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    Survive the Night. 
 
    Suffer the Day. 
 
      
 
    Every day, I pray my sister survived the wasteland--and that the bond between us will be enough for me to find her. 
 
      
 
    One hundred and sixty-seven years ago, a solar coronal mass ejection devastated civilization. In the blink of an eye, modern technology died. Destroying the grid might not have brought about our end, but the solar superstorm blighted the land and made us sick. After the crisis, lawlessness ruled, and societies fell. This is the hellish world my sister Ash and I grew up in. If it's not the landscape trying to kill you, the wailers who roam the wasteland at night will. 
 
      
 
    Now our home, The Park, teeters on the brink of extinction. When the annual shipment of supplies from Low Tide outpost failed to arrive, my sister led a small scouting party to find out what happened. 
 
      
 
    But she never came back. No one did. 
 
      
 
    I can either hope for a miracle or mourn her for dead. I can't live with either option. The elders won't let me leave. But nothing will keep me from Ash. The unexpected arrival of The Dead Troupe--part-nomads, part-performers--offers an unexpected opportunity to find her. 
 
      
 
    Now I just need to survive the sunburnt earth where the wailers roam, and none but the Dead Troupe survive.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The worn metal casing of the monocular burned the tender skin around my eye as I peered across the wasteland. The wind blew up a torrent of red dust that burned my nose. I stifled a cough. The windmill’s paddles turned, metal squeaking. I scanned the horizon. Nothing moved. Nothing lived. It had been eight days since Ash and her party headed out beyond the walls of The Park on a journey to Low Tide outpost. When the annual shipment of supplies had failed to arrive, my sister had led the expedition to find out why. The only problem was she hadn’t returned. 
 
    I panned the lens toward the ruins of the city in the distance. We called the route between our two communities Hell’s Passage. Between the hostile landscape, daily temperature holding well above one hundred degrees, and the dangers inherent traveling through the fallen world, Hell’s Passage was the perfect name. This was the world Ash and I had been born into, a hell complete with its own demons. If the solar sickness or dehydration didn’t kill us, the wailers would. If Ash and her group had been caught out at night when the wailers roamed… No, I wouldn’t think like that. 
 
    “Keyes?” Ronan called up from the ground. 
 
    I lowered the lens and looked down from my perch on the watchtower at him. Ronan was still wearing his smock and goggles. His black hair stuck out wildly, the silver at his temples looking like wings. His forehead was wrinkled with frustration, his lips drawn into a tight line. “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve got good news and bad news. Talked to Carrington. I promised her we could get downriver and back in a few hours. Just a quick trip to check things out.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She agreed, but on two conditions.” 
 
    I slipped my monocular into my toolbelt. Grabbing a rope, I slid down from the watchtower to the ground. My boots landed with a thud, stirring up a cloud of dust. When Ash hadn’t returned on time, I’d started begging the elders to let me leave the safety of The Park to look for my sister. Their answer was a resounding no. But Ronan and I had cooked up a plan. Ash and her group had driven our landsailers down the dry riverbed toward the fallen city. Someone could go see if the ships were parked at the waterfall. That’s where they would have stopped. There was no way around the boulders. If the ships were there, at least we’d have some idea of how far they made it. 
 
    “What conditions?” I asked. 
 
    “First, that we only go and check for the landships. No detours. We check for the ships then come back.” 
 
    “Fine.” Sure, we’d check for the landsailers, but what else might we see? I needed to know how far Ash had made it. Had she gotten to the waterfall? If she had, we’d find the landsailers there. If so, how much further had she made it? Had she gotten as far as the lighthouse, the safe harbor between Low Tide and us? Further? Was she delayed in getting back or had something happened? “And the other condition?” 
 
    Ronan pointed in the direction of Park Building. 
 
    The building, which had once been the central hub of the natural park where our community resided, sat on a rise above the rest of the small village. One hundred and sixty-seven years ago, a massive coronal mass ejection from the sun had devastated the world. The grids went down. Technology buckled in the blink of an eye. We could have survived it, we could have rebuilt, but it seemed that humans did not fare well in the face of global natural catastrophe. Lawlessness ruled. The Park, which had once boasted small shops, tiny cabins, quaint cafés, and the administrative center—Park Building—became a refuge from the city. Walls had been erected to keep marauders out. But that was when mankind thought their biggest problem was one another. In the years that followed the solar superstorm, it became apparent that the earth had been doused with massive radiation. Crops failed, and people started dying of solar sickness. Worse was what had been born in the CME’s wake. Monsters that lurked only at night: the wailers. Now the walls kept us safe. 
 
    But I had been trying to get outside those walls for days. Unfortunately, the elders’ second condition was about to ruin any chance I had of sleuthing. 
 
    Enrique made his way toward us. The slender man who wore a perpetual frown had two shotguns strapped on his back. He nodded to Ronan and me. “I’ll go get some water for us then meet you at the gate.” 
 
    I shot Ronan a knowing glance. The elders knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t be satisfied with only half the story. Enrique, leader of the watch and a very self-assured hardhead, was there to keep me in line. 
 
    I sighed. “Okay. Well, we’ll have to take it, conditions aside. I’ll meet you in ten,” I said then headed off in the direction of the little house I shared with my sister. I worked quickly, packing up my tools. I also grabbed a map which I’d copied from Ash’s things before she’d left. I drummed my fingers on the paper. If they would just let me go alone. Frowning, I grabbed my goggles and a scarf. I cast a glance at Ash’s empty cot. With our parents gone, Ash was the only person I had left in the world. What did they expect me to do, just sit here and wait? What if she was hurt somewhere out there? Or trapped? I had this terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that something was wrong. My sister was in trouble. I knew it. And she was still alive. What gave them the right to decide I couldn’t try to find her? 
 
    Frustrated, I headed back outside where Ronan and the chronically-irritable Enrique waited. 
 
    Enrique handed canteens to both Ronan and me then signaled to the guard on the gate. Metal screeched in protest as they unlatched the locks then turned the wheel to open the massive gates. Dust blew across the wasteland and into the community center. It burned my nose, and the taste of silt filled my mouth. I wrapped my scarf around my nose and mouth and lowered my goggles. The blue-green tinted lenses blocked out the harsh light. 
 
    Something had happened to the Earth’s atmosphere in the wake of the solar storm. From what I had read in our small library, the Earth’s protective layers were supposed to keep out harmful radiation. But people were still getting sick. Maybe in another hundred years or so the Earth would heal herself. But by that time, humanity would be dead. Perhaps only the wailers would survive. 
 
    “How far do you think they could get in the landships?” Enrique asked as we headed toward the dry riverbed. Ronan and I had worked for the last several months building ships that could travel quickly and easily across flat land. Fashioned from canoes fixed with wheels, sails, and a rudder—based on a design I’d seen of ships that used to race on the frozen lakes—the ships could quickly come up to speed. 
 
    “About three miles downriver the terrain gets rough. If they managed around the rocks, they would have had to stop at the waterfall. No more than six or seven miles,” Ronan said. 
 
    Enrique nodded then motioned for us to follow him. We walked to the riverbed and began our trek down the rugged landscape. I thought back to the day my sister had left. Ash had gone out with Lordes, Faraday, and Nasir, who loved my sister. All of them were strong. All of them had a reason to live. Something unexpected had happened. 
 
    As we walked along the dry riverbed, I glanced at the shapes along the river’s edge. Dry brush and reddish vines with sharp thorns had overgrown what looked like nothing more than heaps along the river. Underneath were the ruins of houses. This area had once been picturesque, a beautiful community nestled against a lovely green park, a river running through it. There was a magazine in Park Building showing the hot air balloon festival that used to be held in the sunny meadows between us and the city. Hundreds of brightly-colored balloons would dot the skyline over the picturesque fields. Now there was nothing but thorny vines, dirt, and the wailers. 
 
    We made our way quickly down the dry riverbed. As we went, I spotted a large brick building among the ruins. The vines had completely choked the structure. As we went, I watched for any sign of Ash and the others. The dust had long since blown away their tracks, and thus far, I had seen no sign at all. 
 
    Enrique kept checking his timepiece. He was right to be cautious. We had to make it back before dark. 
 
    We made our way quickly. As we went, I noticed the terrain growing increasingly rough. The landships could be steered, but between the boulders and the occasional rusted out car, they would not have gotten much further. It wasn’t long after that when we came to the dried up waterfall. 
 
    “There,” I said, pointing to a rise in the river made of a mix of concrete and boulders. Beyond that, the river’s depth fell dramatically. On the riverbank nearby, I saw the ruins of several buildings, including one I knew to be an inn which had once enjoyed the picturesque view—before all the water had receded back into the depths of the earth. The landships were sitting beside the jumble of rock. 
 
    Ronan and I rushed over to the ships. They had been carefully stashed, the sails lowered, parked in line. 
 
    “She made it this far,” Ronan said, setting his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I looked through the ships. There was no sign of anything wrong. No scratches. Nothing broken. No blood. 
 
    I exhaled deeply then climbed onto the rocks nearby. I scanned all around. On the bank near the riverbed below, I saw the dirt a hand had shifted, and rocks that had tumbled to the riverbed. 
 
    “There,” I said pointing. 
 
    Enrique and Ronan joined me. 
 
    “See how the dirt is shifted, the rocks loosened. They must have walked down the bank and climbed down there.” 
 
    Enrique squinted then nodded. 
 
    I pulled out my monocular and looked off in the distance. 
 
    “Anything else?” Enrique asked. His voice had a hard edge to it, but I understood his apprehension. On his last trip out, Enrique was part of a group that had encountered trouble. They had lost someone on that voyage. He never ventured beyond the walls after that. 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “How far is it from here to the lighthouse?” Ronan asked, referring to the midway point between Low Tide and The Park. 
 
    “Too far for us to be concerned with,” Enrique said, and then slugged some water from his canteen. 
 
    Frowning, I pulled out my map. Enrique was right. It was too far for the three of us to travel before dark. 
 
    “Why don’t the two of you rest? I’ll scout downriver, just thirty minutes or so. Maybe I can see—” 
 
    “No,” Enrique interrupted. “We’ll go back now. We know they made it this far. That, at least, is something,” he said then turned to the ships. “Should we get these ready and take them back with us?” 
 
    “Leave them here. The others may need them when they return,” Ronan said. 
 
    “We’ve come all this way,” I said, feeling my chance to figure out what happened slipping from my hands. “What about the inn? If I can get to one of the upper floors, maybe I can see downriver.” 
 
    Enrique shook his head. “The wailers like closed, dark places. The place could be infested with them.” 
 
    “The windows are open. They won’t be inside if there’s light,” I replied. 
 
    “The floor could be compromised. They could be in the basement.” 
 
    “But—“ I began, but Enrique cut me off once more. 
 
    “Keyes, I know you want to find Ash, but Ramsey sent me to make sure you didn’t get any wild ideas, so that’s what I’m doing. Ash is probably at Low Tide getting ready to make the trip back. And she won’t thank any of us if she comes back and finds out you got yourself killed looking for her.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Keyes,” he added. “Drink up. We need to head back.” 
 
    We took a few moments more to drink some water. I couldn’t help but notice the strong taste of sulfur. The water in our reservoir was getting low. We had already started work on another deeper well, but so far, we hadn’t had any luck. Without the supplies from Low Tide to clean the water, we were in trouble. I took another sip of the smelly water then closed up the canteen. Looking just once more through my spyglass downriver, I eyed the city. The window panes on the upper floors of the tall buildings glinted in the sunlight. I winced. 
 
    Once more, my stomach twisted. Maybe Ash had made it this far, but something told me that she was not at Low Tide. My sister was in danger, and yet another day was going to pass where I had done nothing to save her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    We returned to The Park a couple of hours before dark. 
 
    “I’ll let the elders know what we found,” Enrique said then headed in the direction of Park Building. 
 
    “Keyes, I’m sorry,” Ronan said. “But maybe it’s a good thing we didn’t find anything. It means she made it that far. She might very well be at Low Tide.” 
 
    “I need them to let me go to Low Tide and see.” 
 
    Ronan frowned, his forehead furrowing. “Wait a few more days then ask again.” 
 
    “And if Ash is trapped somewhere? Hurt? She’ll be dead by then.” 
 
    “You don’t know she’s in trouble. She might—” 
 
    “I do. I do know she’s in trouble. She’s my blood. I can feel something is wrong.” 
 
    Ronan sighed then pulled me into a hug. “Then ask again tomorrow.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Can I do anything for you tonight? If you don’t want to stay by yourself, you could come stay with Samara and me,” he said, referring to his wife. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but thank you.” 
 
    “Your sister is strong. She’s going to be okay,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder once more. He turned and headed home. 
 
    I sat down on the front stoop outside my house. I took a strand of my long red hair, which I’d woven into dreadlocks, and twisted it around my finger as I stared out at the community. There was a lamp on in the upper floors of the Park Building. No doubt Enrique was regaling the elders at our find which amounted to precisely nothing. Now they’d advise more waiting. All we’d done was prove that my sister and the others had made it to the waterfall. But what about after? 
 
    I twirled my hair around and around my finger as I thought about what to do. I could sneak out. Leave first thing in the morning. It wouldn’t be hard to get over the gate. I’d just need a grappling hook and something to lay on the razor wire so I could get over and down. I was fast. If I went to the southwest corner of the wall, no one would notice me. I could go at a jog, make it to the lighthouse by dusk then make the second leg of the trip after that, as Ash had done. 
 
    Opening up my bag, I pulled out the map. Or I could take the road. It was the most direct path to Hell’s Passage. Maybe if I used one of the bicycles, I could make it. Grabbing a pencil from my bag, in the margin of the map, I calculated the distance between us and Low Tide versus my top speed on a bicycle under the best conditions. Frowning, I stuck my pencil in my hair for safe-keeping. No. Not fast enough. 
 
    I stared across the community. There were five rusted vehicles on the grounds. One housed chickens. Another, the only one with its windows still intact, was being used as a greenhouse. From the third, I had already stripped the steering column, tires, and most of the engine parts.  The fourth was rusted almost beyond recognition. Morty had built a roof over the fifth one, a van, and lived inside it. It didn’t even have an engine. 
 
    Stuffing the map back into my bag, I headed toward the garage. It was almost dark, but I didn’t care. I slipped inside the building, eyeing the parts I had already gathered to build a vehicle based on a design created by da Vinci. I passed those by and went to the back of the room. Pulling away a heavy tarp, I stared at the two old diesel motorcycles sitting there. They were antiques, but given their age and the fact that they were both mechanical-injection diesels, they had survived the CME. I rolled each one to the center of the garage. I’d started this same project a hundred times before, always coming to the same conclusion. It didn’t matter whether or not I could fix one of the bikes; I didn’t have fuel to make it run. I pulled out a wrench and stared down at the machines. 
 
    In the distance, I heard the first of the howls. The sharp wail in the distance reverberated across The Park. The yowl signaled the end of our day. Now, everyone would hide. It was night when the wailers ruled, and only fools roamed beyond the walls. 
 
    I glanced out the dirty garage door windows. Across the community, everyone started putting their lights out. It grew silent inside the walls as people shuttered and locked their doors. Frowning, I knelt down and picked up a socket wrench. I started working on the green bike, which was in better condition and mostly rebuilt at this point. 
 
    More yips and barks joined the chorus outside the walls of The Park. Strange hoots and gurgling bellows hung in the dense night air as the wailers woke and began hunting in the wasteland. Ignoring the sounds, I tried to focus on the noise of the socket turning rather than the wailing. But I failed miserably. 
 
    What if Ash was out there with those things? 
 
    What if she was running or hiding? 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. 
 
    What if they had gotten her? 
 
    I gripped the metal handle of the wrench hard and worked on the bolt that had rusted in place. Working by the light of moon alone, I cursed under my breath and tried not to think about the wailers, their howls, and the clatter of their teeth as they drew closer to the walls of The Park. I tried not to think about my sister who was out there somewhere among those things, who was in trouble, who needed me. I tried not to think about the fact that the elders would not let me go to Low Tide to look for her. I tried not to think about the fact that every goddamned machine in this place did not work and nothing ever would unless I fixed it myself. 
 
    The top half of the rusty bolt snapped leaving the rest still lodged inside the pipe. 
 
    “Dammit!” I yelled, throwing my wrench across the room. 
 
    It smashed into the pipes and other equipment hanging on the wall, making a terrible clatter. 
 
    Outside the walls of The Park, the wailers howled loudly. 
 
    “I think you almost killed me,” a soft voice said from the door not far from where my wrench had punctured a hole in the drywall before clattering to the ground. 
 
    I looked up to see Carrington, one of our governing elders, standing there. 
 
    “You might have deserved it,” I said, immediately regretting my words. Carrington had been a close friend of my mother’s. And, in truth, she had watched out for Ash and me after my parents had died. “Sorry, I—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said, bending to pick up the wrench. She crossed the room and handed it back to me. “Motorcycles?” 
 
    “I need to find a way to get through Hell’s Passage…fast.” 
 
    “You’ll be going nowhere fast without fuel.” 
 
    I sighed and rubbed my forehead. She was right. But still. “I can’t just sit here and do nothing.” 
 
    “You must.” 
 
    “No. I could go to Low Tide and look for her.” 
 
    “And if something happens to you? If Ash returns and you are gone? I already let Ash leave against my better judgment. I can’t let you go too. She’ll come back.” 
 
    “No,” I said then looked up at her. “Something is wrong.” Why couldn’t I get anyone to believe me? 
 
    Carrington inhaled then exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry, Keyes. Even if… We don’t know where she is. We don’t even know what happened.” 
 
    “And we won’t until someone goes to look. Ash aside, if we don’t get the supplies from Low Tide, we’ll all be dead in six months anyway. The water is already souring. You know it.” 
 
    Carrington looked out the dusty window. The wailers’ barks had gotten louder. They’d drawn close to the walls. Like every night, they would sniff, and bark, and bang against the walls, almost like they were testing for weaknesses. They could smell us inside, and if they could come in, they would rip us all from limb from limb. 
 
    “Go home,” Carrington said. “Get some rest. You are right about the supplies. Something will be done, but there are no easy solutions.” 
 
    “But you’ll think about it?” 
 
    “I already am,” she said then looked down at the bikes. “If only,” she said, waving toward them. “Your landsailers…did you bring them back?” 
 
    I shook my head. “We left them there in case Ash and the others need them when they come back.” 
 
    Carrington put her arm around me. “I love her too. I…I’m worried too,” she added, her voice cracking. “Now, go home and lock your door. Tomorrow, we will begin again.” 
 
    With that, she left me. 
 
    I stared down at the bikes. Would there be a way to convert the engines, use propane as fuel? We still had several propane tanks in the back. They hadn’t rusted yet. If only we had fuel. I stared out at the garage window. In front of the station sat two gas pumps. They were rusted and covered by red, thorny vines. Useless. I gazed back down at the bikes then sighed. What did it matter if the bike was almost in perfect working condition again? Without fuel, what was the point? I was better off working from the model da Vinci had drawn. 
 
    Hoisting my bag onto my shoulder, I left the garage and headed home. I crossed the dark grounds back toward my house. I froze, my heart leaping into my throat when I heard a loud bang against the gate followed by a quick peppering of gunfire from the guard post by the gate. Someone shot a flare toward the area just outside. The flash of bright light evoked a series of yips and calls as the wailers retreated. 
 
    I ran toward the watchtower. Tomas had already climbed down and was rushing over to the gate where Donovan was on guard. Enrique climbed down behind him. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    Enrique turned and headed toward the gate. 
 
    I quickened my step and followed along beside him. 
 
    “One of them rushed the gate. Everything’s okay now. Donovan got it,” he said. “Get inside, Keyes. They’re restless tonight.” 
 
    Rushed the gate? That was…odd. I was just a girl when one of the wailers had gotten in. I never saw it, but I remembered the terror I’d felt just knowing it was inside The Park’s walls. They had shot that creature too. I remembered my mother covering my ears to drown out the sound of the alarm and the gunfire. 
 
    Frowning, I turned and headed back to my house. I locked the door, not even bothering to light the lantern. I flopped down on my cot and closed my eyes. 
 
    Wherever Ash was, all I could do was pray she would survive the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I woke with a jolt. I had been dreaming something terrible. The specifics of the dream faded, but I remembered the darkness, the taste of dust, and the wailers. I inhaled deeply. Sweat drenched my filthy shirt. With a sigh, I rose and pulled off the sweaty garment. I glanced out the window of my small home. People were milling around the community as if nothing was wrong. No one sensed the terrible urgency that tied my stomach into knots. 
 
    Wetting the corner of a rag, I washed my face and arms, pulled a clean white shirt off the shelf, and slipped it on. Ash had sewn and resewn the shirt a million times. Like everything else, it was still falling apart. I glanced down at my sister’s bed once more. 
 
    To hell with this. 
 
    Grabbing my pack, I headed out of my house and across the grounds to Park Building. As I made my way, however, I saw that the gate was open and a group was standing just outside. 
 
    “Ash,” I whispered. My heart slamming hard in my chest, I raced to the gate. Why hadn’t they sounded the alert? Why hadn’t anyone come to tell me? 
 
    I raced toward the group. Carrington, Ramsey, and Gutierrez were there with several of the other guards, including Enrique, who was kneeling down to look at something on the ground, while Raj was pointing toward the wall. 
 
    “Ash? Ash?” I called, moving toward the small crowd. 
 
    Carrington turned and looked back at me. She shook her head. 
 
    I spotted Ronan’s wife, Samara, and went to stand beside her. “What is it? What’s happening?” 
 
    “The wailer they shot. There,” she said, pointing toward Enrique. “The wailer tried to climb. Look,” she added, motioning to the scratch marks that marred the wall. 
 
    They had rolled the massive metal gate back. Scratch marks, which nearly reached the razor wire, striped the wall. Long scratches streaked the gate. 
 
    Carrington, Ramsey, and Gutierrez were talking in serious tones with several of the other community leaders, including Nat, who served as the community’s doctor. I sneaked around them and joined Enrique who looked up at me only briefly. They had covered the body of the wailer with a thin cloth. Reddish brown stains marred the fabric. I knelt down beside him on the sun-packed earth. The ground below my feet had dried like flakes of skin. 
 
    “Ever see one?” Enrique asked. 
 
    “Not up close.” 
 
    Lifting his shotgun, he snagged the fabric covering the body with the barrel and lifted the material so I could have a look. 
 
    In the small library in Park Building, I had discovered a small trove of journals about the wailers. When they’d first appeared, someone at The Park had studied them, taken notes, and considered their evolution. There were drawings, but those were nothing compared to the corpse before me. 
 
    The creature lay slumped. It had been shot in the back. It had long, sinewy arms and legs and huge black eyes. Its skin was a shade of black so deep that it had blue and purple iridescence like the feathers of a raven. Thin strands of hair covered its head. 
 
    “Burn it,” Ramsey commanded, turning his attention our way. 
 
    “But, sir,” Nat protested. “At least allow me a day to do an autopsy. We know so little about them, and it’s been years since anyone has had a chance to look at one up close.” 
 
    “And we have no idea what kind of diseases it may carry. I will not have it inside these walls. Burn in.” 
 
    “Sir, please,” Nat tried again. 
 
    Ramsey gave the man a sharp look then turned and walked away. 
 
    Rising, I left the others and followed behind our community leader. Ramsey, a tall man in his early sixties, walked with a stride that bespoke his authority. His chin tilted out over his high collar. As I caught up to him, he gave me a passing glance. 
 
    “No, Keyes. Don’t ask,” he said. “We are considering our options now. We’ll let you know what we decide.” 
 
    “Then you are considering sending someone after them? If so, I want to—” 
 
    “If we send a party out, if it is the right course, we will not risk letting you go. Now, no more. I already listened to your sister, and look where we are now.” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I let that go for now. Nat’s voice rose up behind me in defeated protest. I looked back to see he was talking to Carrington and Gutierrez who were no more willing than Ramsey to let Nat bring the wailer inside. “What about the wailer? Would you consider letting Nat examine it outside the gates? He’ll take precautions. If we had more information on them, maybe we could find a way to deter them, build some kind of device that keeps them away from the wall. I thought that if we illuminated the gate…” I was saying, already lost to my train of thought when Ramsey stopped. 
 
    He looked at me, a partially frustrated and partially bemused expression on his face. “You take after your mother, always trying to riddle out problems. If you want to put your energy on something, then I do have an issue that would benefit from your creative mind. We need a solution for our water supply. There must be something we can do here, make here, to purify the water. We only have two tablets from Low Tide left. Not enough. Please go into the archives and research, draw a design, something…find me a solution. We need to find a way to live without the supplies from Low Tide. Your sister may return with the news that the outpost is gone. If that happens, we must find a way to survive.” 
 
    I stared at him. It was the first time he’d ever asked me to do anything. Mostly I felt like the weird girl who was always coming up with inventions and ideas no one had any use for. 
 
    “I… Of course,” I said. My quick elation and feeling like I had been flattered quickly faltered as I realized that while finding an alternative was a good idea, I was also being steered toward a task to keep me busy and out of the way. 
 
    “Very good,” he said, and with a nod, he turned and headed back toward Park Building. 
 
    I turned around to see Carrington headed my way. I knew she meant well. But at that moment, I was in no mood to hear reassurances. I turned right, walking away from her, following the wall to the watchtower at the southeast point of the community. Given it was daytime, no one manned the tower. I climbed up the ladder and into the booth. Pulling out my monocular, I scanned the horizon once more. Nothing. There was just nothing out there. I could see Hell’s Passage in the distance. The air was still and hot. The heat had begun to rise from the ground, causing a shifting mirage. Frowning, I looked away. 
 
