’t think we can count on the electricity working much longer.”
She immediately regretted saying that. She worried that Emily, even though she appeared stronger than yesterday, might go into shock again. “You sound really good playing the violin,” Abby added to steer the conversation to a topic far removed from the comet and space dust, from death, from problems that they would inevitably have to face; a safe and neutral topic that had nothing to do with the brutal reality surrounding them.
Emily’s eyes widened. “You can hear me all the way over here?”
Abby nodded. “If your windows are open.”
Emily sniffled, and soon tears were trickling down her cheeks.
“What’s the matter?” Abby took her hand. “Honestly, you’re good. I can’t play an instrument.”
Emily swallowed hard. “Mother insisted I practice for two hours every day. I miss my parents.”
Abby realized that every topic traced back to sadness.
The cat let out a sudden cry, and their attention shifted. Toucan had it cornered.
“Toucan, be gentle,” Abby said. “The cat is not a toy.”
Emily wiped her eyes. “Toucan is an unusual name.”
“I’m afraid I’m to blame,” Abby said. “Her real name is Lisette. When my sister was born, she had a really big nose. I said she looked like a toucan. My mom loved the nickname, and that was that.”
“But her nose isn’t big,” Emily said.
“Yeah, the rest of her face grew faster. Right, Touk?”
“Toucan, what’s the name of your cat?” Emily asked quietly.
“Cat,” she squealed.
“I like that name,” Emily said.
“It’s not ours,” Abby said. “It followed me and your brother home. I guess it’s ours now. We should give it a name.”
“Toucan already did,” Emily said.
Abby smiled. “Cat? Should we ask the boys? We could take a vote.”
Emily gave an impish grin. “Who cares what they think.”
Something happened then, something Abby didn’t think possible: she and Emily giggled.
 
* * *
 
Jordan awoke to the sound of voices downstairs. He thought he’d heard laughter, too, but he must have been dreaming. He’d had many dreams throughout the night. In one of the scariest, he and Abby had been on the ferry, the only passengers, the captain and crew not on board for some reason. When thick fog rolled in, he and his sister argued and argued what to do.
Jordan sat up in bed. It surprised him to see Kevin fast asleep on the floor, laundry serving as his mattress.
Jordan tiptoed into the hall and gravitated to his parents’ bedroom where he quietly dwelled on the memories preserved in family photos on his mother’s bureau. In his favorite picture, Mom and Dad were smiling and holding Touk. Hiccupping, he plodded to the window for fresh air. He remembered there was no fresh air. Purple poison was everywhere.
He looked out the window and kept his eyes lifted on purpose, not ready to see his father’s body. Crazier than any dream, the sun was radiating like an eggplant and a bank of purple clouds was forming to the south.
He slowly lowered his eyes. He had to try. “No!” he screamed. Two dogs were dragging his father across the backyard. One had clamped onto Dad’s shirt, the other one had him by his pants’ leg.
Jordan charged out of the room and raced through the hall and flew down the stairs three at a time. He landed awkwardly at the bottom and twisted his right ankle. He ignored the sharp pain that shot up his leg and grabbed a fireplace poker. He ran past Abby, Emily, and Toucan who were all in the kitchen and then into the breezeway.
He flung open the back door, but stopped abruptly on the porch, confused what he should do next. Those weren’t dogs. They were coyotes, a pack of six. The two dragging his father paused as they sized him up. Four other coyotes stood further back in a semi-circle. They had long spindly legs, lean, narrow bodies, mangy fur, and menacing yellow eyes.
Coyotes avoid people, he told himself. He’d once seen a pack from a distance, in a field on the east side of the island. They’d scurried into the woods when they had seen him.
“Get out!” he shouted, waving the fire poker wildly.
The coyotes flinched, but held their ground. Was the space dust making them fearless, or crazy, as if they were rabid?
He heard the door open. Abby shrieked.
“Jordan, come inside,” she shouted. “Now!”
He stomped his feet and smashed the poker on the railing. It didn’t work. The two coyotes resumed dragging Dad across the sandy soil. He was their prey. They were going to eat him.
Abby yanked his arm, but he shook off her hand.
“Emily, take Toucan upstairs,” Abby said. “Keep her away from the window. Jordan, listen to me!”
“We’re safe up here,” Jordan said, not really believing that.
The door opened again. “Wolves,” Kevin cried.
“They’re coyotes,” Jordan said. The hose lay coiled next to the steps, and he had an idea. “Turn on the water. You can do it from the porch.” He raised the poker in case they charged. Blood pounded in his ears.
“No,” Abby said.
“Hurry up! Kevin, you do it!”
Kevin obeyed. He reached between the railing spindles and spun the spigot handle. The ears of the coyotes stood erect and their noses quivered.
Tears welled in Jordan’s eyes, and his legs felt like mush. With every passing second his will to take action weakened. It was now or never.
Flushed with rage, he charged down the steps and swung the poker. The coyotes locked their eyes onto him, bared their teeth, and growled viciously in a terrifying chorus. He flung the metal rod at them. They backed up a step, but just as quickly advanced two more. He picked up the nozzle and took aim. The stream startled them. He drilled the closest ones with a jet of water.
He took a giant step forward, shooting the water high to reach all of them. A few sprinkles of water accomplished what foot stamping and shouting and poker waving had failed to do. It frightened them. The coyotes loped off.
Jordan collapsed to his knees.
Abby rushed over with tears streaming down her face. “Jordan, that was really stupid.”
For once, his sister was right.
 
* * *
 
Nose pressed to the glass, Emily steamed the window in the bedroom of Mr. and Mrs. Leigh as she watched Jordan remove the binoculars from around his father’s neck. She ached to comfort him.
Toucan was bouncing on the bed behind her. Emily was certain the toddler had not witnessed the terrifying scene.
Emily gripped the window sill and braced herself for what came next. Jordan and Kevin and Abby picked up Mr. Leigh and lugged him to a corner of the yard, to a plywood enclosure built around the base of a pine tree. It looked like a playhouse. They set him down and talked some. Then Kevin and Abby lifted Mr. Leigh by his arms, while Jordan took his father by his feet and backed into the enclosure. A moment later, Jordan emerged from the playhouse and threw up.
Later, Emily approached Jordan in the living room. “I’m really sorry,” she said.
He covered his eyes with his hand and turned away.
When she lightly touched his arm, he hunched up his shoulders, a turtle going into its shell.
“I’m going to my house to get my laptop,” Kevin said. “We need to find out what’s going on.”
Emily expected Abby to protest, but she looked as distraught as her brother.
“I’ll go with you,” Emily told Kevin. She needed clothes that fit. There was food to get, too. And she didn’t want him to go alone.
They stepped warily outside, wearing masks and gripping steak knives. Emily squinted in the bright purple light. A chill rippled down her spine when she noticed the body of the lobster truck driver was gone.
The bamboo wind chimes on the Patel’s porch clacked in the gentle breeze. They removed their shoes when they stepped inside. Emily breathed in the familiar odors of spices and felt a stab of sadness.
She remembered how these same spices had been a source of embarrassment. In San Diego, where her family lived before moving here, her best friend Tessa had once warned her that she smelled like Indian food. Emily had no friends on Castine Island. She thought her classmates would make fun of her behind her back, so she kept a bottle of Pink Sugar perfume in her violin case and sprayed it on every morning before class.
Signs of Mother and Father were everywhere. Family photos hung on the wall. Their lab coats draped over the banister. More memories were upstairs. Emily shielded her eyes when she passed by their bedroom.
In her bedroom she gathered enough clothing for a week and placed the items, along with a pair of shoes, in her suitcase.
So much had changed in just forty eight hours—two mornings ago, right here in her room, she had worried that Jordan might see her peeking out the window at him as he carried his baby sister down the driveway to their family car. She thought the boy who sat two rows over from her in class was cute. After that, Emily had hoped she could escape the house for school without Father noticing her clear nail polish. Nail polish on a girl of twelve was something he’d never tolerate.
Emily grabbed her violin and suitcase and found Kevin in their parents’ room. He was standing at the foot of their bed. She walked over to him, every step a struggle. She kept her eyes fixed on her brother, away from them.
“I need to build a pyre,” he said in barely a whisper. “Where will I get the wood? Father has a ceremonial robe. How should I dress Mother?”
After his comment sunk in, Emily shook her head. “No!”
“I have to.”
“Kevin, no!”
“Emily, we’re Hindu.”
“They’re my parents, too,” she shouted.
He backed up a step, startled. Then her brother turned on his heels and ran from the room. It broke Emily’s heart to hear him crying. She tried to understand how he felt. He was the oldest son—the only son—and by custom it was his duty to cremate them. Her brother believed that cremation was necessary to release their souls. Emily didn’t know what she believed, but she would do everything in her power to stop him.
Trembling, she slowly faced her parents, almost expecting them to be angry with her for yelling at Kevin. Father’s usual stern expression was gone, replaced by a look of wonder, like he was having a peaceful dream. A gold bracelet with a red ruby dangled from Mother’s wrist.
Emily broke down and sobbed.
Her brother entered the room carrying a pot. He walked up to her and blinked. “Emily, I won’t do it.”
She bit her lip, unable to hold the gaze of his sad eyes. “Thank you.”
When Kevin put the pot on the floor, Emily saw that it held water and a sponge. She knew immediately what he was planning to do. He gently pulled the covers back. Next he folded up the bottoms of Father’s pajamas and wrung out the sponge, ready to begin the Hindu ritual of washing the dead.
Emily could not watch, or remain in the room, or even the house. Downstairs, she drew in a deep breath, a final memory of spices. When she stepped outside, she knew she would never return.
 
* * *
 
An hour after Kevin had returned from his house, Jordan was standing behind him, watching him type furiously on his laptop.
“I’m in!” Kevin shouted.
Jordan pumped his fist. “Yes!” Now they could check their email. He hoped that his mother had sent them an email, explaining where she was and what they should do. And he’d write back. But he wouldn’t tell her about Dad. Not yet.
Emily, tuning her violin on the couch nearby, showed no reaction to her brother’s announcement that he had connected to the internet. She’d been glum ever since she had returned from her house. Jordan was just glad she hadn’t gone into shock again. Upstairs, Abby was putting Toucan down for a nap. His sister would be as excited as he was.
“I’ve only established a wireless connection to the router in my house,” Kevin added a moment later. “It’s going to take much longer to access the internet.”
Jordan’s spirits sank. “How much longer?” he asked.
Kevin kept his eyes glued to the screen. “Assuming the internet still works, a few hours maybe. I need to generate an IP address.”
IP address. Whatever that was. Tired of looking over Kevin’s shoulder, Jordan winced when he took a step. His ankle was sore from twisting it when he had jumped down half the flight of stairs. His stomach didn’t feel much better, still knotted up from the encounter with the coyotes.
His mind hurt the most. Horrible images of what he had seen and experienced visited repeatedly without warning.
He wanted to find something to do. Solve a problem. Keep his mind so busy that there would be no room for dark thoughts.
He searched for a nautical chart of the strait between Castine Island and the Maine coast. If no one came for them soon, they might have to cross the twenty-mile stretch of ocean to get help. He’d devise a plan.
Jordan finally found a chart of the strait in a kitchen drawer. Laminated in plastic, it was actually a placemat. Even though it was old and hard to read through the coffee stains, Jordan was happy to have it. The chart gave accurate water depths and shoal markings. One lighthouse, though, had not operated for at least five years.
He considered two ways of reaching the mainland. Each way had pros and cons, including serious dangers. A commercial fishing boat offered the fastest passage. Several trawlers would be at the docks, having returned to port to refuel, unload fish, pick up a fresh crew. With the crew and captain likely dead, he saw no problem in taking the boat. How difficult would it be to drive one? He was confident he could do it. On the ferry one time Dad took him to the bridge and the captain let him steer and control the throttle all the way to the mouth of Portland Harbor. The ferry was ten times bigger than a trawler. The problem with a fishing trawler was that it rode low in the water. If fog moved in during the crossing, he’d run the risk of hitting the shoal and sinking.
His other plan was to cross the strait in his twelve-foot sailing skiff. It bobbed like a cork and would never run aground. Jordan was a good sailor. His grandfather had taught him everything he knew, the terminology, how to rig a boat, how to tack, come about, jibe. But no matter what his skill level, his fate would depend on the weather. Storms boiled up in the strait and created a cauldron of huge, choppy waves. The skiff—the bobbing cork—would capsize in rough seas.
Jordan decided to keep these ideas to himself. Why start an argument with Abby? In the meantime, he’d search for more maps, plan the best route to take, and be prepared in case the time came.
He glanced at Emily who was playing the saddest notes ever, drawing the bow across the violin strings. The sound matched his feelings. Then he had an idea that would help both of them, that would help all of them.
“You want to go to the harbor with me?” he asked her. “We can look for survivors.”
She put down the bow. “Me?”
He shrugged. “Yeah, why not? Kevin and Abby went to the Coutures’. It’s our turn.”
She paused, thinking. “When?”
“Right now.”
“Did you ask your sister?”
Jordan sighed. “I don’t need to ask my sister. Do you need to ask your brother?”
“Let’s go,” she said without hesitation.
 
* * *
 
Abby stood by the window, anxiously watching Emily and Jordan walk down Melrose Street until they were out of sight. Low wispy clouds, getting ever lower, concerned her. This cloud pattern often indicated fog was on the way. Castine Island had two foggy seasons: spring and fall. The first thick fogs of the year started in March, this month. Abby wondered if the fog would be purple and even more difficult to see through.
She cursed for not insisting that they wait for better weather. But she also knew that Jordan would have argued forever. At least he had listened to her and carried a fire extinguisher as a precaution against coyotes. But what was more dangerous, fog or coyotes?
“I made the connection!” Kevin shouted. “The internet is up.”
Abby slid beside him on the couch. Kevin had already made the connection to the wireless router in his house, and now, apparently, had made the biggest connection yet… to the outside world. She tried to stay calm. She badly wanted to know what was going on, but she also feared what they might learn.
He clicked the Firefox icon and the hourglass appeared. “Keep your fingers crossed,” he said.
She crossed her fingers and toes. The hourglass seemed to take forever. Abby’s thoughts returned to Jordan and Emily. She felt a growing dread.
“Can your sister swim?” she asked.
“Not very well,” Kevin said.
Jordan was a good swimmer. He’d look out for Emily, take care of her… if he could see her.
“Do you know how quickly the fog can move in?” Abby said.
Kevin ignored her.
Abby poked him. “Jordan and Emily might get lost in the fog. If they go on the docks, it’s easy to fall off.”
“Huh?”
“Are you worried about your sister and Jordan?” she asked.
“Abby, they’re twelve years old!” Clearly, Kevin wasn’t worried. Eyes still on the screen—on the hourglass—he drummed his fingers and talked at the same time. “Fog is nothing more than a cloud on the ground, you know, tiny condensed water droplets. Look!”
The browser window launched the homepage of some adventure game.
Kevin whooped and pumped his fist. Then he typed CNN.com and pressed ENTER. “They report news all over the world,” he said. The CNN homepage appeared. “Fast, huh?” he added proudly. The page showed a picture of the comet. The header above the picture said: TONIGHT’S THE NIGHT.
“The comet came last night,” Abby said.
Kevin pointed out the date. “The page has been cached.”
“Cached?”
“Yeah, stored in memory. The information is a day old.”
Abby tried to ignore her creeping sense of doubt.
“Try boston.com,” she said.
Abby’s mother would check this site often for news about Boston. The city of Cambridge bordered Boston.
The new webpage showed more photos of the comet. The date was also a day old. In Google, Kevin searched for ‘comet’. Thousands of links for Comet Rudenko-Kasparov popped up.
Abby’s spirit plummeted deeper after he had clicked twenty or so links and discovered every one of them was out of date.
“Is anyone alive?” he cried.
She put a hand on his shoulder. “Keep looking.”
The rest of the Earth’s population might be dead, but all that mattered to her now was the safe return of Jordan and Emily. They’d been gone twenty minutes.
When Abby returned to the window, her blood turned cold. Purple fingers of fog were working their way between the bare branches of the trees behind the Couture’s house, reaching out for her.
 
* * *
 
Jordan’s heart pounded. Every house on Melrose Street stood dark and lifeless in the thickening mist. He expected the fog to worsen. When warm air settled over cold water or cold air over warm water, it made for the best conditions for prisons of white to brew up quickly. Within minutes, ten-mile visibility could shrink to ten inches. Sometimes ten inches dwindled to one inch.
They stayed in the middle of the street. He continually scanned the yards to his left and right for signs of people or coyotes.
“Should we go back?” Emily asked. “It looks like the fog might get worse.” Her breathing made her brown eyes seem bigger, wider.
Jordan shook his head. “Stay close. Even if we can’t see, we can follow the road back home.”
Emily moved closer, her shoulder grazing against his arm felt nice.
“San Diego was foggy every morning,” she said. “But the sun always burned it off by noontime.”
“Is that where you grew up?”
“We lived there for two years. My parents worked at Scripps Institute. Before that we lived in Seattle for three years. Kevin and I were born in San Francisco.”
Talking about normal stuff, with a girl no less, seemed to calm him down. “What’s it like to move around so much?” he asked.
“As soon as you make friends, you have to leave them. I have a really good friend, Tess. She was planning to visit me this summer. I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
“You sound like Abby,” Jordan said. “She hated moving here. This week she was supposed to stay with my mom in Cambridge and see all her friends.” He started to explain his mother’s living and working situation, but cut it short when his throat thickened and he felt on the verge of tears. “Does Kevin like the island?”
“He doesn’t care where he lives,” Emily said. “All he does is read science books and spend time on the computer.”
“Do you guys get along?”
She cocked her head. “Yeah, why wouldn’t we?”
“Abby and I fight about everything.”
“Everything?” she said in a tone of disbelief.
“Yeah, pretty much.”
They passed by the house where an old man who mended fishing nets lived. Sunday mornings, pickup trucks would always line the street as commercial fishermen dropped off and picked up nets. The street was deserted now, no fishermen, no nets, the old man’s house dark.
Jordan froze just beyond the house. He grabbed Emily’s arm and held her from going further. Ahead of them the green car that had raced by his house had smashed into a telephone pole, the front end badly crumpled. Glass cubes littered the ground, and green antifreeze formed a puddle by the front tire.
“It drove by our house earlier,” he said.
“I remember you and Abby and Kevin talking about it.”
Jordan took Emily’s hand and they inched closer. He saw the airbag had deflated and the motionless driver slumped forward. The driver had red hair. They moved closer still and Jordan could now see streams of dried blood on the driver’s cheeks.
“It’s a boy,” Jordan cried. “I know who it is. He’s in Abby’s class. His name is Ryan Foster.”
Emily squeezed his hand. “That means other kids our age are probably alive. Let’s go.”
 
* * *
 
Abby stared out the window into the brooding face of the lavender monster. The vice of fog was tightening around them. The Couture’s house had disappeared ten minutes ago, but she could still make out the shape of the lobster truck. Mr. Marsh was missing, his body probably dragged off by the coyote pack.
She checked her watch again. Jordan and Emily had been gone forty five minutes.
Usually when the fog was this thick, Abby would retreat to her room, pull down the shade, and curse her father for accepting the job as librarian and moving them all here. Castine Island was one of the foggiest spots on the planet, which meant she had privately sworn at him a lot.
“Ajay’s online!” Kevin shouted.
She jumped.
“My cousin,” Kevin added as he typed.
Abby rushed to his side. Strangely, she was joyful knowing that someone else was alive.
Kevin was on Facebook, typing in the chatbox.
KEVIN: AJAY!!!!
KEVIN: AJAY, ARE YOU THERE????
KEVIN: AJAY????
“He lives in Mumbai,” Kevin said.
“India?”
Kevin nodded. “He’s fourteen. He has an older brother, Jyran. We visited them last summer. You need a satellite connection to be online.”
Abby thought her friend Mel in Cambridge had satellite.
KEVIN: PLEASE RESPOND
KEVIN: ???
They stared at the screen.
“What time is it in India?” Abby asked.
“Eleven thirty at night. They’re nine and a half hours ahead of us.”
They kept staring at the screen in silence.
The computer bleeped.
Abby grabbed Kevin’s arm from excitement.
AJAY: KEVIN
Kevin’s fingers started dancing on the keyboard.
KEVIN: ARE YOU OKAY?
AJAY: EVERYONE
A pause. Every passing second felt like a minute. Kevin started up again.
KEVIN: EVERYONE WHAT?
KEVIN: AJAY?
A bleep, finally.
AJAY: MY PARENTS, JYRAN
“I know what he’s going to write!” Kevin shrieked. “His brother and parents are dead.”
Abby swallowed hard. “How old is Jyran?”
Kevin lowered his head. “Sixteen.”
AJAY: THEY’RE DEAD
Kevin didn’t move, as if his fingers had turned to wood. Abby noticed that he had closed his eyes and was crying softly.
“Kevin, you have to keep typing! Say something.”
He choked out a sob, but otherwise kept his eyes shut and didn’t move.
The computer bleeped and bleeped.
AJAY: KEVIN, ARE YOU THERE?
AJAY: KEVIN????
AJAY: PLEASE ANSWER ME
AJAY: WHAT SHOULD I DO?
Abby slid the computer in front of her and typed.
KEVIN: OUR PARENTS DIED TOO
KEVIN: THE POLICE DON’T ANSWER THE PHONE
KEVIN: NO RADIO, NO TV
She thought it was too confusing to explain who she was.
KEVIN: THE FERRY ISN’T RUNNING
AJAY: I SEE DEAD PEOPLE OUT MY WINDOW
AJAY: THEY’RE IN CARS, ON THE SIDEWALK
AJAY: FOR BLOCKS AND BLOCKS, EVERY DIRECTION
AJAY: ADULTS ARE DEAD EVERYWHERE
Everywhere. The word exploded off the screen. The world was a big place. Adults were dead in Ajay’s neighborhood in India half way around the world. Adults were dead on Castine Island. The fact that TV and radio stations didn’t work and web sites were out of date probably meant adults were dead in New York, California, Boston, and other large cities. No ferry meant more adults were dead in Portland. A chilling thought bubbled up from deep inside Abby’s brain. What if the only survivors left on Earth were children?
AJAY: SOME OLD PEOPLE ARE ALIVE
AJAY: KIDS ARE ALIVE
AJAY: KIDS MY AGE
AJAY: AND YOUNGER
AJAY: THERE’S A BABY CRYING NEXT DOOR
Abby swallowed her tears and typed.
KEVIN: AJAY
KEVIN: ARE YOU SAFE?
KEVIN: AJAY?
KEVIN: ARE YOU THERE?
“We lost the connection,” Kevin said, his face wet and glistening. “He’s gone.”
 
* * *
 
Jordan and Emily walked away from the mangled car and toward the harbor, the fog growing thicker by the minute.
They hadn’t gone far when Emily stopped. “Jordan, I’m afraid.”
He felt her hand trembling through the glove. He squeezed it and gave her a gentle tug. “We’ve come this far. Let’s keep going. We’ll find someone who will help us.”
There was no activity at the normally busy harbor, nobody to help them. The harbor was eerily quiet. Once before Jordan had seen it like this. His dad had forgotten to lock up the library one Saturday evening and Jordan had joined him early the next morning to lock it up. Now, from the sailboats in dry dock to the playground, all along Gleason Street, every storefront, the ferry terminal, the tavern, the entire harbor area was as deserted as that Sunday morning in February.
Three commercial fishing boats, ghostly shapes in the fog, were at the main dock, tied up. Jordan thought that any one of the trawlers would be perfect for crossing the strait to the mainland.
It was strange to see fishing boats without hundreds of seagulls hovering nearby, even in the fog. Jordan wondered if the space dust had killed birds. The cat that had followed Abby home and the coyotes did not seem adversely affected. What about the other creatures, fish and insects and reptiles?
Emily pointed to a body out on the dock. Facing away from them, it was impossible to tell if it were a man or woman in the purple haze. He or she was wearing yellow rain gear and rubber boots.
“There’s nothing we can do,” he said.
The steadiness of his voice surprised Jordan. He felt that something inside of him had gone numb. He wanted it to remain that way, thinking that worse things lay ahead.
The fog thickened, as if a purple curtain had dropped, and they could see no further than their outstretched hands.
Jordan no longer expected to find anyone in the harbor, but there were important items he wanted to get.
“Whoever leaves the house again, they’ll need to know how long they’ve been gone,” he said. “We can get wrist watches at the drug store.”
Holding hands, they scuffled and shuffled to Mercer’s Drug Store through a zillion pinpricks of mist, following sidewalk cracks, curb stones, sand pushed to the side of the road, and other contours and textures of the ground as if it were Braille.
The drugstore was on the corner of Gleason and Berkley. Jordan probed around for something to smash the glass door. His foot bumped against a brick.
“Step back,” he told Emily and hurled the brick. The burglar alarm sounded, muted by fog. A spider web of cracks fanned out, but the glass didn’t break. He used the brick like an axe, chopping, chopping, chopping, until he made an opening big enough for his hand. He reached inside and unlocked the door.
Jordan took four watches from a display case and gave one to Emily. “It’s not stealing,” he said.
“Jordan, there’s lots of other stuff here that we could use. Vitamins, band-aids, batteries…”
“Emily, we can come back tomorrow. Abby’s probably freaking out that we’ve been gone this long.”
Emily grabbed a basket and started filling it. “We’re here now.” She stopped and gave him a hard stare. “Well, are you going to help?”
 
* * *
 
Abby had five unread emails in her inbox, including one that took her breath away. It was from Angelie Leigh, her mother. The time and date stamp of the email told Abby that her mom had sent it from her office in Boston, eight hours before the comet had streaked across the night sky. That was the worst possible news. Abby had received no communication from her mother after the night of the purple moon. She opened it with a sinking feeling.
 
Remind the boys to clean up! Love to everyone. See you tomorrow … Mom. PS. I have special presents for you, Jordan, and Touk!!!



 
Tears streamed down Abby’s cheeks and splashed on the keyboard.
She opened her chatbox and once more lost her breath. Mel was online.
“Mel,” Abby cried. “She’s my best friend,” she told Kevin. “She lives in Cambridge.”
“What type of satellite connection does she have?”
Abby ignored him and typed.
ABBY: MELLLLLLL!!!!
She kept her fingers poised on the keys. The laptop bleeped, and a thousand thoughts rushed into her head at once.
MELANIE: ABS, WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?
ABBY: ARE YOU SAFE?
MELANIE: MY PARENTS
MELANIE: ARE DEAD
Abby had prayed things were somehow different in Cambridge.
ABBY: I’M SO SORRY
ABBY: IT’S THE SAME HERE
ABBY: JORDAN AND TOUK ARE FINE
MELANIE: I’M ALONE. WHAT SHOULD I DO?????????
ABBY: HAVE YOU HEARD FROM STEPH?
“Steph is her neighbor,” Abby said. “They live a block away from my house.”
MELANIE: THERE’S A LIGHT ON IN HER HOUSE
MELANIE: WHAT IF SHE’S DEAD?
ABBY: SHE’S NOT
ABBY: GO THERE!
ABBY: STAY TOGETHER
Abby wondered if she should ask Mel to check on her mother. Her friend would do anything she asked of her. But Abby worried about what she would learn. She wanted to know what happened and at the same time didn’t want to know.
ABBY: MEL, I NEED TO ASK YOU A FAVOR
She’d tell Mel to wear a mask and take Steph with her. Even if the news was bad, Abby had to find out.
ABBY: MEL?
ABBY: HAVE YOU SEEN MY MOM?
ABBY: CAN YOU CHECK ON HER?
ABBY: ARE YOU THERE????
ABBY: PLEASE ANSWER ME!!!!
Abby felt Kevin’s hand on her shoulder. “The connection is down,” he said.
ABBY: MEL!!!
ABBY: MEL
ABBY: MEL, PLEASE
 
* * *
 
Jordan and Emily headed home, loaded with supplies from the drugstore. They passed by the supermarket, hardware store, the tavern, the bowling alley… Jordan felt each store and business with his outstretched fingertips.
He moved them to the sidewalk so that they could follow the curbstone.
Moments later he bumped into a parked car. It was a police cruiser. They were in front of the police station.
“We can get two-way radios inside,” Jordan said. “If Abby can talk to us when we’re outside, she won’t get worried.”
“Will they work with all the space dust?”
Jordan gave Emily a nudge. “Where’s your brother when we need him?”
Her eyes brightened. She must be smiling beneath her mask, he thought.
Emily’s smile didn’t last long. They both knew what they would find inside the station. More bodies. Whoever had been on duty the night of the purple moon.
Behind the counter, they saw Officer Redmond had tipped over backward in his chair. Jordan had last seen the policeman a few days ago directing cars onto the ferry.
His eyes were wide open, and he was staring straight up at the ceiling. Jordan trembled and tasted bile in the back of his throat. It was scary enough to see a body this close, but those eyes really rattled him.
Jordan steeled himself and began to search for walkie-talkies. He found a two-way radio on a desk next to Chief Ladd’s office. He turned it on, pressed the button, and brought it to his lips. “Test, test.”
He and Emily jumped when his voice crackled over the radio fixed to Officer Redmond’s belt.
Jordan searched in vain for more radios. He discovered a gun in a drawer. He was tempted to take it, but Abby would kill him. He said nothing about the gun to Emily.
Unable to find another walkie-talkie, Jordan had no choice but to somehow knock the one off the policeman’s belt. Light-headed, he crawled on his hands and knees closer to the mark. A rank odor made him want to gag. Sweat trickled down his brow. Emily stood by the counter, one hand reflexively on her mouth. If Officer Redmond’s eyes were only closed… Jordan tried pretending the policeman was a mannequin. But no mannequin had such lifelike eyebrows, lashes, blue pupils.
Jordan held his breath and reached out, as if he were leaning from the edge of a cliff, extending his hand until he was able to touch the radio with the tip of his index finger. He nudged it.
The phone rang.
Jordan stumbled back and gasped. His heart pounded. The phone rang again. He sprang and grabbed the receiver before the third ring. “Hello.” Someone was breathing as fast as he was. “This is the police station,” he said. “Who are you?”
“Help me.”
“It’s a kid!” Jordan whispered to Emily. He spoke into the phone. “Who is this?”
“Danny.”
The voice sounded like he was very young. “Danny what?” No answer. “Danny, what’s your last name?”
“Beal.”
Jordan told the name to Emily. “Look for a phone book,” he said. Beal was a common name on Castine Island. Beal Outboard Motors. Beal Fish and Tackle. Beal Storage.
“Danny, how old are you?” Jordan said into the phone.
“Four.”
“You’re four years old. That’s cool. Where are you?”
“I’m in the kitchen.”
“I mean, where do you live? Danny, where is your home?”
“I live on Castine Island. That’s in Maine.”
Jordan knew he’d find out where the boy lived. He just had to ask the right question.
“What street do you live on?”
Emily flipped through a phone book and stopped on a page. She glanced up and down. “There must be at least fifty Beals,” she said.
“He’s not saying anything.” Then into the phone, “Are you okay, Danny?”
“My mommy won’t wake up.”
Jordan hadn’t been ready for that, and he couldn’t speak for a moment. It was the worst possible time to cry. He took a deep breath. “Danny, where’s your dad?”
“My daddy drives a truck. It’s a diesel.”
“A diesel, huh? Where’s your dad now?”
“Burlington. That’s in Vermont.”
“His father doesn’t live with him,” Jordan said to Emily. “Look for a woman’s name.”
“Danny, do you have any brothers or sisters?”
“Nope.”
“Do you have food to eat?”
“Cake.”
“Cake is good,” Jordan said.
“It’s my birthday cake!” the boy exclaimed. “I’m four years old.”
“Danny, listen to me. My name is Jordan Leigh. I’m not a policeman, but I’m going to come get you.”
Jordan didn’t have a clue how he would do that. But he’d set his mind on that problem once he solved the mystery of Danny’s address. Then he had an idea. He’d ask Danny to look out the window and tell him what he saw. Jordan might recognize some landmark.
“Danny, can you walk with the phone?”
“No.”
That meant it wasn’t a cell phone or a cordless phone. “Because it’s attached to the wall, right?”
“That’s right!” The tiny voice burst with pride.
“Okay, that’s no problem. Listen to me, but don’t do anything yet. I want you to put down the phone and walk to the window. Look out. Then come back to the phone and tell me what you see. Do you understand that?”
“Yeah.”
“What do I want you to do?”
“Look out the window.”
“That’s right, Danny. Then come back and talk to me. Tell me what you see. Danny, wait!”
Jordan heard footsteps padding on the floor.
He cursed his stupidity. Danny would go to the window and what would he see? Nothing but fog.
Emily sighed. “Six Beals are women. Maybe seven. Jamie could be a man or woman.”
Jordan clapped his head. “I should ask him what his mother’s name is. He’ll know her name.”
Half a minute passed. “Where is he?”
Jordan shouted into the phone. “Danny. Danny!”
The boy never returned.
Jordan’s jaw dropped. Danny’s telephone number was right in front of him, displayed on the screen of the police station phone. He had been staring at it all this time. He read it out loud, and Emily made the match.
“I got it!” she cried. “Eleanor Beal, 29 King Street.”
 
* * *
 
Abby swept the floor, ripped a sheet into strips to make more masks, fed Cat. The busier she was, the less she thought about the fact that Jordan and Emily had been gone for more than two hours.
But no matter how furiously she worked, she couldn’t shake the distressing image of one or the other tumbling off the dock. The water was shockingly cold this time of year.
Kevin did not seem the least bit concerned. “Think how much they’re learning,” he said. “Maybe they found someone old, like Mr. Couture. My sister is really stronger than she looks.”
He continued searching the internet for up-to-date news, keeping both his and Abby’s Facebook pages open in case Mel or Ajay, or any other friends or relatives tried to reach them.
Toucan awoke from her nap. That gave Abby more to do, another distraction. She changed her sister’s diaper and fixed her dinner—carrot slices, canned pears, and peanut butter. After cleaning up, she read to Toucan.
Toucan snuggled in her lap, turning the pages of Good Night Moon.
“Good night, purple moon!” her sister squealed with glee.
Despite reading aloud, Abby was inwardly making plans and debating the choices. They would have to go outside and search for Jordan and Emily soon. But who should go? She preferred for the three of them to stay together, but she was worried about keeping the dust off Toucan, who constantly fidgeted; her mask would never stay in place. That left either she or Kevin. She couldn’t imagine Kevin going. Based on their earlier trip to the Couture’s, she feared he’d panic and get lost. Only one option remained. She, alone, would have to step into the cold, clammy purple fog.
“Come here,” Kevin called excitedly. “Hurry up!”
She left the book with Toucan and rushed over to him. Her eyes immediately fixed onto a web page with an official looking logo and bold lettering at the top:
UNITED STATES CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL
Emergency Bulletin 1.0
A pathogen, introduced into the atmosphere by Comet Rudenko-Kasparov, has resulted in a worldwide epidemic. Symptoms include high fever, fatigue, and cramps, followed shortly by death.
The most vulnerable populations are adults and post-pubescent teenagers. Early autopsy results indicate the pathogen attacks the endocrine system, including the hormones, estrogen and testosterone, resulting in pituitary and hypothalamus gland failure.
The extent of the outbreak is unknown. CDC scientists are working with counterparts in France, China, Russia, Australia, Germany, and the United Kingdom to isolate the pathogen and develop an effective course of action.
For future updates and instructions, refer to this website or emergency broadcast radio frequencies, 98.5 FM and 1500 AM.
Corpses and human remains should be handled by trained emergency personnel. Contact your local police department or state civil defense office for assistance.
“The link just popped up on my Facebook page,” Kevin exclaimed. “The pathogen is killing adults and older teens.”
“What’s a pathogen?” Abby asked.
Kevin shook his head in amazement. “To communicate during a national emergency, the government can push links to sites. That’s incredible. I never thought that was possible.”
“Kevin!”
“A pathogen is a germ. You know, a virus or bacteria. The CDC is in Atlanta, Georgia. Friends of my parents work there. They’re scientists who specialize in making vaccines.”
“How come the scientists aren’t affected?”
“I bet they’re quarantined underground. If they go outside, they wear special suits called HazMat suits. Abby, has your period started?”
She leaned back. A boy her age had just asked about her period as if he were talking about the weather. “No, Kevin, it hasn’t.”
“Emily hasn’t gotten hers, either,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.
Abby felt her face flushing. “Why do you want to know?”
He pointed to the screen. “Post pubescent teenagers. The germs attack the hormones that our bodies produce during puberty, testosterone and estrogen. For girls, menstruation is one of the signs that puberty has begun. Also your breasts develop. We get hair on our faces and other places. Our voices drop. If you haven’t entered puberty, you’re safe from the space germs. There’s nothing in your body for the germs to attack.”
Abby thought about her immediate family. Toucan, who would not reach puberty for a long time, would be fine for now. Jordan seemed okay, too. Some twelve-year-olds had wispy mustaches, but her brother had no facial hair. She didn’t know if hair was growing other places on his body. His voice, as far as she could tell, hadn’t changed.
Her body, though, was clearly changing. Abby had felt her pants becoming snugger at the hips, and she had been wearing a bra for almost two years, ready again to get a bigger size. She hadn’t gotten her period yet, but it could come anytime.
She remembered her mother explaining menstruation to her when she was in the fourth grade. Mom had showed Abby tampons and sanitary pads and said the arrival of her period would be a normal part of growing up. The thought of seeing blood every month had frightened her. But a year later, when one of her fifth grade classmate had started her periods, Abby and her friends had all been jealous.
“What will happen when we enter puberty?” Abby asked.
Kevin read her facial expression. “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. The CDC will develop a vaccine by then. They have the best scientists in the world.”
She wished she shared his confidence.
Kevin drummed his fingers, thinking. “Why didn’t Mr. Couture die right away? He lived for a whole day longer than our parents.”
“Your cousin saw some really old people alive, too,” Abby said.
Kevin did a Google search and formulated an answer. “Old people have lower levels of those hormones.”
“Kevin, there must be millions of survivors. Who’s still alive on the island?”
“Everyone in our school, for sure,” he said. “Maybe some high school kids, too. But a lot of them have probably passed through puberty.”
“The green car that drove by, do you think?”
Kevin was nodding. “Yeah, some kid was driving.”
Out of nowhere, a siren wailed outside the house. Abby rushed to the window. A blue light pulsed in the fog. She couldn’t see the police car, though. Her mind raced. Some policemen were still alive. They had finally arrived to rescue them! But then cold fear gripped her heart. What if the police were here with bad news about Emily and Jordan?
Abby flung open the front door, fearing the worst.
Out of the mist a little boy appeared followed by Emily and Jordan.
 
 
 



 
DAY 4 – IS ANYONE ALIVE?
 
“My daddy drives a big truck. It’s a diesel. He lets me blow the horn. I’m four years old. Daddy lives in Burlington. That’s in Vermont…”
Danny rarely stopped talking. Abby stayed in bed a little while longer, listening to him chatter.
“My mommy has a tattoo on her ankle,” the boy continued. “It says peace. P-E-A-C-E. That spells peace.”
Danny changed topics frequently, sometimes mid-sentence.
“I like cake,” he added. “My favorite is chocolate. What’s your favorite?”
Toucan’s eyes got big and she babbled. “Chocolate. Toucan. Chocolate.”
Danny and Toucan, despite the two year age difference, had become instant, inseparable friends. Last night, at bedtime, they had begged Abby to let them sleep next to each other. She had tucked the wild ones (Jordan’s name for them) into two sleeping bags on the floor in her room.
Finally, Abby got up and raised the window shade. In the first light of dawn the moon was hanging full and fat and pale purple in a field of fading stars, a scene at once beautiful and chilling.
Most importantly the fog was gone, which meant they would be able to leave the house to search the island for survivors, other children like themselves who had yet to enter puberty. The decision on their course of action had not been unanimous. Kevin had argued they should take care of themselves first. “We don’t know how long it will take the CDC to find a cure,” he said. “We need to store food, water, and medicine. We can’t save everyone!” Nobody could change his mind, but he had at least he had agreed to go along.
Downstairs, Abby discovered that she had slept the longest. Jordan and Kevin were already up, listening to the CDC radio broadcast. The robotic female voice repeated the web site bulletin. “Corpses and human remains should be handled by trained emergency personnel. Contact your local police department or state civil defense office for further assistance… ”
Emily was up and dressed, too, gathering supplies to bring on their mission: coloring books, crayons, a flashlight, Saltine crackers, bananas, apples, and a jar of peanut butter.
After breakfast, they loaded up the trunk of the police cruiser and everyone piled in. Kevin and Emily sat in back with Toucan and Danny on their laps. Jordan climbed into the driver’s side. The top of his head was level with the top of the steering wheel. Abby claimed the passenger seat and buckled up.
They planned to drive straight to the house of Jordan’s friend, Eddie Egan. Eddie was a local. He’d likely know which families on the island had babies and toddlers. These younger kids, unable to care for themselves, would be in the greatest danger.
Before they left, Abby turned to face the kids in the back seat. “Want to play a game?”
“Duck, Duck, Goose!” Danny said.
Toucan clapped excitedly. “Toucan play!”
“Here are the rules,” she said. “When I say moo, cover your eyes. And keep them covered! When I say boo, take your hands away. Moo, boo.” Abby demonstrated. “Moo, cover them. Boo, take your hands away.” After they’d practiced for a while Abby was sure they understood what to do.
Jordan fired up the engine and, to the delight of the wild ones, blasted the siren. Abby brought the microphone to her lips. “Hello.” Her voice boomed from the speaker mounted on the roof.
Ready as they would ever be, Jordan backed into the street and headed in the direction of the harbor.
“Moo,” Abby said. The kids giggled and covered their eyes. “Good! No peeking.” They approached the green car wrapped around the telephone pole. Abby felt the pressure of tears and she pinched herself to stay composed. Her brother’s description of the accident had been vague. It was much worse than what she expected. Abby wondered what Ryan Foster had been thinking. Had he found his parents and then panicked?
They drove beyond the gruesome scene. Game over, Abby said, “Boo,” in a tone that echoed her sadness.
Jordan parked at the police station. “We need another radio,” he said and hopped out of the cruiser. He jogged inside the station, but quickly returned empty-handed. “Couldn’t find one.”
They drove to the harbor. Abby repeatedly called out over the loudspeaker. “We can help you. My name is Abby Leigh. I’m in the seventh grade. Please come to the car.”
The electricity was spotty. The jetty beacon flashed, but the neon sign at Haffner’s Gas was off. Street lights were on, traffic lights off.
Jordan steered around a minivan stopped in the middle of the road. The driver was slumped over the wheel. Danny pointed at a body lying prone on the dock, wearing bright yellow rain gear, hard to miss. “Look,” he cried. “That man is asleep.”
“Moo,” Kevin said.
Toucan and Danny ignored Kevin and gawked.
Emily pointed. “A bird!”
Abby thought that Emily was trying to divert the kids’ attention, but it really was a bird. The crow perched on a phone line. The first bird she had seen in three days.
“I’ll give a dollar to anyone who sees a seagull,” Kevin said.
Emily explained that on family trips their parents played a game with them, offering rewards for spotting animals. “A moose was twenty-five dollars,” she said. “We never saw one.”
“If anyone sees a bee, I’ll give them a quarter,” Jordan said.
“It’s too early in the year for bees,” Abby said.
“The average beehive has sixty thousand bees,” Kevin said.
“What if I see a beehive?” Emily asked.
Jordan winked at her in the mirror. “I’ll owe you a hundred dollars.” Abby saw her brother’s cheeks redden.
Here they were—driving a police car on what had recently been the island’s busiest street, talking about moose, beehives, Kevin proving he was a human encyclopedia, her brother flirting with Emily—Abby could only shake her head.
They turned onto Wildwood Drive. The winding road hugged the shoreline on the eastern side of the island. A quarter mile from the harbor, the passengers jolted forward when Jordan slammed the brakes hard, without apology.
“Deer,” Toucan squealed.
Abby turned to Kevin and smiled. “How much for a deer?” When she saw the expressions of shock, she looked out the window and quickly realized she had spoken too soon. In the field on the right, a pack of coyotes was chasing a small fawn.
The fawn zigged and zagged with the inevitable about to happen. Once the pack closed in, Abby could no longer watch.
They drove on in silence, passing mansions—summer homes for rich people—perched back on expansive lawns. Waves pounded the rocky shore on the opposite side of the road, sending up cascades of spray that dissolved into purple mist.
Up ahead, Abby spotted two boys standing on the side of the road. She recognized them from school. “They’re twins,” she said. “I think they’re in the first grade.”
Jordan eased to a smooth stop, and she climbed out.
The boys stared vacantly at her. She squatted to be eye level with them. “My name is Abby. You’ve seen me before?”
The one on the left nodded.
“What are your names?” she asked.
“Chase.”
“Terry.”
“Well, Chase and Terry, have you guys ever ridden in a police car?”
 
* * *
 
The addition of the twins crowded the car, so Jordan returned home to drop off everyone but Emily. The kids piled out of the police cruiser as if it were a school bus. He breathed a sigh of relief when Abby disappeared inside. She knew him better than anyone, and he was rarely successful trying to hide things from her. But now she suspected nothing.
With Emily beside him in the passenger seat, Jordan pulled away from his house, ready to resume the search.
Once they rounded the bend, he stopped in front of the house owned by the old man who mended fishing nets. “Promise you won’t tell anyone what I’m going to do!” Jordan said.
Emily narrowed her eyes. “How can I promise that? I don’t know what it is.”
“Do you trust me?”
She nodded and lightly touched his arm. His heart fluttered. “Okay,” she said, “I promise.”
Jordan reached behind his back and grabbed the gun tucked into the waistband of his pants. His fingers barely encircled the fat grip. He held it up. Heavy as a brick, the weight surprised him. He had no idea if it were loaded with bullets. The black metal gleamed and still held the warmth of his skin.
Emily gasped and leaned against the door. “Where did you get that?”
“The police station. It was in a drawer. You can’t tell Abby! We might need it in an emergency.”
“What kind of emergency?” she asked, her voice quaking.
“Coyotes,” he said.
Another danger might crop up — people wanting to take their food or hurt them. Jordan had considered what it might be like with millions of desperate, hungry survivors. The gun would offer protection. This thought he kept to himself.
“Jordan what do you know about a gun?”
Nothing beyond what he had seen on television and in movies. His parents had forbidden him to play with toy guns. He shrugged. “Just because we have a gun doesn’t mean we’ll use it. It’s only a precaution.”
She lowered her eyes. “I don’t like it.”
“Only you and I will know where it is.”
Jordan stepped out of the car and placed the gun inside a mailbox on a post beside the old man’s driveway. He’d find a better hiding place later.
Neither one of them mentioned it again.
Emily’s voice rang out through the loudspeaker as they drove through the harbor area. “My name is Emily Patel. Please come out. We can help you.”
She turned to him when they were on Wildwood. “Jordan, have you thought what the future will be like? Next year? Five years from now?”
He shook his head, not wanting to frighten her with his version of a desperate future.
“Except for a few adults,” she continued, “we’ll be the oldest people on the planet. We’ll teach the younger kids what we know and open schools. We’ll read books on medicine and train ourselves how to be doctors. Machinery is so complicated. Maybe we’ll live like they did three hundred years ago.”
“I guess you’ve thought about it a lot.”
“Jordan, it will be the responsibility of our generation to keep the human race going.”
“Emily, look!”
Two cows were grazing in the Parlee Farm field.
“Have you ever milked a cow?” he asked, grateful for the distraction.
“You got to be kidding me?”
“How hard can it be? You just grab the udder and squeeze.”
“I wouldn’t mind trying,” Emily said.
Jordan stopped where they had a better view of the cows. They were black and white and huge. Space dust had tinged their white spots purple. “They have plenty of food with all that grass, but we’ll have to make sure they get fresh water,” he said and then raised Abby on the two-way radio to tell her about the discovery. She reminded him that Parlee Farm sold eggs, which meant they would also find chickens, assuming they had survived. After their discussion, Danny and Toucan took turns speaking with him. Toucan, especially, seemed excited to talk over a radio.
Jordan returned the mic and smiled sadly. “I guess when you’re two years old all of this is a big adventure.”
 
* * *
 
“The first clinical trials have determined the bacterial pathogen is resistant to penicillins, cephalosporins, macrolides… ”
The robotic voice was delivering a new update. The internet no longer worked, something about the ISP’s main server going down, Kevin had explained, which left FM 98.5, the CDC station, as the only source of news from the scientists.
“Danny, please get Kevin,” Abby said. She had last seen him upstairs, showing the twins, Chase and Terry, around.
Danny raced up the stairs with Toucan in hot pursuit.
Abby turned up the volume. “Trials remain inconclusive for tetracyclines and aminoglycosides,” the robot continued. “Genetically engineered modifications are being prepared… ”
She relaxed when the broadcast repeated. In fact, it played over and over again. But she could have listened to it a hundred times and still not understood much. It was ironic, Abby thought. The listening audience was under the age of fifteen, but you needed a college degree to understand the report. The scientists could use a lesson in how to explain things to kids. Luckily, they had Kevin Patel.
Kevin joined her and, after hearing what the robot had to say, gave her a big grin. “The germs are bacteria. That’s good news.”
Had they listened to the same report? “Kevin, the germs are resistant to all sorts of antibiotics,” Abby said.
“Don’t worry, they’ll find one that works,” he said confidently. “If the antibiotic is used to treat common infections, we might even be able to get it at Murray’s Drug, or at a pharmacy in Portland. This epidemic will be over as fast as it began. ”
“These germs are anything but common,” she said. “They came from outer space. What if there’s no antibiotic that kills them?”
“They’ll make an antibiotic, “ he said. “Genetic engineering. Abby, I told you, some of the smartest scientists in the world work at the CDC. They have the best equipment.”
She badly wanted to believe him.
“If they have to make an antibiotic,” she asked, “how long will it take?”
“Let’s see. First they’ll have to confirm that it kills the germs in a test tube. Next they’ll test it on mice. If that works, they’ll conduct human trials.” Kevin shrugged. “Three or four months?”
Abby was hoping he’d say two months, or five weeks, or even sooner. “Anyone who enters puberty before then will die!”
Kevin paused, thinking. “It’s possible some of us will develop natural immunity, but you’re probably right. We also don’t know how long the illness will last. Will someone die the minute their hormones reach a certain level? Or will the germs attack them slowly, over a period of weeks or months?”
Just then a runaway train of kids rumbled down the stairs, circled the room once, and roared back upstairs—Toucan the engine, Danny the caboose, Chase and Terry in between—all of them hollering and laughing.
Abby hardly noticed.
“We’re lucky the germs aren’t a virus,” Kevin added. “To stop a virus, you need a vaccine. Making a vaccine takes a year or longer.”
Puberty was a ticking time bomb planted in each and every teen. The older you were the louder and faster it ticked. Abby could not begin to imagine the minute-by-minute anxiety of waiting up to a year for the bomb to go off.
She no longer thought three or four months seemed so bad.
 
* * *
 
Jordan’s friend, Eddie Egan, lived inland, a mile from the water. Many of Jordan and Emily’s classmates also lived in this neighborhood. Their fathers were commercial fishermen, and Jordan guessed that when they were at home they didn’t want to see the ocean.
As they drove into the neighborhood, there were no signs of life, any life—human, animal, bird.
Jordan’s throat pounded. He had assumed that Eddie, twelve years old, would be alive. Puberty for both of them was a year or two away. Abby had thought the same thing. She worried more how the locals would receive the Leighs and Patels. They were newcomers to the island. Despite that Jordan’s grandparents lived on Castine Island for years and his father grew up here, he and Abby were outsiders.
Jordan turned into the Egan driveway and headed toward the house. A lobster boat sat on blocks in the front yard. Mr. Egan owned several fishing boats. A week ago, Eddie had invited Jordan to go deep sea fishing with his older brother and dad over spring break—today, in fact.
When he pulled to a stop, he and Emily reached for each other at the same moment. Eddie’s house, similar to every other one, stood as still as a tombstone. There were no lights on inside.
Jordan nervously brought the mic to his lips, about to call out. But before his voice boomed over the loudspeaker, the front door flung open, and Eddie, followed by a line of kids, ran outside. Jordan wasted no time hopping out of the cruiser.
The locals froze, staring wide-eyed at him and Emily, and for a moment nobody spoke.
“Leigh,” Eddie finally cried, “what the hell are you doing driving a cop car?”
 
* * *
 
Ten kids—two holding babies—quickly surrounded Emily and Jordan outside. Emily knew those in her sixth grade class and recognized others from school lunch period. She thought the babies must be siblings of the kids holding them.
They peppered Jordan with questions.
Without access to the internet and unaware of the emergency broadcast station, Eddie and the others who had found their way to his house did not know about the space germs or the efforts of the CDC, though they had suspected the purple dust had a lot to do with the mysterious tragedies they had all experienced.
Jordan told them all that he knew.
“I don’t believe adults are dead everywhere.” The boy who said this had broad shoulders, clearly the strongest among them, and the oldest. “My father took the ferry to Portland,” he added. “He’d call, but the phones aren’t working.”
The other locals shifted uneasily in the awkward silence that followed.
“Colby, give me a break,” Toby Jones said.
Emily had heard stories about Toby. He was in Kevin’s class. He often made fun of her brother.
The broad-shouldered boy—Colby—glared at Toby. Then Eddie stepped between them and said, “Toby, don’t be an asshole.”
A girl with pigtails, who looked like a second or third grader, raised her hand. “What’s puberty?”
Emily, who had yet to say anything, saw an opportunity. “When you get older,” she said, “your body goes through changes. You slowly change from being a teenager to a grown up. It’s a little more complicated than that. But you have a long way to go before you have to worry about it.”
“Let’s go inside,” Eddie said.
Jordan gave her a shrug, as if to say, don’t feel bad.
They all packed into the kitchen. A candle was burning. The electricity had stopped working in the neighborhood earlier this morning. Eddie tuned into the government station. Immediately Emily realized the CDC had issued a new report.
“My brother can explain what it means,” she said.
A few kids glanced over. The rest ignored her. She knew why. She was an outsider, a girl.
They moved into the living room where she and Jordan sat next to each other on the couch and listened to their stories. Zoe Mullen, a skinny seventh grader, said she found her sixteen-year old brother and her parents in their backyard. Katy Kowalsky (KK), who always flirted with Jordan in school, discovered her mom in the bathtub. Tim Johnson, another classmate of Emily’s, the shyest boy ever, said his grandfather had died only last night. After finding his parents in bed, Derek Ladd, the son of the police chief, tried unsuccessfully to radio police officers who were on duty the night of the purple moon.
Jordan turned to her with a sad expression. He was likely remembering Officer Redmond.
“My dad and brother are still at sea,” Eddie said. He lowered his eyes. “My mom’s upstairs.”
Emily thought it had been important to update the group and hear what they had experienced, but now they were wasting valuable time.
“We should hunt for survivors,” she said, “especially the kids who can’t take care of themselves.” Jordan nodded for her to continue. “You know where they live. We can split up. Are you ready?”
Nobody responded. She tried making eye contact, but whoever she looked at suddenly examined the floor or wall with intense fascination.
Colby held her gaze. The only one. He gave her a friendly nod and stood. “That’s a great idea. Let’s make a list of where everyone lives. I know how to drive.”
Colby walked up to her and Jordan and extended his hand. “I’m Colby Marsh. It’s nice to meet you.”
An icy chill flushed through Emily. Colby’s dad was the one who crashed his truck on the Couture’s lawn.
“I’m Emily Patel,” she said and took his hand.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 2 – STRANGERS ARRIVE
 
Abby’s fingertips brushed along the polished mahogany banister as she ascended the wide, winding stairway to the second floor. She wished she could thank the wildly rich homeowners for the use of their ‘summer home’. But, of course, she would never have the opportunity to thank them. The homeowners had succumbed to the space germs, like tens of millions—perhaps billions—of other adults around the world.
The mansion housed twenty-eight survivors, a number that included the two babies, Chloe and Clive. Abby had suggested that everyone should live together and they voted. The mansion beat out the Seashell Motel by twenty-four votes. Toby, Chad, and Glen had wanted no part of this living arrangement, and they had struck out on their own.
The mansion was perfect. It had twenty rooms including four bathrooms, a study, a large living room, and two kitchens.
The marble floor felt cold on Abby’s bare feet. Late May, springtime had finally arrived on the island, but the huge house inhaled the chilly breeze off the water through open windows and that kept it cold inside.
Abby entered her bedroom which she shared with Toucan, Emily, and Danny. She enjoyed an unobstructed view of the open ocean to the east through a tall, wide window. Earth was now out of the comet’s tail, and the sun, stars, and moon had returned to their normal colors, but the surface of the water rippled with a lavender hue—space dust part of the environment forevermore.
Abby saw a speck of salt on the windowpane. She had left it there because she liked to pretend it was a ship in the distance. Her fantasy had started out small. The ship held a few adult survivors, including a doctor, teacher, and engineer, who came to live with them on the island. Over time the fantasy had become more elaborate. The way it unfolded now… Abby ran to the beach and lit a pile of logs on the rocky shore. The ship’s captain saw the smoke signal and ordered a crew to pick up the survivors. They all steamed to a land where adults and older teens were alive because the wind had blown the space dust away.
It was a beautiful, intoxicating dream, and also a total waste of her time and energy.
Abby would begin her shift weeding the garden in three hours, but she liked to stay busy all the time. The mind was a fertile place for sad memories when idle. To see where she might volunteer, she padded back down the wide, winding staircase to check the schedule, tacked to a bulletin board, in the study. Kevin maintained this schedule.
May 27
The left-hand column listed every kid age two and older. The top row divided the day into four shifts: 6 a.m. – 9 a.m.; 9 a.m. – noon; noon – 3 p.m.; 3 p.m. – 6 p.m. The middle of the schedule identified tasks color-coded by category: Childcare: blue. Farm work and food prep: yellow. Security and news gathering: green. Healthcare and body disposal: orange.
On purpose, nothing was purple.
According to the schedule, Emily was working at the farm this morning, Jordan was on burial duty, and Kevin was doing research. From puberty to milk pasteurization, he researched a wide range of topics. Even Toucan had a job, of sorts. She and Danny raised and lowered the American flag every morning and evening.
Abby jumped when someone tapped her shoulder from behind.
“Sorry,” Kevin said.
“Don’t sneak up like that!” Her frown, though, quickly dissolved into a smile. Kevin was awkward, quirky, brainy, and always meant well. It was impossible to stay mad at him.
He pointed to the schedule. “Look Abby, you’re free at three o’clock!”
True, her weeding shift ended at three. But why did Kevin sound so surprised? “You should know that,” she said. “You made up the schedule.”
“Hey, I’m free, too. You want to play Risk with me later on?” While his words sounded rehearsed, his blushing seemed spontaneous.
“Yeah, sure,” Abby said.
Kevin cleared his throat, opened his mouth, and made a croaking noise. Then he turned and quickly walked away.
Abby shook her head, puzzled. “See you later,” she called out.
He had already left the study.
 
* * *
 
Sweeping the chicken coop, Emily gripped the handle of the push broom and sent wave after wave of brown pellets tumbling forward. She paused to inspect her calloused hands, proud of her increasing strength. Farm work had toughened her hands and added muscle to her shoulders and back. She had needed to rest often when she first started working at the farm. Now she was able to sweep the entire chicken coop without stopping.
Emily wondered what Father would have thought about her doing this type of work. Shocked? Angry? Mother would not have been surprised at all, knowing that girls can do anything.
She picked up an egg that she had missed seeing earlier. She inspected the pale brown exterior. The eggs were like precious gems to her, each one a little different. She placed the egg in the basket with the others and continued sweeping.
Emily always kept an eye out for signs of intruders—a footprint, a discarded candy wrapper. They had twenty five chickens a month ago. Thirteen remained. Coyotes had killed twelve after Toby, Chad, and Glen had left the barn door open one night.
Emily didn’t care that the three boys chose to live on their own. She didn’t even care that they occasionally came at night and took eggs. But their irresponsible behavior made her angry.
“Ready?” Tim called. He tossed his shovel on the barn floor. He had just finished filling three bags with chicken manure. Later they would transport the manure to the garden behind the mansion.
Tim, her farm partner, the shiest boy ever, had actually said something. Maybe tomorrow he would string two words together?
Emily dreaded what they had to do next: milk Henrietta and Matilda. But their first job was to return the cows to the barn. Out in the field they decided to start with Henrietta. Emily pulled while Tim pushed. Matilda stood by and watched their struggles with placid eyes. Emily thought she sometimes detected a look of amusement in Matilda’s big eyes.
Emily saw nothing but deep wells of stubbornness in Henrietta’s eyes. Thousand-pound Henrietta had a mind of her own, and only after the cow had showed them who was boss did she finally amble into the barn.
Tim started milking first. Like an orchestra conductor, he gripped two of teats and in no time was directing a symphony inside the metal can. Psst. Psst. Psst.
“Show off,” she said and reached for Henrietta’s teats. “We’re friends, right?” she told the cow. “I’m the one who scratches behind your ears. I feed you. I bring you fresh water. Please, Henrietta, show Matilda who has more milk.”
After several minutes of cajoling the cow, squeezing, pulling, twisting, and tugging, Emily managed to coax a few drops of milk into the bucket.
It was pale purple.
 
* * *
 
Five miles out to sea, Sea Ray swayed in the gentle swells. Winds were calm. Jordan gripped the wheel of the hundred-foot fishing trawler, keeping his eyes glued to the radar scope. They were in no danger of hitting a rock this far out. The instruments served as a distraction.
Eddie was maneuvering bodies over the railing and into the current. The Gulf Stream originated in the Gulf of Mexico two thousand miles away. The swift current wended its way around the tip of Florida and then meandered up the coast, all the way to Nova Scotia. The inner edge of the current passed within five miles of Castine Island. The corpses drifted north.
Jordan peeked to see if Eddie was almost finished and caught sight of the clump floating off the stern. “The hardest job,” he whispered to himself, “the most important job.” The reminder usually helped settle his stomach.
Jordan was the one who had suggested taking the bodies out to sea. Castine Island didn’t have a cemetery for good reason. The island was mostly granite covered with a thin layer of soil. First they had selected a boat. Sea Ray was perfect in every way. The trawler was at the dock, topped with fuel and stocked with food and fresh water, her crew about to embark on an extended fishing run. Since taking the first load of bodies, they had siphoned diesel fuel from other boats in port. Jordan had lost track of the number of trips they had made.
The burial team also included KK and Derek. Their job was to search the island’s homes and businesses and vehicles on the road and then transport the corpses they found to the harbor.
After Eddie had cleared the deck, he remained at the stern, gazing out. Streaks of pale purple brushed the horizon. Jordan was quite certain that his friend was not admiring the strange beauty. Most likely Eddie’s thoughts were on his dad and older brother who were still at sea, who he had never heard from again after the night of the purple moon.
Jordan eased the throttle forward and Sea Ray’s twin diesel engines burbled to life, mixing fumes with the ever-present stench of death, an odor that visited Jordan’s dreams every night.
Halfway back to port, Eddie ventured inside the wheelhouse where he removed his mask and gloves and applied a fresh dab of Vick’s Vapor rub under his nose. Jordan offered him a soda. Vick’s killed the smell of death; soda washed away the taste.
When Jordan popped the top, a pressurized squirt of soda nailed Eddie in the eye. Jordan cracked up. Eddie, too, burst out laughing. Every attempt by either one of them to speak ended with sprays of saliva. The hysterical laughter released pent up frustrations and fears.
With tears streaming down their faces, they laughed all the way back to the harbor. The load of bodies stacked on the dock, awaiting burial, silenced them.
 
* * *
 
The kids stuck to a nightly routine. They ate dinner together and then held a group meeting afterwards to share news and solve problems. Abby thought the more they learned how to communicate with each other the stronger they would become.
She stood in the food line that snaked into the kitchen. There, head chef Colby doled out the meal to each resident, peas, spaghetti, and tomato sauce tonight. His assistant, eleven-year-old Duke, poured glasses of fresh milk and gave out slices of the cakes that he had baked.
Twenty-six survivors, two of them holding babies, settled into the living room and dining room to eat. Abby chose the couch, a spot from which she could keep an eye on two housemates who worried her the most.
Barry Marks came from a big family. He had three older brothers and two older sisters, all of whom, along with his parents, died the night of the purple moon. Until recently the nine-year old had coped well. Now he was becoming increasingly reclusive.
He joined several of his fourth-grade classmates in the dining room, a good sign, but not long into the meal he got up and headed upstairs with his plate of food. It would be the third night in a row he had gone up to his room to be alone.
“Hey, Barry,” Abby called and patted the seat beside her. “Join me.” He shook his head and didn’t stop. She’d pay him a visit later on to let him know that she cared about him. She’d also ask Kevin to research post-traumatic stress disorder to get some ideas on how they could help Barry.
Abby worried about Zoe Mullen for a different reason. Zoe was both anorexic and fearful of puberty. They were the same age and height, but Zoe weighed at least thirty pounds less than Abby. Her elbows popped out in sharp points. Abby wished that Kevin had not announced that lesser amounts of body fat on a girl delayed puberty. It gave Zoe justification to starve herself.
Unaware that Abby was watching, Zoe slipped little bits of her dinner to the old Labrador Retriever, Edmund. It explained why the dog sat at her feet every meal. Abby was at a loss what to do for Zoe. It seemed that the harder she and others tried to convince her to eat, the more Zoe tuned them out.
Tonight Kevin was running council. Kids twelve years of age and older took turns running the nightly meeting. The sun had just set, and after everyone had cleaned up and washed the dishes, he lit candles and called the meeting to order.
CDC updates were always the first order of business. Jimmy Patterson stood and referred to his log book. Jimmy’s job was to listen to the radio broadcasts during the day, a task well suited to the fifth grader who took excellent notes. “The scientists made an antibiotic that killed the pathogen in a test tube,” he said.
All heads swiveled to Kevin.
“That’s an important first step,” Kevin said, “but we shouldn’t celebrate yet.”
“When are we getting the medicine?” Duke asked.
“Soon,” someone shouted.
Cheers rang out as excitement surged through the room. Abby, always aware of possible setbacks, whooped and clapped nevertheless. It was the first bit of good news from the CDC.
“The scientists first have to run human trials,” Kevin shouted above the fracas. “Just because the antibiotic kills germs in a test tube doesn’t mean it will work in people.” He held up the red card, the signal to move on to the next agenda item, but it took another five minutes to restore order.
Derek, representing the burial team, stood and pointed to a small map of the island, which few could see or cared to see. “Grid twelve, twenty-four bodies,” he said. Nobody had questions and Derek sat down.
The meeting rolled on. Toucan and Danny wandered away. Colby admonished the group for being wasteful and snuffed out a candle. They voted on what type of pie Duke should bake next. Apple beat out cherry by six votes. KK got up and moved beside Jordan. That drew a sharp look from Emily. Abby suspected that KK had a crush on her brother and she wondered if Emily might, too. Jordan, not surprisingly, was totally clueless.
Abby delivered the garden report. “The tomatoes, cucumbers, beans, and pumpkins are all doing well,” she said. “But something is eating the lettuce; a rabbit or groundhog, perhaps. We need to find a way to stop it.”
“Let Edmund out,” Jordan joked. “He’ll scare the rabbit.”
Everyone laughed, knowing the Lab was too sweet and gentle—and way too lazy—to scare anything.
“The hardware store has chicken wire,” Eddie offered. “We can build a fence.”
Agreement to build a fence was unanimous.
“Are there any volunteers?” Kevin asked.
Seven hands shot up.
Few of these kids would have volunteered for hard work before the night of the purple moon. Their parents would have had to order them to do it. The new willingness didn’t surprise Abby. The more you worked, the less you thought… the less you thought, the better you felt.
They always saved the best topic for last in order to end the meeting on a good note. The farm, without a doubt, was their most successful operation. Henrietta, Matilda, and the chickens never let them down. The milk and eggs produced daily were excellent sources of protein, especially for the two babies, Clive and Chloe.
Emily stood. “Henrietta and Matilda were extra good to us today,” she began. “They gave us… well, they gave Tim… five gallons of milk.”
“C’mon, Emily, how hard is it to milk a cow?” Jordan teased.
“You’d be lucky to get a drop!” she said.
“Let’s have a milking contest,” Jordan said.
Emily flashed a confident smile. “Anytime.”
Abby saw that KK wasn’t smiling.
Kevin waved the red card. “Please, finish your report,” he told his sister.
“We got six eggs,” she continued.
Colby lurched forward. “What? Only six? Was it Toby?”
The outburst jarred everyone.
Emily shook her head. “I didn’t see any sign of him,” she said. “Sometimes a chicken will go a few days without laying an egg.”
Abby breathed a sigh of relief. Colby, who had the build of a bulldog, was capable of seriously hurting Toby and his two friends if he got angry enough.
“It was them,” Tim said in barely a whisper. “I saw their footprints.”
“Tim, how come you didn’t tell me?” Emily asked.
Colby pounded the table with his fist, drowning out Tim’s response. He said with a growl. “We have to stop them before they really do something to hurt us.” Veins bulged in his neck. “They drive recklessly—Chad almost ran into me the other day. They waste water.” Colby turned to Derek. “Right, Derek? You told me they left a hose running where they’re living.” Derek nodded. Colby pounded the table again. “We have to teach them a lesson. Who wants to come with me?”
Three hands lifted. Thankfully Jordan wasn’t one of them.
Abby shot to her feet. “No. Let’s talk to them.”
Colby snorted. “Talk? Give me a break.” Suddenly he pointed to the window. “Look, they’re spying on us. Let’s get ‘em!”
Two faces disappeared into the night.
 
* * *
 
“Wait!” Jordan shouted as he sprinted after Colby who led the pack chasing the two shapes in the front of the mansion. It was too dark to tell which two boys they were after.
“Jordan, don’t let Colby hurt them,” Abby had shouted at him before he left the mansion. How was he supposed to do that? Colby was two years older and twenty times stronger. Jordan thought that maybe he should do nothing. Stand back and let Colby beat them up. Toby would think twice before he stole eggs again.
The group soon surrounded their prey. But it wasn’t Toby, or either of his friends. An emaciated boy and girl in wet, tattered clothing shivered and huddled close to each other, eyes wide with fright. They had to be from the mainland. Jordan guessed they were brother and sister; the girl, maybe twelve, the boy several years younger.
“We’re not going to hurt you,” Colby said in a gentle tone. “We thought you were someone else. Where are you from?”
“Bangor,” the girl said in a raspy voice.
Bangor was the biggest city in the state, one hundred miles inland. The Castine Island survivors had seen smoke plumes from distant fires on the mainland and had smelled a terrible odor when a westerly wind blew. These kids could describe the situation and answer their questions.
“How did you get here?” Jordan asked.
The girl pointed to a low dark shape on the pebbly shore. It was a small boat. “We drifted from Bar Harbor. Where are we?”
“Castine Island.”
“An island?” she exclaimed, her voice croaking from dryness.
Abby stepped up to the pair. “You need to warm up. Come inside.”
They still seemed fearful, despite the invitation and Colby’s explanation for why they had chased them. The boy’s legs gave out when he tried to walk, so Colby picked him up and carried him into the mansion. Abby and Jordan moved to assist the girl. When Jordan took hold of her bony arm, he thought of Zoe.
Ben and Gabby Ortelt, brother and sister, ten and twelve years old, respectively, changed into dry clothing that KK found for them. They sat next to each other on the couch, appearing nervous and untrusting, Jordan found it incredible that they had arrived in such a small boat. The constant exposure to salt water and wind explained their puffy hands and raw, red noses and cheeks. How long had they been adrift? Each of them gulped water. When Emily served them leftovers from the evening meal, though, they looked sick after only a few nibbles.
“Your stomachs have shrunk,” Jordan said.
Kevin scrunched his face. “Huh? Who told you that? Our stomachs don’t shrink. They stay the same size. When you haven’t eaten in a few days, your digestive system slows down. That’s their problem.”
Jordan rolled his eyes. “That’s Kevin Patel,” he told the visitors. “He thinks he knows everything.”
Kevin faced them. “I do know a lot,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.
Gabby’s lip curled into a tiny smile, and both she and Ben relaxed visibly. Jordan wondered if he should continue arguing with Kevin to put them more at ease.
Abby asked them what they knew about the CDC and the worldwide epidemic and they answered with blank expressions. They knew nothing other than what they had witnessed. Abby explained how the germs attacked the hormones associated with puberty and the efforts of the scientists to develop an antibiotic. Ben yawned and leaned his head against his sister’s shoulder. “You guys have been through a lot,” Abby said. “Go to bed. You can tell us what happened to you in the morning.”
“I want to hear what happened to them now,” Barry called out. Barry was sitting halfway up the stairway. Earlier, Jordan had seen him disappear with his meal.
Jordan wanted to hear their story now, too, and he was glad when they spoke quietly to each other and told the group they would stay up.
Gabby described how they found the bodies of their parents in bed the morning after the moon turned purple. They soon discovered the police didn’t answer the phone. Nobody did. There were no TV or radio stations broadcasting. The internet didn’t work. There was no traffic, no activity at the neighboring houses. They heard no jets taking off or landing at nearby Bangor International Airport. The sun and sky and clouds were weird colors. “We thought the space dust might have killed our parents,” Gabby said. “So we stayed inside. We didn’t want to breathe it.”
“We never went upstairs again,” Ben said. “It was too sad to see Mom and Dad.”
The next day the siblings witnessed a chilling scene out the window.
“A gang of kids chased a boy down the street,” Gabby said. “Some of the kids were in my class. The boy was carrying two bags. One bag broke and cans spilled everywhere.”
“We think he stole food from them,” Ben said.
“They beat him up really badly.” Gabby bit her lip and paused, as if she were reliving the event.
“Why didn’t you stop them?” Duke asked.
“We were afraid,” she said. “We kept hoping someone would come to help him. The police. The fire department.”
“Soldiers,” Ben added.
Of course, no adults showed up.
The electricity stopped working in their neighborhood five days after the moon turned purple. Street lights went dark. Fearing the gang would know they were inside, Ben and Gabby had never turned on any lights, but the problem was the refrigerator. Fresh food spoiled.
It was the following day they peered out the window in disbelief and horror as the gang killed a boy right in front of their house.
“They threw stones at him,” Gabby said in a choked voice. “They kicked him. He wasn’t moving and they kept kicking and kicking.”
Jordan heard gasps around him. He saw Toucan’s mouth agape in the flickering candlelight. He knew his little sister didn’t understand everything, but he was certain that Touk was feeling the fear behind every word Gabby spoke.
“Did he steal something?” Duke asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know what he did, or why they did it.”
To no one’s surprise, Gabby said that she and Ben could not sleep that night. In the morning they heard laughter and shouting. The gang was breaking into houses up and down the street.
“We hid in the basement,” Ben said.
“We heard them above us,” Gabby added. “I recognized some of the voices.”
“They went crazy, smashing dishes, breaking windows,” Ben said. “They were like animals.”
The ordeal lasted minutes, but to Ben and Gabby it felt like hours.
“You’re lucky they didn’t find you,” Eddie said.
Heads nodded in agreement.
Ben and Gabby emerged from the basement to discoverer the gang had taken what food they had left. But they were still too afraid to venture outside of the house. Thirst rather than hunger finally forced them to leave. Two days later the water stopped working.
They made their way to the Penobscot River under the cover of darkness. The mouth of the river was one hundred miles away near the coastal town of Bar Harbor. That’s where their grandmother lived. She was old and stayed in a nursing home, but she was their only relative. They planned to follow the river and find her.
That first night of their journey Ben and Gabby sought shelter in a small cinderblock building next to a maze of canals filled with water. They made a bed of pine needles on the cold cement floor. In the morning they saw how murky the water in the canals was. A rack held several long poles with nets. Ben dipped a net into the water and scooped up a squirming ball of baby eels. They realized they were at an eel hatchery.
“We’d been drinking water from the river, and we were so hungry,” Gabby said.
“You ate eels?” Barry blurted.
“Gross,” KK said.
Gabby shook her head. “We thought about it.”
“Gabby thought about it,” Ben said. “Not me.”
They broke into a nearby house and stocked up on pretzels and peanut butter which lasted them all the way to Bar Harbor.
They reached the coastal town fifteen days after leaving Bangor, chilled to the bone, their feet badly blistered.
“The air was filled with smoke,” Gabby said, now telling the story alone. Ben had fallen asleep. His chest rose and fell in an easy rhythm. “A lot of houses had burned down.”
“We’ve seen smoke rising up on the mainland,” Abby said.
Gabby nodded, but her thoughts seemed far away. After a moment she continued. “Ben and I hid in a car. When it was dark, we looked for the nursing home. We found it but the smell was so awful…” Her chin dropped to her chest.
Jordan glanced at Eddie and their eyes met. They understood that odor all too well.
After Gabby and Ben realized they were truly on their own, they remembered from previous visits to Bar Harbor with their parents that a lighthouse keeper lived on one of the small islands dotting the harbor.
“We didn’t think he’d be alive,” she said. “But to live on an island you must keep a good stock of food.”
They found a rowboat on the shore that was perfect. It had oars and life jackets and a bleach bottle cut in half for bailing water.
“We took turns rowing,” Gabby said, lightly resting her hand on her brother’s shoulder. “When we were about a hundred yards from the island, the wind picked up. No matter how hard we rowed, we drifted out to sea.”
They moved at the whim of the currents and winds, often out of sight of land. At still other times the fog was so thick they couldn’t see each other. They lost track of time. The peanut butter and pretzels long gone, they spoke of ice cream sundaes, apple pie, and Twizzlers. These fantasies sated their hunger briefly but left them hungrier than ever. The biggest problem was no fresh water. A powerful thirst consumed them. Their tongues swelled. They sipped sea water in a moment of weakness, triggering violent stomachaches.
Kevin spoke up. “You can only last three days without water.” Nobody paid attention to him or took their eyes off Gabby.
“When we saw a jetty, we thought we’d reached New Hampshire.”
Helplessly they drifted past the mouth of the harbor—the Castine Island harbor. Gabby said she tried to keep her eyes open, fearing that if she fell asleep she would never awaken, never see her brother again.
Someone to Jordan’s right started to cry.
“Next thing I knew,” Gabby said, “I was drenched by icy water. We had washed ashore. I shook Ben but he wouldn’t open his eyes. Wave after wave pounded us, and I worried we might drown. Somehow I managed to roll over the side of the boat. I was up to my waist. I dragged Ben into the water, and he finally came to. We crawled up to the sand. And when we looked up, we saw this incredible house on the hill, and there was light coming through the window.”
Her story finished, Jordan excused himself and stepped outside. He located their boat in the cove across the road. The ebbing tide caused it to lean onto the bed of wet polished stones dappled with moonlight. He was surprised to see that it was a sailing skiff, not a rowboat. He understood the confusion. The skiff had oars, a centerboard, transom for a mast, and pins for the rudder.
The mainland was a cruel, ruthless, and dangerous place, and this tiny vessel had delivered Ben and Gabby here against impossible odds. He rested his hand on the stern, hoping to soak up some of their luck.
 
* * *
 
Abby parked the cruiser in front of the house where Toby, Chad, and Glen were staying this week. By going alone she hoped she’d stand a better chance of getting through to Toby, the leader. If he listened to her, the others would, too. She didn’t care where they chose to live, but they should share the workload.
Abby felt an added urgency to her mission. The renegade boys had no idea how lucky they’d been. If Gabby and Ben had not arrived when they did, Colby would have paid them a visit. It wouldn’t have been pretty. Abby feared the next time they stole eggs, nobody could stop Colby.
She walked to the front door, not the least bit surprised by the bottles and cans and garbage that littered the front and side yards and porch. This was how the three boys had lived ever since they declined the invitation to live in the mansion. They roamed from house to house, trashing one place before moving to the next. Derek had spotted their fresh trash heap in Eddie’s old neighborhood, which is how Abby knew where to find them.
A piece of orange tape, the type used at crime scenes, was knotted around the doorknob. The burial team had recently cleared the neighborhood of bodies. Orange tape indicated a house was free of corpses. It was more than a coincidence that Toby and his friends only moved into homes that the burial team had already visited.
Abby was certain the three boys were home, likely asleep, even though it was the middle of the afternoon. Three cars, including Toby’s red convertible Mustang, sat in the driveway. The boys had had a long night. She had heard them in the early hours of the morning racing their cars by the mansion, blaring music and blowing horns.
Abby knocked. When nobody came to the door, she knocked louder and longer and then peered through the mail slot. The odor of garbage wafting out crinkled her nose. Someone approached and she stepped back.
Chad opened the door. It took her a second to recognize him. He was chubby, and his hair was longer.
He shouted into the shadows. “Hey, guess who’s here?”
Toby trotted down the stairs in his underwear but at the sight of Abby scampered back up.
A moment later all three boys stepped outside. Toby and Glen had also gained weight. Toby picked up an empty beer bottle and hurled it. The bottle flew over the cruiser and hit the road and skidded. Chad and Glen razzed him for it not breaking.
Abby knew that Toby had thrown the bottle for her benefit. He was proving to her that he could do anything he pleased. No adults meant no rules. He could go to bed whenever he liked and sleep all day if that made him happy. He had the freedom to do anything that only a twenty-one-year old could have done legally before the night of the purple moon.
She felt like saying, “I’m not impressed.” Instead she said, “How are you guys doing?”
“You don’t give a shit how we’re doing,” Toby said. “What do you want?”
Abby had expected a reaction like this. “Two kids came from the mainland,” she said. “They’re living with us now. You’ll never believe what they went through.”
Chad and Glen stepped closer, eager to hear more.
Toby smirked. “Ask me if I care?”
Chad and Glen both looked disappointed, but neither said anything, their obedience to Toby apparently greater than their curiosity.
“Guys, we’re stronger if everyone works together,” Abby began. “If we’re a group—”
Toby cut her off. “We are a group,” he said and tapped Chad and Glen on the head. “One, two… “ He aimed his thumb at his nose. . “three.”
“You know what I’m talking about!” Abby said. “We’re all trying to survive. We can help each other.”
“You’re so predictable,” Toby said, feeding off her frustration. “Save your speech for your meetings. What do you call them? Councils?” He rolled his eyes. “We have everything we need. We can listen to the radio, too. We know what the scientists are doing. We don’t need the nerd to explain it to us.” Toby waved his arm. “There’s enough food and clothes and beer in these houses to last for months.”
Abby realized that she wasting her time. “Fine,” she said. “Please don’t steal any more of our eggs.”
“Steal eggs?” Toby’s tone mocked her. “Did you steal eggs?” he asked Chad.
Chad shrugged. “Not me.” He turned to Glen. “Are you the thief?”
Glen shook his head. “I’ve never stolen eggs.”
“We…” Toby doubled over with laughter. “We…” He held his stomach and tears streamed down his face. Spit flew from his lips. He took a gulp of air to gain his composure. “We might have borrowed some eggs,” he finally said.
The boys gave high-fives to each other.
Abby headed down the steps, debating whether to keep walking to the cruiser or to say one more thing. She stopped and turned. “Next time you borrow eggs, expect a visit from Colby.”
“I’m shaking,” Toby said.
“You should be,” she said and continued.
“Tell me, does Colby still think his father is still alive, living in Portland?” Toby cracked up again.
She clenched her jaw and wheeled around. Chad and Glen did not seem amused by their friend this time. She drilled Toby with a hard stare. “Can you ever be serious?”
“Yeah, I’ll be serious. The comet was the best thing that ever happened.”
Abby was speechless. Her heart was pounding and she could hardly feel her legs. She opened the cruiser door.
“Hey, I’m joking,” she heard Toby say.
Abby drove off. She didn’t think he was joking.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 3 – A KISS
 
Driving the Jeep, Abby turned into the school parking lot at noon—right on time—to pick up Kevin. “I have a surprise for you,” he had told her that morning. “Don’t be late!”
Kevin was the one late. He had nobody to blame but himself. He was teacher, janitor, principal, guidance counselor, and school superintendent, all wrapped in one. He often lost track of the time lecturing his students about the differences between reptiles and amphibians, or some such thing.
It was the third full week of school, an experiment of sorts. Kevin had argued forcefully at council that everyone should attend school. He wanted every kid over the age of eleven not only to teach the younger kids, but to study an advanced topic in order to teach that subject to kids the same age and older. Others said it was more important to teach survival skills—how to milk a cow, sail, build a fire—especially to the youngest kids. Abby agreed with the latter group. She had not spoken up, though, because Emily summarized her fears perfectly. “What if it takes the scientists two or three years to develop the antibiotic,” Emily said. “Half of us will reach puberty and we won’t be here anymore. We have to make sure the youngest kids can survive by themselves.” Abby hoped Emily had exaggerated to make her point. In the end, the group had reached a compromise, deciding to teach basic survival skills to those under the age of seven, while Kevin would teach math and science to third and fourth graders.
Abby pulled up beside Derek who was behind the wheel of the minivan. He was here to pick up the school kids and drive them back to the mansion.
He powered down the window. “Late again,” he said and rolled his eyes.
“Predictable,” Abby replied.
Kevin, in fact, was the most predictable person she knew. Even his surprise for her was predictable. Probably some new book he wanted to show her at the library.
“I’m going to hurry him up,” Derek said and blew the horn.
Abby beeped, too.
Moments later the doors flung open and kids raced out of the building, laughing and shouting, this school day ending no differently than they had ended before the night of the purple moon.
Kevin followed with an armload of papers. “Let me drive,” he told Abby.
Her chest tightened. She fought the urge to protest and slid over to the passenger side of the Jeep, cinching the seatbelt extra tight.
Gripping the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles turned white, Kevin pulled out of the parking lot and took a right onto Millhouse Street. The winding road passed through the desolate western side of the island. It was the shortest way to the harbor and to the library.
Predictable, she thought.
“I taught them how to do square roots today,” Kevin said, beaming with pride.
“Please concentrate on the road!”
About halfway to the harbor, Eddie flagged them down. He was standing next to the Volkswagen. He told them that he had left the headlights on while gathering firewood. “The battery’s dead,” he said. “Give me a push and I’ll pop the clutch.”
The blue VW Passat was the only car in the fleet with a standard transmission. It had a clutch and stick shift. To start it up when the battery had no juice, it was easier and faster to roll the car and ‘pop the clutch’ than to hook up the jumper cables.
Eddie shifted into second gear, depressed the clutch, and turned the key in the ignition. Kevin and Abby pushed on the rear bumper. As the car rolled down the gentle grade, Eddie quickly took his foot off the clutch. The engine coughed and fired up. He depressed the clutch again so the car wouldn’t stall. Eddie thanked them, executed a three-point turn, and disappeared in the opposite direction.
On the road again, Kevin drove past the library.
“Hey, you missed the turn,” Abby said.
“No, I didn’t.”
“We’re going to the library, right?”
Beads of sweat glistened on his brow. “Abby, I told you I have a surprise for you.”
“It’s not a book?”
He made a face. “Give me a break!”
Becoming less predictable by the second, Kevin pulled into the dock parking lot and climbed out. “Follow me,” he said and headed toward the base of the jetty.
The jetty was made of huge granite blocks, about twenty yards wide, ten yards above the water line, and extended a quarter mile into the harbor. A flashing beacon, which hadn’t worked in months, was at the tip.
They scrambled up the giant blocks. Shell shards littered the flat surface where gulls had dropped clams to bust them open. On top, without saying a word, Kevin headed toward the end of the jetty and Abby followed.
“I know! You’ve figured out how to turn the beacon on.”
Kevin continued walking.
“I give up,” she said. “What’s the surprise?”
He didn’t stop.
At the very tip, he turned and faced her. “Abby, close your eyes.”
She closed her eyes. Her arms and face tingled from the sun baking the salt crystals on her skin. The bell buoy tolled in the distance. A shadow swept across the inside of her eyelids and she knew that Kevin had moved closer to her.
“Keep them closed,” he said.
“I am!” Abby’s heart fluttered at the thought he might do the most unpredictable thing ever and kiss her. She felt his breath on her cheek, but it might have been the breeze.
“Hold your hand up,” he said.
Abby lifted her right hand.
“Other one.”
Kevin’s touch was gentle as he slipped the cool metal braid on her left wrist.
“Open them!” he said.
The delicate gold bracelet had the most incredible ruby. The size of a pea, it burned fiery red in the sunlight.
“Kevin, it’s beautiful!”
“It was Mother’s.”
“I can’t take it,” she said immediately. His gesture touched her deeply, but Abby knew intuitively the bracelet should remain in the Patel family, a memory of their mother. If anything, Emily should have it.
“I want you to have it,” Kevin said.
She listed all the reasons why he should keep it, but he kept insisting. Abby finally gave in and said, “It means a lot to me. Thank you.”
He stared at her, saying nothing. She knew the look. He was about to kiss her. At her friend Mel’s twelfth birthday party, Doug had had that same expression of fear and confusion before he kissed her.
Abby moved closer to Kevin and lifted her chin. Surrounded by water, at the tip of the jetty, they were on their own little island. His eyes were dark brown and his skin perfectly smooth.
Kevin cleared his throat, turned and walked away.
Had she done something wrong? No, it was Kevin. He had chickened out. He had become predictable again. Abby made sure her pocket didn’t have a hole and tucked the ruby bracelet safely inside.
“Hey, wait up,” she called and ran after him.
 
* * *
 
The day was perfect in every way, Jordan thought. Perfect for sailing, a steady, gentle breeze blew from the southwest and seas were calm. The afternoon sun burned brightly in the clear afternoon sky and warmed the air. The day was also perfect because of who was with him.
He pulled in the mainsheet, the rope controlling the sail, and heeled the skiff high on its port side. Emily shrieked. He liked to make her shriek. “Never waste wind!” he yelled.
A quarter mile off shore, they had a good view of the mansion. Laundry hung on lines, and hundreds of rain buckets sat empty on the lawn. Cars filled the driveway and lined the road. Smoke leeched out of the mackerel smoke house. The American flag fluttered in the breeze. It looked like the circus had come to town.
Jordan loved the occasional splatters of spray shooting up from the bow. The sprinkles kept them cool and added to the thrill of sailing a small skiff. His grandfather had built the boat from a kit. Grandpa had told Jordan and Abby that someday it would be theirs, but Abby never seemed to care that Jordan considered the boat his own.
Strands of Emily’s long brown hair stuck to her face, and Jordan thought how incredibly pretty she was and how lucky he was to have her as a friend.
They were both lucky for another reason. Puberty for them was a long way off. For the older kids, Abby included, the clock was ticking. Before their bodies started producing hormones the space germs would attack, Jordan hoped the scientists would hurry up and find an antibiotic that defeated the germs. He squinted at the sun to clear his mind. Now wasn’t the time for dark thoughts.
“What if we tip over?” Emily cried, smiling.
Jordan licked his lips, tasting salt. “What if we do?” He yanked the mainsheet again. The boat danced on the edge of a knife, a split second from capsizing. Emily scrambled up the starboard side.
If they did capsize, Emily would bob like a cork in her lifejacket. But Jordan would never allow them to capsize.
He raised the boat even higher until water sloshed over the gunwale. “Can you swim?” he asked, knowing the answer.
“No!”
“Shouldn’t you learn?”
“In forty-degree water? No way!”
“It’s more like sixty degrees,” he said and eased the boat down and then tacked.
He caught Emily looking at him. She blushed and held his gaze and his heart did a flip. She dipped her hand in the water and a wake blossomed from her slender fingers.
“Are you ready to sail?” he asked.
Emily made a muscle and pointed to the defined bicep. “Do I look ready?”
He could not deny how strong she had grown as a result of her work on the farm.
She switched position and sat next to him, her leg pressing against his.
Emily sailed less aggressively, and without the splatter of spray, her hair dried and blew back.
Jordan started to say what he had wanted to say for the past several days but he clenched his teeth. No, not yet… His pulse pounded in his head. Yes, now. “Emily…” His throat pinched and his head pounded. The sun seemed to grow bigger. “I really like you a lot.”
She smiled shyly and moved closer, her face inches from his. Some strands of her hair actually touched his nose and tickled. All of the problems in the world disappeared. He became aware of water lapping against the hull and the gentle popping of the line against the mast.
“I like you, too,” she said and brought her lips to his.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 4 – FOUR BIRTHDAYS
 
The plan had gone perfectly and they were ready to leave. Abby glanced in the rearview mirror from behind the wheel of the police cruiser parked in the mansion driveway. Eddie and KK sat in the back seat, holding hands. Toucan and Danny sat in their laps, also holding hands. Barry sat beside Abby in the passenger seat, not holding anyone’s hand.
A lot could still go wrong, but after two weeks of planning and being secretive the hard part was over: the unsuspecting passengers were in the car and their presents hidden in the trunk. To capture the event, Abby had made sure to bring a digital camera.
There were four birthdays this month: Eddie and KK were turning thirteen, Toucan would be three years old, and Barry would be ten. If Abby could maintain the ruse for another ten minutes, all four kids were about to get the surprise of their lives.
Not everyone favored celebrating birthdays. The thought of approaching puberty consumed Derek. He’d spend hours in front of the mirror, inspecting his wispy mustache. Abby had overheard him discussing which boys had pubic hair. According to Derek, the growth of pubic hair was a sure sign the space germs were about to attack. “Birthdays are reminders we’re all getting older,” he had said. “That’s the last thing we want to be reminded about.”
“It’s important to have fun,” Abby had argued. “Survival is more than making sure we have enough food and water.” Thankfully the majority had sided with her.
Abby asked her passengers if they were ready to go to the hardware store. Earlier she had told them that she needed help carrying rolls of chicken wire.
“Let’s do it,” Eddie said. “The sooner we go, the sooner we get back.”
Barry looked at her with pleading eyes. “Can I push the button?”
Abby sighed. “Once.”
He pushed the button. The police siren wailed.
“I want to do it,” Danny said.
“Toucan do it.”
What had she started? “Later!” Abby told them. “We have to go.”
She pulled out of the driveway and headed toward the harbor on Wildwood. Out to sea, a large thunderhead boiled high into the pale yellow evening sky, warning that a squall was about to break. She turned up the radio volume.
“Wash your hands with hot water and soap,” the robotic voice said, delivering another meaningless bulletin.
Any day now—any hour—the kids expected the CDC to report real news: the results of the human trials. For more than a month the scientists had been testing the latest antibiotic on people. But they had not yet reported that it worked.
When the cruiser entered the harbor area, Barry spotted them first. “Look, balloons!” he shouted. The four colorful bunches of balloons tied to parking meters tugged against their strings in the stiffening breeze.
Abby tried to sound surprised. “Balloons? Why would anyone put balloons near the bowling alley?”
A crowd had gathered in front of Castine Lanes— the entire population of the island with the exception of Toby, Chad, and Glen. When the kids scrambled out of the cruiser, shouts of “Happy birthday!” greeted them.
The crowd parted like a curtain to reveal Kevin standing beside a Dairy Queen ice cream machine plugged into a humming generator.
A lot of preparation had gone into this, the biggest surprise of the day. Emily and Tim had secretly spirited fresh milk from the barn. Abby and Emily had found a recipe for ice cream at the library and mixed the right amounts of sugar, salt, and milk. Kevin had figured out how to power and operate the soft-serve machine.
He dramatically held up an empty sugar cone to KK and said, “Would you like vanilla?”
She batted her eyes, playing along. “What else do you have?”
“We also have vanilla,” he said.
KK pretended to ponder the choice. “Let’s see… vanilla or vanilla? I’d love vanilla, please.”
Kevin placed the cone beneath the nozzle and lifted the handle. A whirring sound accompanied a thick squiggle of lavender-colored ice cream magically filling the cone. Kevin expertly swirled the ice cream to a point and presented the cone to KK.
She took a lick and flashed a big grin. “Delicious!”
Kevin made cones for everyone. The birthday kids got seconds.
Everyone moved inside. Forty-two candles, all that Colby permitted, illuminated the hot, stuffy, musty-smelling bowling alley. Lit candles were also stuck in the frosting of the four birthday cakes perched on the counter where Abby had once rented bowling shoes.
Abby snapped photos, not wanting to miss a single smile. Even Derek was having fun. Later, she would plug Kevin’s computer and printer into the generator and print the pictures to post on a wall back at the mansion.
“Hurry up, blow out the candles,” Colby insisted. He hated wasting precious resources.
“Make a wish!” Emily shouted.
Toucan stood before her three-candle cake with bright eyes. “Toucan wish—”
Abby put a finger to her lips. “Shhh. Touk, don’t say it out loud.”
Toucan filled her lungs and blew out the flames on her first try. Cheers and clapping followed.
After three more secret wishes, everyone ate cake and then the birthday kids unwrapped their presents. KK received perfume and nail polish. Eddie got a baseball glove. Barry tried on his policeman’s hat. Even though it covered his eyes, Abby had never seen him so happy.
Toucan opened her present last. Jordan had carved a toy bird from driftwood and Abby had painted it bright colors.
“Peacock!” she squealed.
“No, Touk,” Jordan said. “It’s a toucan.”
“Peacock!” their sister insisted.
He shrugged and said with a smile, “Have fun with peacock.”
“Let’s bowl!” Colby shouted.
Toucan positioned herself in the middle of the lane, halfway to the pins, and pushed the ball. It seemed to take forever before one pin toppled over. She jumped up and down as if she had bowled a strike.
Thunder rumbled from the next lane with Jordan and Eddie heaving the balls as hard as they could. Ben and Gabby set up the pins up and rolled the balls back.
KK gave Abby a big hug. “Thank you for everything!” she said.
Abby’s heart stopped. KK was burning up with fever. “Happy birthday,” she said as she drew away, trying to contain the panic in her voice.
Abby relaxed when she watched KK eat a second helping of cake, thinking that if she were sick from space germs, she wouldn’t have an appetite. She also considered KK’s age. Three girls, herself included, were older than KK. They would all reach puberty before KK.
After the party ended and Abby was driving the birthday kids home, she repeatedly sneaked peeks in the rearview mirror. KK appeared flushed but otherwise healthy.
Because the two wild ones, Toucan and Danny, were asleep, Abby was able to keep the radio volume low and still hear it. The CDC robot continued to drone on about the importance of good hygiene.
Jagged lightning ripped the sky above them, and the sharp crack of thunder thumped the cruiser.
“I want chocolate ice cream next time,” Barry said, proudly wearing his new policeman’s hat.
“You’ll have to get Henrietta and Matilda to make chocolate milk,” Eddie said.
“Can we do that?” Barry asked, wide eyed.
Eddie grinned. “Sure, just feed them candy bars.”
“Cows eat candy bars?” Barry cried.
At that moment the CDC issued a new bulletin, the one every survivor on Castine Island had been waiting for: the results of the human trials.
Abby stopped at the side of the road and turned up the volume. Others pulled to the side of the road behind her. She wished Kevin were here beside her, but he was riding with Emily and Jordan in the Volkswagen.
The robot announced where the trials had been conducted (France, Germany, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States) and how many test subjects participated (twenty-one adults and seven teens).
Abby wanted to scream, “Just tell us if it worked!” She bit her tongue, instead.
“Results indicate that all but the 20-milligram dosages were successful in destroying the pathogen,” the robot finally said. “Furthermore, protection was provided by a single dosage.”
A car horn beeped several times. Abby recognized the VW horn. Kevin had beeped, which meant the news was very good.
“Turn on the siren,” Barry pleaded.
Abby held up her hand to shush him. “Wait, there’s more.”
“Production and distribution plans are now being developed,” the robot continued. “We estimate the antibiotic will be available in ten to fifteen months.”
KK’s piercing screech sent chills down Abby’s back and started Danny howling and Toucan crying.
As Eddie hugged KK, trying to comfort her, the robot babbled on about the test subjects, but Abby was no longer listening. It would take the scientists a year or longer to distribute the antibiotic.
A year from now Abby would be fourteen and a half. Colby would be fifteen, going on sixteen. Of the older kids on the island, who would even live to celebrate their next birthday?
From the frightened sobs behind her, Abby sadly knew at least one person who wouldn’t.
 
* * *
 
KK remained in bed, her fever spiking to reach one hundred and four degrees. She moaned and cried out in discomfort as waves of cramps rippled throughout her body. Chills followed sweats followed chills and within days she became too exhausted to lift her head off the pillow.
Eddie and Cat were her constant companions. Cat curled up at the foot of the bed, licking and cleaning her fur. Eddie gently held KK’s hand and refreshed the wet cold cloth on her forehead.
Nobody believed that space germs were the cause of KK’s illness. It was the flu, many said, a bad cold; anyway, KK was too young, exactly thirteen years old. KK was a year or more away from puberty, they concluded.
Then Abby made a shocking discovery. She found tampons hidden in KK’s drawer. KK tearfully admitted her period had started three months earlier. “I was too afraid to tell anyone,” she said. “Not even Eddie knew.”
Frightened kids started reporting their own fatigue and stomach aches and fevers and kept the thermometers in constant rotation. But their symptoms were imaginary, manufactured in their heads.
Zoe’s symptoms were real. Pale and stricken, she stopped eating entirely.
The house felt flooded with dread and gloom and everyone was on edge. One night the chilling scream of a boy awakened Abby. She ran down the hall to find Barry sitting up in bed with tears streaming down his face. She felt his forehead. It was piping hot.
Had Barry entered puberty? No, that was impossible, she told herself. He was only ten years old. Abby then wondered if the space germs had mutated. The germs were now attacking hormones other than testosterone and estrogen. That meant that everyone, from the youngest to the oldest, was at risk.
Fortunately, Barry told her that he had a toothache. It was great news. The infected tooth was the cause of his fever, not space germs. In the morning, Abby rubbed whiskey on Barry’s gums to numb them and then Jordan and Derek held the trembling ten-year-old as Colby zeroed in with a pair of pliers and yanked the culprit.
KK, during the third week of her illness, developed a painful rash between her shoulder blades. Her skin, dimpled like a golf ball, was raw and red and oozed pus. KK had to lie on her side and winced if anything brushed against the rash.
She started hallucinating two days later. “Let’s go on a picnic,” she said out of the blue. More hallucinations followed: “I need to finish my homework”… “Can someone call my mom and tell her I’ll be at the playground”.
Two days later, Abby was washing dishes when Eddie raced breathlessly into the kitchen. “KK’s better,” he cried. “She wants to go outside to get some fresh air. She’s not hallucinating, Abby. I swear it. She sat up in bed. Her eyes are clear. She beat the space germs. I told her to rest, stay in bed. Come, see for yourself!”
When she and Eddie entered KK’s room, they both froze. KK was ashen and still. Cat let out a mournful cry. Eddie crumpled to his knees and sobbed. Abby did not think it was possible for her heart to break further, but Eddie proved her wrong when he pulled back the covers and climbed beside the girl he loved.
The kids held a tearful funeral service for KK the next day. When that was over, they drove her body to the harbor, where Eddie and Jordan tenderly placed it in the skiff.
They had to take KK in the sailboat. They couldn’t afford to use the last of their precious fuel. Sea Ray had a full tank of diesel fuel, and they were saving it for a trip to the mainland—if and when the antibiotic became available.
The boys sailed by the mansion close to shore in a final tribute. The flag flew at half-mast, and the children tossed wild flowers into the water, daisies and dandelions, which formed a thick rope of petals on the wet pebbles as the tide receded.
Abby perched atop a craggy boulder at the water’s edge, exhausted and more frightened than ever from the turmoil of the past month. The steady onshore breeze dried her fresh tears as she watched the white sail shrink smaller, ever smaller.
“Rest in peace, Katy Kowalsky,” Abby whispered into the wind.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 5 – TROUBLE ON THE FARM
 
Emily concentrated on the road. This morning she was driving the truck to the farm faster than usual because of her dream last night. In it, she had forgotten to tie up Henrietta and the lumbering cow crushed every egg but one. She’d awoken in a cold sweat.
“My great-grandfather was born here,” Tim, her partner and milking maestro, said gazing out the window from the passenger seat. “You know what type of fish he caught off the rocks? Halibut. Incredible, huh? He got married at sixteen. Hey, Emily? Are you listening to me?”
Tim, the once shy boy, never stopped talking.
“Your grandfather fished?” she said.
“My great-grandfather,” Tim corrected and continued to recount his family’s long history on Castine Island.
A fan of orange and yellow light was unfolding in the east. Soon the sun would bubble above the horizon. Ghostly sea smoke hovered over the water. Jordan had told her the layer of wispy fog formed when the air and water temperatures were the same.
Emily shivered and cranked up the heater. It was the middle of September, but winter would arrive before they knew it. She wondered how they’d keep the chickens and cows warm in January. At least chickens had feathers.
Emily had no such worries about herself and the other survivors. They had a good supply of firewood, as well as plenty of canned food and fresh water stored. The problem they faced was the delay in receiving the antibiotic. How many of them would still be alive a year from now?
“Look,” Tim said, pointing. “They did it again!” The barn door was wide open.
Emily remembered closing the door yesterday. “Toby?” she said.
“Who else,” Tim muttered. “Wait until Colby hears.”
Emily wasn’t sure that telling Colby was the best thing to do. She knew what he’d do to the boys. “First let’s see what they did,” she said. “It’s not a big deal if they took a few eggs.”
“I’ll go to the barn,” Tim said.
Emily said she’d check the field. On their last jaunt to freedom, the chickens had fled the barn and scurried into the tall grass, pecking away at a limitless bounty of crickets and grasshoppers. It had taken her and Tim hours to shoo them back to their coop inside the barn.
They parked, and Tim jumped out and raced toward the barn.
Emily approached the field. “Clarisse,” she called. “Lucy, Amelia, Meezy.” Emily had named them all. “Come on, ladies. Magpie! Cluck if you’re out here.”
The first breeze of dawn sent a shiver across the grass tips. Otherwise the field was still and peaceful. Emily thought that she and Tim might have lucked out. She pictured the chickens huddled close for warmth, sleeping soundly in their coop.
A blood-curdling scream sent adrenaline coursing through her veins.
Emily flew into the barn. It was dark and shadowy inside, and she detected a mysterious odor mixed with the typical smells of chicken feed and chicken droppings and the warm mustiness of the cows. Emily could almost taste the raw, rank odor.
She made out Tim, squatting and hugging his knees near the cow’s water trough. As she was about to ask him why he had screamed, she gasped at the sight of feathers by her feet. The thick layer rolled out like a rug. Emily quickly realized that coyotes had killed all the chickens.
She felt her legs go numb and struggled to stay on her feet. She approached Tim and noticed the hulking shape on the barn floor next to him. Her heart shattered. It was a cow and something was terribly wrong. Emily still couldn’t tell whether it was Henrietta or Matilda because of the shadows. Up close her feet sunk into something wet and spongy. It was blood.
Coyotes had killed Henrietta.
“Where’s Matilda?” Emily cried.
Breathing hard and fast, Tim rocked back and forth on his heels, still hugging his knees. “Why did they do this?” he said. “Why?”
“Matilda,” Emily called and scanned the interior of the barn. When she didn’t see the cow, she hoped for the best. She told herself that Matilda had survived the coyote attack. She survived because of her stubbornness…she showed them who was boss.
Emily didn’t want to leave Tim, but he wouldn’t budge. “I’ll be right back,” she said and ran outside the barn.
Matilda was behind the barn, cast in a veil of red light by the rising sun. She looked unharmed, and Emily choked out a sob of relief.
She ran over and threw her arm around Matilda’s neck. She shrieked when her hand skated over the gash hidden from her view. The wound was wide and deep, and Emily knew she could do nothing to save Matilda.
With tears streaming down her cheeks, Emily gently stroked Matilda’s nose until the cow collapsed.
 
* * *
 
Abby heard the squeal of tires. She hopped out of bed and looked out the window. In the driveway Emily and Tim had skidded to a halt in the truck. She thought it was strange for them to return so soon. They normally stayed at the farm until noon.
She watched in disbelief as they stumbled out of the truck and staggered toward the front door, arm in arm, covered in blood.
Abby raced downstairs, knocking her chair over backwards in her haste, and met them at the door. They blurted out what had happened. She was shocked by the news, but grateful that neither of them was hurt.
She guided them into the kitchen and closed the door, so as not to frighten the younger kids. Colby and Derek stopped making sandwiches and joined them at the kitchen table. With shaky voices, Tim and Emily told the story, detail by gruesome detail. The feathers sticking to Tim’s boots were a grim illustration that they were not exaggerating.
Colby stood and started pacing. “I’m going to kill them,” he muttered. “I’m going to kill them.” His eyes were as cold as slate.
Abby was certain that Toby, Chad, and Glen were to blame, and it made her boiling mad. She also worried about the boys’ safety. She had never seen Colby filled with so much hatred. He was a keg of dynamite ready to explode.
Abby had to buy time. Let Colby simmer down. “Are you sure you closed the barn door?” she asked.
Emily nodded emphatically.
“It was them alright,” Tim cried. “I saw their sneaker prints.”
“We need to do something about it,” Abby said. “Let’s talk about it at council tonight.”
Colby ripped open a cutlery drawer and grabbed a carving knife. “I’m not waiting. Abby, we won’t get any more eggs because of them. No more milk. What are Chloe and Clive supposed to drink? They did more than steal from us. They put all of our lives in danger.”
She agreed with every word, but she kept her head still. Nodding would only encourage him.
Abby held her hand out, palm up, and approached him. “Put the knife down.” Her voice surprised her. It was rock steady. Colby appeared frightened, as if he had crossed a line and didn’t know how to reel himself back in. “Please,” she added, “we’ll do something now.”
“What?” he growled.
Abby had no idea.
Colby rattled the knife in the drawer and slammed it shut. He folded his arms and gave her a hard stare, waiting for her to speak.
“We’ll go see them,” she said. “Right now. You, me, and Jordan.” Abby hoped that she and Jordan together might be able to prevent Colby from doing something they would all regret.
When Colby grunted his agreement, Abby felt herself tremble all over, a delayed reaction of nerves to the volatile situation.
Kevin reported seeing Toby’s Mustang parked a block away from the Leigh’s house, on the other side of Melrose Street. Abby wished that he hadn’t seen it. The longer it took them to find the trio of renegade boys, the more time there would have been for Colby to calm down.
They set off in the cruiser, with Jordan driving and Colby in the back seat. Abby kept her eye on him in the side mirror. He glared out the window, gripping a baseball bat. Nobody spoke.
They stopped at the house which had two cars in the driveway and Toby’s Mustang parked out front. Abby remembered who had lived in the house before the night of the purple moon: an old man who mended fishing nets. Tiny yellow wild flowers sprouted in the trash-strewn front yard.
The three of them got out of the cruiser. Colby slammed the car door shut and walked up to the Mustang and smashed a headlight with the baseball bat. He would have done more damage to the car if Abby hadn’t stopped him.
“We’re different than they are!” she said.
“Maybe you are.”
Abby flashed a look at Jordan that pleaded, do
something, say something, help! Her brother turned away.
They moved to the house. Colby pounded the head of the bat on the porch floor. “You’ll never steal from us again!” he shouted.
Abby knocked on the door. When no one came, she opened it a crack and peered inside. The rank odor of garbage and heaps of trash piled up reminded her of her last visit to their lair. “Toby?” she called. “Chad? Glen?”
“They’re probably still in bed,” Jordan said. After all, it was only ten-thirty in the morning.
Colby smirked. “They’re not out working, that’s for sure.”
Abby stepped into the entry hall with the other two following her. Then she entered the kitchen, immediately wishing she hadn’t. The evidence was before them: cracked shells on the countertop and a pan on the stove with the caked remains of scrambled eggs.
“Assholes,” Colby shouted.
Her heart skipped a beat in fright. She felt caught in a riptide. No matter how much she struggled, she couldn’t fight the current. The inevitable was about to happen. All of a sudden Abby heard a faint sound of weeping.
“Listen,” she whispered. “Someone’s crying.”
“They’re laughing,” Colby boomed. “They’re laughing at us.”
“It sounds like crying to me,” Jordan said.
Abby followed the sound up the stairs. She did not want to lead, but she knew that she must stay between Colby and whatever they were about to find. It would be her last chance to prevent violence.
Someone was crying. Abby reached the top of the stairs and started down the hallway. She glanced back. Colby was tip-toeing close behind, poised to smash someone with the bat.
There, in a bedroom at the end of the hall, Toby and Glen were standing beside a bed where Chad lay motionless under the covers. Glen was the one crying. Abby knew immediately that the space germs had claimed another victim, a boy her age.
Toby, his face wet, glanced their way briefly before returning his gaze to his dead friend.
Abby heard a soft clink, the sound of wood on wood. She saw by her feet that Colby had set the bat on the floor.
He jammed his hands in his pockets and rocked side to side. “I’m really sorry,” he said and lowered his eyes. There were tears in his voice.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 6 – TWO BURIALS
 
Jordan sailed thirty degrees into the wind, close hauled, tacking every fifteen minutes, zigzagging ever further from the island. Waves pounded the skiff’s bow in endless thuds, splattering icy droplets against his rain gear.
Seas this rough, with a strong northeast wind, usually spelled trouble. October was hurricane season. A Nor’easter, also common this time of year, was no picnic, either. Abby had pleaded with him to wait for better weather, but he had a job to do.
Toby and Glen had finally delivered Chad’s body to the mansion, and Zoe, too, needed a sea burial. Her skeletal frame lay along the port gunwale. Chad was at the bow, his face as gray as the clouds.
Half a mile at sea, Jordan baited a hook with the head of a smoked mackerel, threw it overboard, and looped the fishing line around his foot. The big schools of bluefish and striped bass had migrated to warmer waters, but still he stood a slim chance of snagging a straggler.
Ignore the odds, never give up—Jordan believed that was the secret of survival.
After only a few minutes he felt a tug on the line. A strike! He rammed the tiller forward, bringing the bow into the wind. The sail luffed and the boat bucked up and down. Jordan braced his right leg against the port side and hauled in the fishing line, hand over hand. Whatever he had hooked seemed to weigh a ton.
It was a whopper all right; a whopping disappointment.
He hoisted a mesh bag of pale, waterlogged grapefruit into the boat. The label said, Indian River, Florida. Jordan imagined the grapefruit had drifted in the Gulf Stream, all the way up the coast. He decided to keep the bag to show Eddie— otherwise his friend would never believe him.
Later, he once more steered into the wind, putting the skiff in irons. Jordan maneuvered Chad’s right leg over the side and waited for the crest of a wave to roll the body overboard. Pushed by wind and wave, Chad floated away.
Jordan placed one hand behind Zoe’s neck and his other hand beneath her tiny waist and lifted her as easily as a bundle of twigs. Some of the kids blamed Zoe for her own death because she was anorexic. They said the space germs only provided a convenient excuse for her to stop eating. Jordan did not agree. Space dust had killed her, just not in the same way it killed the others. The germs had infected her with fear.
Zoe slipped beneath the surface when he released her.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 7 – RIGHT ON TIME
 
Jordan served as a human crutch with Colby’s arm draped over his shoulder. Together they moved in starts and stops toward the bathroom. He felt the searing heat radiating off Colby. During the past three weeks, Jordan had seen Colby go from being the strongest kid on the island to the weakest.
He stopped to let him rest in the hallway. “How are you doing?” Jordan asked.
“Great,” Colby replied.
Jordan had expected him to say that. “No cramps?” Jordan added.
“Nope,” Colby said. “I feel fine.”
That was a lie. Before entering his room, he had seen Colby doubled over in bed, using his pillow to muffle his groans.
“How do your legs feel?”
Colby forced a grin, “Light as a feather.” He broke out in sweat straining to lift his right leg.
They continued to the bathroom. Colby leaned against Jordan to pee in the toilet. Jordan flushed, but the bowl did not refill. He turned on the sink tap, no water came out. Colby didn’t ask if there were a problem, and Jordan didn’t mention one.
He helped Colby limp back to bed and used his pillow to prop him on his side because of the painful rash oozing pus between his shoulder blades.
Jordan hoped the absence of running water was limited to the upstairs bathroom, but he wasn’t terribly worried, either. They’d been planning for this day for a long time. They had stored bottled water and cases of soft drinks in the basement. Their wisest move had been to fill fifty 55-gallon drums with fresh water from the hose. Eddie had found the drums inside a warehouse near the docks. They now sat in the back yard. Between the drums of fresh water and what was sitting in the basement, Jordan estimated they had a two-year—or longer—supply of drinkable liquid.
Downstairs, he checked the taps in the kitchen and in the three other bathrooms. None worked. Outside, not a drop came out of the hose. He raised Derek on the radio, who was conducting secondary searches of homes, looking for anything of value they might have missed earlier.
“The water’s not working here, either,” Derek told Jordan.
Jordan thought he should first test the water in several drums before he informed the other kids at council tonight. He pried off a cap and inserted a two-foot section of hose. To siphon the water, he pressed his lips against the end and gave a quick, hard suck, quickly inserting that end into an empty bottle.
He took a swig and immediately spit it out. The water tasted awful, like rancid fish oil. There must have been some mistake. Eddie had tested the water in several drums before filling them all, and he’d said it was fine.
Jordan sampled the water in every drum. Only six drums were good. He calculated they had a two month-supply of fresh water. Because the antibiotic would not be available for nearly seven months, it meant they’d have to drink a lot of rancid water.
 
* * *
 
Abby boiled water on the wood stove, let it cool, skimmed off the layer of oil, poured the water through cheesecloth, and added a packet of lemonade powder. She took a sip and grimaced. The final concoction tasted like fishy lemonade.
She was ready to test it on the patient.
Colby had refused to drink bottled water and soda, and even the decent water from a drum, telling her to save the good stuff for the babies and younger kids. When Abby entered his room, Cat jumped off his bed. The cat had been spending her days and nights curled next to him, sleeping and grooming herself.
Abby helped Colby sit forward and brought the glass to his mouth. His attempt at a sip barely moistened the tip of his tongue.
He smacked his lips. “Mmm, sardines and lemons.”
“Wait until Kevin finishes building his still,” Abby said. “He claims we’ll be able to boil sea water and condense the steam to get fresh water.”
“Kevin’s smarter than he looks,” Colby said with a wink.
“In the meantime,” Abby added, “you know what he says we can drink?”
Colby shrugged. The tiny movement caused him to yelp in pain. Abby tensed and bit her lip. She had promised Colby she’d stop feeling bad for him, which, of course, was impossible, so she had to overlook moments such as these.
“Toilet water,” she continued. “Kevin says the water in the tank is clean. He figures there’s five-hundred gallons of clean toilet water on Castine Island.” Abby made a face. “Disgusting, huh?”
Colby raised his eyebrows. “Have you tried your fishy, lemony water?”
Abby updated Colby on daily events to take his mind off his pain, and tragically, his imminent death.
“We’re getting a little tired of canned peas, corn, beets, and spinach,” she said, “but the good news is that Emily and Tim have become excellent rabbit trappers. So far they’ve caught two. They plan to raise them in the barn. Toucan calls them Mr. and Mrs. Bunny. This time next year… ” Abby’s voice trailed off. She couldn’t finish. Colby wouldn’t be around in a year, and maybe she, too, would have fallen victim to the germs.
“Yeah, go on,” Colby said, “this time next year… ”
Abby took a deep breath. “We’ll have hundreds of rabbits, as long as one of them is a girl and one is a boy—it’s impossible to tell.”
“Ask Kevin.”
Abby smiled. “The genius can’t figure it out.”
“You like him, don’t you?”
The comment surprised Abby. “Yeah. He’s kind of nerdy, but everyone puts up with Kevin.”
“I mean, you really like him.”
Were her feelings for Kevin that obvious?
“He’s okay, I guess,” she said, throwing in a shrug of indifference.
The corner of Colby’s mouth curled into a smile. “I’m jealous. You’re really pretty, Abby.”
Nobody had ever told her that, except for her mother. Abby felt her face flushing. She glanced in the mirror behind Colby’s nightstand. She was blushing.
“Do you like me?” he asked, his eyes red-rimmed.
Abby had always liked Colby as a friend. They were very similar. Since the earliest days of the purple moon, they had both understood the importance of everyone working together. Abby had thought many times that Colby’s hatred of Toby had nothing to do with Toby’s personality. He hated that Toby, Chad, and Glen weakened the group by choosing to live separately.
Abby kissed him lightly on the forehead. “I like you very much,” she said.
Colby closed his eyes and seemed, for the moment, to be at peace.
Abby peeked into the mirror again and this time saw fat tears streaming down her cheeks.
 
* * *
 
The space germs had so far claimed three survivors on Castine Island since the night of the purple moon, KK, Zoe, and Chad, and the germs were about to claim a fourth victim.
Abby had just left Colby’s room. He was running a high fever, but it was impossible to know how much pain he felt because Colby never complained.
She stared out her bedroom window, silently cursing the CDC scientists, the smartest in the world, according to Kevin. How about ‘the most inept scientists in the world’? Why was it taking them another seven months—or longer— to distribute the antibiotic? Unless a miracle happened, Colby would be dead in weeks. How many others would die because of the failings of the CDC?
Abby saw the speck on the glass and remembered her improbable fantasy that a ship would rescue them and take them to a land where no adults had died. Now she’d settle for going to a place ravaged by space germs, but where they would cure Colby and commute the rest of them from the death sentence of puberty.
The speck looked somehow different today. Her speck, the smudge of salt that she had left on the window, appeared more like a dot. Abby realized it was different. Her pulse quickened. She thought the dot might actually be a ship in the distance. She wiped the window clean and blinked. A ship was on the horizon.
Worried that she might be hallucinating, Abby grabbed a thermometer. With a shaky hand, she checked her temperature.
Ninety-eight point two. Normal.
Abby ran downstairs, all the time resisting the urge to shout out her discovery. If she were wrong, she didn’t care what the others would think about her, but she didn’t want to raise false hopes. She returned to her room with binoculars and trained them on the horizon. It was a ship, a freighter, perhaps.
Now she raced throughout the house, shouting the news. Word spread quickly and soon everyone had gathered below the mansion by the water’s edge.
“It’s an aircraft carrier,” Eddie said and handed the binoculars to Jordan.
“I think it’s a cruise ship,” Jordan replied to his friend.
“Yeah, the passengers are on vacation,” Derek said sarcastically. “They don’t know they’re supposed to be dead.”
Nobody laughed.
As the kids shared the binoculars, Abby glanced back at the mansion. Colby was in the window. Sadly, in her excitement, she had failed to alert him. She had forgotten to tell the one person who needed the most help. Abby waved and Colby gave her thumbs up. His positive attitude in the face of death constantly amazed her.
“We have to go out there in Sea Ray,” Eddie said.
Jordan shook his head. “I don’t think it has a crew,” he said. “They all died months ago. It’s literally a ghost ship, drifting.”
“We have to try,” Eddie said.
“Try what,” Jordan responded quickly, “wasting our last fuel to chase a ghost ship? We need the fuel to go to the mainland when the antibiotic becomes available. The scientists aren’t going to deliver anything to a dinky island.”
“The chance might never come again,” Eddie said.
Jordan glanced at the weather vane. “If it’s drifting, the wind will blow it to the south.”
Eddie lay on his belly, eye level with the pebbles, and aimed a stick at the ship. They’d soon know its direction.
As the kids waited, they put forth wild theories.
“What if the captain and crew are twelve years old?” Jimmy said.
“What if they’re pirates,” Emily said.
“Have you ever seen a hospital ship?” Tim began. “When there’s a natural disaster, they bring doctors to the area. Hospital ships look like cruise ships.”
“Where do they go if the entire planet is a natural disaster?” Derek said, matching the sarcasm of his earlier comment.
Abby remembered a discussion at council where they had argued which natural disaster had been worse: the large meteorite that had crashed into Earth millions of years ago, killing all the dinosaurs, or the comet that had poisoned the atmosphere, killing everyone who had passed through puberty. Most had agreed it was the latter.
Abby had her own outrageous theory. “The ship might be carrying the antibiotic,” she said. After all, she had willed the ship into existence through her many fantasies. Why not also imagine the antibiotic onboard?
“The CDC would tell us if they were sending it,” Emily said.
They all turned to Jimmy, who, as always, had his ear glued to the radio, listening to the CDC broadcasts. He simply shook his head.
Kevin suggested a possible reason for secrecy. “If everyone knew where a ship loaded with antibiotics was going,” he said, “millions of kids would show up. There’d be riots.”
Eddie hopped to his feet. “It’s moving north.”
Jordan was still against taking Sea Ray, saying they couldn’t afford to waste the fuel.
Eddie challenged him. “Explain why it’s moving north? You said yourself it should head south.”
“I can’t explain it,” Jordan said. “Anyway, it would take all our fuel just to get out there. We’d be stranded at sea.”
“We can tow the sailing skiff,” Eddie shot back.
Jordan shook his head. “I don’t think we should.”
Abby couldn’t understand why her brother was being so stubborn, but she offered him a compromise. “Ships turn on their lights at night, right? Let’s wait. If the crew turns on the lights when it gets dark, then you should take Sea Ray.”
Jordan agreed, although reluctantly.
“Let’s build a fire so they’ll know we’re here,” Abby said.
Like an army of ants, the kids carried armloads of wood from out back—their winter supply—and built a pyramid beside the road. Eddie sprinkled gasoline on the base, cautioned everyone to stand back, and touched the match to the fuel. Sprinting flames ignited a huge fire ball that radiated intense heat. They all fetched buckets of seawater to make smoke and throughout the afternoon alternated feeding and dousing the fire.
The day’s last light glowed on the western horizon and soon the dark of night swallowed the horizon and the ship with it. No lights appeared on the ghost ship.
“It’s drifting in the Gulf Stream,” Jordan said. Tucking his head, he walked toward the mansion.
Abby stayed on the beach until she was alone. The dying embers of the fire did little to ward off the chill she felt deep in her soul. They had wasted their wood supply because of her fantasy.
 
* * *
 
Colby’s condition worsened. During the daytime, he hardly made a peep, but he moaned throughout the night. Some of the kids had concluded his pain was greater at night until they realized he was crying out in his sleep, a time when he had no control over how he sounded.
He received a steady parade of visitors, while Abby remained by his side constantly. One night, six days after his rash had appeared, she allowed her heavy lids to droop.
“Abby!”
She startled. Sunlight flooded the room. Jordan was shaking her. It was mid-morning. She had slept for hours.
“He wants to take the ferry,” her brother stammered.
Colby was up and dressed, wearing a jacket. His eyes were bright. Derek, Kevin, and Emily stood in the doorway, as if to block his escape.
“Colby, the ferry isn’t running,” Emily said softly.
“He can’t go in his condition,” Kevin blurted.
“He’s burning up!” Jordan cried.
Abby turned to Colby, and he looked directly into her eyes. “Please,” he said. “We need to go now. I don’t want to miss the ferry.”
“Help me get him to the car,” she told the others.
Abby drove to the harbor and parked where tourists’ cars had once formed a long line to board the ferry. Beyond the jetty, white caps were forming. With the days growing shorter, puffy clouds soaked up the fading November light, and in this golden silence she and Colby watched gulls soaring above the slate grey water.
“I used to love to take the ferry with my dad,” he said. “He sold lobsters to six restaurants in Portland. He’d wake me up at three o’clock in the morning and by the time I got dressed, he’d have the truck warmed up. Abby, can you believe I drove his truck when I was eleven years old!”
“I believe you, Colby.”
“We were always first in line. That’s when we switched and my dad got behind the wheel. They would never have let a kid drive the truck onto the ferry. Look!” he cried, eyes widening. “Here it comes!”
Abby saw only a boy giddy with excitement. But the ferry was real to him. Perhaps he saw his mom and dad waiting for him on the deck, and they’d cross the strait together.
Abby placed her hand on top of his. “It’s right on time.”
 
 
 



 
MONTH 8 – LOST
 
Toucan grinned and kicked her legs on her flying seat. “Jorie, I want to go higher,” she squealed. “Give me an under-doggy.” Danny was standing next to her, holding on to the swing chain.
Jordan had been coming to this playground, swinging here, since he was Touk’s age. Located halfway between the bowling alley and the docks, the harbor playground also had four seesaws, a sandbox, and an octagonal bandstand, where, in summers past, a band played marching music when the evening ferries docked.
The grass, which nobody had mowed since well before the night of the purple moon, rose to Jordan’s knees.
The swing-set was the highlight of the playground, constructed with sturdy pipe and chain, built for death-defying thrills.
“What’s an under-doggy?” Emily asked from over by the picnic table.
Jordan dropped his hands by his sides. “Are you kidding me?”
She pretended to pout. “Show me, smarty pants.”
“I will! Touk, you ready?”
His sister lit up. “Ready, Jorie.”
“Danny, step back.” Jordan waved his arm for added drama. “Toucan might fly out of the swing and land all the way across the street!”
“I want an under-doggy,” Danny cried.
“You’re next,” Jordan told him. “Now back up.”
Danny ran over to Emily.
It was a rare December day, mild as Indian Summer. Jordan tossed his jacket aside and positioned Toucan in the middle of the seat.
“Get ready,” he said, pulling her back.
Toucan giggled. “My tummy feels funny.”
His voice rang out with attempted seriousness. “One. Two …”
Toucan cried, “Under-doggy!”
“Two and a half. Two and three quarters.” Jordan charged forward and pushed his sister as hard as he could. “Three!” At her highest point, the swing chains were parallel with the ground. “That,” Jordan proclaimed proudly, “is an under-doggy.”
After giving the kids several thrilling rides, Jordan sat next to Emily at the picnic table. Toucan and Danny were now playing on the see-saw.
Emily handed him a small package from the picnic basket wrapped in foil. “Guess what it is?”
“Uh, a cracker sandwich?”
She smiled. “That’s right. But what’s in it?”
Jordan didn’t want to play guess-what’s-in-the-cracker-sandwich. He wanted to kiss Emily, even at the risk of starting the kids howling. “Hmm,” he said and closed his eyes.
The sun warmed his face and the sounds of Danny and Toucan laughing and chattering filled his ears. The scent of Emily’s Pink Sugar perfume wafted all around him. At times like this, Jordan thought he could almost forget about their dire situation.
Emily playfully poked him in the ribs. “Well?”
All of a sudden Sea Ray’s engine fired up. Stunned, Jordan snapped his head toward the dock and saw Glen hop out of the boat and bend over the huge cleat. He realized Glen was clearing the mooring line. Was Toby with him? Jordan hadn’t seen either boy since Chad had died.
Jordan shot off the bench and sprinted toward the dock.
Glen freed the line, hopped back onto Sea Ray, and moved straight to the helm.
“Stop!” Jordan shouted.
Soon the burble of the engine deepened and the boat pulled away from the dock.
Jordan flew over the wide dock planks. Should he try to leap onto the boat? Everyone’s survival depended on Sea Ray. They were saving Sea Ray for a trip to the mainland to secure the antibiotic. Last week he and Eddie had charged the trawler’s battery, burning up ten precious minutes of fuel. Glen was about to burn up the rest. Jordan thought he might be able to reach the stern and pull himself over the railing, but if he fell short, he’d plunge into the frigid water.
He slowed to a stop when he realized the gap between the dock and the moving boat was too great. He waved his arms and jumped. “Glen! Come back. Glen. We don’t have any more diesel fuel.”
Glen didn’t look back once. Where was he going? Nothing made sense.
Jordan set off for the jetty. The boat would pass close to the tip of the jetty before leaving the harbor. It offered him one last attempt to reason with Glen, to beg Glen to return to the dock.
Jordan moved like a machine, lungs inflating and expelling rushes of air, arms pumping. He deftly navigated ruts, rocks, tar, gravel, dirt, loose sand, and then scrambled up the huge blocks of granite and raced toward the beacon, keeping an eye on Sea Ray. She was churning up a steep rolling wake, her bow angled high.
Jordan landed awkwardly in a crevice and his ankle buckled. He hobbled the rest of the way. At the tip of the jetty, he held onto the beacon’s metal brace and shouted until he was hoarse.
Sea Ray motored by less than twenty yards away, heading straight out to sea, with Glen at the helm, standing stiff as a soldier.
Suddenly, in the blink of an eye, the trawler disappeared! It was as if a giant squid had wrapped its tentacles around the boat and pulled it down to a watery grave.
Jordan understood what had happened and quickly reached for his walkie-talkie. As he was about to report the devastating news, the fog swallowed him, too.
 
