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PREFACE


The Second Wave is the novella-length first installment in The Makanza Series—a complete Sci-Fi Dystopian Romance series set in a post-viral modern American world in which the government has tight control. The Second Wave is told from Davin’s point of view, whereas the full-length novels in the rest of the series are told from Meghan’s point of view—our fiercely determined heroine whom you will meet in book one.
The Makanza Series is rated moderate for sex, language, and violence. There are a few cuss words intermixed with several scenes that depict cruelty. However, the novels are non-graphic. Overall, The Makanza Series is a slow-burn romance. Romantic scenes grow in intensity as the series progresses, but there are no graphic sex scenes which makes it suitable for readers aged 16+.




1 – OUTBREAK


The shrill alarm’s ear-piercing wail echoed across the vast, open prairie outside our dad’s small home.
“Davin? What’s that?” My youngest sister, Aurora, glanced at me from where she sat on the couch. Cartoons played on the small TV in our dad’s living room. My brothers sat on the floor. Elliot was cross-legged while Lars leaned against the couch. Only my sister Mina and our dad were missing since they’d gone into town to buy groceries.
“Yeah, what is that?” Lars repeated. At fourteen, he was tall and lanky. Jet-black hair brushed against his ears. His eyes grew wide.  “It’s not the Makanza alarm, is it?”
I pushed to a stand, the couch creaking with the movement. My heart pounded at what the alarm implied. “I don’t know. Stay here.”
I hurried to the front door and pushed through it. The crash of the ancient outer screen door clanging against the house didn’t deter me, as if its loud bang mattered compared to the alarm.
Outside, the cool April wind washed across my cheeks. Long, swaying prairie grass rolled in the breeze as far as the eye could see. Fresh spring scents carried in the wind. The South Dakota prairie was slowly awakening from its winter dormancy.
The sharp alarm continued to blare from the old tornado alarms. Up the drive, the two-lane highway was quiet. No trucks raced by. No government Makanza Research and Response Agency planes or helicopters dotted the sky. Nothing appeared amiss.
All appeared normal and safe.
It was peaceful, except for the alarm, but if the alarm was sounding—that meant something had happened regarding the virus.
In other words, no one’s safe.
I winced again when the shrill sound pierced the morning air. It went around and around, encompassing the vast land. The alarms were stationed throughout the country and had been for more than two years, ever since the Compounds were created. The Compounds, our government-controlled research facilities, contained the virus-infected Kazzies.
“Davin! Come look!” Elliot’s frantic call came from inside.
His last word cracked—that awkward pubescent sound was something I’d thankfully left behind me years ago. At eighteen, I was the oldest of my siblings.
Ignoring the sinking feeling in my stomach, I raced back inside. My two younger brothers and younger sister all sat on the floor, gripping each other’s hands tightly as they stared at the TV. Aurora, the youngest at ten, glanced up at me with her electric-blue eyes.
Seeing her panicked expression made the sick feeling in my stomach grow.
“Listen,” Lars said. He pointed at the TV. “It’s not good, Davin. It’s really, really bad.”
I crouched next to them on the floor. Aurora scooted closer to my side until her small frame brushed my thigh. I placed my arm around her thin shoulders and gave a reassuring squeeze.
All channels had been taken over by our closest news source located in Rapid City. A reporter sat behind her desk, her fingers visibly shaking. Her next words made my breath stop.
“If you’re just tuning in, we’ve interrupted your program to bring you news of a potential Makanza outbreak on the Cheyenne River Reservation. Three Native Americans have reported to the local IHS hospital with symptoms. A Makanza Research and Response Agency team has been dispatched.”
It felt as if someone had punched me in the gut. I fell back on the floor, landing hard on my butt.
A soft mewling sound came from Aurora as her small arms encircled my thigh.
Lars turned panicked brown eyes my way. “See! It’s bad! Really bad!”
Despite our red-hued complexions, which everyone in our tribe carried, Lars appeared as white as a ghost.
The reporter cleared her throat, forcing my attention back to her. For all I knew, she’d never stopped talking, but as soon as she’d mentioned Cheyenne River, I’d stopped listening. We were on the Cheyenne River Reservation.
Forcing myself to pay attention, I sat more upright after hauling Aurora into my lap. Her soft black hair tickled my chin.
The papers the reporter held wavered in her trembling hands. “The MRRA has issued a mandatory quarantine nationwide for the next two months. Everyone is instructed to return to their homes within thirty minutes. Government officials will quarantine the reservation as protocol dictates.” She shuffled her papers before continuing. “The Makanza Research Institute has issued guidelines during the quarantine period. Everyone is instructed to stay in their homes, maintaining at least six feet of distance from every person occupying the home. Wash hands frequently. Cover mouths if one coughs or sneezes. If you have gloves and masks, wear them . . .”
Her voice droned on, but only one thought filled my mind. This can’t be happening. I was supposed to go to college this fall. I’d just moved out of our mom’s house a few months ago after spending all winter working construction and saving for tuition. My life was finally starting.
A pause from the TV brought me back to the present. The alarm continued to wail outside.
The reporter’s eyes were downcast. Her shoulders rose and fell heavily with every breath she took. At least three more seconds of dead air passed before she returned her attention to the camera. “May God help us all,” she said quietly.
A banner scrolled along the bottom of the screen. It highlighted that three Native Americans from our tribe had indeed reported to our local Indian Health Service hospital.
“That’s just down the road!” Elliot, my twelve-year-old brother, bolted to a stand. “And they said we’re not supposed to touch each other.” His gaze fell on Aurora in my lap.
Aurora tilted her face to mine. “What do we do?”
“Dad and Mina will be home soon. They’ll have to be.” I took a shaky breath. “And then . . . we wait, and we do what the MRI says. We’ll have to stay inside until the quarantine ends, just like we did four years ago, and we should probably start keeping our distance from one another.” I gently lifted my youngest sister up. Her baby scent fluttered to my nose. Despite being ten, she still smelled like a little kid. “We’ll have to work out a plan to keep our distance since this house isn’t big.” And we don’t have masks or gloves here.
We had those in Rapid City. Mom still had some leftover from the outbreak four years ago. Since it took a while for the symptoms to show, the government had encouraged everyone to take precautions even if family members appeared healthy.
Despite the public being Makanza-free for a few years, Mom had still kept the gloves and masks just in case. But I doubted Dad had any. They’d only divorced a year ago. And there had been no fear of the virus lately since the Kazzies, those carrying the virus, had all been moved to the Compounds.
We should have been more prepared.
Our dad’s house was tiny: only two bedrooms, a single bathroom, living room, and a kitchen. It was hardly large enough for five kids and one adult. Normally, he lived alone here. It was plenty big for him, but when we visited, it was pretty crowded.
I returned my attention to the TV. Six feet of distance. Wash hands frequently.
“We need to set guidelines. Right now.” So much for catching up with Nick later today. In a heartbeat, everything had changed. “Let’s all wash our hands with the dish soap in the kitchen—that’s the strongest soap we have. And then we’ll need to work out a schedule to keep everyone distanced from each other. Do you guys remember what we did last time?”
Lars and Elliot nodded, whereas Aurora looked like a deer caught in headlights.
I softened my tone. “Don’t worry, Bug. I’ll tell you what to do.” I nodded curtly toward the kitchen, and everyone kicked into action.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw a text from my friend Nick.


Can you believe what they’re saying? That the virus is back?


I tapped in a reply.


I know. Maybe they’re wrong and it’s fine.


Nick’s reply came quickly.


I hope so. Stay safe bro.


Yeah you too.


Everyone washed their hands and returned to the living room.
“Mom’s got to be so worried.” Aurora’s large blue eyes shimmered with tears when I told her where to sit.
“Shh, Bug. It’s fine. We’ll call her and tell her we’re okay. Now remember, we’ve got to start shifts of who sits where and when. And I know it’s hard, but try not to touch tables and the walls. The less things we touch, the better.” I think. If I remembered correctly, the news had reported it took several weeks before symptoms emerged, but they were only guessing since the Makanza Research Institute had never divulged those details.
Aurora stared up at me with confused, scared eyes. “Okay. I’ll try.”
A fierce protectiveness welled up inside me. Aurora was only ten years old, much too young to die from the Makanza virus.
“So are we going to get sick?” Elliot’s voice shook.
“No, of course not. We’ll do what the scientists from the MRI tell us to do. We’ll stay safe, just like we did four years ago.”
Elliot’s brow furrowed. He suddenly looked much older than his twelve years. In his hands, he held the small horse he’d been carving from a block of wood. He’d been working on it all weekend.
Now he can work on it all month.
That thought brought reality crashing back to me in full force. We’d only come up to the reservation for a long weekend to visit our dad. Mom was back in Rapid City, living in the house we’d grown up in, the house my four siblings all normally lived in when we weren’t visiting Dad on the rez. Only I had moved out. Everyone else was still too young to leave home.
“Davin? Are we going to die?” Elliot’s voice sounded so small.
Lars hadn’t said a word since the news program. He still stared at the TV, his eyes glazed.
I mentally shook myself. “No. It’ll be fine. We just got here a few days ago. Most likely, we haven’t come into contact with someone infected.”
The lie rolled off my tongue so easily. Too easily. Because if our dad was infected . . . But seeing the panicked expression on my brother’s face was too much.
Swallowing down the self-disgust as I stared into Elliot’s trusting eyes, I realized lying may be necessary. If it keeps them from panicking and reassures them that everything will be fine, then that’s what I’ll do.
That thought solidified exactly what needed to be done. Stay calm. Keep them safe. Stay inside. Don’t get infected.
I pulled out my old cell phone. “Let’s call Mom. She probably wants to hear from us.” But just as I started to tap in the number, the sound of gravel crunching under tires carried through the windows.
“Dad and Mina are back!” Elliot bounded to the door as the sound of slamming car doors carried in from outside.
I slipped my phone back into my pocket, some of the tension leaving my shoulders.
Through the window, my dad and sixteen-year-old sister were visible. They carried bags of groceries in their arms and were hurrying to the front door. The alarm continued to blare across the prairie.
Mina’s long ebony hair flew in the breeze around her thin frame. Before Makanza, she’d always been on the heavier side, but now that food was rationed, she was anything but heavy. Sometimes I worried that she was getting too thin.
“Let’s go help.” I stepped to the front door just as our dad’s heavy steps sounded on the creaking wooden porch.
I was about to open the door when Mina barreled through.
“Did you hear it?” Mina’s voice came out in a shrill screech. “Did you hear the alarm? They’re saying that people here are infected!”
“Mina. Calm down!” My dad’s gaze swept to the kitchen. His voice was harsher than usual. Gone was his normal soft and low tone.
My gut tightened. I knew what he was looking for—the bottle of home-brewed whiskey he kept hidden on the top shelf in the back of the pantry. It sat behind an empty box of Cheerios. That old cereal wasn’t made anymore, but that empty box stayed there nonetheless. It was as if he thought none of us knew what it hid.
I grabbed the groceries from his hands. “Dad, have a seat.”
The words came out gruffer than I’d intended them to, but with four panicked kids the last thing I needed was for him to go on a bender. If the MRRA came knocking and saw him stumbling around . . .
I gritted my teeth. They could say he was a public health risk since he couldn’t be trusted to stay inside. That could potentially affect all of us.
My dad’s gaze strayed to the kitchen again.
“Dad. Sit.”
My command, uttered through clenched teeth, caused his eyes to widen. Since we were both six-two, we stood at eye level. Both of us had broad shoulders, black hair, and high cheekbones. It was obvious we were related, even though my skin was a lighter shade since I was only half-Lakota Sioux. But the main difference was our eye color. His eyes were dark brown, whereas mine were bright blue, thanks to my mom.
A flash of despair crossed his features before he nodded and sank onto the chair.
The familiar sadness welled up in my chest at who my dad had become. His alcoholism had grown steadily worse over the last five years, but before that, he’d been so involved with us, so present. Growing up, he’d coached my baseball team, had taken Lars and me on fishing trips, and he’d taught Elliot about wood-working.
Even with his problems, he was normally so calm and laid back when we visited. He did his best to stay sober and interact with us, just like he’d done before alcohol ruled his life. But I could already see the change in him. His focus shifting.
The booze was calling.
Taking a deep breath, I did my best to calm my pounding heart. I pulled out my cell phone and had my mom’s number halfway tapped in when a sound froze all of my movements.
A cough.