    I pulled my notepad out of my bag and sat jotting notes, just random ideas, about the condition of the community water. Well depth was an issue. And contaminants. And the fact that it was so damned dry that the earth itself was shriveling up. I tried to remember the last time it had rained. Maybe six months ago. More? The sun had decimated our atmosphere, fundamentally shifted conditions on our planet. The Earth and its inhabitants were slowly dying. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I spent most of the day watching, waiting, and scratching ideas into my notebook. 
 
    Ash never came back. 
 
    There was no sign of anything alive on the horizon, not even a single bird in the sky. 
 
    My sister was out there somewhere. I tried not to focus on it, to work on the task Ramsey had given me, but when a wash of dread swept over me, the anxiety so intense that I couldn’t take it anymore, I bundled up my things and crawled back out of the tower. The endless waiting wasn’t helping. I headed to Park Building. 
 
    I entered the old administrative building. It was a little cooler inside, the brick structure holding some of the night air. Wooden benches sat in the old lobby that had a marble floor and a faded insignia on the wall, a remnant of the lost world.  I made my way upstairs to the third floor of the building. The first and second floors were open to the community. There, the few children in our community took daily lessons—just as Ash and I had done when we were small. There were so few children now. When Ash and I were kids, at least thirty of us filled the tiny school room. Now there were only six or so kids under the age of ten. There were less of us now, but also fewer children were being born. It wasn’t clear if the low fertility was a byproduct of the solar sickness that lived inside all of us, worsening as the years went on, or simply due to malnutrition. But it was clear that our species was dying. The wailers, on the other hand, never seemed in short supply. 
 
    When I reached the third floor, I opened the door slowly. At the end of the hall was the elder’s meeting room. With a soft click, I closed the door behind me then I paused to listen. I heard the elders talking, but their words were unclear. I could just make out Enrique’s voice. 
 
    No use in listening to what I couldn’t understand. 
 
    With a sigh, I headed to the small room that housed our library. It was stocked with a wide variety of reading materials that had come from nearby houses, the gift shop, the administrative offices, desks, and other magazine and pamphlets people had managed to save at the beginning or scavenge later. There had been a library downriver. In my grandparents’ time, someone had taken the initiative to retrieve the books, an act of heroism for which I was eternally grateful. Most of the books had come from there. I was about to enter when I noticed that the door to the clinic just across from the library was open a crack. I stuck my head inside. Nat was sitting at a table writing notes in a journal. A tall man about thirty years old, he was the most learned person in our community about medicines. It had been more than five generations since the sun had blighted the land. When The Park was first formed, Nat’s family—like mine—had been one of the first residents. His great-great-grandfather had been a doctor who had passed his knowledge down through his family line to Nat. In the early years, before the Earth had dried to a dust ball, The Park had still flourished. Now… I stared at Nat. He had no wife, no children. He would need to pass on his knowledge to someone else. Soon. But whom? I frowned when I thought about my peers. None of them seemed to have the aptitude or drive for much beyond the basics. 
 
    “Nat?” I called, gently knocking on the door. He looked up at me. 
 
    “Keyes,” he said with a soft smile. “Any news?” 
 
    I shook my head then glanced at his papers. 
 
    “Just trying to add to the other notes we have on the wailers. I heard what you said to Ramsey. Thank you for trying.” 
 
    I cast a glance down the hallway toward the meeting room where the elders were talking. “Ramsey is old and stubborn. He doesn’t see the truth before him.” 
 
    “The truth?” 
 
    “That The Park is coming to an end unless we do something. Learning how to fend off the wailers would be one way to start. And we won’t find out how to do that unless we know more about them.” 
 
    Nat leaned back in his chair. The seat let out a squeak, and a dusting of rust fell to the floor. I stared at it. All this time, we never found a new way to live. We’d survived on the corpse of the old world which was literally rusting out from under us. 
 
    Nat sighed heavily. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean to be so dreary. It’s just…well, I just wanted to commiserate. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Nat smiled gently. “Thanks, Keyes. Commiseration is appreciated.” 
 
    I nodded then turned and headed toward the library. There were just a few keys to the place, but since I continually went in a circle between the library, the garage, and home, I’d been given one. I let myself inside. 
 
    At once, the perfume of the books filled my nose. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I loved the smell of books. I opened the blinds, letting in the gaudy light, then set my bag down on the table. 
 
    Water. 
 
    Today I needed to distract myself with water. 
 
    I thought about the rust leaking out of Nat’s chair. There were two options to discovering a solution to our water issue. We needed to either learn what had worked, what had been used before the advent of technology-driven water filtration systems or invent something new. 
 
    I walked through the bookcases, my fingers brushing along the spines. I pulled down a book on ancient Rome, grabbed a handful of Popular Mechanics magazines, and then went hunting for a supply catalog I’d seen lying with the other catalogs and menus. It had all kinds of machines inside. I set all my finds on the table then stared at the books. A feeling of despair washed over me before I cracked the first page. It hardly mattered what any of them said. It never rained. No aqueduct could save us. What water we had was deep in the ground. So deep, in fact, that our well could barely reach its recesses anymore. We needed to dig deeper and find a way to pump the water up which meant we needed a way to power the pump. But power it with what? All we had was dust, rust, the wailers, and wind. My landships, which I had modeled off an article I had read about ships people used to use to race across frozen lakes, had worked well. But they were powered by the wind. 
 
    I glanced across the table to see a clown with a round red nose looking out at me. It was a menu for Bozo’s, a restaurant that had died with the rest of the world. I picked up the menu, looking at the faded pamphlet, imagining for the millionth time the taste of the sesame seed bread, the juicy burger, the cheese, and the vegetables. The sunlight streamed through the window, glinting off the paper, making me wince. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, but an idea came to mind. 
 
      
 
    I tapped my finger against the menu, shoved it into my satchel, then got up. Locking the door behind me, I headed to the stairwell that led to the roof of Park Building. The entrance to the stairwell was just outside the door to the elder’s meeting room. Inside, I heard the elders discussing…something. 
 
    Annoyed with the elders, I headed upstairs. 
 
    When I pushed open the door, a wave of heat struck me. Careful to prop the door open behind me, I crossed the roof to the set of defunct solar panels that sat there. The panels themselves, while not very large, were still in good shape save the rusted frames. I pulled on a pair of gloves, grabbed my wire snips, and started working. Like everything else, the CME had fried the electrical converter, but in theory, solar power could still be drawn from panels. I just needed to find a way to transform its energy. Easier said than done, I knew, but there had to be a way. 
 
    The one thing we did have in abundance was sunlight. 
 
    My mind raced as I worked. In the book I had of da Vinci’s inventions, he’d used mirrors to concentrate the sun’s light to power a device that could heat water. There had even been a reference in that book to a device Archimedes had built in ancient times that used solar power as a weapon. Now I just needed to riddle out the conversion. It could be done if…if and if and if. 
 
    I reached around my tool belt for my socket wrench only to find it was missing. 
 
    Dammit. I’d left it in the garage last night after I’d had my fit. 
 
    I turned to head back downstairs, but stopped and redirected my steps. I went to the edge of the roof and climbed up onto the ledge. I gazed across the horizon. The descending sun was low in the sky. Heat moved like waves across the landscape. 
 
    Ash, where are you? 
 
    She’s at Low Tide. She’s safe. She’ll be home tomorrow. 
 
    But she wasn’t safe, and I knew it. 
 
    Turning, I headed back downstairs. I opened the door to the third-floor hallway slowly. The elders were still inside the meeting room talking, but the must have been standing very close to the door. I could hear their voices clearly. 
 
    “Be ready at dawn,” Gutierrez said. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Enrique answered. 
 
    “And go quietly. The more people who realize you’re gone, the more panic it will spread,” Ramsey added. 
 
    “But also be safe,” I heard Carrington add, her voice sounded a bit exasperated. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I stepped back, letting the stairwell door close. I slid down the wall, sitting on the floor, and out of sight from the small window in the stairwell door. 
 
    The door to the meeting room opened. I heard Enrique’s footsteps move down the hallway away from the conference room. A few moments later, I heard him open the door at the other end of the hall on his way back downstairs. 
 
    Carrington sighed heavily then said, “And if he doesn’t come back?” 
 
    “Then we’ll know Low Tide is lost, and Hell’s Passage impenetrable,” Ramsey answered. 
 
    “Just like Pine Brook,” she said, referring to a colony south of us that had perished when I was young. 
 
    “Yes,” Ramsey said stoically. 
 
    “We may be alone,” Gutierrez said, his voice sounding grave. 
 
    No one answered. They closed the door and went back inside. 
 
    I stared at the wall in front of me. The stairwell was burning hot. Sweat dripped down my back. The white paint flaked off the wall. 
 
    If Enrique was going out tomorrow, I was going to go with him. 
 
    I could hear Ash’s voice in my mind. “Don’t be stupid. Stay put until I come for you.” 
 
    I thought back to the joke I’d made before Ash left, asking my sister to bring me back a Bozo’s burger. I had been trying to lighten the mood, to make her laugh at the stupidity of asking for something that no longer existed—restaurant food from the dead world. I might as well have asked her to bring me a carriage, or a laptop, or a suit of armor. I had joked with my sister about cheeseburgers, but what I really should have done was told her how much I loved her, told her to be careful, and told her not to go. 
 
    But she had gone. No one could have stopped her. Ash was far too stubborn to take no for an answer. 
 
    And so was I. 
 
    Carrington was right. If Low Tide was gone, just like Pine Brook, then things were worse than we thought. 
 
    Very soon, mankind would not be able to survive, and the wailers would inherit the scorched earth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I sat in the stairwell awhile longer then headed back to the roof. Taking a perch at the very corner on the ledge, I stared out at the landscape. Here, three stories above the ground, the air was less dusty. It wasn’t clean or fresh, and even the fading sun was still hot, but at least my eyes and mouth didn’t fill with the filthy red dust that blew everywhere. 
 
    As I stared out through my monocular, I thought about how useless everything felt. 
 
    We were just going to die anyway. What use was any of this? 
 
    As if in response to my question, the first howl echoed across the wasteland. 
 
    The wailers. 
 
    The sun dipped below the horizon. Shades of deep ruby red and rich purple lit up the skyline, but overhead, tints of navy blue heralded twilight. 
 
    I scanned my lens across the horizon. I tried to find the source of the yowls. The wailers sheltered in the city to the east and in the rolling foothills north. I couldn’t see them just yet. They wouldn’t become too active until the sun fully set. 
 
    I lowered my lens and looked down at The Park. The people were saying their final farewells for the night. Everyone would be inside soon. I’d wait until all the lights were out then sneak into the well house to grab some extra water. I needed to get ahead of Enrique, meet him on the road. If he found me waiting at the waterfall, he’d have to take me with him the rest of the way. The only problem would be getting outside the walls unnoticed. 
 
    Below I saw Maria, Faraday’s girlfriend, stop by the watchtower. Faraday had gone out with my sister. No doubt she was just as worried as me. I wondered if the elders had told her Enrique was going to look for them. Probably not. Secrecy and stubbornness were the norms at The Park. I sighed as I looked over the compound. My entire world consisted of five acres behind high, rusty walls. One of these days, time and the weather would erode the barrier between the wailers and us. And then what? 
 
    Once again, the wailers howled. 
 
    Glancing up, I frowned at the monsters who seemed to answer my every unspoken question with their gloomy calls. Their loud yowls, however, seemed to come from the south where there was nothing save the endless rolling wasteland.  
 
    That was unusual. 
 
    They rarely roamed south. 
 
    I rose and looked in that direction. 
 
    Something shimmered on the horizon. 
 
    Moving carefully, I headed to the southern-most edge of the building and lifted my lens. There it was again. A glimmer and a dark shape that appeared to be moving toward us. Fast. I saw black shadows moving toward the light. Whatever was out there, the wailers had seen it. 
 
    “Raj! Raj,” I yelled down to the watchtower. 
 
    Raj stuck his head out and looked around for me. 
 
    “Here! Up here,” I called then whistled. 
 
    “Keyes?” 
 
    “South, south,” I yelled, pointing. 
 
    A few of the other people on the ground below heard my call and rushed toward the watchtower at the southern end of the community. A few moments later, I heard the loud gong of the alarm bell. Something was coming. 
 
    I lifted my lens and looked again. 
 
    My heart was stuck in my throat. Ash? 
 
    A massive cloud of dust surrounded some sort of odd vehicle as it raced toward The Park. Scanning across the wasteland, I saw the wailers were moving toward the machine. Their eyes flashed in the dimming light, glimmering orange. 
 
    Enrique and a group of others ran in and out of the armory, all of them armed. Children were shooed back inside as the other residents closed up their doors. 
 
    My heart slammed in my chest. Was it raiders? Who in the hell would be out there at dusk? Where had they come from? 
 
    Voices rose up as Ramsey, Gutierrez, and Carrington rushed out of Park Building. Ramsey’s voice carried on the breeze as the three of them ran toward the south gate. Three words rose up: “The Dead Troupe.” 
 
    The Dead Troupe. 
 
    I gasped. The Dead Troupe were the last nomads. A ragtag bunch who wandered the wasteland, they were half-performers, half-mercenaries. It had been six years since they’d been this way last. I remembered their armored truck, their odd clothes, their weapons, and the sense of awe they evoked in all of us. The Dead Troupe were the only ones who wandered the wasteland at night and lived to tell about it. And they were legends. As a child, we used to recite a silly chant about them: 
 
    Dead Troupe callin’ in the middle of the night 
 
    Dead Troupe callin’ makin’ wailers run in fright 
 
    One is the maestro 
 
    And two hold the keys 
 
    Three deadly beauties 
 
    Four drops them to their knees 
 
    Five drivin’ quickly then 
 
    Six years will pass 
 
    Dead Troupe keeps roamin’ 
 
    Where no others last 
 
    I gazed at the horizon. Was it really them? A single vehicle barreled toward the south gate. Whomever they were, they knew The Park was here. 
 
    There was a loud pop as someone shot off a flare. I watched the bright pink light shoot up into the sky. If it wasn’t the Dead Troupe—if they were, in fact, marauders—we were probably the stupidest community on the planet. 
 
    But what if Ash had come across them on her trip to Low Tide? Maybe she was with them. 
 
    No. That didn’t make sense. They would come from the east through Hell’s Passage if that were the case. 
 
    The alarm bell sounded. Everyone who wasn’t carrying a gun rushed inside. From my vantage point on the top of Park Building, I saw that the strongest in our community were manning the watchtowers to the south and had started looking at the locks on the mostly-unused south gate. 
 
    “Dammit,” I said, climbing down from the ledge back onto the rooftop and running across to the roof to the stairwell. 
 
    The south gate hadn’t been opened in years. The mechanisms inside were rusty. If they tried to open the door, they could easily break the locking devices, and then we wouldn’t be able to lock the door again afterward. 
 
    I rushed down the steps and out the front door of Park Building. My toolbelt jangling as I raced. I could see the others at the turning the wheel connected to the lock mechanism on the south gate. 
 
    “Stop,” I screamed. “Don’t open the gate. Stop!” 
 
    Raj, Logan, and Maurice paused. 
 
    Ramsey and the others looked back at me. 
 
    “Stop,” I called again. “Guide them to the east gate. The south gate is rusted. We won’t be able to relock it.” 
 
    On the other side of the wall, I heard the loud yips and howls of the wailers. Along with their menacing sound was the roar of an engine as the machine moved toward us in the gathering darkness. 
 
    “She’s right. Get some torches,” Enrique called. “Lane, go to the next tower, take lights. We’ll steer them toward east gate. All weapons to the east gate. They’re going to come in hot and with company.” 
 
    Enrique rushed back down the watchtower steps, and the crowd ran back toward the east gate. 
 
    Torches were lit in the southern watchtower. The bright orange of the flames lit up the early night’s sky. Lane waved the fiery glow eastward, guiding the vehicle to the east. 
 
    In the watchtower between the east and south gates, which had mainly been used for storage, another set of torches sparked to life. I wasn’t sure who was inside, but whoever it was, they began guiding the vehicle east. 
 
    Ronan grabbed my arm. “We need to be ready to reset the locks.” 
 
    We raced to the gate. There, at least two dozen people armed with weapons waited nervously, bracing themselves. 
 
    Ronan and I rushed to the side of the gate where the locks would need to be reset once the gate was shut once again. Raj and the others waited—the gate unlocked but still unopen—for the signal. 
 
    My heart slammed in my chest. The wailers screeched and howled as the vehicle approached. They must have been chasing the machine. And if they were chasing it, that meant they were right behind it. 
 
    There was a loud whine followed by a static sound then a sharp whistle. My ears popped. I flung my hands to my ears as a sharp pain shot across my skull. A moment later, the sound and the pain died away. Outside the walls, the wailers howled in anguish, screeching like I had never heard them do before. 
 
    “The wailers are falling back,” someone shouted from the watchtower. “Almost here. Be ready.” 
 
    I clenched my hands in fists, my stomach tying in nervous knots, as I listened to the combined sounds of the engine and the shriek of pain from the wailers. 
 
    From outside the gate came the peppering of gunfire. 
 
    “Now,” someone in the watchtower screamed. 
 
    Raj and the others pulled the gate open. 
 
    Bright light flooded into the community as the headlights on the vehicle shone inside. The massive piece of equipment jumped the small hill leading into the community then slid to a stop. 
 
    “Close the gate! Close the gate!” they called from the watchtower. 
 
    Raj and the others quickly slid the gate closed. 
 
    Ronan and I waited on the other side, but the gate was not moving fast enough. 
 
    “Dammit,” I swore then ran past the opening to help them push. 
 
    But the moment I stepped into the open space, I found myself face to face with a wailer. It seemed confused, looking around as if disoriented. I stopped dead in my tracks and reached for the box cutter I carried on my toolbelt. 
 
    The wailer jumped. 
 
    “Keyes!” Ronan called. 
 
    A shot rang out. 
 
    Warm liquid splashed on my arm and pants as the wailer fell to the ground, sliding to a stop at my feet. 
 
    More shots rang out as the others rushed to push the gate closed. 
 
    I looked behind me. 
 
    Standing on the roof of the vehicle was a man wearing a hat that shaded his face, but I could see he was tall and had long hair. He was holding a weapon the likes of which I’d never seen before. Smoke rose from the barrel. 
 
    He inclined his head to me, tapping the brim of his cap. 
 
    Shaking off the near-deadly encounter, I joined the others and pushed the gate closed. 
 
    “Keyes, mallet,” Ronan called. “Latch is stuck,” he told me, pointing to one of the locks. I frowned then got to work, banging it back in place. East gate was hardly in better condition that the gate in the south. It needed oil which we had about as much of as we did diesel fuel. 
 
    The wailers barked and howled, thumping against the gate. 
 
    Once the gate was closed, everyone who was gathered turned to look at the newcomers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Ramsey, Carrington, and Gutierrez approached the vehicle. I watched as Enrique spoke in low tones to some of the others on the watch. The guns that had been trained on the wailers turned toward the strangers. 
 
    “The Dead Troupe,” Ronan whispered. 
 
    I eyed over the vehicle. It was like nothing I’d ever seen in any of my books. It resembled a cross between a sport utility vehicle, a military convoy, and a tank. There was armor plating along the sides of the machine. On the roof, I noticed what looked like some sort of speaker as well as a panel. The stranger who had saved my life knocked on the roof. 
 
    “Locals are spooked, Boss,” he called down to the vehicle below. 
 
    The door to the machine opened, and a tall man slid out. He was rail thin and had short black hair. He took a moment to straighten his jacket. Two beautiful girls, both with long blonde hair, climbed out behind him. One of the girls handed him a top hat. It took me a moment, but I realized then that the girls were twins. 
 
    With a broad smile, the man turned to the assembled crowd. 
 
    “The Park,” he said then bowed deeply. “We are most grateful for your sanctuary. We are the Dead Troupe. Tell me, friends, does Mister Ramsey still govern here?” 
 
    Ramsey stepped through the back of the crowd. “Legba?” he called. 
 
    The tall man with the top hat laughed loudly. “Ah, there is the man indeed. Mister Ramsey, it is my pleasure to see you once more.” 
 
    Ramsey smiled—an expression foreign on his usual countenance—then exhaled with relief. “It has been many years, but The Park is very pleased to see the Dead Troupe once more,” he said happily, clapping Legba on the shoulder. 
 
    The others, upon seeing the deep effect on Ramsey, smiled and cheered, a few of them clapping. 
 
    Throughout the community, the others who had been spooked by the unexpected appearance began opening their doors and peering outside. Sensing the danger had passed, they came outside. 
 
    Beyond the wall behind me, the wailers howled in protest. But the menace in the wasteland was forgotten for the moment as the residents of The Park stared in disbelief that in our most dire hour, the Dead Troupe had appeared. 
 
      
 
    Seven people in total emerged from the Dead Troupe’s vehicle. As I studied them, my mind went back to my childhood. I remembered Ash and I sitting by the fire watching the Dead Troupe perform. In my memories, I saw Legba, the leader of the troupe. In addition to Legba, the twins, and the man who had saved my life, there was also a young woman who appeared to be Legba’s daughter, a short, bald-headed man, and a massive hulking creature who was bigger than any man I had ever seen. 
 
    “My friends, let’s let our visitors take their rest, and tomorrow, I am sure they will regale you with great stories,” Gutierrez called as Ramsey led the strangers toward Park Building. 
 
    Carrington stopped to ask some of the others to bring refreshments. Seeing me standing by the gate, she gave me a little nod then pointed from me to my house. Yes, yes, everyone was always trying to keep Keyes safe. 
 
    I smiled patiently at her then nodded. 
 
    “Do you think they were at Low Tide?” Maria asked, coming to stand beside me. 
 
    With the arrival of the Dead Troupe, would Enrique still go out in the morning? Certainly, the Dead Troupe would be a great distraction, and no one would miss him—or me—but much depended on the news the Dead Troupe had to share, most of which I would never hear. When my parents were alive, they were part of the inner circle. Now, I was shut off from the truth. Most of us were. But most people seemed to like it that way. 
 
    I shook my head. “They came from the south.” 
 
    Maria sighed heavily. “Don’t worry, Keyes. They’ll be back soon. I know it. Faraday’s alive. I can feel it. You can too, right?” 
 
    I heard the hesitancy in her voice. She was not as sure as she seemed.  
 
    “They’re alive,” I replied. 
 
    Maria squeezed my arm then headed back toward her house. 
 
    Soon, the others dispersed, heading back inside in groups to discuss the unexpected arrival—but to do so safely behind their own locked doors. Windows were shuttered, and lights grew dim. The watch resumed, and the wailers howled. The community grew quiet, ready to ride out another night. With the exception of the massive vehicle parked in the middle of the square, suddenly everything went back to normal. 
 
    Curious, I approached the vehicle. 
 
    There wasn’t a soul around. Surely no one would mind if I had a look. I eyed Park Building. Thin shafts of light filtered through the windows of a mostly unused room on the first floor. Long ago, someone had readied the room for unexpected guests. In years past, back in my grandparents’ time, others had roamed the wasteland. Back when there were fuel and resources, more people traveled between the communities. The room had been used by those wanderers. Now there was only the Dead Troupe. 
 
    I walked over to the vehicle, touching the sides of the massive machine gently with my fingertips. I wrapped on the metal. It was solid. In fact, it was heavily plated. Three small windows ran along the side, all of which were covered with wire: wide enough for a gun barrel but not big enough for a wailer to reach through. I could smell the exhaust still effervescing from the machine. The scents of fuel and oil and hot metal filled the air. When I reached the cab, I looked around. There was no one nearby. I stepped up on the footplate and looked inside the open window. It looked like any other vehicle, but the dash had also been rigged with a series of levers and buttons. I reached for the door, hoping to get a better look when someone clicked their tongue at me. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a voice called from above. 
 
    I looked up to see the stranger with the hat sitting there. I thought he had gone with the others. 
 
    “I just wanted a look at the dash.” 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. “Could be. But the door is booby-trapped. Try to open it, and you’ll have a knife in the palm of your hand.” 
 
    I hopped back down and looked up at him. “I was just looking.” 
 
    “I’m sure you were, but not everyone just looks.” 
 
    To my surprise, a smile crept up on my face. “I think I owe you a thank you.” 
 
    “You think it, or you know it?” 
 
    I grinned. “I know it. Thank you. For before.” 
 
    He nodded then pointed behind him. “You eat them?” he asked. 
 
    “Eat them?” I followed his gaze and looked back to find Nat bent down by the body of the forgotten wailer. “No. Disgusting. He’s our doctor. He’s just…investigating.” 
 
    “They eat them at Crossroads. It’s a source of meat that’s plentiful, at least that’s what they say. Odd effect though. Their people…they’re all jittery,” he said with a shudder. Swinging his legs to the side, he braced himself then jumped down. “And it gives them bad breath,” he added. 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “Keyes,” Nat called quietly. “Help?” 
 
    I nodded and walked over to Nat, the stranger following. 
 
    “I brought a sheet. Help me get it into my house? I’ll get rid of it tomorrow. I just want a look.” 
 
    “Better, it will stink like hell in a day. No hiding your prize then,” the stranger said. 
 
    Nat laid out the sheet and moving carefully, he pulled on his gloves and began moving the body. 
 
    The stranger laughed then reached down and grabbed the wailer by the feet, flopping it onto the sheet. 
 
    When he realized we were staring at him, he chuckled. “It’s just a body, mates. I thought you two were up to subterfuge. That requires speed and stealth, you know,” he said then moved to lift the end of the material. “Which way, Doctor?” 
 
