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Chapter 1

I live in a walled-in world.

The Perimeter stretches as far as the eye can see, a massive expanse of titanium. Only the seagulls can soar above the wall, see what destruction lies on the other side. It should make me feel safe.

But there is always the Dark Time. There are still the hundreds of murders that happen every night when it comes.

“Focus, Meadow! You’re daydreaming again.”

I look up. My father stands across from me on our houseboat, his silver eyes staring into mine. Sometimes I am convinced that he hates me.

The waves rock the boat up, down. It is near dusk, and my father’s scars are illuminated by the dying light like hundreds of watching eyes. They are proof that he is a killer. A survivor.

He keeps us alive, and someday, he expects me to become just like him.

“Steady hands, Meadow,” he says.

I put my fists up. But for one moment, I glance away as a seagull swoops past and dives headfirst into the waves in pursuit of a meal. It’s hardly a second—but it is long enough for my father to lunge forward and land a punch across my cheek. I taste blood, metallic and bitter.

“Pay attention to your opponent,” he says. His Catalogue Number, a tattooed barcode that we all bear on our foreheads, wrinkles up as he frowns. “Never look away.”

“You hit me.” I spit out a mouthful of blood.

“Next time you lose focus, I’ll use my dagger.”

We circle each other, both light-haired, our bodies covered in scars, skin dark from years under the hot sun. The sun drips down into the sea. The world is illuminated in red. Blood red.

My father punches me in the nose. I whirl to the side and land a blow across his shoulder, but he is always faster. Stronger. He grabs my arm and twists it sideways, so close to snapping bone that I cry out.

“Not good enough!” he snarls. “Coexist with the pain. Fuel off of it. I won’t have a weak daughter, Meadow. Weakness is death.”

“I’m not weak,” I growl. “I’m tired.”

A wave rocks the boat, and nausea sweeps over me. I drop to one knee, but my father rushes forward. I have just enough strength to roll sideways, toward the railing. A body floats past below. Though we all have nanites in our systems to keep us healthy, there are still ways to die in the Shallows.

Starvation is one. Murder is the other.

“I’m done!” I scramble back, away from the railing.

My test is still two years away. I have plenty of time to learn how to defend myself. Tonight, I just want to sleep.

“You’re not done until you win,” my father says. He crosses his arms.

I cross mine, too. “I’ll never win against you. It’s impossible.”

“Nothing is impossible if you want it bad enough.”

There are other boats around us. Almost all of them are wrecked, half-submerged, like jagged teeth biting through the surface of the ocean. In the distance, on shore, palm trees sway with the sea breeze. People, looking like ants from here, hurry from the beach, rushing to find shelter for the night. A place to hide.

Suddenly the alarm sounds, whooping high, then low. It is loud enough that I almost believe I feel it in my bones. I shiver.

The Dark Time has come.

“We’ll finish this later,” my father says, motioning for me to follow him inside the cabin, where the rest of our family waits.

No one, not even my father, wants to be out when daylight fades.

Darkness brings nothing but death.






Chapter 2

I remember the first time I saw a dead body. I was seven. My older brother, Koi, had just completed the Fear Trials. It is a rite of passage in my family, a series of tests devised by my father to prove to him that we’re strong enough, brave enough, to leave the boat and work in the city without his protection.

Koi took me out in our dinghy. He paddled fast and hard, eager to make it to shore. But we never got there. A body floated past us. Koi didn’t see it until the tangled mess of hair got caught in his oars.

Koi turned the boat around before my scream drew too much attention.

My father bars the door behind us, and pulls the curtains closed. I settle down on the mattress beside Koi. He is humming softly to our little sister Peri.

“It’ll be fine, Peri,” I say. “We’ll keep you safe.” I press her teddy bear into her arms. It is mangled, missing an arm and an eye, but Peri loves it.

“I want Mommy.”

“I know you want Mommy, but she’s busy.” I smile at Peri. “She’s working on the Initiative boats tonight.”

“She’ll be back soon,” Koi adds.

We exchange a glance with each other. We never know if she’ll be back.

My father settles down across from us and pulls Peri into his arms. He rocks her gently.  I don’t remember him ever doing this for me. “Go to sleep, little one,” he says. “Mommy will be here in the morning.”

Soon Peri falls asleep, but it is not peaceful. She whimpers and tosses when my father gently puts her on a mattress.

My father lights a single candle and opens our bag of rations. We have one loaf of bread and a bundle of dried meat to last us the next two days. When my mother comes home, she’ll bring more.

If she comes home.

“You lost again, huh, sis?” Koi breaks the silence. I can see only his outline. Lean, but muscular from years of training with my father. His shoulders shake with laughter.

“What’s the point in fighting him, day after day?” I ask. “It’s not like he’s actually trying to murder me.”

“But others will, someday,” Koi says.

Another bite of bread. Another bite closer to it being gone. I set it aside, save what little is left for Peri to have when she wakes up tonight, crying with hunger.

“When do you leave tomorrow?” I ask. Koi has his placement test in the city. A chance at a job, which means more rations, more food for all of us. Especially Peri, who gets thinner every day, when she should be growing taller and stronger.

“First light,” Koi says. He looks exhausted. He has been tossing in his sleep all week.

“Will you pass?” I ask. I try to keep the fear from my voice. But I know he hears it. He always notices everything about me.

“I’ve trained him plenty,” my father says. “He’s ready.”

“And if I’m not?” Koi’s voice is a whisper.

My father sighs. “Then we’ll just have to work harder to survive.”

He is right. The Initiative grants us rations enough for two, and only the Wards are offered free meals. Families must work for it. There are five of us. If Koi fails, we will be forced to wait until I am of age, or steal and barter to survive. Two years is a long time to be hungry.






Chapter 3

I lie awake all night. Sometime in the early morning hours, my mother arrives.

She knocks three times on the door. I open it, hug her, and breathe in the scent of lilies.

She always makes everything better. But tonight, her eyes are wild. Her silver hair is disheveled. I don’t think she’s slept in days.

“Do you want to watch the stars with me?” she asks. “I don’t want to be alone.”

“You should go to sleep,” I say.

She smiles, but it does not reach her eyes. “Not now. I don’t want to dream tonight.”

I look over my shoulder, where my father lies asleep, his dagger next to him. “It isn’t safe,” I whisper.

“We need to embrace the darkness, darling,” my mother says. “It’s beautiful.” She takes my hand and pulls me out on deck.

We lie side by side and stare up at the sky.

“That’s Orion’s belt,” my mother says. She points up at a constellation. Three dots in a row, in a perfect line. “It looks the same as it did when I was your age. It will always be the same.”

I lift my hand, imagine what it would be like if I could pluck the stars from the sky, cup them like fireflies.

The mast creaks, and the rocking of the boat makes my eyes heavy. My mother sighs.

“What was it like?” I ask. She has told me hundreds of stories about the way the world used to be, before the Perimeter went up. About how freedom felt.

“It was like the kiss of the wind on a hot summer day,” she says. “But it was also terrible. With so much freedom to make our own choices, the world was a scary place.”

A cloud races across the moon, the stars, and suddenly it is pitch black. In the distance, I hear a loud crack. A scream, somewhere far away. “I can’t imagine a world scarier than the one we live in now,” I say.

She pulls me closer, wraps me up in her arms. For a moment, she is the mother I remember. The one that used to sing all day. The one that was happy. “We can’t change the way things are,” she says. “But we can learn to love what we have now. And we have each other.”

“Always?” I ask.

It takes her a moment too long to answer. “Always is impossible, Meadow. But we are here now. So let’s enjoy it together.”

I fall asleep to the sound of the wind and the waves.

I dream of darkness and death.

I dream of a world without my mother.






Chapter 4

The sun rises too soon.