2 – REALIZATION


“Oh my God! I’m already infected!” Mina’s shrill cry had me stuffing my phone back in my pocket.
She sat on the couch by Aurora. My oldest sister’s hands covered her mouth, a horrified look on her face.
Aurora hovered at her side while Lars and Elliot stood by the far wall, covering their mouths.
“Is she already sick?” Lars’s voice was muffled behind his hand.
I raked a hand through my hair. “No, of course not.”
“But I coughed!” Mina wailed.
Aurora put a comforting hand on Mina’s shoulder.
“Keep your distance!” I shouted the command, which sent Aurora and Mina scurrying to opposite sides of the faded sofa.
Cupping the back of my neck, I reminded myself that they didn’t know any better. Aurora had only been six when Makanza emerged, and Mina had probably forgotten about the quarantine rules. Four years was a long time.
I softened my tone. “Sorry . . . just keep your distance. Okay?”
Aurora nodded, wide-eyed. “Sorry, Davin.”
My hand dropped. “It’s okay. I’m sorry I yelled.”
Only Dad seemed oblivious to the turmoil swimming through the room like thick soup. He kept eyeing the pantry in the kitchen. His long black hair hung past his shoulders. He hadn’t tied it back today.
I crouched on the floor and faced Mina, making sure to stay two yards away. She coughed again and then looked at me with pleading eyes. “What do I do?”
I wracked my brain for what I knew about the virus. Not much. The Makanza Research Institute, the huge government agency housed within the Compounds, was comprised of thousands of scientists working to find a vaccine or cure for Makanza. However, they had never told the public anything about the actual virus. They closely guarded their secrets. I still had no idea why they refused to divulge any facts, but they didn’t.
All I knew was that people had the virus for weeks before they showed symptoms. Those symptoms were similar to most viruses, at least initially: nausea, fatigue, fever, and muscle aches. The news stations had figured out that much.
As for when people turned contagious . . . I had no idea.
Damn government.
But the MRI had released guidelines about how to avoid general viral infections when Makanza first struck, and now, they were doing it again. The problem was, Makanza wasn’t like most viruses.
I turned my attention back to the TV. It was still on, but Lars must have turned the volume down. The reporter continued to speak, but the scrolling banner at the bottom of the screen had changed. It listed the MRI guidelines.
They scrolled by one by one: Stay inside your homes—home quarantine is mandatory. Avoid close contact. Maintain a minimum of six feet of distance from each household resident. Do not touch anyone. Wash hands frequently. Cover your nose and mouth when coughing or sneezing. Avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth . . .
I snorted. Like any of that will actually help if one of us has Makanza.
Mina clutched her chest, her brown eyes wide with worry. “Am I going to die?”
I suppressed an eye roll. Just because our world had drastically changed in the past four years, Mina’s teenage drama had not. “It’s fine. You’re not sick. You probably just coughed ’cause something tickled your throat.”
From her terrified gaze, she didn’t look convinced.
I stood back up. My heart pounded, but I couldn’t let her know that. “You’re not coughing now, are you? See? You’re fine.”
She took a deep, shuddering breath before nodding.
Outside, the alarm continued to blare. It had been going on for so long that I’d almost tuned it out.
I retrieved my cell for the third time. Just as I was about to tap in our mom’s number, the phone rang.
My mother’s picture appeared on the screen. With auburn hair, pale skin, and bright-blue eyes, she didn’t look like any of us, except for the eye color. Aurora and I had both inherited that. But my brothers, sisters, and I resembled our dad more. The five of us reflected his Lakota Sioux descent, which was evident in the various shades of our reddish-brown-hued skin, and we all had black hair.
Only Mom needed sunscreen in the summers, if she was lucky enough to find it in the stores. Items like that were getting harder and harder to come by. And now it will be even harder if there really has been another outbreak.
That sick feeling in my stomach returned, but I pushed it down.
I swiped to answer my phone when the second ring shrilled. “Mom. Hi.”
“Davin? Are you okay? Are your sisters and brothers okay? The alarm just sounded in Rapid! I turned on the news and they’re saying there’s been a potential outbreak on the reservation!”
From her distraught tone and rapid-fire words, I could tell she was on the verge of losing it.
“Mom, it’s fine. We’re all okay.” I tried to slow my pounding heart. More than anything, I wanted to pace and run a hand through my hair. The alarm still sounded. Are they ever going to turn that damned thing off?
But giving into the temptation to worry wasn’t an option.
Mom was freaking out.
My brothers and sisters were all looking to me for help.
And Dad was about two minutes away from pulling out the whiskey. He’d inched his chair closer to the kitchen, as though I wouldn’t notice.
I closed my eyes and reminded myself what I needed to do. Stay calm. Keep them safe. Stay inside. Don’t get infected.
Before my dad could move any closer to the kitchen, I stepped between him and the pantry as Mom continued to pepper me with worried questions. Faded linoleum, peeling up in the corners of the kitchen floor, rubbed against my bare feet. I brushed the bottom of my foot over it again and again.
“Mom, it’s fine. Really, it is. We’re all inside. Dad and Mina just got back from grocery shopping—”
“They were in public? Just now?”
I rubbed my foot against the linoleum faster. “Yeah. We’ve all been out in public since we got here.” I said the words quietly as the implications of that set in.
“Oh no,” my mom murmured. “Oh no, Davin.”
My gaze returned to the TV with its ominous banner scrolling along the bottom of the screen when I realized something was different.
The alarm’s off.
Silence filled the prairie. I stepped to the window. Sometime in the past few seconds, they’d finally turned off the Makanza alarm. The thirty minutes had passed.
The sound of a chopper flying overhead filled our home instead. My siblings bounded into the kitchen from the living room. Everyone crowded in front of the window at the back of the house.
I groaned at how closely they stood. “You guys! Keep your distance!”
Lars took a quick step back.
“Is that really a helicopter?” Mina pushed long strands of black hair behind her ears and pulled the faded curtain aside.
Thin arms wrapped around my waist. Aurora buried her head into my stomach. I didn’t have the heart to push her away. Not yet.
The pantry door creaked open.
I flashed a dark look at Dad, but he was too consumed with finding the whiskey. A second later, he had the top off the bottle and was swallowing the amber liquid down like a parched man who’d just found an oasis.
Scowling in disgust, I tried to listen to my mom’s questions as two more helicopters flew above. They were all flying low, headed toward town.
My heart pounded so hard. It felt as if it banged against my rib cage.
“Davin?”
“Yeah, Mom?” I peeled Aurora’s arms off and gently pushed her back. “I’m still here. There’s just a lot going on. Helicopters are flying overhead.”
“Please, sweetie, just do whatever the scientists tell you. Stay inside. Keep the door locked. Don’t open it for anybody who’s not in a biohazard suit. Are you all keeping your distance from each other?”
“Yeah, we’re trying, and I know. I remember the drill.”
When Makanza had first emerged, billions of people died. Country borders had closed. Life as we knew it had ended with the virus.
Amazingly, our entire family had survived. Part of that was due to living in a more rural portion of the country. We hadn’t been hit as hard as the coasts. Tens of millions had died out there.
“I’ll call you later tonight, okay, Mom?”
“Okay . . . okay. . .” My mom took deep breaths between each word. Her anxiety breathed through the phone, like a living force that threatened to pull me into its grasp. “I love you. I love all of you. Never forget that.” She sounded close to tears.
I closed my eyes and tried to stop the bile churning in my stomach. “I love you too.”
I pocketed my phone as a fleet of MRRA vehicles appeared on the horizon. They drove single file on the highway. Dread made my stomach drop.
Mina gasped and pointed. “Look!”
I barely had time to process any of it before a sharp knock sounded on the front door.
“Davin?” Lars looked up at me with wide, scared eyes. “Someone’s here.”




3 – MRRA


Through the front window, I saw three people waiting on the porch. It was obvious they were government officials. All of them wore the signature white biohazard suits. Masks covered their faces, and dark goggles shielded their eyes. They could have been aliens for all I knew. None of their faces were visible. Not even an inch of skin.
Elliot’s small hand grasped the door handle. “Should I open it?”
I shook my head. “Let me, buddy. Why don’t you all stand back with Dad? And remember, don’t touch and keep your distance from each other.”
“Yeah. Why don’t you all come over here.” My dad’s gruff voice filled the room. At least he’d stopped drinking. He currently sat on the couch with a glaze coating his eyes. By the looks of it, he’d drowned himself in the entire bottle of whiskey. But he appeared calmer and, at the moment, calm was what we needed.
Let’s just hope he doesn’t have more bottles hidden anywhere else.
The knock on the door came again, more prominent this time. “Open up! Makanza Research and Response Agency!”
Swallowing tightly, I pulled the door open.
Three officials, or scientists, or government employees, or soldiers—hell, I had no idea since they all looked the same—stood on our creaking porch. I studied their suits. My eyes settled on the guns strapped to their waists.
Soldiers, not scientists.
“Are you Chayton Kinder?” the tallest one asked. His voice was gruff and no-nonsense.
My heart pounded, but I managed to keep my voice even when I responded, “No. That’s my dad.” I nodded behind me at my father.
I forced myself to stop looking at the soldiers’ guns. The entire situation felt surreal. Only three hours ago, Nick and I had been planning to go to a movie tonight. Now we were in quarantine.
The soldier cocked his head. “Our records show only one person resides in this house.”
“That’s right. My brothers and sisters and I are just visiting our dad. We normally live in Rapid City with our mom.”
“Can you tell your dad to come to the door?” the shorter one to the right asked. His voice sounded young. He probably wasn’t much older than me.
“Dad? They want to talk to you.”
My dad staggered to his feet. Lars reached out to steady him but, at the last minute, seemed to remember the new rules and pulled his hands back.
“Mr. Kinder?” the tall soldier asked when my father approached the doorway.
I stepped aside to make room.
The soldier leaned forward and peered at my dad through his dark goggles. “Sir? Are you all right?”
Fruity alcohol smells puffed on my dad’s breath. Even from a distance, I could smell it. I had no idea if the MRRA soldiers could detect it with their masks on. Probably not.
“S’I’s fine,” my dad slurred.
The soldier on the left looked at the other soldiers before turning back to my dad. “Are you intoxicated, sir?” I could tell she was a woman from her tone, but her voice sounded weird and distorted after coming through her full-face mask.
My dad smiled lazily.
The woman shook her head and muttered a sound of disgust. “How old are you, young man?” she asked me.
“Eighteen.”
“Who’s in this house?”
“My brothers, sisters, and my dad.”
The tall soldier peered over my shoulder. “How many kids total?”
“There are five of us.”
The female soldier pointed at my dad. “He’s obviously in no state to be in charge here, and he could pose a flight risk. You’ll have to come with us. We’ll move you to a quarantine facility. However, we can’t guarantee that you’ll all stay together.”
I jolted back. Not stay together? The quarantine facilities? Horror stories about those places had circulated four years ago. “No! We can’t go there.”
“You can’t legally stay here without the care of an adult.”
My thoughts raced. “But I’m an adult. I’m eighteen.”
Silence met that statement.
My heart pounded. “I’ll take care of everyone. I’m legally old enough to do that.”
“For an entire family?” she countered. “Are you really able to take on the responsibility of keeping your family inside?”
My hand tightened on the doorknob as my jaw locked. “I’ll be in charge. We’ll all stay here and stay inside. You don’t need to move us.”
The three soldiers shared a look.
“Really, I can do it. You have my word.”
“All right,” the female soldier finally replied. “We’ll be by weekly to check on you. If there’s any indication you’re not up to this task, you’re all moving to the quarantine facilities.” She handed me a flyer and made sure to avoid touching. “These are guidelines from the Makanza Research Institute. Follow them. It will increase your chances of survival.”
I took the paper, which fluttered in the breeze. I stuffed it in my pocket so it wouldn’t blow away.
The male soldier on the right thrust an electronic tablet toward me. “You need to sign this.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“The outbreak roster. Since you don’t live here, you’ll need to look up your information in the national database. Locate the full names of everyone residing in this house and verify that the birthdates and birth locations are correct. Check the boxes next to your names. Keep in mind this is a legal document. Any falsification will result in arrest and prosecution.”
The outbreak roster? That meant there really was another outbreak. None of this was a false alarm. My hand shook when I took the tablet.
Using the electronic pen, I looked up the names of my brothers, sisters, and me and verified that the information was correct. I then checked the boxes by our names. It’s official now. We’re listed as potentially contaminated residents in the midst of an outbreak. I then checked the box by my dad’s name.
“Do you have masks and gloves?”
I shook my head.
The woman retreated to the truck and returned with boxes of both. “Wear these as much as you can. Remember to wash your hands frequently and keep your distance from one another. It’s the best advice we can give you since the MRI still doesn’t fully understand—”
I waited for her to continue, but it was as though she’d stopped herself from revealing something she wasn’t supposed to.
I opened my mouth to ask more questions about the virus, but the woman’s head dipped lower.
Startled, I looked down to see Aurora had sidled up next to me again. I immediately put more distance between us.
“Stay inside,” the female soldier commanded. “The MRRA will bring fresh food next week. Do you have enough to survive on until then?”
“Yes.” My word was clipped.
“All right, then.” The third one took the tablet and pen. He sprayed it with a solution clipped to his belt before slipping it into a bag.
Before they turned, the woman eyed Aurora. My youngest sister still stood too close. I had no idea what the woman was thinking since I couldn’t see her expression behind her white mask and dark goggles.
When she finally raised her head and spoke, her voice was thick. “Good luck.”
ALL NIGHT, THE female soldier’s words whirled around in my mind like a tornado. Good luck. It sounded so ominous. So foreboding. As if our future was predestined and the outcome wasn’t pretty.
I had a splitting headache by the time my brothers and sisters finally fell asleep. Lars and Elliot slept in their sleeping bags on the floor in Dad’s bedroom. Mina and Aurora slept in the twin beds in the other room. They all slept on opposite sides from one another.
Dad was passed out in the living room on the couch. His snores filled the air. The only space left for me was by the living room’s far wall.
I stood in the dark kitchen, watching the MRRA’s distant activity near town.
Banging carried through the cracked kitchen window. A few miles away, the MRRA was erecting their makeshift quarantine tents. Even at night, they didn’t stop. Harsh lights glowed on the prairie just outside of town.
By morning, the large tents would be up, like giant cotton balls sprouting from the ground. All of those tents meant that the MRRA expected more people to fall ill and eventually die. The makeshift hospitals didn’t save anyone. Nobody survived the virus. Unless one Changed.
My brow furrowed at that thought, remembering when it was first realized that Makanza was survivable. But the survivors didn’t come out unscathed. Far from it, according to the rumors I’d heard.
One reporter had said there were dozens of ways a person could Change if they survived Makanza. I didn’t know what those “dozens of ways” were. It was another secret the MRI refused to divulge, but apparently, the people that survived the virus weren’t normal. The Changes made them different from other humans.
Those that had survived Makanza four years ago were now housed within the Compounds. People called them Kazzies, and the Makanza Research Institute studied them.
That was the extent of what I knew.
I muttered in disgust that the MRI didn’t divulge more before I turned away from the kitchen window.
Loud snores filled the living room when I crept to the front of the house. A single lamp illuminated the space. Everything else was dark. My dad’s mouth hung open as long locks of hair fell around his shoulders. His chest rose and fell heavily with each lumbering breath.
A lump formed in my throat as I watched him. He’d never been like this when I was growing up. Sure, he’d liked his beer and whiskey, but he’d never been this bad.
This dependent.
It was why he and my mom had divorced the previous year.
He’d obviously found more alcohol while I was reading Aurora her favorite book that she kept stashed in the back bedroom. Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets. I’d finished reading it to her an hour ago.
It had been years since I’d read aloud. Tonight, though, it was like Aurora had regressed to her early childhood. She’d begged me to read it, all signs of pre-teenage independence gone. It was as if she were five years old all over again.
During that story time, Dad must have drunk more since he was now passed out. Apparently, he had multiple bottles of home-brewed whiskey stashed elsewhere in our decrepit house.
I should look for them, see if I can find them and dump them all down the drain.
I swallowed the lump in my throat. Normally, he stayed sober during our visits, but the outbreak was apparently too much for him. It only made my job that much harder—keeping it together and making sure my dad didn’t bust out.
My head spun at what the coming weeks would bring.