    Nat grabbed the other end, and with a heave, they lifted the wailer and headed toward Nat’s house. I raced ahead, opened the door, then moved chairs and tables to make a spot on the floor. Nat and the stranger entered and laid the body down. 
 
    Nat motioned for the stranger to follow him to the wash basin where Nat poured water over the man’s hands then doused them with a little astringent. The sharp smell of alcohol filled the air. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nat told us then lit a lantern. “I need to get to work.” 
 
    “You want help?” I asked. 
 
    “No. But thank you, Keyes. You get some rest.” 
 
    I nodded then turned and headed back outside, the stranger following. I walked back toward the center of the square. My house was not too far from where the vehicle was parked. 
 
    “So, you’re the watch for the night?” I asked. 
 
    “I suppose. Your people are bringing some food, I think. Might go in then. What do you say? Safe to leave her parked here?” 
 
    “Yes. The Park is…very safe.” Too safe. Too boring. 
 
    “No other curious redheads around?” 
 
    I smirked. “No.” 
 
    The stranger pulled off his hat and ran his fingers through his long, dark hair. I saw the glint of moonlight on his silver rings. 
 
    “Again. Thank you for before. I’m Keyes,” I said then stuck out my hand. 
 
    “Bodi,” he said, giving my hand a shake. “Nice to meet you, Keyes.” 
 
    I smiled nervously, fully aware there was a flutter in my chest that did not belong there and one I had never felt before. 
 
    “So, if you’re still curious in the morning, why don’t you stop by, and I’ll let you have a look.” 
 
    If I was still there in the morning. If I didn’t leave. “Thank you. I will. I was wondering…you came from the south, right? You weren’t at Low Tide?” 
 
    Bodi shook his head then slipped his hat back on. “They’re next on our travels.” 
 
    “Serendipity,” I whispered, saying a silent prayer of thanks to whatever god was still listening. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Nothing. Well, goodnight.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Okay then. Goodnight. Hey, you have chickens here? I’d kill for some chicken.” 
 
    “Eggs. You can only eat a chicken once.” 
 
    Bodi laughed then grabbed the ladder and crawled back up on the vehicle. “Good point.” 
 
    I turned and headed back to my house. I paused in the doorway and looked back. Bodi was settling in on the roof of the vehicle. He laid back, set his hat aside, then pulled out a long instrument. A moment later, the sound of flute music filled the air. The music he played had a melancholic sound. The notes drifted on the breeze, filling the night’s air with its foreign music. All around the community, everything seemed to go still and quiet as we all listened. 
 
    Like some simpleton, I stood staring at the stranger whose music both saddened me and gave me hope. I didn’t need to sneak out in the morning. If the Dead Troupe was going to Low Tide next, I would go with them, and no one could stop me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Once I was back inside, I set about scrubbing the dried blood of the wailer off my arm. The orange color of the liquid marred my cloth. Alone in my small house, I grabbed my bag and pulled out the Bozo’s menu. I stared at the photos of sandwiches, French fries, and ice cream. Mostly, I stared at and through the images as I considered what to do. Ramsey would learn that the Dead Troupe was planning a visit to Low Tide next. He would send Enrique with them if the Troupe would take him. It was the safer bet. Now I just had to figure out how to get them to let me go too. 
 
    Stuffing the menu back into my bag, I laid down on my cot and listened to the flute music paired with the yowls of the wailers. 
 
    The Dead Troupe. 
 
    Just a kid when they last came through, all I thought about then were the shows they performed, the stories they told. Now I wanted to know more. What had they seen in the wasteland? What was beyond these walls? Was anyone out there surviving, or were we all holding on by the tips of our fingers? 
 
    It was late when the flute music finally stopped. 
 
    The wailers’ howls replaced the soothing sound, reminding me of the reality of my world. My chest felt heavy. Closing my eyes, I let it all go and drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke to the sound of laughter. I rose groggily and opened my shutters to see that the small, bald-headed man and the girl who I presumed to be Legba’s daughter had set up a small stage near the now-defunct fountain that sat at the center of the square. They were acting out some sort of pantomime. Maybe Hades and Persephone? I wasn’t sure. Many of the community members, including the children, had gathered around to watch. 
 
    I closed my shutters and started cleaning up. I took a little care that morning to ensure that I washed off all the dirt, grease, and grime. I pulled a clean black tank top out of my wardrobe and a pair of gray pants with pockets. It took me longer to move all my supplies from one pair of pants to the other than it did to get myself looking decent. When I was done, I rebelted my tool belt and slipped on the necklace I always wore. It was a seashell tied on a piece of leather. My dad had given it to my mom long ago, a gift from one of his voyages to Low Tide where he had found the colorful abalone shell. 
 
    I glanced at myself in the mirror. I guessed I looked okay. My vanity surprised me. Who the hell cared how I looked? My sister was missing. What was I doing worrying about getting all freshened up anyway? I had work to do. I adjusted my belt once more then headed back outside. 
 
    Legba, the leader of the Dead Troupe, stood in front of the vehicle talking to Enrique, Ramsey, and Gutierrez. I was right. Enrique had stayed. Now, I guessed, the elders were trying to strike a deal. I looked away from them. Bodi was on the roof of the vehicle inspecting the speaker. I could hear him cursing softly. Giving the others a wide berth, I went around from the back of the vehicle and called up to him. 
 
    “Need a screwdriver?” 
 
    A moment later, Bodi looked over the edge of the roof down at me. In the morning sunlight, I discovered his eyes were a startling mix of blues and greens that put me in mind of pictures of the ocean which I had never seen. 
 
    “A screwdriver, a wrench, and some ideas.” 
 
    “You’re in luck. I have an ample supply of all of those things. Is the ladder safe, or do you have a bomb hidden there that’s going to blow my foot off?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Ladder’s safe. Come on up, Red.” 
 
    I smirked then climbed onto the roof of the vehicle. I heard voices inside the vehicle. It seemed that the two twin girls were inside. They were bickering as only sisters could do. From my vantage point on the roof, I scanned the compound and saw the massive bear of a man with Raj at the watchtower. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, kneeling down to see what Bodi was working on. 
 
    “High-frequency sonar,” he said. “We have two speakers, but one went down. Shitty wires. Nothing works. Like trying to build a house with burnt wood. You know how it goes out here. We wouldn’t have brought so many friends with us last night if the speakers had been working properly.” 
 
    Bending down, I worked the screw loose then gently lifted the broken speaker. “Sonar?” I asked, thinking back to the sharp whine we’d heard. “It made my ears pop.” 
 
    “Wailers hate it. Your doctor will probably discover that their ears are extremely sensitive to sound, just like their eyes are to light. The sound drives them away, but this damned thing has been on the fritz ever since it got bumped awhile back. One speaker will work well enough. Two works better. The broken one was the good speaker. The other one is barely working.” 
 
    Bodi pulled off the back of the speaker to reveal a tangle of rusted, taped, and nearly broken wires. I followed the lines to what looked like a car battery. 
 
    “Battery powered?” 
 
    Bodi nodded. 
 
    “How? I mean, how do you recharge it?” 
 
    “Spires in the north has power. We recharge there.” 
 
    “There is a community that has power?” 
 
    Bodi laughed. “Several.” 
 
    I frowned. If there were communities that had power, then what the hell were we all still doing here? 
 
    “If there are places with power—“ 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Red. You’re right and wrong. Spires has power, but it’s also a pit. It’s not a place anyone wants to visit.” 
 
    I frowned then tried to focus. The world beyond The Park was bigger than anything I knew, and so far, all I ever knew of it were names on a map. Sighing, I studied the equipment. “Wires are burned out here. And broken here,” I said, pointing. 
 
    Bodi signed heavily. “Wonderful.” 
 
    “I have some extra wire in my garage.” 
 
    “Your garage?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said then rose. I looked around the roof of the vehicle. There was a panel, but it was cracked. “Solar panel?” 
 
    Bodi nodded. “Yeah, but it’s dead. We’re going to have to scout in Hell’s Passage for a replacement. Then we’ll see if we can get it working again. Howey used to be our mechanic. Solar sickness took him a year ago. I’ve been patching up holes ever since, but I’m really more adept at juggling than playing mechanic,” he said, and to prove his point, he started juggling the tools he’d been holding. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    When he was done, he bowed. 
 
    I clapped politely. 
 
    Bodi winked at me. “You know, I can’t remember the last time I saw a red-haired girl. Someone told me the sun is hard on redheads. But here you are.” 
 
    “There’s a trick to surviving.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “You need to be tougher than the sun,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Bodi laughed. “No damsel in distress to be found here.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “All right then. Come on,” I said the climbed back down the ladder.  
 
    Bodi and I headed toward the garage. He slowed, however, when he reached Legba who was still talking to the others. 
 
    “Boss,” Bodi said. “Sorry to bother. She’s got some parts for the trolley.” 
 
    “Very good,” Lebga told Bodi then looked at me. 
 
    “This is Keyes,” Ramsey said, introducing me. “She’s very handy with mechanics.” 
 
    Legba smiled at me, a wide toothy grin. “Keyes,” he said with a nod. “I’ve heard your name more than once already. Thank you for any help you can provide. We are indebted.” 
 
    “Of course, I—” 
 
    Ramsey, however, interrupted to say, “Our resources are open to you as best as we may assist you.” 
 
    Legba looked at Ramsey and fixed him with a long stare. “You see my daughter Manderly over there?” he asked Ramsey. 
 
    Ramsey nodded. 
 
    “I taught my daughter not to trust anyone who does not let her speak her own words,” Legba told Ramsey then turned once more to me. 
 
    “Sir,” I said with a nod. “I am happy to help if you need any repairs.” 
 
    Legba inclined his head to me. “Thank you.” 
 
    Legba then passed Bodi a glance whose meaning I could not determine, and we set off once more. I was just a little ways away when Legba called, “Keyes, can you sing?” 
 
    I stopped and gave Bodi a questioning glance. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Not well,” I replied. 
 
    Legba laughed, nodded, then waved us on our way. 
 
    “Why did he ask that?” I asked, turning to Bodi. 
 
    Bodi shrugged again. 
 
    When we entered the garage, I headed over to my supply cabinet where I kept the last of the wire. I’d been lucky enough to scavenge some from an air conditioner vent. A whole spool had sat hidden away from the elements. I’d used it sparingly over the years as I worked on my inventions. 
 
    “Are these your drawings?” Bodi asked, touching my schematics for the da Vinci vehicle with the tips of his fingers. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He gazed around the workshop. “Whoa, wait a minute. What do we have here, ladies and gentlemen?” 
 
    I looked back to see him ogling the motorcycles. 
 
    “I’m just about done rebuilding the green one. The other is just for parts. But both are pretty much just sculptures unless you have some diesel fuel,” I said. 
 
    “About five gallons, actually.” 
 
    I stopped and turned around. “What?” 
 
    “We have about five gallons of it. The trolley doesn’t use diesel, but we always take whatever we’re given or stumble upon.” 
 
    “If you stay here long enough, I might be able to get it running so we can test it out, presuming you’d let me have a little of that fuel.” 
 
    “Then you better get to work, Red.” 
 
    “You better stay long enough for me to fix it.” 
 
    “Want me to stay, huh? Yeah, all the girls say that,” he said, posturing with mock arrogance. 
 
    I grinned. “Probably. But are any of them redheads?” 
 
    He laughed. “No.” 
 
    “And do any of them have this?” I asked, lifting the roll of wire.  
 
    He grinned. “Definitely not. I can say with certainty that Keyes from The Park is very unlike any of those other girls.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I mused. “And is it that kind of flirting and flattery that gets all the other girls to beg you to stay?” I knew he was playing, so I tried not to let the compliment affect me, but I still felt a flutter in my chest. 
 
    Bodi smirked. “Not quite. I thought I’d try something different on you.” 
 
    “And the result?” 
 
    “Too soon to tell.” 
 
    I tossed the spool of wire to him. “Stop experimenting. Let’s get to work.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he said politely. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him, causing him to laugh, and we headed back outside.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Getting to work mainly meant I would get to work sitting on the roof of the trolley, or so they called it, while the Dead Troupe set up their stage for that afternoon’s performance. When Legba saw me there working, he gave me an appreciative nod. In fact, once Bodi left me to work, no one bothered me for some time until I finally heard a call of “Oi,” from the ground. 
 
    I had just finished rewiring the output when I heard the call. 
 
    I rose, stretching my back, and looked down to find the twins standing there. My mind went back to the chant we used to sing as a child about the three deadly beauties. In my memories, there were three identical sisters. As it was, two identical pairs of blue eyes stared up at me. What had happened to the third? 
 
    “Hey,” I said carefully. 
 
    “You Keyes?” one of the girls asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Of course she is, who else would be on the roof of the trolley? Can you fix, you know, different things?” the second one asked. 
 
    “I can try.” 
 
    One of the girls crawled up the ladder to the roof and pulled a small bundle from her pocket. She handed it to me then sat on the side of the roof, her legs dangling over the edge. I sat down beside her then opened the parcel to find the pieces of a music box. 
 
    “Got any extra bits around that you could use to fix it? It was my mum’s, but it’s missing parts. We haven’t been able to get anything fixed since Howey died.” 
 
    “I think so,” I said, fingering through the pieces. The music box was small and round. The metal on the bottom half was bent where it had either been dropped or run over, the pieces loose. The outside casing, however, was beautiful. Etched in the metal were the masks of comedy and tragedy. “Looks like you’re missing some of the clockwork bits and a spring. I think I have something that will work.” 
 
    “You see. Bodi said she’s handy,” the girl sitting beside me on the roof told her sister. 
 
    “I thought it was just an excuse so he could follow her around. I mean, you are pretty and all, but I didn’t know if you were really good at fixing things or not. No offense,” the sister on the ground said. 
 
    I chuckled, unsure what to say. 
 
    “Now you’re just making her uncomfortable. And, please. Like Bodi would ever consent to lower himself for a groundling. No offense,” the other sister added. 
 
    It suddenly occurred to me that every time a person said “no offense,” there certainly was a bit of offense to it, but rather than getting upset, I tried to pay attention. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your names,” I said, trying to divert the conversation away from Bodi. 
 
    “Lyra,” the sister beside me said. 
 
    “I’m Nara,” the other sister added. “Make sure you stop working and come watch our show this afternoon.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” I asked. 
 
    “And ruin the surprise?” Lyra answered with a smirk then patted me on the shoulder. She then popped off the top of the trolley to the ground. “Thanks for your help, Keyes. You really think you can fix it?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nara added, then she and her sister turned to leave. 
 
    “I swear to God, you were so rude,” Lyra told her sister. I wasn’t sure if I was intended to hear the conversation or not, but their voices still rose to me. 
 
    “What? No, I wasn’t,” Nara protested. “You were.” 
 
    “Whatever. She is handy though.” 
 
    “And pretty.” 
 
    “Got Bodi’s attention.” 
 
    “That’s a first.” 
 
    I smirked. Bundling up the music box, I stuck it into one of the pockets on my pants leg then rose. I stretched. My back ached, but I was almost done. I went back to the speakers and sat down once more. I tried to concentrate on the wires, not on the sister’s words, but they’d proven incredibly distracting. I had no business thinking about Bodi when what I really needed to do was think about getting to Ash. The sister’s words had disrupted that. They were very annoying. No offense. I sat sweating and working for another hour or so when I finally had the thing rewired. Now all I needed to do was test it. 
 
    I climbed down to find the trolley deserted, but the big man from their group was headed my way. I squeezed my hammer tightly and steadied my nerve. He was just big, that was all, nothing to be worried about. Bigger than any man I had ever seen. How in the world did they manage to keep him fed? As well, I noticed that he had a small swirling tattoo on his forehead around his temple, curling just under his eye. No one at The Park has such skin adornments anymore, but I had seen pictures of tattooed people in the library. I wondered where he had gotten it. I waited patiently while he approached. 
 
    Seeing I wasn’t going to move and that I was looking at him, the man stopped when he reached me. 
 
    “I think I fixed your broken speaker, but I’ll have to test it. Can you help?” 
 
    The man studied me then nodded. 
 
    “I’ll climb back up. If you can turn it on, I’ll test and see if the wires are live. It doesn’t need to be turned on loud.” 
 
    “Okay,” the big man said then stepped into the vehicle. It shifted under his weight. 
 
    I climbed back up on top of the vehicle then set my reader on the wires. 
 
    “Turn it on, please,” I called down. 
 
    A strange static sound crackled. My ears throbbed then popped as the speakers came back to life. I set my gauge on the wires. They were live. A low sound was coming out of both speakers. 
 
    “Fixed,” I called happily. “You can turn it off.” 
 
    The strange static sound stopped, and the light on my gauge went dim. I slid the protective metal shield back in place over the wires and screwed it back on. When I was done, I rose and turned to climb back down once more but paused a moment to take a look at the damaged solar panel. It wasn’t any larger than the panel on the roof of Park Building. 
 
    I needed the Dead Troupe to take me to Low Tide with them. I needed them to say yes, to have a good reason to grant me the small favor. I would fix every broken thing they owned if it meant I had a chance at getting out of here when the time came. I knew Ramsey would ask for their help. I would appeal one last time to get the elders permission, but if they didn’t grant it, I would make my own luck. If the Dead Troupe liked me, maybe they would be willing to take me to Low Tide. I’d already won a friend in Bodi, and Legba seemed to appreciate my work as well. Now I just had to sweeten the pot. I’d fix the music box for the sisters. And then I would try the nearly impossible task of fixing the solar panel. Surely that would seal the deal, right? 
 
    Pulling out my measuring tape, I quickly measured the broken panel then jumped down. 
 
    The trolley shook as the big man came out. To my surprise, he was smiling. 
 
    “Fixed?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Should be all set now.” 
 
    He reached out and patted me on the head. His hand was bigger than my head. He nodded to me, smiled, then turned and went on his way. 
 
    I grinned at him then headed across the grounds toward Park Building. As I went, Ronan appeared from a side street and trotted over to join me. 
 
    “Good,” I said when I saw him. “I could use extra muscle.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I need someone to help me bring down one of the solar panels off the top of the Park Building.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A project.” 
 
    “The Dead Troupe is here, and you’re working on a project?” Ronan said with a chuckle.  
 
    “A few, actually. They have some diesel. If I can get the bike done, maybe they’ll let me borrow some to test it.” 
 
    “I can work on the motorcycle,” Ronan offered. “Since you have your project.” 
 
    I grinned. “Sounds like a plan…right after you help me carry down the panel.” 
 
    Ronan nodded, and we headed into Park Building. 
 
    Since I’d already been working on the panel, it didn’t take much to get it unattached and ready to transport. The electronics attached to it had fried out during the CME, but if time hadn’t ruined the panel itself, maybe there was hope that it could work. 
 
    Ronan and I maneuvered the panel back downstairs and were carrying it across the lawn when we encountered Ramsey and Gutierrez. Ramsey eyed us suspiciously. 
 
    “Keyes? What are you doing?” Gutierrez asked. 
 
    “The Dead Troupe has a solar panel on the top of their trolley. It’s broken. I don’t know if this will work, but I was going to try to fix it.” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “From the roof of Park Building.” 
 
    Ramsey frowned. “That seems like something we might need.” 
 
    “There are three more of them up there. The Dead Troupe’s news is invaluable, isn’t it? Shouldn’t The Park be generous in their thanks? That seems like the kind of thing they will remember in the future, who was good to them when it mattered.” 
 
    Ramsey frowned, tucking his chin to his chest, then said, “Very well. But only one. Perhaps you should be working on a way to use the panels to help us with the situation I mentioned to you earlier.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ve already been considering it, sir.” 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “Very well.” 
 
    I motioned to Ronan, and we continued on our way. 
 
    He was smirking, but he said nothing. 
 
    When we got to the trolley, I found Legba and his daughter standing there. 
 
    “Ah, now, here is Keyes. And Ronan, wasn’t it? Keyes, I am told my speaker is working now thanks to you. And what is this?” 
 
    “Yes, it should be working fine now. And this is a solar panel. I was going to see what I could do about your problem,” I said, pointing to the roof. 
 
    “Very good,” he said then nodded. “You have a garage nearby?” 
 
    I nodded. “Ronan and have a garage there,” I said, pointing. 
 
    “Manderly, my sweet, please move the trolley to her workshop, so Keyes doesn’t have to keep hauling equipment.” 
 
    I was grateful for his suggestion. 
 
    “Yes, Papa,” the girl said then motioned to Ronan and me. “Lead the way,” she said. 
 
    She stepped up on the footplate on the driver’s side. I watched as she slid a finger along the frame of the door. There must have been a hidden lever there that deactivated the security device. 
 
    Ronan and I carried the panel to the garage, Manderly following along behind us. The movement of the trolley got the attention of the community, but when they spotted Ronan and me hauling…something, they went back to their business. Despite the community’s worries over the Low Tide shipment and the late return of Ash and the others, the arrival of the Dead Troupe had offered some much-needed distraction. Everyone looked happy. 
 
    As we walked, I thought about that little lever in the door. While Low Tide and The Park were peaceful communities, it occurred to me then that the bigger world was, most likely, not all good. Bodi had said Spires, a community in the north, was dangerous. How many other troubled communities were out there? What if the marauding had started again? What if Ash had run into trouble? 
 
    “Keyes?” Ronan said. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Is it too heavy? You’re frowning.” 
 
    “No, I… Sorry, lost in thought.” 
 
    Ronan sighed heavily, guessing where my mind had gone. “It’s going to be okay,” he told me for what felt like the hundredth time. I wished everyone would stop telling me that. 
 
    “Pull up by the door,” Ronan yelled to Manderly as he and I took the panel inside the garage. 
 
    We set the piece down carefully. 
 
    “May need to weld it,” Ronan said. 
 
    I frowned. Welding was hazardous. I had rebuilt the mechanism inside the portable welding torch, but using propane and fire along with shoddy materials was always a risk. Dammit, why did everything have to be so broken? 
 
    “Good here?” Manderly asked, clicking off the ignition. 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    She got out of the vehicle and looked around at the garage. She then turned her attention to me. She had the same dark eyes as her father. They seemed to see a lot more than what was on the surface of the world. “Is the trolley safe here?” she asked. 
 
    Was she deciding whether or not to reset the traps? “The Park is a peaceful community. At worst, the kids might get curious. That’s all,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, crossed her arms, and then leaned against the vehicle. “Be nice to hunker down somewhere safe for a bit. But Papa says you had some people go missing.” 
 
    A breath caught in my throat. I coughed. “I…yeah. We were expecting a shipment from Low Tide. They never showed. Some people from here made the trek over, but never came back.” 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    “A little more than a week.” 
 
    Manderly nodded. “Probably just late.” 
 
    “Could be, but my sister was one of the ones who went. She wouldn’t dally. And she would know that dallying would make everyone worry.” 
 
    “Could be trouble then,” Manderly said thoughtfully. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “So, which is it?” she asked, looking pointedly at me. Her eyes gazed deeply into mine. 
 
    “Trouble.” 
 
    She studied my face then mused a “hmm,” as she dragged her foot across the ground, drawing shapes in the dirt. 
 
    “Have the elders talked to your father about it yet?” I asked tepidly. 
 
    Behind me, Ronan was looking over the bike and pretending not to listen. 
 
    “They asked,” the girl said, still drawing in the dust. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Manderly finished her drawing then stared down at the shape in the dust. A sharp wind blew across the grounds, stirring up the dirt, erasing part of her drawing. 
 
    The girl nodded then smiled a wide, toothy grin. “And we’ll go. So. The trolley is here. I’ll be back at the stage if you need anything. You’re Keyes, right?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I’m Manderly. Let me know if you need anything,” she said then turned and walked away. 
 
    Perplexed, I looked at Ronan who shook his head. 
 
    I stared down at the remaining figure Manderly had drawn on the ground. I didn’t recognize it, but I saw enough to know it wasn’t just a random sketch. She had drawn something…well, I didn’t know what. Arcane, maybe? That wasn’t the right word. But something. 
 
      
 
    Turning my attention away, I refocused on my next task, fixing the panel. 
 
    As the day pressed on, the others began to gather at the stage to watch the Dead Troupe’s performance. I, however, was sitting on the roof of the trolley wearing a welding mask and praying that the propane tank in my hand did not explode when I lit the burner. There was no sign of rust that I could see, and I’d checked the internal pieces once more to ensure I had rebuilt it right. I swallowed hard and lit the tip. 
 
    The blue flame sparked to light. 
 
    Working carefully, I removed the old solar panel and set it aside. It was completely useless save stripping it down for its components. I mounted on the new panel, welded it in place, and began reworking the crumbling materials. 
 
    Behind me, I heard Legba calling everyone to the show. There were laughs and cheers as everyone made their way. 
 
    “Keyes,” Ronan called up from the ground. 
 
    Sure the piece was steady, I put out the torch and set it safely aside. I lifted the mask and looked down at him. 
 
    “Take a break. Samara wants to go see the show.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll come in a bit,” I called, waving to him. 
 
    I lowered the mask and got to work once more. There would be no way to test the panel until tomorrow. I would have to see if the machine was still capable of converting the solar power or not. If the Dead Troupe’s mechanic had reworked the converter since the CME, it was entirely possible that all they needed was a new panel. It could work just fine. Or, it could not work at all. I’d have to wait until tomorrow to find out. 
 
    Sweating, I worked a bit more until I had all the pieces in place then sat back. I pulled off the mask and set the torch aside again. Picking up my canteen, I sipped some water, frowning at the sharp taste. Maybe if I got a look at the internal mechanism of the solar conversion for the trolley, it would help me design something for the well. Da Vinci’s mirrors were simply not cutting it at the moment. But there was something to be said for using solar energy to help with the water issue. 
 