My father and I stand on the deck, watching Koi strap knives to his chest. Then he pulls on his shirt and turns to face us. There are circles under his grey eyes. His hair is rumpled.

“How do I look?”

Sweaty. Nervous. “Like you’re about to puke,” I say.

Koi fakes a smile. “Thanks for the support.”

My mother and Peri come out to kiss us all good-bye. We climb down the rope ladder and into the dinghy, then paddle away. As we navigate through the maze of wrecked boats, my mother stands on deck watching. Not waving, not smiling, just watching.

Once on shore, we hide the dinghy. The beach is already crowded with people. My father keeps his hand on my shoulder, making sure we don’t get separated.

People beg for food. Some are crying. I grit my teeth and stare ahead until we reach the trees. The heat is unbearable. Sweat drips down my spine. It is hard to breathe.

“Wouldn’t a plane be nice right now?” Koi asks. “A big metal bird?” He holds aside a palm frond for me.

“I’d like a plane,” I say. “We could fly away from here and never come back.”

“I never trusted planes,” my father says behind me. “Sometimes they crashed. And everyone died.”

“That’s Dad, always so positive,” Koi snorts. “It’s his greatest trait.”

We walk in silence until we reach the edge of the jungle. The trees and vines become sparse, and warped concrete and buildings take their place. Some of the buildings are almost rubble, windows shattered, missing entire chunks of wall. Initiative flyers are plastered to the brick, waving in the wind.

And there are so many citizens, it is like a sea. A great wave of humanity. And in the middle of that sea, rotting on the concrete, are the bodies. The victims of the Dark Time. It is best not to look at them. The gulls usually pick out their eyes before dawn.

“We need to hurry,” my father says. “The train will be here any minute now.”

We melt into the crowd, swept up by its motion. People press against me on all sides, and I feel as if I can’t breathe. My father’s hand on my arm is the only thing that keeps me tethered, safe.

The train tracks cut across the middle of the city. On most days there is one train, but today there are two. A red and a blue. I don’t understand it completely. I only know that one train is good. The other is bad. I hear whistles, see the trails of smoke as they come rumbling toward us. We stop at the edge of the tracks.

Koi grabs my hand like we are children again. “I don’t think I can do this,” he says in my ear.

“You can and you will,” I say back.

The trains slow but do not stop. People leap into the open cars, pushing and shoving, screaming. The only way to make it to the testing site is to get a spot on a train.

Koi chews his lip, his eyes darting from one train to the other. “Red or Blue?”

“It’s up to you!” My father yells. The wind blows his hair from his face, and he smiles. “You’re a Woodson. We never fail.”

“Red!” I yell, at the last possible moment.

My brother nods. He squeezes my hand again, and then he leaps. For one second I think he’s not going to make it. But his hands find the right holds, and he climbs aboard the Red train.

“He’s on his own now,” says my father.

He makes me run the entire way home. Training, he says, so I will stay strong.

In case my brother fails.






Chapter 5

Back on the boat, we wait.

My mother and father leave for the day, and it is just Peri and me.

We scrub the deck and have a soap fight. We play with her teddy bear, making it talk and walk. We string seashells on fishing line, and before long we have a wind chime.

“For mommy,” Peri says. We tie it outside the cabin and listen to it clink. This is how it will be from now on, just the two of us, while everyone is away in the city. I watch the horizon, scanning for trouble, waiting for my family to return.

The day is halfway over when I see a flash in the distance. Koi. He is swimming back, having left the dinghy for my parents.

I rush to the railing, throw the ladder down into the waves. I chew my bottom lip to a bloody mess by the time he arrives.

Koi takes his time climbing aboard.

His face is smooth and calm, the way it always is. It makes sense, I guess. Koi has never been one to gloat.

“What job did you get?” I ask. I’m bobbing up and down on my toes, the way Peri does when she gets excited. “Will you be a fisherman, like dad?”

“No,” he says. “I won’t be fishing.” He sits down on the deck and digs his hands into the bucket of soapy water. He starts to scrub his fingers.

“Maybe working on the Initiative yachts, like mom?”

Koi sighs and runs a hand through his wet hair. “Stop, Meadow. I’ll tell you.”

“Okay,” I say. I sit down across from him and pull Peri into my lap. “So just tell me, then. You got something great, didn’t you? Please don’t say I have to wait until mom and dad come home. I can’t take it!”

He finally looks up, meets my eyes. And I see, for the first time, that they are puffy and red, that there isn’t a badge around his neck.

“They wanted me to . . . they asked me to . . . There was one badge, one job. One person to walk out of there and . . . ”

I don’t understand. I can’t breathe. What he is saying is ridiculous.

He starts to cry. Soft tears, rolling down his cheeks. My stomach constricts. I have never seen Koi cry.

“He was just a boy, Meadow. He was so small.”

“What do you mean? What are you saying?”

The world is spinning out of focus. The wind has picked up, and the chimes are clattering. Koi rushes to them, and rips them from the hook. They crash to the deck, and Peri gasps, her face frozen in horror.

“I couldn’t do it!” Koi screams. He punches the cabin. His knuckles drip red. “It’s not me. I’m not dad, I’m not. . . I’m not a killer.” He slumps to the deck, puts his head in his hands. “I failed, Meadow. I didn’t get a job.”






Chapter 6

I remember when my mother almost lost Peri.

A complication, they said. Stillborn, most likely. She cried for hours. But my father did not.

He spent the day training Koi. Teaching him how to slit a man’s throat, how to snap a neck.

He is the same way now, when he hears the news about my brother’s failure. But it is not Koi who must train with him this time.

It is me. Because now the weight of our world is on my shoulders. The key to our survival is in my hands.

I swim around the houseboat, and he teaches me how to deal with real pain. There are nanites in our bodies, connected to a Pulse at the Perimeter that keeps them working. The nanites heal us, keep us alive and healthy.

“You’ll need to learn how to stay alert when you’re injured,” my father says. He’s sitting in the dinghy above me.

“How?” I ask.

He pulls out his dagger and sinks the blade into my shoulder.

I scream. The world blurs. I fight to stay afloat, because the pain is fierce and threatens to suck me under. When he pulls the dagger out, I almost lose it. I can feel blood pouring from my shoulder, pooling around me in the water.

“Imagine if I’d put that blade through your heart,” my father says. “The nanites wouldn’t be able to heal you, then.”

In minutes, the wound will close up, just like they always do.

My father pulls me into the dinghy. He lets me catch my breath. The flow of blood slows to a trickle. There will always be a mark.

“Let that scar be a reminder that death will always chase you,” my father whispers. He clutches the oar so tightly in his hands I’m afraid it is going to snap. “To escape it, you must respect it.”

“I will never respect death,” I say.

He sighs. “This world is eating away at your mother’s sanity. I know you see it, too. Someday soon she could be gone. I’ll die eventually, and it will be on your shoulders to feed your brother and sister. You are their last hope.”

I nod. There is nothing to say. Because he is right.

“Tomorrow we’ll start your Fear Trials. You’ll learn to defend yourself. You’ll learn that this world demands strength. And you’ll become strong so that you can provide for your brother and sister.”

He wipes my blood from his dagger and sheathes it against his thigh.






Chapter 7

The Fear Trials begin at dawn.

Peri is locked safely away in the bottom of the boat. My father and Koi are already on the bow. Koi won’t look at me. He just stares at his toes. He is a shadow of himself.

“What do you know about The Fear Trials?” my father asks.

I lean against the railing. “I know it’s an excuse for you to train me even more. As if we don’t do that enough already.”

“Meadow,” Koi warns, shaking his head. My father glares at him, and he looks back down at his toes.

“It’s a chance for you to prove yourself,” says my father. “And—” he unsheathes his dagger and drops it to the deck between us— “an opportunity for a prize.”