4 – HOME QUARANTINE


The first two weeks passed by slowly. Painfully slowly. Activity on the reservation grew. More trucks. More soldiers. More tents.
And there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it.
On our seventeenth day in home quarantine, Lars and Aurora occupied the back bedroom while Mina and Elliot sat in the living room. I stood in the kitchen. Dad was in his room.
Thankfully, we were all still healthy.
As the days had progressed, we’d grown more used to the separation. Wearing the gloves and masks constantly was hard, though. The gloves made everyone’s hands sweaty, and the masks felt suffocating at times. More than once, I’d yelled at my brothers for taking them off, and Aurora was so small, the mask kept falling down to her chin.
The news didn’t help my mood.
According to America News Network, the virus had spread despite the MRRA’s precautions. It wasn’t contained to our reservation anymore. Makanza had sprouted up in every region of the country. The latest story had shown footage in Michigan. Kalamazoo had been hit hard. Tens of thousands had already died there.
Since I’d insisted we turn the news off for the afternoon, cheerful sounds emitted from the TV instead. Elliot had wanted to watch a movie. Consequently, a disc spun in the ancient DVD player with some Disney movie that kept pausing and skipping. The disc had so many scratches on it, it was a miracle it still ran.
I paced the linoleum in the kitchen, raking a hand through my hair before tapping in the number to call my mom. We spoke daily, sometimes several times a day, and we had ever since the outbreak. But she sounded different when she answered today, even more scared than usual.
“Are you sure you’re all still symptom-free?” Her voice shook.
“Yeah, so far. Only Dad’s sick, but that’s from withdrawals.”
“Oh no, sweetie. Is it getting worse?”
I paced again. “Not worse, just . . . bad. He’s in the back bedroom, on the bed, moaning away. I never could find where he hid the whiskey, but he must have run out. He’s been sober four days now.”
“How bad are the withdrawals?”
“About the same as they’ve been before.”
I paused to listen. The sounds of a Disney character singing came from the living room. Other than that, there was silence.
I walked from the kitchen to the back bedrooms—careful to stay on the path we used to keep distance from one another—and paused outside my dad’s door. From the living room corner, Mina watched me, her knee bouncing as she fidgeted.
I pushed the door open and breathed a sigh of relief that our dad was asleep on the bed. I hadn’t tied him down that morning, and for a brief moment, I’d panicked that he had crawled out his window and was halfway across the prairie to town.
Closing the door, I turned my attention back to my mom. “The tremors aren’t helping. Every time I hand him a glass of water, the glass shakes so hard in his hand that most of it sloshes over the side.”
“Oh, sweetie. I’m so sorry you have to deal with this.” The anguish in my mother’s voice was genuine. She’d always tried to protect us from this side of my dad. For the most part, she had. While I’d known for years that he was a drunk, Elliot and Aurora still didn’t fully understand it. They just thought Dad got sick sometimes.
And while Lars and Mina knew, they’d never had to deal with it like Mom and I had. She and I had always been the ones to pick up the pieces.
“But you’re not touching him, right? You’re following the guidelines?”
I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “The MRRA gave us gloves and disposable masks. I wear those anytime I’m helping Dad.”
“Has he done anything that could jeopardize all of you?”
I knew what she was asking since my dad had been so unpredictable on his previous attempts to get sober. I’d seen firsthand how bad his withdrawals could get, from the hallucinations to the erratic behavior. Before, he’d never been able to handle it and had succumbed to the urge to drink again. But this time, he had no choice.
There wasn’t any alcohol.
“Kind of. Sometimes, it seems like he’s going crazy. Last night, he was screaming at the top of his lungs, yelling that bugs were crawling underneath his skin and that someone was trying to kill him. It took everything I had to keep him inside. He nearly ran through the front door, saying he couldn’t stand it anymore. I’ve had to tackle him twice during the past two days when he’s tried to flee, but that’s only happened a few times. Other than that, it’s been okay.”
A long pause followed before my mother replied. “I’m so sorry, Davin. You shouldn’t have to be dealing with this. It’s not your job to care for your brothers and sisters or your father. I should be there.”
“But you can’t be, Mom.” I ran a hand through my hair again. “None of us knew the virus would come back.”
“Still . . .” She let out a long breath. “I’m proud of how you’re handling this. I’m not sure many could.”
We spoke for a few more minutes before hanging up. I paced the hallway. Some days, I felt like a lion pacing my cage at a zoo. Back and forth. Back and forth.
It was suffocating.
“Davin?” My younger brother’s voice carried from the living room. At some point during the past few minutes, the Disney movie had ended.
“Is Dad okay?” Elliot’s voice was small.
“Yeah, he’s fine.” I put my hands on my hips. “Why do you ask?”
Elliot shrugged. “It’s just that I haven’t heard anything from his bedroom. He’s been, you know, kind of noisy during the past few days, and now he’s not. I just wondered if he was all right.”
I frowned. I thought he’d been asleep when I checked on him. Was I wrong?
“Do you want to watch another movie?” I asked.
Mina shook her head from where she sat by the wall and ran a hand through her long ebony hair. “Let’s turn the news back on.”
Aurora appeared from the back bedroom. Her eyes looked sleepy, as though she’d just woken from a nap. Her cheeks appeared thinner than they had a few weeks ago.
My frown deepened.
Even though the MRRA had delivered food to our doorstep several times during the past two weeks, there wasn’t enough, definitely not enough to feed four growing children. I’ll give her my entire ration tonight. That’ll help her.
“Can I come with you to check on Dad?” Aurora’s voice sounded so young as she looked up at me with her startling blue eyes. “I’ll keep my distance. I promise.”
Frowning, I debated how safe that was. “Okay, fine,” I finally replied. “But you’ll need to stay in the hall.”
The two of us returned to our dad’s bedroom as Mina and Elliot stayed in the living room. Lars was in the other bedroom, sketching something in a notepad. Of all of us, he’d been the most quiet.
I twisted the door handle on my dad’s door and opened it. He was still lying in the same position that he’d been in before.
For a moment, my heart stopped. Is he dead? Forgetting all quarantine rules, I raced to his side.
Aurora’s horrified gasp followed.
I crouched down, my gaze rapidly traveling over his frame. A sheen of sweat covered his body.
Something’s not right.
“Dad?” I quickly donned gloves from the box by his bed and shook his shoulder.
He didn’t move.
“Dad!” I shouted louder. “Wake up!”
He awoke with a start and opened glazed eyes to meet mine. I jolted back. Those glazed eyes weren’t caused by withdrawals.
They were caused by a fever.
“Aurora, get back!” I knew the words were useless, but I yelled them anyway. He has Makanza. We’re all going to get sick. We’re all going to die.
For a moment, time stood still. The implications of what I was witnessing pierced my heart. Dad was sick. He’d caught the virus. Now, it was only a matter of time before all of us showed symptoms too.
Mina appeared in the doorway with Aurora hiding behind her. “What’s going on?”
I gritted my teeth at their close contact.
Mina’s eyes widened when she got a look at our father. “Oh God. He’s sick!” Her hands flew to her mouth as terror filled her words. “He’s sick, Davin! He’s sick! We’re all going to die! We’re all going to catch the virus, and we’re all going to die!”
The words spewed from her mouth like lava shooting from a volcano. Within seconds, both of my brothers were at her sides as they peered into the bedroom. Everyone was brushing against one another.
“You guys, keep your distance!”
But nobody seemed to hear me. Their focus was too intent on our father.
“We have to get out of here!” Lars’s large brown eyes grew wide. “We need to take Dad to the hospital!”
I shook my head. “We can’t. There’s nothing they can do for him there. Besides, they closed the IHS.”
“But we have to try!” Lars pleaded.
Elliot merely stood quietly, a slight tremor shaking his small frame.
I turned back to our father. “Dad? Can you hear me?”
The fevered look in his eyes remained. He trembled under the dirty sheets. Sweat coated his entire body.
“Waa . . . Waaaater!” The whispered, feverish demand was so quiet.
“You’re thirsty?” I glanced over my shoulder. “Mina, get a glass of water from the kitchen.”
When she just stood there, I said the words louder. “Mina! Get. A. Glass. Of. Water.”
She finally kicked into action and raced from the hallway. She returned a minute later, holding out a glass to me in her shaking hand.
Our fingers brushed when I took it. Dammit. We needed to be better at avoiding contact.
Thankfully, she backed away the second she could.
But the panicked look on her face and my brothers’ faces did not put me at ease. There had been horror stories in the community about families turning on one another four years ago when they’d all been locked inside, dying from the virus. It hadn’t been pretty. Chaos had not only ruled the streets but inside homes as well. When death knocked at one’s doorstep, civil human behavior flew out the window.
Aurora approached my side despite my earlier warning for her to stay back. “What can I do to help?”
Her quiet words nearly undid me. I crouched at our dad’s side and shook my head. “Nothing, Bug. I’ll take care of him. Only one of us should be this close. You really need to move back.”
Thankfully, she retreated to the hallway without arguing.
Straightening, I lifted my father’s head and brought the glass to his lips. He slurped half of it down only to begin coughing violently. Intermittent shivers wracked his body. He clutched the dirty blanket to his chest and lay back down.
I set the water on the bedside table and stood. I knew I needed to wash my hands, but my thoughts raced of what the coming days would bring. We could all die, even though we’d done our best to follow the MRI’s rules.
But just as quickly as that thought struck me, a burning anger took its place. No. We’re not going to die. I won’t allow it.