    There was a boom of fire behind me then a round of applause. 
 
    Standing, I walked over to the corner of the trolley. The roof was covered with supplies hidden under tarps, mysterious lumps protecting who knew what. Stepping carefully around them, I went to the very corner of the roof. From there, I got a look at what all the fuss was about. 
 
    Bodi was on stage. He was swinging batons that were on fire. The crowd cheered and clapped for him. He set the rods aside, took a quick swig from a flask on his belt, then grabbed a torch. A moment later he turned, and moving deftly, he blew a fireball into the dimming dusk sky. Again and again, he blew massive streams of fire from his mouth. I was amazed to watch his body move, the fire taking shape with each breath. 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers once more. 
 
    He bowed then took out three balls, set each on fire, and juggled them quickly, the flaming balls making arcs of orange light around him. After a few turns, he caught all three then dropped the balls into a bucket where they extinguished. Once more, the community members cheered. To finish off his performance, he lifted a torch and began telling the tale of the devastating sun and its fire. I could not catch all his words from where I was standing, but I watched as he moved, his motions very animated, his eyes wide. Moving quickly, I saw him take a quick drink of something. He set a paper globe down on a pedestal, lifted a torch, and breathed fire across the ball that represented our planet. The model of the Earth caught on fire and melted, disappearing into pieces of floating ash under his fiery breath. 
 
    The Park’s residents cheered for the performer. 
 
    Bodi bowed. When he stood again, he looked across the space toward me. He tipped his hat, sipped his flask again, and lifted the torch. He blew me a fiery kiss. 
 
    A few of the residents of The Park followed his gaze, much to my sudden and massive embarrassment. They clapped and cheered. I smiled, abashed, then sat down on the corner of the roof to watch the rest of the performance. 
 
    While Ash had a budding relationship with Nasir, another of The Park’s residents who also went on the run to Low Tide with my sister—and was also missing—I’d never found anyone in my small community who drew my attention. Granted, I spent a lot of time in the library or in the garage, and most of the boys my age were busy chasing the more attentive girls, but I never really had any reason to notice any of them. They were just the same scruffy boys I’d grown up with, not interested in much, not interesting at all. 
 
    Bodi, however, was different. As part of the Dead Troupe, he’d no doubt had dalliances everywhere he went…except, that wasn’t what the sisters had said. And, really, it hardly mattered. In a few days, he would be gone. What I needed to do now was focus on finding a way to get to Ash. Maybe it didn’t hurt anything that Bodi had an eye for me. It would make convincing the Dead Troupe to take me with them to Low Tide easier. It wasn’t like I was really interested in him anyway. Right? 
 
    But if I wasn’t, why could I still feel the burn of a blush in my cheeks? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    It was dusk when the Dead Troupe’s performance ended. Legba took the stage and, from what I could make out, began answering questions. Curious, I climbed down from the trolley and joined the crowd. 
 
    “How far north have you traveled?” Raj asked. 
 
    Legba nodded thoughtfully. “A few years past, we were as far north as what was once Canada. Around the puddles of mud that were the Great Lakes. Maybe again one day. There is not much life left there. We visited four communities and found no one. We didn’t go further.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    Legba spread his hands. “Solar sickness, perhaps. Two communities were deserted, two were graves.” 
 
    “And to the south of us?” Devyn, a friend of Carrington, asked. 
 
    “Much as it is here.” 
 
    “How many days does it take to get to the next community south of us? Red Hills, right?” Devyn asked, looking to Carrington for confirmation. 
 
    Carrington, whose eyes betrayed she’d already heard much of this information in private, nodded. 
 
    “A week.” 
 
    “You survived on the road a week?” someone asked. 
 
    Lebga smiled. “We are the Dead Troupe.” 
 
    “Is it…is it green anywhere?” Maria asked. 
 
    I saw her hand drift toward her stomach, confirming my suspicions. Faraday and Maria were expecting a child. 
 
    Legba nodded. “Oh, yes. In many places. In some places, too green.” 
 
    Too green? What did that mean? 
 
    “And the wailers, are they everywhere?” someone asked. 
 
    “Deep to the south, where it is too hot for any living thing, there are few. Neither man nor wailer can survive there. The southernmost communities are gone. Otherwise, they are everywhere. Some communities have found ways to deter them. The burning road is still dangerous, my friends. Besides the wailers, the monster that is mankind is still everywhere you go. Granted, we are much fewer now.” 
 
    “You said some communities found ways to deter the wailers. Deter them how?” Ronan asked. 
 
    “A few years ago, we learned the wailers are susceptible to high-frequency noise. Now we have speakers on our trolley. They cannot abide the sound. And they are still mortal. They cannot endure fire or weapons. Or worse.” 
 
     “Is anywhere thriving?” Doge, an older man in the audience asked. “Crossroads? When I was young, people still traveled there.” 
 
    “They still do, but not so many now. People are fewer, and the wailers are more. To the north, two communities are doing well, but they have very different ideologies. We are following the coast east. We will learn their fate in the coming months. 
 
    “Where? Which communities?” Samara asked. 
 
    “New Washington, and another community further inland that we found quite by accident.” 
 
    “Where is it? What’s it called?” Doge asked. 
 
    Legba smiled and spread his hands wide. “I cannot say. They asked us not to share, so we do not.” 
 
    That silenced the crowd. A hush fell over the assembled group as they were lost in their thoughts. The world beyond us was not much safer than the world behind our walls. Between wailers and mankind and ideologies, we were, perhaps, lucky that the burning road was impassable. 
 
    The first of the wailers called somewhere in the distance. 
 
    The day was done. 
 
    Ramsey, who’d been sitting on a bench, rose. He looked tired, dark circles under his eyes. “Let’s thank the Dead Troupe for their news and merriment,” he said, turning and applauding the assembled group. 
 
    The Park’s residents, their smiles subdued, clapped in appreciation. 
 
    “Night has come again, my friends. It is time to depart,” Ramsey said. “The Dead Troupe has promised to stay with us one more evening before they go on their way—” 
 
    “Are they going to Low Tide?” Maria interrupted. 
 
    The smiles faded. 
 
    Everyone looked at Ramsey, who stiffened. 
 
    “Are they going to Low Tide? I mean, if they are going to travel anyway, they could see what happened at Low Tide. They could take word to our people that we’re worried,” Maria said. 
 
    Ramsey’s mouth tightened into a thin line, and he lowered his chin toward his chest. “I have informed Legba of our situation. We will make arrangements. Now, good night to all,” he said, motioning for everyone to depart. 
 
    Frustrated, Maria rose and headed back toward her house. I saw Carrington go after her. Slowly, the residents of The Park disappeared back into their homes as the sun began to set. 
 
    Ramsey and Gutierrez spoke to Legba and Manderly. A moment later, their group turned and headed back toward Park Building. The twins, the big man, and the little bald man began packing the troupe’s goods into trunks. 
 
    Bodi turned and came toward me, a smile on his face. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were a dragon,” I said. 
 
    “Half-man, half-dragon.” 
 
    “How did you learn to do that?” 
 
    “Boredom, mostly.” 
 
    “And the flask,” I said, pointing to the silver flash on his hip. “What’s in there?” 
 
    “Want a drink?” 
 
    I laughed. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Well, probably better if you don’t drink it anyway, it’s really just for us dragons. I hear the speakers are fixed. How did you learn to do that?” he asked. 
 
    “Boredom, mostly. That and the fact that nothing ever works, ever. I got tired of waiting around for other people to fix things.” 
 
    Bodi nodded thoughtfully. “You’d fit in well where I come from. People there are…inventive.” 
 
    “Ah, inventive half-dragons. And just where do you come from?” 
 
    “North.” 
 
    “That’s…less than specific.” 
 
    Bodi smiled. “The place Legba mentioned, well, didn’t mention. I’m from there.” 
 
    “The thriving but secret community.” 
 
    Bodi nodded. 
 
    “Why did you leave, then? I mean, if your community is doing well, why come out here where it’s…” 
 
    “Dangerous? Desolate? Hopeless? Remember that boredom I mentioned? Besides, my community is thriving. And we’re hardly doing anyone any good thriving in isolation. I’m…searching.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Hope.” 
 
    I frowned. “It is in short supply here.” 
 
    “Legba told me your community suspects trouble at Low Tide.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And the people who are missing? You had someone among them, I think. I can tell from those lines you get around your mouth every time someone mentions it. Boyfriend, maybe?” he raised an eyebrow and stepped closer to me. 
 
    Again, something in my chest fluttered, but his flirtation mixed with worry about Ash made me feel confused. “My sister.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows then nodded. 
 
    “I want to come with your group to Low Tide. I need to find out what happened to my sister. Something tells me she ran into trouble. I can’t just sit here and wait for her to come back…or not.” 
 
    Bodi nodded thoughtfully. “Will they let you go? Seems like the kind of thing you need to have sanctioned around here.” 
 
    I frowned. “You’re right. I have to ask.” 
 
    “Then ask. The others like you. Legba will let you come, I’m sure. The only problem is your own people.”  
 
    The wailers howled as the last of the sun disappeared from the sky.  
 
    “Well, your people and them,” Bodi said, looking back out toward the wasteland. 
 
    “Did you see anything on the road nearby? Any sign of people passing through? Any trouble?” 
 
    “Nothing on the road near here. But signs of trouble…yes. Everywhere. Legba was relieved to see The Park was still here.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” 
 
    “People missing. People sick. Wailers overtaking communities.” 
 
    I frowned then looked toward the gate. “My sister is in trouble.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here talking to me? If you want my advice, start with the lady,” he said, pointing to Carrington who was returning from Maria’s house. “Get her on your side. She may convince the others.” 
 
    I chuckled. “She might be the last one to be persuaded. She was my mother’s friend, thinks it’s her duty to protect me.” 
 
    “Then remind her it’s her obligation to protect your sister. And right now, you’re the one who can get the job done. Besides, I need a new assistant. Ever think of sword swallowing? We could get an act going.” 
 
    “Sword swallowing? When was the last time you saw a sword?” 
 
    “There’s about five of them in the trolley.” 
 
    “Of course there is. I don’t need a sword, but I could use that diesel.” 
 
    “The bike?” 
 
    I nodded. “If I can get it running, I can ride the bike back from Low Tide.” 
 
    “You do see the problem with that plan,” Bodi said. 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “If you sister isn’t there, then what?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but nothing came out. He was right. If Ash wasn’t there, what was I going to do? 
 
    Bodi set his hand on my shoulder. “In the morning, ask your people. All they can say is no.” 
 
    “That’s all they ever say.” 
 
    “Keyes from The Park, they can say whatever they want, but in the end, you have a mind and your own two feet. The burning road will be there whether they say yes or no.” 
 
    He gently squeezed my shoulder then stepped a bit closer to me.  
 
    My hands shook.  
 
    “Goodnight,” he whispered, touching me tenderly on the chin. 
 
    “Goodnight,” I replied. 
 
    He smiled gently then turned and went to join the others packing up the stage. 
 
     My knees soft, my heart slamming in my chest, I headed back to my house. For the love of all things holy, why did some random nomad have to show up and just…just…distract me? I needed to focus on finding Ash. 
 
    But Bodi was right. 
 
    If Ash wasn’t there, then what? How would I ever find her? Or would I? If she wasn’t there, I would have to return to The Park and wait for her, a solution which felt like nothing of the sort. 
 
    I slipped into my little house then bolted the door. I lay down on my bed twisting one of the red dreadlocks around my finger. 
 
    Of all the times to find someone interesting, why did Bodi have to show up now? I didn’t know what to do with a man, and Ash wasn’t there to ask. I flopped my arm over my eyes and listened to the call of the wailers. 
 
    It didn’t matter.  
 
    None of it mattered. What mattered was Ash. I would go to Ramsey in the morning. 
 
    The worst he could say was no. 
 
    And then what? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I lay in bed listening to the wailers outside. The arrival of the Dead Troupe the night before had them riled up. In soft tones below the cries of wailers, I heard the sound of a flute. I imagined Bodi lying on the top of the trolley looking up at the sky. I thought about the look in his eyes and that gentle touch on my chin. Had anyone ever looked at me like that before? 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin when I heard a soft knock on the door. 
 
    “Keyes?” Carrington called quietly. 
 
    Great. 
 
    I rose and opened the door. 
 
    “Can I come in?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded and stepped aside, closing and bolting the door behind me. 
 
    “It’s dark in here,” Carrington said. “I’m sorry if you were sleeping.” 
 
    “No, just resting,” I said, lighting my small lamp. 
 
    Carrington sat down at the table, sighing heavily when she did so. 
 
    “Do you want anything? Water? I think I have some…no, sorry, I don’t have anything to eat.” 
 
    Carrington chuckled. “No. Thank you. And when is the last time you ate something?” 
 
    Her question made me aware of the terrible ache in my stomach. I couldn’t remember, really. 
 
    “We’ve spoken to the Dead Troupe,” Carrington said. “There was no sign of Ash and the others on the road. When the Dead Troupe leaves, Enrique will go with them to Low Tide.” 
 
    I sat down in the chair opposite her and took a sip from my canteen. 
 
    “I’ll go with them,” I said. 
 
    Carrington looked at me. “Enrique will go. He will find news.” 
 
    “And I’ll go with him.” 
 
    “Keyes, there may not be good news to find.” 
 
    “No, there may not, but I’ll go with the Dead Troupe and Enrique. I need to see for myself.” 
 
    Carrington frowned. “I’m sorry. No. I can’t permit it.” 
 
    I rose and went to the door. “You should leave,” I said, setting my hand on the handle. I hope she couldn’t see that my hand was shaking. 
 
    “Keyes?” Carrington said, sounding surprised. 
 
    “I don’t think we have anything else to talk about,” I said then unbolted the door, opening it. 
 
    “I’m…I’m just trying to watch out for you, what Ash and Elena would want me to do.” 
 
    I said nothing. Evoking my mother’s name was not going to move me. I was sick of being told what to do. 
 
    Carrington rose and stepped outside, but she stopped and looked back at me. “Keyes, I care about you and don’t want you to get hurt…not out there and not in here either,” she said, casting her glance toward the Dead Troupe’s trolley. The sound of the flute music reached our ears once more. “You know he…well, he isn’t the kind to stick around.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Carrington,” I said then closed the door, locking it behind me. 
 
    My heart was slamming in my chest. I had never, ever, stood up for myself against Carrington. It wasn’t in my nature. I stayed low, minded my own business, and kept busy with my own interests. It had been my way of surviving. Ash was the outspoken one, the stubborn one, the hot head. Not me. But right now, I needed to channel a little bit of my sister. Carrington said no. Fine. She wasn’t the only person to ask. And tomorrow, I’d be every bit my stubborn hotheaded sister until I got my way. 
 
    I leaned against the door and listened to the mixed sounds of the flute and wailers. I closed my eyes. As much as I hate to admit it, Carrington was right about Bodi. He wasn’t the kind to stick around. But it seemed no one was sticking around these days, Ash included. If so, what was I still doing here? 
 
    A wailer very close to the fence growled and banged against the gate, a chorus of yips and howls answering, or maybe encouraging, the assault. 
 
    The flute music stopped. 
 
    The wailers were the reason I was still here. The monsters were real, and they roamed the burning road at night. And my sister was somewhere out there, and no one was looking for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I went to the garage to see where Ronan had left off with the bike. It was quiet in the community that morning. The arrival of the Dead Troupe had disrupted the normal flow of life. Inside the walls of The Park, we were so focused on daily survival that most of us rarely thought about the outside world, about the fact that there were others out there who were both dying and thriving. I guessed that everyone had gone to bed that night wondering about the community that was doing well, how they could get there, and what such a place might look like. The Park was in a period of uncertainty, and if Bodi was right about the fate of the other communities, we were right to be worried. 
 
    With a sigh, I picked up my tools and began working on the bike. It looked like Ronan had reworked a few bits and refortified the patches on the tires. I grabbed a wire brush and worked cleaning several parts. I reminded myself that I also had the sisters’ music box to fix, as well as the solar panel to play with. But first things first. Once I was sure that all the bike’s parts were in good enough condition, I headed to the supply cupboard to find grease. I grabbed a small jar and started working. Lost in thought, I was surprised when a massive shadow suddenly fell over me. 
 
    I turned to find the big man standing there holding a fuel can. 
 
    “I didn’t hear you come in,” I said, standing. 
 
    I grabbed the rag off my belt and started cleaning my hands. I was a total mess. 
 
    The big man set the can down then smiled.  
 
    I nodded. “Thank you. I’m sorry, but I never caught your name.” 
 
    “Tiny,” he answered. 
 
    I stifled a laugh, quickly covering my mouth. 
 
    Tiny chuckled knowingly. 
 
    “Shall we see if she’ll start?” I asked, looking at the bike. 
 
    Tiny nodded. 
 
    I opened the fuel cap and filled the tank just enough to test the bike.  
 
    “Once the engine is warm, we’ll be all set. But first, we need to get her going. How about a push?” I asked. 
 
    Tiny nodded once more. 
 
    I opened the garage door and walked the bike out. I hopped on. 
 
    “Okay, just give me a push. Let’s see if we can get a rolling start.”  
 
    Tiny grabbed the back of the back and started running, pushing as he went. I pulled on the choke and gave it a jump. The old bike groaned reluctantly, the engine stalling. Frowning, I tried again and again. 
 
    At last, the engine purred to life. 
 
    I pressed the gas. 
 
    Tiny let me go. 
 
    The bike shot off. 
 
    Laughing happily, Tiny clapped. 
 
    I gripped the handlebars and drove the machine around the park, a cloud of dust rising behind me. It worked. It actually worked. I loved the feel of the machine under me, the vibration rattling my wrists. I slowed to a stop and revved the engine, kicking out clouds of smoke as I cleared out the cobwebs. Hitting the gas once more, I made several passes to ensure nothing was going to fall off or catch fire. Ronan arrived at the garage and watched, as did several other members of the community. They smiled on as they often did when I came up with yet another new device, then turned back to their work. 
 
    I drove the bike back to the garage, parked it, and then turned it off. 
 
    I smiled at Tiny. “Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded happily, patted me on my shoulder, and then headed back toward the stage. 
 
    “Talkative gent,” Ronan said. 
 
    I chuckled. “I need to go,” I said, eyeing Park Building. 
 
    “But you just got it running.” 
 
    “Right, and now I have the bargaining chip I need.” 
 
    Ronan nodded. 
 
    My resolve firm, I headed toward the building. I wondered what Ash had said to Ramsey in the first place that convinced him to let her take her group to Low Tide. What smooth words had she used? All I had was a machine. I hoped it was enough. I headed upstairs to the third floor. As I walked down the hallway, I noticed the blind was drawn on the door to the clinic, but I could hear the squeak of metal inside. Leaving that curiosity for the moment, I went to the door of the meeting room and knocked. 
 
    “Come,” Ramsey called. 
 
    I entered slowly. 
 
    The old man was standing over a table looking down at some documents. He had a scarf around his neck, something I had not seen him wear before. It looked…odd. Carrington and Gutierrez were missing. 
 
    “Sir,” I said calmly. 
 
    “Ah, Keyes. I heard an engine roaring and was not surprised to look out to see you whipping around on a motorcycle. How in the world did you ever manage to get it running?” 
 
    “Um, well, I…” 
 
    “And it seems you’ve impressed our guests. Legba was very happy with the work you have been doing. It is good of you to do what you can to ease their journey.” 
 
    I inhaled deeply then said, “Speaking of which. I understand Enrique will be traveling with the Dead Troupe to Low Tide. I want to go with them.” 
 
    Ramsey paused. He stood perfectly still for several moments, so long that I started to wonder if he’d heard me. 
 
    “I was thinking—” 
 
    “No. Enrique will go. That’s enough.” 
 
    I steadied my nerves. My hands were shaking. Lacing my fingers together, I hid them behind my back. 
 
    “We can take the bike. It will hold two people. I’ll ask the Dead Troupe to haul it with them. If...if we can’t find anyone at Low Tide, Enrique and I can use the bike to return. Surely you see that with the Dead Troupe, it will be safe. Mister Ramsey, I can’t just sit here and wait to find out what happened to my sister. If I go, if I can see for myself, then…then I’ll know.” 
 
    Ramsey sighed. “Keyes, don’t you see we are trying to protect you?” 
 
    “I do. And you need to stop. I didn’t ask anyone to protect me.” 
 
    “That is our job. We guide the community and protect its members. If Ash is there, the Dead Troupe will bring her and the others home. If they are merely delayed, Enrique will bring news. Your bike…you’re right that it is helpful. If the machine is trustworthy, please let Enrique take it with him. If there is no news or bad news, he can use it to return safely. Either way, you will learn of your sister without endangering yourself.” 
 
    How could I explain to him that I need to go? I needed to see. If Ash wasn’t there, I would need to see what had happened, if she had met with foul play. I needed to see it with my own eyes. 
 
    There was no way to get him to understand that. 
 
    There was no way I would ever convince any of them to let me go. 
 
    “Enrique can take the bike. I’ll get it ready,” I said then turned and walked out. 
 
    It was only when I was part of the way down the hallway that I realized Ramsey had said something more, something that sounded like more reasons and platitudes. But I was in no mood to hear anything else. I didn’t care if he thought I was rude. I was tired of this argument, and I was getting nowhere. 
 
    Heading back down the hallway, I paused as I reached the clinic. I knocked gently on the door. 
 
    “Nat?” I said in a whisper. 
 
    There was movement inside then I saw his silhouette on the blind. “Keyes?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The door opened a crack. Nat looked down the hallway behind me then motioned for me to come inside. 
 
    “You may want to brace yourself,” he whispered, waving for me to follow him. 
 
    He headed down the hallway to a room in the back of the clinic that had a large window. On a table, Nat had something hidden by a drape. It wasn’t large enough to be a body. Nat grabbed the corner of the drape then looked at me. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    He pulled the drape back to reveal the head of the wailer, eyes missing, the skull cap removed, the brain showing. In a bin beside it was what looked like a heart, the eyes, and other fleshy lumps. 
 
    “I was just about to remove the brain,” he said. 
 
    The terrible smell that wafted off the remains, and the smell coming off of the fluid in which they sat made me gag. I covered my mouth and nose. 
 
    “He’s stinky, that’s for sure. But the embalming fluid is worse. It’s half rancid itself. I just hope it holds long enough for me to study the organs. 
 
    “The Egyptians,” I said from behind my hand. 
 
    “Sorry? What?” 
 
    “There is a book in the library on the Egyptians and their embalming methods. Maybe you’ll find something there on preserving the organs.” 
 
    Nat nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You said he,” I said, lowering my hand. “Definitely a he?” 
 
    Nat nodded then pointed to one of the organs floating in the stinking fluid. “Definitely a he.” 
 
    “What…what are they then? Man or beast?” I asked. 
 
    “Both, maybe. More man than beast. Their physiology is like ours only shifted a bit because of the twisted way they move. Mammals. I…I need to study them more.” 
 
    “If they are mammals, do they think like us? Reason?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I believe so. Their wails and howls are a form of communication. I’d like to start studying their communication patterns.” 
 
    I frowned. “If they were men, or come from us, then what happened? I mean, what made them like this? How?” 
 
    Nat pointed out the window toward the sun. “The wailers were born from the sun. Maybe in some places, people took a direct hit of the radiation which didn’t kill them but changed them, or maybe there was some other impact we don’t understand. No one really understood space well. We have no idea what actually happened. So many people died when the event happened. The wailers emerged years later. The sun made them. That’s all we’ve ever known. But I hope to learn more. The answers are there,” he said, pointing to the brain. “The only problem is, all I know is what I’ve had handed down to me or from a book.” 
 
    “You’re doing well so far. Don’t doubt yourself. What do you expect you’ll find?” I asked, looking down at the organ. 
 
    “An overdeveloped amygdala, and an under-developed prefrontal cortex. You can see, here, my theory may be right,” he said, pointing to the front of the brain. “This controls reason and logic. It appears smaller than that of a human brain, but I will need to remove it to study the proportions carefully.” 
 
    I suppressed a shudder as some of the gooey blood and stink of decay wafted up. 
 
    “I think I’ll stick to gears,” I said, leaning back. “You know, the device on the top of the Dead Troupe’s trolley emits a high-frequency sound which hurts their ears.” 
 
    Nat picked up a pair of tweezers and played with the ear, bending it back and forth. Once more, my stomach rolled. 
 
    “I’ll have a look,” he said. 
 
    Nodding, I stepped back. “I have some things to take care of. Really, it’s good work, Nat. Don’t let Ramsey stop you. This is important.” 
 
    He nodded then smiled at me in appreciation. 
 
    “I need to go. I’ll let myself out.” 
 
    “Make sure the door is locked behind you?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said then turned to leave.  
 
    Nat was already busy once more. 
 
    I knew the elders were just trying to do what was right for everyone, but at what expense? What if Nat could find a way to keep the wailers away by studying their physiology? And what harm was there in letting me go with the Dead Troupe to Low Tide? 
 
    None. And I would go, whether they liked it or not. Now I just had to ensure I bought myself a ride. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I headed back to the garage where I worked on the twins’ music box. I needed to replace a spring and reset the gears. After just a little tinkering, I had it working once more. I wound the key then sat and watched as the ballerina—her colored-plastic faded, her cloth tutu tattered—spun in circles. Soft music filled the garage.  
 
    As the dulcet sounds played, I opened my toolbox and looked inside. Grabbing my most essential tools, I packed them in my satchel. I also picked up my notebook in which I kept all my sketches of designs. There were a few things I would need from the house as well. 
 