“Your dagger?” I ask.

It is my father’s favorite possession. The weapon that he swears has kept him alive for so long. He smiles. “If you win the Fear Trials, you will win the dagger. I want you to have it.”

I have never even been able to touch it. I have never even had a weapon of my own.

Koi and I follow him down the rope ladder and settle into the dinghy. My father hands Koi the oars.

As Koi rows, he stares out at the waves. “If I’d trained harder, I might have been able to . . . I’d be working today. I wouldn’t be here.”

“Don’t,” I say. I grab his hands and squeeze them tight. “It’s over and done.”

I should be angry at him. I should be furious, the way my father is, and a part of me wants that anger. But Koi is my brother. He is soft and gentle and he smiles the way Peri does, with the innocence of a child. He is a light in the darkness, and I love him. Nothing could ever take that away.

 

There is a jetty on the far side of the beach, an expanse of rock that juts out into the ocean like a finger. We hide the boat there, beneath layers of seaweed and palm fronds.

The beach is littered with people. There are too many to count. A man digs for sand fleas. A pregnant woman holds her swollen belly. A little boy splashes about in the water, laughing as he plays with a flat tire.

The sound is strange. It does not belong here. How nice it would be to still see the world through the eyes of a child. Instead it is all darkness and blood, danger and death.

“This will go in rounds,” my father says. “Each day, a different obstacle. We’ll stay ashore until you complete them. Even when the Dark Time comes.”

We go right, heading deep into the trees, toward what remains of the Everglades. I breathe a sigh of relief.

“I don’t want you to be afraid,” Koi whispers. He places his hand on my shoulder. “I want you to be strong, and do this right. So that you won’t end up a disappointment like me.”

“I’m not afraid,” I say, shrugging him off as I duck under a thorny branch.

The truth is that I am terrified. Everything has changed.

We stop walking when we reach the river. It is at least half a mile wide, and murky, swirling with mud and vegetation. Sweat trickles down my back. I spot a piece of orange fabric, flapping in the wind, tied to the uppermost branches of a tree at the other side.

“Cross the swamp and get the flag,” my father says. He turns to Koi. “Do everything you can to stop her. Be the man I trained you to be. Not the boy you have become.”

Koi sucks in a breath. He looks like he is going to say something. But instead, he simply nods.

My father pulls a heavy chain from his backpack and wraps it around my ankles. Tight, tighter, until I couldn’t walk if I wanted to. He threads a lock through the chain and tosses the key into the river.

He does the same to Koi.

Then he stands back, nods, and utters one word. “Begin.”

“I’m sorry for whatever happens next,” says Koi. Then he dives into the river.

I follow. It’s warm, almost too warm, like something is pressing in around my lungs. And it gets deep fast. With my legs tied, I move slowly. I’m carrying dead weight. I try to use my arms at first, paddling like my father taught me. Long strokes. Deep, even breaths, as if you are running.

The ocean has waves that help move me along, but the river is flat and still, and mostly fresh water, so it is not as easy to float. I have not trained for this. I go under. When I come up for air, my feet catch on something. My chin hardly breaks the surface.

“Dad!”

“You’re afraid, Meadow. Don’t be.” He watches me with cold eyes. “Stay calm, and free yourself.”

I go under again, kicking and fighting. I manage to kick off my shoes.

I’m going to drown. I’m going to die here.

I surface, take a gulp of air, and go back under, forcing myself to stay calm. I bend and unhook the chains from whatever nasty thing it was caught on and push to the surface like a dolphin.

Koi reaches the other side of the river just before I do. He drags himself onto the shore and starts fumbling with his chains.

As soon as I can stand, I dive under and squirm out of the chains, my ankles slick with blood and mud. Then I turn and run.

I don’t get far before Koi tackles me from behind.

We go down, hard, and my mouth is full of leaves and dirt. Koi grabs at me, but I kick back and feel a rush of blood as my foot meets his nose. I’m only a few steps ahead when he dives, his fingers locking around my ankle. “Sorry, little sister,” he says. He twists my foot, hard, and something snaps.

Fire, white-hot and angry.

I have never felt pain like this.

“Get up, Meadow!” my father roars. “Pain can control you only if you let it! What if it was Peri you were racing for? Would you stop then?”

The answer is obvious. I would never stop if it were Peri.

I stand and stumble forward. Already, the nanites are stitching up my broken bones, piecing them back together, but the pain is still bad and my vision blurs.

When I reach the tree, Koi is already halfway up, clinging to the trunk like a bug.

“You’re going to pay for that!” I scream.

I grab a rock. I take a second to catch my breath, steady my aim. Then I throw the rock as hard as I can. It stays true to its course and hits Koi’s right hand.

He yells in surprise and falls from the tree. I have seconds to break ahead. I rush forward, still hobbling, and leap over Koi just before he gets back to his feet. I am lighter. Faster. I used to climb the mast when I was Peri’s age. Climbing is something I am good at, as easy as breathing.

I scramble up, branch to branch, the pattern steady and even. Push with my feet, pull with my arms. My ankle has nearly healed. I stretch, ready to haul myself up one last time and grab the orange fabric. I want to end this and go home. I want to prove that I can win.

My fingertips touch the branch overhead just as I feel Koi’s hand on my foot.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

My strength is no match for his. I fall from the tree and hit the ground.

I hear a crack, a ringing in my ears.

Then the world is doused in black.






Chapter 8

I wake up on the houseboat to the sound of knocking.

When I sit up, my head wobbles all wrong. Peri is asleep on the mattress beside me, curls scattered across her face. I sweep them away and see dried tears on her cheeks.

She must have thought I was dead, when my father and Koi brought me home.

The memory rushes back. I lost. My father is sound asleep beside Koi, his dagger clutched in one hand, a rifle in the other. I hate them both.

Someone knocks. Three times, the signal. I tiptoe to the door, move the slab of wood out of the way, and swing it open.

My mother is backlit by the moon, her silver hair illuminated so she looks like a ghost. She stumbles forward as a wave crashes against the boat. I catch her, feel her weight as she leans against me. “Where were you?” I ask.

She takes a deep breath, then pushes past me and sits down at the table. “Working. Always working.”

“Koi failed his test,” I say. “He failed, and now everything is up to me, and I can’t handle it.”

“You can,” she says. “Because you’re different than your brother.”

I don’t know what she means. I sit down across from her and place my hand over hers. She stiffens for a second, then relaxes. I lean my head against her shoulder. “Peri is upset.”

“That’s why she has you and your brother,” she says. “The beautiful thing about family is that we always step in for one another. Wouldn’t you agree?” She runs her fingers through my hair, the same way she used to when I was just a little girl.

“Koi isn’t himself right now.” I want to stay here, relax into her. Instead I scoot away and look her in the eyes. “And Peri was upset today because she wanted you.”

“Meadow, I can’t always . . .” She stops talking, looks at her hands for a moment. Her eyes widen, as if she is afraid of what she sees. “I’m busy.”

“You’re losing yourself,” I whisper. “We need you to stop disappearing. We need you to be our mother.”

She shakes her head. The silver seashell charm on her wrist clinks as she stands up and pushes away from the table. “Sleep. What we all need to do right now is sleep.”

I watch her stumble across the cabin and curl up against my father’s side.

In seconds, she is away from the world.






Chapter 9

My feet are swiped out from under me. I hit the sand, hard.

“Pay attention!” My father shouts. “Don’t let him do that to you again.”

Koi circles me like a shark, ready to strike again. He trains with a vengeance, as if he wants to prove himself to my father. But he had his chance. He will never have it again.

There are people littering the beach as always. They watch us fight from all angles. Some of them cheer us on.

I don’t like having so many eyes on me.

I lunge forward and grab Koi by the hair. He gasps, and I jab my elbow into his face, then pull away before he has a chance to catch me. Blood drips from his nose.