5 – SICK


By evening, Dad’s fever was raging. His sickness was one hundred times worse than the withdrawals. At least withdrawals were temporary.
This was permanent.
Until death claimed him.
I stood in the bathroom with the door closed. I needed a moment. My brothers and sisters had been either fighting or crying all day. Emotions raged so strongly through our small house that it was hard to breathe.
Gripping the sink, I leaned into my arms. The hard basin felt cool under my touch.
The churning feeling in my stomach had grown so much that it felt like a living, pulsing creature was clawing up my throat. While I knew it was likely that all of us would catch the virus—hell, we probably already had it but just didn’t know it—a part of my brain continued to deny it, to fight it. I didn’t want to accept that we would become sick, that our bodies would be burned and turned to ash. It was how the MRRA dealt with the infected. No bodies were allowed to be buried whole.
The thought of my youngest sister scattered in the wind or buried several feet under the earth . . .
I squeezed my eyes tightly shut.
That thought killed me. But what killed me more was seeing how upset Aurora was. And worst of all, I couldn’t hold and comfort her like I usually did when she was scared.
I leaned more into the basin, wishing again that I understood the virus. If Dad had Makanza, that most likely meant we all did too. But none of us were showing symptoms. So what does that mean? That we won’t get it? Or is it only a matter of time before we all grow sick?
I turned from the sink and punched the wall in anger. The drywall cracked under my knuckles and crumbled to the floor. Damn government! Why won’t they tell us more?
Tiny specks of drywall lay in front of my bare toes. If my mom saw that, she would rush to the closet to retrieve the broom and dust pan. She hated messes.
But Mom’s not here. You’re in charge.
I still hadn’t told my mom about Dad. I was dreading that conversation.
As much as I wanted to punch the wall again, succumbing to my fear and anger wasn’t an option. Knowing that didn’t make it any easier.
For the first time since we’d been quarantined, tears filled my eyes. How can this be happening?
A moan pierced the quiet, bringing me back to the present. Dad.
I opened the door and almost collided with Mina.
She hastily took a step back. “What’s happening now?” Her long hair was greasy and filled with snarls. Since the MRRA had started rationing water two days ago, bathing daily wasn’t an option.
“He still has a fever,” I replied. “We need to make him drink.”
Mina crossed her arms. “But is it safe to go in there?”
I clenched my jaw tightly. “He’s dying, Mina. Don’t you get that? And we’re probably all going to die too.”
Her brown eyes grew so wide with terror that I cursed under my breath, regretting that I’d let my temper get the better of me.
But before I could apologize, she spat, “Well, not all of us are heroes. We can’t all be perfect like you.”
My nostrils flared. “I never said I was perfect.”
“Mom seems to think you are. She talks to you more than any of us.”
“That’s because I’m in charge here!” The roar came out before I could stop it.
Mina clamped her mouth tightly shut. Her lips quivered.
I sighed harshly. “Look, there’s no point fighting. It will just make things worse.”
Tears pooled in her eyes, but she blinked them back. “Yeah, I know. Sorry. I shouldn’t have attacked you like that. I’m just . . .” A tear fell onto her cheek. “Scared.”
“Yeah, me too.”
As we stood facing each other, my stomach rumbled. It suddenly occurred to me that none of us had eaten since breakfast.
“Look, how about you go and make something for dinner. I’ll take care of Dad. Okay?” I softened my voice, but that fear stayed in her eyes.
“Yeah, okay. I’ll make supper.” She turned on stiff legs and walked to the kitchen. Lars and Elliot watched her pass by in the living room. They’d been fighting most of the afternoon too.
“Where’s Aurora?” I asked as another moan from Dad’s room filled the hallway. I knew I needed to go to him, but I hadn’t seen my little sister in a while.
Elliot wrung his hands. “She just went outside.”
“What? When?”
“Just now.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
He shrugged helplessly. “I dunno . . . I would have said something but you and Mina were fighting so—”
I flew outside before he could finish. The ancient screen door banged behind me. I stopped abruptly in the drive, my gaze sweeping across the brown yard.
Since it was dusk, the sun glowed on the horizon. In the distance, hazy lights streamed upward from the makeshift quarantine tents. They were miles away, but fear still clawed at my belly that the Makanza Research and Response Agency would see us. All it would take was one military truck passing by on the highway, and we would be caught.
They’ll arrest us if they know. Then we’ll be put in their quarantine. We’ll all be split up. I can’t let that happen.
There was no sign of my sister. The twilight made everything dip into shadows. When I didn’t see her, I raced to the side of the house.
“Aurora! Bug, where are you?”
A small head bobbed up from the prairie grass.
I breathed a sigh of relief that she hadn’t gone far. She was sitting down, hidden by the tall stalks. Trying to calm my pounding heart, I approached her slowly.
Cool evening wind washed across my cheeks as crickets chirped. It was the first time I’d been outside in weeks. But that simple pleasure didn’t faze me.
Aurora was outside. We’d broken quarantine. There could be hell to pay.
She didn’t seem to know when I stood right beside her. Crouching down, I instinctively lifted a finger to push a lock of hair behind her ear but stopped at the last minute. No touching.
As if sensing my heavy thoughts, she turned her head slowly, her gaze meeting mine. Large tears filled her eyes.
My heart broke.
“I’m scared, Davin. I’m so scared!”
She flew into my arms, and I caught her in a tight embrace, the MRI’s rules be damned. Tears poured down her cheeks as sobs wracked her small shoulders.
I fell back on my butt and held her. The crickets continued to chirp around us, and fresh air carried in the breeze. Thankfully the tall prairie grass hid us from any passersby on the highway.
“Dad’s going to die, isn’t he?” Her sobs continued.
I ran a hand down her long hair and pulled her closer. A part of me wanted to lie, to tell her that it would all be fine, to say anything that would make her fear and tears go away. But I couldn’t do that. I’d always treated her as an equal even though she was eight years younger than me.
I couldn’t start lying now, not when she trusted me to be honest.
“Yeah, he’s going to die.”
Another choked sob escaped her before she lifted her head. Her smooth cheeks were wet with tears. In the dusky sky, she looked so young, much too young to deal with this.
“Are we going to die too?”
My breath caught in my throat. I fingered a lock of hair behind her ear. It was the first time I’d hugged her in days. Usually, she was constantly throwing her thin arms around my waist or burying her head in my stomach. She’d always been like that. Affection to Aurora was like breathing. She was similar to Mom in that way.
I softened my gaze. “I wish I could say that we won’t, but we might.”
She nodded stiffly as fresh tears came. Burrowing into my chest again, she tightened her grip. “I’m glad I’ll be with you when it happens.”
My chest constricted so tightly that I didn’t dare speak. I feared I would break down right then and there, and I needed to be strong. I needed to be strong for her, for all of my brothers and sisters, and for my mom.
They were all counting on me.
“I promise to be with you if it happens.” More than anything, I hoped I could keep that promise. If I died before her . . .
No, don’t think that. None of us are going to die. We survived the outbreak four years ago. We’ll survive this one too.
I bit my lip. But we never lived with someone infected four years ago. I knew that made our chances of dying significantly higher.
The promise I’d made to myself when this nightmare began filled my mind. Stay calm. Keep them safe. Stay inside. Don’t get infected.
Already, I’d failed.
Nobody was calm. Nobody was safe. My little sister and I were sitting outside, and we were probably all infected but didn’t know it yet.
I pushed to a stand, lifting her with me. Then I gently set her down on her feet, pulled her to my side, and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We really need to go back inside. If they catch us out here, they’ll take us and split us up.”
She nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry. I knew I shouldn’t have come out here, but hearing you and Mina fighting after Lars and Elliot have been fighting all day, and then Dad’s wailing—”
I nudged her. “I get it. It’s not easy for me either, but we have to stay inside. Okay? You can’t come out here again, and we both need to wash our hands. We’re not supposed to touch.”
“I know. I know. I’m sorry.”
I hurried us back to the house. The screen door banged closed behind us. Elliot straightened from the couch but then relaxed when he saw Aurora behind me.
My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I knew it would be Mom. It was the third call I’d ignored from her today.
Guilt flooded me because I was pushing that conversation off yet again, but I didn’t know how to tell her that Dad was sick. I tapped the ignore button. I’ll call her back later. First, Aurora and I need to wash our hands, and then I need to deal with Dad.
Another moan pierced the house from the back bedroom. Sounds of something sizzling on the stove came from the kitchen. At least, Mina was upholding her end of the bargain.
I shoved a DVD into the old player and turned it on. Facing Lars and Elliot, I put my hands on my hips. “Will you guys stay here on opposite sides of the room and watch this movie until supper? And no fighting. I need to help Dad.”
Lars nodded while Elliot just stared at me, fear coating his gaze. That clawing feeling in my belly grew. Clenching my jaw, I told Aurora to go wash her hands in the kitchen while I washed mine in the bathroom. Finally, I retreated to the back bedroom.
Another loud moan filled the hallway. I pulled on a pair of gloves and a mask from the stash I’d left on the floor. We were almost out. I pushed the door open and approached my dad.
He still lay on his bed, exactly as he’d been before. The room was dark. When I reached his side, I flicked the bedside lamp on. Sweat covered his brow, and his eyes were tightly closed.
I crouched at his side. “Dad? Are you okay?”
It was a stupid question. Of course he wasn’t okay. He was anything but okay.
I grabbed the glass of water on the bedside table. Cradling his head in my hand, I forced him to sit upright. Another moan came from his mouth.
“You need to drink this. Dad, open your eyes.”
But it was like he didn’t know I was there. He continued moaning and shivering. I brought the glass to his lips.
Once the water touched his tongue, he slurped down several greedy gulps. Water ran down his chin and onto his chest. Since his shirt was already soaked with sweat, it didn’t matter. He was completely drenched.
I should wash him. I should carry him to the shower, clean him, and put fresh clothes on him.
But I didn’t know if I was strong enough to lift him on my own. Then you’ll need to wash him in here.
“Lars!” I yelled over my shoulder for my younger brother.
Footsteps sounded in the hallway, then Lars’s lanky form appeared in the doorframe. “What’s wrong? Is he okay?”
“He’s about the same, but he really needs to get cleaned up. Will you get a pan from the kitchen and fill it with hot, soapy water?”
Trepidation filled my brother’s face.
I sighed as fatigue rolled through me. “Please. Just go get it.”
He retreated and returned a few minutes later with the water and a washcloth.
When I pushed my dad to the side, the stink of urine and poop filled my nose. Bile rose in my throat when I saw the soiled bedsheets.
Dammit all to hell. How long has he been lying in that?
“I need clean sheets.”
Lars shuffled his feet in the hallway. “Um . . . I don’t think we have any.”
The smell grew stronger when I moved my dad’s legs. “Then get towels or something.”
Lars kicked into action and returned with three large bath towels. He threw them to me. At least I didn’t have to worry about Lars coming too close. He helped me remind the others about the rules when needed.
The next twenty minutes were not something I wanted to remember. Seeing my father’s sick body covered with sweat—a body that had been ravaged by years of alcoholism—was not a pretty sight. It didn’t help that his pants were so filthy I had to throw them away. I knew clothes were precious, but they seemed beyond repair.
“Get some fresh shorts and a shirt.” Sweat covered my brow. Grunting, I did my best to move my dad more upright while avoiding direct contact.
Lars disappeared again to scrounge up whatever he could find.
My dad was heavy and deadweight in my arms. He didn’t even know that I was pulling the sheets out from under him, cleaning him, and redressing him. It was like taking care of a giant toddler.
Elliot appeared in the bedroom doorway. His expression went blank as he took in the scene before him. Swallowing tightly, he turned and raced back to the living room.
Good. He’s too young to be dealing with this.
“Supper’s ready!” Mina’s cheerful voice called from the kitchen. That happy tone sounded completely off given our circumstances.
The patter of footsteps followed, which I could only assume meant Aurora and Elliot were heeding her call. At least they’ll get some food in their bellies.
Everybody was looking too thin.
I forced that thought down and made myself finish the task at hand. Once Lars returned with fresh clothes, I redressed our father and laid him back on the mattress. Since there weren’t clean sheets, he lay on a bed of worn towels.
It would have to do.
Lars was breathing heavily in the hallway, and his cheeks were flushed. “Should we put something underneath him? You know . . . in case he has a, um, accident again?”
I nodded. “Good idea. Get a trash bag or something that won’t let piss soak into the mattress.”
By the time I finished, our dad still hadn’t shown awareness of what was happening. My brow furrowed at how quickly he’d become sick. I didn’t know how much his withdrawals were affecting the virus. Maybe he’s this sick because he’s also dealing with withdrawals.
I barely stopped myself from punching the wall again. If only the damned MRI would tell us something about the virus! At least then I would know what to expect.
But since they refused to divulge their secrets, I was flying blind. The only thing I knew for sure was that if a month passed after being exposed we would still be alive. At least, that was what had happened when the virus had first struck.
“Davin?” Mina’s voice carried from the hallway. “Are you going to eat something?”
Her earlier cheerfulness only moments ago had melted away. Fatigue and despair lined her words. She was like a freaking roller coaster. Up one minute, down the next.
“Yeah, coming.”
I nodded at Lars to go first before following him down the hall. My hands were a sweaty mess when I peeled the gloves off. Sweat coated my upper lip under the mask. After washing my hands and face, I retreated to the kitchen. My dad’s moans carried down the hallway, following me around every turn.
A buzz filled my back pocket. A text from Nick appeared when I pulled my phone out. We’d spoken every day, but it seemed that our texts grew shorter and less frequent each day.


Is it bad for you guys? It’s a shit show over here.


My dad’s sick.


Seriously? Oh man. I think my sister’s sick too. She keeps saying she’s fine but I don’t think she is.


I raked a hand through my hair. I started to type in a reply to ask about his sister when a moan came from my dad.


I gotta go. A lot going on. Talk later?


Yeah. Stay safe bro.


I shoved my phone back in my pocket. If only it were that easy.




6 – SYMPTOMS


I tapped in the number to call our mom after supper. My empty stomach growled in protest since I’d given Aurora my entire dinner ration. But Aurora was finally full and smiling pleasantly for the first time in weeks.
That alone made it worth it.
All of my siblings were currently in the living room, while Dad still lay in his bedroom.
Mom was probably expecting the worst since I hadn’t spoken with her today. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she ignored federal law and drove up to the reservation that afternoon. She could very well be sitting outside the quarantine perimeter demanding admittance.
A wry smile lifted my lips at the thought.
She answered on the first ring, her voice breathless. “Davin? Is that really you?”
My smile disappeared. “Yeah, it’s me. Sorry I didn’t answer earlier.”
She breathed a sigh of relief. “No, that’s fine. I’m just so glad to hear from you. I’ve been worried sick.”
I sat down on a kitchen chair. Dirty dishes lined the counters. The sounds of another movie carried in from the living room. It seemed we would be dying with Disney theme songs playing in the background.
“So how’s everything going? Is everyone okay?” she asked, an edge to her tone.
I raked my fingers through my hair.
“Davin?”
Another long moment passed before I finally spoke. “Dad’s sick.”
“With withdrawals?” The hope filling her words made my stomach sink.
“No, he’s sick with the virus, Mom.” My words were so quiet, I barely heard them.
A sob came from her end, then another. “No. No, no, no! Please tell me I’m hearing things. Please tell me he’s not sick!”
Tears filled my eyes. “I’m sorry, Mom, but it’s true. Dad’s sick, but we’re all keeping our distance. I haven’t let any of the kids in the back bedroom, and I wear a mask and gloves whenever I go near him. Maybe we won’t get it.”
The words tasted bitter on my tongue. Both of us knew they were a lie.
“Oh God!” Her wail pierced my ear.
“Mom. It’s okay. Really, it is. We all feel fine.”
“But for how long?”
My stomach sank more. Since I had no idea how to make her feel better, I simply said, “I’m sorry.”
“No!” Another sob came from her, but I could tell she was trying to stifle it. “Don’t you dare be sorry or blame yourself! You didn’t do anything wrong. You’ve done more than should have been asked of you. I’m so proud of you. Your father would be too if he wasn’t so sick. So, please, sweetie, don’t for a moment think you’re to blame. It’s the damned virus that’s at fault.” She sniffed again. “How are your brothers and sisters? Can I talk to them?”
“Yeah. I’ll get them.”
I called everyone into the kitchen and put Mom on speakerphone. Each of us stood away from one another as best we could.
I lost track of time as my mother spoke with us. Tears formed in all of our eyes. Our mother loved us so fiercely. She always had. And that love poured into each and every one of our souls.
Mina was the last to speak with her. My sister’s hand shook when she tapped the button to hang up the phone. Large tears rolled down her cheeks. “We’re never going to see her again, are we?”
I frowned. “You don’t know that. It’s possible we may.”
A sob shook Mina’s chest, then another. The five of us stood in a circle in the kitchen looking at one another. The old flickering kitchen light hummed above us. Despair lined everyone’s faces. Aurora shuffled closer to my side. I could tell she wanted to wrap her arms around me.
I swallowed down the thick feeling in my throat. I needed to be strong for them, but knowing that didn’t stop my trembling hands.
THE NEXT MORNING, a sharp knock sounded on the door. I knew who it was before answering. The MRRA had been by twice to provide us with fresh food during the previous weeks. On their last visit, they’d learned our dad was having withdrawals, but they didn’t know he had the virus.
Regardless, it was a relief they hadn’t forgotten us. We were almost out of food.
The sun shone brightly when I opened the ancient screen door. Fresh spring scents from outside wafted in. Rolling prairie grass stretched behind the MRRA soldiers covered in their white biohazard suits.
The idyllic scene that nature depicted was a complete contradiction to the horror of what was happening on this small portion of land.
“Chayton Kinder?” The soldier on the left spoke first.
My jaw tightened that they still didn’t know who I was. I had answered the door every time they’d come around. “No. That’s my dad. I’m Davin Kinder.”
The one on the right dropped a box at the front door. “These are your provisions for the next week.” He pulled an electric tablet from his pocket. “Our records show there are four children and two adults in this house. Is that correct?”
I nodded stiffly.
“Is anybody having symptoms?” He lifted his face, and I could only presume that he was looking at me. Through the dark goggles, I had no idea where his eyes lay.
I debated lying but then remembered the agreement I had signed. Lying meant arrest and prosecution. That would guarantee my siblings and I would be split up. “My dad is showing symptoms.”
The soldier brought his tablet up so he could type into it. “What are his symptoms?”
“Fever, muscle aches, peeing himself, and a few times, he’s seemed confused.”
“How long has this been going on?”
“It just started yesterday.”
The other soldier glanced over my shoulder. I could feel my brothers and sisters hovering behind me in the living room. “Are any of the children showing symptoms?”
“No, and I’m not either.”
The one typing in his tablet didn’t look up when he spoke. “You have two options with your dad. You can continue caring for him, or we can take him to the quarantine tents.”
I shifted my weight to my other foot and tried to calm my rapidly beating heart. “If we . . .” I cleared my throat. I couldn’t believe what I was about to ask, but my mother’s sobs from yesterday kept filling my mind. “If we send him with you, is there a better chance we won’t catch the virus?”
The soldiers shared a look.
“We can’t guarantee you don’t already have it,” the soldier on the left replied.
“But we’ve been careful. I’ve always worn gloves and a mask around my dad, and we’ve all kept our distance from one another. Each of us washes our hands regularly. That should help, right?”
They shared another look. I ground my teeth in frustration because I couldn’t see their faces. I had no idea what either was thinking.
“Would you just tell me what the best thing to do is?” The outburst spewed from my lips before I could stop it. I slammed my fist into the wall. “I have no damned idea how to keep this virus contained to my dad! Why doesn’t the MRI tell us more about the virus?”
My chest rose and fell heavily. When I lifted my gaze to the soldiers, my eyebrows rose. They had retreated ten feet from their original positions.
I took a step onto the front porch, my fists clenched. “Are you even listening?”
The one on the right drew his gun before I could take back my actions. He leveled it at my chest. “Stay back!”
The other soldier did the same but wasn’t as fast as the first. Nevertheless, two guns were pointed at me, making me realize how stupid I’d been.
I held my hands up and retreated back inside. My brothers and sisters gaped.
“If you will not stay in your home, we will be forced to remove all of you. Is that really the course of action you want to take?” the soldier yelled. Steely authority rang in his tone, but something else lined it too. Fear.
My heart slammed against my ribs. I forced myself to take deep steady breaths before replying in a quieter voice, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I let my emotions get the best of me. We’ll stay inside. I promise.”
“And your father? What would you like to do with him?”
I closed my eyes. Blood pounded in my ears. Stay calm. Keep them safe. Don’t let them split us up. If we were taken to the tents and split up, Aurora would be with strangers. She would be terrified.
I can’t let that happen.
A rising tide of rage swept through me. No, goddammit! I’m not going to let any of us die. I’m going to keep us alive if it’s the last thing I do!
I opened my eyes and knew exactly what my decision was.
I stared into the dark goggles of the soldier on the right. My words felt as if they flowed from someone else’s mouth, but I had to do this. “Take my dad. If there’s any chance the rest of us will survive, then that’s what we’re going to do.”