* * *
 
Emily blinked. The jetty had just vanished before her eyes. The warehouse and sailboats in dry dock disappeared next. The white wave rolled toward her. She thought to get the kids and stay together.
“Toucan, Danny,” she said. “Don’t move.”
Danny had pinned Toucan up in the air on the see-saw. He hopped off his end, and Toucan crashed down. Both giggling, they looked at Emily with impish grins and then, hand in hand, ran in the other direction.
The fog consumed them and her.
The cold mist pressed against her eyeballs. Emily couldn’t tell which way was up or down. She shouted, “Danny! Toucan! Where are you?” It was like screaming into a pillow.
“Em’ly.”
It was impossible to locate Toucan from her cry. The voice seemed to come from all directions.
“Toucan!” Emily cried and listened. All she heard was her heart thudding heavily in her chest.
Emily created a map of the playground in her mind and followed it to the see-saw, counting her steps. After fifteen paces, she bumped into something hard. She patted the object until she recognized it was a fire hydrant. She had been going the wrong way.
She turned, ready to race back. Had she turned ninety degrees? Or one-hundred-and-eighty? Emily told herself to stay calm. She decided on a direction that would put her in the general vicinity of the see-saw.
Emily took two steps and tripped over the fire hydrant.
 
* * *
 
Kevin charged into Abby’s bedroom without knocking. Abby had just opened the window to let in the warm, spring-like breeze.
“Glen took Sea Ray!” he stammered.
Abby hardly took a breath as Kevin relayed what Jordan had told him over the walkie-talkie. “Even if Glen returns,” Kevin said, “the fuel will be used up.”
“Was Toby with him?” she asked.
“Jordan didn’t see him,” Kevin said. “Abby, there’s something else. Fog moved into the harbor. Jordan says it’s pretty thick.”
Her thoughts swirled, stirred by fear. Sea Ray, their lifeline to the mainland, was gone for good. But Abby knew they could find another way to reach the mainland. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t discussed other options. She worried more about her brother alone on the jetty in the fog. The water was frigid. If Jordan fell off the jetty, he’d die of hypothermia, assuming that he survived after hitting the jagged rocks.
“What’s Jordan going to do?” she asked, hearing the panic in her tone.
“Abby, he’s fine. He says he’s crawling.”
She didn’t believe that for a minute. “What about Touk, Emily, and Danny?”
“He said they’re fine.”
“Kevin, he can’t possibly know that. He’s on the jetty. In the fog! They’re at the playground, right?”
Looking past her, Kevin’s eyes suddenly widened.
Abby wheeled around and saw that the window panes were solid white. Fog was pouring through the opening, thick as cream.
 
* * *
 
Jordan held his finger before his eyes to measure the fog’s thickness. He poked his eye, unable to see anything. It was classic Castine Island fog brewed up from the combination of warm air and frigid water. Fog like this sometimes settled in for a long time.
He continued to crawl a few more feet but then realized it would take him hours to get off the jetty, not to mention his knees really hurt. He wanted to reach Emily as quickly as possible for her sake. She’d be worried about him. He wasn’t the least bit worried about her, though. She would know to gather Toucan and Danny and stay put, wait it out.
Jordan rose shakily to his feet. Gravity’s compass gave him only the general direction of down. He tapped his toe on stone, took a step, and repeated the maneuver. After making steady progress, he suddenly toed air. Fear rippled through him. He had thought he was in the center of jetty, not the edge.
It took a moment for his heart to stop racing. He decided to use the jetty’s edge as a guide. He dipped his left foot and slid it along the outer edge of the boulders. If he paid attention and if he didn’t stumble, he’d be safe.
Two big ifs.
“Jordan!” Abby’s voice crackled over the walkie-talkie.
He heard the panic in her tone in that one word. His sister’s fear of fog seemed to fluctuate from severe to extremely severe. He could see how his being on the jetty might intensify her phobia. Her imagination was going wild; she probably thought he’d fall off and drown.
Jordan did not hesitate to lie. He told her the fog had started to lift and that he was going to stay on the jetty until it lifted further. Then he remembered telling Kevin that he was crawling.
“I’ve given up crawling,” he said. “It makes my knees too sore.”
That was true.
“Please be safe,” she said.
Jordan knew that she didn’t believe him.
“What about Emily and the kids?” Abby asked.
“I can’t see them, Abby, but I know they’re fine. They’re all together at the playground.”
When Abby called again, Jordan was still on the jetty. He had just reached the base. He knew his location because of the crunching sound he made stepping on broken clamshells.
“It’s lifting slowly but surely,” he told his sister.
“Not here, Jordan.”
“Hey, I should be able to see Emily and the kids pretty soon. I’ll call you the minute I see them.”
Jordan thought that it would take Abby a long time before she forgave him for lying. But she would also feel a lot better when he called to say that he and Emily and Toucan and Danny were together at the playground. He hoped to radio her soon with this news.
He sat down, ready to inch his way on his butt down to the sand. The fog had slobbered over the granite, making the giant blocks slick as ice cubes, and he slid all the way.
He moved faster now, navigating by the texture of the ground. He realized he was in the vicinity of the playground when he felt himself wading into tall grass.
“Toucan. Danny!”
Emily’s voice seemed far away. A chill rippled down his spine knowing that she was not with the kids.
“Emily!” he shouted. “Where are you? Emily!”
“Jordan!”
He guessed her position and moved forward. When they bumped into each other, she grabbed his arm with a death grip.
“They’re lost!” she cried.
He felt her trembling. “Emily, it’s ok. Don’t worry. We’ll find them.”
Jordan reached for his walkie-talkie, dreading what he was about to tell Abby.
 
* * *
 
Abby assembled a search party to look for Touk and Danny. “Dress warm,” she told the group inside the mansion. “Everyone should bring a flashlight. Put new batteries in your radios. Eddie, Duke, and Derek will drive.”
“Are you kidding me?” Derek said. “How will we stay on the road? You can’t see three feet.”
Abby felt her throat crimp. She couldn’t speak. Eddie eyed her with concern and then seemed to sense what had happened to her.
He took over as leader. “Stay right behind me,” Eddie told Derek. “I’ll keep the flashing lights on.”
Each kid who stepped out the door disappeared instantly, erased by fog. Eddie took Abby by the arm and pulled her as much as he guided her. She froze before the cold white wall, too terrified to continue.
“I can’t,” she stuttered. Her heart was beating so rapidly it was humming.
Eddie tugged hard. “Yes, you can.”
She dug her nails into his arm and shuddered as icy fingers of mist clutched at her face and neck. Light-headed and nauseated, she somehow kept shuffling her feet and finally they reached the cruiser. Eddie opened the car door and gave her a gentle shove. Abby suddenly felt trapped inside an airtight bottle. She struggled to breathe.
Eddie fired up the engine and raised the microphone to his lips. “Jordan, we’re leaving now.”
“Call when you get closer,” Jordan responded. “Let’s meet outside the bowling alley.”
Abby grabbed the mic. “Jordan, how did this happen?”
He didn’t respond.
She thought about his lies. He had told her the fog was lifting and he would remain on the jetty. Why had he left Emily and the kids in the first place? Abby exploded. “Answer me!” she screamed. “How could you lose them?”
Eddie pried the mic out of her hands. “Don’t worry, we’ll find them.”
Abby burst into tears.
 
* * *
 
Emily found Jordan’s shoulder and worked her hand down his arm. “Give me the radio,” she said. “I want to tell Abby what happened. It’s my fault they’re lost.”
His hand was empty, which meant he had the walkie-talkie in his other hand. Emily felt him pivot away from her to keep her from getting it.
“Emily, it’s nobody’s fault,” Jordan said. “The fog came in fast. Abby didn’t mean to yell. She’s frightened.”
Emily vowed to herself that she would tell Abby the truth at some point, but right now precious seconds were slipping away.
“Let’s keep looking,” she said.
Emily gripped Jordan’s left hand with her right hand and they both stretched their arms wide and swept their feet back and forth with each step forward, calling out the kids’ names. Eddie’s voice also penetrated the blinding fog. He reported his advancing position over the radio. “We’ve gone a quarter mile … half mile … I think we just passed the fishing jetty.”
“What if they left the playground?” Emily said.
“We need to check the docks,” Jordan said with an urgency that left a sick feeling in Emily’s gut.
They moved faster and bumped into a car, a mailbox. They stubbed toes on rocks and the curbstone.
They finally reached the wooden planks of the dock. The quarter-inch gaps between the planks served as milestones of their progress. Emily thought they were about halfway to the end when she kicked something small and familiar. “Wait,” she said and dropped to her knees.
Emily grasped the object. It was not quite as long and wide as her hand. She had only to pinch the tip of the shoelace for her heart to sink.
It was Toucan’s red sneaker.
 
* * *
 
Abby gripped the door handle. She regretted shouting at Jordan. It was the worst possible time to be angry—to do or say anything that might detract from their effort to find Toucan and Danny.
She also realized that he had not left Emily, Toucan, and Danny intentionally. Her brother had tried to stop Glen from taking Sea Ray. Jordan hadn’t known the fog was coming. She understood why he had lied to her.
But none of that mattered now. Everyone had to focus on finding the kids. They had jobs to do. Her job was to not be a burden.
The cruiser’s fog lights fired up a powdery spray of amber. Somehow, with zero visibility, Eddie was managing to stay on the road. Abby couldn’t see the headlights of the car behind them, only blue pulses in the fog.
The radio crackled to life. “We found Danny.” It was Jordan.
Abby choked out a sob of relief.
Eddie spoke into the mic. “What about Touk?”
A pause, then: “We’re still looking.”
Abby cowered against the door and bit down hard on her knuckle. Not even pain could draw her attention from the darkest of thoughts. When they reached Castine Lanes, Eddie climbed out of the cruiser. A cold wash of mist raised the hairs on the back of Abby’s neck when the door opened.
She watched ghostly faces light up blue and disappear, light up and disappear. Heads appeared to be detached and floating. Eddie barked instructions. “Hold hands. Stay together. We don’t need to lose anybody else.”
Abby wondered where Jordan and Emily were. They were supposed to meet the team here. They had Danny with them. Toucan was still lost, all alone. Maybe they were late because they had found her!
Then Abby heard Jordan’s voice. She strained to listen.
“Where did you find Danny?” Eddie asked.
“Near the docks,” Jordan replied.
Eddie cursed.
Abby’s heart was still free falling when Jordan passed Danny to her. She clutched the shivering boy and looked her brother in the eye. “Please find her.”
He nodded and then disappeared along with the others.
 
* * *
 
“Touk! Toucan!”
Jordan shouted out to his sister in the cavernous bowling alley. The flashlight revealed birthday confetti scattered on the floor, candle nubs, pins standing at attention in the thundering silence. Convinced Toucan was not here, he and Emily returned to the fog outside.
Jordan believed there was a good chance that Toucan had fallen off the dock and drowned. After finding her sneaker, they had searched every square inch of the dock. Jordan had gone to his belly countless times and scooped his arm through the frigid water like a dragnet.
Imagining her tiny body aching all over before numbness set in, Jordan screamed, “No,” into the gloom.
Emily shook him hard. “We will find her.”
Never give up, he told himself.
They checked the supermarket, the pharmacy, Aubuchon Hardware, every store along Gleason Street whose doors were open or smashed—easy entries for a cold and frightened toddler.
Jordan prayed they would find her at their next stop. The library was Toucan’s second home. Mom had pushed her there in a stroller to see Dad at his place of work. Abby had read to her in the kid’s section, and, more times than Jordan could remember, he had carried Toucan to the library on his shoulders. He hoped she had found her way to the library through the fog like a homing pigeon.
The books gave off a musty odor.
“Touk! Toucan!”
Jordan’s heart hammered in his chest as he waited for her to respond. He trained the flashlight on several stacks of books on a table, no doubt Kevin’s research. The library had become Kevin’s home away from home, too. He considered that thought was a good omen.
“Touk!” he shouted again.
Perhaps she had fallen asleep? Jordan let go of Emily’s hand and sprinted through the maze of stacks.
The library was empty.
 
* * *
 
“Don’t worry, we’ll find her,” Abby whispered to Danny who had not stopped clinging to her. He had yet to utter a single word. The fog and darkness cloaked them in a shroud. “Your daddy drives a truck. It’s a diesel, right?” She felt a little nod, or he might have just been swallowing.
Squeezing her eyes shut, Abby again prayed for Toucan’s safe return.
Eddie interrupted her, opening the door. Abby startled, thinking that God had finally answered her prayers. But Eddie had with him several of the younger searchers. “They’re cold and hungry,” he said. “I need to take them home before they get hypothermia.” Abby remembered that Toucan was only wearing a light spring jacket. “You and Danny need to go home, too,” Eddie told her. “I’ll return and keep searching. The fog should start to lift as the temperature drops.”
Abby didn’t want to leave, but she understood it was the best plan. Perhaps Danny, once he was in the security of his room, might settle down and remember something that would aid the search party.
Eddie transported them safely to the mansion. Before leaving, he grabbed boxes of crackers and bottles of soda for members of the search party, jackets and hats for Jordan and Emily, and a hand-held fog horn.
Abby carried Danny to her room and tried to put him in bed, but he wouldn’t unlock his arms from her neck. With him still clinging to her, she sat in her chair before the window, and soon he fell asleep.
Abby turned on a walkie-talkie. Part of her did not want to listen, did not want to know. She feared hearing the news, deep in her heart knowing that Toucan was dead. All that remained was to find her body. But she had to be brave. She had to listen. To turn off the radio now would be like abandoning her sister.
Voices crackled as the searchers called out their positions and repeated failings to find Toucan.
“I see stars,” Jordan said.
Abby checked the time. It was 3:30 a.m., the darkest, coldest time of the night. Peering out the window, she saw no stars, the fog still thick.
“I see ’em, too,” Eddie added. “The fog is lifting.”
“I can make out the jetty!” Kevin cried.
“Emily and I are going back to the docks,” Jordan said.
Abby felt Danny’s heart beating. Every beat, every passing second… did that increase the chances that they would find Toucan alive, or simply delay the inevitable tragic news.
An hour later the fog vanished. With visibility improved at the harbor, the radio chatter was non-stop. They should have found her by now. How far could a toddler wander? Abby thought that if her sister fell into the water and the tide carried away, they would never find her.
Sniffling, Abby stood and looked out the window. Danny, still holding onto her, murmured in his sleep. The horizon glowed orange and a thin veil of sea smoke lingered over the water.
She saw a car with a single headlight approaching from the south and thought it strange that one of the searchers would drive three-quarters of the way around the island to return.
She soon recognized the car. It was Toby’s Mustang. The car turned into the mansion driveway.
Abby’s pulse quickened. She had not seen Toby in more than two months. After Chad’s death, Toby and Glen had seemingly disappeared, and now, for whatever reason, his friend had motored away in Sea Ray, leaving Toby as the last standing renegade boy. There were few reasons for him to come here at this hour, and it offered Abby a glimmer of hope after the dark night. She thought that he had found Toucan, and he was bringing her sister home.
Her heart hammered in her chest as she watched the car pull to a stop. When Danny groaned, Abby realized how tightly she was squeezing him in her excitement.
Toby climbed out, walked to the passenger side, opened the door, and reached in.
“Thank you, God,” Abby whispered.
Toby cradled Toucan’s limp body in his arms. Touk had on only one sneaker. Abby realized that he was not bringing her sister home. He was delivering the body.
She shrieked, and Danny, startled awake, started wailing. Abby peeled his arms from around her neck and placed the boy on the bed. Then she flew down the stairs into the first floor shadows and flung open the door.
Against a backdrop of the rising sun and the ghostly mist hovering over the water, Toby looked like a mythical being. He cradled Toucan, taking slow steps.
A wave of grief washed over Abby and she felt her heart explode. The shattered pieces settled into the darkest part of her soul like snowflakes. She sank to her knees, inwardly tossed and tumbled by turbulence. She heard mournful sobbing in the distance and realized she was hearing herself.
“Your sister is fine.”
The voice, too, sounded far away.
Abby blinked and drew in a sharp breath.
“I would have brought her here sooner,” Toby said, “but the fog was really bad. I’ve been staying at your old house. I found her curled up on the porch last night. Somehow she walked there in the fog. I knew you’d be worried, but it was too dangerous to drive. She’s probably hungry. I didn’t have much to give her. Sorry.”
Toucan lifted her head in a sleepy daze. Abby accepted her sister into her arms and squeezed until Toucan cried out.
Toby shifted side to side, and his lower lip quivered. He looked so completely different from the boy who Abby had seen throw a beer bottle, the boy who would aggravate their teacher to no end.
“Come inside,” she said.
He shook his head. “I can’t find Glen.” His voice choked. “He’s been sick. Yesterday I went to check on him in his room, but he was gone. I started to look for him but then the fog rolled in. Abby, I’m really worried about him. I have to keep looking.” Toby’s eyes glistened as they filled up with tears.
Abby didn’t have the heart to tell Toby that his friend was gone, that he would spend his final hours sick and alone at sea. Now, more than anything, Toby needed someone to care about him.
“Come inside,” she said again and reached out her hand.
Perhaps it was her expression this time, or that Toby felt too weak to keep searching for his friend, or that he was finally ready to join them—he took her hand and entered the mansion without question.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 9 – CASUALTY REPORT
 
Abby pulled the covers over her head and tried to ignore the dull ache deep in the pit of her stomach. She blamed it on food poisoning, although the others who had eaten peaches from the same can had not complained of cramping. They must have eaten only the good slices; she must have had a rotten slice. They were lucky, she was not.
Abby was thankful that her temperature was normal, because the combination of cramping and high fever would most likely mean the space germs had started their assault—the beginning of the end.
The glowing hands of her watch showed the time was 11:45 p.m. It was January 31, and the final seconds of the month were ticking down. Abby could not wait for the symbolic stroke of midnight, for the month to end, for her luck to change.
Every month since the night of the purple moon had seen its share of tragedies and horrors, but January had been one of the most depressing months for the Castine Island survivors.
The day before the CDC had delivered a sobering broadcast on the worldwide death toll and number of survivors in the United States.
“There are three-hundred and forty-two adults living in underground CDC complexes in Atlanta, Georgia,” the robotic voice reported in the most monotonous of tones. “Eight-hundred and thirty one U.S. Navy personnel are manning two nuclear-powered submarines. Three American astronauts, among a crew of fifteen, are on the International Space Station. The total number of American adult survivors is one-thousand one-hundred and seventy six.”
Abby and the others listened to the report in stunned silence.
“To determine the number of worldwide casualties, CDC scientists have analyzed infrared satellite data,” the robot continued. “The results have a margin of error of one-hundred million people.”
Kevin quickly explained that infrared satellites detect body heat.
“The CDC estimates that six billion, five-hundred million people died in the epidemic.”
Some of the children broke down and cried, while most stared into space, unable to comprehend a number of that magnitude. Abby, who had always known deep down that the loss of life had been staggering, cried quietly.
The robot wasn’t finished. “We’ve determined the surviving pre-pubescent population of the United Sates is between fifteen and sixteen million.”
The report played over and over again, and many of the kids listened to it again and again, or at least they remained in their seats.
Later, the older kids had done the math to understand the ratio of adults to children. First they assumed the number of adults was three fewer than reported by the robot. The three astronauts on the International Space Station, with no shuttle to rescue them, were doomed to orbit Earth forever. After dividing the two numbers, they determined there was roughly one adult for every fifteen thousand children, a ratio that was getting smaller as more teens entered puberty.
Kevin emphasized that the ratio was true for only for the United States. “We don’t know about Europe, Africa, Asia,” he said. “China and India, alone, could have billions of surviving children.”
Abby wondered which of those countries had their own scientists working on a cure. Certainly the poorer nations did not. Before the day ended, she and the others had come to the same conclusion. They couldn’t worry about the planet, or the rest of the country. Everyone had to focus on their own needs on Castine Island.
Under the covers, Abby doubled over from a new wave of cramps. When she brought her knees to her chin, she felt something warm and wet and squishy between her legs. Afraid of what she would find but even more afraid of not knowing, she walked into the bathroom, one hand pressed tightly against her lower stomach. The telltale signs had not deceived her: she had started her period.
Her mind flooded with so many thoughts at once that Abby couldn’t think, but her eyes caught sight of the time. January had officially ended.
 
 
 



 
MONTH 10 – LIPS TOUCH
 
“Kevy’s sick,” Toucan said to Abby. “His hands are hot.” Her sister’s brow had wrinkles of concern.
Abby had watched Kevin lift Toucan over the baby gate, and she knew the explanation was obvious. The outside temperature had remained below freezing for the past three weeks and the kids had no choice but to keep two wood stoves going downstairs. Sometimes the stoves burned too hot and overheated the room.
“Touk, it’s hot in here.” Abby said. “My hands are hot, too.” She cupped her sister’s cheeks and that helped smooth Toucan’s furrowed brow. “Kevin is fine.”
Toucan gave her a big grin and raced off to play with Danny.
Later, unable to shake Touk’s observation, Abby approached Kevin. He was reading a chemistry book in the living room.
“Interesting?” she asked, studying him for signs of the illness.
He nodded and continued to read. “Really interesting.”
“Kevin?” She’d ask him directly if he were sick. When he looked up, she hesitated. She saw none of the symptoms, bloodshot eyes, perspiration, lethargy… He looked fine, just cute, nerdy Kevin with a science book.
“What?” he asked.
“Would you rather spend time with me or would you rather study chemistry equations?”
He had to think about it!
“You are hopeless,” she said with a smile and left him to ponder the choice—hopefully get the answer right!
That night in bed, staring up at the ceiling, Abby regretted not asking Kevin if he were sick. What was she afraid of? Of all the thirteen-year-old boys, Kevin was least likely to be attacked by the germs. Abby worried more about several others. Tim’s wispy mustache and acne and Derek’s cracking voice were clear and ominous signs of approaching puberty. Kevin’s face was smooth and hairless, his voice unchanged. He would be fine; he had to be fine.
Abby thought of a second reason why she had not questioned him. If she wanted to know about his health, Kevin might want to know about hers. She had told no one that her period had started. KK had survived for three months after her period had begun, and the antibiotic would not be available for at least another four months. Had the others known her secret, they would have worried about her.
In the morning, after a restless sleep, Abby decided that she had to know once and for all. She grabbed a thermometer and went to look for Kevin. According to the schedule, he was supposed to be tending his latest invention, the fresh water still. Nobody had seen him.
She nervously approached his bedroom.
Abby found him in bed and dropped the thermometer in shock. It bounced on the floor, but didn’t break. Since she had seen him last—not even twelve hours ago—the change in his condition was dramatic. His eyes were bloodshot, cheeks flushed; every breath he took made a raspy sound. Or had he looked this sick yesterday? Abby wondered if she had wanted him to be healthy so badly that her eyes had deceived her.
“Kevin, why didn’t you tell me?”
“If you cry,” he said, “it’ll only make me feel worse.”
Abby swallowed her tears.
He weakly rolled onto his side. “On a scale of one to ten, my stomach cramps are a six. I’d like to keep a chart of my vital signs. Will you help me do that?”
Kevin, like a scientist, was studying his own illness!
Abby managed a little nod before she burst into tears and ran from the room.
 
* * *
 
“Emily, they owe me twenty-five dollars!” Kevin exclaimed, with glazed eyes widening as he looked up at her from his bed. “You’re my witness, okay?”
“Who owes you money?” Emily asked.
“Mother and Father. I just saw a moose.”
All their family car trips together, the bounties their parents assigned to spotting wildlife—none of them had ever spotted a moose.
“Okay,” she said, biting her lip. “I’ll be your witness.”
Hallucinations were an indication that the space germs were picking up the pace of their deadly march forward, now infecting her brother’s mind. It was not the first time that Kevin had seen or heard things. Earlier in the day he had thought he was in India, hanging out with their cousins, Ajay and Jyran.
“Kevin, close your eyes,” Emily said. “Try to sleep.”
Sleep offered him the only respite from the constant pain he felt. It also offered her a time to cry. Emily vowed to remain strong in front of her brother.
When the creases on his face smoothed and his breathing grew steady, she let the tears trickle freely down her cheeks.
From downstairs, Jimmy shouted out that the CDC was issuing a new bulletin, and Emily heard the stampede of footsteps that followed, kids scurrying into the living room to listen. She turned on the portable radio and kept the volume low.
“We are pleased to report that antibiotic production is on schedule,” the robot began. Cheers and clapping erupted downstairs. For the survivors most at risk of entering puberty, this news was like winning the lottery. Emily was one of those winners, though she didn’t feel much like celebrating.
The robot babbled on about the scientific details of the production method and then delivered the information that everyone had been waiting for. “The pills will be distributed in three phases at major airports around the country, starting in May. We will announce the details as soon as plans become finalized.”
Emily sat taller and wiped her eyes. May was only three months away. Could Kevin survive that long? He had to. She would keep him cool with wet cloths and make sure he drank plenty of water, keep his spirits up, keep him going.
When Kevin groaned and blinked, she held a glass of water to his lips, insisting that he take a drink. “You need lots of liquids,” she said. “While you were sleeping, there was a new CDC broadcast. The antibiotic—’’
“I heard it,” he said in barely a whisper. “I wasn’t sleeping. Emily, once the rash appears on my back, I’ll only have a few more days to live. But you and Abby and Jordan will be fine. I’m so happy for you.”
“Kevin, don’t say that. You can make it. You will make it!
He smiled weakly. “Do you remember the day we moved here?”
The change of topic jarred her.
Emily raised her eyebrows. “Who could forget?”
They had flown to frigid Boston in the middle of December from warm and sunny San Diego. They drove in a blinding snowstorm to Portland to catch the ferry, the first time that she and Kevin had seen snow. Fleets of snowplows crowded the highway, making her nervous parents suddenly question their decision to move to Castine Island.
“I remember how disappointed I was,” Emily said. “All that snow on the mainland, but not a flake stuck to the ground here.”
“That’s because the temperature of the surrounding water raised the relative humidity.”
Kevin, always the scientist!
“Emily,” he continued, “I really wanted to have a snowball fight with you.”
She cracked a small smile. “Yeah, right! The only thing you cared about was our internet connection. That’s all you talked about on the plane. On the ferry you kept bugging Father to upgrade the download speed. He was seasick. That was the last thing he wanted to talk about.”
Kevin shook his head adamantly. “No, I wanted to play in the snow.” His lower lip trembled and he blinked back tears. “I wanted to wear mittens and have a snowball fight. There are so many things I’ll never do. I am so scared.”
Emily broke her vow and wept openly.
 
* * *
 
Abby, Emily, and Jordan took shifts to stay with Kevin around the clock. Although it was Jordan’s turn, Abby had told her brother that she wanted to be with him.
Troubled by the perspiration dribbling off Kevin’s brow, she opened his bedroom window a crack, thinking the cold breeze would make him feel more comfortable. By the time she returned to his side, he was visibly shaking from chills. The space germs played cruel tricks. She closed the window.
Abby adjusted Kevin’s blanket. Agitated, Cat jumped off the bed, but soon hopped back up and curled by Kevin’s feet.
“You know what I’d like?” Kevin said. His voice was weak and raspy.
“Did I ever tell you how predictable you are?” Abby pretended to be cheery, upbeat. “I know exactly what you want.” She paused and let the tension build. “You want to see the International Space Station go overhead.” On many nights, during happier times, she and Kevin had watched the bright dot arc across the night sky as they lay next to each other in the back yard, their hands brushing accidently on purpose. Now she thought that they could bundle him up and carry him outside. The fresh air might do him good. “Am I right?”
“Roti prata and shahi paneer,” Kevin said. Abby narrowed her eyes, confused. “But any kind of Indian food would be great,” he added.
Find Indian food on Castine Island nine months after the moon turned purple? Forget it! Kevin had consumed all the spicy food from his house a long time ago. Rather than disappoint him, Abby said, “Sure, I’ll talk to Emily.”
Emily didn’t have a clue what they could make for her brother. Incredibly, it was Jordan who went to the library, consulted an Indian cook book, and came up with a plan: they’d make the spicy Indian tea called chai. It required tea bags, cinnamon, cardamom seeds, cloves, and ginger powder. Although the kids had searched each island home several times over, taking all useful items, nobody had bothered to take spices.
A trip to several kitchens quickly procured all the ingredients.
That evening everyone packed into Kevin’s room for the candlelight tea party. It was standing room only. Emily had returned to her house for a CD of Indian sitar music which they played on a battery-powered boom box.
Kevin insisted on holding the mug himself, but moments later his head lolled to the side and Abby grabbed the mug before the tea spilled.
When Kevin drifted into a feverish coma, the guests remained, the candles burning shorter in a heavy silence. Nobody wanted to leave.
Abby slept on pillows piled on the floor next to Kevin’s bed as she had done for the past two nights, planning to stay by his side until he took his final breath.
She opened her eyes. Shafts of dawn light turned the wall a rosy red. She rolled over and startled. Kevin, teetering on the edge of the bed, was staring down at her.
“I’ve been waiting for you to wake up,” he said. She startled a second time, hearing how clear and strong his voice was.
“Good morning,” she said and nudged him back from the edge. Then she moved to the other side of the bed and gently lifted the back of his shirt to check on his rash. The rash seemed to signal the last stage of the illness, the final seven days. Both Colby and KK had died seven days after their rashes appeared. Kevin’s rash had first appeared between his shoulder blades six days ago. It was red and raw, oozing pus, devouring the skin between his shoulder blades. Abby cursed the comet for the millionth time.
Kevin sat up. “Abby, do you remember Mr. Emerson’s story about the hippos?”
She swallowed hard, knowing that she should call Emily. This crazy surge of energy and lucidity meant that Kevin’s death was imminent. She eyed the walkie-talkie on the table. Emily would still be asleep but Abby knew that she had propped her walkie-talkie on her pillow next to her ear.
“You couldn’t have forgotten the story,” Kevin said. “It was only nine months ago.”
Mr. Emerson. Seventh grade at Parker School. Sitting in class and wishing the whole time she had been back in Cambridge. Glancing at the window, fearing fog would move in.
“I remember,” she said. “The doctors told the villagers to kill the hippos because they might put germs in the pond, so the villagers killed them. Afterwards, a flood washed away the huts when the water had no place to drain. It used to drain where the hippos made their tracks. Nobody had thought the hippos were important.”
“Unforeseen consequences,” Kevin said. “The same thing happened with the space dust. Pollution destroyed the atmosphere, allowing the space dust to enter.”
Abby reached for the walkie-talkie. “You’re probably right,” she said.
“Our friendship was an unforeseen consequence of the space dust, too,” Kevin said. “If it weren’t for the comet, we would never have met.”
Abby rolled her eyes. “We were neighbors. On a tiny island.”
“You thought I was weird.”
“A little bit,” she admitted with a shrug.
“A lot!” he smiled. It was his first real smile in weeks.
Abby placed the walkie-talkie on the floor and curled her fingers in his. She tried to hide her shock. How much longer could he survive with such a high fever? “Kevin, on the jetty …when you gave me the ruby bracelet… did you want to kiss me?”
He fidgeted and mumbled something and lowered his eyes. She thought she detected a nod. “I was afraid,” he said.
Kevin was as shy and nerdy as the day they had met, and now he had no place to run. And when he finally raised his eyes to her, he didn’t seem like he wanted to, either.
At last their lips touched.
Within the hour, with Emily and Abby at Kevin’s side, Cat announced the latest death with a mournful cry.
 
 
 



 
YEAR 1 – A NEW PLAN
 
Twenty-seven kids, the entire population of Castine Island, assembled in the mansion living room to hear exactly where and when the antibiotic would be available. On the radio the message from the CDC repeated in a loop. “At twelve o’clock noon, Eastern Standard Time, the antibiotic distribution schedule will be announced.”
The mood in the room was festive. A little more than a year after the night of the purple moon, the kids were about to learn which cities would receive the antibiotic in phases over the next three months. The plan was for Eddie and Jordan to sail to the city, or to the closest port, in Jordan’s skiff. The boys would get enough pills for everyone on the island. The future for the survivors was still uncertain, but at least after taking the pills they would no longer have to worry about space germs.
Abby forced a smile to blend in. She would soon learn if she would be able to celebrate her fourteenth birthday in two months. She sat alone in the corner, gripping the arm of the chair to keep from slumping. Earlier in the day her temperature had been one hundred and two degrees. It felt higher now, her cheeks on fire. She also had a terrible itch between her shoulder blades, a sign the rash was about to appear.
Abby sensed someone staring at her. She scanned the room and saw it was Toby Jones. Toby held her gaze briefly before turning away.
Grinning, Toucan charged across the room, ready to jump into Abby’s lap.
She weakly held up her hands. “Not now, Touk.”
Keeping Toucan in the dark was proving to be Abby’s greatest challenge.
Toucan stopped abruptly, disappointed, but she quickly recovered and raced after Danny.
Abby had kept her illness a complete secret until only recently. It was too frightening to suffer alone, and she had to tell someone. She had confided in Toby because she thought it would help him feel part of the group, knowing such personal information. She also trusted Toby. He had promised that he wouldn’t say anything.
The CDC announcement started at noon. The robotic voice babbled on for ten minutes about scientific methodologies, something that would have interested Kevin. Sadly, this moment had come too late for him.
“A single dose of the antibiotic has the power to counteract the germ,” the robot said, finally getting to the important part. “Packets of fifty pills will be passed out. To maintain order, we encourage you to send one representative from your group.”
Abby sucked in her breath. So far so good. The boys could acquire more than enough pills for everyone on the island.
“The distribution schedule is as follows: Phase I on May 1, Phase II on June 1, and Phase III on July 1.”
She made a quick calculation. The first of May was in eight days. She needed Portland to be a Phase I destination. Portland International Airport bordered the harbor and was a day’s sail in Jordan’s skiff. Eddie and Jordan should be able to return to the island with the pills on the night of May 1 or the next day. She’d will herself to stay alive until then.
“These are the Phase I cities in alphabetical order: Albany, New York; Anchorage, Alaska; Atlantic City, New Jersey; Ann Arbor, Michigan; Bethesda, Maryland; Baltimore, Maryland; Birmingham, Alabama; Boise, Idaho; Boston, Massachusetts …”
Cheers drowned out the broadcast. Good news for the group, but not for Abby. It would take Jordan and Eddie at least a week to sail to Boston. Without any major setbacks, the boys would return to the island around May 6th. Abby couldn’t hold on that long.
A chorus of “shhhs” from the older kids quieted everyone.
“Portland,” Abby whispered to herself over and over.
“Honolulu, Hawaii; Hartford, Connecticut; Helena, Montana; Hot Springs, Arkansas; Irving, California …”
Abby clenched her jaw. The room started spinning.
“Palm Beach, Florida, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Portland…”
The kids once more erupted with shouts as they jumped up and down and hugged. Toucan ran toward Abby, and this time she wrapped her arms around her sister and squeezed. Tears of relief washed down her feverish cheeks.
“Hold on!” Jimmy shouted. He had a small radio pressed to his ear. “They said Portland, Oregon.”
The children quieted as the robotic voice began listing Phase II cities. Jimmy had heard correctly. Portland Maine was not a Phase I destination but rather a Phase II city, distributing the antibiotic six weeks from now.
Abby barely heard the celebrations. She tried to focus on the only good news: Jordan would survive and be able to raise Toucan.
 
* * *
 
Jordan worried that his tired legs might crumple beneath him and he used the wall to steady himself. Unable to keep liquids and food down for the past two days, he was growing weaker by the hour. He squinted at the blur of kids jumping up and down and giving each other high fives, wishing that he could share their joy.
The CDC news had struck him like a hammer. If only Portland had been a Phase I city. His lower lip quivered, and he feared he might burst into tears. Crying would look suspicious while everyone else was celebrating.
Eddie pushed through the crowd. “Jordie, you ready to sail tomorrow?” Eddie’s attempt to sound upbeat revealed his anxiety all the more.
Eddie was the only person privy to Jordan’s deadly secret. Both boys had thought that if the others knew that Jordan was dying from space germs, they would never want him to make the journey to get the antibiotics.
“Catch you later,” Jordan said to his friend and headed toward the stairs.
In the privacy of his bedroom, Jordan lifted his shirt, turned, and winced from the sight in the mirror. The rash between his shoulder blades, which he had first noticed the day before, was now oozing pus. He lowered his t-shirt and nearly blacked out. It felt like sharp nails were making deep furrows from his neck to the base of his spine.
Should he go with Eddie? Was that the right thing to do for himself and for the community? Jordan jumped when Cat rubbed up against his leg.
He sat on his bed to consider his options. Going to Boston gave him his only chance of survival. Even when ill, Jordan was still the best sailor on the island. By taking the antibiotic on May 1, he might live.
But the slightest delay and he’d likely die before ever reaching Boston. And that would put Eddie at risk. Eddie needed a strong, healthy sailing partner to increase the odds of success.
No matter how much Jordan thought about it, he always came to the same conclusion. He should not go. To save the people he loved most, he must sacrifice his own life.
Right now was a good time to get all the crying out of his system before he announced that to the others.
 
* * *
 
That evening the kids settled down to council, still buzzing from the news they had received earlier in the day. Emily was running tonight’s meeting, and, after speaking to both Toby and Eddie, she felt an urgency to put their plan in motion.
Jordan waved his hand weakly. “I have something to say.”
It broke Emily’s heart to see the boy she loved so gaunt and frail, but she signaled him to wait.
“We’re skipping the usual agenda,” she began. “As you know, the antibiotic will be available in Boston on May first and then on June first in Portland. That’s good news for most of us.” Emily made eye contact with Abby and then Jordan. Each Leigh squirmed in their seats before looking away. “I have a proposal,” she continued. “Tomorrow morning, Abby and Jordan should sail together to Boston.”
“What?” Jordan blurted. “No way!” He stood, wobbled, and sat back down. “Tim should take my place. He should go with Eddie. That’s what I was going to say.” He paused a moment, then added: “Why do you want Abby to go?”
“She’s sick,” Emily said, “just like you.”
Jordan grilled Eddie with a hard stare. “You told her?”
“Emily already knew,” Eddie replied.
Jordan narrowed his eyes, deep in thought. “Abby,” he finally said, “you’re sick?”
“I’m fine,” Abby said.
Toby stood. “You’re not fine. Abby, I’m sorry I broke my promise, but I told Emily and Eddie about your condition for a good reason.”
“Jordan,” Abby said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Look who’s talking!”
Emily held up the red card. “We’re taking a vote,” she said. “Who wants Abby and Jordan to go together?”
“Wait,” Abby said. “What if we don’t make it back? You’ll have no way to reach Portland.”
“Your brother knows the answer,” Eddie told her.
Jordan cocked his head. “I do?”
“Ben and Gabby thought they came here in a row boat,” Eddie said. “It’s not a row boat. It’s a sailing skiff. I’ve already found a spare mast and rigged the boat. If you and Abby don’t make it back, Tim and I will sail their boat to Portland on June first.”
Abby stood and slowly made her way to Jordan. “It’s our only chance.”
He looked down, slowly shaking his head, brooding. Emily wanted to hold on to Jordan and never let him go, but she was also ready to grab his ear and march him to the boat. He might be stubborn, but he had not yet seen how determined she could be.
Jordan looked up at his big sister. “No bossing me around, okay?”
Emily knew the Leigh’s journey had just begun.
 
* * *
 
Touk,
By the time Emily reads this to you, Jordan and I will be sailing toward the mainland. We wanted to get an early start and save all our energy for the long trip.
I wish I could tell you for certain that both of us will make it back. But I have to be honest. We’re sick and time is running short. But we will do everything we can!
Please listen to Emily.
Jordan and I love you. (We kissed you on the head while you were asleep).
Remember you are a Leigh, and Leighs never give up!!!
Lisette, you are the greatest sister ever.
Love Abby and Jordan
 
 
 



 
SEVEN DAYS LEFT
 
At midmorning Abby pushed the tiller forward to stop the boat’s progress. The sail flapped in a steady breeze from the north, and the bow split the waves head on. A lone seagull circled overhead. Several miles away, Castine Island rose like the hump of a whale.
Abby shivered and tugged her wool cap over her ears. The warm, shimmering sun did little to ward off her feverish chills. Jordan was leaning against the mast, a ghost of his former self. His eyes had remained closed ever since they had sailed past the tip of the jetty hours ago
Abby applied sunscreen to her face and then wormed her way to the bow and did the same for Jordan who grunted but otherwise didn’t stir.
There was not much room to move about the tiny skiff. They had a two-week supply of fresh water and crackers, as well as oars, walkie-talkies, flares, clothing, flashlights, and sleeping bags. In case they had to beach the boat and drive to Boston, they had packed a fully charged car battery and a five-gallon can of gasoline. It amazed her they were still afloat.
She hauled in the mainsheet, pulled back on the tiller, and resumed heading due west. She consulted the compass and made a slight correction to their course. Underway again, Abby felt better knowing that every second they were moving closer to the pills that would kill the deadly germs. They had to be in Boston seven days from now, first in line to receive the antibiotic.
Doubt crept into her mind. Should they have awoken Toucan and hugged her and said goodbye, perhaps their final goodbye? There was no right answer. She would have to live the decision that she and Jordan had made jointly. They needed to focus all their energy on the marathon trip ahead of them. Emotions would drain them, cloud their thinking. To increase their odds of making it back, they had to put Toucan and all loved ones out of their minds.
By noon the swells had grown in size and frequency. The bow rose and fell in what seemed like never-ending thuds, jarring her brain. Puffs of salty mist irritated her eyes and stung her dry, cracked lips.
A sudden, strong gust of wind, along with the push of waves, heeled the boat so high on its edge that water sloshed over the gunwale. In a panic, Abby let go of the mainsheet. The boat rocked back, and they almost capsized on the port side. Jordan grimaced and shouted something but remained asleep.
Realizing they were dangerously overloaded, Abby eyed potential objects to throw overboard. She nudged Jordan’s foot, wanting his opinion, but he tucked himself into a ball.
Abby decided to jettison the car battery and the can of gasoline. They were making good progress and there was no reason to think they wouldn’t be able to sail all the way to Boston. When she tried to pick up the battery, her weakness shocked her. It seemed to weigh more than she did. She summoned all her energy and finally hefted it overboard. The boat immediately gained buoyancy. Her muscles trembled, but now was not the time to rest. She heaved the five-gallon can of gasoline overboard next.
Later, the wind backed off, and the waves created less of a rollercoaster ride. She made long westerly tacks throughout the afternoon. All this time Jordan rested peacefully, his chest rising and falling in a regular rhythm.
To stay awake, Abby splashed water on her face and immediately cried out in pain as the salt penetrated her cracked lips.
She nibbled a cracker, turning the crumbs into a soggy paste with a sip of water, her first sip in hours. The waves of nausea that followed helped keep her awake.
Abby scanned the horizon, expecting to see land soon. Castine Island to Portland was twenty miles. The plan was to sail straight there and then follow the coast south to Boston. Jordan had estimated the first leg would take ten hours, and they’d left eight hours ago.
She’d forgotten to pack sunglasses and rays of the setting sun drilled into her brain, triggering a splitting headache. Abby closed her eyes and felt immediate relief washing over her in the darkness.
“Abby!”
Jordan had called down to her. He was staring down at her from the widow’s walk back at their house. The sun behind him cast an incredible halo about his head. Her brother looked like an angel.
“Jordan, what are you doing up there?”
“It’s so beautiful.”
Abby reeled back and blinked. Her vision was blurry, and something was burning her chest and legs. The sun had dipped beneath the horizon. Slowly, Jordan came into focus. He was holding a drinking cup, and she noticed that her shirt and pants were soaking wet.
“Splashing water on you was the only way I could wake you up,” he said.
They switched positions, a simple maneuver that exhausted Abby. At the bow she rested her head on a life jacket and slipped into sleep.
 
* * *
 
Jordan wanted to remain a half mile off shore to avoid hitting rocks. He could make out the shadowy stubble of trees and silhouettes of houses along the shoreline. There were no lights, no fires, no other signs of life.
He played out the mainsheet, eased the tiller back, and put the skiff on a broad reach. The wind was blowing out of the north at about five knots and the sail flared wide and made the rope in his hand taut.
Abby lay stretched out in a deep slumber. The distance she had sailed amazed him. He crawled forward and laid the back of his hand against her forehead. Strangely, she felt cool. Did that mean her fever had broken, or had his temperature risen that much higher?
In the stern, Jordan twisted to the right and left, but no position lessened the searing pain between his shoulder blades. The rest of him wasn’t fairing much better. Sweats followed chills, then more chills, a never-ending cycle.
The night sky grew fuzzy with starlight, and a bell buoy tolled in the distance. He switched on the flashlight to check the time: nine fifteen.
Later, thinking he spotted campfires on the mainland, he fumbled for the binoculars but couldn’t find them. He blinked, realizing he’d been staring at the sky, not land. The campfires were really stars. No, he was looking at land. Or was he seeing the reflection of stars on the ocean’s surface? He sighed, knowing his mind was playing tricks.
Jordan was certain of one thing: they were making excellent progress. They might even have been doing six knots. He guessed they were off Hampton, New Hampshire, halfway down the state’s coast, and if they maintained this speed they would arrive at Boston’s Logan Airport four days ahead of schedule. Perhaps the scientists would hand out the antibiotic early? He and Abby might even have enough time to go home to Cambridge.
“Jordan.”
He recognized the voice immediately, and his spirit soared. “Mom? Where are you?”
When she didn’t respond, Jordan knew he was now hearing things.
His teeth chattered from chills. To warm up, he covered himself with a life jacket, wind breaker, a plastic bag of clothing—even the box of flares wedged on his thigh provided heat.
No sooner had he snuggled up, half buried under half their supplies, but he started to sweat. Jordan reached over the side and immersed his fingertips into the frigid water. He felt better immediately. The icy water was drawing the fever from throughout his body. All along the answer to his sickness surrounded him. The ocean was the antibiotic that would cure him.
He plunged his whole hand in the water, then his arm up to his elbow. He shifted and balanced his chest on the gunwale, the water now reaching his shoulder. Jordan’s reflection, inches away from his nose, wavered in the starry light.
 
 
 



 
SIX DAYS LEFT
 
Abby inhaled sharply and icy mist plunged down her throat. She started to gag and opened her eyes, fully awake now. It was pitch black. She had no idea where she was, only that the cold, clammy sensation she felt on her face was fog.
She blindly dragged her hands over strange objects in a panic. Her fingertips grazed slippery cloth, a strap, a metal buckle. The life jacket! Now it hit her.
The events of the previous day flooded her mind. She and Jordan were sailing the skiff to Boston to get the antibiotic. Both of them were seriously ill. Jordan might be worse off than she was. They had left Castine Island yesterday at dawn and at dusk she had closed her eyes after a long day. They must have sailed into thick fog during the night. She looked at her watch, but couldn’t see the hands.
Abby took quick, sharp breaths and her heart was pounding. “Jordan!” Her voice made a croaking sound. She tried working up enough saliva to swallow. “Jord… ” Abby couldn’t finish saying his name. Her parched throat and tongue stopped her from trying to call out to her brother.
She thought he was sleeping. Under any other circumstances, Abby would have not have disturbed him. But she needed to hear his voice. She also wanted him to know they were adrift in the fog. Find him and give him a gentle shake—that was her only goal.
She pulled the flashlight from her jacket pocket. When she pressed the switch, the light wouldn’t come on. Were the batteries dead? She’d made sure it worked before leaving the island. Then Abby saw a tiny flicker. The flashlight worked fine, but the fog was suffocating the light.
Unable to see, Abby would rely on her sense of touch to find Jordan. Starting at the bow, she worked her way toward the stern. She identified water bottles, flares, rope, a walkie-talkie, a box of crackers, sleeping bags…
Abby sought to grab any part of him, blue jeans, a sneaker, an arm, his curly hair…
When she gripped the wooden tiller, she backtracked to the bow in a panic, patting and poking objects, feeling every square inch.
Jordan was not in the boat. Even a healthy person could not survive long in the frigid water.
She tried to scream. The fog dampened what little sound she made.
Abby wanted to run and jump into bed and pull the covers over her head and then fling them off and see Mom and Dad, Toucan and Jordan— all of her family standing before her as she awakened from a year-long nightmare. But this nightmare was real.
The next hours were both the darkest and most enlightening of her life, at the mercy of the weather and space germs, alone, lost in fog, miles from Toucan. Abby plunged into deep despair. She hugged her knees and sobbed for Jordan, for herself, for Kevin and KK and Colby, for every orphan and victim of the purple moon. From this deep gloom a single thought formed. She had reached some limit and could not experience any greater fear or sadness. The thought took root in her mind. She, alone, was responsible for her feelings. She had no control over the surroundings. Why should she allow the surroundings to control her feelings? Abby slowly felt a sense of calm come over her as she accepted her situation and let go of her sadness, let go of her fears, even the fear of death. She was almost giddy, freed from the crushing weight of her own making. Abby thought she discovered a new way to live. Not quite. She suffered bouts of panic and anger and depression throughout the rest of the night. She cursed the fog and comet and punched the air and pounded her fists on the life jacket before her. Back and forth it went like this.
The blackness finally gave way to powdery gray, letting Abby know that morning had arrived. The fog remained just as thick.
She took a tiny sip from the water bottle. The fishy water flooded her swollen tongue and tasted good.
“Abby!”
Jordan? Or had his voice come from inside her head? She felt something nudge her leg. She reached forward and clamped on to what she thought was her brother’s foot. He wiggled it! All this time he had been there. Not about to lose him again, she moved her hand up his leg in search of his hand.
He screamed. “Ayyyyyyyyy! Don’t touch my back!”
Abby swallowed hard. “When did you get the rash?”
“What rash?” He paused. “Three days ago. Abby, it’s ok. I’m ok.”
She didn’t tell him what she was thinking. They had to reach Boston and get the antibiotic in four days or less.
“Jordan, where are we?”
“Somewhere off southern New Hampshire,” he said. “We’ll reach Boston ahead of schedule. Don’t worry, the fog will lift when the sun comes up.”
“The sun has come up.”
They waited for the fog to burn off mostly in silence. It required too much effort to talk. Abby could tell when Jordan had drifted off again from his grunts and groans. She might have fallen asleep at times, too. The edge between dreams and fog and wakefulness was a blur. Abby gave herself tasks to stay awake. Find the ibuprofen, find the crackers.
The sun first appeared as a pale wafer directly overhead. Soon it was a brilliant, shining orb in a clear, cloudless sky.
It was 12:30.
Abby could see land. A water tower. Vegetation. The houses stood like a row of tombstones. A thread of black smoke frayed as it rose higher in the distance. Between them and the land, the ocean was as still as a pond. Without a breath of wind, the canvas sail showed every wrinkle.
Abby nudged Jordan. He blinked, turned to the shore and immediately buried his face in his hands. Every word of his muffled cry stung. “We’ve drifted back to Maine!” he shouted.
 
* * *
 
The skiff sat about a half-mile offshore in the stillest of air, unmoved for the past three hours on an ocean of glass. It was the middle of the afternoon. Jordan thought that if the breeze did not pick up soon, they should start rowing to shore, arriving before nightfall if possible. How would he and Abby find the strength to row such a distance? They might not have a choice.
Jordan figured that once on land they could sleep near the boat and then make a decision in the morning. If there was a strong wind blowing in the right direction, they would resume sailing to Boston. Otherwise they would find a car and drive there.
He scanned the boat, but he didn’t see the car battery or the can of gasoline, items crucial to his plan. Cars which had not run since the night of the purple moon would have dead batteries, and he thought that kids on the mainland would have siphoned the gasoline from tanks long ago. Was he just not seeing them somehow? They seemed too big for their other supplies to conceal. He’d ask Abby when she awoke.
An hour passed without a whisper of wind.
Jordan inserted the oarlocks and freed the oars. Then he woke up his sister and explained his plan. “We’ll know what to do tomorrow,” he said. “It all depends on the weather.” Abby hung her head, appearing dejected. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
She told him that she had thrown the battery and can of gasoline overboard.
“Abby, I would have done the same thing,” he said to make her feel better and because they could do nothing about it. If he had been sailing, though, they would have never been at risk of capsizing. “I still think we should row,” he added. “If the wind doesn’t pick up, we’ll have to find another way to reach Boston.”
Abby sat to his right and gripped her oar handle. “How long will it take to reach land?” she asked.
They were shoulder to shoulder. “Don’t think,” he said, “just row.”
“Do you think it’s about two-hundred yards?” she asked in a hopeful tone.
Should he tell his sister that it was five times that? Or let her discover the real distance for herself after several hours of rowing?
“It’s a little bit further,” he said.
Over the next two hours only a small percentage of the strokes they took were in harmony.
Jordan had somewhat grown accustomed to his chills, high fever, and grinding cramps, but every time he pulled the oar to his chest intense pain radiated throughout his body and scolded him to stop.
Never give up!
He knew how poorly Abby was rowing by hearing her oar shaft jump in and out of the oarlock and the weak splashes kicking up from the blade. But compared to him his sister was an Olympic rower. His oar blade barely skimmed the surface. To dip it deeper was too strenuous.
By the time they had rowed two-hundred yards—Abby’s estimation to shore—each had developed huge blisters on their palms. Jordan wrapped his hands in a spare pair of underwear, and Abby used one of his t-shirts.
“What are you thinking about?” he asked, after they had found a rowing rhythm of sorts.
“Hippos,” she said.
“You’re kidding me?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I was really wondering what Touk was doing. I miss her.”
Jordan said nothing. The pact that he and Abby had made—not to dwell on memories, on loved ones—he had broken hours ago. He held the image of Emily in his mind constantly.
The sun gilded the water bronze, and yet they were still hours from shore.
Crushed by fatigue, Jordan pushed on, oars slapping the water as desperate as a bird with a broken wing trying to fly. Abby set the pace. He couldn’t imagine where she was finding her strength.
As the brow of the sun sank below the horizon, Jordan felt as if he could reach out and touch land. He could make out overgrown lawns, roofs with shingles missing, cars parked in driveways. His energy surged.
But the outgoing tide pushed them further away.
A spider web of stars spread across the night sky and the temperature dropped. To tell the time, Jordan touched the tip of his nose to his watch and slowly rose up until the blurry hands came into focus. Ten forty-five! They’d been rowing for nearly seven hours.
The tide turned and they made progress, inching closer and closer to shore. How he ached to hear the grind of the skiff bottom scraping sand!
Jordan stiffened as icy water splashed his face.
“Wake up,” Abby croaked. “Keep going. We’re almost there.”
He dipped the oar blade into the water, this time deep, and pulled, and then again. On his next stroke, the oar struck sand.
They reached the mainland at last.
 
 
 



 
FIVE DAYS LEFT
 
Abby awoke in a strange room, stretched out on a wooden floor, using a cushion for a pillow and a throw rug for a blanket. Red shafts of sunlight streamed through a row of tall windows. She didn’t know where she was or how she got here. It surprised her to discover Jordan immediately above her, lying on his side on the couch.
She winced from painful, broken blisters on both her palms and past events slowly sifted into her mind. They had reached shore in the skiff close to midnight. Jordan was very weak and running a high fever and Abby had to roll him out of the boat into ankle deep water. At that moment her brother had decided to rise to a new level of stubbornness.
“My toothbrush is in there,” he had said, pointing to a rectangular plastic tub near the bow. “Please bring it.”
“Jordan, we have bigger problems to worry about than brushing your teeth,” she had said.
He had refused to move until she tucked the tub under her arm.
They had seen the deserted house close to the beach and had helped each other up to it and apparently inside.
Abby stood, grimacing from stiff, achy joints, and delirious from her fever. Jordan was out cold on the couch. She felt more at ease when she saw his chest rising and falling. When he shivered and drew his arms together, she covered him with the throw rug.
Abby went to the window, hoping the skiff had not drifted off in the tide. The boat was pulling against its mooring line. She couldn’t remember securing it.
The American flag hanging limply on a flagpole discouraged her. The wind always picks up as the sun rises, she reminded herself.
Abby thought that if they resumed sailing this morning, they could still make it to Boston with plenty of time to spare.
She swallowed one ibuprofen tablet and noticed with a quick count that only ten tablets remained in the bottle. A second tablet would have helped knock down her fever, but Jordan needed them more than she did. Abby twisted the cap back on and started to search for more medicine.
Ransacked long ago, the kitchen cabinets had bare shelves, and the fridge was empty except for a package of chicken, coated in nasty green mold. Abby did a double-take in the mirror in the downstairs bathroom. Her face had bright red splotches where she’d missed applying sunscreen, and her curls hung like dreadlocks. Gaunt cheeks reminded her of Zoe, the anorexic girl, in the final weeks of her life.
She found burn cream and several bandages in the medicine cabinet, which she grabbed to treat their blistered hands. They could use more bandages, though.
Abby hesitated before going up to the second floor, afraid of what she would find. She’d glanced at the family photos lining the mantel above the fireplace—grandparents and a flock of smiling grandkids. She didn’t think the kids on the mainland had organized burials as they had on the island. Abby willed her tired legs up the stairs, trying to keep her mind focused on finding pain medicine and bandages.
She covered her mouth and pinched her nose as she passed by the first bedroom. She could see the skeletal remains in bed, long gray hair spilling across the pillow.
The upstairs bathroom produced a bottle of Advil.
Abby returned to Jordan’s side. With no wind yet, there was no point in disturbing him. Sleep was the best painkiller.
She decided to explore the neighborhood. The possibility of finding someone or some item that would help them continue their journey outweighed the risks of the unknown. She turned on a walkie-talkie, made sure the volume was all the way up, and placed the two-way radio on the table next to the couch, close to his ear. She brought the other radio with her outside.
This neighborhood could have been on Castine Island. The lawns were hayfields and storms had ripped off the odd shingle here and there and weathered the paint of the homes. Unlike the island, most windows and doors were broken, likely smashed by desperate survivors, Abby thought. Another major difference, tulips and daffodils were in full bloom. Those flowers did not grow well in the island’s sandy soil. The yellow daffodils triggered a sudden memory. Her mother had planted them in the front yard of their Cambridge home.
There were cars in many of the driveways. Abby was certain she could have found ignition keys for them inside the homes. Unfortunately the fully charged car battery they had brought with them sat at the bottom of the strait. Some lucky person might find the can of gasoline washed ashore.
Abby crossed the street, about to enter a small cottage whose windows and doors were intact, when she heard an engine not that far away. She pressed the walkie-talkie button. “Jordan, get up!” she cried. “Jordan!” The steady whine grew louder, but she didn’t think it was an automobile approaching. It sounded like a plane. She called her brother again and scanned the sky. She couldn’t imagine that some thirteen-year-old had learned how to fly. Her heart revved faster, thinking the CDC was delivering the antibiotic by airplane. “Wake up!” she shouted into the walkie-talkie.
A motorcycle rounded the bend. Abby waved her arms and tried running, but the heaviness of her legs startled her, and she moved in slow motion.
The sight of her caused the rider to stop abruptly.
The boy was wearing a helmet with a dark visor, a leather jacket, and crisp, clean jeans. He looked to be about Abby’s height and weight. His black shiny boots barely reached the ground. As Abby approached him, he dismounted the motorcycle and pulled a long knife from a sheath attached to his belt. Sunshine bounced off the blade like a camera flash.
“My name is Abby Leigh,” she said, stepping forward, wary, but unafraid. “My brother and I sailed here from Castine Island.”
The rider removed his helmet and… it was a girl! Close in age to Abby, she had a mop of blonde hair, and by Abby’s count, six ear piercings. The girl flipped her hair out of her eyes. “What’s that?” she said in a gruff tone.
Abby held up her radio. “A walkie-talkie. My brother has one, too. He’s inside the house.” She pointed.
“Put it down.” The girl waved the knife.
Abby set the radio down. “We’re both sick. We’re not going to hurt anyone. What’s your name?”
“Back up.”
“I told you my name,” Abby said and took a step back. The girl picked up the radio. “Push the button,” Abby said. “You can talk to my brother.”
The girl slid the walkie-talkie into her jacket pocket. “What else have you got?”
Nothing for you! Abby decided on a different approach. “How are you getting the antibiotic?” The girl narrowed her eyes. “Do you know about the antibiotic?” The girl didn’t respond and Abby continued. “The CDC is handing out pills that will save our lives. CDC stands for the Centers for Disease Control. They’re scientists in Atlanta, Georgia.”
The girl sneered in disbelief. “All the adults are dead.”
“Most are, but some are still alive. The scientists were in quarantine when the space dust entered the atmosphere. It took them six months to develop the antibiotic. Now they’re ready to hand out the pills.”
“When?” she asked, studying Abby with a combination of curiosity and fear. “Where?”
Abby was not about to reveal the location to someone holding a knife on her, who had just taken her walkie-talkie. It was the girl’s problem that she didn’t know the CDC was broadcasting the dates and locations twenty four hours a day.
Abby, in some ways, was grateful for her ignorance. She and Jordan possessed information that could save the girl’s life. In return, the girl might be able to help them. They’d make a trade.
“We can help each other,” Abby said.
The girl immediately picked up on Abby’s evasiveness. “I don’t believe you sailed here,” she said.
“We rowed the last half mile,” Abby said. “I never want to hold an oar again.” She held up her hands, showing off her blisters. The girl winced at the evidence. Abby pointed. “Our boat is behind the house.” When the girl’s eyes widened, Abby regretted telling her. “If we get the antibiotic, we’ll all live beyond puberty.”
“What’s in your pockets?” she asked.
Abby sighed. This girl was either very stubborn or very stupid. Abby turned her pockets inside out and discovered a spare key for the police cruiser.
“What’s that for?”
“For a car. On Castine Island.”
The girl cocked her head, intrigued. “You drive?”
“Yes. We all drive on the island, everyone over the age of ten.”
“Give it to me.”
Abby tossed the key at her feet. A lot of good the cruiser key would do her.
“I like your shirt,” she said. “Take it off.”
Abby was finished wasting time. She spoke to girl as if were a disobedient six-year old. “You need to listen to me if you want to save your life! Put the knife down.”
The girl waved the knife but took a step back. “Hurry up, take it off.”
“No, I’m not giving you my shirt, or anything else, and I want my walkie-talkie back.” Abby stepped forward and suddenly felt dizzy. She fought to stay on her feet as the ground started spinning. “My brother and I can help you. If you have friends, we can help them, too. All of us can work together.”
“I want your shirt,” the girl said.
“Do you want to die?”
“Everyone dies.”
Abby shook her head. “You’re wrong! What’s your name?”
“None of your business.” Slowly, she lowered the knife. “Mandy.”
“How old are you?”
“Thirteen.”
“Me, too,” Abby said. “My birthday’s on June 23.”
Mandy took the radio out of her pocket and held it out. Abby felt relief wash over her. She would build trust with Mandy first and then they could discuss a plan to get the antibiotic for the three of them, and for the kids on the island, and for Mandy’s friends, too.
“Thank you,” Abby said, reaching out.
Suddenly Jordan’s voice squawked out of the walkie-talkie. “Put the knife down. I have a gun. Abby, I’m coming to help you.”
Mandy slammed the radio to the ground, where it broke into pieces, and ran to her motorcycle.
“Wait, we don’t have a gun!” Abby shouted as their best chance of getting the antibiotic sped away down the deserted street.
 
* * *
 
The gun rested on the table, muscular and metallic, deadly looking. Jordan still had no idea if it had any bullets. After he had moved it from its first hiding spot, the mailbox, to under his mattress, the gun had remained undisturbed for a year, until he had packed it in the plastic tub for their journey.
Just the sight of it overwhelmed Abby. “What is your problem?” she said and started pacing.
“What’s your problem?” he said. “I just saved your life. You’re welcome!”
“Mandy trusted me!”
“Mandy? Is she your new friend?” he said sarcastically. “The one pointing a knife at you. Yeah, that’s trust.”
Abby gave him her bossy, older-sister look. “Jordan, you can be such a jerk.” She moved to the window and sulked.
Jordan collapsed on the couch and felt the wind knocked out of him as the tentacles of pain between his shoulder blades wrapped around his whole body and squeezed.
His sarcasm. Her anger. Neither one of them meant it. They were both afraid. Afraid of what had just happened, afraid of the gun, afraid of what the future would bring.
Abby marched over and held out three Ibuprofen tablets. “Take these,” she said curtly.
Jordan swallowed two pills, gagged and finally gave up trying to get the third one down.
With a stony expression, Abby dressed the broken blisters on his right hand with ointment and bandages. He stopped her from dressing his other hand when he discovered she was using all the bandages on him.
“Where did you find the gun?” she asked finally, meaning where in the house.
Jordan suddenly looked away, feeling guilty. “I got it at the Castine Island police station right after the night of the purple moon. Abby, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
Abby paused, thinking. “I knew there was something you weren’t telling me.” Her tone softened. “Jordan, we can’t shoot anyone.”
“It’s for our protection,” he said. “Someone might try to hurt us.”
“If people understand what we’re trying to do, they’ll help us.”
“Abby, not everyone is like you.”
She gave him a sidelong glance. “You mean bossy?”
His sister was a good person, sometimes too good. “Kind and caring,” he said. It was the most honest, personal thing he had ever told her. His words touched her. Before she could say anything else, he unfolded two sheets of damp paper he kept in his pocket. They were photos of Emily and Toucan taken by Abby at the bowling alley party. He handed them to her. “We have to do whatever it takes to get back to them.”
Abby made no further mention of the gun.
She recounted her experience with Mandy. “Jordan, she knew nothing about the CDC or the antibiotics.”
“We were lucky we had Kevin Patel,” he said. “If we hadn’t gotten access to the internet, we might have never known about the radio station.”
“Some kids here must know,” she said. “Someone would find the station by accident. They’d spread the news because it would give everyone hope.”
“Like I said, Abby, not everyone is like you.”
She moved to the window. “Let’s hope the wind picks up.”
He joined her. The flag drooped like a wet rag, the sun high overhead. “What’s the date?” he asked.
“The twenty seventh,”
The antibiotic would be available in Boston on May 1. How long did they have to get there? Unable to focus his thoughts, he gave up trying to do the math. “How many days do we have to get to Boston?” he asked.
“Four.”
Jordan wondered if he could survive four more days. Equally important, could Abby make it that long? She looked like hell.
Jordan sat in a chair, careful to avoid leaning against his back. “You know what I worried about the most before we left the island? We’d get caught in a squall.” He shook his head and closed his eyes and pictured dark storm clouds and roiling whitecaps in his mind. How he would welcome a storm now! Abby said something that he didn’t hear. The breeze rustled his hair, and Jordan grinned, the pain of cracked lips keeping his smile brief.
He drifted into a deep sleep.
 
 
 



 
FOUR DAYS LEFT
 
Jordan had a good view of the angry sea from the towering crests of waves. Overhead, blue-black clouds extended to the horizon. He had sailed into the center of the violent storm. When the skiff slid into the troughs, he held on the best he could, wishing he had tied himself in.
“Jordan!”
Abby?
What was she doing in the boat?
“Wake up!”
Jordan opened his eyes. Abby was shaking him. He blinked. He had instantly recognized his sister’s voice but it took a moment to recognize her face. During his short nap, Abby had grown thinner; she looked so weak and frail.
“We have visitors,” she said and moved to a side window.
Jordan stumbled up from the chair. Through the windows facing east, he saw strokes of pink light painting a cloud bank on the horizon. How long had he slept? He checked his watch. Six o’clock!
“Abby, I’ve been asleep for six hours?”
She put a finger to her lips. “Shhh.” Then, “try eighteen hours.”
“What time is it?” he whispered.
“Six a.m.,” she said, peering out, trying to stay hidden. She motioned him to join her.
Jordan still couldn’t believe that he had slept all this time, half the day and throughout the night.
Seven motorcycles had pulled into the driveway. Several riders dismounted. The others were milling in the vicinity. They included three girls, the knife-wielding Mandy among them, and four boys. All wore leather jackets and grim expressions.
“They’ve come to learn about the antibiotic,” Abby said. “We’ll go to Boston by motorcycle!”
Jordan could see the flag still drooping. Unless the wind picked up soon, Abby’s idea might be their best option. Their only option. But he remained wary of the gang’s intentions.
A skinny girl stayed with the motorcycles, perhaps to guard them, while the rest cut through the side yard and headed toward the beach, gazing at the house as they passed by. He and Abby ducked out of sight.
Abby pointed to a boy lagging the group. “He can barely lift his feet. I bet he’s sick.”
His head was slumping, too. He looked like he might collapse any second.
The kids waded up to their knees, out to the skiff floating in the incoming tide, and started rifling through the supplies, tossing some items aside, carrying others, like bottles of fresh water, to dry land.
Jordan was too stunned to speak. These kids hadn’t come to learn about the antibiotic. They were here to steal from them. He clenched his teeth and spun around, adrenaline coursing through his body. “Abby, I’m going to get the gun.”
Too late.
She was already heading for the door, gun in hand.
Jordan cursed. Everything was happening too fast. Abby didn’t know how to use a gun. He didn’t know how, either, but it was his gun. She had too much of a lead to stop her. He limped after her. The gang members, except for the sick boy, fanned out when they approached. The sick boy was sitting on the damp sand, chin to his chest. Abby had tucked the gun in her waistband at her back, hiding it from their view.
The kids tittered and rolled their eyes, oddly amused at the sight of him and Abby.
One boy who had long greasy hair sprinkled with some type of white powder casually took his knife out. “Is that her?” he asked, pointing the tip of the blade at Abby.
Mandy nodded.
“She won’t last much longer,” a skinny boy, with sticks for arms, said with a smirk. He looked to have on new clothes. In fact, they were all dressed in clothing free of rips and stains. Stick Boy then gestured at Jordan. “He looks even worse.”
“Why are you taking our things?” Abby asked.
Knife Boy grinned. “Because we outnumber you, and we’re stronger.” Several of his cohorts chuckled, leading Jordan to conclude that he was their leader.
Knife Boy took a long swig of water and spit it out. “What’s in there, a dead fish?”
“My brother and I are sick,” Abby said. “We sailed here to get the antibiotic. There’s medicine that will cure us. All of us.”
“We don’t believe you,” Mandy said.
Abby explained about the space germs and the efforts of the CDC. Jordan took note of what she didn’t mention, namely where, when, or how the antibiotic would be distributed.
“How do you know about the CDC?” Knife Boy asked.
“The internet,” Abby replied. “The CDC has a website which they update every day.”
Abby was not a good liar, and Jordan saw that none of the gang members believed her.
“The internet stopped working a year ago,” Mandy said. “Right, Kenny?”
Knife Boy—Kenny—nodded. “Yeah, the power went out a long time ago.”
Jordan stepped forward. “You’re right. But we have a generator. The government ran a marine biology lab on Castine Island. They had a direct internet connection to the CDC. We use one of our generators to power the computer in the lab.”
“Bullshit,” Kenny said and spit. That apparently granted permission for the others to do the same. They all spit, with the exception of Sick Boy.
“We use our other generator to power a soft-serve ice cream machine,” Jordan added.
Kenny snorted. “More bullshit.”
Jordan closed his eyes and pictured Kevin filling cone after cone with vanilla ice-cream in front of the bowling alley, and recalled the sensation of his first lick. “You can’t believe how good it tastes.”
He had spoken with such sincerity and so convincingly that when he opened his eyes he faced expressions of envy.
“What if they really can access the internet?” Mandy said.
“Don’t be gullible,” Kenny scolded.
Abby knelt beside Sick Boy. “Has the rash appeared on your back?” she asked him.
The boy nodded. “It hurts like hell.”
Kenny glared at the boy. “Shut up, Alex.”
“The antibiotic can cure Alex,” Abby said. “The pills can cure all of us. Everyone will get sick when they enter puberty.”
Kenny flipped his knife in the air and caught it by the handle. “So where do we get these pills?”
“We’ll take you to the distribution point,” Abby said. “We’re all stronger as a group. You can help us. We’ll help you.”
“Roll the boat,” Kenny said with a wave of his hand. “Snap the mast.”
Now everything was happening in slow motion. Jordan saw eyes brighten and grins widen at the prospect of rolling over their boat. He saw the members of the gang turn toward the boat and take a step, and then another step. At the same time he watched Abby reach behind her back and remove the gun from her waistband. She took aim at Kenny.
Kenny chuckled. “Nobody has bullets.”
Abby raised the barrel and pulled the trigger. The huge explosion sent out a shockwave. Her arm jerked from the kickback, but she managed to hold onto the gun.
Kenny dropped his knife.
Now what? Jordan thought. Take two motorcycles? He had never ridden one and the same was true for Abby.
Abby then walked up to Mandy and held out the gun to her, handle first. How incredibly stupid could his sister be? Jordan felt himself melt into a puddle and soak into the purple-specked sand. “Take it,” Abby told Mandy. “We want to live as much as you do. You don’t have to fear us. Let’s work together—we have to if we’re going to survive.”
Mandy, as stunned as anyone, took the gun.
Kenny lunged and grabbed it. “There aren’t any more bullets,” he said and aimed at the sun. When he pulled the trigger, the kickback sent the gun flying.
Kenny eyed them, breathing fast and shallow. “Okay, so how do we get this antibiotic?”
Jordan thought his sister was a genius.
 
* * *
 
Abby instructed the kids to drag the skiff onto the beach. If all went well, she hoped that she and Jordan would return here within a week, healthy and with an ample stock of pills, and then sail home to Castine Island.
They had to be careful around Kenny, though. Abby didn’t trust him, fearing that he’d abandon them if he knew the timing and location of the pill distribution. They had to keep it a secret until they arrived at Logan Airport. Abby hated the fact that Kenny had the gun, but she felt her dramatic action had been necessary to capture their attention.
Strangely, Abby trusted Mandy.
Once the kids had secured the boat, Abby told Kenny that she and Jordan would travel with them the following day to get the antibiotic. She didn’t ask him. She told him. Several factors influenced her decision. She and Jordan were weak, hungry, and dehydrated, and a full day and night of rest and nibbling might help to increase their strength. Although several of the kids were quite thin, she assumed they had a safe place to stay and plenty of food and water. Abby also worried about arriving in Boston too early. The CDC had announced that the pills would be available in four days. It was impossible to know what they’d find at the airport in Boston: tens of thousands of survivors shoving and pushing, or lining up peacefully, or hardly any kids at all. The trip to Boston from Maine should take no more than several hours, and she would be pleased to get there three days early. Abby considered that abandoned vehicles might clog the roads. But what better way to navigate around obstacles than by motorcycle?
“Tomorrow, huh?” Kenny said in an agitated tone, apparently not accustomed to taking orders.
Abby ignored him and turned to Mandy. “Will you take us to your place? We need food and water.”
Mandy fidgeted, apparently not accustomed to making decisions in Kenny’s presence.
Kenny stepped forward, asserting his authority. “Let’s go,” he said. They all moved to the motorcycles parked in the driveway, except for Alex, who remained on the beach.
Abby looked back at the boy suffering from the advanced stages of the illness—only slightly worse off than she and Jordan— and wondered who was going to help him.
“Don’t worry,” Mandy said, reading the concern in Abby’s eyes. “We’ll send someone back for Alex’s motorcycle.”
“His motorcycle! What about him?”
Mandy shrugged. “Once the rash appears on your back, you don’t live long.”
Kenny butted into the conversation. “Now what’s the problem?”
“You can’t leave Alex,” Abby said.
“Sure we can. He’ll wash away in the tide.”
Abby felt the urge to punch Kenny, but even if she had all her strength, what good would that do? Instead, she had to outthink and outsmart him. She shrugged to feign indifference. “Jordan and I will stay with him.” Abby saw Jordan’s jaw drop. She knew the risk she was taking, but she couldn’t leave Alex.
“How will you get the pills?” Kenny asked.
“We’ll find a way,” Abby said with a smile and gestured to Jordan to return with her to Alex’s side.
“Get Alex,” Kenny barked to an underling.
Abby had figured correctly. Kenny wanted the antibiotic as badly as they did.
Kenny paired Abby with Mandy, and Jordan with a sour-faced girl named Jerry. They mounted the motorcycles.
Kenny led the procession north on Route 1, a road the Leigh family had taken many times on their way from Cambridge to the ferry terminal in Portland. The wheels in front of her kicked up grit and grime that stung Abby’s face. She prayed Jordan had enough strength to keep his arms wrapped around Jerry’s waist. It would be tragic for her brother to survive crossing the strait, half way to their goal, only to fall off the back of a motorcycle.
On both sides of Route 1 store windows were broken. Some buildings had burned to the ground. Abby saw a pack of dogs trotting across the charred remains of a gas station. Cars sat at various angles in every lane. Most contained the corpses of drivers and passengers, undisturbed since the night of the purple moon. A mummified driver sat tall and erect behind the wheel at one intersection as if he were waiting for the light to change.
Here the convoy turned left and then took the first right, approaching a barricade constructed of washing machines, refrigerators, tires, and cinderblocks. The motorcycles formed a line and passed through the opening.
The gang occupied two neighboring houses on a tree-lined side street. The kids dismounted, and Mandy led Abby and Jordan into the house on the left. Curious faces peered at them from the shadows.
“Tony died last week,” Mandy said matter-of-factly to explain the filthy bed and heaps of dirty laundry piled high in the bedroom where Abby and Jordan would stay.
A strong odor of urine permeated the room, and some type of white powder dusted the floor. Abby opened the window for fresh air. Newly unfurled spring leaves, close enough to touch, twisted in the wind. Now the breeze picks up, she thought.
Abby planned to remove the dirty sheet, but Jordan had already collapsed on the bed and was fast asleep.
She was bone tired and ached for sleep herself, but she went downstairs, wanting to learn more about these kids. She feared that she and Jordan were in grave danger and the more she knew about them the better.
“How about a tour?” Abby asked Mandy.
Mandy agreed and led her into the kitchen. The mysterious white powder was on this floor, too. They were alone, standing next to the greasy countertop.
“Kenny says you can’t access the internet.” Mandy said. “But I believe you.”
Abby stepped closer, ready to do something far riskier than handing over the gun. She was about to bet her life that truth and honesty would forge a bond of trust and friendship. “We don’t have internet access—I mean we used to, but we haven’t for a long time. The CDC gives reports on the radio. The FM station is 98.5. We didn’t tell you because if Kenny finds out where to get the antibiotic, we’re afraid he won’t take us.”
Mandy eyed her for several long seconds. “You’re right,” she said with a nod. “Be careful around him.”
The conversation ended when a scrawny girl with ratty hair and a new pair of jeans entered the kitchen.
Mandy escorted Abby throughout the downstairs. “Twenty of us are still alive,” she began. “We started out with twenty-eight. Most of us were in the same seventh-grade class. A couple of sixth-graders joined us.”
Several empty cans with sharp lids were on the floor, making it a dangerous place to crawl. “How many babies live here?” Abby asked.
“Kenny says they’re too hard to take care of.”
Had she heard Mandy correctly?
“There are twenty-seven of us on Castine Island,” Abby said. “Chloe is fourteen months old. Clive is a month older.” She told Mandy all about the mansion and their nightly meetings and how they shared duties. “Even my three-year old sister has a job. Her name’s Toucan.”
Mandy pointed to a portable propane stove. “We use it to melt snow,” she said.
Abby thought it strange that Mandy showed no interest in how they lived on Castine Island.
“During the summer,” Mandy continued, “we bathe in the harbor. Once the ocean gets too cold, we switch to cornstarch. If you sprinkle it over your body, it absorbs the odors and oil from your skin.”
So the white powder on the floors was corn starch.
“How come everyone seems to be wearing new clothes?” Abby asked.
Mandy paused. “Oh, there’s a Target store close by.”
They stepped outside and Mandy gestured across the street. “We go to the bathroom over there.”
“We use our backyard,” Abby said. “We built a fence to keep the coyotes away.”
“Coyotes?” Mandy’s eyes widened, finally interested in something about the island. “We have to worry about other gangs. If they catch you, they’ll take the clothes off your back.”
Abby felt her eyebrows lifting. “Like you wanted to do to me,” she said to herself.
The gang’s most prized possessions were their motorcycles. “Kenny’s older brother sold motorcycles,” Mandy said. “Kenny taught all of us how to ride.”
The question had been on the tip of Abby’s tongue and now she asked it. “If Kenny says babies are too hard to take care of, what happened to them? Some of you must have had younger brothers and sisters who survived.”
Mandy gave her a cold stare. “You live on a little island. All you have to worry about are a few coyotes. We had riots. Thousands of kids starved. It was kill or be killed. It’s great that you have your nurseries and your nightly meetings, but we couldn’t have done that kind of thing here.”
“What happened to the babies, Mandy?”
Mandy’s expression of anger briefly gave way to sadness. She narrowed her eyes again and stared at Abby with hatred. About to speak, she shook her head and stormed away.
Abby stood alone on the porch for a while, the strong breeze ruffling her hair. She finally went inside and trudged up the stairs, furious at Mandy but even angrier with herself. Why couldn’t she have kept her big mouth shut?
 
 
 



 
THREE DAYS LEFT
 
Abby’s eyes shot open when Jordan groaned in pain. He was on the other side of the mattress. She watched him, but he made no further sounds.
The sky had lightened but she couldn’t tell if the sun had risen because of the cloud cover. The leaves on the tree outside the window rustled in a strong breeze. Abby imagined them harnessing the wind in the skiff and sailing into Boston Harbor, right up to the end of the airport runway, where doctors met them with bags of pills.
“I’m so cold,” Jordan said through chattering teeth.
Abby quickly dismissed her fantasy to care for her brother. She had awoken earlier in the night to find him shivering and covered him with a blanket. He had screamed when it brushed against his back, letting Abby know how far his rash had advanced. Now she pulled the blanket just over his legs.
Abby recalled her heated exchange with Mandy. She did not regret what she had said but how she had said it. What Mandy had said was true. Abby had no idea of the horrors the mainland kids faced in the days and weeks after the purple moon. No matter what they had faced, though, Abby would always believe they should have cared for the babies.
Abby also wondered if Mandy had betrayed her trust, telling Kenny about the CDC radio station. Kenny would dump them in a second. If the gang traveled to Boston without them, perhaps she and Jordan could resume sailing. Prepare for anything and everything, Abby told herself.
She got out of bed and tried to get Jordan up. Feverish and glassy-eyed, he rolled over and closed his eyes. She asked him nicely and then ordered him in her bossiest tone and then finally pleaded. Words weren’t working. She dragged his legs and arms closer to the edge, but he always pulled them back. She considered poking his back. She’d do anything to save her brother’s life, even if meant inflicting pain.
Abby first decided to try one more thing and spoke one of her brother’s popular refrains. “Never give up, right?”
These words worked! They inspired him to not only rise, but to make it all the way to the first floor.
The residents were eating granola bars and cereal with soda. They poured the soda over the cereal. When the Leigh children received no offers of food, Abby looked around and found a can half-filled with cherry soda. She took a small sip and tried to get Jordan to drink some but he turned his head away.
Kenny announced that they would leave at nine o’clock and ordered Mandy and Jerry and Sam to accompany him. “Watch her,” he said to Mandy, referring to Abby. Abby thought that it would be difficult for Mandy to watch her since she had yet to make eye contact with her. Sam was the skinny kid who Jordan had nicknamed ‘Stick Boy.’ Stick Boy, sour-faced Jerry, angry Mandy, and King Kenny—some crew, Abby thought.
At nine o’clock Abby, Jordan, Mandy, Jerry, and Sam assembled outside. A heavy mist was bleeding from the overcast sky. Abby guessed the temperature was in the fifties. Tiny droplets clung to her like wet feathers and chilled her. Nobody offered jackets to her or Jordan, even though she suspected they had a huge pile of them, likely taken off the backs of weaker kids.
No one from either of the neighboring houses ventured out to wish them luck. Abby didn’t understand these kids.
“Where’s Kenny?” she asked the trio at ten o’clock. “We’ve already wasted an hour.”
They ignored her.
Kenny was making a point of who was in charge by making them wait. Agitated, Abby labored inside to confront him. A girl with sad eyes, moaning in pain, sat on the stairs. Abby felt her forehead and then gave her three Advil tablets. There was more than enough cherry soda still in the can for the girl to swallow them.
She gently touched the girl’s arm. “What’s your name?”
“Alison. Thank you.”
“I’m Abby. You’re going to be fine, Alison. You’ll get the antibiotic in a few days. Try to rest up.”
She wrinkled her brow. “The what?”
“The pills that kill space germs,” Abby said. “Did anyone tell you about the medicine?”
She shook her head.
Just then Kenny walked up to them and gestured dismissively to Alison. “Go up to your room.”
Alison slunk away like a frightened dog.
“She’s dying,” Abby said, stunned. “Knowing about the medicine would have given her hope.”
Kenny smiled slyly. “Information is power.” He bent down to tie his shoelace. “I’m not stupid. I know we’re going to Boston.”
“Of course we are,” Abby said, filling with panic. Had Mandy told him about the CDC broadcast? She hoped that Kenny was guessing, bluffing. “Boston is the biggest city around,” she added. “But you don’t know where in Boston.”
“Let’s go,” he grumbled, his dark eyes narrowing at her.
Abby took a deep breath to slow her racing heart. Kenny had yet to step outside his filthy house and he was already making trouble.
She returned outside and looped a piece of rope around Jordan and Jerry’s waists, essentially tying them together. Getting a dirty look from Jerry was a small price to pay for making sure that Jordan wouldn’t fall off the back of the motorcycle.
Kenny chuckled. “Hey, if he falls off, it’ll save you a lot of trouble. He’s not going to last much longer anyway.”
Abby fumed silently, reminding herself that several hours from now she would never have to see his face again.
The motorcycles rode in a column. Kenny, in the lead, turned onto Route 95 and headed south on the four-lane highway. Cars littered every lane, lying angled against the guard rail, some nosing over the embankment, a few had flipped over. Jack-knifed eighteen-wheelers lay on their sides. Some trucks had veered off the highway, leaving snapped trees in their wakes.
Abby wrestled her attention away from this metal graveyard when she spotted five cars driving north on the opposite side of the highway.
She pointed and shouted in Mandy’s ear. “Where are they going?”
She received no response.
Abby didn’t care that Mandy was ignoring her. They were on their way, she thought, the final leg of the journey. That’s all that mattered.
They rode past a concrete embankment which had ‘GOD IS ALIVE’ written in purple spray paint next to an image of the streaking comet. Abby wondered if some kids were worshiping the comet as an all-powerful being.
Further on, they passed over the green iron suspension bridge that connected Maine and New Hampshire, once a landmark for the Leigh family. Their home in Cambridge was ninety minutes from the bridge.
The motorcycles skirted through the Hampton tollbooths. Several miles beyond the tolls, tents and makeshift shelters were scattered in the fields and woods. Abby tapped Mandy and pointed again. Smoke curled up from campfires as curious kids, some as young as two or three years old, gawked at the riders flying by. Hope welled inside of Abby that some kids were living peacefully. As they continued, the number of dwellings increased. Laundry hung out to dry on clotheslines strung between trees. A field had been tilled, ready for planting. All of the motorcycles slowed to avoid chickens scurrying in the road.
Abby’s tears flowed freely as she witnessed what she had always believed existed on the mainland—a community where kids farmed, raised animals, took care of the young, a fledgling society, much like the one they’d started back on Castine Island.
They approached the Merrimack River, the border between New Hampshire and Massachusetts. The river formed in the White Mountains of New Hampshire and emptied into the sea at Plum Island, Massachusetts. As they crossed the bridge over the river, shelters lined both banks for as far as Abby could see. That made sense. The river was a lifeline of fresh water. A flotilla of canoes paddled down the middle.
But why were no other vehicles heading south? Here and everywhere Abby was certain that kids entering puberty were dying by the thousands every week. There should have been a mass exodus to Boston, kids walking, driving, riding bicycles, even crawling toward the pills that offered them life over death.
There was only one explanation, she thought. Perhaps some kids on the mainland knew about the CDC’s efforts, but most did not.
Abby decided that after she and Jordan acquired the pills, she would spread the word to them. The river kids and those camped in the woods and fields could go to Portland in early June, or to Boston if more pills were still available, but first she and her brother had to save their own lives.
About five miles beyond the river, Kenny pulled to the side of the road and signaled the others to stop. “Bathroom break,” he called out.
Abby climbed off Mandy’s motorcycle and untied the rope around Jordan’s waist. As she helped him off the back of Jerry’s motorcycle, his legs wobbled and he crumpled to the ground.
“Oops,” Kenny said.
Abby bit her lip to keep from saying something she’d regret. She didn’t bite it hard enough. “Kenny, you believe babies are too much work to care for? How long did they live? What did you do with them?”
Mandy’s hand shot to her mouth.
“Do your business,” Kenny growled to Mandy and the others. He spit and said to Abby, “You’re lucky you live on an island. You wouldn’t have lasted ten minutes on the mainland.”
Abby had said enough.
She knelt beside Jordan, who mumbled something unintelligible, delirious with fever. “Hang in there, Jordie,” she said and pushed an Advil pill into his mouth. He coughed it out.
Abby hid behind a bush to pee. She’d only had a tiny sip of soda over the past eighteen hours, but the urge to go was constant. Squatting, she watched with concern as Kenny walked over to her brother. She wouldn’t put it past him to hurt Jordan as payback for her comment.
But Kenny did just the opposite. He signaled Jerry to bring over a bottle of water. He unscrewed the cap and held it to Jordan’s lips. Incredibly, Kenny seemed to have a good side to him. They were having a conversation.
Suddenly Kenny stood and pumped his fist. “Logan Airport!” he shouted. “Let’s roll.”
The gang members scurried to their motorcycles.
Abby realized that Kenny had somehow tricked Jordan into revealing their destination. She pulled up her pants and the ground started spinning. Abby toppled sideways from dizziness. With her heart thumping wildly and her cheek pressed against the dirt, she watched the gang roar off.
 
* * *
 
Jordan dropped his chin to his chest and felt a searing pain as his weakened neck muscles stretched. “If my head snaps off,” he said to himself, “so what? I don’t care.”
“It wasn’t your fault, Jordan.” Abby stood a few feet away, staring despondently down the highway.
Her voice startled him, and he wondered if he had spoken his thoughts.
“Just leave me here,” he said, exhausted and depressed.
Jordan cursed to himself for giving up the secret that he and Abby had been guarding so carefully.
“They’re sending the antibiotic by ship,” Kenny had told him.
The words swam around his feverish brain. Antibiotic? Ship?
“Jordan,” Kenny continued, “we need to go to the docks.”
“Docks” he said, confused. “No, don’t go to the docks. We’re supposed to go to Logan Airport.”
Jordan pictured Kenny still laughing at him as the gang had roared off on their motorcycles.
He cursed again for acting like a gullible ten-year-old. Jordan spotted the Advil tablet he’d spit out on the ground earlier, but made no effort to retrieve it. What good was taking it? His chance of reaching Boston, of seeing Toucan, of holding Emily again, had been lost. He’d die on the highway, halfway between his two homes, Castine Island and Cambridge.
But Abby must continue! He had no idea how, but she had to try.
“Please, keep going,” he begged.
“Jordan, I’m not leaving you.”
“Start walking. Someone will pick you up. Get the pills and go back to Portland. You know how to sail now.”
Abby moved behind him and he felt her finger poke between his shoulder blades. White light exploded in his brain. Every nerve ending in his body burst into flames. The tsunami of pain shot from his toes to the tip of his tongue, penetrating bone and eardrum, grinding him to dust. Gradually, the pain lessened, and he huffed to catch his breath.
“Say that one more time,” Abby said, “and I’ll poke you harder. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. ”
“What I said about you being kind—I take it back!”
“Jordan, we’re going to Boston if I have to carry you.”
From her tone she was serious. He draped an arm over her shoulder and hobbled beside her. After five feet they both knew they had to try something different.
They settled down in the fast lane, Jordan on his side, Abby sitting cross-legged. It was three thirty in the afternoon, the sky clear, a gorgeous spring day on the mainland. Dogwood blossoms shot up like pink fountains in the stand of oak and maple trees growing in the median strip between the north and south lanes of Route 95.
“Go to the river,” Jordan told her, talking in spurts, afraid she’d poke him again. “Get help, come back.”
Abby lowered her eyes. “How long do you think it would take me to walk there? All night?”
“Someone will drive by soon,” he said optimistically.
“If they do, they won’t stop.” Slumping forward, Abby’s posture signaled defeat.
“Now you’re the one feeling sorry for yourself!” he said and waited for a reaction.
Abby slumped lower.
“People are good, right?” he said. “That’s what you believe.”
“Not anymore,” she said grimly.
Two hours passed. Once it looked to Jordan like blood was dripping from Abby’s freckled cheeks. He wondered if he was hallucinating. Should he tell her? He reached out, and thankfully the blood disappeared before his hand brushed her cheek. She remained motionless. Abby, he realized, had given up.
At that moment they heard a car approaching, but it was heading north, on the other side of the median strip. Jordan was too weak to stand, and Abby didn’t even try to signal it.
In the powdery gray of dusk, Jordan pointed out a car about a quarter mile away. No doubt it had sat there for a year, since the night of the purple moon, and held one or more corpses. “Abby, maybe you can start it and we can drive to Boston.”
He thought the odds of her starting the engine were slim. No, the odds were zero. “Never give up,” he whispered through gritted teeth.
“Jordan, the space dust killed adults at night. If they were driving, they had their headlights on. The battery is dead.”
He was exhausted and it killed his parched throat to speak, but he drew on his well of stubbornness and kept arguing. “Some batteries last a long time.”
She shook her head. “Not that long. Anyway, kids probably siphoned the gas from the tank.”
“I bet they skipped over that car.”
“They didn’t,” she said and lay on her side.
The sun set and the temperature dropped. Jordan couldn’t stop shaking. He huddled close to Abby and put his arm around her. Searing pain radiated from his rash, but he suffered in silence, feeling less afraid when he was next to her.
“They have plenty of food,” she said.
“Who has food?”
“They can fish from the rocks. Soon the garden will produce vegetables. If they get over their squeamishness, they can eat the rabbits Emily and Tim are raising.”
Jordan had never seen his sister act like this. She was ready to die. Fighting sleep, he tried to think what to do. The car was their only hope. Slowly, an idea slowly took shape.
He pointed toward the dark shape in the distance. “Abby, if that car has a standard transmission, you can pop the clutch to start it.”
“Ninety-nine percent of cars have automatic transmissions,” she replied in a lifeless tone.
“So there’s a one percent chance it’s a standard!”
“How am I supposed to roll it? I can hardly move you.”
“It might be on a hill.”
“The highway is flat,” she said. “You’re hallucinating again.”
“Maybe I am. But I’m not giving up like you are!”
With blank and tired eyes, she said, “I’m just being realistic.”
“Okay, then do it for Toucan!”
He’d hoped that would stir her, light a fire, encourage her to fight on, but she just looked right through him.
“Emily can raise her,” she said. “Sorry, Jordan, I can’t.”
“Abby, I’m going to start that car.” Preparing to stand, he assumed a crawling position. But his elbows gave out and the ground came up quickly. No, the other way around—his face plowed into pebbles and grit. His head started spinning. Too dizzy to walk and too weak to crawl, he’d move on his belly like a worm. He pushed his arms forward, dug his fingertips into the dirt, and pulled.
“Jordan, what are you doing?”
“Get out of my way, Abby.”
Each torturous effort gained him mere centimeters. He had made it about six inches when she crouched beside him.
“Jordan, tell me how to pop a clutch.”
 
 
 



 
TWO DAYS LEFT
 
It took Abby more than two hours to reach the car, now past midnight. She thought of the car as ‘Jordan’s fantasy.’ But her brother had been right about one thing. She had given up. Had he not made an effort to crawl here, she might have closed her eyes for a final time.
Moonlight glinted on the door handle. She opened the door and reached tentatively into the pitch blackness until her fingers came in contact with a wool sweater. She felt the driver’s bony shoulder beneath it. She couldn’t tell if it were a man or woman. She fumbled her hand down the driver’s side and to the leg, continuing until her fingers tangled in a pant cuff. It was a man. Then she found the gas and brake pedals. Sadly, there was no clutch. This car was an automatic. She turned the key in the ignition just in case the battery was still good. As she had expected, the battery was dead.
Abby clambered up and began walking toward the exit ramp, away from Jordan, with one goal: take a step forward. She stepped forward. That goal accomplished, she set her next goal. Take another step.
She was searching for an improbable set of circumstances: A car with a standard transmission on an incline. Oh yeah, and with a full tank of gas, too, or otherwise she wouldn’t get very far.
Deathly ill, she was on a wild goose chase that offered their last and only hope… step, step, step.
Before she had left Jordan, she made him promise that if a car stopped for him, he was to go with them. Secretly, Abby hoped that Mandy would return. Kenny, Jerry, and Sam had definitely forgotten about her and Jordan. She still carried the hope that Mandy was different.
About an hour later, now off the highway, the sweet perfume of grass pulled her to an overgrown lawn. Standing in grass up to her knees, stars above, a tingly sensation moved from her fingertips to forearms, toes to calves, forearms to shoulders, calves to thighs. Warmth filled her to the core and poured into her extremities. An incredible sense of peace radiated out from her heart. Abby curled up in a nest of tall grass and felt her body melting into the earth.
Abby pounded the ground with her fists and made an ugly, primitive sound deep in her throat. She raked her fingers across her face and pictured Toucan. She fought to get to her knees and finally made it to her feet.
She moved on. Step. Step. Step. Never give up.
Her swollen tongue crowded her mouth like a sock. Abby desperately needed water. Remembering Kevin’s crazy idea, she entered a house and found the bathroom, but over the winter expanding ice must have cracked the porcelain. She stared at the shattered toilet. It was bone dry.
On the move again, the woods seemed to come alive with the buzz of spring peeper frogs. Perhaps her fever was making her ears ring.
The temperature was dropping fast, and she hoped Jordan had covered himself with the ferns she had picked for him. Abby forced her brother from her mind. An empty mind was best.
Abby passed four more cars, all automatics, before the miracle appeared. As her heart thumped wildly, her fingertips grazed the smooth, sleek shape of the sports car. The windows were up, and opening the driver’s side door was like cracking a coffin lid. She clamped her mouth shut against the immediate gagging. Praying silently, Abby sought out a stick shift.
Yes! This car had a standard transmission! A clutch!
But one huge, devastating problem remained: gravity. The car was on level ground. Unable to budge the vehicle, Abby moved on.
The sky lightened. Ahead, halfway up a steep hill, Abby spotted a shape she recognized well—a Volkswagen Beetle. Her small steps shrank to tiny shuffles up the never-ending incline. She struggled to keep her eyes open. Dawn revealed so many inviting places to rest.
To stop, she thought, is to die.
The sun was up when she reached the yellow VW Beetle. She peered through the window and sighed in joy at the sight of the stick shift, this time keeping her emotions more in check. Something—no, ten million things—could still go wrong.
Abby opened the door and took a step back to let fresh air inside. The driver wore a blazer with a tag pinned to the lapel. HELLO, MY NAME IS… He had printed WILSON in primary blue magic marker.
“Wilson,” she said, an exhausted smile breaking over her face, “I need to borrow your car.”
 
* * *
 
Jordan stood in the fast lane, fearing that if he sat down he would never regain his feet again. A car might pass by and the driver wouldn’t see him.
His heart pounded when he heard a car in the distance, and once more he rehearsed what he would say. First he’d inform the driver about the antibiotic distribution. Then he’d ask him or her for a ride, as well as to search for Abby before they drove to Boston. If the driver wouldn’t help look for his sister, he would stay put. Despite the pact he had made with Abby, he could never abandon her.
The car was heading north, the wrong way. He tried to shout, but the only sound he made was a pathetic croak. He watched the flash through the trees. Dejected, Jordan collapsed on the ground.
 
* * *
 
This time gravity was Abby’s friend—Wilson’s car was on a steep hill. But she had another problem. To pop the clutch, the car needed to be rolling forward. Yet the nose of the Beetle was facing uphill. For her to turn the car around, she would have to spin the wheel hard left, roll back until perpendicular to the hill, and then get out and push the vehicle. If she could inch it forward, gravity would do the rest. If she failed, she would keep Wilson company forever.
She dragged Wilson’s body to the side of the road.
Abby discovered a six-pack of beer on the passenger seat, a special brew of purple beer made to commemorate the comet. She cracked open a can and took a sip, letting it coat her swollen tongue. With morbid humor she realized that this was her first beer ever, and she was about to drive.
Abby took a deep breath and reviewed the steps required to make a reverse three-point turn. “Step on brake,” she said out loud. “Depress clutch with left foot. Release emergency brake.” She couldn’t remember what to do next, as if her fever had fried the brain cells holding this crucial information. “Think Abby!” The words tumbled out. “Shift into neutral. Spin wheel hard to the left. Ease back on the brake.”
It was now or never.
She followed the sequence of steps, and the car swung around. She stomped on the brake. Abby couldn’t recall the last time something had worked so well. She had been smart and lucky to stop where she did, too, a deep drainage ditch was mere inches from the back wheels.
Poised by the open door, ready to push the car and hop in, Abby recalled Jordan’s instructions. Pump the gas once. Turn the ignition key on. Depress the clutch. Shift into second. Wait until the car is rolling fast. Pop the clutch. Then quickly step on the gas and depress the clutch.
With one hand on the wheel, feet planted firmly, Abby pushed for all she was worth.
 
* * *
 
Jordan was lying on his side when an engine whined in the distance. He might be hearing things again, or the car might again be traveling north. “Never give up,” he told the chirping birds and once more began the exhausting journey to his feet.
He rolled onto his belly, dragged his right knee forward, then his left, and placed both palms flat on the ground. He pushed, raising himself higher, and held this position like a crooked praying mantis. He gazed up the highway. The sound grew louder, but no car appeared heading his way, which probably meant it was across the median strip driving north, or maybe it was just a hallucination.
He clenched his teeth, fighting the urge to give in, to give up, to quit and die. He arched higher, screaming in pain as a sensation of boiling oil gushed down his back. He huffed until his mind was clear. Then he concentrated on his next sequence of moves: left knee forward, plant foot, and stand. With every muscle spent, he realized he had only one attempt to stand left in him. Jordan leaped for the sky. His legs wobbled and millimeter by millimeter he struggled in slow motion to his feet. He teetered, straightened, and finally stood tall, rejoicing in one of the greatest accomplishments of his life.
Despair nearly toppled him as he heard the shifting gears climb the musical scale, but he still saw no car coming his way.
Suddenly, from the other direction, a cheerful-looking yellow Volkswagen pulled up beside him. The car had been driving north in the southbound lanes.
Abby beeped twice.
 
* * *
 
Heading down Route 95 at fifteen miles per hour to conserve gas, Abby maneuvered through an endless obstacle course of cars, trucks, and pot holes. She hit a small bump and Jordan grunted in the back seat. In the rear-view mirror, she saw that his eyes were closed.
The gas needle pointed at empty. From her experience driving on the island, she knew that when the needle first pointed to empty, a tank usually had two gallons of gas left. If the Beetle got twenty-five miles to the gallon, they could make it to the airport, just barely. Their lives depended on ‘usually’ and ‘if’.
They passed the highway sign--RT 93 NORTH AND SOUTH, NEXT EXIT. Now they were less than twenty miles from their destination. If nothing crazy happened, they would arrive at Logan Airport within one hour.
Crazy happened. Two eighteen wheelers blocked the exit onto Route 93. Closer to Boston, Abby would know back roads to the airport, but she knew of no alternate route from here. Not about to let these trucks stand in their way, she left the car idling to inspect the situation. The driver in one cab rested his elbow—bleached white from the elements—out the window. The trucks angled in a V with daylight showing between their two ends. A motorcycle would pass through the gap with ease. Abby no longer harbored anger at Kenny and his gang. She was too exhausted to feel anything. The Beetle just might be able to sneak through the gap. And if they became wedged? The truck driver’s bleached arm bone foretold their future.
Abby put the Beetle into first gear, and immediately stalled. She moved the stick into neutral, held her breath, and turned the key. The engine miraculously fired up. She slowly rounded the closest cab and entered the aluminum canyon. Dark shadows pooled beneath the truck underbellies. With sweaty palms and a racing heart, she inched toward the light. The passenger side mirror snapped off, but she cleared the gap with less than an inch to spare on her side.
Abby breathed a huge sigh of relief. Clearing the gap was a good omen, the final gateway to their destination. Nothing would stop them now.
Four miles from Boston, the saw-tooth city skyline came into view. Abby made out the two tallest buildings, the Prudential Building and the Hancock Tower, and the one most familiar to her, the Boston Company Building where her mother had worked on the thirtieth floor.
Abby saw a silver dot in the eastern sky and watched in awe as it slowly grew in size. She trembled with excitement, realizing it was a jet with blinking lights, loaded with antibiotics! Other dots appeared, also swelling as they neared. The lead one lowered its landing gear and banked gracefully on its final descent into Logan Airport.
“Jordan!” she cried.
There was no response.
Let him sleep, she thought.
Abby drove onto the Leonard Zakim Bridge over the Charles River Basin. The tunnel to the airport was just beyond the bridge. Tears of pride filled her eyes. They had made it. She and Jordan had overcome so many obstacles, had survived danger after danger as a team. They were finally here.
The loud beep startled her. A red warning light flashed before her: PLEASE REFUEL.
Abby bit her lip, desperately hoping they could make the last few miles. They were so close. So very close!
With the bridge behind them, Abby blinked in shock. Kids by the thousands were filtering into the airport tunnel on foot. It would be impossible to drive any further.
Should she join the march? Abby doubted she had strength to walk all the way to the airport from here. Jordan could not make it for sure. Anyway, she wouldn’t leave him alone in the car.
Suddenly she had an idea: Abby would drive to Mel’s house in Cambridge. Her friend would care for Jordan while she went to the airport. Or perhaps Mel would go to the airport while Abby stayed with Jordan.
But what if Mel had already joined the masses heading there? Abby remembered what the CDC robot had said: send one representative from your group. She was certain someone would be at Mel’s house—maybe not her friend, but someone.
The gas-warning tone sounded again. Her plan set, Abby made a three-point turn and headed to Cambridge.
 
* * *
 
Jordan rested one hand on the tiller and held Emily’s hand with his other. They were out of sight of land. The wind was steady from the southeast, skies clear.
He had never seen Emily look so pretty, or so sad.
“Jordan, we should head home,” she said.
“Home?” he replied, smiling. “The ocean is my home!”
“We’re home.”
That was Abby’s voice!
“We’re home,” his sister said again. “Wake up!”
He blinked. Abby peered at him from the cramped seat of some strange car.
“We’re in Cambridge,” she said.
He slowly remembered her pushing him into the yellow Volkswagen, and flopping into the back seat. He remembered each bump of the ride taking his breath away.
“Cambridge, Massachusetts?” he asked in disbelief.
She gave him a big nod. “Pearl Street. I stopped at Mel’s house. Mel Ladwick! My best friend. Jordan, she’s alive! Her house was locked, but there was laundry hanging in the yard. She’s probably on her way to the airport to get the pills. I left a note telling her that we’re here. You’re going to stay here while I get the antibiotics.”
Jordan couldn’t imagine Abby going anywhere. While her voice sounded bright and upbeat, she looked shockingly frail.
“We should stick together,” he said.
“You’re staying here!”
Jordan was too weak to argue.
When she lifted his shirt to check on his rash, he clenched his teeth to keep from screaming.
“It’s looking much better,” she said.
Abby was a terrible liar.
After struggling to get out of the car, Jordan couldn’t believe he was really standing before 1124 Pearl Street, the home where he had spent the first eleven years of his life. Yellow daffodils growing in front of the shrubs were welcoming him home. He peered up at the steep steps. As a kid, he had viewed these stairs as a mighty mountain. Now, twelve going on thirteen, the climb appeared no less daunting.
Abby helped him climb the steps. Near the top, he stumbled, and both nearly tumbled backwards.
The glass in the front door was broken and they entered through the unlocked door. Abby stopped at the threshold and gasped in shock. He felt the same as she did, awful. They’d seen ransacked homes before, but not their home.
Abby took his hand and led him into the kitchen. Dirty plates were scattered everywhere. Empty cans and jars littered the floor. The fridge door was ajar. Jordan choked up. Their mother had been the neatest, most organized person on the planet, and he hated what had become of their house.
“Please take me to the living room,” he said, dejected.
Relieved to leave the mess, Jordan eased onto the couch, and Abby lowered him to his side. A painting of Castine Island harbor hung on the wall. It reminded him of his dream, and the dream reminded him of the girl he loved.
Abby placed a can onto the table next to him, which he thought she said was beer, and then she planted a kiss on his forehead. “I’ll be back soon.”
The kiss from his sister was a first.
If she had said anything else to him, he didn’t remember it. Next he heard her footfalls on the steps as she was leaving. Soon the Beetle started up and drove away, the engine fading into the silence.
Jordan shut his eyes and felt a strong breeze on his face.
 
* * *
 
A mile from her home, Abby pulled to a stop on the Salt and Pepper Bridge that crossed over the Charles River, connecting Cambridge to Boston. Crowds of kids packed every lane and she was unable to drive any further.
She scanned their faces, looking for Mel, for her second best friend, Steph, for any acquaintance. They were all strangers, many with blank expressions, some appearing as close to death as she was. She turned off the engine. Wilson’s car had gotten her this far, and she would have to make it the rest of the way walking. She joined the silent procession.
Kids trickled in from side streets, swelling the human river that flowed down Storrow Drive, a main artery leading to the airport tunnel. Abby thought that most of the kids were seven and older, though some might have been as young as three years old. One toddler, who looked a little like Toucan, rode atop an older boy’s shoulders. Abby didn’t see any babies.
Abby’s legs felt like they each weighed two hundred pounds each, and her whole body throbbed with blinding pain.
After walking for hours, she realized that a small hand had latched onto her finger. The boy was six or seven, a cross between Danny and Barry. He sprouted a cowlick and had bright devilish eyes.
“What’s your name?” she said, weakly gaining a better grip of his cool hand.
He grinned. “Timmy.”
“You want to stay together, Timmy?”
He gave her a big nod.
She and Timmy reached the tunnel at dusk. It was pitch dark and tightly packed inside. Sporadic cries of panic and pain punctuated the stuffy silence. Condensation dripped from the ceiling and the panting breaths of thousands seemed to use up all the oxygen. The colder night cooled Abby’s face, while from the neck down she sweltered. Timmy’s head barely came up to her chest, and she worried about his ability to breathe.
Later, swept along by the crowd, the grind of bodies started pulling Timmy away from her. Abby held onto his hand until she feared she might yank his arm from its socket. She let go.
“Timmy,” she cried. “Timmy!”
Anonymous cries of panic and pain were the only responses.
The sorrow of another loss crushed her. Even though they had hardly spoken, Abby had grown incredibly fond of Timmy. Her legs then gave out, but she didn’t crumple to the ground. She remained erect, propped up and propelled forward by the crowd.
 
 
 



 
THE FINAL DAY
 
Jordan awoke in the dark and glanced at his watch. The first of May was five minutes old. Scientists were passing out the pills today. Perhaps they had already handed some out. He hoped that Abby had taken the antibiotic and the space germs were dying by the millions inside of her. Perhaps she was even on her way back with pills for him and everyone else on the island.
He thought how those lucky enough to get the pills would view their lives in two parts: before the antibiotic and after the antibiotic. For many, today was the turning point, a rebirth. For others, it would simply be too late.
He listened for Abby’s footsteps, for the unique sound of the Volkswagen, but he heard only the ticking of his watch. He unbuckled the wristband and placed the watch on the table. Time was running short.
He clambered stiffly up from the couch and guided by memories, moved deliberately to the mahogany buffet in the dining room. His hands reached for the middle drawer. He found the handle. The soft clink of metal on metal brought a small smile. From the moment Toucan had been able to walk, she flipped the handles to make that sound. Jordan opened the drawer.
He felt a twisted rubber band holding a deck of cards together. There was a roll of tokens for the Hampton tolls. Paperclips, batteries, a key, a can opener, chalk and crayons for Toucan. It was into this drawer that his family crammed its bits and pieces. Way in the back, Jordan discovered what he was looking for, a candle and a butane lighter.
Jordan wedged the end of the lit candle into the bathroom sink drain and gingerly lifted his shirt, peering over his shoulder at the mirror. As had happened to billions before him, the space germs were eating him alive.
Jordan climbed the stairs holding the candle and passed by his bedroom. He had no reason to go inside. He had cleared the room of every important possession when they had moved to Castine Island.
Jordan saw his mother under the covers in the master bedroom. On her side, head on the pillow, she faced him. He didn’t want to look at her, but he couldn’t take his eyes off her. He stumbled on a suitcase and realized that Mom had already packed for that weekend a year ago.
Three presents sat atop her bureau. Jordan positioned the candle between two perfume bottles. These presents were for him and Abby and Toucan. Touk’s was the biggest. Jordan patted and poked it, careful not to rip the wrapping paper. From its shape and squishiness, he was almost certain that it was a stuffed toy toucan. Abby’s present was even easier to guess. Mom always bought her books. He thought Abby had better hurry up or he would never find out the title.
Jordan shook his present. Pieces rattled inside. He removed the paper and smiled at the model ship, a three-masted schooner, the type that sailed in Castine Harbor a hundred years ago.
Jordan inched toward his mother’s body. He stood by her side of the bed and gazed down with dry eyes, having no more tears to shed. Her hair was still red as fire, and he had no trouble imagining her green sparkling eyes and hearing her bright laugh.
Jordan doubted that his mother had ever taken any notice of the slender Indian girl who lived next door.
“Mom, you would have liked Emily,” he whispered.
He reached out—he had to make contact, just one last time. The blanket covered her shoulders, and he trembled as he lightly touched her arm underneath.
Jordan’s shadow flickered on the wall in the candlelight, as if to tell him it was time to go. He felt ready to go, no longer afraid of dying.
But he had one final job to do before the last of his strength faded; something that would please his mother.
 
* * *
 
At Logan Airport Abby heard what sounded like squirrels squabbling in the distance. Grieving the loss of Timmy, she remained seated on the ground, too exhausted to stand and see what was making the strange noise. The sun had just risen above the air traffic control tower a mile away.
A column of kids, twenty wide in places, stretched between her and the tower. The line hadn’t moved in hours. A sea of blank faces surrounded her. Most of the kids sat or lay on the tar road. Those awake had vacant stares. Cries of “Mommy!” and “Daddy!” came from some of the younger ones. A Chinese boy laughed hysterically. Abby thought he was hallucinating. Kids peed and pooped in line with little regard for privacy.
The squabbling grew louder and Abby struggled to her feet. She helped a girl stand, and then a boy. The girl helped another boy. The ripple of helping hands lifted heads like sunflowers in a field.
It wasn’t squirrels making the noise, but rather chatter directed at the luckiest children on the planet. Those who had received the antibiotic were returning while the kids waiting in line pleaded for handouts. The condition of those who had taken the pill was striking. They stood taller and moved at a faster pace. Their eyes no longer reflected imminent death.
Abby held out her hand. “Please, my brother is sick. I need just one pill. Please, my brother is sick …”
Her words were lost among the refrains of others. “My cousin is sick … Please, my sister … I need to help my friend … My brother is dying … I’m dying… ”
When Abby’s voice grew hoarse, she still held out her hand, hoping for a miracle, but no one would part with the antibiotic. Who could blame them?
“Abby!”
She spun around and wobbled from dizziness. There was Timmy, looking up and grinning at her. She wrapped her arms around him. She would not let go of him again.
By noon the line had moved about four hundred yards. At this pace, they would not reach the tower until midnight. Heat waves shimmered off the black tar. Abby closed her eyes. She took a gulp of air and slipped beneath the frigid waters of Castine Harbor. Her feet burned before they turned numb, and her temples pounded from the most delicious ice-cream headache. Running out of air, she resurfaced. She opened her eyes to the blazing oven of the present moment.
Hours later—only one-hundred yards closer to the tower—above the sporadic noises made by the kids in line, who were still pleading, Abby heard the throb of a motorcycle, several motorcycles.
“Timmy, give me your hand,” she said. “Help me up.”
The little boy grunted and turned beet red, his determined effort to lift her giving more of a boost than his limited strength.
Abby recognized the motorcyclists immediately. They were riding in single file on the other side of the line of kids who had the antibiotic. Kenny, Mandy, Jerry, and Sam. They obviously had the pills.
“Wait here,” Abby told Timmy.
She stumbled forward and stood in their path. Against her wishes, Timmy followed her and clung to her leg. The way Kenny swerved around them, Abby wondered if he had recognized her.
Mandy did, and she stopped and dismounted. Jerry and Sam stopped, too, but remained on their motorcycles.
“What are you doing?” Kenny shouted, discovering the other riders lagging.
Mandy turned sideways, away from the throng, and removed a plastic bag from her jacket pocket.
“Mandy!” barked Kenny.
Mandy pinched a white tablet from the bag and handed it to Abby.
Abby put the pill in her pocket. “It’s for Jordan,” she said.
Mandy narrowed her eyes and jammed her fingers into the bag and produced another tablet.
“Thank you.” Abby said, accepting it. Mandy’s mixture of anger and generosity puzzled her.
Abby briefly considered giving the antibiotic to Timmy, but he was too young for the germs to attack him. Her priority was Jordan. Abby needed whatever strength the pill might give her to reach him. The tablet dissolved on her tongue.
Kenny rolled up beside them. “Why did you do that?” he said, addressing Mandy in a menacing tone.
“What’s it matter?” Mandy fired back.
He turned to Abby and snickered. “Guess your bro didn’t make it?”
Abby clenched her fist, but she would not waste her breath on him.
“Who’s your friend?” Mandy asked, referring to Timmy who was clinging to Abby’s leg tighter than ever.
Abby told her the boy’s name, surprised by the softness in Mandy’s tone.
Kenny spit. ‘Let’s get out of here.” Sam and Jerry revved their engines.
Mandy’s gaze darted from Timmy to Kenny and back to Timmy. She stared wistfully at the small boy. Something about Timmy touched her. Mandy fished another tablet from her bag and held it out to him. “Put it on your tongue.”
Kenny’s nostrils flared. “What the…”
“Shut up, Kenny,” Mandy hissed.
Abby had no idea what was happening or why, but she saw hatred in Mandy’s eyes, directed toward Kenny.
In one quick motion, Kenny dismounted and snatched the pill and ground it to powder between his fingers. “Let’s roll!” he growled. “Now!”
“You roll,” Mandy said.
“That’s cool,” he said, dismissively. But quick short breaths revealed his true feelings. “Give me your pills,” he added and lunged for the bag.
Mandy was too fast for him and she stuffed the pills into her pocket.
Kenny pulled the gun from behind his back and aimed at Mandy. “I’ll count to three.”
Mandy glared at him.
“One, two …”
Abby thought he was bluffing. She peeled Timmy from her leg and stepped in front of Kenny, the barrel inches from her face. She maintained eye contact with him. “Mandy, I need your help,” she said in a calm, measured tone. “Take Timmy and go to 1124 Pearl Street in Cambridge. Jordan needs the antibiotic. Hurry up. He can’t last much longer.”
Kenny squinted at Abby. “You won’t last much longer, either.”
“Eleven twenty four Pearl Street, Cambridge,” Abby said. “Ask for directions. Keep asking. You and Timmy can sail with Jordan to Castine Island.”
“Shut up,” Kenny said, waving the gun.
She saw Mandy pick up Timmy out of the corner up her eye. Still holding Timmy, Mandy held out the bag of pills to Kenny. “Take them and go,” she said.
Kenny grabbed the bag, but kept the gun trained on Abby.
“Mandy, leave now,” Abby said.
Kenny stole nervous glances to Abby’s left and right, over her shoulder, then left and right again.
“Get out of here!” someone shouted behind her.
Abby twisted her head slowly, not wanting to make any sudden move. The voice belonged to the girl whom she had helped to her feet hours ago, when she had offered her hand in the human chain.
Others in the crowd were moving closer, fanning out to surround Jerry and Sam.
“Yeah, leave,” the Chinese boy shouted at Kenny.
“Get lost,” said another.
The chorus of angry chants grew until Kenny waved his gun at them. That silenced them briefly. Soon the crowd grew louder and swelled in size, inching forward, as if tightening a noose around the motorcyclists.
All of a sudden Timmy squiggled from Mandy’s arms and marched up to Kenny. He puffed up his chest. “Nobody likes you. Go!”
Kenny pointed the gun at Timmy’s head, eliciting gasps from all.
Mandy moaned and said in pleading tone, “Kenny, don’t do that!”
Abby’s knees wobbled. She didn’t know whether to plead, yell, or remain silent. Instead she spoke sternly to the boy. “Timmy, come to me.”
Timmy ignored her.
“Come on, Kenny, let’s split,” Jerry said in a shaky voice. “We have the pills.”
These reactions seemed to embolden Kenny, evidenced by a small smile playing on his lips. “Everyone back up,” he said and took aim directly between the boy’s eyes.
Timmy stood taller. “I’m not afraid of you,” he squeaked. “Get out of here.”
Kenny pulled the trigger.
“No,” Abby shouted and lunged. With leaden legs, her feet remained planted, and she pitched forward. The gun discharged before she hit the ground. Her face scraped on the blistering hot tar, ears ringing from the loud explosion.
The crowd charged forward. Abby saw a trample of legs and heard the cries of fright from Kenny, Jerry, and Sam. Then she heard Mandy sobbing.
A part of Abby died, and she no longer had the will to continue. She pictured Jordan where she had left him. They had tried their best. It was both amazing and tragic how close they had come. “Never give up,” Abby whispered, but the words sounded hollow and failed to summon any desire to live. Finally, she thought of Toucan, imagining her sister’s tears when she and Jordan never returned to the island. Not even that stirred Abby to move.
Abby blinked. Mandy was clutching Timmy, who appeared fine. “Are you okay?” she asked, hesitantly.
Mandy sniffed and nodded. “When you shouted, Kenny flinched. The bullet missed Timmy’s head by inches. It whizzed by my face.”
The frenzied crowd was now grabbing Kenny’s pills scattered on the ground.
“We have to go to Cambridge,” Abby said.
“There’s something I have to tell you,” Mandy said, words falling rapidly from her mouth. “I had a three-year-old brother. We left him to die. I left him to die! That’s what we did to the babies. We left them all to die.” Mandy buried her face in Timmy’s chest and sobbed.
Abby put her arms around both of them. “Please, let’s hurry,” she whispered.
 