“Nice one,” he says. Then he dives forward and tackles me to the sand at the water’s edge.

We grapple, landing punches to the gut, the face, all the places my father taught us. Fighting is not about stopping an opponent. It is about ending them.

“That’s enough for now.” My father finally says. He looks up at the sun. “We’re late for round two. Your mother will need to leave for work soon, and we have to get back to watch Peri.”

“What’s round two?” I spit out a mouthful of blood. A wave crashes and washes it away.

Koi scrunches up his nose, where there are little bleeding claw marks from my fingernails. He shrugs when our father turns and disappears into the crowd. Together, we follow.

My father takes us all the way down the beach, past the jetty. We hike all the way to the Perimeter. It’s like a big silver scar rising from the sand.

We stop a few yards from it. “Touch it, Meadow,” he says. “Don’t be afraid.”

I choke on my laughter. “You’ve told me my entire life never to touch the Perimeter. And now you change your mind?”

“Do it, Meadow,” Koi says. He shoves me forward. “Always do what he says.”

My father gives him an appreciative nod. It must be more than Koi expected, because he actually smiles.

“Fine, I’ll do it,” I say. I place my hand on the solid titanium of the Perimeter.

It happens in an instant.

There is a flash of white behind my eyes, like a lighting strike. My body twitches once. Then I crumple to the sand. Paralyzed.

The only proof that I am still alive is my heart, beating wildly in my chest.

My father approaches. His face blocks out the sun, so a halo of light surrounds him. “You can never leave the Shallows, Meadow. Even if you wanted to.”

I want to scream at him. You’re sick! You’re absolutely disgusting! If Mom were here . . .

“The nanites in your Pin heal you. But they also keep you trapped here. If you touch the wall, try to climb it. . . this happens.”

Koi comes up beside him and frowns down at me. “Don’t worry. It’ll wear off soon.”

You’re a bastard. You knew this would happen, Koi, and you didn’t warn me! You’re just taking his side because you screwed up, and you’ll never make him proud of you again!

They start backing away slowly. They’re going to leave me here like this? What if someone comes?

No. Not even my father would do that.

Would he?

My father swallows, hard. “The Initiative will send someone soon, Meadow, to see who tried to breach the Perimeter. They’ll take you in for routine questioning.”

My blood goes cold. No. Don’t leave me here. Don’t leave me for them!

“Your test today is to escape. Fight the paralysis. You can do it, if you try hard enough. Don’t let them take you into the city, Meadow. If they do, I’ll consider this a failure. And then I’ll have to come for you myself.”

Who are they going to send? Who is coming for me?

Koi and my father leave, and I am alone. I can’t move no matter how hard I try. I wait, the sun boring down on me, the waves my only company until I hear footsteps. I pray it’s my father or Koi, coming back for me.

“Well, well, well . . . what do we have here, boys?”

Three faces appear. Men, covered in scars and eye tattoos, the Initiative’s symbol.

I’d scream if I could.

Pirates.






Chapter 10

My mother warned me about the Pirates. They disgust me. They are nothing but citizens who sell everyone else out in hopes of a few extra Creds from the Initiative.

One of them squats on the sand beside me. “It ain’t very often we see a pretty face like yours, chickie.” He has a fat scar running down the side of his face. “It’s lucky we found you. Wouldn’t want someone else to have collected payment.”

Another Pirate laughs. His hair is as black as night. “We taking her in, boss?”

The man with the scar nods.

I don’t struggle when they lift me up. My body is limp, like an empty rations bag. They haul me down the beach, my toes dragging in the sand. Let me go, or I swear I’ll kill you.

It’s the first time I’ve ever thought it. The first time I’ve used that word for real. A little groan comes out of my mouth. The Pirates laugh at me like I’m a pathetic, useless child.

I fight the paralysis. I force myself, somehow, to speak. “Stop!”

The dark-haired Pirate grabs me by the chin. I can smell his sour breath. “Found your voice, did you? Won’t help.”

Now we are heading into the trees. I should feel the leaves and vines brushing my legs. But I can’t. “I didn’t . . . do anything . . . wrong.” I say.

“Only matters that we have you now, and when we get to Headquarters, your little run-in with the Perimeter will rack us up a nice payday.”

“You’re sick,” I say. “Let me go.”

I think of Koi. I think of my father. I think about what he will say to me if I mess this up. And I am afraid. I cling to the fear. It starts tingling in my toes, my fingertips. I can blink my eyes, wrinkle my nose. It is like coming back to life again, or thawing out in the sunlight after a bone-chilling swim. I glance around quickly. We are at least halfway to the city. My hands clench into fists. I smile at the movement. It gives me hope.

“We could keep the girl for a while, boss,” the Pirate on my right says. “Have a little fun.”

Ahead of us, the scarred man grunts. He has broad shoulders, wider than my father’s. I doubt I could take him out. He turns around, looks me right in the eye, and smiles. “You’ve got five minutes with her. Make it quick.”

They drop me to the jungle floor. My breathing is rushed, panicked. Where is my father? Where is Koi? “Help me!” I scream, but no one answers. “DAD!”

“Daddy ain’t coming to save you!” The Pirates laugh. They flip me over so that I’m lying on my back, staring up at their filthy faces. I feel hands on my thighs, just above my knees. And that does it. No one touches me. In an instant, I am no longer paralyzed and instinct takes over.

I swing my legs up, lock them around the black-haired man’s neck. “What the . . . ,” he says, but I fling him to the side so his head slams into a tree. I kick him in the face, then scramble to grab the knife from his belt. I stab him in the shoulder. I bury the entire blade.

“Don’t come any closer!” I say to the other one. I wobble on my feet a little, but the adrenaline fuels me, and I steady. I hold out the knife. “I’ll kill you, I swear!”

“Handle her, Jameson,” the leader orders.

The man advances. I swing the knife wildly. It scrapes his thigh, then his bicep, and I jam the butt of it into his face. He goes down, groaning. Too easy.

The leader sighs. He stands up and walks over to me, lazy as a cat. His scar moves like a snake as he grimaces. “It’s always the little ones that fight.”

I throw the knife. It whirls, handle over blade and back again . . . and misses him by an inch.

“Nice try.” He laughs.

I turn and run.

At first I think I’m going to get away, but in seconds, he grabs me from behind. I scream, try to fight him off. “You think you can get away? You think you can stab my men?”

He turns me around so that I’m facing the other two Pirates, who are back on their feet. “Teach her a lesson, boys.”

My knees start to buckle, but then I remember what my father told me once, when I cut my hand working on the boat and refused to cry.

You’re strong, Meadow. You’ve always been strong.

I fuel off of the fear. I drop my weight, wrap my left leg around the back of the leader’s ankle, and swing my right leg behind him, to set the trip. He goes down, and I grab the knife on his belt. I hold it to his throat, press it just a little, so it draws blood. “Don’t move!”

They all freeze.

“Turn and leave, or I’ll kill him now!”

And I could. But suddenly I gasp. Peri. If she were here now, and she saw me with blood on my hands. She would be afraid of me.

I stumble back. I drop the knife.

Then I turn and run toward the sea.






Chapter 11

The Dark Time is here, and for once I don’t care about being quiet.

“You left me to die!” I scream.

My father just stares back at me, unblinking. “I was never far away, Meadow.”

“You were going to let them touch me! Hurt me!” I spit at his feet. I walk right up to him, so close I can feel his breath on my face. “I hate you.”

“Meadow!” Koi gasps.

My father just shakes his head. “Hate me as much as you want, Meadow. I am all you have.”

He’s wrong. I have Peri and Koi. I still have my mother, even if she’s gone, again, and might never come back. I head for the door. “I’m sleeping outside tonight.”

“Why?”