7 – GUILT


The soldiers made me bring my dad to the door. He was so hot with fever he didn’t seem aware of what was happening.
Outside, the wind continued to blow across the tall grass, sending the hills into rolling waves. A prairie bird burst from the ground and took flight. That simple distraction made me pause.
My dad felt heavy in my arms as I gazed up from the porch. My muscles quivered. The bird quickly disappeared from view.
A moan escaped my father. His eyes were closed, and sweat lined his brow. The unfairness of everything made my gloved hands tighten around him. The wildlife outside continued to live normally, flying, feeding, going about their simple existence. The virus never seemed to harm any animals. Only humans.
Perhaps it’s nature’s way of cleansing the earth of overpopulation. The sarcastic thought made my lips twitch into a humorless smile beneath my mask.
Another moan came from my dad. My grip tightened more as the finality of what I was about to do set in. Will this be the last time I ever see him?
Guilt pounded through my veins as I stood at the door’s edge. The soldiers waited outside. They’d instructed me to take my dad to their truck. I was about to step out of the house when a small hand touched my forearm.
I flinched. “Aurora, stay back!”
Her bright-blue eyes widened with fear. “But what are you doing? What are you doing with Dad?”
The soldiers still stood ten feet away. I turned stiffly to them. “Where do you want me to put him?”
“You can carry him to the truck’s bed. We’ll take him to the tents.” Their palms rested on their guns. At least they’d holstered them.
I nodded and stepped onto the porch. A rush of pattering feet sounded in the house.
“Davin!” Elliot’s wail filled my ears. “Davin, what are you doing?”
I didn’t stop. The porch creaked underfoot as I walked to the stairs.
Mina’s hot indignation came next. “Davin! You can’t! You can’t send Dad away!”
Lars suddenly appeared at my side, two yards outside of the front door.
The soldiers withdrew their guns again. “Get back in the house!” one of them yelled.
I took an awkward step away. Dad’s heavy weight shifted precariously in my arms, but Lars stood too close to Dad.
To the virus.
I had to put distance between us.
Lars’s brown eyes, wide with hurt and disbelief, stared back at me. “How could you? How could you turn Dad over to them?”
I gritted my teeth and took another step away from him. “You don’t understand, Lars. We’re all going to get sick if he stays here.”
“But it’s probably just the withdrawals! He’s not really sick!”
I wanted so badly to believe his words. If only they were true. But I knew they just held false hope. I softened my tone as raw pain splayed across my brother’s face. “He’s sick, and it’s not from withdrawals. He has the virus. He’s going to die, and he’s going to give all of us the virus too if he stays.”
I wished to the deepest part of my soul that none of us were sick and that we all really would be fine if my dad no longer lived in the home. But deep down, I knew the chances of surviving were slim.
But I have to try.
My resolve strengthened as I turned on wooden-like legs and resumed walking. The soldiers shouted at my brother again, who thankfully retreated back inside. But that didn’t stop the four pairs of eyes from needling into my back. My siblings’ disbelief, anger, and accusing unspoken words carried to me as strongly as the wind.
None of them understood. None of them understood that I was responsible for all of them.
I’m doing the right thing. I am.
Despite telling myself that, it didn’t feel right when I set my dad down in the back of the MRRA truck. It didn’t feel right when he finally opened his eyes and looked up at me with a confused expression and furrowed brow.
My hands shook as another moan escaped him. This was the man who had bounced me on his knee when I was young, the man who’d lifted me above his head and swung me outside while I screamed in joy. He was the man who’d been a father to me for so many years before alcohol claimed his life.
Intense pain wrapped around my rib cage, squeezing my heart. “I’m sorry, Dad.”
His fevered eyes merely glazed over.
He has no idea what’s happening.
Guilt doubled in its rawest form. It felt as if a thousand elephants were standing on my chest, making it impossible to breathe. My choked sob came next. “I’m so sorry, Dad. I’m so very sorry.”
My father’s eyes closed again. I had no idea if he understood.
I tentatively laid a gloved hand on his shoulder as the soldiers in their stark-white suits and dark goggles looked on. A strong wind lifted the hair from my father’s forehead.
His shoulder felt like bone covered with skin. Inside, I screamed at myself not to do this, not to let him go, but I knew I had to.
When I finally pulled back, I ripped the gloves off before wiping the tears from my eyes.
The soldier’s voice was muffled as it carried through his thick mask. “You need to return to the house!” Anxiety lined his tone.
The other soldier drew his gun. “Retreat back to the house, now!”
I swallowed the snarl that wanted to come.
My dad reached for me. “Davin?”
For a brief, fleeting moment, understanding of what was happening dawned in his eyes.
My chest tightened painfully. “Bye, Dad.”
He closed his eyes. Another moan followed. The fever once again took him away.
Swallowing down the tears that threatened to consume me, I locked my jaw and walked deliberately back to the house. Gravel cut into my bare feet.
It was only then that I realized I wasn’t wearing shoes. But the pain on my soles was negligible. I had just handed my father over to the government.
He would probably be dead within days.
I would never see him again.
“Get inside and stay there!” The soldier on the left held his gun steady while the other slammed the gate up on the back of the truck. The sound echoed across the prairie.
I closed my eyes.
It sounded like the lid closing on a coffin.
Forcing my limbs to move, I climbed the creaking porch steps. My brothers and sisters stared up at me with tears in their eyes and disbelief in their unspoken words.
Doubt threatened to suck the life right out of me. I did the right thing. I’m sure of it!
Once I was back inside, the five of us looked out the windows as the MRRA soldiers climbed back into the truck. The sound of the engine starting made bile rise in my throat.
What did I just do?
A rush of adrenaline had me stepping forward, ready to burst onto the porch and chase the truck down the driveway.
A firm grip on my forearm stopped me.
Mina’s accusing eyes met mine. “It’s done. You made your choice. You made the choice for all of us.”
She crossed her arms tightly over her chest.
Lars and Elliot refused to meet my gaze, while Aurora’s hands balled at her mouth. Large tears shimmered in her eyes.
I shoved my hands in my pockets. “We needed to do this. And you need to wash your hands. You just touched me.”
Emotions filled the room like a steaming kettle that was about to blow its lid.
My gaze narrowed. “If he stays here, we’re all dead! The chances of us getting it are much higher with him here!”
Lars finally lifted his eyes to meet mine. “You don’t know that. Dad could have been fine, but now he’ll get sick for sure. Everybody in those tents is sick.”
After uttering those quiet words, he turned and walked away.




8 – NIGHTMARE


Dreams plagued me that night. Horrible, horrific dreams. In them, all of us were dying, first my father, then Mina, then my brothers, and last Aurora. They all died one by one no matter what I did.
I woke up drenched in sweat. My breath caught in my throat like a drowning man trying to reach the surface. With a stuttering inhale, I finally sucked oxygen into my lungs.
The sickly smell of body odor clung to me. Moonlight penetrated the soft curtains as a breeze drifted through the window. It was cold, but I barely felt the chill despite goose bumps covering my arms.
I peeled off the sweat-soaked covers and stood. My hands trembled so I balled them into fists. The house was quiet. Still. It felt as if death waited at our doorstep.
Grumbling from my belly reminded me that everybody had gone to bed without eating. We had food since they’d replenished our supplies, but none of us had touched it. It was as though none of us could stomach what had happened to our father.
What I had done.
My fists tightened as I staggered to the bathroom. In the dark, the moon shone through the window as I splashed cold water on my face. Thoughts pummeled my mind of where my father was at this very moment and what was being done to him. Is he lying on a makeshift bed? Is he still alive? Is anybody looking after him?
I squeezed my eyes tightly shut.
I had no idea what the MRRA did with the infected. All I knew was that they moved them into the makeshift quarantine tents until they died. It was yet another way they tried to separate the healthy population from the infected. But once somebody went into those tents, they never emerged—not alive at least—unless they became a Kazzie. The odds of that happening were so infinitesimal. Death was more probable.
My gut clenched as I thought about my father. I gripped the sink’s edge tightly.
I knew if I dwelled on it any longer, it would drive me crazy. With any luck, the next time the soldiers stopped by with supplies they would give us an update. But I knew that was probably wishful thinking. Most likely, we would never know what happened to our father.
I ran a hand through my damp hair. My shadowed image stared back at me in the mirror. Stubble lined my cheeks. My black hair was unruly and lined with grease. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d showered.
I crept out of the bathroom. Soft snores and wind drifted in through the cracked bedroom windows and carried into the hall. The door to my sisters’ room creaked quietly when I pushed it open.
Aurora and Mina slept in twin beds on opposite sides of the room.
Being careful to maintain my distance, I padded silently in. Mina’s long dark hair splayed across her pillow. One arm was thrown over her face while a foot stuck out from under the sheets. Even asleep, she exuded drama.
Turning my attention to my youngest sister, my breath caught when I saw how little she looked. Aurora snuggled so deeply under the covers that only her head peeked out. Of the five of us, she had the fairest complexion. In the moonlight, she looked almost ghostly.
More than anything, I wanted to smooth the dark tendrils of hair away from her face. She and I had always been the closest of my siblings. Mom had said Aurora was as stubborn as me. Perhaps that was what bonded us.
A wry smile lifted my lips. “Sleep well, angel.” The whispered statement left my lips and carried away like a forgotten promise on the breeze.
I left the room as silently as I’d come in. In a few hours, dawn would come and a new day would begin.
I could only hope the day would prove that we were still healthy. If two more weeks passed and none of us showed symptoms—we would all stay alive.
“WE MAY ALL make it.” Mina sat across the room on an old wicker chair looking out the window. Outside, a dozen MRRA trucks drove by on the highway. They were the only vehicles we saw anymore. A week had passed since our father disappeared in one of those trucks.
We had no idea what had become of him. Guilt still ate at me. The only comfort I took was knowing my mom had agreed that I’d done the right thing by sending Dad away.
“Only a week to go.” I drummed my fingers on the kitchen table then stopped when I realized what I was doing.
It was hard. We all tried to not touch common surfaces, but it was impossible to do that diligently. Standing, I retrieved the cleaning supplies by the sink and scrubbed the table.
“When’s it my turn to watch TV?” Elliot whined from the living room.
Lars sat in front of some cartoon rerun playing on the local station. He still had another hour until his turn was up.
“Not much longer,” I called.
Elliot sighed in disgust.
Mina’s chair creaked when she pulled back from the window. “Has anyone seen Aurora? She hasn’t been out here since breakfast.”
I returned the faded dishcloth to the sink and put my hands on my hips. “No. I’ll check on her. Guys!” I yelled. “I’m coming through. Stay back.”
My brothers retreated to the corners of the living room. The TV continued to blare. We’d been distancing ourselves from one another for so many days, it almost felt like second nature, but it was still weird to avoid each other like the plague. I smiled humorlessly at my unintended pun.
“Aurora?”
She didn’t respond as I walked down the hallway to the bedrooms.
“Bug? Are you back here?” My heartbeat picked up despite my attempt to stay calm. She hadn’t left the house since that one incident the other week. Surely, she wouldn’t try that again.
A sudden cough coming from behind her closed door made me stop short.
“Aurora?” My voice rose. I sprinted the remaining steps to the bedroom and threw the door open. My heart stopped when I saw her.
She lay on her bed. The sweat that covered her brow was visible even from the hallway.
“No!” Any concerns about catching the virus flew from my mind like a rocket blasting to the moon. In two seconds, I was at her side.
“Aurora? Bug? Can you hear me?” I ran my hand over her forehead. She’s hot. Too hot.
Her eyes lifted halfway open. Even that small movement seemed to pain her. “It hurts.” Her voice sounded so small. “It aches everywhere.”
My stomach plummeted. With trembling fingers, I pushed the damp hair from her eyes. “It’s okay.” My voice shook, so I forced myself to take a deep, shuddering breath. “You’re going to be okay. You’re just a little sick. Probably a cold or something.”
I felt, rather than heard, the rest of my siblings approach. When I turned, I barely registered that they all stood side by side, the quarantine rules forgotten.
“What’s wrong? Is she sick?” Elliot’s voice broke at the end.
“No. She’s fine.” I said the words through gritted teeth, as if I could will them to be true.
“Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!” Mina’s wail pierced the air. “She’s sick isn’t she? She caught it!” Her sob came next.
Elliot and Lars began crying in earnest. Tears pricked my own eyes as I stared down at my tiny sister. I blinked rapidly so she wouldn’t see them.
“Davin?” Aurora opened her eyes again. They appeared clouded and confused.
My gut clenched so hard, I thought I would throw up. Swallowing down the bile, fear, and absolute despair that swam in my stomach, I snatched a pair of gloves. After donning them, I ran trembling fingers along her forehead. “Shh, Bug. You’re fine. Just close your eyes. I’ll get you something to drink.”
“Mom.” She closed her eyes. “I want Mom.”
Tears swam in my vision. “I do too, Bug. I do too. But don’t worry. I’m going to take good care of you. You’re going to be just fine.”