    Sure, Enrique would be pissed when he realized I was along for the ride, and I needed to get Legba to agree to take me, but I’d had enough of no. I was going. Even if Legba said no, I was still going. 
 
    But first, I needed to check the solar panel. 
 
    Tools and music box in tow, I headed back outside. One of the sisters was just emerging from the trolley when I arrived. She wore an unusual red, black, and white checked costume. I looked carefully at her. The sisters were identical, save the tiny beauty mark above Lyra’s lip. This was Nara. 
 
    “Keyes,” she said happily. “You coming to the show?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I need to finish my work on the panel. But I did fix this,” I said, handing her the music box. 
 
    Nara’s face lit up. She set down her bag and took the music box from my hands. She turned the key. The lid sprang open, and the ballerina started dancing. 
 
    The girl stared at the small box, which fit neatly in the palm of her hand. After a moment, I realized tears were welling in her eyes. 
 
    “What is the name of the song, do you know?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled sadly. “‘Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy.’ From a Christmas show.” 
 
    I listened to the music with new ears. It had been a very long time since anyone at The Park had celebrated anything, let alone Christmas. But I had seen pictures of decorated trees, and snow, and houses trimmed with lights. Hell, even the Bozo’s menu featured a special Christmas menu including a sandwich made with turkey and cranberries and an eggnog milkshake. 
 
    The music died down. The last notes came out slow and distorted. Nara closed the lid on the music box. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said then pulled me into a hug. 
 
    “Oi, what’s this all about?” Lyra asked as she stepped out of the trolley in a similar costume. 
 
    Nara gave me one last squeeze then let me go. “Fixed,” she said, holding up the music box. 
 
    Lyra smiled a broad, open smile. “Keyes, you have no idea how much this means to us. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Today’s going to be a good day,” Nara said. 
 
    Lyra nodded and picked up her bag once more. “Agreed. Well, let’s get on with it then.” 
 
    “Is there anyone inside?” I asked, pointing to the trolley. “I wanted to test the panel.” 
 
    “Anyone or Bodi?” Nara asked with a grin. 
 
    I suppressed a blush. Really, I wasn’t even that interested in him. Why did the sisters seem so convinced there was something there? “Anyone.” 
 
    Lyra smirked. 
 
    “Manderly,” Nara called back toward the open door. 
 
    “Yeah?” a voice answered from inside. 
 
    “Keyes wants to check the panel. Can she come in?” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “We don’t usually let groundlings inside,” Nara told me in a whisper. 
 
    Manderly appeared at the door. After a moment, she motioned for me to come inside. 
 
    Moving tepidly, I followed her, climbing the steps into the trolley. 
 
    I hardly knew what to expect. Inside, I found a wild mess of costumes, weapons, maps, food stores, and all other sorts of crates, bottles, and bins. There were cots bolted to the walls, eight in total, all of them draped. 
 
    “This way,” Manderly said, leading me past the sleeping area to a small closet. “The controls for the panel and speakers are in here,” she said. “You may need to start the trolley to get things working.” She held out a ring of keys to me. “Just bring them back when you’re done.” 
 
    Surprised by the gesture, I nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Turning, she headed back out. 
 
    “Manderly?” I called. “The ignition. Anything I should be wary of?” I asked, thinking back to the trap on the door. 
 
    She looked back over her shoulder, a smirk on her face. “I’ll deactivate things before I go.” 
 
    I was suddenly very glad I had asked. As she said, Manderly stopped at the front. She leaned under the dash and did something then stepped off the trolley. 
 
    I cast a glance toward the back. The quarters inside were very cramped, but there was a table and bench, a small spot for cooking, and lots and lots of boxes. 
 
    Pushing aside the curtain that served as a closet door, I stepped inside. I grabbed a screwdriver and removed the panel covering the electrical unit inside. I found what I expected. About half the wires were corroded; some of the bits were totally rusted out. Other wires, however, had been replaced or repaired. I spotted an odd metal box that looked like it replaced the original power converter. It was of an unusual design, made with sterling silver and copper. The mechanics inside the box appeared to be clockwork. I eyed the cables going up from the device toward the panel. Well, I would replace what I did understand then get a look at that box afterward. 
 
    It was sweltering inside the trolley, but I tried not to think of it. It was always sweltering. I spent most of the day going back and forth between the garage and the trolley, from the roof to the closet, to replace or clean the pieces. Members of the troupe flowed in and out as I worked, none of them bothering me with questions. The system was complicated. I sketched as I worked, trying to understand how the mechanics functioned. If I could replicate the design, I could use the other solar panels on Park Building to power at least some of The Park, maybe even a water pump. I could only hope I understood correctly. It was sometime in the afternoon when I finally detached the clockwork converter. Working carefully, I opened the device and looked inside. It was very unusual. Someone had reworked the solar power to go through the box then back into the system, converting the power. The plates inside the converter seemed to be made of silica, but they looked strange. Either way, nothing seemed broken. I reattached the box, reaffixing the wires, and feeling satisfied all was in order, headed toward the front of the trolley. 
 
    I slipped into the driver’s seat. Slipping the key into the ignition, I hoped Manderly had remembered to turn off all the traps. I turned on the engine. The trolley purred to life. 
 
    I headed back to the closet and pulled the lever to switch the power on. 
 
    There was the strange feeling of static in the air then the clockwork device began clicking. A moment later, strings of colorful lights which had been attached to the ceiling of the trolley flickered on, and the engine of the trolley quieted. Thinking the machine had stalled, I went back to the driver’s seat but found everything still working. A new set of lights on an attachment on the dash, however, had flickered on. 
 
    Curious. 
 
    I rose and went back to the panel. Everything was running smoothly. Smiling, I stared up at the colorful lights. The glow made me feel joyful. 
 
    The trolley shook a little as someone else joined me. I looked to find Bodi there. 
 
    He smiled up at the lights then at me. He clapped softly. 
 
    Grinning, I took a little bow, socket wrench in one hand, a screwdriver in the other. 
 
    Bodi chuckled. “Does this mean you’re done working?” 
 
    “As long as nothing catches fire in the next few minutes, I think so.” 
 
    “Good. It’s almost time for our last performance.” 
 
    “More fire breathing?” 
 
    Bodi scoffed. “That would be predictable.” 
 
    “All right. I think I’ve earned a little entertainment.” 
 
    He smiled and motioned for me to follow him. I stopped to turn off the trolley then headed outside. 
 
    Most of the community at The Park had already gathered to watch. Sitting on blankets or in chairs they had brought from home, everyone readied themselves as the players prepared behind a screen. 
 
    Bodi left me, and I joined Ronan and Samara, who wrapped her arm around my waist and gave me a soft hug. The little man appeared on the makeshift stage carrying a wide leather drum. He sat down in one corner. He was wearing a colorful purple and silver outfit ornamented with ribbons of every color. He drummed a solemn, rhythmic beat which had an odd effect on the crowd. Everyone became silent. The sound of the drum shifted to mimic that of a heartbeat. The music set my nerves on edge and gave me an uneasy feeling.  
 
    The sisters appeared from behind the screen, one dressed in a blue and green gown which had been embroidered with the shapes of the continents. The other sister wore solar colors, gold, red, and yellow, fiery flames on the hem of her dress and on her sleeves. The gowns were beautiful, but it was the masks they wore that got my attention. The sister in the dress representing Earth wore a mask that bore a carefree smile whereas the sun wore a sinister grin. The monstrous masks over-accentuated the wearer’s features and added a grotesque ambiance. A feeling of foreboding made my stomach twist. 
 
    Legba appeared on stage. He wore a dark suit and carried a scythe. His mask, like those the sisters wore, showed over-developed features. But his expression was almost entirely blank. The mask showed the wearer with their eyes closed. 
 
    The sister dressed as Earth spun contentedly, as if unaware of the looming sun and the figure of death. The drumbeat changed again, an ominous foretelling of what we all knew would come. 
 
    With a sweeping movement, Legba stepped forward and seemed to cut the legs out from under Earth. 
 
    Earth fell to the ground. In wordless pantomime, Sun jumped on top of her. Sun wore long, sharp claws—gloves, actually—and ripped and tore Earth’s beautiful green and blue gown away. Earth screamed in terror. The pain in her voice felt real. It reverberated across The Park. Everyone stiffened. The violence of the scene startled me. They had to be really hurting each other. My hands shook, and much to my surprise, a lump rose in my throat. Earth screamed, fought, and cried. But she could do nothing. 
 
    When she was defeated, Earth lay whimpering on the ground. The sound was terrible, heartbreaking. Her green and blue robes lay forgotten beside her. She wore a stark dress made of brown rags. Still grinning, Sun twirled casually away, leaving the devastated Earth behind. 
 
    The drumbeat changed, the heart rate slowing.  
 
    Earth lay dying. 
 
    She whimpered helplessly for a long time then became very still. 
 
    The image of it was horrifying. 
 
    It seemed like an eternity passed as we all just stood and watched the shattered Earth lying there slowly dying. The scene lasted longer than felt comfortable. People shifted nervously and tried to look away from the terminal planet. When the sense of disease hit its crescendo, Manderly appeared on stage in a dress of silver and white, a crown of glittering stars on her head. Her mask showed a placid face. She stood gazing at the fallen Earth but did nothing to help. 
 
    The drumbeat morphed, fast and slow, and behind the screen, a wail sounded. 
 
    I jumped. 
 
    Had I not known better, I’d have thought it to be an actual wailer. Other howls, yips, and barks joined in. 
 
    A moment later, a figure in black, wearing a mask that looked like a wailer, stepped on stage. 
 
    Bodi. 
 
    The wailer crept toward Earth. 
 
    At the front, one of the children shrieked and buried her face into her mother’s side. 
 
    Circling the dying Earth, the wailer loomed ominously. 
 
    Earth slowly sat up and tried to move away. 
 
    The wailer pounced. 
 
    The Earth—and the crowd—screamed. 
 
    The wailer began choking the life from the helpless Earth. 
 
    One of the children started crying. 
 
    Legba appeared once more with his scythe. 
 
    We all watched and waited to see if the moon or death would intervene to save Earth. But they did nothing. Earth tried to fight off the wailer but was slowly being choked to death. 
 
    “Help her,” Cox, one of the teenage boys in the community, called to Legba and Manderly. 
 
    Legba stood looking on blindly. 
 
    The moon did nothing. She simply observed. 
 
    Earth’s cries were heartbreaking, but neither Legba nor Manderly moved. 
 
    I could sense the frustration in the crowd. 
 
    “Help her,” another boy called. 
 
    Earth turned and reached out toward the audience. Her placid mask was gone, replaced by a horrific mask that showed terror and despair. When had she managed to change her mask? She shook her arms, begging for the audience’s help. 
 
    Legba, who had been watching the exchange, looked up at the audience. 
 
    Cox, clearly frustrated, jumped up and rushed to the stage. 
 
    His mother rose to stop him, but Legba motioned to her to wait. 
 
    Lost to the play, Cox pulled Bodi—performing as the wailer—off Earth and pushed him away. Bodi yipped and ran offstage. Cox reached down and helped Earth up. 
 
    The drumming stopped. 
 
    And so did Cox who stood frozen, looking from Earth to us, apparently startled by what he had done. 
 
    We all sat in silence as the meaning of the pantomime settled in. 
 
    To my great surprise, I felt a tear slip down my cheek. 
 
    When I looked at Samara, I saw that she too was crying. 
 
    A moment later, Carrington began clapping. The rest of the crowd followed suit. 
 
    Legba crossed the stage and patted Cox on the back, whispering something in his ear. 
 
    Suddenly embarrassed, the boy slipped offstage. 
 
    Everyone clapped and whistled, myself included. 
 
    The rest of the players joined the stage then, removing their masks, and took a bow. 
 
    I waited to see if Legba or Ramsey would preach the message of the play, but the unsettled feeling in my chest was all the preaching needed. 
 
    “The Park, we thank you for your hospitality,” Legba said. “I hope our entertainments have brought you some delight and eased your long days. We will depart in the morning richer for having made your acquaintance. And we thank you.” 
 
    At that, the entire cast joined hands then bowed. 
 
    The audience clapped and cheered. 
 
    “Come, friends. Let’s all enjoy a dinner tonight in Park Building to bid our friends farewell. I understand Gutierrez has been hounding you to cook all day. Let’s eat with our guests one last time and give thanks for their news, merriment, and poignant reminder,” Ramsey said. 
 
    Legba inclined his head, and with that, everyone followed Ramsey to Park Building.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I cast a glance in the direction of Park Building. I’d been so busy that day I hadn’t even realized the others had been preparing a feast. As the others departed, I noticed that some of them they were carrying baskets of food. The crops grown on the easternmost edge of The Park were meager. This meal would cost us, and we would need the supplies from Low Tide more than ever. Without a sustainable solution, The Park would not make it. In six years, when the Dead Troupe passed by once more, would we be gone? 
 
    Enrique emerged from the crowd and came toward me. 
 
    “Keyes, Ramsey said you agreed to let me take the motorcycle. Legba told me I could attach the bike to the back of their trolley. It would be better if I worked on it while the others were…distracted,” he said in a low voice, looking back at the crowd headed toward Park Building. 
 
    Ronan raised his eyebrows but said nothing. 
 
    “Keyes, make sure you come eat something,” Samara said, frowning at Enrique. 
 
    I smiled at her. “Thank you. I’ll be there in a bit.” I looked back at Enrique. “Yeah, come on.” 
 
    I led Enrique to the garage where the bike sat parked. I lifted the fuel can the Dead Troupe had given me and filled the tank to the top. After, I gave Enrique a brief run-down on how to get the bike started. “Once the engine is warm, you should be good to go.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll be back tomorrow night with news. Even if Ash and the others aren’t ready to come back, I’ll return so everyone knows,” Enrique said reassuringly. 
 
    Again, I nodded.  
 
    Taking that as all the acknowledgment he was going to get, Enrique left, pushing the bike over to the trolley. Tiny was waiting to help him secure the bike to the back. 
 
    I frowned. I still needed to convince Legba to let me come, and time was running out.  
 
    I dropped the fuel can off by the door of the trolley and headed back to my house to clean up. I slipped out of my sweat-soaked shirt only to realize all of my clothes were in need of laundering. I cast a glance at Ash’s clothes then grabbed her maroon and gray shirt. As I slid it on, I caught my sister’s scent. The smell of the soap we used to wash our clothes clung to the fabric, but so did that sweet smell that always perfumed my sister’s hair. I smiled, comforted by the smell, and safe in the knowledge there was no way Ash would ever know I had borrowed her shirt—a forbidden act. 
 
    Freshened up, I headed to Park Building. A long table had been set up in the lobby. I saw flatbread, peppers, beans, okra, and even a few pieces of melon. Someone had even opened a few of the canned foods. There were also sweet treats which the children were circling like vultures. I looked over the crowd, seeing Cox—the teenaged boy who had saved Earth—with a group of his friends. The boy looked abashed, but the others looked at him like he was a hero. 
 
    For the first time in what felt like a long time, the residents of The Park looked truly happy. They shared their food with one another. As I eyed over the table, however, I worried. A lot of these foods should have been preserved for later. I hoped, at least, someone had remembered to remove the seeds. 
 
    “Keyes,” Carrington said gently, setting her hand on my shoulder.  “I hear you have been keeping busy. That’s good. Keeps your mind off things. Did you eat?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Get a bowl. Eat something. You’ve been hard at work all day.” 
 
    I gave her a half-smile then headed to the table. I picked up a bowl, looked down across the table, then set the bowl back down. 
 
    “Not hungry?” someone asked. 
 
    I turned to see Manderly standing there.  
 
    I handed her the keys to the trolley. “All set,” I told her. 
 
    “So I heard. Thank you,” she said, slipping the keys into her pocket. She picked up a bowl then slowly selected this and that from the table. 
 
    “Your performance was…thought-provoking.” 
 
    She smiled a wide but knowing smile then inclined her head to me. “I am a fan of your work as well. Bodi said the lights inside the trolley are back on. My mother was the one who scavenged them. Thank you again.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Manderly lifted one of the sweets and handed it to me. I caught the light scent of honey, a commodity in short supply now that most of the bee colonies we had at The Park had died off. 
 
    I reached out and took it from her. 
 
    “They say your sister is missing,” she said. 
 
    He words felt like a gut punch. “Yes. She went to Low Tide. She hasn’t come back.” 
 
    Manderly nodded. “You coming tomorrow?” 
 
    “The elders said no.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I asked you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “And if I did, would it be an issue?” 
 
    “Not for us. We see how it is here. Talk to Bodi.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I… Thank you.” 
 
    That slow smile crept across her face once more. “The lights…getting those back on is like getting my mother back. Missing someone who is gone forever is hard. Missing someone who might be gone is worse,” she said with a wink then wandered away.  
 
    I took the sweet treat and leaned against the wall. I eyed the crowd to find Bodi standing there talking to Lexia, Friday, and Keerthi. I had grown up with those girls but never had much in common with them—until this moment. Their eyes were big as moons as they ogled the performer. Bodi smiled patiently. Then, as if he could feel me watching, he looked up at me and smiled. 
 
    Keerthi followed his gaze, her dark eyes hardening when she saw me. 
 
    What did she hope, that she could get him in bed that night before he left? 
 
    Yeah, that was probably exactly what she hoped. 
 
    I smiled then looked away. I felt annoyed with Keerthi. Didn’t she realize that she had as much hope of snagging Bodi as I had of eating a Bozo’s burger? She needed to leave him alone. He wasn’t like that. Or, at least, that’s what the sisters said. Anyway, who cares? It wasn’t my problem. She could do what she wanted. And so could he. I frowned, popped the treat, then headed back outside. I went to my house to grab my canteens and finish packing. I should probably leave Ronan a note. And maybe Carrington too. Maybe. Her heart was in the right place, and she and my mother had been dear friends, but still. 
 
    It was already after dark when I finally had my satchel packed with tools, supplies, a change of clothes—including another of Ash’s shirts, but this one for her—and my journal. Two canteens were ready. With any luck, I would need almost none of it. Ash would be at Low Tide ready to scold me for leaving The Park and then scold me again for wearing her shirt. Outside, the wailers raged on. In some regard, it was almost easy to tune them out. They were a lurking menace, but as long as I was on this side of the wall, and they were on that side, it hardly mattered. But tomorrow, I would be on the other side of the wall. I remembered the play, the terrible squeezing feeling in my chest when I’d watched Earth ravaged by the wailer, and my relief when Cox stepped in. 
 
    I wished there was someone that brave in the real world. 
 
    I lay on my cot looking at the Bozo’s menu once more. There was a little insert on the side showing the eggnog milkshake and Christmas sandwich. Both looked delicious. My stomach growled in angry protest. I closed the menu and stuck it in my bag. 
 
    Late in the evening, there was a soft knock on the door. 
 
    I opened the door a crack—mindful that the watch always paid attention when anyone was roaming around The Park after lights out—to find Bodi there. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I should be impressed or terrified at how convincing of a wailer you played,” I said. “Want to come in?” 
 
    A look crossed Bodi’s face. His eyes spoke one answer, but his mouth spoke another. “That’s okay. You should get some rest. We talked. How about you join me on the roof of the trolley tomorrow before dawn?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Bodi nodded. “Okay. You sure, Keyes from The Park?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Are you…are you sure you don’t want to come in?” I asked again, surprised at the words coming out of my mouth. 
 
    Bodi stepped closer. He reached out and touched my cheek. “I do want to come in. But…” He smiled helplessly. “Legba.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay. Then I’ll see you in the morning, Red,” he said with a wink then departed, heading back to the trolley. As he left, I felt a twang of comfort in realizing Keerthi had not, in fact, won his attention. Instead, he’d found his way to my door. And he’d wanted to come in, but had been advised to…to mind his manners. 
 
    That was a reason I could live with. After all, what in the hell was I doing inviting him inside anyway? I knew very well what it could lead to. Is that what I had wanted? Good God, I needed to find Ash before I did something foolish…or didn’t do something I should. I didn’t know. What I did know, however, was that I needed my sister.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    It was well before dawn when I slipped outside. The watch was canvassing the grounds and in the tower, but otherwise, all was still. I pulled the door to my home closed behind me with a soft click. I’d left notes for Ronan and Carrington. Both would understand, but both would still be upset. Gear in tow, I went to the Dead Troupe’s trolley and climbed up the ladder. Bodi lay sleeping on the roof. He’d spread out a mat and had set his hat aside. I eyed him. He was tall and lean, but as he lay there sleeping, I realized he probably wasn’t much older than myself. I bent low and shook his boot. 
 
    He sat up, looked at me, then nodded. Moving carefully, he lifted a tarp covering some supplies on the roof. He motioned me to slide underneath. Moving carefully, I crawled under the tarp. 
 
    “I’ll have to retie it, but it will be open enough that you can get air,” he whispered. 
 
    I nodded, watching as he reworked the tarp. After that, he moved his mat to lay down beside me, looking at me through the narrow gap in the fabric. 
 
    In spite of the danger of the road ahead, the fear that someone may notice and stop me, and the nagging ache of fear for Ash, I chuckled as I looked at Bodi peaking at me. 
 
    “Ever play hide and seek when you were a kid?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yeah. But I usually took a book with me and hid so well no one could find me so I could be left alone to read.” 
 
    “You bring a book this time?” 
 
    “Have a couple in my bag. Too dark right now though.” 
 
    He smiled but then his expression dimmed. “Once, when I was a kid, I wanted to beat my brother at hide and seek, so I went outside the safe zone to hide. It was a pretty good spot until I realized I wasn’t alone in the dark.” 
 
    “The wailers?” I whispered. 
 
    He nodded. “We call them nightstalkers. But yeah, I barely made my way back into the sunlight in time. Luckily, they gave up the chase.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me you had a brother.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “Had.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. You sleep at all?” 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    “Close your eyes, if you can. Try to rest. The others will be awake soon.” He smiled gently. 
 
    My head cushioned on my arm, I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. Very soon it would be done. I was doing the right thing, the logical thing. Ash could be as mad as she wanted when I found her. The important thing was that I found her. And I would. 
 
      
 
    I woke a short while later to the sound of voices and the purr of the trolley’s engine. I peered outside to see that Bodi was gone. It was almost dawn. The first rays of the sun illuminated the horizon, and the sound of the wailers’ calls had fallen into the distance. They had returned to the mountains and to the dark places in Hell’s Passage.  
 
    I heard Legba, Bodi, and Enrique. The trolley shifted as people moved in and out. It felt like an eternity before Ramsey’s, Gutierrez’s, and Carrington’s voices joined the conversation. 
 
    The heat picked up as the sun rose. I closed my eyes once more. 
 
    Courage, Keyes. 
 
    I heard the gate roll open and the sound of the voices of the residents of The Park. They’d come to say their farewells. I hoped no one noticed I was missing. Terror lodged in my heart at the thought that Carrington might go to my house to see why I hadn’t said goodbye. Would she stop me before I even had a chance to leave? They would all probably assume I was angry so I’d stayed away. That would work. 
 
    I wrapped my hand around the little abalone shell I wore. My mother would have been brave enough to do this, as would my father. I was no different from the rest of my family. 
 
    The trolley drove over the rise and down the ramp toward the old road that led across the wasteland to Hell’s Passage. I heard the gate to The Park squeak as it rolled shut behind me. 
 
    The gears on the machine ground, then the trolley picked up speed. 
 
    I had made it out. 
 
    “I’m coming for you, Ash,” I whispered, squeezing the necklace tight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    We had ridden for some time when the trolley finally came to a stop. 
 
    I heard Legba and Enrique talking. The word “lighthouse” was the only word I caught clearly. The lighthouse was the midway point between The Park and Low Tide and sat along the river. The dry riverbed was the shortest route between Low Tide and us. Since we didn’t have any working vehicles like the trolley, all trips to and from Low Tide had been done via the river. Both communities would shelter at the lighthouse overnight then continue on their way the following day. The lighthouse, however, was accessible by land. There had once been a fine dining establishment nearby. Like the Bozo’s menu, there had also been a menu for The Lighthouse Inn’s restaurant in our archives. No pictures were included, but the menu descriptions were vividly detailed. I still remembered the description of pasta carbonara. I could only imagine how it tasted, but I imagined it to be divine. 
 
    The trolley shook as someone climbed to the roof. I recognized Bodi’s boots. 
 
    “Ready to go have an argument?” he asked, bending down to untie the tarp. 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    He pulled away the ties and pushed back the tarp. Lending me a hand, he helped me up. 
 
    I grabbed my bag. Following behind Bodi, I climbed down. 
 
    “She’s coming down,” I heard one of the sisters inside the trolley say. 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be good,” the second sister answered. 
 
    I climbed down the ladder then turned toward the entrance of the trolley to see Legba and Enrique standing there. Legba wore a wide straw hat. He tapped the brim of it when he saw me then smiled. Enrique lowered the map he had been reading and looked at me. A myriad of emotions crossed his face. First surprise, then anger as he clenched his jaw. He took a deep breath. “I should make them take you back,” he said. 
 
    “No, friend,” Legba said. “The Dead Troupe only goes forward.” 
 
    Enrique frowned. “Keyes…” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just… I had to come.” 
 
    “We are trying to protect you in case there was trouble…in case Ash and the others didn’t make it. We didn’t want you to see if—” 
 
    “If she is dead,” I said. “I know. I understand.” And that was the truth of it. What they had all skirted around saying. They didn’t want me to see it if Ash had been killed. 
 