“So I can be as far away from you as possible.”

“I’m teaching you to live, Meadow,” my father says. “I’m teaching you all of this so you have a fighting chance. Two years isn’t much time. Someday you’ll understand.” His voice is tired. He doesn’t want to argue tonight. “Take a weapon with you, at least.”

“Fine.” I grab my mother’s old crossbow on the way out. I slam the door behind me and don’t look back.

The second the wind hits my face, it’s like I can breathe again. The sound of the waves crashing against the boat calms me, makes me feel like I’m safe. I cross to the railing and look out. There are other boats close by. Some of them have families like mine.

I wonder if they have brothers who fail to succeed, fathers who train with a vengeance, and mothers who let the darkness of the world steal their sanity away.

On one of the other boats, I see a shadow slink across the deck. I think it’s a girl, but I can’t tell. The shadow stops and turns to face me. The boats rock, and for a second, I can’t see her anymore.

That’s when I hear a twang. Something rushes past my head and hits the deck just behind me. An arrow.

I drop, covering my head. I should scream for my father, tell him we’re being attacked. I’m about to crawl for the safety of the cabin, but something stops me. Silence.

Whoever shot the arrow doesn’t shoot a second one. I lift my head and look around.

The arrow is lodged into the floorboards just a few feet away. There’s a piece of paper stuck to the shaft, fluttering in the breeze. I free the arrow and gently pull the paper away. I’m lucky my mother taught me to read, because it’s a note.

Blonde girl—

Are you okay? I heard screaming. I’ve never heard screaming on your boat before.






Trace

I look up, breathless, then rise to a crouch and peer over the railing.

In the moonlight, I can just make out the silhouette of the girl on the boat diagonal from mine, her hair whipping in the wind.

Trace.

Koi has a box of pencils. To take them would be to betray him. They are his prized possessions. But I can’t help myself. Someone wants to talk to me. And Koi owes me this.

I sneak inside the cabin, find one of Koi’s pencils, and scribble a note on the back of Trace’s.

I’m fine. Just my father and his insane survival training.

I don’t know what else to write, so I just sign my name.

Meadow.

I shove one of my mother’s arrows through the middle of the paper. Then I stand up, aim for Trace’s boat, and squeeze the trigger on the crossbow.

I sit back and wait.






Chapter 12

My father’s dead because I didn’t train hard enough. My mother’s dead because I was too afraid to kill someone to save her.

Keep training. It’s the only way.

Trace.

We write letters back and forth all night. Pencil to paper, paper to arrow, arrow to the sky and back down again.

The night wears on, and dawn arrives. I sit on the roof of the cabin and watch Trace go about her morning as their boat arrives. She is about the same size as I am. Her hair is as red as a blazing fire.

She has a little sister who could be Peri’s age. The girl comes out on the boat, and I see her hair is red, too. Trace chases her back and forth across the deck. I hear the little girl’s giggle. I hear Trace singing a song. I watch them throw nets in the water, searching for food, but come up empty every time.

It is like Trace and I are living the same life, both of us stuck in this dying world.

Before my father wakes for the day, I write her a final note.

Talk again tonight.

I smile. I didn’t know it was possible to have friends in this world. But I think I might have found one.

Stay safe.

 

Today, I will learn how to properly throw a knife.

My father brings out his knife roll, a strip of leather that he keeps his weapons safely tucked away in.

In the sunlight, the steel shines bright. He has knives of every shape and size. Filet knives, for cleaning fish. A butcher knife, a paring knife, a long serrated blade. One that is double-edged. And his dagger.

“It’s all in the wrist,” my father says. He picks up a black knife, one of the weighted ones, and flicks his wrist, lightning quick. The blade flies from his fingertips and lands right in the center of the X he’s painted on the side of the cabin.

A perfect bull’s-eye.

Peri claps and giggles. “I wanna frow one!” She reaches for the pile of weapons.

“No,” my father, Koi and I say at once.

“Bastards.” She sticks out her tongue and turns back to her doll. I throw Koi a glare. She must have learned that word from him. He simply shrugs and throws a knife right into the center of the target.

We spend all morning practicing. My father shows me how to position my arm just right, hold the blade in my fingertips, and throw it without the sharp edge slicing my skin. We work until midday, when the sun is blazing down on our backs and I’m dizzy from the heat.

My aim is terrible. I never hit the center of the target, and when I get close, but not close enough, my father makes me spar with Koi until there’s blood and sweat dripping into my eyes.

“Again,” my father says. “You could have defended yourself from the Pirates with a single blade, had you been able throw one correctly. But you failed.”

“It won’t happen again,” I say.

“It will, because you’re too stubborn to listen to me and do it correctly.”

“If you’d stop being so harsh and just be patient, I might want to do it right!”

“Stop fighting!” Koi gets in between us, pushes us apart. “Meadow, do what he says. Please. I’m begging you.”

Just then, there is a bump against the side of the boat. My mother appears, climbing up the ladder. Her eyes are tired, deep purple and blue circles beneath them. She drops a small bag of rations onto the deck. “We’ll eat tonight,” she says. She looks at me, at my father and Koi, then at the roll of knives. “I remember when I learned how to throw. How is she doing?”

My father puts his hand on her arm. She flinches. He backs away, sighing. “Not good enough.”

“She doesn’t understand the danger,” my mother says. For a second, I think I see tears start to form in her eyes. The boat rocks. She stumbles into Koi, who helps her back onto her feet. “We need to motivate her.” She turns to Peri and smiles. “Stand beneath the X, darling.”

I choke on a laugh. “What?”

“You’ll never win if you can’t first face your fears,” says my mother. She points at Peri, who scampers across the deck and stands obediently under the X. The center of the target is right above her head. “Hit the target, Meadow. Hit it right, and if you don’t, you’ll understand what it means to really lose.”

“Peri isn’t a target. She’s a person. She’s my sister. She’s your daughter.” I drop the knife I’m holding. “I won’t do it.”

“Lark,” my father says. “There are other ways to teach her.” There’s a softness to his voice I haven’t heard before. He watches my mother with pleading eyes.

“Meadow will do this,” my mother says. “Or else.”

My father looks down at his toes. I have never seen him respond this way before, never seen him back down.

“This has gone too far!” I step away. “If I go on shore and someone comes for me, I’ll kill them. I’ll kill for a job, too. I promise I will. I get it now.”

“You don’t,” my father says, his voice soft.

“I won’t use my little sister’s skull as target practice!” I turn to my brother. “Koi?”

He just sighs. “I’m not in position to defend you anymore, Meadow.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Trace’s red hair whipping in the wind like rays of sunlight. My father’s dead because I didn’t train hard enough. My mother’s dead because I was too afraid to kill someone to save her.

I grit my teeth. “If I do this, and I fail, she dies.”

My mother nods. “She won’t die, because you won’t fail.”

I won’t do it. I won’t.

But I find myself picking up my father’s dagger. The prize, if I complete his precious Fear Trials. It feels good in my hand. Weighted perfectly. I look at the target, feel the way the wind is blowing across my face. I know how to throw it correctly. I just didn’t need to. Until now.

“Be brave, Meadow,” my father says. He squeezes my shoulder once. And I know in my heart that he won’t relent until I complete his test.

“Don’t be afraid, Peri,” I say.

“I’m not afwaid,” she says back. She’s a child. She’s a child and she doesn’t understand.

I close my eyes and breathe. When I open them, there is no hesitation. I throw the dagger. It whirls through the air, almost in slow motion.

There is a satisfying thwack when it hits the center of the target. Peri cheers. My father nods, and Koi pats me on the back.

“I never doubted you for a second,” my mother pulls me into her arms and kisses the top of my head.

My father joins in. “How does it feel? Amazing, right?”

“No,” I whisper. “It doesn’t feel good at all.”