9 – DEATH


My body ached. Everywhere. It felt as if someone had twisted me through a wringer, stretched me out, and then put me through it again.
A weak cough came from the corner of the room. Aurora.
I turned my head from where I lay on the floor. The dirty carpet rubbed against my cheek. “Bug?”
She didn’t respond. She’d been sick for a week and was sicker than any of us.
Groaning, I rolled onto my side before pushing up on all fours. Deep aches pulsed through my muscles like painful shivers in the bitter cold. The stench of urine filled my nose.
No! Despair twisted my heart. Aurora wet herself again.
Crawling toward her, I blinked as my body raged like an inferno. I was hot. So damned hot.
My shirt stuck to my chest as my stomach heaved. Just the small crawling movement made the nausea roar to life.
Bile rose in the back of my throat. I stopped and swallowed it down. It was hard. I’d thrown up three times already, barely making it to the toilet each time. I’d been sick for days, but I still wasn’t as bad as my sister.
Panting, I waited for the moment to pass. When I finally felt as though I could move again without retching, I continued crawling toward her.
“Aurora? Can you hear me?”
Her eyes were closed. Dark smudges lined her lower eyelids. Her long eyelashes rested against her cheeks. Cheeks that used to be plump and rosy were sunken and pale.
I lay back on the floor beside her and rested a palm across her cheek. Cool and clammy skin greeted me. I’d given up on gloves days ago. We were all infected. Gloves wouldn’t help us.
“Bug? Open your eyes.”
She groaned.
Hope surged through me like a jolt of lightning. It was crazy, but a fleeting belief that this could all go away made elation course through me. Maybe, just maybe, we’ll still survive. Maybe we’ll find a way to beat Makanza and return to normal.
“Are you thirsty, Bug?”
Her eyes fluttered open. Gurgling came from her throat as though she were trying to speak but couldn’t. She lifted a thin arm and pointed at the ceiling. A foggy glaze covered her eyes.
My hope vanished.
“Do you see it?” Her voice was raspy, like an old man’s. I barely recognized it.
I turned to look at where she was pointing. The small movement made fire rip through my neck. Wincing, I frowned. Only the popcorn ceiling was above us. “What are you talking about? What do you see?”
She smiled, the tiny movement cracking her lips. A drop of thick blood appeared on the top of her mouth. “It’s Mom. She’s standing right there. Don’t you see her?”
My stomach tightened even more but not because of the nausea. “I’ll get you some water. Stay here.” My gaze traveled down to her legs. A dark stain filled her shorts. The strong scent of piss surrounded her. Considering how dry her lips were, I was surprised she’d peed at all.
“I’ll be right back.”
Somehow, I managed to push to my feet. Staggering, I walked unsteadily out of the room, swaying into the wall every now and then before steadying myself again.
I tripped over my brother in the hallway. Elliot lay sprawled across the carpet. Sweat covered his entire body. His thin t-shirt stuck to his skin. I peered down at him, my brow furrowing, until his narrow rib cage rose up in a shallow breath. Wheezing came from his lungs.
“I’ll get you water too, Elliot.”
Sunlight streamed into the house through the living room windows. It was an odd sight. I had no idea what time or day it was. The last time I looked through the windows had been nighttime.
Or was it daytime?
I’d completely lost track of everything.
After Aurora fell sick, quickly followed by Mina, Lars, and Elliot, I knew my time was coming.
I’d tried to keep my distance initially, but there was no point. The MRI’s advice to wash hands frequently and keep away from one another hadn’t done a damned thing. When my fever started, I stopped trying. We’d probably been doomed the second we stepped foot on the reservation.
My bare feet shuffled across the carpet, making a swishing sound. It was a whisper compared to the rattling from my little brother’s lungs in the hallway.
I didn’t encounter anybody else on my way to the kitchen. That meant Lars and Mina were either in the bathroom or the other bedroom.
The rough carpet ended with the living room, and the old, peeling linoleum spread out before me.
Bile rose in my throat when I finally made it to the kitchen counter. The nausea that rolled through my stomach was as turbulent as a storm during a hurricane. It took everything in me to keep it down.
But when I reached up to the cupboard to retrieve a water bottle, it became too much. Rushing to the kitchen sink, I bent over as my stomach heaved. I dry heaved again and again. There was nothing left in me to throw up.
Just get the water. Get water for everybody and then lay back down.
Somehow, I managed to fill a bottle. It was ridiculously heavy, even though it only held a liter.
Panting, I paused to rest. Outside, clouds drifted above, like puffy cotton candy hanging in the sky. Sunlight touched my cheeks, causing them to warm even more.
Through the kitchen window, the quarantine tents were visible. However, they’d grown. At least three times as many tents now dotted the prairie.
The whole town is sick. We’re all sick.
I grabbed the water bottle and shuffled unsteadily back to my siblings. After collapsing at Elliot’s side, I lifted his head and parted his lips. He barely registered when I tipped the water into his mouth. Thankfully, he swallowed a few gulps before groaning.
I did the same with Lars and Mina. Both lay on the twin beds in the back bedroom. Lars appeared as sick as Aurora. He was mumbling to himself and occasionally laughing hysterically. It was obvious he was no longer in our reality.
Mina, however, appeared to be the same as me—still in the early stages. Her eyes were clear when she opened them, but the fever still raged inside her body. Sweat covered her face as greasy locks of hair lay across her pillow.
“Is that water?” Her voice was raspy as she reached for it.
I nodded and handed it to her, thankful to let the heavy bottle go. She nearly dropped it in her haste to bring it to her mouth. She gulped down mouthful after mouthful. I had to stop her before she drank all of it.
“Aurora still hasn’t had any. I need to bring her some.”
Her teeth bared in a snarl, making me flinch back.
Grabbing the bottle from her greedy hands, I leveled her with an icy stare. “Mina, go to the kitchen and get more water if you’re thirsty! I need to take this to Aurora.”
My harsh command seemed to penetrate her fevered state. “Of course. I’m sorry. I’m just so thirsty.”
“I know. Go get more. The water is still running.”
None of us had bathed in days. The only positive aspect of that was that we hadn’t run out of water. Not that it mattered. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had anything to drink. We probably had gallons upon gallons of our daily ration that we never touched.
Holding the bottle tightly to my chest, I walked unsteadily to the other bedroom.
Aurora was still lying in the same position as before. I dropped to my knees at her side. “Bug? I have some water. Here, drink it.”
She gazed at the ceiling. Similar to Lars, she seemed to be in a world of her own. “What did you say, Mom?” She giggled. “I know. I thought the same thing. It was really funny when that rabbit hopped by. I think he was pink.”
She giggled again.
“Aurora!” My loud voice didn’t faze her. She continued to stare at the ceiling while conversing with a mother only she could see.
I forced the water to her lips and poured some into her mouth.
She sputtered and pushed it back. “What is that? Are you trying to poison me?” She pushed up abruptly and scurried to the corner of the room, her skinny body flailing in her haste before she collapsed from the exertion. Her eyes flashed wildly as her head darted around. Those bright-blue eyes never fell on me. Instead, her head whipped back and forth. More hallucinations. “No! Stay back! Don’t come near me!”
My breath caught as nausea again threatened to overwhelm me. I sat back on my haunches and took a deep breath while closing my eyes. Just let it pass. Let the nausea pass and then help her.
When the quivering in my stomach finally ceased, I turned my attention back to my youngest sister. Her wild-eyed look remained. “Aurora, it’s me. Davin. Your brother. Remember?”
“You’re trying to kill me! I knew it. Mom told me not to trust you. She told me to stay away from you!” The words sounded raspy, as if her throat were made of sandpaper.
My heart ripped into a thousand pieces. As heat rushed into my face, I had the overwhelming urge to cry. But there were no tears. My body was too dry to make any.
“I’m just trying to give you some water, Bug. Please, drink it.”
“No! You’re trying to poison me. Stay away!”
I eventually gave up and backed off. I left the water bottle near her in case she changed her mind. Within seconds, she returned to staring at the ceiling and giggling again.
What am I going to do? What in the world am I supposed to do?
My phone buzzed from where it lay on the bedside table. My muscles screamed in protest when I grabbed it. A text from my mother appeared.


Davin? Talk to me. What’s going on?


I swiped my phone and saw a half-dozen missed calls from my mother. Strange. I never heard it ring. I checked to see if there was anything from Nick. Nothing. I hadn’t heard anything from him for two days. He’s probably dead.
My fingers felt stiff when I tapped in a reply. The skin on my hands and forearms seemed to stretch across bone and muscle. I’d lost weight. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten.


We’re sick, but we’re fine.


It was all I could manage as a reply, despite the latter being a complete lie, but I couldn’t tell my mother how bad it was. Knowing that would kill her.
The phone clattered against the bedside table when I dropped it. Fatigue washed through me at the Herculean effort it had taken to retrieve the water. As the darkness descended, my eyelids became too heavy to keep open. Slouching to my side, I succumbed to the exhaustion that swallowed me whole. I’ll sleep for a little bit. Just a few minutes, and then I’ll get up and help everybody again.
BANGING WOKE ME. Shouts came next. I groggily opened my eyes and lifted my head.
Bright sunlight made me wince as I gazed around the bedroom. My mouth felt like the Sahara.
“Aurora?” The word came out in a hoarse whisper.
Banging came again from the front of the house. Somebody was pounding on the front door. “Open up! MRRA!”
I rolled to my little sister. Thankfully, the nausea seemed to be gone. So was the fever, but the pain in my muscles . . . I cried out in agony as I struggled to reach Aurora’s side. It felt as if a thousand sharp knives were stabbing me again and again. Even blinking hurt.
Raspy, shallow wheezes came from her as I hovered at her side. The weak sounds rattled her thin chest. My gaze traveled over her gray, patchy skin.
I grasped her hand, which made fire again fill my body. It was agony, even worse than it had been a few minutes ago.
I gritted my teeth to keep from crying out just as another round of rapid knocking came from the front of the house.
“MRRA! This is your last warning! If you don’t open up, we’re coming in!”
Let them come. I didn’t see any point in getting up. The thought of standing made me shudder. And it wasn’t as though it mattered. I knew the end was near.
Despite the raging inferno that roared through my muscles, I sat up and pulled my sister into my lap.
Her head lolled listlessly to the side. Taught skin covered her skeletal cheeks.
“Bug? Can you hear me?” My eyes stung, but tears refused to form. “Aurora?” A sob choked me, making my parched throat tighten even more.
Putting my finger to her neck, I felt for a pulse. A faint, thready throb leaped erratically under my fingertip.
I barely heard the crash of the front door being pushed in. My tiny baby sister felt empty and cool as she lay dying in my arms.
“I love you, Bug. I’ll always love you.” I cradled her to my chest and rocked against the inferno inside me. “I’ll always love you, Bug. Always . . .”
I rocked and rocked and rocked as her body grew cooler and heavier.
Shouting filled the house, nonsensical words from people I didn’t know.
Large men in white suits appeared around us. When they tried to take Aurora away, I snarled and thrashed. “Don’t touch her!”
The white-suited man stood back as more men moved into the room behind him. “Sir! She’s gone! You need to let her go.” The soldier speaking hovered in the doorframe, his eyes hidden by black goggles reminiscent of a giant fly.
“She’s not! She’s not dead! She’ll be fine!” I shouted the words, but only a harsh whisper came out.
The soldier turned to another MRRA worker as my sister’s bowels let loose. The contents of her body spilled onto my legs as the horror of what was happening sank in.
My heart pounded against my ribs as I gripped her tighter. “No, Bug. No! Please, stay with me!”
I laid a trembling finger against her neck.
The weak strum of her heart was gone.
“No!” I crushed her to me as sobs poured from my throat. I rocked her again as agony and grief ripped through me like a never-ending black hole.
The white-suited men stood above me, but all I saw were the dull blue eyes staring unseeing at nothing from the sunken face of a young girl that had once been my sister.
“Get the tranq gun. He’s not going to come quietly.” The soldier’s voice filled the room.
The last memory I had in my father’s decaying house was of holding my dead sister’s body before a pain pricked my arm.
As a dark fog descended in my mind, I knew I would never see Aurora again.