    Enrique frowned. “Be careful what you wish for. It’s not me you’ll have to answer to when this is all done,” he said then turned back to the map. His brow wrinkled in frustration, his jaw clenching and unclenching. Clearly, he was upset, but he kept himself in check. “The turn is here. The lighthouse is seven miles in this direction. There is a small village, some houses, a few businesses.” 
 
    Legba looked from Enrique to the road ahead. “The way is clear?” 
 
    “It was two years ago. No one takes this path anymore.” 
 
    Stroking his chin, Legba thought it over. “We’ll go as far as we can.” 
 
    Enrique folded up the map. “Very well. I will take the bike or go by foot if we can’t get in any deeper,” he said then went back inside. 
 
    Legba chuckled then came to me, setting his hand on my shoulder. “This man is too serious for me.” 
 
    “For most people.” 
 
    He tilted his head toward the trolley door. “Come inside and drink some water. It must have been a hot and bumpy ride.” 
 
    He motioned for Bodi and me to follow him. 
 
    I crawled onto the trolley, not knowing what to expect from the others in the Dead Troupe. I was sure that Ramsey would not appreciate the Dead Troupe interfering in community matters. It would strain trust between the troupe and our leaders. At the same time, I suspected most people at The Park would sympathize with me. Either way, the Dead Troupe had pushed a boundary with The Park’s leaders on my behalf, a fact that was not lost on me. Regardless, I was met with smiles except for Enrique who had sat down in the passenger seat and was studying the map. He did not look up at me, an act that looked to take some effort. 
 
    “Well, that was truly disappointing,” Nara said, patting a spot on the bunk beside her. “I thought you might get into a tussle.” 
 
    I sat down beside her. I was about to answer when the little bald man sitting across from us spoke up. 
 
    “Violence is not always the best answer,” he said as he sharpened a knife on a whetstone. 
 
    Bodi cleared his throat. 
 
    When the little man looked up, Bodi motioned to the knife. 
 
    “What?” the man replied with a wink. 
 
    “No, but I wanted to see what Keyes had in her,” Nara said with a grin. 
 
    The others chuckled. 
 
    I swallowed hard, hoping desperately the conversation would end. I didn’t like Enrique much, but I didn’t dislike him either. He was a reliable member of our community. He was, as Legba said, too serious. But he was not a bad man. I eyed the little man with the knife. “You have to forgive me. I don’t think I ever learned your name,” I said, hoping to redirect the focus of the conversation. 
 
    “Sparrow,” he said, looking up at me with a smile. I noticed he was missing several teeth and had a deeply weathered face. 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    He nodded. “You too. They told me there was a girl on the roof. I thought Bodi might have stolen a bride.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Bodi said jokingly. “Are you saying I’m so ugly I’d have to steal one?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sparrow replied. 
 
    The sisters and Bodi laughed. 
 
    I gave Bodi a soft smile. No. Definitely not ugly. 
 
    “We’re going. Settle in,” Legba called.  
 
    Bodi slipped onto a bunk the next row down and looked out the small window. Manderly was somewhere in the back digging through supplies. Tiny sat at the back, taking items from Manderly’s hands as she passed them to him. 
 
    I slid to the end of my seat and watched out the dashboard window as we turned toward the river. I pulled my own map from my satchel. Those who had gone before us had marked off the landmarks that remained. 
 
    We passed through a small village. On the map, it noted that this community was called The Meadows at the Lighthouse. I gazed out the front window. Some meadows. All that was there now was dirt, thorny shrubs, and red vines which seemed to grow on everything. Some of the fiction novels in the library talked about ghost towns. The Meadows at the Lighthouse fit the description perfectly. Buildings made of stone or brick still stood, but their empty or broken windows felt like black eyes watching us. Large Victorian period houses, sturdily built, still stood but were choked with vines. Some smaller wooden structures had collapsed entirely. We came to a small downtown area where rusted-out cars sat parked. The buildings on this block were made of brick. I edged forward in my seat to look. Most of the buildings were two stories and connected together, or nearly. There was a keystone at the top of one building that marked its construction in 1879. The windows in the shops had been broken long ago. Inside the shops, I noticed fallen shelving and other remnants of the past. Legba drove slowly down the street, his eyes combing the buildings. 
 
    “Good place for wailers to hide,” Sparrow said, casting a glance out the front window. “Probably a lot of basements. The brick keeps it cool inside.” 
 
    Nara nodded. 
 
    Lyra, who was lying on the bunk above us, said, “Look. Clothes shop,” she said. “Legba? Clothes shop.” 
 
    “Not now, dove,” he called gently. 
 
    “There’ll be more in Hell’s Passage,” Nara said. 
 
      Lyra sighed but said nothing else. 
 
    As I stared out the window, my mind tripped over itself thinking about the fact that this place had been so close to The Park all this time. Yet we never had the means to travel here quickly enough. My landsailers might be able to make it this far and back. I’d have to do some calculations. There were loads of things to scavenge here. Everywhere I looked, I saw something useful. When I finally found Ash, we would need to consider returning here, keeping Sparrow’s warning in mind. 
 
    We passed through the small downtown. 
 
    “There,” Enrique said, pointing to a turn. A faded and rusted road sign indicated that the lighthouse was further to the east by three miles. 
 
    Legba turned the trolley. He was only able to make it part of the way when he came to a roadblock. Long ago, someone had placed cement road dividers in the way. A tangle of rusted-out cars and choking vines growing over everything blocked the path. There was no safe way to get around without risking the trolley’s tires. 
 
    “Just two miles to go. I can go by foot,” Enrique said. 
 
    Legba rose. “We will go with you. Tiny, bring weapons. Nara, Lyra, you stay here with Sparrow. Bodi, Tiny, Manderly, and Keyes will come with us.” 
 
    Enrique shot me a sharp glance. He opened his mouth to protest but thought better of it. Instead, he gave me a stern look then headed out of the trolley behind Legba. 
 
    I followed behind them. Once I got out, I climbed up the ladder to the top of the trolley and pulled out my monocular. I scanned the horizon. I could see the roof of a tall building nearby, but no lighthouse. 
 
    “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” I called down to Enrique. 
 
    “You don’t see anything?” Manderly asked. 
 
    “No. And, I would think, a lighthouse would be visible from this distance.” 
 
    Bodi joined me on the roof and looked out across the horizon. He frowned. “Nothing,” he added. 
 
    Enrique looked at the map. “The sign and the compass both indicate it’s this way,” he said, pointing ahead. 
 
    Tiny handed guns to Manderly and Legba. 
 
    “Let’s have a look,” Legba said, motioning for Bodi and me to come along. 
 
    We crawled back down and followed the others. Tiny handed Bodi a pistol. He slipped it into the back of his pants. 
 
    “How about you, Red?” Bodi asked. 
 
    Tiny held out a small handgun to me. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    Tiny smiled, shrugged, then stuck it back in his pocket. 
 
    “I can show you how to use it,” Bodi said. 
 
    “I know how to use it. I just don’t want to.” 
 
    Bodi grinned. “Stay out here long enough, and you’ll change your mind.” 
 
    “My sister is the strong one,” I said with a chuckle. “I just…” 
 
    “Fix things? Strong is a matter of perception.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    He grinned but didn’t say anything else. 
 
    We climbed over the partition, careful not to get caught up on any of the rusty barbed wire or on the jagged metal edges of the cars. We headed down the street. Huge trees once lined the road. Several had fallen into our path or had dropped on one another. I gazed at the massive trees as we walked. It was almost like they had fallen into one another’s arms, helplessly overcome by the sun. Red vines with sharp thorns twisted up the trunks, choking the life out of them. The idea of it made me feel sad. 
 
    I spotted the remnants of houses and other small buildings as we walked, but mostly everything had collapsed. The trolley was out of sight when I spotted a very tall building ahead of us. When we finally reached the structure, both relief and foreboding washed over me. 
 
    “We’re in the right place,” I said. 
 
    The others stopped and turned to me. 
 
    I pointed toward the building. “The Lighthouse Inn,” I said. “The sign by the door. See it? You can just make out the faded shadow of a lighthouse painted on it. This place was what they called a bed and breakfast. People could stay here overnight and dined here.” 
 
    The windows on the inn were covered with plywood. Much of the building was overgrown, and it looked like part of the roof collapsed. The porch had become detached from the house and had fallen down completely on one side. Most of the paint had flaked off. 
 
    “Good. At least now we know,” Enrique said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Pasta carbonara,” I whispered. 
 
    “What did you say?” Bodi asked. 
 
    “They served pasta carbonara here.” 
 
    “What’s pasta carbonara?” 
 
    “Pasta carbonara. Handmade fettuccine noodles in a rich crème fraîche sauce with applewood smoked bacon, farm-fresh eggs, organic parsley, garlic, and grated Parmigiano-Reggiano.” 
 
    “Did you just read me a poem?” 
 
    I smiled. “I think so.” 
 
    “That sounds…” 
 
    “Amazing?” 
 
    “Miraculous. I have had garlic and eggs. Does that count?” 
 
    “Not even close.” 
 
    Bodi smiled. 
 
    “Is it weird to crave food you’ve never had?” 
 
    “No. I spend an inordinate amount of time thinking about the internet, which doesn’t exist anymore. I mean, think about all the knowledge that’s just gone. At least, maybe one day, if you scavenge and get lucky, you could eat pasta carbonara.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” I said. Not that I got to do any scavenging at The Park. 
 
    Refocusing away from pasta carbonara, I eyed the skyline again. Ahead of us, the landscape dipped, and the road turned east. A worn sign indicated a turn to enter the parking lot for the lighthouse. Maybe the lighthouse had just been obstructed by the landscape? 
 
    Enrique pulled his weapons, and we moved quickly down the slope and around the bend. We entered the parking lot at a run, expecting to see the lighthouse. Once we made the final turn, however, we all stopped. 
 
    What was left of the lighthouse sat before us. The top of the structure had burned. Only the top of the metal spiral stairwell remained. The building had burned almost to the ground, but the bottom of the structure, which was made of stone, remained intact. It was only charred. 
 
    For a moment, I didn’t breathe. 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    Trying to stay calm, I moved toward the structure. Enrique joined me, his gun drawn. 
 
    The others followed behind. 
 
    “Keyes,” Enrique cautioned. “If someone burned them out, they may still be—” 
 
    “No. It burned from the top down.” 
 
    “Top down?” 
 
    “No one burned them out. The fire started at the top of the building. Lightning, maybe. Or maybe something caught fire in the top of lighthouse. It didn’t burn beyond the foundation very far,” I said, looking at the charring on the ground. There was some evidence that the brush nearby had burned, but nothing beyond. The fire had contained itself. 
 
    I stepped close to the ruin of the structure. I held my hand out. There was no residual heat. Frowning, I looked inside. There was nothing left except the metal stairwell. There was no evidence of anything. And, most importantly, there were no human remains. 
 
    My hands shook. I stepped away from the ruins and walked upriver toward the riverbed. 
 
    “Keyes?” Enrique called. 
 
    Kneeling, I eyed the ground. I rose and began to move slowly. Scanning as I moved, I walked toward the river then stopped. There, near the base of a bush, I spotted a bootprint. The branches on the brush were broken. I crouched and glanced ahead. At this angle, I could see that someone had passed this way. They had crushed the vines and bent the branches. 
 
    “What is it?” Enrique asked. 
 
    I turned to find Legba, Enrique, and Bodi standing behind me. 
 
    “Bootprint,” I said. “Someone passed this way. Look,” I said, pointing. 
 
    I rose and followed the path. The lighthouse sat on a bar that stuck out into the river. When I reached the edge of the bar, I knelt once more and studied the stones. I could clearly make out multiple sets of tracks. 
 
    “Look,” I told the others. “See the footprints? There and there? They made it this far. The prints come in from the west. The toes point toward the lighthouse. They were here.” 
 
    I gazed across the horizon, looking downriver. Along the bank not far away, I saw where bank ledge had been disturbed recently. 
 
    “And there. Look. See where the dirt is loose, chunks of mud and rocks on the ground? They came back down there. They were here, and then they left.” 
 
    “Which direction did they go when then left?” Bodi asked. 
 
    I looked back down at the footprints. The direction of the prints showed them coming in west from The Park. No prints returned that direction. From the direction the dirt had been disturbed on the other side of the bar, the answer was obvious. 
 
    “They went east. Into Hell’s Passage.” 
 
    I looked back to see Legba and Bodi exchange a glance. 
 
    I stared downriver toward the foreboding skyline of Hell’s Passage. 
 
    Oh, Ash. Where are you? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Everyone was quiet as we walked back to the trolley. My sister had made it this far but had met with an unexpected problem. How long had it taken them to get here? Would they have time to get to safety before dark? 
 
    I paused and waited for Enrique to catch up with me. 
 
    “There are other safe houses along the way, aren’t there? Where would they have gone next?” I asked. 
 
    Enrique frowned. “Nasir took the notebook with him. It lists the secondary stops. I don’t know. They could have gone anywhere.” 
 
    Or we could soon find their remains on the street ahead. 
 
    Enrique pulled out the map and studied it in silence. 
 
    I slowed when we passed The Lighthouse Inn once more. I had been born too late. Everything good had already come and gone, including my parents. There was no life left. And now, Ash… 
 
    I felt a soft hand take mine, fingers gently folding across my hand. 
 
    “You okay?” Bodi whispered. 
 
    “No,” I said, staring at the inn.  
 
    “If your sister is anything like you, she found a way.” 
 
    I exhaled deeply then turned back toward the road, mindful that my hand was still linked with Bodi’s.  
 
    “My sister is stronger than me. And the others with her—Lordes, Nasir, and Faraday—are some of the most resilient people I know. You’re right. Ash would have found a way,” I said, feeling a bit more at ease. 
 
    “Back there,” Bodi said, motioning back to the lighthouse. “How did you learn to do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Track someone.” 
 
    “What, you mean the footprints?” 
 
    Bodi nodded. 
 
    Was his hand always so warm, his grasp always so firm but gentle? “I don’t know. I was just looking for clues.” 
 
    “But you noticed things none of the rest of us saw. Did someone teach you how to do that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Impressive. It’s a good trick, Red.” 
 
    “It’s not like breathing fire or anything.” 
 
    Bodi laughed softly. “Well, you’re not a half-dragon. Yet.” 
 
    “Yet?” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    “Don’t I need to find some treasure or solve a magical riddle or complete a quest for half-dragon status?” 
 
    “And just what do you think you’re doing now?” 
 
    He was right about that. But my treasure was made of flesh and blood. I smiled softly. 
 
    Bodi let go of my hand and put his arm around my shoulder, giving me a reassuring hug then let me go as we neared the barricade. 
 
    The feel of his embrace had comforted me, and that strange flutter in my chest popped up once more. Feeling that, alongside the anxiety wracking my stomach, confused me. But I had liked the feeling of his arm around me. 
 
    As we neared the trolley, Nara, Lyra, and Sparrow stepped toward us. 
 
    “Nothing?” Lyra called. 
 
    “The lighthouse burnt down, but their group was here—and gone. We’ll push east,” Manderly answered. 
 
    “Damn,” Nara said. 
 
    Manderly nodded then cast a glance toward me. She gave me a soft smile then crawled into the trolley. 
 
    Wordlessly, we filed in behind her. 
 
    Legba started the trolley. “Eyes on windows,” he called to the back. 
 
    Lyra, Nara, Bodi, and Sparrow crawled into top bunks to look out. 
 
    Legba turned the trolley around, and we headed back the way we’d come, passing through the little village and The Meadows at the Lighthouse. 
 
    I stared out the front window. The little box on the dash that had come to life when I’d reconfigured the solar was on and blinking. I rose and walked back to the small closet. Steadying myself, I opened the panel and looked inside. The small clockwork device was turning quickly and made an audible tick. It had a blueish glow inside. 
 
    I closed the panel once more then took a seat near the front of the trolley again. 
 
    “Legba, where did the device that converts the solar power come from?” I asked. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at me, a slow smile creeping across his face. 
 
    “North,” he said then looked back. 
 
    “Ah, once again, north,” I said, casting a glance at Bodi who passed me a wink. 
 
    I stared out at the road. If people in the elusive north were making new technology, what other things had they invented? 
 
    “There,” Enrique said, pointing. “High Street will lead us through Hell’s Passage.” 
 
    Legba turned the trolley in the direction of the city. The massive skyscrapers stood like sentinels, monuments to a forgotten past. As we approached, we passed smaller buildings, defunct gas stations, and other shops. 
 
    Legba slowed as he guided the trolley around some rusted-out cars and other debris. Long ago, someone had made an effort to clear the path through the city. It was passable, but not without some care. We drove deeper into the city. The skyscrapers loomed overhead. I tried to imagine the world as it has been. I tried to imagine the streets jammed with cars, the sidewalks full of people. The noise and the energy. But the image didn’t sit right. It felt busy and chaotic. It felt stressed. Maybe I hadn’t missed everything. Maybe I’d just missed a different kind of hell. 
 
    “Legba,” Nara called. “Maybe stop here? I see a leather shop on the corner, that place has jars—I’m not sure of what though. There’s some kind of tech store, a smoke shop, and—oh my god—is that a bridal shop?” 
 
    “Oh, Legba. Please stop,” Lyra practically shrieked. 
 
    Legba stopped the trolley then looked from Enrique to me. “When we travel, we scavenge. Can you spare us a few minutes?” 
 
    I looked from Lebga back to see the two sisters peering down at me from the bunks, pleading looks in their eyes. I had a feeling I would cause a rebellion or break their hearts if I said no—not that I was planning to anyway. In truth, I was just as curious as they were. 
 
    “That’s fine with me. I’ll scout around a little too.” 
 
    Enrique nodded. 
 
    The girls shrieked happily. 
 
    “Someone will go with you,” Legba told me then motioned to Bodi, who nodded. Legba rose and turned to the others. “Mind what space we have on the trolley. And mind the rules. No one goes alone. No one goes into the dark. You see, hear, or smell them, we leave. Watch the buildings. Make sure the floor is safe.” 
 
    I rose and looked back at the sisters who were grinning excitedly. Nara had put her hands on Lyra’s shoulders and was shaking her happily. 
 
    We filed off the trolley, everyone still armed. 
 
    Enrique, who went with Sparrow, headed down the opposite side of the street to check out the shop fronts. 
 
    Lyra and Nara ran toward the bridal shop. 
 
    Manderly, Lebga, and Tiny headed in the direction of the smoke shop. 
 
    “Let’s look there,” Bodi said, motioning toward the leather shop on the corner. 
 
    Between the tall buildings, I could still see the asphalt, but the road was cracked. Brush and vines grew from the crevices. I was surprised to see some straggly trees growing in shaded spaces. As I walked, I looked for any sign that things had been recently disturbed by humans. But there was nothing save a lingering feral scent. 
 
    “Do you smell that?” I asked Bodi. 
 
    He nodded. “Wailers. There are probably a lot of them here, in the buildings or below ground,” he said, looking around, his eyes assessing. 
 
    A lump rose in my throat, but I tried to shake off the feeling. It was daytime. They would not come out. 
 
    Bodi and I approached the shop on the corner. Inside, mannequin parts lay on the ground. The windows were dirty, but you could still see the metal racks of clothing inside. Bodi tugged on the door. It groaned a little, the frame had rusted in place, then finally came open. I eyed the building overhead. It was seven stories tall. Some of the upper windows were broken out, but the building looked solid. 
 
    We entered slowly. 
 
    Bodi scanned the room. “Sometimes the floors go bad. The basement is the gateway to hell. But this place looks solid.” He pointed toward the back of the room where a metal door led to storage. “That’s what you want to avoid. Anything out of the light, any place close to the dark is dangerous. Some wailers are willing to risk a little pain if they can grab you and get back into the dark again.” 
 
    “You…you ever see that happen?” 
 
    “More often than I needed to drive home the message. Stay in the light, you live. Go in the dark, you die.” 
 
    I swallowed hard then nodded. 
 
    “Now, on that happier note, what can I buy you, m’lady?” he said, motioning wide. 
 
    Smiling, I scanned the room. The place had been looted, but there were still a few items of clothing lying under the fallen racks. Bodi went to one stand and moved it aside carefully. I noticed he and the others were all endeavoring to not make noise. I imagined it would take everything the sisters had not to squeal in excitement once they got into the gown shop. I only hoped, for their sake, that the fabrics had not decayed. 
 
    Bodi picked up a jacket. It may have once been black but had faded to navy blue. It had tan trim. He tried it on then shook his head, chuckling. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    The coat sleeves ended about mid-arm, the waist above his belly button. His shirt had lifted in the process of trying on the coat, revealing a toned stomach and line of dark hair running from that cute little bellybutton below his belt. 
 
    “Not quite,” I said, then looked away, afraid he would see the flash of red that had come to my cheeks. The lusty thoughts flittering through my mind embarrassed me. 
 
    “You try it. It should fit you,” he said then crossed the room and held out the coat so I could slip it on. 
 
    Hoping the red on my cheeks had faded, I set down my satchel then slipped the jacket on. It fit well. I couldn’t help but smile. Not only was it the first piece of new clothing I ever had, but it was also the first piece of new clothing I had ever seen, complete with a yellowed price tag.  
 
    “Perfect fit,” I said. 
 
    Bodi smiled. “It’s all yours.”  
 
    I pulled the jacket back off and stuffed it into my satchel. 
 
    “Ah ha!” Bodi said, pushing a mannequin aside to uncover a hat not unlike the one he already wore. This hat was made with faded brown leather with a braided band. Grinning, he slipped it on, exchanging it with his old hat. 
 
    I crossed the room to a rack on the side wall where shirts sat in neat stacks. As I reached out to touch them, I realized my hand was shaking. I had worn rags, patched clothes, and hand-me-downs my whole life. I had never had anything new, never had anything that hadn’t belonged to someone else. The shirts on the top had faded, were moth-eaten, and were covered in dust. I moved them aside. Underneath, I found a red T-shirt had bled onto the white shirts underneath. Otherwise, however, the garments were in good shape. I realized at that moment that the color didn’t matter. I should take all of them. The people at The Park needed them. A day’s drive away—a drive we could not do because we had no vehicle—offered comforts most of us had never known. 
 
    “Here,” Bodi called. 
 
    I turned to see he had opened a box in which he’d found a number of leather bags. He tossed one to me then grabbed another. I picked up several of the shirts that were still in good condition and slipped them into my bag, including one that looked like it was the right size for Enrique. We might not get along well, but he was still a member of my community. Some shirts had the store’s logo on the chest, others had funny sayings. I set back the one that read: “Girls in Leather do it Better.” No thanks. I pulled out another faded black T-shirt that had the typical skull and crossbones, but rather than bones under the skull, it had a pair of wrenches. I smiled at the image then slipped it into the bag. Near the side window, I saw another mannequin on the ground. Under it, I spotted a small box. Shifting the dummy out of the way, I pulled out the box to find a pair of fingerless gloves. I pulled them from the box and slipped them into my bag. Ash would love them. 
 
    As I rose, I noticed a piece of paper flutter down the street outside. And then another. As I looked, I realized they weren’t actually papers. They looked more like napkins. Another paper fluttered past, landing on the sidewalk just outside. I stared at the design on it. It took a minute for it to sink in that the face thereon was a clown—a Bozo’s clown. 
 
    I looked out the window. There were more napkins blowing down the street. 
 
    “I’m all set,” Bodi said. “Good haul. Another coat. This one should fit Manderly. A vest that might be big enough for Tiny. Even a belt. Some of these others rotted out. Too bad. Keyes?” 
 
    I pointed to the window, watching the napkins blow. 
 
    Bodi watched for a moment then nodded. 
 
    Moving quietly, we exited the building and headed toward the side street. The entire street was littered with Bozo’s napkins, none of which were wet, decayed, or anything other than wind-tossed and little dirty. I bent down and picked one up, staring at the familiar face of the clown. How many times had I looked at that stupid menu, dreaming of chipotle chicken patties with pickles, double-bacon blue cheeseburgers, and five-alarm suicide wings? So many times that I could recite the menu in my sleep. 
 
    Bodi and I walked down the street, following the napkins to their source.  
 
    There, just off High Street, was a Bozo’s restaurant. The napkins were blowing out of the restaurant through the broken windows and glass door. Aquamarine-colored glass lying all over the ground sparkled in the sunlight. 
 
    “Would the wailers do that?” I asked. “Break the glass? Do they do things like that out here where they roam?” 
 
    Bodi shook his head. “No, they seem to leave the world as it is. Unless there’s something to hunt. The glass…it could have been broken a long time ago. Maybe the box just tipped or ripped open.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The cut glass is fresh. No grime on it.” 
 
    Bodi raised an eyebrow at me then nodded. 
 
    We headed toward the building. I tried not to feel alarmed when Bodi pulled out a gun as we drew closer. 
 
    My hands shook. A Bozo’s. Of all the places in the world, how did I manage to find a Bozo’s? Well, it made sense, in a way. Bozo’s owned more real estate than any other franchise in the world and had over thirty thousand restaurants in over one hundred countries. Of course, there would be one in Hell’s Passage. There were probably dozens of them. But still. I thought back to my conversation with Ash, the joke I made asking her to bring me back a Bozo’s burger. 
 
    I swallowed hard as we entered the building. The place had that same strange, feral smell. And it looked like it had been torn apart very recently. Only the barstool seats, which were shaped like the head of their clown mascot, stayed upright. Otherwise, tables, lights, anything not bolted down had been overturned. A sinking feeling formed in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    Bodi and I stepped toward the back of the restaurant. The place was dim, but sunlight still streamed in from the front. 
 
    Gasping, I stopped. 
 
    In front of me, I saw the door to the walk-in refrigerator. It had been dented and slashed; long claw marks were scraped across the door. 
 