It doesn’t feel good because I liked the feeling of winning, liked the rush I felt when the dagger hit the target, cold and sharp, deadly and true.

I slump to my knees.

The Fear Trials is changing me.

I am becoming my father’s perfect daughter.






Chapter 13

Later, I sit on the deck and listen to the sirens wail. Then I wait for Trace’s message.

Tonight the moon is covered in clouds as thick as cotton. It is so black I can hardly see my hands in front of my face.

There’s a whooshing noise, then a twang, as Trace’s arrow lodges itself into the floorboards. I think I hear footsteps behind me, but when I whirl around, no one is there. I set my mother’s crossbow down and read Trace’s note.

I saw what you did today.

My blood goes cold. I picture Trace standing on her boat, watching me throw a dagger at Peri’s head. She must think I’m heartless.

I scribble back an explanation. It looks so pathetic. I shouldn’t care about what this girl thinks. And yet I so desperately want her to understand.

I didn’t have a choice.

I shoot my arrow and wait. The moon appears, illuminating the sea. I get a glimpse of Trace’s boat. I see her slender frame as she bends to get my arrow. And there’s another figure, too. Someone tall and strong.

Someone who doesn’t belong.

A man.

My heart speeds up, slamming against my ribs. Trace is busy writing a note back to me. She doesn’t know he’s there. He moves slowly. Methodically. Silently.

I wave my hands, try to get her attention, but the clouds race across the moon again, dousing the light. “Trace!” I scream.

But she doesn’t respond. I knock an arrow onto my mother’s bow and shoot it blindly, hear the thwack as it hits her boat. “Come on, come on . . .”

There’s a scream that pierces the night.

“Trace!” I rush for the railing, set to dive in. But warm hands haul me back.

“Leave it, Meadow,” Koi hisses in my ear. “There’s nothing you can do.”

I struggle against him, but he’s too strong.

“I have to help her!”

I don’t know how he knows about Trace, if he saw me writing to her or caught me stealing his pencils and paper. But he’s here now, and he won’t let me go. “If you go over there, you will die. You’re not ready yet.”

“But she’s my friend!”

I feel his hot breath against my cheek. “We have no friends. Only this family, on this boat. Let it go.”

There are no more screams from Trace’s boat. The clouds move again, and I see the man’s silhouette. He dives into the waves and disappears. I aim for him, but the water is black. It’s pointless.

Then a wailing, sobbing. I can’t tell if it’s Trace or her little sister. I can’t see anything, I don’t know what happened.

The sobbing continues through night, and when darkness fades and the sun takes its place, I finally understand.

I watch in horror as Trace dumps her little sister’s body into the sea.






Chapter 14

When I’m beneath the waves, nothing else matters.

I am a part of the water and it’s all around me, and here I feel safe.

It’s only an illusion. I have to come up for air eventually, and when I do, my father is watching me. He and Koi are sitting in the dinghy. It bobs up and down in the waves. “How long can you swim for?” my father asks me.

I kick my legs to stay afloat. “I don’t know. An hour, maybe.”

“That’s good,” Koi says, nodding. He looks at my father before he speaks. “I can go for two without stopping.”

I am tired of him acting like this, like his whole world revolves around my father’s approval.

“Oh yeah?” I splash him. “I think you’re lying.” He doesn’t smile, so I splash him again. “Lighten up, Koi.”

“Stop it, Meadow.”

“Stop it, Meadow,” I mimic him, and finally, he smiles.

He dives into the waves, tackling me. We sink under, and it’s like we are little kids again.

When we come back up, my father almost looks like he used to. Calm and gentle, without a care in the world.

“You should come for a swim,” I say. “It’s hot out.”

Koi nods, running his hands through his hair. “Yeah, Dad. Come on. You could use a day off. We can relax a little.”

Our father almost looks like he wants to say yes. But then, as always, his smile goes away. “I want you both to swim until you can’t anymore. No stopping to rest. Meadow, you will win.”

I think of all the times Koi and I used to play games as kids. We used to see who could hold their breath the longest. Who could jump the farthest, dive the deepest. I never won. “What if I can’t beat him? He’s bigger than me. Stronger.”

“You are the stronger one now,” my father says.

And just like that, Koi’s good mood is gone. He turns and swims away.

 

For a while, we stay side by side, navigating through the trash and wrecks together. Koi’s strokes are long and even. I mirror him, keeping my breathing steady so I don’t exhaust myself.

Just before we swim past the bow of another boat, I look over my shoulder and see my father heading inside the cabin. He won’t be watching us now.

That’s when I think of Trace, and suddenly I fall back, break away from Koi, and swim in the direction of Trace’s boat.

It is smaller than ours, only about a twenty-footer, an old yacht almost rusted out. I swim up to the bow. For a second, I think about turning away. I should forget about her, just like Koi said.

But then I see a flash of red, and her face appears over the railing.

“Wondered when you were gonna stop by.” Her voice is throaty, like it’s nearly gone from crying.

“Got a rope?” I ask.

She tosses one down. I look over my shoulder. Koi is lost in the maze of wrecked ships. My father is nowhere to be seen, so I start the climb.

The first thing I notice is the bloodstain on the deck.

“Couldn’t scrub the damned thing away,” Trace says. She kicks aside a metal bucket, spilling seawater. “Doesn’t matter. Guess it’s just a sign that I’m next.”

I keep my mouth closed. If Peri were dead, I wouldn’t want Trace to say anything to me.

She leads me inside the cabin. There’s an old mattress on the floor that takes up most of the space, a few half-carved arrows nestled in the corner, and a brown teddy bear on the floor.

“It was Anna’s,” Trace says, picking it up.

“Anna. That’s a nice name.”

“Sit down.” She points at the mattress. “My momma always said you let your guests sit down when they visit.”

I sink down onto the mattress. Trace sits beside me. Her hair is long, nearly as long as mine, but she wears it in two braids, and it shows off her blue eyes.

There’s a crazy look in them.

It reminds me of my mother.

“He came out of nowhere,” Trace says. “Your arrow warned me. Thanks for that.”

I nod.

She picks up the teddy bear and squeezes it tight. “He’d already slit her throat by the time I grabbed my bow. And then he just dove into the water. Left her there to die. She was just a kid. She’ll never get to ride the train. I told her it was scary, but she didn’t care. She wanted to so badly . . .”

“I’m sorry.”

Trace grabs a knife from the floor. “I never did understand why people say that. They’re sorry, like it’s something they did. You didn’t murder my sister. That bastard did, and when I get my hands on him . . .” She sinks the knife into the mattress.

I have to change the subject. She’s drowning.

“Do you spar?” I ask.

Her blue eyes meet mine. A gap-toothed grin appears on her face. “I was hoping you’d bring that up. I see you training with your brother. He’s good. Moves fast, light on his feet.” We go back out to the deck and she turns to face me, her hands balled into fists. “But you could be better.”

She lunges at me, so fast I almost don’t react. But I throw my arm up just in time, deflect her punch with my elbow.

“You don’t like to fight,” Trace says. “There’s no energy in you.” She whirls, throwing her leg up. It comes down on my shoulder and I swallow the pain. “What’s stopping you?”

“Nothing is stopping me. I’m just not good enough.” I throw a punch, but she sidesteps it with ease. “My brother failed his placement test. He didn’t get a job. What if . . . I can’t bring myself to do what needs to be done in this world?”

“You mean the killing,” she says. I nod. “Suck it up. It’s the way it is, and there ain’t gonna be a sister for you to protect if she starves to death.”

I stumble back, avoid another punch. “It won’t happen. My mom’s got rations, too.”

Trace stops for a breath. “Your momma’s a nut case, you know that? She won’t live much longer, I’m betting.”

I punch her in the stomach. “You don’t know anything about my mother.”