 
 



 
FINAL HOURS
 
Abby gave directions to Mandy from the back of the motorcycle, pointing which way to go. Timmy was sandwiched between them. It was a straight shot through the tunnel and across the Zakim Bridge, all the way to the Cambridge exit off the highway. There were many lefts and rights to take in the city, and Abby worried that one wrong turn and they might not get to Jordan in time.
When they arrived at Pearl Street, Abby jumped off the motorcycle, made sure the pill was still in her pocket, and willed her heavy legs up the steps. She stopped abruptly on the porch, puzzled. Two garbage bags sat beside the door, each bulging with trash.
More mysteries greeted her inside. A scent of lemons filled the air, and the kitchen was spotless. She stared in amazement. Someone had cleared the floor of the cans and jars and broken glass. There was a can of furniture polish on the kitchen table. That explained the lemon scent, but not who had cleaned the kitchen, carried the trash outside, and apparently polished the furniture.
Suddenly it all made sense. Mel had seen Abby’s note and stopped by. Her friend was somewhere in the house. “Mel,” she called. “Mel.” Perhaps Mel had brought pills and had already given one to Jordan.
Abby found her brother on the couch. One of his hands was clutching a sheet of paper to his chest, the other hung over the side of the couch in mid-air. He appeared to be in a deep sleep. She rushed to his side and now saw the sheet of paper was the photo of Emily he carried. She also noticed a model shipbuilding kit by his side. A picture of the ship was on the box of parts. Abby nudged his shoulder. “Jordan, I’m back. I made it. I have a pill for you.” When he didn’t respond, she shook him and shouted in his ear, “Wake up, sleepy.”
He didn’t appear to be breathing and his face, she thought, was turning bluish-gray before her eyes.
Timmy and Mandy rounded the corner. “Oh, my god!” Mandy cried.
“My friend is here,” Abby blurted to Timmy. “Go find her!”
Timmy disappeared.
Abby pressed her ear against Jordan’s chest. His heart had stopped. She thrust her hand into her pocket and found the pill and crushed it between her fingertips, thinking the antibiotic would enter his blood stream faster if it were a powder. She pried apart his lips and pushed the powder all the way to the back of his throat. He didn’t gag or respond in any way. His tongue was slightly warm, offering a flicker of hope.
Abby placed her two palms flat on his chest, one hand on top of the other, and pumped with all her strength. “One one-thousand.” She pushed down. “One one-thousand.”
She’d done this only once before during a CPR demonstration put on by the Red Cross at her dad’s library in Cambridge. Jordan’s chest was much squishier than the mannequin’s was.
As Abby tried to start her brother’s heart, she instructed Mandy how to give mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. “Tilt his head back and pinch his nostrils. Put your mouth on his and blow. Make sure you seal your mouth tightly around his.”
Abby pumped Jordan’s chest three times and then Mandy blew air into his lungs once. They stuck to this rhythm.
Timmy leaped down the stairs, landing with a thud, and rushed to her side, wide-eyed and breathing fast, frightened by the frantic struggle to save a life. He had two wrapped presents and he spoke in spurts. “I couldn’t find your friend. There’s a dead person in bed upstairs, a lady with long red hair. I found these.” He held up one of the presents. “Abby, this is for you.” He held up the second. “This is for someone named Toucan.”
Abby gasped, knowing that Timmy had seen her mother. She remembered her mom mentioning the presents in the email she had sent right before the night of the purple moon. She had planned to bring them to the island.
Abby realized that Mel wasn’t in the house, nor had she ever been. Jordan must have gone upstairs and seen Mom and opened his present, the ship building kit, and somehow managed to clean the house before he returned to the couch to die.
“No,” Abby screamed and pumped harder.
With each compression, she pictured his heart pumping fistfuls of blood. The blood passed through his lungs, which Mandy kept inflating with her breaths, and carried oxygen and antibiotic throughout his body, attacking space germs by the millions.
Abby kept an eye on Jordan’s cheeks, hoping to see a blush of pink, but they remained ashen. Soon it was impossible to distinguish colors in the darkening shadows.
The rhythm of CPR hypnotized her. Nighttime arrived and stimulated her senses of touch and hearing. She ignored cramped fingers and achy arms and sore shoulders and fought through brutal exhaustion. Hearing gulps of air told her that Mandy was keeping pace. Together they were a team that wouldn’t quit.
She wondered how much longer they could continue.
“Never give up,” Abby said.
“I won’t,” Mandy replied.
Abby had spoken the words to nobody in particular.
Just then Jordan coughed. Several choking inhalations followed.
“He’s breathing!” Mandy cried, out of breath herself.
Abby placed her ear on Jordan’s chest. Her pounding heart nearly drowned out the faint, but steady lub-dub of his heart echoing inside.
“Aaaa…” His attempt to say her name faded into a raspy croak.
She placed her hand on her brother’s cheek. Neither could see the other. “Jordan, I’m here. I’m going to give you some…some beer.” Abby patted her hand on the table top and found the can of purple beer she had left for him. She popped the top and dribbled some into his mouth.
“Abby,” he said faintly.
She moved closer. “Yeah, I’m here.”
“You never gave up,” he said.
The challenges she faced suddenly overwhelmed her. They had to go back to the airport for more pills and then they would likely face many obstacles and dangers trying to return to Castine Island. How would all four of them get there? The skiff was too small. Abby looked further into the future. Puberty was no longer a death sentence, but there were so few adults alive. How would they survive in the months and years ahead?
She startled when Timmy gripped her finger and she felt Mandy pressing closer. Mandy also had Timmy in her arms. For this one moment, all of them were together and safe and that’s all that mattered.
“We never gave up,” Abby whispered back.
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1
 
Once, my mum told me a story about a princess, and it began with her stuck in a castle. My story begins with my head stuck in the toilet.
It was my first day in Area 14 and my first opportunity to make a good impression at the school appropriately named St Jude’s. Any school with the Blemished as pupils deserved the saint of lost causes as their patron. I’d approached the old Victorian building with a hopeful feeling; this was a new start, a chance to finally make friends. But it was the same hopeful feeling which was beaten away within the hour. An hour was all it took for a GEM to push my head down the toilet and flush.
Her bony hand squeezed my skull. Water pulled my skin. It flooded my nose. I choked and my fingernails scraped the porcelain. I thought ¬– this is how I am going to die, with my face being sucked down a drain. Then, I almost did it again. In the twitch of my fingers I felt the urge to do the one thing my father told me I could never do. The thing which would get us both killed.
“Now you know your place, Blem,” said the girl. She released me and I gasped for air. “Next time I won’t let you go.”
Her heels sounded against the tiles and the girl and her group ran off in giggles. I dragged myself up from the floor with shaking legs. At the sink, I took a deep breath and tried to calm my pounding heart and quell the rising disappointment. This was supposed to be my fresh start away from Area 10. I removed my headscarf and laughed. Moving here was supposed to keep me safe. Like my dad said – out of the frying pan and into the fire.
“If you can’t stand the heat…” I mumbled to myself.
“Are you all right?”
I jumped. When I turned there was a dark skinned girl staring at me sheepishly with a charming gap-toothed smile. On her black tunic she wore the Symbol of the Blemished – a circle containing a simple cross to remind us how we are the cross that society has to bear. Just like me. She was slightly plump and I estimated her age at fourteen, perhaps a tall thirteen, with pretty brown eyes.
“I’m sorry I didn’t step in…” she trailed off and stared down at her hands which never stopped worrying the long sleeves of her tunic.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “There’s no point both of us getting a beating.” I forced a smile to show no hard feelings. After all, I needed at least one ally in this awful school. I turned back to the sink and squeezed at my soaked headscarf.
“It’s just that, well, these toilets are GEM only and I only popped in because I was desperate,” the girl rambled. “Elena Darcey is a total cow. She thinks she owns the school because she might have a shot at London.”
A jolt ran down my spine. I had to remind my hands to keep going.
“Are you sure you’re all right?” the girl asked, her face scrunched with concern.
“Perfectly,” I lied.
“I’m Angela by the way.” She stepped towards me but I didn’t turn around, just watched her in the bathroom mirror. “You must be Mina Hart, the new girl.” She laughed quietly. “We don’t get many new girls at St Jude’s. Well, at least none that are Blemished. Here, let me help. It’s the least I can do.”
Angela pulled the scarf from my fingers and stretched it out underneath the hand dryer. The dark fabric billowed out, reminding me of the Resistance flag. I’d seen photos of them protesting once, my dad showed me. But then I thought of her and I had to close my eyes to regain composure.
“Is it always like this here?” I asked to break the drone of the hand dryer, raising my voice above the noise.
“Elena is nothing compared to the teachers,” Angela replied with a sigh. “Don’t talk back to the GEMs or Murder-Troll will put all Blemished on cleaning duty after class.”
“Murder-Troll?”
“That’s what we call her – Mrs Murgatroyd. You’ll know why when you meet her.” Angela’s eyes widened to address her point, the whites bulged from her dark skin. She handed me back my headscarf. It was warm and soft. I pinned it into place, fingers working quickly through the folds, and Angela nodded as if in approval. “There you look like nothing ever happened! Come on, I’ll take you to kitchen duty. You’ll be fine with me.”
She led me through the echoing corridors of the old-fashioned school. It turned out I’d wandered into the GEM section, a place where Blemished were not allowed. The Ministry were strict on segregation – at least in schools – the Blemished had their place and the Children of the GEM, or GEMs as we called them, had everything else.
St. Jude’s made the most of its Victorian design which, at one time, separated boys from the girls. There were even two entrances and the School Council used these to ensure GEM and Blemished never had to mix. As she pulled me through corridors and swing doors it was quite clear from dingy grey, paint peeled walls that we had moved into the Blemished quarters. I noted our symbol painted neatly onto a classroom door, the only spot of fresh paint.
“What are your classes like?” I asked.
“The usual,” she said with a shrug. “Kitchen duties, needlework, cleaning class and sex Ed. Gardening in the spring.”
I nodded. The same as Area 10. With a sinking feeling I realised that despite fleeing my old home everything would remain the same. They would figure out my secret and then we’d have to run away again, leaving my friends and home behind.
“Excuse me. I think I’m lost.”
The sound of a male voice in the Blemished corridors startled us both, and we spun around in unison. Our heads would have collided if my headscarf hadn’t caught on a protruding nail from the wall to the right. It yanked me backwards ripping the scarf away and letting my damp hair tumble around my face. I shrieked and tugged, but it was stuck.
“Can I help you with that?” said the boy.
He was a GEM, he had to be. There were no Blemished people with skin as perfect. He was around my age – fifteen – with black eyes and brown hair. He had the chiselled look to his face that GEMs usually prefer; high-cheekbones and a strong jaw which often made them seem cruel. But this time the enhancements had stopped at just the right moment to achieve balance in his good-looks.
“No,” I said sharply. “You can’t help me.” I placed a warning hand between us, palm up. The boy should know the boundaries between Blemished and GEMs. I wondered why he was acting so friendly.
Angela helped me with my headscarf, our fingers working together in the tangle.
“You need to go down the corridor, turn left and through the swing doors to get to the GEM side of the school,” Angela said hurriedly, her eyes never meeting his. “You shouldn’t be talking to us.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just that it’s my first day here and I don’t know…”
I finally pulled the scarf from the nail and hastily covered my hair. “We’re Blemished and you are GEM.”
“My name is Sebastian,” he said, ignoring my warning. He held out a hand for me to shake. “What’s yours?”
Whether it was the surprise of a GEM wanting to know my name or the way Sebastian’s eyes seemed to search my own – I don’t know. But I found myself putting my hand in his, feeling the instant warmth of his skin. It sent tingles of heat through my fingertips and along my arms.
“My name is Mina,” I breathed. “Mina Hart.”
“What a beautiful name,” he said.
I couldn’t control it any longer. My fingers twitched again and the door behind us swung open, almost knocking Angela over. Sebastian and I broke our contact and I backed away self-consciously, aware of my red cheeks and disorganised headscarf. Sebastian smiled and walked away leaving us alone in the corridor. At least, I’d thought we were alone. As I turned towards the entrance to the kitchen I was aware of someone watching us.
A middle-aged woman, thin to the extreme and sour faced, stood in the kitchen doorway with her arms folded tightly across a bulging chest. She was exactly like the kind of woman I had seen in the rich part of Area 10, the mothers of the first generation of clones who are desperate to be as beautiful as their genetically modified daughters. They could never be GEM so rely on the surgeon for nips and tucks and silicone and Botox until their faces concaved and protruded almost comically.
There was nothing comic about this woman; the look on her face chilled me bone-deep. The collagen in her lips made her mouth baggy and shiny, like slugs inside loose skin. Her cheekbones were too high and puffed outwards and upwards before disappearing into gaunt cheeks. Her forehead had the kind of shiny quality of a cheap plastic doll or stretched cellophane. Bright red tumbling curls sprouted from her head in an unruly and fierce fashion making me think of Boudicca, the warrior woman from ancient times. She didn’t say a word to us, only beckoned with a finger and disappeared through the doorway. Angela looked at me and I heard the “gulp” in her throat.
I suppressed a shudder. I knew instantly that this woman was not to be crossed. I knew instantly that this woman would not approve of a Blemished girl touching a GEM boy and it was at this moment that I realised just how dire my first day at St. Jude’s had turned out.
Well at least things can’t get any worse, I thought to myself.
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“How long is it until you have the Operation?” Angela asked.
My knife faltered. I sliced a chunk of onion dangerously close to my fingers. We were in the kitchen preparing the meals for the GEMs. In Area 14, or indeed any Area outside London, school for Blemished means learning how to be their maids, cooks, cleaners, personal assistants, nannies ¬– slaves.
“Just over six months,” I answered. I smiled grimly and added, “Things will be better after the Operation. Are you looking forward to it?”
For just a second I saw a glimmer in Angela’s eye, something that gave me hope. But it was soon gone and replaced by a glassy stare, watery from the onion vapours. “Of course. It is a great gift from the Ministry. But I have another fifteen months. I’m only fourteen.”
Despite her age Angela had an air of maturity, the kind of maturity that only comes from life experience – difficulty, pain. All are things the Blemished know about.
I looked around the kitchen at my classmates, about a dozen in total, all girls – male Blemished are sent on work experience – all concentrating on their tasks. We varied in height, age, build and skin colour, but we all wore the Symbol of the Blemished, the same uniform of black tunic and black headscarf, and we all wore the same grim expression.
After Sebastian shook my hand in the hallway my nerves had been a jangle. I thought about how stupid I was for letting myself lose control like that. After all the lectures from my dad about blending in and not drawing attention to myself, the first thing I did at school is show my hair to a GEM and even
shake his hand.
I’d expected a big reaction from the teacher, detention or a humiliating dressing down, but she had not spoken a word to us. She only watched from the front of the kitchen, occasionally walking around the students, her high-heels clicking on the wooden floorboards, watching us. She always watched us.
“One hour until serving,” Mrs Murgatroyd said. The sound of her voice sent a jolt down my spine. There was nothing harsh about her words, but her cold tone gave me the creeps. With relief I saw her stride the width of the room and leave.
“She really is scary,” I said in a low voice to Angela.
“Hey new girl?”
I turned around to the speaker, a tough looking girl with frowning brown eyes. She held a large chopping knife in one hand and a carrot in the other. I thought to myself that without the carrot she would cut an intimidating figure.
“What are you thinking going round touching GEMs like that? Don’t you know the rule at St. Jude’s?”
I shook my head.
“One crime – all punished.”
“That’s not fair,” I stammered.
She exhaled air in a pffft noise. “Wake up, girl. Being Blemished isn’t fair. You should know that already. Where are you from anyway?”
“Area 10,” I answered. The rest of the class stopped working and turned to watch our exchange.
“Bunch of pussies down there. No wonder you’re going around touching GEMs. Bet you’ve never even had anyone in Twitching Sundays,” she said with an almost triumphant sneer.
“Billie,” Angela warned, “go easy on her. She’s new.”
Billie ignored Angela’s plea and continued. “Area 14 has the highest number of executions. Higher than London and definitely higher than Area 10.”
I cringed at the mention of Twitching Sundays, it always brought back bad memories for me. Despite many Blemished living in poverty and instead of paying for extra food and clothing, the Ministry had chosen to foot the bill for the electricity to our ridiculously large TV screens set up in every house. There was one channel – their channel – and most of the time it churned out inane beauty contests, GEM soap operas and reality competitions to find the next “star”. But every fourth Sunday of the month the Ministry played live footage from the execution ground into our homes.
Once, as a child, I watched Twitching Sundays with my friends. It was a dare. I remembered it all with startling clarity – a Blemished woman convicted of conceiving illegal children, her hands bound by cuffs. They put a black cloth over her face and a noose around her neck. With a sick feeling in my stomach I remembered the way her feet had danced as she died. I’d never watched it since; instead I hid in my room or played outside trying not to think about the way she’d twitched.
“Is that really something to brag about?” I said bitterly.
Billie stepped forward, brandishing the knife. “You’ve got a smart mouth on you.” She glared at me with her dark eyes, fierce, almost protective. Despite her threats there was something likable about her. There was something which reminded me of photographs of my mum, the same fierceness in her eye.
“Billie, really. Would you just calm down?” Angela stepped between us, a reluctant mediator. “It’s her first day here for God’s sake. She’s not even had chance to get settled yet.”
“I don’t see what that has to do about it. She almost got us all in trouble once today. Murder-Troll’s gonna be watching you like a Hawk from now on so don’t do anything stupid,” she said pointing the knife at me again.
I held my hands up as if in surrender. “Look, I don’t want any trouble. I just want to keep my head down and get on with things. That stuff with the GEM – it won’t happen again. You have my word.”
Billie’s features softened and she nodded in approval. “That’s good then. I have people to think about.” Her eyes drifted to a short girl with a large frame leaning over the counter at a funny angle. She stood with her back arched as though she found the weight of her body uncomfortable. Her tunic was baggy, at least a few sizes too big even for her plump body. I couldn’t pin-point what it was, but I felt there was something off about this girl.
“That’s my sister,” Billie said. “You’d do well to keep out of her way.” Her words came out in a hurried manner, almost urgent. She was nervous. Billie’s sister looked up with a sheepish smile.
“All right,” I said to Billie. “Just let me get on with my work.” I turned back to the counter and my dissected onion, feeling the weight of Billie’s stare.
 
* * *
 
It didn’t take long for the sound of chopping, stirring and bubbling water to fill the room and I took the opportunity to ask Angela some more questions. Under the noise of a busy kitchen we could whisper without Billie hearing us.
“The girl hunched over the counter is Billie’s sister, Emily.” Angela’s eyes widened. “She used to be a skinny thing. She used to be really chatty too, but now you can barely get a syllable from her. Plus Billie is crazy protective. They usually just sit in a corner and talk amongst themselves. In fact, that outburst from her – that was weird.”
“So, she’s not always like that?”
“No way. Like I said, they keep themselves to themselves. They rarely mix with the rest of us. Or at least that’s what they’ve been like for the last few months.”
I dared to turn a fraction and watch the two of them over my shoulder. I saw Emily in profile with Billie on her left. Emily seemed in pain, her smile tight and forced, and the blood drained from Billie’s face. The two of them whispered something and then Emily shook her head.
“There’s something not right about those two,” I said partly to Angela but mostly to myself.
She nodded in return. “That’s what we’ve all been saying.” She looked around nervously. “Not to their face, though. Billie’s bark is probably worse than her bite but no one wants to test that theory.”
We each took an end of the heavy chopping board and lifted it over to a huge frying pan. Tilting the board we transferred the sliced onions into the pan. There was a satisfying sizzling noise as the onions hit the hot metal. I breathed in the bitter-sweet scent of them and felt my mouth water.
“Can we eat any of this?” I asked.
Angela made an “are you joking” face. “No way. We serve the GEMs first. If there are any leftovers we can. But only after they’ve eaten.”
I sighed. “I figured. It just smells so good.”
She nodded. “Hey. Do you want to come to mine after school? I can introduce you to my mum and Daniel.”
“I’ll have to check with my dad. Is Daniel your brother?”
“No, well, kind of. It’s a long story. I’ll walk with you to your house after school and explain on the way. Mum doesn’t mind if I’m a bit late. So, you live with your dad then?”
I nodded.
“Just your dad?”
I nodded again. Angela knew not to ask any more questions. The Blemished always do.
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We walked briskly. There was a chill to the air, an early spring nip, and I pulled my headscarf tighter. Next to me Angela did the same. School had finally finished and I was glad to put some distance between me and it. There is a simple pleasure in turning your back on a school building – a tiny rebellion.
In front of us stretched out the primitive road to town, busy with the GEM parents picking up their kids in fancy cars. The Blemished walked – dragging their long tunics through the gravel. Only the cars provided colour. Without them I would be lost in a scene of monochrome; a Blemished girl in black surrounded by more girls in black on drab streets, grey houses, gravel and dirt.
Above us the clouds knitted together, darkening, threatening rain, and it reminded me of the time my dad explained the Fracture to me. We’d been back in Area 10, after Mum had left for the Resistance and Dad decided that it was time I understood because he was sure the schools weren’t going to explain it to us. It was a rainy day and I’d watched as the water tapped onto the windows. He’d pulled me onto his lap – he was sat in the great big armchair he always sat in – and he said he was going to tell me a story.
“Is it a happy story?” I asked.
“No, Minnie, I’m afraid not.”
And then he told me that when he was younger, right after he’d got his first job at Leeds University and just before he’d met my mum, that a laboratory in London cloned the first human child. They called them “designer babies” and the laboratory, named the Genetic Enhancement Ministry, wanted to sell the babies to parents. They wanted to create “perfect” children for those who could pay for it and the women didn’t even need to be pregnant because they’d created artificial wombs.
At first there was public outcry. Many religious groups protested against them, turning more and more violent with every day that passed. The Government were silent on the matter. Knowing the financial implications of the new technology, they were reluctant to speak out against The GEM, or Ministry as we call them now, instead speaking volumes with their silence.
The protests became more extreme. They called themselves The Resistance and got organised – planting bombs in the city centre, attacking research facilities. But as the protests grew so did the Ministry. They gathered an army and fought back, something that no one expected and that was what took everyone by surprise.
Dad said it was in the midst of all this that he fell in love with my mum. It was right in the middle of the Fracture. That’s what people called it ¬– the moment Britain cracked.
The Ministry drove the Government out. Dad told me about the King and his family and how they had to flee to Australia because it wasn’t safe anymore. He said that the owner of the Ministry invaded 10 Downing Street and took power, taking control of the military. No one knew what to do. The general public had been so lazy and comfortable in their democracy that they froze at the first sign of trouble. They hit the snooze button one too many times and before they knew it the Ministry had taken over Britain.
Things were tumultuous to say the least. Pro and Anti GEM groups clashed but whilst the fighting was going on people bought their designer children. Dad said that I was just a baby when they built the border around London – when they drove everyone out who couldn’t afford or didn’t want a Child of the GEM. Scores of people were sent to the small towns ravaged by the fighting, and in turn the parents of designer babies were given refuge in London.
“Area 10 is further south isn’t it?” Angela brought me back from my thoughts. She didn’t like silence and I was glad of it. “You’ll find it’s a lot colder up here. Well, most of the time anyway. It’s not so bad in summer, kind of warm actually. It rains a lot too. You know – that drizzly rain that wets you though.”
“That’s good to know,” I replied, holding back a little smile. I already liked Angela a lot. “You were going to explain this thing with your brother?”
“Oh yeah, Daniel.” She smiled. It was the second time Angela had smiled when mentioning Daniel. “Firstly, he’s not my brother. I mean, you’ll see that straight away – he’s blond haired, blue eyed and white.” She laughed. “His dad was no good. Ended up on Twitching Sundays.”
I shivered. “That’s awful. What did he do?”
“He stole from a GEM family,” she said matter-of-factly – as though this wasn’t the first time she’d had to explain the story.
My jaw dropped. Even I knew how incredibly stupid that was. The Ministry clamped down on any crime committed by a Blemished on a GEM. They made examples of anyone stupid enough to do it. My dad always said it was a smoke-screen to quell the chance of uprising.
“Apparently they’d been treating him badly, cutting his wages for no good reason.”
I understood. The wages paid to the Blemished, no matter what the occupation, could barely cover food and clothes. If the GEMs were ripping off Daniel’s father he would struggle to feed his family. “So he took revenge?”
“There’s more.” Angela hesitated. “He drank… a lot.” She raised her eyebrows to express her point. “He got tanked up one night and broke into the Dylan’s – that was the name of the family – and stole money from them. He was so drunk they caught him easily. I think they found him passed out on their lawn.”
“That’s terrible,” I said. I imagined watching my dad die on Twitching Sundays and nausea grew in the pit of my stomach.
“Yeah, well that’s not all.” Angela took a deep breath. “Daniel’s mum didn’t take well to the Operation.”
I nodded sombrely. This was something I understood too. My mum left before she was forced into the Operation but I knew from people in Area 10 that sometimes it changed women.
Shortly after the Fracture, when the people in the towns were still trying to settle into their new homes by picking through the remnants of those before, the Ministry sent Gene Testers out. They came to us and took our blood and created the Blemished database. From that they decided who carried pre-dispositions to illness. Then they told us we couldn’t breed. The GEM had decided that there was only one rule when you created a designer baby ¬– it had to have at least 50% of the parent’s genes – but if you were Blemished, you weren’t allowed to pass those damaged genes on at all.
The Operation was developed about a decade ago and – working through the fifteen Areas outside London – they neutered all women over the age of sixteen. Sometimes, when my dad drank whiskey and slumped in the rocking chair at our old house, he told me that the Operation doesn’t just mess with your reproductive system – it messes with your brain too. He used to tell me how the other mums in Area 10 turned into a hollow shell and how the light in their eyes faded away. He used to say over and over again that he was glad Mum left us. He was glad.
Pregnancy is the highest offence. Taking away the threat of pregnancy is supposed to give us the chance of a normal life and perhaps even a marriage.
In all comes down to one simple fact – the Children of the GEM are perfect. We are the ugly and imperfect. We are the Blemished.
“What happened to her?” I asked.
“She just disappeared one day,” Angela’s voice had lost its cheery tone. “She left Daniel, ten years old, begging for food and searching through bins. My mum saw him like that and couldn’t leave him. So we took him in into our home and he’s lived with us ever since.”
“Really?” I struggled to keep the shock from my voice.
“Uh-huh. She couldn’t see a child suffer like that.”
“So after the Operation, she wasn’t…?” I trailed off, unsure how to end the sentence.
Angela’s spine straightened. She glanced around us to check there was no one in earshot. “No. My mum is fine. She’s always been fine. Well, she’s been a bit… forgetful recently. But she’s fine.” She paused. “I don’t want the Operation.”
“Me neither,” I replied. The words felt heavy. Released weight. I was lighter.
“It feels so good to say it out loud, doesn’t it?” Angela said.
“You’ve never admitted it before?” I asked. I hadn’t either. There had never been anyone in Area 10 who questioned the Ministry; they accepted their future as barren cooks or cleaners in quiet indifference. Or at least they’d never shown otherwise.
“Only to Daniel.” She dropped her voice even lower. “He knows about the Resistance.”
I saw her in my mind again, Mum, the woman who left me for the Resistance, who put her politics before her daughter.
The events of the day hit me full on and I felt the blood drain from my face. Panic tingled in my hands and feet and a light-headed dizziness overwhelmed me. I had to stop on the verge of the road, my headscarf suddenly restrictive and tight around my neck.
“Are you all right?” Angela asked. “You look about to faint.” She placed a tentative hand under my elbow to steady me and it felt comforting.
“I’m fine,” I lied. “I don’t think I ate enough.”
But I wasn’t fine. The mere mention of the Resistance sent my heart fluttering with panic and it wore down my control. We were stood on the tatty ghetto pavement next to a run-down house whose gate, a rusted old metal thing on squeaky hinges, began to rattle. I took a deep breath and tried to concentrate but my thoughts had become fragments that refused to piece together. The rattling grew louder until the clasp released and the gate swung open and slammed shut. A rush of calm worked its way through my muscles and I relaxed.
“That was weird.” Angela looked at me and then the gate and back again. “There’s barely a breeze.”
“Must have been an undercurrent.” I smoothed down my tunic and tried to stop the shaking in my fingers. “Come on. My house is right up here. It’s a bit of a mess because we just moved in.”
“Hold on a minute,” Angela said, her hand squeezed my elbow. “Did you just make the gate move?”
I laughed, it sounded fake and nervy. “Of course not. That’s not even possible! My hands were miles away, you saw them.”
Angela frowned. “Yeah, I did see them. But I know there’s no wind around too. And I know that I can’t move things with my mind.”
“No one can move things with their mind, don’t be ridiculous.” A trickle of sweat snaked down between my shoulder blades. “It’s just not possible.”
“How do we know?” She moved closer to me and I took a step back. A few houses down I heard a man and a woman having a row. The man sounded drunk. “How do we really know what is possible?”
I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean? Do you know… Have you experienced something––?”
“Maybe,” she said, “maybe not. But I really think you should meet Daniel. He’s… special.”
My mouth flapped open in surprise, unable to form a reply. My mind filled with thoughts of my dad. This was exactly why we’d left Area 10 in the first place and now, on my first day in a new school, I’d revealed myself again. How did she guess? Why was she looking at me with that strange expression as though she knew something I didn’t? Why couldn’t I get through one day without attracting attention?
“I can’t do this,” I said. I pulled my arm from her grip and turned around.
“You should come and meet Daniel, Mina,” she called after me. “You can trust us.”
I started running before she attracted any more attention.
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Running felt good.
I longed for Area 10. There my house backed onto a small forest – a place I could disappear into and be myself. There I ran through the trees, feeling the tightness in my legs, feeling the cool air sharp in my lungs. Here my feet pounded the pavement, brick dust and grit in the air, rusting tin cans to hurdle.
I ran through dirty streets with cracks in the tarmac; past the run-down houses where paint peels from doors; past blank stares from Blemished people, going about their day. I ran on the outskirts of the ghetto because that is where our house sits. On the day we moved I tentatively explored the inner areas, where the blank stares became harsher and murals of the Resistance looked down from the bricks with guilt inducing accusations. Why aren’t you fighting back?
I thought about Angela’s words. You can trust us. Why didn’t she run from me screaming? Why did she figure everything out so quickly? You should meet Daniel. What did she mean by that? Could it be possible that Daniel was like me? The questions kept on coming until I had to shake my head to make them stop. No matter what Angela said I was still a freak. When people discovered what I was they would stay away from me. Yet for the first time there was the tiniest speck of hope that someone in this unfamiliar place might understand what I was and not be afraid.
When I came to the yellow door of our house I stopped and tried to catch my breath before facing my dad. The colour seemed out of place in this neighbourhood. It was too cheerful and bright. My dad always did see the bright side of things – hence the door. When I stepped into the kitchen he was cooking and singing.
“Mina! How was your first day at school?” Dad turned from the stove with open arms, wooden spoon in hand. The kitchen was filled with the scent of his tomato sauce, rich and sweet. Familiar. “Ah. I see from your expression that it did not go well?”
I sighed and removed my headscarf, flattening it out on the kitchen table to show Dad the tears in the fabric. “The GEMs here are pretty rough.”
Dad sat down at the table, his fingers moving slowly over the scarf. “How did this happen?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.” I gestured to the cooker. “Spaghetti?”
He smiled. It was a tired smile. One with regret. “Am I that predictable?”
“It’s not a bad thing,” I replied. “You’re still here.”
It was meant to be light-hearted but then I knew we were both thinking of Mum. I realised then that we still hadn’t talked about her since she died.
“I must stir.” Dad rose stiffly to his feet. “The secret in the sauce––”
“––is to never let it boil,” I finished.
“Well,” Dad said with a laugh. “I suppose I really am that predictable.”
I found myself smiling, really smiling, for the first time since we’d moved. And it was all because of him. “Dad?”
“Yes, Minnie?”
I ignored the nickname, just this once, not wanting to rock the simplicity of us together in the kitchen: a simple scene of father and daughter, cooking together, eating together. “It’s a really good sauce.”
He laughed and it came up from his belly like it always does when he laughs with his whole heart. It was a large belly, grown larger from the fit and healthy man I remembered as a child. But he was still handsome. Dad always told me about how Mum would get jealous of the way his students flirted with him. According to him he was a “cool” Professor that the kids “related to”, but I could never imagine him like that. He hummed as he stirred; the tune from some old music he remembered – now illegal. Someone knocked at the door and he stopped humming abruptly.
“Why don’t you go freshen up before tea?” Dad said to me while wiping his hands with a tea-towel.
I glanced hesitantly at the door. Had Angela come over to tell my dad about the gate? Maybe she still wanted me to go to her house? I moved away from the table and left the kitchen. But then I waited outside the door between our kitchen and the tiny lounge. The TV screen was on, as it always is, and the prattle of another GEM beauty contest distracted me. I pressed my ear right up to the wood.
It wasn’t Angela. I heard two male voices, one of whom was my dad, but the other I had never heard before. They talked in hushed tones as though hiding a secret. I strained to hear, catching only words and bits of sentences. It sounded as though the two of them were trying to agree over a date. The words “months” and “weeks” kept cropping up but I struggled with the specifics. Finally the two men ended the conversation with goodbyes. There was familiarity between them, they said goodbye like old friends. I wondered who my dad knew in Area 14. But it was no time for speculation. I quietly sprinted across the lounge and into the hallway. Trying to avoid any creaky stairs, I headed up to the bathroom.
He sent me out on purpose, I thought. Whoever the man was, he didn’t want me to meet him. I frowned into the bathroom mirror, wondering what my dad would want to keep from me and why. Since Mum left for London he’d promised, promised firmly, to never keep secrets from each other and to stay safe above everything else.
With a sigh I pulled at the tangles in my hair. Like most Blemished girls I kept my hair long. I guess because we have to keep it all covered up we like to make the most of what we do have. My hair comes almost to my waist and is a dark brown. When it catches the light it shines and I like to brush it every night before I sleep. It is a little too dark for my pale skin which never tans and only pinkens slightly in the summer. I’m tall and gangly, with long arms and legs which took me years to learn to negotiate, but I have muscle tone thanks to the martial arts my dad taught me in the basement of our home in Area 10.
“Mina, your tea is ready,” he called up the stairs.
“Okay, just a sec,” I replied before hastily splashing water on my face and rubbing some soap into my palms. I quickly changed into jeans and a t-shirt, hoping that we didn’t have any more visitors. It would be a pain to have to run upstairs and change back into a tunic and headscarf.
“Ah,” Dad said as I come down the stairs. “I do like to see you out of that dreadful uniform.”
“It’s not so bad.” It wasn’t a lie. I truly had become accustomed to the Blemished uniform. At least it marked us as separate from the GEMs and their tiny, immodest outfits.
“You should be allowed to wear whatever you like,” Dad said softly. “I only wish you were born before all this happened, or better yet, that it never happened in the first place.”
We walked through the lounge and into the kitchen together. Dad tended to say this a lot, and I understood why. But couldn’t help thinking that just saying it wasn’t going to change anything. We sat down together, the food already on the table. The aroma of tomato and basil whetted my appetite and I tucked straight in.
He laughed. “Don’t they feed you at this school?”
My head was down close to the bowl and I paused, spaghetti sauce on my chin. “Sorry!”
He waved his hand. “Don’t be sorry. I like to see you like this.”
“Like what?” I asked.
“Happy.”
I put my fork down and thought for a moment. Was I happy? GEM bullies wanted to flush my head down the toilet and I had a secret that I couldn’t tell anyone. But then I had a great dad who cooked for me, a house which could one day be a home, and on my first day at school I made a new friend – a friend who, in time, might be able to accept me for who I am. “Yeah, I guess I could get used to it here.”
“Well, that’s great,” Dad said, chewing food. He swallowed and continued. “Because there is something I want you to do.”
“What is it?”
“I want you to train to use your gift.”
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“You want me to train?” I stared at my dad incredulously with a forkful of spaghetti frozen in front of my nose. “But you said––”
“I know what I said.” Dad idly turned his fork in the spaghetti, his eyes down to the plate of food. With his head bent I noticed the lines on his forehead. The clothes he wore, a plain shirt – the Symbol of the Blemished stitched on the pocket – and corduroy trousers, had not changed for over a decade but his hair sprouted more greys every day. Dad didn’t work. My grandparents left Dad enough money for us to be comfortable, a small fortune that Blemished families should not own – another reason to avoid attention. “You’re old enough to master it now. It was harder when you were a child.”
I nodded. The gift first manifested shortly after my twelfth birthday. Mum had left me and my dad for the Resistance long before. I barely remembered her. He was burdened with a daughter on the cusp of pubescence, which is bad enough, but coupled with a superhuman power, it’s even worse. I couldn’t be around people; I was too much of a liability. But I had to go to school because it was the law. I spent the hours at school trying desperately not to think, not to feel and especially not to get emotional.
“You’re old enough now and I believe that if you try to use it in private then it won’t be so bad for you in public.” Dad reached across the table and took my hand. “Maybe then you can have a normal life.”
“But where can I practice?” I put my spaghetti down, suddenly losing my appetite. “You said that…” I trailed off and glanced around us, “…that they… watch us. Through the screens.” My head indicated the direction of the lounge where the dull chitter-chatter of evening programmes could be heard. Dad’s eyes followed.
Most families spent their time together in front of the screens hooked on reality shows. But we never watched. Despite all the bubbly presenters and beautiful girls with their bright friendly smiles, there was a more sinister side to the TVs – according to my dad anyway. The Ministry controlled everything on the screens and Dad always said that he didn’t trust anything we weren’t in control of. He believed the Ministry used it to track us and could even see us through the screens. I wasn’t so sure but I still heeded the warning.
“There’s a reason why I bought this house, Mina,” Dad said. He commenced eating again.
“The yellow door?” I asked with a smirk.
He glowered at me. “No. The basement. I’m going to have it renovated and turned into a room where you can train.”
“Oh,” I said. Then I had a thought. “Are you employing someone to do that?”
“Yes,” he answered. “I’ve contacted a lad who is good at woodwork.”
I exhaled, relieved. That would clear up the mystery of the guest in our kitchen.
“I’ve contacted a local builder and he’s going to spare this lad for a few days. His name is Daniel. He’s local and lives in the ghettos. Had quite a tragic life by the sounds of it. His father ended up executed by the Ministry and his mother ran off. A local woman and her daughter took him in.” Dad continued.
I felt the blood drain from my face. “Did you say his name is Daniel?”
“Yes,” he replied. “What’s the matter? Do you know him?”
“No,” I said. We finished our food in silence.
 
* * *
 
“Mashed potato bunny?” said Angela, pointing to the huge tray of lumpy potato. She’d shaped it into an uneven rabbit. It was the kind of resemblance where you had to squint and poke yourself in the eye to see it.
“I wouldn’t call it a bunny,” I said with a laugh. “Maybe a sheep, or a cow, but definitely not a bunny.”
“Huh!” she replied. “I spent ages making that.”
“You should be proud,” I said with over the top sarcasm.
Along with the rest of the Blemished girls, we were lined up beside the serving aisle of the canteen waiting for the GEMs to arrive. It was lunchtime the next day and I was finally beginning to fit in. I’d successfully avoided any toilet incidents and the GEMs had left me alone. But as I thought about facing Elena and her friends again, my forehead felt hot underneath my headscarf and I swallowed dryly.
Angela stood to my right with her mashed potato. Despite spending the morning together we still hadn’t talked about our walk home from school. I’d been nervous, imagining various conversations in my head, but she just started acting like nothing had happened and I followed suit.
“Oi, Dixon,” Billie said harshly to Angela. “Mush that thing down, they’ll be here soon.”
“All right, keep your hair on. I was just trying to have a laugh,” said Angela, with a roll of her eyes. “Things are so morbid around here.”
Billie glanced at her sister, Emily, who nervously stirred a huge pot of gravy. I’d found myself watching Emily all morning. The girl tended to stay silent and frequently disappeared to the toilet. She moved in an odd way, almost like a waddle.
“What are you looking at?” Billie said to me.
“Nothing,” I murmured, before turning back to my job – arranging the pork chops under the lights on the serving aisle.
High-heels tapped on the floor-boards. The GEMs approached. Clicking shoes were followed by perfectly manicured toes peeking from around the canteen wall. Slender calves led to smooth, hairless thighs and a tribe of miniscule skirts of all colours. Oh, they were colourful all right – it made up for their lack of personality. Red hair, blonde curls, yellow jumpers, pink cheeks, gold shoes, all shining like a sequined rainbow, made their way into the narrow food hall. White teeth on show. Laughter, smiles and inane chatter. I fiddled with my headscarf, the sight of their flesh making me feel frumpy and uncomfortable.
“Right then,” Billie said behind me. “Play nice and serve.”
I straightened. My muscles tensed. There was something about serving the GEMs at lunch time which made my skin crawl. Everything else I could cope with: the uniform, the classes, and the way they looked at us. But to stand and serve them the food I had prepared always seemed the lowest of the low. I thought about the way Dad cooks for me and the intimate feeling you get from sharing food. It should be personal, and with love. Not forced.
“Ew, mash? Calorific. Gimme an apple,” said the one in front, her voice too soft and drawling, soaked in honey. The tone of her voice did not match the attitude of her words.
As I handed her the apple I couldn’t stop myself staring, I never could. There was a perfect symmetry to her face and flawlessness to her skin that seemed so unnatural. She had large blue eyes and thick eyelashes. Our hands touched briefly and she recoiled.
“She’s tipped for London,” Angela whispered into my ear as she walked away. “She’s gorgeous. I think she can make it.”
“Why do you care?” I responded. “What does it have to do with us?”
She looked shocked. “Area 14 hasn’t had anyone accepted for years. We’d get extra food. And better TV.”
“Yeah, of course.” I frowned, wondering if Angela really believed that.
I kept my promise to Billie, dishing out soggy vegetables and pork chops to the GEMs with a frigid smile on my imperfect face. I stayed polite and subservient just like a good Blemished girl should.
“Elena’s coming,” Angela said in a hushed tone. “Don’t worry, she won’t do anything here.”
“Are you sure?” I said. My palms itched and I longed to be anywhere but there, anywhere but about to go face to face with the bullies who almost drowned me.
Elena approached. Around her huddled the other girls – the girls who had just stood there and watched. Elena fronted them, their ring leader and tallest by several inches. She had dark hair which rippled in luxurious waves to her slender shoulders. She pouted with down-turned, full lips. She glared at me with oval eyes, an icy shade of blue.
“Rumour is her genes are based on an old film-star,” Angela whispered in my ear.
“Hey, it’s the new girl. Did you enjoy your shower, Blem?” Elena said to me, her mouth twisting into a cruel smile. The girls behind her laughed. To her right stood a curvaceous blonde, to her left a caramel skinned girl with red hair and behind her a tall and very skinny girl with black hair.
I swallowed. “What would you like to eat? Pork chops? Mashed potato? The vegetarian option––”
“Screw the vegetarian option.” Elena leaned forward so that our faces were close – between us the food, lights and mantel. “I don’t know…What would you eat?”
“Well, maybe the pork-chop.”
She turned to her friends, acting up to an audience and loving every second. “Oh, I don’t know about that. Maybe the… potato? But, you know, I really can’t decide. Maybe if you tried it first?”
“Me?” I fiddled with my headscarf, wanting to back away.
“Yeah, you!”
“I can’t e-eat the food.” I stuttered.
“Then smell it,” she replied. “Get right down there and smell the potato.”
“I-I don’t want to do that.”
Elena’s face turned rigid. “If you don’t do it I’ll tell Murgatroyd that you hit me.”
“What?” I said, aghast. “Why would you do that? I’d be arrested.”
She said nothing, only stared me down. Behind her the girl with caramel skin clapped her hands in delight. Abject humiliation for me turned into great entertainment for them.
Tears pricked my eyes but I held them back. Heat tingled in my cheeks. Next to me Angela stiffened but like the other Blemished girls – she didn’t speak up. I didn’t blame them. I leaned over, moving my face closer and closer to the potato.
“This is amazing,” Elena said to her friends, “she’ll do anything I tell her!”
The familiar sensation prickled at my finger tips and I knew this time I couldn’t hold it back. My mind focussed into one singular thought which ripped through my anger. Just as my nose reached the potato her food tray flipped, slapping her straight in the face.
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Elena rubbed her forehead, glowering at me like an angry panther. Her group huddled closer, checking her face for bruises and cooing. I almost laughed and when Angela turned to me with a knowing smile on her lips. I let out a tiny snort.
“You did that!” Elena said pointing a shaking finger at me.
“What you talking ‘bout babe?” said the curvaceous blonde girl. “She was nowhere near it.” The girl flicked her hair back and pouted.
“I’m sorry about your face,” I said innocently. “Would you like your mashed potato now?” I took a scoop and lifted it up, ready to place on her food tray.
“You Blemished bitch! I know you did that!” Elena grabbed the scoop from my hand and flung the potato at my face. It slapped me cold and wet on the cheek. “I know you did it but I don’t know how!”
I scraped off the potato and slopped it onto the counter. The starchy smell turned my stomach. Angela passed me a towel. All I could see were faces staring at me. Gawping. Even the Blemished stared. I’d never wanted the floor to swallow me up so badly before.
“Hey! You can’t do that to her!” A GEM boy pushed through the queue and my eyes widened when I saw that it was Sebastian.
I rubbed the towel over my face, hoping that Sebastian wouldn’t notice my blushed cheeks. He was every bit as attractive as I remembered and a part of me resented how my legs wobbled and heartbeat quickened. My gaze trailed from his easy smile to the well-fitting sweater and back to his dark eyes.
“It’s Elena isn’t it?” he said.
“What do you want, new-boy?” she replied.
“I just think you should leave her alone.”
“Since when did GEMs stick up for Blems?” Elena spat.
I watched with dread as the serving area filled with spectators. I only needed Mrs Murgatroyd to walk in to make this day even worse.
“When you bully them for no reason,” Sebastian said. He held his hands out in a pleading and nonchalant way that seemed to actually calm Elena down. There was an ease or naturalness about him, something which made people trust him.
“Whatever, new-guy,” Elena said, picking up her tray. She scowled at me and moved on, getting Billie to serve her the vegetarian option and a desert.
“Thank you, Sebastian,” I said.
“You’re welcome,” he replied, with a bright smile.
“I think he likes you,” Angela whispered in my ear.
I watched him walk away with a shrug. “It’s impossible, I’m Blemished.”
 
* * *
 
After school I walked with Angela. She wanted to introduce me to her mum and I needed to ask Dad first. I spotted a GEM with his Plan-It, tapping away on the tiny piece of plastic. They all carried them. A device through which they were all connected. Of course the Blemished weren’t allowed Plan-Its. We had to organise our social life face to face.
Dad loved Angela as I knew he would. When we left he beamed proudly at me as though he had never expected me to make a friend, and that was what made up my mind for me. Angela had been silent about what happened the day before but I knew that she was waiting for me to explain in my own time. And so I decided to tell her about my gift, and then, when the time was right, I’d tell my dad that she knew and that we could trust her. Then I didn’t need to keep secrets from two people in my life. Secrets made me tired.
On the way to her house I told her all about our escape from Area 10, how we disappeared on the night bus. I told her about Christina, my one and only friend and how she figured everything out and then treated me like I had a disease. She threatened to tell the authorities and then we had to leave. Each word lifted a tiny weight from my body – but it was a short journey and I only had time for half the story. I missed out the part where Mum left us for the Resistance and how I would never see her again. But just as I was thinking of it we entered Angela’s tiny terraced house and the moment was over.
“Mina, would you like some mint tea?” Angela’s mum asked.
We sat in Angela’s kitchen, a room small enough to be cosy but large enough for a round table and four chairs. I liked Angela’s house because it exuded the same approachable warmth as her personality. Everything chintzed and clashed; the table cloth was worn and patterned with birds, the chairs and sofa covered in tatty doilies. But it had a charm. I felt welcome and comfortable.
“That would be nice, Mrs Dixon,” I replied.
“Oh, please, call me Theresa.” She smiled warmly and busied herself in the kitchen.
“Angela?” Theresa asked as she mashed up mint leaves.
“Yes, Mum, I’ll have one.”
I watched Theresa grind the mint leaves with a pestle and mortar. “Do you grow the mint?”
She turned and smiled. “Yes, we do. We have a small patch in the garden. Have you just moved into your house, Mina? You must need seeds and cuttings.” She turned back to her work, the pestle moving rhythmically in her fingers. “It’s March in a few weeks and you can start planting things out. We have lettuce, mint and rosemary seeds.”
“That’s very kind, thank you.” It was a generous offer. The Ministry restricted sales of anything the Blemished could grow – they liked to control our food.
“You know, you seem like just a lovely girl, Mina. I’m glad Angela has finally found a friend,” she said with a wide goofy grin like her daughter’s.
“Mum!” Angela said aghast. “Don’t embarrass me!”
Theresa laughed. “Oh, darling. Don’t be silly.”
I was taken aback by Theresa’s kind words. It had been a long time since I’d heard praise like that. My cheeks warmed at the surprise.
“How are you settling into the school?” she asked as she pulled another handful of mint from the kitchen plant and tossed it into the small marble bowl. She poured a little water into the bowl and continued to grind.
“A few teething problems but not so––” I began.
“I used to make this tea for Paul,” Theresa said, interrupting me. “He really liked it.” She stopped mashing and placed down the pestle. For a moment she looked confused and her eyes glazed over like she was lost in a memory. “Where is Paul? He’s late home from work.”
“Mum, are you okay?” Angela asked in a testing voice. She stood up and walked over to her mother. “I’ll finish that up, Mum. Why don’t you go and have a rest?”
Angela manoeuvred her mother in practised style. It was as though a completely different person had invaded her body.
“Will you make one for Paul?” Theresa said to her daughter. “He’s sure to be home soon.”
“Of course I will.” Angela led her mum through the kitchen. “I’ll be back in a minute,” she said to me as they left.
“Sure.” I tried to smile but it felt false. I busied myself by getting up and pouring the tea. When Angela came back she looked older.
“I don’t know what’s happening to her,” she said. I handed her a tea-cup and we sat down at the kitchen table like two old friends meeting for a chat. “That’s the second time she’s forgotten things. You never know what is going to trigger it.” She smiled thinly. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”
“None of our parents are perfect,” I replied. I sipped my tea. The tea-cups matched the Dixon’s style, delicately patterned with cherry blossom trees. I wanted to do something consoling, like Angela would for me, but I didn’t feel like I had her easy way with gestures or words. “Is Paul someone important to your mum?”
“He’s my dad. He went away a few years ago to work in Area 9 as a miner, and we haven’t heard from him since.” Angela sipped her tea, her eyes staying deliberately steely.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “My mum left too.”
“Where did she go?”
I looked around the room as though afraid of spies in the shadows. Could I really tell a girl I’d known for just a few days all about what happened?
“She went to London to join the Resistance.” I paused, a lump in my throat. “We think she’s dead.”
“How do you know?”
I swallowed.
Angela reached across the table and took my hand. “You can trust me, Mina.”
I believed her. “We received notes, every few months. They were always in code and delivered by a member of the Resistance. Well, they stopped, six months ago. We’ve heard nothing since then.”
“She might not be dead,” Angela suggested. “She could be captured, or in hiding.”
I laughed dryly. “Maybe. But until I know otherwise, she’s dead. It’s easier that way.”
Angela nodded. “I understand. That way you don’t get disappointed. But there’s one reason why I believe my dad is still alive.”
“What’s that?”
“Hope,” she said. “If we don’t have hope what’s the point in all this?” She gestured around her. “We have a crappy time of it. They call us Blemished, order us around, tell us our genes are worthless. They make us wear those stupid headscarves and GEMs treat us like second class citizens. They make us undergo surgery when we’re sixteen and mess with our heads like with Mum.”
I laughed. “What’s the point in this? You’re depressing me even more!”
“The point is that I believe it’s going to get better.”
“Really?”
“Absolutely.”
The complete sincerity in her voice made me laugh again. She really meant what she said. “But how?”
“You.”
I fingered the tea cup trying to ignore the sudden chill in my veins. “What do you mean?”
“You can move objects with your mind.”
My throat went dry and I croaked through my next sentence. “No one can know about that.”
She ignored me and continued. “That’s power that the Ministry don’t have. And if you have this kind of power that means there are others out there with the same powers.”
Everything felt wrong. I’d underestimated this girl. She had a hidden agenda. Maybe she was going to make me sign up to the Resistance – or worse. Why else would she believe I could make a difference in this world?
“I shouldn’t have told you. You work for someone. You’re going to tell people,” I said, moving away from the table. I backed towards the kitchen door. I had to get out of the house.
“What? No. I didn’t mean that I think you should do anything. I was just thinking aloud. Mina, listen to me. I’m not going to tell anyone. I promise.” Angela’s eyes pleaded with me to stay. “You’re safe here. When you meet Daniel you’ll understand everything.”
“She’ll understand what?”
The door was open and a boy stepped into the kitchen. He looked from me to Angela and back to me. He was a skinny thing with messy blond hair and piercing eyes the colour of the sea.
“You,” he said to me. “I know you.”
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The boy held my gaze, his intensity never fading, and the hairs on my arms lifted, giving me goose-bumps. I wanted to break away from his eyes, but I couldn’t, and instead my pulse quickened, blood thudding in my ears. Embarrassed – I blushed.
“I’ve never met you before in my life,” I said, forcing myself to speak.
“Where’s your mum?” Daniel said to Angela.
“She’s upstairs sleeping. It’s okay.”
Daniel nodded once and then dashed from the room. I heard his footsteps loud and clumsy on the stairs.
“What’s going on?” I said, glancing towards the open door. Outside the sun was beginning to set and everything had been cast into a twilight gloom. I knew that I should get home before dark and part of me itched to leave. I knew that I should leave. I couldn’t trust these people. Angela’s friendship could be a ruse to kidnap me and harness my power or hand me over to the authorities. But another part of me didn’t believe that and I was intrigued. I still tingled from the intensity of Daniel’s eyes.
Angela grabbed my arm, sensing my intentions. “No. Don’t go yet. Look I know this is weird.” She hesitated. “Have you ever thought that things happen for a reason? That people are brought together for a purpose?”
I pulled away, fearful. Daniel burst through the door holding a leather bound notebook which he slammed down on the table. The binding creaked as he opened it.
“Look at these,” he commanded.
I moved towards the notebook and watched as he flipped the pages. Each one had been filled with intricate pencil diagrams of a girl. First she was young, often sat very primly, serious expressions in her eyes. I saw my mum in her face.
“These are the pictures I drew years ago,” Daniel said. He kept on flicking the pages over and the girl grew up. Her hair grew and her features developed into a young woman. I gasped. My fingers trembled and I felt hot all over.
“If this is some kind of joke it isn’t funny,” I said. The kitchen door rattled and my body flushed with heat. “Why do you have drawings of me? What are you? A stalker?” The table began to shake and the tea-cups shivered in their saucers. Stacks of plates trembled.
“Mina, calm down,” said Angela.
“Is that your name?” Daniel stared at me with fascination. “I’ve known your face for so long. But I never knew your name.”
His voice was breathy and excited but with an intense undertone. I didn’t want to admit it but he grabbed my attention instantly. Our eyes met. His were a darker shade of blue than I’d ever seen. Like the sky before a thunder storm. They made me feel strange, as though I somehow knew him. It was all too much.
“No,” I said, hot tears threatening. This had to be some sort of sick joke. It didn’t make any sense. “This is all wrong. I don’t understand.”
The kitchen door slammed shut. It flapped open. I was out of control. Daniel and Angela glanced at each other nervously.
“Mina, you need to calm down or you’re going to break something,” Angela begged. “Look, just sit down and we’ll tell you everything.”
“It’s a really long story,” Daniel added. “I promise you that it isn’t creepy. I’m not a stalker. I know that we’ve never met.”
I looked at the two of them in turn, disconcerted by their sincerity. They seemed prepared, as though they had been waiting for this moment.
“You know what it’s like to experience something difficult to explain,” said Angela. “Listen to what Daniel has to say. Please.”
I sighed and the table stopped shaking. “All right. Explain.”
I sat down in one of the four kitchen chairs and Angela and Daniel did the same. He drummed his fingers on the table and looked at Angela as though for inspiration and she smiled with encouragement. He had worker’s fingers – blisters and cracks in his skin.
“It started when I was just a kid. Mum didn’t know what the hell to do with me.” He laughed. “Think I must’ve driven her mad. That’s why she left.”
“Don’t say that,” Angela interrupted.
Daniel raked his fingers through his hair and leaned back on the chair. He was probably older than me by maybe a year but his eyes seemed older still, as though they had seen too much. He found it difficult to sit still and I wasn’t sure if it was the shock at seeing me or a constant nervous energy rattling around him. It made me want to grab his hand and tell him to calm down.
“I get these headaches. Searing migraines that feel like something hot just got poked through my brain.” He pushed his fingers into his eye sockets and over his temples. “Sometimes I pass out. But when I come to I have this picture in my head and I draw it.” He pointed at the notebook. “I see you a lot. I don’t know why, but I see your face. Sometimes I see stuff that’s going to happen, bad things.”
“You mean you see the future?” I asked, incredulously.
“He gets a snapshot image,” Angela said. I noticed how she sat close to him, her arms leaning on the table top like a barrier between me and Daniel. “It’s usually something significant that happens in the near future. So yes, I guess you could say that Daniel can predict the future.”
“I can’t believe it,” I said.
“Really?” Angela raised an eyebrow. “After the way you just made the entire kitchen dance?”
I looked at them, trying to decide whether I truly believed them or not. “This is all way too crazy to make up,” I mumbled half to myself. “I’ve just… I’ve never met anyone else who can… who has…” I gave up, realising I was lost for words.
“There’s a reason why I keep seeing you.” Daniel spoke slowly and in a low, almost hypnotic, voice. He was handsome, in a rough way, with dishevelled hair and dark circles under his eyes. There was a striking contrast between his looks and Sebastian’s chiselled features. He smiled and his mouth moved crookedly. “You’ve been haunting my dreams for years. Always your face. We were meant to find each other.”
“But why?”
Daniel looked at me as though he couldn’t believe I was really there, his eyes trailing my face, searching every crevice. His gaze was magnetic, drawing my attention.
“Mina, tell Daniel about your gift,” Angela said, interrupting the silence.
“There’s nothing much else to tell. You’ve seen it.” I tried to smile at Angela but found myself pulled to Daniel. “When I get upset or emotional the things around me start to move.”
“She flipped a tray and whacked Elena Darcey around the head with it yesterday,” Angela said with a large grin.
Daniel laughed. “I bet she deserved it.”
“She made me sniff mashed potato in front of the entire canteen,” I replied.
Daniel and Angela both laughed and I joined them which felt good. My muscles relaxed and I stopped expecting kidnappers to run through the open door.
“Did you have to move because of your gift?” Daniel asked.
I nodded. “I find it hard to control sometimes. When I was a kid it wasn’t as bad because it was easier to miss school then, before they introduced the Operation and the new system.” I noted how Angela’s eyes flashed, she felt the same way about the schooling system that I did. “But as a teenager I had to go. I tried to keep to myself and not speak to anyone. I tried so hard not to get angry or feel any emotions but…” I trailed off, feeling the same tingle in my fingertips even as I relived the memories.
“But you can’t stop being who you are,” Daniel finished for me.
I looked up, surprised. “Yes, that’s exactly it.”
“Do you think there are more of you?” Angela asked. “I mean more people with super-powers like you two.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” I said. “I thought I was the only person on the planet who could do anything weird like that. But then, there are two of us, so maybe.”
“So what are we? Genetic freaks?” Daniel said. “Do you think the Ministry know about people like us?”
“I really hadn’t thought of that,” I said. “My dad always tells me that he thinks it’s a higher stage in evolution. He thinks the GEM project is stopping us from evolving any further and that if they just left things alone we’d all be born with gifts like mine… ours.”
“That’s nice,” said Daniel. “My mum just thought I was the devil.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. She was messed up from the Operation,” he said with a forced but breezy tone of voice. His facial expression clouded, showing his true feelings. “Whatever happened to us, I don’t think it’s natural.” He smiled thinly.
“What do you think it is?” I said.
“I think it’s the Ministry messing with us,” he said. “I think we’re just the same as them out there.” He meant the GEMs. “I think they did something to our genes.”
“Then why aren’t we in some lab?” I said.
“I dunno,” he said with a shrug. “Are you going to tell your dad about me?”
“Not if you don’t want me to.”
“You know, I’m building a training room for him in your basement. He seems nice.”
“Yeah, I thought that might be you. Small world.” I fingered with the sleeve on my tunic.
“Maybe we’re going to save the world,” Daniel said with a laugh.
“Like a genetic freak uprising?” I replied.
“Stranger things have happened,” Angela added.
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I walked home as the sun set, leaving in its trail a bruised, purple-orange sky. As I followed degraded streets the sky turned to black in shadowy degrees as though God pulled a dark cloak above my head, except I knew that it was impossible because this world was Godless. It had to be. I folded my arms around my shoulders against the chill.
The events of the evening played over in my mind like a film on loop, and part of me refused to believe it was real. Did they really just convince me that Daniel could see the future? Why would I be in that future? It was all so strange that I was frightened. I was frightened of them, of the implications, and of the fact that we’d found each other. I’d never been superstitious. I didn’t believe in fate. But even I had to admit that this was a pretty huge coincidence.
On top of everything, despite how afraid it made me feel to think of Daniel and Angela, the way they ambushed me and the book of drawings, I was relieved. Now I knew there was someone who understood what I go through every day. Someone who had been through even worse, whose own mother had abandoned him. Perhaps we could figure things out together.
After getting lost in my own thoughts I realised that I’d made a wrong turn. The barely distinguishable streets of the Area 14 ghettos were even more identical in the night-time, and instead of making my way to the outskirts, between the ghetto and the town road, I’d turned inwards and headed towards the neglected fields which separated the ghettos and the GEM district. Somehow, after the Fracture, the settlers in the town Areas had segregated themselves. Dad once told me that the un-Blemished rich people had bought Children of the GEM to try and get into favour with the Ministry. It worked. And now, fifteen years later, they had the world at their feet whilst the rest of us could only watch from the ghettos.
I stared out at the fields wondering what it would be like to live on the other side, when behind me the gravel crunched.
I froze. It wasn’t late at night but very few Blemished stay out after dark. My heart pounded against my chest while I hesitated, unsure of whether to turn around or run. Thoughts ran through my head. Where would I run? Through the fields? Or through the ghettos? It would be easier to hide in the fields, under the tall grasses and weeds, but there was no one who could help me. Maybe I wasn’t in danger. Maybe I should fight them. I ran through every martial arts move I’d ever been taught by my dad. I made my decision. I turned around.
“Who’s there,” I said, my voice little more than a tremble in the cold air.
The gravel crunched again as the intruder came closer. Panicked, I backed up towards the fields, looking out for something I could move – rocks or heavy wood. But the tingle in my fingers wouldn’t come. I tried to focus on something, anything, but that flash in my mind refused to appear. It was fight or run. I cursed myself for not taking Daniel up on his offer to walk me home. Now I was screwed.
“Mina?”
The sound of my own name made me jump. I gasped. The voice sounded familiar.
“Sebastian?” I answered.
He stepped forward into the moonlight, the angles of his face casting shadows over his eyes and cheeks. He wore running shoes and black shorts.
“Thank goodness it’s you,” he said between panting breaths. “I was running and listening to my music,” he removed a tiny plug from his ear and held it up in the moonlight, “not really paying much attention to where I was going. I was in the fields you see, and I kind of blocked everything out. You know how it is when you get into the zone.”
I nodded. I did know.
“Then I didn’t know where I was and I could just see a shape up ahead.” He laughed. “I thought you were going to attack me!” He stepped forward again so I could see his eyes, they smiled along with his face and I felt safe.
“I thought you were an attacker too,” I said. “I was about to run and hide in the fields.”
“I’m sorry! It must have been even more nerve-wracking for you. Hey, what are you doing out after dark? I thought Blemished girls weren’t allowed to…” his voice trailed off.
I looked down at my shoes. “No. You’re right. I must get home. And I’m not supposed to talk to you either, so.”
“I can’t leave you alone in the dark,” he said, his eyes shining in the moonlight. “Let me walk you home.”
“I don’t know if I should,” I said.
He moved closer to me and all of my worries disappeared. I felt his warm breath and forgot about Angela and Daniel, getting home before my dad worried or even how I should not talk to a GEM. I remembered how his touch made me tingle and the way heat travelled up my arms. I remembered how my gift had been uncontrollable because of the way he made me feel. Despite everything – Billie’s warning, Mrs Murgatroyd’s disapproving eyes – I wanted to get to know him. And I didn’t want to be parted from him. Not yet. “All right.”
We walked side by side, our shoulders almost touching. Even just his close proximity made me feel like static ran through my body.
“So, are you going to tell me why you’re out here alone?” he asked.
“There’s no big story,” I said, smiling into the dark. “I went to a friend’s after tea and we lost track of time. We were talking.” I left out the part about super-human powers.
“Your friend, her name is Angela, right?”
“Yes,” I said surprised. “That’s right.”
“Why do you sound so surprised?”
“Because GEMs don’t usually remember our names. You don’t even notice us.”
There was a pause and I almost felt him cringe. I’d offended him and could kick myself for it.
“I hate the term GEM. It makes us sound like we aren’t even human,” he said eventually.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re not. You’re better than human. At least you aren’t less than human like the Blemished.”
“We’re clones, not cyborgs,” he said with a laugh, “and Mina, you are definitely not less than human.”
I like the way he said my name, like a sigh. “Tell that to the Ministry.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness out of my voice. “Anyway, it’s a good thing. The GEM project eradicated all––”
“––genetic predispositions to illness and disease,” he finished. “Yeah, we learn that stuff in Sex-Ed too.”
“Can I let you into a little secret?” I said.
I felt like he smiled even though I couldn’t see it. “Please do.”
“We call it No-Sex-Ed. Because all they ever teach us is that we can’t mate.”
He laughed.
“And we call Mrs Murgatroyd Murder-Troll.”
He laughed again, more loudly. “It suits her.”
We went quiet, the only noises coming from arguments in the houses around us and the gritty pavement beneath our feet. Ghetto houses have thin walls, and many of the windows are smashed and never replaced. It meant you could easily hear the workings of a household, the shouts and swears. The ghettos are the same no matter what Area you were in. We turned right, heading home.
“Why do you think Elena picks on you?”
“Because I’m new?” I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“I think she’s jealous.”
I snorted. “That’s ridiculous.”
“It isn’t,” he said shortly. “You have something she can never have. You have uniqueness. You’re natural.”
For a moment I thought he knew my secret but then I understood that he was talking about our looks. “I don’t know about that.” The thought of Elena, the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen being jealous of me was completely ridiculous. “All of the Blemished are unique, I guess. So why me? Why not Angela or Billie?”
Sebastian laughed but didn’t answer. “I’ll tell you one day.” He shuffled his feet along the pavement awkwardly.
“Is it true that she’s almost identical to a film star from years ago?” I asked, trying to change the subject.
“It is true. I saw a picture. Her name was Angelina something. But Elena looks different to her, crueller I think.”
I nodded. I could believe it.
“Why are you Blemished?”
His question was so sudden that my blood froze in my veins. No one ever asks you why you were Blemished. Especially not a GEM.
“I… erm,” I stuttered.
“I’m sorry. I’ve crossed a line. You don’t have to tell me,” he said.
We turned another corner and I recognised a mural to my right. In it a mother held her baby close to her body. An Enforcer stood over her with a machine gun. The moonlight drained the colour from the mural but I knew that the red of her dress stood out like blood in the daytime.
“It’s… something that runs in my dad’s family. Um, a mental illness.” It was something my dad never talked about, but my grandma had been very ill.
“Oh,” said Sebastian. “I see.”
“Yup.” We walked a few more houses until coming to the corner of my street. “Well this is where I live.”
“Looks nice,” he said. “Look, I’m sorry I asked you… It was really rude of me.”
“No.” I waved my hand dismissively. “It’s okay. At least you’re, you know, interested.”
A cloud moved over the moon casting us back into darkness. “I am interested,” he said. “I’m interested in you.”
Through the darkness I thought I saw his hand reaching towards mine but then falling to his side. It could have been my imagination.
“There’s something else you should know,” he said. “If you ever need anything, come to me. If you’re ever in any trouble. My dad… he knows people. He can help. He… sympathises.”
I was taken aback. I had not expected him to say that.
“Also, Elena will never bully you again.”
He walked away, his shadow disappearing into the darkness. I went home with a thousand unspoken questions on my lips.
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Sebastian didn’t lie. The rest of the week at school Elena left me alone. Her friends, the little huddle of hyenas, were made to cope without the entertainment of a showdown and at lunch times Elena chose her meal without fuss. There was a new vibe about her group, as though Elena’s lack of bullying took away her power. I noted how her friends whispered behind her back, eyes shifty and narrow – plotting. The blonde girl puffed her chest like a cockerel before a fight. I tried not to care. Why should I care? She deserved everything she got.
At night I would come home to find Daniel in my house and seeing him there sent my stomach a flutter with nerves. When I walked into the house he would look up at me shyly, eyes always searching mine, an artist’s gaze, looking for nuances. He would always be wearing his apprentice uniform of a black shirt and trousers, the Symbol of the Blemished stitched neatly over the pocket. There were fewer restrictions for Blemished boys. Regulations suggested they wear the Symbol, dark clothing and always have their chest covered.
He and my dad worked constantly on the basement. I could tell Dad liked Daniel by the way he would casually toss him tools and the way he trusted Daniel’s instincts when it came to design. Together they laid floor-boards, put up shelves and tried to boss me around, or at least my dad did, Daniel was too shy to ask me to do much. One evening Dad came home with some old boxing gear and hung up a punch bag.
“Are you taking up boxing?” I asked while sanding the floorboards.
“No, you are,” he answered.
“Kickboxing?”
Dad smiled. “If you like.”
“Good,” I said. “I miss martial arts.”
He laughed. “I know.”
Angela joined us in the evenings. Her mum’s condition worsened day by day and they both liked to be out of the house. It put Dad in his element, fussing over children and making beverages. At night he made us his famous spaghetti and whilst he was in the kitchen the three of us chatted, telling each other about ourselves: what our absent mums and dads had been like. Daniel’s mum was deeply religious, as many of the Blemished often are. When he talked about her he spoke with a quiet voice that demanded attention, with his head hanging forward and hair in his eyes. He always went still as he spoke of her, the only time he was ever still, and I would find myself staring at him, unable to move, almost hypnotised. He described how she would try exorcisms on him, smearing him with holy water and pushing a crucifix into his chest. I wished that I’d been there. I wished I’d known him then so I could do something. Daniel looked up at me once and I remembered his notebook. All this time he’d known me – my face at least – and the thought sent tingles through my arms and legs. Maybe I had done something to help, even then.
One day after school Daniel had a vision and his nose bled. I fetched him damp towels and laid him down gently on the floor so he could sleep. We were on our own, Dad had gone to the market to fetch more tools and Angela was at her house having tea with Theresa. I sat there, terrified that Daniel was hurt, energy coursing through my body, jangling paint pots, itching to move objects. I watched him sleep, staring at his features; the small nose, full lips and long blond eye-lashes. He was fine when he woke but refused to talk about his vision because he said it was something he could never change and there was no point dwelling on it. I didn’t care that he wouldn’t tell me his vision I was just relieved he was okay. Then I realised that I’d been in pain along with him and I wondered why I felt like that.
He never complained about the headache, simply picked up a brush and got back to work. I joined him. We worked in silence until eventually he started to talk.
“It was my mum,” he said.
“In the vision?”
He nodded. “Don’t tell Angela. I don’t like her to know about stuff like this. She worries about me and she has enough to deal with… you know, with Theresa.”
“I won’t tell her,” I replied. “I promise.”
“I see her a lot,” he said. “She’s always in trouble but I don’t know where she is so I can’t…” his voice cracked and he tightened his grip on the brush. “The low-life she ran off with, he treats her badly.”
“I’m sorry.”
He put his energy into painting. “Don’t be. It isn’t your fault. I just wish I was there to protect her.” He leaned forward and dunked the brush into the paint.
“Even after everything she did?”
He hesitated. “Yeah. Even after all that.”
I watched him for a few seconds, always moving, as though if he kept going it would stop being real.
“It’s nice to see her,” he said with a hollow laugh. “That sounds stupid but I get to see her face and it makes me happy.”
“That’s not stupid. I’d give anything to see my mum’s face again.”
Daniel stopped what he was doing and turned to face me. His eyes were deep pools of suffering and I wanted nothing more than to take it away. We stayed like that for what felt like hours until he finally said, “These powers we have. They’re a burden. A weight of responsibility.”
I nodded.
He took my hand and held it for a moment and I stared down at it. When he let me go my fingers burned. They longed for the rough feel of his skin. I wondered what the hell was happening to me.
 
* * *
 
Later that day Angela came to the basement and we talked some more. She told us how her dad was a good cook, his speciality spiced chicken and rice. She missed his food. Her mum sometimes forgot about meals leaving Angela and Daniel to fend for themselves but they said it was okay because there was usually bread. I told them about the stories my mum used to tell me. There wasn’t much else that I remembered about her. I told them that my dad sometimes disappeared at night and I didn’t know why.
At one point during the rest of the week we felt so brave that we sat my dad down at the kitchen table and told him about Daniel’s power. I told him that both Angela and Daniel knew about my gift and that I trusted them. If Dad was surprised he didn’t show it. He took it all calmly and even offered to help Daniel control his gift.
But soon the days faded before my eyes and as the last finishing touches were prepared I felt a sense of nostalgic sadness take over me. But as a fitting tribute to us all Daniel painted our portraits along the length of the basement wall and somehow he captured a little bit of each of us; Angela’s goofy grin, his own crooked smile and dishevelled hair, my dad’s professor glasses and me, deep in thought, staring out at some unknown future. He painted us without our headscarves, with my hair flowing down and Angela’s full head of coiled curls which framed her face beautifully. I think we all felt a twinge of sadness that the task was finally over, even Dad, because it had brought as all together and who knew when we would have that closeness again. We were back into the real world. Thrust out from the protective womb beneath the house.
“Now the hard work begins,” Dad said to me over breakfast the next day.
I stirred my cereal. “I don’t know how to do it.”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know how to control my power. Sometimes when I want to be able to use it I can’t. I have to be angry.”
Dad took a spoonful of his cornflakes and chewed. “Then you have to learn how to get angry.”
“You mean fake being angry?” I asked.
“Perhaps you can think of something that makes you angry and use that energy.” He waved his empty spoon dismissively. “Anyway. We will begin all that when you’re ready.”
“Dad?”
“Yes, Mina.”
“Why am I learning to fight?”
“For protection, Mina.”
“Why do I need protecting?”
He looked at me sadly. “Because I won’t always be here to look after you.”
I started to say something, to ask why he wouldn’t be here. What did he mean? But he silenced me with a kiss on my forehead.
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“It’s the last week of February,” Mrs Murgatroyd said. “That means it’s time to plant bulbs and seedlings.” She held a pair of gardening gloves between manicured nails, as though they might dirty her hands. “You put these on, and the overalls, and get to work. What’s the matter, Emily?”
“Can I wear my tunic, Mrs––”
“Yes.” She looked her up and down. “I don’t think we’ll have any overalls big enough for you anyway. Getting a bit fat aren’t you? Thank goodness the Children of the GEM will eradicate obesity. At least it will die with you.” She looked at us all one by one as though we were dirty. Emily shrank back, moving closer to a furious Billie.
“Get on with it then!” Mrs Murgatroyd snapped. “The equipment is over there. Manuals are on the trestle table. I’ll be back in an hour to check on your progress. If it isn’t good enough you’ll all clean the school.”
“Bitch,” Angela said after the teacher had left. “I can’t believe she said that to Emily.”
“Come on, we’d best get started,” I said with a sigh.
February sun sparkled against the lawn dew. We moved to set up the seeds, tools and plant pots on a trestle table. At the end of the lawn was an old greenhouse, the glass mottled green with moss. For the next few days we were to plant the seeds and set up the seed trays in the greenhouse where we would tend to our plants daily until they were strong enough to plant out in April and May. In my old Area 10 school we’d grown daffodils, pansies, sweet peas, jasmine and many others. My favourite flowers were the ones with fragrance, like lilies or roses. I’d tended to the rose bushes myself, trimming back the dead heads and watering them. The trestle table filled with little plastic pots and cellophane wrapped seeds made me smile and I got straight to work, dividing the compost evenly in the trays. Angela struggled, spilling the soil onto the lawn and tutting at herself in the process.
“Not like that,” I said gently.
“What am I doing wrong?” Angela replied a little huffily. She was not so much pushing the soil down as ramming it into the seed trays.
“All you need to do is fill it half way, press in your finger. Pop in a seed. And then cover,” I said with a smile.
She looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Okay, what have you done with the real Mina?”
“What do you mean?”
“This.” She swept an arm over me to demonstrate. “I’ve never seen you so relaxed.”
“I like gardening.”
“Clearly! I never had you down as a Mother Earth type.”
I snorted. “As if!”
A door opened on the GEM side and out they poured in colourful clothes. Most chattered or tapped on their Plan-Its. Despite the difference in colours, from their hair and skin to their shoes, there was something matchy about the GEMs. They were all so perfect that their faces blurred into one. I stared at them, thinking about how strange it must be to know that your genes have been altered. The way you look is tailored by your parents before you are even born. I thought of Elena modelled on a dead film star and my skin crawled. Then Sebastian walked through the door and my thoughts turned to the night in the ghettos. We hadn’t talked since. Perhaps we would never talk again. Maybe I would never find out about his father and why he sympathised with the Blemished.
“You like him don’t you?” Angela said, a playful smile forming on her lips. For some reason I hadn’t told her about meeting with Sebastian. A part of me didn’t want her to know because I was ashamed to admit it. A larger part of me just didn’t want her to tell Daniel.
I tsked. “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s a GEM!”
“Which means he’s gorgeous. And he clearly likes you. Look! He’s looking over.”
“He is?” I turned to look but he had already gone. “Oh that’s mean.” I shoved her shoulder.
“But now you know that you really do like him.”
I pressed more soil into the seed trays. “It doesn’t make any difference if I do or not. I can never stop being Blemished.”
Angela put her hand on top of mine. “Maybe that doesn’t matter to him.”
“Maybe not. But it matters to the Ministry.” I looked around guiltily. Billie’s cold eyes stared at me but she was out of ear shot. I turned back to my work.
“Look,” Angela said, nudging me in the ribs.
“What now? More imaginary stares from GEM boys?”
“No, it’s Elena. Since she stopped bullying you her friends have all turned on her. God those GEMs are bitches. Sometimes I’m glad to be Blemished.” She shook her head in disbelief. “It’s so weird how she just left you alone like that. Don’t you think?”
“Yeah it was weird,” I agreed vaguely, trying not to notice what was going on.
Don’t look up, I thought. Ignore her and get on with your work. She isn’t your problem.
But curiosity took hold and I looked. It was a violent scene. The blonde girl had her hands around Elena’s throat and I heard her swearing, there was ferocity on her face and I was shocked. Elena’s hands clawed at the blonde girl, panicked. Her other friend with the caramel skin took Elena’s school work and threw it in the air before stamping it into the mud. They all laughed, the blonde girl pushed her to the ground, and they left her scrabbling in the grass, trying to collect her work.
My first thought was a bitter one, glad that she now knew what it was like to lose control. I watched as she struggled, remembering how it made me feel, and I tried to force myself not to care. She looked so small in the mud. I cursed myself in frustration.
“I’ll be back in a minute,” I said to Angela.
“Where are you going?” she called to me as I walked away from the trestle table.
I didn’t answer. I just kept walking. In little over twenty steps I was stood over her, the girl who pushed my head into a toilet, who humiliated me in front of the entire school. She was the girl who I didn’t think had emotions or weaknesses. Yet, there she was, crying; black eyeliner running down her face.
“Have you come to gloat?” she said. She tried to inject cruelty into her voice but it came out more like a pathetic whimper. “Please don’t. Whatever it is you came over here to do, please don’t. I can’t take any more.”
I crouched and held out my hand. “I came to help you up.”
“What?” She looked up and I noticed how much softer her features became when she was upset. It made her even more beautiful. She put her hand in mine. “Why would you do this?”
“Come on,” I said, “let’s pick these up.” We bent over and collected the fragments of her homework. I read the title An Essay on Why the GEM Project has Saved Britain. “Sounds interesting.”
“It’s stupid,” she said, wiping her nose with the sleeve of her top. “All my work is stupid.”
“I’m sure that’s not true.” I balanced her textbooks on my wrist and arranged them into some sort of order. The books were called things like psychology and biology, things the Blemished never learned. “Why were your friends acting like that?”
“Clarissa thinks I bad mouthed her to a London agent.”
“Did you?”
“No! I wouldn’t do that,” she answered, seeming genuinely offended.
“Yet you almost drowned me in a toilet.” I handed her the books, ready to walk away.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I…” the bell rang for GEM classes. “It’s hard to explain.” Her eyes mellowed and for the first time I saw a human being. “My friends were about to turn on me. I had to do something to keep hold of them…” But then her features hardened again, erasing the brief glimpse of vulnerability. “Then you had to go and get Mr Big involved.”
I frowned. “Sebastian’s father?”
Elena looked around us nervously. “Yes him,” she snapped. “You shouldn’t even talk to me.”
“Fine,” I said with a scowl. “I’ll never feel sorry for you again.” I turned my back.
“Mina, wait,” she said in a strained voice. “I really am sorry. You’ve got no idea how hard it is sometimes.”
I snorted. “Of course I do. I’m Blemished.”
I left her holding her mud stained schoolwork and made my way back over to the trestle table. Predictably, Billie was waiting for me.
“Stop stirring up trouble with the GEMs,” she said before I could even get back to my seeds.
“I was just helping her out.”
“Why would you help out the girl who bullied you?”
“She has a point there,” Angela added. “I don’t understand it either. You said you hated her.”
I shrugged, unsure myself and very aware of the faces around me expecting some sort of answer. But then, as my mouth flapped open and shut, I was interrupted by an ear-splitting scream; a terrible rasping cry of pain.
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It was Emily. I think that’s why it was so shocking – she was always so quiet. She screamed again and it was a groan, a primal, horrible noise that came from somewhere inside her body and erupted out of her like lava from a volcano. I turned to see her doubled over the table, clutching her stomach. Billie and I dashed to her side. Angela followed. The rest of the class crowded around, staring at us.
“Emily!” Billie said urgently, taking hold of her sister’s hand. “Where does it hurt?”
She didn’t answer, only gripped her sister tightly. I stood staring at the girl in pain, transfixed. My muscles had frozen.
“I’ll get Mrs Murgatroyd,” said Angela. “She’ll know what to do.”
“No!” Billie shouted in Angela’s shocked face. “You can’t.” With her free hand she clasped hold of Angela in a panic. Her eyes were wide and crazy. “You have to promise not to get her.”
“Okay, I promise. But Murder-Troll is going to hear…,” Angela looked across at Emily warily and said in a very quiet voice, “and she needs help.”
Billie’s lips trembled. “Emily is going to be fine. Aren’t you sis? Let’s straighten you up.”
Billie attempted to help her sister stand straight but Emily grunted and clutched her stomach. It was only then that I noticed a swelling around her belly.
“It’s coming,” Emily muttered. “It’s coming and they are going to take us away.”
“What’s coming?” said Angela.
Everything clicked into place and I could not believe that I hadn’t put the pieces together sooner – the weight gain, Billie’s protectiveness, the way Billie didn’t like me staring at her sister. Then I realised that Billie hadn’t been picking on me. All this time she had just been protecting her sister’s secret. She knew I would attract attention to Emily or figure it out.
“The baby,” I mumbled. “No, that can’t be… they don’t… you can’t… you’ll be…” I clamped a hand over my mouth. They would arrest her.
Billie began to cry. She stroked her sister’s sweaty forehead. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t do this anymore.”
I saw the bags under her eyes. For months Billie had carried the burden of her sister’s secret.
“Emily,” I said. “Are the pains contractions?”
“I think so,” she said. “My legs are all wet… water came out…” Her eyes widened – the whites large and protruding. Her fingers trembled against the trestle table.
I tried to think clearly. Childbirth should not exist, not any more ¬– we are the last. No one has ever taught us anything about it. But I had overheard the mums of my friends in Area 10 talking about their labour and I knew enough to know that what Emily said wasn’t good.
“Are the pains close together?” I asked.
“I feel… like… I’m getting them… every few seconds,” she said between long, wretched, deep breaths.
Angela snapped out of a trance. “She’s having a baby?”
I turned to my friend. “Can you get everyone else away from Emily apart from Billie? She needs space.”
Angela nodded and herded the rest of the Blemished away.
“It hurts, Billie,” Emily whimpered. “I just want the pain to stop.”
“Shhhh… I know. I know,” Billie soothed.
“You don’t understand,” Emily said. “I don’t want you to protect me anymore.”
“Don’t say that.” Billie’s voice trembled with emotion. Fat tears rolled down her cheeks and it pulled at my heart to see someone so fierce turn so vulnerable. “Don’t give up. We’ll think of something. I promise––”
“No!” Emily said firmly. She gripped her stomach and lurched forward against the trestle table. After recovering she turned to her sister and said, “No more promises. It’s too late now. Just let them take me.”
Billie looked up at me. Tears streamed down her face. Her eyes begged me. “Help us get away.”
I swallowed. “Billie, Emily can’t run, not like this. She could deliver at any moment. Anything could happen. If she doesn’t get any medical attention,” I softened my voice, “she could die.”
Billie let go of her sister for just a moment to grasp my shoulders and shake me. “Don’t you get it? She’s dead anyway. They both are.” She sobbed and I pulled her into my collarbone. She broke away after a few seconds and went back to Emily.
“Murder-Troll is coming,” Angela called to me.
She was right. Our teacher approached with no-nonsense long strides. The woman’s gaze locked into mine and her pace accelerated. Billie turned to me and the last glimmer of hope faded from her eyes. Sadness settled in my stomach like a heavy stone. I felt helpless, frustrated and angry that I couldn’t help them.
“I can maybe give you time,” I said.
Billie nodded sincerely. “Thank you.”
“Run,” I said.
Billie wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight. Then she turned back to her sister and grabbed her under her arms. With a loud sob Emily managed to straighten and Billie coaxed her into walking. Mrs Murgatroyd picked up her pace. Her sharp, eagle-eyes turned and I saw that the realisation of what was happening hit her. There was no time. I had only seconds to do something to give Billie and Emily a chance. Mrs Murgatroyd only needed to reach into her pockets to call the School Enforcers to take them away. My only hope would be to use my gift, but I didn’t know how to direct it properly.
I thought back to the moment I flipped the tray at Elena. Like my dad said, I had to get angry. I thought about Mrs Murgatroyd calling Emily fat and telling us all that obesity would die when we died. I thought about how the Enforcers would take Emily and her baby away. I thought about how unfair it was that Billie would lose her sister and Emily would lose her baby, maybe her life. I thought about living in a world where innocent babies and young girls were killed unjustly. I thought about all of the rage inside me and before long I felt heat running down my arms and tickle my fingers.
Mrs Murgatroyd approached us and I knew exactly what to do. Using every bit of energy in my body I channelled all of that rage into flipping the table. I closed my eyes and concentrated on just that one thing. It rattled. Next to me Angela tensed. More heat seared through me and with the last burst it pulsed through my mind, as though all of the synapses, the little filament things my dad talked about, exploded all at once and I opened my eyes to see the table flipping, tossing seed trays as it did so, and knocking Mrs Murgatroyd to the ground. Gardening gloves, soil and trowels rained down on top of her.
And then I was hollow. I fell with my legs collapsing beneath me. Angela knelt by my side in the damp grass.
“Are you all right?” Angela asked, crouching.
I looked behind her at Billie and Emily. They were approaching the gate. Emily waddled, holding her belly while Billie dragged them along.
“Please make it,” I whispered. “Please. Please.”
Mrs Murgatroyd got up. She kept her distance from Emily but she knew exactly what was going on. She took out her Plan-it and tapped into the screen. I tried to focus more of my energy and whipped the Plan-It out of her fingers. Mrs Murgatroyd frowned and dropped to the ground, searching for it. Emily screamed out in pain and collapsed to the ground halfway between the lawn and the school gate. Before I could do anything else the Enforcers were dashing around the corner. They brought a wheelchair with them as though it had been there waiting for something like this to happen.
Billie sat on the ground next to her sister and their foreheads touched. I saw their lips moving and knew that they were saying their goodbyes to each other. It was over.
“They didn’t make it,” I whispered. I put my head in my hands. I’d failed.
“At least they got to say goodbye,” Angela said. “Are you all right? What you did was amazing.”
I frowned. “I just wish it was enough.”
Angela squeezed my shoulder. “You did what you could.”
Billie screamed and lashed out but it was pointless of her to try. Emily grasped hold of her sister’s hand until the end, tears raining down her cheeks. The Enforcers had to pull her onto the chair and Emily clutched her belly, screaming. As they took her away she turned back and I swore that I would never forget the sight of her face; red, blotchy, pained, tiny, young.
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School finished in a blur. The other Blemished carried on in silence, some quietly weeping. Later, the Enforcers came back for Billie. They took her away for questioning.
After school Angela and I walked to her house. It was supposed to be the night of our first slumber party. Before the Enforcers took Emily I’d imagined us planning our night on the walk home, telling stories under the duvet and sharing secrets. But now we were numb.
It took a while for Angela to say the words we were both thinking, and what the entire school must have been thinking, including the GEMs – who’d watched the scene unfold with their noses pressed up against the glass of the school windows. She said, “What will they do with the baby?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. It was the truth. “I’ve never known anyone be taken away. I’ve never even seen a pregnant woman before.”
Angela blinked away tears. We both had faces puffed out from crying. “Will they kill it?”
“I don’t know,” I said, trying not to think of the pregnant girl on Twitching Sunday and how her body danced, “maybe.”
“What about Emily? Will she come back?”
“Look, I don’t know, all right? They’ll probably kill them both.” I snapped.
Angela stifled a sob. I stopped walking and grabbed her by the shoulders, holding her close to me. She wrapped her arms around me and cried into my collar bone.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I just feel all hollowed out.”
“It’s okay,” she said between sobs. “I feel like that too.”
“Just, don’t ever end up like that. Okay?” I sighed. “If they did that to you––”
“I won’t,” she said. “But don’t you either. Don’t let Sebastian––”
“I won’t,” I interrupted. “I promise.”
She moved away from me and held out her little finger, hooked at the joint. “When I was little Daniel and me used to swear with like this.”
I laughed.
We joined fingers, my pale skin like milk against her dark skin. “I swear, Angela. I swear that I’ll always look out for you.”
We broke away awkwardly, neither quite sure what to say after something so silly yet so earnest. “What happens now?” I asked.
“Now it’s time for our slumber party.” She smiled.
 
* * *
 
Theresa busied herself in the kitchen. We didn’t tell her about Emily. Angela worried that depressing news might tip her over the edge. We walked on egg-shells around her. Any mention of Angela’s dad could trigger an old memory and it flipped a switch turning her into a vague zombie. I watched her and thought about what my mum would have been like if she hadn’t run away to London. Sometimes I even thought about her being better off dead. I shivered, that was no way to think.
“I’ve not made you any mint tea,” Theresa said.
“You did, Mum, just a few minutes ago,” said Angela.
Theresa smiled broadly. “Of course I did. I’m so forgetful these days.” She left the room laughing to herself and Angela’s smile tightened.
I leaned over and held her hand. We were in Angela’s lounge, settled into her floral sofa. The TV screen showed a GEM beauty contest. Beautiful, tall, slim girls not much older than us paraded around a stage in bikinis while the audience voted on which of them was the thinnest. The winner received an agent in London, one of the best apparently. The flamboyant TV presenter wrapped a tape measure around a girl’s waist and frowned. The girl started crying.
“What do you think the GEMs get to watch on TV?” I said. “Do you think it’s the same? Or do you think they watch the films? Does anyone watch the films?”
News reports always told us that London made spectacular films, that the talent from the GEMs could not be equalled in the rest of the world. Apparently their entertainment industry was unrivalled. But we never actually saw any of it.
Angela rested her head against her knees, pulling her feet up underneath her body, as though thinking. “I guess they must. Otherwise what would be the point in it all?”
“Do you think they pay extra for the films?”
“Maybe.”
“Someone has to see them. Unless they don’t even make them.”
Angela looked at me and then back at the television. “But… all the competitions…”
“What if it’s all for pretend? What if they don’t make any films at all?” I leaned in closer, speaking more softly. My dad’s words echoed in my mind about the screens. “When someone is picked for London, do you ever see them again?”
“I dunno,” Angela replied. “There’s never anyone picked for London in Area 14. Most of the GEMs just get jobs in shops or hospitals.”
“Doesn’t it all seem a bit weird to you?”
“I’ve never really thought about it before.” She turned back to the TV screen where a frighteningly thin girl with blonde hair jumped up and down. She’d just been crowned Miss Skinny of Area 7. “Do you think they would really lie to us like that?”
I nodded. “After today? After what they did to Emily? Absolutely.”
“I guess you’re right,” she said with a sigh.
In the kitchen a door opened and closed and I heard Daniel’s voice as he greeted his adoptive mother. Angela heard it too and I saw the smile that spread across her face. Then Theresa’s voice replied, muffled. It sounded wrong, too loud and rushed.
“Angie! Oh, Angie. Your Father is home!” Theresa called. I heard the pad of her bare feet across the tiles of the kitchen. “Come quick. Come quick.”
Angela jumped up. “No, Mum, it’s Daniel.”
“What kind of fool do you think I am,” snapped Theresa. “I know my own husband.”
“Daddy?” Angela said, her voice tinged with hope.
“No, Angela¬¬––” I began, reaching out to catch Angela’s arm but she was gone before I could stop her.
She darted into the kitchen and I followed. In front of me Angela stopped dead and her shoulders slumped. It was Daniel.
“I’m sorry, I’m not your husband,” he said. “You know me.” Theresa had him gripped in a bear hug. She leaned forward to kiss him but Daniel squirmed. There were tears in his eyes. “Please, no. You’ve got it wrong! You know me. I’m Daniel.”
“Oh, Paul! Paul I’ve missed you so much,” she crooned.
Angela stood transfixed, staring at the scene in front of her. I had to do something.
“Theresa,” I said. I moved slowly towards her and placed a tentative arm around her shoulder. She was a short woman, and when hunched over in confusion she was even shorter. The recognition in her eyes faded and became vague again. “Why don’t I make you a nice cup of tea?” I manoeuvred her across to the table.
“Paul?” Her fingers trembled inside mine as I took her hand. I was afraid to turn away and make the tea. “Oh. I so thought it was him. Oh! I am so confused these days.” She burst into tears, a deep hacking, throaty cry. I paused, unsure of what to do or say.
“Mummy,” Angela whimpered. “Please don’t cry!” She collapsed into a chair and the two of them cried together, heads pressed against each other like just hours ago as Billie and Emily said goodbye.
Daniel moved over to me and said, “Maybe we should give them some time.”
I nodded. As we left the room I placed the tea down on the table, feeling useless. Theresa was deteriorating. The Operation had slowly been eating away at her mind, stripping her away, and she had been my own hope that there was a chance for a normal life after. I took a deep breath before I followed Daniel into the lounge but it was at that moment I knew for certain that I would never have the Operation, and neither would Angela. I would get us both out somehow. I’d find a way.
In the lounge I told Daniel about Emily at school and watched his blue eyes intensify. Shades of anger flickered across his face as though someone held a candle beneath his chin. At the end he shook his head.
“I didn’t see this.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “If only I’d seen this we could have saved her.”
“No,” I murmured. “It wasn’t your responsibility.”
He stood up and paced the room. “I don’t care whose responsibility it was. Why didn’t the visions let me see? I could have helped.”
“I don’t think it was possible. Where would we take her? I know nothing about getting someone out of Area 14.”
“I do,” he said.
I searched Daniel’s face for some sort of hint that he was joking. “You’re serious?” I lowered my voice to little more than a whisper and he leaned in towards me. We were stood facing each other in front of the sofa. “You’re part of the Resistance?”
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After Theresa went to sleep we all crowded together in Angela’s tiny room. The three of us sat cross legged on her bed. It was small and wooden and designed for a child, with pink floral bedding and a large crocheted pillow. Angela leaned against the headboard chewing her finger nails and I sat to her right playing with strands of my hair, the headscarf still wrapped loosely around my neck like a scarf. Daniel sat at the foot of the bed facing us both. He had just finished explaining to Angela what he told me, at my request.
“So what is it you know?” I asked impatiently.
“I can’t believe you kept this from me,” Angela added. “I mean I knew you were aware of them. But getting people out? Are you in the Resistance?”
He sighed and rolled his eyes. “No, of course not. Do you think they’re stupid enough to let some sixteen year old kid join them?”
“Maybe if they knew about your gift––” I began
“They don’t,” he interrupted.
I clamped my mouth shut and glared at him. I was seeing a different Daniel tonight. There were so many sides to him: the Daniel who was never still, the talented artist, the tortured soul who had seen too much, the vulnerable orphan and now the Daniel who was involved in a dangerous rebel group. As he spoke about the Resistance he seemed to grow up. There was an authority about him that I had never noticed before.
“Do you actually want me to be part of the Resistance? Is this some way for you to get in and fight?” he said. “Because that would be ridiculous. It isn’t a joke, Mina. It’s serious.”
“My mum died because of the Resistance. Don’t patronise me,” I snapped. My face flushed and my fingers tingled. A glass on Angela’s bedside table wobbled.
Daniel’s eyes softened. “I’m sorry. It’s just you seem really keen on this whole idea, and… I don’t want to tell you what I know and then you end up getting hurt.”
“Isn’t that my decision?” I replied. I raised my eyebrows and held his eye contact, challenging him to respond. Daniel ran his fingers through his hair and looked away.
“If Daniel doesn’t want to tell us about it, then he shouldn’t have to,” said Angela. “We can’t bully him into this.”
“You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
He stared me down, making me feel like a child to be chastised. I didn’t look away and eventually he sighed. “There’s not much to tell. I can show you but it’s dangerous and I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“I can handle it,” I insisted.
Daniel paused. He glanced at Angela and then focussed hard eyes on me. He said slowly, “If I take you with me, you have to do exactly what I say. All right?”
“All right,” I said.
“Okay,” he said. “But I warn you, I’m not an expert. I don’t know much. The only thing I do know is where they meet. There is this guy that I work with in the woodwork studio. I had an inkling that he was part of the Resistance––”
¬“How did you know?” I interrupted.
“Small things that he said.” Daniel paused. “It’s hard to pin-point, but I just got the feeling he wasn’t happy about the way things were.”
I nodded. Sometimes people say a lot without really saying anything.
“The thing is,” Daniel continued. “To get there we have to go right through the centre of the Ghettos,” he paused, “and into the Slums.”
I involuntarily shivered. The Enforcers patrolled there. Slum people lived outside normal society. The children did not go to school. They weren’t even official Blemished; they were just Outsiders who didn’t join in the Society at all. Crime was rife in the Slums, with the Outsiders stealing from each other and prostituting themselves. Rumour had it that the Enforcers hung around the Slums just waiting to hear a prostitute go into labour.
“The Slums?” Angela mumbled. She wrapped her arms around her body.
“You don’t have to go,” Daniel insisted. “You can ignore it and just keep going on with your lives. Or you can come with me and look. We can’t join them, just watch.”
Angela looked at me hesitantly, as though waiting for me to decide for her. I knew that I wanted to go, but I knew that I shouldn’t go. I thought about my dad and how angry he would be to see me tempted by the same things as my mum. But how could I go back to my life knowing that I could have witnessed something important? How could I go back to my life after seeing a young girl taken away for having a baby?
“I want to go,” I said.
“Me too,” Angela said.
Daniel’s face fell. “I must be crazy getting you into this.” He pulled at his hair and then sighed. “All right. The first thing we have to do is sneak out.”
 
* * *
 
“She’s fast asleep,” Angela said, creeping back into her bedroom.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Absolutely. When you and Daniel were in the lounge I crushed a sleeping pill and put it in her tea.”
For once I was shocked. “You do that a lot?”
Angela shrugged. “It makes it easier to deal with.”
I decided not to judge. Angela had a crappy time looking after her mum. Anything that helped her was a good thing.
“We need to go then,” said Daniel. “They meet every Friday night in the heart of the Slums, near a broth...” Daniel glanced over to Angela. “There’s some sort of disused warehouse next to… the place where…”
“Oh for goodness sake Daniel just say brothel or we’ll be here all night,” Angela snapped.
“What time do they meet?” I asked, trying to stop myself wondering how Daniel knew where brothels are in the Slums.
“10pm,” he answered.
“We have two hours,” I noted. “How long does it take to walk there?”
“Perhaps an hour. The problem is getting close enough without being stopped by an Enforcer. We don’t look like Slum children.” He pointed to the symbol of the Blemished on our tunics.
“We could go in jeans,” Angela suggested.
“Then, if you get caught, as well as being out after curfew you would be out after curfew without your uniform,” said Daniel.
“Two crimes instead of one,” I said to myself. “What if we disguised ourselves as Slum children? Angela, do you have any old clothes?”
“Not much,” she said. “But there may be some in my Mum’s room.”
“Could we rip them? Smear dirt on our faces? Remove the Symbol?” I suggested, looking at Daniel.
“It could work,” he said.
“We’d just have to be careful,” I said. “At least this way we would blend in.”
He smiled crookedly, his eyes shone just a little bit brighter and he held my eye contact for a little too long. “Okay. You know, you’re really quite clever.”
I grinned back, enjoying the impromptu compliment.
“I’ll go and get the clothes then, shall I?” Angela said. She pushed bumped my shoulder as she stomped towards the bedroom door, almost knocking me over.
I frowned. “Angela? You all right?”
“Fine,” she answered, standing in the doorway, one foot in the room and one out. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“No reason,” I mumbled.
She turned and shut the door behind her. I got the feeling that had we not been trying to sneak around the house that door would have been slammed at full force.
“I think we’re making her feel useless,” I said to Daniel.
He shook his head. “She shouldn’t be coming with us. But I’m worried that if we leave her she’ll just follow us anyway and get herself in trouble.”
He was right. There was no chance she would stay behind. I hadn’t realised until this point just how much we were making her feel left out. Daniel and I shared something personal, something that only we could relate to, that feeling of being different and special. We had these gifts that shouldn’t exist but somehow did. That created a bond between us that went above friendship. I’d seen the way Angela’s face lit up as Daniel walked into the room. I’d also seen the way Daniel looked at Angela protectively, like a big brother. I just didn’t know how to explain all this to her.
“I’ve got them,” Angela said as she walked back into the room. “Mum won’t notice these gone.” Her face fell. “I guess she doesn’t notice much these days. Anyway,” she forced a bright smile on her face, revealing sweet dimples, “let’s get ripping!”
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“Do I look like a Slum kid?” Angela asked.
The three of us had managed to sneak out of the house without waking Theresa. We stood in the garden wearing our newly ripped and dirtied clothes. Angela smeared another handful of mud on my skin. I stepped forward and mussed Angela’s hair.
“You do now!” I said with a quiet laugh.
Daniel glared at us through the dark, the full moon reflecting in his blue eyes. The sky was clear of clouds and stars twinkled above us.
I straightened my back. “Which way do we go?”
“Follow me,” Daniel replied.
Angela looked at me and I could tell by the way her eyes glistened and her mouth twitched that she wanted to laugh. I wondered if Angela had ever broken rules before. The exhilaration of doing something naughty made her giddy. I put my finger to my lips to try and calm her before moving after Daniel, I knew it was wrong but a bit of sneaking around was exactly what we needed to lighten the mood after the day we’d had at school.
The ghettos were quiet at night. Dad always said that after 9pm the world of the Blemished silenced. Of course he usually said that after a few glasses of whiskey so I’d never really paid much attention. It turned out that he was right. We walked past dark houses, only alive from the flicker from their television screens, the people inside glued to Ministry programming with drinks fixed in their stiff hands. As we walked we saw no one. Part of me thought we might bump into Sebastian out on a jog, but the only sound we heard was the drunken voice of a woman a few streets away. There was a crash and a thud followed by a curse as she fell over a gate or a bin. Then a neighbour yelled out of their window to shut up and she did.
“Poor woman,” Angela mused.
As we moved forward the houses around us became smaller and more bunched together. They formed lines of rickety, uneven terraces surrounded by concrete yards filled with junk. The pavement crumbled beneath our feet and weeds poked out between gate posts.
“We’re getting closer to the Slums,” Daniel said. “You need to be on the lookout for Enforcers now, okay?”
We all mumbled hushed agreements and instinctively moved closer to each other. Daniel walked next to me on my right, his arm brushing against mine. I swallowed dryly as we approached the Slums, the realisation hitting that we were doing something illegal. The same giddiness that overtook Angela at the beginning of our journey had infected me and I bit my lip to stop myself from laughing. But as I was distracted by my own overexcitement I didn’t see the shadow of the Enforcer approaching. Daniel grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back into a narrow alleyway between two rows of terraced houses, moving Angela with his other hand. I shrank into the darkness, leaning hard against the cold bricks.
I heard the heavy footsteps of the Enforcer’s boots on the crumbling pavement, crunching with each movement. His black leather uniform creaked in the darkness and there was a chink-chink noise as his baton hit the metal clasp of his belt. All Enforcers wore large plastic helmets, making their shadows look even more enormous, like a bubble-headed alien.
I held my breath, no longer wanting to giggle, almost certain that the noise of my heart pounding against my chest could be heard streets away. Finally the Enforcer came into view as he walked past the entrance of the alleyway, just as I felt as though my heart would beat right through my rib cage. A droplet of sweat dribbled down my forehead and Daniel reached over in the dark and took my hand in his.
The Enforcer paused right at the mouth of the alley-way, looked at the floor and bent at the knees to retrieve an item from the ground. I flattened myself against the cold, hard bricks, gripping hold of Daniel’s hand. Daniel turned to look at me, his eyes inscrutable in the darkness. The Enforcer held up the object, examining it, and then tossed it to the floor. I could see in the moonlight that it was a button from Angela’s jacket. Almost nonchalantly, the Enforcer moved on, leaving us alone in the darkness. We waited until the crunching footsteps faded away before slipping back out onto the pavement.
“That was close,” Daniel said with a grim smile. I realised now why he had been so unimpressed with our foolishness. This wasn’t a joke, it was bad for Blemished girls to be out this late without an adult chaperone and we could get into serious trouble.
“I’m so scared!” Angela whispered. She didn’t look amused any more, only afraid. “Maybe we should go back?”
“Yeah, you’re right, this is––”
“Shhh!” Daniel pulled us both back into the alley way just in time.
Further down the street I heard the noise of more footsteps and then a cough. These footsteps were different to those of the Enforcer, less measured and succinct. They were more hurried and sloppy and belonged to a person, a civilian. As the person approached I became curious and peeked over Daniel’s shoulder to see who crossed the mouth of the alley way. There was enough moonlight to be able to make out their build and the features, and when they walked past, it was unmistakable that this man was my dad.
I smothered a gasp into the sleeve of my top and hid back behind Daniel. Dad didn’t notice anything; he walked on in a hurry, without turning his head. For a moment I thought I’d imagined it. What would my dad be doing near the Slums? I felt sick.
“Mina, was that your dad?” Daniel whispered.
“You thought so too?” I replied. “I hoped it was just the moonlight playing tricks.”
“It looked an awful lot like him,” Daniel said, his voice thick with pity.
“Why would he be here?” I said.
Angela took my hand and squeezed it. “Maybe he’s lonely, Mina.”
I couldn’t stand the sympathy on their faces. I couldn’t stomach what they were saying. “No.” I shook my head vehemently. “He wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t do anything that disgusting!” I wrenched my hand free from Angela’s and stepped out of the alley.
“Where are you going?” Daniel called after me. “I thought we’d agreed to go back?”
“I’m following him,” I said. “I have to. You two go back if you like, I’ll be fine.”
I stopped and looked at my friends and in that moment I didn’t want to be like them. I didn’t want to have parents who disappeared or needed me to crush pills into their tea. I just wanted my dad, my reliable history Professor Dad who made spaghetti and dusted the kitchen cupboards.
Daniel moved towards me slowly and put a tentative hand on my shoulder. I wanted to shrug it off. I didn’t need their pity. There would be a perfectly reasonable explanation for everything. “We’re not leaving you on your own. We’ll all go, but we’ll be extra careful. Okay?”
I nodded, trying to ignore my own gratitude.
“Now, come on, before we lose him.” Daniel lead the way again and I followed with Angela feeling a little numb and very terrified.
 
* * *
 
From the alleyway onwards our surroundings degraded even further. We passed smashed glass, boarded windows, crude murals, even cruder graffiti, burnt out cars and feral cats. Constant noise drifted from the distance: music, shouting and chatter. If I hadn’t known better I would have thought we were heading to a busy town. I saw the faraway glow of fire and lanterns.
“They sit around bonfires,” Daniel explained.
“The music?” I asked.
“Musicians and singers play around the fires. There aren’t any houses in the slums, just huts and squats. There are a few warehouses filled with people and a few old pubs that are now brothels,” he explained. “One of the abandoned warehouses is the place where most of the Resistance meet. Many of them live there too.”
“If the Enforcers patrol the area, why don’t they stop all the crime? And why don’t they arrest the Resistance?” I said.
“They don’t know about the Resistance. At least I don’t think they do. As for the other stuff... well they turn a blind eye. That way they get... freebies.”
“How do you know all this stuff, Daniel?” Angela asked in a quiet voice. It was obvious that despite Daniel growing up in her house he had never told her any of this or even hinted that he knew about the underground world of Area 14.
“Some of the men I work with,” he said with a grimace, “are not the kind of men you would want to meet.”
Daniel stopped walking and we followed suit. We had come to the top of a hill overlooking the Slums. Down the street I saw what Daniel had described; huts built in a haphazard manner, leaning on one another for support and made of corrugated iron; bonfires everywhere with people cooking food or dancing around them. The smell wafted up, a combination of alcohol, burning rubber and dirt. Narrow paths weaved between the huts and run-down pubs and old warehouses. On these paths roamed the Enforcers, walking with relaxed gaits with their weapons at their sides. As I strained to see through the dim light, I saw that in the middle of all this was my dad.
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“I can see him!” I said. I moved to walk down the hill but Daniel stopped me with a hand on my elbow.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “You might find out about things that you don’t really want to know.” He squeezed my arm gently. “It’s not too late to turn back.”
I hesitated. Following my dad would be the stupid thing to do. Turning back was safe. But then I thought about how little I knew about my mum before she died, and how much I had always wanted to know about her. I didn’t want secrets between me and my dad any more. I wanted to know everything. I met Daniel’s eyes. “Yes. I’m sure.”
“Okay, then we have to do things exactly as I say. Firstly, we walk down this hill sticking to the shadows, and once we get to the Slums we have to blend in. Avoid eye contact with any Enforcers. Above all – keep up with me. Okay?”
Angela and I nodded in unison. I felt a gulp in my throat but ignored it and the three of us set off down the hill.
“What are you going to say to your dad?” Angela said quietly in the dark.
“What do you mean?” I replied.
“Well, when you find out why he’s come to the Slums, what are you going to say to him? Are you going to confront him?”
“I... um... I guess I haven’t thought that far ahead.” I paused. “What would you do if it was your mum?”
“Mina,” she said with a sigh, “you’ve seen how I am with my Mum. I give her pills to help her sleep and I tell her lies all the time, like: ‘sure Dad’s coming home soon’ or ‘it doesn’t matter if you forgot to make me my tea.’ I’m hardly the expert when it comes to confronting parents. But, I dunno.” She shrugged. “I guess if it was me... Well, I think of it this way. How long do you really get with your parents? Soon we’ll have the Operation and things will change. What’s the point in rocking the boat – making things worse? Maybe you should just enjoy the time you have together.”
“You mean not say anything?”
She held her hands up as though in surrender. “Like I said, I’m really not an expert. But, those little lies between me and my mum, well they seem to make things better, you know? One day, if I told her everything, maybe it would change things between us.”
“We’re almost there.” Daniel looked at us over his shoulder. “Remember what I said.” He frowned. “And there’s something else, something unpleasant.”
“What is it?” I asked, wondering how much more unpleasant things could get.
“There are teenagers in the Slums, like us, and they are often out on the streets at night which is how I’ve managed to blend in when I come here. They beg and,” he glanced at Angela, clearly wanting to protect her from something, “offer other stuff. Be careful of anyone who approaches you. Remember – stick together.”
As we approached the hubbub of the Slums I looked through the huts and bonfires for my dad. All around us people stared with hollow eyes. It was a destitute, rank place, and I felt a chill down my spine. A woman to my right lifted up a short skirt provocatively as Daniel passed, her face was rouged, eyes lined in black, I folded my arms around my chest and wished I’d never seen my dad.
“Mina,” Daniel whispered to me, “I see him. I think he’s heading to one of the warehouses.”
I craned my neck and stood on tip-toes until I saw him too. He looked so out of place that it tugged on my heart to see him walking in corduroy trousers and a woollen jumper, a history professor in a den of iniquity.
“I see him!” I broke away from Daniel into a jog, weaving between beggar children and prostitutes, trying not to look at the Enforcers as I passed. Behind me I heard Daniel shouting for me to wait, his voice growing faint. I didn’t stop. I was too close. I couldn’t risk losing him again.
Dad ducked through a set of huts and moved around a bonfire where a woman danced to a violin player. I followed, keeping my head down and in the shadows and moving swiftly. The huts continued for another fifty feet and then began to thin out into a sort of courtyard of compacted mud. The courtyard was outlined by an old run-down pub and a warehouse. Dad walked through the centre of the courtyard and stopped outside the pub where a woman, slicked with make-up, lounged against the wall with her hand on her hip. My stomach sank. Could he really be one of those men? I stopped and hid in the shadows. Finally, he turned away from the pub and walked into the warehouse on the right. I breathed a sigh of relief.
But I still wanted to know why my dad was there. Daniel and Angela were lost in the huts somewhere. I was on my own now and I had to figure things out for myself. Sticking to the shadows I made the decision to go around the warehouse and try to find a window or something to look through. As I moved closer I saw that just inside the front entrance stood a tall dark-haired man with his arms folded. My dad nodded to him in and the man returned the gesture. My dad had been here before – he knew these people.
I crept around the side of the building trying not to breathe heavily but feeling a rasp in my throat. I stayed low, bending my knees and back. I was good at being out of sight – I’d been doing it all my life. But all the same I wished that Daniel was there to help me and tell me what to do.
The compacted mud turned to paving slabs. Age had led to disrepair and I tripped over raised corners, pushed up from the undergrowth of weeds. The warehouse walls were concrete breeze-blocks, rough to touch. As I made my way to the back of the building I saw the large loading bays with steel overhead rolling doors big enough for vans. The doors were rusted and stuck just under a foot from the floor leaving enough room for me to squeeze underneath. I saw a low light coming from the gap. I dropped down to my belly and manoeuvred myself into the best viewing position. There were a number of people gathered between the empty stacks – the goods from these warehouses had been emptied years ago and shipped off to London. From my angle I could just see from their feet to their torsos. I had to move closer. I took a deep breath and wriggled under the door.
I stood and immediately ducked behind one of the stacks. The shelving units were compact and climbed all the way to the ceiling. As I surveyed the area I saw people camping on the lower shelves, using them like bunk beds. Sleeping bags and pillows were strewn messily on the cold, concrete floor. I had no idea that people lived like this and felt ashamed that I’d taken my house and my dad’s privileges for granted.
I looked deeper and saw a group of people, mostly men but with some women, in the throes of an intense discussion. I held my breath, it was the Resistance. My dad stood with a tall man in a leather coat. He had a short crop of dark hair and nodded along to whatever it was my dad was saying. I had to get closer if I wanted to be able to hear.
I moved silently through the stacks without attracting any attention, placing my feet quietly on the cement floor, padding like a cat. Luckily the Resistance were in heated debate and unlikely to be easily distracted. As I moved closer I heard phrases like “It’s too soon” and “we need to do something” but couldn’t piece them together. In between two stacks, a few feet away from the group, I saw a pile of boxes and made my way to it. I crouched down behind them and watched.
The first thing I noticed was how few people there were: perhaps twenty or thirty. If Daniel was right and it really was a Resistance meeting, this was poor. I’d always assumed them to be a dangerous and formidable group of militants – purveyors of organised chaos – not a group of tired looking people talking to each other with their arms folded. I concentrated my attention on my dad and the dark haired man.
“Everything is set up, you just have to tell me when,” the man said. I saw him in profile now and that he was perhaps in his early thirties, good-looking and well built. He watched my dad with a nonchalant curiosity, almost arrogance.
“A few months, maybe more,” Dad replied.
The man tipped his head to the side. “That long? You know you need to get to him before they do.”
“She’s not ready yet,” said Dad. “But you have the arrangements in place?”
The man rested a hand on my dad’s shoulder. “What did I tell you, Brother? Relax and I will take care of everything.”
I shifted my weight on the floor, relieving a growing cramp in my leg and inadvertently bumped one of the stacks, knocking an empty tin can to the ground.
“What was that?” said Dad, looking around him.
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It wasn’t just Dad who heard the noise – they all did. Oh crap, this is bad, I thought to myself. I had seconds before they found me and had to move fast. On the other side of the warehouse I saw several boxes piled up high in one of the stacks. If I concentrated hard enough, maybe I could move them like I did with the trestle table at school. But first I needed to conjure that same anger, the kind that flashed through my muscles and made my fingers tingle. It was easy this time. I just thought of my dad.
The boxes tumbled to the ground and the Resistance turned away, distracted. Making the most of my opportunity I ran towards the exit, but in my haste I knocked over an old gas stove which clattered loudly against the concrete. A man with sandy hair and glasses saw me as I darted through stacks.
“There’s someone getting away! Look!” he shouted and pointed.
I felt their eyes on me. All I could think about was how much trouble I would be in if Dad found me. I had to get out. I kept moving.
“Stop!” someone shouted.
They were pursuing me – I heard their footsteps. My breath came out ragged and my heart pounded. But I was still fast.
“Matthew, follow her. Don’t let her leave.” A different voice this time.
Another push and I was only feet from the door. The footsteps gained. I forced myself to move faster; my lungs complaining, my legs like lead. The sliding door loomed ahead. As I approached I slid onto my knees and shimmied through, catching my shirt on a nail. I gasped. The Footsteps were louder now. The shirt was caught fast. I ripped it free.
“Hey! Stop!” called the man.
I scrambled to my feet and set off at a sprint, feeling the breeze on my face and tugging at my hair. Behind me the door rattled and I turned and saw the man emerging from the loading bay – the man in the leather coat. He chased me and I put everything I had into getting away. I ran so hard that my calves screamed out in pain. The courtyard blurred past – whores a smear of red and yellow. The huts became a jumble of confused faces, music and the stink of smoke. I twisted and turned. Weaved and ducked. I ran and ran until I was certain he had lost me. Then, with sweat pouring down my back, I stopped and hid behind a hut. After a few moments I peeked out and looked around me. The man was gone.
Just as I breathed a deep sigh of relief and wiped the sweat from my forehead I heard Daniel’s voice, raised and frustrated. Another voice replied and it was muffled as though through a helmet. I groaned. Daniel was arguing with an Enforcer. Now I had to go and deal with something else. We really should have gone back, like Angela said. I made a note to listen to her in future. I hoped Daniel wasn’t in any trouble and moved out from behind the hut, following the raised voices.
“I don’t know why you don’t believe me,” I heard Daniel say. “Me and my friend just wanna make some cash, like.” He had put a hard inflection into his voice, imitating the accent of the Slum people.
“Name,” the Enforcer insisted. “You are clearly Blemished not Slum.”
I moved quietly through the huts. Daniel and the Enforcer were face to face. Angela nervously hid behind her adoptive brother’s body, her eyes wide and pensive. I looked around for something to move to distract the Enforcer; if I could create a disturbance hopefully it would give us enough time to run away.
“Name,” the Enforcer repeated. “If you do not provide your name I will arrest you both.” The Enforcer took hold of Daniel’s wrist.
“Get the hell off me,” Daniel said between gritted teeth. His face turned a shade of bright red. He pulled back but the Enforcer kept a firm grip.
Daniel hid it well but I knew he was in pain. The thought of him being hurt sent a flash of anger through my mind and I felt my fingers tingle with anticipation. For a split second I actually enjoyed that feeling, the freedom of being able to do what I wanted. I focussed on the tin roof of a hut belonging to a drunk man slumped over a bottle of gin, my eyes narrowing with concentration. The roof began to shake, its foundations rattling. The tin jangled, sounding like a hollow metal drum. I concentrated harder, focussing on the searing heat in my mind and letting it take over, waiting for the release.
The drunk man woke from his slumber just in time to see his entire roof fly from its foundations. He rubbed his eyes and watched it spin through the air and land three huts down on top of a dancing woman’s bonfire. He swore in disbelief, rubbing his eyes with grimy hands. I clapped my hands together as the Enforcer let go of Daniel. I heard him swear into his helmet and move away from my friends and towards the commotion.
Daniel took his cue and ran, taking Angela with him. I turned to follow him but suddenly my legs wouldn’t work. They trembled all over and I looked down at my hands, which were shaking violently. I felt empty, as though I hadn’t eaten for days and I doubled over, completely exhausted.
“Daniel, wait,” I mumbled to no one.
“All right there sweetheart?”
The sound of the man’s voice chilled me to the bone but I collapsed to the floor, unable to get away. As I looked I saw leather clad legs and huge hobnailed boots followed by the leering face of the man as he leaned down towards me and smiled. His face came close enough for me to smell his rancid breath and his lips parted to reveal black gums and only two or three yellow teeth. I retched.
“Get away from me,” I said my voice barely louder than a whisper.
He ignored me and reached out with a filthy hand. I tried to swat him away but my limp and shaking limbs barely made an impression on his large paws.
“You’re a pretty one, in’t yer?” He grinned and stroked me with those dirty hands, nails filled with grease. I shuddered. “Look at her pretty hair.”
He ran his disgusting fingers through my hair, slowly, moving down passed my shoulder so that his hand moved towards my elbow. There he gripped me, thumb and fore-finger digging painfully into my skin. I tried to pull my arm away from his grip but I was too weak. His free hand gripped the other elbow, pulling me closer to him.
“Now, now, pretty,” he said. “No need to struggle. I won’t hurt yer then.”
I felt bile rising in my stomach. I had to stop him. I had to get out of there. With every bit of energy left in me I kicked him between his legs. He grunted in pain and released me, folding over in agony. I turned to run, trying to make my shaking legs work but I tripped and fell to the floor. The man grabbed my ankle and pulled me towards him. I looked around for someone to help but no one seemed to pay any attention, they all pointedly looked away and I couldn’t call for an Enforcer because they would know I was Blemished.
“Come on now, sweetheart, stop playing games,” the man said, reeling me in like a fish on a fishing rod.
I struggled against him, shaking out my foot. He reached to grab the other ankle but I swung back and kicked him straight in the face, putting every bit of weight behind it. He fell back, clutching at his nose and I ran away for the second time.
“Oh no you don’t.” The man got to his feet to chase me and I knew I couldn’t outrun him – I was too exhausted. Then, just as the man reached out to touch my shoulder there was a splintering noise and a thud. A bottle smashed over his head and the man slumped to the floor unconscious. Daniel stood before me, fury in his eyes.
“Come on,” he said, grabbing me roughly by the arm.
He almost dragged me through the huts. My feet tripped as I followed and the world around me became a blur. Eventually Daniel lifted my arm over his shoulder and put the other around my waist, half carrying and half dragging me. When we got back to Angela she took my other arm and carried me. All I could think as we moved was that Daniel was angry with me and I’d messed things up. I’d gone after my dad and nearly got us all in trouble.
“Angry,” I mumbled. “Angry… at me?”
Daniel turned his head to me, our noses almost touching. “Why would I be angry at you? You just saved us! I’m angry, no, furious, that I let that man touch you.”
“Let?” I mumbled again, my lips only just able to move.
“I should have been with you. I shouldn’t have let you run off like that.”
“My fault,” I said.
Daniel shook his head but didn’t say anything more. Instead the two of them focussed their energies on getting me back to Angela’s. I drifted in and out of consciousness, each time opening my eyes to something that looked more like home. Finally I opened my eyes to find myself laid out on a sofa.
“Are you feeling better?” Angela asked, bringing me a milky tea.
“I could have taken that sleaze if I’d been at full strength,” I muttered. I still smelled his breath and when I closed my eyes I saw his rotten teeth. I shivered. It would take days to rid myself of the filth of the Slums.
She grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes! I’m glad you’re okay.”
I laughed. “I guess I’m as okay as you can be. I mean… you know… on a day when you go into the Slums and then find out your dad is secretly plotting with the same Resistance who got your mum killed. And you get attacked by a greasy weirdo.”
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The next morning I woke to the sound of Theresa banging pots and pans in the kitchen below Angela’s room. I pulled myself out of the makeshift floor bed and rubbed sleep from my eyes, the night in the Slums seemed little more than a bad dream.
“Mum’s cooking,” Angela said, leaning over the bed and smiling down at me. “She must be feeling better today. I can hardly believe what we did last night. It was mad!” She paused. “Hey, you never said where your dad went. Was it the…?”
“No,” I said sleepily. I still felt exhausted. “No, he didn’t. He went into a warehouse. I think it was the Resistance meeting.”
Angela’s eyes widened. “Wow, really? What was it like? Did they have guns?”
“No,” I answered. “It was––”
“––disappointing?”
I looked up. Daniel stood in the doorway in his pyjama bottoms and no top. I pulled a blanket around me, even though I was in a long nightgown, and tried not to stare. But I couldn’t pull my eyes away. The woodwork had made his muscles strong, his chest broad. He looked like a man, not a boy just one year older than me. Daniel noticed my expression and smirked. I forced my eyes to the ground.
“Yeah,” I said, staring at the floor. “You thought so too?”
“It looked disorganised, like a rebellion in tatters,” he said. “I thought about joining when I went. But what I saw wasn’t worth joining. Did you hear anything?”
“I overhead my dad.” I fumbled with the blanket between my fingers. “He was talking to this man in a leather coat, someone I’ve never seen before. They kept talking about time, and whether things were ready. They mentioned a boy and said ‘she’s not ready yet.’ That’s all I heard.”
“Do you think they were talking about you, Mina?” Angela asked.
“I don’t know. And I don’t know what they meant about the boy either.” I didn’t say that I suspected they had been talking about Daniel. What it all added up to, though, I couldn’t guess. “I know Dad wants me to start training on my power today.” I shrugged. “Maybe it’s linked.” Talking about everything just made me feel even more tired and worn out. I decided to change the subject. “What are those Slums, Daniel? Why haven’t any of those people been marked Blemished?”
Daniel shook his head. “They live outside society. They… serve a purpose for adults.”
“You mean men who want to get drunk and see women?”
“Yes.” He swallowed dryly. “Like I said, the Enforcers turn a blind eye because it suits them too. The only thing they do is monitor the violence and take away new born babies.”
“But there were children there, teenagers like us,” Angela said.
Daniel didn’t answer; instead he looked down at his toes. I shivered. “I’m never going there again,” I said.
“I should never have taken you.” His voice sounded wracked with guilt. “I’m sorry. I should have told you how pathetic the Resistance is.” He kicked at the carpet. “I guess I was just showing off.”
I watched him, noting how in a flash he could turn from confident to vulnerable again. It made me want to hug him. “It’s okay. We wanted to see it. We wanted to see what the world was like,” I finally met his eyes. “Thank you for letting us make that decision.”
Daniel looked at me in surprise. It was the first time I became aware of how beautiful he was. Not GEM beautiful of course – his eyes were too big in proportion to his lips, and there were large pores across his nose. But there was something about him that over the weeks I’d grown to really… well… like. I blushed and look away. Sebastian’s face popped into my mind and I was aware of my cheeks growing even more coloured with the guilt and shame of my feelings.
“Breakfast, children!” Theresa’s voice called from the bottom of the stairs. She sounded cheerful and happy and we all piled down for scrambled eggs and bacon. My feelings were soon forgotten and instead we all enjoyed a rare moment where Theresa looked after us all.
 
* * *
 
After breakfast I made my way home. The food had replenished the lost energy from using my powers but I could not take away niggling nerves tickling at my stomach. In the Slums, when Angela asked me what I planned to say to my dad, it made me think about whether I really was going to confront him.
I waved goodbye to Angela, Daniel and Theresa through their kitchen window and stepped into the early morning sunshine. The cold weather of winter was finally turning into a warmer spring, and bright sunlight and clear sky put some extra bounce in my step. But that didn’t mean that I wanted to go home straight away. When it came to the turning towards my road I walked in the opposite direction towards the fields. Impulsively, I ripped away my headscarf and let the breeze take my hair. At the edge of the field I closed my eyes against the wind, enjoying how it felt against my skin. I relaxed there for a few minutes when I heard my name being called.
“Mina!” shouted a man’s voice from somewhere in the field. “It’s me, Sebastian!”
I smiled and hopped over a stile in the wall. Sebastian had on his jogging clothes. In one hand he held his Plan-It but slotted it into the pocket of his shorts as I approached.
“Jogging?” I asked.
“Yeah.” He smiled up at the sky. “It’s a beautiful morning for it.”
I could tell from the sheen of sweat on Sebastian’s skin that he had been working out for a while. He spoke between long breaths with his hand on his hips and the sun behind him, lighting him up like a halo.
“I know, I’m meant to be going home but I couldn’t resist a walk.” The wind whipped up my hair and I pushed a few strands behind my ears. It didn’t seem worth it to replace my headscarf but I cautiously looked around for people. “Do you jog in the morning and night, then?”
He laughed. “I’m not stalking you, I promise. I guess we both just like to be outdoors.”
We walked together through the straggly weeds. “I really do like the outdoors. In Area 10, where I grew up, the ghettos backed out into this forest. It was beautiful in the mornings with the sun glinting through the branches. I used to go for a run before breakfast. It felt nice, you know, to be undercover like that, where you can just be yourself. Everywhere in Area 14 seems so… exposed. This field, the school, the town – there isn’t anywhere to hide.”
“What do you want to hide from?” he asked.
I paused, realising I’d said too much. “I don’t want to hide… I mean I just like privacy. You know?”
He laughed. It was a lovely musical laugh. “And I keep getting in the way of your privacy.”
“Oh! No, I didn’t mean…” I laughed too. “Sorry, that’s not what I meant.” I fiddled with the headscarf in my hands, wanting the ground to swallow me whole. My cheeks flushed. Why was I such an idiot?
“It’s okay, I know what you meant. I was just teasing you. And I know exactly how you feel, except for me it was kind of the opposite growing up.”
“Oh yeah?” I said, encouraging him. I wanted to know more.
“My family lived in London before we moved here and in London you are never alone. There aren’t any fields or forests anymore, just streets and shops and shopping centres and buildings everywhere. The streets are full of people, and the tube is crammed with even more people, so vast that you just get lost. You become nothing but a face in the crowd.” He turned to me and smiled. “That’s how it’s opposite to you.” He paused. “You know I’m jealous?”
“Of what?” I said.
“Of you! Of your running through a forest like that. I would love to do something that cool. That’s why I love the field here.”
I had never thought about it like that. I thought back to the night before in the Slums with all those people crammed into the tiny shelters. Then I remembered something else, something that I wanted to ask Sebastian. “Hey, you grew up in London, right?”
“Yup.” He grinned.
“Do you really have big film-stars there? Do they make all those films and stuff that they say they do?”
“Well, I wasn’t expecting that question,” he said with a laugh. “When I was a young boy, I remembered lots of fancy processions on the street. There would be men announcing winners over the Tannoys and people cheered. There were films. We watched them on the screens. And then there were loads of soaps, which my mum got completely addicted to. She used to cry when it finished.” He laughed, but it wasn’t his usual laugh, there was a bitter edge to it. “Eventually it just became competitions.”
“I knew it,” I muttered.
“What?”
“Oh, nothing.” I smiled. “Actually, that wasn’t my real question.” I admitted.
“Somehow I didn’t think it would be.” He flashed me a smile, white teeth aglow.
“What you said about your dad… And Elena not hurting me anymore.”
“I was expecting that question,” he said with his smile growing wider. “And I wish I could tell you more.” His Plan-It beeped from his pocket. He took it out, a small white rectangle, and pressed some buttons. I looked closely and saw the tiniest speck of something flash across his eyes and he frowned. “Mina, I am sorry. All I can say is that you are not ready yet.” He put his hand on my arm. “And you have the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen.” My body tingled. “But I have to go.”
He turned to leave and my eyes instinctively followed him. I just wanted to talk to him more, get to know him. There was something about Sebastian that made me want to be around him. But then there was something about Daniel too, and I found that I couldn’t be around one of them without thinking about the other.
“Stupid, stupid girl,” I chastised myself.
“What did you say?” Sebastian asked, turning back.
“Oh, nothing,” I replied, mortified.
“Okay,” he said. I watched him begin to walk away but then stop and turn sharply on his heel. “Why don’t we get coffee tomorrow?”
I nodded. I shouldn’t have, but I did. He told me a time and a place and assured me it was safe before leaving me with yet more unanswered questions.
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“Concentrate on the pencil again, Mina,” Dad said, pacing the basement. “After we’ve done this I’ll teach you how to box.”
“What do you know about boxing?” I scorned.
“You’d be surprised,” he said with an infuriating smile. “I used to be rather good at it when I was your age. Your Grandfather put me forward for a few amateur fights.”
“Something else I didn’t know about you,” I mumbled into my tunic sleeve. I was sat cross legged on the floor of the basement with the pencil inches from my knees.
“What did you say?”
“Oh! Nothing,” I replied. Instead I let the anger of my dad’s lies take over. The pencil flew into the air, hovering a few feet above my head.
“That’s it! Good!” Dad exclaimed. “No, direct it. Make it float towards the wall. You have to concentrate hard now, imagine it moving. You need to visualise it.”
I concentrated hard on the pencil, imagining it moving towards the wall. I memorised the room and closed my eyes, focussing on the picture in my head, seeing the pencil fly through the air like a paper aeroplane.
“You’re doing it!” Dad clapped his hands together. “Mina, that is really quite incredible.”
I opened my eyes and the pencil dropped to the floor. “Didn’t quite make it to the wall,” I said.
“No, but you were focussed and you directed it. Do you know what that means?”
I shook my head.
“It means that you are beginning to control your gift. And that makes you even more powerful.”
I didn’t feel powerful. Not after standing back and watching Emily taken away. Not after collapsing in the Slums. Not after stupidly agreeing to meet a GEM when I shouldn’t even talk to him. I felt weak.
“I have to say,” he continued as he removed boxing gloves from a high shelf. He groaned slightly as he reached, reminding me of his age, “you are much more accomplished at this than I thought you were going to be. Have you been using your power?”
I didn’t answer and instead looked at the floor.
“I won’t be mad, Mina. As long as you are careful.”
“I used to practice in the woods,” I admitted. “But I was not very good and most of the time it didn’t even work.” It was all true, I just left out the parts from school and in the Slums – well if he could miss out vital bits of information I could too.
“Whatever you did has laid the groundwork for our training very well.” He tossed me the boxing gloves. “Now, let’s have a go at boxing. I think you will enjoy it very much.”
I pulled the gloves on unenthusiastically and made my way over to the punch bag. “What do I do?” I said with a sneer. “Just hit it? Doesn’t seem to need much skill.”
Dad raised his finger as though I had prompted an interesting point. I imagined him doing this to his students and wondered if they’d found it as tempting to test out a pair of boxing gloves on his chin.
“Punching a bag – maybe. But! Becoming a boxer does require skill. Going against an opponent takes up not just physical strength but mental strength too. Now, first we’re going to start with the punching. Bend your elbow, yes… that’s right. A little more… now move your arm away from your torso…”
I punched the bag as hard as I could, Dad, holding the bag from the other side, was almost knocked over. “How was that?” I asked cockily.
He sighed. “Is there something the matter, Mina?”
My cheeks reddened. I wasn’t ready to confront him yet. “No. Nothing.”
“You’ve been sullen ever since you came home from Angela’s. Did you have a falling out?” He looked at me with such concern that I felt my bravado slip.
“No,” I said. I sighed and relented. “Now, teach me how to be a boxer.”
 