10 – CHANGE


The sound of canvas flapping in the breeze filled my ears. An opening zipper came next. Following that was a moan.
My eyes cracked open to see whiteness above. It billowed and moved, like a curtain in the wind. The whiteness was everywhere.
When I lifted my head, my body roared in protest. The fire consuming me had doubled. Every single movement brought stabbing pain.
Ignoring the agony, I bolted to sitting.
The movement was impossibly fast, as if I were down one second and up the next nanosecond.
But that wasn’t what fazed me. Instead, it was the beds.
Rows and rows of makeshift, camp-like beds stared back at me. Billowing walls of white surrounded them.
Shallow breaths filled my chest. The white fabric exterior and roof flapped in the wind.
I’m in a quarantine tent.
People lying down stretched out around me. Most of them didn’t move. A few moaned, the sounds pitifully weak and defenseless. A sheet was draped over each person. Some of those sheets also covered their faces.
They’re dead. Those are the dead ones.
My gut tightened.
At the far end of the tent was a single soldier wearing the white biohazard suit. After assessing her build, I guessed she was a woman. She held an electronic tablet, stood in front of a covered person, and seemed to be documenting something.
She’s documenting the dead.
Panic filled me, making it hard to breathe. Swallowing down the rising tide of emotions, I screamed for my siblings. “Aurora! Mina! Lars! Elliot!”
A thin white sheet covered my legs. I ripped the sheet off and leaped from the bed, grimacing in agony as the inevitable knives needled into every muscle fiber.
I shouted my siblings’ names again and again as I stood in a sea of white.
Then the horrific memory came crashing back—the memory of me in my father’s house as my youngest sister died in my arms.
I squeezed my eyes tightly shut before doubling over as a suffocating feeling clenched my chest. No! The abrupt movement brought the stabbing pain in my muscles to an entirely new level, but it was nothing compared to the agony in my heart.
Aurora. She’s gone . . .
“Sir?” The soldier who had been documenting the dead stood several beds away. “Sir? Are you all right?”
I stayed doubled over. Sobs wracked my chest. The sound of my cries filled the large white prison.
The soldier walked cautiously toward me. Her footsteps shuffled along the ground.
Peering up, I spied the gun resting in the holster on her hip.
I wiped the tears from my cheeks, barely registering that I was no longer dehydrated. “Where are my brothers and sisters?”
She stopped two beds away. I had no idea what she looked like under her biohazard suit and dark goggles. It was as if I were talking to an alien, another being who had colonized our planet and was dissecting us one by one in her secret laboratory.
“Sergeant Valentine?” she called over her shoulder. “Sir, will you please come in here?”
A man, or so I assumed from his large build, roughly shoved the flapping tent door out of the way before striding in. He had to be at least six-four, two inches taller than me. Similar to the woman, he wore the white biohazard suit and dark goggles.
Fury clenched my gut and made my hands ball into fists. I barely controlled my sneer. MRRA. I was surrounded by the sick people in my tribe while the suited-up Makanza Research and Response Agency soldiers waited for us to die.
The man placed his hands on his hips. Thick rubber gloves covered his hands and half of his forearms. “Who is he?”
The woman shook her head. “Not sure. I haven’t checked his wristband.”
“Why is he out of bed? He shouldn’t be able to stand at this point.” The man pulled out his tablet. “Is he still healthy? He shouldn’t be here if he is.”
“I know,” she replied.
“I have a name,” I growled. “And where are my brothers and sisters?” I stood up straighter despite the pain. It was agony. Fire and a ripping sensation filled my limbs. It felt as if someone were doing surgery on me without anesthetic, cutting into me and continually making tiny, merciless incisions again and again.
It took everything in me not to howl in pain.
“Who are your brothers and sisters?” the man asked.
I took a deep breath, which did little to lessen the torture. “Mina, Lars, Elliot, and—” I cleared my throat as tears pricked my eyes. “And Aurora Kinder. We were all together at our house when the soldiers came.”
I blinked the tears back and groaned, unable to help myself. My muscles! Another fresh round of stabbing began in my arms.
Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to stay upright.
“He’s talking and acting like normal.” The woman muttered the words quietly. “Did
we make a mistake? He looks healthy.”
The man shoved his tablet back in his pocket. “Regardless, he won’t be now. He’s surrounded by a hundred infected people on the verge of dying.” The man didn’t try to speak quietly. “He’ll be dead within weeks even if he was healthy.”
The casual way they spoke of me, as if I weren’t even there, made my hands tighten into fists. “My name is Davin Kinder, and I want to know where my brothers and sisters are!”
My feral-like yell tore through the tent.
The woman stepped back, and the man reached for his gun.
“You better calm down right now, Mr. Kinder.” The sergeant’s voice was deadly quiet.
I seethed in frustration. Suddenly, it became too much. More than anything, I wanted to knock the guy out.
With a ferocious snarl, I took a step toward him. The world turned into a blur, and—I stood right in front of him.
The woman shrieked, and the man took a step back so fast, he tripped and fell.
“Help!” the woman screamed. “Help us!”
I stared down at my legs as if they didn’t belong to me. I’d just moved the fifteen-foot distance to the man as if it were nothing. What just happened?
Pounding boots sounded outside the tent. A dozen MRRA soldiers appeared in the doorframe. All of them wore biohazard suits, and they all had their guns raised.
“Get back!” one of them yelled.
I held my hands up. My palms trembled as shock set in. What the hell is happening to me?
“Down on your knees! Hands behind your head. Now!”
I collapsed to my knees. Pain seared through my thighs. It was so intense, a loud groan ripped from my mouth before I doubled over.
“What’s wrong with him?” a soldier asked, his gun pointed at my chest. “How is it possible he’s able to stand?” From the pitch of his voice, he sounded young.
The sergeant, who had fallen over, pushed himself up and dusted his suit off. I could tell he was looking at me through his dark goggles.
I writhed in agony from my position, no longer able to control myself as my muscles tore apart from within.
Not shifting his gaze, the sergeant rose to his full height as though commanding attention from the entire room. “I believe I know exactly what’s happening to him, Private,” the sergeant replied. “He’s Changing.”
CHANGE. THEY KEEP calling it a Change.
They’d moved me to a large, shared room at our local IHS hospital. Six beds filled the room, but I was the only person in there. I’d been in the same room for two days. Two long days. During that time, I hadn’t been told anything about my brothers and sisters. I hadn’t been allowed out. I hadn’t been given any answers.
Nothing.
It was two days of agony and hell wrapped into one. I wasn’t allowed to venture into the hall. I wasn’t allowed to call my mom. Nobody would tell me what the hell was happening to me.
All I knew was that I was different. I could feel it. Whatever the Change was, it wasn’t over. From the pain ripping through me, I knew that much.
But Change was an accurate term. I’d literally changed from how I used to be.
Pacing, I moved back and forth as bright sunlight streamed in through the window. I’d tried the door handle a few times, but it didn’t budge. And the window was a solid pane, so it wouldn’t open.
Tension strummed along my limbs in steady waves. My pacing increased. Before I knew it, I’d walked from one end of the room to the other in less than a second.
Stopping, I lifted my hands and stared at them as my heart slammed against my rib cage. Two hands. Ten fingers. I still looked like myself, but—
I eyed the water pitcher on the table by the bed. Go to it.
Everything turned into a blur.
The pitcher was in my hand.
Not even a second had passed.
Breathing harder, I gazed at where I had been standing. Fifteen feet. I just moved fifteen feet in less than a blink of an eye.
I dropped the pitcher, and it clattered to the floor. Water erupted from it like a geyser, but it didn’t stop me.
The window. Move to the window.
The world became a blur once more, then I stood looking at the street below. The curtains rustled in the shifted air.
It was at least twenty feet to reach here, yet it felt like inches.
My hands trembled as I steadied myself against the wall. Outside, the street was empty.
Closing my eyes, I rested my forehead against the windowpane. Needles continued to stab my arms and legs. The pain was still present—always present—but it was more bearable now. I no longer felt as if I were crawling right out of my skin.
The Change was bizarre, so incredibly bizarre.
If I was standing in the corner of the room, and I wanted to be at the other side, all I had to do was blink, and I was there.
The air would whoosh around me. My legs pumped like well-oiled hydraulic machines. I was impossibly fast, and I still felt like me. Yet. . .
I was no longer the human I’d once been.
THE SOUND OF the blaring TV filled my isolated hospital room. The anchorman from America News Network reported on the grim state of our country. The virus was everywhere, not just South Dakota. It was in every state in the lower forty-eight.
Within weeks, despite quarantining the reservation, it had spread like wildfire. Hundreds of thousands had already died.
The newscaster’s voice shook as he reported from ANN’s main studio in Des Moines. “The Makanza Research and Response Agency continues to work to control this outbreak. Given its severity and its likeness to the outbreak four years ago, the MRRA has begun calling it the Second Wave. The outbreak four years ago is now being referred to as the First Wave.”
“The First Wave and the Second Wave. Does that mean there will be a Third Wave?” I asked the sarcastic question out loud to no one in particular. It wasn’t the first time I’d talked out loud to myself. After all, I was the only person in the room to talk to.
I drummed my fingers on the hospital tray alongside my bed. A cool draft from a fan running in the corner blew across my face. The steady tap tap tap of my fingers accompanied the reporter’s sing-song tone.
Disgusted, I turned the TV off.
The First Wave. The Second Wave. Who cares what the hell it’s called?
Leaping from the bed, I began to pace. I’d been locked in this damned room for a week. An entire week.
Seven days of no contact with anyone. Seven days of wondering what had happened to my family. Seven days of being delivered food through a small opening in the door. And seven days of enduring the agony that was my Change.
It wouldn’t have been such a long one hundred sixty-eight hours if I’d had someone to talk to. I wished someone would just give me answers. Maybe Mina, Lars, or Elliot are Changing too. If they are, they’re alive.
The only solace I took was that the pain from my Change was gone. In the past twenty-four hours, it had completely subsided. I felt like myself again. Normal.
Only I wasn’t.
I moved too fast. Inhumanly fast. And the strange thing was, I never grew tired.
Just this morning, as the monotony of another long day rolled out in front of me, I thought I would scream in frustration. So I decided to run.
After my four hundredth lap around the room, I’d stopped counting. But I did know one thing—the room had turned into a blur. And the longer I’d run, the more I realized I could keep running.
I never felt winded.
So is that what I should do again? Run? Just keep running circles in this room like a caged dog chasing his tail?
I stopped my manic pacing as my chest rose and fell heavily in anger. “Damn the MRRA!” I slammed my fist into the hospital tray.
It exploded into a thousand pieces.
My eyes widened as I took an instinctive step back. What the hell?
Pounding blood filled my ears. Plastic shards littered the floor. The internal metal frame of the tray teetered in the air, the squeak squeak of it filling the room.
I stood rooted to the spot, staring at what I’d just done. Lifting my hand, I gazed at my palm and fingers. They were intact. The skin hadn’t broken. My fist didn’t even hurt.
One punch.
One punch from me had done that.
So it’s not just speed? I’m stronger now too?
With a racing heart, I stepped toward the bed. I folded my hand over the metal bed frame and dug my fingers into it. The cool metal felt smooth and hard.
Closing my eyes, I applied more pressure.
The metal bent. An ear-piercing wail from the crushing metal sounded like nails on a chalkboard. It felt as if I were crumpling a paper bag. It was that easy.
My eyes flashed open. Holy shit!
My heart beat so fast, I thought I would pass out. I held my hands up and stared at them as if they belonged to someone else.
I’m impossibly fast and strong. And if I can destroy a metal hospital bed by simply squeezing my hand, then—
I turned to the door.
A door handle and lock were all that stood between me and the outside, between me and answers to what had happened to my family.




11 – BREAKOUT


I was at the door before I could second-guess how wise my decision was. I gripped the smooth door handle. It was a simple doorknob with a twist lock. A deadbolt had been added above it.
With a quick wrench of my wrist, the flimsy door lock snapped.
I rammed my shoulder against the door. The door heaved outward as the solid wood splintered. The deadbolt groaned in protest. Grunting, I did it again but harder.
The door exploded against my body. Only a twinge of pain followed.
“What the hell?” An MRRA guard stationed outside the door bolted to a stand. Shards of wood littered the hospital hallway.
I kicked through the rest of the door and stepped over the threshold. My heart pounded from adrenaline as my fingers flexed into fists before I faced him.
He fumbled for his gun. “How . . .”
I broke into a run and was at the end of the hallway before he could unlatch the gun from his holster.
Stairwell. Look for the stairwell!
Crackling from the soldier’s radio fell behind me along with his faint words as he called for help. “The Kazzie broke out! He’s—”
The words became too faint as I raced toward the exit sign. With a burst of power, I barreled through the stairwell door and was down two flights of stairs within seconds.
Keeping up my sprint, I flew through the main exterior door.
I didn’t stop.
The world whizzed by me in a blur. Fresh air streamed across my face.
Only one thought dominated my mind—find my brothers and sister. Get to the tents!
The morning sun lit the land. Within seconds, I’d left the town’s empty streets behind me as the billowing white tents came into view.
Everything in my peripheral vision morphed into a blurred sea of color. Springtime prairie grass. Blue sky. Bright sunshine. It all became a fuzzy kaleidoscope.
Only one thing stayed in focus—the tents in my direct line of sight.
My legs pumped rhythmically. Oxygen flowed in and out of my lungs as if I were breathing normally. The sheer power that coursed through my limbs created a high in me I’d never experienced before.
For the first time, I understood the magnitude of what Makanza had done to me.
I reached the tents seconds later. They were stationed miles outside of town, yet I’d covered the distance in less than a minute.
I ground to a halt a hundred yards away and collapsed onto the grass, which hid me from view.
Amazingly, my breathing stayed normal. I wasn’t even panting. Peeking over the grass, I assessed my surroundings.
Trucks raced by on the highway. Since I’d stuck to the prairie, the soldiers hadn’t spotted me, but I could tell they were looking for me. MRRA soldiers in their white biohazard suits hurried all around the tents. A siren wailed. The faint sound of a megaphone came next.
“Male, black hair, six-two, blue eyes, around two hundred pounds. Last seen wearing a t-shirt and jeans . . .”
I stopped listening as I scanned the dozens of tents. How am I going to find them?
The tents were huge. Each held at least a hundred infected people. Start with the first one and work your way down. Move fast so they don’t see you.
Adrenaline pumped through my veins like steam through an engine. Focusing on the first tent, I took a deep breath before taking off at a sprint.
The world again turned into a blur. Tall prairie grass swished around my legs as I sped across the land. If I wasn’t running for my life and trying so desperately to find my family, I probably would have enjoyed the exhilarating feeling.
As it was, I skidded to a halt when I reached the first tent before flattening to the ground and rolling beneath the canvas wall.
I rolled right into a large supply chest.
It shuddered against my rolling body but then stilled, inadvertently blocking me from view. In a way, that worked to my advantage since it hid me from prying eyes within the tent. However, that also meant that I didn’t know if I was alone.
The stark-white tent roof billowed above me. For a moment, I just listened. The siren outside continued to wail as commanding officers yelled orders. The tent walls didn’t insulate the interior or provide any sound barrier.
“Which direction was he headed?” The voice was loud and clear.
I stiffened and didn’t move. From the sounds of it, the man was directly on the other side of the tent’s wall—outside. I had been there only seconds before.
“He was heading this way from the hospital. If you see him, shoot.”
My breath stopped. They’ll actually kill me?
“We should have moved him sooner,” the first soldier replied. “Valentine was right. We don’t have the resources here to contain him, and now, he’s out.”
Burning rage ignited inside me. Each day, it became more apparent that I was no longer viewed as human. I was something else now. Other. An abomination. Even though everything inside me felt the same—I still had the same thoughts, the same emotions, and the same memories. Yet to them, the damned government, I was a liability, something to be caged.
Don’t think about that now. Just find Mina, Lars, and Elliot.
Forcing the tidal wave of anger down, I waited for the men’s footsteps to pass before I pushed up to sitting so I could peek over the supply chest.
Rows of beds lay out in front of me. Most of them were empty.
My stomach plummeted when I realized why that was. Almost everyone has died. These were full last week.
Only one soldier in a biohazard suit and goggles was in the tent. The person was small, obviously a woman. She walked up and down the row of beds, stopping at the ones still occupied, assessing each dying person’s state.
How do I get by her?
But before I could make a decision, the soldier glanced my way. With a surprised gasp, she stepped back.
Too late. She already spotted ne.
I lunged to her side, catapulting over the chest and covering the twenty feet in one impossible leap. Raw power ignited my limbs as I grasped the soldier’s arm.
She screamed, but I brought my hand to her mouth before the sound could fully penetrate the air.
“Don’t make a sound again, and I won’t hurt you.”
Her chest heaved underneath my grasp. Guilt flooded me that I’d terrified her. I had absolutely no intention of hurting her, but she didn’t know that. To her, I was probably a wild-eyed Native American Kazzie who was threatening her life.
I loosened my grip. “I just want to find my family. I’m trying to find my brothers and sister: Mina, Lars, and Elliot Kinder. Do you know where they are?”
My hand muffled her words when she tried to speak.
“If I take my hand off your mouth, do you promise not to scream? Please. I just want to find my family.”
A long five seconds passed. Her shoulders rose and fell as stifled breaths filled her lungs. She finally nodded.
Removing my palm, I tensed, waiting for her to break her promise. Instead, she brought a panicked gloved hand to her mouth, frantically feeling her suit.
“I didn’t break the seal. Your suit’s intact. You haven’t been exposed.” I knew from the First Wave that the people who survived Makanza were permanently infected. It seemed I was one of them now, able to infect those around me. That sudden realization dawned on me like a collapsing house of cards. Will I ever be able to see my mom again?
Oblivious to my epiphany, the soldier doubled over, her panic evident in her harsh breaths.
Hunkering down, I tried to look in her eyes through the goggles. “Please, just tell me where they are. I need to see them.”
“You’re Davin Kinder? The one who’s . . . Changed?”
I nodded curtly, my mouth tightening.
“Your sister’s in tent four.”
My gut clenched. “And my brothers?”
Her head dipped. “I’m sorry. They’re dead. The youngest one died two days ago.”
It felt as if the world rocked underneath my feet. “No!” The whispered statement left my mouth before I bolted upright and flew out the door.