“Nice hit.” She takes a few steps backward and laughs. “People talk about your mother. She’s crazier than a bat thrown to daylight. Everyone says she’s twisted as a thorn bush inside that head of hers.”

I slam into her and throw her to the deck. I punch her once in the nose, but before I get a second hit, she launches me sideways. She scrambles to her feet and we circle each other.

“You fight like my father,” I tell her.

“You fight like a pathetic little girl,” she growls, and then she’s tripped me again. I fall backwards, my head slamming into the warped floorboards. She plants her foot on my throat so I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. And there’s that look in her eyes again. I’m about to die. I close my eyes.

“Look at me.”

She crunches her foot down on my windpipe, so I can’t breathe. I open my eyes and stare up at her.

“If you want to live then make me a promise,” she says, tears in her eyes, “that you’ll fight like hell, every day. You’ll learn to kill, and you’ll learn to love it. Because if you don’t, you’ll end up like your brother. You’ll end up like me.”

She presses my windpipe, so hard I start to see stars. I flail my arms, try to grab her leg and pull it away from my throat, but she’s too strong.

“If you stay soft, the way you are, then everything and everyone you love will be dead. And it will be your fault.”

The world is turning black around the edges.

“Promise me, Meadow.”

I can’t answer her. I can’t speak because there’s no air. So I drop my arms. I surrender.

Trace pulls away, and finally, I can breathe.

“You’re strong enough to beat me,” she says. “You just don’t want to. You don’t have the guts. Get up.”

We spar until the sun starts to sink in the sky. She shows me how to throw a better punch, how to dodge certain types of kicks. She shows me where to punch a man so his airway gets blocked, and where to kick him so his legs stop working. She shows me where to stab a person, right through the back, so that the blade sinks into the heart.

“Think of your sister. Think of what you’d do to the person who slit her throat.”

I finally knock Trace down to the deck.

She smiles.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She places her palm on the bloodstained deck and falls apart. She sobs and I sit beside her quietly and wait until her tears run dry. I put my hand on her shoulder to comfort her, the way my mother does for me, but she whirls, punches me in the jaw and scrambles to her feet.

“Get the hell away from me!” she screams. “Everyone close to me dies!”

I leave without a word. I dive into the waves and swim home, and by the time I make it onto my boat, I’m crying. My father yells at me, and Koi smirks, but I don’t care.

I could have died today.

Trace could have killed me, but she didn’t.

Instead, she showed me what my life would be like without my family.

She gave me proof, a reason to be strong.






Chapter 15

My father takes me to shore alone in the morning. “We’re going to the city today,” he says, as we hide the dinghy.

“What are we doing there?” I ask.

“Getting you familiar with the transportation,” he says. “Today is a fun day.”

I doubt that. My father’s idea of fun doesn’t ever match up with mine.

When we enter the jungle, we pass by a young woman who cradles her swollen belly. She asks us for food, and my father waves her away.

The city looks exactly the same as it did a few days ago. Children laugh and cry, Initiative officers shout orders to the citizens. A body lies in the street, not far from the trees, and the crowd parts to avoid it. Seagulls swoop down from overhead and gnats are everywhere, drawn by the smell of the dead. The train rattles past.

“Stay close,” my father says.

We blend into the crowd. We go left, towards the Library. I think I see our old apartment building in the distance, but the crowd moves to the right and I lose sight of it.

We stop at the tracks. “Your brother proved he could at least hop a train,” says my father.

“He proved he was human,” I say. “He proved he didn’t want to kill someone else.”

My father shakes his head. “You’re young, Meadow. You don’t understand yet. But you won’t become like Koi. You’ll survive, like me. You’ll survive because it’s in your blood.”

There’s a whistle in the distance. People start pushing and shoving, trying to get closer to the tracks. The ground rumbles, and I see the train heading towards us, smoke rising from its metal top.

“You have to run with it!” My father yells. “Reach your arms out, and when it comes, don’t hesitate.”

I nod.

“Start running now!”

The train sweeps by. I run on the balls of my feet, as fast as I can, the way Koi did. I can feel the wind blow back my curls, feel the vibration in my toes. I reach, get ready to leap . . .

A body slams me aside, knocking me off course, as a man jumps inside the train car. I fall down and there are feet everywhere, crushing me. I try to stand but I can’t move. I’m trapped. I cry out, but my voice is lost.

Hands find me and haul me to my feet.

My father. “You hesitated. I told you not to.”

“It wasn’t my fault, someone pushed me!”

“Someone will always push you. You have to fight for your spot. Try it again.”

We wait for a long time until the train comes back again. This time, I can sense the eagerness. The way everyone seems to lean forward as one. There has to be an easier way to do this. I look at my father.

“Figure it out on your own,” he says.

I step back, away from the crowd, so they can push and shove and fight it out. The train sweeps by, the chaos begins. I wait, counting the seconds, until the last car rushes past, and those who didn’t make it, who are still standing, give up.

I turn and chase it. I run as fast as I can. There’s a ladder on the back. I jump, grab onto the railing, and hold on tight.

I turn and see my father smile.






Chapter 16

When I make it back to my father, he teaches me that anything and everything can be used as a weapon.

An old pipe, leaning up against the side of a building. A glass bottle with a jagged, broken edge. He points out every alley in the city center, shows me where they lead, and tells me the fastest routes back to the beach.

We pass by a girl my age, half-dead in an alley.

He kneels and whispers something to her.

“Yes.” It is such a struggle for her to speak, tears in her eyes, blood on her lips.

My father uses his dagger to finish her off. He stands, wipes the blood from it, and faces me. And I understand. Sometimes killing means showing mercy. I wonder how many people have passed by the dying girl, too afraid to save her from her misery. My father nods at me. “We train so that will never be you.”

“I understand.” We have choices. We can die, or we can choose to fight so that we may live.

We move on, and he leads me to the Library. There are scanners embedded in the doors. We press our foreheads to them and head inside. There aren’t as many books as there used to be. My mother loved to come here when I was a child. This is the place where she taught me how to read.

Initiative soldiers stand around the room, rifles in hand. I keep my head low as we pass by and only relax when my father turns and we disappear down a row of bookcases. He stops in front of a shelf that is half empty, dust covering the sign that says HISTORY.

“There’s nothing about the history outside the Shallows,” I say, running my hand over the cracked spines. “Don’t we deserve to know?”

My father plucks a book from the shelf. The History of the Shallows. “It’s because there’s nothing for us outside the Perimeter. At least, that’s what they want us to think.”

“But why?” I ask.

He watches me with sadness in his eyes. “Someday you’ll discover that for yourself.”

He presses the book into my arms. It’s heavy, covered with dust, and I sneeze when I open it and flip through the pages.

“Take it,” my father whispers.

I look up. My heart does a strange dance. “But . . . it’s not allowed.”

“Some rules are meant to be broken. You could teach Peri to read if you had this on the boat.” He smiles and nods. “Take it and run, Meadow. You need to learn how to escape when they are chasing you. Think of it as a game.”

I am like a child being offered candy. I peer around the corner. There must be at least ten guards inside the library. If I screw this up and get caught, they will punish me. Shoot me, maybe.

I look back at my father. “It’s best to remain calm,” he says, smiling. “Don’t let the pressure get to you.” He turns away to browse the shelves, as if he doesn’t know me.

I take a deep breath, press the book to my chest, and walk towards the exit.

The second I get close to the doors, the alarms go off.

“Stop right there!” a guard yells, but instead I’m running, shoving my way past the desk and through the doors to the outside. I stumble into the streets.

I don’t know where to go. Left? Right?

It’s a part of your test.

I cross the street, leap over the tracks, and disappear into the crowd. I duck into an alleyway, step behind a Dumpster. Even with the crowd of citizens, I can see the guards pouring down the street, searching for me.