* * *
 
I trained with my dad all weekend. Despite everything that happened in the Slums I really enjoyed boxing and I enjoyed his company even more. It was for that reason I didn’t mention the Resistance meeting. Soon it was Sunday afternoon and all I could think about was Sebastian. I’d memorised the time and place and I told Dad I was meeting Angela – I no longer felt guilty about lying to him.
He’d told me the address of a small coffee shop in the centre of town and I approached cautiously. The Blemished were not banned from the affluent areas of our small town centre but most of us stuck to the market to buy and sell from our own people where we were comfortable. We rarely went into GEM owned shops, like the Café Sebastian directed me to.
It sat between a butchers and a delicatessen. It was small and quaint and Sebastian sat in the window, smiling, which relaxed me. I opened the door tentatively and went inside. The teller behind the counter stared at me and I froze, bracing myself for abuse, or derision and scorn, or all three, but instead he simply nodded in greeting.
He turned to Sebastian and raised his eyebrows. “Back room?”
“No, we’re fine here,” Sebastian answered firmly. Then he turned to me. “What would you like to drink? Do you want to sit down?”
“I don’t know, and yes,” I said. I smiled and tried to move nonchalantly over to a chair as though I went to Cafés all the time. Instead I tripped on my tunic and Sebastian stood to help me sit. I settled in the chair and glanced around, looking for people staring. The Café was empty. “You choose for me.”
Sebastian smiled and turned to leave but I stopped him by putting my hand on his arm – a bold move for a Blemished girl. I immediately regretted it and pulled away but Sebastian didn’t seem to notice. “Why did he ask if we wanted to go into the back?”
Sebastian hesitated. He seemed reluctant to explain. “There are GEMs who fall in love with Blemished girls. It is a safe place for them here.”
I gasped. “Did you think––?”
“No!” Sebastian’s eyes widened. “Of course not. I wouldn’t. Don’t worry. You and I are not doing anything wrong, which is why we don’t need to hide. We’re just two friends getting to know each other.”
I suddenly felt cold and very small. “Yes. Friends.” I forced a smile.
Sebastian left for the counter, chatted amiably with the teller, and after a machine made hissing noises, came back with a large mug of something hot and steamy. He placed it down in front of me. All I could see was a caramel coloured creamy froth with something brown sprinkled on top.
“I brought you a Mocha,” he said triumphantly. “It’s coffee flavoured with chocolate.”
The only coffee I drank came out of a jar and left a bitter after taste. This was different. It was sweet, thick and the froth tickled my nose.
Sebastian broke into a fit of laughter and I frowned. “What did I do wrong?”
“Nothing… it’s just…” He laughed again. “Lean forward.”
I obeyed and he reached towards me, wiping something from my nose with his thumb. As he did so I happened to glance out of the window to see a red haired woman staring back. She had a face like thunder, eyes glaring with hatred. I knew her. It was my teacher – Mrs Murgatroyd – Murder-Troll. She looked straight at me, holding my gaze without blinking. Her lips sneered back. The hair on my arms stood on end. My heart quickened. I blinked away and she was gone.
“This is a mistake,” I said breathlessly. “I should not be here.” I went to stand up but Sebastian grabbed hold of my arm.
“Wait. What’s wrong?” He asked. “Is it because you saw your teacher? It doesn’t matter, you know. We’re not in school. We aren’t doing anything wrong. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”
“You don’t understand,” I pleaded. “It’s okay for you. You’re not the one who has to wear this.” I tore at my headscarf. “You’re not the one whose friend is taken away from you because she’s having a baby. You don’t live in ghettos and get treated like second class citizens… no, not even that. We aren’t even citizens, we’re Blemished.” My legs began to shake and I felt a tingle in my fingers, the table top bounced a fraction, spilling the mochas. “Don’t you see? We can never be friends. I can’t even look at you. We are doing something wrong. This… this is all wrong. I can’t be here.”
I fled from the café. Sebastian called after me but I didn’t stop.
 
 
 



 
19
 
I couldn’t decide what I was the most upset about: Mrs Murgatroyd seeing us through the glass, embarrassing myself so completely, Sebastian calling me a friend or my own stupidity for agreeing to meet him in the first place.
Why did I even care? It wasn’t like there could be any future between us. No relationship between a Blemished and a GEM ended well. We weren’t supposed to mix. It was illegal for a start. I stomped through the town, ignoring the market sellers, the giggling GEM girls and the low murmur of electric cars. I was so blinkered to the world that I walked straight into Elena Darcey, knocking us both to the ground.
She picked herself up, dusting the dirt from her pretty denim dress, and I clambered to my feet with a lot less grace. I nodded as if to apologise and went to walk away but she stopped me.
“Wait, Mina,” she said. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” I said curtly without meeting her eyes.
She moved in front of me, blocking my path and for a moment I thought she was about to start bullying me again. But instead she reached into her handbag, a small pastel pink clutch bag, and pulled out a packet of tissues. “You’re crying.”
“I am?” Confused, I reached up and touched the skin beneath my eyes to find them damp. She was right. I took the tissues and dabbed my eyes. “I didn’t realise.”
“I do that too, sometimes,” she said. And then she smiled at me. It was a genuine smile, not the kind of sneer I was used too, and her eyes lit up.
“Thank you,” I said.
“No problem, Blem,” she said. The insult didn’t feel like an insult this time, more like a nickname. There was affection behind it. Her Plan-It bleeped and words flashed over her eyes. “Oh! Gotta go!”
I stared as she walked away, the tissue crumpled in my fingers. Just when I thought I understood the world and the way things worked, something changed my mind. Before Area 14 I understood that I was Blemished and the GEMs were more important. I understood that I was here to serve them and not to be their friends or their girl-friends. I’d been happy to resent them, even hate them. But now I liked two GEMs. I liked Sebastian and I wanted to know more about him. I even liked Elena and could see us as friends in another life. The lines were blurring. The world was confusing. I went home with thoughts buzzing through my mind.
 
* * *
 
Walking into school on Monday morning I tried to focus on Sebastian’s words. I repeated over and over in my mind – I didn’t do anything wrong. We were not in school. We were just two friends talking. We hadn’t broken any laws. We were just friends. It kept my feet walking.
But then I thought of her at the glass and it made me want to turn back and run for my bed. I closed my eyes and saw the sneer and all my reassurance disappeared. I took a deep breath as I entered the school gates, dreading the day ahead.
“Hey, Mina.” Angela greeted me at the lockers.
I forced a smile. “Hey.”
Monday mornings meant Sex Education, which was the only class we needed textbooks for. Angela and I opened our lockers side by side in the long hallway and pulled out books on genetics.
“It seems quiet today,” Angela said, slamming her locker shut. She cringed at the noise.
“I guess it’s the first day back since Emily was… taken,” I replied. “Poor Billie. She must have had the weekend from hell.”
We made our way down the hallway and a heavy nausea grew in my stomach. I tried to ignore it and think about Emily instead. My suffering was nothing in comparison.
“Are you okay?” Angela said as we made our way into the classroom. “You had quite a weekend yourself.”
Angela didn’t know about my meeting with Sebastian yet so I presumed she was talking about my dad. “I’m fine. I’ll tell you all about it later in gardening, I promise.”
I was shocked to see Billie in class. She didn’t say a word to any of the students, or Mrs Murgatroyd. Her eyes were ringed with angry red skin and she looked smaller somehow, thinner already. I wanted to console her, but I didn’t know how.
Once everyone was seated the lesson began. Mrs Murgatroyd’s eyes lingered on me before she addressed the rest of the class. She wore a tight suit ensemble with a grey jacket and pencil skirt. The bland colour contrasted starkly with her red curls.
“What hell has Murder-Troll got in store for us today?” Angela mumbled next to me. I didn’t laugh.
“Open your books to page 150, please,” the teacher instructed. She stalked the classroom like a hunter stalks the jungle.
I opened my book and tried to shake away the bad feeling in my stomach. At the top of the book, underlined, was the heading Faulty Genes. I suppressed a laugh and thought how typical of the Ministry not just to remind us we were Blemished but to underline it and put it in bold.
“Obesity. Diabetes. Deformities. Mental illness.” Mrs Murgatroyd listed the ailments slowly and deliberately – taking pleasure from them. “All human afflictions that can be cured through cloning. All of these are human afflictions in your genes.” Her high-heels clicked towards me. She ran her finger along the edge of my desk, so close to my arm that I shivered. “This is why it is illegal for any of you to pass on your genes.”
She moved to the front of the classroom and turned towards us all. I hesitantly glanced at Billie, in disbelief that Mrs Murgatroyd was broaching this subject just days after Emily’s ordeal.
“Let me tell you all a story,” she continued, “a story about a world where everyone is beautiful and healthy. There are enough resources for everyone. The world is no longer crowded. Every single person in this story has the right to exist, to be happy and share their happiness with children.”
Billie’s face was a mask of anguish. She sat up straight and stared through Mrs Murgatroyd at the whiteboard behind her. She had not even opened her textbook.
“This is why your sacrifice is so important,” Mrs Murgatroyd continued her story. “When you take the Operation you stop the world being full of people like you – Blemished by your genes. Your very existence stops the story becoming true. You see… when you die, so do all the nasty things in the world. People won’t get sick anymore. They will live long lives together. They will have an appropriate number of offspring. Everything will be perfect.” She almost breathed the last word.
Mrs Murgatroyd clapped her hands together. “Now girls – I want you to learn how you behave around other boys, especially,” this time she looked straight at me and I quivered, “GEM boys.”
She wrenched her eyes away from me and turned to the whiteboard. With a black marker pen and in large, capital letters, Mrs Murgatroyd wrote:
NO EYE CONTACT
DO NOT TALK
DO NOT TOUCH
DO NOT REVEAL YOUR HAIR
“Say them aloud,” she demanded.
All together we repeated the words on the whiteboard as though they were a prayer or a mantra. When we finished Mrs Murgatroyd made us say them again. I looked across at Billie and saw she had her head in her hands.
“None of you are special,” she said bitterly. “You need to stop believing that you are.” She flipped her hand dismissively. “Take a break before canteen duty. Miss Hart, I want to see you.”
Angela turned to me with wide eyes. “What did you do?”
“I’ll tell you later,” I said hurriedly.
I handed her my textbook, she offered a sympathetic smile and disappeared from the classroom along with the rest of the girls. I was alone with Mrs Murgatroyd. I walked hesitantly to the front desk, feeling like a criminal about to be sentenced.
“Miss Hart,” she said as though I were an old friend. “Shall we take a walk in the grounds?”
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Mrs Murgatroyd placed a pair of dark glasses over her eyes to protect them from the mid-morning sun. Next to me she was intimidatingly tall in her heeled shoes and I wiped my sweaty palms against my tunic. My shorter legs struggled to match her long stride, but I forced them to quicken, determined to keep up.
“Was there something you wanted to talk about, Mrs Murgatroyd?” I asked boldly. The silence and anticipation was killing me.
“I don’t know what it is about you, Miss Hart, which seems to attract trouble. Trouble of the opposite sex, it would seem.” She pushed the dark glasses further up her nose, closer to her taut skin. “You must listen to what I am about to say. I won’t repeat it.” She paused for dramatic effect. “I reiterate, Miss Hart, this is of the upmost importance.”
“What are you talking about?” I said, trying to keep the tremble from my voice.
“The game you are playing with the boys in this Area… I see it in you like I saw it in Emily Green.” She frowned. “What happened on Friday was… unfortunate. Contrary to popular opinion I take no pleasure from that kind of situation. I pity the Green family. They are now tarnished for life. Thanks to that little incident––”
“––little incident!” I interrupted.
She laughed. “You have a temper – something else that will no doubt cause more trouble. You bring it all on yourself, Mina, you really do. You aren’t the kind of girl to sit back and take it and you seem to think that makes you special. You’re always watching, noticing, wanting to learn, and I have to tell you that that kind of attitude is just not tolerated at St. Jude’s.” She shook out her mane like a lion. “This is your first warning.”
“But what have I done?” I demanded.
She stopped and turned to me. “What have you done? Is that what you are asking? You met That GEM boy in a café. You let him touch you. You parade around with the Blemished boy from the carpenters. You remove your headscarf and run through the fields. You talk back––”
“You’ve been following me?” I asked.
She laughed, throatily. “Don’t flatter yourself, my dear. I do have eyes though, I have eyes throughout the Area, and they tell me things. They tell me who I need to watch.” She stopped walking and faced me. “You have been identified as one of those people.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I snapped.
“Like I said, Miss Hart, I don’t like incidents. They are bad for everyone involved, including the school. That is why I like to stop these incidents before they have even happened.”
“You think I would get pregnant like that?” I had trouble even saying the word pregnant. “You’re a dinosaur. Don’t you see that the world is changing around you? I don’t go out of my way to make friends with GEMs, they come to me. Your stupid little perfect world is false. No one wants to live in it, not even the clones––”
“Don’t call them that!”
“That’s what they are,” I replied. “And what you don’t understand is that they are bored with who they are. Why else would they be so fascinated with us? You think you have the future figured out but it doesn’t belong to you, old woman.” I stopped talking and stepped back, shocked and surprised at my own outburst. I put my hands to my face. My cheeks burned.
Mrs Murgatroyd yanked her glasses from her face. She leaned forward and scowled at me. “Listen to me you little bitch. You may think this is all some sort of a joke but I have standards to meet in my school. Now you do as I say or your Operation will be scheduled early and I’ll make it a living hell for you and your father. Do you understand?”
I nodded, struck dumb.
The teacher smoothed her suit, replaced her glasses and re-fixed her hair. She smiled sweetly. “I’m so glad we managed to clear up that little misunderstanding.”
 
* * *
 
“So… are you going to tell me what happened with Murder-Troll?” Angela looked at me expectantly.
It was later in the day, during gardening duties. I sighed and wiped soil from my cheek.
“She saw me talking to Sebastian,” I said.
“When were you talking to him?”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said miserably. “I can’t see him now anyway.”
“Why not? She doesn’t know what you get up to after school,” Angela said. “Can’t you just meet in secret? Oh that would be so romantic!” She clutched at her bosom, imitating the over-dramatic love scenes in GEM soap operas. “Oh Sebastian, I’ve missed you.” She put on a deep voice. “Oh, Mina! Kiss me!”
“This isn’t funny,” I snapped. “She threatened me. She threatened my dad. She said that she has ‘eyes’ who tell her things outside school. She said she’d move my Operation forward. This is bad, Angela.”
“Woah, that’s heavy. You think she follows you?”
“Maybe,” I said. “I saw her yesterday in town.”
“You went to town without me?”
I glared at her. “This is serious.”
Angela pouted. “I’m just trying to cheer you up.” She glanced guiltily over to Billie. “Things are so miserable today.”
“What do you expect?” I said, a little too harshly. I lowered my voice. “A girl was taken away in labour on Friday. It takes more than a weekend for most people to get over something like that.”
Angela fell silent. “I’m not over it. I just don’t want to think about it.”
I sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just stressed out.”
She smiled. “It’s okay, I get it. I’d be stressed out if a gorgeous GEM boy fancied me.”
“Shhh!” I said, but I laughed along with it.
Billie appeared by my side. “What are you laughing at?”
I felt myself blush with embarrassment. “Billie, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t care.” She stared at a spot by the trestle table. “That’s where they took her.”
I thought back to how we had been forced to clean up the mess from the upturned trestle table just moments after Emily was snatched.
“I’m sorry, Billie,” I said.
We fell silent. It was a time for reflection, not a time to try and forget. Even Angela got back to work, her head down. I saw her sniff. She mourned too, in her own way.
“Billie, tell me about her,” I said eventually, breaking the silence,
“What?” Billie said.
“Tell me about Emily. I never got to know her.”
Billie froze, but then her expression softened and she even smiled. “Once, she got a penny stuck up her nose.” She laughed. “She cried and cried.”
“How old was she?” I said. The other Blemished girls all stopped and watched, listening and smiling.
“I dunno, maybe eight or nine.” Billie’s eyes were lost in memory now. “She loved strawberries. On her tenth birthday I saved my pocket money up and bought a huge punnet from the market. Her birthday was in May. The sun always shone. Last year we went for a picnic.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. “That was just before…” She wiped away another tear. Then she looked up at me, more life in her face. “She loved him. She was so happy. I think for a while she really thought she could keep the baby, that we would all be a happy family. She was so stupid.” Billie covered her face in her hands and sobbed.
I put my arms around her shoulders. “It’s going to be okay.”
“No, it isn’t,” she said bitterly. She pulled away from me. “I’ll never know if she is alive or dead. We’ll never be able to put her body to rest.”
I glanced across at the fresh soil waiting for bedding plants. “Billie,” I said. “I have an idea.”
I took her hand. I grabbed a few packets of Daffodil bulbs and pulled her over to the flower bed in the corner.
“We’re going to plant flowers for Emily,” I said. I turned to the rest of the group. “All of us. We’re going to plant these Daffodils and watch them grow and flourish and all the time think of her. Okay?”
Billie squeezed my hand and nodded. The class gathered around us and together we turned the soil, pressed in the bulbs and watered the ground. I imagined the pretty yellow trumpets that would flower in their place and smiled.
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The following weeks came and went with Mrs Murgatroyd’s warning never far from my mind. I no longer went to Angela’s after school. I no longer found myself at the field. I kept my headscarf firmly wrapped around my hair, covering my modesty. I worked hard to stay out of trouble. I worked hard to stay safe; to keep my dad safe.
We worked on my gift and I learned how to aim. I lifted heavy objects. Once I even lifted my dad a few feet from the ground which terrified him and set me off in a fit of giggles. One day, Dad received a parcel of our old things from the house in Area 10. With a smile he told me to open it.
“Our books!” I gasped. I removed a paperback and ran my fingers over the spine. “I thought we would never get them back. Shall I put them in the basement?”
“Yes, but be careful in front of the screen,” he said in his Professor voice.
I nodded. The Blemished were not permitted to read any texts other than those approved by the school board. My dad did not agree with the Ministry and he decided to improvise with my education. He had managed to keep many of the books he used as a Professor, books about the history of our Country before the GEM project, about the history of the world. He even had fiction books and books of poetry about love and sex and everything we were not supposed to know about. I handled them with care, as though they would break from my touch.
As I was moving the books there was a knock at the door. I panicked. “Shall I hide them?” We still had the half empty box on the kitchen table.
Dad pulled the cardboard flaps, blocking the bounty from immediate view. “Let me see who it is first.” He opened the door a crack and then pulled it wide. “Daniel! What a lovely surprise, come in!”
I bristled. I had been avoiding Daniel since my “chat” with Mrs Murgatroyd. There was no point in us being friends any more – not with her watching me. I couldn’t afford to be seen with him.
He stepped nervously into the kitchen, wearing simple black trousers and top. My eyes were attracted to the Symbol of the Blemished, white and stark against his clothes. It just reminded me of the threat. It reminded me of who I am – of my place in society. I dropped my eyes.
“Hi, Daniel,” I said quietly.
“Hello, Mina.” He finally looked at me, his eyes searching my face. His hair poked out at all angles. He had lost weight and looked tired.
“What can we do you for?” Dad said breezily. My dad was rarely still and he began shifting more books out of the box.
“Are they…” Daniel mumbled.
“What? Books? Yes,” said my dad with a small laugh. “Have you never seen a book before?”
Daniel’s face fell and he looked down at his shoes. My dad picked up on his embarrassment and floundered, opening and closing his mouth as though trying to think of something apologetic to say. He’d completely forgotten that Blemished boys don’t go to school.
“Actually, Professor,” Daniel said in his usual quiet and measured way whilst at the same time tapping the table-top nervously, “that’s kind of the reason why I came. You see, you know that only Blemished girls go to school, and you know they learn their letters and… well it’s kind of a coincidence, but I came here to see if you would help me learn.”
Dad placed the books down on the table and adjusted his glasses. “Of course, Daniel. I would be honoured. I would love to teach you how to read.”
My heart soared and fell in equal measure. Whilst I hadn’t wanted to admit it, I’d missed Daniel. But I was afraid. There was something about him which attracted danger: the Slums, the Resistance, trouble from my teacher. I was afraid for my dad and the threat of the Operation but most of all I was afraid that I was drawn to that world too.
 
* * *
 
From that moment my plan to stay away from boys failed. Whenever Daniel had a break from the carpenters he was at our house, in our basement, being taught to read and write by Dad. Of course my dad was in his element with a willing and hard-working, earnest student like Daniel. He loved a project and there was no more rewarding project.
I trained in the corner of the basement by rearranging the books with my mind. On the other side of the room Daniel traced the lines of letters with Dad and stumbled over his words. Every now and then he would look up at me self-consciously and red-faced.
Sometimes, as we worked, I thought about that night in the Slums. I thought about it because I hated being in the same room with my dad when I knew that Daniel and I shared a secret. I hated that knowledge. I hated that we shared something together that my dad could never know.
It pulled us closer, somehow, like there was a piece of string attaching us together. Every day that string tightened, as though we were being reeled towards each other, both caught by hooks on opposite ends of the line. The more I tried not to think about that night, the more I saw Daniel, a broken bottle in his hand, or imagined us pressed against the cold bricks, hearts racing. The more I tried not to think about Daniel and his visions and the intricate drawings in his notebook, the more I wanted to be around him. I remembered his fingers in mine as I comforted him about his mum. The vulnerability of him as he slept after his vision.
I hated him being there as a reminder of all the things we shared. I especially hated the way I would look up and find him watching me curiously, almost tenderly.
And then Angela started to show up after school – wanting to read. I was glad for her presence but Daniel seemed annoyed. The two of them bickered like a real brother and sister, which I couldn’t help but be amused by. It was a welcome distraction from my thoughts.
“Is your mum okay with you being here?” I said one day.
Angela looked up from her book, Great Expectations, which she was a few chapters in and apparently very much enjoying although I caught her frowning over many of the words. But, being Angela, she was too proud to ask my dad for the meanings. “She’s fine.”
“Okay,” I replied with a smile and went back to my training. I had just about learned to alphabetise the bookcase by removing the books one by one and rearranging them.
Angela sighed. “She’s not fine. Yesterday, she thought she was still a child and I was her sister.”
I stopped what I was doing and turned to my friend. “Angela, I’m sorry, but should you be here when she’s like that?”
“Don’t,” she said. I could see tears welling up in her eyes. “Don’t make me feel worse than I already do. I leave here and make her food and I put her to bed and I… I just can’t be there alone with her all the time.”
“Of course you can’t,” I said. “But… this is too much.” I hesitated not wanting to offend her. “Can we help? Dad and me?”
She shook her head. “Anyone different in our house just confuses her even more. Even Daniel upsets her now. She keeps thinking he’s my dad.” She sniffed. I fetched her some tissues.
“I could ask––”
“No,” she interrupted. “Please don’t. I just can’t bear for anyone to get involved.”
“But you can’t do this alone, Angela.”
“No!” she repeated. “I just want to do things my way.”
I nodded. “All right. But you know where I am if you need me.”
The three of us were alone in the basement. Upstairs my dad fussed around in the kitchen making a cup of tea. Daniel silently mouthed the words from an old comic-book. Angela returned to frowning over Dickens and I focussed on practising my ability. The room reverted to its usual tranquillity. My muscles relaxed and for the first time in weeks I felt a sense of contentment. All of which was shattered when Daniel screamed out in pain.
Angela was first over to him. “He’s having a vision,” she said to me. “Get a piece of paper and a pen.”
She took him in her arms and held him close as he squirmed in pain. He pulled on his hair as though trying to pull the image out of his head and his face turned to a violent shade of purple I only saw in the murals of the ghettos. For a moment I stood there frozen until Angela turned back to me and yelled at me until I snapped out of it.
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I rifled through Dad’s things with shaking fingers looking for a pencil and paper. Daniel lost consciousness and Angela propped him up on the tattered sofa. She stuffed cushions behind his back whilst I stood, helpless, trying not to look at a thin line of blood dribbling from his nose. It sent chills down my spine. It was different this time, more violent.
“What’s going on?” Dad said, hurrying into the basement. “I heard screams.”
“Daniel is having a vision,” I said. “They give him terrible headaches.”
Dad rushed to Daniel’s side. “Does he always pass out?”
“Yes,” Angela said. “He’s usually out for a few moments and when he comes to, he draws the vision.”
“I brought a pen and paper,” I said.
“All right, you two watch him, make him comfortable and monitor his breathing. I’ll get something for the headache,” Dad said before leaving.
I watched as Angela made Daniel comfortable. He looked so much younger with his eyes closed. He had sun-kissed skin from working outdoors, the kind of tanned skin that never quite loses its colour in the winter. He stirred and then mumbled my name.
I moved towards him. “I’m here,” I said.
He grabbed hold of my hand and smiled which sent heat coursing through my veins. He didn’t open his eyes once.
Dad’s footsteps came clattering down the stairs and he bustled over with a wet towel and a glass of water. He wiped away the blood and placed the towel on Daniel’s forehead. Angela remained very still, her eyes never moving from Daniel’s hand on mine.
“How is he doing?” Dad asked.
“He stirred a little but seems to have calmed down,” Angela mumbled.
She moved away from Daniel and sat cross legged on the floor looking up at us. She reminded me of a child too – one who had just been tricked out of a toy. I wanted to comfort her in some way but couldn’t find the words.
“Paper,” Daniel mumbled.
His eyes opened and he let go of my hand. I took the pencil and paper and then moved away to give him space. Daniel’s hand travelled quickly and expertly across the page, tiny cross-hatches and lines creating a man’s face. Dad peered forward with a frown. I recognised the man immediately – it was the same man I had seen my dad talking to at the Resistance meeting. I looked across at him, watching his reactions. He said nothing. Daniel finished the drawing and leaned back against the sofa. He had dark circles under his eyes and his face almost sloped to one side with the pain of his migraine.
Dad passed him the water. “Drink this. I dissolved Aspirin in it for your headache.”
Daniel took the water with thanks.
“Do you know who that man is?” I asked Daniel.
“Mina, let the boy recover,” Dad said, with irritation.
I smiled sheepishly at Daniel. “Sorry.”
“No,” Daniel answered, ignoring my dad and my apology. “I don’t know who he is. I saw nothing but his face. But I got a bad feeling at the same time, as though something bad is going to happen.”
“Do you think the man causes it?” I said. “Do you think he is the reason why the bad thing happens?”
“Maybe,” Daniel answered. “I mean, I can’t be certain. But it would make sense. Why else would I see him?”
“That’s enough questions,” Angela snapped. “Daniel is tired. We should go home.” She turned to him and said firmly,” You need rest.”
“He can rest here,” I suggested. I had a strange urge to look after him.
Angela ignored me. She avoided my eyes and looked only at either the floor or Daniel. She barely waited for him to finish the water before helping him to his feet.
“I’ll help you up the stairs,” Dad said. I noticed that he didn’t meet my eyes either.
After they left I found myself staring at the illustration on the sofa. In it the man was not smiling or posing, just natural, as though about to sit and read a book or make himself a drink. I knew nothing about this person, nothing about why my dad had been involved in discussions with him. Whatever it was, Dad clearly had something to hide or he would have admitted straight away that they knew each other. There was no way I could keep my knowledge to myself anymore. It was time for that confrontation.
“You know this man,” I said, turning to face Dad as he descended the stairs into the basement.
“What are you talking about, Mina?” He kept his face very still, not giving away any emotion.
“Stop lying to me!” I shouted. The paper creased in my fingers as I gripped it harder. “I know!”
He sighed. “You might think you know. But you do not, child.”
“Child!” I spat. “I’m nearly sixteen. In months I have the Operation––”
Dad put his face in his hands. “Do not remind me of that.”
“You can’t keep treating me like a child,” I shouted. “I followed you into the Slums.”
His head snapped up. “You did what?”
He snatched his glasses away and glowered at me. When Dad got mad his face turned scarlet. It didn’t happen very often but when it did it frightened me.
“Have you any idea how dangerous it is in that place?”
I said nothing, my fingers clenched at my side. I had to concentrate to stop myself from using my power, it itched in my palms and I longed to let the flash of anger take over.
“I don’t care. I had to know why you would go there. I had to know that you weren’t one of those… men.” I cringed. “I saw you heading towards the Slums and I had to know.”
“When?” he demanded.
“The night I stayed at Angela’s house.”
His voice turned into a low growl. “And how did you see me? I didn’t go anywhere near Angela’s house, it isn’t even on the right route.”
I dropped my eyes from his. I was too ashamed to tell him that I’d been so fascinated by the Resistance that I’d persuaded Daniel to take us. The Resistance killed my mother. How could I tell him that I was interested too? That I fantasised about joining them and running away, taking everyone I love with me and hiding out from the Operation?
“You were out on the streets at night?” he said. “What have I done wrong? Have I not taught you to be a responsible young woman? Where did I go so wrong that you started breaking rules, important rules, the ones that keep you safe?”
“We just went for a walk, Dad,” I pleaded. “We didn’t mean to break the rules.”
“Don’t act stupid,” he said, his voice raised. “I’ve brought you up to respect the law and you know why. To protect you!”
“I know but––”
“No more buts, Mina!” He folded his arms and paced in front of the stairs. “And on the night that your friend was taken away by the Enforcers. How could you be so stupid?”
“Nothing happened, Dad,” I said, feeling tears dangerously close. “I’m fine. We’re all fine. Me, Angela, Daniel––”
“So they were all involved?” He shook his head in disbelief. “I hoped better for Daniel. I thought he might keep you safe, look after you––”
“What do you mean?”
“––but he just put you in danger,” Dad continued. “Well I’m not having you in danger any longer. There is too much at stake. I need to keep you safe––”
“Dad, what are you talking about?”
“––which is why you can no longer see them.”
“What?” I said, aghast. “I can’t see them?”
“Daniel is no longer welcome here. He will have to learn to read elsewhere. As for Angela, you can see her at school but she is not allowed in the house and you are not allowed at her house.”
“I can’t believe you’re doing this.” The anger built up inside me, fingers twitching, until it ebbed over. “I can’t believe you are telling me who I can and can’t see.” The books flew from the shelves, crashing and banging onto the floor. Behind me I heard more noise as the sofa bounced up and down.
“You will come home and you will train. That is all,” he finished.
Incredulously I picked up the drawing and thrust it towards him. “And who is this? Are you even going to tell me? Are you going to tell me why Daniel had a vision of him? He could put us in danger. Are you going to stop meeting in secret with him?”
“All in good time,” he muttered. “Now get out of my sight.”
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I ran.
I ran until my heels ached. Wind punished my skin and cold droplets of drizzle stuck in my eyelashes, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care that I wasn’t wearing my Blemished uniform or that my hair was exposed. What did it matter now? Why should I want to protect my dad when he clearly didn’t care about me?
I was so angry that as I ran through the ghettos the things around me rattled; gates, pebbles, bits of rubbish or broken bricks. I ignored it all, no longer caring if anyone saw me. But of course, no one was outside anyway. They were inside watching GEMs parade around in their underwear on the screens.
When I got to the fields I hopped over the stile and ran through the weeds, kicking the earth in frustration. I wanted to scream, to rid myself of the heat inside me. I wanted to hit out at something, anything, but most of all – my dad. And when I’d done kicking up weeds and running I just stopped and burst into tears.
“Mina?”
I spun around. Sebastian stood, in his usual running gear, his face full of concern. He opened his arms and I fell into them, feeling his warmth enveloping me. I pushed myself into the strength of his arms and chest, feeling safer than I had in a very long time.
“What’s happened?” he said, after I eventually removed myself from his arms, wiping tears away hastily.
“I had a fight with my dad. A horrible fight. The worst we’ve ever had.”
He put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me into him. It was an easy gesture, friendly and relaxed.
“I fight with my parents all the time,” he said. “Especially with my dad. He has really strong opinions about everything.”
I smiled. “I’m glad I’m not the only one.” We walked around the field. I stayed close to him. “He’s just so stubborn.”
Sebastian laughed. “Like father like daughter?”
“I’m not… Okay, maybe a little.” I laughed. It felt good to laugh with him. I couldn’t help how I felt, I loved being around him. With Sebastian I felt completely at ease. “This is wrong––”
“Wait,” he interrupted. “There is something I wanted to say first. That day in the Café… I frightened you. I see that now. I took you to some seedy place that other GEMs take their lovers and expected you to be okay with it. I just want you to know that I never had those kind of intentions. I meant what I said. I just want to get to know you. And I mean it when I say that we aren’t doing anything wrong. I really believe that. It may be some sort of taboo for us to talk to each other, but I know that it’s not breaking any laws.” He paused and laughed. “That all came out garbled, but I just wanted you to know.”
“Mrs Murgatroyd threatened me.” I sighed.
“She what?”
And then I was just sick of it: sick of the lies and threats and secrets. I wanted to be friends with Sebastian and that meant sharing my thoughts and feelings with him and I didn’t care about Mrs Murgatroyd anymore.
“There’s something I have to tell you. But I’m scared that she will be watching me.” I paused for a moment wondering if I was really going to do this. It broke all of my good intentions and went against everything my dad had just said. “Can you meet me here at night?”
 
* * *
 
Later that night I paced my bedroom. What the hell, was I doing? Why did I keep seeking out danger?
Deep down I knew why. It all started the night of the Slums. No matter how grim and frightening the experience had been, as soon as we sneaked out of Angela’s house I realised that I would never be the same again. I didn’t want to follow the rules anymore.
I found myself comparing Sebastian to Daniel. I had a connection with Daniel, I couldn’t deny that. He understood me. He was complex and drawn to danger. When I thought of him the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.
But then I thought of Angela and the way she lit up as he walked into a room and the hurt expression on her face when Daniel held my hand after his vision. When Dad told me I couldn’t see Daniel anymore I was relieved. That way I would be forced to stop my feelings for him and I wouldn’t ruin my friendship with Angela. She was the only real friend I had.
And then there was Sebastian, who I should not even speak to. But I felt so relaxed around him that I just to get to know him. He made me feel safe and special. And yet at the same time there was this secret about his father. Why couldn’t he tell me everything? That was why I had to meet him and tell him my secret. It gave him an opportunity to tell me the truth, for us both to come clean.
Dad took my arrival home as acceptance of his terms and I didn’t contradict him. When I walked through the door he sat at the kitchen table waiting for me. His eyes were red. We hadn’t said a word to each other since the fight. But I knew my dad and I knew he would hit the bottle hard tonight, passing out in the sofa, if not disappearing altogether. He also wouldn’t expect me to defy him, not after everything that happened and everything that was said. It was my best opportunity.
When the house went quiet and I heard the TV screen change to its night-time programming – a series of short films where different GEM women sang lullabies – I opened my bedroom window. Under the sheets of my bed I had placed my cushions to form a human shape and turned the lights off, hoping that if my dad did wake he would simply glance in the room and think me asleep. I had tied my hair back into a bun and I wore black trousers and trainers. I eased myself carefully through the window frame, clutching onto the drain pipe for support. Tentatively I climbed down the pipe, using the brackets as foot and hand-holds, trying not to look down until it was a safe distance to jump.
I landed with a soft thump and glanced around, checking for spies in the dark. I waited a few heartbeats, listening intently to the house, hoping not to hear my dad angrily stomping through the kitchen. It was silent. I turned and ran into the darkness, keeping my footsteps light.
 
* * *
 
The first thing I noticed about the field was that it smelled different in the dark. Everything intensified. The soil was danker, the weeds more sickly and the bitter residue of the nearby animals hung in the air. My breath exhaled in short, sharp bursts. It was a cloudy night with very little moonlight. I struggled to see in the dark and cursed myself for not bringing a torch.
“Sebastian?” I whispered into the night.
“I’m here,” he whispered back.
I sighed with relief. “I can’t see a thing.” I searched the darkness for his shape, finally finding his outline against the wall. I had to move very close to him in order to see his face. When I approached he smiled so wide that I found myself smiling too.
“It’s good to see you,” he said and then laughed. “Even though I saw you less than five hours ago.” He reached forward and tucked a loose hair behind my ear.
For a moment I was caught in his gaze and the gentle touch of his hand. I tried to snap myself out of it.
“There is something I need to tell you and I’m not sure you are going to believe me,” I said, keeping my tone as serious as I could to show that I would not be joking. “And after I have told you I want you to tell me everything you know about your dad. I want you to know that what I’m about to tell you is something so important that it could put my life in jeopardy if you tell anyone. It’s the reason why we left Area 10. If the Ministry find out they will definitely take me away, maybe run tests on me, kill me – I don’t know.”
“What is it, Mina?” he said urgently. “You can trust me. You can tell me anything, I promise.” He took my hands in his and looked deeply into my eyes.
“Have you ever heard of telekinesis?” I said.
He nodded. “Yes, I think so. It means the ability to move things with your mind. Mrs Cook, our psychology teacher, is always muttering about it being a load of psychic mumbo-jumbo.” He laughed again.
“It’s not mumbo-jumbo,” I said. “Watch.”
I picked a stone on top of the wall, one which I would struggle to lift in the conventional way. Concentrating on my anger, always just slightly away from the surface, I lifted it into the air. Sebastian jumped when the stone moved, turning to stare at it, dumbfounded.
“Are you… you’re… you’re really doing that?”
“Yes,” I said. Concentrating hard I slowly lowered the stone, placing it gently back onto the wall. “I know. I’m a freak. I’d understand if you wanted nothing to do with me. It’s a lot to take in.”
He was silent for a moment, still staring at the stone. “It is a lot to take in. Did I really see that?”
“Yes,” I breathed.
“Then you are even more special than I ever imagined.”
He took my face in his hands and for a moment I thought he might kiss me. I panicked and my heart quickened. But then his hands dropped and the moment was over.
After I caught my breath I said, “So, now I’ve told you my secret. I want you to tell me about your dad.”
 
 
 



 
24
 
“Okay,” he said. “I’ll tell you everything about my dad. But first I need to tell you about my sister, Eve.” He took a deep breath and began.
“Eve was full of fun. She was really pretty and bubbly and she had this wayward streak about her. I guess that’s why she was always getting in trouble, and why her and Mum fought a lot.
“I was young at the time and I didn’t know what was going on. Apparently Eve stayed out late at night, getting in with the wrong crowd. She hated what we were – Children of the GEM – and tried to rebel against it. According to Dad she was this close to joining the Resistance and leaving us.” He mimed an inch with his fingers.
“We lived in London at the time and my dad worked in the Ministry. He had a really good job. I mean, he was one of the bigwigs. The film stars and the beauty contests – they were mainly my dad’s idea. He realised that Britain could be put on the map by the beautiful women in our country. He was one of the first to see the potential to make everyone beautiful. Eve hated what Dad did. She used to say that she didn’t want to be shallow like the rest, she wanted to be somebody.
“And then she got involved with this guy. I never met him or really knew much about it but sometimes she’d wander into my room with her eyes wide and dreamy. She wore these slogan t-shirts and ripped jeans – her hair messy and make-up smeared on like she’d put it on her fingertips and just dragged them across her face. One time, she stared into my mirror smudging this black stuff onto her eyes and asking me how she looked – telling me how she wanted to look good for Johnny. I was scared of her that night. She was hiding out from my dad and acting weird, staggering around like she couldn’t stand up properly. I guess she was drunk… or something. Anyway I said she looked okay, although obviously she looked beautiful. I guess they all do… we all do.
“She started disappearing for months at a time, coming back for money and then leaving again. It killed my mum. She’s a good mum, she only ever wants us to be safe and whenever Eve wasn’t with us she worried. I grew up with this pattern – seeing my sister climbing through the window at night, stealing things, giving me a quick hug and then disappearing. I would get food for her, noticing every time that she grew thinner and thinner.”
He took a deep breath. All the time he talked he kept his gaze on the wall; I imagined his eyes glazed in the darkness, reliving past memories and past pain.
“Then one day she came back, not long ago, only a few months, and she brought something with her. A bump. She was pregnant. She was pregnant with the child of a Resister.” He laughed without humour. “Pregnancy is taboo for GEMs too, you know. We’re meant to take a pill every day to stop us from conceiving. We donate our sperm and eggs to a bank and they save it for when we want children. Then they take the genes and enhance them into whatever it is you want in your child and grow it for you.
“Eve was pregnant and the low-life responsible left her. She ran back to us. There was a huge fight between her and my dad and the neighbours called the Enforcers.” Sebastian’s voice cracked. “They took her away. My dad lost his job and they banished us from London. That’s when we moved here.”
I placed my hand on his arm. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” he said. He finally turned to me, his eyes glassy with tears.
“But I don’t understand. You said your dad was a supporter?” I said gently.
“He is now. I think watching his daughter be dragged away like that turned him. He hates the Ministry now. There is a farm house, around five miles out of the town centre; no one knows it exists because it is tucked away on the moors. We’re going to move there. Right now all he’s doing is pretending to act the part of a responsible citizen while we set everything up… food… electricity. He’s even buying some animals.”
“Animals?” I asked, shocked. The Ministry controlled the intake of produce like milk and cheese. We only saw them on market stalls or in GEM shops. “What kind of animals?”
“A couple of cows, a goat and some hens. Maybe a horse to pull a plough.”
I grinned. “That sounds amazing. To have control over everything like that and live your own life.” My smile faded. “So one of these days you’re just going to… disappear?”
He chuckled into the darkness and then gently stroked my face with the back of his hand. “I will always find a way to contact you, Mina, no matter where you are.”
I swallowed dryly, as I thought about not having Sebastian in my life. Part of me didn’t like it one bit. Before Area 14 I didn’t even have friends to be dependent on, and now I was growing more and more attached to the people here: Sebastian, Daniel and Angela.
“But if you’re ever in trouble,” he leaned in closer to me, his eyes boring into mine, “find the farm. You will be safe there.”
I left Sebastian feeling almost as though some sort of intimate ceremony had been cast between us. When I climbed into bed I still felt his presence with me, his words in my ear and his touch to my face. We had arranged to meet the next night and I found myself up and ready for school early, wanting the day to go as quickly as possible. I left before my dad woke up with a hangover and chewed toast on the way.
At school, Angela told me that Daniel was much better and I instantly felt guilty, partly for not worrying about his headache and partly because in some way I felt as though I was betraying him by meeting Sebastian. I didn’t tell Angela about meeting Sebastian, but I did tell her about the fight with my dad and him stopping me from seeing her outside school. She looked heartbroken and I wished I could share that heartbreak but I was still too excited about meeting Sebastian in secret.
We met at the same place. At first we weren’t sure what to say to each other, but then Sebastian began to tell me all about London.
“It’s loud,” he said, “and very brash. In your face. There are TV screens everywhere and they talk to you¬––”
“What? Directly?”
“Yup, they know your name and everything.” He mimicked a posh female voice. “Good morning Mr Sebastian Cole, would you be interested in today’s special rate? Touch the screen for amazing bargains! And then people touch the screen and order whatever they want.”
“And it appears?”
He laughed. “No! Of course not! You can’t reach into the screen and pull objects out.”
I blushed and was glad of the cover of the night sky.
“But they do deliver it to your house or work. You can even get products delivered to places like the restaurant you are eating in or the Café you’re drinking in. You can book events – I used to do that a lot – say if you wanted to go to the cinema or use the tube.”
“How do they know it’s you?”
“From our Plan-Its.” He removed the small, white rectangle from his pocket. “We all have one registered to our names and addresses. We use them to browse the web so they know the things we like. When you’re stood in a public place the adverts target you. Like, I drink a lot of coffee so the adverts would be for local Cafés. And the Ministry has records of your fingerprints so you just touch the screen for identification and it takes the payment out of your bank.” He shrugged as though it was all mundane.
“I’ve seen you use these.” I stroked the white plastic. “The words flash across your eyes.”
“We wear special contact lenses. It projects an image, a really tiny one, onto our retinas so that we don’t need a display. It makes everything more instant.”
I shook my head. “It’s like a whole new world.”
Sebastian laughed at my amazement. He paused. The mood turned more serious “Can I ask you a question?”
“Of course.”
“Are you in love with Daniel Gibson?”
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“What?” I said.
“The boy from the carpenters,” Sebastian added.
My mouth flapped open and shut. “Why would you ask me that? How do you even know who Daniel is?”
“I’ve seen him around,” said Sebastian. His head hung lower, staring at his feet, as though embarrassed. “And I often see you with him.”
“Yes, and Angela, his adoptive sister,” I snapped. “He built our basement for us and Dad is teaching him to read.”
I thought I saw him smirk in the darkness and I didn’t like it. “He can’t read?”
“No,” I said bluntly. “But only because Blemished boys don’t go to school. They get apprenticeships when they are old enough instead. He isn’t stupid.”
“You never answered my question,” Sebastian prompted. “Are you in love with him?”
“No,” I said hesitantly, “he is my best friend’s brother… kind of. He’s just a friend.” I pulled my sleeves, wondering why Sebastian’s question bothered me so much.
“I’m sorry. It’s just I saw you with him a few times. And it’s just that… I don’t know anything about that part of your life.”
I moved forwards and put both hands on his arms. He turned to look at me; we were so close I could feel his breath on my face. “We are just friends. We could never be anything more anyway because Angela is so in love with him. I could never break her heart.”
Sebastian broke from my arms and turned around. “So that means you want to?”
“No!”
“Don’t lie to me,” he said bitterly.
“I’m not lying.”
“Are you sure about that?”
I didn’t answer.
“Just go, Mina,” he said.
“Wait, Sebastian––”
“Just go.”
“Will I see you here tomorrow?”
He paused. “Yes.”
 
* * *
 
At school the next day I moped. I moped and I thought about Sebastian’s questions. How was I supposed to know how I felt about Daniel? How was I supposed to know how I felt about Sebastian? I didn’t know about boys or feelings or any of that.
I hadn’t seen Daniel for days. All the time we were apart I’d been trying to ignore it, but Sebastian had torn everything open. I missed him. No, it was more than that. I needed him. But when I was with Sebastian I didn’t think about Daniel. And now, Sebastian was mad at me and everything had gone wrong.
During my days of being grounded Angela chatted incessantly at school. It was nice because it made the most of our time together. She had told me about how she was teaching Daniel to read and really enjoying it, that he was getting a lot better and that he seemed a little sad but she didn’t know why. But on this day Angela didn’t chat to me. She was uncharacteristically silent.
“Are you all right?” I asked whilst gardening. We were working in pairs to re-pot the seedlings inside the greenhouse. It was sweltering under the glass and the afternoon sun. I pulled my headscarf back a little to let some heat out.
“I’m fine,” she said.
“You are not fine, Angela Dixon. Please tell me what is wrong. I know that my dad is being a total arse at the moment but I’ll help you, I swear.”
Her face scrunched up as though she was about to cry. I wanted to put my arm around her but didn’t want to draw attention to us. “Is it your mum?”
“Yes.” A tear escaped and she wiped it away quickly. “Yesterday she left the bath running and it flooded the bathroom. Then she ran out into the garden without her clothes. She’s losing her mind, Mina. It’s not just confusion and vagueness anymore. She’s just getting too difficult, I can’t––”
“That’s it. I’m asking my dad for help,” I said. Angela tried to interrupt but I put my hand up to stop her. “Angela you can’t cope with this on your own. You’re fourteen.”
She wiped her nose with her sleeve. “Do you really think he’ll help?”
“Listen, no matter what is going on between me and Dad he would never let another human being suffer. He’ll think of something, I swear.”
Angela smiled and her back straightened. It was as though the weight of the world had just been lifted from her shoulders. I went back to the seedlings feeling lighter myself.
“Mina.”
I looked up. Billie had come over. “Hi, Billie.”
“It’s been nearly a month since…” she trailed off. “Will you come with me? I want to water the bulbs.”
“Of course,” I said.
We walked together in silence. Billie carried a green plastic watering can. When we reached the corner where we planted the Daffodils she tipped the water ceremoniously over the bulbs.
“Have you heard anything?” I asked.
She shook her head. “But I didn’t expect to. No one ever hears.” She sniffed. “It’s Twitching Sunday this weekend.”
“Don’t think about it,” I said.
“I can’t help but,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll have to watch. I’ll just have to.” The watering can emptied and she placed it on the grass at the edge of the lawn. “Mina, I need to tell you something. I go walking at night. I have done every night since Emily was taken. I don’t sleep you see.” She paused. “I saw you.”
I felt my blood run cold in my veins. “What do you mean?”
She moved closer to me. “You know what I mean. You and that GEM.” Her eyes darted around us and I swallowed dryly. “That’s how it started, with Emily. She got involved with one of them and then it happened. You can’t trust them, Mina, it’s all an act. He’ll take you to that Café, in the back room.”
I gulped because I knew exactly which Café she was talking about. “Please don’t tell anyone.”
“I won’t,” she said. “I’m just telling you this because you’re my… friend. I don’t want you to end up like my sister. I really don’t.” Billie broke eye contact and stared behind me; she shook her head and walked away.
I turned. It was Sebastian.
“What are you doing? Anyone could see,” I said.
“I’m sorry,” he said. His eyes pleaded with me. “I just needed to give you this.” He pressed a folded piece of paper into my hands. I quickly tucked it into my headscarf.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw familiar red curls – Mrs Murgatroyd approaching. “You have to leave, now.”
Sebastian smiled at the teacher. “I’m sorry,” he said smoothly without any indication he was lying, “I saw this Blemished get her tunic caught as I was passing and stopped to help. It won’t happen again.”
“Thank you Mr Cole, you should head back to your class,” the teacher said with a hint of venom in her voice. “Miss Hart, would you accompany me to my office?”
 
* * *
 
“Step in, Miss Hart,” she said with forced sweetness, holding open the door to a meticulously tidy room.
I obeyed.
“Take a seat.” She gestured to a plastic chair opposite a large wooden desk. Mrs Mugatroyd casually walked around the desk and took residence in a plush leather recliner.
Aside from a laptop and a small pot plant there was very little on her desk. She had no photographs of family. The walls were bare and painted a stale grey.
“Do I need to remind you of the code of conduct at this school?” She raised a pencilled eyebrow and smiled, somehow making the action look threatening.
I shook my head feebly.
Mrs Murgatroyd placed both hands on the desk, the action deliberate and measured, almost practised.
“What you need, Miss Hart, is discipline.” She chuckled. “It is actually what all of you Blemished need. You see, some of you don’t seem to know your place. You don’t understand that you are here to serve the rest of us because you have no right in this world. You are Blemished. Your genes are useless. You carry inside you all the things that make this world dirty.” She sneered, disgusted. “Disease ridden. You’re worse than rats.”
She spat her words and I jumped. Panic built in my chest and I felt claustrophobic, wanting nothing more than to run out of the room. Sweat formed in between my shoulder blades despite my body feeling cold and shaky.
Mrs Murgatroyd sighed. “I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this, that you would heed my warning. I actually thought that you were clever enough to know when you are beaten, Miss Hart, and when you need to back down to the victor. But it would seem I was wrong, and it pains me very much to have to do this.”
Her hand moved very slowly to the edge of the desk and disappeared from view. I heard the scrape of wood against wood as she pulled open a drawer. There was a fumbling noise. Her hand reached inside. Throughout all of these actions she maintained my eye contact. Her hand withdrew containing an object. It was a long, thin and flexible – a whip. She flicked it down onto the desk and I flinched.
 
 
 



 
26
 
I tried not to cry. I held it together for the first two strokes but as she brought the whip down onto the fleshy part of my hand for the third time – I sobbed. I had twenty lashes in total. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I didn’t look at her – not until the end. When it was over I dared to meet her eyes, expecting an expression of triumph. I found none. She seemed just as beaten. She collapsed into her chair and stared at my hands.
“I didn’t think you’d cry,” she said quietly. “I thought you were tough.”
I sniffed. “So did I.”
Mrs Murgatroyd leaned forward, moving quickly enough to startle me, and grabbed hold of my hand. I winced and pulled away. She flinched.
“Look, you brought this on yourself.” Her voice had lost conviction. “A Blemished girl like you cannot get involved with a child of the GEM project. It isn’t right.”
“Why?” I blurted out. At this point I didn’t care if she beat me again. I wanted answers. “Why can’t the Blemished fall in love?”
“Because then it will all have been for nothing. My…” She stopped herself. I thought I saw water in her eyes but then she blinked and it was gone. “Because we have something better than you now! And if you spread your ugly, diseased, seed around it will ruin everything.” She paused. “Why can’t you be like the rest of them? Why can’t you sit down and shut up like everyone else? Just accept your fate and be done with it, Miss Hart. Things don’t have to be as complicated as you seem to make it for yourself. You are just months away from the Operation and then you can go out and do what you want.”
Mrs Murgatroyd opened the desk drawer and replaced the cane. But before she shut the drawer she hesitated. Then, after a moment of indecision she pulled out a glass bottle containing a clear fluid, unscrewed the lid and took a swig. I recognised it as alcohol from the bitter fumes.
“I told them to sterilise the last generation from birth, but they didn’t listen. I knew this would happen. You stupid girls with your raging hormones. It’s in your nature to be dirty.”
“Who is ‘them’?” I asked.
“Get out of my sight,” she snapped. “If I ever see you with that GEM boy you will take more than a beating.”
Mrs Murgatroyd appeared ragged and tired. I didn’t waste any time getting out of there.
 
* * *
 
“What happened?” Angela asked. She was waiting for me at the school gates.
I showed her my hands and her eyes widened.
“Does it hurt?”
I nodded fervently, hoping the tears wouldn’t come back.
“Come on,” she said, gently taking hold of my elbow, “let’s take you home.”
We walked in silence through the ghettos. The sky threatened rain, with the March sun fading in the shadow of the clouds. I imagined the look on Dad’s face when I show him the welts on my palms. He would want to know why Mrs Murgatroyd had punished me and I didn’t know what to tell him. If I said it was because a GEM boy spoke to me he would want to know who and why.
When we reached the corner of my street I stopped and turned to Angela. “I’ve been meeting Sebastian Cole at night.”
She dropped her hand from my elbow. “You’ve what? For how long?”
“Just this week.”
“The week that your dad banned you from even seeing me? What the hell were you thinking?”
I frowned. “I know. I just wanted to get to know him.”
“You don’t sneak out in the middle of the night because you want to get to know someone. What else have you been doing?” She looked at me and I saw the accusations in her eyes.
“Nothing, I swear. We talk.” I paused, feeling offended. “Do you really think I would do more?”
Angela sighed. “No, I suppose not. But this is bad, Mina. Really bad! Is that why Mrs Murgatroyd thrashed you? Does she know?”
“No, but she did see me in a Café with him a few weeks ago. And then today when he came to the garden. He gave me a note.” I reached up into my headscarf. With the caning I had forgotten all about it. I pulled out the small square of paper and unfolded it.
“Well, what does it say?” Angela asked anxiously.
“It says that he is leaving soon. And he wants us to meet before he leaves.”
“Where is he going?”
I faltered. Part of me wanted to tell Angela everything, to completely empty myself of all the secrets I’d been carrying with me, but I couldn’t betray Sebastian. “I don’t know,” I lied. I knew they would be moving into the farmhouse.
“I can’t believe you kept all this from me, Mina,” Angela said meekly. I heard the edge of disappointment in her voice. “Don’t you trust me?”
“I just didn’t want to get you into more trouble. But now, I don’t know what to tell my dad.”
Angela thought for a moment. “Why don’t you just tell him that you talked back to Elena? At least then you don’t mention Sebastian and there aren’t any, you know, boys involved.”
I laughed. “Angela, you’re a genius. I feel so much better for talking to you.”
It was true, my footsteps were lighter. When we reached my home I opened the door without hesitation. Dad looked up from his newspaper on the kitchen table and frowned as Angela walked in. I gestured to Angela to take a seat and did the same.
“Mina, I thought we had a discussion,” he said.
“Dad, there’s something I have to tell you, well two things actually, the first one is this.” I held up my hand, displaying the angry red welt on my palm. My Dad’s face fell. “So if you’re going to have a go at me please don’t, I’ve had about as much as I can take today. The second is that we need your help––”
“I need your help,” Angela corrected. “My mum is ill and I don’t know what to do.”
My dad looked at us and sighed. “That’s a lot of information to take in.” He removed his glasses and leaned back on the chair. “First things first. Who did that to your hands and why?”
“It was a teacher,” I said without pause. “And she did it because I had an altercation with a GEM girl called Elena. The girl who bullied me when I first came to Area 14.”
“Oh, Minnie,” he said sadly. He took my hands in his, cradling them like a child. “Has it really come to this? Beatings at school? One day I will get you out of here.”
“Dad, I’m okay.” I gently removed my hands, embarrassed at his sudden display of affection in front of my friend. “Honestly, you don’t need to get me out of here. I actually like it better here than Area 10. At least here I have friends who I can be myself around. People I can trust. People who you have let me trust.”
He nodded. “That is true. And I have been wrong to keep you away from them. You need them around you, I see that now. I just wish you would stay out of trouble.”
I thought about my secret meetings with Sebastian. He didn’t know the half of it.
“The problem is that you are so much like your mother,” he continued. “You have so much life, my dear…” he trailed off, shaking his head and looking older than I had ever seen him. He then turned to Angela. “How can I help with your mum?” He smiled warmly and I breathed a deep sigh of relief, feeling that everything would be okay now.
 
* * *
 
Angela tearfully told Dad everything. It was only then that I understood that my dad wasn’t just my dad. He was Angela’s dad too – and Daniel’s. He’d taken them all under his wing ever since we built the basement together, and it wasn’t just me that Angela and Daniel came to see when they visited. For the first time in a while I was so proud of my dad that I felt as though I might burst. He listened quietly and intently, waiting for Angela to finish her story.
At the end he put a hand on her arm. “I think it’s time for me to come and meet her. Now, don’t worry, this will all be sorted. I think I have an idea. But there is a chance that you won’t like it.”
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Theresa made us tea and chatted. She was charmed by Dad and enjoyed the company. After half an hour of idle chit-chat the cracks began to surface and I saw my dad take notice. We sat around the kitchen table. Daniel was there and for some reason that made me feel embarrassed. I tried not to make eye-contact with him but all the time I felt his gaze on me. When I got up to fetch a glass of water he followed me.
“Can I talk to you?” he whispered quietly. “In the lounge.”
I followed him, hoping that my dad didn’t notice our absence. Daniel was different today, almost itchy. He messed with his hair and his clothes, never remaining still for even a second. There was a gleam to his skin as though he was sweating even though it wasn’t particularly warm.
“What did you want to talk about?” I asked. I found it difficult to meet his eyes, because when I did I realised just how much I’d missed him. I missed the three of us in the basement and the way his eyes unfocussed when he talked about his mum. I missed looking over and seeing him, just watching. That connecting thread we had created had never gone away and now he was here everything somehow felt better; complete.
“Angela told me,” he said eventually. “About you and the clone.”
My mouth formed an “oh” but I didn’t say anything. Shame travelled like heat up my body.
“I don’t mind,” he said softly. “As long as he likes you and treats you well.” He took a deep breath.
“Okay,” I said.
“Are you happy? Do you like him?”
“I…,” I began. I thought back to his accusations in the field. Daniel was asking the same thing and yet it felt different, more reasonable and mature; less jealous. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
He nodded. “Just be careful, okay.” He reached into his pocket, shifting from one leg to the other. “I have something for you.”
I watched, wondering what was going on, when he pulled out a silver chain with what looked like a small wooden pendant. He awkwardly held out his hand. “Here.”
Confused, I took the chain from his sweaty palm and turned it over in my hand. The wooden pendant had been carved into a delicate oval shape and stained so that it was glossy. On the oval, in perfect handwriting, and executed with exquisite precision, a word had been carved. The word: Mina.
“Did you make this?” I asked.
Daniel nodded. “Yes. Do you like it?”
“Like it? I love it. It’s… beautiful.” I tore my eyes from the necklace to Daniel who glowed with pride, or maybe just relief. “You made this for me? But… why?”
He shrugged. “I just want you to have it.” He pushed his hands back in his pockets and looked down at his shoes. “I missed you.”
I took the chain and placed it around my neck. “I missed you too.”
He exhaled loudly. “It’s been tough around here. I’ve wanted to visit you and the Prof so many times but I didn’t want to get you into trouble, you know. And there’s something else.” He hesitated. “About the Slums. You’ve looked at me differently ever since then. I should never have taken you there. And I only ever went there for the Resistance, I swear.”
I smiled. I couldn’t believe that all this time he had been worrying about what I thought of him because of that night. “Daniel, stop it. I wanted to go to the Slums and I only ever blamed myself, never you. You saved me that night. How could I be mad?”
“You should never have been in that position.” He took my hand and stared at the welts on my palms. “You should never be hurt like this, not by anyone, and not for any reason.”
His eyes grew so fierce that I struggled to meet them. I didn’t know what to say. My body burned from his touch. I wanted to fold myself into him, feel his warmth. But then I remembered Angela. And then I remembered Sebastian. I pulled away. My fingers trailed the bulge of the pendant under my tunic.
“Thank you for the necklace,” I said, trying to keep my voice measured. I struggled to control the emotions overflowing inside me.
His eyes searched my face as though looking for something – a different reaction. His face fell. “It’s no problem. It didn’t take me long.”
I turned and walked back into the kitchen with wobbly legs and my brain feeling like someone had pushed their fingers through my skull and mushed everything up. Daniel and Sebastian could not be any more different from each other.
Sebastian was easy to be around. He was interesting and funny and friendly and when I was with him it felt nice. I felt safe with him. Daniel was awkward and terse. He was dangerous. He knew about a world that I wasn’t sure I wanted to get more involved in. But then he did things so thoughtful and kind that it completely blew me away. With Daniel I felt as though I shared something that went beyond words. We both knew the pain that came along with being different. I wasn’t sure if Sebastian would ever understand that.
I sighed and fumbled with the bulge of the necklace under my tunic. All of this was stupid. If I had the Operation I wouldn’t care about anything. I would either be a zombie going through the motions of everyday life, or I would lose my mind like Theresa. Either way I would struggle to maintain a relationship with anyone. I’d probably drink myself to sleep every night and become addicted to the screens like everyone else in the ghettos. I shook myself, I couldn’t think like that. I had to have hope that one day I would get out, away from the Ministry and their Operations.
“Mina, are you listening?” said Dad with a very irritated voice. “This is the future of your friend we are talking about.”
My cheeks warmed and I sat up straight in my chair. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” I turned to Angela and smiled guiltily. I hadn’t even noticed Daniel take her mum out of the room. “What did you discuss?”
Dad changed his voice to a more gentle tone. “I was explaining the options to Angela. It’s clear that Angela and Daniel cannot look after Theresa alone. I’m sorry, my dear, but this is the fact. And we all know that the Ministry do not provide any after care for Blemished families. However, I have a lot of money saved away for a rainy day and I believe I can help. There is a possibility that within the Blemished community there are trained nurses who can be sought out and offered a position. Or, and I’m afraid I think this might be better for you, Angela dear, there is a home set up especially for people with problems. It is not widely known in the ghettos because of the price, but it does accept Blemished people. It is not too far from here.”
Angela’s eyes glassed with tears. “But then I wouldn’t see her.”
“You can visit her,” my dad insisted. “Angela, I don’t want to force you with this decision. Take as long as you like to decide. This is your choice and no one else’s. Have a talk with Daniel and let me know what you decide to do.”
“I couldn’t take your money,” she said.
Dad pulled his glasses a little further down his nose, a gesture I recognised as showing he was very serious about something. “Now do not talk like that. I will not sit back and watch a fourteen year old girl look after a fully grown woman with progressive dementia. I will not do that. You will take my money.”
“I can stay here tonight and we can talk through it if you like.” I took Angela’s hand, ignoring the pain from my palms.
“No,” she said through tears. “I think I’ve made up my mind.” She looked at my dad. “If you are sure… about the money.”
“Of course I am.”
“Then, the nursing home, or whatever it was you called it.”
“Are you sure, Angela?” I asked.
“Yes, I’m sure.”
“What about Daniel?” I said.
“He’ll agree,” she said firmly. “I know he will but I will talk to him and explain everything. I know he’s lived here for a long time, but she’s my mum. I make the decision.”
“Okay,” I said. “Would you like us to leave so you have some time?”
She nodded.
We stood up to leave but first I had to do something. I walked through to the lounge. “Theresa, we have to go.”
“Oh hello, Mina.” She smiled so warmly that I felt tears prick the backs of my eyes. “I didn’t realise you were here.”
Theresa was the closest I’d had to a mother figure for a very long time. “Yes, I just wanted to say goodbye.”
“Well, goodbye then,” she said, still smiling.
“Thank you for the mint tea.” I turned to Daniel. “Goodbye Daniel.”
As I left with my dad I felt tears prick my eyes, especially after hugging Angela tightly on the way out of the door. He patted my shoulder.
“You got quite attached to Theresa didn’t you?”
I nodded.
“I am very sorry, Mina,” he said. “I should have trusted you. I should never have kept you away from your friends like that.”
I sniffed, trying to hold back my tears. “How long will it take for you to arrange things?”
“I’ll need to rush it to get everything done before…” he trailed off.
“Before what?”
“Before she gets any worse.” He stared up at the sun as it began to set over the terraced houses of the ghetto. “Of course, Angela will have to look after herself now.”
“She has Daniel,” I added.
“Yes, that is true. And I believe she is a very capable and independent girl,” he said. “Just like you are. I think you would be just as capable of looking after yourself if I left.”
I laughed. “Yes, but you aren’t leaving.”
He grinned. It was an expression that didn’t meet his eyes. “Of course not.”
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The tranquillity of our walk, as always, was cut short. Outside our house stood a man in a leather jacket and I recognised him immediately from the Resistance meeting and Daniel’s vision.
“What is he doing here?” I asked between gritted teeth. I folded my arms.
Dad walked over to the man and shook his hand. “Mina, this is Matthew.”
Matthew looked at me with an amused grin, which I instantly found annoying. “Nice to meet you, Mina,” he said, performing a little bow. “Although I do believe we’ve met before. You’re quite fast for a girl.”
“Faster than you, anyway,” I retorted.
He laughed. He had the same laugh as my dad which was disturbing. “Well it’s nice to finally meet face to face.”
Matthew smiled. He had warm hazel eyes and dark hair. He maintained my eye contact for just a little too long, searching my face for something. Uncomfortable, I muttered a goodbye and disappeared into the house. When I shut the door I turned and pressed my ear to the wood, trying to catch a few words of their conversation before they moved inside.
“So that’s her then?” Matthew said. “She’s got a bit of fight in her. She isn’t going to take this lying down.”
“I know,” my Dad agreed. “You’ll have to talk to her, but I have every faith you can do it. Shall we step into the kitchen?”
That was my cue to leave. On tip-toes I fled to the basement.
 
* * *
 
After an almost silent dinner together, where my Dad deflected all my questions about Matthew, I went to my room and unfolded the note from Sebastian. Then I removed the necklace and turned the wooden pendant over and over in my hands. I had just a few hours until I needed to sneak out of the house. I knew that I had to go. But then I looked down at the necklace with a sinking feeling in my stomach, my fingers traced the letters of my name, pressing down hard on the grooves. With as much conviction as I could muster I shook the feelings away.
Later that night I climbed down the drainpipe, something that had become almost second nature to me, and jogged through the streets. It was a clear night with a full moon – meaning that the world was brighter. I saw Sebastian at our usual spot.
“Mina,” he said, helping me over the wall. He breathed my name like a sigh. “It’s so good to see you.” He pulled me into a hug, one which took me by surprise but wasn’t unpleasant.
Then, remembering the sores on my hand I broke away. “You shouldn’t have spoken to me at school like that.”
“I know,” he said, “I’ve been worrying about it all day. Were you put in detention? Worse?”
I laughed without humour. “Worse.”
“What happened?”
“I don’t want to talk about it. Tell me when you’re leaving. Are you going to the farm?”
“Tell me what happened to you first,” he said sternly.
With a sigh I held up my palms, the injuries just visible in the moonlight. “She punished me.”
Sebastian took my hands in his, staring incredulously at the angry red marks in the centre of my palm. He gently lifted my hands and leaned to meet them with his lips. He kissed both injuries. A pleasant, tingling sensation spread from my palms up my arms and to my face. He let my hands go and smiled warmly.
“You should come with us to the farm. You wouldn’t get beaten there,” he said.
“Could I bring my dad? Angela?” I stopped my mouth from forming the last name.
Sebastian frowned. “I don’t think so. Just you.”
“Then I can’t come. I can’t leave them behind.”
His eyes flashed with frustration and he turned away from me. His hands curled up into tight balls.
“You’re months away from the Operation,” he said after a long pause. “Don’t you want to be saved?”
I hesitated. “I want to save myself.”
He turned with eyes dark and doubtful. “What can you do to save yourself? You’re just a girl.”
My mouth gaped. “Just a girl? I can do more than you––”
“Yes, your telekinesis,” he snapped. “What is that realistically going to achieve?”
“Well, I don’t know, but––”
“But nothing, Mina.” He reached forward and grabbed my shoulders. “If you come with me we can be together. We can work together on the farm. Someday we could have a child, maybe three, and grow old and have grandchildren.”
I stared up at him. “Is that what you really want?”
He squeezed my shoulders harder, so hard I almost flinched. “More than anything.”
“I can’t have children, I’m Blemished.”
“My genes will cancel yours out.”
I pulled away from his tight grip. “What if it isn’t what I want?”
“Why wouldn’t you want that? It’s better than your life now.”
His hands still pressed into my shoulders and I wriggled to try and get away. “It might be better but it’s still not what I want. Let me go!”
“I don’t understand,” he said. “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t want to be with me? To have children? We could have a good life together.”
“I don’t want children, I don’t know… I’ve never thought about it.” I wriggled again and this time Sebastian’s grip loosened.
“Then maybe you’ll change your mind,” he said. “I’m offering you a way to get out of this place.”
I hesitated. There was nothing I wanted more than to escape the Operation. But it had to be through freedom. What Sebastian described was just another way to control me. It made me shudder. It felt wrong.
“I don’t want it,” I said. “I’m sorry. I want to be with my dad. I want to look after my friends. I want to make my own choices and figure things out my way.”
“It’s because of the carpenter isn’t it?” he said bitterly. He finally let go of my shoulders and I rubbed them. “That’s the real reason. Everything else you say is just a lie.”
“No it isn’t. Look, I appreciate what you are offering me, I really do. But you are asking me to give up my family for a life that I don’t really want to live––”
“Then what do you want?”
“I want to fight,” I shouted. “I want to fight back, not just run away. If I go with you then it’s just hiding. Hiding from the truth of what’s going on out there. I want to do something about it. I don’t know why I have this gift but maybe there is a reason and maybe I’m meant to be able to use it somewhere. I have to try, Sebastian.”
“You’re deluded,” he said, shaking his head. “You can’t go up against the Ministry. The Resistance is all but over. There’s nothing you can do about anything. You’re just a stupid little girl who can throw a few rocks around with her mind.”
I saw the sullen sneer on his face through the moonlight and wondered to myself where the Sebastian I knew had disappeared. This wasn’t my Sebastian who made me feel safe and talked in soft tones. This was little more than a spoiled boy who couldn’t get his own way.
“I’m sorry, Sebastian, but I’m not going to change my mind. I don’t want to leave things like this. Let’s not fight.” I reached forward to stroke his cheek. He let me.
“I’m just so disappointed,” he said with a croak in his voice. “I really thought I could save you.”
“For you to be able to save me I need to want to be saved.”
“Yeah, I guess that was my first mistake.” He smiled and I saw a glimmer of the old Sebastian back. “But the offer is always open.” He reached into his pocket and took out another sheet of paper. “This is a map to the farm. If you are in trouble. If you need help. Or if you change your mind.”
“I understand.”
He leaned forward and kissed me – soft and sweet. It was a pleasant, warm and beautiful kiss and I felt myself relax into it. My heart raced as he pulled away from me, taking his warmth away. Then he was gone and I stood alone in the darkness.
 
* * *
 
I walked home with a heavy heart and a mind that continued to race. I worried about whether I had done the right thing. There was another nagging feeling at the back of my mind. It wouldn’t shut up. It grew larger with every step. It was the feeling that I was being followed. Yet every time I turned around there was nothing behind me but shadows.
 
 
 



 
29
 
The next day I walked to school with an upset but visibly relieved Angela. We passed the market. I watched as the people set up for the day; pinning back tarpaulin roofs, laying out fruit, jangling change in their utility belts. I bought an apple and chewed it as we walked.
“I’m glad you feel better,” I said to my friend. “I know it’s hard but I think it will be a good thing for you and your mum. She’ll get the care she needs, you know. I trust my dad – he won’t let you down.”
“I know. And I talked it over with Daniel. We even managed to tell her while she was coherent. She wasn’t angry or anything.”
“Do you want to come round to mine later so we can sort everything out?”
Angela smiled and I noted that her dimpled grin was back. It was a relief to finally see it again. “Yes, that would be nice.” She paused and frowned. “There’s just one thing.”
“What is it?” I asked, taking another bite of apple.
“I told Daniel about you and Sebastian.”
“I know, he said something to me at your house.” My fingers flitted up to my throat to touch the bulge where my necklace nestled under my tunic.
“The thing is… he was really upset and mad with you. He likes you, Mina. Really likes you.”
I like him too, I thought to myself, but you liked him first.
“Things are over with Sebastian anyway.”
“Really?”
I nodded. “He offered to take me with him when he goes away. I said no.”
Angela looked at me in disbelief. “Why the hell did you do that?”
“Because,” I said with a sigh. “He wants to be a proper family, grow old – have kids.” I lowered my voice as I spoke.
“That’s all I want,” Angela said sadly.
I almost laughed at the irony. “Well, I want to fight first. I don’t know about all that. All I know is that I want to make my own decisions. They won’t be made for me. And that is why I’m going to do something before the Operation.”
“But, what?”
I laughed. “Get out of here, I guess. And take you with me.”
As we walked through the school gates I saw Elena picking her homework out of the mud. I bent down and took her last book and she smiled gratefully. Then I felt Mrs Murgatroyd’s eyes on me. She stood by the gate with arms folded. I handed Elena her book and hurried on down the corridor with Angela.
“What did you do to Murder-Troll?” she asked. “She looks like she’s going to kill you.”
I threw a glance over my shoulder to see her eyes still focussed on me. “I have no idea.” With a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach I remembered walking home last night. I remembered the growing feeling of being followed. Then I remembered Mrs Murgatroyd’s threat. The eyes. What if it was her? Blood thudded in my ears. Bile rose in my throat.
“Are you okay?” Angela asked as we made our way to the first class. “You’ve gone really pale.”
“I’m fine. I just feel a bit weird.”
I entered the classroom. It felt wrong. The chairs were arranged differently – pushed together into a circle. The rest of the Blemished girls stood around unsure of where to sit and why the strange arrangement. In the centre of the circle was a single chair as though one of us would be the focus.
“Everyone take a seat except Miss Hart.” Mrs Murgatroyd’s voice made me jump. There was a hard edge to it, even colder than usual. I shivered. “Miss Hart, I believe there is a place for you in the middle of the circle.”
With shaking legs I stepped through a gap between two chairs and made my way to the centre. I turned and eyed each of my classmates in desperation while Mrs Murgatroyd looked down at me with a strangely tense smirk on her face. It was as though she was mentally battling with an inner conflict. It made her seem frightened and cruel in equal measure. With my chest feeling tight and my breathing coming out in rasps I took my seat in the circle. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Angela’s concerned face.
“For today’s lesson I needed an example, which is why you see Miss Hart at the centre,” said Mrs Murgatroyd as she slowly walked around the outside of the circle. “Today’s lesson is about boys. You see, there are some among you who seem to have had some experience in this area. Isn’t that right, Miss Hart?”
“I… I… suppose,” I stuttered.
I tried to rein in my emotions, to concentrate and be in control. I couldn’t use my gift in front of all these people. It would be too obvious. I glanced down at my hands hoping that she wasn’t going to beat me in front of the class. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Billie shaking her head and remembered what she had said in the garden.
“Angela Dixon?”
“Yes, Miss,” Angela replied with a shaky voice.
“Tell the class how a good Blemished girl should behave around members of the opposite sex,” Mrs Murgatroyd instructed.
“Not to look at them directly. Modestly,” Angela recited.
“That’s correct.” Mrs Murgatroyd continued her slow lap of the chairs with her hands folded behind her back – the picture of control. “And why is that?”
“Um, we don’t want to give them the wrong idea,” Angela replied quietly.
“That’s correct,” said Mrs Murgatroyd. “You are not here to mate. Your genes have been proven unworthy. You are here as servants to the GEMs, which is your rightful place. And if you are lucky and behave appropriately for a Blemished then you may even get a job. Now Angela, could you tell me one more thing? How should a Blemished girl behave in the company of a male GEM?”
“W… we shouldn’t talk to them. Or look at them. Unless we are spoken to,” she answered quietly.
“Excellent,” Mrs Murgatroyd said. “Now, class. I would like you to answer together. Should you talk to a GEM boy?”
“No,” said the class in unison.
“Should you reveal your hair to a GEM boy?”
“No!”
I didn’t join in the chant. At this point the tears began to roll slowly down my cheeks and my lips trembled so badly I couldn’t open them.
“Should you let a GEM boy touch you?”
“No!”
“And how about you, Miss Hart? Should you let any of these things happen?” Mrs Murgatroyd moved into the centre of the circle and bent low to speak to me. I felt her hot breath on my cheek.
I shook my head.
“Yet you did. Didn’t you?” She yanked at my headscarf and began to unwrap my hair. Her pointed nails scraped on the back of my neck and her rough fingers pulled my head back and forth. “Do you think you are better than everyone else in this room?”
“No,” I said hoarsely. I could barely see through my tears. I shut my eyes against the stares of my peers.
“Then why do you act like it?” she said cruelly. She grabbed my hair and pulled my head back. “You bring everything on yourself, Miss Hart. When will you learn your place?”
On the last word she yanked my head back even further and pulled a pair of scissors out of her jacket pocket. The rest of the class gasped. I stared at them – wide-eyed. For a horrible moment I thought she might stab me, but then she did something almost as awful. With a ghastly smile on her face Mrs Murgatroyd cut chunks out of my hair; big, uneven, ugly chunks. I watched in horror as the long strands fell to the floor.
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“You need to learn, Miss Hart,” she said my name like it was a disease, “that you are not special.” More hair hit the ground. “You are nothing.” Strands hit the floor. “You are worthless.” Air licked at my bare neck. “You are ugly.”
I looked to Angela. She clasped a hand over her mouth. Tears welled in her eyes. Billie stared. The rest of the class seemed embarrassed for me and at the same time relieved. Relieved it was me in the chair and not them. My fingers tingled with building rage.
Mrs Murgatroyd stopped and stepped back to survey her work. She clapped her hands together triumphantly. “Much better. Now no one will ever love you.”
The tingling sensation grew in my fingers and a white hot flash seared through my mind. All around me chairs and tables began to shake. The scissors whipped out of Mrs Murgatroyd’s fingers, slamming into the wall – blade first. There they stuck, like a knife thrown by a professional. Mrs Murgatroyd gasped.
“People do love me,” I said tearfully. “It’s you that no one loves!”
The teacher stared at me, her face full of disgust. Around us textbooks fluttered from the shelves and I knew I had to get out of the classroom before I revealed myself further.
I had to get out before I killed us. Me and Dad. Just like the Resistance killed Mum. I looked down at the dead strands of hair on the floor, feeling like they were the limbs of my mother, lifeless and decaying.
“You brought this on yourself, Mina,” said Mrs Murgatroyd. “When will you learn to stop fighting it?”
I stood up and ran past her, pushing my way through the chairs and out of the door. I kept running until I was in the school yard. I had to stop for breath. Tears blurred my vision. Hair stuck to my eyelids. I ran again. I could not see. I ran into Elena Darcey.
We stared at each and I waited for the cruel laughter. But she didn’t laugh. Instead she grabbed my hand and pulled it. I resisted at first but then I heard a door swing open behind me. I imagined her coming to force me back inside and so without looking back I stepped forward and we ran.
 
* * *
 
I didn’t ask where we were going because I didn’t care. I didn’t think about Elena and why she would help me. I was too numb. The running helped to block out the image of Mrs Murgatroyd standing over me with the scissors. The class with their vacant stares. If I shut my eyes for just one second it all came flooding back.
“This way.” Elena tugged on my wrist as we turned to the right. “Down here.”
We had left town. We were in a part of Area 14 I didn’t recognise. The pavements were not bumpy like they were near my house. The roads were busy with cars. The houses were large and detached and the gardens full of Daffodils. I saw a Magnolia tree. The air was scented with sickly sweet flowers.
“Where are we?” I breathed.
“Near my house.”
We stopped in front of a mansion – at least that was how it looked to me. It was three stories high and ivy grew neatly around the windows. There was a plush garden in front of the house. On either side of a wide drive-way flourished colourful flowers in neat rows. A large fountain in the shape of an angel stood in the centre of the lawn. It was easily the most amazing house I had ever seen.
“Wow,” I said.
Elena shrugged. “Come on. My parents are at work so I have the place to myself for a bit.”
She walked past a bright red sports car and up to the door, beckoning for me to follow. I did, but slowly, still taking in my surroundings. I’d never seen a car so shiny or brickwork so clean or glass so neatly cut. Eventually I tore my eyes away and stepped into Elena’s doorway.
The interior lived up to the expectations set by the garden. A marble staircase snaked up to the landing. Black and white tiles lined the reception floor. Expensive looking oil-paintings hung from the walls. One caught my eye. There were three people inside the frame, one being Elena. Next to her was a gorgeous woman with chestnut hair and hazel eyes. Behind the two women stood a shrivelled old man with grey hair who looked to be in his seventies or eighties.
“Do you live with your granddad?” I asked.
Elena snorted. “Nope. That’s Daddy. He likes trophy wives.
I was shocked but tried not to let it show. “So, is that your mum?”
“Sort of. It’s not like I genetically match her or anything. But she and Clare look after me. Clare is my nanny. She’s Blemished just like you,” she said with a broad smile. “I don’t have any of my dad’s genes either. He was too scared I’d come out ugly as hell. Come on – let’s go up to my room.”
She stepped onto the staircase and I followed. Along the walls, set neatly in intervals, were pictures of Elena. In some she was a child, but most were recent. In all of them she posed deliberately for the camera. They looked professional.
“You have a lot of photos,” I commented.
“Yeah, they’re all from my modelling portfolio.”
“Do you want to be a model?”
“My mum wants me to be a model, so…” She shrugged. “It’s not so bad. I just stand and pout in front of a camera.”
We walked down a cream hallway to Elena’s room which turned out to be beautifully decorated but incredibly messy. There were so many things I felt dizzy just looking at them. She had enough possessions to fill up half of my home. I thought back to my plain room with its two pieces of furniture and one stuffed bear.
“Okay,” Elena said whilst moving an armful of clothes from a chair in front of a large regency style dressing table. “Sit in front of the mirror. I’ll see what I can do.”
“About what?” I asked.
“About your hair, you ninny.” She focussed her large blue eyes on my head. “I still can’t believe she did that to you. I know the old bat is crazy but I never expected her to completely lose it.”
Tentatively I sat down in the chair and looked at my hair for the first time. When I saw how hideous I looked I wanted to cry all over again. It was chopped harshly at sharp angles with some only inches away from my scalp. I was ugly.
“Don’t get emotional on me, Blem,” Elena said in a soft voice.
“Why are you helping me?” I said.
Elena shrugged. “I decided to miss psych because that bitch Clarissa dumped my homework in the mud. I was chilling out in that little garden patch you Blemished kids have been working on and I saw it all happen through the window. At first I was shocked by how nice your hair is. I mean, I didn’t know you Blems could shampoo and condition. But then I saw her hack it off like that.” She paused and stroked her own hair. “I couldn’t stand it if someone did that to me.”
I smiled in thanks and Elena examined me in the mirror. She took out a pair of scissors from the cabinet drawer. At first I was alarmed but after I saw how delicately she trimmed the ends of my hair I relaxed and let her get on with it.
“Are you really happy being a model?” I asked.
“It’s okay,” she said unenthusiastically. “There isn’t really much else I can do. I’m not so good with the school stuff.”
“But I always thought GEMs were clever. You get taught so many subjects at school,” I said. “I’d love to be taught half the stuff you are.”
“When Dad picked my genes I think he kind of missed out the intelligence ones.”
“Why would he do that?”
Elena shrugged again and trimmed a piece of hair by my ears. “Dad’s kind of… old fashioned. He sees women as things to be looked at. Not people to debate with. He created me to be beautiful and model, maybe become famous one day and go to London, but not to study.”
“That’s––”
“––Sad? Yeah I know. But it could be worse. I mean, I’ve been watching you for the last few days and you have it tough,” she said.
“Yeah, but my dad always wants me to grow and learn, you know? I can’t imagine having a dad who doesn’t,” I replied. When I saw the look on Elena’s face I regretted my words. “I’m sorry. I’m sure your dad loves you very much and just wants the best for you.
She waved away my concern. “Don’t worry about it. So are you going to tell me or what?”
“What do you mean,” I said.”
“About you and Sebastian?”
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“How did you know?” I asked, suddenly suspicious. “Did you say something to Mrs Murgatroyd?”
Elena’s face fell. “No, I wouldn’t do that. I might have been a bully but I’m definitely not a grass. I just saw the way he looks at you. It’s gross really, he proper moons after you like a big puppy dog.”
She mimicked a puppy with its tongue hanging out in the mirror. I laughed.
“There’s nothing really going on. He wanted more than I was prepared to give,” I said with a sigh.
“There’s someone else, isn’t there?” she said, still chopping little bits of hair. It was already looking better. I wasn’t sure if I would ever get used to having such short and spikey hair but I had to admit that it did suit my face.
“Why would you think that?”
“You’re one of those girls,” she said. “The kind that are moody and intriguing and everyone wants a piece of. I bet you’ve got at least two love-sick puppies lusting after you. Am I right?”
“You know, Elena, you are far smarter than you give yourself credit for,” I said with a laugh. “There is… someone else. At least I think so. I’m not sure if he likes me, or at least how much.” I sighed. “Not that it matters.”
“Why?” Elena asked. She stopped cutting my hair and rubbed some sort of gel into the ends, creating texture.
“Well, for one thing, Angela is in love with him––”
“Your dumpy little friend?” Elena said with a sneer. “As if he would choose her over you!”
“Hey, she’s not dumpy! And that’s not the point. I could never hurt her like that.”
“Huh.” Elena paused with the gel still in her fingers. “My friends wouldn’t even care about that. Maybe it is better being Blemished.”
“Well, that’s my other problem.” I let out a huge sigh, only then realising just how much a weight it was to carry around. “They will force me to have the Operation in a few months.”
Elena nodded. “Yeah, that really is crappy. You know, they make us take birth control all the time too. It’s ‘frowned upon’ for any of us to get pregnant.” She air quoted over the words “frowned upon.”
“What happens if you do get pregnant?”
“They inject you with stuff to make sure the baby is healthy. Then they take you away somewhere for you to do it in secret,” she said solemnly.
“Do they let you keep it?”
“They run some tests and if the genes of the baby are strong enough they do. I don’t know what happens if they aren’t though,” she said.
“How do you know all this?” I asked.
“It happened to a friend of mine,” she said. “Check out your new hair, Mina. Do you like it?” Elena smiled and her face lit up. She was truly beautiful.
The girl in the mirror looked back with short, trendy hair. She had an attitude about her, some spunkiness. She looked like a girl who couldn’t be messed with anymore. It took me a moment to realise that this fierce girl was me.
“I love it,” I said.
 
* * *
 
Elena and I stayed in her room all afternoon, trying on clothes and putting on make-up. She gave me a make-over and waxed my legs. She even put stuff on my skin that made me look tanned. My legs had never seen the sun and Elena said they were the whitest things she had ever seen. We danced to loud, shouty music and she showed me how to be sexy.
Shattered from all the dancing I collapsed onto the bed. I was wearing a short red skirt and a black top with a V-neck which revealed far more of my décolletage appropriate for a Blemished girl.
“Have you ever wondered why it’s the women who have the Operation, not the men?” I said, almost to myself.
“Sure,” Elena said. “They are punishing women.”
I sat up. “What for?”
“For being women. For having kids. They think that genetic problems are all our fault. They want to control everything and to do that they have to first and foremost control women,” she said with a characteristic shrug.
“The Operation sends people mad,” I said. “My friend’s mum is really bad. I think they do something to us – I mean apart from make us infertile. I think they do something to our brains, make us easier to keep in the ghettos.”
“I guess they need all the men for the manual work,” Elena added. “They can’t have crazy men operating heavy machinery.”
I giggled. “No, I guess not.” I paused. “I just don’t understand why no one fights back.”
“They do,” Elena said. “There is Resistance all over London.” Elena clamped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, I’ve said too much.”
I grabbed her urgently by the arm. “Tell me what you know.”
“My dad used to work in security. He ran a directorate of Enforcers in London, so he knows stuff. I listen in on his conversations with his old friends. Apparently the Resistance are fighting back in London. It’s a warzone.”
“I had no idea,” I breathed. “I thought the Resistance were in tatters.”
“That’s what they want people to think. They need to keep the Areas quiet so they can concentrate on fighting the Resistance in London. They’ve clamped down on all communication between London and the Areas.” She looked worried. “Don’t tell anyone about this. My dad would get in so much trouble, which means that we all would.”
“I won’t,” I promised.
I thought about the lack of security at the Slums: it was no wonder. The Slums were a distraction, something to make us believe that we had freedom, but it was all just a ruse. As soon as the Ministry took control of London they would re-enforce their control over the Areas. If the Resistance lost, things were going to get much worse.
There was a knock on the door and Elena’s head snapped up.
“Elena, are you in there?” The handle turned but the door was locked.
“That’s my mum,” Elena whispered. “You need to go. Can you climb?”
I nodded. At least my nights of sneaking out of the house had paid off. “What about your clothes?”
“Keep them,” she said with a warm smile. “They look better on you anyway.”
Quickly and silently Elena showed me a way down from her window using a drainpipe and the ivy and then threw my tunic onto the lawn. I figured she’d used the same route herself a number of times from the expert way she instructed me. I shimmied down. As I hit the ground I heard her talking to her mum. Even at a distance Elena’s mother sounded cold and unfriendly. I picked up my clothes and ran out of the garden.
Hidden by Elena’s hedge I pulled the tunic over my new clothes but I’d left my headscarf in school. I’d stayed at Elena’s so long that school would just be finishing. I decided to walk part of the way there and meet Angela, following the same route Elena used to bring me here. When I got to school I waited by the gates, dreading seeing Mrs Murgatroyd and secretly hoping she was drinking herself into a stupor in her office, hating herself for what she did to me.
“Mina!” Angela called. Within seconds she was hugging me tightly. “You’re okay. I was so worried. Oh! Your hair. Did you do that yourself? It looks so good! I’m so sorry I didn’t say anything. I was so scared.” She welled up again.
“It’s all right,” I said. “I’m okay, really. This is all Murder-Troll’s fault, not yours. And I like my new hair. Elena did it.”
“Elena? What? How?”
I laughed. “She saw me through the window and took me to her house. It’s like a mansion.”
“Wow, you’ve been to a GEM house?”
I told Angela about my trip to Elena’s house as we walked home, beginning to feel more human again. But it still didn’t take the experience away. I knew that when I closed my eyes I saw the embarrassed looks of my classmates as my hair fell to the floor. I would always have the image of her slug lips near my cheek telling me that I was Blemished and ugly and that I didn’t deserve to be loved. For that she had to pay and I knew this deep down in the marrow of my bones, as sure as I breathed. The time for acceptance was over.
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“He’s not here,” I said, puzzled. Dad was always home before me. I checked the basement. It was empty.
“He’s left some information on the table,” Angela called from the kitchen.
She held up a sheet of paper. I snatched it from her and skimmed over my dad’s handwriting. It contained instructions for Theresa. According to the note she was being picked up by one of the carers and taken there by car. He’d paid for everything.
“It’s all very quick,” Angela said. “She goes tomorrow morning.”
There was a knock at the door and I left Angela’s side to open it. Daniel stood in the doorway.
“What happened to your hair?” he asked. His blue eyes widened in horror. “Are you wearing makeup?”
I’d forgotten about the rouge on my cheeks and the gloss on my lips. I hastily wiped at it with the back of my hand.
“Come in,” I said making room for Daniel to pass.
He stepped into the kitchen but seemed disinclined to settle, instead pacing the area like a lion in a cage. “What’s going on?”
“Mrs Murgatroyd cut Mina’s hair,” Angela said quietly.
He looked at me. “What do you mean? Did you ask her to?”
With a sigh I explained everything, watching as his face turned from pale to red to purple. By the end of the story his fists were clenched tight.
“She won’t get away with his,” he said, eyes flashing furiously.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” I warned. I handed him the note. “We have more important things to worry about. You and Angela need to spend some time with your mum. You have Theresa to look after.”
He studied the note and his face fell.
“You should both go home,” I said. “Spend as much time as you can with her.” I sighed. “I know I’d want the chance to say goodbye.”
“We will,” Angela said. “Come on.” She pulled at Daniel’s arm but he stayed frozen, staring at me.
“You go ahead,” he said to her, “I want to have a word with Mina.”
Angela nodded and slipped through the door. As soon as it was closed Daniel turned to me. He seemed out of sorts, angry and frustrated.
“Angela told me Sebastian offered you a way out of here,” he said. “But you didn’t take it. Why?”
“He wanted more than I could give,” I said.
“Oh.” Daniel dragged his hands through his hair. “So it wasn’t… anything else?”
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing.” He swallowed and his eyes widened. “Maybe I should get back to Angela. She’s pretty upset with her mum and everything.”
He turned to leave.
“What about you?” I said. “Are you all right?”
Daniel looked at the floor. “I’m… okay. I’ll miss her. She’s been a mother to me.”
“I know,” I said.
He looked at me feebly. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do about any of this. I just want things to stop. I want you to be able to live your life without…” he gestured to my hair. “I want to be able to stop that happening to you. I want my mum… I want Theresa well again. I want… everything to fit into place… I mean, what is the point?” His eyes intensified, thunderstorms threatening again. “You and me we have these stupid powers that don’t mean anything. What is the point of them? I have these visions and they don’t make sense. I can’t even stop them from happening. So what is the point?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. Daniel’s voice had been increasing in volume throughout his speech and it was beginning to frighten me.
He moved closer so that we almost touched and I felt the static run through us. I wanted to reach out and touch his chest but I was afraid of power – the electricity – emanating from him. Daniel’s eyes hooded and his breathing quickened. Eventually he tore his eyes away and turned towards the door.
He looked at me one last time before rushing out, his eyes burning with intensity. He shook his head and muttered, “What is the point?”
And then he left with his jaw set as though he had made a decision to do something and I worried that whatever it was it would get him in trouble.
“Daniel, wait,” I called after him but it was too late.
 
* * *
 
Dad didn’t come home that night and I stayed awake, restlessly tossing and turning. The ticking of the clock drove me mad. As I rolled over in bed to switch it off there was a tapping at the window. When I turned I saw tiny pebbles hitting the glass. I frowned and walked over to the window in my pyjamas. Down below, in the darkness, stood Angela.
“What are you doing here? It’s nearly midnight,” I said after opening the glass.
“Mina, you have to help me. It’s Daniel. I think he’s trying to get himself killed or something. He’s going to the Murgatroyd’s house,” she said hurriedly.
“I’ll be right down,” I called.
I bypassed my Blemished clothes and pulled on jeans and a t-shirt. I ran down the stairs not bothering to be quiet. There didn’t seem any point with Dad gone.
“Where does she live?”
Angela gave me directions.
“All right. Now you go home,” I said firmly.
“But––”
“But nothing. I mean it Angela, you go home. If you don’t then I won’t go after Daniel and I won’t stop him.”
She nodded. “Be careful.” She wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight.
I waited until Angela was just a distant shadow in the darkness and then ran towards the fields. I had to get to the GEM part of town and I had to do it before Daniel did something stupid. I thought about his father, breaking into a GEM house, getting arrested and dying on Twitching Sunday. My blood ran cold. There was only one thought in my mind – I could not bear the thought of Daniel not in my life.
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I travelled quickly. My feet maintained a brisk jog. I didn’t want to burn away all my energy. It was a still spring night with the chill of February fading into a warmer March. I felt like the world had stopped. I was alone. The houses around me were dark. No lights shone through the ghettos. I ran into the field. The only noise around me was the sound of my breathing and the rustle of the weeds as I moved.
I continued. When I reached the GEM area I thought of my afternoon with Elena. If only I could have played make-believe with her for longer. Now I had real problems to deal with.
The roads twisted, like a tarmac snake. I followed Angela’s hurried instructions, squinting through the shadows for landmarks. I stopped running and put my hands on my hips, beginning to lose hope and facing the realisation that I was lost. But then I turned a corner and realised there was no way I could miss Mrs Murgatroyd’s home. It was beautiful. A large wrought iron gate closed off the perimeter; behind it I could see a large lawn the size of the school playing field and a house which tripled the size of my own. In front of the gate Daniel stood, staring at the house.
“Daniel,” I said, panting from the run, “don’t do this. Come back.”
He looked at me in disbelief. “You came?”
“Of course I came. I won’t let you throw your life away like this. Like you father…” I stopped myself.
“Why not? I’m every bit as useless,” he said bitterly. “I just wanted to protect you and I failed.”
“I don’t need protecting.”
He laughed. “I know. It’s just…” His fists balled against his side. “Oh, you just don’t get it.”
“Let’s go home.”
“Why should I?” he said. “What do I have to live for? Maybe if I break in and scare her she might leave you alone and then I will have done one good thing in my life.”
“Stop it!” I whispered. Angrily, I walked up behind him and spun him around by the shoulders. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You don’t get to be this selfish. Do you hear me? There are people who love you, who care for you. Angela, Theresa, my dad.” I paused. “Me. We want you here with us.”
I was so angry with him that the gate began to shake. It rattled for a few moments and then swung open.
“Did you do that?” he said. “Maybe she didn’t lock it.”
“Perhaps,” I mumbled. “Let’s go home.”
“Wait. Don’t you want to go in there? Aren’t you curious?” he said.
“Curious about what?” I snapped.
“About what she’s really like.”
I paused. I had to admit that it was something that intrigued me and now that we were here it pulled me closer. I shook myself out of it. “No. It’s too dangerous, come on, we’re leaving.”
“Is it though? Is it dangerous with your power? You’ve already unlocked the gate without sounding any alarms. This could be your opportunity to get revenge for what she did to you.” He stared me down with his eyes burning through the dark.
“Daniel…” I started. “We have a responsibility to…” It was no use. I ached to go in there. I wanted to make her feel every bit as violated as I did. I shook my head. “No. You’ve come here on a suicide mission. I won’t let you go through with it.”
“Okay I’ll admit I wasn’t in a good frame of mind. But you coming here, that means… so much. And now.” He smiled. “Now I just want to go in there and mess things up.”
I folded my arms and stared him down.
“Come on,” he said with an electric grin. He stepped through the gateway and I followed. I had to jog a few paces to keep up.
“Does she live with anyone?” he asked.
“Not that I know of,” I replied with a shrug. “Apparently her husband died shortly after they were married. I don’t really know much about her. Except that she really hates me.” I spotted the large black bag on Daniel’s shoulder. “What’s in the bag?”
He grinned. “Spray cans!”
I rolled my eyes.
We edged around the perimeter to the back of the house, keeping in the shadow of the surrounding wall. It was a dark night and I knew that we could cross the lawn to her house without being visible from a window, but there could be sensors or a heat-activated CCTV camera which would easily pick us out of the darkness. Then there was the matter of breaking in.
Daniel grabbed my arm and pointed. “There’s a window. The glass is frosted so I bet it’s a bathroom.”
We sprinted silently across the lawn. I internally prayed that there was no alarm, or that the front of the house was alarmed only. Crime rates in GEM areas were virtually non-existent but that didn’t stop them from being paranoid.
“Can you open it?” Daniel asked as we reached the window, it was about level with Daniel’s chest meaning that we would easily be able to climb through.
It was narrow and locked on the inside. “I can try,” I answered doubtfully. After a thought I added, “On one condition. If it doesn’t work we go home.”
“Okay,” he said. “But I have faith in you.”
His words made my back straighten. I turned from Daniel to the frosted glass and concentrated on the lock. It was an old house with traditional windows – the kind with a twistable handle. I closed my eyes and imagined standing inside the room, reaching forward, taking the cold plastic of the handle and moving it to the left, and then I imagined pushing the window as far as it would go. With my eyes still shut I heard Daniel gasp.
“Did it work?” I asked, slowly opening my eyes.
“You’re amazing,” he said.
The window was open as far as its hinges would let it, giving us just enough room to squeeze through. I didn’t know whether to be elated or disappointed.
“I guess we’re going in then,” I said with a gulp.
“I’ll go first,” Daniel said firmly.
He lifted the bag from his back and hoisted it through the window, being careful not to make any noise. There was a soft thud as it hit the bathroom floor and we both froze for a few seconds. When nothing happened Daniel lifted himself up using both hands on the sill and wriggled his body through the narrow gap. I watched his feet as they slowly disappeared into Mrs Murgatroyd’s house. My heart pounded. I could not believe we were breaking into a GEM house.
Daniel’s face appeared at the window with his hands outstretched for me. “I’ll pull you up,” he whispered.
With a shaking arm I reached up and put my hands in his. I found purchase for my shoes in the cracks of the brickwork. Daniel pulled me and I walked up the wall with my feet. He helped me through the window, moving one hand to around my waist. For a moment our bodies pressed together and I felt his heart hammering through his chest. I steadied myself against him to make the last few steps.
“You okay?” he breathed in my ear.
I nodded, afraid that if I spoke my voice would crack.
“We should move quickly and get out of here,” he said.
I nodded again. It took a while for both of us to move away from each other. And when we did – I missed the heat of his body.
Even in the dark I could make out the bright packaging of Mrs Murgatroyd’s beauty products. They were piled high on shelves; pots of creams, tubes of face wash and fancy soaps. There were things I had never even heard of, like exfoliator and wrinkle cream.
“She must be obsessed with being beautiful,” I whispered to Daniel.
Daniel took his bag in one hand and my arm in the other. “Come on, we have to go.”
I moved like a hunter through the forest, placing each foot delicately but swiftly on the floor. As we walked from the bathroom into the hallway my footsteps were muffled by the plush carpet. Her house was clean and tasteful but completely devoid of character. Whilst Elena had stamped her personality all over her bedroom, Mrs Murgatroyd’s walls were bare and clinical. She kept fresh flowers on cabinets instead of photo frames.
“This way,” Daniel hissed.
He turned me to the right into a large, very beautiful lounge, filled with luxurious cushions and expensive soft furnishings. The walls were adorned with portraits of old movie stars, people I wouldn’t know if it hadn’t been for my dad’s illegal stash of films and his old DVD player. I remembered once that my dad said he thought the most beautiful woman who ever lived was Marilyn Monroe, and in Mrs Murgatroyd’s house her face filled almost the entire far wall. She was not as beautiful as most of the GEMs in society now.
“Who are all these people?” Daniel asked.
“Old film stars,” I answered.
“She’s got a serious complex,” he said with a raised eyebrow.
Daniel reached into the bag and pulled out two spray cans, one of which he tossed to me and I caught one handed. I moved over to the huge headshot of Marilyn Monroe, her head tilted back mid-laugh. She had a sparkle in her eye which made her more beautiful than she really was. No one could programme that into a gene.
Daniel began to graffiti over the paintings, drawing on fake moustaches and glasses, marking their pretty faces, making them blemished. I looked at my spray can and thought for a moment. I wanted to make a statement. I smiled to myself and began to spray onto Marilyn’s face. I wrote:
HYPOCRITES ARE UGLY
Something else caught my attention on a cabinet to the left. Tucked behind a vase of flowers, only just visible, was a very small picture frame. I picked it up and squinted in the darkness. It was a strange blurry photograph of what looked like a round, grey shape on triangular darkness.
“Daniel,” I whispered. “What do you make of this?”
He stopped spraying and walked over to my side. “I don’t know. What a strange photograph.”
He unclipped the frame and took the picture out. I noted that on the front, typed small in a white border were the words:
MARGARET MURGATROYD 20 WEEKS LEEDS HOSPITAL
Daniel turned the picture over and, in a tentative and uncertain voice, read out the words on the back. “Baby Joseph 5 months old.” He looked at me. “It’s a scan of a foetus.”
I gasped, my hand immediately moving to my mouth. As it did the spray can slipped from my fingers, hitting the vase of flowers. In an agonising moment the vase wobbled and tipped from the cabinet, landing with a smash on the floor.
Daniel looked at me and uttered one word. “Run!”
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We reached the hall before I heard her. Hurried footsteps shuffled on the landing above us – bare feet padded on floor boards. Daniel’s bag caught on another vase. It hurtled to the floor. Roses scattered on the carpet.
“Leave the bag!” I whispered urgently.
“Who’s there,” Mrs Murgatroyd shouted from above. Her voice was shaky.
Daniel tripped over a telephone table. I pulled him back on his feet as we dashed through bathroom door. I knocked over tubs of moisturiser on a shelf by the bath and scrambled to the window. Behind us Mrs Murgatroyd’s feet pounded the stairs.
“Stop, thieves!” she yelled. “I’ll let the guard dogs out.”
“Get out of the window and run,” Daniel instructed.
He took my waist in his hands and hoisted me up. I was pushed through the gap with barely enough time to gain my balance to land. I waited to hear the sound of Daniel lifting himself up before I moved. Then a dog barked and my throat went dry. I turned to see two huge black Dobermans bounding around the corner of the house. Daniel landed next to me.
“Run!” he shouted.
We ran down the grassy bank of the garden with the dogs chasing us. They barked and growled but their pace never faltered. Daniel tripped, landing badly on his ankle. Behind us the dogs gnashed their teeth. I held Daniel’s hand in mine, willing him to move faster. But the trip had hurt him. He limped.
There wasn’t enough time to curve around the lawn to the font gates. The only chance we had was getting over the wall but it was at least six feet and solid stone. Luckily I saw the large oak tree growing close to the wall. Next to it were thick vines of ivy. We could climb the vines with the help of the low branches of the tree and make it out of the perimeter.
I glanced behind me. The dogs were gaining on us. I smelled the saliva of their open mouths, waiting for a chance to sink their teeth into our flesh.
“Hurry, Daniel,” I said urgently.
Paws thudded against the lawn, just inches from us. I felt the claws of a dog dig into my calves and struggled to maintain my balance. The tree was just feet away but I still had to get Daniel over the wall.”
“Leave me,” he gasped.
“Not a chance,” I replied.
With a determination I didn’t even know existed I turned and kicked my pursuer squarely in the head. It fell into the other dog giving us a few valuable seconds. I cupped my hands and motioned to Daniel to get up the wall. Grudgingly he placed his foot in my hands and flinched as he pushed upwards, grabbing a branch and awkwardly swinging his body onto the wall. I grasped hold of the ivy to climb after him but it was brittle and failed to support my weight. The dogs, now fully recovered, began to approach slowly, waiting for their prey.
“Take my hand,” Daniel called from above.
“I can’t reach.” I jumped, trying to clutch Daniel’s fingers but just as we touched Daniel lost his balance and fell backwards onto the other side of the perimeter. “Daniel!”
I was alone. The dogs snapped their jaws and growled ferociously and my heart hammered against my rib cage. With my fingers behind my back I tried to feel along the vines, thinking of ways to lift myself up, but it was no used and I knew it. My breath came out ragged and panicked and I considered giving in and heading back to the house to beg for mercy. I looked up, as though trying to gain inspiration from the sky and saw the branch just feet away.
All I had to do was jump and grab hold of it. The dogs kept on approaching, foam and drool spilling from their mouths. I took a deep breath and leapt as high as I could with my arms stretching so hard my muscles hurt. A feeling of pure joy and exhilaration washed over me as my fingers looped around the gnarly bark. The Doberman caught my ankle and I cried out in pain. His teeth sank into my flesh, pulling me back down towards the ground. My grip loosened. The dog pulled me down centimetre by centimetre.
But I wasn’t ready to give up yet. With as much strength as I could muster I kicked the dog hard with my good leg. The mutt yelped. It released my ankle and I clambered onto the branch, grateful for it holding my weight. It gave me just enough leverage to get over the wall where Daniel helped me down. My ankle stung from the bite and my jeans were wet with blood but it wasn’t broken as I could put weight on it.
“The gate,” I said between breaths, “we need to shut it or the dogs will come straight through and chase us.”
“Can you do it from here?” Daniel asked.
“I don’t know,” I said.
The truth was that I didn’t feel strong enough. Opening the window had taken a lot of concentration.
“I don’t think I can try,” I said after a pause. “I might collapse like in the Slums.”
“Okay, we’ll run round and shut it ourselves,” he said.
Rain fell. The ground loosened, making it easier to slip. I struggled to run with my ankle, searing pain running up my leg with every step. My body wanted to stop so badly that I almost gave in, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t let Daniel get hurt. They would punish him worse than me because he was a boy with a father who died for almost exactly the same crime. I had to make sure he was safe.
When we got to the gate the dogs were already on their way, their paws beating the ground. One of them with a bloody nose.
“Quick!” I said to Daniel.
We both grabbed hold of the wrought iron bars of the gate. It was heavy and dragged along the gravel. With our injuries and tired bodies we struggled to move it whilst the two Dobermans approached, growling. I leaned back, ignoring the screaming pain in my ankle, putting all of my weight into it. The gate inched closer. The dogs leapt towards us.
“Pull!” Daniel yelled.
With every part of me I pulled the gate, using up the last iota of energy I had. The gate almost closed, catching the head and shoulders of one of the dogs in its grip. Daniel kicked at it and the dog snatched at his foot with its jaws. I hurried to his side, pulling him back from the dog and trying to force it back onto the other side of the gate. Daniel cried out in pain and I kicked the dog back again. It yelped and finally relinquished. The dog wriggled back from the gate and with one last pull I slammed it shut.
“Are you all right?” I asked. Daniel had his hand over his ankle and I couldn’t see if there was any bleeding.
“It hurts but I think I’m okay,” he replied.
The rain pelted us and I had to move wet strands of hair from my eyes. Sirens sounded in the distance.
“We need to get out of here,” Daniel said grimly. “Can you run?”
“Barely,” I answered.
He paused for a second. “I’m sorry.”
“What for?”
“This is all my fault.”
The sirens were getting louder and I had to snap Daniel out of it. “I made my own decision, Daniel.”
“Run,” he said. “Run in that direction. I will be right behind you.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I am not falling for that. I’m not letting you be the martyr. If I go you’re coming with me.”
“You have a chance––”
“We both have a chance but the longer we stand here arguing about it the less chance we have.” I took hold of his hand and dragged him away from the gate. “If you don’t come with me I’ll stay with you and there is nothing you can do about it.”
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We limped into the darkness. The wails of the approaching Enforcers droned on in the distance. Sirens were an unfamiliar sound. In the Slums and the ghettos the Enforcers dealt with crime quickly and quietly. But in the GEM neighbourhood they made as much noise as possible. Crime was rare, but when it did happen they wanted to create drama.
Lights turned on. Sleeping houses awoke. The sirens were doing their job. We had to keep out of sight.
Daniel didn’t complain about his ankle but I saw the tight line of his lips. I gripped hold of his hand, manoeuvring us into the darkest shadows, keeping under cover of trees and bushes.
“If we get out of this and we actually make it home, Angela is going to kill us,” he said quietly, trying to lighten the mood.
I smiled. “Just promise me that this is the last time you decide to turn tough-guy.”
He laughed and I imagined his crooked smile in the dark. “This is definitely the last time, I promise.” He sighed. “I’m such an idiot. I make this big speech about wanting to protect you and all I do is get you in trouble.” He kicked a stone and then winced in pain.
“Daniel, I make my own decisions. I decided to go after you tonight. I made you take us to the Slums.” I paused. “I like that you let me choose. You’re the only person I know who treats me like an adult.”
Our conversation was cut off early by the sounds of footsteps on the gravel behind us, footsteps which were coming at a jog and belonged to heavy boots. They sounded close.
“This way,” Daniel said, jerking my arm painfully.
He pulled us between trees into a garden. I anxiously checked the house it belonged to. The lights were off and the curtains drawn. I spotted a small tool-shed at the bottom of the lawn and we approached it in silence. Daniel tried the door. It was unlocked. I cringed as the door creaked, keeping one eye on the house, but nothing stirred. We went into the shed and pulled the door shut. Inside it was pitch black and I huddled close to Daniel.
“Why do you think she had that scan?” Daniel whispered into my ear.
“She must have been pregnant,” I replied, even though the thought of Mrs Murgatroyd being pregnant horrified me.
“I wonder what happened to the baby,” he said.
The footsteps came closer and we froze. I tried to control my breathing, paranoid by how rasping and loud it had become. Behind me I felt Daniel’s breath on the back of my head, the warmth of his body and his arms wrapped around me.
“I thought I saw something up here,” I heard one of the Enforcers say, his voice muffled by the helmet.
“I think I see footprints,” the other one replied. I imagined them waving a torch around in the dark.
“Let’s try through here,” said the first Enforcer.
I held my breath as the footsteps moved in our direction. Silently, I bent to my knees to look through the key hole of the shed. I saw torches heading towards us, one flashed directly at me and I gasped. Daniel grabbed me and pulled me up, clamping his hand over my mouth, gently shushing me. The Enforcers were just feet away from us now, if they decided to open the shed door we would be found and arrested on the spot. I began to feel that all hope was lost and that we would never make it out of here.
The footsteps stopped. “I can’t see anything but they might have passed this way.”
“We should check the house,” the other one agreed. “We don’t want the whole neighbourhood terrorised.”
“You reckon they were Slum?”
“Most likely. I keep telling ya, the Slum lot are getting worse. The lot of ‘em need putting down.”
“They will do,” agreed his partner. “If London falls it’ll be a massacre in the Areas. As if they’re gonna let the Resistance rise up in the North. Go and knock on the door, see if they’ve seen anything, will ya?”
There were more footsteps as the Enforcer approached the house. Daniel wrapped his arm around me – protectively – and we both held our breath. The Enforcer rapped on the door. He stopped and waited for a few seconds before commencing knocking again.
“Enforcers! Open up your property please!” he shouted.
Another pause and then the squeak of hinges. “Yes, Enforcer, how can I help?” said a woman’s voice.
“A near-by house has been broken into and we believe the perpetrators headed this way. Have you seen or heard anything suspicious?”
We could do nothing but wait and hope. If she mentioned the shed or if the Enforcers thought to look here we were doomed.
The woman sounded frightened. “Oh! How terrible. Was it Blemished handiwork? I’m afraid I haven’t heard anything. I live with my son who is still asleep. We’re both very heavy sleepers I’m afraid.”
“Well, thank you anyway, Ma’am. Be sure to lock your doors and windows before you go back to bed.”
“Oh, I will, Enforcer, I will. Although I don’t know if I will sleep now. How awful for the victim.”
The hinge squeaked shut.
“Well that was a waste of time,” said the Enforcer who had spoken to the woman at the door. “They’ll have a head start on us now. Come on, I bet they ran through the back garden and over the wall.”
“All right,” said his partner.
The Enforcer’s feet dragged in the gravel of the driveway and I heard a thud as they climbed over the fence. Their footsteps turned into a dull plod as they jogged away. I was finally able to breathe again.
“We should wait a few minutes to make sure they’ve gone and so that woman isn’t staring out of the window,” Daniel whispered. His arms were still wrapped around me and I felt a flutter of nerves in my stomach. His breath on my ear sent tingles down my jaw and I shivered.
“Are you cold?” Daniel asked.
“No,” I whispered.
He seemed to become aware that he had his arms around me and gently let me go, stepping back. He left my body a heaving, jangling mess of emotion, crying out for him to hold me again.
We waited for what felt like hours in the cramped space, not able to move. My muscles ached and my ankle throbbed. Finally we ventured out, tip-toeing onto the lawn. Daniel took my hand again and we limped into the darkness for the second time.
 
* * *
 
I didn’t want to go home. By the time we reached Angela’s house the sun was beginning to rise. We collapsed into the kitchen, Daniel hobbling from the pain of his ankle and me bleeding profusely. Angela silently helped us to a seat, her eyes red-rimmed by tears.
“Where have you been?” she hissed at us. “Mum has been asking for you.” She glared at Daniel. “And what the hell has happened to you both?”
I felt so tired that my bones ached. “Long story. Probably best if you don’t know.”
“You were supposed to bring him back,” she said to me. “You’ve both done something illegal, haven’t you?”
Daniel and I glanced at each other. Angela angrily ripped at the bottom of his jeans.
“I’ll get disinfectant and bandages,” she snapped. “Mum leaves in two hours if you even care.”
Daniel dropped his eyes in shame. From his haunted glance and the dark circles around his eyes it was obvious how much he cared, probably too much. So much that for a second he hit the self-destruct button. He suffered differently to Angela and he dealt with pain in his own way. She just couldn’t see that.
“So what happened to your legs,” she said on her return, a little softer after seeing our wounds.
“We were bitten by dogs,” I said.
Angela’s eyes widened. “Bloody big dogs by the look of things.”
I winced as she dabbed cotton pads soaked in disinfectant onto my cuts. She worked quickly, cleaning and dressing the wound. When she looked at Daniel’s bruised ankle she frowned.
“You both should really go to a doctor,” she said.
“This will be fine,” Daniel said. “I trust you.”
Angela’s face brightened and she smiled broadly. After bandaging us up she looked proudly down on her handiwork. “That should help. Mina, you should redress that later. You don’t want it infected.”
“Is Paul home?”
We all looked up to see that Theresa had walked in wearing her night gown. She seemed to have aged in just a few days and her posture was declining into that of a crooked old woman.
“No, Mum,” Angela said in a voice full of sorrow. “Go back to bed.”
We watched her turn around and hobble off, knowing that in just a few hours we would have to say goodbye.
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Daniel and I took turns in the bathroom and managed a brief nap. I hadn’t been home and I wondered if my dad had even noticed. There was something going on, I knew it, but I had other things to deal with now: saying goodbye to my best friend’s mum.
Angela led her down the stairs, dressed in a smart skirt and a blouse. Her eyes were wet with tears and I ran over to hug her.
“Is today the day I get to see Paul?” Theresa asked sadly.
“Yes,” Angela replied. “Yes, it is.”
Theresa grinned like a teenager. “Oh! At last.”
My dad was true to his word. Things were arranged perfectly. The car came on time. Theresa’s carer was a lovely, kind woman. As Angela and Daniel took it in turns to say goodbye I felt sadder than I had in a very long time. I thought about the day Dad turned to me and told me that he believed my mum to be dead. On that day I hadn’t cried. I’d felt numb inside. Yet, watching Angela cling to her confused mother brought tears welling up in my eyes, and they soon rolled freely down my cheeks.
“You’re a good girl, Mina,” Theresa said to me as we embraced. “I know that in my heart.”
I didn’t want to let go, but when I did my face was soaked with more tears. I cried because it wasn’t true. I wasn’t good. I broke rules and laws. I met with boys in secret. I was a bad, bad person.
Angela broke down as the last car door slammed and Daniel put his arms around her. I went over to them both and Angela pulled me into the hug. Both of them wrapped themselves around me and I realised something then. They were my family.
 
* * *
 
It was Saturday. I wanted to stay at Angela’s and avoid everything at home but there was no point. Angela and Daniel wanted to come with me to avoid their empty house. We all wanted to avoid something.
I opened the door to my house and froze. “What are you doing here?”
A man in a leather coat sat comfortably at our kitchen table, the man that my Dad introduced to me as Matthew. Daniel moved closer to me.
“Have you been out all night?” he said. “I can see you’re going to be a lot of hard work.”
“What are you talking about?” I snapped. “Who let you in here and where is my dad?”
“Mina, I think you need to take a seat––”
“Don’t tell me what to do. Tell me where my dad is.”
“Fine,” he said. Matthew picked up a small manila envelope and tossed it to me. “This will explain everything.”
I stared suspiciously at the envelope in my hands. My dad’s handwriting spelled out my name on the front cover. I ripped it open and flattened out the lined paper inside.
 
Mina,
 
Forgive me for what I am about to do.
There are things that I have kept from you and for that reason I am ashamed. Now I am going to do the one thing I swore I never would, but I have no choice. I have left you and for now I cannot explain why. But I have left you security and I promise that we will see each other again.
Oh, Mina. I am so very sorry that I have left it until now to tell you that you have other family members in Area 14. I have a younger brother. You have met him. His name is Matthew and he is your uncle. Now I leave you in his guardianship, and I can assure you that you are in safe hands.
You cannot stay in Area 14. It is not safe. Matthew will help you leave.
Remember our training, Mina. You are the strongest and most powerful person I know and I am incredibly proud that you are my daughter. I will see you soon.
 
With all my love,
Your father
 
I staggered backwards into one of the kitchen chairs, barely conscious of its existence. The tears in my eyes blurred the words on the page.
“I’m sorry you had to find out like this,” Matthew said. “We were going to explain everything to you, but your dad had a very small window in which he needed to… do what he needs to do.”
“What’s going on?” Daniel said angrily. “Why is she crying?”
I handed him the note. Angela took it and read it aloud.
“So now I have no one too,” I mumbled.
“You have an uncle,” Matthew said gently.
“What? You?” I stood up from my seat. The kitchen table began to shake and my palms itched. Pots and pans jangled. “How do I know you really are my uncle? How do I know that my dad wasn’t forced to write that note?” I pointed to the paper. “You could have killed him. You could be evil.”
Matthew got to his feet and approached. Before I even realised it, I’d moved the table, slamming it into him, creating a barrier between us.
“Mina, stop it,” he said. He reached into his coat and I pushed the table back against him, pinning him to the wall. “Let me take this out of my jacket. I swear I won’t hurt you.”
“How do we know that’s true,” Daniel chipped in.
Matthew didn’t look at Daniel – instead he focussed his eyes on me. They were level and genuine. I wanted to believe him.
“Just give me this one chance to prove it to you. I won’t come near you. Just let me show you something.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out something rectangular shaped – a photograph. He threw it over to me and it fluttered in the air and fell to the floor.
I bent and lifted the photograph, turning it over to its picture side. It was old with dog-eared corners. In the photograph a woman clung on to two boys, one older than the other. I recognised the woman as my grandma. I could see that the older boy was my dad from the familiar eyes. The younger boy could be Matthew, there was some resemblance.
“So you have a photograph,” I said. “It isn’t much evidence.”
Matthew shook his head. “You’re named after our mother. Her middle name was Wilhelmina, after your great-grandmother. When you were born I came to visit and held you in my arms, you were so tiny, born in July, during a heat wave. Anna, your mum, was so protective of you. You should have seen the way she fussed over you. I was eighteen when you were born and you are the only baby I have ever held in my arms.”
I let the table nudge back a bit. “Why don’t I know you? Why did you only visit once?”
“I joined the Resistance,” he replied. “I fought in London for a few years. There was a lot of heat on me. I moved to Area 14 in hiding. Your father came here partly because of me, partly for other reasons.”
“What other reasons? Why has he left?” I asked.
“I can’t tell you,” he said.
My muscles relaxed and I lost my grip on the table. The pans stopped rattling. “Why can’t you tell me?”
Matthew sighed and moved the table away. “In case he fails, Mina. If you don’t know anything then they can’t get it out of you.”
The realisation sunk in and my legs weakened, jellified. I sat back down on a kitchen chair and Angela moved near me to put an arm across my shoulders.
“I’m sorry, I understand how sudden all of this must seem,” Matthew said.
He looked awkward and fidgeted with his clothes. The more I stared at him the more I saw my dad, the square jaw, kind hazel eyes. Matthew was not as bulky as my dad but taller, and his hair was darker.
“In the letter it says that I can’t stay in Area 14. Where am I going to go?” I asked.
Matthew hesitated as though debating whether to tell me something. “To the Clans. In Scotland.”
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“The Clans? In Scotland? I don’t understand.”
“I’ve heard of them,” Daniel interjected with a nod. “They live outside the Ministry laws.”
“That’s right,” Matthew said. “You must be Daniel. John mentioned you.”
“Get back to the explanation,” I snapped. “This is my life we’re talking about.”
Matthew chuckled. “John said you were stubborn and feisty.” He moved the table to its rightful position and pulled up a chair. Angela and Daniel took seats as well. “Scotland is independent, a little secret that the Ministry keeps from everyone. I wouldn’t be surprised if you hadn’t even heard of Scotland, I bet that bit of history failed to make it into the curriculum.” He rolled his eyes. “The people there live in Clans, a little like the Areas here except that they have their own laws. They live off the land and in small communities, some camping, some in disused army barracks. I’m going to get you there and it is in the Clans that your dad is going to join us.”
“What about us,” Angela blurted out. “The Professor paid for our mum to go into a care home. We have no one.”
“Well, actually,” Matthew said. “John told me to ask you both if you wanted to join us. He didn’t want to see you on your own either and thought you might prefer the life in the Clans.”
Angela’s face brightened. “Really?”
“But you need to be aware,” Matthew warned. “It is not going to be an easy ride getting out of here. We’ll be on the run. There may be Enforcers chasing us. Living in the Clans won’t be easy either – it might be hard to fit in. They are suspicious of strangers and you may not be welcomed with open arms.”
“Do they have the Operation?” Angela asked.
Matthew shook his head. “Absolutely not. And people are not arrested for having children. In fact it is encouraged.”
“Then I want to go,” Angela said. She nodded firmly and I could tell by the way her chin was set that she meant it.
“What about your mum?” I asked. “You’ll never be able to visit.”
Angela flinched. “She’s safe now. I have to live my own life.”
“That makes sense,” Matthew said. “You’re a brave young woman, I can see that.” He turned to Daniel. “What about you?”
“I’m not leaving Mina,” he said simply.
I rolled my eyes. “What if I don’t want you to come?”
He looked hurt. “You don’t want me to come?”
“Of course I do,” I admitted. “I was just being––”
The television screen in the next room cut me off. It played a warning message. A town meeting was being called.
*
 
“We interrupt this programming for news from Area 14,” said the attractive blonde woman on our television screen. “In what can only be described as the worst terrorist attack in recent years the home of good citizen and school-teacher Margaret Murgatroyd has been violated.”
I clapped a hand over my mouth. Daniel looked at me with wide eyes and we shared a moment of sheer terror.
“You didn’t,” Angela mumbled.
“Area 14, due to this attack, the Ministry has decided you must attend a town-meeting at 3pm. All Blemished citizens must stay within the allotted zones.”
Matthew turned to us. “What the hell have you done?”
We moved away from the screen and down to the basement to talk. Matthew’s face had tightened and his lips were stretched into a thin line.
“Please tell me you didn’t have anything to do with that attack,” he said directly to me. “Because if you have we are in deep, deep trouble.”
“It was all my fault,” Daniel blurted out. “That woman made Mina’s life hell. She bullied and humiliated her. I wanted revenge.”
“I helped,” I said. “We both broke into her house and we spray painted the walls.” I stared down at my feet, realising just how childish it all sounded in the cold light of day. “I’m so sorry.”
“This is an act of terrorism,” he said, pacing the basement. “If we’re lucky they’ll blame it on the Resistance and have done with it. But this woman knows you and knows that you’ve got a big fat grudge against her.”
“What do we do?” I said in a small voice.
“The priority here is that you do not get found out.”
Daniel nodded in agreement.
“What if me handing myself in could save lives?” I said.
“Absolutely not.” Matthew turned to face me. He looked furious and I wished for the ground to swallow me whole. “I promised your dad that I would get you to Scotland in safety and that is what I will do.”
Angela pushed her hand into mine. “Everything is going to be okay.”
Somehow I didn’t feel as though that were true.
“I’m not sure I can get us to the Clans this quickly,” Matthew said pacing the floor. “I had it set up for days from now. We need somewhere to hide.”
“I know somewhere,” I said.
I thought of Sebastian’s promise to me, that if I was ever in trouble he would help. I just hoped that he wouldn’t turn away my family.
“Is it safe?” he asked.
“I think so. There is a farmhouse hidden by woods a few miles out of the town. It’s hidden by a forest and there is no electricity used in the property so the Ministry don’t know that it exists. The people there will help us.”
“How do you know all this?” Daniel asked. “Who lives there?”
I gulped. “Sebastian’s family.”
Daniel looked at me incredulously. “You’re going to trust a GEM?”
“Yes,” I said firmly. “I am.”
“I think we should trust him,” Angela said. “He thinks a lot of Mina and from what she’s told me his family will help.”
Matthew stared at each one of us in turn. He looked like a young man who had just bitten off far more than he could chew and I didn’t blame him. Two of us were fugitives and all of us orphans, at least for the foreseeable future. I couldn’t quite believe that we’d come to this in just a matter of days.
“All right,” he said eventually. “We take clothes and food and make our way there during the town meeting. Now go and pack a bag each. Daniel, you will have to take John’s clothes. All of you take a nap for one hour; you look like you’ve not slept a wink. We meet in the kitchen at 2:50pm.” He sighed. “Let’s just hope this plan works.” He looked straight at me. “What a way to be introduced into the family. Talk about a baptism of fire.”
I failed to meet his eyes as we passed. On my way upstairs I tried not to think of my dad, instead I thought of the future, of starting a new life in a place where I could make my own choices. Angela and Daniel helped me pack and when we were done I curled up with Angela on my bed. Daniel went to sleep in my dad’s room.
“I’m so glad you’re coming with me,” I said to my best friend.
“Thank you for wanting me to come,” she said sleepily. “I don’t want to stay here anyway.” She paused. “Your dad will come back you know.”
“You really think so?”
“He’s not the kind of man who abandons his daughter.”
I drifted into sleep thinking the exact opposite. I awoke to the sound of the door being broken down.
“Mina!” Matthew shouted.
I jumped out of bed, woke Angela and then ran into Dad’s room where Daniel was collecting his things and running out. We all tumbled down the stairs with our backpacks ready. Matthew had barricaded the door with the kitchen table.
“The Enforcers are here to arrest you,” he said, straining against the weight of the table. “Get more things to barricade the door and then down to the basement.”
With shaking hands I helped drag the fridge, all of the kitchen chairs and a cabinet to block the door. It wasn’t enough but it gave us time. My heart pounded. Matthew’s expression remained grim. We left the kitchen for the basement. It wouldn’t hold for long. I doubted if we would make it out alive.
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We fled the kitchen. Enforcers continued to bang on the door. Blood thudded in my ears. In our rush Angela tripped on an upturned chair and fell heavily to the floor.
“Who’s in there?” shouted an Enforcer. “Open the door or we will break it down.”
I grabbed Angela’s hand and pulled her up. My ankle still throbbed from the dog bite but I ignored it and ran through to the lounge, with Matthew and Daniel just ahead.
“Hurry,” Matthew shouted.
Angela picked up the pace and we clambered down the stairs into the basement. There was one narrow window we could escape from but there was still a chance that the Enforcers had the building covered. Wood smashed in the kitchen upstairs. We didn’t have much time. I ran to the window and forced it open, the rusted hinges complaining.
“Angela first,” I said, pulling her over to the window.
I bent to help when Matthew came over to me.
“This is very important, Mina.” He put a folded piece of paper into my hand. “You must follow the directions on that map at the exact time and place for your pick up to get to the Clans. No matter what happens, you go there and you get out.”
“You’ll be with us,” I said, confused.
Matthew ignored me and turned to Daniel. “If anything happens to me you make sure that Mina gets to the place on the map.”
Daniel nodded earnestly. “I’d die before anything happens to her.”
“No one is going to die,” I said shakily.
We were in real danger and it hit me full on for the first time. I gave myself a second to get over it and then hoisted Angela up to the window. Daniel helped lift me next. I scrambled through the narrow space. The Enforcers were not around the back as I’d worried, but I heard approaching footsteps. Daniel and Matthew climbed out and we ran.
“I see them,” I heard one of the Enforcers shout behind me. “They are getting away. Stop! Enforcer!”
I jumped over the loose stones and weeds on the pavements of the ghettos. Around us people crowded, on their way to the town meeting. They stared as the Enforcers chased us down the street.
An Enforcer shouted, “Fire!” and a crack split the air.
Something whizzed past my ear. People screamed and scattered. Matthew ducked to the left, behind a hedge and into the backyard of a house. Daniel grabbed me and I turned to follow. Behind me Angela yelped as she tripped on the curb and I bent low to grab her wrist, just stopping her from falling. She regained her balance and we carried on, just as another bullet pelted into the hedge.
We jumped the fence into the next garden. It was an end terrace. We slipped through the neighbouring alleyway. My ankle throbbed. The footsteps were close behind. I kept my head down and followed Daniel, running hard. Matthew ducked down another street. He added in as many twists and turns as he could to throw the Enforcers off course. But they anticipated our route and up ahead another group of Enforcers made their way on foot towards us. One of them crouched to line up their gun.
“This way,” Matthew shouted urgently.
He ran through the gate of another house where an elderly woman stood. We followed Matthew as he barged through the open door of the house with the woman staring at us, completely flabbergasted. I whispered an apology as we passed her and ran through the narrow corridor through the back of the house and out into the streets. Matthew took us into another alley way and then through three more turnings before we finally hid in a quiet street behind a hedge. We huddled close to each other, Angela on my left and Daniel and Matthew on my right. Next to me I could hear Angela’s raspy breath as she tried to catch her breath.
Matthew looked at his watch. “It’s nearly time for the town meeting,” he said. “They will need as many Enforcers as possible for the crowds. It might be our only chance to get away. Is anyone hurt?” He looked at us in turn and laughed. “They must be a crappy shot.”
I peeked under the edge of the dressing for my ankle. Heat radiated from the bite and I saw fresh blood.
“You’re hurt,” Matthew said. “What happened?”
“Murgatroyd’s guard dog bit me,” I said between gritted teeth.
He took hold of my leg. “Why didn’t you say anything? Can you run okay?”
“I didn’t get a chance,” I replied. “And I can but it hurts. How long can we stay here?”
Matthew shook his head. “Not long. We can carry you.” He looked sideways at Daniel.
“You’re not carrying me,” I said firmly. “I will be fine. Don’t worry about me, just set the pace and I’ll––”
“Shhh!” Matthew cut me off. He cocked his head to the right listening out for something.
Angela huddled closer to me and I took her hand, trying to squeeze some reassurance into it. The loose gravel on the pavements crunched underfoot as heavy boots approached. I held my breath. Angela squeezed harder and I was glad for it. Daniel swallowed. His body trembled next to me. The boots moved again, closer to us. His feet shuffled and I imagined him facing us on the other side of the hedge. Daniel manoeuvred himself silently to cover me and Angela.
More gravel crunched. Someone poked at the hedge and I gasped. Matthew leaned across and clamped a hand over my mouth, putting his finger to his lips. The damage was done, footsteps moved again, more urgently this time, and I saw a steel toe cap around the side of the hedge.
“Come out and place your hands in the air,” the Enforcer said through his helmet.
The leather of his uniform creaked as he moved. He held a long rifle pointed right at us, his fingers trembling over the trigger. Angela let out a sob and I squeezed her hand once more.
“I said, get up.”
Daniel stood first. I kept one eye on him as I forced myself to my feet – worried he would do something impulsive and get himself killed. He was positioned between me and the Enforcer. Matthew moved next to him so that they created a protective wall.
“Hands up,” said the Enforcer.
We obeyed. When I let go of Angela she turned to me, her eyes wide and innocent. She hadn’t done anything wrong and the thought of anything happening to her stirred a protective rage that I didn’t know I possessed.
The Enforcer moved his hand down to his belt towards his Plan¬-It to inform his team that we were captured. In just a few taps they would be notified and swarm us like flies. This was it, we were over. I glanced at Angela, just fourteen. What would they do to her? I thought of Twitching Sunday. I thought of my dad watching me die. Feet dancing. They would keep me locked up for weeks, dragging it out, making us suffer. My palms tingled. The Enforcer gingerly picked up the Plan-It on his belt, never taking his eyes from us, never taking his finger from the trigger. Red hot anger seared through me. I took it and I focussed it. My mind concentrated into one single thought. The Plan-It flew from his fingers and smashed down onto the pavement. It smashed into its components, tiny pieces of hardware and wires, the plastic casing splitting at the seam.
“What the…” the Enforcer turned towards the broken Plan-It and Matthew pounced. He tore the gun from the Enforcers fingers but the Enforcer spun around and punched him in the jaw. Daniel lurched forward and kicked him between the legs and Matthew turned the gun and cocked it.
“Stay where you are or I’ll shoot,” Matthew said. He slid his finger over the trigger, it didn’t tremble. “Put your hands in the air.”
The Enforcer edged his hands into the air. Daniel pulled a pair of handcuffs from his belt and snapped them over the Enforcer’s wrists.
“How does it feel being on the receiving end, eh?” Matthew shouted angrily. “Ministry scum.”
“Resistance scum,” the Enforcer retorted.
“We should get out of here,” I said.
Matthew pointed to a length of abandoned coiled rope by the roots of the hedge. “Daniel, tie him up.”
Daniel moved quickly, pushing the Enforcer to the ground and binding his feet. The Enforcer breathed heavily through the air vent in his helmet. I tried to make out his features through the tinted screen to see how old he was or if he was scared. I didn’t have time. More bullets whizzed past us, hitting the ground behind us sending a chalk-like cloud into the air.
“Get down!” Matthew screamed.
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Matthew fired back as we ran for cover. I ducked down below the line of the hedge but it was no real protection from gunfire. The bullets were relentless. As we ran the hedge exploded around us, clumps of leaves bursting in clouds of green.
“Over the wall,” Daniel instructed.
We approached a wall into another garden, tall and stone. I pushed Angela up first, noticing that her muscles shivered. Before my nap I’d dressed in my uniform so as not to attract attention and the tunic snagged on stones and twigs, slowing me down. Daniel gave me a shove and I jumped down from the top.
“Where’s Matthew?” I shouted as Daniel hopped down from the wall.
“No time,” he said. He grabbed me firmly by the elbow and we ran across another garden strewn with junk.
I pulled myself out of Daniel’s grip. “We have to go back for him.”
“We’ll be killed!” Angela cried. “Matthew has a gun. We’re unarmed.”
Daniel didn’t say anything. Instead he helped Angela over the fence into yet another garden. I followed.
Two Enforcers faced us, their guns pointed straight ahead. We stopped and put our palms up.
“That’s right. Time to surrender,” said an Enforcer, his voice low and menacing.
My hope faded. We couldn’t take on two of them.
Then I had an idea, something I hadn’t considered before. I concentrated on the two Enforcers, thinking about everything in the world which made me angry. I focussed my energy on them, conjuring every last bit until my palms tingled and my face was on fire.
“Mina, what are you doing?” Daniel said in awe.
The Enforcers’ guns floated in the air. I’d ripped them from their hands and now I floated them gently to us. Daniel took one and I took the other.
“Now you put your hands above your head,” I said. They obeyed. “That’s right. Now back up.” Their boots moved backwards. “Slowly! No! Slowly. Don’t you dare reach for that Plan-It.”
I heard a noise behind me but didn’t dare to turn. Angela did it for me. “It’s okay, it’s Matthew,” she said.
“You’re going to let us go now,” I said evenly. “Because you’re outnumbered and out gunned.”
We edged slowly away from them, moving sideways like crabs. In the corner of my eye I saw a man stood at the window, his mouth gaping. I nodded at him, hoping he would open the door and let us inside. He moved away from the window. My stomach clenched, waiting to see if this man would help us. The Enforcers remained rigid, but they watched us, waiting for us to make a mistake. The door opened and we ran in.
“Thank you,” I said hurriedly.
The man, weathered and old with deep wrinkles, said nothing. His face twitched, revealing just a tiny glimmer of something like guilt. I grabbed hold of Angela and turned to Daniel and Matthew.
“We’ve got to get out of here now!” I yelled.
The four of us pushed our way through the halls of the house to get out. I tripped over a dirty tabby cat and fell into a door frame, banging my head. Daniel grabbed hold of my elbow and guided me through the door into the narrow entrance hall of the house. He tried the front door and it opened.
Everything turned into a blur. Guns fired and we fired back. Matthew pushed me to the side and ran forward. He screamed something, something which sounded like, “Run!” Someone shoved me through the door and I bent low, avoiding shots. Red hot heat ripped through my arm. Daniel tugged on my other arm and shouted at me.
We ran hard and fast – faster than I’ve ever run before in my life. My ankle didn’t hurt anymore. Nothing hurt. My brain no longer registered the pain. I turned back, briefly, a glance over my shoulder. They had Matthew in cuffs. He was bleeding from the head. I wanted to scream. I wanted to stop and run to him but Daniel tugged me forward. We had to keep going. No matter what.
 