    “Looks like they were trying to get inside,” Bodi said, following my gaze. “Must be something in there.” 
 
    “Ash,” I whispered, my hands shaking. 
 
    Bodi lifted his weapon, keeping his gun trained on the door. 
 
    Moving carefully, I stepped closer then knocked on the door. “Ash? Nasir?” 
 
    We waited. 
 
    There was no sound. No wailers. No Ash. No anything. 
 
    “Lordes? Faraday? Anyone in there?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I looked to Bodi. He gestured to the door handle. 
 
    Nodding, I grabbed the latch. 
 
    Bodi readied himself then signaled to me. 
 
    I pulled open the door. 
 
    Sunlight flooded into the space. 
 
    There was nothing there. No one. 
 
    I stepped inside and glanced around. There was nothing there. 
 
    I exited once more, closing the door behind me. 
 
    I looked all around then turned and headed back out to the front of the restaurant. Kneeling, I studied the glass pieces. They were freshly broken, but aside from that, they were scattered, and I couldn’t make out any footprints. Shaking my head, I rose. 
 
    “Any sign?” Bodi asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but my sister was here.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    I glanced back at the dents and scratches on the door to the fridge. “I just know.” 
 
    “Well, the wailers were certainly after something. Whatever it was, they didn’t get it. No blood,” he said, motioning around. 
 
    I swallowed hard. No blood. My sister didn’t die here. That, at least, was something. “If she made it this far, she made it to Low Tide.” 
 
    Bodi slipped his gun into the back of his pants. “Then we’ll see her soon.” 
 
    I glanced up at the menu board above the counter. The plastic had faded so terribly that the names or images couldn’t be made out anymore. But I knew what had been there. By number, I could have ordered anything off that menu. 
 
    “Let’s go tell the others,” Bodi said, gently touching my arm. 
 
    I turned to him, setting my hand on his. I gazed up into his blue-green eyes. It was not lost on me that Bodi believed me without question. “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    He smiled. “We’re going to find your sister,” he whispered, reaching out to stroke my cheek. 
 
    I felt that same familiar flutter in my chest. 
 
    The gesture seemed to have an effect on Bodi as well, as if he too was surprised by the feeling. He cupped my cheek in his hand and stepped closer to me. He stared into my eyes then leaned down and set the softest of kisses on my lips. His mouth was salty, a lingering taste of honey on his lips. I caught a smoky sent from his hair and clothes that reminded me of burnt sage. The surprise of the kiss initially caught me off guard, but then I moved into it, into him. I wrapped my arms around him and fell into the kiss. As we kissed, Bodi gently touched my face. The feeling, paired with the kiss, sent shivers down my skin. My skin rose in goosebumps. And my heart lit up with hope. 
 
    And how else could I feel but happy? 
 
    I’d been kissed in a Bozo’s. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Bodi and I shared the news of our discovery at Bozo’s with the others. 
 
    “Not much to go on,” Sparrow said. 
 
    “But it is something,” Enrique added, showing the first glimmer of hope I’d seen in him thus far.  
 
    Legba rubbed his chin then said, “Very good. We shall carry on.” 
 
    We loaded back into the trolley. I discovered the sisters sitting on their cots, heaps of satin, lace, and other pretty things all around them. 
 
    Bodi pulled out the vest he had found and handed it to Tiny. “This may fit you, big man,” he said. 
 
    Tiny smiled. The look was endearing. He tried the garment on, grinning as he did. I was glad to see that it fit him. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, patting Bodi on the shoulder. 
 
    Bodi passed out some of his finds to the others as well. Legba passed around the metal lighters he’d recovered. Enrique rose and extended his hand to me. In it was a book. 
 
    “This was under the counter at one of the stores. I thought you would like it.” 
 
    Surprised, I took the leather-bound book from his hand. I turned it on its spine to find written in golden letters, The Poetry of Lord Byron. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, trying to hide the catch in my voice. 
 
    I dug into my bag and pulled out the T-shirt I’d picked up for him. 
 
    He took the shirt, staring at it a moment. He ran his hand across the fabric. 
 
    Knowing exactly what he was thinking, I reached out and gave his arm a gentle squeeze. Even when the others from The Park had passed between Low Tide and our community, no one gave a second thought to scavenging anymore. There just wasn’t time. Aside from the delivery from Low Tide, nothing new had come into The Park for years. 
 
    Enrique gave me a soft smile, stowed the shirt, then went and sat back down. 
 
    I ran my hand over the worn brown leather of the book cover. I thought I remembered an entry in an encyclopedia on Byron but had never read his poetry. I opened up the book and read the first poem I found. 
 
    At the back of the trolley, Manderly finished storing whatever goods she’d uncovered in a trunk then she signaled to Legba that she was ready to go. 
 
    Bodi slipped onto the bench beside me. 
 
    I looked up from the book to him, meeting his eyes. They shimmered with hues of blue and green tinted with flecks of gold. Such beautiful colors, like a kaleidoscope, seemed easy to get lost in. He slipped his hand into mine as the trolley set off. 
 
    When I found Ash, how was I going to goodbye to Bodi? It would be a long time before the Dead Troupe returned to The Park. How was I going to be able to just let him go? The thought seemed impossible. 
 
    The trolley set back off. 
 
    “New hat?” Lyra asked Bodi, who nodded. “Check this out,” she said then set a petite crown on her head. The gems on the princess crown sparkled. 
 
    Bodi laughed. 
 
    “I got one too,” Nara said, showing off her crown, which had a heart-shaped red gem at the center. “Want one, Keyes?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not fashionable enough. It looks like you did well though,” I said, motioning to their finds. 
 
    Nara sighed. “Yeah, but all the good stuff was in the back. Not safe. But the fabric on these are in good shape, not too faded. They just need a few stitches, and we’ll be back in business.” 
 
    “I’ve already got a hundred ideas for skits,” Lyra said dreamily. “Oh, we should do a Beauty and the Beast. You remember that story? Enya used to like that one.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nara said. I heard a small catch in her voice.  
 
    “Bodi’s wailer could be the beast. That should have them pissing in their pants and cheering at the end,” Lyra said. “You hear that one, Legba?” 
 
    Legba nodded. “Sounds good. Make some notes.” 
 
    “No one asked me if I want to be the beast,” Bodi protested. “Maybe I want to be Beauty.” 
 
    “Which gown would you like to wear?” Lyra asked with a laugh. 
 
    They all chuckled. 
 
    “We’ll give it a try at the next stop after Low Tide,” Nara said. 
 
    “What is your next stop after Low Tide?” I asked. 
 
    Nara paused. No one answered. Instead, the others looked to Legba, who looked over his shoulder at me. 
 
    “The Palms,” he told me. 
 
    “The Palms,” I repeated. I thought back to the map in Park Building. The Palms was the next community north along the seashore. 
 
    I stroked my necklace, looking down at the abalone shell. I’d always wanted to go to Low Tide, to see the ocean. Now, I had my chance. Assuming nothing was wrong, it would be wonderful. Assuming. 
 
    But once more, I felt a nagging ache in my stomach. 
 
    Bodi reached out and gently held the shell in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “It belonged to my mother. My father gave it to her. He brought it back on one of his trips to Low Tide. My dad…he used to be one of the people who made the trips between the communities.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” Bodi asked. 
 
    “Solar sickness. I was very little.” 
 
    He nodded sadly. 
 
    The trolley navigated around an upside down bus and past the tall business buildings and empty cafés and restaurants. 
 
    “Legba,” Tiny called from the back. “Tires.” 
 
    The trolley slowed to a stop once more. 
 
    Tiny passed the others and went to the front. He and Legba got out. I could hear them talking in undertones then finally Legba stuck his head back inside. 
 
    “Not much to see here, but come out if you want a look. There’s a tire shop. We’ll look and see if there is anything for the trolley,” Legba said. 
 
    I got out with the others. 
 
    “We’ll go there,” Lyra and Nara told Legba, pointing toward what looked like a play place for children. 
 
    “Papa,” Manderly said. “Sparrow and I will canvas this block.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Following behind Legba and Tiny, Bodi, Enrique, and I went to the tire store. The glass door was closed and locked. Tiny knocked out the glass just above the lock with his elbow. The sound of shattering glass echoed across the empty city. To my surprise, it startled a flock of birds that squawked loudly and flew off from a rooftop nearby. 
 
    “Seagulls,” I said, watching as the white and black birds flew off, heading east. 
 
    Bodi eyed the buildings around us warily, scanning the black windows above. 
 
    Knocking away the glass, Tiny opened the door, and we went inside. 
 
    Legba and Tiny began scouring the place for tires for the trolley. The shop had an odd smell. There was a scent of decaying carpet, dirt, and old rubber. There was also the strangely feral smell of the wailers that seemed to permeate everything. 
 
    I checked out the tires that had been on display in the front window. “Dry rotted,” I said. 
 
    Tiny nodded then began looking through the stack of tires sitting there. 
 
    I looked around the room. A few patch kits hung on the wall, but their glue had dried up long ago. Otherwise, there was not much there. At the back of the room was the checkout counter. The register was covered with inches of dust. I slipped around behind the counter. There was a stack of colorful advertisements lying there, held down by a glass paperweight. I picked up the item. It was a pretty thing, a round glass sphere full of bubbles, imperfections left behind by the maker. It reminded me of the crystal ball in The Wizard of Oz. I slipped it into my bag then started digging through the counter. I found dried-out pens, pencils, petrified candy, and other slips of paper. I grabbed the pencils then knelt to start looking through the boxes below the counter. Tossing the useless items aside, an odd sensation suddenly crept over me, and I felt a chill. Along with it, my nose caught a whiff of that awful smell.  
 
    Something clattered in the closed storage room just behind me. 
 
    Everyone froze. 
 
    The door to the storage room behind me slowly opened, the door squeaking on its hinges. 
 
    My hands shook. 
 
    “Keyes,” Legba whispered. “Move away slowly.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see that Tiny, Lebga, and Bodi all had their guns trained on the door. Surprised, Enrique pulled one of the two shotguns off his back and took aim. 
 
    Moving slowly, Bodi worked his way toward me. “Here,” he whispered, reaching out to me. 
 
    I pulled my box cutter from my belt, pushing out the blade. I turned to face the door then began to back slowly away. 
 
    The door opened a crack more. A dank smell rose from inside. A moment later, four fingers with long, black claws wrapped around the door, pulling it open slowly. Then, a large black eye peered out at me. 
 
    Gasping, I backed away quickly, keeping my small blade in front of me. 
 
    The creature shrieked. There was a rush of cold air as the door swung open, the wailer leaping out to catch me. 
 
    I slashed, shocked when my small razor connected with flesh. 
 
    The wailer screeched. 
 
    Turning, I ran toward Bodi. 
 
    The sound of gunshots rang through the place.  
 
    The creature shrieked and fell to the floor. 
 
    “Another one,” Enrique shouted. 
 
    More gunshots echoed through the room. There was a loud yip, and a strangled scream as another wailer fell dead just outside the storage room door.  
 
    Howls of protest rose up inside from the storage room. 
 
    Good God, how many of them were there? 
 
    “Back to the street,” Legba said. 
 
    Turning, we all rushed outside. Bodi followed last, his gun still trained on the door. Once we were finally back in the light of day, I turned and looked back inside. I saw movement beyond the door and the mirrored flash of the wailer’s eyes as they paced.  
 
    A moment later, the door to the storage room slammed shut. 
 
    My hands shook. Nat was right. These things could think. They were intelligent. That wailer had watched me, hunted me. And they knew well enough to block out the light. 
 
    “You okay?” Bodi asked, setting his hand on my shoulder. He peered into my eyes, looking carefully at me. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, just…spooked.” 
 
    “As you should be. But I think you can put that away now,” he added, pointing to my box cutter. 
 
    I looked at the razor. It was covered in blood. 
 
    “Dammit,” I whispered. Pulling out a rag, I cleaned the sharp blade. It wasn’t enough to do much damage, but it had caused enough of a diversion to save my life. I cleaned the blade off, retracted the razor, then slipped it back into my toolbelt. 
 
    “Too close,” Legba said with a frown, glaring back at the store. “That one was very bold.” 
 
    “Lucky, though,” Tiny said. 
 
    We all turned to look at him, thinking he was talking about shooting the wailer, only to see he was holding a tire. 
 
    “Right size,” he added. 
 
    Despite ourselves, we all chuckled. 
 
    Manderly and Sparrow came rushing down the street toward us. 
 
    “Papa?” Manderly called. 
 
    “We’re good,” he told her, lifting his hands to reassure her. 
 
    The sisters appeared a moment later, bags in one hand, guns in the other. 
 
    “Legba?” Nara called. 
 
    “Clear now,” he replied. 
 
    Tiny set the tire on the top of the trolley, Bodi climbing up the ladder to secure it on the top. As the others stowed their finds, I stared back at the building. My heart was still slamming in my chest. That thing had been watching me. It sneaked up on me and had been waiting for the right moment to grab me. It could have yanked me into the back before I even knew what was happening. 
 
    Tiny came and stood beside me. He followed my gaze toward the building. Once more, he reached into his coat to produce the small, silver handgun. He offered it to me again. 
 
    Exhaling deeply, this time I took the gun. 
 
    Tiny smiled, patted me on the head, and then got back into the trolley. 
 
    I looked down at the weapon then back up at the building. Making sure the safety was on, I slipped the gun into one of the slots on my belt, hoping like hell I would never have to use it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    After the near miss, we headed out. The mood had darkened inside the trolley, and the sisters gazed thoughtfully out the windows rather than showing off their prizes, which looked to be tambourines, maracas, and bells—all things the troupe should be excited to find. But the looming shadow of the wailers seemed to sully everything. Even small joys were easily lost. 
 
    We drove through the city to the easternmost end. Reading the faded road signs, I could see that Legba was following the highway from Hell’s Passage to the seaside. He eased the trolley down an off-ramp and wove around forgotten automobiles until he reached a road that ran north-south. He turned the vehicle north. As we drove, I noticed that the shops along the way seemed geared toward tourism. Many of the buildings here had collapsed, or their roofs had decayed, but I saw faded images of beach balls, dolphins, and shells on the various marquis. We were close. 
 
    Manderly joined Legba at the front, looking at a map. 
 
    “There,” Enrique said, pointing to a faded sign that said One Mile Pier. 
 
    The trolley turned in that direction. 
 
    I scanned the horizon, hoping to see the blues and greens of the sea. Instead, a terrible fishy smell wafted into the trolley. 
 
    “Ugh,” Lyra groaned. “We must be close.” 
 
    And then I saw it. The trolley drove down a slope toward a parking lot at the end of a long pier which jutted out into what was left of the ocean. But there was no water anywhere near this end of the pier. In fact, decaying boats sat in the mud. Docks sat empty. The ocean had retreated from the land. Only off in the distance, where the pier widened at the end, did I see a swirl of dark water. 
 
    “Low Tide,” Bodi whispered. 
 
    Legba drove carefully toward the pier. Wood, metal, and concrete barricades prevented him from getting close to the entrance of the pier. He pulled the trolley to the nearest roadblock and parked. And then we waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    My eyes scanned the pier. The long pier had been enclosed in wire and fortified with metal shielding. Where the pier met the land, a series of elaborate gates had been constructed. Sharp razor wire and deadly looking spikes covered the poles below the pier. There was no way the wailers could get close without serious injury. 
 
    We waited some more. 
 
    The others started to shift nervously. 
 
    I realized then that they had been waiting for someone to come greet them, or for any sign. Thus far, nothing was moving. Nothing at all. 
 
    Ash? Ash, are you here? 
 
    Legba clicked off the ignition.  
 
    “Not exactly rolling out the red carpet today, are they?” Lyra said jokingly, but her tone was flat. It was clear to everyone that the lack of…well, anything, was not a good sign. 
 
    “Everyone armed. Sparrow, have a look,” Legba said. 
 
    The little man nodded then headed outside. I felt the trolley shake as he climbed up top. 
 
    After a few minutes, Sparrow called down. “Dead as a dormouse.” 
 
    “Not good,” Lyra mumbled. 
 
    “Weapons. Let’s go have a look,” Legba told us. 
 
    We all got out. Climbing up a couple of rungs on the ladder, I pulled out my monocular and scanned the pier. At the very end of the jetty, the boardwalk widened. There were buildings there, a wall built around them. It looked well-fortified. At the end of the pier, the poles below the pier disappeared into the water. But nothing moved. There was no one anywhere.  
 
    “Where is the guard?” Manderly whispered. 
 
    Legba shook his head. “It’s been a long time since we’ve come this way. There is usually a guard on the pier, isn’t there?” he asked Enrique, who nodded. 
 
    “No sign that the wailers penetrated the fortifications,” I said, scanning the long pier. “Everything seems to be in place. No sign of fire. I don’t even see any sign of small arms discharge.” Everything looked fine. It was just too quiet. 
 
    “Could be illness,” Manderly whispered. 
 
    Legba nodded. 
 
    “Or something else,” Lyra said under her breath, earning her a reproachful look from Legba. 
 
    She looked away from him but met my gaze. There was a story there. Lyra knew…something. Her eyes held a warning. 
 
    “Sparrow, mind the trolley,” Legba called up to him. 
 
    “As you wish, Boss.” 
 
    Moving carefully, everyone’s weapons drawn, the rest of us headed toward the entrance of the pier. There was a series of cages and gates there. They were closed but not locked. We worked our way through and onto the pier. 
 
    My stomach knotted. I reminded myself that maybe everyone was just inside the community—which you could be seen clearly—at the other end. Maybe they were just busy. Maybe they were out fishing. My trembling hands, however, told a different story. 
 
    Ash, where are you? 
 
    As we went, I scanned everything, everywhere, searching for a clue as to what was happening here. There was no sign of trouble. Nothing seemed out of place. 
 
    As we came close to the walled community area, I spotted a pulley system attached to the boardwalk.  
 
    “Wait,” I said and stepped forward to investigate. 
 
    Enrique followed along behind me. “It’s a drawbridge,” he said. 
 
    My eyes followed the lines of steel rope that led inside the community where the pulley system was housed. It was a brilliant design. Once the bridge was lifted, there was no way a wailer—or a person—could get inside.  
 
    “Bridge is down,” Lrya observed. “That’s good, right?” 
 
    “They keep it down during the day, and pull it up at night,” Enrique said. 
 
    Legba eyed the tall doors ahead. They were open just a crack, only wide enough for a person to pass. I also realized Legba was straining to listen. There was no noise coming from inside. Nothing. 
 
    It was eerily silent.  
 
    “Just like The Bridge,” Bodi whispered to Legba. 
 
    Legba nodded. “We will look. If I give the word, we all go. All of us,” he said, turning to look at Enrique—who nodded—then to me. His eyes locked on mine. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Moving carefully, we headed toward the gate. Bodi and Nara went in first, their weapons drawn. Lara and Manderly took the rear, Enrique, Legba, and I in the middle. 
 
    “Stay here,” Legba told Tiny. 
 
    Slipping through the crack in the gate, we entered the community of Low Tide where dozens of people lived. 
 
    Only to find it completely deserted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Inside the walls, the boardwalk widened. Little houses lined the walls. Small shacks had been built in between the older structures. What used to be a restaurant sat in the middle of the space, dividing the community into two paths. The building had once been painted blue, but the color had faded to a grayish color. There was the shadow of a mermaid painted on the wall. Someone had touched up the paint over the years. Rope bridges had been strung overhead connecting the ramparts above the houses. Boats and other fishing equipment sat everywhere. I could tell from the architecture and windows that some of the original buildings had once been shops or restaurants. In fact, one building still had the faded image of an ice cream cone painted on the side. I tried to keep my mind from tumbling down the rabbit hole chasing dreams of banana splits, hot fudge sundaes, and strawberry shortcake. It was the strawberries that most intrigued me. Aside from the minimal crop of melon we managed to produce, I’d never tasted anything sweet except honey. The idea of cake and strawberries and sweet cream was more than my imagination could take. 
 
    I sighed then turned my attention back to the reality of my miserable world. 
 
    We moved slowly down the pier, away from the converted ice cream shop. 
 
    It was jarringly silent. 
 
    Where were they? 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, I heard the soft peal of wind chimes. Otherwise, there was nothing. 
 
    As I looked around, I began to notice odd patterns. The doors of people’s houses were wide open. Through the open doors, I saw that goods were strewn about. All the houses seemed unkempt in this way. I stopped at the open door of one house and looked inside. The owner had hung a chime made of seashells in the window. It wagged in the breeze, the shells gentling chiming. Inside the house, I saw that the kitchen area cupboard was open and some items had been tossed around. But the rest of the house looked very different. In the small living area, laundry sat, partly folded, on a table. The rest of the clothes still sat in the basket. A stuffed teddy bear lay forgotten on the floor. A half glass of water and an open book sat by a chair by the window, the pages of the book fluttering in the breeze. 
 
    I picked up the book. It was a novel, The Time Machine by H. G. Wells. I closed it, protecting the pages, then set it back down. Hopefully, I’d be able to find the owner to ask to borrow it. 
 
    But a sinking feeling rocked my stomach. 
 
    These people had not packed up in an effort to go somewhere. It was almost like they’d stopped right in the middle of whatever they were doing. Why? Where were they? 
 
    My hands shook. 
 
    And where was Ash? 
 
    I looked out the open window to see Bodi, Lebga, and Manderly talking in low tones while the sisters canvased another building. After a few moments, the twins returned. Nara shook her head to indicate nothing that had been found. Legba directed them to use a rope ladder nearby and go up to the ramparts for a look. Manderly headed up the other side.  
 
    Stepping out of the house, I joined the others. 
 
    “Anything?” Bodi whispered. 
 
    “No,” I replied. 
 
    “The community center is at the end of the pier,” Enrique said. “If they are huddled up somewhere, it will be there.” 
 
    “Do they have a safe place inland? Somewhere they may have gone if there was trouble?” Bodi asked. 
 
    Enrique shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Bodi looked at Legba, who nodded stoically. 
 
    We worked our way to the building that sat at the very end of the pier. It had broad glass doors through which I could just catch a glimpse of the ocean on the other side. 
 
    Motioning to us, Legba entered, the rest of us following behind. 
 
    The main room, filled with chairs, a table at the front, seemed to be their meeting room. It was empty. Everything was still and quiet. 
 
    Legba motioned to us. Enrique took the south end of the building, Bodi the north. Legba motioned for me to check the balcony to the east. I crossed the room to the other side where a glass door led out to a balcony that looked over the sea. Reluctantly, I pulled out the small gun Tiny had given me and clicked off the safety. 
 
    I stepped outside only to be met with a terrible briny smell. Bracing myself, half expecting to see the waves below littered with floating corpses, I went to the rail. I stared out at the ocean. In all my dreams, the ocean had been blue. I was wrong. Maybe it had once been blue, but not anymore. The living sea had become very still, the waves only lapping a little. The water had turned a sludgy green color, slicks of black liquid floating on the surface. The water was dense with alga. It smelled terrible and looked even worse, but I also knew the alga was an essential ingredient in making the medicine to help slow solar sickness. Otherwise, the ocean looked ill, just as sick as the land beyond it. There were some small rowboats docked in the water below. Thankfully, there were no bodies. 
 
    A wind chime made of bamboo hung on a pole nearby. Its soft music filled the foul air. 
 
    Pulling out my lens, I scanned the diseased ocean. There was nothing on the horizon. Nothing. 
 
    There was no one here. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed. I felt hot tears prick at the corners of my eyes. 
 
    My sister was not here. 
 
    No one was here. 
 
    Had she made it here then something had happened? 
 
    Had she even gotten this far? 
 
    Was she on the road home or somewhere else? 
 
    I turned and headed back inside. 
 
    “These are the supplies,” Enrique was saying. I could hear the sound of someone shifting crates. “It’s all here.” 
 
    I stared through the open door into a room in the back. Enrique was going through a pile of goods. The supplies for The Park were still here. And if the supplies were still here, then where was Ash? 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense. If Ash and the others made it here, they would have brought the supplies back. They either perished on the road or whatever happened here, they were here to see it,” Enrique said, unaware that I had come back inside. 
 
    His words hit me like he’d reached into my chest and yanked out my heart. 
 
    Not wanting them to know I had heard, I went back outside. 
 
    I glanced around the little community. Was I wrong about what I’d seen at Bozo’s? Maybe my sister had died at the lighthouse or on the road afterward. I’d seen with my own eyes that the wailers were everywhere. Hell, they’d almost nabbed me. 
 
    I sat down on a barrel just outside the door of the building. The words Boardwalk Tourism and Education Center were written on the wall in rusty letters. Turning the gun over and over in my hands, I thought about what I had seen. Everyone was gone. It looked like they’d left in a hurry, items of sentiment had been left behind. Why? 
 
    And where was Ash? Maybe she’d never even gotten this far. But if she wasn’t here, where was she? Was she still alive? A soft breeze blew, carrying with it the disgusting smell of the ocean. A sense of despair washed over me. Tears welled in my eyes. I would have to go back now and wait. Ash could be anywhere. Or dead. I didn’t even know for sure if she’d made it to Low Tide. What we’d found at Bozo’s could have just been a coincidence. We’d have to search downriver from the lighthouse. Maybe I could find her body there. If the wailers had left anything behind. My heart was breaking. My stomach rocked, and for a moment, I thought I might throw up. I knew something was wrong, but I’d expected to find Ash here. I had honestly believed—no, that was wrong, I had hoped—she would be here. I suppressed a sob.  
 
    Ash, where are you? 
 