12 – SAYING GOODBYE


The activity outside the tents had increased. Soldiers swarmed all around like flies on a decaying carcass.
I accidentally knocked a few off their feet in my whizzed run by. I didn’t stop to see if they’d realized why they’d fallen.
Find Mina! Just find Mina!
The fourth white tent billowed in front of me. As I had at the first tent, I dropped to the ground and rolled underneath.
Death hung in the air on the other side.
I gagged, bringing a hand up to cover my mouth. The stench was nauseating.
Fear filled my chest, making it hard to breathe. Please don’t let me be too late!
The fact that I would never see my brothers again hadn’t fully set in. Just acknowledging it made grief rise so highly inside me that it felt as if my heart would explode.
Don’t think about that now.
Since all of the activity seemed to be on the outside of the tents, I cautiously pushed to a stand.
Bodies filled half of the beds in front of me.
Most of them had sheets fully covering them. There weren’t any MRRA soldiers around.
Breathing through my mouth to try to bypass the smell, I stepped away from the wall and began combing the aisles.
Some of the beds had feet poking out. Mottled complexions with burst blood vessels lined the dead’s skin. Those that were alive looked minutes away from death. In one bed, a child, probably no older than three, lay so still that I thought he’d already passed. But then his chest rose a few millimeters as a wheezy breath escaped his lips.
An armband covered his wrist. I swallowed tightly. It was Zander Running Bear. I barely recognized him. He was so thin, and his cheeks were hollow, the exact opposite of the chubby toddler I’d last seen only months ago. His mother was a few years older than me. She’d grown up on the reservation. I’d only seen her a few times when we’d visited, but she had loved this boy.
The fact that she wasn’t beside him told me she was probably dead.
Tears pricked my eyes as I hurried to the next bed that still held the living.
This one held a man around my father’s age. He appeared close to death too. A shallow wheeze rattled his chest.
The tears fell then as I gazed down at him. So this is how Dad died. Alone in a tent as death surrounded him.
I blinked back the river that wanted to run down my face. From the sounds building outside, more soldiers were arriving. I didn’t have much time.
Racing from bed to bed, I checked each living’s armband since I was terrified I would walk right past my sister without recognizing her. It wasn’t until I neared the end of the tent that I found her.
She lay deathly still as her dark hair splayed across her pillow.
I dropped to my knees at her side and grasped her hand.
It was cool and limp.
“Mina?” Somehow I managed the word through my thick throat. “Can you hear me?”
She flinched, her brow furrowing slightly.
“Mina?” I called louder.
Her eyelids cracked open.
I expected to see the glassy stare, similar to how Aurora’s eyes had looked in the days before she’d died when she’d been hallucinating around-the-clock. Instead, Mina’s eyes appeared foggy but clear.
“Davin?” Her word was a raw whisper, barely able to be heard.
I squeezed her hand tighter. “Yeah, it’s me.”
“What . . .” Her lids closed. A dry tongue came out to lick her lips. A quiet moan came from her before her eyes opened again. “What’s happening?”
“You’re in the tents. We all got sick.”
“But . . . you . . .” Her lids closed again. “Not sick?”
I squeezed her hand harder. “No, I’m not sick anymore. I . . . Changed.”
Her mouth parted in surprise before a ghost of a smile graced her lips. “You’ll live.”
Hot tears filled my eyes again. They streamed down my face like a cascading waterfall. “Maybe you will too! You’re still alive. Maybe you’ll Change too!”
She weakly shook her head. “No, I won’t. S’okay. Just . . .” Another wheezy breath rattled her chest. “Take care of Mom. She’s . . . alone.”
My heart slammed against my ribs as the truth hit home. It was just me and Mom now, if she was lucky enough to survive the outbreak. For all I knew, she’d caught the virus too. I hadn’t spoken to her in days.
But I couldn’t tell Mina that. The smile that filled my sister’s lips seemed accepting of what was to come, and if believing that Mom and I would survive brought her peace, then that was what I would let her believe.
“Yeah, me and Mom are okay. Don’t worry about us.”
A shout outside the tent made me tense. They were looking for me inside the tents now. I only had minutes until they found me.
“I have to go, Mina, but I wanted to say goodbye. I love you, sister.”
That smile came again as her lids fluttered closed. “Love you . . . too . . . and tell Mom . . .” A long three seconds passed and my heart squeezed, fearing she’d already gone, but then a sudden rise of her chest filled me with hope. “Love Mom too.”
“I’ll tell her, Mina. I promise to tell her that you love her and that you said goodbye.”
The faintest squeeze of her hand was her only response. I leaned up to kiss her on the forehead as a final breath rattled her chest.
My tears fell onto her hair like giant raindrops as her hand fell limp in mine. She was gone. I knew it immediately. It was as though part of her just disappeared.
Squeezing my eyes tightly closed against the terrifying onslaught of what tomorrow would bring, I kissed her one last time before I bolted to a stand as the tent’s door flew open.
“There he is!”
I didn’t know what it was—my sister’s death, the menacing way guns pointed at my face, or the gut-wrenching realization that all of my brothers and sisters were dead—but the world suddenly flashed by me as I dropped to the ground and rolled back outside.
All I knew was that I needed to run.
I needed to escape the reality that was my new life.
Because it was a life so daunting, I didn’t know if I wanted to survive it.
But Mom may still be alive. Move! Find her!
It was the only reason I kept going.
I RAN AND ran and ran. The ground flew beneath me as the world whizzed by. The prairie grass cut into my hands when they skimmed along the surface, but I welcomed the pain, anything to stop the bitter agony that was building inside me.
I’d failed.
I’d failed my entire family.
I hadn’t saved my brothers, sisters, or my dad. I hadn’t kept them safe from the virus. We’d all caught it, and they had all died.
Except for me.
Staying alive was my punishment for how badly I’d failed them. Forever I would live with this grief, with this knowledge that I hadn’t kept them safe.
I fisted my hands tightly against the onslaught of emotions. Thankfully, one coherent thought remained.
Find Mom. Call her. See if she’s alive. She’s all you have left.
Agony ripped through me as I flew toward the horizon. But how am I going to tell her about Mina, Lars, Aurora, and Elliot?
When the bridge to the small town of Mobridge appeared in front of me, I came to a sudden stop. Several empty MRRA trucks were parked beside it.
My harsh breaths filled the air.
The Missouri River flowed calmly beneath the long bridge, not like the tears that still poured down my face. A breeze licked my skin as I stood there while the sun continued to shine. It all appeared so normal. So beautiful.
But the world was anything but. Everything had been turned upside down and inside out. Nothing would be the same again. They’re really gone. They’re really all gone. Dad. Mina. Lars. Elliot. Another sob filled my chest. Aurora.
But my mom could still be alive. I needed to know if she was.
Go to the trucks. They might have a phone.
In another blurred dash, I was at the truck. I wrenched the door open. It ripped off its hinges and crashed to the ground.
What the hell?
I still didn’t know how to control the new strength in me.
Don’t think about that now. Find a phone!
My movements were frantic as I leaped into the cab and searched around. A single satellite phone sat on the dash. A choked sob of gratitude filled me that for once something had gone my way.
With a shaky hand, I picked it up, doing everything I could to keep my newfound strength in check. If I applied too much pressure, the phone would explode in my grasp.
My fingers fumbled on the buttons. It took two attempts before I got the number right.
Three long rings passed before anyone answered.
“Mom?” The single word tore from my throat.
“Davin?” My mom’s voice rose. “Davin, is that you?”
“Oh, Mom . . .” I lost it then. I crumpled onto the seat, the old leather cracking in protest as sobs wracked my shoulders. The phone squeaked menacingly in my grasp. Loosen your grip. Don’t break the phone!
“Oh, sweetie. Where are you? Are you hurt?”
Taking a shaky breath, I tried to calm myself enough to speak. I didn’t know how much time I had. Pull yourself together!
“Davin, sweetie, it’s fine. Just breathe. I’m here. I’ll always be here. Just take a deep breath and tell me what’s going on.”
Her soothing words helped calm the panic shooting through me. “I . . .” I took a deep breath as another sob threatened to choke me. Where do I start?
“Your brothers and sisters?” My mom’s voice was quiet. “Are they with you?”
I squeezed my eyes tightly shut as more tears leaked from the corners. “They’re dead, Mom. Everyone’s dead. Dad, Mina, Lars, Elliot, Aurora. They all died.”
Her muffled cry filled the phone.
I hung my head as the weight of the world pressed down on my shoulders.
“All of them?” she finally asked in a choked voice.
I nodded. “Mina said she loves you. She wanted you to know that. And I was with Aurora when she passed. I held her in my arms. She didn’t die alone.” Hot tears made the world turn into a blur. I raked a hand through my hair again and again. “I’m sorry, Mom. I failed them. I failed you. I should have protected them. I shouldn’t have let them get sick.”
“No!” The word ripped furiously from her mouth. More of her cries poured through the phone before she took a deep, staggering breath. “You did not fail me, Davin, and you did not fail them! I know you did everything you could to help them, but you were put in a position you should have never been in. It will never be your fault. Do you understand that?”
I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. Instead, I covered my face with my hand as sobs shook me.
“Davin, sweetie, I love you. I’ll always love—”
A shout made my head snap up.
My eyes widened.
A group of MRRA soldiers stood near the bridge’s edge. One of them pointed at me.
I hadn’t seen them in my fog-filled state. And just across the bridge, on the other side of the quarantine barrier were America News Network cameramen. They scrambled to a stand as one of them grabbed his camera and pointed it my way.
“Mom, I have to go!” My words sounded choked around the tears. “The soldiers are after me. I’ll call you again when I can.” I snapped the phone closed just as she asked another question.
With a quick leap, I was out of the truck. Where to from here? Behind me was the reservation. In front of me was civilization where healthy people lived.
Healthy people who you can now infect.
I turned back to the reservation with the intention of running when a stinging pain filled my shoulder.
I hissed and grabbed my arm. A feathered dart penetrated my shirt. Horror descended on me as I realized my mistake. I shouldn’t have stopped. I should have kept going.
I wrenched the dart from my shoulder, but it was too late. The soldiers advanced as the world began to swim in and out of focus. When the first one reached for me, I fought him off.
He flew from me like a thrown ragdoll and screamed in pain when he hit the ground. I still didn’t know how to control my new strength.
Another tranquilizing dart pierced my chest. I gritted my teeth as the world began to spin.
“Grab his arms!” one of the soldiers yelled. “Hold him down!”
They descended upon me like ants swarming a hill.
Still, I fought.
My movements were clumsy and grew weaker by the second. I thrashed and stumbled, but the drug swimming through me was too much. I couldn’t fight it.
“Tie him up! Keep him down!”
More grunts and shouts filled the air.
I fell to the ground as the men grabbed my arms and legs. In their white suits and dark goggles, they looked like aliens surrounding me. The last thing I saw before unconsciousness claimed me was the bright sunshine overhead as the world continued to turn.
POUNDING FILLED MY skull, deep throbs in tune with my heartbeat. The steady lub-dub made me groan.
“Open your eyes, Kazzie!” The command was harsh and low. Hatred filled the words.
I snapped my eyes open but immediately winced at the harsh lights above. What the hell? Where am I now?
I was lying down. That much was apparent. But I couldn’t move. I glanced around, and my heart rate increased when I realized my limbs felt frozen. I’m tied down. They’ve tied me down!
I thrashed against the restraints, but it was no use. Even though power flowed through my veins, whatever held me was too strong.
“That’s enough!” the voice yelled.
I darted my head around. Solid concrete walls surrounded me. My eyes widened when I noticed a room a dozen feet away, separated from my cell by only a window. Inside the sheltered room stood a man with his hands clasped behind his back, his stance wide. Gray eyes that looked like a storm at sea narrowed. The man had military written all over him. Buzzed haircut. Crisp uniform.
But the look on his face . . .
I’d never seen hate like that before.
“Where am I?” I croaked.
“Your new home. You were moved here this afternoon after that stunt you pulled on the reservation. I’m Dr. Roberts. I’m in charge here and responsible for your containment.”
“My new home?” Confusion reigned. Everything still felt fuzzy, and my head pounded like a drum.
The man smiled, making me swallow tightly. “That’s right. This is where you live now.”
“I live here?” I was in a bed. White walls and a white ceiling surrounded me. Off to the side was a windowed hall. The windows ran from floor to ceiling. Anybody who stood in the hallway could see me. And at the end of the room was that window into the sheltered room—the place where the man stood.
The rest of the room was solid concrete with no windows. A simple desk and chair stood off to the right. I couldn’t be sure, but there appeared to be a bathroom tucked discreetly in the corner.
Revulsion swept through me.
This wasn’t what my life was supposed to be. A month ago, I was in Rapid City, applying for colleges and working construction to save money while my brothers and sisters went to school while living with Mom, doing all of the normal things kids our age did.
Not this.
I swallowed tightly. The simple movement made my head hurt more, but rage boiled up inside me. Dad’s dead, my brothers and sisters are dead, and now this.
My throat constricted as that rage turned to pain. My life is over. But then I remembered my mom. I remembered our call. She’s still alive. She’s still out there. You have to keep going for her.
“What is this place?” I managed to ask in a hoarse voice.
The gray-eyed man behind the window spoke into the microphone. “This is your cell, Kazzie. You’ll live here for the rest of your life since you can never walk free. As an infected Kazzie, you can infect those of us who are healthy. Therefore, you need to be contained.” The man paused, glee filling his eyes. “So as repayment for housing and feeding you for free on the taxpayer dollar, the MRI will use your DNA to study the virus.”
It suddenly dawned on me where I was. “No!” I whispered. “You can’t keep me here!”
Dr. Roberts grinned as he crossed his arms. “Oh yes, I can, and I will. Welcome to your new home, Kazzie—Compound 26.”
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