* * *
 
Angela crawled into my side, her head almost in my arm pit, pressing into my fresh wound. I let her, hoping the pain might make me feel less hollow inside. We had run and run until I thought my ankle would burst. We didn’t look back, not for a second, and now we were hiding out in an abandoned shack on a quiet road on the edge of the ghettos. We were near the field where I used to meet Sebastian. They had Matthew, the man I learned to be my uncle for little more than a few hours. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back. We waited silently, patiently, for night to fall.
Daniel noticed me wince as Angela moved my arm. “Are you hurt?”
I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”
“Let me see,” he insisted.
Angela moved to let me up. I sighed and rolled up the sleeve from my tunic for him to examine me.
“The bullet grazed you,” he said thoughtfully. He touched the skin around my wound delicately. It made the hairs on my arm prickle. “But it’s a deep cut. You could do with stitches.”
“That’s not an option,” I reminded him.
“It might have to be an option,” he said. “We need food, water, clothes and new dressings. Let me see your ankle.”
I lifted my leg. Daniel peeled a corner of the dressing and Angela sucked in her breath.
“Mina, that looks bad,” she said.
“Thanks,” I muttered. “That makes me feel much better.”
“You have to get that treated,” she said.
“We can’t go to a medical centre. The Enforcers will be waiting there,” I reminded her.
We fell into silence. It suited me. I didn’t feel like talking. The image of Matthew, bleeding and in handcuffs kept running through my mind on a loop that I couldn’t stop or slow down. I put my head in my hands. Angela placed a hand on my shoulder.
“He did it for you,” she said. “He did it so we can get away.”
“No.” I didn’t want to think it. “No.”
“We have to keep going so that it wasn’t all for nothing,” Angela said gently. She rubbed my shoulder with her warm little hand.
I trembled. I pulled at my headscarf with my fingers, my face still buried in my palms.
“Mina, it’s okay,” she soothed.
It wasn’t okay. I didn’t have a family anymore. First Mum left. Then Dad. And now, just as I find out my dad has kept a huge secret from me for all these years, just as I discover I have an uncle, someone else I can get to know and learn how to love, he is taken away from me before I have a chance to do any of those things.
“It isn’t fair,” I mumbled into my hands.
The world isn’t fair, I thought to myself. For just a few seconds I let all of the self-pity wash over me. I wallowed in it. Finally the hot tears pricked at my eyes and I let them fall. And then my body convulsed into a huge sob. Angela held me close and I cried into her shoulder as she stroked my back.
“Everything is going to be okay,” she cooed.
“I don’t see how it can be,” I said after the sobbing stopped. “Everyone close to me either leaves or is taken away.”
I wiped away my tears, hoping that the self-pity would wipe away with them. Daniel stared at me, his eyes brooding and intense. He looked away as though ashamed of my tears and I told myself to get a grip. I pulled away my headscarf and used it to dry my face.
“This is stupid,” I said, half to Angela and half to myself. “It’s just wasting water.”
Angela laughed but it was half-hearted. We were thirsty.
I took a deep breath and with it pulled myself together. “We need a plan to get food and water. Angela, look through the bags we brought with us. Did we pack any more gauze?”
Angela rummaged through the backpacks.
“There’s one left,” she said triumphantly. She wasted no time in ripping away at my ankle dressing and I winced.
“Dress the wound on her shoulder too,” Daniel said.
I looked at him. “What about you? The dog caught you last night too. Your ankle…”
As I said the words it hit me that only twenty-four hours ago we’d been breaking into Mrs Murgatroyd’s house. Since then I had discovered and lost an uncle, been shot at and chased by the Enforcers. I felt exhausted.
Daniel grimaced. He shook his head to say no but then clutched at his temples. Angela stopped what she was doing, frozen, staring at him. Daniel lurched forward and groaned in pain.
“Vision,” he muttered before losing consciousness.
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I peeked out between the wooden slats of the shack. “It’s dark out. We should be leaving soon. Is he waking up yet?”
Angela shook her head. She knelt by Daniel, her hand on his forehead. Daniel looked relaxed and peaceful. With his intense eyes closed his face lost some of its seriousness. He was a child now, an innocent child. Something inside my chest burned. I swallowed it away.
“I think I have an idea,” I said.
“What is it?” Angela asked.
“Didn’t you tell me that you used to go to birthday parties at Billie’s house?”
“Yes,” she answered, “a long time ago.”
“But you know which room is her bedroom, right?”
Angela nodded. “I think I remember.”
“Well, we’re going to go there when her parents will be asleep. She’ll help us,” I said.
Angela’s eyes narrowed. “Why would she help us? She doesn’t even like you.”
“Because we are going to get out of here. We’re going to break the system against all odds and actually have a chance of a better life and I’m going to offer it to her too.” I paced the shack, trying not to look down at Daniel. He’d been out for several minutes and it made me nervous.
“Do you think she’ll come?” Angela asked.
“I don’t know. She’d be stupid not to though.”
Daniel stirred. He rolled onto his side and moaned. I dropped to my knees next to him.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
Angela looked at me, confused for a second. Then she recovered and helped Daniel sit up. “You were out for a long time.”
He laughed. “I feel like hell.”
I looked desperately around the shack. “We don’t have any water left.”
“I’ll be okay,” he said. His voice was hoarse and dry. He moved awkwardly and his fingers trembled.
“It was a bad one,” Angela said gently. “Wasn’t it?”
Daniel looked at me and a shadow of pain crossed his features before disappearing in an instance. He stared at his feet. “I don’t remember it.”
He was lying. It wasn’t even a good attempt at a lie. Angela glanced at me. She knew it too.
I chose to ignore it. “We’re going to go to Billie’s in a few hours,” I said. “The sun set a while ago. We need to stay put for a bit. Are you okay with that?”
He nodded. “Sounds good to me.” He smiled with his mouth all crooked. “Maybe I can shift this headache and Angela can take a nap. We can take turns keeping watch.”
“I’ll take the first one,” I said. “You rest your head.”
Daniel’s eyes grew tender. I rocked back on my heels and stood up awkwardly. The burning in my chest came back. I tried to avoid Daniel’s eyes. Angela curled up next to her adoptive brother and I paced the shack, wondering how we were going to get to the farm.
 
* * *
 
I woke to Daniel gently shaking me. He pressed his finger to his lips and squeezed in between me and Angela. I’d curled up in the corner of the shack to get some sleep. Angela snored softly.
“Do you really think Billie will help us?” He asked quietly.
I could tell that this wasn’t what Daniel really wanted to ask me. I nodded but didn’t say anything else, giving him time.
“Are you okay,” he said eventually. “You cried.”
“I’m fine.” I went very still, worried that reliving the memory would kick-start my tears. “It’s just been a really crazy day.”
“It’s all my fault,” he said. “If I hadn’t let you stay at Murgatroyd’s I’d be the one banged up and everyone else would be free. You would have had time with your uncle. You wouldn’t be in this dirty shack.” He put his head in his hands.
“Stop it,” I said gently. Feeling bold, I slipped an arm over his shoulders. “I chose to go with you and I wanted to. Stop beating yourself up about this because… well… I don’t want to lose you. Do you really think that you being locked up instead of my uncle would make me any better off?” I fiddled with the necklace, feeling the smooth wood. “I knew him for a few hours. I’ve known you for weeks and…” My cheeks felt hot. I stopped talking before I made a fool of myself.
“What?” Daniel said.
He lifted his head from his hands and looked at me. Even in the dimmest of lights his eyes seemed to shine. They took me, wholeheartedly, all of me. They took every bit of my attention, swallowing me up. Even if at that moment we were hit by a meteor I wouldn’t have noticed. Everything was Daniel. Daniel was everything.
“Um….” I faltered. “I don’t know, I erm…”
He leaned towards me, his face just inches from mine. Tingles ran down my spine and I heard the rushing noise of blood in my ears. I held my breath. He tilted his head, angled so that our mouths would fit together. Our lips touched just for a moment and then I heard Angela stir. I pulled back, my breath rasping out of my body. Panicked I jumped to my feet. Daniel stared up at me, wounded.
“What’s going on?” Angela said sleepily.
“It’s time to leave,” I answered.
 
* * *
 
We ventured out of the shack. Daniel and I carried the guns. I folded mine into the vast material of my tunic and Daniel tucked his in the waistband of his jeans. We tried not to draw attention to ourselves but it was dark and there was no one around. It seemed that even the excitement of our chase and the town meeting had faded and died into the night.
“Right at the end of this street,” Angela whispered.
She navigated us through the ghettos expertly, occasionally whispering to us about people at the school. I had forgotten that these streets were her playground, the place she grew up. Sometimes I spent so much time protecting her that I forgot she was capable too.
“Third house on the left up here,” she said in the darkness.
I quickened my pace, ignoring the pain. “Which is her bedroom?”
Angela squinted up at the house, an end terrace which meant fewer neighbours to wake. “I think it’s the window on the right. Upstairs.”
I bent and scooped up tiny pebbles. “Okay, here goes.”
The pebbles tapped against the glass and I cringed, half expecting Billie’s parents to shout out of the window or call the Enforcers. I paused, waiting for movement. Nothing. I collected more pebbles and tried again.
“Come on, Billie,” Angela whispered.
She held her body with her arms. It was a cold night and we were all hungry and freezing. I tossed the last pebble, beginning to lose hope.
“Maybe it’s the wrong house,” Daniel said sullenly.
He’d remained quiet and withdrawn since our almost kiss. I dared to turn and look at him. His eyes were brooding thunderstorms. I pulled myself away from his gaze, feeling a shiver down my spine. Above our heads a hinge creaked.
“Oh great,” Billie said, “it’s you. I should have known.”
“Can you let us in? Just for a minute?” I said.
“What mess are you in now? My parents are asleep next door you know.”
“We’ll be silent. Please, we haven’t eaten or had any water all day.” I paused. “And we lost people today.”
Billie looked us up and down and her expression turned to pity. I glanced down at my ripped tunic. We were a mess. Finally she sighed and closed the window. A few moments later she herded us into her kitchen.
“You do realise that you’re on the most wanted list of Area 14, don’t you?” Billie said to me with raised eyebrows. “You seriously broke into Murder-Troll’s house?”
“Yeah,” I said. “But I’m not proud of it.”
Billie laughed without humour. “After what she did to Emily, I think you should be. Anything that hurts that bitch is fine by me.”
I smiled half-heartedly.
“So what do you need?” Billie asked.
“Food, water and medical supplies,” I replied.
She nodded and moved silently around the kitchen. We gulped down water and devoured apples. She even gave us bread, cheese and fruit for the journey as well as aspirin, gauze and antiseptic cream, some of which I smeared on my bullet graze and on Daniel’s ankle. Angela redressed my ankle and I took two of the pain-killers.
“Thank you so much,” Angela wrapped the girl into an unexpected hug and Billie’s eyes grew wider. She laughed and hugged Angela back.
“Don’t mention it, kid,” Billie said.
Daniel patted her on the shoulder. “You’re a life saver.”
Billie nodded in reply. “Listen, guys. We had the town meeting today. Murgatroyd is a big-wig. Did you know that?”
“I had my suspicions,” I said.
“Well, she’s Ministry level, or she must be, because we have a new Commander.”
I gawped. “At her request?”
“Seems so,” Billie said. “And he’s a complete arse. They are searching houses for illegal material tomorrow. Things in Area 14 are pretty much getting shut down so you have to get out of here.”
“We’re leaving tonight,” I said.
“I thought as much,” said Billie, eyeing our back-packs. “The Enforcers are still looking for you. I saw a couple of them running past my window when I went to bed. You gotta blend into the shadows like you never did before.”
“We will,” I replied. “Billie, why don’t you come with us?”
She hesitated. Billie looked younger in her pyjamas and her hair loose. It was long and red, which suited her personality. I saw her expressions change as she mulled it over.
“I can’t leave them,” she said eventually. “I’m all they have since…” Her voice trailed and she shrugged.
“I understand,” I said. I placed my hand on her arm and smiled. “We have to leave. Will you look after the Daffodils for me?”
She smiled back. “Of course I will. Good luck.”
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“So, do you know how to get to this farmhouse?” Angela asked as we left Billie’s house.
I thought back to that night with Sebastian, the sincerity in his brown eyes as he asked me to give up my family and live with him. Now I had no family. I looked guiltily across to Daniel.
“I think so. He gave me a map.”
“Did you bring the map?” Daniel demanded.
“I memorised it,” I said, biting my lip.
He scowled.
“Look, I remember, okay? There’s a forest on the edge of Area 14. It’s going to be a long walk though.”
“How long?” Daniel said.
“I’m not sure. Maybe a few hours.”
He snorted. “You don’t even know do you?”
I glared at him. “Not exactly, no. I’ve only lived here a month.”
“We’re basing this entire escape plan on your vague idea,” he snapped.
I walked straight up to him and shoved his arm. “What’s the matter with you? I don’t see you coming up with any better ideas.”
“Guys, stop fighting,” Angela said with a sigh.
“I’m just not sure that trusting a GEM is a good idea.” Daniel raked his hands through his hair.
“Why are you only saying this now?” I said.
We stood close to each another. Heat spread over my skin. He had an earthy smell – like after rainfall.
“I dunno,” he shrugged and turned away.
I gazed at his back, confused, and tried to ignore the breadth of his shoulders. Or the way his blond hair curled at the back of his neck.
“Is this something to do with your vision?” I asked.
Daniel’s head twitched to the side. “No.”
“You’re lying,” I said. I moved forward and spun him around to face me. “You have to tell me what you saw.”
His mouth opened and closed. He looked at me with more vulnerability than ever before. I had never seen Daniel afraid before. It disturbed me so deeply I couldn’t breathe. If Daniel was afraid then it must be something bad. This was the boy brave and reckless enough to break into a mansion in the GEM part of town.
“Guys,” Angela said in a warning voice, “I hear something.”
We fell silent.
“Running footsteps,” I whispered. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
 
* * *
 
My feet hammered the tarmac. I blocked out the pain. Daniel urged us on, all the time the footsteps gaining on us. They knew we were here. My grip tightened on the gun. I’d never fired a gun before. I had no idea whether, if it came down to me or them, I would even be able to pull that trigger. But I carried on running, checking Angela was still by my side, the dank smelling streets whizzing past in a blur.
“This way,” Daniel whispered.
He turned sharply to the left we followed. A cluster of cats scattered from an upturned bin. Angela tripped on a rusty bicycle and I caught her wrist. We stumbled together before regaining balance and Daniel disappeared around another corner. The stumble twisted my ankle again and I winced as we continued to run. The footsteps behind us kept the same steady pace. I waited for them to shoot, bracing myself.
“Halt or we shoot!”
The alley bottlenecked out by the canal where there were a few boats dotted along the edge. Some of the GEMs kept their fancy speedboats moored here in between trips to the coast.
“Where now?” I called to Daniel.
He spun around and shook his head. We could continue running down the canal but there would be nowhere to hide. His mouth gaped and he looked at me with wide eyes. The footsteps were just around the corner now. I heard the creaking of their leather uniforms. I lifted my gun and took aim. The Enforcers, two of them, ran around the corner, their guns held high.
“Put the guns down and come quietly,” said the one on the right.
They were dressed in their usual, identical attire, heavy-duty black leather and the helmet. You never saw their faces.
“I repeat. Put the guns down or we will shoot you.”
My finger trembled over the trigger. There was a chance for me to use my gift but I’d already used it so much today that I was fatigued. I couldn’t rely on it. We had to either think quickly or shoot. Two guns against two guns. We’d all die. I backed up, towards the canal. Daniel turned to me, his face convulsing, fighting inner decisions. I shook my head at him, knowing his thoughts. He rolled his eyes, turned his chin away and then put the gun on the ground.
“I’m the one you’re looking for,” he said. “I broke into Murgatroyd’s house.”
I wanted to kick him.
“We are here to capture two of you. One boy. One girl. Both white.”
Daniel turned to me. He was in pain, the moonlight revealing his contorted face. “No. Just take me. Let the other two go.”
The Enforcer shook his helmet slowly. “They are not my orders. We will take the girl also.”
“Screw your orders,” Daniel shouted. “Take me and leave her.”
“I will follow my orders,” the Enforcer said. There was not one bit of emotion in his voice.
“I’m bargaining with you,” shouted Daniel. “Don’t you understand?”
“Daniel,” I said softly. “Kick your gun to the edge of the canal.”
He turned to me. “What?”
“Just do it. On three, okay? Trust me.” I turned back to the Enforcers. “All right. I’ll surrender too. We’re putting our guns down, see?” I slowly placed my gun on the ground. As I did so I turned to face Daniel. “Do you know how to drive a boat?”
A small corner of his mouth twitched. Angela looked from me to Daniel and back at the Enforcers in terror. Seeing me surrender, the Enforcers relaxed their grip on the guns and began to walk towards us.
“1… 2… 3…,” I whispered.
We kicked our guns back and they slid noisily across the tarmac towards the canal. I grabbed hold of Angela’s arm and ran towards the water. Just before jumping in I reached down and scooped up the gun. The Enforcers opened fire. Our black clothing blended with the dark water making it almost impossible to identify us at night.
“That boat,” I called over to Daniel and Angela. He nodded.
The Enforcers gave up shooting and instead removed their helmets and boots. My tunic, flooded with water, felt like it weighed a ton, but I pushed myself forward, trying to keep the gun out of the water as much as possible. Luckily the canal was narrow and we reached the boat. I gave Angela a shove to help her onto the step ladder and then climbed up after her. I heard a splash as an Enforcer jumped into the canal. The other had decided to stay on the canal bed and shoot at us. I ducked down to avoid the bullets.
“Angela, quick, untie that rope but stay down behind the cabin,” I said. “I turned to Daniel. Do you know anything about boats?”
“I once fitted out a few shelves in a speedboat for a GEM. He talked a bit about them.”
“Do you know how to start one?” I pointed to the complicated buttons and levers. They were arranged around a steering wheel so at least we knew how to steer the boat.
Daniel climbed up the cabin and into the driver’s seat. I stayed to make sure Angela came back from untying the knot and helped her into the seat next to Daniel. Another bullet whizzed past, hitting the boat with a plink.
“Okay, Daniel. Now would be a good time to get it started.” I shivered in my sodden clothes and stared down at the water. I couldn’t see the Enforcer who followed us but I guessed he would be a strong swimmer and it wouldn’t take long for him to reach the boat.
“Hold on,” Daniel shouted back. He swore. “You need a key.”
I put my head in my hands. We were going to die.
“I think I can hot wire it.”
I lifted my head from my hands. “How do you…? Not important. Start it.”
Daniel fumbled with the control panel, trying to pop out a section of the plastic. Something thudded against the side of the boat. Then a hand grasped the metal bar around the tail. It was the Enforcer.
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“What’s going on?” Daniel shouted.
“Nothing,” I said. “You just get it started. I’ll handle this.”
I jogged over to the boat edge. The Enforcer still only had one hand on the rail. He struggled to pull himself up whilst still carrying the gun. With his helmet off I saw how young he was, barely twenty. I swallowed and focussed. Without hesitating I hit him squarely on the jaw with the butt of my gun.
The Enforcer fell back into the water, losing his weapon in the process. From the canal bed another bullet landed just inches to my right on the boat. He was shooting less often now, taking aim at more solid targets. He was running out of bullets. I turned to run back to Daniel and Angela but something caught on my bad ankle and I fell to the floor with a scream. The Enforcer had me. I kicked out at him but he ducked. I didn’t dare to hit him with the gun in case he ripped it from my fingers and used it on me. I kicked again, hoping that I wouldn’t have to shoot.
I thought it strange that the Enforcer wasn’t trying to pull me into the water. Then I understood. He was trying to hold me still. Just as I rolled to my side another bullet hit the boat where less than a second before my head had lain.
“Now would be a really good time to start this thing,” I yelled out to Daniel. I screamed in frustration at the Enforcer and kicked, hitting him on the jaw. “Why are you even working for them?” I kicked and rolled, avoiding another bullet.
“They are my orders,” he said simply.
I kicked him hard in the chest and finally his grip loosened. The boat chugged and spluttered and then died. The motion loosened the Enforcer’s grip again and I took my chance. With one last almighty kick I rid myself of the Enforcer. As he fell back into the water the boat pulled away and I cheered.
“About time, Daniel,” I said with a laugh.
He turned back from the seat and grinned. I climbed up the boat, limping slightly on my ankle.
“Are you hurt?” he asked.
“Just my ankle from the bite.”
“Let me put some cream on it,” Angela offered.
She opened her backpack and pulled out the supplies we got from Billie. Working quickly she opened the bandage, spread on the antiseptic cream and wrapped it tightly to give me more support. We ate a little of the bread and cheese. The boat roared along and Daniel deftly manoeuvred us through the canal. Things were looking good – until we saw the lights up ahead.
“Daniel!” I shouted.
“I see it,” he said, his face set. “We’ll have to turn around.”
I swore. “The Enforcer on the canal bed… we didn’t think about his Plan-It.” I heard a noise behind us and turned. “They’re following too!”
I ran to the back of the boat to get a better view. It was the Enforcer I had kicked into the water. He must have taken the boat behind us. He was unarmed. Instead he was forcing us into the path of the boat ahead which would contain armed Enforcers.
“We’re trapped!” I said.
“We can’t be,” Angela exclaimed. “We’ll be taken.” Her eyes widened and the fear on her face tugged at my heart.
Daniel turned to me. “It’s over.” The boat began to slow down.
“No,” I said. I spun around, my arms flapping desperately to my sides. “It can’t be. Not after everything. It just can’t be.”
“If we slow down and go quietly they won’t shoot us,” Daniel said. “They will only shoot at us if we fight back.”
“We’ll get away. We have to,” I said. The lights ahead were brighter now. Behind us the Enforcer never slowed.
“Mina’s right,” Angela said. “We have to get away. We’re meant to get to the Clans. I just know it.”
I looked out into the darkness at the canal, hoping something would jump out at me. There were no boats moored in this part of the canal. We were surrounded by a grassy bank. Up ahead another footpath veered away from the banks of the canal into an old industrial estate.
“I’ve got it!” I yelled. “Daniel, can you drive the boat really close to the left side of the canal?”
He narrowed his eyes at me. “What are you planning?”
“Just do it! We don’t have time.” I rummaged through the boat cabin.
“What are you doing?” Angela asked.
“Looking for something to jam the accelerator with.”
“Why?”
“We’re going to jump off the boat,” I said.
Angela looked at me in horror.
“Are you crazy?” Daniel said.
I found a first aid kit in a small rectangular tin. “This will do. Which is the accelerator?”
Daniel tore his eyes from my face to reluctantly point out the metal pull-lever responsible for speed. I shoved the tin hard in between the panel of the boat and the lever, forcing it forwards. The boat sped up, churning the water behind us. Daniel steered the boat close to the canal edge and fixed the steering wheel with a piece of rope. The metal scraped against the stone wall of the canal.
We were still a few feet from the grassy canal bed meaning that we would have to reach up and grab the side and pull ourselves up. All while the boat was speeding along. I gulped.
“I don’t know if this is going to work,” Daniel said quietly.
“We have to try,” I replied, quietly enough that Angela couldn’t hear. “I’ll get Angela out first.”
He nodded. “You’re right. You’re crazy. But you’re right.”
I smiled into the darkness. We approached the footpath – our only chance of getting out alive. The lights of the Enforcer’s boat loomed ahead. I tossed out backpacks up onto the grass. We took hold of Angela and lifted her up.
“Angela, you’re going to have to fall and roll onto your side, okay?” Daniel said to her. “We’ll be right behind. You take the packs and do not look behind you. You run towards that footpath and keep going. Understand?”
“Yes,” she said. Her voice sounded breathless. Scared but excited.
We counted to three and threw her up. Angela fell and rolled. She was on her feet in seconds. She grabbed our things and ran into the night. It looked easy enough with two people helping you up. But we had to do this alone. I thought about my injuries and cringed.
“You next,” he said.
Before I could protest Daniel had me by the waist to support me. The grassy ledge was high above my head and I gulped.
“I’m not sure I can do this,” I confessed. The boat suddenly seemed impossibly fast beneath my feet. My head grew dizzy.
“You can do this,” Daniel said with such ferocity that I believed him.
He shoved me hard and I jumped up, my hands reaching for the ledge. The boat moved away slightly and I realised that if I fell it would be straight into the canal. I scrambled for the wall, fingers just finding purchase on the damp grass. My legs hung loosely in the air. Behind me I heard the sound of the Enforcer’s speed boat gaining on us. I pulled, gritting my teeth against the weight of my own body. I had to be on the grass before the Enforcer reached me and I had to make sure Daniel was safe. For a horrible second my fingers slipped and part of the grass came away but I managed to prop myself up by pushing my feet into the slimy cracks of the canal wall. With one last heave I pulled myself up and rolled over just like Angela.
I stood and saw the Enforcer pulling his boat towards the canal wall. He was going to chase us. Up ahead Daniel was battling with the boat, trying to close the gap between it and the wall. I ran towards him, watching with bated breath as he retied the rope. He turned to me and then looked at the wall. He stepped high onto the side of the boat and jumped.
He missed.
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“Daniel!” I screamed. I ran harder. I couldn’t see him, not even in the water. “Daniel? Where are you?”
“I’m here,” he said faintly.
I dropped to my knees. His fingers were just visible in the dark, clinging to the canal bed. I took hold of his arm and pulled him up, his bulk hard to move. Daniel collapsed on top of me as he finally made it over the edge. I clutched his face.
“I thought you fell in,” I said. “I thought––”
“I’m fine,” he breathed. Something caught his eye on my neckline. In the struggle my necklace had come free from under my tunic. “You wear it?”
Heat prickled my cheeks. “I always wear it.”
His eyes searched my face but I heard the familiar sound of metal against stone. The Enforcer had rammed his boat next to the canal wall but he was struggling to keep the boat steady enough to jump.
“Come on, we have to catch Angela up,” I said.
Daniel scrabbled to his feet, and held out a hand to help me up. I took it and he yanked me hard. We turned without looking back, running towards the footpath. I still didn’t feel at full strength due to my injuries and Daniel curbed his pace next to me, making sure he didn’t leave me behind. I bit my lip and tried to speed up.
The footpath was narrow and slippery with mud. Daniel ran beside me, our arms bumping each other. I hopped over stones. My tunic, still soaked, dragging me down. I knew the Enforcer wouldn’t give up the chase. We reached the industrial estate filled with abandoned factories and warehouses, disused roads connecting them.
“Which way do you think Angela went?” I said, not slowing my pace.
“We go straight ahead ‘til we find her,” Daniel said between gritted teeth. He held onto his rib cage as we ran.
“Did you hurt yourself?” I asked.
“Just bruises.”
There was a huge crash and bang behind us and I heard shouting.
Daniel smiled crookedly. “Sounds like the boat crashed.” He slowed for a moment to turn and look behind us. There was smoke in the sky.
“Come on, we should get moving,” I said.
I shuddered at the sight of the smoke. People could be injured. As we moved something else caught my attention, coming out of the footpath was a man dressed in black, bleeding from the head and soaked in water. The Enforcer.
“Quick,” I whispered.
Daniel saw him too. He hadn’t seen us. We sprinted silently through the industrial estate. I looked out for Angela but she was nowhere to be seen. With horror I realised that the Enforcer could find her at any moment.
We ducked between two large buildings and hid. The Enforcer had slowed to a walk. He stalked the estate, listening. I saw him take out his Plan-It and tap something on the screen.
“He’s calling for back-up,” I whispered to Daniel.
We walked silently through the two buildings. There was an open space leading to a road which spiralled out of the estate towards the GEM district. On the other side of this road lay an expanse of forest – a great place to hide and on our way towards the farm. We walked quietly towards the road, with our backs against a warehouse, staying amongst the shadows.
“We have to get out of here,” Daniel said, talking so quietly it barely made a sound.
“Angela,” I mouthed.
He nodded. We couldn’t leave without her. In the distance I heard a squeal and my heart sank. She’d been caught.
I was running before I had time to think. Daniel followed, close at my heels. I had no idea how many had captured her or if they were armed but I didn’t care. I just ran towards the noise. She stopped screaming. I faced a warehouse. On the right of it lay the road and on the left another narrow path between two buildings. I wasn’t sure which direction she was.
“This way,” Daniel said, taking my hand. “I think I heard her.”
He took me to the right. We walked quietly now, surprise being our only advantage. I hoped that it was just our pursuer who had found Angela. If there were more Enforcers we would be in trouble.
“How are we going to do this?” I said to Daniel. “We don’t have weapons…” I trailed off. Out from the side of the building stepped the Enforcer with Angela.
We flattened ourselves against the warehouse. He didn’t see us and he stayed close to the side of the building. He was alone and unarmed.
“I have your friend,” he shouted. “I have a gun to her head. If you do not surrender I will shoot her.”
He shifted back into the shadows but the damage was done. We knew he was bluffing. There were two of us and one of him. He was injured. He looked tired and pale in the moonlight. We had the advantage again. I nodded to Daniel and we knew what to do. We ran straight for them, ready for a fight.
If the Enforcer was surprised or frightened at the sight of us pelting round the corner he hid it well. He pulled Angela between us like a human shield but Daniel was tall and he easily punched the Enforcer in the face, well above Angela’s head. In the shock, the Enforcer let go of Angela and I sat her down by the warehouse. Daniel punched the Enforcer in the stomach. The Enforcer retaliated with two quick punches. I reached into the pack for rope I had taken from the ghettos. Daniel kicked the Enforcer between the legs and punched him again in the nose. My fingers finally clasped the rope.
“Pin him down,” I said.
Daniel tackled the Enforcer, knocking him to the ground. I moved swiftly, getting hold of the Enforcer’s wrists and binding them with the rope. I knotted it and then let out some length, enough to bind his feet. Then I reached into his pocket for his Plan-It.
“You can’t use that without the lenses,” the Enforcer said sternly. “And they are custom made for the wearer.”
I didn’t like the thought of pulling plastic out of someone’s eye. “How do you send a message to your team?”
The Enforcer turned away.
Daniel punched him. “Tell her.”
“I was not instructed to tell her,” the Enforcer said. “I was instructed to capture you,” he looked at Daniel, “and you.” He nodded at me with narrowed eyes.
His gaze chilled me to the bone. His face was slack – emotionless. Looking at him make me want to get as far away as possible. There was something inhuman about him.
“It’s useless,” I said. “He will never tell us. We could torture him and he would never tell. We need to get out of here before the others come.”
Daniel punched the Enforcer one more time. I dropped the tiny piece of plastic to the floor and stomped on it. Angela passed us our packs. We sprinted through the open area towards the road. I turned back to look at the Enforcer one last time. He sat perfectly still, staring into space.
“He’s like a robot,” Daniel said. “A robot programmed to capture us. I’ve never seen an Enforcer like it. Do you think they have more like him?”
“Maybe,” I said. “They could have an army.”
If I had ever had any doubt that the Ministry could mess with our heads it was eradicated. Now I knew that the Operation caused all those women to lose their minds. I thought of all the women who gave up and committed suicide. The Ministry didn’t just murder people who broke the law; they murdered Blemished women simply for existing.
“Now I know that we have to get to the Clans,” I said.
Daniel turned to me. “Why is that?”
“Because one day we have to stop all this. We have to stop the Ministry,” I said firmly.
“You’re crazy,” he said. He sighed. “But I’m in. Wherever you go – I go.” He sighed again, heavier this time. “Even if it kills me.”
I frowned at him. Daniel sprinted ahead, crossing the road to the forest in just a few steps. I didn’t understand why he would say that.
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The woods stretched for miles. It was dark and I had no idea where we were. I described the map to Daniel and he set off with purpose. I followed. According to him, the forest curved around the outskirts of Area 14 and if we followed the curve we would find the farm.
We had to keep moving. I swallowed more painkillers and matched Daniel’s pace. There was no time for breaks. We were exhausted, dirty, wet, but I still loved it; the smell of the pine and the sound of owls. My eyes adjusted to the darkness and I enjoyed feeling the leaves underfoot.
There was no talking, only us moving swiftly and silently. Daniel cocked his head to one side, listening out for followers. Angela breathed heavily beside me. Our clothes were still sodden and we all shivered our way through the trees. My ankle was hot, and I knew that was a bad sign. We walked for hours until the sun started to rise and the owls stopped calling.
Daniel looked up at the sky. “We’ve gone east but we need to get high up to see if we’re heading in the right direction.”
“How are we going to do that?” Angela said. “We can’t see above the trees.”
Daniel strode over to an oak with a couple of low branches. It climbed high up into the sky.
“Oh no you don’t,” I called after him, keeping my voice low. “You’re not climbing that tree!”
Angela placed a hand on my arm. “Let him be. We used to go walking in the woods all the time. He’s really good at this.”
Daniel ignored me and swung himself up on the branch like a monkey. He stood up and my breathing stopped as he wobbled. But then he was under control and he reached for the next branch. Daniel kept on going, moving from branch to branch, his bulky body surprisingly flexible, until he disappeared up into the sky. I held my breath, waiting for him to come back into view. I wanted to shout to him, to check he was all right, but I had no way of knowing if the Enforcers were following us.
“You know, you can’t have them both,” said Angela.
Her words took me by surprise. I tore my eyes from the tree. “What do you mean?”
“You can’t love both of them – Daniel and Sebastian. You’ll have to choose.” Her face was stern.
“I don’t… They are just friends, Angela,” I said tentatively. My hand drifted to the necklace under my tunic. “Daniel and I are just friends.”
“Not to him,” she said curtly.
I turned to her. “I’d never do anything to hurt you. You do know that? Don’t you?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Then answer me one thing. Have you and Daniel kissed?”
My mouth tightened and I thought back to the shed; Daniel’s salty lips on mine; the warmth and the softness. It was the briefest of kisses. I hadn’t even kissed him back, not really.
“Only for a second.”
She turned her back on me and shook her head. She still wore her headscarf but I’d shoved mine in my backpack. Her arms folded.
“He kissed me, Angela. Look, I don’t even want a boyfriend. I don’t want anything except my dad back and you and Daniel as my friends.” I hesitated. “I don’t want to lose you.”
“I love him, Mina,” she said meekly.
“I know,” I said. “I’ve always known.”
“Do you think it’s weird? He’s like my brother.”
“Not if you don’t think of him as a brother.”
She paused. “Does he think of me as a sister?”
I swallowed. “I don’t know, Angela. That’s something only he knows.”
There was a thud behind us and I turned to see a grinning Daniel. His crooked smile set my body tingling. His eyes glistened in the early morning sun. I wanted to kick myself in frustration. What was the point in wanting something you could never have? I looked at my feet instead.
“I saw it!” he said, breathy and excited. “I saw the farm. We just need to head deeper into the woods and it peters out into a clearing surrounded by fields. It’s a good few miles. Might take all day. We should get there by night-fall.”
He took a deep breath and let out a small laugh. Angela stepped forward and hugged him.
“What are we waiting for?” she said. “Let’s go!”
We set off. Daniel hung back for a moment to talk to me.
“I thought you would be more excited?” he said.
I forced a smile. “I am excited. I’m just tired.”
How could I tell him that my heart had just been torn open?
 
* * *
 
The day continued. We walked like zombies, legs moving but our minds elsewhere. Daniel and Angela talked quietly to each other but I didn’t join the conversation. Occasionally he looked across at me, frowning slightly. I fiddled with my necklace when he wasn’t looking. Morning sun turned to midday sun turned to afternoon drizzle and our food ran out. We poked out our tongues for water. The evening came and the sun set. The trees began to thin. My muscles tensed as I thought of Daniel and Sebastian meeting each other. Perhaps Sebastian’s father would turn us away? And then we would be back where were started.
“We’re nearly there, I can feel it!” Angela said. She was full of excitement and optimism. She skipped along.
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“Are you okay?” Daniel asked. “You’re not worried they won’t let us in are you?”
Angela’s face fell. I couldn’t let her lose hope.
“Of course not.” I forced a smile. “Everything is going to be fine.”
Daniel knew me better than that. He spotted my glance to Angela and he frowned.
“You’re worried,” he said quietly to me while Angela picked flowers. “What’s wrong?”
“I turned him down,” I said. “What if he turns us away?”
Daniel’s face set. “He won’t.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I know that I wouldn’t.” He sighed. “Just trust me. I know he won’t turn us away.”
Daniel picked up the pace to leave me behind, confused again. I jogged to catch up. I’d taken more painkillers from our pack which took the sting out of my ankle, but the heat was travelling up my leg. It felt wrong but I’d been ignoring it for hours. Our wet clothes had dried out hours ago and the smattering of rain had hardly been enough to wet us through yet my tunic was damp with sweat. It was me. I was burning up.
“Look!” Angela called.
I jogged a little faster, her enthusiasm finally infecting me. Just like Daniel said, the forest petered out onto a field which dipped into a steep bank. At the bottom of a patchwork of fields lay the farmhouse.
“We’re here,” she said.
I laughed. “We really are.”
I took a moment to think about how far we’d come – the Enforcers, losing Matthew, Billie helping us, the speed boat chase and the fight at the industrial estate. We had a taste of freedom now. Angela took my hand and on her left she took Daniel’s. Together we ran down the bank. Finally we reached the field fence and came to a stop with smiles on our faces, out of breath but happy. We took turns to climb the stile in the limestone wall.
It was a clear night and the light from the moon trickled over the grass. I’d lost track of the time but it felt like late evening. My stomach growled with hunger. The next field was vast and descended slowly into the valley. We marched forward like a tiny army. Three soldiers, orphaned but tough.
Angela grasped my arm. “Look.”
I followed her gaze to a large shadow moving in the right side of the field.
“What is that?” I said.
We froze, exposed in the centre of a large clearing. We had nowhere to run.
“It’s too large to be human,” Daniel said.
I breathed a sigh of relief. At least it wasn’t an Enforcer. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. The blob moved towards us in a slow curve, as though circling us.
“Is it a horse?” said Angela.
“It could be,” I breathed. “I guess it’s the right shape.”
“Or a cow,” Daniel offered.
“Whatever it is, it’s huge,” I whispered.
The beast came closer and I saw the slow bob of its head as it walked. Grass rustled eerily beneath its hooves and through flared nostrils came a snort. It sounded like the funny machine in the Café Sebastian had taken me to in the town. Angela moved forward with her hand outstretched.
“What are you doing?” I hissed.
“I’m making friends with it,” she replied.
“Come back!” Daniel whispered. He moved closer to me and grabbed my arm but I pulled it away. He frowned at me.
The beast snorted again, softer this time, as though sussing us out. Angela moved closer, cooing, her hand outstretched. It stepped forward into the moonlight and I gasped. I had never seen anything so beautiful. The pale gaze of the moon revealed the wide black and white forehead of a cow. It had kind, dark eyes and a black nose glistening with spit. A large pink tongue flicked out to clean a nostril and all three of us jumped back. The cow snorted and jerked its head but then settled. It assessed us curiously with its blinking eyes.
Angela walked forward confidently and stroked the cow right between the eyes. It bowed its head and nuzzled against her side. She giggled.
“You have to feel this, it’s so weird!”
Daniel and I approached cautiously. I pressed my hand against the soft, furry skin of the cow and stroked its surprisingly silky coat.
The cow moved its head and the pink tongue flicked out. Before I could move it licked the length of my face with its raspy tongue.
“Urgh.” I backed away. “That’s so gross!”
Daniel laughed.
With a snort the cow turned and slowly walked away from us. With an almighty moo it instructed us to follow.
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We trailed hoof-prints like the solemn followers of a religious procession. The cow was a sign of things to come, our luck changing; it showed us that miracles really do exist. When Sebastian told me about the farm, about living independently from the Ministry, part of me hadn’t really believed him. Now I did.
The field stopped at a dry-stone wall with an old rusting gate. We climbed over and I winced at the pain of my ankle. On the other side lay a muddy track, worn by hooves and boots. The track led to a yard with a large barn on the right. On the left stood a small farm cottage which was old but not dilapidated and in much better condition than some of the houses in the ghettos. Pot plants framed the steps leading to the farm-house door.
“Are you ready, Mina?” Daniel asked anxiously. “It should be you who knocks on the door. You know that.”
“It must be late,” I said. “There aren’t any lights on inside. Maybe they are asleep and they won’t hear us.”
“If they don’t hear we’ll just have to set up camp nearby and wait ‘til morning,” said Daniel.
“Don’t worry, everything will be okay,” Angela said encouragingly. She squeezed my shoulder for moral support.
I sucked in air and moved towards the cottage. The painkillers were wearing off and I limped. Every bit of me ached, and as I walked I felt like my legs were made of lead. I lifted a tired, trembling hand to the door. Doubts flew through my mind: What if they turn us away? What if they turn is in? Will Sebastian and Daniel fight? Does Sebastian hate me? I ignored them all and knocked hard and loud.
We were greeted by the barrel of a gun. I gulped and raised my hands. The man wielding the gun was handsome and middle aged. He had deep-set dark eyes and hair that greyed at the temples. I forced the tingle in my palms to come, just in case I had to take the gun out of his hand. I didn’t want it to come to that. I didn’t want to reveal myself.
He looked surprised. “A Blemished girl?” He narrowed his eyes. “Who are you? What do you want and how did you find us?
“My name is Mina Hart,” I said slowly. “I know your son, Sebastian.”
The man turned his head away. Next to me Daniel twitched and I placed a hand on his arm. The last thing we needed was Daniel tackling Sebastian’s father to the ground.
“Seb? Do you know these people?”
Inside the house there was a shuffle and the sound of squeaking door hinges. Eventually Sebastian appeared in front of his father. He saw me and smiled.
“You came!”
It was as though nothing had happened between us. He was still Sebastian, easy going and friendly. My stomach unclenched.
“You gave this girl directions?” said his father.
Sebastian looked up guiltily. “She needed help, Dad. Remember how I told you about her?”
I watched this exchange, eyeing Sebastian’s father’s reactions. He wasn’t happy to see us but there was no malice there. He seemed mildly irritated with Sebastian but not particularly worried. It was almost as though they’d been expecting us. But why would he pretend to be surprised? I decided to stay alert. My ankle twanged and I shifted my weight.
“Are you hurt?” Sebastian touched my arm and looked at me with concern. Next to me Daniel stiffened.
“My ankle was bitten by a dog a few nights ago,” I said.
“Well, you three look like you’ve been through the wars and then some,” Sebastian’s father said. “You’d best come in.”
We followed them in, Sebastian held me by the crook of my elbow and I didn’t protest, my muscles felt suddenly very weak. My forehead was burning.
“You feel hot, Mina, feverish,” Sebastian said.
He steered me into a lounge and helped me onto a soft, cushiony sofa. Daniel watched with his arms folded and his lips pressed tightly together. Sebastian hadn’t really looked at him.
“Were you followed?” Sebastian’s father asked.
“No,” I mumbled.
“We lost the Enforcers in the Industrial Estate about twenty miles from here,” Daniel said. He spoke with a stern authority I’d never heard before. “We moved fast through the woods. Didn’t hear anyone following.”
Sebastian looked at Daniel for the first time. They stood facing each other, both with stiff backs and arms folded. Daniel jutted out his chin.
“Just because you didn’t hear them doesn’t mean they didn’t follow,” Sebastian said.
Daniel smiled – it was a sarcastic, caustic smile. “No, but they can’t have been anywhere near us. The woods are so deep they’ve probably given up by now.”
I thought back to the way I disarmed the Enforcers in the ghettos and wondered if they would give up so easily after seeing me do that. A woman bustled into the room. She was plump and pretty, with silver tinged strawberry-blonde hair.
“We have visitors?” she said to her husband, her expression one of confusion but not fear.
“Mum, this is my friend, Mina,” Sebastian said. He ignored the presence of Angela and Daniel.
“Nice to meet you Mrs Cole,” I said weakly.
“My goodness. You look just terrible,” she said. She looked around at the others. “What are your names, dears?”
“I’m Angela,” she said shyly.
“Daniel,” he said with a smile approaching warmth.
Sebastian’s lips tightened further as Daniel confirmed himself. He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. It wasn’t a friendly look. I tried to sit up straight and say something to defuse the tension but instead I slipped and fell forward. Daniel and Sebastian both jumped forward to catch me but bumped into each other instead.
Mrs Cole tutted and helped me up by my arm. “So, Mr Cole, we have some sick children to help, do we?”
“Seems that way,” Mr Cole answered.
“All right then. I’d best get this one upstairs. Seb, you can feed them. There is bread and cheese in the kitchen. Mr Cole could you give me a hand please?”
The Coles slipped their arms under me and lifted. I blacked out.
 
* * *
 
When I woke my head was nestled in the most comfortable cushions I’d ever felt, plumped up to perfection. Sunlight peeked through lace curtains. I was snuggly, warm, and above all – clean. The heat from my forehead was gone and my ankle had been strapped up tight. It still hurt but the warmth from the cut had faded. Mrs Cole sat by my bed reading a novel.
“You had a fever,” she said matter-of-factly.
“How long have I been sleeping?”
“Two days and nights,” she answered.
I sat up fast and my head spun. “Two days? Why didn’t someone wake me?”
“You needed it. Sit down now. You need even more rest to let that ankle heal. You’re lucky you found us when you did. And I’ve stitched up the wound on your arm too.” She shook her head. “In my day girls did what they were told and didn’t get into trouble like that.”
“Thank you,” I said, touching my arm gently. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”
“Don’t mention it, dear.”
The bedroom door opened and Angela bustled through in a new dress. “Mrs Cole I’ve changed the bedding in the master bedroom and… Mina, you’re awake!”
I smiled. It was good to see her. “I am.”
She dumped a pile of clean bedding below my feet and leaned across the bed to embrace me. “Finally! You had us all worried. Sebastian and Daniel have been fighting over who mops your brow.” She rolled her eyes. Mrs Cole raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “We all thought you were going to die for a little while. It was scary.”
“You look so pretty,” I said. She really did. She wore a floral dress with long billowing sleeves that was delicate but still practical, the hem-line finishing just below her knees. She wasn’t wearing her headscarf and the curls framed her face.
Angela curtseyed and Mrs Cole beamed. “Pretty as a picture. They belonged to my eldest daughter. She died before we even moved to Area 14 but I just couldn’t bring myself to throw them away. I’m so glad I didn’t because now they have a new purpose.”
I remembered Sebastian telling me about Eve, the pregnancy and the involvement of the Resistance. There was something off about Mrs Cole but I couldn’t put my finger on it. She was kind enough. She tended to my wounds when I was vulnerable. She even seemed to care about Angela. There was a slight vagueness about her which reminded me of Angela’s mum. Yet a Blemished woman would never be married to a man who worked in London so she could not have had the Operation. I watched her as she smiled warmly at Angela.
“It’s amazing here, Mina,” Angela gushed. “They have cows and horses and chickens.”
Mrs Cole chuckled. “Angie has been helping me with the chores. She’s a grafter, this one. A real hard worker.”
I smiled nervously. Only Theresa called her Angie. “Sounds great.”
“I know,” Angela mused. “I hope we never leave here.”
“Me neither, dear,” Mrs Cole said.
A chill ran down my spine.
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Mrs Cole set down hot soup with a smile and left. I was still in bed. Angela had gone to help set up for dinner, leaving me alone apart from occasional visitors – as though I was a patient in a hospital. Daniel seemed tense during his visit and told me not to trust the Coles, but I wasn’t sure if it was just the jealousy talking. Sebastian popped in, but he had to get back to farm work. The only real company I had was Splicer, a tabby cat missing half an ear and with burrs stuck in his fur. He padded up and down the bed, rubbing his tatty head against my arms. I heard the others laughing to private jokes and ate my soup unenthusiastically, the warmth made me sleepy and I drifted into a settled slumber.
The days following our arrival at Cole’s Farm went by in a blur. People called into my room at regular intervals. Mrs Cole fussed over my ankle insisting that I kept the weight from it. Daniel shared my concerns about Angela who had bonded instantly with Mrs Cole. He told me how she always changed the subject when he tried to discuss leaving.
“I’m worried she’s becoming too attached,” he said the following afternoon. “She’s replaced her mum with Sebastian’s.” He grimaced as he said Sebastian’s name. I’d gathered that they hadn’t exactly become the best of friends. “She loves it here.” He leaned closer from the chair by the bed. His eyes were thunderstorms again, worried. “There’s something weird about them, the parents. Her in particular. The other day she started calling Angela, Eve.”
“That’s the name of Sebastian’s sister,” I said.
“The weird thing was that Angela didn’t even correct her.” He pulled at his hair. Daniel’s foot tapped an anxious rhythm and I found myself wanting to take his hand and calm him. “Him I don’t trust. He has his wife running any little errand for him, fetching drinks, making food. He gets people twisted round his little finger. He has me and Sebastian working on the farm. It’s good honest work. But there’s something…” he trailed off and sighed. “I dunno. It’s like he knows how to control people.”
I nodded.
“And he asks about you all the time. Where you’re from, your dad’s name… all kinds of stuff. I try to change the subject but Angela just answers all the questions. You know how she is.”
I did. She loved to chat. In the first few days I met her she told me more about herself than any of my school-mates at Area 10.
“Daniel?” Mr Cole called from downstairs. “We’re milking Bessie. Want to join us?”
He rolled his eyes and said to me. “See what I mean. The worst thing is… he makes you think it’s your idea.” He turned and shouted through the doorway. “Coming!”
“At least we’re safe from the Enforcers here,” I said. “Don’t worry, as soon as my ankle is fixed we’ll go. How long ‘til we have to go to Matthew’s set up?”
“Three days,” he said. “I’ve checked a map. It’s about half a day’s walk from here. We can stick to the woods too. We don’t have to go back into Area 14.”
“That’s good.” I took Daniel’s hand. “Thank you for looking out for me.”
He grinned. His lopsided smile was back.
My chest felt warm after he left. I shook my head, knowing that I had to pull myself together.
As soon as Daniel left Sebastian popped his head in the doorway. “Hey, you free for another visitor?”
I smiled. “Sure, come on in.”
“It’s so good to have you here,” he said, settling himself down on the bed next to me.
I laughed. “You’ve said that to me like a hundred times now.”
The sun poured in through the window, highlighting reddish-brown streaks in his dark hair. He was beautiful but it didn’t seem to have the same effect on me anymore.
“Well, every time I say it, I mean it. So how are you today?”
“I’m fine. Your mum insists on me staying horizontal though.”
“I bet you’re bored silly.”
I laughed. “Maybe. But I should be fixed up soon. Then we have to meet my uncle’s people.”
Sebastian sighed. “You’re still going?”
“Of course I am. I have to get to the Clans and find my dad,” I exclaimed.
“Because your uncle told you?”
“Yes.”
“The uncle who you didn’t even think existed? The one who turned up on the same day your dad disappeared?”
“Yes,” I said sternly.
“Mina, when are you going to realise that you are better off here?”
There was something in his tone that I didn’t like. “When are you going to realise that you don’t know what’s best for me.”
“You’re so stupid,” he snapped. “You believe some creepy guy who turns up and pretends to be your uncle––”
“He is my uncle. He knew stuff about my dad… he got arrested to save us!” My anger caused my palms to tingle and a book fell from the bedside table.
“That’s what you think,” he continued. “You moon over that Blemished boy when you could be with me. You could have a nice life here. It would make everything complete.”
“What are you talking about?” I said slowly.
“Mum wants a girl here. I want a girl here. I want you here.”
“You’re trying to trap a girl? What is this? Some sick way to get grandchildren?”
“What’s wrong with wanting grandchildren?”
“Nothing. But you’re trying to force this life on me! And I don’t want it,” I snapped. “Get out of here.” A flash ripped through my mind and the door swung open violently. “Get out! NOW!”
Sebastian looked at me and then the door, his face a picture of agony. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean... I just… I’m sorry.”
He ran out of the room. Mr Cole, who had been crossing the landing at the same time, looked at me with curiosity.
“It’s strange how the door opened,” he said, fixing me with his eyes, “and yet the two of you were nowhere near it.”
I felt a trickle of cold sweat on my neck. “It is strange. Perhaps one of the windows is open.” I forced a bright smile.
He frowned. “Perhaps.”
And then he disappeared.
 
* * *
 
I got out of the bed and dressed into my old clothes. They hadn’t been washed and I had to find them out of the back of a wardrobe, it was as though someone didn’t want me to find them. My ankle felt fine to walk on. I peeled back some of the dressing noticing how the bruising had faded and the angry red had died down. It was time to leave. I walked across to the bedroom door and turned the handle. The door wouldn’t budge.
“Hey,” I shouted as I banged on the door. “Could someone unlock the door?”
Why would they lock my door? I moved to the window and saw Sebastian and his father having a tense conversation. Sebastian’s arms flapped up and down and his dad straightened his back defensively. Angela, Daniel and Mrs Cole were nowhere to be seen.
“Mina?” shouted a muffled voice. “Mina, are you awake?”
“Yes!” I ran over to the far wall. “Daniel?” I pressed my ear to the wall.
“Is your door locked?” he said.
“Yes. Is yours?”
“Yes, I’m locked in too.”
“What about Angela?”
There was a pause. “No.”
“Why would they lock us up but not Angela?” The realisation hit me. “Angela is in on it.”
“Yesterday I tried to persuade her that we had to leave and she got upset. I think she went to Mrs Cole and… the next thing I know I’m in a locked room.”
“Did they hurt you?”
“No,” he said. “I think they drugged me. Don’t eat anything they give you.”
“Okay.” I thought about how much I had been sleeping, how tired I’d been. “Maybe they’ve been drugging me too, all this time. But I don’t understand––”
“Me neither,” he admitted. “But we have to get the hell out of here. Is there a window in your room?” He hesitated. “Do you think you can unlock the door with your gift like you did with Murgatroyd’s gate?”
“Probably,” I said.
“Are the Coles outside?” he asked.
I rushed to the window and back. “Sebastian and his father are.”
“Angela and Mrs Cole will be downstairs. If Angela was up here we’d hear her,” he said. “Okay. Try it. But lock the door immediately after. We need to use it at the right time.”
I ran over to the door. It didn’t take long to muster the energy after a replenishing sleep. The lock clicked open easily. I clicked it locked and then ran back to the room.
“It worked,” I said.
I heard Daniel sigh. “That’s good. Now we just need to come up with a plan.”
 
 
 



 
47
 
I watched them out of the window, my nose pressed against the glass, Sebastian and his father. Mr Cole pointed and yelled. Sebastian, with his head low, moved in the direction of his dad’s finger, carrying out his orders, whatever they were. I moved back to the door and listened. There was movement on the stairs, the slow plodding movement of Mrs Cole. I ran back to the bed and slipped under the covers. I pulled them right up to my chin and then rolled on my side to feign sleep.
She turned the key in the lock and the handle rattled. I heard the slight squeak of the hinges before her feet shuffled across the carpet. She paused for a moment and then placed a tray carefully on the bedside table. She hesitated again and I felt her eyes on me, watching. The moment hung in the air for what felt like hours. Eventually her feet shuffled away and the door squeaked shut. I waited for the lock to click and listened for her footsteps on the stairs before I jumped out of bed. I ran over to the wall.
“She’s gone,” I whispered. “She didn’t deliver you food?”
“No,” Daniel replied. “She wouldn’t risk it. I’m too strong, I could overpower her easily. I’m guessing they would wait until the farmers are done in the fields and then he’d be in here with his gun making sure I don’t try anything.”
“Sebastian and his dad are still outside.”
“Good,” Daniel said. “Are your things in your room?”
“No. Only my clothes.”
“You’ll have to get to Angela first – she can tell us where they are.”
“Daniel?”
“Yes.”
“What are we going to do if Angela doesn’t want to come with us?”
Daniel paused. “She will.”
“She’s under their spell, Daniel.”
“We can’t leave her here. These people are crazy.”
“To us they are. Perhaps to her they will be nothing more than a loving home, the kind of home she wants to have,” I said.
“She’s my sister. I can’t give up on her.”
“You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry. I won’t give up on her either. But we have to give her the choice.”
“Listen, Mina,” Daniel said his voice firmer now. “I love Angela.” He said awkwardly. “You know I do. She’s my little sister.”
I thought of my conversation with Angela in the woods and cringed.
“Do you think they would look after her?” he said after a pause.
“Yes,” I replied. “I really do. That woman looks at her like she’s the reincarnation of her dead daughter.”
“Ok,” he said. “We’ll go to Angela. We’ll give her the choice and then she has to make up her own mind. She’s not stupid. She knows what’s going on here. She’s a lot more grown up than you think. I know she’ll make the right decision.”
I nodded to myself. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. Just get me out of here. You’ll have to find Angela and you’ll have to be quiet about it. Silent.”
“I got it.”
“Good luck,” he said.
“That sounds too much like good-bye,” I said with a gulp.
“It’s not good-bye because I know you can do it. I believe in you.”
 
* * *
 
The lock clicked back. I eased the door open a crack and pushed my eye to the gap. It was clear. Carefully, I opened the door wider, just wide enough to slip through. I was barefoot, carrying my shoes, so I moved silently along the carpeted landing. I had no idea where to find Angela. The most logical place would be with Mrs Cole. Downstairs someone laughed. I peeked through the banisters to see Angela and Mrs Cole folding laundry. Angela touched Mrs Cole on the arm and the woman returned with a beaming smile. Persuading Angela to help was going to be difficult. I waited for Mrs Cole to leave and then I padded down the stairs.
“Angela?” I whispered.
She looked at me with wide eyes. “What the hell are you doing down here? You should be upstairs. Where’s Daniel?”
“In his room. I have to get him out. Angela, we have to leave. She’s got us locked up. It isn’t safe.”
“I know,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
She took my arm and led me into a corner of the room. She leaned forward and spoke quietly. “I mean that I know we can’t stay here. As soon as I knew they locked you up I’ve been looking for a way to get the keys from her. But she’s so guarded. I’ve been working her down, trying to persuade her to let me deliver you both the food, but she’s clever and she doesn’t trust me enough yet.”
“Oh, thank God,” I said. “I thought you were with them.”
We heard footsteps.
“Quick, in here,” Angela hissed.
She pointed to a store cupboard. I climbed in with the mop and dust pans. She put her finger to her lips and closed the door. I watched them through the slats in the wood. Angela turned back and began folding up a shirt. Mrs Cole bundled into the room, still smiling. I spotted the keys on her belt.
“Now, dear, how do we fold shirts?” Mrs Cole asked.
Angela neatly displayed her talents and Mrs Cole smiled.
“That’s right, dear,” she said. “You’re really getting the hang of it now. Tomorrow I will show you how to iron a crease into trousers.”
“I’d like that,” Angela said. I hoped that it was only me who noticed the tremble in her voice.
The front door opened, letting in the howl of the wind outside. Mr Cole stomped into the lounge, still clutching his rifle.
Mrs Cole tutted. “Really, Vincent. Take your boots off in the house.”
She was ignored by her husband. “Enforcers are on their way.”
My body went cold. Angela stiffened.
“Enforcers?” Angela said quietly. “Why are the Enforcers coming?”
Mr Cole gestured up the stairs with his rifle. “They want the girl. I’m giving them the girl. That way we can go on living here. Catherine – you, me and the boy are going to get in the basement for a bit, let them do their business.”
Angela dropped the shirt. “They are on their way now?”
“That’s right.”
Mrs Cole moved closer to her husband. “Angela is coming with us.”
“No she isn’t,” said Mr Cole. He turned to Angela. “You can get a head start or stay here with your friends. The choice is yours.”
“Not much of a choice,” snapped his wife. “I’m not going down there without her.”
She put a protective arm around Angela who leaned her body into the embrace. The two women had their backs to the closet door, and I saw what Mrs Cole did not. Angela reached around her back and gently unclipped the keys from her chain. Mr Cole grabbed his wife and pulled her away from Angela just as she slipped the keys into her pocket.
“You will not talk back to me,” Mr Cole threatened his wife. He held her roughly by the lapel of her dress.
“Stop it Vincent,” Mrs Cole said. She put some venom in her voice but there was fear too. “You won’t take my daughter away from me.”
Angela backed up to the cupboard door, pretending to be frightened of the scene unfolding before her.
“You stupid woman, that isn’t your daughter.” He slapped her around the face.
“Dad!” Sebastian burst into the room. “What are you doing? Leave Mum alone.” He pulled his mother away from his dad.
Amid all the chaos Angela whispered to me through the door. “Can you disarm him?”
“Yes,” I said back.
“You might have to fight him while I let Daniel out.”
“Done,” I whispered.
“I’m doing what needs to be done,” Mr Cole said to his son. “This is the only way we can stay here and look after the farm. I had to make this bargain with the Enforcers.”
“What are you talking about?” Sebastian said. He clutched onto his mother, looking more like a little boy than a young man.
“Enforcers are coming for the girl,” Mr Cole said. “I made a bargain with them to keep the farm.”
“When?” Sebastian said. I couldn’t see his face but felt the shock in his voice.
“Not important,” Mr Cole replied.
“Before you told me about her?”
“Yes.”
“You said she was special. Needed my protection.” Sebastian’s voice quivered with emotion. “You had me follow her. Seduce her. You made me fall in love with her. And it was all to sign her death warrant?”
Mr Cole kept a level gaze on his son. “It was nothing personal, son. A tracker contacted me from Area 10. She’s a freak, Sebastian, a genetic freak. You don’t want a girl like––”
“You played me,” Sebastian said in disbelief. “You put her in my head. You made me want her.” He kept shaking his head, stepping slowly towards his dad.
Mr Cole said. “She’s dangerous, son. More dangerous than you can imagine. Do you know how many Enforcers she’s killed just getting here?”
Something dropped in my stomach like a stone. Had people died because of me? I thought of the boat collision on the canal. Bile rose in my throat.
“No,” Sebastian said. I could see his body shaking through the slats in the doors. “No, she wouldn’t.”
“I think it’s time,” Angela whispered.
I concentrated on Mr Cole’s gun. This needed to be swift, not like with the Enforcers. I needed to get rid of the gun completely. I built up the anger inside me. I focussed it. I let it tear through my mind. The gun ripped from Mr Cole’s hand and I flung it across the room and through a window. The window shattered and then all hell broke loose.
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Angela took her cue and disappeared up the stairs. I broke free from the cupboard, throwing myself at Mr Cole – still staggered from losing his gun. Sebastian watched open mouthed as I punched his father in the face. Mr Cole recovered quickly, he was tough and in good shape, after stumbling back from my blow he came back strong, grappling me to the floor. Sebastian yelled for us to stop but Mr Cole hit me in the stomach.
“I’m not going to let you ruin it!” he screamed at me.
I pushed hard on his chest and rolled him on his back, hitting him again. Blood spurted from his nose. Someone tried to pull me away and I lashed out, hitting something soft with my elbow. I turned to see Mrs Cole, clutching her side where I jabbed her. Mr Cole took advantage of my lapse in concentration and grabbed me by the neck. My windpipe crushed and my throat burned. I scratched at his hands. Heat spread up from my chest to my face and I began to see spots. Panicked, I punched at him, not caring where I hit, not even being able to focus. Just as the world started to go black he let go and I rolled back onto the floor. When I recovered I saw Daniel and Mr Cole tumbling on the floor.
“You little bitch!” Mrs Cole screamed before throwing a candle stick straight for my head.
I ducked. It smashed behind me on the floor.
“Stop this! All of you stop this!” Sebastian shouted. He stood in the middle of the room, his face wet with tears, his body frozen amid the chaos. I heard a noise like a ping and Sebastian’s hand went to his face. He turned his head and I saw the trail of blood on his cheek.
“Everybody down!” I screamed.
Mrs Cole, Angela and Sebastian all flattened themselves to the floor. Mr Cole and Daniel stopped fighting, and rolled on their stomachs.
“They’re shooting at us?” Mr Cole said in disbelief.
“Looks like you made a good deal with them,” I shouted back.
A window smashed. Cushions exploded. A china vase shattered. We were surrounded.
“I thought they wanted you alive,” he replied.
“You thought wrong.”
I focussed my anger and mentally moved the heavier furniture to block the doors. They wouldn’t last long. I crawled over to Daniel and Angela.
“Is there a way out of this place?” I shouted to Mr Cole. “You mentioned a basement.”
He stayed silent, his eyes wide. I could almost see the thoughts running through his head.
I set my jaw, maintained eye contact and said slowly. “They will kill us. We are three children and they are going to kill us.”
He swallowed but still didn’t answer.
“If we go now, we have a chance.”
Still nothing.
“I’ll take Sebastian with us. We’ll take him to the Clans where he will have a better life. Your life here is over and you know it.”
Mr Cole finally blinked. He crawled into the centre of the room and flipped over a rug revealing a rope handle. He tugged on it and a trapdoor opened. “Down here. At the back there is a trip switch that flips a wall. Behind the wall there is a tunnel. You follow that tunnel into the woods and you run. I will hold them off here as long as I can.” He turned to his son. “Sebastian you go with them.”
I motioned for Daniel and Angela to follow me and made my way to the tunnel. I helped Angela down first.
“I can’t leave,” Sebastian said meekly.
“Yes you can.” Mr Cole took his son by the shoulders. Behind them another vase exploded. “If anyone can keep you safe it’s that girl.”
Mrs Cole crawled over by her son and embraced him. “I love you, Sebastian. And… I’m sorry.”
Mr Cole hugged him too. “I’ve been an old fool. Forgive me.” His voice broke.
“I love you both,” Sebastian said to his parents.
He broke away from them and headed for the trapdoor. I helped him down the steps.
Mr Cole turned to me. “Forgive me. I made a terrible mistake. Please keep him safe.”
I said nothing. I slipped down into the darkness.
 
* * *
 
Daniel dropped down behind me. He sucked in air as though in pain but I could see nothing in the darkness.
“Are you hurt?” I whispered.
“No. Keep moving.”
Sebastian turned on a torch. “We keep it by the wall,” he explained.
We hurried to the fake wall Mr Cole had told us about. Sebastian pulled a hidden lever underneath a shelf – the room was set out like a bunker with tins of food, bunk beds and even a toilet – and the wall opened like a door to reveal a very narrow tunnel dug through the earth. Sebastian led the way.
“Make sure to pull the door back tight,” he said. “We need to move as fast as we can.”
As my feet touched the wet soil I realised that I’d left my shoes in the Cole’s storage cupboard. The tunnel was just a few inches wider than Daniel’s shoulders and tall enough that his hair skimmed the soil above. I noticed Daniel was pale and sweaty.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“Fine. Walk faster.”
I turned back and obeyed, following Angela. Sebastian lit the way with his torch, revealing the wooden framework of the tunnel holding up the ceiling. I tried not to think of the weight of the soil above our heads. The floor sloped and we went further underground. I inhaled dank, musty, thick air, made warm with our breath in the confined space.
It was hard going and we moved quickly but soon I could not ignore the ache in my calves and my belly. The tunnel was taking us deep into the woods, which was good if the Coles kept their part of the bargain and distracted the Enforcers. I tried not to think about what would happen to Sebastian’s parents. Instead I thought about the Clans and seeing my dad again. In front of me, Angela tripped and I bumped into her.
The longer we walked the more the tunnel sapped my hopes away. My throat choked on the lack of air and I felt certain that the Enforcers would find us. What if they tortured the Coles? I couldn’t imagine Mrs Cole holding up well under duress. My hair was matted with soil. My body ached all over. I was exhausted from using my gift and fighting the Coles. I tripped over a root and landed on my knees. Daniel pulled me up.
“Come on, Mina,” he whispered into my ear. “You can do this.”
I touched my necklace and drew energy from it. I drew energy from Daniel.
“The floor is sloping up,” Sebastian called back. “We’re close.”
My heart quickened. There was a chance that the Enforcers were waiting for us in the woods. We were unarmed. We would die. But there was also the chance that we’d fooled them and escape. I couldn’t give up hope.
The floor climbed beneath my feet and I followed it. Steeper and steeper it climbed and my leg muscles ached. Behind me Daniel panted. Angela stopped.
“We’re here,” Sebastian said. “There is a ladder leading up to the manhole.”
“How far have we walked? How deep are we inside the woods?” I asked between pants.
“At least a few miles,” Sebastian answered. “Do you think it’s safe?”
“Just, be careful.” I said.
“Do I have to go first?” he said.
Daniel answered. “After what your parents did? Yes.” His voice sounded strained.
I saw Sebastian nod and then he climbed the ladder. There was an agonising pause as the manhole cover screeched open. I waited for the sound of gunfire. Despite everything Sebastian and his family had done, I didn’t want him to get hurt.
“It’s all clear,” he called down, keeping his voice low. Sunlight flooded the tunnel and I had to squint.
I exhaled. “Okay, Angela next.”
She climbed and I watched her carefully. As Sebastian helped her out I put my hand on the first rung.
“Mina, I don’t think I can make it out,” Daniel said.
I turned around and my mouth fell open. Daniel looked terrible. His skin had turned to a sickening green-white. His hair was plastered with sweat, dirt trickled down his face in tracks. He held onto his shoulder. I moved towards him, instinctively taking some of his weight. He looked on the brink of collapse.
“What happened?” I said.
“I was shot,” he answered.
“No,” I whispered.
Daniel sagged in my arms, his legs buckling beneath him. “Leave me.”
Tears welled in my eyes and there was a ripping pain in my chest, something deep within and agonising. “No.”
He looked deep into my eyes. “Leave. Me.”
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“I need help,” I shouted up. “No, Daniel. No! Don’t give up. Please.”
I eased him down to the ground and his head lolled forward. I propped his back against the soil and felt for a pulse. It was there but weak.
“What happened?” Sebastian said, dropping from the ladder.
“Daniel was shot by the Enforcers.” I tore Daniel’s shirt to expose the wound. My hands were shaking. Blood seeped from a grisly hole in his shoulder. I gagged.
Sebastian knelt beside me. “Check for an exit wound.”
I eased Daniel forward, away from the wall, and checked his back. More blood gushed from the wound. “The bullet came out.”
“That’s a good thing,” Sebastian said. “Less chance of infection. We need to strap the wound up so he doesn’t lose any more blood.”
I wiped away tears. “How do you know this?”
“My mum trained as a nurse,” he replied. His face shadowed.
Angela poked her head down the tunnel. “What’s happening? Is Daniel hurt?”
“Stay hidden, Angela,” I called up, trying to keep my voice steady. I ripped pieces from my tunic at the same time. “We’ll be out in a minute.”
“Is he hurt?” she insisted.
“Yes,” I said. “But he’ll be fine.” I took the long strips of material and began winding them around Daniel’s shoulder and under his armpit in a long loop. “Please be okay,” I whispered in his ear.
Next to me Sebastian sighed. “You really do love him.”
“Now isn’t the time for more of your jealousy,” I said between gritted teeth.
Daniel moaned and his head fell onto my chest. I pulled the tunic bandages tighter, wishing we still had the supplies from Billie’s house.
“I’m sorry,” Sebastian said. “I went about everything the wrong way. I see that now.”
I tied the make-shift bandage. “Look, the way your dad treats your mum… that isn’t acceptable.”
“I know,” he said quietly. “I know it isn’t”
“Just help me save Daniel,” I said. “We need to get him up the ladder.”
Sebastian stood and stared up at the ladder doubtfully. “We’re going to need him conscious for that.”
I took Daniel’s face in my hands. “Daniel, wake up. We need to get you out of here.”
He moaned but his eyes didn’t open.
“Please wake up. Please!”
“Mina?” he mumbled.
I shook him. “Yes! That’s right. Open your eyes.”
His eyelashes fluttered. I saw a peek of blue. They fluttered again and opened. “Where am I?”
“Not important. What is important is getting you up this ladder. But I need your help. Can you stand?”
I took his weight under his good arm and he pushed up with his legs. He leaned heavily on me.
“I’ll climb a few rungs,” Sebastian said. “You push him up from the ground. I’ll guide him up and pull him through the exit.”
I nodded. “Okay, let’s try it.”
I steered Daniel to the ladder and helped him grip with his good hand. With my shoulders I pushed him up and Daniel found some purchase with his feet. Sebastian balanced him by clutching Daniel’s shirt and guided his hand from rail to rail. It was slow going but eventually Sebastian had a grip under Daniel’s good arm and helped to get him out of the tunnel. I put all my weight into pushing Daniel out. He fell onto the floor, crying out in pain. I climbed out behind him, moving quickly.
“Sebastian, help me get him to his feet. We need to get moving.”
I crouched down and slipped his good arm over my shoulder. Sebastian stood behind Daniel and helped me get him on his feet. He took some of the weight on the other side, being careful not to move him too quickly. Angela ran out from behind a large oak.
“Oh my God! What’s happened?” Her face paled as she looked at the blood sodden bandage and Daniel’s pained face. She glared at me. “You said he was going to be okay.”
“He is going to be okay,” I said.
She burst into tears and stroked his face. “He doesn’t even look awake.”
“I’m awake,” Daniel muttered. “Stop being so morbid.”
Angela stroked his face harder, her fingers pulling at his hair. “Thank God.”
“Quit that, will you?” Daniel mumbled.
Angela laughed.
“We need to get moving,” I said firmly. “Daniel, can you walk if we prop you up?”
He groaned and stepped forward.
“We walk until dark,” I said. “Angela, you collect food and water as we go. Look for edible berries. Daniel, this is going to be hard. You need to stay conscious because we need you to guide us. Can you do that?”
“Yes,” he said, with more purpose in his voice.
We had a day and a half to go before Matthew’s people collected us. We had Enforcers chasing us. We had no food or water. Daniel was hurt. I clenched my jaw tightly. There was a good chance we wouldn’t make it.
 
* * *
 
We made slow progress. Daniel pointed us in the direction we needed to be from looking at the sun. Each time he moved his face filled with pain and it left a sour taste in my mouth. I found it difficult to tear my eyes away from him. Angela found a patch of berries and we ate them as we walked. Rain drizzled and clouds drifted along with the breeze. As the afternoon drifted into night I looked for a nice secluded part of the woods for us to sleep for a few hours. We’d heard nothing from the Enforcers, but it didn’t mean they weren’t out there.
“How about this clearing?” Sebastian asked. “If they are following us the hill above will block their view and I can hear a stream nearby.”
“This looks as good as any,” I said. “Angela, could you collect as many dry leaves and reeds as you can? I want to put Daniel down where he’ll be comfortable.”
Angela nodded and left.
“Let’s put him on this log for now,” I said to Sebastian.
“There’s no need to fuss,” Daniel mumbled.
“You love it really,” I said to him with a low chuckle.
Daniel bent his knees as we lowered him to the log. He removed his arm from my shoulders and I stretched out my muscles. It felt good.
“I’ll get water,” Sebastian said. “Do we have any containers?”
“Use bark,” Daniel grunted.
“Okay,” he said, disappearing through the trees.
I sat next to Daniel on the log. “I don’t think he’s used to this life.”
Daniel laughed. “He’s a GEM – what do you expect?”
“He’s an orphan now,” I said. “Just like us.” We were silent for a few minutes and then I said what had been on my mind since I saw Daniel’s wound. “You saw this in your vision didn’t you? That’s why you wouldn’t tell us?”
He sighed. “Yes.”
My eyes filled with tears. “And you came anyway?”
“Yes,” he said. “I told you I was with you, even if it killed me.”
I sobbed and choked. I tried to sniff back the tears. “You should have told me.”
“You wouldn’t have let me come. I have to keep you safe. If getting shot means helping to keep you safe then so be it.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why do you care about me?” I said. “We’ve known each other a month and in that time I’ve met with a GEM boy in secret. And yet you risked your life... You’re still here, with me. ”
He laughed. “I am still here. Just about.”
“Don’t. Don’t even joke about it. If anything happened to you…”
Daniel sighed. “You’re a good person. The stuff with Sebastian… you were just curious. You’re finding yourself – you’re allowed to do that. You got to know him and you decided he’s not for you. That’s fine. And I…”
“What?” I wiped my eyes with my sleeve.
“Nothing, I just…” he said. “I really like you and I just wish I knew if you felt the same way.”
I turned to face him. His eyes searched my face, hungry. This was the time, the moment to tell him everything, everything I felt deep down. I wanted to. My insides ached to release it all, to tell him how I loved him and have never felt this way before. I wanted to tell him how much it scared me, more than being captured by the Enforcers, more than dying even. I opened my mouth to speak.
“I found leaves,” Angela said triumphantly. She stomped right over to us. “Am I interrupting something?”
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I jumped up from the log. “No… nothing. I’m going to help Sebastian with the water.”
Angela looked at me innocently but for a second an expression passed over her face. One that was knowing, almost triumphant. I didn’t want to get into a competition with her. Yet every time I was alone with Daniel the feelings took me over and I almost gave in to them. I shook my head, trying to get the thoughts out of my mind. Following the sound of the river I travelled through the woods, still barefoot, the soles of my feet scratched and bleeding from our long walk. The thought of cool water on my feet seemed like heaven.
“I found a tin can,” Sebastian called as I approached. “It looks like an old paint can or something, rusty but clean enough.”
“That’s great,” I said.
I passed Sebastian on the bank of the stream and plunged my feet into the cool water. It was shallow, the water coming up to my ankles, and freezing cold, which helped to cool down the rest of my body.
Sebastian frowned. “I didn’t notice you had no shoes.”
I shrugged. “I’m okay.”
Sebastian put down the tin can and summoned me to the bank. I sighed and followed. “Let me see them,” he instructed.
I sat on the muddy bank and lifted my feet. Sebastian took them surprisingly gently and examined me with his torch. The sun had set and night time fell.
“They don’t look too bad but you don’t want to risk infection. Can you tear some more of your tunic?”
“Sure.” I ripped the tunic up to my knees. It was more practical for walking anyway. After the events of the last few days revealing flesh didn’t seem so bad.
Sebastian took the strips of material and wrapped them around my feet, tying them tightly but not so tight they were uncomfortable. I stood up and smiled. It felt much better.
“Ta-da,” he said, opening his arms out wide.
“Thank you,” I replied. “It really is much better.”
“Glad to be of service,” he said with an over-dramatic bow.
He sat back down on the bank of the stream. I couldn’t help but notice how sad he looked. I sat beside him.
“Are you worried about your parents?”
“Yes,” he said, “and no. After what they did…”
I put my hand on his shoulder. “They did some… crazy things.”
Sebastian laughed.
“But I believe that they loved you. I think, in your dad’s own way, he did all that stuff for you. He wanted to provide a new life for you at the farm and he wanted you to be safe. He thought the only way to do that was by handing me over to the authorities.”
“I just thought that once we moved out of Area 14 he would stop with all this stuff. I really believed that after what happened with Eve he had stopped working with them. But I was wrong.” He sighed. “And now they could be dead for all I know.”
I squeezed his shoulder. “Hey, that’s no way to think.” I paused. “And it’s no way to live either. If they are… gone… they made the ultimate sacrifice for you to start over. You would be honouring them by living your life.” I patted his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go back to the camp.”
I turned to leave but he stayed put. “Why are you being nice to me?” he said.
I sighed. “We’ve only got each other now – the four of us. All our parents have failed us in some way. We have to stick together.”
“I really liked you.” He stared at his hands, avoiding my eyes. “I know my dad tricked me. He convinced me to follow you around and suggested we meet. But I didn’t just do it for him. I really liked you and I did want those things for us.”
“I know,” I said.
“Your friends hate me,” he said.
“They don’t hate you. They are worried about you after your parents locked us up.” I laughed. “But you can prove them wrong. You’ve already helped to save Daniel’s life, that’s gone a long way.” I stood and held my hand out. “Come on. Get the water. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Let’s go.”
He rolled his eyes. “You’re a tough woman, do you know that?”
“Woman? I’m fifteen!” I laughed, already beginning to feel better.
“Oh, you’re a woman all right.” He grinned back.
 
* * *
 
I took turns as lookout with Sebastian while Daniel and Angela slept. Angela curled up close to Daniel. She snored softly like a child. Sebastian woke me at first light. I hadn’t spoken to Angela or Daniel. I didn’t want to.
“We should cover our tracks,” I said. “Move the leaves.” I pointed to Daniel’s makeshift bed. “We should take the tin can with us for water.”
Sebastian nodded. Angela helped Daniel to his feet. I noted his pallor and the shadows under his eyes. His face barely shifted as he moved but I could tell he was in agony. Watching him suffer churned my stomach.
“Are you going to be able to walk?” I asked.
He looked at me evenly and nodded. He was different this morning, his face hardened. I regretted not telling him how I felt. But we had the small matter of surviving now.
“Today is the day we meet Matthew’s people,” I said to the group. “According to Matthew they will be waiting on the third hill in the East out of Area 14. There are ruins of an old English castle up there. When we find them they’ll drive us to the Clans. If any of us get split up we should head for the meeting point. Whatever happens, we don’t go back. Even if just a few of us make it––”
“We’re all going to make it,” Sebastian interrupted. “Come on, let’s get going.”
I threw him a glare for cutting me off. “Daniel? Which way?”
Daniel watched the sun for a moment and then pointed. “You know, you’re going to have to learn how to do that eventually.”
“Maybe you can show me tomorrow,” I said.
Angela directed Daniel away from me, not meeting my eye. I sighed. Sebastian quickened his pace to walk by my side.
“I’m kinda glad I’m not part of this love triangle anymore,” he said with a laugh.
“That would be a square and just wrong,” I added. “Why did you cut me off?”
“Because your little inspirational speech was about as uplifting as a kitten funeral.”
I laughed. “I’m not so great at public speaking.”
For the first time in a long time I relaxed. Today we had hope. We had come through everything, against terrible odds and we were just hours away from rescue. Daniel had survived the night and was walking almost unaided. We stopped for a lunch of berries and raw mushrooms, it wasn’t much but along with more water from the stream, it was enough to keep us going. I gave half of my share to Daniel, slipping it into his portion without him knowing – otherwise he wouldn’t have eaten it – he needed strength more than I did.
We were up and moving again after a little rest but the day was fading fast. I set a faster pace, offering to take Daniel from Angela but she refused. As clouds gathered above us, my hopeful mood began to fade. We could only estimate the time after days in the woods. I wanted to get to the meeting point as early as possible so we didn’t lose them and we were moving too slowly.
“Mina,” Angela said, “we need a break.” She stopped and Daniel removed his arm from her shoulder. “We’re at the brink of collapse.”
“We can’t,” I said firmly. “We’re moving too slowly as it is.”
“I told you to leave me behind,” Daniel said bitterly. “I’m a burden. I’m good for nothing except getting us all killed.”
I glared at him. “Don’t you dare say that after everything––”
A twig snapped.
I lowered my voice. “Did you hear that?”
Daniel nodded. He was standing up straight now. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
“Sebastian, help Daniel,” I instructed.
We moved through the forest, Sebastian almost dragging Daniel. I led the way, following the stream. We had no idea who was out there, if they were dangerous or how many but I wasn’t taking any chances. I listened out, straining to hear signs of us being followed. There was nothing. Either they were excellent trackers or we’d disturbed a deer.
“I think they’ve gone,” Angela said, catching up to me. “We can stop now.”
“Not yet, we need a decent place to hide.”
“Stop bossing everyone around. Who made you leader?” Angela tripped on a tree root, bumping into me. I fell to the ground, twisting my ankle in the process.
“Look what you’ve done now,” I snapped. “Can’t you make it through one day without falling over?”
“You bitch!” she snapped back. There were tears in her eyes. She stood up and fell back with Daniel and Sebastian.
“Angela, I’m sorry¬––”
Another twig snapped. Closer this time.
“Faster!” I whispered.
I helped Sebastian with Daniel, moving him so fast we were almost jogging. Luckily the stream led us to a larger river. Over the river stood a tall rope bridge which provided a large but hidden space where the bridge met the river bank. Somewhere to hide. I silently motioned to Sebastian and we hurried to the bridge, tucking in the small space. Then we waited, ankle deep in mud. After only a few minutes the Enforcer came out of the woods. He slowed down near the river and stopped. The ice-cool chill of fear spread from my toes to my fingers.
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We didn’t breathe. Through the dim moonlight I saw the strain on Daniel’s face and the terror on Angela’s. Sebastian watched the Enforcer. We were so stupid. The Enforcer had been trailing us for hours yet we did nothing to stop him. I wished that we’d thought to create a diversion or a false track. Now we were unarmed and at his mercy. I wrapped my arms around my shivering knees. The Enforcer moved closer. He still hadn’t seen us but it wouldn’t be long. He wasn’t a fool. He knew our tracks had suddenly stopped.
He crouched on the bank of the river and waited. It was then I realised he thought we were hiding beneath the water and was waiting for us to come up for air. His uniform was incomplete. The tool-belt was missing his Plan-It, and more importantly, his weapon. The Enforcer stood up and walked down the bank to the river bed. He was only a few feet away from us now, with his back to us. I saw an opportunity and I took it.
I rose to my feet. Daniel’s eyes widened when he understood what I was doing but I didn’t give him a chance to stop me. I ran. With a blood-curdling battle-cry I sprinted from beneath the bridge like an animal freed from a cage. My bandaged feet pelted the mud. I ran faster than ever before. And as I leapt into the air, he turned, my head hit his helmet and we collided into the river.
Spray churned around us. The current was strong and it dragged us along. I heard someone shout after me – perhaps Daniel, maybe Sebastian. I coughed up water. I had hold of the Enforcer in my fingers, the leather of his uniform slimy and wet. He pushed at me but I held on and tried to pry his helmet away. My fingers turned white and pale from the strain. The Enforcer elbowed me in the ribs and I fell away from him. I kicked out with all my might and the Enforcer fell back, his helmet thwacking the water. The current pulled us together again and I struggled with the helmet. He writhed, scrambled and kicked. Water splashed all around me, in my eyes and ears, up my nose. The Enforcer punched me in the face and then he had me.
He grabbed my arm behind my back and yanked until I screamed. Then my face was plunged into the water, filling my mouth with foul algae. The water roared in my ears and every part of my body hurt. My lungs cried out for air and I kicked out at every angle possible in a desperate attempt to injure him. It was no good. He had me held tight. He was stronger.
It felt endless: timeless. It was unbearable. I didn’t want to die but I just wanted the pain to end. A blackness seeped over me like an inky cloud in a bright blue sky. I was tired. So tired. Something released and my arms were free. I was weightless. Random thoughts ran through my head – childish memories of my parents, romanticised and untrue. Angela appeared – she was older and happy with little children running around her feet. Sebastian smiled and nodded his head as though giving me his blessing. Then Daniel. Daniel holding me in his arms. Daniel’s blue eyes on mine. Daniel smiling. Daniel kissing me. Someone kissed me. I tried to kiss them back but then a mass of river water and bile rose in my throat and I was coughing river water on myself. I rolled over and forced myself onto my knees to vomit.
“I’ve never been so glad to see someone puke before,” Sebastian said.
I leaned back in the mud. “The Enforcer?”
Sebastian frowned. He avoided my eyes. “He’s dead.”
My chest burned and my throat rasped. “You killed him?”
“To save your life,” he said defensively.
“Thank you,” I said. But I felt uneasy. “Daniel and Angela?”
“They’re still under the bridge.”
My teeth chattered and Sebastian put both arms around me, rubbing my shoulders. “We should leave. We need to get Angela and Daniel and get out of here.”
“You need to recover,” Sebastian said.
“No, the sun set an hour ago. We need to get moving.”
Sebastian conceded and helped me to my feet. I coughed up the last of the river water. I’d washed up a few hundred feet down the river. By the time Sebastian helped me climb the river bank Angela and Daniel were on their way towards us. I thought of the Daniel in my vision, holding me and heat spread to my cheeks. For a moment I wanted to hug him, even though we were in front of Angela, and then I saw his facial expression and stopped.
“What the hell were you thinking?” he said through gritted teeth. “Did you ever stop to think why there was a lone Enforcer without a weapon following us? Did it not cross your mind that it could be a trap?” His eyes widened angrily. “You absolute idiot. You put us all in danger with your little stunt. There could be a tracking device or––”
Behind us I heard one slow, sarcastic handclap and I turned in the direction of the noise. A woman stepped forward from the trees and my heart sank to my knees. Her mouth was moist with lip gloss and even in the mud she wore high heeled shoes. Her dress was tight, bulging at the chest, and her face framed with fiery red curls. It was Mrs Murgatroyd. I wanted to puke some more.
“Very good,” she said with a smile. “You must be Daniel. I believe you broke into my house.”
Daniel’s hands formed fists while I just gaped. I had to pinch myself to see if it was really happening. I stood, helpless, soaking wet. The blood drained from my face. I’d never felt so young in my life. So young and stupid.
“Now, Miss Hart. To prevent you the bother of a repeat of your little performance on poor old John in the river I’ll introduce you to a few friends of mine.”
A bright light turned on and scores of Enforcers stepped out from the trees and my hopes dropped. The pit of my stomach dipped. They were armed. We were outnumbered. I was too exhausted to use my gift. It was over. The Enforcers shouted orders at us and my sodden wrists were forced into cuffs. I tipped my head back to stop myself from crying.
“Did you really think you could get away?” Her wild mane moved like snakes in the wind. Her eyes twinkled with pleasure. “You should have known that it would always end like this – after all I did warn you. It’s just a shame you dragged all of your little friends into it.”
I looked desperately at Angela, Daniel and Sebastian, all being held by Enforcers. “If it’s just me you want, take me. Leave them alone. Just get it over with.”
“Now, I didn’t say I just wanted you. Did I?” Mrs Murgatroyd’s eyes darted to Daniel and back to me. She moved towards me and grabbed hold of my hair. “I preferred it the way I cut it.” She threw my head back savagely. I refused to show the pain on my face. I held her eye contact.
“Let. Them. Go,” I said.
She laughed and walked away, pacing around me, circling me like a lion does its prey. “You know, human death is a terrible thing. The boy floating down river for one. The youngest of our little team here.” She pointed at Sebastian. “This one didn’t think twice about holding him underwater until he drowned.” She turned to me. Sebastian was left red-faced. “Why do you think that is, Mina? Do you think that maybe the Children of the GEM are wired differently? Do you think they are less emotive? Well, that can’t be right, because it was you who attacked him. It was you who tried to kill him. Sebastian here only saved your life. You’re the real murderer.”
Bile rose in my throat. I held it back.
“When we pull his body from the water it will be bloated out like a dead fish––”
“Stop,” I said, weakly. “Just do what you have to do to us. But please stop talking.”
“He was only seventeen,” she said. “Two years older than you.” She moved forward. “By God I am going to watch them give you the Operation myself.”
I spat in her face.
She wiped it away, disgusted. “You’re rotten to the core.” She grabbed me by the shoulder. “Come on.”
She forced me forward, every step dragging against the leaves. My friends were jostled by Enforcer guns. I avoided their eyes, ashamed that it was all my fault. Together we disappeared into the woods, into darkness. All my hope was lost.
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We staggered into a clearing and the Enforcers bundled us into trucks. The others were split away from me and I was alone with only my captors. As the doors slammed I knew everything was over and I felt hollowed out. A husk. I put my head in my hands. I’d let them down. The tears burned my eyes but I refused to let them fall. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. For the first time since being on the run I hated my dad. How could he leave me in all this mess? The truck began to move, bumping over the rough woodland. In front of me Enforcers sat in a line, their hands neatly placed on their laps.
“Where are we going?” I said. “Where have you taken my friends?”
They sat solid. Not a twitch or an acknowledgement between them.
“Please don’t hurt them,” I said. I struggled against my handcuffs. “Tell me where we’re going.”
They did not speak.
I raised my voice. “Where are my friends?”
An Enforcer leaned forward and pushed his gun in my face. “Be quiet.” He leaned towards me, so close that I could just make out his features inside the helmet. I saw his eyes, the line of his nose, and then the strangest thing happened – he winked.
He sat down and I shut my mouth. I put my hands on my lap, mimicking the others. I tried to stay calm but inside I was a whirlwind. Why did he wink at me? I searched the helmet for his eyes. Only the black visor faced me now. The truck bounced over pot-holes and I struggled to keep my balance on the bench.
We travelled in silence. My gaze never faltered from the Enforcer who winked. I had something powerful now. Hope. I thought of Daniel and my heart clenched. He was wounded. He needed me.
There was an almighty crunching sound. I flew across the truck, landing messily on top of the Enforcer – the winking Enforcer. He gripped my wrists as the truck rolled sideways, throwing us around like dolls. Heavy men fell on top of me, bruising my ribs. The truck bounced jerkily. My head snapped back and forth, but the Enforcer pulled me closer, almost cradling me from harm.
“Keep hold of me,” he whispered in my ear. His voice had a strange accent to it that I had never heard before.
The truck rolled again, finally settling back on its wheels. The door flew open, revealing a grassy bank. I landed in a tangle of helmets and leather. I felt my nose and it was bleeding.
My Enforcer stood up, dragging me to my feet and said to the others, “I’ll do a check of the perimeter. I’d better keep the girl close. She’s a flight risk.”
Before they could protest we were outside.
“Are ye hurt?” he whispered.
“No,” I replied. “Aren’t they going to figure out that I would be much safer with them?”
“Yes,” he said. “That’s why we’re gunnae run. Now!”
 
* * *
 
“Who are you?” I shouted as we ran.
“Ali,” he said. “I’m here te take ye te the Clans. There’s a new plan.” He pointed in front of him. It took me a few seconds to realise where we were – the road leading to St Jude’s school. I was back where it all began. The moonlight glinted against the windows.
Gunshots rang out in the distance. Ali swore. He grabbed me and pushed me ahead of him.
“Run te that tree. Fast as ye can.”
I obeyed. I was still in my bandaged feet and the rough chipping underfoot cut into the soles. I ignored the pain and gritted my teeth. If I could get away I could rescue Daniel, Angela and Sebastian. I had to try. I had to push harder.
We made it to the tree and Ali reloaded his gun. He tossed me a loaded pistol.
“Know how te use it?”
I shook my head. Ali took it and pulled a small lever. “Point and pull the trigger.” He said between ragged breaths. “We need te get te the front yard of yer school.”
I nodded. We were hidden behind the old Oak tree at the bottom of the GEM running track. We had a playing field to cross and then a run around the side of the school. Luckily, we had darkness to cover us.
“Okay. Go!”
The gunfire was closer. I ran, unbalanced with the cuffs on my wrists, the gun in one hand. Ali ran with his arm outstretched, shooting towards the noise. Bullets pelted the lawn around us. I forced my calves to go faster, even though they felt like they were about to pop. I kept my head low. The footsteps gained on us.
“Faster,” Ali instructed.
I thought of Daniel, hurt and losing blood. My legs moved faster. The school loomed on.
“Ministry Officials. You must stop!” someone growled behind us. We ignored him.
Bullets skimmed the wall of the school as we ran around the perimeter. My heart pounded against my chest, my lungs burning. I gasped in air but I couldn’t slow down. I refused to slow down. Sweat trickled down my back. Ali grabbed my elbow and pulled me around the corner of the school. We were close now. Another bullet whizzed past us, so close I felt the air move by my ear. I ducked. Brick dust coated my skin.
Then I saw the van, a battered white thing tricked out with machine guns, including a man through a trap-door on the roof with an intimidating automatic weapon. Ali waved and the man nodded in return. A few seconds later the back door swung open and a middle-aged woman with her hair in an ashen blonde plait motioned for us to hurry. She held up a rifle, pointed, fired and I heard a thud behind us. Ali pushed me forwards. When we reached the van he threw me into it and jumped in. The door slammed shut and we were moving.
Ali pulled his helmet away and I saw him for the first time. He was young, brown-skinned and attractive. He threw the helmet to the side as though it was dirty and peeled away the leather gloves.
“We’ve got four, maybe five on the chase,” he said to the woman with the plait.
She nodded and poked her rifle through a peep-hole in the van wall. “Hold it steady, Reg,” she shouted. “To the right, to the right.” She fired. She pulled her body back and flattened herself against the van. “Keep yer head down, lass.” She said to me.
I turned and grabbed hold of Ali’s shoulders. “We have to find my friends.”
His mouth opened to answer but then the van was pelted with a shower of bullets. None of them made it through the van.
The blonde woman winked at me. “Reinforced steel.”
The man from the roof pulled his head and shoulders into the van. He was shaven headed and bulky. “Three trailers, Reg. Put yer foot down.” He looked at Ali. “Want to take over, boss?”
Ali shook his head. “Yer doing a grand job, Stevie.”
“Please,” I said. “My friends are in trouble.”
Ali turned back to me. “We’re all in trouble, kid.”
“You don’t understand. They’re going to die,” I pleaded.
The blonde woman shook her head. “So are we if we don’t get out of here pronto.”
“Now, now, Mary,” Ali said to her. “The girl’s been through a lot. Play nice.”
“Haven’t we all,” Mary mumbled.
The van swerved. More bullets hit us.
“Any get the tyres, Reg?” Ali called into the front of the van.
“Nah,” he replied. “They’re lousy shots.”
I fell forwards into Ali, knocking us to the ground. My bruised ribs ached, but I was alive. Against all odds, I was alive and I wouldn’t give up on my friends.
I pulled myself to my knees and grabbed Ali’s wrists. “If you don’t help me I’ll jump out of this van right now and help them myself.”
Mary whistled. “She’s got some spirit, I’ll give her that.”
Ali set his jaw and held my eyes for what felt like an eternity.
“Please,” I insisted.
Ali swore and rolled his eyes. “Fine.”
“Jesus, Ali,” Mary said. “Yer gunnae get the lot of us killed.”
Ali ignored her and turned to me, grabbing my arm. For a second his eyes lingered on my wrists where the cuffs tore at my skin. Blood trickled down my forearms. He swore again.
“Mary, if ye want three children’s deaths on yer conscience that’s up to ye. But I can’t,” he said. “Stevie, get the hell outta the way I need the gun a moment.” He pulled me up through the roof just as Mary swore back at him. He lifted me so I could see properly. “Look through the scope an’ tell me if ye see anything.”
I gripped hold of the roof to steady myself as we swerved all over the road. Two Ministry trucks were following now, we’d lost one. Both were more like pick-up trucks, with unroofed portions. I saw the Enforcers sat in the open sections, taking aim with their guns. The first truck was filled with the usual black helmets. But there were three faces standing out in the far truck. My heart swelled. Angela, Daniel and Sebastian were in that truck.
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“I see them!” I shouted.
Ali took the gun from me and pressed his eye to the viewfinder. “All right. Get back down into the van.” He stepped down after me. “Reg, yer gunnae have to do some fancy driving here. Get rid of the truck behind us.”
Reg nodded.
“Stevie, take out as many Enforcers as ye can. From the front truck only.”
“Nae problem,” Stevie replied with a grin.
“Ginge. Yer covering me,” Ali said.
In all the chaos I hadn’t noticed a young girl with red hair opposite Mary. She nodded sternly.
“Mary––”
“I know the score,” the blonde woman said.
Ali moved forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. Mary’s ice cold exterior melted for a second. She clasped Ali’s hand.
Ali broke away and turned to face me. “Word is that ye have a special talent.”
I nodded. “That’s correct.”
“Can ye use it now?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Well then. Yer coming with me.”
Reg slammed on the brakes. I fell back hitting my head and the van screeched to a halt. Ali worked the machine gun, the sound of the gunfire hammering my ears. I heard a scream. My heart twanged. I hoped my friends were safe.
“NOW!” Ali shouted. “Everyone keep your head down.”
Ali dropped down from the roof and grabbed hold of my elbow. Ginge and Mary moved to the back of the van, their guns in position. They nodded to Ali and he kicked open the van door. Keeping hold of me we leapt from the vehicle, Ali ducking quickly to the side. It was horrendous. Enforcers lay bleeding in the trucks, slumped over the sides. I fought back the urge to vomit.
“Stay calm,” Ali whispered. “We have te get te the last truck and ye need to disarm the men.”
I nodded. “I can do that.”
“Can ye disarm them from here?”
“Yes,” I said.
The truck moved towards us, but someone from the van shot the driver and it veered off course into a nearby house. It took me a few moments to notice that we were in the heart of the ghettos with normal Blemished people running for cover. I put a hand over my mouth in horror. The second truck approached, the Enforcers firing towards the van.
“Ye need to do it now,” Ali said. “Come on.”
I focussed, trying to block out the noise and the chaos and the blood. I thought of Daniel with his injury. I thought of him trussed up by the Enforcers in cuffs. My palms itched. Heat spread all over my body. I thought of Mrs Murgatroyd taunting me about the boy in the river. More heat. Then it ripped through my mind. The pain was searing but I embraced it.
“Holy Moly,” Ali said with a laugh. “That’s incredible.”
With one single thought I’d disarmed all of the Enforcers in the second truck. The guns floated above their heads while the Enforcers jumped up to reach them. With another push I scattered the guns as far as I could. Then Ali ran forward to help free Daniel and the others. I collapsed to the floor, blood running from my nose. Finally, everything was going to be okay – we’d got to Matthew’s people, I’d saved my friends and we were getting to the Clans. I began to cry, realising that it was going to happen, we were going to get away from the Operation like I’d always wanted and the people I loved most in the world were coming with me. But then, just as I began to relax, cold fingers wrapped around my shoulders. Someone dragged me away.
 
* * *
 
It was her.
She dragged me into an alley way. Cold metal pressed against my head. A gun.
“You ruin everything,” she said. “You ruin everything and somehow nothing ever happens to you. You break into my house. You behave like a slut with those boys. You escape. You kill. You’re a murderer, a thief, a liar and a whore.”
“If I’m a whore what does that make you?” I said quietly. My voice trembled. “I know about Joseph.”
The fingers on my shoulder faltered. The gun at my head quivered.
“What did you say?” she hissed.
“Joseph. Your son,” I said. “The baby you were pregnant with. What happened to him? Was he taken away? Did you give birth to him?”
I felt her breath on my neck. She sounded choked, as though crying. “How dare you speak his name?” She was crying. “My beautiful boy.”
“It’s all about him, isn’t it?” I said. “The reason why you hate me? You’re bitter because you made a mistake and had to pay for it. They took your unborn child away and now you punish girls because you’re jealous of our youth, you can never get it back and you can never carry a child.” I paused, trying to control my breathing. “Well, I’m going to have a better life, a life that you want, with proper choices and you can’t bear it.”
“No!” she said. She sniffed away her tears and adjusted her stance. The gun remained firm against my temple. “This isn’t personal. You’re wanted by the Ministry. You’re an… abomination. You’re a freak who shouldn’t exist. Just like Daniel––”
“Don’t you touch him!” I shouted. My palms began to heat. I tried to muster enough power to rid her of the gun. Anger helped. “Don’t you touch a hair on his head.”
She laughed. “It would seem that we both know each other’s weaknesses. Now start walking. I’m taking you in. Try anything and I pull the trigger. Do you really think your little trick is as quick as my finger? I guess we’d find out, but do you really want to––”
There was a thud and the gun dropped from her hand. I spun around. Murgatroyd was laid on the floor, blood seeping from her head, black in the moonlight. I gaped. A beautiful girl stood in the teacher’s place clutching an iron bar.
“Thought you needed some help, Blem,” Elena said with a grin.
I hugged her awkwardly with my bound hands, never so relieved and happy to see another human being as in that moment. She laughed.
“What are you doing here?”
“I heard all hell breaking loose from our house. I just followed the noise, and hey, guess what? Led me to you.” She laughed again. She turned and gestured to the wall at the back of the alley. “I had to climb over that thing so I hope you’re grateful – it ruined these babies.”
She pointed down to her shoes and I laughed. Trust Elena to chase danger in heels.
I kissed her on the cheek. “You just saved my life.”
“Yeah well.” She shrugged. “No biggie.”
“I don’t know how I can…” I trailed off. Tears burned behind my eyes. “You’re a good person, Elena.”
She sniffed and looked away. I caught just a glimpse of moisture in her eyes. “You’re not bad for a Blem.” She poked Mrs Murgatroyd with her toe. “I didn’t want old Murder-Troll here having the last laugh.” She wiped her eyes. “You leaving town then?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Shouldn’t you get going before the witch wakes up?”
I heard the screeching of sirens in the distance. “Yes.”
She sniffed again. “It won’t be the same around here. Quieter.” She laughed. “I’m going to miss you.”
I looked behind me. The sirens were closer now. “Do you want to come with me?” I held out my cuffed hands for her to take.
She thought for a moment. But then she shook her head. “No. I don’t.”
“Okay.” I stepped back. “You should go before you get into trouble with the Enforcers.”
She saluted and winked. “Will do.”
“Thank you,” I said.
I ran, leaving her in the darkness. Ali, his face in a panic, appeared around the corner of the alleyway.
“Where the hell have ye been?” He snapped. “No, don’t tell me. Just get the hell in the van. We need to leave. Now.”
“Daniel––”
“They are all okay and in the van. Now move!”
I jumped into the van as the sirens approached, travelling fast. All around us people peeked through their curtains. This was the last I would ever see of the ghettos. This glimpse of cold, vague, slack faces, all gaping in my direction, would be the last I saw of the Blemished. I blinked and they were gone.
Daniel wrapped his good arm around me. He pulled me tight into his chest, so tight that I could barely breathe. “You’re all right,” he whispered into my ear. “I can’t believe you’re all right.
I pulled back and looked at him. “You look terrible.”
“He’s lost a lot of blood,” Mary said. She reached into a pack and took out medical supplies.
I turned to Angela and Sebastian. “Are you both okay?”
Angela wrapped her arms around me. I pushed my head into her shoulder. “I’m glad you made it, Mina.”
“I’m glad too.” I said. “I don’t think I could start a new life without my best friend.”
Sebastian smiled at me shyly as I pulled back from Angela. “I’m glad you’re safe, Mina.”
I sighed. “We all made it.”
“We’re not there yet,” Reg shouted back as he swerved into a tight corner, trying to throw the Enforcers off course.
Mary slapped me on the back. “Let the girl enjoy her moment. We’re past the worst now, lass. In a few days’ time we’ll be in bonnie Scotland. Yer friend here’ll have proper medical treatment and all will be well.”
“You think?”
She smiled. “Ah know so.”
“The Professor will be looking forward to seeing you,” Ali said.
“What?”
“The Professor. That’s yer dad, right?”
“Yes,” I breathed. “He’s in the Clans?”
Ali nodded. “Waiting for ye.”
I felt about to explode with emotion. Tears streamed down my cheeks.
Ali laughed at my stunned expression. “No need to cry, kid. Yer going home to family.”
 