    Hot tears streamed down my cheeks. I dashed them off angrily. Through the haze of tears, I stared at the wooden slats of the boardwalk. What had happened here? Then, a flutter caught my eye. Among a stack of wooden boxes, a piece of clean white paper with red print thereon flapped in the breeze. 
 
    It looked out of place. 
 
    Rising, I walked over then knelt down to pull out the paper. 
 
    To my shock, it was a paper cap from Bozo’s. 
 
    My hands shook. I stared at the little paper cap.  
 
    She’d been here.  
 
    She’d made it here. 
 
    She’d been right here. 
 
    I scanned all around looking for anything, any other sign. 
 
    I caught sight of a familiar looking leather satchel lying under a bench nearby. Rushing over, I retrieved it. It belonged to Nasir. I dug around inside to find a map, notebook, and other supplies. I also spotted the parcel Ramsey had given to Lordes—another in Ash’s group—before they left. 
 
    My hands shook. They had made it here. I pulled out the parcel Ramsey had given Lordes and opened it. Inside, I found lists of supplies and other numbers. But there was also a letter. As I scanned the contents of the message, I felt the color drain from my face. 
 
    “Oi,” Nara called down, startling me. “Find anything down there?” 
 
    “I think—” 
 
    “Tell Legba to come up. We have something.” 
 
    “Someone?” 
 
    “Something. Tell Legba to come.” 
 
    I stuffed Ramsey’s letter back in the pouch. I would look at it again when I didn’t feel like my entire world was crumbling out from under me. I turned and headed back inside, the paper cap clutched in my hand, the satchel pressed against my chest. They had made it here, but then what? Where were they? 
 
    “Did you know they were looking at sites offshore?” Bodi was asking when I stepped back inside. 
 
    “No. But they have been scavenging the islands for years,” Enrique answered. 
 
    “Legba?” I called. 
 
    The tall man stepped out of the back room. 
 
    “Nara asked you to come.” 
 
    He nodded then crossed the room and headed outside. 
 
    Bodi looked me. His brow flexed, looking worried when he saw my face. Leaving Enrique behind, Bodi joined me. Guiding me gently, his hand on the small of my back, he led me back outside. 
 
    “What is that?” Bodi asked. He searched my face. “You’re upset.” 
 
    I handed the cap to him. 
 
    He looked it over, his eyes going wide. “Your sister was here,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “She must have taken it from the restaurant.” 
 
    “And I found this. It belonged to Nasir, my sister’s boyfriend. They traveled here together with two others.” 
 
    “We need to tell Lebga,” Bodi said. 
 
    Bodi and I hurried after Legba. On the rampart above, Nara and Lyra were pointing to something near the wall. 
 
    “Same as the others,” Nara was saying as we arrived.  
 
    I followed her gaze to a small device sticking out of the wall. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Legba turned and looked at me. He gave Bodi a look that spoke something I could not read then turned back. “A dart,” Legba answered then opened his bag. From inside, he pulled out a small metal box which he handed to Nara. Slipping on a pair of gloves, he pulled the dart out of the wall then dropped it in the metal case alongside several others that looked just like it. There was yellow liquid inside all of them. 
 
    “A dart,” I repeated. “For what?” 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “Legba, my sister was here.” I held out the little paper cap for the others to see. “That dart. What’s inside it? What does it do?” 
 
    The sisters looked from one another to me and then to Legba. 
 
    After a long moment, Legba looked up at me. “It renders people unconscious.” 
 
    “Unconscious,” I repeated. Frowning, I turned and looked back over the little community. I scanned the empty houses. I saw food bowls sitting with food still inside at a fire pit. I thought about the half-folded laundry and the forgotten teddy bear. The people here hadn’t left, they had been taken. 
 
    “How many communities have you found in this condition?” I asked Legba. 
 
    “Over the last year, six. Including Low Tide.” 
 
    I looked at the little box. Someone was coming in and clearing people out of the communities. But for what purpose? Whoever was doing this wasn’t killing people, they were taking them. Where? 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn Ramsey? The Park needs to be on alert. Whoever these people are, they could come for The Park next,” I said. 
 
    Legba nodded patiently. “I did tell Mister Ramsey.” 
 
    A terrible knot formed in my stomach. Someone had come here and taken everyone. Everyone, including Ash, Nasir, Lordes, and Faraday. They could come for The Park next. Why wasn’t Ramsey doing anything? Why hadn’t he told everyone? Was that why he and Carrington were so insistent that I not leave because the Dead Troupe had warned them what might have happened here? But more importantly, to where had everyone been taken and why? I posed the question to Legba. 
 
    “Why? Why are people being taken? What happens to them?” I asked. 
 
    Legba looked to Bodi. 
 
    Bodi sighed heavily. “Keyes,” he said softly. “Back at The Park, we told you there are some bad communities out here. And there are. There are a lot of terrible places, and those places are not only thriving, but they are also growing stronger. Communities like The Park are growing fewer and fewer. These people,” he said, pointing to the darts, “belong to one of those communities. They’re scavengers. Well, more accurately, they’re slavers.” 
 
    Slavers. The word echoed through my mind. I could barely wrap my mind around what I was hearing. Slavers.  
 
    “Where…where are they going? Where are they taking them?” I tried to fight away the image of my sister gagged and bound, her wrists in irons, or worse. But I could barely choke the images away. I squeezed the paper cap in my hand and made an attempt to overrule my imagination. 
 
    “They are headed north. We are right behind them,” Bodi said. 
 
    “Then I need to go after them. We need to go after them. If they have my sister, I need to get her back.” 
 
    Nara and Lyra looked at one another again, nodded, then turned expectantly to Legba. 
 
    Legba rubbed his chin thoughtfully then looked at the sky overhead. “It’s getting late,” he said.  
 
    “Legba!” Nara protested. 
 
    He chuckled. “There was a wheeled car sitting just inside the front gate. Did you see it?” he asked Nara. 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “You and Lara go help Enrique load up the supplies intended for The Park in the cart. After that, ask Enrique to help you start closing up Low Tide for the night.” 
 
    “You sure it’s safe?” Lyra asked. 
 
    “Yes. But even if they do come, we are the Dead Troupe. Everyone knows our names. And we are welcome everywhere we go.” 
 
    “Legba,” I said then, trying to divert the conversation back to the topic of Ash. “You said you’re going north. I want to go with you. I need to.” 
 
    Legba cast a glance at the sisters who had lingered to hear his answer. Catching his look, they turned to go. 
 
    “Fine,” Lyra said then she and her sister turned and headed back down the rampart. 
 
    “Is he going to send her back?” Nara asked her sister as they walked away. I could tell by the sound of her voice that she intended Legba to hear. 
 
    “He better not be,” Lyra answered. “She’s been a huge help. And she’s a valuable asset.” 
 
    “And after all this? She should come with us. I mean, it’s her sister,” Nara said. 
 
    “Definitely. I agree,” Lyra answered. 
 
    “It would be stupid not to bring her,” Nara said, directing her voice back over her shoulder at Legba. 
 
    Legba chuckled then looked at Bodi. “I don’t think I need to ask what you think.” 
 
    “I’ve learned the hard way that it’s best not to argue with Lyra and Nara.” 
 
    Legba looked at me. “I cannot promise you anything. I cannot promise we will find your sister. We may never find her or anyone from Low Tide. I cannot promise that your sister is still alive. I cannot promise that if we do find her, that we can easily rescue her. The burning road is a friend to no one. And the wailers always come out at night. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded. My stomach hurt like someone had punched me in the gut. I squeezed the paper cap in my hand. My sister was alive, and someone had taken her. There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t risk to get her back. “Yes.” 
 
    “And if we don’t find her—or if we find tragedy—it may be many months, if not years, before we make it back to The Park. If you come with us, you will become one of us. We rely on one another to survive. We are all willing to give our lives to protect one another. I will not bring you if you are coming only to find your sister, but I will bring you if you’re willing become one of our troupe. At least for now.” 
 
    My hands trembled both with fear and excitement. “Will I have to learn to breathe fire?” 
 
    Bodi and Legba both smiled. 
 
    “No. But you will need to find something inside you that you did not know was there before. If you do not, you will not survive the burning road. But solving problems does not seem to be a problem for you.” 
 
    I looked at Bodi who raised an eyebrow at me. I wanted to go, but I needed to make sure I was going for the right reasons. I needed to find Ash, but I understood what Legba was saying. I would need to become one of the Dead Troupe, and that loyalty came with risk. The reward, however, was staring down at me with blue-green eyes. 
 
    “So, who wants to break the news to Enrique?” I asked.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Legba, Bodi, and I walked down the rampart and joined the others who were all helping Enrique load up the cart. 
 
     “Bodi, Manderly, and I will go buckle down the trolley and close up the outer gates. We’ll stay at Low Tide for the night.” Legba said. “Keyes, will you come along? You will have to show us how to get the drawbridge up.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I’ve been here at night before. I remember their lock-down procedure. Everything looks secure…just empty,” Enrique said then looked at me, a sorry look on his face. Once we were settled in, I would show him what I’d found. 
 
    The four of us headed back down the pier to the trolley. Sparrow had moved some of the barricades around a bit to get the trolley parked closer to the gate at the end of the pier, in case of emergency, I presumed. 
 
    Manderly motioned for me to follow her. We headed up the ladder to the roof of the trolley.  
 
    “We lock metal panels around the solar panel and the speakers. We got tagged at night on the road without them up. That’s how we lost the speaker you repaired. I figured you’d want to protect your work,” she said then undid the bindings on some metal plates lying flat on the roof. 
 
    She handed some of the panels to me and took a pile herself. She then got to work setting them in place. The metal panels made boxes that covered the equipment but had to be constructed one panel at a time. I pulled out my socket wrench and got to work. I’d seen the slots for the panels as I’d worked but hadn’t known what they were for. The design was smart. The walls of the panels locked into the roof of the trolley and then were bolted together. The metal shielding was robust enough to take a hard hit but easy to install and uninstall. We worked quickly but quietly. I could see Manderly wanted to say something, but she hadn’t yet found the right words. We covered the solar panel then finished protecting the speakers. Someone let out the hydraulics, and the trolley lowered to the ground. Sparrow, Legba, and Bodi worked quickly installing metal shielding on the windows. In no time, the Dead Troupe’s trolley looked like a metal storage container. 
 
    When we were done, Manderly and I both rose. I looked back toward Hell’s Passage. It was strange to see the city from this vantage point. All my life I had looked east. Low Tide, I realized then, was a lot closer to the city than The Park. Tonight could get very bumpy. We’d have to make sure all of Low Tide’s security was still in place and get everything locked down well before nightfall. 
 
    “I think you’ll be joining us,” Manderly said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she said with a nod. “The Park is not doing well. You should come see everything, the good and the bad. In the end, you may be able to help more people than just your sister.” 
 
    I stared at her. “Even if there are good places, the wailers still own the night.” 
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. “We need a smart person to riddle that problem out. Might be good if a person like that, with a mind like that, has the chance to look around.” She smirked at me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    She nodded then motioned for me to follow behind her. We climbed back down. 
 
    With the trolley fortified for the night, we headed back down the pier. As we went, we closed and locked the gates. I checked the walkway for any signs of weakness. Finding none, we walked back to the community. I looked over the drawbridge. The design was simple and based on medieval castle design. Just inside the walls of Low Tide was the windlass to lift the bridge. From the look of it, they usually used two or three men to raise. I was very glad Tiny was there. 
 
    “I need your help,” I called to him. 
 
    Tiny joined me. 
 
    “I’m going to remove the pins locking the bridge in place. After I do, you turn the crank. The pulley should activate, and the bridge will come up,” I said, following the lines of the equipment. “Make sense?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I waved to Legba and Bodi. “We may need extra muscle here.” 
 
    Looking doubtful, the two men joined Tiny. 
 
    I went back outside and removed the bracing pins from the bridge then returned, signaling to Tiny. 
 
    The big man worked the lever. Slowly, the massive gate started to lift. 
 
    Despite their earlier hesitation, Legba and Bodi soon joined, and all three worked the crank. I watched as the bridge lifted, closing our view—and our escape route—to the outside. Once the bridge was up, I headed back and locked the brake in place. 
 
    “That will do it. Thank you,” I told them. 
 
    “It was heavier than it looked,” Bodi said, panting. 
 
    Even Tiny was sweating. 
 
    “Not easy to get up. How about getting it back down?” Legba asked. 
 
    “Well, if we need to do it in a hurry, we just release the brake, and she’ll bang down on her own. Quick, if it needs to be.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    The others had worked hard getting the rest of Low Tide in order. Protected by the water below and walled on all sides, it was practically impenetrable. Only the area facing the sea on the other side of the tourism building had any weaknesses. But unless the wailers had started swimming or wanted to come by boat, there was no risk. Everyone at Low Tide knew the wailers avoided the water. That was part of the reason the pier had proven so safe even this close to the city. 
 
    The others scavenged for food as I rebuilt the fire in the brazier at the center of the community. I cleared off the uneaten food that had been left behind when Low Tide’s residents had been taken. Their food stores seemed untouched, which was very odd. I prepped the fire and began pulling out cooking tools. It seemed Low Tide used a community kitchen. Pots and pans hung from hooks on a line, plates were stacked in a cupboard, and there were bins for washing. In fact, there was a lot of clean water at Low Tide. And from what the others had scavenged from the houses, still a lot of food. Whoever had come here had not taken much—besides the people. Besides my sister. 
 
    Whenever the shipments from Low Tide arrived at The Park, food always came with them. Last year, Lomax, one of Low Tide’s people, had cooked a dish made with salted fish, tubers, and sea beans. I remembered watching him prepare it over an open fire with fascination. It had smelled awful but tasted amazing. I’d been thinking about that taste for the last year. It heartened me to find the ingredients here. 
 
    Grabbing a large pan, I replicated the man’s work. I cut the tubers and prepared the sea beans as he had done. A container with salted fish already waited. I mixed them all together in a large pan, relishing the salty smells. Sparrow produced a pouch of barley which we cooked as well. Nara and Lyra mixed up some flour with other ingredients and quickly baked flatbread. We all grabbed a plate and took a seat nearby. As the sky dimmed, the first of the wails echoed across the city. But to my surprise, they sounded very far away. 
 
    While the others ate, I stared back toward Hell’s Passage. The tall skyscrapers still loomed large on the horizon. More and more yips and howls echoed, but they were far off. I stared down at my dish. I tried not to think about my sister, or the fact that Low Tide was abandoned, or just how bad things really were. The salty fish and fresh bread smelled beautiful. 
 
    As the night drew on, some of the Dead Troupe took their rest. Once I’d washed my plate and cleaned up the rest of the cooking station, I took a seat beside Enrique. I pulled out Nasir’s satchel and handed it to him. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    “It belonged to Nasir.” 
 
    Enrique’s eyes grew wide. “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Near the tourism building. It was under a bench.” 
 
    Enrique opened the satchel and looked inside, thumbing through the map, notebook, and other items therein. 
 
    “Did the Dead Troupe tell you what they think happened here?” I asked Enrique. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ramsey knew this was happening. Did you?” 
 
    Enrique shook his head. “No. Of course not.” 
 
    “All the elders know,” I said. 
 
    “That can’t be. Then why aren’t they doing anything? Why didn’t they tell us we are in danger?” Enrique asked, echoing my own frustration. 
 
    “I don’t know. But when you go back, you must warn the others. If Ramsey, Carrington, and Gutierrez will not, you must. You have seen with your own eyes what’s happening. You need to warn them.” 
 
    “When I go back?” Enrique said, looking at me. “You mean when we go back.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not going back without Ash.” 
 
    “But Keyes, she might be—” 
 
    I pulled out the little Bozo’s cap and handed it to him. “We have proof that Nasir was here, and I know Ash made it here too,” I said, pointing to the cap. “Besides, there is no way Nasir would be here without her. Whatever happened to Low Tide, Ash and the others got caught in the middle of it. I’m not going back. I’m going to travel with the Dead Troupe.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that each member of the Dead Troupe had suddenly found something else that required their immediate attention far away from where Enrique and I sat. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Enrique said. “When Ramsey learns you were here, he will be furious as it is. But if I don’t bring you back with me, Carrington will never forgive me. You have to come home.” 
 
    “No. I’m not going back. I’m going on with the Dead Troupe to find Ash and the others. And to be honest, I don’t give a damn what Ramsey thinks. There are marauders at work again, and Ramsey didn’t tell us. Someone took Ash, Nasir, Lordes, and Faraday. I need to try to find them. Maria is pregnant. The others’ families need to know what is happening. Everyone needs to know what is happening. You need to get Ramsey to tell everyone the truth. And if he won’t, you need to tell everyone the truth.” 
 
    “Keyes, you don’t even know what’s out there,” he said then cast a glance at Legba who stood a discreet distance away. “You are like a daughter to all of us. We are a community. We care about one another. These people are strangers. I know you have taken a liking to that boy,” he said, casting a look in Bodi’s direction, “but he is not one of us. We don’t know these people.” 
 
    “No, we don’t. But I trust them, and they are the best chance I have for finding Ash. Aside from that, someone needs to get out in the world and see what is going on. We are blind at The Park. We don’t know what’s coming for us. The other communities are not like that. The world is changing again. We need to be ready, but we aren’t. Quite the opposite. Ramsey is sitting on secrets. You need to see this,” I said then opened the pouch Ramsey had given to Lordes. 
 
    “What is that?” he asked, pulling out the papers. 
 
    “It was sent from Ramsey to Opal, the leader of Low Tide. Inside are a number of papers, a list of supplies we needed, some general observations on the wailers, but there is a letter. Ramsey…Ramsey is dying. And while that is awful, there is worse. Ramsey wanted to know when he could start sending people to Low Tide, how many could send at a time, and if Low Tide had found an additional off-shore haven. The letter details Ramsey’s plan to bring our community here. The Park has no future. Our land is no longer viable, and the plan was for us to join Low Tide. But Low Tide is gone. What will happen to our people now? I need to get out there. I need to find Ash, but I need to find an answer for all of us too.” 
 
    Enrique took the letter from my hand. I watched his eyes as he read. I could see his jaw working hard, taking in the information, getting more frustrated by the moment. 
 
    In the distant city, the wailers continued their calls, but once again, they did not come close to Low Tide. By now, with the sun fully set, they’d already be close to The Park’s gates. Low Tide was much closer to the city. Why weren’t they coming here? Maybe the end of the pier was too far away. A mile out, maybe Low Tide was much safer than The Park for more reasons than just what Ramsey indicated in his letter. 
 
    “Why didn’t he tell us?” Enrique finally said. 
 
    I shook my head. “If I’m being kind, I like to think he didn’t want us to give up hope until he got the news from Opal. I don’t even know if Carrington and Gutierrez are aware of the plan. It’s not clear from the letter. It looks like Ramsey was waiting on confirmation from Low Tide.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t have kept this information from us. We all know that The Park is in trouble, but not to this extent. But to plan like this without telling us…” 
 
    “And if he was planning for us to leave, then there is no strategy for our ongoing survival at The Park. That’s why he was acting so difficult about all of this. And why he asked me to start working on a solution for the water supply. He’d planned for us to leave. He has no plan for how we will survive if we stay. It’s not safe for anyone to come here now. So, I’m going. I am doing this for Ash, yes, but I am doing this for all of us too. There may be bad out here, but there may also be good. The Park is dying. I need to do something.” 
 
    Sighing heavily, Enrique looked at me and said, “Then be careful.” 
 
    “You too. Enrique, you have to tell the others what’s happening, what Ramsey is hiding. Our people’s lives depend on you forcing the truth to light,” I said. 
 
    He exhaled deeply. “You’re right.” 
 
    I set my hand on his shoulder. “You’re strong. And sour. And hard to talk to, but our people trust you.” 
 
    Enrique chuckled then nodded. 
 
    I squeezed his shoulder then rose, leaving him to his thoughts. 
 
    I cast a glance to Legba who nodded, then, my ears tuned, I followed the sound of a flute to the tourism building. I found Bodi sitting on the same barrel I had found outside the front door. 
 
    “Win the argument?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded. “It took some doing.” 
 
    He smiled. It was then I noticed how bright the moon was. The bluish glow lit up Bodi’s whole face. “I was waiting for you. Wanted to show you something,” he said, reaching out for my hand. “Wait until you see.” 
 
    Bodi led me inside then to the balcony that overlooked the ocean. As we stepped toward the balcony rail, I saw a blue glow. The moon? When I reached the rail, however, I realized the truth. The ocean water was alive with light. 
 
    Even though the ocean moved slowly and seemed dead under the bright sunlight, the moon revealed a different view. The entire shoreline and the water under the pier was lit blue. Even the waves, which lapped slowly on the shore in the distance, left behind a trail of glowing blue light. Under the waves, glowing plankton and jellyfish lit up the water with a brilliant blue. 
 
    “Bioluminescence,” I whispered. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “It’s the plankton, the sea creatures. They’re creating the glow. There is a place in the Maldives—I saw a picture in a magazine—where the same thing used to happen. The bioluminescence from the creatures creates the glow.” 
 
    Bodi chuckled. “I was going to call it a sea of stars.” 
 
    I looked up at him. “Now who is the one being poetic?” As I gazed at him, I noticed that the colorful blue lights in the water made his eyes sparkle. They shimmered with his sea of stars. 
 
    “All that’s best of dark and bright meet in his aspect and his eyes,” I whispered, reaching out to touch Bodi’s cheek. 
 
    “Now, that actually is poetry,” Bodi said. 
 
    I nodded. “Lord Byron…abridged. Whoever thought the night could be so beautiful?” 
 
    “But you’re not looking at the sky.” 
 
    “No. I’m looking at you.” 
 
    Bodi leaned in and set a kiss on my lips. He pulled me close to him. I felt the warmth of his body, the curve of his hips. I fell into the kiss. Swirling emotions of fear and excitement rolled over me. I gripped handfuls of his shirt and pulled him closer to me, driving my kiss deeper. I was in awe of, and a little terrified by, the depth of feeling that swept over me. We fell into each other, enjoying the moment. Finally, we stepped back. 
 
    “Now I’m the one seeing stars,” Bodi whispered, pulling me against his chest. 
 
    “But your eyes are closed,” I said, glancing up at him. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I chuckled then stared out at the water. The ocean had proven so disappointing in the gaudy daylight, but at night, it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen on this earth. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your sister,” Bodi whispered, holding me tight. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope. We’re not far behind them. They’re following the coast. If we don’t find them at The Palms, then I have an idea where they may go next.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Spires.” 
 
    “That bad community?” 
 
    “Yes.” Bodi kissed the top of my head. “Have faith.” 
 
    I nodded then glanced back out at the view once more. If the stars could be in the ocean, then anything was possible.  
 
    I would find Ash. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    We spent the night at Low Tide, passing the evening without event. In fact, the wailers hadn’t even come close to the community. Something told me that the wailer’s aversion to Low Tide had everything to do with the bioluminesence we’d seen in the water. The strange lights had, perhaps, scared them off. The yips and wails had stayed on the western side of the city all night. And in the morning, we woke to find the trolley untouched. 
 
    The Dead Troupe worked as one packing up Low Tide’s food stores onto the trolley. Enrique loaded up the small cart as well. 
 
    We locked up Low Tide, knowing that The Park might have to return there in the future, even if there was risk involved. With everything locked and everyone packed up, it was time to go. 
 
    “The tank is almost full. It should be enough for the trip. I packed the notebook with the safe houses and Nasir’s map in your bag. I also had a few other shirts I found. Take one to Ronan for me, please?” 
 
    Enrique nodded. ”I will. Thank you. Be safe, Keyes. And good luck.” 
 
    “You too. And don’t forget what we talked about.” 
 
    He half-laughed, half-huffed. “I haven’t been able to think of anything else since.” 
 
    I smiled. “Please tell Carrington not to worry. And that I’m sorry.” 
 
    Enrique nodded. Reaching out, he wrapped his arm around my shoulder and gave me something that looked like the semblance of a hug. With that, he nodded to Legba in thanks then climbed on the bike. With then engine primed, it started smoothly. 
 
    He turned and waved to the others. Passing me one last look, he turned and drove off, heading back into Hell’s Passage. I watched him go until I couldn’t see him anymore. 
 
    “Very well then,” Legba said. “Dead Troupe, shall we?” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I gazed once more at Hell’s Passage. It might be a long time before I saw that skyline again. I exhaled slowly then turned and joined the others on the trolley. When I climbed aboard, Manderly—who was driving—and Legba looked back at me. Both of them smiled softly at me, their expressions so alike that you couldn’t help but know they were father and daughter. 
 
    The sisters, however, were far more effusive. They giggled and smiled. “Now you have to take a crown,” Nara said, reaching out to plunk one of the tiaras on my head. “Don’t worry, Keyes. We’ll come up with an act for you. Something easy. Don’t worry about it at all.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, reaching up to touch the dainty crown. 
 
    Sparrow smiled and nodded at me, and Tiny gave me a small wave.  
 
    “Here,” Bodi said, patting a cot. “This one’s yours.” I noticed that he’d given me the cot under his own. 
 
    Nara whispered something to Lyra who giggled, but nothing more was said when Legba shot a sharp look over his shoulder. 
 
    Nara rolled her eyes then winked at Legba, who smothered a smile. 
 
    I slipped onto the cot, setting my gear in the corner.  
 
    Bodi sat down beside me. Wordlessly, he slipped his hand into mine, squeezing it gently. I gazed into his eyes, tried to calm my nerves, and then looked out the front window. 
 
    Manderly pulled the trolley back onto the street. Without another moment’s hesitation, we turned and headed north onto the burning road. 
 
    Hold on, Ash. I’m coming. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Coming soon! Continue the journey in Scorched: The Burning Road.
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