 
 



 
The Vanished
the sequel to The Blemished
 
As Mina begins her new life in the Clans she meets people with surprising knowledge about her power, knowledge that could change everything – even her relationship with Daniel. But as she makes new friends, old friends turn against her in shocking betrayal.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
When the dust cloud appears, we know they are coming.
My mama and I spy the cloud churning up the road at the same time. Her potato peeler clatters to the porch floor, sending goose flesh over my arms. I stare at the cloud kicked up by dozens of approaching tires and then back to my mother. There's no mistaking it. The fear is written on her face.
She grips my shoulder, hand already shaking. “Get in the cellar.” Her face tightens. “Now.”
Her rocking chair scrapes against the porch floorboards. She yanks open the screen door and runs into the house, yelling for my brother.
I stand up, my own hands trembling now. The advance of the dust cloud has me riveted, like an animal caught in headlights. It's what we've drilled for, prepared for, whispered about at night. And now they're coming.
My mama's frantic screams pierce my thoughts. “Riley, the storm cellar! Hurry!”
I shake myself out of my stupor and force my jellied legs to move. Running into the house, I spy my stepfather, Arn, at the pitted kitchen table. He slips round after round into his hunting rifle, his calloused fingers fumbling for more in the box that holds too few. He drops one. It hits on the floor and rolls under the table.
“Gawddammit!” he swears. His leathery forehead wrinkles as he searches frantically.
I run over, grab it and hand it to him. The bullet feels cold against my hot palm.
His eyes latch onto mine and a sadness creeps over his face. This frightens me more than anything. He grabs our pistol off the table and thrusts it forward. “You'll need this.” His eyes say one gun won't be enough.
The revolver is heavy and solid in my trembling hand. I curl my fingers over the wooden grip, worn smooth with use. I let my index finger stray to the trigger, place my other hand under the grip like he taught me and aim at the dust cloud. I look up at him, unable to ask what I need to know.
In this moment Arn looks old. His sun-beaten face is carved by wrinkles and his forehead is dotted with sweat. The patched overalls sag on his too-thin body. Before this he was out milking the cow or mucking out the barn, mundane, boring tasks that I wish he could go back to now. Arn grabs both my shoulders and fixes me with frightened blue eyes. “You 'member what I taught you?”
“Is it the Breeders? It is, isn't it?” My voice breaks with the terror that's sticking to my insides and knotting my stomach. Arn says nothing. He doesn't have to. His face tells me everything I need to know.
“I can fight.” The gun trembles, but I lock my elbows and grit my teeth. I want this chance to face the people who've been hunting us our whole lives.
Arn shakes his head, the lines around his mouth deepening. “Soon's they see you, they'd kill the men and take the women. Get in the cellar. I'll handle this.” His weathered hand squeezes mine. It’s the most affection he's shown me in months. I savor the roughness of his palm. Then, quick as it came, he drops my hand and goes back to slipping bullets into his rifle, his eyes marking the approach of our enemies.
From behind me: “Riley?!” My mama is near hysterics.
“Coming!” I sprint through the old farmhouse, the boards moaning beneath my feet. I skid to a stop at our bedroom and scan it for my brother. Both beds lay empty. Ethan's boots lie on their sides under his bed. His comic book is forgotten on the floor. He’d never leave it there on a normal day. But this isn’t a normal day. Angry motors growl closer. How soon before they get here? Minutes? Seconds?
I burst through the back door. The storm cellar sits fifteen paces from the house, dug deep in the ground. When we moved in six months ago, my mama showed us the cellar that, when shut, folds neatly into the dusty landscape. We've taken pains to camouflage the doors, but will it be enough?
The cellar doors yawn wide, revealing the dark earthen hole. My mama crouches at the cellar's mouth, her hand-sewn cotton dress gathering around her knees. My little brother, Ethan, descends the ladder. His hand clutches her scarred one for a moment before he disappears into shadow. He's gone. An urge to sob washes over me. I bite it back and run over.
My mama turns, searching for me. From this angle she is breathtaking in her loveliness. Her shoulder-length black hair shines in the hazy sunlight, and her left cheek is supple and pink. She’s a beauty queen, a ten as Auntie says. It’s the other side of her face that marks the horrors she's seen. Red angry burn scars travel her neck and face. Her skin bunches and grooves like a pitted dirt road. Her left ear is only a ragged, red hole. Yet, I rarely notice her burned face. This is the way she’s looked as long as I can remember.
I step to the edge of the cellar and peer at my brother. From the bottom of the hole, his eyes are wide as a jackrabbit's caught in my snare. His lower lip trembles. He looks five instead of eight. “It's okay,” I lie.
My mother grips my shoulder and presses down. “Get in.” Her voice is a choked whisper. She glances back at the dust plume. The gray cloud hangs huge, blocking out the horizon, a tornado set to tear our world apart.
I take a step back and narrow my eyes. “You first.”
“I have to get Bell.” She looks towards the upstairs window.
I grip her arm. “No! They won't take Auntie. She's too old.”
My mama pulls me to her chest in a brief hug. Then she scrambles out of my clutches. I claw for her dress, but she's gone. “Don't go!”
“I love you!” she yells over her shoulder, her voice full of tears. The back door thwacks as she disappears inside it.
“Come back!” I yell, but it's too late.
I stare at the door, wondering if I'll ever see her again. I take a step toward the house, but the truck motors rumble so close they rattle my molars. They will be here in seconds. And what my stepfather says is true. If they see me, they will stop at nothing to have me and I can't put my family in danger.
Ethan whines, “Riley?”
I lower myself into the ground as tears streak the dirt on my cheeks. I draw the wooden shutters and the storm cellar plunges into darkness. Strings of light stream through the cracks of the rotting boards. This earthen hole reeks of damp soil and musty wood. A cobweb brushes my face. I cringe and bat at it as I step carefully to the bench where my brother is a small, dark shadow. Ethan crawls on my lap. He's all arms and legs now, too big to curl onto his sister's lap. His hands claw into my clothing, holding me so close I feel his heart flutter like a baby bird caught in his shirt. On a normal day I wouldn't put up with baby stuff, but today is different. Today we might lose everything.
“Shh. Shh,” I murmur, until I remember we need to be silent. I grip Ethan to me with one hand and the gun with the other.
The engines shake the ground so hard I wonder if their trucks are parked on top of us. Dirt sifts through the cracks above. Brakes whine. Doors slam. Ethan trembles.
Husky voices raise the hair on my arms. They call out. I can't make out what they're saying, but I can guess the tone, which right now is friendly enough. Where's my mama and Auntie Bell? I can't just sit here. I slip Ethan off my lap. He moans in protest, his fingers grasping at my clothes, pleading. I pry them off and slip up the ladder. A rung creaks under my weight, but the men are too far off and their voices too loud to hear me. I climb up and press my eye against the knothole.
From this angle I can see the road and our front porch. Three trucks idle in our driveway. They're road gang trucks with big all-terrain tires and grates attached to the front for smashing everyone out of their way. A rusty blue F150 is pocked with bullet holes. A dark green Chevy has hooks welded to the bed rails and handcuffs slung through them. The handcuffs make me sick to my stomach.
A half-dozen men lean out of cabs. They wear leather road gear, buzzed haircuts and grimy goggles. A few have big crude tattoos. They glare forward, spit dust from their mouths and let their rifles drape loosely over their shoulders. They aren't aiming at my house. Yet.
“Riley,” Ethan whispers behind me.
I wave one hand at him to be quiet, despite the dark. Then I turn back to the scene.
This gang's leader, a meaty man with a bald head and worn leather jacket, stands on the porch with Arn. The thug has his boot up on the seat of Auntie's rocker and he's leaning on his knee as if he were shootin' the breeze with a friend, but then there's the nine-inch serrated blade on his hip. He smiles crookedly, and even from here I can see he's missing half the teeth. His shaved head sports a crescent-shaped scar trailing from the corner of his mouth to his ear. His lapel winks in the sunlight. A gold star rests over his heart.
“Sheriff Tate,” I mouth. This is bad. Real bad. He's the local arm of the Breeders. He delivers them girls and they keep him stocked in guns and ammo.
Sheriff Tate talks to Arn, though I can't hear. He steps off the porch and clomps toward us, with Arn at his heels. I drop back down the ladder, stand in front of Ethan and point the gun toward the cellar door. Their footsteps crunch closer. I can't breathe.
Ethan's hand tightens around my arm, a vice grip. Please, God, don't let them find us, I pray. Please.
Their boots crunch to a stop and veer right. Arn must be showing him our water pump. If the Sheriff takes another few steps this way, he'll be able to see the hidden cellar. I listen in the darkness, hoping against hope that he'll get a drink and go on his way.
The old pump creaks up and down as my stepfather draws water. This old farmhouse has its own windmill and well, which remarkably still produces fresh drinking water. It is why we can live out in this wasteland and not in town.
The Sheriff drinks and sighs in satisfaction. His heavy voice drifts through the cracks. “That's fresh. Didn't think clean wells still pumped 'round these parts. You sure got lucky.” His voice is resonant, like a roll of thunder. Beside me, Ethan squeezes my arm until it goes numb.
“Yep. Yep. Lucky.” My stepfather's worn voice catches in his throat. Let him hold it together a few more minutes. Please.
“So, just yer lonesome on the homestead?”
I hold my breath. Ethan shifts nervously beside me.
“Yes, sir. The boy I took in died a few years ago. Rancher's flu. Had a renter, but he cleared out some months back. Don't mind the quiet.”
The men pause for an eternity. I glance down at Ethan. Even in this dim light I can see his face twisted with terror. If we get out of this, I'll give him the caramel I've been saving since Christmas to lift that look off his face.
“Awful big house for a stiff such as yerself. Mind if we give 'er a look? Couple crim'nals we hoping to strap in irons.”
Liar! They're looking for girls. Everyone's looking for girls.
Arn blows out his breath. “Rather you boys be on your way. Got more milking to do.”
The Sheriff clucks his tongue. “Uh–uh. Milking's a morning chore. Hiding something, are ya? We'll jist take a peek.”
Sheriff Tate pushes a shrill whistle through his teeth. Boots thunk to the hard-packed dirt.
“Now hold on!” Arn yells.
I scramble up the ladder and press my shoulder to the cellar door. I steady my trembling hands. Ethan, the dull shadow beneath me, begins to cry. I flick my eyes away and swallow hard. I don't care what happens to me, but nothing can happen to him. I couldn't stand it.
My front door bangs open, and angry tomcat yowling cuts across the yard. I hop down a peg and fix my eye back to the peephole.
Auntie Bell bursts out of the house, screaming, her hair wiping around her like a great gray storm. Her arms flail as she barrels toward the Sheriff.
“You stinking, rotten pig eater!” She lurches, her hands hooked like talons. My stepfather grabs for her dress. The cotton shift pulls tight around her wrinkled body as she strains to attack.
She claws at the Sheriff's face. “You loathsome, dirty hair pie! I spit in your mother's grave!” Auntie kicks out wildly. One of her clogs flies off and smacks into the Sheriff's thigh. He stumbles back and drops his hand to his knife. He will kill Auntie and Arn, but I'll shoot him before that happens. I tuck my head to my chest and feel the adrenaline buzz inside me. The metal feels smooth under my trigger finger. I press my shoulder to the door.
Laughter explodes through the air. I slam my face back to the peephole so fast a splinter sinks into my cheek.
A crooked smile lights up the Sheriff's carved face. He thumps a meaty hand on his knee. “Batty, old witch,” he says, cackling. He points at Auntie. “Ya got some fire left in them bones.”
His hand leaves his knife and he waves off his men. “We ain't interested in a wrinkled ole cooz. We decent folk, not savages. You right to be careful, though. Some banditos would snatch her up, foul mouth and all.” Auntie reaches through Arn's embrace and claws at the Sheriff. He clucks his tongue and laughs again, loud and nasty.
The Sheriff jumps off the porch. “Thanks for the drink. Take care now!” He waves real friendly like, hops in the lead truck and pushes a shrill whistle through his teeth. Motors flare to life. The line of vehicles peels out, spewing gravel against our house.
I can't believe it. They are leaving.
My heart pumps erratically as I try to breathe normal. A cold sweat trickles between my shoulder blades. I shiver and suck air.
Cold fingers wrap around my wrist. I jolt back, my foot slips off a slick rung, and I tumble. My flight through the air is short, the ground hard. The impact sends a snap of pain up my tailbone. I look up and make out my brother's big brown eyes.
“Damn it, Ethan. Don't scare me like that,” I snap. Then I see the terror running over his face. God, I'm dumb. He still thinks his whole family's about to be murdered and I yelled at him.
I stand and squeeze him to me with one arm. “Sorry, little man.”
He pulls away. “Did they leave?”
“Yeah, munchkin.” I try to muss his hair, but my hand's not done trembling. “Safe for another day.” I can't believe it. We got so lucky.
He sighs and slips his hand in mine. “Don't call me munchkin.”
“You got it, munchkin.” I stand aside while he mounts the ladder. Suddenly, I'm dead tired. The gun weighs a hundred pounds.
When we get in the house, Auntie Bell sits at the kitchen table. Her loose cotton dress sags against her bony shoulders. She's braiding back her long, gray hair as she mutters something about a dirt pie. My stepfather stands at the window, watching the dust cloud fade. He's got his hands in the pouch of his overalls, his thinking stance. My mama steps behind him, puts her hands around his waist and her head on his shoulder. Their love is so solid, like the beams that hold this house up. My stomach flip-flops with bittersweet longing. I am sixteen and the only boy I see is my eight-year-old brother. Love for me is like the sunset: beautiful from afar, but I can never touch it. Love is ancient history. I get safety instead.
When the dust cloud is only an image we'll see in our nightmares, my mama slips away from Arn and lights a fire in the old stove.
“Riley, get the bread out of the pantry, please.” She grabs an opener and a dented can of beans.
“Nobody's gonna talk about what just happened?” I ask no one in particular.
My stepfather flicks his eyes at me and then starts tucking his guns in their hiding places. Auntie Bell mutters under her breath. My mama drops the beans on the pan. They sizzle and pop as their bodies dance on the cast iron.
“Riley, we're tired and hungry. Please get the bread.” Finality settles on her rutted face.
I head for the pantry. I may be the most wanted thing in the country, but I still have to listen to my mama.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Today's the day, I think as I stride through the house. Outside I hear Arn swearing at our Jeep. Yeah, right, says the voice in my head. He's never going to let you go.
I push open the screen door and step out on the porch. According to Arn, this land used to be called New Mexico, though there's nothing new about it. For miles on either side of our yard, the scrubland, tumbleweeds and acres of dirt cover the landscape. Plant life consists of prickly cactus and squat, mean bushes that snag up my ankles. Animals are brown, wiry and should be avoided, unless you're eating one. And the people, we're made tough and prickly, too. I tell my mama this whenever she asks why me and Arn can't get along.
The sun looms orange and round in the east. At eight a.m., it's already sweltering. I squint down the road toward civilization. Our closest living neighbor is thirty miles east; the closest town, three hours after that. It’s torturous living out in what Auntie calls “the devil's arse,” but from what we hear, the roads north and east team with road gangs. My parents won't chance a townie life, and as my mama says, living where no one else would has its advantages. People leave you alone.
Out here we survive on what game Arn and I can trap and whatever plants my mama can coax out of her garden. Arn barters in town for the rest. If he is fixing the Jeep, it means he's going to town for supplies. This time I'm determined to go.
I jump off the porch, the one we spend hours on, rocking, shucking beans and counting the minutes with our eyes on the road. I sidle over to where Arn's legs stick out from under the rusted vehicle. My eyes trace over the mud-caked knees of his jeans, down to his boots with the hole in the right toe. A string of curse words float up from under the Jeep. I grip the rusty hood, take a breath and nudge his leg.
“What?!” There's a clunk. Then more curse words.
He's hit his head. Damn. Not a good start. I should turn around and eat breakfast with Auntie. Instead, I dig my toe into the dust and clear my throat.
“You going into town?” I say to his legs.
“What?” He wiggles out and pulls himself to a standing position next to the truck. He wipes oil from his hands onto a hankie and squints at me. His blue eyes sparkle on his dirty face like a glass bottle winking in a sand dune. “What'd you say?”
I run my finger along the top of the dented door. “I said, you going to town?”
Arn's salt-and-pepper hair is matted to his forehead in sweaty clumps. The soiled overalls match his sun-browned skin as if he's made completely of dust. Arn swipes at his face with the same rag he used to clean the oil off his hands. Some of it smears on his cheek. He regards me and then walks to the back of the Jeep. He squats and digs around in his toolbox.
“You're not coming,” he says over the clanking of his wrenches and screwdrivers.
I kick at a loose pebble. It's fruitless, but something inside me has changed since the encounter with the Sheriff. I walk over and put my hands on my hips. “You're going to have to let me someday. What if you're not around to trade?”
He answers without looking, his eyes examining two wrenches in his calloused fingers. “You better pray Ethan's old enough.” He drops one wrench back in the tool chest with a clang. He stands to get back under the Jeep. I take a step to block his path. His mouth tightens into a hard line.
“That's years down the road. I gotta learn to wheel and deal. I'll wear goggles and your leather jacket. No one'll know.”
My stepfather sticks a hand in the pouch of his overalls and squints at me. He's trying to see me like the townies would. My black hair is cropped short like my brother's. Each morning I bind my breast with bandages until I can barely breathe. I wear boy's baggy clothing. Still it's obvious if someone gets a close look I'm not a boy. My Auntie laments what she calls my dangerous beauty. I'm too girly with curvy hips, slender cheekbones, full lips. The best I can do is pass for a bender, the feminized boys that are born instead of girls after we poisoned the planet. Benders can't have babies, so they're lower-class citizens. Passing for a bender does not help my chances in town much.
Arn puts a hand on my shoulder and moves me aside. Then he lies down next to the Jeep. “Nope. Not going.”
“But, Arn, I—”
“Enough, Riley!” he shouts, gripping the side of the truck. His head and torso disappear beneath our jalopy. I've had enough fights with Arn to know this conversation is over.
I slump back to the house, a pain welling beneath my breastbone. I walk in the house, but instantly regret it. I want to be alone. The barn. It's my smelly sanctuary. Then I hear Ethan coughing from our bedroom.
Whenever the dust gets bad, Ethan coughs until his hankies are bloody. And the dust is almost always bad. I picture his thin frame hunched over, his body quaking with cough. Sucking on the caramel hidden in my nightstand might help him. I take a step to our shared bedroom.
“Riley Anne,” Auntie bellows. A strange bashing sound echoes from our kitchen. “Your help … oomph … is requested. Hold still, you vermin!”
I want to ignore Auntie, but what is all that banging and scraping? I run in the kitchen.
What I find would be comic if it weren't so dangerous. Auntie Bell stands on a kitchen chair. In the cone of morning light from the open window, her loose cotton dress exposes far too much of her body. Leathery skin droops from her arms and breasts. Her face is lined like a dried lakebed. Her long, gray hair flies wildly behind her. She peers into the dark recesses of a cabinet, a broom in one hand and a butcher knife in the other.
“I've captured a bat.” She whacks the cupboard with the broom. A fuzzy, brown blur flits out toward her face. She yelps and teeters in her chair. As her arms wheel through the air to regain balance, the butcher knife slices wildly close to her thigh.
“Auntie, Christ!” I run to the chair and steady it. The butcher knife clatters to the floor as she grabs hold of my shoulder. The bat flutters madly inside the cupboard.
I clutch her arm, feeling the thin ripple of muscle as she steps down. “You're gonna kill yourself! What're you doing?” I snag the butcher knife from the floor and tuck it into a drawer.
“I've got the bugger trapped,” she pants. She points to where the bat knocks over my mama's dishes. “I'll fry it up for supper.” She licks her thin lips. “It'll taste like chicken.” Auntie takes another whack the cupboard. Inside the bat smashes into plates and cups.
I push her chair back under the table. “The bugger's got rabies. 'Sides, Arn's going to town. We'll have real chicken maybe.”
She cocks her head and then sets the broom against the wall. “In that case, you can remove the vermin.”
Great. What do I do with a bat? I crouch down, extend one arm and open the top cupboard. The bat bashes around inside for a moment. Then he sees his escape, flies out and flits around the kitchen. When he finds the open window and slips through, a tightness grips my heart again. His escape is so easy. I'm still trapped, bashing my body into closed doors.
A tear breaks through my guard and slides down my face. I pretend to itch my nose and wipe it away, but Auntie's eyes lock on me. She stops plaiting her hair and taps a weathered finger on the table. “Sit.”
“I should check on Ethan.” I don't want to discuss this.
“Sit,” Auntie growls at me.
I sit and direct my eyes to the battered tabletop. Someone long ago scratched the initials J.R. on the wood. I wonder if J.R. is the man we found dead, half eaten by coyotes, in the side yard when we moved in.
Auntie grabs a dry crust of bread from the basket between us and starts gumming it. Then she leans toward me, her lips pressed in a thin, cracked line. “You got a bee in your bonnet and I want to know what it is.”
I shake my head. “Nope. Fine. Can I go?”
Auntie narrows her eyes and puts one crooked finger on her chin. “Not fine,” she says, slowly. “Definitely not fine. Heard you coaxing your step-daddy to take you to town. You know why you can't go.”
Sure, I know why they say I can't go. I hear nothing but how they gotta protect me, how dangerous it is for me to leave this house, how I can't trust strangers. I also know we can't live this way forever. Someday I'll have to fend for myself.
“I know,” I say, my head down.
“Then, what's the problem, punkinhead?” She lifts the hard crust to her mouth and sucks it. Arn's Jeep rumbles to life in the driveway.
I should mutter a response and hightail it to my room, but raw emotion crackles inside me like a storm about to break. The words tumble out before I can stop them. “I'm a prisoner here. This isn't a life. Nothing ever happens to me.”
Auntie doesn't look at me. She sets the crust on the table and lays both gnarled hands on the dented tabletop. Her gnarled fingers curl into the surface until they look like talons. Her voice rolls out of her throat.
“You don't know because you've never had it happen to you.”
“Auntie, I—”
She holds up a hand to stop me. Her eyes are burning embers.
“You don't know because no man has laid hands on ya. But I know.” She thumps a finger to her chest. “Your mama knows.”
I have made a mistake. I want to leave.
She rolls the sleeve back on her arm. I know what I'll see, though I'm afraid to look. “Look at it,” she says, brandish her forearm.
I squeeze my eyes shut, then I look.
The brand is there, seared into the skin on her forearm. The dark, puckered shape of a cross with a round head, the ankh, a symbol of fertility. The Breeder's symbol. My mama has the same brand. I do not.
“After all we risked. After all we sacrificed—”
“Auntie, I'm sor—”
She holds up a hand. Her pupils have dilated to dark vacant holes. When she speaks, her voice comes from somewhere far off. “When the Breeders come for ya, there ain't no escape. They strap ya to a bed, and all ya hear is the thud of your heart and the cries of your friends as they wheel ya down to hell. Then the doctors come. You squeeze your eyes shut and pray you can forget. But you never do.”
I drop my eyes and shake my head, more tears collecting at the crease of my eyes. I don't want to hear it and yet, a sick, curious part of me wants her to keep going. They never speak of the Breeders, as if it might call them down on us.
“Bell.” It's my mama behind me in the doorway.
Auntie's eyes flick up to her, and the anger drops from her face. She picks up the crust of bread again. “Don't let me hear you complain again.” Her gums make a wet sucking sound as she turns from me.
I scrape out of the chair, past my mama, and run to my room. I choke on the sob that's climbing up. I have to be alone.
When I burst through my bedroom door, Ethan sits cross-legged on the bed with a tattered comic book on his lap. His black hair hangs into his eyes. His bony elbows rest on his bony knees. I hate how skinny he is. The most recent growth spurt hasn't helped. Now he's two inches taller but no thicker. I've forgotten he was in here. There's no way I can cry in front of Ethan. I turn to go.
“Riley?” he calls at my back.
I can't play happy sister right now. Usually I can pretend, suck back my unhappiness and invent games of chase the pig or dig up anthills and let him watch in wonder as a colony comes spilling to the top. I can't do that today. I take another step out of the room.
The coughing fit hits. Ethan hacks like a frail old man. His bed rocks beneath him as cough after cough rolls through him. I slide my hand down my face, wipe off the mad and sad, and turn around. When he sees me, he smiles behind his cupped hand.
“Better catch those lung pieces so we can stick 'em back in,” I say as I sit next to him. I look over; my moth-eaten bedspread is pulled tight. He made my bed and his. Of course he did. He'll do anything to keep me out of trouble. As the box springs shake with each cough, I try to think of something nice to do for him. For now, being here is all I got.
When the coughing stops, he looks up at me. “You okay?” He wipes at tears that have sprung up.
He's asking about me with his blue-tinged lips, flecks of foam at the corners of his mouth. I'll never be as good as my brother.
“Yep. You?”
He nods. “Were you fighting with Auntie?” His voice is raw from the cough.
“No.”
His small, dark eyes narrow. “How come she yelled at you?”
“It's Auntie. She's … you know.” I wind my finger around my ear and loll my tongue out of my mouth. It makes him laugh. The laughing makes him cough. God, I can't do anything right.
His eyes track to the window where his dad fixes the Jeep. “You're mad cause Dad won't let you go to town.”
Ethan adores his dad and it bugs him that we don't get along. I understand. Two of the four people he loves snipe at each other all day, but even my peacekeeping brother can't mend the rift between me and Arn.
“Let's not talk about Arn.” I pick up his comic book and flip through the pages. “Superman again? Haven't you read this like 800 times?”
“It's so cool.” His eyes light up and his posture straightens. He turns to the middle of the book, crinkled with use, and points to Superman fighting a monster covered in knotty gray spikes. The dry desert behind them looks like what I see out our back window.
“Look.” He points a dirty finger. “This is where Superman fights Doomsday. Isn't he awesome?”
Superman is Ethan's favorite. Whenever something bad happens, a man with rippling muscles flies in and rescues the townsfolk. Superman makes it all okay. I don't tell Ethan we have no Superman. No one will save us from the monsters that threaten us.
“Can you read it?” His elbow digs into my thigh as he scoots closer.
My mouth tenses as I look down at the little black words. There are some I know. Many I don't.
“Right here,” he says, pointing to a word bubble.
I smile weakly and squint at the page. “Dooms … day.”
Ethan gives me a nod.
“Is he … is he …” I squint at the next word and try to sound it out. It has too many parts that swim around in my head, making the whole too hard to piece together.
I glance at the novel wedged under the mattress that I've been trying to read for over a year. Some massive thing called The Stand. I found it in the closet of our last house in a busted black safe. The little book with the bent cover must've been worth something a long time ago, probably something to do with the author's name scratched in red pen on the inside cover.
I close the comic book and set it on Ethan's nightstand.
“My eyes hurt.” It's a lie and we both know it, but Ethan nods. “Come on.” I stand up and offer my hand. “Let's go check the snares. If we're lucky, we'll get us a jackrabbit for supper.”
We pull on patched coveralls, thin long-sleeved shirts, hats, thick boots. We’re sweating before we walk out the door, but without the gear the white-hot sun would fry our skin. I snag the hunting rifle, the Winchester single barrel with the battered grip and oiled muzzle (We keep our guns clean, Arn always says) and sling it over my shoulder. I won’t use it unless the coyotes are prowling. Guns ain't hard to come by, but bullets are. I got my hunting knife in my pocket. I hope to put that to some use.
I lead us through the yard. Ethan shuffles after me, his oversized boots—mine a few years ago—clunking through the dust. We tromp to the barn. Its weathered sides lean left and the roof sags like a deflated piecrust. Arn says the main beams are so solid, it’ll hold for thirty years. Looking at the rotting boards as I enter, I can’t imagine it standing for another three.
I walk through the large, open doors and the air instantly cools. It's quieter here and even the smell, cow manure and musty hay, won't bother me for long. Bounty, our cow, moos at me as I walk by. I lean over the rail and rub the black patch on her forehead.
I lead us to the back of the barn. In a dark corner, a tarp-covered shape hunkers near Arn's workbench. I pull off the tarp and the air thickens. A four-wheeler with a cracked leather seat and worn, nubby tires winks at me beneath the dust. The four-wheeler is off limits. We can't afford to use fuel for a snare check. I run my hand over the bumpy leather seat and feel a pulling in my chest. One headlight stares out at me, begging me to unleash her.
Ethan slides up behind me. “We gonna take the four-wheeler?”
I can tell by his voice that he’s uneasy. “Thinking about it.” I grip the handlebars, the rubber warm to the touch.
“You know Dad says we can’t.”
I sigh and throw the cover back over the quad. “Fine,” I grumble, “but you better not bellyache on the way back. I ain't carrying your big butt all the way home.”
He pokes me in the stomach. “You're the big, fat bubble butt,” he says, smiling.
I reach for him, ready to make him pay—through ticking mostly, but maybe a few pinches for good measure—but he's sprinting away. I charge after him, a smile spreading.
We head out past the dead fruit trees that mark where our yard ends and the scrubland begins. We tromp through the dried creek bed, the brown, broken dirt crunching under our boots. Ethan lags to watch a lizard dart under a rock. Flies buzz around my head, attempting to land and bite. With the human population on the decline, the animal population is on the rise. That is good for hunting, but swarms of bugs leave red welts up and down my arms.
Twenty minutes of sweating and tromping brings us to the game trail. I tread beside it, careful not to disturb the dry grass. When we approach my snare, I hear thrashing. Bingo. I run up and draw my knife. When the iguana hears me, the lizard scrambles around in the dirt, wiping his tail and kicking up a cloud of dust. My rope snare tightens around his neck until his eyes bulge. He's circled around the shrub I've used as an anchor, giving him inches to move.
When my shadow crosses him, his legs scour the dirt. He hisses and shows me his big pink tongue. I kneel beside him and grab a hold of his belly with both hands. He bucks and kicks, but my grip is strong. His sharp, spiny scales cut into my palm, but I grit my teeth and pin the iguana to the dirt. When I have him still, I draw my knife from its sheath. Ethan leans over my shoulder and looks down at the bug-eyed lizard.
“You gonna kill it?” His voice is thin. He hates the killing.
“Close your eyes.” I don't like the killing. I just like it more than starving to death. I lift the knife. Its round dark eyes blink up at me.
“Sorry, guy,” I murmur into the lizard's rolling eyes. His heart thrums under my palm. “Us or you.”
Once the lizard is dead, I tie the rope snare around his long tail and then sling him over my shoulder. We need to hike it home fast. The smell of blood will get the coyotes on our trail soon enough. We jog back to the house, the blazing sun searing our heads until I swear my hair's on fire.
Ethan begins to wheeze halfway back. We stop in the shade of an angular cactus so he can catch his breath. In the lean slash of shade, Ethan lifts the rifle from the ground and raises it to his eye.
“Can I shoot the gun?” He looks up at me expectantly.
I look out over the dusty landscape. The dry land shimmers in the heat. The green cacti are the only color dotting the sea of brown. “Arn says you ain't old enough to shoot when he ain't around.”
He sighs and peers over the gun, aiming at a rock formation. His fingers stay away from the trigger though. He's much more obedient than I am. A few years ago when Arn taught me to shoot, I pulled the trigger long before he gave me permission.
I put my hand on my little brother's shoulder. “You're holding the barrel wrong.” I slide his hand into place.
“I can fire just once?”
I muss his hair. “Sure. What Arn don't know won't kill him, right?”
 
* * *
 
When Arn never returns from town, my words haunt me all night long.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
We sit around the kitchen table as the first rays of daylight bleed into the horizon. It is seven-thirty. Arn has been gone for twenty-two hours.
When I awoke this morning, I found my mama at the table with her mug of weak tea. Her red, puffy eyes let me know she'd been crying. Yet, when I sat down with her, she smiled at me, her eyes dry. Somehow it comforts me, though I know it's just a show.
One by one we gathered at the table. The kitchen window looks out on the dry, gravel path where Arn disappeared yesterday morning. For an hour we have watched, not speaking as the dust swirls in little sand tornadoes across the road.
Arn usually returns before nightfall whenever he goes to town. The road is dangerous after dark. Marauders will run cars off the road, steal their goods and kill the occupants. Arn is smart, careful and a crack shot with his rifle. It's how he's kept us safe this long. I tell myself this as I watch the red and orange hues spread across the east.
Hundreds of reasonable problems could've befallen my stepfather. The old Jeep could've died, despite his deftness at fixing it, leaving him stranded. He could've had trouble trading for enough fuel. He could've been too tired to ride the four hours back home and slept in the safety of the town walls. Yet, those aren't the thoughts that run riot in my mind as we wait. I think about someone shooting him in the back because they wanted his rifle. I think about his mangled body lying on the side of the road. I think about Arn never coming home.
I glance at my family. Auntie's face registers no emotion, but her stubby fingernails click rapidly on the tabletop. Ethan's trying hard not to cry, but any minute the dam will break. My mama sits, her face a mask of muted sorrow. Her spoon clinks around her mug, stirring tea that has long since grown cold.
I can't just sit here. Bounty moos from the barn. Arn wasn't here for her morning milking. I push up from my chair.
“I'm going to milk Bounty.” I don't wait for an answer.
My heart pounds as I reach the faded red doors. I yank them open and am flooded the raw stink of manure. Looks like I have shoveling to do. I pull my shirt over my mouth and walk into the dimness. Bounty greats me from her stall, blinking her big brown eyes and swishing her bristly tail back and forth. I put my hand on her neck. “I'm here,” I murmur. At least I can help someone today. I dig out the milking bucket and stool.
My mind runs as my fingers pull on Bounty's udders. The warm milk zings into the metal bucket as my thoughts tumble around. If Arn is dead … It's gut wrenching to think. He can't be dead, but someone has to face facts. If he's dead, we'll all follow. He's the only one who can barter in town. We might be able to survive for a while on wild game I trap, but what happens if the game dry up? The canned food will last two or three months. The garden barely ekes out enough to make the labor worthwhile in this dry soil. We'd have to eat Bounty and the two pigs. And then there's medicine. Arn went into town to buy rubbing alcohol, bandages and disinfectant. I can't watch Ethan die of a little scratch that gets infected.
I tug Bounty's teat too hard and she shuffles against me, almost knocking me off the stool. I run a hand over her bulging belly in apology. Then I lay my cheek against her warmth. Arn will just have to come home. Any other possibility is unthinkable.
 
* * *
 
On the third day after Arn fails to show, my mama cries upstairs. The sound cracks me wide open. I stare at the ceiling and let hot tears trace my cheeks. My family is falling apart. Chores have come to a halt. Ethan straggles around the house and bursts into tears. Auntie Bell rocks on the front porch for hours. Nobody's eaten much in three days. I milk the cow, feed and water the livestock and then crawl back into bed. I stare at the cracks in the plaster ceiling and think about how to keep my family alive.
I drag myself out of bed, dig my feet into my boots and head to the barn. Bounty moos a greeting as I walk in, but I don't stop to rub my hand along her flank. I pass several empty stalls until I reach the big expanse Arn uses as his workshop. In the dim light, I examine his projects. The kitchen chair he was mending sits upturned, legs to the sky like a dead spider. A rough spear carved out of a tree branch rests against the wall. Oily car parts lie in pieces on the table. I notice a lumpy object covered with a cloth on the shelf above. Digging through Arn's things seems wrong, but if he's dead someone will have to.
I uncover a small block of carved wood that Arn has whittled into a rough figure. I turn the wooden doll until I can make out the strong chin, the bulging muscles, the S carved with Arn's careful fingers. Superman. Ethan's unfinished birthday present.
With tears in my eyes, I slip the wooden figurine back under the cloth. That decides it. If Arn's alive, I'll find him. There's no Superman. There's only me.
I walk to the tarp-covered quad. I pull off the cover and nearly choke on the dust. Three days ago I was going to take a joy ride. Today there's nothing joyful about the ride I'll take.
I sneak back to the house for supplies. My mama and Ethan are curled up in their rooms. Auntie rocks on the porch. She'll see me go, but by then it'll be too late. I grab my backpack from the hall closet and slip into the kitchen. I tuck in canned goods, crusts of bread and a big jug of water. From the closet I grab goggles, a bandanna and Arn's thick leather jacket. I've already got my hunting knife. I snag the rifle and a box of bullets on my way out the door.
My heart hammers hard by the time I get back to the barn. If I'd eaten much today, it'd be coming back up. I got plenty to worry about on the road: bandits, animals, running out of fuel and starving to death. Then if I make it to town I have to somehow find Arn without drawing attention to myself. Arn's stories about the inhabitants have nervous sweat pooling on my palms. Town is a den of thieves, rapists and murders. A girl like me is worth a lifetime's wages. This is not my brightest idea.
Back in the barn, I check the bandages binding my breasts and then slip on Arn's jacket.
His scent buried deep in the collar starts a lump of sadness in my throat. I tie the dirty brown bandanna over my mouth and nose and slide goggles over my eyes. Arn's battered helmet is a loose fit, but I strap it on anyway. I have no mirror to judge, but pretty sure I can pass for a boy. That is, unless they get too close.
The fuel in the quad's tank isn't enough for a return trip. If I do come back, I'll have to buy gas or steal it. Just one more problem on my list, but the alternative is giving up Arn for dead. I strap on my backpack and straddle the quad.
Visible through the open barn door is the house. I linger over the windows that mark my bedroom, my mother's room. My fingers tremble as I urge them towards the ignition. I touch the metal key, but can't force myself to turn it. From her stall Bounty moos and blinks her big brown eyes. I get off the quad, jog over to Bounty and throw by arms around her thick, bristly neck.
“Take care of them, Bounty,” I whisper into her fur.
She shuffles and blinks.
I squeeze her once more, then hop on the quad before I change my mind. The engine's roar echoes through the barn, sending Bounty careening to the back of her stall. I don't look back. I hit the gas.
I peal into the hot morning air and fly across the yard. My eyes mark the patch of dust where I taught Ethan to ride the old ten-speed we found in the barn. I rush past my mother's little garden with the carrot tops just poking from the dry soil. I trundle over the spot where just three days ago Arn lay fixing his Jeep. I blink back tears. I look away.
The quad's tires crunch the gravel as I hit the main road. Auntie jumps up as I pass by the porch, her mouth formed into an O. She looks beautiful in her long cotton shift, her hair billowing around her. I raise a hand in passing. Then I turn my eyes away so her pleading eyes don't make me turn this quad around.
When I allow myself a look back, three people stand side by side on the porch. They lean into each other, their forms blur into one shape, a wall of mourning watching me go. Tears blear the lenses of my goggles. They think I'm foolish, rash, crazy. I hope to God they're wrong.
 
* * *
 
The open road stretches like a never-ending sea of busted blacktop. On either side, the scraggly hardpan and endless flat dirt never change. The sun has crept to her zenith and bores like a hot poker into my leather jacket. My shoulders and arms ache. My butt feel like someone's spent the afternoon kicking it. Three hours down. Two to go.
I crest a small hill and spot a splash of color on the horizon. A few more seconds and I make out a car. It's some snazzy thing, Camero or Viper, gone to rusty Swiss cheese on the side of the road. My shoulders tighten. Abandoned cars should be the state mascot there's so many, but this one looks drivable—odd since anything that moves is snatched up by somebody. I swallow past the tightness in my throat, let up on the gas and run my eyes over the car.
The hairs on my arms go up as my eyes fix on the lump cresting above the steering wheel. Someone's in the driver seat. Dead or alive? My insides go liquid. Most of me wants to let off the gas and turn around. Or crank the gas and fly past. But what if it's Arn? Arn, Arn, Arn, I think. I slow to fifteen miles an hour, my heart jackrabbiting beneath my leather jacket.
Wispy tufts of hair stir in the breeze, thin corn silk strands, white and fine. When I'm level with the car, I can see the dead man's face, blue and bloated. It slumps like a sack of grain as his forehead slowly fuses with the steering wheel. My eyes drag over the shriveled lips, curled back on a set of yellow teeth in a ghoulish grin. The only thing moving are the flies darting around his eye sockets.
Dead. So dead. I can't crank the gas fast enough. For an hour I see his shrunken face at the backs of my eyes.
As the sun marks four o'clock, a dark brown slash appears on the horizon. The town's outer wall blocks the road ahead. Arn’s told me the battered wooden barricade is heavily guarded. I'll have to talk to a man and surrender my weapons before I can enter. If they're feeling generous, they'll give my gun back when I leave. If they're having a bad day, well, I might not make it out alive.
I pull up to the gate and squeeze the brake. The wall itself is enough to make me want to give up this whole plan. The thick wooden beams are topped with rusty nails, coils of razor-sharp barbed wire and broken glass that winks in the sunlight. The guard tower is twenty-foot wooden enclosure with a platform at the top. As I kill the engine, a burly man leans out of the tower and aims an assault rifle at my head. I throw my hands up.
“State your business!” he yells.
My voice catches in my throat and nothing comes out but a muted squeak.
The man shouts out again, his tone dangerous. “State your business or I'll blow off that foot!”
In the last second before I speak, I remember I'm supposed to be a man. My voice comes out choked and artificial. “I … I'm looking for someone.”
The guard keeps the barrel aimed at my chest. Nervous sweat soaks my undershirt.
“Who you looking for?” he growls.
“My, uh, business associate,” I yell up in my fake male voice. “Arn Meemick. Left three days ago with most of our supplies. Never returned.”
“You here to shoot him?”
“No, sir. Just wonder what happened to my supplies.” I blink the sweat out of my eyes and try to keep my breathing level.
The guard pulls his gun back and disappears below the tower wall. The gate creaks open.
As I hop back on the quad, I fight the urge to turn and drive in the opposite direction. Arn, Arn. I drive through the two massive wooden doors, big and scary as the gates of hell.
The guard blocks the road with his massive body. He's six-foot-four and muscled in areas I didn’t even know possible, his arm awash in scrawling blue tattoos. Only someone brave or crazy would puncture their skin and risk infection for decoration. He's wearing cowhide boots and vest tied together with bits of electrical cord, the frayed ends splayed out like whiskers. And on his face—a grimace so unwelcome he could stop a stampede. He waves me over to where a dozen other vehicles sit inside the wall. I park the quad in between a rusted motorcycle and a truck with no doors. As I step off, he comes up.
The long barrel of his rifle is aimed at my chest when I turn. I throw my hands up. “I … I thought I was okay.”
The guard spits a bit of wood he was gnawing at my feet. “Spread 'em.”
This is it. He'll feel my breasts and it'll be all over. I could run or reach for the rifle strapped to my back, but he's already got the drop on me. I hold my arms up and try to quell their trembling. Stupid. I was so stupid.
He stands so close I feel puffs of his labored breathing hot in my ear. He smells of tobacco smoke and old leather as he invades my space. His big hands paw at my thighs. I squeeze my eyes shut and bite my lip. What will he do once he knows?
I keep waiting for him run his paws over my chest, but his hands slip off before progressing upward. I open my eyes.
He isn't looking at me. His eyes are fixed to the porch of the old Victorian house on the corner. Or rather, the fifty-something woman with shaggy gray-brown hair wearing a skimpy, black negligee. In her lacy underwear, she's nearly naked. White flesh spills out above the push-up bra, the tattered thigh-high stockings. Her lips are splashed red and dark bruises circle her flat, dead eyes. We watch as she begins a jerky dance. I turn away as she thrusts her hips back and forth, showing off the goods.
She's a sex slave. That house with the barred windows up top must be the brothel. When the Breeders have used up the women—the ones who survive—they ship them to their enforcers. Men like the Sheriff use them as sex slaves and pocket the money. A horrible life. Mine if I mess up here.
“Surrender your weapons,” the guard murmurs. He holds out his hand, but his eyes stay on the woman. He licks his lips and I want to sock him, but at least he's not paying me any mind. I drop my rifle in his outstretched hand. He takes my gun, carries it back to the tower and comes out with a crinkled piece of paper. He pushes it into my palm.
“Lose your slip, lose your gun.”
I tuck the paper, smudged with dirty fingerprints, in my pocket. “Thanks,” I mutter reflexively, yet it's my own female voice. I freeze and shoot my eyes up to his face.
He's already walking back to his guard stand, one hand scratching his butt through his jeans. His eyes lock on the woman who's doing a strange jig. Her fearful eyes remind me of a jackrabbit caught in a snare.
I shake my head and focus on the plan. I remove my goggles and helmet in exchange for one of Arn’s fraying straw Stetsons. I pull the brown bandanna to my chin. Peering at my reflection in a couple of truck doors, I figure I look as good as can be expected. Yet, when I step away from my quad, I feel buck naked.
I scan the parked cars for Arn’s Jeep. The busted wrecks people call vehicles always amaze me. Most trucks or SUVs got no windows. Some got no doors. I spot a pick-up truck with the bed sheared off behind the back tires. I'm looking in wonder at a burnt-out car frame with new tires—when I see it. There, a few rows over, sits our Jeep. I almost clap at the sight of it. I run over and peer in. No blood splashes the torn and dusty upholstery. No signs of a struggle. No signs of Arn, either, but if the Jeep's here, Arn's here. For the first time since Arn's disappeared, I feel a little lighter.
The gate creaks closed behind me, slamming together with a decisive thud. I'm locked in. The fear falls back on me like a wet blanket. I've made it into town. That completes the only plan I had. As I swivel to take in the town, my stomach knots. Men. Everywhere I look are men—men on dusty sidewalks on either side of the main street, men going in and out of stores, men carrying brown packages or greasy car parts. Men linger outside the brothel to ogle the dancing woman. Every single one will attack if they know my secret. I'm a mouse in a basket of snakes. I shouldn’t have come.
A gunshot cracks down Main Street. I throw my hands over my ears. But when I look, everyone is going about their business. I stand up, straighten my coat and pray my beating heart don't show through my jacket.
When I was little and the coyotes used to prowl around our shack, my mama used to whisper a saying in my ear. It comes back to me now. “Fear makes the coyote bigger than he is.” Right now the coyote's pretty damn big, but I gotta do what I gotta do. I stick my chest out and strut like a man down the street.
A sassy piano tune starts up in the brothel. The off-key notes form into a song my mama used to hum under her breath at dishes or while mending. Behind the dancing prostitute on the porch, someone sings along real mournful and slow. Are you lonesome tonight? Do you miss me tonight?
Are you sorry we drifted apart?
Arn loved that song. I bite down the jolt of raw pain, straighten my jacket.
When I pass the brothel’s open door, I spy a half-dozen men lounging around the parlor in beat up recliners, sipping house gin. Three sad-eyed women in undergarments carry drinks on trays. One is missing an arm past the elbow. The other has a red, puckered scar that travels from her eyebrow to the corner of her down-turned mouth. In the corner a woman about sixty straddles a man's lap. Her breasts are bare, white, puckered and resting on her narrow stomach. Her sad, tired eyes meet mine as the man cups them in his calloused hands. I tuck my chin into my bandana. As I walk away, I send messages to her in my head. I'm sorry about your life. Sorry, so sorry.
My head down, I bump into a skinny man in a moth-eaten shirt. His gray hair straggles down his face in greasy stands. I smell the homemade liqueur on his breath. “Watch your strut, pard, or I'll cut ya a new grin.”
“Sorry,” I mumble. I race away before he can respond.
The town must've been a bustling main street before the world fell apart. I try to imagine it in its heyday, back when the cobblestone sidewalks lined the street like even teeth. The electrical cords overhead, long and black as snakes, used to pump light to the leaning streetlamps. The benches, now rusted iron frames, used to hold people eating flavored ice, laughing. The glass-front windows held shiny goods fresh off the factory line. I picture a red bicycle and a ruffled pink dress. Must've been real nice.
When I open my eyes I see it how it is now: everything broken, bent, brown. Half the storefronts are just crumbled piles of bricks. The other half still stand, but have boarded-up windows, graffiti splashed on the walls. One little shop's got a coat of dried blood splattered on the wall. Nothing new, shiny or nice to see here. I tuck my eyes and head forward.
I stumble up to the next building—a general store judging by the hand-painted sign reading Stor in sloppy red letters. The steps lie in a crumbled mess of broken concrete, so a plank serves as the ramp up to the hole in the brick they're using as a door. The clerk behind the counter looks up as I enter. He's narrow and wiry in his stained apron and cotton shirt. I cringe as he scans me. I find the first aisle and pretend to be fascinated by a dented metal teapot.
When I'm safely hidden behind the shelves, I scan the store. Four-foot high metal shelves runs in three rows. They're covered in a vast array of goods. Piles of scrawny carrots, potatoes and a single orange sit on a produce table. The factory-made goods are pricey and the clerks always keep them close by. The one or two factories that still operate are attacked with such frequency that nothing really gets made. Those dented cans and rectangular boxes with pictures of happy children were likely stolen from abandoned grocery stores. I stare at the smiling children on the boxes and my stomach grumbles. I wonder what those cheesy noodles would taste like.
I walk down an aisle of used household goods: cracked porcelain plates, tattered bed sheets, a stereo with a tin foil antenna. An elderly man with skin like leather lifts a pair of patched overalls to his skeleton frame. A man with a cowboy hat pulled low peruses the loose hardware aisle, sifting through bins of assorted nuts and bolts. No Arn.
I suck in a hot breath and approach the counter. The clerk's glasses, taped together at the center, slump down his nose. He pushes them up with a dirty finger and looks up from his ledger.
“Can I help you?” His eyes show no desire to help me.
I pull up my male voice. “I'm looking for a man. Name's Arn Meemick. He's five-ten, 140 pounds. Brown hair and brown eyes—”
He cuts me off with a wave of his palm. “Listen, son, every dirt farmer and cattle rancher from here to Tahoe fit that look-a-like. You here to buy somethin’?”
I knit my brows. “I'm sure you'd know 'im if I just describe 'im better. He was wearing jeans, a wide-brimmed hat—”
He slams both palms on plank counter. “This ain't the lost 'n found. If you ain't gonna buy something, git.” He thumbs toward the open doorway and goes back to digging his nubby pencil into his ledger.
I stand, my mouth open. I've heard the Sheriff and his boys were rough and ruthless, but it'd never crossed my mind that common folk would be this heartless. When I tromp out, I pause once more at the door to shoot him a dirty look.
The man from the nuts-and-bolts aisle has his eyes on me. He looks away, but his eyes leave a burn on my skin. I tuck my head down and hurry out of the store. I gotta get Arn and get out fast.
I pass the doctor’s where a man painted with blood writhes on an exam table. Two others sit in various states of messy disorder. No Arn. It's the same story in the armory, the livery stable and the inn. When I come to the end of the shops and the beginning of the houses, my heart sinks. I can't go knocking on doors.
A lump wells up in my throat. I can't leave without Arn and even if I could, I'm out of gas. I'd cry if I didn’t think it’d get me killed. I rub my hand over my sweaty forehead and sniff back the tears. This was a stupid idea in the first place.
I look up at the one final building I haven’t checked. It's the last place I want to look, but I take a deep breath and peer in. The building’s a cement square with three barred cells lining the inside. The first cell's empty, but the second is occupied. A man leans lifelessly against the bars. Egg-sized welts decorate his face. His left eye is a swollen purple-blue lump. A dark trickle of blood meanders down his chin.
Even with his mangled appearance, I recognize him—Arn.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
I run up the steps and barrel through the jail door. I tear past the guard, who's sitting at a desk with his boots up. I skid to a halt at Arn's cell, drop to my knees and wrap my hands around the bars.
“Arn!” I yell. “Arn, wake up!”
Boots step up behind me. A giant hand yanks me backward. I fly through the air, my arms wheeling. I hit the concrete hard. My head bangs on the far wall and pinpricks of light burst before my eyes. As I'm shaking my head, trying to clear my vision, a shadow looms. The sound of a shotgun being cocked echoes around the room.
I throw my hands over my face. The world's fuzzy and far away, and when I look, the guard aims both barrels at my chest.
A voice from the other side of the room. “Don' shoot.”
It takes me a moment to place the weak, garbled voice. Arn's struggling to sit up. He's alive. Thank god.
The guard doesn't lower his shotgun, but his finger inches off the trigger. With it still trained on me, he looks over his shoulder to where Arn pulls himself up the metal bars. The more I can see of him, the worse he looks.
“None o’ your business, old man,” the guard says to my stepfather. He turns back to me and nudges my leg with his steel-toed boot. “What the hell ya think you doin’ barging in here? Want me blow yer everlovin' head off?”
I raise my palms up in a show of surrender. “Sorry.” I point to Arn. “I … I'm here for him,”
The guard relaxes his grip on the gun. “Ya got bail, pal?”
I inch up on my elbows so my head's upright. The goose egg where my head hit the concrete throbs. “What's the charge?”
The guard lets the gun barrel tilt to the floor and wipes a hand over the sweat dotting his bald head. “Owes for the goods he stole."
I glance at my stepfather, who's upright but leaning against the wall for support. His left hand clutches his abdomen. There's more wrong with him than a busted face.
“Dat's a lie,” Arn mumbles as if his mouth's stuffed with rocks. He spits dark brown flecks of dried blood on the cell floor.
The big guard, who reminds me of the bald guy from the cleaning bottles I saw in the general store, shrugs. “Don't matter. Sheriff already done sentenced ya. Ya stay ‘til ya pay as the Sheriff say.” He guffaws loudly at his rhyme, his big lips crinkling up in a grin. He looks at me, hoping I'm in on his joke. I'm not. The smile fades from his mouth, but he's decided I'm not a threat, either. He lumbers to the desk near the door and plops down in the metal folding chair. He lays the shotgun across the desktop and wipes more sweat off his brow. “So, you got bail?”
I ease up slow so not to disturb my pounding head. I give Arn a questioning look.
“Git outta here.” Arn coughs and spits again. This time the floor is stained bright red.
There's no point in starting to obey Arn now. I pull myself up, walk over to the guard's desk and dig out my gun slip. My fingers tremor as I lay the paper on his desk. “I got a gun to trade.”
The guard shakes his head and beads of sweat fling off the bald surface. “Can't make the deal, Neil,” a goofy smile touches his lips, “but I can tell ya that ain't gonna be enough.”
I put my hands on the chipped wood. “What about a four-wheeler in great condition?”
The guard shrugs. “Maybe. You gonna have to wait at this rate ‘cause he's late.” He grins sloppily now, despite himself.
“Huh?” I ask.
The smile slips and he waves a dismissive hand at me. “Never min'. Sit there 'til Warden come.”
“Warden?”
“He'll tell you yeah or neah on that quad. Should be back in tick.”
I sit on one of the dented folding chairs that are strewn haphazardly next to the cells. Arn and I don't speak, but he keeps nodding toward the door. I shake my head. He sighs and slides down to the floor, wincing and running a hand over his ribs.
Seeing him like this kills me. Who hurt him? The only one around is the guard, though he doesn't seem like the face-busting type. He's too busy picking his nose and eating it.
After about a half an hour, the guard stands up. He leans to one side, farts and then paws it away. He grabs a big key ring, the rifle and a tattered book with the picture of naked women inside the faded glossy pages. He points his finger at me as he heads toward the door.
“Going 'round back to drop a load. Don't try anything stupid or I'll shoot ya.”
As soon as he's gone, I crouch down and grip the rusted rebar fixed unevenly in the concrete.
“God, Arn. What happened to you? You alright?”
Arn nods, though I see a wince of pain tighten his mouth before he covers it up. “Got some cuts and bruises. Couple busted ribs maybe.” He sounds like he's got a mouth full of marbles. “Ri, you need to go. Don't mess with the Warden.”
“No way I'm leaving. How'd this happen?”
Arn scrunches up the wall a little and winces again. “Made a fair trade. Got food, gas, odds and ends.” He shifts and grimaces. “Turns out the shopkeeper and the Sheriff been running a scam. Shopkeeper takes your trade and then cries wolf. Sheriff’s thugs lock you up. They split the spoils. Least that's what I reckon.”
My knuckles go white around the bumpy bars. The injustice of this place and everyone in it makes my head swim.
“Don't worry. I'm gonna get you home. Mama will take care of you.”
Sadness fills the eye not swollen shut. “Don't let ‘em hear you talk that way.”
I lay my forehead against the bars, the coolness soothing to my feverish skin. A slick unease is settling over me, sending shivers up my spine. This is why my parents never let me come in to town. It's more horrible than I could've imagined. I open my mouth to apologize when a lean shadow darkens the doorway.
“Who are you?” A venomous voice cuts the silence.
A shadow slinks into the room until he forms into one of the most frightening men I’ve ever seen. The man's black hair is greased flat to his skull. His button-down shirt is as white as Bounty's milk, a feat so impossible in this landscape I gape in wonder. His down-turned mouth drags up over sharp white teeth that match his white shirt. He can only be the Warden.
“Stand up,” he commands. His acid-green eyes sear into me.
I pull myself upright. The Warden runs his eyes up and down my body. I fight the urge to shudder.
“Darrel says you have bail?” the Warden hisses. The guard trots in the doorway, pulling up his pants.
“I do.” My heart patters in my chest. His eyes seem to see through me.
The Warden laces his long white fingers together. “What's the item of trade?”
“A quad,” I say. “Yamaha. She runs like a dream.”
His eyes narrow to slits at the word she. My stomach does somersaults.
He steps towards me, so close now I smell onions on his breath. “Pull down your bandanna.”
I glance at Arn for help he can't provide. I focus back on the Warden. “Why?”
The Warden gives me a reassuring smile, yet he looks more like a jackal than a lap dog. “I like to see the faces of the men with whom I do business.” He hisses the word bizznezz like a snake.
Somewhere in the distance a fly buzzes against a window. Down the street someone is shouting. The heat of the room intensifies.
I swallow hard. “What if I say no?”
The Warden snaps his fingers, a sound like stepping on a dry twig, and Darrel jumps up with the shotgun.
The Warden widens his smile. His polished white teeth remind me of fangs. “If you don't uncover, I'll know you're an outlaw. We don’t tolerate outlaws.” Outlawzz.
I picture the lizard I killed the day before. How did it feel when my snare tightened around his throat? Slowly, I reach up and slip my finger between the bandanna and my skin. Then I yank down, exposing my face.
The Warden recoils. “A bender.”
He doesn't think I'm a girl. Relief floods me, then stops cold. Some think benders are filthy half-people. They're cursed at, kicked out of town, killed for being neither male nor female, but some mutated combination of both.
The Warden snaps a hand at Darrel. “Arrest him.”
“No!” Arn tugs at his cell bars.
Darrel takes a heavy step towards me.
“Don’t,” I say, shuffling backwards. I back up till I hit the far wall. My eyes search for an exit, but the only way out is blocked by Darrel and the Warden. I look to Arn.
“He ain't done nothing wrong,” Arn says, a mournful look falling over his bruised face.
The Warden reaches for the gun holstered at his hip. White flecks of spit sprinkle the corners of his mouth. “He’s what's wrong.” He points a thin finger at me. “He’s an abomination. A poison in this nice community.” The sound of his revolver sliding out of the holster echoes in the heavy stillness of the room.
My eyes snap from Arn to Darrel to the Warden. This can’t happen. I might be able to dodge Darrel who's bulky and slow. Then I'll have to get through the Warden and his polished revolver. Even if I manage that, I'll have to get past security at the gate. And I'll still be without Arn.
“Don’t—” is all I manage to say as Darrel grabs for my wrist. This time I won't be able to stop the tears.
A new voice cuts in from the doorway. “What's going on, fellas?”
Everyone turns. The man I saw in the general store stands in the doorway. His hands rest on his hips, inches away from the two big, shiny revolvers. He's tall and well built, not sickly and thin like ninety percent of the people outside. With his cowboy hat thumbed back, I can see his face. Even in my distress, my eyes linger on his smooth skin, strong jaw and sky blue eyes.
He strides in and tips his hand in respect. “Afternoon, Warden. Couldn't help overhear your conversation with this here gentleman.” He points to me. “Guess I missed the memo ‘bout benders being outlawed.”
The Warden swipes back one of his slicked curls. He wags a finger at the young man like a naughty child. “Clay, this is not your business. Leave it alone.”
Clay’s boots click on the floor as he steps toward us, a dazzling smile on his face. “Now, see, here's the thing. Sheriff's off to see about a horse and he left me in charge. I know you won't go 'gainst Sheriff's orders.”
Hatred creeps up the corners of the Warden's face, the crease between his lips showing those sharp, white teeth.
Clay ignores the Warden's grimace and points at me. “What's the kid here for?”
Eyes snap back to me. When Clay’s meet mine, my face flushes. I got no words.
Arn answers from his cell. “Posted my bail.”
“That so?” Clay stops and crosses his arms over his chest. His blue eyes deepen in hue the closer he gets.
I nod. I want to pull my bandanna up over my face to hide the blush that's burning up my cheeks.
“Well then, let's get ‘em on their way.” Clay winds his hand in a hurry-up motion.
The Warden holsters his gun. He begins cranking his neck back and forth like a ruffled chicken. Black curls escape their grease mortar and bob back and forth. “This … this is outrageous. When the Sheriff learns of this—”
“He'll be pleased as punch we dealt with our neighbors without shootin' holes in 'em this time.” Clay’s face carries a hint of mischief. This boy, no more than eighteen, must be somebody around here.
The Warden stomps out the door, spitting curses. Clay watches, a smirk at the corners of his mouth.
I’m too shocked to move. Just a minute ago, I was being locked up. Now a handsome boy keeps smiling at me. I let a tentative smile creep onto my face until I remember how guarded I have to be. Clay's the Sheriff's right-hand man. One good deed and a handsome smile can't erase all the people they've hurt, all those women sent to the Breeders.
Clay's crisp button-down shirt tightens around the muscles of his arms as he stretches out his arm. “You got bail for this man?”
I wring my hands and force myself to focus. “I was gonna trade my quad.”
His palm is smooth, clean. I wonder what he thinks of my grimy fingers as I dig the quad key out of my pants pocket and drop it in his hand.
He closes his hand over the key. “All set. Darrel, unlock the cell.”
Darrel lurches forward and unlocks Arn's cell. Arn shuffles out and I slide myself under his arm for support. As we head toward the door, I gather the courage to meet Clay's eyes.
“Thank you,” I say. “I hope I can repay this kindness.” More blush. My cheeks will catch fire if I don't get out now.
He thumbs his hat at me. “Don't mention it, but I'd light out fast. That Warden’s a devil.”
I help Arn toward the exit.
He calls to us again. “I'd cover up your face. Not everyone's as open-minded.”
I lift the bandanna over my mouth and nose. Beside me Arn spits another hunk of blood into the dusty road.
“Come on,” I say, as he leans into me. “Let's get the hell out of dodge.”
“Don't say hell.”
I smile as I hustle him onward.
Amazingly, getting through the gate goes more smoothly than I could've hoped. I retrieve my gun with no trouble. The clunky vehicle turns over on the first try. When I finally see the town through the cloud of dust in the rear view, I relax a notch. I glance over at Arn, who's slumped over in the passenger seat. In the red sunset glare, his whole face looks bloody, though I know it's a trick of the light.
“Don't worry,” I say, though I'm not sure he can hear me. “We'll be home in no time. Our luck's turning around.”
He opens the eye that's not swelled shut. “Don't count your chickens. It's a long way home.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Twilight slashes the western sky when I spot our house. In the dark, the dusty white farmhouse stands like a lone beacon. As the tires crunch onto our driveway, a kerosene lamp blazes to life in the upstairs. I kill the engine. Arn’s already swinging out when I reach his door to collect him.
The screen door thwacks as my mama barrels out, her nightgown flowing behind her in the moonlight.
“Riley,” she cries, her hands flying up to her mouth. Then her eyes land on my stepfather. “Oh God.”
She runs through the yard barefoot. Gravel tears at her feet, but she doesn't bat an eye. She throws her arms around us, sobbing. She smells like home.
The door bangs again and Ethan stumbles out, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He blinks, and then runs down the steps, smashing into us, almost knocking everyone over.
“Dad!” Then he turns his oval face to me. “Riley, you brought him home. I knew you would.”
Tears leak from the corners of my eyes, but my hands are too full of my family to wipe them away.
Slowly we make our way toward the house, touching, hugging. Ethan asks a million questions which no one answers. Auntie's on the porch, clutching her shawl around her. She shakes her head at me as we pass. “Stubborn girl.” She grips my arms and smiles.
My mama takes my spot under Arn and leads him to the stairs. When they get to the base of the steps, she turns and throws her arms around me again. “Thank you for bringing him home,” she whispers and kisses my cheek. They limp up the stairs.
Ethan's cold fingers find mine. “Caught a rabbit while you were gone.”
I lead him down the hall to our bedroom. “That's fantastic, little bud. Did you kill it?”
He drops his eyes. “I couldn't.”
“What'd you do with him?” I drag my body down the dark hallway. So tired.
Ethan swings our arms back and forth lightly. “He's in a cage in the barn. I named him Superman.”
I chuckle. “Superman, huh? Now we really can't eat him.”
“I wanna keep him.”
“We'll see.”
I fall into bed with my clothes on. My last image is Ethan curling into his blanket, his dark hair falling over his sleepy eyes. Man, it's good to be home.
***
I wake to a sharp beam of sun dancing on my eyelids. I squint into the midday sun. Ethan usually has me up at the crack of dawn with his chatter. Either I slept through it, or he thought I needed the rest. Boy, is he right. My body aches like I've taken a bad fall down a rocky hill. The goose egg where my head hit the jail wall smarts when I probe it. My mouth tastes like a dirt road. Yet, the voices down the hall are laughing. All worth it.
I drag my body out of bed and down the hall to the kitchen. Arn sits at the table with a fresh bandage wrapped around his bare chest. His eye's still swollen shut and his jaw looks like someone put it on crooked, but his color has returned. He spoons weak broth into his mouth. His hand trembles when the spoon meets his lips, but he steadies it easily enough.
My mama strides around the kitchen, pounding fresh dough on the counter, chopping angled carrots. Her burned face is set in a calm contentment. Auntie knits in the chair opposite Arn. She's the first one to notice me leaning in the doorway.
“Up, I see,” she says, her needles clicking. “Thought you'd sleep the day away.”
“Hush, Bell. She needed her sleep.” My mother floats over and hugs me. “Morning, angel. Hungry?”
I haven't eaten since the canned beans I scarfed on the road yesterday afternoon. My stomach growls. “Yeah. Is it lunch time?”
My mama drops dough balls on a tray. “We're pulling out all the stops. I'm making Auntie's famous bread, we got fried rabbit, and I found an apple in the back of the pantry.”
“Rabbit?” I look for Ethan. “We ain't eating Superman, are we?”
She shakes her head, but her smile wilts. “I promised Ethan we wouldn't hurt Superman, but he's pretty upset we can't take him. I told him he has a few days till the move, but he's out sulking in the barn. Maybe you could talk to him.”
I don't understand. “What?”
“I said he's sulking in the barn. When you're done eating, could you talk to him?”
“Not that. The other part. The part about us moving.”
She stops slicing carrots into little orange circles. “Riley, you didn't think we could stay here after what happened? We'll never be able to trade in town again. As soon as Arn's well, we're leaving.”
I stare at my mama with my mouth open. This had not crossed my mind. Of course she's right. We can't trade in town, but moving means traipsing through dangerous territory. Last time, it was nearly impossible to find a house with a working well outside of town walls. We'll risk being attacked, running out of gas, or starving to death. No wonder Ethan's in the barn sulking.
Arn raises his eyes to mine. The bruising under his left eye is a yellow green. He goes back to spooning the soup into his mouth. Auntie says nothing, but the furious clicking of her knitting needles speaks for her.
My mama offers me a calming smile. “It'll be fine, darling, as long as we're together.”
As long as we're together. It usually brings me comfort. Today it falls flat.
“I'm going in the barn,” I say, heading for the back door.
“What about your lunch?” she calls.
“I lost my appetite.” It's a childish thing to say, but I can't help myself. I am jogging when I hit the back porch.
The barn's familiar animal scent greets me as I enter. Bounty moos deep in her throat. I detour towards her and stroke the soft fur along her nose.
“Hey, girl. Thanks for watching them while I was gone.” She flips her ears back and forth, dislodging a few flies that buzz up and spiral around to her back. We won't be able to take Bounty. Arn will butcher her and the pigs before we leave. God, this day just gets worse. I turn away from her big brown eyes.
Ethan's squatting on the dirt floor next to the rabbit cage he's constructed out of old chicken wire. He's passing bits of carrot through the bars. Superman is a scrawny brown hare with long ears and a little cotton ball tail. He's too skinny to make a good dinner, anyway. I sit in the hay next to Ethan, my arms around my knees. My brother slides another carrot top through the wire into Superman's awaiting teeth.
Finally, Ethan looks up at me. “Are you gonna kill him?” he whispers.
I reel back. “What? No! I'm not going to kill your pet.”
Ethan shrugs. “Mom says I can't keep him when we move, so I thought maybe she sent you out to kill him.”
I shake my head. “She promised. You and your pal got a couple more days. Then we'll send him back to his bunny family.”
Ethan slips his fingers through the mesh cage and strokes Superman's soft sides. The jackrabbit is surprisingly calm at my brother's touch.
“He bite?” I ask.
Ethan shakes his head. “Not me. When I got him out of the snare, he was bucking a lot and scratched my arm, but I calmed him down.”
I stick my fingers through the wire and stroke Superman's rump. He twitches a little at the initial touch, but doesn't jump away.
I lean into Ethan's skinny frame until our shoulders touch. “It'll be fine, you know. As long as we're together.”
Ethan looks up at me through a dark lock of hair. “You sound like Mama.”
“Well, it's true.” I twirl a piece of hay around my finger. “As long as we're there, you'll be safe.”
“It's not me I'm worried about,” he whispers.
I mull this over. The worry I have every night for my family weighs so heavily on my chest I can't breathe. How big that must feel for a little boy? I put my hand on his boney shoulder. “You knew I was coming back, right? I wouldn't leave you.”
Ethan looks at me, his round, dark eyes shining in the dimness. “Promise?”
“Of course.” My chest tightens at the thought of Ethan watching my dust cloud recede as I drove away. I ruffle his hair, trying to lighten the mood. “Besides, who'd make fun of you for picking boogies and wiping them under the bed?”
“Shut up,” he says without emotion. He smiles with his mouth, but not his eyes. So serious, my little brother.
I stand up. He gives Superman one more carrot and then stands, brushing the hay off his pants.
“I wish there was a way to keep Superman,” he says, sighing.
“Maybe you can fold him in your suitcase like this.” I scoop him up and turn him upside down, so his knees are at my face and his head dangles toward the ground. When he giggles, his belly shakes beneath my arms. He nearly kicks me in the face as he struggles to right himself. In a month, he'll be too big for me to do this any more.
When he starts tickling my ribs, I nearly drop him on his head. Instead I roll him into a pile of hay near Bounty's stall. When we walk out, he slips his hand into mine.
“Maybe you can talk to Dad for me. You saved his life. He owes you.”
I tug a piece of hay out of his hair. “Nah,” I say, shaking my head. “After all the crap I've put Arn through, I bet he figures we're 'bout even.”
 
* * *
 
I dream I'm back in town searching for Arn. I run up the dusty street, but my legs droop like useless sandbags. In the dirt, I claw through the scrub on my belly. My heart pounds up into my throat. Someone's after me.
I feel eyes on me, sending shivers up my arms. The deserted street is empty. The hot sand burns my hands as I dig forward. I have to get away. I have to find Arn.
A hand circles my leg. I scream and claw through the sand, but the hand snags my pants and drags me backward. I wheel around, unable to breathe.
Greased, black hair, watery green eyes the color of bile and a mouth full of jagged, white fangs. The Warden has found me. I gasp and struggle, but his fingers are tentacles circling around my legs, dragging me to his mouth, which unhinges like a copperhead's. He will swallow me whole. Every part of me screams. My fingers claw through the dirt, but it's no use. His fingers scratch up my legs and cut into the soft flesh of my stomach. He drags me towards rows and rows of sharp, white fangs.
“Help!” I scream to the empty hills. I turn back, but my attacker is no longer the Warden. It's Clay. “Help me!” I plead.
I lock onto Clay's blue eyes. I watch in horror as a sulfur green seeps into his blue irises. Clay opens his mouth and reveals rows of dripping fangs.
I wake up screaming.
My room is dark. My heart pistons out of control. I place my hand to it and try to breathe. Across the room Ethan lies under a mound of tattered blankets. There's my boots where I left them beside my bed. On the nightstand, Ethan's comic book flaps in the breeze from the window. I lie back in bed and try to relax.
My brain begins to separate nightmare from reality, but my skin still crawls with sweat. I stare up at the vein-like cracks in the plaster ceiling. I'm fine, I tell myself. I clutch the sheet around me. I don't feel fine.
A puff of night air traces my sweat-drenched skin, sending shivers up my arms. My comforter lies in a wad on the floor. I stand up and cross our window to get it. Outside there's a delicate crunch of gravel.
What was that? I hear it again. Footsteps on the gravel outside. My pulse skyrockets. I take a step toward the open window and peer into the darkness.
Sheer, ratty curtains hang limp over the opening to discourage bugs; through them I scan the moonlit yard. The dead apple trees are dark gnarly slashes in the distance. The outhouse is the rectangular shadow to the right. I clutch my arms around myself and shiver. If the coyotes are prowling this close, we're going to have a big problem. I reach around for my hunting knife on the nightstand. When I'm turning back to the window, I see the moving shadow.
It's a lean, dark figure slinking from the outhouse to the barn. It's too tall for a coyote. Only one thing can make a shadow like that and he walks on two legs.
The fear in my dream is nothing compared to my fear now.
“Riley.” A voice behind. A rough hand that slides over my mouth. I jab an elbow backward. My attacker oomphs and the hand falls away. I turn and raise my knife.
Arn's hunched over, his hands wrapped around the bandages that circle his middle. I've elbowed him in his broken ribs. I start to apologize, but he snaps his fingers to silence me.
“Get your brother and get in the cellar. Don't come out no matter what you hear.”
The gun in his hand paralyzes me.
“What's going on?” Ethan asks groggily from his bed. He's propped up on an elbow looking at us.
Arn doesn't answer. He strides to Ethan's bed, leans down and hugs him. If Arn is hugging, this is serious. I can't think with the terror screaming through my head.
“Take him now, Riley.” Arn slips out of the room and down the hall.
“What's happening?” Ethan sits up, alarmed. His eyes trail his father.
“Get dressed,” I say, grabbing my own boots and coveralls.
There's a low whistling sound, then a crash as our front window shatters. Something explodes, rumbling the floorboards beneath us.
“What was that?!” Ethan presses his palms to his ears.
I snatch Ethan. He's weightless as I tear out of our room. I shoot a glance toward the front room. The window lies in jagged pieces on the floor. Arn's got the kitchen table flipped over and hunches behind it with a rifle to his chest. My mama crouches at his feet, slipping rounds into another rifle with trembling fingers. Auntie sits with her back to the table, the revolver clutched to her breast.
I can't think. I can't breathe. I just run. I'll drop Ethan off and come back for them. It don't matter what Arn said. They need me.
I hit the porch, barely feeling the boards under my feet. When I jump into the yard, headlights blaze from our driveway. Half-dozen men are clustered behind three trucks. They're armed. They're going to kill us all.
I skid to a stop at the storm cellar. Ethan's crying when I set him down to pull open the doors.
“Riley,” he sobs. “What's happening? Where's Mama?” Snot runs in strings from his nose.
There's no time to comfort him. I point to the hole. “Get in.”
He shakes his head, tears flinging off in every direction. “Not without you.”
“Get in!” I yell.
He cries harder, shaking his head. His eyes are wide.
Gun shots crackle behind me. My panic chokes out all thought. I gotta get back. I pick Ethan up and carry him down the ladder. He cries and struggles, but somehow I get him down without dropping him. I dump him on the bench and run back to the ladder. His sobs fill the dark hole. I'll calm him down when this is over. I gotta get back.
I scramble up the ladder. Two rungs from the top, a shadow blots out the light. I peer up. With the headlights streaming behind him, it's hard to make out a face. For a moment I think it's Arn. Then the shadow turns his head and I recognize the square chin and short, dark hair.
Clay?
I stop climbing for a moment, confused. He’s one of the men sent to kill my family?
I scan his face, looking for answers. He opens his mouth to speak, but shots rattle in the distance. He steps back and he's gone. As I'm reaching for the next rung, I hear a loud squawk. Too late.
The heavy wooden door falls over the entrance, plunging us into darkness. Then I hear him slide the board through the handles.
He's locked us in.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
I slam into the cellar doors over and over. My shoulder blazes with pain, and splinters pierce my skin, but I pay no heed. Barking sobs like a tortured dog’s escape my throat.
More gunshots clatter above, then shouting. My mind runs as I pry chunks from the doors until my fingernails break and warm blood spills down my hands. With only two rifles, a handgun and a box of cartridges, my family stands against a dozen well-armed men.
They don't stand a chance.
I scramble down the ladder, falling off the last rung. I bang into a shelf, knock over something that smashes, but I don't stop. Ethan, sobbing, reaches out for me as I run past. I shake him off. My hands scramble over the shelves, tossing out canned goods, changes of clothing, a jug of water. Dry goods tumble off the shelf as I fling them out of my way. I need something to wrench the door open, a shovel, an ax, anything. In the dark, my hands come up empty.
Overhead something explodes.
My sobs turn into keening that fills the cellar. I fumble for the ladder and pull myself up. Bashing my shoulder against the locked doors won't help, but I can't stop. I smash into the wood until I see stars.
Above, everything quiets. I stop bashing and press my ear to the crack in the door. The truck engines flare to life and rumble away.
Quiet. The only sound is my brother's muffled sobbing and the throbbing of my heart. It's over. Images of my family riddled with bullet holes dance in the darkness before me. I pound my fists into the boards and scream.
Eventually Ethan pulls me off the ladder. He leads me to the bench. I curl onto the wooden surface. In the dark, I can pretend I don't exist. That I've died, too. The thought gives me a little comfort. When you're dead, you don't feel pain.
 
* * *
 
Little streamers of light trickle through the boards above. I open my eyes and watch the dust motes slide lazily through the triangles of light. Then I remember my family. The hurt hits my chest like both barrels of a twelve-gauge.
As my mind wakes, pain lights up my body. My shoulders feel like they've been run through a meat grinder. I lift my hands—shredded knuckles, splinters dug deep under my bloody fingernails. Ethan shifts next to me. We lay on the hard-packed earth, his back to my chest, my body curled around his. I brush his bangs off his face and swallow back the sobs. I can’t wake him. Maybe in his dream everything we love isn’t destroyed.
In the dim daylight, the storm cellar looks like a tornado hit. I've torn everything off the shelves. There's the broken glass from a jar of peaches. Clothing litters the dirt floor where I flung them.
I stare up at the locked cellar doors, as fresh tears dampen the corners of my eyes. What's up there? Part of me wants to crawl into a ball and never face it. A sob escapes my throat and Ethan stirs. Stop it, I tell myself. Even though my whole world's been blown to pieces, I have to pull it together. For him.
I stand up and pain rockets down my spine. I walk to the ransacked shelves. I slip cans back up into their dust rings on the shelves, pick up glass shards, fold the clothes. Beneath a pair of coveralls I find a rusty ax. I ignore the pain from my busted hands as I grip it and climb the ladder.
Ethan sits up suddenly. “What're you doing?”
I look down at him and try to smile. My face is unresponsive, so I give up and begin hacking at the crack between the doors. “Getting us out.”
Ethan watches me. “What do you think happened, you know, to Mama and Dad?”
“I'm sure they're fi …” My throat squeezes. I look down at my little brother. “I don't know.” I swing the ax over and over until my hands are screaming.
It takes a half an hour to bust the doors open. When I can barely grip the ax and my head throbs enough to blur my vision, the last of the wood gives way. I push open the mangled doors. Sunlight floods my face. Squinting, I climb out of the cellar and look around.
The stillness sends goose bumps over my arms. The yard is empty. Our farmhouse is silent, the back door open. Across the yard, the barn door thwacks in the breeze. A crow perches on the roof. When it sees me, it caws and flings itself into the air. Arn says crows are a bad omen. I watch the bird slash upward and feel like throwing up.
I peer down the hole at Ethan. “Stay here.” I don't wait for him to protest. I steel my will and stalk toward the house with the ax.
The first porch step creaks as I walk up. I freeze. Someone might lurk inside the darken doorway, waiting to ambush me. I grip the ax handle, take a deep breath and slip through the doorway into the dark hall.
I stand in the hallway and listen with the ax clutched to my chest. There’s no sounds, no sign that anyone's inside, but I can't shake the feeling that lurking behind a door someone waits to kill me. My hands tremble as I step into our living room.
Small beams of light sift in through bullet holes in the front wall. A vase is shattered and lying on the floor, yet the couch and Auntie's Victrola look undisturbed. I tiptoe forward and something crunches beneath my heel. I pick it up. It's a shotgun shell. I set it on my mother's sideboard table, clutch the ax to my chest and creep toward the kitchen.
When I see what’s become of the kitchen, I can’t help gasping.
The place is unrecognizable. The table is flipped on its side; the table top, a splintered mess of bullet holes. Glass shards from the exploded front windows litter the ground like jagged snow. The cupboards are open and their contents in pieces on the floor. I pick up a shard from the green ceramic mug that my mama drank tea out of every morning. I set the pieces on the counter with trembling fingers. Then my eyes trail toward the front window. What waits outside?
More glass on the porch. Auntie’s rocker rests on its side in the empty flowerbed. But no bodies. Then my eyes find a trail of blood that streaks the porch boards and continues down the steps.
The sick panic cripples me. Whose blood paints our porch? I lean my head against the window frame and close my eyes. I can't do this. I can't search for the bodies of my family. My trembling hand smears tears across my cheeks. But, I can't leave them out there for the coyotes to pick apart. I wipe my face with my sleeve. My stomach’s lined with lead as I pull open the front door.
The screen door dangles crookedly by one hinge. There's the streak of blood and one bloody footprint. I lean down and examine the smeared red stain. My mama's? I look up through the yard, expecting a body. Big tire tracks cut through the dirt where the trucks peeled out last night. Here and there, the dust is tinted deep brown. I've killed enough rabbits to know a bloodstain. A stray boot lays about fifteen yards from the porch. It doesn't look like Arn's. Hopefully one of those bastards took a bullet. Hopefully more than one.
With no bodies and no sign of what happened to my family, I turn back in. What if they’re wounded and hiding upstairs? As I stalk toward my bedroom, the fear of being watched settles on me again. I know that if they wanted me, they would've come down in the cellar and taken me. Unless Clay didn't tell them we were down there. But why wouldn’t he?
I pull up to my bedroom and listen. Nothing but my breath, hot and fast. I push the door open with my toe, the ax held high. The door gives a loud screech as it opens.
“Riley?” A voice behind me.
“Ahhh!” I brandish the ax.
Ethan’s face twists in fear.
“Jesus, Ethan!” I drop the ax and put my other hand to my beating heart. “Thought I told you to stay in the cellar.”
He steps beside me until his hip's touching mine. He's carrying a rusty kitchen knife. He peers down the hall with frightened eyes. “Where's Mama and Dad?”
“I don't know, but let me handle this.” I push him towards the back door.
He digs in his heels. “I can't stay down there no more. What I'm thinking about can't be worse than what's up here.”
I know what he means about pictures in your head. Mine’s flooded with horrible possibilities. I take his hand and together we slip quietly up the stairs.
The upstairs hallway is tensely quiet. The scuffed wood floor sighs under our weight. With shaking hands I push open two bedroom doors. Nothing. Everyone's gone. My eyes linger on the soft-bristled brush on my mother’s dresser. Will she ever use it again? I stumble out of her room before the ghost of her presence suffocates me.
We head downstairs and slump on the couch. Neither of us says a word. I can't think. I can't feel. I sit in a trance. An hour passes before Ethan's stomach rumbles. It's noon and we haven't eaten or drank anything since dinner last night.
Somehow I find the strength to stand. “Canned beans okay?”
He nods and then goes back to staring at light trickling through the bullet holes in our living room wall.
I drag myself to the pantry, but when I get there, something's wrong. The shelves are bare. I run a hand over the planking, my fingers brushing past a circular rust stain. This pantry was stocked yesterday. Today it's bare. Where did it all go? There's no cans on the floor. I peer into the kitchen and then back at the shelves. It takes my deadened brain a few beats to realize what’s happened. They took our food. Every canned good—the dried fruit, bread, flour, rice, carrots, apples. All gone.
The bastards stole our family and now our only chance at survival.
The livestock. Banging out of the pantry, I stumble through the kitchen and out the front door. I break into a run around to the barn. I push open the barn doors.
“Bounty?” My voice breaks.
The minute I'm not greeted by her mooing, I know she’s gone. And why wouldn't they take her? She's a commodity, useful, tradable. Just like my family.
I fall to the barn floor and lay in the dust. The sobs run though me for what seems like hours. Until there are no tears left. Until I’m hollow.
Sometime later Ethan's small hand slides over my back. His trembling voice cuts through my stupor. “Riley, I … I found Dad.”
By the sound of his voice, I know Arn's gone. Empty of tears, a dark numbness covers me. I take Ethan's hand and he leads me through the barn and around back. There, in the shade of our dead apple trees, is Arn's motionless body. His blood paints the ground beneath him a deep, muddy brown. His legs and arms are extended at odd angles. Someone dragged him here and left his body for the coyotes.
This is all my fault. I led his killer right to him.
As we approach, Ethan begins to shake. I stop and put my hands on his shoulders. “You don't have to do this,” I say, looking into his eyes. “I can bury him myself.” Can I? I'm not even sure I can take another step.
He shakes his head and wipes at the tears that trickle into the dust on his red cheeks. “He's my dad. I need to bury him.”
Today, my brother becomes a man, though I would trade all I had in the world to keep him a boy.
We arrange Arn’s body so it looks like he's sleeping. It gives me some comfort to see him lying back, eyes closed, arms over his chest, like he's fallen asleep in the shade. We get shovels and spend the rest of the day pouring our pain into the dirt. We bury Arn as the red sunset bleeds out across the horizon. Neither one of us cries. The grief is too big for tears.
 
* * *
 
The next days are a fog. I lie in bed and stare at the ceiling. Ethan pushes food at me that he's brought up from the cellar. The opened cans go uneaten. I close my eyes and my dreams are splashed with horrors. I open them and the horrors are the same, except awake I can feel pain.
When I'm awake, the guilt eats at my insides like acid. All of this is my fault. I went into town and pissed off the Warden. I led them back to our house. It doesn't matter that I rescued Arn. He'd have been better off in jail than under six feet of dirt. And now my mama and Auntie are gone. They are likely dead or wishing they were. And Ethan? I get to watch him starve to death. When he brings me the meals that I keep refusing, I can't look him in the face.
The only time I feel alive is when I think about revenge. I think of hurting the motherless bastards who did this. But mostly I think of Clay. I picture myself standing over his crumpled body and aiming my gun at his chest. I thought he was a good guy. He was just setting me up so they could follow me home and take everything. Why Ethan and I are still alive is a mystery, but I assume it’s a minor setback. He’ll be back to finish the job, and when he does, my hunting knife will find its last victim.
That night I have another nightmare. My mother cries in the distance. I run through the desert looking for her when something shakes me.
“Ri, wake up.”
I swim up out of the nightmare and open my eyes.
Ethan's gaunt face hovers a foot from mine. His black hair hangs lank on either side. Seeing him like this brings the stab of pain to my chest. I roll away and face the wall.
“Let me sleep.”
He shakes me again. “Someone's here.”
I sit up, heart pumping. “Who's here?” I grab my hunting knife. When I stand, the room spins. God, I'm weak. I shake the dizziness away and let anger wake up my limbs. I stalk to the front room.
An engine grumbles outside. I blow through the front door and stride onto the porch. At my feet is a package wrapped in white paper. On the road I spot a leather-clad biker on a black motorcycle. The helmet's face shield is down so I can't tell who's out there. The biker watches as I pick up the package.
There's charcoal scrawl on the white paper. A peace offering—Clay
I drop the package, jump off the porch and run toward the motorcycle. The sand sears the bottoms of my feet as I tear toward the bike, but I barely feel it. I sprint with my hunting knife gripped in my fist. He watches for a moment, revs the engine and takes off. By the time I hit the road, he's a cloud of dust in the distance. I pick up rocks and chuck them after him.
“Come back and I’ll kill you!”
He's gone. All I can do is choke on the dust.
My adrenaline spent, my legs barely carry me back to the house. Splotches of light dance in my vision. I mount the porch and kick Clay’s package into the dirt. Then I stumble up the remaining steps, slump onto the couch and pass out.
The sound of sizzling wakes me. The delicious aroma of cooking meat sends my stomach twisting. My mama cooking bacon? Then I remember.
I drag my useless body into the kitchen. Ethan's at the stove tending whatever's smelling so wonderful. I walk over to him and see two prime cuts of beef sizzling on the skillet.
“Where'd you get that?”
A smile forms on his face. “From the package. Who's Clay?”
I recoil. “We can't eat those!”
“Why not?”
“They might be poisoned.” I grab the nearest fork and stab the delicious steaks. Warm red juice drips down my hand as I open the belly of the stove. I toss the steaks into the fire.
Ethan cries, “Stop! What are you doing?”
I slam the stove shut and stand in front of it. “Clay's a monster.” I look Ethan hard in the eye. “He killed Arn. We can't trust him.”
We watch through the slats in the stove door as the steaks crinkle in the fire. The delicious aroma turns to a charred stink. Ethan bursts into tears beside me.
“What's wrong?” I say, standing over him as he sinks to the floor.
He buries his head in his hands. I crouch down beside him and put my hand on his bony shoulder. He shrugs it off.
“Listen,” I say. “I'm sorry about the steaks, but it was for your own good.”
He lifts his head and glares at me. “Since when do you care about me?”
I lean back, hands up in defense. “What're you talking about?”
He pulls at his hair in frustration. “You've been sleeping for three days! You won't even look at me! You said you wouldn't leave me, but you already have.”
I didn't think it was possible for me to feel worse. The one person in the world I have left to care for, and I’ve turned my back on him. I put my hand on his shoulder. This time he doesn't shrug it off.
“I'm sorry.” If I can get through this without crying, it'll be a miracle. “It's just real hard.”
He sniffs. “I know.”
“Yeah, you do. But I gotta get over it. Get my ass in gear, as Auntie would say.”
He wipes his eyes with the back of his hand. “She'd say you were being a lily-livered dirt eater.” He frowns, remembering.
The memory of Auntie's strange sayings lingers bitterly on my tongue. I stand and my legs buckle. Ethan grabs my hand and helps me up.
I throw my arm over Ethan's shoulder and press my face into the top of his head. “We'll eat lunch and then set some snares. A couple of rabbits and we'll be all set.” He looks up at me, his face searching mine for reassurance. I squeeze his shoulder. “It'll be okay.”
What a terrible liar I am.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
The next day there’s three unopened aluminum cans in a small pyramid on our porch. I squat down and examine the rippled cylinders. The labels are long gone, but the cans are in good shape, no dents or weird bulges. Food from another time. I wonder how long ago these were made. I’m about to chuck them in the trash when Ethan appears behind me. He looks longingly at the cans.
“Those can’t be poisoned, right?”
I shrug. “Maybe there’s poison on the outside of the cans.”
He disappears, returns with Mom's rusty tongs. “There,” he says, picking one up. “Now we can’t get sick.” He smiles at me. “Let’s eat.”
His feet thud smack on the wood floor as he runs into the kitchen. I hear him open drawers and digging out utensils. I stand on the porch and stare down the road. There’s no motorcycle, no sign that Clay is lurking around. Something glints in the distance behind a large pile of rocks. Is he watching us? I stare in that direction for several minutes until Ethan calls from the kitchen that the food’s done. The smell that trickles past my nose is enticing, but I can’t stand the thought of eating something Clay’s brought us. On the other hand, what choice do I have? My snares haven’t caught anything, and the canned goods in the cellar won’t last more than a week. We either eat Clay's offering, or we starve.
I sit at the table with Ethan and spoon manufactured chicken noodle soup in my mouth. The soup is thick and savory and I can’t help but enjoy it a little. As I roll the slippery noodles around on my tongue, I think about Clay and what he’s playing at. Why would he want us to trust him? If he wanted to capture us, he could pull up with a band of armed men. What could he gain from being kind? Maybe he just likes torturing his prey before he pounces and bites their heads off.
The next day, there’s a homemade apple pie sitting on the porch. Ethan watches me with desperate eyes as I cradle the pie and bring it to the table. We hover around it and stare at the sugary apples peaking out through the slats of toasted crust. My stomach somersaults.
“Please don't throw it away.” Ethan tugs on my elbow.
Though I'm desperate for the taste of that pie in my mouth, my pride can't allow it. I push the tin towards Ethan. “Eat it all.” I leave before I can change my mind.
I head to our bedroom and pull on my coveralls, long-sleeved t-shirt and boots. I gotta do something other than sit and sulk at my inability to provide. At Clay's ability to do it so easily.
“Hey, pie face,” I yell. “Let's go check some snares so we don't have to depend on treats from terrorists.”
Ethan meanders in, smelling of baked goods. The wide smile on his crumb-covered face deepens the hurt mounting in my gut. Clay brought him that happiness.
“Put your boots on,” I grumble.
The smile slips off Ethan's face, but he does what I ask. God, no matter what I do I feel like a loathsome, hairy dirt pie.
The sun bakes our heads as we tromp through the yard to the snares. The dust kicked up gets Ethan's asthma going again. We take a break in the shade of a rotted cactus husk and stare out over the crumbling landscape. The sea of brown stretches as far as I can see. Life was nearly impossible with three adults working their fingers to the bone. Now it's just me and the kid. We have four more days of canned goods in the cellar. Without the gifts from Clay, our only hope is the snares. Rabbits are plentiful, but the coyotes get to them before we do. And leaving isn't an option. Even if we had somewhere to run, we got no fuel. I tuck my chin to my knees and try not to think about what it would feel like to starve to death.
A buzzard spins in lazy circles overhead and Ethan tracks it with his eyes. “You think buzzards see color?”
I glance at him. A dark lock of hair falls in his eyes and he blows it up with a puff of air. A hint of a smile sits on his face as he watches the bird. When he sees a buzzard, he thinks about the wonderful things the bird can see. I think about the carcass that bird's about to eat. Ethan deserves to survive. It's my job to make sure he does.
When we find the first snare, it's empty. I tuck my hands in my pockets and hide my disappointment when Ethan looks from me to the empty wire loop. In my pockets my hands clench and unclench.
The next snare delivers. A fat brown gopher lies strangled to death in my wire. Its paws have dug four deep ruts in the dry earth. Its tongue lolls to one side of his matted brown muzzle. I loosen the wire and lift him up by his hind legs.
“Gotcha,” I say to the gopher. Then I turn to Ethan. “I'm gonna reset this snare. Go check the one over the hill and yell if we got something.”
Ethan nods and clomps over the rise.
The snare wire is kinked and it takes me a while to straighten the noose and secure it on the game trail again. Just as I'm driving the anchor back into the ground, I hear a scream.
I sit bolt upright. “Ethan!”
I drop everything and run. The rise of the hill blocks my view, but then I hear a sound that sends gooseflesh over my arms—the distinct growl of a predator.
“No,” I whisper as I sprint up the hill and dig out my hunting knife. How could I have let him go alone?
When I reach the crest, I spot Ethan. Four coyotes—snarling mongrels with their hackles raised, their bloodstained mouths contorted in fanged smiles—circle him. They’d picked up the scent of the rabbit in our snare, but Ethan stumbled upon them. Now their eyes glint as they circle another treat. They close in. This can't be happening. I sprint faster.
Ethan hears and throws me a desperate look. His arms are extended, his palms out, as if he could shoo them away. He's complete unarmed.
The ground blurs. My heart pounds. Twenty yards to go.
The alpha, a mangy mongrel with a blood-flecked muzzle, must sense me coming. He lurches. In a flash of yellow teeth, the coyote bites Ethan's outstretched arm.
“No!”
I close the last few yards in giant bounds and barrel into the pack, my knife out, teeth gritted. I charge past the three coyotes in the back and head straight for the alpha that's trying to drag Ethan away.
Time slows. The ugly scene is crisp as I lock onto my prey. Face contorted in terror, Ethan’s free hand digs into the coyote's scruff. The coyote’s tail is a taut brush behind him. His ears are erect triangles marking my approach. The frothy saliva runs from his fangs into my brother's bloody arm. There's a low, guttural growl, deep in his throat.
I fall on him. The only sound is the beat of my own heart as I jab my hunting knife home.
The serrated blade slices into the coyote's mangy hide. I bury it to the hilt in fur. With a fierce yelp, the coyote jolts and skitters sideways. He drops my brother's arm. Blood gushes from the animal's haunch. The coyote looks to his wound and then to me. He growls, flashing bloody fangs, but then limps sloppily over the ridge. His pack follows.
They're gone. Ethan.
With my blood still thrumming in my ears and the prickles of heat flooding my veins, I drop beside my brother, now pale and covered with dust.
“Ethan,” I say, reaching for his bloodied arm, “are you okay?”
Of course he's not okay. His arm is a torn mess of skin, blood and coyote drool. His face drains of color and his eyes well with tears.
“He … he bit me,” he stammers. He looks like he's going to faint.
I cradled him and take off running. I keep my eyes on my brother's pale face. He has to be okay.
By the time I reach the house, my lungs feel like deflated balloons and a stitch digs like a knife into my ribs, but none of that matters. I know what an infection means. With no antibiotics it means a horrible agonizing death.
I am stumbling through the yard when the figure blocks my path. A muscular man in clean denim, a faded t-shirt and cowboy hat. My eyes mark the silver revolvers at his hips. Clay.
I skid to a stop. “Get out of here!” I yell, though it comes out raspy from my aching lungs. I want to dig out my knife, but my hands are full of my brother, who's … unconscious? Is he breathing? I flick my eyes from Ethan, back to Clay.
Clay sees Ethan’s arm and his face darkens. He whistles low. “That's a nasty bite. Let me lend a hand.”
“No.” My voice is slick with hatred. “Get off my steps before I make you.” My words sound strong, but my arms feel like limp noodles. If I have to fight Clay now, it'll go poorly. I don't care. I'll die before I'll let him hurt Ethan.
He wrinkles his blue eyes as if weighing his words. “Really,” he says. “I can help.”
“Help what?” I'm stalling. My eyes skim our dusty yard for an exit, an answer, something. “Help capture us?” Ethan moans and more blood runs from his arm onto his shirt. I have to get him inside. Now.
“Listen,” he says, looking at me sheepishly, one thumb hooked in his belt loop, “I'm not here to take you in. When I locked you in the cellar, I was trying to keep you from getting shot up.”
He offers that smile now, one he's probably given his parents a million times to say, Trust this face. Would I lie? I don't care how charming he is. All I can see is an image of Arn's body drug out for the coyotes.
“My parents and Auntie are dead because of you.” I feel my pocketknife pressing against my thigh, waiting for me.
Clay's forehead furrows and he turns his eyes away. When he looks at me again, his voice is almost too quiet to hear. “Your ma and auntie aren't dead.”
Suddenly the world feels smaller, heavier. “What'd you say?”
He blows out a breath. “They ain't dead. We … they took 'em into custody. Nothing I could do.”
Not dead. My mother and Auntie Bell aren't dead. But what's happening to them? Were they sold to the Breeders? The thought of them going back there feels like an iron fist around my insides.
Clay takes a few steps sideways. He takes his hat off and tucks it to his chest, a cowboy's act of contrition if I ever saw it. Then he nods down at Ethan's arm. “He needs disinfectant or that'll fester. Coyot' bites are nasty.”
“I know that,” I say, taking a few steps toward our back door. I walk slowly past him, never taking my eyes away.
He gestures toward the bike sitting in our driveway with his hat. “Got a first aid kit on the bike. It's not much, but I got antiseptic and bandages.” He brings his hat back to his chest and smiles.
Arn in the dirt, left to die.
“We don't need your help.” I run up the steps and lock the door behind me.
 
* * *
 
Ethan's arm worsens.
I wash the wound with water, but it's not enough. The four slashes, deep bloody valleys with peaks of shredded skin, swell and puss. While Ethan moans and rocks on the bed, I scour the house for soap, disinfectant, anything. I pull apart every cupboard and closet. I come up empty handed.
In the barn I knock over empty gas cans, dig through drawers and fling empty bottles from shelves. I find nothing but fat centipedes and oily rags. My heart won't stop thudding in my chest. What if there's nothing? Desperate tears threaten, but I dig my fingernails into my palms and keep searching. I gotta find something. I gotta.
I save Arn's workbench for last. There's too much pain hovering around his worn table, the notes tacked above in his slanted scrawl, his projects never to be finished. I walk to it slowly, feeling the waves of sadness wash over me as my eyes touch all the things that he never will.
My vision's drawn to something smooth and shiny on a top shelf. My hand closes around the brown glass dropper. I lift the three-inch bottle up to the light. Brown liquid sloshes inside. Half a bottle of iodine. Jackpot.
I run back to the house. When I barrel into Ethan's room, he's a sweaty moaning mess. I slide up to his bed and push the hair out of his eyes.
“I got it, bud,” I say, unscrewing the bottle. “Hold still.”
He moans, but stops thrashing. I fill the little dropper with iodine and drip it into his wounds. Such a little fix for such a huge problem. I pray it'll be enough.
Ethan calms a little, though his arm still throbs. I find myself rubbing his sweaty back and singing verses of “You Are My Sunshine” and “Rock-a-bye Baby,” songs my mother would sing on nights when we were fitful or the thunder rattled the walls. The words feel heavy in my mouth.
He falls into a feverish sleep. Exhausted, I stumble down the hall.
Night has crept up in all the commotion. I stare out the ragged hole that was our front window to the quiet of our yard. The cool twilight air that pulses in feels good on my face. Somewhere an owl gives a mournful hoot and the insects buzz in harmony. I run my hands over my arms and slump on the couch. The familiar smells and sounds help me to breathe.
I've spent most of the day alternating between beating myself up for letting Ethan check a trap alone and picturing Auntie and my mama in chains. Now in the dark, my thoughts fly to them. Are they crouched against a concrete wall in one of the jail cells, waiting for the Breeders to collect their prize? My mind supplies chains on their ankles or collars around their neck. The horror of that thought haunts me. I hug myself and shiver. I gotta free them. But how?
My eyes trace the scattered remains of our life strewn around the living room. There's shards of a ceramic vase, the desert flowers my mother lovingly picked shriveled to husks on the floor. My eyes trace past shreds of our tattered wallpaper. A picture frame, knocked off a sideboard, lies broken on the ground. I pull myself off the couch and pick it up with tender hands.
The cherry wood frame, dented at the corners, holds the treasure I was seeking. The glass is gone, but the drawing remains. I lift the paper delicately out of the frame. It's a piece of butcher block with a ten-year-old's pencil scrawl. To anyone but my mama, it would've been trash, but she framed it and set it on the sideboard. Looking at it now brings a tightness to my throat I can't swallow down.
The pencil drawing shows five stick figures, each with giant circular heads and grins that cover half their faces. For my mama, I drew a triangle dress and her clutching what looks like a bean with a face—my best effort for baby Ethan. For Arn, I sketched his overalls as uneven rectangles over his stick body. Auntie's figure has a long rope braid down her back. And for myself, the biggest grin of all plastered on my little circle head.
My family as I saw it at age ten. I drew this at the kitchen table of the house we lived in six years ago. A thunderstorm crackled overhead and I tried to clamber on my mama's lap. She kindly pried me off and set the pencil and paper in front of me.
“Draw something happy,” she'd said, caressing my cheek. “It'll keep your mind off the storm.”
I hold the picture delicately to my chest. What I wouldn't give to go back there, under the flickering sky with my mother's hand at my shoulder and the clack clack of Auntie's rocking chair, the slow steady rhythm that meant all was right with the world. How could I have known then I had everything I ever need? That it would all be taken from me?
What can I do now to keep my mind off the storm?
 
* * *
 
The sharp knock on our front door wakes me. I bolt upright and dig in my pants for my knife. Nothing. I scan the room, lit with morning light, for a weapon and spy the fire poker in the stand near the hearth. Hefting the metal rod over my shoulder, I tiptoe to the front door.
Through the bullet holes in the wood, I see a figure on the other side.
“Go away!” I yell in my deepest voice. “We don't want any.”
“Now, I highly doubt that.”
Clay. I turn the knob and yank the door open. He stands on the porch in his clean cowboy best—short-sleeve button-down shirt, jeans, boots and his hat. In his left hand he holds a basket of apples, rolls and wrapped bacon. In his right hand is a bar of antiseptic soap. He lifts a dimpled reassuring smile.
I raise the poker as if to strike.
“Jesus!” He jumps back. “What's a fella gotta do to prove he's worth havin'?”
As I'm brandishing the poker, Ethan slides up behind me.
“Are you Clay?” His smile is wide and inviting.
“He was just leaving,” I say through clenched teeth.
“Oh.” Ethan's face falls. He pulls his wounded arm up and clutches it to him. The wound looks awful. The skin around the bite is puffy and oozing. The iodine is long gone.
I look at Ethan's arm and then at Clay, who's eying the poker, waiting for me to strike. I have no choice. The poker thuds heavily against my thigh as I bring it down.
“Come in,” I say, stiffly. “Can we get you some breakfast?”
Clay scans my expression and then takes a tentative step forward. “Sure,” he says. “Just put away the brainin' stick, will ya?”
I hand him the metal rod. “Take it. I'll start the stove.”
Ethan leads Clay to the table and begins peppering him with questions as I try to figure out what the hell I'm doing. Mechanically, I open the stove, toss in the kindling and dig around for a match. When the flame ignites, the yellow-red tongues eat up the starter twigs until they are crumbled black husks of their former selves. Then there's nothing left to do but make breakfast for my enemy.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
I sit across from Clay as he eats bacon off my mother's blue china plate. The three of us ignore the bullet holes shot into the table. Clay is telling some story to my little brother, who laughs and then chomps a rippled slice of bacon between his teeth.
I can't laugh. I don't even know what he's saying. I pretend to eat and watch the words form in his mouth, but all I think about is Clay sitting in Arn's chair. It makes me want to go find that stove poker again.
“Riley, did you hear that?”
“Huh?”
“Did you hear what Clay said? He said Mama and Auntie are still in town. He can take us to see them if we want.” Joy dances across Ethan's face.
I stop eating and stare up at Clay. “Can I have a word with you outside?”
Clay gives a wary smile and drops his napkin on the table. “Sure.”
I lead him out onto the porch and shut the door tight. On the porch the air is searing, a perfect match for how I'm feeling inside. Clay clomps out, leans his hip against the rickety porch railing and offers me his smile again.
“I mean it, you know. I can take y'all into town. We'll have to be caref—”
“You can get the hell out of here right now,” I say, trembling. I point to his motorcycle. “Just go. I had enough of your lies.”
“I'm not lying. Your ma's in town. Won't be for long, so if you want to see 'em, we need to shake tail.”
I clutch my hands together until my knuckles are white. “It's just another trick. Another way to get us into town so you can finish what you started.”
Frustration deepens the lines between his eyes. He shakes his head slowly back and forth. “You're really irritating, you know that?”
I stare at him with my jaw dropped. “Me?”
“Yeah, you.” He grips the porch rail and it rocks under his weight. “What do I have to do to prove I'm sorry? I saved y'all during the raid, I brought you food, medicine. What do I have to do?” He flaps his arms in frustration.
I cross my arms over my thrumming heart. “You can start by bringing my stepfather back to life.”
He winces and drops his head. “Wish I could.” He grips the porch railing and stares sadly off toward the barn. “I didn't want anyone to get hurt. When they told me we were going on a raid, I had no idea we were coming here.” He points to my bullet-riddled house. “Then I saw you and your brother in the yard. I locked you in to keep you safe. By the time I got back, your pa was toe up. Nothing I could do.” Clay lifts his sorrowful eyes from the dirt to meet mine.
“Do you think feeling bad is enough? You were a part of this whether you shot him or not.”
He digs the toe of his boot along a crack in the porch floorboards. “That's why I'm trying to make amends. I may be Sheriff’s number two, but I don't like his politics. I don't mind rustling criminals, but I can't abide this. Taking you to see your ma is the only decent thing I can think of to make up for what I did.”
I dig deep for more fury, but the wellspring runs dry.
Then it dawns on me. If Clay's not our enemy, he might be useful. A plan hatches. I look down the road toward town. “You said you want to help us, right?”
Clay stands straighter, thumbs in his belt loops. “Yeah.”
“Good.” My mind's still reeling. I take a few steps across the porch, swivel on my heel and face Clay again. “Where they keeping my family?”
Clay's eyes widen and he shakes his head. “Now hold those flyin' horses of your’n. There's one thing you gotta understand.”
“No,” I say curtly. “There's one thing you gotta understand. I'm getting my mama and auntie out of there ‘fore the Breeders come. I don't care what I got to do. I'm not letting those monsters take 'em.”
Clay rubs a hand over his head, mussing short brown hair. “Sorry, chief, but Breeders are coming tomorrow. And don't nobody get in their way.”
I stare out over the dusty landscape of our yard until my eyes light on my mother's garden. “Then we go today.”
He shakes his head. “Now wait a minute—”
I point my finger at his chest. “You want to make up for what you did? You helped lock 'em up. You get 'em free.”
He screws up his mouth and begins worrying the chipped paint on the porch rail. “I'd be strung up or kicked out with nothin'.”
I shrug and wave my hand at the desolation that used to be our family farm.
Clay rubs his smooth palms over his face. “Ah, God. This is crazy. You understand what you're asking me to do?”
I nod.
Clay blows out his breath. “Fine. I'll help you bust 'em out, but Sheriff can't know I had a hand in it.”
For the first time, I let a smile slink up my face. “Deal.”
Clay stares at my expression for a lingering minute. With my hate no longer clouding my judgment, I realize how reckless I've been with my secret. My breasts are bound tight, but I've done nothing to disguise my voice or the rest of my features.
Clay punches my arm. “God, you sure do got balls for a bender. Wait, do benders have balls?”
I give him a cold stare.
He waves his hand dismissively, a blush climbing up into his cheeks. “Never mind.”
 
* * *
 
In the back of the Jeep, the ruts in the road feel like craters. Ethan and I lay across the back seat, covered in a large canvas that's got us both sweating. Clay's driving. Every time the Jeep slows, I expect the townies to rip off our cover and arrest us.
Everything that matters is stuffed in two sacks in the back of the Jeep. Changes of clothes, my mother's quilt, Auntie's knitting needles, the Superman figure Arn was carving, Ethan's comic book, any spare food and water. It's amazing how items that used to mean the world to me I tossed without a thought. It's easy to know what matters when what you really love is stripped from you.
The Jeep jerks and Ethan and I rock back and forth and nearly knock heads. Laying pressed together like this, it's hard to see his face, but I feel his hand tighten around my arm. I give him a squeeze, but that's all I can offer. My stomach's in knots. Questions run in my mind till I'm dizzy with them. What will we have to do to free my family? How will we pull it off? What happens if I can't get back to Ethan? Our whole plan's paper-thin and it all hinges on Clay. Clay who I didn't trust, who I'm not sure I do. As the sun pokes through the holes in the canvas blanket, I wonder if this will be my last day breathing free air.
We rock to a stop, gravel crunching under the tries. I hear the guard holler down. We're here.
Clay shouts a friendly hello and the gates creak open. For him, there's no identifying himself, no weapons confiscation. He's a good ally to have. If only I knew for sure he was our ally.
Insides the gates, I feel the weight of what we're doing pressing down on me until I can barely breathe. I focus on listening and trying not to move.
“Stay here. I'll be back after dark,” Clay whispers from somewhere above.
I want to answer, but the Jeep rocks as he jumps out. He's gone.
Three hours goes slow when you're cramped in the back of a Jeep, trying not to make a sound.
Darkness falls. The light filtering through the canvas is a dusky gray. Ethan's fallen asleep on my arm and I can't feel my fingers. Every few minutes male voices shout, guns fire. Waiting makes me crazy. Where the hell is Clay? I'm about to slip up the canvas and attempt a peak when there's a hand at my back.
“Don't move,” the voice whispers.
We're done for.
The canvas slips back and there's Clay, washed and dressed in clean jeans and a fresh button-down shirt. The pearl snaps on his breast pockets wink in the twilight. I feel the rivers of sweat on my face and neck. I'm a hot mess. It doesn't matter what I look like. Clay thinks I'm a bender, and besides, after tonight, I'll never see him again.
As I untangle myself from Ethan, I glower at Clay's sparkling appearance. “Nice to see you had time to get a change of clothes. Did you have a bath? A massage?” I wipe the sweat from my brow.
“Shh,” he puts a finger to his lips and then holds up a bandanna, a wide-brimmed cowboy hat and a brown coat. “You'll be hot, but least you'll be covered.”
I clench my teeth to keep the sarcastic remarks from slipping out. I put on the clothes. Then we both look down at Ethan.
“I told him to stay in the Jeep,” I say, looking at his curled form, his hair lying in damp strands across his face. His mouth twitches in a dream. I hate leaving him, but I don't want him where I'm going. I brush a strand of hair from his face. “Let's get this over with,” I say to Clay.
He nods. “Follow me and try to act like you belong.”
In the twilight, little gas lamps flicker on either side of the street, a few more in the windows. The noises of the day have quieted. A few drunken calls spill out from the brothel. A woman cackles from an upper window. Besides a handful of stragglers, the streets are mostly empty. All respectable persons have gone home. Down the road lamps glow in the windows of the well-to-do. Right about now, my family would be cleaning up from supper. Auntie'd be knitting in her rocking chair on the porch. Ethan and I would dig out the molding deck of cards and invent a few games until the light grew too dim. My mama would rub the kinks out of Arn's shoulders. I blink the painful image from my mind and turn my eyes to the task at hand.
We stroll down the road, the same one I traveled not more than a few days ago. Clay saunters, smiles, stops to chat. The men lift their hats to Clay. I stand stiffly at each exchange, hoping no one notices me. Hoping I don't run into the Warden.
A toothless old man crosses the street and makes a beeline for us. He extends his wrinkled hand and for a moment I think he'll snatch me. I flinch, but he limps past and starts pumping Clay's hand like a dying man at a water well.
“I jest want ta thankee again fer the help, son,” he says, through the few teeth left in his mouth. “Thought I was up a crick with that charge. Not a dime in me pocket when I got pinched.”
Clay lifts his reassuring smile. “Don't mention it, Hawk. Glad to help.”
The withered man’s face glows with gratitude. What did Clay do for him? Probably something like he did for me at the jailhouse. It eases my frayed nerves a little to remember how he put himself on the line.
Hawk finally lets go and we continue past the brothel. My stomach knots as I peer in the open doorway. A few weary men hunch over the bar. One unfortunate old woman in ratty underwear and too much makeup slings drinks. Her eyes are like dull hunks of coal. Clay puts a hand on my shoulder and shakes his head. Thank God. I couldn't stand seeing a townie with his hands on my mother. I'd do something we'd both regret.
We stride past the darkened doctor's office, the general store, the armory. Clay never slows. My stomach flip-flops as we come up to the jail, but Clay doesn't turn. I glance in as we walk by and see Darrel's dirty boots up on the desk, his head back. The Warden is nowhere to be seen.
When we run out of shops and hit the residential end of the street, I'm confused. I shoot Clay questioning looks, which he ignores. When he continues past the rest of the homes, with their dimly lit windows and smells of cooked meat, and heads straight for the last house on the road, the stately white ranch with the wrap-around porch, I grab his arm.
“This is the Sheriff's,” I hiss.
He removes his arm from my grip and scans the road. With his face set all calm, he nods. “Thanks for the tip, hot shot, but I think I know where I'm going. Duck behind there and wait for me.” He points to a slanted wooden outhouse. “I got to send the guard on a little errand.”
I scowl, but bite my tongue. If I make a scene here, it will be the end of me. I slip behind a battered outhouse several yards from the Sheriff's white picket fence and watch from the shadows as Clay slips through the gate into the lion's den.
From my dark hiding space, I can see everything. Gas lamps light the front rooms of the Sheriff's house. I note the smoothly carved furniture, the shiny upright piano in the sitting room, the polished silver tea set on the table. I scan the windows for my mother and Auntie, but see no one.
Clay strides up the gravel path and greets the guard at the front door. They chuckle about something I can't hear. Clay motions back toward town and the guard nods, picks up his rifle and crunches down the street. When the guard's out of sight and the road quiet, Clay waves me forward. I slip out from behind my hiding spot, feeling more nervous than ever. My skin crawls beneath my layers of clothing. What are we doing?
He leads me around the side of the house. We trot past the little backyard with patches of clipped green grass and four apple trees heavy with red fruit. Beneath the trees is a weathered wooden swing. I imagine the Sheriff wiling away the hours, rocking beneath his apple trees. He probably needs to relax in between butchering families in their sleep.
Clay steps up to the back door, grabs my arm and pulls me in. Our bodies are so close, I can smell the sticky sweetness of his aftershave. My eyes rest on the curve of his jaw, the stubble on his chin. My cheeks flush beneath my bandanna. I shake my head and focus.
“Here's the plan. I head in and make sure the coast's clear. You slip down the basement real quiet. I'll send 'em down to you. When you’re ready, head out the back gate. They'll be a ride waiting.”
“What about Ethan?”
“He'll be there, too. Okay?”
I nod.
Clay looks up at the house. “Let's get started. We only got an hour.”
Clay puts a key in the lock and cracks open the back door. I follow on his heels. To my right is the basement stairs. I tread carefully into the dark basement. I don't dare fumble for a lantern, just plunge into the cool darkness with my hands outstretched. When my feet hit the concrete floor, I shuffle forward and almost smack into a pole. I wrap my arms around the cool metal beam. It gives me something solid to hold onto when most of me feels like dust picked up in a twister.
Footsteps overhead, whispering. I can't tell who's speaking, but I hear a female voice. My mom? God, why won't they hurry up? My heart thuds against the metal pole.
A beam of light trickles down the basement stairs. Someone's coming. Please God, let it be my family.
A foot appears, then an ankle, followed by a white cotton dress that's frayed at the hem. Auntie. In the lamplight clutched in her outstretched hand, she looks twenty years older, all wrinkles and sagging skin. She's wearing a clean cotton housedress and a head rag over her hair. I want to run to her, but my arms feel anchored to the pole. I watch her expression as she searches for me in the darkness. Her eyes adjust and lock onto mine. She shuffles to a stop; her hand flies to her mouth. “Riley?”
My arms aren't anchored anymore. I throw them around her.
I clutch her bony frame and she strokes my hair, murmuring sweetness like she used to do when I was little. She smells like fresh baking and wood smoke. I don't want to stop hugging her, but I can't help but keep one eye on the stairs. My mama. Where is she?
Auntie follows the direction of my eyes and shakes her head. She runs her hand over my hair and tries to get up the courage to tell me. She doesn't have to. I can see it on her face.
“Where is she?” I ask, my voice trembling.
“They took her this morning.”
Pain slams into my chest. This can't be happening. She was supposed to be here. Hot angry tears spring to my eyes.
Auntie pulls me to her. Some tears escape down my nose before I wipe them roughly away. Auntie pulls back and traces a tear with her crooked finger.
“If I know your mama, she'll give 'em a fight. She'll be right as rain until you can get her.”
I gaze up at Auntie's face, wanting to believe, but I can see the truth in her face like when I was eight years old. She found me crying that I'd never get married. She held me and said the right man would come along. I shouldn't worry my pretty head about it. When I looked into her face even then, I could tell she was giving me the words I wanted to hear, not the ones she believes. She's doing that now.
“What will happen to her?” I ask, afraid for the answer.
She twists her mouth down and shakes her head slightly. Then she takes hold of my shoulders and peers into my face. “You get to her. You do what you have to and get her out. And quick, darlin'. You have about a week before …”
I stiffen. “Before what?”
Auntie shakes her head. “Just get to her. I know you can.”
“How? I don't even know where she is.” I set my chin on Auntie's boney shoulder. She snakes her arms around me. She pets her hand over my hair again and again, stroking in time with her words, spurring me on. “That youngin' up there can sniff out where they tucked her. He's a good 'un. Useful. Looks like you already got him in your pocket if he'd risk bringing you here.”
“He's only helping because he feels bad about what happened to Arn. He said he'd help get you out. That's all.” I hate the childish tone in my voice, but I can't stop thinking of my mama in the clutches of monsters, their sharp teeth snagging at her flesh. I shake the image away.
Auntie stops stroking and pulls me back. Her hands clamp tight around my arms. “I'd bet a truck bed full a squealing piglets that's not the case, but no sense in all this talk. You got to go. Sheriff's due home any minute.” Auntie takes my hand and leads me back to the stairs.
I pull back. “You're coming with me.”
Auntie squeezes my hand. “Sorry, turnip, the old lady's staying put. Got too many bunions and my arthritis is flaring up. Road'd just make 'em worse.”
I shake my head. “No, Auntie. You're coming.”
Auntie grips my arms at the wrists. “Since when do you tell your Auntie what to do? You'd have to drag me kicking and screaming and I don't think you've got the taters to do it.” Her grip softens. She leans forward, a reassuring smile spreading up her face. “Sheriff's taken a liking to Auntie's famous bread. He doesn't mind if I swat at him or call him a dirt pie. I got my own bedroom and three squares and all I got to do is cook and clean up. Not a bad way to spin my last yarn.”
“I can't just leave you here. He's a murderer.”
Auntie takes me by the shoulders and gives me a dead-eyed glare. “Listen up, young lady. I'm staying.”
I tuck my chin to my chest and pick at the hem of my jacket. It's hard to say what I really mean. “But I need you, Auntie.”
She hugs me again. I smell the wood smoke in her silver hair. “You don't need me, nor nobody. You got Auntie's spunk. Jesus, you broke into Sheriff's house for the love of Pete. You can get your mama from those bastards.”
I stare at the concrete floor, but she lifts my chin until I'm looking at her.
“Don't even think about your old Auntie. I'm not done yet.”
“I'll get you out as soon as I find Mama. I promise.”
“Alright, punpkinhead. Now, go. Tell Ethan I love him.”
I hug her once more and she kisses my forehead. She leads me to the stairs and I shuffle up the steps and feel my way to the back door. In the small span of darkness, she's a million miles away. Leaving her feels wrong. I stand in the foyer and look back down.
The front door bangs open. Loud footsteps thud on the wood floors. I freeze. The hulking shadow striding through the front door forms into my worst nightmare. It's the Sheriff. I'm trapped. All I can do is watch from the shadows.
He sits on a fancy chair near the front door and pries off his boots. Then he looks around.
“Clay? You here?”
Clay appears from the hallway and strides towards the Sheriff.
“Right here, Pa.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
Clay is the Sheriff's son.
The realization smacks into me like a wind-whipped barn door. Stunned, I take a step back and bump into a table with a vase perched on top. It wobbles. Shatters.
The Sheriff draws his gun. “Who’s there?”
Run. I stumble over shards of vase and fumble for the door. Boots pound toward me. I yank the door open. Night air floods my face. I'll make it out. Then a meaty hand grips my collar and yanks me back.
I tumble into the kitchen, knock over a chair and spill onto the tile. I slam to a stop against the cabinets. When I look up, my eyes find the barrel of a gun.
“Looky here,” the Sheriff says with a sneer.
The Sheriff looks like a bulldog that's been in too many nasty fights. He's got a dozen scars carved around his jowly cheeks and bald head. There's a wicked crescent-shaped scar from his ear to his jaw, as if his sneer runs all the way up. He wears a white cotton t-shirt stained yellow at the pits and ratty blue jeans. My eyes trace over the holey socks with his toe peaking through. As he smirks at me, I can see the gaping hole where half of his teeth used to be.
“Bin a long time since we had ourselves an intruder,” he says, eying me. “'Bout time I got to shoot sumbody.”
My eyes flick from the Sheriff to Clay, who's appeared over his father's shoulder. He gives me fretful looks, but says nothing. The Sheriff reaches for me. I flinch. He rips the bandana off my face.
“Huh.” He examines me as he uses the barrel of his gun to scratch a bug bite in his chin stubble. When he leans in close, his breathe smells like raw meat. “Gonna ask you once, bender, what the hell you doin' in my house. If I think you're tellin' tales or I plain don't like yer answer, I'm gonna kill ya. But outside.” He smiles. “Don't want blood on my tile. Travertine. Nice, ain't it?”
My heart pounds out all thought. I glance at Clay for answers, but all he's giving me are agonizing looks. My mouth flops open and shut like a fish. I can't speak.
The Sheriff shakes his head. “Alright then, outside. We'll make quick work of ya and I can get in for my soak.”
I tighten up, ready to fight off the meaty hands that reach for my jacket. Clay clears his throat.
“Uh, Pa, I need to … talk to ya. Can this wait? I'll run the bastard down to the Warden.”
I stare up at Clay. Behind his father, he lifts his shoulders in a little shrug. Then he straightens his face as the Sheriff pushes up on his haunches and turns.
“Okay, take 'im. I wanna git in the tub anyway. Give me a whistle when you git back.” He hands the revolver to Clay and pats him on the back.
“Sure, Pa.” Clay grabs me by the arm and hauls me upright. “Let's take a walk.” His voice is ice cold.
With his hand around my bicep, Clay pulls me forward and I struggle against him. His hand tightens. “One move, you motherless bastard, and I blow your ever-lovin' brains out your ear.” If he's pretended to hate me, he's sure doing a good job.
Clay pulls me out of the house and down the porch. My eyes flick to his face, a mask of disgust. I keep waiting for him to smile, wink, but nothing. I'm about to give up hope when he yanks me into a dark alley. In the dirty crevice, his grip loosens from my arm.
“Jesus, we're in a hot mess.” He leans against he building and rubs his hand over his face. “Goddamn. So much for plan A.”
I pull away from him and step back until there's a good five-foot gap between us. I glare at his shadowed figure. “You never said he was your pa.”
“Yeah, well, he is. Didn't think you'd be too keen on going with me if you knew.”
“Well, yeah,” I say, my voice too loud.
Holds a finger up to silence me. Then he nervously scratches his chin stubble. “Listen,” he says, gazing back at the house, “just because the Sheriff's my pa don't mean our deal's off.” He sighs deeply. “I … I'm still in.”
“In for what?” I ask, flapping my hands. “Our master plan failed. We're done.”
He glances back toward the house. In the glinting windows, I can make out the shadow of his father clomping up the stairs. Clay sighs heavily. “We don't got a choice now. We'll have to head out. He's seen you.”
“We?”
He looks back toward the pristine house and grinds his teeth. Finally, he nods. “Yeah, I'm coming.”
I search his face. His eyes look tired, his jaw tense. The stubble on his cheeks and chin make him look twenty-five instead of eighteen. “Why?”
He blinks and looks up at me as if coming out of a dream. “What? Get you out?”
I shake my head. “Risk your life for strangers. That,” I say, pointing to the house, “is your flesh and blood.”
Clay's eyes search the night sky as if the stars contain some answer. He laces his fingers behind his head. His answer is slow in coming. “I don't know. My pa … he's been good to me.” He swallows hard. “But, he's not a good man. He wants me to be his second. I can't. Not after last month …”
I frown. “What happened last month?”
Even in the shadows I can see the sorrow running through his expression. “Nothing,” he says sharply. “I'm just not as tough-minded as my pa. That's all.”
“Not as psycho, you mean.”
His brow darkens. “He’s still my family.” His eyes flick to the little squares of light at the front of his house. “I'll disappoint him if I stay.”
I know what that's like. I've let down my parents more times than I can count, and a man like the Sheriff probably isn't as nice about failure. Clay's answer is not great, but we need him. I walk to the edge of the shadows and look down the road that has once again plunged into silence. “Coast’s clear. We should go.”
Clay gives me a tentative smile and then steps beside me. “I won't let you down.”
I don't turn. It's enough that he's so close I can hear him breathing.
We jog in the shadows of the sleepy houses. We skirt around Sheriff Tate's white picket fence. My eyes lift to the dark windows of the house. What will Clay leave behind?
When we reach the high wooden stockade at the back of the Sheriff’s yard, Clay runs his hands along the solid wooden structure as if searching for something. He must find what he's looking for because he stops and beings working an object in his hands. Metal glints in the moonlight, a tiny padlock. He spins the combination like he's done it a hundred times. He pops the lock and the little door opens, notched so neatly into the wood that no seams show. I would never have known it was there. We slip through to the other side of the fence. There's our Jeep, idling with the lights off. In the driver seat, Ethan can barely see over the dash, but he's never looked prouder of himself. Arn taught him to drive the Jeep around the yard, but how in the world did he get out of the front gate and around back? There's no time to ask.
I grab the dented driver's side door and yank it open. “Move over.”
Ethan pouts. “Ah, man. I wanna drive.”
“I should drive,” Clay says over my shoulder.
“No chance.” I turn back to Ethan. “Move before they start shooting.”
“Where's Mama and Auntie?” he asks, as he scrambles into the backseat.
“Auntie's fine, but wants to stay. We're going to get Mama.”
Ethan eyes me, but doesn't ask.
I jump in and Clay slides in the passenger seat, his face pale and slack.
“You sure you want to do this?” I ask.
He nods, but keeps his eyes on the dashboard. He doesn't look back when I pull away from the wall.
The only thing that marks our exit is crunching gravel. We take the two-lane highway out of town. I drive with white knuckles, expecting headlights to appear behind us any second. It’s a half-hour before my shoulders relax.
Hitting the open road with the night air in my face makes me feel a bit better. I glance at my two traveling companions. Ethan sits in the back, his head lolling from side to side, fighting sleep. Clay’s scanning the pitted black top, his mouth twisted down, deep in thought. It dawns on me that all three of us are driving away from all we’ve ever known.
“Thanks,” I say to Clay. With the night wind lashing around the Jeep, I wonder if he's heard me.
“Welcome,” he mumbles.
“Which way?”
“West,” he says, pointing. He tucks himself into the passenger seat and closes his eyes.
I drive into the night. The rutted blacktop is a mess with potholes, car husks, animal carcasses. My eyes are drawn up to a stretch of wind turbines in the distance. I trace the smooth white structures upward. Mom told me they used to provide electricity to this region. Now their tall, ivory forms remind me of bleached bones in the moonlight. When the wind stirs, the spinning blades moan wearily. I shiver and pull my eyes back to the highway.
Clay shifts beside me. His cowboy hat’s tipped over his eyes. His fingers twitch over the black stock of one of his revolvers in his sleep. What’s he dreaming about? How furious his pa will be if he ever finds out he helped us escape? He's agreed to leave every luxury in the world. Until I can figure out why, Clay's presence will always make me uneasy. He thinks I'm a bender and if he finds out my secret, turning me in would pay him enough to start a whole new life free of Daddy's expectations. Even a remotely honest man might jump at the chance for those riches. No, Clay can't know I'm a girl.
A tire bites into a deep rut and the Jeep jostles Clay awake. He bolts upright, his hand tightening on a revolver. His face slowly registers where he is. He looks over at me with tired eyes.
“Want me to drive?” he asks. He rubs his eyes with the palm of his hand in a way that I would find irresistible if I didn't have to keep from growing attached.
I shake my head. “Not yet, but I need you to tell me where I’m going. Where's my mama?”
Clay stares, red-eyed over the moonlit road. He shakes his head. “There's no use. You'll never get in.”
I veer around a stretch of blacktop that's completely fallen away and then meet his eyes. “I'll get in.”
Clay snorts. “Sure. Let's just break into the Breeder's facility, shall we? Brilliant. Even my pa wouldn't mess with those sons-a-bitches.”
I grip the steering wheel with white knuckles. “It's your pa's fault in the first place. If he hadn't sold my mama to the Breeders, we wouldn't be in this mess.”
He doesn't meet my eyes when he answers. “I ain't sayin' it's right, but she was of fertile age. They pay good money.” He looks off into the star-filled horizon. “'Sides, if you don't, they come burn the town down.”
I shiver in the darkness, thinking about the Breeders again. I picture men's bodies with grotesque animal features—slitted snake eyes, forked tongues, arms that extend to scorpion pinchers. I shake the image out of my head. Those are just old wives tales. They gotta be.
“Have you ever seen a Breeder?”
He shakes his head. “Don't want to.”
I drive around a charred car frame and fight off images of my mama being tortured. “We're going to the hospital,” I say, my jaw tight.
Clay pinches the bridge of his nose and sighs. “Are you gonna be this difficult the whole time?”
“Yes.”
“Fine. I'll take you to the hospital, you'll see it's locked up tighter than a bull's ass during mating season and then we can go. It’s 300 miles west in what's left of Albuquerque. We'll stop at my friend Bennett's, fuel and water up. Get a decent night’s sleep before heading out.”
I straddle a crinkled car muffler between my tires. “We stay one night and then on to the hospital.”
He shakes his head. “We need time to come up with a plan.”
“One night,” I say. Suddenly, my eyelids droop and my vision's doubling. The Jeep jostles as I pull to the shoulder. “You can drive. I'm tired.”
We slip out of our doors and walk around the Jeep. As I'm almost to the passenger side, I spot the eye shine in the distance. Three pairs of copper coin eyes glow in the moonlight. A black and white tail twitches up at our scent. It's a mother skunk leading two kits on a hunt. One of the kits, curious and alert, sniffs toward me. The mother yaps once and the kit trots back in line.
As their bushy tails recede into the darkness, I ache for my mother. I used to think her rules were the source of all my problems. Now I have all the freedom I want and feel completely lost.
“You coming?” Clay removes his hat and runs his hands through his wavy brown hair.
I hop in the passenger seat, close my eyes and hope Clay will take us where we need to go.
 
* * *
 
When the Jeep lurches to a stop, dawn is spreading out in reds and oranges on the horizon. Next to me, Clay rubs his red-rimmed eyes.
“We're here.” He pops out of the Jeep and walks toward the house in front of us.
At first glance the red farmhouse reminds me of home. The simple one-story ranch sits alone on a few acres of dirt. There's a windmill in back for water and an outhouse in the side yard. When I look closer, the differences are clear. The yard could double as a junk heap. On either side of the walkway, rusted car parts, worn out shoes, a crooked bike tire and loads of other junk, discarded and forgotten. A beat-up barn cat with one eye slinks out behind a stalk of scrub grass and darts under the rotting porch. The stink of human waste wafts from the outhouse.
Clay hops up on the porch and knocks on the door.
“Where are we?” Ethan leans forward and brushes the hair out of his sleepy eyes.
“Bennett's. Stick close to me. If I say run, bolt to the Jeep.”
Ethan furrows his brow. We watch as Clay peeks in the broken sidelights beside the front door.
I pull the bandanna up over my mouth and nose to disguise my face. I have to pee, but I'll hold it as long as I can. Catching me peeing would uncover my secret for sure. The smelly outhouse might be my only bet. The dozens of flies buzzing around the back promise an interesting experience.
The front door bangs open. A naked man stands in the doorway. His emaciated frame reminds me of a skeleton wrapped in beef jerky. He points a double-barrel shotgun at Clay's chest. The cocking of the barrel echoes around the front yard.
“Who's goes?” the naked man growls. His look is wild, almost rabid.
Clay holds up his hands and takes a step back. “I—I'm looking for Bennett.”
“Who in Sam Hill are you?” The wrinkly old man keeps both barrels pointed at Clay.
My hand reaches toward the driver seat, but Clay took his revolvers with him. Damn. I reach around the seat for some sort of weapon.
A figure steps behind the old man and puts a hand on his shoulder. “It's okay, Pop. Clay's a friend.”
The old man spits a wad of phlegm on the porch, but lowers the shotgun. The young man steps around his father and pats Clay's shoulder.
The young man, who must be Bennett, is bare-chested and I'm worried nudity is a rule here. Luckily, his lower half is clad in a pair of jeans more holey than Mama's colander.
“What you doing here?” Bennett smiles and whacks Clay a couples more times on the back. “Wasn't expecting you.”
Bennett is a little older than Clay, probably in his early twenties. He has most of his teeth and a thin, wiry physique. He’s got long, dirty-blond hair that trails down to his bare shoulders and a crooked nose that looks like it's been broken a few times. I notice a heavy limp when he shuffles around the porch. Nearly everyone falls prey to some injury or illness by the time they reach their third decade. Bennett seems friendly enough though, clapping Clay on the back, but something about this whole scene makes my skin crawl.
Clay tucks his hands in his pockets and rocks back on his heels. “We're just passing through. On my way to Albuquerque. Thought I'd stop by and say howdy.”
Bennett hitches up his jeans that have slipped down his hips. “Albuquerque, eh? Big daddy got you taking stock to the Breeders?” Bennett leans around Clay and scans the Jeep. I stiffen as we lock eyes.
“Naw. Just some friends who need a lift into the city.” Clay waves us out. I stiffen. After seeing this place, I want to stay in the Jeep the whole visit.
“Well, bring ‘em in,” Bennett says, waving us into the house.
Clay gestures again and, when we don't move, glares at us while Bennett's back is turned. I guess staying in the Jeep isn't an option. Ethan and I slink toward the house. When I step on the porch and Bennett sees me, his smile falls.
“What's with the mask, extraño?” he asks me, his eyes narrowing.
Any good feelings evaporate. I shrug.
He turns to Clay. “You bringing fugitives into my home?” His tone slips from friendly to dangerous.
Clay offers up a smile and turns to me. “Cut the act, Riley. Smell's not that bad.” He nods toward the outhouse. “What you got in that outhouse, Ben, a maggot farm?”
Bennett doesn't answer. He keeps his cold eyes locked on me.
I got no choice. I slip my bandanna down and offer a weak smile. Bennett scans my face. He's not happy with what he sees. I keep my eyes on the guns at Clay's hips.
Finally, Bennett limps into the house. “Y’all hungry?”
Clay leans towards me and whispers, “Stop acting nuts. These are good people.” He disappears inside.
Ethan puts his hand in mine. He looks up at me for reassurance. I got none. I follow Clay into the house with a lump in my throat.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
The smell inside the house is a strange mixture of body odor, feces and mildewed air. The floor crunches as we step. Dirt, eggshells, and bits of garbage I can't name litter the floor. In one corner a stack of decaying newspapers is piled so high if it topples, it would crush a small child. In the other corner, a horse saddle is splattered with dried blood. Alarm bells go off in my head as we follow Bennett in through the hallway.
The steady buzz of flies greets us as we enter the kitchen. They're everywhere—on the dirty plates piled in the sink, on the broken eggshells that litter the floor, on the gelatinous smear on the table. I notice a swarm of them on the floor and realize they're clustered on a dead rat's bloated stomach. I swallow bile. Is this what Clay was expecting? A similar look of disgust flashes on his face before he can politely cover it up. Bennett says nothing about the mess. He pulls out a couple of the battered chairs, one with three legs that I perch on carefully. While we sit at the garbage-strewn table, he selects a cast-iron skillet from the dish pile and brown speckled eggs from a basket.
He holds up the eggs. “Over easy? Scrambled? How you like 'em?”
“Over easy, but don't go out of your way, Ben. We've got supplies in the car.” Clay swats a fly off his arm.
Bennett cracks eggs into the skillet with deft fingers. “Least I can do. Things are tight 'round here, but we've always got good laying hens. God, I eat so many eggs one day I'll turn sunny side up.” Bennett's laugh is hollow and tragic. I can count his ribs from the table.
The old man shuffles in and plunks in a stool to my right. Thankfully, he's pulled on some ratty long underwear. His chest is still bare and he's even thinner than Bennett. His ribs ripple down his chest like a washboard and his collarbone juts out like jar handles. The pure desperation in this place weighs on me heavy. I glance between Ethan and the door. Should I signal him to bolt? His attention's drawn to a skinny hound under the table. The dog gives Ethan's hand a pathetic lick and then slumps lazily at his feet.
Clay seems to have recovered from his shock and tries to strike up a conversation. “What was it, Ben, six months since you left the crew? Never did hear why.”
Ben hunches over the skillet. “Pop got pneumonia last spring and almost didn't make it. I came home to take care of him. Then I fell off my horse in July and was laid up pretty bad. We damn near starved to death ‘til I could get back on my feet. Been slow going since. We're getting back to it, though. Right, Pop?”
The old man says nothing, but I can feel his eyes glaring at the side of my head. I pretend to look out the busted window, then realize he's not looking at me. His eyes are locked on Ethan. My shoulders tense. I lean forward to pick up a fork buried in papers on the table and block his view.
Clay continues. “Sorry to hear. You know we'd take you back quick as a lick. Sheriff always said you were a crack shot and a hard ass.” Clay smiles at this. Bennett comes over and slides some eggs onto his plate.
“Can't leave Pop and he sure ain't a townie. Won't leave the homestead. Right, Pop?”
The old man says nothing, but continues to stare at my baby brother. I picture punching this frail, old man in the face. It sounds cruel, but his creepy cataract-filled eyes keep tracking Ethan as he strokes the dog or twirls the rusty butter knife found on the kitchen table.
Clay picks up his fork. “Well, we 'ppreciate the hospitality. Won't bother you long. We need some fuel and water, which we'll pay for. Maybe a little shut-eye?”
Bennett sits next to Pop, hunches over the plate and shovels big scoops of yellow into this mouth. Between bites he says, “I can bunk with Pop and you can have my room. Be happy to have ya. Right, Pop?” Pop doesn't answer.
I nearly choke on my eggs when I finally grasp what Bennett is saying. I'll have to share a room with Clay and Ethan. This cannot happen. Clay might notice something fishy when I sleep in my coat and jeans. I try to think of a solution while a fly rubs his feet together on my fork. It’s going to be a long day.
After breakfast, we spend hours helping Bennett do his chores. He limps around, showing us what to do. His left leg is pretty well useless, but somehow he works through it, tending his straggly garden, hauling bails of hay, cleaning out his horse stable of the skinniest horse I've ever seen. Clay, meanwhile, tosses heavy bags of feed and slings a shovel like he's been doing it all his life. When he takes off his shirt in the barn and shows off his muscular chest, my cheeks grow hot. I keep my eyes on my pitchfork.
As I'm spreading hay into the horse stall, Clay saunters over to Ethan, who's sprinkling chicken feed in the coop. Clay's hand casually rubs my brother's mop of hair. They could be brothers with their dark hair and easy smiles. Ethan turns his on Clay now, a smile normally reserved for me. I feel a pain beneath in my ribs. I skewer an innocent bail of hay with my pitchfork to stifle the feeling.
Working in ninety-degree weather in a coat and jeans has me so hot black blobs dance in my vision. With the fresh hay spread, I need a break. I walk over to the shade of the chicken coop where Ethan has sought out shade. He sits cross-legged behind the coop with a chicken on his lap. He's stroking the thing like a dog. I shoo away the skinny bird. She scuttles off, throwing up feathers and squawking at me.
“These chickens look sickly. Don't touch them.” I feel bad for my crankiness. Is it the heat and or my burning jealousy?
“They're nice,” he says. Then his eyes slide to the slanted shadow on the porch. “Riley,” he whispers, “that old man keeps staring at me.”
I follow his eyes to Bennett's father, who's leaning against the porch rail. Why is he so fixed on my brother? Ethan's a cute kid, sure. People sometimes marvel at his blue eyes or the way he asks a question that everyone's thinking. But this old man's not watching him with wonder or fascination. He tracks him like a hawk tracks a rabbit.
I squat down next to Ethan and whisper, “If you notice anything, if you even get a strange feeling, we're out of here. I don't care how much Clay trusts Bennett. We can find Mama without him.”
Ethan nods and lets his fingers stroke a passing hen before he remembers my scolding. “Gives me the creeps, Riley. That's all.”
“Me, too,” I say. “Me, too.”
When the sun sags low in the west, we call it a day. It's been over a week since I've done a full day’s chores and my muscles ache. I'm sweaty and gross under my heavy coat, but there's no bath in sight. It doesn't matter. No one here would notice body odor over the thick smell of waste and decay inside the house.
Bennett sets out crusts of bread and muddy water and then limps to bed. Even with help, the farm work has wrung him out. A wave of pity washes over me. Their life is punishingly hard and working their fingers to the bone might not be enough. Somehow Arn made life on our farm manageable. The image flashes into my head of Arn's lean figure standing on the porch after a long day's labor. The sadness sticks in my throat. I swallow it down with a gulp of cloudy water. I gag and set the glass down. The water's vile, a taste between wet shoe and rusty pipe. How did Ethan gulp down so much when he came in earlier? It probably made him sick. That's why he's already in bed.
Clay slumps into a chair next to me. The hairs on my arms start to tingle and I realize this is the first time we've been alone together. Stop it. I focus on trying to identify the lumpy brown mush smeared on the tabletop.
He gulps his water, makes a face and then looks at me. He points to the coat. “You wore that thing all day? Jesus. Bet you're dying under there. You can take it off. Ben doesn't care you're a bender.”
I shake my head. “Just like wearing it.”
“It was a hundred degrees today. You gotta be soaked.” He takes another gulp of water. “Aw, hell, that's nasty.” He sets the water glass down with a thunk. “Taste like horse piss.”
I look down at my water and watch the brown flecks swirl in the glass. I should get more fluids after how much I sweat, but I can't bring myself to gag back any more. Maybe I’ll sneak out to the Jeep and drink some of the water there.
Clay pushes some junk out of the way and rests his elbows on the tabletop. His arm sits inches from mine. I can feel the heat of his skin, smell his musky male scent. Despite all my scolding, my body is responding to his presence in ways I haven't felt before. My cheeks flush. My heart pounds.
Clay looks at me and our eyes meet. How are his eyes so blue? “It's okay, you know,” he says. “Bennett's a friend. And 'sides, I wouldn't let them hurt you.”
I’m flustered and nervous and I want him closer to me. And … no. I got to do anything but feel how I’m feeling toward Clay right now. I curl my fingers into my palms until my nails bite into the soft flesh there. “I can take care of myself,” I say a little colder than I intended.
Clay arches back on his chair, the smile dropping from his face. “I know, tough guy.” He looks as though he'll speak to me again, but a wave of fatigue settles on his face. Rubbing his eyes, he scrapes out of his chair. “I'm going to bed. Don't wake me when you come in.”
Clay stumbles into the spare room. In his wake, I feel cold and alone. The orange light drains out of the room. Only the hound sits with me in the twilight and he's snoring under the table. I stare at Clay's water glass, the dirt smudges from his broad hands around the base. He must have calluses sprouting on his smooth palms, and if I'm aching with chores, what must a townie kid be feeling? Not once did he complain. He acted like there was nothing he'd rather do than help Bennett. Then there's me, the world's most awkward girl. It doesn't matter that I have to keep my gender a secret. Even if I could tell, no one would line up for the job of dealing with my mess for the rest of his life.
I put my head in my hands, but command the tears to stay where they are. No sense in crying. Pushing Clay away is for the best. The less I get attached, the easier it will be to sever ties once we find my mama. After that we'll have to go our own ways. Naturally.
A stupor falls over me. My eyelids droop and the air thickens. It's time to stop torturing myself and go to bed. I shuffle to Bennett's bedroom. Ethan is curled into a ball on the mildewed mattress in the corner. Clay lies on the floor, his mouth open, sawing logs. I slink in, climb on the mattress and wedge myself between Ethan and the wall. His slight wheezing and the fatigue in my limbs knock me out before I can punish myself again.
 
* * *
 
Something’s moving in my room.
I try to open my eyes, but my lids feel weighted with sandbags. Fatigue pulls me under, but I fight. Something or someone’s here. I can feel it. I force my eyes open and blink into the dark. At first, there’s nothing. Then a shadow slinks along the wall.
Ethan or Clay? Too big for Ethan, so it must be Clay. Before my lids slip closed, the figure steps into the square of moonlight cutting through the window. It's Bennett. What's he doing in our room?
Sitting up, I startle him. He whips his head in my direction. “He's awake,” he whispers, pointing.
Rough hands grab my wrists. They’re wrenched behind my back.
“Hey!” I shout, groggily. “Stop!”
Scratchy twine pinches my wrists as my hands are bound. What's happening?
“Let me go!” I arch up from the bed. Someone slams his body against mine. My face hits the mattress as hands grip my shoulders. The old man uses his body weight to hold me down. I struggle to breathe as terror grips me.
Bennett leans down until his face is a foot away. I fight to keep my eyes open, though the fatigue is heavy. Why is it so hard to wake up? The muddy water, the foreign taste. Those bastards drugged us.
“Get off!” I yell, though it's muffled as the old man presses me into the mildewed mattress.
“Knock this ‘un out again, Ben,” the old man grumbles.
Bennett shakes his head. “Used up the last of the tranquilizer. Don't matter, though. We're all set.” Bennett heaves something onto his back—Ethan, drugged and hog-tied.
“You sonovabitch, put him down!” I scream.
I throw myself upward and buck off the old man, who crashes into the wall, sending plaster dust raining down. I try to stand, but the tranquilizers are too strong. My mind’s forgotten how to control my legs. I topple to the floor.
“Goddamn, Pop, hold him down!” Bennett sets Ethan on the floor and grabs hold of my legs just as I get them working. Rolling to my side, I kick out and land a blow to his ribs. He buckles, but recovers fast. He snags my pants and wraps both arms around my legs. I flop against him like a fish.
“Pop, get up and hold this bastard! Jesus! He's gonna wake Clay.”
“Just kill 'im,” the old man shouts.
Bennett clutches my legs to his chest. Unable to find more twine, he wraps the blanket around them and pins them down. I growl. I spit. I fight against my bonds, but they're knotted tight. The panic settles on me like a lead blanket. They’re going to kill us?
Bennett hefts my brother’s limp body onto his shoulder. The old man tries to lift me, but I squirm so much he can't get a good hold. He looks at the unconscious Clay instead. “What 'bout your townie?” he asks.
Bennett looks back at Clay's motionless form on the floor. “I told you, Clay stays here. He don't need no part in this. Once we get our money, we're gone.”
My eyes trace Clay's body, begging him to wake up. “Clay'll find us,” I say, my voice breaking. I won’t cry, though. I bite my cheek until I can taste blood. “He'll kill you.”
Bennett looks down at me as if surprised I'm still here. “We'll have our dough and be half way to Jacksonville by the time those tranqs wear off. He can tackle the Riders if you’re really the treasure ya think ya are.”
“The Riders?” I ask, afraid for the answer.
Bennett nods. “Riders pay decent money for benders, but better for boys. That sweet-faced brother of your’n out to fetch us a nice price.”
I tuck my head into the dirty mattress as tears well up. I've heard of gangs like the Riders. They buy boys and use them for … disgusting things. I glance at Ethan's fragile frame and then back up at Bennett, hoping see a glimmer of human compassion behind his eyes. Bennett's eyes are like dry pebbles. He won't look at me.
“Why're you doing this?” A sob wavers at the back of my throat.
“Money's all. Gotta get out of this God-forsaken hole.” Bennett takes a dirty bandanna from his pocket and brings it over to my face. “Shut up, now.” He gags me and slips a burlap sack over my head.
I let the tears come. They soak into the rough burlap pressed against my cheeks. Bennett lifts me. I struggle, but his farmer's hands are strong. He limps outside, his uneven gate rocking me back and forth. Then he tosses me onto a hard surface. I shift around until I get the feel of it with my arms and back. It’s the trunk of our Jeep. A few moments later, a body slides in next to mine. Ethan. I curl myself around him as Bennett closes us in and the engine flares to life. We bump down the road, toward unknown horrors and all I can do is close my eyes.
 
* * *
 
Shards of light press at my eyelids. I moan, blink and squint into the brightness. A shadow slides in and blocks out the sun. My eyes adjust and find Bennett's hooked nose, sunken cheeks and pocked skin. I search his face for compassion and find none.
During the night, the gag has worked its way out of my mouth. My tongue tastes like sweaty sock, but I'm able to speak again. “If you let us go,” I croak, “I'll give you all our supplies.”
Bennett shrugs. “Already got those.”
He grabs my lapels and hauls me to a sitting position. From the back of the Jeep, I can see we’re parked on the shoulder at the crossroads of two well-driven highways. There's nothing in sight but hard pan, scrub brush and a few buttes off in the distance. A vulture circles around a blazing noon sun. I’ve been out for hours. We could be anywhere.
Bennett's my only hope. I think of Ethan and a pathetic quality seeps into my voice. “You can't do this. Do you know what they'll do to us?”
Bennett doesn't meet my gaze. He offers a plastic jug of muddy water.
I shake my head, thinking of the tranquilizers.
“It's clean,” he says and he takes a swig. A large gulp spills out of the corners of his mouth and into his dirty hair. He flings the water off with a shake of his head. He offers the jug back to me.
It's hardly clean, but must not be drugged. I'm so thirsty I can't turn it down. Bennett pours the musty water in my mouth. It washes away some of the stickiness in my throat, but leaves a foul aftertaste.
He starts to walk away.
“Bennett, let the boy go. Just him. He's too young for this.”
Bennett glances at Ethan, still unconscious on the bed of the Jeep beside me. “He's worth double what you are.” Then he walks around the Jeep and out of my view.
If only he knew what I was worth. Then it hits me.
“Bennett!” I shout as he's walking away. I can’t think about what I’m about to do or I might not do it. “I'm a girl.”
The silence around the Jeep presses down on me until I can’t breathe. What have I done? It doesn’t matter. If it will save Ethan, nothing else matters.
He stops dead in his tracks. Then he swivels on his heel and marches back.
I'm trembling a little when he steps up and peers at my face. I bite my lip and let him look.
“Prove it,” he says slowly. The old man wanders up behind him, glaring at me with beady eyes. They both stare at me like I'm some sort of new, exotic monster.
“I'll prove it. Just let him go,” I say, a lump forming in my throat.
Bennett reaches for me and I flinch. He runs a hand over my damp shirt. My stomach lurches at his touch. I want to bite at the hand that runs over my chest. Instead I close my eyes and wait for it to be over.
“Breasts,” he says as he fondles mine. I see his face turn up in sick glee.
He’s reaching in to pull off my shirt when his father elbows him and points to the horizon.
A dust cloud boils up over a dry hill. The Riders, whoever they are, will be here in minutes. And I've just told my captors my secret.
Bennett runs around to the front of the Jeep and pulls out his gun.
I struggle forward, the ropes on my wrists digging roughly into my skin. “Let the boy go! All you need is me. Let him go!”
Bennett never looks at me. His face is lit with joy like discovering a wad of silver buried in his back yard. I've made a mistake. He won't free Ethan. He'll make a fortune off both of us. And I’m running out of time. I scoot over to Ethan and nudge him with my foot. “Wake up! Ethan, get up!” He moans, but I can't wake him.
I tug on the cord at my wrist. It's tight, but if I have time to work on it, I could probably wiggle it loose. I pull until my skin's raw, but I'm nowhere close to free.
Then a truck, welded together from pieces of others, chugs toward us. In its wake are two skinny tan horses, with a rider each. I count my adversaries—two in the cab, two on horseback. Four men. Even with free hands, my odds aren't good against four armed men. I work on the twine at my wrists as the men jump out, slam doors, or sling their legs over their horses.
The Riders are the strangest group of men I've ever seen. They're clad in animal-hide loincloths and shapeless moccasins. They have dark brown braids adorned with feathers or with bones coiling down their backs. Their arms, chests and faces are streaked with stripes of ashy gray, brown and dried blood in alternating patterns. A phrase flashes through my head—war paint—though I've no idea where it came from. The two on horseback could be twins, though one's taller than the other. One Rider, emerging from the truck, has a thin bone—a coyote rib perhaps—shoved through his nostrils. Another wears a necklace of white squares. The closer he strides, the more sure I am they're human teeth.
In contrast to their basic dress, they could be an armory ad. The squat leader with a small belly sagging over his loincloth has an antique shotgun slung over his bare back. The second man, with a network of slashing scars running the length of his chest, carries a bulky semi-automatic rifle in his bear-like hands. I haven't seen one of those in a long time. The twins each hold wooden spears.
They're men gone wild. One of the primitive cultures that slunk off into the desert and stayed there with their sick religions and rituals. Some believe in human sacrifice, but not before raping and torturing their victims as much as they like. My eyes trace over the fine points of their spears, the necklace of teeth that are too small to be adult. I pull furiously at my bonds until my skin shreds.
The Riders approach warily, sniffing the air, heads cocked, like a pack of animals ready to attack at any sudden movement. I half expect them to curl their lips up and growl. The leader lets his eyes slip over Ethan and I. Luckily my chest is still covered.
“I've got a girl,” Bennett says, nearly jumping up and down with glee.
Every eye turns to me. I try to shrink into my surroundings and focus on freeing my hands. My wrists are raw now, bleeding.
The leader sniffs toward me, as if he could pick up my scent. He turns to Bennett, his voice rolling out slowly, like he hasn't used it in a while. “The Good Mother frowns on lies.” He glares at Bennett. His eyes trace over the delicate face of my baby brother. His lips curl up. “We'll take the boy.” He waves his hand dismissively at me. “Bender, you keep. Bender's pleas do not appease the Good Mother.”
What does he mean appease the Good Mother? Is that their god? The leader walks up to my brother and lifts up his sleeping head. “Yes,” he moans in pleasure, his brown body rocking against the Jeep. “This one's cries will wake Good Mother to our troubles. She will bless us.”
His cries? This is not happening. I want that man's soiled hands off my brother. I got to get my hands free. Got to.
“I ain't kidding.” Bennett says, a frenzied look creeping up in his eyes. He points at me. “See for yourself.”
The leader draws back his hand from where it cupped Ethan's face. He looks as if he'll scold Bennett again, but he turns slowly. Three lines of ash mar each cheek, and a pink scar slashes through his upper lip, a sore festering in the corner of his mouth.
My heartbeat picks up at every step he takes. The others come now too, crowding behind their leader, leering with brown, cracked teeth, their painted faces. Behind me the rope around my hands twangs loose a notch. It'll be wide enough to pull free any minute. The leader's rifle hangs loosely on his back like a child's forgotten toy. If he's got ammo in that gun, I might have a chance.
The leader leans in until I can smell the animal fat in his greasy, black braid. His calloused fingers reach for me and I cringe. He grips my chin and wrenches my head from side to side. If my mouth weren't so dry, I'd spit on him. I grit my teeth and keep working on the twine.
“No benders,” he says to Bennett.
“She's got breasts,” Bennett says.
The leader pokes at the sore on his mouth with his tongue as he looks me over again. He grabs my shirt and pulls me to him.
“A woman would make the Good Mother pleased,” he says, nodding. “Oh yes. Very pleased indeed.”
My heart is thrumming in my chest. I can smell excitement on him like a thick musk. He tugs up my shirt, revealing the dirty cotton binding on my breasts. His fingers trace my skin. His panting pulses against my neck. The sick longing on his face is unmistakable.
My right wrist slips out of the twine. I'm free! I wait as the leader leans toward me, his fingers reaching for the cotton binding on my chest. I force myself to look away from the Rider's spit-flecked tongue that circles his dark red lips. The shotgun, I think. In a minute it'll be mine.
He flicks out a small knife of whittled bone and slips it under the binding on my breasts. I feel the coolness of the blade against my stomach. I turn my eyes skyward and wait to be exposed. The bottom of the bandage frays against the blade. I close my eyes.
A gun blast crashes through the desert.
As if in slow motion, a bullet removes half of the leader's head.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Warm blood splatters my face. The leader's hair blows up as part of his scalp curls over his forehead. Blood spurts like a fountain, drenching his hair, his neck, pattering on the Jeep. And the grayish clumps that can only be … I squeeze my eyes shut. The leader falls like a sack of cement, sending a cloud of dust up around his twitching body. I stare at the blood that pours into the dirt.
The place breaks into chaos.
The horses bolt into the distance, kicking up dust. Three Riders swivel and draw weapons. The semi-automatic rifle strung across Bear Paws's shoulders gets tossed to the dirt as he lunges for his leader's rifle. Just as I thought, no bullets. I might have a chance to grab a gun with everyone's eyes on the horizon, but that would mean coming out of cover. I can't do that until I know who's shooting.
The landscape falls deadly silent as we wait. From where I lay in the Jeep trunk, I can see boulders, shrubs, and buttes off in the distance. Who is shooting? We wait, barely breathing.
Someone begins shuffling quietly through the dirt. We turn to see Bennett and his father backing up. If they wanted to make a quiet break for it, they're too late.
“The Good Mother will destroy those that harm her people,” Bear Paws says in a low rumbling voice. Bennett raises his hands and starts to explain while his pop pulls his rifle around. Bear Paws is faster on the draw. He aims his antique rifle.
A gun explodes. I throw myself to the Jeep floor. Bullets ping the side of the Jeep and rattle over us. I curl myself around Ethan until the firing stops. There's a watery moan. Then silence.
I raise my head until I can see the bodies. Bennett and his father lie on the ground. The dust beneath them puddles with blood. Before I can process this, I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. I swivel toward it and see our unknown shooter. Clay, his cowboy hat tucked so low that his face is all shadow, pads toward us. The silver revolvers in his hands glint in the sun. His face is a mask of deadly calm.
My first thought is thank God he was too far away to see my shirt raised. My second though is I'm so damn happy to see him.
He steps into the clearing between the vehicles, completely uncovered. What is he doing?! They'll see him and he got nowhere to hide. The Riders are busy turning out Bennett's pockets, but they'll look up soon enough. Clay doesn't wait for them to turn. He calls out.
“Heard you slimy bastards like making boys cry.” He thumbs down his safeties with a decisive click. “Let's see how you like me.”
Three Riders snap around, raising their weapons, but their movements are slow like they were moving underwater. Clay fires so fast, his hands are a silver blur. The dual shots crack through the canyon like twin smacks of a bullwhip.
A bullet sinks into the taller twin's neck with a thud. He lurches back, eyes wide. He gurgles, clutches his throat and falls to his knees. His clawing hands can't stop the blood pouring through his fingers, splattering the side of our Jeep, coating his chest. He falls into the sand, in a red, muddy puddle.
So much blood. My breathing hitches and my hands tremble. But Clay's here. For a moment, I think it'll be all right. Then Bear Paws raises his rifle to his shoulder and fires at Clay.
Everything seems to happen at the same time. My hands fly up to my mouth to stifle the scream. The bullet zings toward Clay, who snaps toward the sound, his eyes narrow, his revolvers gleaming. The sleeve of Clay's shirt ripples as the bullet zips past, fraying the fabric. Clay dives toward an outcropping of rock and disappears behind it. Bear Paws drops behind our Jeep and issues a sting of foreign curse words below me. One of the twins gurgles his dying breath. Then silence descends, heavy like a blanket.
The only sound is my hot breath in and out in quick succession. No one moves. One of the Riders, the smaller twin perhaps, whines below. I slip a quick peek over the side of the Jeep and peer down on my enemies. Bear Paws hunches against a tire, his rifle clutched to his chest. He blinks sweat out of his eyes. His tongue darts out and licks at his lip in nervous pulses. The smaller twin sponges clots of blood off his dead brother's neck with part of his loincloth. He begins praying in a language I can't understand. No one pays me any mind.
Clay's crouched behind the boulder, still and silent. Why doesn't he shoot? Maybe he's worried he'll hit us. Or maybe he only had two bullets.
Bear Paws takes a deep breath, heaves up and aims, squinting with one eye over the stock. The gun cracks. Clay's rock cover explodes, sending pebbles and dust in all directions. No response from Clay. Bear Paws drops back down and reloads.
Silence. A crow caws from the ridge. Why won't Clay fire?
Someone’s shuffling around at the base of the Jeep. My eyes flick to the ground where the smaller twin crawls forward on his hands and knees. Something in his hands glints in the sun— truck keys. His eyes flick between Clay's rock cover and the truck. He's going to run. I'm elated, but then it dawns on me—he knows my secret. If he leaves now, he’ll just be back with more guns and ammo.
With one more glance to his dead brother, he scrambles up and sprints to the truck. He throws his arms over his head like that one gesture will keep him from being shot up. I can't let him escape, but I can't run into the open without catching a bullet in the back.
Bear Paws yells after him. “Juto, you bastard! Get back here.” But Juto isn't stopping. He'll soon be kicking up dust as he peels away.
I can't think. I just act. I hurtle over the Jeep tailgate and jump into the dust. Bear Paws sees me and levels his gun in my direction. I scramble, choking on the dust I kick up. Behind me, a gun fires. I wait for the bullet that will punch through my guts, but nothing. Patting my body for holes, I look back over my shoulder.
It wasn’t Bear Paws’s rifle that went off. He clutches his shoulder, his mouth dropped open in surprise as blood blossoms under his hand. Clay stands behind his rock, smoke curling from the barrel of his gun. There's a devilish gleam in his eye.
Bear Paws shrieks and shakes a fist at Clay. “You will be punished! No one harms the Mother's children!” He drops down behind the Jeep again.
Twenty yards away the truck starts up with a grumble. I got to go.
I run up to the rust-eaten truck with no back windshield and mismatched panels welded together in lopsided squares. Juto sits on the cracked leather driver's seat, looking small and out of place in his blood-splattered loincloth and smeared body paint. He's swearing at the gearshift he grinds into first. The truck sputters and jumps forward. He doesn't see me.
You have no weapon and this man has
at least thirty pounds on you! It's too late for plans. I yank the door open and stare up into Juto's very surprised face.
“Wha—”
I grab his arm and drag him out.
Without time to brace himself, Juto tumbles out of the cab. I slide over as he falls with an oomph into the dust. The truck lurches forward. I climb into the driver's seat and slam the door. It's warped and won't close properly.
Hands claw at my door. “Let me in, you dirty bitch,” Juto says, pulling at me through the open window.
I fight off his fingers and reach for the button to roll the window up, but it’s long gone. Juto leans through the open window, his dirt-flecked upper lip curling in rage. His fingers dig into the collar of my shirt and drag me toward him. I claw his face, racking my nails through the paint on his cheek. Lines of blood bubble up where I've scratched him. He shrieks, high-pitched and feminine, and pulls away. The truck bounces forward on its own while I dig around the cab for a weapon.
Juto yanks the door open with a loud screech. He'll drag me out and kill me. My hands scramble over the dash, into the glove compartment. Nothing. His hand cinches over my bicep hard enough to bring a cry of pain to my lips.
“I'm going to take what you did to my face out on your body. Good Mother will hear you howl and be much pleased.” He grins. Some of his front teeth have been whittled into points. His eyes are feral black pools.
The truck chugs over a pothole and we bounce back and forth. Juto's grip on my arm loosens. He wobbles backward. This is my chance. I lean back and kick him squarely between the ribs. Juto claws the air as he falls out of the cab and into the dust with a thud. I jam my foot to the gas.
The trunk rocks wildly as if I've run over a boulder. But a boulder doesn't crunch like that. I step on the brake and lurch to a stop, my face banging into the steering wheel. Squinting in the rearview, I see the crumpled mess of blood and mangled bones. I've run him over. I slam the truck into park and jump out. I walk to my enemy, smelling blood and burnt rubber.
I’ve seen roadkill before, flattened rabbits, blown-apart coyotes, lizards that are sizzled lumps on the pavement, their eyes pools of jelly around their bloody mouths. It doesn’t prepare me for this. Thick ropes of dark red blood pool out both sides of Juto's mouth and ears. His chest is a concave bowl and there's tire tread running the length of his stomach. A bloody rib angles through the war paint on his chest, stark white against the mess of red and brown. His hands clench and unclench once. Then they settle on the hard pan.
He's dead. I killed him.
My ears ring and my mouth tastes like blood. I killed a man. I look at the blood streaming from his ear and pooling under this neck. There's a dark stain on his loincloth. I killed him. I gotta look away. I can't stop looking.
Slowly, I remember the shootout behind me. Clay and Ethan. I run sloppily back, my brain feeling loose.
The Mexican standoff is still going on, neither shooter willing to break cover. Now the men are taunting each other.
“Infidels’ howls will please the Good Mother,” Bear Paws shouts from behind the Jeep. “Come, let me please her.”
Clay's voice floats up from behind his rock. “Still so holy, you sick sonovabitch? I can shoot all day. Come try me.” I want to believe him, but how many bullets can he have?
Bear Paws wipes his forearm across his brow and hugs the rifle to his chest. “I think I remember you, infidel. Didn't we buy a pretty pet from you a while back?”
There's a long pause. “No.”
“Yes, yes.” Bear Paws smiles wickedly. “Last month. You had the boy who wet himself—”
“Shut up!” Clay yells from behind the rock. “Shut your mouth!”
Bear Paws smiles vilely. “Good Mother was much pleased with him. His cries were long and loud. All the way to the end.”
“I said,” Clay shouts, standing, “SHUT UP!” He strides around the rock, lifting his revolvers.
I clutch my face. Is he crazy?
Bear Paws stands, fumbling to raise his rifle with his injured arm. He lunges for the hood of the Jeep to steady his shot. Clay strides forward, his face contorted in rage. Bear Paws squints one eye and curls his finger over the trigger.
“Clay!” My voice is drowned out by the sound of a rifle discharging.
The bullet wings out, the hot lead zipping close enough to ruffle Clay’s collar. Clay doesn't flinch. He strides forward, his teeth bared.
Bear Paws's eyes widen. He scrambles to reload, his right hand useless and blood-crusted. Clay runs the last few steps and springs around the Jeep. Bear Paws slips a bullet in the chamber, but Clay kicks the rifle away. It whirls end over end into the dust. He tackles Bear Paws. They roll, a tangle of arms and legs and grunts and I can’t see what's happening. I run over. Can I help?
Bear Paws throws a few wild punches that do nothing to stop Clay. He grabs Bear Paws by the shoulders, hefts him up and throws him against our Jeep. There’s a loud thunk and the Jeep rocks back and forth. Bear Paws slides weakly to the ground with a moan.
Clay straddles the crumpled man, his lean shadow trailing out behind. He presses the muzzle of his revolver to the Rider's forehead.
“Don't! Don't!” Bear Paws throws up his shaking palms. “I say sorry. You can have whatever you want.”
“Not enough,” Clay growls. His eyebrows angle down dangerously. “No goddamn Mother to hear your cries today. You're going straight to hell. And I'm the one to send you there.” He thumbs down the safety on his gun with a sharp click.
Bear Paws clutches his hands together beneath his throat and looks up at Clay with wet eyes. He begins to mutter a prayer.
Clay’s lip curls back from sharp white teeth. “How dare you pray after what you done.” He narrows his eyes. “This is for Kody.”
When the gunshot crackles over the desert, I close my eyes. When I open them, there’s nothing but the Jeep and Clay and a bloody mess of bodies on either side of the dusty crossroads. It's over.
Somehow I make it back to the Jeep, though my head's thrumming like an engine and everything’s doubling in my vision. I walk past Bennett and his father. Both lie in muddy red pools. Their lifeless faces stare up at the sky. I can’t look. I keep my watering eyes on the Jeep. Ethan's in there. I gotta get back to him.
Clay stands above the Rider, a bloody mess against the side of our Jeep. I don't look. I can't take any more blood. I climb back in the Jeep next to Ethan (who's completely undisturbed, thank God or the Good Mother or whoever) and tuck my head in my arms. The urge to throw up returns. I breathe through my nose and try to sort through what just happened.
Clay was amazing. And scary. The way he dispatched Bear Paws … I'd hate to have that directed at me. And who is Kody?
When I look up, Clay stands at the edge of the tailgate. His face is pale and distant. His voice rolls out of his throat as if he were just coming out of a dream. “The little man? He alright?” His hat's down low over his face so that his features are covered in shadow again, but his hands tremble slightly as he rubs a revolver on his shirt and tucks it in the holster.
I put my hand on Ethan’s chest. “He's still out.”
He tucks both guns into their holsters. He looks at me, his face tight. “You okay? You look really pale.”
I nod, though I feel anything but okay. “All in one piece.” I look up at him and note the tremble of his hands, the paleness of his cheeks. “What was that back there? The Rider said something about—”
“Nothing,” he says sharply. Then his tone softens. “He’s a lying, thieving sonovabitch, but he won't hurt anyone again.”
I bite my lip. I don't believe that was nothing.
Clay's eyes stray to Bennett and his father. He walks over, crouches and lays two fingers on their necks. Each time he shakes his head sadly. Despite all they’ve put us through, he’s sad they’re dead. I can’t feel sad. They would’ve sold us into torture and death.
Clay frowns, his hand on Bennett's arm. “We have to bury them.” He stands up and brushes the dust off his pants. “He was my friend.”
“Your friend kidnapped us and almost killed us.” Yet, I think of Arn drug out for the coyotes. It's no way to go, even for someone as low as Bennett. I scoot to the edge of the Jeep and stand. My legs tremble, but I steady them. “Let's get this over with.”
Clay nods, a ghost of a smile on his lips. It fades as he picks up his lifeless friend.
We move Bennett and his father into a little rock crevasse. Clay slides loose rocks over the opening to discourage scavengers and then lingers around the bodies for a while. I head back to the Jeep to see if Ethan’s awake. Walking past the man I killed makes my legs go to jelly. The blood pool has seeped into the dirt, but as I walk past, his moccasin gives a twitch. I jump in the Jeep and focus on keeping food in my stomach.
Clay leans against the Jeep tailgate. His face is ashen and slack. When he spots my brother, he frowns. “Why's he still out?” It’s his turn to put his hand on Ethan’s chest.
I shrug. “His breathing's regular. His pulse is fine. I think he got a heavy dose of those damn tranqs.”
“Didn't we all? Goddamn that Bennett.”
“Yeah,” I say, clutching my knees. “How'd you find us, anyway? Last I saw, you were face down on the rug.”
Clay leans against the side of the Jeep. He tracks a vulture that's already circling. “When I came to and you were gone, I had a pretty good idea of what happened. I followed your tracks for a while. When those disappeared, I took a chance that they'd be trading to the Riders. It’s a pretty regular post.”
My eyes narrow. “Wait a minute. You've traded with the Riders?”
Clay turns his eyes to the rise of buttes in the north. The pain’s written on his face.
Now I remember all the reasons not to trust Clay.
Around us the sounds of dusk start up, the shrill insects, a howl of a predator, filling in the gaps created by our awkward silence.
Clay breaks it. “Your brother looks a lot like mine.”
My eyes trace the line of Ethan's mouth as it moves in his sleep. “You left your brother behind?”
“Nope,” he says, throwing a rifle over his shoulder and turning toward the ridge. “He died.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Night falls. Ethan won't wake. The worry sits on me like a soaked comforter. I spend the time while Clay's gone checking Ethan's pulse over and over.
When the moon's big and yellow in the sky, Clay returns with a musk hog, dead and dangling over his shoulder. He drops it with a thump into the dirt and sets the rifle in the passenger seat.
“Where'd you get the pig?” I ask, sliding forward on the tailgate, the metal ridges pushing into my knees.
Clay shrugs. “Found him rooting along the ridge. When I've got the bullets, hunting's as easy as picking food off the ground.” He flicks out his hunting knife and begins to butcher the hog. He deftly slices the blade up the pig’s belly, releasing a mess of blood and guts. I wrinkle my nose at the warm, wet smell of animal innards.
I slip out of the Jeep and stand over him, watching. “That's what I don't get. How come you're such a crack shot and those Riders weren't worth a damn? They didn't stand a chance.”
Clay's making quick work of the pig. He strips the skin and sets to work on the haunches.
He keeps his eyes on the hog as he talks. “Road gangs are all the same. Big on guns. Short on one little thing.” Clay pauses and squints up at me. “Bullets. These gangs don't got a handful of lead between 'em. Even if they get a shipment, they've never had enough to practice with. Couldn't hit the broad side of a barn.”
He saws through more of the musk hog, his hands smeared red. He wipes them on a cloth and squints out at the last strip of light in the west. “My pa kept us eye-deep in lead. Said he rather go short on whiskey than ammo. And my pa loves whiskey.” He pauses, wipes his forehead with his shirt sleeve. “Pa used to take me out and we'd shoot all day. Wouldn’t let me quit till I could hit a bottle at 300 yards.” His face tightens. Then he stands, wipes his hands and pops the kinks out of his back. He digs through his pack and hands me a flint. “Start the fire, will ya? Can’t burn her long, but I won't eat raw hog.”
I set off to gather scrub brush and branches. It's a good excuse to mull over everything he said. As I pick up the scrub, I think about Clay's father-son target practice sessions. Did the Sheriff smile and pat his son on the back when he blew a bottle into little glass shards, or did he backhand him when he missed? Somehow I can't imagine them smiling, sharing a flask of homemade whiskey and whistling on the way home.
Above the ridge, the moon highlights the rocky peaks against deep valleys of shadow. The coyotes howl mournfully in the distance. It's been a while since I've spent a night in the desert. I’ve forgotten how cold it gets when the sun goes down. I gather my armload of prickly shrubs and hurry back to where Clay’s set up camp. The stars begin to spread out before us, pinpricks of light in the dark blanket of sky.
Once the fire’s going, we set to work building a spit and setting the meat over it. Clay and I sit before the budding fire and warm our scraped and numb hands. I shoot a glance at Clay. He's abnormally quiet and fidgety. The flickering glow highlights his cheeks a ruddy orange. His look is distant, his eyes wrinkled at the corners as if he’s still pondering all he left behind.
Now’s my chance to unravel some of this boy’s mystery. I take a deep breath and try to sound causal. “What was town life like?”
Clay eyes follow the dancing tongues of flame. “Easy most days. Hard on others.”
“What'd you mean?” I run my hands over my arms and watch the fire burn up my scrub brush. The smaller twigs pop and bend as the flames consume them.
He leans back against a rock, his hands laced behind his head. “Being the Sheriff’s brat made life easy as pie. We had fresh meat, books, toys— a lady to housekeep. I had my own bike, a red ten-speed with a bell. I’d pop wheelies and tool around town all day on that puppy.” He smiles. Then his face darkens. “Then I turned thirteen and my pa said it was time to man up. Taught me the trade.” He says trade like it’s a dirty word.
“What’d you have to do?”
Clay glances at me, his brow creasing. “Pa took me on raids. Had me sit in the car when he did business with the Riders and other gangs. At first I thought it was exciting, you know, fun to travel around, watch my pa do business. People talked to him like he was the Almighty. They’d give me gifts. One man made his boy give me his lunch. I'll never forget the look on that kid's face when he handed over the sack. Looking back, he probably hadn't eaten in days.” Clay turns his eyes to the moon, his frown deepening.
“What then?” I ask, picking up a stick to poke the fire.
Clay sighs, big and heavy. “Well, then I turned fourteen, my brother died. After that, my dad didn't just want me to do ride-alongs anymore. He gave my shootin’ irons,” he says, caressing the silver revolver slung on his hip with the pads of two fingers. “Made me get my hands dirty.” He looks down at his palms. Then he clasps them together so tightly the knuckles whiten. I flick my eyes away as he looks over at me.
“What you want to know all this for?” he asks, throwing more scrub on the fire. “You know what they say about the curious cat.”
I blush and shrug. “Just wondering what goes on under that ten-gallon hat of yours.”
He throws more wood on the fire until the flames soar and the heat cooks my shins. “I know what you’re thinking,” he says. “I shoulda lit out. It took me too damn long, but I done it, so you don’t need to judge.”
I look down at the holes in the knees of my jeans and pick at some of the loose strings. “I’m not.” There’s one more question burning at the back of my brain. Should I ask? I squeeze my hands at my sides. “Who’s Kody?”
He shoots me a glance that chills my insides. He opens his mouth as if to speak. Then closes it, stands and stalks off.
I’ve broken the quiet moment. My eyes flick to the fire that’s eaten up most of the scrub and sunk into a few guttering flames. The night air grips me. I hug myself and feel deeply alone again.
Movement. Clay’s back, standing at the edge of the circle. He’s breathing hard, as if he were running. His eyes are wild. He seems to have trouble getting the next words out. “I'll say this once and then I never want you to ask me again.”
I nod.
He takes a deep breath and steels himself. “Last month my pa made me take a twelve-year-old boy to the Riders. The kid …” His jaw tightens. “The kid wet himself when I carried him to their truck.” He looks into my face, his eyes shining with unshed tears. “He cried my name as they drove away.”
“Kody,” I whisper.
Clay sniffs and stares into the dancing blue and orange flames of the fire, the veins tight cords on his neck. “I'll see his face forever. Knowing what I did to him …” He curses and tugs at his hair angrily. Then he lifts his sorrowful face to me. “That day I swore I'd never trade another human being. That I'd get out.”
I pull my knees up to my chest and think about Clay handing over the boy to the Riders. It's awful. Then again, if my dad was the Sheriff, would I have done any different? Having Arn's death on my hands is bad enough, but I didn't actually kill him. What must it be like for Clay to carry that kind of guilt around?
The raw emotion hangs over the fire like a cloud. For several moments we sit in silence as the fire dies down. The hog legs emit a delicious aroma, but right now I don’t feel like eating.
Finally, Clay walks forward as if unstuck. Some of the wildness has fallen off him. “We need to eat,” he says handing me my portion of meat.
I take it from him. My stomach grumbles at the smell. Maybe I can eat.
Clay kicks dirt over the fire until it sizzles. “Come on. We'll eat in the Jeep.”
We slide into the Jeep, Clay in the driver's side, me in the passenger seat. Normally, I'd fuss. It's my Jeep. But, surprisingly, I don't mind. Maybe I’m starting to trust Clay. Maybe I'm grateful he's rescued us again. Either way, I’m looking over at Clay and smiling as he’s carefully holding the hot meat with the pads of his fingers. I shouldn't trust this much. I'm worth enough for even a good man to lose his scruples. I pull the zipper on my coat all the way up to my throat.
I check on Ethan. He’s tucked into the back of the Jeep, the blanket I curled around him still in the exact position I placed it. He better wake up tomorrow or we have real problems.
I'm thinking about Ethan when Clay's voice cuts through my thoughts. “Your turn.”
“Huh?”
“You didn’t think that back story was free, did ya?” He's smiling for the first time in a while. “Your turn to answer my questions.” He takes a bite of his hog leg, the grease shining on his lips and chin.
I concentrate on not burning my fingers on my own leg, unable to meet his gaze.
“Let's see,” he says. “Where to start? How about explaining your aunt to me. She seems … interesting.”
“Auntie's wonderful,” I say, a bit indignant. Then I think of her bashing the cupboard to capture the bat. “She's a bit off, but she loves us. She makes fantastic cornbread.” I take a bite of the leg and the savory roasted meat fills my mouth. I don't realize I'm smiling until I wipe the corners of my mouth on the sleeve of my jacket. How long has it been since I've smiled like this?
“How’d you keep your ma a secret for so long?” Clay eyes trace a falling star streaking across the dark blue sky.
The smile drops from my face. This question is not one I want to answer. It touches too close to my secret.
“Oh, you know, traveling around a lot.” My next bite is huge, filling my mouth.
“Had to be more than that,” Clay says, watching me. “Breeders have spies everywhere. Had to be hard to keep her hid.”
I turn my eyes to the stars and note the constellation Andromeda. My mother called her the chained lady. Where is my mother tonight?
“We did everything we could to keep her free. In the end it wasn't enough, was it?” Now it's my turn to slip my eyes away, the emotion welling up, choking me.
Clay's eyes linger somewhere in the stars. “I lost my ma, too.”
“What happened to her?” I ask, shifting to face him.
He sighs, still looking up. “I was too young to remember, but my pa said the Breeders just came for her one day. Said if he didn't give her up, they'd kill the whole town. Guess they pack a lot of firepower, weapons we ain't even seen. So,” he blows out his breath, “he gave her up. My pa don't get emotional, but sometimes I see him lookin' out and I know he's thinking about her, the only woman he ever cared about.”
I nod and let the silence hang around us. We sit and look out at the stars and think of our mothers. Could they be together? The thought gives me a little comfort.
Clay turns to me, his face set in reassurance. “We'll get to your ma.” His voice is so kind.
I nod. “Yours, too.” There it is again, that warm feeling that floods me when he gives me that look—eyes sparkling, smile comforting. A burn runs up my cheeks.
I miss the first words Clay says as my thoughts spin. “Huh?”
“I said, what’s it like being a bender?”
I scan Clay's face for malice, but he's just curious. I'm curious about benders, too, never having met one. I swallow hard. “People don't look at you the same. It’s pretty … lonely.”
Clay finishes his hog leg. He chucks the bone off in the distance. He scoots down in the driver seat, a revolver over his lap and stares sleepy-eyed over the moonlit landscape. “Good talk, but I'm tuckered. Can you take the first shift?”
He falls asleep within seconds, his hat down over his face, his revolvers hugged tight to his chest.
I let my eyes wander to the crescent moon hung in the sprinkle of stars. Alone with my thoughts again. I expect that they'll turn to Mom or Auntie, but they keep turning to Clay. The way his mouth turns up in his sleep. The moonlight in his brown hair. Before I know it, I'm watching the rise and fall of his chest. I turn my eyes to the road and try desperately not to think of the boy murmuring softly beside me.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I wake to a strange sweet smell, distant and musky. I nuzzle closer, my cheek rubbing against the warmth. It smells like home.
My eyes flicker open. My face rests on the soft suede of a worn leather jacket. It rises and falls rhythmically. My eyes fly wide open. My cheek rests on Clay's chest, my body pressed to his across the Jeep seat.
I snap upright, the panic skidding through me. What've I done? I was supposed to keep watch, not cuddle. My jerking wakes him and he blinks at me.
“Mornin’,” he mumbles. He rolls over and goes back to gently snoring.
He doesn't know. Relief floods me as I slump back in my seat. I must've just fallen asleep and snuggled into him for warmth. Yeah, right, warmth.
With my heart pounding, there's no way I'll fall back to sleep. Looking back, I find Ethan in the same spot. I slip my hand under his nose and feel the soft puffs of breath against the pads of my fingers. Satisfied, my eyes travel over the first lights of dawn stretching out over the rocky landscape. I slide out of the Jeep and take off toward the pink horizon. I hike over the dusty ridges, trying to shake off my unease. I spot a large clump of cactus that will give enough cover as I empty my bladder. Up ahead a roadrunner skitters across the sand, his legs pumping into a blur as he darts over the hard pan. A lizard bolts under a rock as I approach. Dawn is a busy time in the desert. I need to be careful.
I drop my pants and duck down behind the bush. I try to keep my mind on the sounds of the desert, but it keeps turning elsewhere. Mostly back to the Jeep. My brother is still knocked out, and if Bennett weren't already dead, I'd think about killing him. What if Ethan doesn't wake up? I know Clay cares about Ethan, but what lengths would he go to save his life?
Then there's Clay. God, Clay. I've developed a pretty severe crush on him. It's impossible not to. He's handsome, talented, kind and smart. The reasons not to like him are weighty, but I find myself coming up with excuses for his past. After all, he can't help how he was raised.
The real
reason you shouldn't like him, the voice inside pipes up, is he thinks you're a bender. That if you told him you were a girl, he'd turn you in faster than you can say “horrible scientific experiments.”
I want to tell myself to shut up, that he's not the type, but I can't. I'm worth a lifetime's salary. Even if he doesn't turn me in and actually wants to be with me, he'd have to devote the rest of his life to protecting me from, well, every other person in the world. It's a lot to ask.
I'm still contemplating all this when Clay calls my name. I snap upright and almost pee on my boots. I pull my pants around my waist and spin around, hoping Clay hasn't seen.
He's running to me at a full clip. My heart pounds again. Why is he sprinting? I run. “What?” I say, breathless. “What is it?”
A smile breaks over his face. Out of breath, he points to the Jeep. “Ethan. He's awake.”
We run to the Jeep. In the butte's long shadow, the Jeep looks miniature and my brother looks even smaller in the passenger seat. When I scramble to the door, his face breaks into a huge smile. “Riley,” he says, groggily. He wraps his arms around my neck.
My hands shake as I clutch him to my chest. “Don't ever scare me like that again,” I whisper into this shoulder.
When I let him go, his eyes slide from me to Clay. The delight on his face rivals what he had for me. I'll have to take it. If I'm falling for Clay, I can't deny Ethan his big brother.
“Thanks, Clay.” He turns to me. “He got you for me. I was worried you were gone.”
“I told you I'd never leave. Are you okay? Hungry? We need to get you something to eat.” I sound like my mother. I dig in the back for some food.
He holds up a hunk of bread. “Clay got it for me.”
“Oh.” I pull out a jug of water from the pack and hold it up. “How about some water?”
Ethan lifts the water jug sitting next to him with the other hand.
I keep smiling, but something's shifted inside of me. I turn away from the boys and busy myself with folding the blanket. It keeps me from snapping at Clay who's only trying to help. Maybe that's one thing not to like about Clay—he's too efficient. But if someone doesn't give me something to do soon, I'll go crazy.
***
By mid-afternoon, I wish I'd never longed for something to do. Clay's driving when the car slows. At first I think he's spotted road trash, but no. He glances at the fuel gauge, then back at me. “We're out of gas.”
“Pull over and we'll fill it with the reserve can in the back.” I glance back at Ethan who's busy counting abandoned cars. “How many so far?”
“Thirteen. Why are we stopping?” His bright eyes follow mine.
“Just out of gas,” I say. “We have more.”
“We do?” he asks.
“Yep.”
“More than what was in here?” He holds up our reserve gas jug. He turns the red plastic jug toward me. It's empty. The large bullet hole at the bottom right corner took care of our gas. It must've been hit in the shooting. We're screwed. I look back to Clay.
“No gas?” he asks.
“No gas.” Panic bells ring in my head. Stranded on the side of the road is bad. Not getting to my mama on time is worse.
Clay glides us to a stop and turns off the Jeep. For a moment we all sit on the side of the road without speaking. Ethan's the first to break the silence.
“What'll we do now, Clay?” he asks.
I'm already worked up about running out of gas and now he's asking Clay, not me, what to do. I can't take it anymore. I swear and I punch the Jeep's dash. All it accomplishes is a loud thud and some throbbing knuckles.
“Hey, relax,” Clay says to me.
I want to tell him where he can shove his advice, but he's already turned to Ethan, giving him that reassuring smile. “Listen, bud, we're fine. There's a town about ten miles up. We'll just hike on up and crash in some beds for the night. In the morning, I'll catch a ride back and gas up the Jeep. Easy peasy Japanesey.”
Yeah, right. Easy? He doesn't mention to my brother that three kids on the side of the road are open to any number of hazards—coyotes, snakes and road gangs to name a few. He doesn't mention that we're walking on desert blacktop in the heat of the day. That ten miles will feel like a hundred in this weather. Nope. He just keeps smiling at my little brother.
I don't smile. I concentrate on the throbbing in my knuckles and try not to hit anything else.
We throw the most important supplies in our packs. Water, of course. Then food. Then Clay packs bullets, antiseptic, the amber bottles with little white pills he brought to trade for gasoline and shelter for the night. He slings his rifle over his back. He hesitates for a moment and then hands me Bennett's father's rifle.
“Just don't shoot me in the back,” he says with a crooked smile. He slips on his pack and helps Ethan with the lightest one. “Okay, bud, let's go. Bet we see some lizards if we keep our eyes pealed. First one to spot a scaly buggers gets this.” He holds up a red and white peppermint wrapped in plastic for Ethan to see.
Ethan's eyes grow big. “I'm good at spotting lizards. Aren't I, Ri?”
“Yep, the best,” I say, as I pull on my pack. I can't manage the enthusiasm he's looking for, but he doesn't seem to notice. He's beaming up at Clay. “Let's go. Sooner we start, the better.”
We walk. The land here is flat, with dirt and scraggly cactus and bushes in either direction. The sun sears the top of my head and heat rolls in waves off the pavement's black surface. This must be what it's like inside a furnace. Even with several water breaks in the shade of some tall cactus, I'm dying. My leather jacket traps so much heat I’m sure to pass out. My breasts are still bound and my long-sleeved cotton shirt would mostly cover me to passersby. Yet, anyone up close might get suspicious. I glance at Clay and then, finally, shrug off Arn's jacket. It's too bulky to fit in our bulging packs. I smell the collar once for his scent. An image of him standing at the kitchen window, his hands in the pockets of his overalls floods me until I’m nearly choking with it. Arn. I fold his jacket and set it on a rock. When I leave it, I feel like I'm burying him all over again.
Clay and Ethan wait for me to catch up. Clay gives me a nod. “I know your pa's jacket meant a lot to ya, but it'll kill ya out here.”
I glance back at it once more. It's just a brown lump in the distance now. I could run, pick it up, carry it until I collapse. “I shouldn’t just leave it,” I say more to myself than to Clay.
Clay looks back. “I'll snag it when I come back for the Jeep.”
The grumpiness from the past dissolves. I offer him a look of gratitude. Good, solid Clay. I’d hug him if I weren’t worried he’d feel my secret through my shirt.
Ethan and Clay spend the hours spotting lizards or pointing out vultures circling in the sky. Clay gives him a few lessons on the local flora and fauna. He teaches Ethan how to get the fruit from a prickly pear. I keep my eyes on the strip of highway beside us. Any dust cloud and we're running for cover.
After an hour of trekking through the heat of the day, Ethan's asthma kicks in. I try to carry him, but he waves me away, wheezing slightly with his purple lips. At the two-hour mark, he tumbles into the sand. I run up to him and roll him over. The fine sand crystals dot his flushed face. His cheeks blaze bright red on his pale face.
“Ethan, you alright?” I gasp.
He blinks at me. “I feel dizzy.” He struggles to sit up.
I put a hand on his chest. “You need to drink. Just hold on.” I pull his head onto my knees and use my body to shade his face. I hand him the water jug.
“Sip slowly,” I say when he takes it.
Ethan drinks and rests for a moment. Then he sees Clay blocking out more of the sun.
“Sorry, Clay,” he says, still wheezing.
“No problem, hoss. One time when I was your age, I got sunstroke, blacked out and pissed my pants. Try explaining that to your pa.”
Ethan smiles, but at the mention of his dad, his face falls. He looks up at me. “I wish we were home, Riley,” he whispers.
“I know.” The emotion chokes in my throat. I push the sticky hair out of his eyes. He would normally bat my hand away if I did this in front of Clay, but not this time.
I lift his pack and mine. It'll be a struggle and my boots have already worn blisters on both big toes and the left heel. I smile at my brother. “Come on,” I say. “I bet in town they might have caramels. If you're good, I'll get you one.”
His face lifts. “Clay, do they have caramels?”
Clay lends him a hand up. “Any town worth a damn's got caramels.”
When Ethan falls the second time, I run over to him again, pick him up and get him the water. I glance up at Clay who's leaning down with concern on his face.
“How much longer?” I ask Clay, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice.
Clay scans up the road. The sun's growing fat and orange in the west which means we're close to dusk. When the sun goes down, we'll be forced to camp without shelter while the nocturnal predators prowl for their suppers. This situation can't get much worse. I fight the panic that's clawing at my throat.
Clay takes off his hat and wipes the sweat off his brow. “Think we got another mile or two.”
“Which is it?” I ask, the panic gathering. “One mile we can do. Two, he'll never make it.” I grit my teeth and brush the sand off Ethan's cheeks.
“One mile,” Clay says. He picks Ethan up and puts him on his back.
I scan up and down the road again. The fact that there's no traffic to this “town” is a bad sign. If there is some bustling city center one mile away, wouldn't trucks be coming and going? Clay probably has no idea what he's talking about. Good thing he's a crack shot. He'll need to be to defend us from the swarms of coyotes.
Only when we begin to spot road trash do I believe there's a chance Clay might be right. The tumbling bits of paper, old mufflers, rusting food cans—all mean people have been here. Clay points to an empty water jug. “See,” he says, giving me an I-told-you-so look. Then he picks up the pace. Even with my brother on his back, he's hard to keep up with.
In the distance a decrepit house comes into view on the side of the road. As we approach my stomach sinks. The house looks like a blackened skull in this ruddy light. The warped wooden beams sag and bulge. The house hunkers in a yard of weeds and thorns. Thin, tattered curtains flutters like ghosts in glassless windows that trail us like sunken eyes. Goosebumps break out over my arms.
Stripped of anything useful, the sagging house is likely infested with bats, rodents or a starved vagabond who will kill us for our shoes. As we stride past, our gait quickens. I peer in, wondering what lurks in those shadows. Who's watching us as we walk by? A mile down the road, I still feel eyes on the back of my neck.
When the town wall appears, a brown scar across the face of the horizon, I know something’s wrong. The broad stretch of wooden wall has a gaping hole in the center like a mouth widening in a scream. The gate creaks mournfully in the breeze. No town would leave a gate open like that. Clay's eyes lock with mine and we exchange a look. The fear in his eyes is unmistakable.
“Do we keep going?” I look around at the gathering dusk. The first stars peak through the navy canvas above. “It's getting dark.”
He shifts Ethan up on his back and wrinkles his brow. “I guess so. Can't bed-down roadside or we’ll be coyote food. And our water's ‘bout as dry as a dead dog’s dingo.”
Up until now Ethan's been dozing on Clay's shoulders. He lifts his head, rubs the hair out of his eyes and peers toward the town. “Why's the gate open?”
“Maybe it's busted,” Clay offers.
Maybe they're all dead, I think. I nod along with Clay, but I pull the rifle into my arms.
When we reach the gate, Clay puts Ethan down and draws his guns. “You two stay put.” He takes a step forward, tightening his jaw.
I shake my head and turn to Ethan. I think about telling him to stay behind, but we can't leave him alone outside the gate.
Ethan shakes his head as if reading my mind. “We stick together.”
We turn toward the gate as the twilight thickens around us. The two massive wooden doors on either side of the road give phantom sighs as they sway in the breeze. The slow screech sends more goose bumps over my arms. The long stretch of road leading into town is empty. On either side are squat brick structures lining both sides of the street in various states of disrepair. A broken stoplight, drooping on a few fraying wires, jangles in the breeze. A rusted car with a smashed front end sits off to the side as if someone got in an accident as they were trying to leave. And leave they should. The eerie quiet—not even animal sounds breaks the stillness—makes the thudding of my heart too loud. The smell of decay hangs on everything. Warning bells blare in my head. Turn tail and run.
“Come on,” Clay says, as he takes a step in.
What else can we do? We follow.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
When I was young, Auntie used to tell me about picture shows they had when she was a kid. Back then there was enough electricity to run a local theater once a week. I’d sit on the warped porch boards and listen as she wove tales of adventure, love, laughter. I learned the plot to Cinderella by heart. But on nights when my mama went to bed early, and I could drag them out of Auntie, she'd tell me about horror movies. Horror movies with dark basements, raspy breathing coming from a bedroom closet, ax-murderers running after their victims who screamed into the night. I'd clutch my knees to my chest and listen, barely breathing. Those nights I'd be so scared, any sound would send me flying upstairs to sleep on my parents' floor.
That is how taking our first few steps into this ghost town feels. Like any minute we're going to die. In the twilight, shadows lean from every corner. The dark doorways remind me of rancid open mouths. When the wind whips through, paper rustles and gates squeak, making me sure an ax-murderer will come barreling toward us from an open doorway. Each shadow might hide any number of horrors.
We shuffle through the gate and stop just inside. My legs feel like lead. I can't make myself leave the safety of the open road. What if we get inside town and the gate slams shut? What if this is some horrible trap? What if there are monsters … Cut it out, I tell myself. I'm supposed to be brave. I look to Clay. His face locked up tight, his lips a white line, his eyes locked forward. Sweat beads beneath the brim of his cowboy hat. Ethan, to my left, trembles like an eight-year-old should. His bug-eyes flit between doorway, alley, abandoned car. I grab his sweaty hand. I want to feel him next to me.
From here the town looks abandoned. There's no signs of struggle. No dead bodies. No blast holes. There are a few vehicles parked on the side streets, but they look long abandoned. Not beat up, really, just left behind. That raises the hairs on my arms. No one leaves a good vehicle lying around.
To our left is a row of shops, all empty. Trash lies in clumps on the cracked sidewalks. I jump as a rat darts out from a pile of bricks, spots us and then scurries back. If animals can survive here, the water's okay. Probably.
A howl from the road behind us shakes everyone into action. I look to Clay on my right and Ethan on my left. Nodding, we start forward down the desolate street. I grip Ethan's hand in mine and feel Clay's shoulder inches away. It takes all my will to keep my feet moving forward.
We pass a small grocery store and I point it out to Clay. I stare at the faded sign until I can puzzle out Top Shelf Groceries and Liquor. Inside it's a mess of clotted paper, wet garbage, crumpled drywall. A bird has built a nest in one of the top shelves where they used to display apples or peaches. From here it looks picked clean, no canned goods, no bottled water. I think of going in, scrounging around, but the light is so scarce it wouldn't do much good. I swallow and turn away. So many shadowed doorways. And it just keeps getting darker.
More empty stores. Old traffic lights with busted glass dangle above our heads. The dryness in my throat seems to doubles as I spot a hydrant with the cap off. I look at the water jug that swings off Clay's pack. Three, maybe four cups left. I turn my thoughts away from water and to each building we pass. We'll have to pick a building soon and bed down. I can't imagine huddling in a dark shop, not knowing what might lurk in the wings. Each building seems darker than the next. A shop that used to be a cafe has a large, brown stain covering most of the tile floor. Blood. It has to be.
Clay stops and stiffens beside me. I swing around and look where he's staring. Between two shops is a dark, trash-strewn alley and something's moving. I tighten my hand over the rifle and Clay raises his guns. The thing moves. It's fury and too small to be human. The animal looks up at us. Four legs, round eyes, a dark muzzle. Coyote? I raise my gun. Then I see the patchy brown fur, the droopy ears and tail. It's a domestic dog. Sensing no real threat, it goes back to whatever it's eating. I think about calling it over until Clay's grips my arm.
“Get Ethan down the road. Now.” He pushes me forward as he turns toward the alley. “Wait for me at the corner.”
What does he see? I pull Ethan away. Luckily he's got his eyes on some collapsed movie theater down the block. I take him to check it out the busted marquee. Just before I slip past the alley, I glance at the dog. A bright piece of fabric lies on the ground beneath the dog. A t-shirt? Then I see the arm, pale, bloated with crooked fingers. A body. That's what the dog's been eating. I clutch my hand to my mouth and fight the urge to vomit.
Ethan looks up at me as I pull him down the street. “What is it?” His hand squeezes the blood out of mine.
“Nothing.” Oh God, my head screams. We're going to die!
He watches the alley where Clay disappeared with wide eyes.
The dog skitters out of the alley. Clay follows. When he meets us, his face is the color of uncooked dough. He nods at me and keeps walking. I want to ask him about the body. How did it die? Will we end up like it? Yet, Ethan's here and my imagination's supplying enough details on its own. I look up the street at more shops and dark alleys. What do I have to do to get out of here?
“Let's go,” Clay says. “We need to get some place safe.”
Safe? Nowhere here is safe. We speed-walk down the street. I don't scan the shops. I'm too afraid I'll spot another body.
We find a long driveway at the end of the block. A two-story brick building looms large at the end of it. In the dark I can barely make out the words etched into the concrete sign covered with bird droppings: Magdalena Christian Academy. Three graying wood crosses lean on the weed-filled front lawn. At the entrance stands the greening sculpture of a woman, one arm outstretched, palm up. The other arm lays in a few shattered pieces at her feet. Her face, though, turned to the sky as if seeking forgiveness, is the first welcoming thing I've seen.
“Let's sleep in there,” I say, pointing to the building.
Clay arches his eyebrows up at me.
I shrug. “Looks less scary than the rest of this God-forsaken place.”
Clay nods. “Sure. We need to get inside anyway. Can't see a damn thing.”
We stride up the busted blacktop to the front doors. A thick, rusted chain slinks through the handles on the big wooden doors. I yank on them and scowl. Nothing in this town comes easy. I scan either side of the brick building. The glass windows are long gone, but they're high off the ground with nothing to climb but flat, slippery brick.
Clay nods to the first window on the right. “Come on. I'll give you a boost.”
A boost? That means Clay putting his hands on me, pushing me upward. At any point his hand could slip and feel something that would solve the mystery of my gender once and for all. I follow him, biting my lip. I could suggest Ethan, but he's too short to reach the ledge and besides, I'd be sending him into a dark creepy building alone.
Clay stands at the base of the window and looks up. He hands Ethan a revolver and tells him to watch the road. Then he laces his fingers together and nods at me. Facing him, I can see the stubble that's grown on his normally smooth chin. His eyes are red rimmed and bloodshot from exhaustion. I remind myself that he could be at home right now, soaking in a tub of warm water while Auntie rubs his feet. Instead he's here in the third circle of hell with us.
I put my hands on his shoulders. His muscles tense as he looks deep into my eyes.
“I got you.” His face is calming, reassuring. “On the count of three. Okay?”
I'm so close to him, I can see the flecks of gray in his blue eyes. I grip his shoulders. He stills smells like aftershave.
“Okay,” he says. “One. Two. Three.”
I put my foot in his hand and push up. As he hoists me, my body brushes past his, but I think I've avoided him noticing anything suspicious. Then I realize my inseam is hovering near his face as he lifts me. Oh God. I wobble.
“Grab. The. Ledge,” he grunts. His hand grips around my feet, pushing upward.
My fingers find purchase on the cool stone ledge. Being this close to Clay has tingles going in all the wrong regions of my body. All I can think is his hands on my body. My fingers slip. We rock backwards and almost topple. I gotta focus. Dark, scary building, I think. My thoughts fly off Clay's hand cupping my calf. I pull up and tumble into the dark room.
I bash into something hard. It crashes and goes skittering. I lie on the floor, panting in the dark silent room. Please God, don't let there be anything in here to eat me.
I sit with my back against the wall and will my eyes to adjust. The air's musty despite the open window, like no one's stepped foot into this space for a long time. I smell mold, dust, the thick scent of all things man-made crumbling to particles. Soon I can see faint outlines of chairs, tables, the remains of a classroom. The tiny desks and chairs are thrown together in random upturned piles. The one I smashed lies upside-down, its legs in the air like a dead insect. Rotting papers that disintegrate at the touch of a finger lie scattered on the floor. Some of the ceiling lies crumpled by the door. From first glance I don't see anything too frightening. No bodies at least.
“What's going on in there?” Clay calls from below.
I swing over and peer down at him. Both their faces stare up at me. “A classroom.”
“Right,” he says. “What else?”
“Not much. I think it's okay so far.”
Clay nods. “Ethan's coming up. I'll hand him to you.”
Clay picks up Ethan and lifts him to the window. I pull.
Ethan tumbles in and looks around. “Cool,” he whispers.
I hear Clay trying to scramble up the wall. That kid really thinks there's nothing he can't do. I grab a little desk and carry it to the window. “Watch out,” I yell down to Clay. He backs up and I chuck the desk out the window. Luckily it survives the fall. He grabs the desk, places it under the window and stands on it. I pull him up and he almost falls on top of me when I drag him over the window ledge.
The three of us sit in the little classroom, taking it in. Ethan peeks in a few cupboards. I want to stop him, but they're too small to house any real threat other than rodents or insects. He finds a few broken pencils and a coffee mug.
Clay holds it up to the light from the window. “I prayed for hope and God sent you,” he reads. “Huh. Don't think hittin' their knees really paid off for these folks, or they'd still be around.” He frowns and sets the mug on a tiny desk.
“All clear,” Clay says, scanning the room. “But no water. Let's make sure the rest of the place is safe.”
I look out the window nestled in the door that leads to the pitch-black hallway. “Can't we just sleep here for the night? There's only one door to defend and we can take turns on watch.”
Clay removes his hat and musses his damp hair. “We'll use up the last of our water tonight. I'd feel better if we made sure there's more, but I guess you're right. Wouldn't do any good to go skulking in the dark like a bunch of blind fools. And we're wore out, right, bud?” Clay runs his hand over Ethan's hair. Ethan sags into Clay.
I pick up a couple plastic orange chairs with rusted metal legs and start stacking them in a pile by the door. It won't stop someone who wants to come in, but it'll slow them down. Then we make camp. In the back corner I find a decaying beanbag and offer it to Ethan. He's the only one tiny enough to curl into it. Yet the thick dust that swirls up every time we move is getting to him. He coughs until his cheeks are crimson, until his eyes bulge. Clay glances at me and then we give him the rest of the water. He gulps it down between coughs.
I sit back against a buckling closet door and dig into my pack. I find a can of Spam, open it and pass it around. Clay cracks a can of peaches and we each take one with our fingers until they're gone. He and I take turns with the juice. My stomach's still seizing with hunger and my mouth feels like the desert floor, but weariness is winning this battle.
“Can you take first watch?” I ask Clay. He nods. I lie on the musty carpet and shuffle around for a comfortable position. On the closet door above me a faded and curling poster pressed in some sort of plastic shows a decorated evergreen tree. It takes me a while but I finally read, “Jesus is the reason.” As I drift off I wonder what he's the reason for.
Daylight. I sit upright. Clay should've woken me for my turn at watch. I see that he's fallen asleep sitting up against the warped plaster wall next to the door. His revolver rests in his lap. Ethan's still curled in his dusty beanbag chair. I feel surprisingly well rested except for a kink in my neck. When was the last time I had a good night's sleep that wasn't induced by horse tranquilizers? It's been a while.
My tongue feels thick and sluggish in my mouth. My throat burns for water. I stand up slowly, letting my spine crack into place. Then I tackle removing the chairs as quietly as possible so not to disturb the boys. Twice they bang against each other, but the boys never stir. They must be dead tired. I think about how happy they'll be when I wake them with a big glass of water. If I find it.
Somehow survival seems possible today. The sun looks warm and upbeat coming in the open window, and the classroom is way less creepy in the daylight. It drastically improves my mood. Making sure I've got my hunting knife in my pants just in case, I slip out the classroom door and pull it closed.
On the other side of the door, my mood dims. There are piles of papers strewn about, broken desks and dried-out rodent droppings. Ceiling tiles hang in saggy fragments or lay in bloated piles on the cracked tile. In one corner I see a small rib cage. Some rat, long dead and forgotten. Each doorway could hide any number of horrors. My eyes trace down the long dark halls. I could turn back to my quiet classroom, but my burning throat won't let me.
I slip down the creepy hallways, peeking in each room. The classrooms look just like ours with small differences. One has larger desks for older kids. Our cute posters are replaced with faded charts and graphs pressed in that same plastic covering. One room has no desks, just piles and piles of wet and rotting garbage. Another looks like it had once been a music room. A tilting, three-legged piano grimaces at me with its black and white teeth strewn on the floor. I pass a room with a fallen roof, exposing one corner to the sky. Each room is coated in undisturbed layers of dust or mildew. No one's been in here in some time.
I should go in the classrooms and dig through the cupboards, but I'm a coward. Maybe with Ethan and Clay behind me I could brave pulling open those doors to see what's behind. Animal nest, bugs, spiders, or worse. I think about the body Clay found. I can't face something like that on my own.
I turn the corner and spot a cracked porcelain water fountain. It's a long shot, but I hit the button. Nothing. I push open the door labeled Ladies' Room. Inside there's no windows, so it's pitch black, and besides, if there's no plumbing, there's no water in there anyway. I let the door slip shut and turn down another dark, garbage-filled hall.
Near the front of the building, I find what used to be the greeting center. Though it takes me a while, I sound out the word Office on the sign. With big windows facing the front, there's enough light to see in. Disheveled chairs, their fabric turning to dust, line the wall leading up to a receiving counter. A dust-encrusted crystal dish still perches delicately on the counter top, but whatever was in it has long since been carted off by mice. Another chair lies wheels up behind a paper-covered desk.
My eyes lock on a black rectangle sitting on a desk in the back. I walk in and touch my finger to the dusty screen. On the table next to it is another black rectangular gadget with rows of lettered keys. I tap a few with the pads of my fingers. Arn said these were called computers. Long ago people used them for communication. I trace my initials in the dust on the screen. Then something catches my eye.
A big blue jug attached to a white base sits in the very back of the office. Liquid was once stored in these. I thumb down the little spigot. In a dispenser, I find a stack of rotting paper cups that fall apart at my touch. Could there be more jugs? A slim door sits next to the water dispenser. The wood is warped so I have to yank on the handle for a while until the thing pops open. I cross my fingers and peer in.
No bodies, just rows of pencils, clips, paper, folders, more paper cups and on the floor … a big jug of water. Full.
I clap once and the sound startles a mouse. He shoots from a paper nest in the corner to a hole in the floor. I wrap my hands around the lip of the water jug. The boys will be so happy.
It takes me five minutes to carry the jug back to our classroom. I underestimated how heavy the jug was and how weak I am from travel. Still, I half drag, half carry the prize in and plunk it down on the floor in front of Clay. Clay raises the revolver, but then the recognition dawns on his face.
“Riley,” he says, “What the hell?”
“Water,” I say with a triumphant wave of my hand.
They both blink at me and rub their eyes. I was expecting more fanfare than blank stares.
“Well, I'm thirsty.” I start working on the cap. When I finally get it open and figure out how to pour it in one of our jugs without dumping the whole thing over, I take the first drink. Water's never tasted so good. I sigh in relief.
“Nice job, ace,” Clay says, stretching and reaching for the jug. I hand it over and he drinks. “Tastes like plastic,” he says as he smiles. “Where'd you get it?”
“Down the hall. Sign said Office.”
Clay takes another drink, a few strings of water dripping down his stubbly chin. “Soon's I can wake up, we'll go exploring.”
“It's kind of a mess out there,” I say, pouring water for Ethan. “Looks like nobody's been in here in years.”
Clay looks at me, puzzled. “I'd heard of people trading here last year. I can't figure what happened.”
“Did you see anything when … you know …” I frown and glance at Ethan. “When you saw that thing in the alley?” Ethan's eyes are locked on me. I smile as if I've nothing to hide.
“She means the body. Do you know how he died?” Ethan asks matter-of-factly.
Clay and I stare at Ethan with our mouths open.
Ethan scowls. “You guys think I don't notice anything. I'm eight, not four.” He's trying to be so big, but when he sticks out his lower lip at the end of his sentence, all I can see is the baby I touted around the yard on my hip.
Clay nods. “Sorry, hoss. We'll do better.”
I nod, but I'm lying. He'll be my baby brother whether he's eight or eighty.
Clay shakes his head as his eyes turn toward the open window. “There was nothing on the body to show what killed him. It was in bad shape, decay-wise. And the damn dog didn't help. I didn't see gunshots or stab wounds, so that's something. But it doesn't tell us much.”
“At least with no people, we can get what we need and get out,” I say. I don't want to hang around here very long. Other than our little classroom, the rest of this town feels like a morgue.
“Fuel and water. Those are our main priorities.” Clay holds up two fingers. “Riley already got us water. If we can find fuel, we can jack one of the cars we saw and hit the road.”
He makes it sound so easy. I look out the busted classroom window toward the blue sky outside. I hope it is.
We dig through our bags for breakfast. Ethan pulls out a hunk of bread wrapped in paper. We split it and try to chew the hard crust as best we can. My stomach growls, but I quiet it with more water. It'll do for a while.
We work through each room for supplies. This time, with the boys at my back, I lose my fear. I pull open cupboards, frighten mice and spiders out of their homes, dig through moldy wads of paper. Ethan pockets a sheet of gold stars, soggy but miraculously somewhat sticky. Clay finds a heavy-duty pair of scissors with decent blades, an empty aluminum water bottle and a ball of twine. I pick up many things, kid's socks, a mug that says World's Best Teacher, a little pink boot with daisies painted on it. My mind wanders to times when these things were in use. What did these people look like? Were they happy? What happened to them? I leave each item in its dust outline where they'll decay like the rest of this place.
Classrooms pilfered, we find a set of double doors.
“Gymnasium,” Clay reads on the sign above the doors. “Come on.”
We push through the double doors and find a large echoing room with a wood floor and bleachers on either side. Two hoops with nets stand on each end of the floor. There's a board with faded numbers on the far wall.
“Basketball,” Clay says, pointing to the hoops. “Teams of five dribble a ball back and forth. They try to scores as many points by shooting the ball into a hoop. The town south of mine had an outdoor court.”
Ethan and I walk around and examine everything, the tilting bleachers, the hoop with the fraying net. When this school was in use, the kids got to play games. Their life couldn't have been so bad. Ethan finds a flat orange ball and tries to bounce it. The noise of the ball smacking the floor makes me jumpy. Eventually, I shoot him a look and he sets the ball down.
We push through another set of double doors and find a similar space with rows of tables and benches. Some are turned over. Some are covered in bits of ceiling that have fallen down. Big gray bins are stuffed with ancient food wrappers and paper napkins that flow out and trail across the floor. I walk over and peer in the bins. This trash has been here so long it doesn't even smell. We find nothing but useless garbage, but I know we're getting close.
A doorway at the back leads to a dark kitchen. There's rusty old metal stoves and empty molding refrigerators. We find a few utensils scattered around the floor and in the drawers. In another drawer I find red and yellow packets, some kind of food dressing that still looks edible. I drop them into my pocket. Clay snags a decent looking frying pan and a serrated knife. Then Ethan calls my name.
I run toward the sound of his voice. He's standing in a little pantry stacked with shelves. Most are empty. At the bottom though, I see some large metal cylinders the size of small drums. He hefts one up. The label has fallen off and decayed, but on the top in small writing I see a label.“Green beans,” I read slowly. I smile and pat him on the head. “Nice job, Superman.”
He hefts the can and smiles so wide I can see all his little, white teeth.
We take two trips to carry all of the cans back to our classroom where we stack them neatly. We've scored three cans of green beans, two cans of what's called fruit cocktail, two cans of baked beans and a can of corn. It's a good haul. I smile as I look at our stack.
“How do we get one open?” I ask.
“I saw a can opener in the kitchen drawer. I'll go grab it,” Clay says.
“I'll get it.” I have to pee from all the water I drank anyway. It'll give me a good excuse to go alone.
I head out of the classroom and down the hall toward the bathroom. Just before the ladies' room I notice our tracks, three sets of shoe prints in the dust on the floor. We've been all over this school and it shows. Then something draws my attention: the large boot prints running along the far wall, fresh in the layer of dust. They're too big to be any of ours and they weren't there a few hours ago.
We aren't alone.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
I run back to our classroom and slam the door. I stand against it, panting, wide-eyed. Clay and Ethan were sorting through a deck of cards they found in the kitchen. They stare up at me.
“What's going on?” Clay asks, standing up.
Ethan stands, too, still holding a six of clubs in his hand.
“Footprints,” I pant. “Not ours. In the hall.”
Clay glances out the little window in our classroom door. “Maybe they're old.”
I shake my head. “They're fresh.”
Clay pulls out one of his revolvers. His eyes get that look they always do when that silver revolver is cupped in his palm. “I'll check it out. You stay with Ethan.”
I don't protest. Something about stalking through the quiet halls to meet some unknown predator doesn't seem fun to me. As he's opening the door, I put my hand on the door jam. “Be careful,” I say as I look into his blue eyes, the color of a summer sky.
He lets a little smile dance across his face. “Sounds like you're getting used to having me around.”
And he ruined it. “Never mind,” I say, waving him out the door. “Go be as reckless as you want. We're totally fine without you.”
“Liar,” he says, his smile growing. “You need me.”
I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him.
He chuckles and then disappears out the door.
I sit with Ethan against the far wall with a revolver in my hand. The minutes tick by slowly. I listen, but hear little else but a few birdcalls from the window and my heart beat in my ears. Footsteps sound, heavy and coming this way. I rise, the gun leveled. It's Clay. He bursts back in our room.
“Anything?” I ask.
He shakes his head, holsters his gun and picks up the jug of water. He lifts it to his lips. I watch his Adam's apple rise and fall as he swallows. Then he drops the jug, panting. “Ahh,” he sighs.
“What?” I say, impatient. “What did you find?”
He smiles wryly. “Thought you said you didn't need me.” He takes another long pull from the jug. I cross my arms over my chest and tap my foot. He can be so infuriating.
One more devious smile and then he sets the jug down. “No sign of anyone except the footprints. Must've heard us come in, checked us out and took off. His trail leads out a lower window. Just curious ‘bout visitors.”
“Why didn't he want to talk?” I ask, the hairs on my arms still standing up.
Clay shrugs and wipes his mouth with his sleeve. “Probably as scared of us as we are of him.”
I shake my head. “I wanna get out of here.”
Clay pulls the can opener out of his pocket and hands it to Ethan. “We have to get gas and that's going to mean digging through this hell hole. We do that after we eat. We're safer in here than out there if there’s something to fuss about.”
I say nothing, but can't shake the feeling of dread.
We open the canned corn and eat until our bellies are stuffed. Then we fill our packs with water jugs and a hose and bucket Clay found in the janitor's closet. Clay scrambles over the window ledge and jumps down. I pass Ethan to him and then lower myself down.
The bright daylight lances my eyes. I cover them and squint into the distance. The scene outside is just as creepy. The street is deadly silent. The buildings sit as lifeless and desolate as ever. A few birds call and a squeaky hinge squeals from somewhere downtown. Penetrating tragedy is the only thing that would leave a town this empty. Yet, someone survived. Who is this stranger slinking around in the night? Then a gruesome thought grips me. Maybe he killed all these people. I scan the dark windows and alleys as we walk.
We head down the abandoned street to the big yellow sea shell billboard that Clay says marks a gas station. When we find it, the roof covering has collapsed and has mangled at least half of the pumps. Clay fiddles with a remaining pump, pushing buttons, looking into the metal nozzle, but even if the tanks still had gas, with no power, they won't pump. I watch as he scans the busted concrete until his eyes light on a metal disk nestled in the pavement. He heads into the little shop attached to the gas station.
“What’re you doing?” I call.
He returns with a long metal rod, rusted, but still sturdy. Then he sets to digging out the cover. When he dislodges the cap, we all gather around the hole. It’s an underground tank. Clay picks up a pebble and drops it in the dark hole. It clanks against metal. This gas station is tapped out. Of course it is.
We wander into the little store behind the pumps. The store named Tom and Jerry's is little help, either. It's lined with toppled shelves and more trash. We spread out, looking for any usable items. Ethan pulls out a little packet of pills that must be medicine. Clay holds up an empty gas can triumphantly. I want to be excited, but empty cans will get us nowhere. My hands reach under toppled metal shelves and fallen light casings, until I find something plastic and crinkly. I pull out the wrapper sure it's trash, but this one has weight. A candy bar—Baby Ruth, according to the label. Both boys stare at it like I've just found gold.
“We'll split it three ways,” I say, opening it.
It's been smashed and melted and hardened several times, but when I put the chocolate my mouth, the sugary flavor explodes over my tongue. It's so sweet it puckers my lips. A grin spreads over Ethan's mouth as he chews. Clay licks his fingers when his portion is gone.
“Find another one of those,” he says.
But I can't. We dig through the piles for a while until our fingers are grimy and I've scraped the skin off two knuckles. The best I can do is a bag of chips that has been pulverized to crumbs. We take turns sliding the tiny salty crumbs into our mouths until the bag is gone. Then Clay nods to the door.
“Let's go get some gas before it gets dark.”
We head back toward the front gate. We pass several abandoned buildings with nothing but rodents, debris and more trash. Then we come up to a dumpy brown building with a flaking sign. Clay reads: “Urgent Care Medical Clinic. Hang here. I want to see if there's any drugs in there. We can trade ‘em in the next town over for what we need.”
I know how expensive medicine can be. Arn would trade months worth of pelts for a few pills or salve or even iodine. The three of us file in through the frosted glass doors.
Something’s very wrong. The putrid stench sends everyone's hands over their mouths. Flies buzz in the hundreds and their carcasses line the front windowsill and the floor. Broken needles, dirty bandaging and a dried mess that looks like old vomit cover the floor. I stagger back toward the door. I don't care what's salvageable in here. My brain is telling me to run. Then I see dark mounds blocking the hallway.
Corpses. The pile of bodies is three feet high and stretches down the hallway. The stained sheets cover many, but to my left a clawed hand dangles over a soiled table. Lank, blond hair sprouts from under a sheet near the front. Another is slumped in a chair, his legs purple, his face a bloat mask of decay.
We gotta get out. I grab Ethan and pull him with me as I run out of the building.
As soon as I hit fresh air, I vomit on the sidewalk, my corn lunch splattering against the wall. I close my eyes, but I can't see anything except rows of bodies. The flies swarming around them. The smell. I spit and swipe at my nose trying to get the smell out. I hear Ethan gagging beside me. Then Clay follows. He pulls at my wrist.
His face is green and slack. “Come on. Gotta get away.”
We jog and then run up the road. My stomach lurches again and I stop and throw up what's left of my lunch. Then we find a three-foot high brick wall surrounding a parking lot and sit with our backs to it. I can't stop my hands from shaking as I drink from the water bottle and pass it along. Visions of the bodies swim in my mind.
“What happened to them?” I ask.
Clay shakes his head and sips from the bottle. “Disease. All those needles, the sick beds. Probably some flu epidemic. God.”
Ethan looks up at him, the whites of his eyes large in his terror. “Are we going to die?”
Clay shakes his head and pulls Ethan closer to him. “No. We're fine.” But when he glances at me over Ethan's head, I can tell that answer is hollow.
I grip my water bottle between my shaking hands. “We can't go back there. I don't care what kind of meds we find. We can't catch whatever killed those people.”
Clay rests his head on Ethan's for a moment. “You get no protest from me.”
I clutch my arms, trying to hold myself together. Up the road, the desolate buildings stretch on endlessly. A broken streetlight sways in the wind. Dark, empty shops, their windows smashed, their contents spilling into the street, wait for us. Now more than ever I want to leave and there's only one way I can. I stand up and grab the empty gas jug and hose.
“Let's get that gas and get the hell out of dodge.”
The first car we find is empty. And the second. With the third I manage to get a mouth full of gasoline, but after I get the gas flowing into the hose, we get about a gallon before that tank runs dry. We walk several more streets and find one more car. This time Clay gets a mouth full of gasoline and another gallon and a half. The sun is sinking low and we only have enough gas to get us a few miles down the road.
“This sucks!” I scream, hurling the hose against the car and then kicking the tires. I want to dump the gas on something and set fire to it. A little of my common sense kicks in and I just kick a hunk of broken sidewalk into the road.
Clay puts a hand on my shoulder. “It's okay, Riley. We'll try again tomorrow.”
I whirl around. “I don't want to sleep here again! It's a graveyard! If we get stuck here much longer, we're going to die just like them!” I flap my arms in the direction of the medical clinic. I'm behaving so badly, but I can't stop. I pick up a chunk of brick and hurl it through one of the only intact windows in town. The glass explodes with a satisfying smash. I watch the shards rain onto the ground.
Ethan's grown stiff and pale beside me. I see his lip starting to tremble. I've scared him. What have I done?
Clay takes Ethan by the hand. “Well, if our neighbor didn't know where we are, he sure does now. We're going back.” He pauses and looks at me. “You done or you need to break something else?”
Exhausted and embarrassed, my shoulders slump. I'm done being mad. Now I feel like cowpie on a boot sole. I lower my head and follow behind, back to the school, trying hard not to cry.
When we get back to the classroom, I can barely pull Ethan into the room when Clay pushes him up. They settle down and start digging into the can of corn, but my stomach churns from the gasoline and the scene at the medical clinic. I curl into the little beanbag, grateful that I can escape for a little while. Sleep comes hard and fast.
When I wake, the room is dark. Ethan breathes evenly beside me. Clay leans against the window ledge, lit by a little square of moonlight. A pair of wire-rimmed glasses perches on his nose. I've never seen him wear those. To top it off, he's holding a crinkled book up to the light. It the moonlight he looks entirely transformed from the rugged gunslinger of the day.
“You know how to read?” I ask, sitting up.
He startles and looks up. His hand strays to the glasses and yanks them off, a blush so red rising up his cheeks that I can see it in the dark. He tucks the frames in his breast pocket and slips the book behind his back.
“I was just … looking for something.” He rubs a hand over his neck and gives me a sheepish grin.
He's embarrassed. God, how adorable. I point to the book. “What is it?”
He blushes again and shrugs.
“It's okay,” I say. “I really want to learn to read. I've tried, but …” I shake my head.
Clay walks over and sits on the floor next to me. He slips the book in my hand.
“Ro … me … o and—What's this?” I ask, pointing to the last word.
“Romeo and Juliet. It's a love story. It's a dang tough one, too. It's written in this funky English. Been working on it for six months.”
I run my fingers over the worn paper binding. The picture on the front is a man and woman enfolded in an embrace. With Clay sitting this close to me, the image brings a blush up to my own cheeks.
“Why'd you get embarrassed?” I lift my eyes to his face. There are two red ovals on the bridge of his nose where the glasses were perched.
He shrugs. “My pa's got no love for book learnin'. Used to tease the hell outta me if he found me reading. Don't know why I like it so much. It's just …” He pauses, thinking. “It takes me somewhere else for a while, you know?”
I hand him the book. “Anywhere but here,” I say quietly.
For a moment we sit in silence. I can feel his body next to me purring like an engine, thrumming, giving off heat. He leans over, picks up a can and slides it to me. “Ethan said you'd like fruit cocktail, so we opened that one.” Clay hands me a spoon. The fruit tastes deliciously sweet in my mouth. I roll the little chunks of peach or pear around on my tongue. For a while it helps take my mind off Clay's even breathing, his increasingly familiar scent. I must smell like gasoline and body odor. What I wouldn't give to smell like meadow flowers just once when he's around.
“Must be hard for you,” he says quietly.
I turn to him, trying to read his expression in the dark. “What do you mean?”
He nods toward my little brother. “I know how much I care about the little bugger and he's not even mine. Must be hard to worry about him every minute of every day. Bet it wears on you.” He turns and gives me that reassuring smile I've come to depend on.
God, how can he be so good when I'm so awful? My eyes fall over the soft curves of his cheeks, the hard line of his jaw, the dark lashes around his comforting eyes.
He smiles at Ethan's sleeping form, the curled dark shadow in the corner. “Hell of a kid to go through what he did and still want to play cards with me.”
I swallow the lump that's forming in my throat with a little of the fruit cocktail. My eyes watch Ethan's chest rise and fall. His bottom lip twitches. “He's about the only thing worth a damn in this world.” Tears prick at my eyes. Oh God, am I choking up? I swallow some water and force the tears back.
Clay leans against the wall beside me and stretches his legs out on the moldy carpet. His eyes trail up to the beam of moonlight trickling in from the window above. “You don't give yourself enough credit. You're as brave as he is, as kindhearted.” He shifts and a beam of moonlight trickles over his face. Through all this grime, dirt and sweat, he's one of the most beautiful people I've ever seen. I turn my eyes to the carpet. A tear escapes and slips down the bridge of my nose.
I don't know if it's the frustration from earlier or the exhaustion from the travel or Clay's nice comment or all of them combined, but I can't stop the tears that begin sliding down my face. They trace my cheeks and drip off my chin. I pretend to itch my nose and to wipe some away. They just keep coming.
Clay looks over at me. “Hey, are you crying? Don't do that.” He digs in his pocket and pulls out a weathered cloth. “Here.”
I shake my head. More tears fall and now sobs threaten to shake out of my chest. I can't control myself. I put my head in my hands and hunch over, letting the tears fall between my legs and onto the floor.
I feel his arms around me. Tentative at first, then stronger, circling me in an embrace. His body is so warm next to mine. And my heart is pounding. I can smell remnants of his aftershave. I don't even think. I lean into him. Smell his musky scent. Feel his chest against my shoulder. Then I'm tilting my head, leaning toward him. My cheek brushes against the stubble of his chin. The sweet smell of his mouth intoxicates me. I lift my mouth up to meet his.
He drops the embrace and pulls away. “I don't …” he stutters. “I didn't mean …”
Oh heavenly Lord, what have I done?
I jump up, the fruit cocktail clattering from my lap. I run to the door, yank it open and vault into the hallway. I race blindly down the corridor. How could I?
I skid to a stop at the front office. I scramble in and curl myself into a little ball under the desk. In the dark, maybe he won't be able to find me.
I'm the biggest idiot on the planet. I just tried to kiss Clay. Clay—who's supposed to think I'm a bender. It's not unheard of for two guys to do that sort of thing, but judging by his reaction he was definitely not into that. Not into me. How will I ever face him again? I tuck my knees under my chin and bury my face in them. Stupid. I'm so incredibly stupid. I'll just hide here for the rest of my life. Sure, there's dusty bunnies the size of, well, bunnies under here and I think I just spotted a fresh rat's nest, but anything's better than facing Clay. I don't think I can do it. Ever.
I replay that moment in my head, but all I come up with is the desperate overwhelming feeling of longing. Longing for Clay. For his body next to mine. To feel his arms around me. I've ruined it. Now any time he looks at me he'll think I'm trying to make a pass at him. I destroyed the comfortable friendship we had when I leaned in, mouth puckered.
I hear someone walking down the hall. Heavy footsteps. Not Ethan's.
“Riley?” Clay calls. “Come back.”
I clutch my knees to my chest. I can't face him now.
“Riley, come on. It's not safe out here.”
He's right. I have no weapon and we know for sure that someone was prowling around this morning, but I don't care. My embarrassment is bigger than my fear.
“Riley, look, I'm sorry. Can you just come back so we can talk?”
His voice is close. He must be outside the office door. Then I hear him wander away, calling my name. I uncurl and peak over the desk. He's scanning the classrooms for me. He'll be at my door soon. Then I have the task of deciding to sleep with the dust bunnies or slink in there and pretend nothing happened. He wanders down the hall and calls my name one more time.
That's when I see the dark shadow emerge from the boy's bathroom.
Silent, statuesque. I wouldn't have spotted him except for the twinkle of moonlight on a metal object in his hands. A man. He's watching Clay from the darkness of the bathroom. My heart hammers dangerously in my ears.
He steps out of the bathroom and into the hallway. I see his rifle when he raises it and aims at Clay's back.
“No!” I scream.
I jump over the desk and run toward the man. The shot explodes through the hallway. The bullet misses Clay by inches and blows a huge hole in the wall near his head. Drywall rains down everywhere. Clay dives to the floor.
But my eyes aren't on Clay anymore. They're on the stranger as he swings his rifle toward me.
Just before I zag left, I take my opponent in. Skinny, sickly, his hair hangs in limp strands down his back. He's wearing a dark trench coat and holey boots. When he turns his eyes on me, their strangely vacant, the whites gone yellow, the skin below purple. He slides the bolt on the gun and aims the rifle. I throw myself to the ground.
The gun explodes and a window shatters behind me. Glass and debris pelt my head and arms. My ears ring, blotting out most of the sound. I sit up and shake my head. Then I realize he's reloading. I'm not prepared to dodge it. The silver barrel centers on my chest. I can see the sheen of sweat on the man's upper lip as he pulls the gun to his shoulder. This is the last thing I'll see before I die.
Clay flies in and tackles the stranger. They both go sprawling into the wall with a loud thud. A drooping ceiling tile dislodges and crumbles on their heads, covering them in soggy white clumps. The stranger lets out a strangled cry as Clay's arms circle around his throat. His fingers claw at Clay's arm as the stranger gags and digs his boots into the tile. Clay pulls tighter, his jaw locked, the veins in his neck bulging. The stranger jabs elbows into Clay's ribs. Clay oomphs and his grip loosens. The stranger wiggles out of Clay's arms, turns and grabs Clay by the throat. I watch as Clay's eye pop and his face purples. I've got to do something. I run over.
Clay cocks an arm back and slams his knuckles into the stranger's nose. There's a loud crunch and a muffled cry. Two rivers of blood gush from the stranger's nostrils. Stunned, he touches his upper lip with the pads of two fingers. His yellow eyes go wild. He finds his rifle as Clay's catching his breath, pulls it back and bashes it into Clay's forehead. The sickening crack as the gun smashes Clay's skull makes me cringe.
Clay goes limp, eyes dropping closed, mouth open. The stranger lifts a sick, bloody smile up over his rotting teeth. He claws up the wall, leaving a red handprint. Slowly he turns his grin toward me. With his long, stringy hair; popped, yellowed eyes; and blood-covered face, I have one thought: this is what crazy looks like.
He lifts his rusty rifle up to his shoulder and points it at Clay's chest.
Clay. I don't think. I move.
I jump on the stranger’s back and I throw my arms around his skinny neck. He smells like death in a moldy trench coat as I try to tighten my arms around his throat. He claws at my arms, tripping over Clay in the process and we fall. My body hits the floor and pain snaps up my spine. A second later his weight lands on top of me. All the air slams out of my chest. As I gasp for air, his scent of urine, sweat and decay gag me. My arms go limp. He squirms out of my grip, his elbow digging into my chest. The stranger rolls away and staggers up.
“You came to take the castle.” His hands shake as he pulls the bolt on his rifle to reload. “But I'm not going give it ye. No, no. No, siree. You brought the bugs and the blood and thought it'd do me, but no. I survived.” He strikes his fist against his skull once, leaving a red smudge there like a third eye. “Now you come to drag me down to hell.” He swipes blood from his lip before he lifts his rifle. “You're going along first.”
I need to run, but I can't get my breath. I scramble on my hands backwards in a strange crab crawl. The gun fits into the grove of his shoulder. He squeezes one eye shut as he aims for me.
Please don’t let the end hurt.
“Riley?”
Ethan. I whirl around. He's standing in the hallway, staring in horror at the scene before him. The man swivels the rifle away from me. He points it at my baby brother.
“No!” I croak.I lurch upward. The gun goes off with a sickening crack. A massive force punches my stomach. Any air I had is knocked away. I crash to the floor, a gun blast ringing in my ears.
Time slows. The world dulls until everything has soft edges. I want to move, but the world's far away. I close my eyes, and when I open them, the stranger leans over me. I see the sweat mixed with blood on his upper lip. Deep in my brain something tells me I should be concerned, but all I feel is a warm, tingling ache.
When I open my eyes again, the stranger’s gone. I manage to slide my head over and there’s Clay. He pounds his fists into the stranger, who’s lying in a bloody mess on the ground. At least that. At least he can't hurt anyone else.
I'm having trouble focusing. There's a dull ache just below my ribs. I touch my stomach and lift my hand to my eyes. It's slick with blood. I've been shot. This thought dawns on me slowly like a cresting wave. But Ethan's okay. Clay's okay. The man with the gun isn't moving. Darkness creeps around the edges of my vision.
Ethan's crying behind me. I want to comfort him, but I can't move. Then Clay's above me. He reaches down and touches my stomach. It's the first time I feel pain, but it's fuzzy and far away. He's ripping off my shirt. I want to tell him to stop. My secret will be revealed, but I'm being pulled backward into the blackness. The night air on my skin tells me my chest is bare. The shocked look on Clay's face tells me my secret's out.
Then it's dark.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Pain. Pain like being gutted.
I open my eyes. Clay's carrying me in his arms. I try to speak, but my throat's a dry cave. Pain sears my stomach. Hot coals burn me from the inside out. I writhe in Clay's arms. He looks down to me, his face awash in worry. “Shh,” he murmurs sweetly. “We'll get you help, Riley. Just hold on.”
I lean into his chest and inhale his musky, male scent. Then the pain rips through my abdomen. When I lose consciousness, it's a sweet release.
 
* * *
 
Pain. Bouncing. I blink in the darkness. I'm in a dark box. Oh God, a coffin? Then I hear a car engine. We're driving. I'm in the back of a car. We hit a bump and the pain blazes white-hot. I moan and pass out.
 
* * *
 
Light.
Then darkness.
Then light again. Light seeps through my eyelids and pokes at my brain. Ethan's probably left the curtains open again. I try to throw a hand over my eyes, but my arm doesn't want to move. I open my eyes.
Blinding white is all that registers. Then blurry black shapes form into furniture, a door, a bed. This isn't my room. A dull pain twinges at my stomach as I move. Then it all comes flooding back—the gunshot, Ethan crying, Clay clutching me tight to his chest, telling me to hold on. I should be dead. No one survives a gunshot wound to the stomach. You bleed out in a messy puddle and if you're lucky someone will bury you so the coyotes don't eat your insides. Yet when I look down, there's the outline of my legs under a thick beige blanket. My hands are curled on my lap, the nails clean and trimmed. Where am I?
I scan the room. The clean, cushy bed smells like meadow flowers. The sheets are so white they hurt my eyes. The white walls have no cracking plaster, no clumps of black mold growing in the corners. Behind me something's beeping. There's a black screen with scrolling squiggly green and red lines that appears to be a working computer. My eyes shift up to the overhead lights, blazing bright with electricity.
A quiet panic grows in my chest. I rip the sheet down and search my abdomen for the gunshot wound. Last I saw, a bright red pool was spreading through my shirt. Now I'm wearing a clean white gown. I probe my stomach with my fingers and feel the dull soreness. I hike up the gown and find a clean white bandage. I've had medical attention. Good medical attention. There's only one place I could've had medical attention like this.
With my breath hitching in my chest, I roll my palm up to reveal the skin of my forearm. Three inches from my wrist I find the brand, a cross with a head on it. The ankh. The Breeder's mark.
My head buzzes. Oh god, no.
Before the terror can grip me, the door slides open and in waddles a girl. A girl? She's got blonde curly hair done up in a pink bow at the top of her head. Her white hospital gown billows around her plump body and her red cheeks throw off a heated glow. She waddles over with a dimpled smile on her chubby cheeks. When she turns to lower herself into the chair by my bed, I see why she waddles. She's eight months pregnant.
This is all wrong.
“Well, it’s about time you woke up, puddinhead. I've been waiting for days.” The girl smiles at me like we're long lost friends. “They had you on some whopper drugs while they fixed you up. How did you get shot, by the way?” She cocks her head and blinks at me in a way that reminds me of a curious pup.
I sit up, ignoring the flare of pain from my wound. “Where are we?”
“Oh dear. Got the brain wipe, eh? Too bad. Well, at least you won't know what you're missing.” She leans over and snags the bread roll on the tray by my bed. “You gonna eat this?” She stuffs it in her mouth.
The electric lights. The pregnant girl. The Breeder's mark. Terror floods my brain until I'm choking on it. I yank off the sticky pads connected to wires on my chest. The monitors next to my bed go wild.
“You shouldn't do that!” the girl says. “Dr. Rayburn's not going to like that!”
I yank out the tube that's snaking into the vein in my arm. When I stand, I wobble a bit, but then I'm out of bed. The girl wraps her arm over her belly as if some wild animal has just been unleashed. I ignore her and turn for the door.
Three men rush in. Two guards in matching white uniforms spread out, arms outstretched to block my exit. A short, pudgy teen in long white coat peers at me behind the wall of guards.
“I told you,” the girl says from behind me. “I told her, Dr. Rayburn.”
My eyes flick to the teen in the lab coat. He's the doctor? He doesn't look older than fifteen. His pimpled cheeks and soft chin quiver as he gives me that wild-cat-out-of-its-cage look. His nasal voice warbles when he speaks. “Miss, uh, please get back in bed. You will re-injure yourself,” He waves the guards toward me.
I dive under the guards as they reach for me. My hands scramble on the hard tile as I make it under the first guard, but the second grabs my legs. He pins me beneath him.
“Stop!” I scream. There's a sharp pinch as the guard jabs a needle into my butt.
“I told her,” the girl says.
It all goes dark.
 
* * *
 
Light. I slide my eyes open and see the same hospital room. I try to sit up, but straps tie my arms to the bed rails. When I tug against the bonds, the same plump girl turns her attention from the flickering TV to me.
“You'd better knock that off,” she says with a yawn. “They've got cameras. If they see you trying to bust out again, they'll just slip the tranquilizers in your I.V.” She scratches under her round belly and then blinks at me.
“I have to get out of here!” I turn and yell at the camera. “Let me out!” I pull back and forth on the bonds.
The girl shakes her head at me and glances towards the door. “Geez, will you cut that out? You're gonna get me in trouble.”
“Get me out of here! Undo my wrists!”
The girl looks at my wrists and then shrugs. “Sorry, Charlie. Doctor's orders. You stay tied up until you stop acting like a loon.”
“What does that mean?” I say through my teeth. Instead of thrashing, I work my wrists back and forth testing these straps. They're solid. It's going to take a miracle to get free.
The girl points a plump finger at me. “You, young lady, need to learn the rules. And that's what I'm here for.” She smiles and cocks her head, letting her curls bounce from side to side. “I'm your friendly neighborhood tour guide. I'll show you around. Teach you the ropes. All that jazz.” She holds out her hand to me as if to shake, but then remembers mine are strapped to the bed. She drops her hand back in her lap. “I'm Elizabeth, but you can call me Betsy.”
“I'm Agatha,” I lie. I take in Betsy's face. Small, dark eyes blink in her round head. She keeps smiling widely, making her fat cheeks dimple. I'm not used to seeing anyone who isn't starving, so she's off-putting. The fact that she's so chipper about being a prisoner in the Breeders’ hospital makes think she's gone over the high side.
I narrow my eyes. “Where are we?”
“Albuquerque General. I'm told it's the best hospital in the country, if not the world.” She spreads her hands across her face with a flourish. When I don't smile, hers droops, but she continues. “We've got all the latest and greatest here: TV, all the best food, a pool.” She leans in, smiling to take in my excitement at the mention of a pool. I shake my head.
“Are you a prisoner here, too?”
She blinks at me.
“Are they holding you against your will? Making you have that baby?” I ask, nodding towards her stomach.
Her brow wrinkles. “I live here.”
I narrow my eyes. “You mean you want to live here?”
She nods happily, patting her watermelon-sized belly. “It's the best. Of course when little dumplin' comes, I'll move into the nursery with her for a year. Then she'll go live with the nannies and I'll go back into the prenatal rooms.”
“So, you're a prisoner here? You've never left this hospital.” My heart thumps in my chest. The monitors above beep in agitation.
She shakes her head. “Why would I want to leave? It's awful out there. War. Disease. Look at you. You came from out there and you got shot. When that boy turned you in, you were basically dead.”
That boy. Clay. Clay who sold me to the hospital. He saved my life. It probably helped to justify making me a prisoner. How much money did he make off my enslavement? I lower my eyes and clench my hands open and closed. If I could move, I'd chuck something at that beeping monitor.
Betsy leans toward me. “They told me if I get a guard, I can give you a tour. Wanna see the place?”
She's so innocent and sweet that I try a smile. My face won't allow it. The only way I want to see this hospital is in my rearview. Then I remember that my mother was supposed to be here.
“Yeah, show me around. I'm dying to see it.”
She pulls out a small rectangular device that looks like a miniature computer. With a swipe of her finger the screen flares to life. She waggles it in front of me. The screen shows a map of the hospital. She points at a green dot on the screen. “This is you.”
When I look up puzzled, she tries again, slowly like I'm a baby. “They're tracking you. Here, let me show you.” She heaves herself out of the chair, waddles over and presses a finger to the back of my neck. The skin there aches.
“They implant a tracking device in here,” she says, pressing just below my hairline. “It embeds itself into the skin and runs off the thermal and kinesthetic energy of your body.” She notes my confused look and tries again. “They know where you are. All the time. So don't mess around. If you dig that one out, they'll just put a new one in. So don't.”
Satisfied, she waddles to the little box on the wall. She pushes a button and the speaker crackles to life.
“Yes?” that nasal male voice asks. The chubby doc is listening to our conversation.
Betsy leans toward the speaker, her cheeks flushing red. “Dr. Rayburn, she agreed to take the tour. Can you send in a guard?”
In a few minutes, one of the guards walks in. He releases my restraints and replaces them with metal handcuffs. When he's done, Betsy heads for the door. It buzzes and slides open.
Betsy claps her hands. “This is so exciting. Your first tour. Let's start at the lounge.” She waddles out of the room and down the hall. I follow, feeling as though I'm walking into someone's sick dream.
The halls are white, bare and sterile. They smell powerfully clean. A doctor in a white lab coat brushes past us without a second glance. Then a guard in his white jumpsuit. Apparently the three of us on our tour aren't as much of a spectacle as I thought. I count the steps down the hall, memorize every metal door with the little window similar to mine. When I make my escape, I'll need to know every detail.
Betsy takes a right and the floor plan opens into a large common room. Puffy couches, their tan fabric as plush and velvety as newborn kittens, line the walls. Groups of plastic tables and chairs are clustered here and there. The chair legs are so shiny and rust-free, glimmering in the electric light, that the glare hurts my eyes. A large shelving area with rows of books and brightly colored game boxes lines one wall. My mouth drops open. I've never seen more than a ratty box of checkers or a mildewed Connect Four in a closet of a house we moved into. I want to run over and investigate the colored spines, flip the pages, smell the new ink, but the guard’s at my back and Betsy’s droning on and on about the huge TV screen mounted to one wall. The video, a black-and-white picture show with a man and woman riding in a car, is playing with the sound off. Everything in this room is newer and cleaner than any item I've ever seen in my life. It takes my breath away. Two pregnant girls sit at a checkers board. Another is asleep on the couch in front of the flickering TV. All these forms of entertainment Ethan and I would have died for back at home, and yet the girls seem more bored than we've ever been.
Betsy shuffles over to the girls playing checkers. The girls glance up at me with sour expressions. Then they go back to staring at the black and red board.
Betsy stops before them and waves me over. “Latisha, Sammy, this is Agatha. Agatha, meet Latisha and Sammy.”
Both girls glance up. Latisha is a dark-skinned girl with a slim body and round belly, like a basketball stuffed under her white hospital gown. Her brown eyes scan me and then dismiss me in the span of a few seconds. Sammy is petite with dirty-blond hair thrown up in a messy ponytail. She looks up at me unhappily, but I can’t tell if she’s displeased or if her sour expression is her typical one. She rubs a hand over the small bump on her belly. They both wear the shapeless hospital gowns, matching pants and bright yellow socks with grippy souls just like mine. Apparently patients got no need for shoes.
Latisha leans into Betsy and pokes a finger in her flabby chest. “You took my breakfast again, tubby. Do it again and I'll break your fingers.”
The smile falls off Betsy's face. “Tish, I didn't. I swear.” She clutches her hands in front of her chest and her lower limp trembles.
Latisha shakes her head and her black springy curls follow. “Don't lie, lard butt. I can see my sausage links on your hips.” Tish pinches her and Betsy winces. “Don't mess with a pregnant lady’s food, girl. I know they got you on calorie restriction.”
Betsy gives a low moan, her shoulders slumping. “It's awful. They have me down to two meals a day.”
“And whose fault is that?” Sammy adds. Her voice is high pitched and nasal. She picks up a checker and taps it on her thin lower lip. “You keep gaining and they'll drop you down to liquid diet. They did it to Vandra.”
I haven't eaten more than some mouthfuls of corn and dry cracked toast in days and these girls are whining over two square meals a day? I look down at my skin-and-bones frame. I'm all angles compared to their rounding bodies. For a moment I wonder if Clay would prefer a rounder woman. Then I remember he sold me to this hospital and I chase thoughts of him out of my head.
Sammy notices my confused expression. “Don't worry, beanpole. They'll fatten you up soon enough. Can't knock you up until you put on a little weight.”
It feels like someone's punched me in the stomach. I can't be pregnant. I'm only sixteen.
Betsy—smile faded, hands worrying the front of her gown—plods away and leads me out of the lounge. My mind's still clogged with the horrors of pregnancy. Being a woman is terrible. If you aren't being used for one purpose, someone find another use for you. And what choice is there? The hard, painful fight for freedom. The fight I've lost. I look down at the silver cuffs on my hands. I'm so tired. Tired of running, tired of worrying and fighting. It would be so easy to give up, become cow-eyed like Betsy and be a walking incubator. I’d get three meals a day, I'd watch picture shows on that plush couch and then fall asleep to the sound of Betsy's snoring. Easy.
A vision of Ethan swims up before me. Is Clay taking care of him right now? Is he eating, staying out of the sun? And my mother. Is she here right now behind one of these sealed doors? No, life here would not be easy. I’d be haunted by all the people I’d let down. I go back to counting tile squares as Betsy leads me out of the lounge and down another sterile white hallway.
We stop at four gigantic glass windows that overlook a large room. In the center is a rectangular concrete pond, sparkling with clear blue water. My nose crinkles at the strong chemical smell. That must be how they keep that water so clear. In it, half a dozen slack-faced pregnant girls bob up and down in large shapeless bathing suits, while one elderly woman in a blue swim cap directs their movements. The women spin and move to the beat of music that echoes from above.
Betsy peers down, her heavy breathing fogging up the glass. “Water aerobics. We're required forty-five minutes of exercise everyday.” Then she glances at me. “Not you. You're still healing.” She taps a pudgy finger to the glass, pointing at an older woman who lifts blue floatation devices shaped like dumbbells over her head. The other pregnant girls follow. “That's one of the nannies. They help run the place. Them and the doctors.” Then she leans toward me, her eyes big in the doughy flesh of her face. “Don't mess with the nannies. They may look like sweet old ladies, but they can be real cranks.”
I scan the women bobbing like seals in the water. None are my mother.
We shuffle down the hall into a cafeteria. The brightly lit eatery has a tile floor that's been freshly scrubbed. The rectangular benches and seats line up in neat rows. In the back, a few nannies scour pots over a large steel sink. The cooked meat smell makes my mouth water.
I look around the empty cafeteria and remember the one we found in that haunted school. A pang of loss washes over me. I think of Ethan, this dark hair falling over his eyes. Then my last image of Clay floods up before I can stop it. Him holding me to his chest, telling me to hold on. That everything's going to be okay.
Betsy waves a hand in front of my face. “Did you hear what I said?”
I blink and shake my head. I scan the faces of the women in the kitchen. None are familiar.
“I said,” she huffs, “meals are served at eight, noon and five. Unless you're on room restriction, which you are. See why you have to behave. You don't get to use any of the facilities until Dr. Rayburn says so.”
“Whatever will I do?” I mumble.
Betsy's face darkens. Behind her chipper exterior, she might have a nasty side.
As she walks us down the cafeteria aisles, I realize I've made no headway in finding my mother. I need another plan. As we pass a door marked with a stick figure of a woman on it, I get an idea.
“I have to pee,” I say. Both Betsy and the guard who's been following us stop.
“I could go, too.” Betsy turns to the guard. “I'll take her in.”
The guard leans casually against the wall. “Just hurry up. Rayburn said to be back in twenty minutes.”
I offer him my shackled wrists. “Can you help a girl out?” I ask. “Hard to wipe with the cuffs.”
The guard shrugs. “Figure it out.”
I scowl, but drop my hands. I don't need them for what I'm about to do.
Betsy pushes open the ladies' room door and waddles into a stall. The pristine sinks and mirrors, hell, just the indoor plumbing and running water are enough to make me gawk, but my mind's on my plan. I scan the room. No video cameras tucked in the corners. No intercom boxes on the wall to call for help. I walk into the stall next to hers and pretend to get to business. She settles her weight on the toilet.
“So, you see why you need to follow the rules. It's so much nicer when we all get along. Don't you think?”
I don't answer. Instead, I flush the toilet for the water noise. I run out of my stall and slam into Betsy's door. The simple lock gives way and the door flies open.
“What the—?” Betsy yells. She tries to heave her weight off the toilet. I jump in and straddle her. She lets out a little shriek before I get my hands on her mouth, but the flush drowns it out.
“Listen to me,” I whisper vehemently in her ear. “If you scream, I'll strangle you with the handcuffs. I can crush your windpipe with my hands.” I lean into her until she winces. “I have nothing to lose. Do you understand?”
She nods, fat tears welling in her eyes.
I back off her a little, but keep my hand clamped over her mouth.
“You're going to tell me about a patient that's staying here. I'll know if you're telling the truth, too. There's no easier book to read than your face.”
Betsy furrows her brow, but gives a curt nod.
“Her name’s Janine Meemick.” Just talking about my mother brings a tremble to my voice, but I grit my teeth and keep going. “She has a huge burn over the left half of her face and head.”
Betsy's eyes widen. She nods.
My mother is here. I can't catch my breath. I look Betsy right in her wet cow eyes. “I need to know where she is.”
Betsy shakes her head. My hand's still clamped over her mouth. Slowly, I peal my fingers back.
I worry she'll scream, but instead she speaks. “She's gone.”
I clench my fists. “Don't lie. I'm not afraid to hurt you.”
Betsy scowls at me. “Shut up and listen. She was here a week ago. I even gave her the tour. I remember her from the burns.” She runs her hand over the left side of her head. “But, she's gone. I don't know what happened, but I think …” She pauses and scans the metal stall walls like she's checking if the coast is clear. Then she leans in and whispers, “I think she escaped.”
“Escaped?”
Betsy nods. “The day she disappeared, I was in the lounge, watching my shows, and the alarm sounded for a lock down. When we were escorted into our rooms, I saw the guards running to the emergency stairs like they were after someone. The next day she was gone. Normally, if someone escapes, they drag them back and put them …” She pauses and looks up at me. “Put them on restriction.” There's something she's not telling me, but she moves on without missing a beat. “But that woman, she never came back.” I try to process this, but Betsy keeps talking. “Either she ran away, or she's dead.”
Betsy's giving me a steely glare I never would have thought her capable of when she says the word dead. She's trying to hurt me. And it works. The thought of those guards shooting my mother in the back cuts me deep. Betsy can see it on my face because she smiles and pushes up on me. I stagger back, bang through the bathroom door and stumble into the stainless steel sink. She heaves herself off the toilet, walks over and casually washes her hands. When she turns to run her hands under the electric drier, she glares at me. “Next time, just ask. If you threaten me again, I'll find a way to make restriction look like a dang tea party.” Then Betsy flops out of the bathroom, pushes open the door and hollers back to me. “Come on in there. Quit pooping around.”
I follow her out the door and back to my room. My eyes count each step back because now that I know my mother's gone, I have one job. Escape.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
The next week is one of the most frustrating of my life.
I spend all day strapped to my bed. The skin on my wrists burns and chafes from pulling on my restraints for hours on end. The only activity I'm allowed is the horrible TV in the corner. Betsy says it's to give me something to do, but I know it's their way of driving me crazy. They play constant loops of black-and-white shows with titles of I Love Lucy, Lassie and Leave it to Beaver. These shows are so sickeningly sweet. These folk's biggest problems are getting a bad mark in school, or two friends wear the same dress to a party. It's maddening, slow torture watching people long dead live out their life while I can't do a damn thing to live my own. If I could move my arms, I'd throw something at the TV.
Betsy eats these shows up like hot bread rolls. It helps me understand her a little better, knowing she's been bred on this stuff. Each shows has women in their place: cooking, cleaning and raising babies. The men make the tough decisions and every episode ends in a family hug. She sits in front of my TV everyday with her mouth open, repeating every word Lucy says to Ricky.
“Isn't it magical?” she says, turning to me. Her hands cup her plump chin.
“What?” I've been going over escape plans in my head. The guards never leave their posts, the bars are fastened tight, the restraints are annoyingly effective. I have nothing.
“You know,” she says pointing to the TV. “The way that Lucy and Ricky love each other.”
She says love like it’s a verb, something you chose to do. In my experience you either love someone or you don't. Love boils under your skin like fire. Even when you don't want it to.
I shrug and turn my eyes back to the ceiling. The black camera watches from the corner. I want to smash it. Smash them all.
Betsy pushes up, comes over and sits on the edge of my bed, which creaks and slumps down under her weight. She keeps inserting herself into my life like this, trying to get me to follow the rules so I can get off restriction. And I tried at first. I ate the food they set before me, just not enough. I listened to Betsy drone on without strangling her. I even took their damn pills. Of course, I kept them under my tongue and pretended to swallow. When a guard found my stash of gloppy pills under my mattress, they put me back to square one. The look on Betsy's face when that happened mirrored my mother's when I set the kitchen drapes on fire while playing matches.
Betsy leans in my face and waves a hand to get my attention. One of her yellow curls bobs inches from my nose. I blow it away and roll over.
“Can't I just go to sleep?” I moan.
Betsy shakes her head and the bed jiggles. “Part of your restriction is that you have to listen to me. If I say you're doing better, Dr. Rayburn will believe me. So listen, or you'll be peeing in a tube for the rest of your life.”
“Fine.” I stare exaggeratedly at Betsy.
She scowls, but talks anyway. “Lucy and Ricky. Their love is amazing. I wonder what it would be like to be in love.”
She hangs on love like it's a cliff's edge. I look down at my hands, tied to a bed frame and think of Clay. Someone I could have loved did this to me. I bet behind the cameras, Ricky shakes Lucy until her teeth rattle. I glare out my barred window. The sun is a hazy cataract in the sky. “Forget it, Betsy. You're stuck here forever. You won't find love, and neither will I.”
Betsy's mouth drops like I just slapped her face. She pulls away, her arms crossing her swollen breasts. She stares angrily at the TV for a while. “My babies love me,” she mumbles. “That's something.”
I've been mean. Even though Betsy's so irritating, I can't be mean to her. It’s like kicking a puppy. I clench my fists and try being nice. “How many babies have you had?”
“This is my third,” she says, patting her stomach.
My mouth drops. She looks no older than me, just a kid. Three babies?
“How old are you?” I ask.
“Fifteen,” she mumbles. She pulls a hospital pillow up to her chest and rests her chin on it. “I hope they let me stay with Esmeralda longer than Susanna. They pulled me at nine months with her. Said I was getting too attached.”
“Esmeralda?”
“It's what I'm going to name her,” she says, rubbing her belly. “Isn't it pretty?”
“Yeah,” I sit up as much as my wrist restraints will allow. “But, why can't you keep your kids with you? Are they sick?”
She shakes her head, her curls bouncing around her head like springs. “No, they just want the mothers to focus on staying healthy for the next child. We can't be running around after toddlers all day and be ready for the next baby.”
Her words are something they've fed her. Her eyes tell me she doesn't believe it.
“Who raises them?”
She looks down and picks at a string on the pillowcase. “The nannies. When I'm too old to breed anymore, I'll be a nanny and then I'll raise other girls’ babies for them. It'll be my time to see them grow up.” She throws on a fake smile.
I frown. “But they won't be yours.”
Her smile falls. “In a way they will.”
I shake my head. “In what way? They take your kids away and they make you take other people's kids later? That’s not right.”
Betsy jumps up from the bed, fresh tears wetting her eyes. “You don't know anything! You're cruel and cranky and your boyfriend left you, so you can't talk about what I do!” She huffs to the door and pushes the call button. Then she turns to me. Her eyes are darker and harder than I've ever seen them. “No wonder they're going to plan B with you.”
A chill falls over me. “What’s plan B?”
She says nothing and clomps out the door.
When the door slides shut, I curl into a ball on my bed as best I can. I've hurt Betsy and that's not okay. But my mind traces back over what she said. Plan B? Whatever it is, it can't be good.
 
* * *
 
When the door to my room slides open the next morning, I have my apology ready for Betsy, but it isn't her. It's the short, pudgy doctor in the long white coat, the one who stabbed me with a needle my first day—Dr. Rayburn. He slips in the door, his eyes tracing my every move like I'm a rabid raccoon.
“Ahem. Good, uh, morning, Miss …” He looks down at my chart, realize there's no name there and then blinks up at me. “Good morning. How are you, uh, feeling?”
I stare at him, this strange little man. His oversized lab coat trails down to the knees of his faded black pants. His hair is sticking up like he just woke. There's a yellow stain on his sleeve. I remember the images I had in my head of what Breeders looked like—cloaked monsters with yellow eyes and sharp teeth. He doesn't even look like an adult, let alone a monster.
He scratches at the pimply skin on his cheeks and then takes a wary step toward my bed. He squints up at the camera and then fumbles keys from his pocket. When he unlocks one cuff, his fingers tremble. Then he hands me the glass of juice from my bed tray.
I take the juice and grip it in my fist. “You're not a doctor.”
He blinks at me bug-eyed. One of the burst pimples under his chin has dotted blood onto the color of his lab coat. “Yes, uh, I am. I'm Dr. Rayburn.”
I shake my head. “Where's Betsy?”
Rayburn glances at his clipboard and then to the black dome of a camera in the corner. “Betsy chose, uh, not to see you this morning. It seems you've, uh, had a disagreement.”
I narrow my eyes. “I want to see her.”
He cringes at my tone, but continues. “You see, Miss … We never got your name.”
“No, you didn't.”
He clears his throat and starts again. “Betsy is a …” He clears his throat again like there's some phlegm lodged there. “A delicate girl. She's never left this, uh, hospital.” He looks up at the camera. “Her choice, of course.”
“Of course, my ass,” I mumble.
Rayburn clears his throat and looks up at the camera. I wonder who's watching this. “What you don't understand, uh, is how safe it is here. Once you've proven you aren't …” he pauses and looks at me, “a danger to yourself and others, you can begin to enjoy all the, uh, the benefits this hospital has to offer.”
I meet his squinty brown eyes. “This isn't a hospital,” I say deliberately. “It's a prison.”
He rubs his hand nervously under his pimpled chin. His fingers graze over the popped pimple and knock away the clot that had formed there. A slow dribble of blood slides down his neck. He doesn't seem to notice. “For you, uh, yes, it is. For now. To Betsy, it's her, uh, her home. Every time you, uh, you insult it, you stomp on everything Betsy loves.” His speech hiccups. His eyes keep flicking up to that black lens in the corner. “I'm sure you, uh, you never saw it that way until I just, uh, clarified it for you.” The doctor straightens his shoulders, but his face is the color of tile grout. He gulps, his Adam’s apple bobbing like a cork, and speeds through the rest of his speech. “Now that you know, it is your job to, uh, do better for her.”
I wonder who prepped him on what to say. I wonder what they think of his performance.
“And then they'll impregnate me?” I can't keep the disdain out of my voice.
“It's our duty,” the doctor spreads his clammy hands, “to, uh, do all we can to build up the population.”
I clench my jaw. “So, that includes imprisoning women and experimenting on them without their permission?” I can feel my hands trembling as my anger builds.
The doctor clears his throat again, a sound I'm beginning to loath. “Have you heard, uh, the story of what caused our current, um, predicament?”
My curiosity gets the best of me. I want to know. “I heard the government poisoned the water and then no more girl babies were born.”
The doctor shakes his head, his jowls jiggling back and forth. The next words come out in a flat tone of rote rehearsal.
“Several decades ago our predecessors made a, um, a mistake. The petroleum we were using as fuel was perilously low. The public panicked. Then Dr. Borgen and the Hansen Center for Developmental Research created a, uh, a synthetic fuel. It was cheep, clean, efficient. Everyone in the, uh, modern world made the switch. The air was cleaner. There was less, uh, fighting in oil rich countries. It was a wonderful time for the world.” He stops and looks up at the camera. Is he making them proud?
“What we didn't, uh, know then was that this fuel was poison. Over the years our bodies became exposed to more of the synthetic compounds. It built up in our systems while we were, um, unaware. Only when the government census began did we, uh, find the birth irregularities. At first only a few more males than females were born, uh, each year. That doubled and quadrupled. Even hormone treatments for, uh, for fetuses stopped working. While the experts researched and tested, the countries warred. Human trafficking abounded. Civilized life as we, uh, knew it ground to a halt. By the time we had the answer, uh, well …” He gestures out the window. “Well, you see what's left.”
He pauses and takes a few loud breaths. “With the advancements we've made here, we can, uh, fix it. Our bodies and our environment are still full of these dangerous compounds. With, uh, new hormone therapies to the fetus produced in an environment free of, uh, the compounds that mutate the fetus, we can produce as many girls as we have, uh, women to bear them. That's why we need Betsy.” He pauses and meets my eyes for the first time in several minutes. “That's why we need you. What you, uh, will do this generation may save the next.”
“How noble,” I murmur.
But his eyes say it is. Even with the scripted answer, I can tell Dr. Rayburn believes in what he's saying. He thinks he's part of mankind's salvation. But the look in his brown eyes somehow doesn't put a fire in my belly. Instead it leaves me cold. Who do these people think they are?
I try to cross my arms over my chest, but forget one's still strapped to the bed. I settle for clasping my hands around the bed rails. “I don't care how much humanity needs us; it isn't right to use people like cattle.”
“I'm sorry you feel that way.” The doctor takes a step backwards. It's clear he's done his duty and wants to get the heck out of here. “We must think of the, uh, greater good. If you can't learn to comply, we move to … Well, we move to plan B.”
“What's plan B?” I ask, as he trundles to the door. He doesn't look at me. “What's plan B?!” I tug at my one restrained arm.
He turns and glances at me once, and then slides out the door without a word.
 
* * *
 
This time when the door slides open, it's Betsy. Her face is puffy and sunken. She doesn't smile at me. She shuffles in and slumps in the chair next to my bed. She nearly folds in on herself, as if her bones could no longer support her frame.
“Are you ready to stop being such a witch?” Her face glows feverishly and her breath is ragged.
I study her face. “Are you okay?”
“Yes. Shut up. I'm nine months pregnant and very uncomfortable. I've come to take you down to dinner. Dr. Rayburn okayed it.”
“What's plan B?” I ask, trying to hide the panic in my voice.
Betsy looks over at me for a moment and then shrugs. “Nobody tells me nothing.”
“Betsy, I know that's not true. If you'd just …”
“Let's go.” It's a three-step process for her to get up out of the chair. “Guard, uncuff her please.”
The guard releases my restraints. I hold my hands up for the handcuffs, but none are offered.
“Doc says you don't need cuffs as long as you behave.” Betsy shrugs and lumbers to the door.
I follow after the waddling Betsy. She holds her belly with both arms as if she has to support it to keep it attached. I rub my hands together, watching her waddle and gasp for breath. I can't help but worry. She's sucking back raspy breaths when we find our cafeteria table with the two girls from before, Latisha and Sammy and another girl I've never met. They look up at me from their fish filets, some cooked plant material and brown bread. I can see Betsy eying everyone's bread roll as she pants.
“Getting ready to pop, huh, Betsy Wetsy,” Latisha says, grinning. Her black eyes flash wickedly.
“She'll be Betsy Wetsy when her water breaks,” Sammy laughs.
Betsy only moans and accepts her tray from the nanny who brings it over. Mine has two rolls. Betsy has none. Forget calorie restriction. If I can get the rolls into my gown, they're going to Betsy.
Latisha leans in toward me, a sick smile spreading on her brown face. “What about you, newb? They plant it in you yet?”
“Tish, don't be gross,” Betsy says between bites.
Tish laughs again and twirls a finger in her kinky splay of hair. “Well, did they? You one of us sorry suckers now?”
I shake my head. Is that plan B? God, I have to get out of here. I glance around. The guards are posted at the doors, and the nannies shuffle about in their shapeless slippers, making sure each girl is eating their allotted portion. The black cameras track around the room, watching our every move, but I don't think they can hear us—not at this distance. My heart says I can't trust these girls enough to ask about escape, but I'm running out of options.
I lean toward Tish and Sammy. “Betsy told me some story about a woman busting out of here a few weeks ago.”
The girls look at me warily and then at Betsy. She doesn't seem to notice. She stares at her weird vegetable and circles her belly with her hands.
Tish taps her fork on her straight, white teeth. “Why you asking, newb? You got an itch?” She pushes even closer. “Wanna bust out?” That wicked smile is back.
I drop back, quickly shaking my head. “Nope. Just saying it would be exciting to see someone try. Pretty tough to get out of here, I figure. Must've been one hell of an escape plan.”
Tish is watching me carefully. She sets down her fork, glances around and leans in. “I know what you thinking, newb.” Her voice pulses hot against my ear. “Don't know why you'd want to get out of here. Out there you'll be dead or somebody’s love slave in the outside of a week. But, you ain't the first to itch. There are ways, but you gotta pay.”
Betsy moans and rocks back on the bench. I find myself rubbing her back lightly. She swats my hand away.
I turn back to Tish. “I don't have anything to trade, but I could get something.”
Tish smirks and skewers her fish fillet. “You ain't paying me and you ain't trading goods. You trading services.” She hisses the services like a dirty word. Her plump upper lip curls nastily.
I furrow my brow. “What're you hinting at?”
She glances sideways. “See that guard over there?”
I turn. She grabs my hand and yanks. “Don't look. Just glance.”
I reach around and pat Betsy on the back. A tall guard with curly orange hair and a thick red mustache like a fuzzy carrot stands with his back to the cafeteria door. I'm trying to be stealthy, but he catches me looking and winks at me. I whip back around, my cheeks burning.
“Rusty's such a perv,” Tish mutters. Then she leans in and lowers her voice to a pale whisper. “Here's how it works. You give Rusty what he wants and if he can, he gets your ass out. Simple as that.” She smiles vilely like she loves doling out such awful news.
I blink for a moment. Then the full force of her words rolls over me like a boulder. The thought of Rusty coming anywhere near me makes me want to throw up. And if that's the only way out, what does this mean about my mama? I squint my eyes and try to push that thought out of my head. I try to forget the look on Rusty's face, his little disgusting mustache.
Betsy moans beside me and then rocks hard, making the table quake and forks rattle to the floor. I look up to see her trying to rise. She's clutching her belly. Her face has gone white with two large pink circles on her cheeks. Her mouth is a shocked O. The bottom of her gown darkens, liquid tinkles to the floor beneath her and splashes on my ankles.
Sam shakes her head. “Betsy Wetsy.”
I stand up and take Betsy's arm. “Doctor!” I call. “Help!”
“Calm down, newb,” Tish says. “Happens all the time around here. Her water just broke.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
By the time the nannies usher us down the hall and into an exam room, I'm nearly hysterical, but Betsy's already there. Her eyes roll into the back of her head. Her forehead glistens with sweat. She reaches out and grabs my hand, crushing my fingers.
“You come,” she mutters into my face. “Come with me.”
I follow, too shocked to do anything else. The nannies get Betsy on the bed, and Betsy pulls me along, the tips of my fingers turning white.
I am not good in these kinds of situations. Give me a burn, a cut, a coyote bite and I can handle it. But a little iodine and a bandage won't help Betsy. She's got her legs in some weird metal stirrups and she's making sounds like the piglets did before Arn cut their heads off. I've never seen a baby being born. When my mama was having Ethan, Auntie shooed me and Arn into the barn. We stayed there for the twenty hours it took for my pink, squirming baby brother to be born. But my mama never screamed like Betsy.
Before the ache of missing my family can grip me, a doctor blows in, a white sail with black-rimmed glasses. He notes me and gives me a questioning look, but Betsy grips his arm. Her fingers make indents in his flesh. “Doctor, the drugs! Please, the drugs! I need them.”
There is too much white showing around the irises in Betsy's eyes. She grits her teeth and squeals again. I wish to God he'll give her the drugs. The doc checks her, putting his hand were no strange man outta. Then he shakes his head, removes his glove with a snap and drops it in the trash. “Sorry, Elizabeth. You're too far along. I told you this one was going to go fast.”
Betsy moans and clutches my fingers, as more pain rocks her.
I shoot the straight-faced doc a frustrated look. “Why can't you give her the drugs? She needs them!”
The doc stares at me over the rims of his glasses. “The drugs will only slow things down. She's already at eight centimeters.” He pats Betsy's trembling knee. “Almost there.” He slides off his white coat and nurses bring him a blue gown and a mask.
Betsy screams and writhes on the bed like someone's gutting her. “Help me, Agatha,” she says, drawing me close.
I look into her pinched, sweaty face. “I'm here. It's going to be okay.” God, what a lie.
Betsy looks as if she's about to nod, but then her face scrunches up as pain rolls through her. I scan the room for these drugs they're talking about. I'll give them to her myself.
There's no time. Between Betsy's moaning and writhing, all I can do is pat her hand and wipe sweat off her brow. The doctor gears up, and they remove the lower half of the bed. I'm thankful Betsy keeps pulling me closer to her head. I do not want to see what's happening down at the other end.
The doc says push, and Betsy screams. Though I'll be deaf as well as fingerless by the end, I just keep murmuring sweetness like Auntie would. There's a grunt and a scream, and suddenly there's a new noise in the delivery room. A mewing cry. The doctor holds up a gooey, purple baby.
“Oh God,” Betsy cries. Fat tears trace her puffy cheeks. “I did it,” she whispers. “I really did it.”
I watch the baby wriggle and cry in the nurse's gloved hands. It's amazing, really, how we're brought into this world. Red and squalling, but so, so beautiful. I feel the corners of my eyes dampen as I watch a fresh life take her first breaths. A real-life miracle.
“You did it,” I whisper. “You were amazing. I couldn't have done that.”
Betsy smiles up at me. “When it's your time, you will.” Then she turns her smile toward her baby.
The room chills suddenly. I can't do what Betsy just did. The pain, the torture. Not to mention the nine months of agony beforehand. And Betsy's already done this three times. I step back, shaking my head. I'm not thinking about Betsy or the baby. I'm thinking about escape. I glance around the room and realize no one's paying any attention to me. The doctor tends to Betsy. Two nurses clean off the mewing baby in a heat tray. Two steps and I slip unnoticed into the quiet hallway.
Then I take off running.
Time has slipped away while Betsy was pushing. The hallways are dark and empty. As I creep down the hall, I hear the murmur of someone's TV set, the steady hum of the air ventilators. Other than that, it seems everyone's asleep. If I can find the stairs, maybe I'll have a chance at getting out. I pull up to a corner and peek around.
There's a guard at a desk twenty feet away. His half-lidded eyes watch the flickering surveillance screens in front of him. I watch, barely breathing, as his heavy lids slide down. I can't believe this is the best security the government can offer. They must think that their patients are as easy to tend as mindless sheep. Well, tonight I'm more wolf than sheep. I slink past his desk and into the stairwell. I fly down the stairs at an amazing clip. The only sounds are my footsteps and the beating of my heart.
At level G and the bottom of the stairs, I pause, panting. A solid metal door separates me from whatever lurks beyond. Nannies, Doctors, Guards—all three could wait on the other side. Or it could be the fresh air under the twinkling midnight sky. There's only one way to find out. My hands slowly push open the door.
It's another dimly lit hallway. My heart sinks. There has to be a way out of here. My panic building, I head left and run past a number of closed doors with key-card swipe locks. The distant hum from behind a set of double doors gets my attention. It has a key swipe box, but someone's propped the door open a crack with a wooden wedge. Maybe it's an electrical room that has a passageway to the outside. I take a deep breath and open the door.
I stumble in the dark room and let the door click behind me. It's pitch black, but there's an odor I don't like. My eyes find a shape here or there, but little else. I clutch the door handle and will my pupils to adjust. Soon soft silhouettes appear. The quiet echoes inside let me know it's much larger than a patient's room. At first I think cafeteria, but then I see blinking monitors every six feet or so. Some sort of computer facility?
Something shifts in a dark corner. I freeze, barely breathing. Is someone there? After several seconds, I hear nothing but the beat, beat, beat of my heart. There's no time. Across the echoing expanse, a fan hums and a puff of air dances on my face. On the far wall, I can just make out a large rectangular metal plate. It's the first dirty surface I've seen, stained with dried smears of what looks like garbage. A garbage chute? Does it lead out to a dumpster or down to an incinerator? I shuffle toward it.
I bump into something at thigh height. A table? I reach down until I feel the spongy material at my fingertips. Blankets. A mattress. It's a hospital bed like my own upstairs. My fingers trace up the sheet until I touch something firm beneath. My hand slides around the shape under the blanket. I stagger back. A foot. It's a human foot.
The room seems to slide sideways. There's a pounding in my ears. Is this the morgue? But why the monitors at every bed? I can't breathe. I spin to leave and bump into another bed.
Trembling, I peer down, my hand over my mouth to cover the gasp.
It's a girl, though I can hardly call her that. Her lank hair has fallen out in clumps and lies in piles beside her head. Her pasty sore-pocked skin is nearly see-through on her skeletal face. Cords and wires jut out of her arms, chest and head like she's some kind of machine. Long, thin fingernails curl from her lifeless hands. An odor like rotten meat wafts from the bed, gagging me.
She's the living dead. And she's eight months pregnant.
Icy waves of fear wash over me, weakening my knees. I scan the dark beds. There must be dozens of girls in similar states. They're human incubators. A fate worse than death. On a bed next to me a legless creature lies nine months pregnant, her face covered by paper-thin skin. The stumps of her legs still oozing. Oozing.
I gag and stumble back. Have to get out.
“Dear God,” I whisper with trembling lips, “What is this?”
“Plan B,” the husky male voice behind me says.
I whirl around, but it's too late. He slams me to the ground. My knees bang into the tile, then my wrists, and finally the ground hits my cheek like a punch. I shove up and scamper forward, but he's got my ankle. He pulls. My fingers find a bed sheet. I claw up the bed. The sheet slips back and the unconscious woman's head lolls towards me. It's then I see the burns.
My mother's burned face lies before me. She's unconscious, a tube taped over her mouth like a transparent snake burrowing into her throat. Tubes coil out of blue veins in her arms. One hand lies cupped on the bed as if she were reaching out to me. But she's not. She's unconscious. One of their plan B experiments.
“No!” I scream. The guard yanks on my arms, pulls me across the tile floor. I lock my eyes on my mother until it's too dark to see, until she's a ghostly blur in my tear-filled eyes. “Mama!”
God, no. Please no. Not her. Not like this.
I used to think the Breeders were monsters. Now I know they are.
The guard drags me back upstairs to my room. I'm glad he grips my arms because my legs are jelly. When he pushes me on my bed and straps me down, I barely have the strength to fight back. All I can see in the darkness is my mother's lifeless face. The tube in her throat. Her hand clutching, finding nothing in the dark.
Dr. Rayburn stands at the side of my bed. He waves the guard away.
“You're a monster,” I manage to croak.
“You … uh, you are not authorized to roam the hallways.” His eyes flick to my face and then away again. “Full restriction is back in place.”
“What did you do to her?” I blink back tears. I won’t cry. Not in front of him.
The doctor's voice is thick and full of phlegm when he speaks. “It's, uh, it’s not your concern.” His eyes flick to the camera. Then he leans in and lowers his voice. “This is what I've been warning you about.”
“How could you?”
“Those girls could not comply. The hospital feels,” he pauses and looks up at the camera again. “We feel it's for the, um, greater good. No fertile female can be wasted.”
“That's my mother, you bastard!” I say through my teeth. “She has children! You turned her into a living corpse!” I bang my fists on the railings. “How can you sleep at night?!”
“Uh, yes, well, listen,” he says, running a hand over his greasy mop of hair. He steps closer to my bed than he's ever dared and lowers his voice to a whisper. “You've got to comply. If not, you'll end up down there. There won't be much I can do to help—”
The intercom on the wall squawks to life. “Dr. Rayburn, please report to your supervisor immediately.” The voice is cold, calculating and surprisingly female.
Rayburn stiffens. His eyes grow as wide as a child's caught in some unspeakable act. He's been kind, and now he's in trouble. I swivel my head away as he turns to leave, feeling the tears starting to well. Even the smallest kindnesses are banished here. I can't stand it. I look out the dark window. Dawn's graying the sky. I wonder if it will be one of my last sunrises. What does it matter? My mother can't see sunrises anymore.
“Forty-eight hours,” the doctor mumbles as he stands at my door. “You have that long to prove to them that you'll, uh, you’ll go along with the program. After that, well,” he looks at me with sympathy, “you know.”
When the door clicks closed, I let the sobs break free. Crying is one of the only things I'm still free to do.
 
* * *
 
I'm in my room, staring at the clock. The TV is on. Some show with two men fighting. I can't focus. I watch the second hand tour the clock face and think of my mama. What did it feel like when they put her under? Could she hear me when I screamed her name? If I could get to her, could I somehow wake her up?
I roll over and stare out my bedroom window. Even if I could get it open, there are the heavy metal bars. Even if I could pry the bars off, we're seven stories up. I roll over and look at the door. It's monitored day and night. It doesn't open without a guard pressing a button from the control room. Yet there has to be a way to get my mama out. I refuse to give up and let her live out her last awful moments in that room.
The only possible option is what Tish suggested earlier. Rusty. Rusty with his filthy smile and ugly mustache. Thinking about him makes my stomach churn. I can't imagine letting him touch me. But if he could free my mama, wouldn't it be worth it?
Would he get her out and me out, too? Images of Betsy writhing in pain flash through my head. I don't want to bring a baby into this world, be a part of this twisted system that manufactures girls like canned soup. Then my daughters would be faced with the same horrific decision I'm forced to make. I shutter at the thought of having a baby, just to lose her to plan B.
I've wound my bed sheets into knots. I lean my head back on my pillow and look up at the clock. Forty-four hours, fifty-five minutes. Soon, by not acting, my decision will be made for me.
 
* * *
 
When my door slides open, Rusty struts in with my breakfast tray. The sight of him smirking, rubbing a finger over his carrot-colored mustache, is revolting. He’s tall and rail thin, with a head of red, curly hair. He’s wearing the white guard’s uniform and black loafers. But it’s his eyes, slipping over my body like filthy hands, that make me want to gag.
He sets the tray on the table, takes a napkin and drapes it over the surveillance camera lens. His voice oozes like rancid oil. “Hey there, sweet thing. Heard you called for a little side of Rusty with your breakfast this morning.” He reaches out and tugs on the sheet covering me.
I pull my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them. “What're you doing here?” I ask, trying to stall. I hate the way he's looking at me.
Rusty's smiles, a smile that reminds me of a snake-oil salesman on one of these shows Betsy watches—wide, white and entirely false.
“Tish said you wanted to trade. A one-way ticket out of this joint. Well, Rusty's all about helping little ladies.” He leans over the bed and presses his palms onto either side of the mattress where I sit. His face hovers less than a foot from mine. I can see the dandruff around his collar, the chunk of something green between his teeth.
I lean away from him. “I've changed my mind. If I'm going to trade,” even discussing this makes me feel ill, but I press on. “If I'm going to trade, I want my mama out of plan B.”
He leans down. His body nearly on top of mine. I feel his hand on my thigh above the blanket. “No can do, sweat thang. Nobody comes out of plan B. But I can get you out. You'd like that, right? Out to see your boyfriend?”
He puts his weight on me now. His heaving chest presses into mine until I can't breathe. The smell of raw desire and cheap cologne is suffocating. One rough hand's running down my thigh and pulling up the fabric of my gown. The other hand grips my neck like a vice. His mustache brushes the skin of my neck as he runs his tongue along my jaw.
If he can't get my mama out, I want him off me. Now.
I slam my palms against his polyester uniform and shove and kick until he tumbles off and onto the floor. He pulls up on the side of my bed, the greasy smile sliding off his face.
“What gives?” He swipes one hand over his mess of red hair.
I scrunch back farther into the bed, as if the pillows could hide me. “Get out! You aren't touching me!”
He gives me a shocked look. “Tish said you wanted a trade.” He says trade like he's already undressed me.
“She was wrong.”
Rusty frowns. “You're slotted for insemination tomorrow. Don't you want to get out before they put a bun in that oven?” He points towards my stomach.
“Not bad enough to let you touch me,” I hiss.
He tucks his shirt back into his pants and stalks to the door. He turns back angrily. “You'll regret this, sweetheart.”
“No, I don't think I will.”
Rusty and his proposition are out.
Forty-two hours.
 
* * *
 
When dinner arrives, Rayburn lets me eat in the cafeteria as long as I'm under guard. When I walk through the doors, a slap of cooked fish smell welcomes me. My guard leads me to a table with Tish and Sammy. I don't want to hang with these two, especially since Tish will ask about Rusty, but the guard won't leave until I sit. Tish and Sammy stop their talk, glance at me, and then continue complaining about the food. I pick at the clumpy fish that's already cold on my plate.
When the guard's out of earshot, Tish leans into me. “Heard you screaming at Rusty this morning.” The smirk on Tish's caramel-colored face is unmistakable. She loves other people's misery. It gives her something to do. “Thought you wanted out so bad you'd do anything.”
“Not bad enough to let that slimy bastard touch me.” I push the fish around my plate. I've lost my appetite.
Tish nudges Sammy. “It's not so bad, right, Sammy?”
Sammy doesn't look up, but stabs angrily at her lettuce.
I raise an eyebrow.
“That little bun in the oven,” Tish says, pointing to Sammy's stomach, “didn't come from no Petri dish, if you know what I mean.”
I do, though it makes me sick. Sammy's cheeks flush bright red. She shoots Tish a searing glare, grabs her tray and tromps over to another table. I catch Rusty's eyes following Sammy as she goes.
“I'm just saying,” Tish says with a smirk, “might not matter if you've turned him down. He might find a way to get what he wants.”
I grip my fork until my knuckles are white. Rusty's everything that's wrong with this place. I think of my mama in the dark, a tube snaked down her throat. Hurting Rusty won't make that right, but it might make me feel better.
I turn to Tish, letting all caution fall to the wayside. “Does anyone ever get out of plan B?”
She turns to me, her eyes wide, her mouth open. “How do you know about—”
“I just do. Tell me. Is there a way out?”
She slowly shakes her head from side to side, her black curls jiggling. “Once you're in, you're in. I never seen anybody come out.”
The look on her face makes me believe her. My mama. What can I do? I can't give up and let her rot in that basement hooked up to monitors. The thought of that would drive me insane. There has to be a way.
Then the cafeteria doors fly open. Betsy barrels in, white hospital gown billowing around her like a sail. She's sobbing and shaking. She spots me and makes a beeline over. When she reaches us, she wraps her hands around my arm and hangs on for dear life. “Oh, Agatha, they've taken her!” The tears darken the fabric under her pudgy neck. “They won't give her back.”
I take her hands. “What'd you mean? Your baby?”
“Esmeralda. Only those witchy nannies say that name is gaudy. They put Jane on her bassinet card. Jane. What kind of name is Jane? Plain Jane. Jane goes down the drain. Jane insane in the brain.”
Betsy's eyes roll wildly in her head. Behind her, the guards stride up. I stroke her arm to sooth her. “Betsy, what're you talking about?”
“They won't even let me nurse her. They say I'm too hysterical.” Her voice rivals howling coyotes. She wipes her nose on the sleeve of her gown and emits big barking sobs that shake her whole body and me with it.
“There has to be a mistake,” I murmur, patting her arm.
A mistake—or the cruelty this place masks as kindness. After all she went through and they take away her baby? The rage I've been feeding shakes its cage, wanting release. A shadow falls on us. Two guards stand on either side. The slash of red hair tells me all I need to know. Rusty, to my left, winks before reaching down and grabbing one of Betsy's arms. The second guard grabs the other. They begin to drag her to the door.
“Agatha!” she wails. “Help!”
My face flushes. My breathing deepens. This cannot stand.
“Let her go!” I say through clenched teeth.
One corner of Rusty's mustache rises as his eyes meet mine. He turns to the other guards. “If this one causes any disturbance,” he says, nodding to me, “feel free to use appropriate force.”
He sounds so professional when he's not trying to seduce a child. He won't sound so professional in a second. I clench fists and bare my teeth. He drops Betsy and faces me, his arm out, fingers splayed as if readying for a fight. “Let’s do this,” he says, grinning.
In my head that little voice is screaming, Don’t! Think of Mama and plan B! I look down at Betsy, the hot, crumpled, sobbing mess on the polished linoleum. The voice of reason goes silent as I run toward Rusty.
I slam my shoulder into his chest. Tensed though he was, he underestimated the force of my blow. He crumples backward, his back slamming into a cafeteria table. Trays go flying. Girls scatter. My eyes track a clump of half-eaten fish as it arcs through the air and smacks, wet, onto the linoleum.
Rusty pulls up and shakes his head like a punch-drunk fighter. When his eyes meet mine, the gaze is anticipatory, almost gleeful. He wants to fight. Well, bring it on.
He runs, head down, arms out. I clamber over a table, pushing past two very surprised girls who wrap their arms around their pregnant bellies. “Move!” I shout. They scatter like frightened birds.
Halfway over the tabletop, there’s a hand around my ankle. Rusty’s fingers grip vice-like at my foot and pull backwards. I'm dragged backward on my belly, arms clawing at the tabletop for something to hang on to. My shin hits the bench and pain jolts up my leg. My fingers curl over the table's far edge and stop my decent into Rusty's awaiting arms.
“Come on,” he grunts, his mustache twitching. His hand claws up my bleeding shin, drawing me closer. “Come to papa.”
My fight with Rusty can't end like this. I search madly for some kind of weapon. My eyes run over plastic trays, plates of fish, plastic glasses. Rusty grunts and tugs harder. My fingers slide to the very edge of the table. One by one, they'll peel off and it'll be over. That's when my eyes lock on the smooth metal curve of the utensil to my right.
I grab the fork and release the table in one swift motion. As I tumble into Rusty's waiting arms, I rotate until I'm facing him, the fork ready. My body slams into Rusty's. There's a pain in my jaw as it smacks into his shoulder. As we tumble to the ground, I jab the fork.
When it connects, the sound of the fork sinking into Rusty's eye sounds a lot like slipping a knife into a jackrabbit's belly.
We lay in a pile on the ground. I scramble off and stare at what I've done. Slowly, Rusty sits up, the metal fork sticking out of his eye. Then he starts screaming.
I meant to hurt Rusty, but this, this is something else entirely. As I'm watching in rapt horror, something stings the skin of my forearm. What the—? Barbs attached to long wires arch from my arm to a strange gun in a guard's hand. Then he pulls the trigger. It's a moment before the current hits me.
Pain. Raw, snapping, agonizing pain. I crumple to the floor and shake on the tile. My teeth slam against each other in series of loud cracks. The tang of blood spikes my tongue. I seize. I choke. I'm dying. I'll die fried by coursing electricity.
When the current stops, I can't move. I lay on the ground twitching. My skull's exploded. My mouth tastes like bile and blood. I think I've bitten through my tongue. That little voice in my head comes back. What have you done?
As two sets of hands grab my body, I get one more glimpse of Rusty clutching his useless eye.
At least he won't be winking anymore.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
They drag me out of the cafeteria and toss me on a gurney. Cuffs snap around my wrists. My body still trembles with the current, and I can’t turn my head. Had I eaten, I'd be throwing it up. Behind me, uproar ignites the cafeteria, but Betsy’s wild moans blanket the frightened murmurs as she's dragged past me. I hear Rusty's screams as they escort him away.
The gurney rattles forward before I can hear more. I stare straight upward. The florescent lights blink overhead like the faded lines on a long stretch of bad highway.
“Where are we going?” I croak. My mind fights off images of the girls in the basement. “Take me back to my room.”
I look up. It's Dr. Rayburn. His lab coat's buttoned crookedly and his shirt’s poking out the zipper of his fly. He doesn't answer. My belly fills up with liquid lead.
The gurney squeaks to a stop. When I'm able to lift my head, I see we're parked in front of the elevator. The glowing red triangle on the control panel sends shivers down my spine. We're going down. Down toward plan B.
“Don't!” I scream, hoarsely. “You can't do this!”
Dr. Rayburn pushes me into the elevator. When the door closes, I lean up, trying to catch his attention. His normally pale face is flushed. One corner of his mouth twitches nervously. He does not look like someone bent on destroying me. “You can't do this,” I plead. “You're not a monster.”
He swallows hard and shifts his gaze back to the changing numbers on the control panel. “It's best if you, uh, don't talk.”
“No,” I say, shaking my head, leaning forward until my wrists ache against the metal cuffs. “You can't take me to plan B. Let me go! Please!”
He won't meet my gaze. “Best if you don't talk.”
With Rayburn I thought I had hope. Now hope has flown and what I'm left with is the stunning realization that my life is over. I'll be turned into a living corpse, left to sleep out my days to the rhythm of a heart monitor, my only friends the ghosts of girls who could have been so much. And my mama. I'll never save her. We'll rot together in some basement lab while the rest of the world goes on.
“Janine Meemick,” I choke, sobbing. “Can you put me next to her?” At least we could be together. It's the only thought that gives me a speck of comfort.
Dr. Rayburn looks at me and then flicks his eyes back to the numbers as they light up on the control panel.
Tears slide down my face, into my collar. I think of Auntie, Ethan, and Arn. I think of Bounty, who was someone's dinner long ago. I think of Clay, whose fault this is. I'll never see any of them again. Their faces swirl around. I try to remember every facet of their being, what they smelled like, what it felt like to touch them, how much they loved me. Maybe I can bring some of that with me into the darkness. Oh, God, this can't be it, can it? I'm sobbing uncontrollably when the elevator doors slide open.
We exit the elevator and swing around a corner to a set of double doors. When he pushes me through, I wait for that rotten meat smell, but we enter an echoing warehouse instead. What's going on?
High industrial shelves line walls stocked with paper products, cardboard boxes and linens. Food cans are stacked in neat pyramids. Every supply must be stored in here. It's a looter's dream, which also explains the huge, metal blast doors and the giant control panel next to it. There's a few machine guns mounted above the panel, grenades, bullet-proof vests. They're taking no chances in defending their stock.
Two vans are parked just inside the doors. The first is a polished supply van, but the second is dusty and battered. Through the darkened windows people move inside.
My sobs subside. “What's this?” Rayburn's already shuffling toward the van, muttering.
The passenger door opens and Rayburn leans in. I crane my neck, but the windows are black. Rayburn talks to someone inside. Then he stumbles out, closes the door and shuffles back to me, raking a nervous hand through his greasy hair.
I strain forward wildly. “Who's in the van, Rayburn?”
He gives me a sidelong glance, as if he's forgotten me. Then he starts undoing my handcuffs, a slight tremor back in his hands. “Don't run,” he says, as he leads me to the van. “You've got nowhere to go.”
I struggle against Rayburn as he pushes me up to the back doors. “Who's in there?” I scream. “Tell me!”
The doors pop open. A giant, bare-chested man in overalls stares blankly at me, his mouth open, his eyes slipping over my body. His giant hand cinches around my bicep.
“No!” I scream as the thug pulls me into the van. His hands are the size of baseball mitts. They clamp me to his large sweaty body. The van doors shut. The engine starts up.
Pressed against some strange man's chest, his hot breath in my ear, the reality of my situation sinks in. First plan B. Now this. What is happening?
Huge biceps block my view. I can't see over the frayed backseat. I struggle against the beast holding me. We pull out of the hospital warehouse and bounce onto the road. We're leaving Mama. I open my mouth to protest. Then several things happen at once.
A head pops over the bench seat. “Riley!”
It's Ethan.
My fear recedes at the joy of seeing my brother. Ethan. What's he doing here?
There's another voice from the front. “Let her go, Hatch.”
That voice. I turn toward the front of the van and there he is. Clay's climbing over the bench seat toward me. His dimpled smile washes over his face as he drops into the back and pulls me from Hatch's grip.
“I thought I'd never see you again.” His fingers delicately cup the skin of my wrists. He kneels, his face expectant, astonished, relieved.
Clay. Clay's here. I meet his eyes.
Then I lean back and punch him in the face.
“God!” Clay yells as he cups his jaw and shoots me a wounded glare.
Before I can process anything, giant hands grip grab me back in a thick, muscled embrace. I bat out with hands that must seem infantile to this giant. He squeezes me to his chest, the metal buttons of his overalls digging into my cheek. His chest is sleek with sweat.
I hear Clay behind me. “I said get your hands off!”
The giant releases me just as the driver swerves. The van rocks and I crash into the wall with a thunk. My elbow throbs where it dented the van wall. When I sit up, Hatch squats beside me, staring wide-eyed. My hospital gown has slipped off revealing my bare shoulder. As I snatch at the gown, his eyes watch my hand and then trace down other parts of my body. I don't like the hungry look on his face. He leans forward. Clay grabs the straps of his overalls and hauls him backward.
“I told you to keep your goddamn hands off her!” Clay's tone is dangerous, considering this monster, with his tree trunk arms and barrel chest, has eight inches and seventy-five pounds on him.
The giant brushes Clay's hands off with a flick of his wrist. “Boss said keep her still.” Even his voice is meaty and slow. His sausage fingers curl into fists.
Clay pokes a finger into the denim bib on Hatch's chest. “I'm boss's son and I say get the hell away before I make you!” His hand claws toward the revolver at his hip.
“Boys,” says a familiar voice from the front, “knock if off, gawddammit.”
I see the crescent-shaped scar first. Then the crooked smile. The Sheriff grins at me from the driver seat.
“Been a while, little lady.” He nods and tips an invisible hat. “Welcome to the family.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
The tension in the van sits thick and heavy.
They let me ride in the middle bench with Ethan. Clay sits up front with his father. Hatch rides behind us. No one talks. Every now and then, Hatch farts or the Sheriff whistles a little tune through his teeth. The only other sounds are the road and the thoughts blaring in my head. How did this happen? Where are we going? Is Ethan okay? Looking at him, curled into me, his hair's too long (he keeps blowing it out of his eyes) and he's got what looks like his lunch smeared at the corners of his mouth, but he's all there. Clay's been taking care of him after all. I slink one arm around his shoulders.
My eyes flick to Clay up front. There's a puffy, red lump where my knuckles mashed his jaw. He sits ramrod straight, tightened fist in his lap. He's worked up, though I'm not sure if it's Hatch or his dad or me. He deserved the punch. He put me in that hospital where I was almost raped and used for birthing experiments. And now he's here with his father. They saved me from plan B, but whatever the Sheriff's got in mind can't be much better.
I watch Albuquerque, or what's left of it, zoom past as we drive by. Ethan stares up at the angling buildings, their windowless sides tracking up higher into the sky than any he's ever seen. “Did people live way up there?” he asks, his eyes on a battered skyscraper.
I nod. Ethan stares upward, his mouth open. My eyes are on the dark doorways, the abandoned cars, the empty parking lots with garbage skittering like crumpled animals. Every now and then we see vagabonds with dark vacant eyes and tattered clothes living in abandoned buildings. Occasionally we see people with matching shoes, full sets of teeth. There's one benefit to the Breeder's hospital. They've created jobs, income and a sustainable place to cluster around. Some of the buildings show signs of repair: boarded-up windows instead of gaping holes, swept sidewalks, cars that might actually run. We drive past what must've been a park, with decrepit benches, tall branching trees and a large grassy field. Vendors have set up booths made of recycled material. Ethan points at a vendor selling both scavenged office furniture and handmade items, chairs pieced together with plywood and two-by-fours, tables molded out of street signs and rusted rebar. The delicious smell of cooked meat wafts in the open window. A man ladles stew out of a large vat, spewing steam into the air. It makes me think about all we've lost as a civilization. How so much seemed to fall away when the population tanked and we were reduced to basic survival. As Auntie always said, “Leave men to their own devices and this is what you get.” Maybe the Breeders will bring some civilization to our uncivilized world after all. Too bad they're willing to sacrifice human life for progress.
A little further out of town, we drive into what used to be a housing area: cozy lanes that now hold abandoned houses falling into decay. We drive past a row of houses burnt to a crisp, their blackened walls standing alone like charred tombstones, marking the demise of the American dream. I spot a square adobe house. The garage door is long gone and piles of fallen plaster litter the garage floor. Next is a sagging two-story where the walls have shifted and the roof bowed. The trees and shrubs someone carefully planted and outlined with stones have withered and died to yellow stalks.
The Sheriff turns down a particularly long driveway and stops in front of another adobe house. I stare at the matching white garage doors, both bent, rusty and cracked open like sleepy eyes. To the left, up a little walkway, the front door stands open. I peer inside to a dark hallway, my heart spurring up in my chest.
“Boys,” the Sheriff says, drawing his gun, “search the premises. No dinner guests. You got me?”
“Stay here,” Clay says to us as he slides open the door.
The men jump out. Ethan and I scoot to the edge of the battered bench seat and watch out the front windshield as the men slink up the sidewalk and through the door, guns drawn, faces tense.
After five minutes, Clay strides up to the van and pulls the side door open. “All clear. Come on in.” Ethan jumps out. Clay offers me his hand to help me.
I glare at his hand like it's a viper and push past him.
The fresh dusk air is clean and cool after the smog in the van. I inhale deep. It's the first free air I've breathed in a week. Then my eyes meet Sheriff Tate's as he saunters back to the van for supplies. Not so free after all.
I take a step toward the house when Clay blocks my path. “Hold up,” he says. He's got a pocket knife in one hand and pair of tweezers in the other. I gape at him. He points to my neck. “We need to get that damn transmitter out or they can track you. I can do it.” He looks down at his utensils. “Gonna hurt a little.”
I shrug. “Won't be any worse than what I've already been through.”
His face tightens. Then he twirls his fingers in a turn-around gesture.
I face the van. He steps behind me. I feel the heat of his body as he leans in. “Close your eyes and count to ten,” he says in my ear. I try not to focus on his breath pulsing on my neck, the pressure of his fingers cupping my shoulder.
One, two, three … There's the small jolt of pain as the knife pierces my skin. Four, five, six … A deeper pain as the tweezers go in. Seven, eight … I feel something detach. Nine … The trickle of blood down my neck. Ten … His hand pressing a cloth to the wound.
“Done,” he says, sounding relieved.
I turn around slowly. His hand's still on the cloth on my neck. My eyes travel up his outstretched arm to his face. If he weren't so handsome with his steel blue eyes and easy smile, it might be easier to stay mad.
“Here,” he says holding the tweezers out. He drops the bloody chip into my palm. It's so small, about the size of a button, yet so complex with its tiny wires. A green light fades in the center, like a firefly winking out. “You can keep it,” he says. “A memento if you want one.”
I place the chip carefully in my pocket. I have to remember the hospital. My mama's there.
“Come on,” he says, waving me into the house.
The smell of mildew and decay hits me as we walk in the front door. The air's thick, swirling with dust we churn up with our boots. The foyer opens into what used to be a kitchen and living room. The part of the kitchen ceiling has fallen onto the buckling cabinets. Everything of value has been stripped, so all that remains is warped linoleum, dirty carpet and piles of trash. My hand brushes over a flaking newspaper on the kitchen counter that crumbles to pieces before I can read the headlines. Cobwebs drape from the corners. I spy a trail of brown animal droppings near the splintered sliding glass door. It'll be an interesting night's sleep.
The barren backyard doesn't look much better with the tilted swing set rusting in the dust. Other dilapidated houses dot the landscape as far as the eye can see. I grab Ethan by the hand and pull him toward the yard. I need to get him alone to ask all the questions thudding around in my brain.
Clay looks up from the armload of wood he's carrying—a broken kitchen chair, piece of a picture frame, what looks like a dusty jewelry box. “Where you two going?”
I narrow my eyes at him. “To pee. Do you mind?”
He frowns and shakes his head. “I don't think you should wander around alone.” His eyes flick across the yard to where Hatch drags a fallen tree trunk like a twig to the woodpile.
I hold up Ethan's hand that I'm clutching. “I've got Ethan, okay? We'll be back in a few minutes. Feel free to hold your breath till we return.”
I turn on my heel and drag Ethan along. We trudge past Hatch and into the neighboring yard. Before us stands the remains of a three-bedroom ranch, but the back half has been eaten by fire. I pull Ethan in, stepping over what looks like a dead animal, but I don't stop. When we get to the middle of what used to be the living room, now blackened and missing the roof, he pulls back. “Riley,” he says, crossing his arms over his narrow chest, “I do not want to watch you pee.”
“You're not. Listen, I need to ask you some questions. No fooling around, okay. We only got a few minutes.”
He squishes up his face, but nods.
I brush the hair out of his eyes. “What happened after I got shot?”
Ethan frowns. “You were bad, crying and bleeding all over. I thought you were gonna die. Clay said we had to take you to the hospital. I didn't want to, but we had to.”
I nod rapidly. “How’d we get outta town?”
“Clay found gas and we took a car and drove to that big hospital, the one with all the shiny lights.”
My eyes flick out the open front door. Out there are men. “What else?”
Ethan scratches his head and looks across the room. His eyes lock on a splash of red in the corner—a plastic toy car, melted and half-buried under a pile fallen plaster. I lean over until my head blocks his view. “What. Else.”
His eyes flick back to me. “After we dropped you off, Clay got us a room. We sat on our butts for days, trying to figure how to get you out once you was better. One day, Clay's daddy just shows up at the door. Riley, I thought you and Dad were bad, but you should hear Clay and his daddy fight.”
Arn. A mention of him still hurts like a finger dug into a raw wound. My mind drifts to Auntie. “Did they say anything about Auntie?”
Ethan nods eagerly. “Clay's daddy said she was fine. Back in town.”
“Good,” I breathe. One piece of good news. I press my hand to my forehead. “How did they get me out of the hospital?”
Ethan shrugs. “Clay just said, ‘We're gonna get Riley.’ That was yesterday. We got in the van and drove to that big hospital. What's it like in there?”
“Later.” I stare up at the charred ceiling as I try to piece it all together. A cloud slips over the setting sun, plunging us into shadow. The bird calls stop for a moment. I shiver. What does the Sheriff have to gain from getting me out?
Clay's voice calls from the front door. “Hey, you two in there?”
“Yeah, Clay,” Ethan yells back.
“It's getting dark.” Clay's voice sounds strained.
My time is up. I grab Ethan's shoulders and turn him around. “Look away if you don't want to see me pee.”
As we step over the broken concrete steps and into the open, Clay’s there. His hat's tucked into the crook of his arm and his damp hair clings to his forehead. His shirts stuck to his body with sweat. His normally clean-shaven face sprouts a stubbly beard. His eyes flick to mine for a second and then swing uncomfortably away. He throws his arm around my brother’s neck. “Come on, little bro. Pa brought us some chicken.”
Little bro? Pa? A flash of anger burns through me. He knows how to pile it on. I clench my hands and follow.
Clay leads us back to the campfire the boys have constructed in our house’s backyard. They've even pulled out some seating: a log, a kitchen chair with three legs, a nightstand, a fraying armchair. Hatch sets pink hunks of raw chicken on a cast iron skillet near the fire. The Sheriff sits in the armchair and tips a jar of brown liquid up to his mouth. Clay gestures to the log for Ethan and I. Then he sits down next to his father and takes a pull from the jar when it's passed to him. The tart smell of homemade liquor fills the air.
My eyes flick to the Sheriff. He lounges in his ratty jeans, the stains around his pits a dark yellow. His little paunch belly sags over his belt buckle. His jagged C-shaped scar crinkles when he lets out one of his big belly laughs. The little hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
“So, missus,” he says, leaning toward me, his thick hand on his knee. “Tell me what's so special 'bout you that made my son run out on his ol’ man.” His smile is wide, but in the flickering firelight, his eyes look calculating.
Clay fingers tighten around the jar he's holding. “Pa, don't.”
The Sheriff emits a dark laugh. “I'm just introducin' m'self since you wouldn't do me the pleasure.”
Clay glowers at his father. “Riley doesn't want to talk.” Then he takes a big drink from the jar, swallows and winces.
The Sheriff snatches the jar out of Clay's hands, takes a long pull and wipes his mouth across the back on his arm. “See, here's the thing. I paid for this filly—”
Clay stiffens. “She has a name.”
The Sheriff cackles and slaps his knee. He tilts his head toward me slightly. “Beg yer pardon, missus. Force a habit.” His smile widens to let us all know he's not one bit sorry.
“All’s I want to know, Riley,” he says exaggeratedly, looking at Clay. “Exactly what feminine wiles you worked on C-boy here,” he slaps Clay on the shoulder roughly, “to make 'im pick a cooz over his own pa.”
My cheeks burn red at what he's insinuating. Clay's jaw is a rock.
“’Cause, see, I'm not sure she's worth what we paid, but you're the one who got a taste, not me.” He elbows Clay in the ribs and cackles. “Might have to have a taste m'self, just to see.”
Clay stands, his arms ramrod straight at his sides, fists clenched. “I swear to God, Sheriff, if you don't shut up—”
The Sheriff barrels upward, both elbows plowing into Clay's chest. Clay topples back, landing hard in the dust beside the campfire.
Everyone goes silent. The Sheriff hovers over Clay, fists clenched. Clay lays on his back, shock spreading over his face. Then his hands curl into balls. He pops up and stands a foot from his old man.
The Sheriff points a thick finger in Clay's face. “Lest you forgit who you speakin' to, boy.”
Clay holds his father's gaze, venom blazing in his eyes. “I didn't forget.”
Their hands stretch toward their hips like they'll draw guns, but the Sheriff lets out another dark laugh, thumping his thigh with his hand. He turns to Hatch and points to Clay. “Boys, this stallion needs to stud or he’ll buck his rider. Let's give the love birds some privacy.” He turns to me with a disgusting smile. “You call me Daddy from now on. Make me a proud grandpa and we won't have no trouble.”
Hatch lumbers up and follows the Sheriff out of the circle. Even Ethan gets up. I want to protest and grab his arm, but he's gone. The Sheriff hollers as he's turns the corner. “You kids behave.” I hear him cackling long after I can see him.
I feel like a tornado has just torn through the campsite. My hands shake as I curl them over my knees. I glance up at Clay. He's still standing between the fire and me. In the wake of his father, he looks as shaken as I am.
He stares at the flames a long time, his hands squeezed into fists. Finally, he turns to me. “Sorry.”
“What did he mean by make me a proud grandpa?” My voice trembles more than I'd like.
The log I’m sitting on rocks as Clay settles beside me. He keeps his eyes to the fire, his face slack, his hands still in fists. “My goddamn father.” He rubs his hands over his face. “That S.O.B. doesn't understand why I wanted you back so bad. Why I couldn't just take one of the infertile girls the Breeders ship us. He thinks …” his eyes flick to my face and then away. “He thinks I'm in love with you.”
“Oh.” I clutch my hands together at my knees and stare at them.
Clay shifts on the log beside me. “Anyway, I just thought it'd be easier to let him think that.”
“Right.” My ears burn red. “So when we get home,” I say slowly, “you and I would be what, exactly?” It feels as though the fire’s burning hotter each second.
Clay flicks at a bug crawling up the log. “According to my pa,” he pauses and swallows, “you'd belong to me.”
I look to his face. “I'd belong to you?”
He shakes his head, holding up his palms in an it’s-not-what-you-think gesture. “Only according to my pa. It wouldn't mean you'd be mine, I mean, to, you know … We'd just be the same. As before.” He clutches at the log as if he might fall off.
I stare at the cooking chicken on the skillet, once pink, now singed. I can’t meet Clay’s eyes.
Clay stands abruptly, rocking the log back. “Just don't worry about it, okay? Everything will be fine. I, uh, I gotta go help … I'll get Ethan to show you to your room.”
When he leaves, I wrap my arms around myself and stare at the flickering fire. Even in its glow, I feel chilled to the bone.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
“Clay says this is your room,” Ethan says, pointing to the nine-by-nine square of musty carpet, cobwebs and spiders. The walls in here are a faded pink. On the floor I see a wallpaper border that used to circle the wall, yellow ducks. A long time ago this was a baby nursery.
“What about you?” I ask, batting away a cobweb that's tickling my cheek.
Ethan frowns and looks back down the hallway to where Clay's voice floats toward us. Oh, I see. They've been bunking together. I pretend to be very interested in the pile of bedding they've left me as I swallow back the pain.
“I'll get my stuff.” Ethan scampers off.
I tread carefully toward the bedding set in the corner so as to not disturb the dust. Three threadbare blankets each smell of body odor and mildew. At least fresh air blows in from the shattered window facing the dying campfire. The firelight will soon be gone and I’ll lie awake on the hard floor, listening to the rats scurry through the crawl space.
“Eh hem.”
Clay's lean shadow darkens my open doorway. He's clutching a two-foot tall metal barrel to his chest. He hefts it up slightly. “Found this. Thought you could have a fire in here if you wanted. Make it a little more cozy.”
I could reject his gift, but a little warmth might make this night bearable. I point to the corner. “You can put it there.”
He nods and drops the barrel with a metallic clang. He goes out and returns with an armload of wood and lights the fire. I stand off to the side, arms wrapped around my body. Being alone with him sends goose flesh over my arms.
“I got it from here.” I stride to the woodpile and pick up a splintered chair leg. When I raise it to toss it in the barrel, Clay flinches.
A tight laugh bursts from my throat. “Did you just think I was going to hit you?”
Clay shrugs and lets his fingers stray to his jaw where I punched him. “You got a hell of a right cross. Hate to see what you can do with that.”
I smile, but remember how angry I am. I toss the chair leg in the barrel with a clunk. Clay tosses in his log and dusts his hands on his jeans.
“I only hit people who deserve it.” I study his face in the orange flickering glow. His expression is hard to read in the weak light.
“I'll be on my best behavior,” he says, “but if you punch me again, I don't care if you're a girl, I'll have to defend myself.” He leans in to warm his hands over the blaze and there's a smirk on his face. He's trying to be playful. And he's just called me a girl. It's been a long time since anyone in the real world acknowledged that fact. Chills run over my arms. I'm still wearing a hospital gown and pants. Suddenly I feel naked. I cross my arms protectively over my chest.
Clay points to the pile of clothes next to my bedding. “They're some of my old duds. Probably be too big on you, but it's better than that flimsy thing.” His eyes flick to my gown and back to the fire. Is that blush on his face or heat from the fire? We fall silent. The crackling fire and the hushed voices of Hatch and the Sheriff supply some background noise. The air feels charged. I keep my eyes on the flames that waver in the barrel.
When Clay speaks his voice is low and tremulous. “You'd have died if I didn't take you to that hospital. I've spent every second since trying to get you back.”
I bite my lip and watch the flames lick up a speckled log. “I thought you sold me for the money.”
He shakes his head, his mouth a tight line. “I don't care about money.”
I squeeze my hands around my arms, holding myself together. “Most people care about that much money.”
Clay shrugs. “I tried getting in without my pa. That place is locked up tighter than a bender's twat.” He blushes. “Sorry. Didn't mean to swear in front of a lady.”
I rock back on my heels. “Don't do that. I'm not any different than I was.”
Clay runs a hand down his chest and then tucks it into his jeans pocket. His eyes stay on the firelight. “But, it is different,” he says quietly. “Everything's different now.”
And it's broken, the friendship we had. The room feels hotter, my head lighter.
I grab a stick from the pile and use it to shift some logs that haven't caught. “How'd your dad get me out of that damn hospital?”
“He’s in pretty tight with ‘em. He's always making trips there, trading with 'em. Sheriff said they were eager to get rid of you. Guess you were giving 'em some trouble.” He smirks at me. “Can't imagine you giving trouble.”
I can't smile. “Yeah, I was giving them trouble. When that guard wanted to rape me, I gave them some trouble.”
He holds his hands up defensively. “Riley, I didn't have a choice.”
I turn on him, my hands tightening into fists. “That's bullshit, Clay. You had a choice. You had a choice when you took me to the hospital—and a choice when you gave that boy to the Riders. There's always a choice. You just don't want to believe you've made the wrong ones.”
Clay gives me a wounded look. “Yeah, I've made wrong choices. Tons.” He crosses his arms over his chest, a barrier between us. “But everything's not as easy as you make it seem.”
“I don’t want to hear it.” I push past him to get to the door.
He grabs my arm and whirls me around, his face wild. “You were bleeding out from a gunshot wound,” he says angrily, pointing to my stomach. “When you were conscious, you were screaming and begging me to kill you.” He stops, looks at the hand that's gripping my arm and releases me. “I couldn't let Ethan watch you die.” He stares morosely out the window. “I …” He lifts his eyes to mine. “I couldn't watch you die.”
My hands drop to my sides. “I don't remember any of that.”
“I do.” He turns his sorrowful face up to mine.
We're standing so close. Electricity jumps from his skin to mine. My heart starts to pound. Clay reaches out and traces the brand on the flesh of my forearm. The touch sends shock waves through my flushed skin.
“I'm glad you're back.” He locks eyes with me. He wets his lips with the tip of his tongue. I smell the sweetness of liquor on his breath. “I went crazy the whole time you were gone.”
A wellspring of desire washes over me. My fingers tingle, my lips. He's so close now I can smell the aftershave on his neck. I take a step closer. My eyes lock on the curve of his lower lip. He steps toward me.
Hatch appears in the doorway. “Boss want you.”
Clay takes a step back. The gap feels like miles. He drops his eyes from mine and gives Hatch a nod. “Tell him I'll be there.”
Hatch lumbers off. My eyes trail after him. “Not sure I like that he’s sleeping one room over,” I whisper.
Clay's face creases with anger and he bares his teeth. “If I had my way, he'd be taking thumb rides back home. He's a motherless bastard.” He glances at me when he swears, but continues. “My pa says he's worth his weight in muscle. I say he's taken one too many kicks in that boulder he calls a head.” The veins pulse down Clay's forearms as he squeezes his fists. “I don't like the way he looks at you.”
Clay takes a step to the door, but I grab his arm. My fingertips trace over the skin of his wrist before I let go. My hand's on fire.
“Wait,” I say, breathless. “What happens now?”
His eyes track from my face toward where his pa waits for him. “We got an errand and then we're going home.”
“Home?”
“When my pa found us, he tried to sweet talk me first. Guess he knew force wouldn't do no good. I'm a better shot than both him and his man put together and he didn't want it to get to that. So …” He pauses and blows out his breath. “We struck a deal.”
I narrow my eyes.
Clay curls his fingers over the hem of his shirt. “My pa said I won't have to go on raids or trade with the road gangs. Just keep order in town. I told him he'd have to take you and Ethan in.” He lets his eyes wander back to the fire before they flicked up to my face. “Everything's worked out okay, though. You're free and Ethan's got a place to grow up. And all I have to do is agree never to run away again.” Clay's eyes are distant, looking out my window onto the moonlit landscape.
I shake my head. “We can't go home. My mama's at the Breeder's hospital. They have her knocked out in this room with all these half-alive girls.” How can I describe the horror? I think of her in the pitch-black room, wires hooked to her chest, the tube taped to her mouth. I wince and shake the image away. “We gotta get her out.” I look up, pleadingly into his eyes. “We gotta.”
He blinks, processing. He reaches for my hand. “Riley, I'm sorry—”
The Sheriff's voice cuts through the room. “Clay!” his father bellows. “Get your ass in here!”
He shoots a look down the hall. His hand, hovering inches from mine, drops to his side. “I'll be back,” he says, turning.
“Clay, wait.”
He glances back with a look I don't quite understand. His heavy footsteps echo down the hall as he walks away from me.
I crumple into my mound of bedding and stare up at sagging plaster ceiling. I replay the last few moments. Clay so close. His fingers on my arm. The change in atmosphere when his father called him, like a switch flipped inside his head. One minute he was mine, the next he belonged to the Sheriff. I curl into the musty blankets and close my eyes. I may have Ethan and Clay back, but we're no better off than I was before.
 
* * *
 
I wake stiff and groggy. Orange firelight flickers dimly from the metal barrel. A lump beside me shifts. It's Ethan, curled in the sheets, one smooth pale cheek peeks from beneath a flowered blanket. I curl toward him.
Something stirs in the hallway. Someone's there. I look, but at first in the dark all I catch is a giant, lurking shadow. Hatch. I stare, barely breathing. His raspy breath and the creak of the floorboards under his weight seem deafening in the silence. I wrap my arms around myself and watch his shadow increase until it's massive, a thundercloud blotting out the moon. If he comes in, I'll scream.
Moments pass with nothing but breath and the fear creeping up my shoulders. Don't let him come in.
The floor boards creek. Heavy footsteps thud away. I pull the blankets up to my chin and scoot closer to Ethan. It takes me hours to fall back asleep.
 
* * *
 
“Riley, wake up.”
I open my eyes to my room bathed in day. Sunlight dances through a battered cobweb across the window. Birds chirp somewhere in the distance. I've overslept.
I stretch the kinks out of my back as Ethan plops down a plate of breakfast—a lumpy mound of yellow eggs and a thick slice of brown bread. I want to gobble it all the minute he sets it beside me. Instead I take the fork and try to eat like a lady. Two bites and I'm shoveling the eggs into my mouth. It's so much better than hospital food.
My brother watches me eat, poking his fingers through holes in a moth-eaten blankets. The rose pattern of large pink flowers and cascading green leaves reminds me of the one stretched across my bed at home. Will I ever see it again? I turn my attention to Ethan. I've seen that wrinkled forehead before. He's stewing about something. I put down my fork. “What's cookin', bacon?” It's an old Auntie phrase. Just saying it makes me homesick.
“What does that mean?” He cocks his head to the side. His chin-length hair hangs off the side of his head like a brown curtain. He doesn't remember.
“What's going on in that noggin’ of your’n?” I rap on his head lightly with my knuckles.
His face tightens. He looks to the door and then leans in close. “I heard something, but I—”
“Spill it,” I say, feeling my pulse quicken.
He works his little fingers back and forth in the blanket holes. I know he's pretending they're worms poking out of the dirt. If I were feeling more playful, I'd pretend to pluck them out for some hungry baby birds. But playtime's done.
He sighs heavily. “Last night I went to get my stuff from the van and I heard Clay talking to his daddy. I didn't really mean to easedrop.”
“Eavesdrop. What were they saying?”
“I wasn't listening good until I heard them say something about Mama.”
I haven't told Ethan about Mama yet. I just couldn't. Now, the hairs on my neck stand up. “What'd they say?”
“They were talking about how Mama is stuck in the same hospital you were in. Is that true, Riley?”
I bite my lip. “Yeah, bud. She was there.”
“She was?” He leans in closer, his eyes widening. “Did you talk to her?”
God, help me get through this without crying. I tighten my jaw. “She was in another part of the hospital, but she’s okay.” I shift my eyes from his. Lies. All lies.
He sinks back into the mound of blankets, his eyes distant as his mind works this over. “I'm glad she's okay,” he says quietly. He goes back to working his fingers into the blanket.
I lay my hands over his. “She is. Now what did Clay and his daddy say?”
Ethan frowns. “Clay told his daddy that you wanted to get Mama outta the hospital. He asked if we could go get her. Clay's daddy said no. A deal's a deal, or something like that.” He shakes his head, trying to get it right. “Clay said we need to go, but then Clay's daddy said if he kept bugging him, he'd leave you and me here and drag Clay's ass back to town hisself. Then when Clay left, his daddy said something to Hatch about they’re getting rid of the plan B patients in two days anyways. Something about it ain’t working? I don’t know.” He frowns, then looks up at me. “What're we going to do, Riley? We have to get Mama.” His wide eyes search mine.
When I pull my hands off my knees, I've left white indents where my fingers dug into the skin.
Ethan asks again. “What're we going to do?”
I dig through the pile of clothes next to me, looking for shoes. “What'd you think? We're going after her.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
When I was little I'd sit by my mama's feet and unwind yarn while she knitted. I used to spend hours unknotting those coarse colored threads. My little fingers would pick at the knots until the tangles gave way. Despite the boredom, despite my sore fingers, I'd give anything to be back there again.
Alone in the mildewed room, I track down the shifting threads of my thoughts and unknot slowly. The facts are these. My mother has been sedated and is being used as a human incubator. Something bad is going to happen to her in two days. The Sheriff refuses to help because if he angers the Breeders, he might lose his kingdom. Plus, he probably couldn't care less. Clay gave in to this father when he said to drop it. Without Clay, our chances are slim.
Fact, says my petulant brain, you won’t want to leave Clay
behind if that's what it takes.
A pain shoots up my chest at this thought. I replay that moment with Clay again and again. The sweetness of the liquor on his breath as he stepped towards me. The touch of his hand on my wrist, hot like the fire that burned in the barrel behind us. I catch myself listening for his voice down the hall, for the tread of his feet on the gravel outside. But, he's the Sheriff's right hand man. Will he help?
I curl my knees under me and stare out the window where I can just see the top of a neighboring roof. Many of the semi-circular terracotta tiles have cracked and fallen away. A small, brown bird lands there for a moment and then ducks down into a hole in the tile where he’s made his nest. I watch him settle in, feeling a wave of homesickness so raw I have to fight back tears. I wanna fly home, tuck myself in a warm snug place and fold my head under my wing. Then I think of Mama in that awful room. Whatever “get rid of” means, I can’t let that happen.
I take a deep breath and tick off the plan. We'll have to get away from the Sheriff and get back to the hospital somehow. Once there, we'll need a way in. And we need Clay. I'll have to get him alone to find out his plan for Mama. And if he won't help? I wrap my hands around myself. Let's hope it won't come to that.
He shows up at my door for lunch in dusty jeans and boots. His sweaty t-shirt clings to the muscles of his arms and chest. He wipes a hankie across the back of his neck. “You up then?”
I gesture toward the noon sunshine streaming in my open window. “It's the middle of the day. I'll go bananas if somebody doesn’t give me something to do.”
He smiles faintly. “Thought you could use the rest.” His eyes trace down my body. I'm dressed in his simple faded jeans, a cotton t-shirt. “You look … well rested,” he says, a blush running up his cheeks.
His blush sends a fire to my cheeks. I shake my head and focus on the question I have to ask. “Clay about last night. There's something I—”
“Lunch is on,” he says loudly, his eyes tracing down the hallway as if someone's listening. “Figured you'd like to join us.”
“Okay,” I say slowly. So it's not safe to talk. He leads me down the warped hallway, stepping past a hole where the floor has sunken in. Just before we come into full view of the others, Clay's hand seeks out mine. The soft pads of his fingers trace the skin of my palm. My heart pounds, but as quick as it came, the touch is gone. He strides toward the fire pit, calling to Ethan. I cup my tingling hand to my chest and step into the sunshine.
Ethan's perched on a log, his cheeks stuffed like a squirrel’s, a half-eaten chicken leg clutched in his hand. Hatch sits on the dry grass with a hunk of chicken in his hands. Grease runs from the corners of his mouth, down his thick neck. He wipes an oily hand on the bib of his dirt-streaked overalls. As I sit next to Ethan, Hatch's eyes track me.
Clay crouches over the skillet and plucks off hunks of crispy chicken meat—a little burnt, but smelling delicious. He makes a plate with the chicken, a fat brown roll and a jug of milk. When I take a drink, the milk is warm and fresh. I stare up at him in wonder.
He smiles. “Pa got it in town. We like to eat good even on the road.”
I look around for the Sheriff, but he’s missing from our circle. I nod toward the ruts in the driveway where the van was parked. “Where'd he go?”
Clay looks at me and then slips a glance at Hatch. Hatch keeps his eyes on the chicken skin he's peeling and eating in big greasy bites.
“He’s getting supplies for the ride home,” Clay says.
“Oh,” I say, feeling stung. “Are we going home?” My voice wavers like I can't seem to figure out what it should sound like.
He takes a bite of his bread roll, chews carefully. “Soon's you feel up to it.”
My eyes slip to Hatch. “I feel fine.”
My mama, on the other hand, does not feel fine. She doesn't get to eat chicken. She'll take the rest of her meals, however many she has left, through a tube in her arm. I picture her sunken face and a cold shiver passes over me.
Clay's brow furrows. “You cold?” He stands. “I'll get you a jacket.”
I reach up, grab his sleeve and pull him back down. I throw on a smile. “Sit down. Just someone walking over my grave.”
Hatch belches, stands and lumbers off, undoing his overalls. I watch his hair speckled back recede in the distance. This is my chance. Once he's gone, I lean toward Clay. “What about my mama? We can't just leave her there. Who knows how long she'll hold out?”
Clay locks eyes on the chicken in his hands. “Riley, I know you're worried, but we can’t just rush into the Breeder’s hospital guns blazing. There ain't nothing we can do till we get home. After that, we'll …” He finally looks up at me. “We'll come up with a plan.”
I pull back sharply. “What're you saying? Leave her there? We can't leave her there. That,” I say, pointing somewhere in the distance, “is my mother!”
“Riley, listen.” He turns to me. “I know you love your ma, but it can't work. I just don't see—”
“Of course you don't see,” I say, standing up. Fire burns through my brain. There's no stopping what comes out, no matter how ugly it is. “You're the one who let his pa sell his own mother to the Breeders. Did you help pack her bags?”
Anger rushes into his face. “That's not fair,” he says, his voice controlled only barely. “I was just a little kid. I don’t even remember her.”
“What's not fair,” I say, my voice trembling, “is my mama turned into a living corpse left to rot in a basement.” I clench my fists. “That is NOT fair.”
Clay shoulders tighten as he glowers into the fire. “You're ready to fight the Breeders?” He turns to me, eyes blazing. “The most heavily armed, well-guarded place in the whole goddamn world!?” He stands and points a finger in my face. “You're recklessness will get you killed! And him, too!” He points at Ethan.
I stand. “Don’t bring him into it.” I shoot a glance to Ethan. He’s staring at us wide-eyed, a chicken leg dangling forgotten in his hand.
“Yes, I’ll bring him into it!” Clay shouts. “You want to know how my brother died? Probably not, because you don't give a damn, but I’m gonna tell ya anyway. Cole was ten. Him and me, we was like you and Ethan. We went everywhere together. One day I was driving us home and I spotted a shiny sports car parked on the side of the road. I pulled over and thought we'd have a look-see. I shoulda known better, but I was stupid and fourteen. When we walked up to the car, they was waiting for us. Two men jumped us. Took everything we had. The bastard cut me here,” he pulls down his shirt revealing a jagged three-inch scar above his heart. “Cole—” He grimaces. “He bled out in my arms.” He looks down at his empty hands.
He lifts his head, anger replacing the pain. “That's what's going to happen to him,” he points wildly to Ethan, “if you rush into that hospital.”
I shake my head. “I'm not asking to go on some joy ride in a sports car. I'm asking you to save my mama's life.”
“Doesn't matter,” he says, stepping away. He looks up at Ethan. “When he dies in your arms, it won't matter why you went.”
“Clay—” I reach for his arm.
He pulls away and stalks off into the distance. There's a pain in my chest, like an iron fist squeezing my heart into pieces. When I fit it back together, my heart will be a sharp jagged thing, ready to slash at anyone who gets near me.
Ethan’s at my arm, tugging. “Riley, go after him.”
I shake my head wildly. “No. And you're not, either.”
Ethan cringes at the tone of my voice. “What d'you mean?”
“We leave him behind.”
“Why?” he whines.
I stare into Ethan's wet eyes. “Because he's still on the wrong side.”
The tears start to well in Ethan's eyes, but I grip his forearm. “No crying. Not for him.”
Ethan snatches his arm away and runs off without a word.
I stand alone, batting at the hot tears that prick at the corners of my eyes. Alone is better. The only person that can cut you when you're alone is yourself.
 
* * *
 
It's late afternoon when I finally peak out of my room. The house is quiet. I haven’t seen or heard anyone since the incident at the fire. I've been hunkered down, too, licking my wounds, but I gotta pee something fierce. I slip through the dank hallway, out the door and out into the fresh air. The birds twitter in the eaves of the houses around us. The brittle weeds crunch beneath my feet as I walk into the back yard of the abandoned neighboring house.
I slide behind a faded plastic play climber and take care of business. The plastic's hot on my bare skin, but being out of that dust-clogged room lets me breathe again. When I'm finishing up, I hear something moving in the shadows of the house behind me. An image of the deranged stranger who shot me flashes through my head. I step back until I’m pressed against a chain-link fence, my pulse in my throat. Metal digs into my back as I eye the dark entryway. Who's in there? Forget it. I don't wanna know. I grip the rusted fence, ready to boost myself up, I see the shine off an egg-shaped head in the house. Hatch, following me again.
Hatch appears at the doorway and clomps down the rotting back steps into the yard. His bare feet, blackened at the soles, make slapping sounds on the ancient wooden boards. His mouth hangs open as his eyes run up my body again.
“What do you want?” One hand searches my pocket. No weapons. My eyes flit around the yard for something to brain him with and come up with nothing.
He scratches a bug bite on his bald nugget of a head and hunches up his shoulders.
“Clay said you weren't supposed to be around me.” I lean into the fence, the metal diamonds pressing into my back. I can be over it and gone in seconds.
Hatch takes another step toward me. The stairs moan under his weight. “Clay's not the boss. Boss don't care where I go, he said.” His eyes linger at the swell of my chest beneath my t-shirt.
It might be reckless, but recklessness is all I have left to save my mother’s life. I take a step toward the giant blocking my path. “Hatch, were you following me?”
He blinks at me for a moment as if the gears in his head turn real slow. He's missing at least a half-dozen teeth. He points to my hair. “You smell like flowers.”
I shiver a little, but try not to show my disgust. “You like how I smell?”
He nods. “Like honeysuckle.”
I smell like honeysuckle? I remember the sweet-smelling soaps Betsy used to slide to me in the shower at the hospital. I smile a little at Hatch. “Do you want to smell my hair?” My brain screams, What are you doing?
Hatch nods and shuffles through the dry grass. As he closes the gap between us, his massive shadow blocks out the sun. Now he’s just a giant dark blob with a halo of blinding light at his crown. Warning bells go off. It’s hard to draw breath. I tense and close both eyes. I feel the shift of his weight, hear the crunch of the weed stalks under his feet, smell his body odor and chicken grease. My scalp tingles as his nose brushes against my crown. His hand reaches in and tugs my hair to his nose. Each follicle tingles, sending goose bumps over my arms. I tell myself not to bolt. That it'll be over soon.
He pulls back, a childish grin slathered on his big face. He's looking at me like that piece of meat again. I draw back and cross my arms over my chest. “I have to go now.” As I walk away, my legs are jelly. When I'm through the empty house, I run.
Ethan's sitting on the floor of our room when I fly in. He looks up at me as I grip the wall and pant.
He sits up. “What's going on?”
“I don't know.” I run a hand over my face. A plan is spinning out in my brain. But would it work?
I lean toward my brother, my hands still trembling. “I need you to be ready. As soon as I can I figure a few things out, we're gone.”
He knits his eyebrows together. “What do you mean? Back to the hospital?”
I look out the door toward were I left Hatch. “Just be ready.”
 
* * *
 
Late that afternoon the Sheriff returns in a foul mood. Something about the prices of fuel. Sheriff and Clay strap on guns and take off again. The Sheriff tells Hatch they won't be back before morning. Clay stares at me out the passenger window of the van as they drive away, but I can't meet his eyes. Not when I'm leaving him behind.
I find Hatch sitting on a log by the dying fire. In the twilight he looks like a boulder, giant and immovable.
I stop when I’m five feet away. I squeeze my hands together and start before I can think too much about what I’m gonna do. “Hatch, I need a favor.”
Hatch's eyes slip from my hair to my cotton t-shirt. He sucks in a loud breath.
“Clay and the Sheriff are going to take me back to town. I have to go back to the hospital. I need you to let me and Ethan go.”
Hatch's face darkens in the gathering twilight. He digs slowly at the bug bite above his ear. “Boss said we go home. Didn't say nothing 'bout letting you go.”
“I know boss didn't say, but I need to go back.”
Hatch shakes his rock-shaped head.
I take a deep breath and smile coyly. I take another step forward. “You like me, right?”
He nods big and slow.
“If you let me and Ethan go, you can, uh, smell my hair all you want.” I have no intention of honoring this promise.
He leans his giant elbows on his giant knees. The log rocks beneath him. “Boss'll be mad.”
I walk in front of him and lean down until we're face to face. “You're bigger than boss. You don't need to listen to him.”
He eyes lock onto the expanse of flesh below my neck.
“Come on, Hatch.” I say with honeyed voice. “I need you.” I swallow hard and think of Mama.
He's up and grabbing my arms. He hoists me to my feet until my toes scrape the ground. I struggle, but it's no good. He holds me up to eye level and peers in my face.
“You messin' with me?” he growls. “You messin' with ol' Hatchy?” His fingers dig into the flesh of my arms.
“N—no,” I stammer. The pain pulses where his big fingers cut into me.
He pulls me closer until his face is inches from mine. I can see every hair in his stubbly beard. A jagged line runs from his nose to the top of his lip, what Auntie called a harelip. Something green lurks in the cracks between his teeth.
“Kiss me.”
I shoot him a terrified look. “What?”
He tightens his grip on my arm. I wince in pain. “If you mean it, you kiss me.”
Kiss him? Kiss this man ten years older than me with dim eyes, oily skin and chunks of his dinner between his teeth? This cannot be my first kiss. Please no.
I look pleadingly into his eyes. “Hatch, no.”
His grip tightens on my arms until a cry of pain escapes my lips. I can see in his eyes if I don’t give him what he wants, he’ll take it.
“If I kiss you, will you let us go?”
He nods once.
Tears wet the corners of my eyes. What've I done? “Okay.” I nod once and choke back a sob.
The big grin creeps over his face as he enfolds me in his giant arms. When his rough lips meet mine, I can't help myself. I pretend it's Clay.
The kiss is rough and wet. His tongue probes at my lips, but I clamp them shut. The stubble grates on the skin around my mouth. I pull back. “Okay,” I say. “Let me go.”
Hatch shakes his big head, still smiling, though his face has lost its innocence.
“Nope. I keep you.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
The rough twine around my wrists burns, but not as much as knowing I've brought this all on myself.
Ethan sits beside me, bound hands in his lap, chin to his chest. His hair hangs limp over his eyes. It's better that way. I couldn't stand him looking at me right now.
Hatch first bound my hands and feet. Then he sought out Ethan, dragged him out kicking and screaming and tied him up, too. Now, as twilight crouches around the campfire, we watch as Hatch throws more boards onto the blaze. The firelight dances on his face. His eyes look like round black beads in the fleshy dough of his head. He scratches at the bug bite, red and raw above his ear and throws a cabinet door onto the fire. It crackles, throwing coils of black smoke into the air.
My insides smolder and bubble like wood that fuels our fire. I brought this on us, so I need to get us out. I stare into Hatch’s blank face. There has to be something I can do.
“Hey, Hatch,” I say, smiling at him. He lifts his eyes to mine as he tosses another cabinet door onto the blaze. “Untie us, please. We're not going anywhere.”
Hatch scratches his head and smears a line of soot above his ear. “I know.”
“We can help you get the fire on. Maybe cook a little something. You hungry?”
“Don't need help.” He pulls a can of food from his overalls pocket.
I set my mouth in a firm line even though I'm trembling inside. “Hatch, boss is going to be so mad at you for what you're doing. You better let us go or I'm gonna tell him what you did.”
Hatch's eyes hungrily trace my body. “I'm boss now.”
I drop my head and stare at my threadbare knees. Why did I think this would work? Why didn't we just run while we had the chance?
Hatch lumbers up and thuds into the house for more wood. I search the shadows for escape. There's nothing for miles but dusty back yards, decaying houses, dead trees. Even if we could get free, any attempt to run and he'd be after us in seconds. My eyes trace over our yard: just logs, dry grass, long and matted down from all the walking we've been doing.
While my eyes are sweeping the campsite, movement under the armchair draws my eye. Something's underneath the chair's fraying fabric.
Then I hear a sound that strikes fear deep into my heart. Sssshhh-thck-thck-thck. A rattler.
Ethan and I have been raised to avoid rattlesnakes at all costs. Arn taught us they can strike from two-thirds their body length. He said climbing trees can sometimes save you, but diving into water will not. When we were younger, our mutt Bitsy took a diamondback bite on her cheek. The dog languished for a day, writhing and yelping until Arn put a merciful bullet in her brain. Since then, I've had a healthy fear of rattlers. Now one is curled snugly around itself about six feet from me. And it looks big.
The best plan would be to quietly pick up and move away. I'm about to tell Hatch when the image of our writhing dog flashes through my head. Hmm. I revise my plan.
Hatch returns with another armload of scrap wood and drops it next to the fire. He produces a can opener and cracks open a can of what looks like minced chicken. I watch the armchair with rapt interest and hope that Hatch's huge presence will be enough to send the snake out, fangs bared.
Hatch turns to me, a big dumb smile creeping up his face. “When supper's done, you and me go in the house.”
I shake my head. “Ethan and I stay together.”
Hatch points a chicken-coated finger at me. “You and me.” He thumbs to the house. He runs his hands over his bare belly beneath his stained overalls. A sick, anxious feeling climbs over me. I absolutely cannot go in the house with Hatch. The next few minutes seem to stretch into infinity as I try to piece out an escape.
Hatch spoons hot heaping portions of the minced chicken into his mouth with the same dirty fingers he uses to scratch his crotch. I keep my eyes on the rattler who hasn't moved an inch. Then I see the long curved stick Hatch used to stoke the fire. If I could get my hands on it—
Hatch burps and pats his round belly. The dirty overalls swell around his flabby midsection. He holds the last can up and motions to us. He scoops some food out with his fingers and lumbers toward me, his hand outstretched. He wants me to eat out of his hand. Despite the urge to smack the globs of chicken away, I smile and stand up. “I'll come sit by you and you can feed me.” I hate the sugary tone in my voice, the smile I plaster on. Then I nod to my feet. “That is, if you undo my feet.”
He eyes me, but finally flicks out a little pocketknife and slices through the bonds at my feet. “If you run,” he says, hulking over me, “I kill him.” He points to Ethan. His face hangs emotionless. He means it. I no longer feel bad about trying to hurt Hatch.
As I step past the chair, my insides crawl. I walk over and stand to one side of the chair, clutching my bound hands together nervously. I do not want to get bitten by a rattler. In the flickering firelight, Ethan watches my every move.
Hatch leans toward me, his fingers slathered in minced chicken that at one time smelled so good to my growling stomach. Now, from the curling ends of his dirty fingers, it looks like chicken brains. I open my mouth and let him jam in the chicken. His thick fingers scrape the roof of my mouth. There's the taste of chicken, but also a tang of ash and dirt. I swallow as quickly as I can. He nods and digs in the can for more.
I turn toward the fire. “Looks like the fire's dying down. Let me stoke it for you.” I reach with both bound hands for the branch he's been using.
He watches me warily as I grab the branch. It's about three feet long and springy, harmless. His brain slowly registers this and he bobs his head as I stir the logs around.
“You can feed Ethan while I take care of this,” I say, batting my eyelashes.
Hatch shuffles over to hand-feed my brother. I scoot back up on my rock, clutch the stick to my chest and wait.
Ethan looks just as disgusted as I was, but he eats hungrily off Hatch's dirty fingers. I watch, barely able to regulate my breathing. Hatch lumbers back over to me.
“Why don't you have a seat? This chair's nice and comfy,” I say, putting a trembling hand on the armchair.
He looks at the chair. “This is boss's chair.”
I smile at him. “You're the boss now, right?” He stares at me, his harelip twitching. I can almost hear the gears in his head turning as he considers. Then he smiles and lowers himself into the chair. I hold my breath, but no snake. I grip the stick. I think it's long enough, but my hands are bound and I'm not even sure I can get a good angle.
Hatch stands suddenly. He leans down until his greasy face hovers right in front of mine. “You and me time.” He runs a dirty finger over my exposed collarbone. His breath is hot and heavy in my face. He presses his giant form on me until I'm enveloped. I choke on the smell of sweat and animal fat. His big paws grope for my tender regions. He tugs at my shirt, trying to pull it up. Every inch of me prickles.
I close my eyes and jab the stick under the armchair.
My stick grazes off something, but is it chair or snake? I try to swirl it around, but Hatch snatches the stick from my hands so fast a splinter bites into my palm. “What you doing?” he asks, his brow wrinkling.
He raises the stick to strike me. Then we hear it.
Sssshhh-thck-thck-thck.
Hatch stumbles back, searching. I see her, the brown blur slithering across the dry grass. Hatch takes a step back and his foot lands on the rattler's tail. The rattlesnake turns and springs. Her jaw unhinges. I see the flash of white fangs. Her brown, arrowed head latches onto Hatch's exposed ankle.
“Yeeeaawww!” Hatch kicks his foot, trying to detach the snake. Her body thrashes like a long brown streamer on a windy day. She won't let go. Hatch tumbles over the chair and lands hard on his back, his legs dangling in the air. He's still screaming.
I watch with my hands over my mouth.
The snake slithers away, shaking a warning song as she slices an S through the dry grass. My eyes flick to Hatch. He's moaning and yelping. Was it enough to stop him?
He rolls back and forth on his back in the dust, clutching his ankle in both hands. He tugs his foot toward his mouth in an attempt to suck the poison out, his lips curling in an anguished sneer. When he can't get his foot to his mouth, he rolls over and pulls himself up on the tumbled armchair. A string of frothy saliva runs down the corner of his mouth. His body’s covered in a scrim of dust. His blood-shot eyes fall on me.
“You.” He points a shaking finger. He limps toward me, his face twisted in rage.
If he catches me, he will kill me.
I turn and sprint toward the house. His heavy footsteps thud after me. With my heart flying into my throat, I tear through the yard as fast as my legs will go. I catch my foot on a prickly shrub and take a hard fall. My elbow slams into the dust and pain spikes my mouth as I bite my tongue. I look over my shoulder. Hatch is right behind me. White froth decorates the corners of his mouth as he reaches out with a clawed hand. I scramble up and sprint across the yard. I gotta make it to the house.
I tumble through the sliding glass door, my shoulder rocking into the frame. I thud down the hall. Where to go? Kitchen! I stumble in and yank out drawers. My bound hands scramble over rusty tongs, place mats, crumpled paper napkins. Where’s a goddamn knife?
Hatch clomps up the back steps. He blows and snorts like a colt run into the ground. “You!” His face pinches with pain and rage. His arms are out, fingers hooked. He’ll tear me to pieces. I don't wanna die at the hands of Hatch.
I sprint out of the kitchen, down the hall. I pull open the first door. A linen closet. Damn! My heart slams against my chest. I yank open the next door. The garage. I stumble down two concrete steps. The air's thick here, the floor strewn with garbage. I slosh through it at a run. My foot thunks into something solid and pain shoots up my leg. I crash hard into a pile of oily rags. I think I've broken my toe. I push up and hear him behind me.
Hatch stands at the garage stairs, gurgling, frothing. He looks like one of the brain-eating zombies from Auntie's horror stories. He'll crack me open and scoop out my insides, but not before using me up first. Go! I think. I claw my way up.
He growls and tumbles down the steps.
I sprint through the open garage door and into the dark toward the fire. When I reach Ethan, he’s standing stock-still.
“Riley, is he—”
“Give me your feet!” I shout, stooping to dig at the twine around my brother’s ankles. As I’m prying off the twine, I keep shooting glances back toward the garage. I keep expecting to see Hatch running toward us, his knife raised, but nothing. I pry off Ethan’s bonds and I pull him toward the street. We skirt around the house. When we hit the pavement, I can see into the garage where I left Hatch. The dark, moaning shadow on the garage floor lets me know he won’t be coming after us. The venom is working its magic. It's the only time I'll thank a rattler.
“Come on,” I say, jogging next to Ethan down the moonlit street. “The hospital's this way.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
The hospital looms in the distance, all nine stories of concrete and glass glowing like an electric beacon. From here you can't tell the horrors going on inside. When we can see each individual window, my palms glisten with sweat. We’ve jogged on and off for two hours. My shirt is soaked, I have blisters on both heels and I want a drink of water so bad I’d kill for it. Ethan stops in the shadow of a leaning streetlamp, puts his palms to his thighs and sucks in rattling breaths. When he looks up, his eyes follow mine to the building illuminated before us.
“There it is,” he whispers.
I nod and pull him into one of the vacant buildings that dot the block. We step over the pile of bricks that block the entryway. Something skitters into the darkness as we walk in, but judging by the sound, it's too small to be a threat. This place must’ve been a restaurant based on the faded sandwich posters curling off the wall. Booths with faded yellow seats line one wall. The cracked remains of a soda fountain stands next to the cash register. Ethan walks over and pushes the lever but nothing happens. Subway, the sign reads in big yellow letters. I thought subways were transportation.
My eyes flick through the dark shadows, examining every doorway. My skin crawls and my heart can't stop pumping way too fast. Part of me expects Hatch to come barreling out, hands hooked to tear me apart. We left him behind hours ago, but the look on his face as he tore through the house haunts me.
We lean against a debris-littered counter and stare at the glittering hospital.
“What's the plan?” Ethan asks.
I gotta get him out of here. He’s sucking in far too much plaster dust and mold. He rests a hand on the counter and leaves a palm print in the dust.
“The plan is I get in somehow and you stay here.”
“No way.” He shakes his head back in forth. “I’m going.”
“Ethan, it’s not safe. I can’t take you in there.”
“I can’t stay out here,” he whines as he looks around the dark, cobwebbed space.
I think of what Clay said at the fire. Before I can stop it, an image on Ethan swims up before me. His face is slack and white. Blood splatters his chest. I shake it away. “You stay here.”
“If you don’t take me,” he says, his fists tightening, his face screwing up into that look of defiance he rarely uses, “then I’ll … I'll go knock on the front door. They’ll let me in.” He juts out his chin.
“Ethan!” I scowl. “You’re being impossible.” I slump in a booth, streaking the dust on the tabletop. He frowns at me from across the room. The stubborn set of his mouth matches mine. And I don't wanna leave him out here alone and unarmed. He could get in as much trouble here as inside with me.
“Fine,” I say, staring out at the glowing hospital. “But you do absolutely everything I say, when I say it.” I point my finger at him. “No questions.”
He nods, his fists loosening.
“And if I say run, you run and don’t stop. Not for me. Not for anyone. You got me?”
He nods.
I sigh, and a puff of dusts swirls off the counter and dances in the moonlight. I rub my fingers over the bridge of my nose. My legs ache from the long walk here. My shoulders are in knots. We have no food or water, no weapons of any kind. I rub my hand over my face. What the hell am I gonna do?
“How we gonna get in?” The garbage crinkles under his feet as Ethan takes a few steps toward the door and peers up.
I shake my head and rub my hand over my stiff neck. There’s a tender stab of pain at my hairline where Clay dug out my tracker. Then it hits me.
I reach into my pocket. There, at the bottom, is the little metal disk the size of a button. Carefully I draw out the microchip and hold it up to the light. But will it work?
Ethan peers at the little disk. “What is it?”
“A locator,” I say, tilting it ever so slightly in the light. “Betsy said the energy from my body activated it.” I peer into the dark cave that used to be a sandwich shop. “We need to find a knife, something sharp. Then I’m going to need your help.”
 
* * *
 
I press a strip torn from my shirt to the back of my neck and wince at the pain. Ethan re-implanted the transmitter. He said it started glowing a few minutes after we pressed it in the fold of my skin. Now he crouches beside me next to some smelly dumpsters at the back of the hospital. Black garbage bags peak over the lips of the metal bins. Some of the bags are torn open and garbage litters the ground. I push away a soiled cloth with my boot. Garbage pickers have been here. If we get spotted, it'll be a good cover story—that we’re scavenging. I keep telling myself this as I sit with my back pressed to the stinky metal bin, my knees to my chest, my fists clenched at my sides. At least one part of my plan makes sense.
Yeah, but the rest of it’s a mess, that nasty voice in my head says. Even if the receiver still works, which is unlikely, and Betsy sees it, which will never happen, will she even care enough to creep downstairs and let you in? Then you’ll have to skirt the guards, find Mama, get her unhooked and get the hell out, all with Ethan at your side.
I pinch the bridge of my nose. Nothing is more impossible.
In five hours it’ll be morning. And if the Sheriff’s right, it’ll be my mama’s last day alive. I take a deep breath and silence the voice in my head. There’s no time for plans, only action.
Ethan picks up a crumpled paper wrapper and starts folding it into little squares. His voice is so quiet I barely hear him. “Ri, do you think Mama will be happy to see me?”
His hair hangs over his eyes, so I can’t read his expression, but I watch the way his fingers tremble as they fold the paper into neat squares. I put my arm around his slim shoulders and pull him to me. “Course,” I whisper. “She’ll grab you up and squeeze your guts out. Only …” I haven't told him. How can I explain this to a little boy? “There’s something I gotta tell you.”
He looks up at me, his face tightening. His eyes are round saucers in the moonlight. “She's hurt, ain't she?”
I pick up a ceramic shard lying next to my boot and rub my thumb along the smooth surface. “Not exactly.”
“What then?”
I take a deep breath. “They've knocked her unconscious.” I meet his gaze now and plow through the rest. “She'll look like she's sleeping, but she’s not. She may be hard to wake up.”
Ethan stares into my eyes for a few tense seconds. I wonder if he’ll cry, but his eyes are dry, his face solemn. I keep forgetting all he's been through.
“Okay,” he says turning toward the hospital. “Let's go get her.”
An old soul, my little brother.
“There's no way I can keep you outside,” I say, more of a statement than a question.
He shakes his head.
“Fine,” I say, sighing. “I wish for once I could keep you outta trouble.”
“You need me,” he says, puffing up his narrow chest. I tussle his hair. He's not even nine. God, what a life for a kid.
A hinge creaks behind us. Our heads snap toward the sound. Across the dirty lot, a door opens. The rectangle of dim light widens as we watch. Ethan’s hand claws for mine. I grab it and drag him closer. Someone's coming.
“Come on, you silly heads,” the shadow whispers. “Get your tushies in here.”
Betsy. Oh, thank God. I stand, pulling Ethan up. We jog toward the round shadow. I send Ethan up the five metal steps and I follow. When the door shuts, Betsy throws her arms around me.
“Agatha,” she says, her cheek pressed to my ear. “I’m so glad to see you.”
I hug her once, pull back and take her in. Her belly has deflated, leaving a saggy middle that pouches beneath her gown. Her hair blond curls are down, bounding onto her shoulders. I grip her hand. “You came. I had no idea if you’d see my signal.”
She smiles and nods. “I did. Weirdest thing, I’d put that tracker away when you left, but today I found it on my nightstand. And turned on, too. But here you are. And who is this?” She asks turning to Ethan. “What a cutie,” she says, pinching his cheek.
I blink, processing. “Wait a minute, someone set the tracker on your nightstand?” The hairs on my arms rise.
Betsy nods. “Anyway, you’re here. What’re you doing back? Couldn’t take it out there, right? Awful, I heard.” She turns to Ethan and sticks her bottom lip out in a mock pouty face. “Awful, wight?”
“Betsy,” I say, grabbing her arm, “we got no time. We need to get my mom and get the hell out.”
“That’s, uh, that’s going to be exceedingly difficult,” says a voice behind us.
Stepping through the shadows, a masculine form emerges in dark slacks and too-large lab coat. His smudgy glasses reflect a ray of light.
“Rayburn,” I say, grabbing onto Ethan. “What’re you doing here?”
“Well, how’d you think I got down here, silly?” Betsy says, putting her hands on her hips.
Rayburn and Betsy. They’re both here, willing to stick their necks out for me. Yet something about this whole thing seems off. If I had time, I could puzzle it out. I don't. I turn to Rayburn. “I don’t care how tough it is. What we gotta do to get her out?”
Rayburn shrugs and peers at me behind the film of his glasses. “I can get you into the plan B room. Unplugging your mother—well, uh, that’s another story.”
I reach out and put my hand on his arm. He stiffens at the touch. “You’ll figure it out. I know you can do it.”
He clears his throat and blinks at me.
“Come on,” I say. “We don’t have time.”
We slip through the shadowed storage room that smells of old garbage, past the shelves of cleaning supplies, the yellow mop buckets, the industrial sink. Then we gather in front of the door that leads into the hospital.
I give Rayburn a little nudge to make sure he's listening. “We go quiet and fast to plan B. Rayburn, can you take us on a route to avoid the guards? If we see someone, we’ll have to try to hide, which could be—”
“I can get you past the guards,” Rayburn says with more conviction than I’ve ever heard him.
“Okay,” I say. I look around at the faces before me in the dim light: Betsy’s round, expectant one; Ethan’s slim, worried one; Rayburn’s jowly nervous one. “Everyone ready?” They nod. “Okay,” I say again. “Let’s go.”
Rayburn swipes his badge and the door swings open. The hallway outside is dark and quiet. Little nightlights throw triangles of light on the tile floor. Rayburn scuttles out and motions for us to follow. I take Ethan’s hand, my heart in my throat.
We skulk down the hallway. Rayburn takes a quick left, then right. He stops at a set of double doors, takes out his swipe card. The automatic doors slide open with a smooth hiss. The room before us is pitch black.
Rayburn disappears into the inky darkness. My heart thuds as I will myself forward. I know what horrors await me, but there's no time for fear. I tug Ethan along. Betsy shuffles so close behind, heavy breathing pulses at my ear. Together we walk into the darkness.
The door clicks shut behind us. A thick nothingness descends. The only thing anchoring me is Ethan’s hand in mine and Betsy's breath at my back.
“Rayburn, the lights,” I whisper.
They snap on with blinding brightness. We wince and blink into the light. When I look up, I take a step back. “Rayburn, what the hell—”
We're not in plan B. This room is smaller, about the size of a classroom, with echoing tile floors and low ceilings, and there are no beds, no unconscious pregnant girls. Most of the room is empty except one occupied bed in the corner.
Ethan stiffens. “Riley!” He points to the bed ten feet away. “Is it—” He starts to tremble.
It's our mother. I run over and put my hand on her skeletal arm. I mark every blue vein in her semi-transparent skin. She looks worse than when I last saw her. Her belly bulges round and grotesque. She looks far too along to be only impregnated a few weeks ago. But she's alive. The wires run from under her gown to the computer monitor above. The jagged green lines show her breathing, pulse and heart rate all steady.
Why is she here alone?
“Rayburn, what's going on?” I ask, turning on him.
He freezes, giving me a sheepish half smile. He's backing quietly to the door. “You, uh, you wanted, uh your mother. There she is.” Beads of sweat have popped up on his hairline. His flabby chin trembles. Warning bells clang in my head.
“Rayburn, what've you done?”
The door opens with a hiss. We've been found.
The Sheriff strides in. My mouth drops open. I tuck Ethan behind me. Betsy's hands tighten around my arm.
“What is this?” I ask Rayburn again. He says nothing.
The Sheriff gives me his dangerous grin and then steps aside. A woman strides in and the door slides shut behind her.
“Oh no,” Betsy whispers, sliding close until her gown swishes against my arm.
The woman is dressed like those business ladies I’ve seen in magazines. She wears slacks with pressed creases and a matching jacket. Her smooth brown hair is clasped at the back of her head. She’s about Mama’s age, but with none of the wear and tear that comes from life on the outside. Her chin and nose are sharp, her lips thin, unwelcoming, but there's something familiar about her sky blue eyes. They fall on me now as I'm staring, speechless.
The woman lifts her lips in a smile that's supposed to be welcoming but borders on nasty. She takes a step toward me, her shoulders back, her chin held high. “You must be Riley. I've wanted to meet you for a while now.”
There's something familiar about her voice. It takes a moment before it hits me. It's the voice I heard over the intercom reprimanding Rayburn when he tried to be kind. She's one of the head Breeders.
We're screwed.
I swallow and raise my own chin. “Who're you?”
She takes another step. “I'm Dr. Nessa Vandewater. I'm one of the people in charge here.” She gestures toward the hospital. “It's nice to finally meet you, Riley. I've heard a lot about you.” She clasps her hands in front of her and I note her manicured fingernails, long and red.
The Sheriff snorts and she shoots him a pointed look. He grumbles but quiets. He rests his palms on the set of revolvers on his wide hips and glares at me.
Her shiny black shoes click on the tile as she takes another step forward. She's close enough I can smell her perfume, something like wilting roses. I focus on her eyes, piercing blue with flecks of gray around the irises. Where have I see her before?
She studies my face and gives a nod of approval. “I can see why Clay's taken a shine to you. Feisty, bold. Just like his mother.”
I cock my head. “You know Clay's mother?”
“Yes.” Dr. Vandewater smiles faintly. “Quite well.”
The Sheriff snorts again. He slouches against the wall, his belly folding over his belt buckle. He's bored with this whole exchange and cranky, like he's being forced to be here. Is she in charge? How much power has been handed to the Sheriff by this blue-eyed woman? No wonder he’s staring at the back of her head like he could smack it.
I point to my mama asleep on the bed next to me. “What about her?” I say, touching her hand. Her skin feels like brittle paper. “What's going to happen to her?”
Dr. Vandewater turns her graceful neck and gazes at my mother placidly. “Nothing's been decided. This batch of plan B pregnancies aren't going well. We've had to change plans.” Her tone tightens and her hands claw around each other for a moment. Then she takes a deep breath and continues. “With the right treatments, she can be saved. Not the fetus, unfortunately. We weren't able to stop the mutations.”
“What?” I snap my eyes to her.
Her head snaps back, eyes wide as if she's revealed too much. “Nothing.” She smoothes a hand over her hair and forces a smile. “What happens to your mother is going to be up to you and Clay.”
“To me and Clay?”
She touches an index finger to the metallic disk inside her ear. “Location of Clay?” she asks and then waits for a moment and nods. “He’ll be here in twenty seconds.” She gives a little smile. “Perfect timing.”
Ethan drops my hand and takes a step forward, fists clenched at his sides. “What're you gonna do to Clay?”
She leans down and smiles at him. “Clay will be fine, little Ethan. Don't you worry about that.” When she smiles her teeth are straight and white as bleached tombstones.
The doors behind us swish open. Clay charges into the room. He squints against the blinding lights, throwing up a hand to shield his eyes. He stumbles over to me. “Riley, Ethan, what—” His eyes fall on his father and the woman in the suit. “Pa? What …” Shock creeps over his face. “What … the hell is going on?”
Dr. Vandewater claps her hands, her face unfolding into a giddy smile. “Oh, Clay, look at you.” She rushes over to him. “When I saw you on the monitor screens, I said to myself, Look how much he's grown. Not a boy now, are you?” She pauses a few feet from him, admiring him. “A man.” She looks to the Sheriff for confirmation. He frowns back, but she just keeps smiling like a rabid coyote. “Oh, I'm so glad you've come.”
Clay mouth drops open, his eyes wide. “You … You’re—”
“Yes,” she says, clasping his hand. “I’m your mother.”
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
Now I understand. Clay has his mother's eyes.
Clay stares into her face, slowly shaking his head. “But, I—I thought you were dead or gone or … Right?” He lifts his eyes to his father.
The Sheriff shakes his head. “It's your ma, alright.”
She nods, inserting herself in Clay's line of vision. “Sweetheart, darling, I wish you could understand why I've been gone for so long.” Her tone speeds up. Her eyes are too wide. Her hands flutter like panicked birds. “It was impossible to have you here while I focused on my work. What would I do with a child running around the labs? You would've just gotten into trouble. But now, it can all be different.” She reaches a hand out to touch his cheek and he steps back.
“You left when me I was a baby. Pa said he was forced to bring you here to breed.” He points to his father who shrugs, drops his head and twiddles his fingers on his revolvers.
She clasps her hands together. “We couldn't tell you the truth, darling. It was better you thought I was out of your reach. I'll admit I did get a little obsessed. We were so close to perfecting the procedure.” She looks up at Clay. “That doesn't matter. What matters is when I saw you on the monitors when you came to get Riley.”
Eyes turn to me, then back to the doctor.
“I knew I had to see you. I asked your father to bring you earlier today, but he was unable.” She shoots him a glance.
The Sheriff eyes Clay. “Gave me the slip, didn't ya, boy? Beat me back home to see her.” He nods to me, disgusted. “Yer ma and I figured you'd come after the filly. Guess we was right.” He smirks, but Dr. Vandewater shoots him another glare.
“Clay, darling, listen. I've given so much of my life to this job. Now it's my turn. I need to connect with you again.”
Clay blinks and shakes his head slightly. “I—I don't understand. You want to come back now?”
She takes a step forward, her hand outstretched. “I gave up a life with you and with your father so I could help them here at the hospital. It was the right thing to do, but I've given them eighteen years of my life and now it's my turn. I'm stepping down from the experimental program. I have time now. Time for you.” She cups Clay’s cheek. This time he doesn't pull away. “It's not too late for us.”
A tense silence hangs, the only sound the delicate beeping of my mama's heart monitor. If my heart had a monitor, it'd be beeping out of control. I watch Clay in his dirty jeans and cotton t-shirt torn at the shoulder. His boots are grimy, his chin dark with stubble. He came after me today, risked angering his pa. Now he stands between his mother and I and doesn't look at either of us. His blue eyes, his mother's eyes, are locked to the polished tile floor. His hands twitch at his sides, but other than that, there are no signs of a war raging inside him. I want to close the gap between us, throw my arms around his neck and lean my head to his chest. Instead I stand stock-still and await his judgment.
He looks up at his mother. “What'll happen to them?” He points at Ethan and me.
“That's the best part,” she says, smiling too wide. “They can stay here at the hospital. Your father has already agreed to move the two of you to town so we can all be together. You can visit Riley as often as you like. She'll be safe here, free from disease, war, enslavement. She'll have the best food and medicine. And you two can still be together. It's perfect.”
She makes it sound too good to be true. But as I look into her eyes, I don't see a future free from pain and torment. I see imprisonment, plain and simple. Yet, it's not my decision to make.
“What about her ma? And Ethan?” he says, shooting him a glance. “What’ll happen to them?”
“We'll use every technology available to save Janine Meemick's life. Out there, she might survive, but …” She looks at my mother. “It won't be pretty. Ethan can stay with you and your father and visit his family on weekends. When he's old enough, we can get him a job. There are perks to knowing someone in the upper offices.” She smiles slyly, raising her perfectly rounded eyebrows.
Clay frowns. “And what if I say no?”
Dr. Vandewater stiffens. “Why would you?”
He locks his jaw and stares at her. “What if I say no?”
Dr. Nessa Vandewater lifts a slightly trembling hand to smooth her hair. “Well, things could go rather badly.” She enunciates each word as she shoots eye daggers at me. She softens as she turns back at Clay. “I don't want it to come to that, Clay. Please.”
Clay turns and walks toward me, reaching for my hand. I slip my fingers into his. I love the feel of his calloused palm in mine. But his eyes are so anguished. Will I be able to forgive him if he chooses his mother? I chose mine. I feel like I'm swallowing a throat full of cotton as I think about what I’ve set into motion.
“Riley,” he says, leaning in until I can smell his aftershave, “could you be happy here? Your family would be here.”
Dr. Vandewater leans over his shoulder. “We could even bring your Auntie in. She'd make an excellent nanny.”
He ignores her and stares into my eyes. Emotions zap through me like lightening. I don't want to be a prisoner here, but what's the alternative? Death? Being put back in plan B? And if it will keep Mama and Ethan safe and give Clay what he wants? I can give up my freedom for them. A tear wells in my eye, blurring Clay's features for a moment. Can't I?
I try a smile. “If they were safe and you were happy, I'd be happy.”
He steps closer. My eyes trace over the hollow at his throat, the stubble on his chin. “You'd do that for them?” He cups his hand around my cheek. “For me?”
A tear traces down my nose as I rest my cheek in his palm. “All I really wanted,” I say looking deep into his eyes, “was to be with the people I love.”
He pulls me to his chest and wraps his arms around me. I throw my arms around his shoulders and press into the warmth of his chest. His heart thuds against mine. I have wanted this so long. Now it's so bittersweet.
His arms drop from around me as he twirls around.
His guns are silver blurs. Before anyone can move Clay points both revolvers at his parents. Clay's blue eyes narrow. All emotion is gone. Only the gunslinger remains. “We all walk or none do. Your deal may sound sweet as candy, lady, but I've made deals with your kind before. They turn sour real quick.”
His mother steps toward him. “Clay, I—”
He gives her a hard look. “You may a birthed me, but you weren't never a mother to me. No sense in starting now.”
Dr. Vandewater starts a shrill protest, but the Sheriff’s chuckle cuts in. His belly shakes as he strides around the doctor and stands in front of Clay.
“You was never a one to make a good choice, was ya, boy? Shoulda taken your ma’s deal. My deal won’t be so sweet.” His nasty grin widens to reveal missing teeth. “Not sweet at all.”
Clay doesn't waiver. “One more step and you'll be leakin'. I ain't afraid of you no more, pa.”
The Sheriff grins and clomps forward. “You don't really think I'd leave bullets in them shooters, do ya?”
Confusion darkens Clay's face. He looks at his guns. “You're bluffing.”
The Sheriff laughs, his belly jiggling. “I'll jist give you a minute to check.”
“Marlin, stop it,” Dr. Vandewater says shrilly.
“Shut up, woman,” the Sheriff snaps, pointing a finger at her. “I did what you said and look where it got us. Now we do this my way. He's grown too big fer his britches and I'm ‘bout to shrink him down.” The Sheriff takes another big step forward.
Clay holsters his guns and steps in front of me. He juts his chin, his fists tightening at his sides. “I don't need guns to take you on, old man.”
The Sheriff cackles again. He brings his fists up to his chin. “Try me, boy.”
At first, they circle around, fists up, eyes cold. I grab Ethan and Betsy and take a step back.
Dr. Vandewater claws the Sheriff's arm as he steps past her. “Boys, that is enough!”
The Sheriff shrugs her off, never taking his eyes from Clay.
“Throw the first punch, Pa.” Clay waves him forward with four fingers of his raised hand. “Or you afraid to get knocked ass-over-tea-kettle by your boy.”
The Sheriff snorts and takes a practice jab at Clay. “'Fraid of a little pisser like you? You think you're an awful big bug, huh. Well, let's see.”
The Sheriff steps forward and throws a solid right cross. His meaty arm snaps out as the blow grazes off the side of Clay's head. Clay bobs back, shuffles around and jabs twice into the Sheriff's ribs. There's a dull crunch. The Sheriff hunches, moaning. He stumbles back, rubs his ribs. Then he straightens and chuckles darkly.
“Big bug, alright. Who taught you to box, boy?”
Clay narrows his eyes, his fists hovering in front of his chin. “You did.”
“That's right.” The Sheriff charges, arms spread wide, and tackles Clay around the waist. Clay folds as his wind is knocked away. Their boots scrape on the floor as they struggle and stagger around, a raging monster with four legs. The Sheriff locks his hands around Clay's chest and squeezes. Clay gasps for air, clawing at the Sheriff's arms, trying to wrench free. There's a pow pow as the Sheriff lands two punches into Clay's kidneys. Clay's head drops forward like a broken doll's.
“Stop!” I step forward. Ethan tugs me back and shakes his head. I stand stiffly, my hands clenched at my sides.
Clay's up and scrambling. Slowly he wiggles out of the Sheriff's straining fingers and then he pushes his father off. Both men stagger back. They puff and spit. Is it over?
The Sheriff digs into his pocket for something, his eyes dark. Clay face drops in alarm as if he knows what the Sheriff will pull out. He runs, winds up and smashes his fist into the Sheriff's jaw.
There's a snap as teeth shatter. A crack as the Sheriff's head jerks back. A trail of blood arches from his mouth and the splatters on the floor. The Sheriff's legs unhinge. He goes down on the tile like a sack of bones.
I stare at the Sheriff slumped on the ground. Clay pants hard, his fists now at his sides. His knuckles are bleeding, his jaw swelling. He swipes the back of his hand across his mouth and takes big breaths.
Slowly the Sheriff props himself up on his elbows and shakes his head drunkenly.
Clay stands over him, panting. “You done, old man?”
There's a long pause. Slowly the Sheriff pushes himself onto his feet and licks blood from the corner of his mouth. As his grimace turns into a sneer, his hand digs for his pocket. This time Clay's too slow to stop him. He draws out a slim black pipe like a narrow flashlight. What's he doing?
“No,” he says, popping his spine into place. “Not done.”
The Sheriff snaps his wrist. Smaller sections slide out of the handle until the Sheriff's holding a two-foot baton, shiny and lethal.
Dr. Vandewater screams, “Marlin, stop!”
He draws it back and smashes it into Clay's knee.
The crack is sickening, like snapping a dry tree branch. Clay screams and tumbles onto the tile, reaching for his smashed kneecap.
“No!” That's it. I'm not watching anymore. I run forward.
The Sheriff raises the baton.
I spring on the Sheriff and claw for the baton. He shrugs me off. I stumble back and he turns. His smile's gone, replaced by one of the angriest sneers I've ever seen. I grab again for the baton, my fingers slipping over the smooth surface. The Sheriff swings his free hand. There's a blur in my periphery and then his fist cracks into my cheekbone.
There's an awful pop deep in my head. Stars explode across my vision. Then I'm falling. Falling. Falling.
Next thing I know I'm face down on the tile. Heat spreads across my cheek. I can't focus my eyes. Someone's crying. The Sheriff's face bobs before me. My eyes lock on the puckered C-shaped scar that keeps dancing in front of my eyes.
“No meddlesome piece of trash tells me what to do.”
The pain throbs through my cheek, but I glare into the Sheriff's eyes. “Looks like a woman's been telling you what to do all along.”
The Sheriff raises the baton. He'll crack my skull with it. I try to cover my head with my hands.
Nothing. No blow. Just some grunting, like someone's struggling. I look up.
Clay's and the Sheriff struggle over the baton. Clay's fingers grip the end. The Sheriff yanks on the handle. Clay spins and suddenly he's at his father's side. He draws a revolver from his father's holster. There's familiar click of the safety as Clay thumbs it down.
“Knock it off or I'll shoot.” Clay digs his father's revolver into his back.
The nasty smile creeps slowly over the Sheriff's face. He turns around, his hands up. “You won't shoot yer pa.” He reaches for the revolver.
When the gun explodes, I don't know who's more surprised, me or the Sheriff staring at the bloody hole in his chest.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
“That is enough!” a voice screams from behind us.
I blink and see Dr. Vandewater striding to the doors. “Get out of the way, you idiot!” she says as she pushes past Dr. Rayburn. The doors slide open.
The Sheriff staggers back. He pokes one fat finger at the three-inch hole in his shirt. The wound beneath is ragged, red and pulsing blood. “Nessa.” He looks at her pleadingly. “Help.”
She gives him a cold stare. “You made your own bed, Marlin.” Then she stomps out the door, Rayburn scuttling in her wake.
The room is still. Then both Betsy and Ethan erupt in talk that I can't hear since there's a buzzing in my ears, but I'm striding to Clay and putting my hands on him before I realize it. He shivers a little as if coming out of a dream and blinks at me.
“You okay?” I ask.
He looks at me, his face drained of color. He limps to face me and puts his hand delicately on my bruised cheek. “You?”
I nod, ignoring the pain flaring in my cheek and the dull ringing in my ears. Our eyes flick back to the Sheriff who staggers back to the wall and slumps against it. One hand leaves a red smear against the white paint. The man who used to terrify me looks small and helpless as he stares at his bloody hand in amazement. His shirt is sticky red. Blood puddles on the floor around him.
“Boy,” he says, his voice trembling. “Help … me.” He reaches his hand out.
Clay drops his father's revolvers into his holsters as if they weigh a hundred pounds. He stares at the hole he's made in his father's chest. “She can save you.”
The Sheriff shakes his head. A trail of blood dribbles from the corner of his mouth, down his neck and spreads into the collar of his shirt. He slumps to a sitting position with is back against the wall. “Your ma …” he draws a gurgling breath, “is a spiteful bitch. You … gotta help me.”
Clay opens his mouth to speak and then closes it. When he forces words out, his voice is flat. “That's done. I can’t help you no more.”
Clay reaches for me. I take his hand and lace our fingers together. We watch the Sheriff take a few straggling breaths. Finally Clay speaks, soft and low. “I bin standin' here trying to think of what to say before ya die. Most would tell their pa they loved 'em, but I just can't. Would be a lie and I can't lie with you like this.” He gestures to his father's slumped body. “Best I can say is thanks for not throwing me to the coyotes when you found out I was a boy. Other than that, well …” He sniffs. “Not much else I can thank you for.”
The Sheriff's head bobs up and down. He forces his head up and looks into Clay's eyes. “I gave you everythin'.”
Clay shakes his head. He squats down on his haunches. His hands tremble as he grasps his knees. “You used me for your own gain. That's all you ever did, Pa. Use people. And you taught me to use people. I've been trying to unlearn that lesson for a while.”
“I …” The Sheriff's voice is thick with fluid. Blood pools at the corners of his mouth. His breathing sounds like a clogged pipe.
Clay shakes his head. Tears wet the corners of his eyes. “It's done, Pa. Let it go.”
The Sheriff keeps his eyes locked on Clay. His mouth forms words, but no sound follows. He gurgles a few times, more blood spilling from his mouth and pooling under this chin. A couple of wet breaths and then his head rolls to his chest.
Clay crouches, letting his lean shadow cover his father's body like a shroud. Finally, he puts his palm softly on his father's chest just above where the gunshot wound still dribbles blood. Then he stands up and wipes his hands on his jeans.
I can't believe the Sheriff is dead. I want to comfort Clay, tell him it'll be all right, but my throat is dry. I reach my hand out. Clay takes my hand and pulls me away. “Come on,” he says. “We gotta go.”
Clay leads me to Mama's bed. I help him push it to the door. The bed's bulky, but with all those cords and wires I don't want to risk unhooking her. Betsy and Ethan gather beside us. I put my hand on Betsy's arm. “What're you going to do? Go or stay?”
She gives a little frown, but then plasters on her chipper smile. “Course I'm going, puddinhead. Can't really stay here now, can I?” Her curls bob back and forth lightly.
By helping me, she cut herself off from this life forever. I owe her big time. I give her hand a pat. “Glad you're coming.”
“Let's save the happy reunion for later,” Clay says, drawing his father's revolvers. He hands me one of his father's guns. “You can shoot?”
I nod, looking over the revolver.
“Good,” he says. He holds up a box of shells he's dug out of his father's pants pockets and starts loading his two guns.
The four of us exchange our last looks. Ethan puts his hand on my arm. “Let's get the hell out of dodge,” he says. It's a perfect imitation of my stepfather. I almost smile. We walk to the door and it slides open.
I’m the first to step into the hallway. I skid to a stop. The hospital bed crashes into my back. Ten yards down the hall, Dr. Vandewater stands with her arms folded across her chest. Her long red fingernails look like bloody talons. Behind her, guards line the corridor, guns slung across their arms, bullet-proof vests strapped on their chests. My mouth drops open. Betsy lets out a little squeal.
“No more deals,” the doctor says, her face a cold emotionless mask. “Come with me, Clay, or die with them. You have one minute to decide.”
I stare for a moment, unable to move. This? This is what we've come down to?
Clay turns and pushes us back into the room. We fall in. Ethan's hand gropes for mine. Silent tears trace Betsy’s face. My eyes flick from the open doorway to Clay’s face. He stares back in shock.
“What'd we do?” I ask.
Clay looks to the door, then back at me. He shakes his head slowly. “I don't … I don't know.”
A sob breaks from Betsy. Ethan's whole body begins to tremble. I pull him to me. I squeeze him hard, trying to hold back my own tears.
“This is all my fault,” I say, pressing my face into Ethan's hair. “We can't go against that many guards. We're done.” My eyes flick up to Clay's stunned face. “I should've listened when you said not to be reckless. I had to run here with no thought, no plan.” I wrap my arms around Ethan. My hand finds my mother’s arm on the bed. “It's all my fault.”
Clay grabs me by the shoulders. I press my face into his chest, my angry tears seeping into the fabric of his shirt. Is this my last moment with him? I try to memorize the smell of his neck, the flex of his arms, the touch of his hand on my cheek. This can't be the end. He lifts my face to his. His sky blue eyes stare deep into my own.
“No,” he whispers, brushing his fingers against my cheek, “you were right. Sometimes you have to be reckless for someone you love.”
He draws me to him, his lips pressing into mine, first soft, then harder. Passion rips through me, heating up my chest, my arms, my hands. I fold into him, drinking up this moment of sweetness. Our first kiss. Our last.
When he pulls away, I'm light-headed and breathless. “Clay.”
He gives me one more longing look. Then he draws his gun, strides through the doorway and opens fire.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
“No!” I shout.
My voice is drowned out by the rattle of gunfire.
In the hallway bullets ping off the walls, lights shatter. A smoke grenade plinks off the tile and begins spewing gas into the air. Betsy and Ethan cower. I can't take my eyes off the spot where Clay was a moment ago. He sacrificed himself for me.
I can't let him die.
I grab his father's revolver and spin toward Betsy. “Get my mother and Ethan out. Clay and I will cover you.” Her eyes are round, cow-like. I grip her arm hard. “Find a way, Betsy. Tell me you will.”
She blinks and nods, her curls bobbing slightly. There's no perky smile now. “Okay,” she says.
Ethan’s hand snakes around my arm. “No, Riley!” He pulls me away from the door and the gunshots that crackle every few seconds. There’s no time.
“I love you!” I hoist the revolver and run into the smoke-filled hallway.
I skid to a stop next to Clay, my eyes burning. He looks at me and frowns, but his attention turns to a bullet cutting through the smoke like an angry hornet. It zings past close enough to blow my hair back. Behind us a light shatters. I hear the whine of the gurney wheels as Betsy and Ethan push my mother down the hallway.
Everyone I love is in peril at this moment.
A guard rushes through the smoke, gray tendrils curling around him. I see the whites of his teeth before the barrel of his gun aims for my chest. Clay fires and the guard staggers into the wall, but not before he gets a shot off. There’s a thunk and a spray of blood from Clay’s thigh. He lets out a snarl of pain, but aims and drops the guard with a bullet to the brain. Clumps of red and gray splatter the pristine hospital walls.
A moment of silence. My eyes are streaming, but I lock them forward and peer into the smoke. Beside me Clay's fingers fly as he reloads. The silver chamber spins as the bullets drop in with quiet clicks.
Fifteen feet away, a head hops out of a doorway, then a gun. A guard rattles off a few wild shots. I duck. Plaster sprays into my already streaming eyes, patters against my face. Clay stands stock-still, raises his gun and fires. His bullet buries itself into the guard's shoulder. He disappears, screaming.
“Go!” he says, squinting through the smoke that seers his eyes like acid. He fires again, the bullet pings off something metallic in the distance. “Go, Riley!”
“Not without you!”
He opens his mouth to protest, but a bullet zings between our two heads, hitting a light fixture that rains sparks on our heads.
A guard pops up ten yards away behind a metal bench. My finger draws back the trigger and my gun explodes, rocking my shoulder back. The bullet cuts through the smoke and hits the guard's vest. The guard staggers back, his mouth open. When he realizes he isn't dead, he smiles tauntingly. He lifts his gun to finish me. There's a crack beside me. The guard's neck springs a leak. His gun clatters to the tile. Blood patters the wall as the guard topples over the bench and sprawls on the floor.
I squint through the haze toward the wall of guards. Our victories are a drop of water in the ocean. The guards keep coming.
I shoot a look down the hallway. Betsy and Ethan round the corner and disappear. Thank God for that, I think. Time to go.
A gun cracks. A cry of pain pulls me out of my thoughts. I look over. Clay’s hand is tucked to his chest. The palm is such a bloody, shredded mess, I can’t tell what’s happened. His revolver clatters to the floor. I reach for him, but the guards smell their victory. Bullets fill the air like lead rain.
“Come on!” I scream, dragging him away. “Run!”
He turns and stumbles along side me. Bullets zip past, slicing through the smoke, spraying plaster and shards of light casings on our heads. Something punches into my calf. I stumble, but Clay’s good hand on my arm steadies me. Then a bullet smashes into his shoulder and he goes down on the tile.
“Clay!” I scramble over to him and drag him forward. He’s drenched in blood. One pant leg clings to him in a red sopping mess. His white t-shirt is soaked through from his shredded hand. He stares up at me, his eyelids fluttering.
“Go,” he croaks.
I slip my arms under his and drag him backward along the tile. His boots leave two red tracks on the floor. Ahead the pounding of footsteps sounds like a giant crushing wave. We’re about to drown.
I grunt and tug, but it's no use. They'll soon be here. My eyes are already streaming, but the sobs that shake from my chest are new. “We gave 'em a good fight,” I whisper. I lean down and kiss the top of his blood-speckled head. Beneath the blood and smoke and gun powder, there’s still a trace of his familiar scent. I’ll take it with me wherever this path ends.
A door pops open across the hall. Through the haze, I can just make out Dr. Rayburn's shocked face behind his bleary glasses.
“Good God,” he says. Then his eyes flick to where the guards are breaking through the smoke. “Come on.” He waves me over. I heave Clay over with all my might, but my wounded calf has stiffened and doesn't seem to work. Ray scuttles out, puts his hands under Clay's armpits and drags him into the door. I limp after.
The door slides shut. Dr. Rayburn mutters over the keypad, frantically punching buttons until the lock clicks. He stands against the door, breathless. His white lab coat is streaked with Clay’s blood. He adjusts his smeared glasses and runs a trembling hand through his greasy hair. “Door won’t hold them for long.” He nods toward the back of the room. “We got a truck.”
We’re in the same storage room where Rayburn handed me off to Clay and the Sheriff. There’s an idling supply truck by the open garage door. I stare out into the fresh night air on the other side of the door. Can that really be freedom? My mother's lying in the back of the van, still hooked to her IV. Ethan sits beside her, holding her hand. When he sees me he waves and then frowns. He starts to climb out but I shake my head and hobble forward. Betsy, who's busy chucking supplies into the van, stops when she sees me.
“Oh my heavens, are you hurt?” She waddles over and reaches.
I shake her off. “Help me get Clay into the van!”
Her eyes go wide at the sight of him. She grabs Clay’s bloody boots. I take his arms. Rayburn jumps in the van's driver’s seat. The engine revs.
Fists pound on the door. Rifle butts slam into the metal, denting it. If Rayburn was right, they’ll be here in seconds and my legs won't move any faster.
My wounded calf throbs, but Betsy and I double-time it to the van. It seems like a million miles. My back finally bumps into the van's bumper. I hoist myself up and then reach down for Clay's arms and draw him inside. He's so heavy and my arms so weak. Ethan reaches down and takes an arm. Together we heave Clay upward. Betsy pushes on his legs, her pudgy face red with strain.
The door flies open. Guards pour in like insects. They're coming.
“Come on!” yells Rayburn, looking in the rear view.
It's a swarm of guns and arms and angry faces. And black gun barrels. Hands reach out and grab Betsy's pudgy arms and legs. They drag her backward into the mound of guards. Rayburn hits the gas.
“Betsy!” I scream.
I drag Clay into the van as we bounce out of the storage room and into the parking lot. I get a glimpse of Betsy's terrified face in the sea of guards. So frightened. Then Rayburn takes the corner.
She's gone.
I scramble toward the van doors. I gotta go back for her.
Ethan’s hands grab my waist. I turn my tear-filled eyes toward him. “Let me go!”
Then I see them, Clay and my mama both unconscious on the van floor. Ethan's terrified face is speckled with blood. “Riley,” he says quietly. “We need your help, too.”
I fold into his arms. He holds me as we speed through Albuquerque's darkened streets.
Now it’s my turn to cry.
 
 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
We drive for eight straight hours.
Rayburn and I take turns driving and tending to the wounded. Clay is in the worst shape. He's lost so much blood. Rayburn stops the bleeding and administers antibiotics, but without blood to give, it's hard to tell if he'll make it. When I'm not driving and gripping the steering wheel so tight my fingerprints embed in the wheel, I'm sitting in the back of the van holding Clay's and Mama's hands. She has yet to wake up. Rayburn just shrugs, but from what Dr. Vandewater claimed, Mama's life is in as much jeopardy as Clay's now.
We run out of gas next to an abandoned church down a long driveway. I look up at the bleached adobe building as Rayburn pulls slowly behind the back wall with the last of our gas. Some of the colored glass windows have a few panes intact. The giant wood cross aims skyward from the roof like a conduit straight to God. I sigh. It's as good a place as any to see who lives and dies.
I hobble through the old church, scouting out a room for Mama. In the sanctuary, with rows of sagging wooden pews, I scare a flock of birds out of the nest they've built in the organ pipes. They fly up out of a hole in the roof. Two tattered banners drape from the walls on either side of the little stage in the center. One says Peace with a silk dove sown below it; the other says Hope with a large brown cross. I grab a few crusty pew cushions and carry them down the hall.
I find the room a few doors down. This quiet little nook must've been the church's small library—stacks of yellow books lie in piles where they've spilled out of the tilted shelves. I push them out of the way. A book called The Fiddler loses its binding and cracks in my hands. The pages flutter out like tattered moth wings. The Heaven Answer Book must've had better glue because it stays intact. I turn the crackling book over in my hands. Maybe I'll try to read it if I have time. I could use some answers. Like why Betsy and not me? And what will happen to my mama if she dies? I set the books down and make a cozy nest for my mother. Then I walk back out to the van and help carry her in.
Rayburn and I settle her on the cushions. They smell faintly of bird droppings but it's the best I can do. I lay her veined hands over her stomach. She looks lovely with the dim afternoon light filtering in through the cobwebbed windows. Her burned face is set as in a peaceful slumber. Suddenly I have a vision of her inside one of the plushy coffins from before things fell apart. I shake the image away.
“Mama,” I whisper, pushing a few strands off the burned part of her face. “Wake up,” I say, running my thumb over her hand. “Ethan needs you.” I choke back a sob. “I need you.”
When she doesn't stir, I set her hand down and limp out to the van to help bring in Clay. I find Ethan and Rayburn hauling him out. In the sunlight, Clay's face looks like the pages of the books in there, pale, worn and fragile. There are large grayish circles under his eyes. The apples of his cheeks flare bright red in the white of his face. His eyes flutter open and he groans as they ease him into the small sanctuary. In one corner I've made a bed for him out of pew cushions. As they settle him onto the cushions, puffs of dust swirl through the triangles of light streaming in from the ceiling. Rayburn and Ethan go back to the van for supplies. I sit beside Clay and tuck the cushions around him.
Clay's eyes flutter as he reaches for me with his good hand. His bandaged right hand lies lifelessly on his chest. I'm too afraid to look at what's underneath. Will he ever draw from the hip again?
He runs the back of his hand over the bruise where his father hit me. I lean down and touch my lips to his parched ones.
He gives a delightful moan. “Is that all I get?” His voice is gravely and weak. “No sugar after I shot our way out?”
I smile wanly. “You'll get plenty of sugar when you're better.” I brush the sweaty clumps of hair out of his eyes. His lids flutter again. He swims out of sleep and his face tightens in pain.
I start to stand. “I'll get you some of Rayburn's magic pills,” I say. “Thank god for those supplies Betsy got us.”
And there it is, the wave of pain that punches me in the stomach every time I think about Betsy. I haven't slept since the hospital. When I do, I know I'll see her face as those guards closed in like piranhas on a chunk of meat. Her terrified eyes greet me from every darkened doorway. Her cries echo from every quiet corner.
I jump as Clay's hand closes over mine. I offer a weak smile.
“It wasn't your fault,” he says. “Nothing you could do to save her.”
“Nothing?” I ask. I picture Betsy's face. I've spent the hours since going over every detail. If I'd had Clay's feet instead. If I'd been a second quicker. If I'd jumped out of the truck instead of hesitating. There were lots of things I could've done.
“Stop torturing yourself.” He reaches for me again, but this time I don't fall into his arms. I like torturing myself. Maybe someday I'll stop, but not today.
“Riley!” Ethan's shrill voice calls from down the hall. I snap my head around.
“Go,” Clay says, his eyes wide with fear.
I bolt from the sanctuary into the little library where we've tucked my mother. I scramble to a stop, knocking over a pile of books, sending up a cloud of dust.
“What?” I ask, stepping over the books to get to Ethan. “What is it?”
He doesn't answer. Instead he moves aside.
Mama's eyes are open. “Riley?” she asks.
For weeks, I'd been racking my brain to remember the color of Mama's eyes. I remembered they were brown like mine, but what shade? Chocolate? Mocha? Coffee? Where there flecks in the center? How did they look when they fell on me? How did I feel at that moment when my mother saw me and liked what she saw?
I kneel down, my trembling hand reaching for hers. Her cracked lips draw up in a smile. “Baby,” she whispers.
I look into my mother's deep brown eyes. Now I remember.
 
* * *
 
In the light of an electric torch, I lean over Clay's sweat-flecked face as Rayburn readies the scalpel over Clay's exposed thigh. I look into Clay's eyes.
“Are you ready?” I whisper. I offer a leather bible cover. Clay folds it in half and nods. His face tightens, sweat streaming down in rivulets. He places the cover in his mouth and bites down.
I take his hand. “Squeeze as hard as you need.” If only I could take the pain for him.
He nods again, but his eyes trace up into the rafters of the church as he readies himself.
I watch his face as Rayburn takes the scalpel and presses it into the bullet hole in Clay's thigh.
Clay's grip tightens on my fingers. His teeth pierce the leather. Rayburn begins muttering as he digs.
“Hurry, Rayburn,” I say, as Clay's back arches and a little moan escapes his lips.
“I'm, uh, trying,” Rayburn says. He swipes his forearm across his sweaty brow and goes back to searching for the bullet. Clay's hand tightens around mine again. The smell of blood and antiseptic makes my stomach churn, but I clench my jaw and fight the sickness. Clay needs me. Finally, Rayburn sighs and holds up bloody tweezers. At the end is the red slug.
I let out a puff of air. “Over,” I say, patting Clay's hand. He gives a slight nod, but his face is still twisted in pain. He's more pale than usual. A shiver runs through him, though it's still nearly eighty degrees inside the church. I press my lips to his sweaty forehead. “You did great.”
He leans into me and tries to smile. “Nursemaid, too,” he says. “Nothing you can't do, hmm?”
I smile and wipe sweat from his brow with the hem of my shirt. “Can't keep you from getting shot up. Can't do that, can I?”
Rayburn finishes bandaging the wound and packs up his med kit. “I'll, uh, go out to the fire.” He looks at me, adjusting his bleary glasses. “I gave him some morphine. He, uh, he needs to rest.”
Clay nods, his eyes drooping. “You go out to the fire,” he slurs. “I'll be fine.”
I kiss his hand, the one that's not a giant, bandaged mess. I tuck the ratty curtain he's using as a blanket around him. Before I'm out the door, he's breathing evenly.
In the barren churchyard, Ethan's built a small fire. Rayburn sits Indian-style on the ground, digging into a can of food from the van. Mama and Ethan sit hip to hip. She's got her arms around him and he leans into her embrace. It's so good to see them sitting there together. Now it's my turn.
“I told her everything,” Ethan says as I walk up to the fire.
“Lord, I hope not,” I say smiling. She smiles back. It's so good to see my mother smile.
“He told me all the best parts,” she says, her voice lilting, musical. “He saved the gory details for later.” She pats the curtain she's spread over the dust. “Come, darling. Fill in the rest.”
I fold myself into her.
Ethan pokes a stick into the blaze and then uses the burning end to trace red shapes in the darkness. “Mama knew Clay's mother. You know, the lady at the hospital.”
I turn to Mama. “You knew Clay's mother?”
Mama nods. She's still weak, almost frail, but her mannerisms are all the same as I remember. The corner of her mouth lifts just before she speaks. “When I knew her, Nessa Vandewater wasn't such a fancy pants. She was just another patient like me at the Breeder's hospital. That was the year before you were born,” she says, touching my knee. Her eyes trail back to the fire.
“They brought Nessa in already pregnant and big as a house.” She rounds her arms out to mimic a giant belly. “I guess that was your friend Clay.” She looks up at me. I blush and turn my eyes to the glowing embers.
“Anyway, Nessa always told us she was some sort of genius. All us girls on her floor thought she was crazy. Some girls come in that way, baked in the head.” She looks down at Ethan who's writing his name in the dust with his stick. “Then they came for her one day and we didn't see her for a long time. We thought she'd been taken down to the experiments. Later we found out she was in charge of them. Turns out she was a genius after all.”
I study the fire, considering this. “So she experimented on the same girls she'd been friends with?”
Mama shakes her head. “Nessa never had friends. She didn't care if she ruined girls’ lives, killed people. Never was right in the head.” My mother shivers. She lifts her eyes to mine. “I'm sure your friend Clay's not like that.”
“He's not,” I say. I think about him alone in that dark church and frown. “What about Clay's brother, Cole? He was born four years after Clay.”
Mama shrugs. “That was after your Auntie broke us out of the hospital, sweetie. What happened to Nessa after that is anyone's guess.”
I ponder this while the fire crackles and the bugs chirp shrilly around us.
“What'd we do now?” Ethan asks, chucking his stick into the fire. It crinkles and pops as the blaze eats it up.
We all look at him as if it hasn't occurred to us to ask this question. Of course it's occurred to us. Just none of us are sure of how to answer it. I open my mouth to speak, but then my eyes flick up to my mama.
She nods at me. “Don't stop on my account. What should we do, Riley?”
I sigh deep. “I think we should go back for Auntie. With the Sheriff dead, Clay's got claim as leader of that town. The Warden won't give up easily, but we can't leave Auntie behind.”
Mama nods. Her eyes shine as she pats my hand. “I couldn't have said it better myself, darling.”
Above the stars are a handful of sparkles tossed across the night sky. The fire pops and crackles. The night insects sing their shrill melody. Beside me Ethan hums a little tune under his breath. Even Rayburn's shuffling and sniffing blends in until, if I closed my eyes, the scents and sounds could transport me home. With my eyes still closed, I lean in and rest my head on my mama's shoulder and inhale her earthen scent.
For a moment I almost say, Let's go home, but I stop myself. Here in the dark, with my family and Clay not too far, I realize home isn't a building or a place we'll travel.
I'm already home.
 
* * *
 
“Get a move on, slow poke!” I yell down the hallway. Yelling in a church is probably a sin, but I'm not sure anyone's up there counting. If they are, I owe them big time.
Ethan comes loping around the corner, carrying one of the hospital supply bags over his shoulder. It looks like it weighs more than he does. I grab it for him and heft it up. “Is this the last of it?”
He nods, his hair far too long now, brushing the bridge of his nose. He tosses his head to move it out of his eyes. “All the other supplies are in the van.”
Ethan and I walk out to the church's dusty front lawn. Rayburn loads the gasoline he purchased in the closest town over. He won't stop belly-aching about the sores on his heels from the six-mile walk, but I think he's pleased with himself. He should be. It's no slouch bartering in town when you look like a pudgy seventeen-year-old with glasses and loafers.
I toss the heavy bag in the back of the van. Gentle footsteps tread up the gravel. I can tell it's my mama without turning around. She walks up, folding a blanket in her arms. She wears a hospital gown, which she's stitched to make it snug and a pair of scrub pants we found in the van. She looks solid, more like the mother I knew, yet my eyes linger on the slight swell of her tummy as she pads toward me. We haven't talked about what Dr. Vandewater said about the mutated fetus she's carrying. I try not to think how hard it'll be for her to be pregnant on the run. It doesn't matter, I tell myself. She's tough. And, so it turns out, am I.
I walk up the path and lean in for a hug. I've been doing this all too often. I wake each morning in a panic that she's gone. Only when I roll over and see her sleeping on the floor beside me does my heart slow its patter.
“Are we ready, love?” she says, as I release her. Ethan comes over and slips his hands around her waist. She rests her hand on his shoulder.
“All set, except Clay.” My eyes trace back to the open door. It takes him longer to do most things now, though he doesn't complain.
My mother pats my cheek. “Go get him.”
She doesn't have to tell me twice.
I stride through the open archway and into the interior of the church. The wooden floors creak under my footsteps. My eyes trace past the little enclaves in the wall where decaying saints watch. I pass a giant wooden cross, tilted to one side. For a moment I wonder if these relics are why we've been so lucky, left alone here in the desert for so long. I touch the rough wooden cross. It's about time we had some damn luck.
I stop at the entryway to the sanctuary and take a deep breath. Even though Clay and I have been boyfriend and girlfriend for the last three weeks, I still get butterflies every time I stand here.
I rap my knuckles twice on the ancient wood as I enter. I hear a shuffling in the shadows beyond, but can't see him until he steps into the streamers of light from the busted window. Dimples form in the corners of his cheeks as he smiles. “Come in, madam.” He gives a mock bow. “You'll have to excuse the mess. It's the maid's day off.”
I stride down the aisle and into his arms. The stubble on his cheek rubs deliciously against mine as he nuzzles my neck.
I run a hand over his cheek. “No shave?”
He leans in to my touch. “Can't manage without slicing my own throat. Gonna need some help 'til I work out being a lefty.”
He holds up his bandaged hand to illustrate. It's wrapped in gauze, but I know what's underneath: a ragged bullet hole straight through his palm. He's got all his fingers, but right now they're useless. Rayburn says he might be able to get some function back, but it'll be slow. The pain is nothing compared to the ache of knowing he'll never draw from that hip again. He looks down at his hand, frowns and then uses it to pull me to him.
His breath is hot and sweet on my neck. “Do we got a sec for that sympathy lovin' you promised me?” He runs his nose along my jaw. I shiver as fire surges through me.
Everyone else is at the van. Being alone with him sends tingles to all the right parts of my body. His arms slide around my waist and pull me to his chest. The heat from his body burns against mine. I look up into this eyes, steel blue with flecks of gray. He runs his hand through my hair, traces the pads of his fingers down neck, across my collarbone. I'm breathless. My head's spinning.
“Everybody's outside, right?” he asks, leaning in to kiss the hollow of my throat.
Blood is rushing to my head. “Mmm hmm.”
“Good,” he says, letting his lips trail up my neck to my chin. My heart's thrumming like an electrical wire. His left hand grips the back of my head.
He pulls me closer. I smell the sweetness of his breath on my mouth. My heart pounds a crazy rhythm in my chest when our lips meet.
Kissing him is letting cool water slip over your body on a scorching day. Like the charge that crackles in the air after a lightening storm. Like the eating the last chocolate on earth, the sweetness melting on your tongue. I don't have words for this feeling. I forget comparisons. I lean into his chest and wrap myself around him.
Outside the horn beeps. We pull apart, breathless. He kisses me on the forehead and then takes my hand. “Time to go.”
So much of me wants to stay here in this room with him and let the hours and days spin out around us. We're heading back into dangerous country where every day something will threaten to pull us apart. I lace my fingers through his but don't take a step forward. I don't know if I'm strong enough to face what awaits.
He tugs on my arm. “You ready?” His understanding eyes seem to realize what he's asking.
I shake my head.
He nods and pulls me to him. I rest my head on his chest. His voice is low and reassuring. “Riley, I'm going to protect you.”
“I know,” I whisper into the fabric of his shirt.
“We'll be okay,” he says, pulling back so he can look in my eyes. “We will.”
“How can you be so sure?” I glance out his little window to the dusty landscape. It looks extra harsh and uninviting now.
He takes my hand and pulls forward. “Because,” he says smiling, “we'll be together.”
A ghost of a smile touches my lips. I follow Clay out the door. I don't know what troubles lay in wait like hungry animals, ready to claw us to pieces. I don't know if we'll be safe from the forces that will threaten us. But I know we'll be together. I grip his hand tighter as we step into the sunshine. Right now, being together is enough.
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