I keep my head low and run. I pass by the Rations Hall, the Hospital, and the crumbling brick building with an Initiative flyer on the side. At the end of that building is an alley. This one leads to the beach.

I sprint as fast as I can, shoving my way through the crowd. I’m almost there when a hand closes over my arm.

“Hand it over, citizen!” I hear the click of a bullet being chambered, and I know I’m done.

But anything can be used as a weapon. Even a history book.

“I’m sorry, please don’t shoot,” I say.

He presses the gun to my skull. “Turn around. Slowly.”

I almost do it. I almost turn slowly, but at the last second, I do what feels right. I whirl around, swing the book down, and hit the soldier hard. He drops the gun. Then I slam the book against the side of his head. I’m shocked when he falls to the street. I let out a crazed laugh and stumble back.

“He’s down! Wilson’s down!” a voice shouts, and I see another soldier coming.

I sprint the rest of the way and race into the trees. I don’t stop until I reach the sand. I’m out of breath by the time I get to the dinghy, but I push it into the waves, throw the book in, and jump.

When I’m halfway out to sea, hidden from shore by the maze of boats and wrecks, I burst into laughter. It starts to rain, and the book is getting soaked, but I don’t care. It will dry. I’ll teach Peri to read.

I made it.

Completely on my own.






Chapter 17

I hear someone singing in the rain.

It’s my mother. I sit in the dinghy and listen, relax into the sound of her voice and the pounding of the rain. She only sings when she’s happy. I close my eyes and smile.

But then I really listen to the words of the song. And they chill me to my core.

Someone save me, I’m falling to darkness.

I met a man in the night who gave me a new start.

Someone save me, I’m losing my sanity.

The man’s name was Death and he blackened my heart.

It’s then that I hear another voice with my mother’s. It’s a girl’s voice, and for a second, I think I might be going insane.

It’s Trace.

I knock on the boat, three times.

The singing stops. My mother’s face appears over the railing. She drops the ladder down, and I make the ascent.

I see Trace immediately, her fiery hair even brighter in the rain. Peri is sitting beside her under the awning, holding her teddy bear.

“What . . . what are you doing here?” I ask. No one has ever been on our boat besides my family. It’s my father’s rule.

My mother waves. “You made it back. With the book, I see. Good girl.” She stands up and puts her hand on my shoulder. “Your friend stopped by, and I invited her to stay. I thought it would be nice. We can celebrate today’s victory.”

I pull her aside, whisper low. “If Dad knew you let a stranger on this boat, he’d throw you overboard.”

“She’s not a stranger, darling. I knew Trace’s mother, long ago.” She smiles and touches my cheek. “And your father isn’t here today, is he? It’s all right to have a little bit of fun, now and then.”

Peri giggles. Trace is teaching her the words to the song. I stiffen. This is wrong, against every rule, to let someone else onto our boat, which is supposed to be safe and private and separate from the outside world.

But Trace looks happy. So different from the girl who just yesterday could have killed me. She was hurting, then. Mourning. I would have done the same, so I smile and force myself to relax.

The rain stops, and the sun comes out, sharing stories about our past as it sets. Trace talks about Anna, and she smiles now and then. But the entire time, she watches Peri with a strange sort of hunger in her eyes. As if she thinks Peri is Anna, come back from the dead.

My mother is different, today, too. It’s like she’s herself again, steady on her feet, a smile on her face. She pulls Peri into her lap and braids her hair, and the four of us lie on the deck and watch the sky.

At some point my mother goes inside, to work in the engine room with Koi.

“I thought it was odd that you came over here,” I tell Trace. We’re standing on the bow of the boat, watching the sun melt away. “But I guess I’m glad you did.” Peri giggles behind us. She’s playing with her teddy bear, making it talk. “Peri reminds you of your sister, doesn’t she?”

Trace nods. Her eyes are sad, the sun reflected in them like little pools of light. “Anna was everything to me.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say.

She sighs. “If I could find a way to go back and fix my mistake, she’d still be here.”

“You can’t think that way. Koi thinks that way.”

She shrugs and starts singing again, those same awful lyrics, that same chilling song. She watches Peri, and there’s an alarm going off in my head. She shouldn’t be here. This is wrong.

“You should go now,” I say. “My father will be home soon. He won’t be happy to see you here.”

“I wouldn’t worry,” she says. “I’ll be gone before you know it.” She scoops up a hammer that lies forgotten on the deck, rusted from the rain and salt. She lets it dance across the tops of her hands. I’ve seen my father do that with his dagger.

“Did you know that there’s over a million people in the Shallows? A million places to hide . . .” There’s that crazy look in her eyes again. “Someone, save me . . . your engine room is pretty far down there, isn’t it?”

I shrug. “Sure, I guess.”

“That’s good.” She whirls the hammer again, then stops. Grips it hard in her hand and gives me a cold, deadly smile. “They won’t be able to hear you.”

I don’t have time to run. She slams the hammer on my skull. I crumple.

The last thing I hear, before the world fades to black, is Peri’s scream.






Chapter 18

One time, when Koi and I were little, my mother brought home a rubber ball.

We played with it all day, until Koi bounced it a little too hard and it disappeared into the street, sucked away by the crowd.

“Stay here,” he told me. “I’ll get it.”

He got lost. My father ran the streets searching for him for hours. The only reason he found my brother is because Koi wanted to be found.

So now, while I stand at the bow of the boat, sobbing as my father yells at me, all I can think is that Peri will not be found. Because Trace stole her, and there is a difference between being lost and being taken.

“I’m sorry,” I say. Over and over. Over and over.

“It’s my fault! I let the girl on board!” My mother stands in front of me, shielding me from my father.

He paces around the cabin, uncovering hidden weapons. Stuffing them into a bag. “Meadow never should have spoken to her in the first place. People in this world are poison. Friendship is poison. It is all a lie.” He pauses by the door. “I’m going after Peri. No one leaves this boat until I return.”

I follow him out onto the deck.

“Let me come,” I beg him. There are tears in my eyes and I don’t wipe them away. I deserve this shame. “I can help! Please.”

He shakes his head. “You’ve done enough already, Meadow.” He climbs over the railing and starts down the ladder. When he lands in the dinghy, he looks back up at me. “First your brother. And now you.”

“Don’t . . .” I choke back a sob. “Don’t say that.”

He pushes away from the houseboat. “Go inside, and pray that your sister isn’t dead.”

I watch him until he disappears. Then I turn and head for the cabin. As I swing open the door, something stops it halfway.

My father’s dagger.

I stoop to pick it up. Inside, Koi is consoling my mother. I can hear her muffled sobs.

They won’t notice if I leave now.

I rush back on deck to my father’s tackle box, lift the lid, and rummage inside until I find what I’m looking for. It’s his old leather thigh sheath, the one he had as a boy. It fits my leg perfectly. I tuck the dagger inside, then turn and look out to shore.

The sky rumbles. Lightning cracks in the distance, lighting up the tallest building in the city. A storm is coming.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, whether to Peri or my father or myself, I don’t know.

Then I take a deep breath, leave my fear behind, and dive into the waves.






Chapter 19

I sprint the entire way to the city. I pass a group gathered in the middle of the street. For a second, I’m terrified it’s Peri. That she’s dead, and it’s my fault.

I shove my way to the front, my heart in my throat. But it’s only a boy being beaten to death by Initiative guards, his back a bloody mess. I wonder what he did wrong. I wonder why I care.

I run up and down the street, calling her name, checking in every alleyway, every building, every dark, shadowed corner that Trace might have chosen to hide in. I check again. She’s nowhere to be found.

Finally, when the rain comes, I find myself sitting on the steps of our old apartment building. Staring up at the rain as it pelts my face. Wishing I’d never met Trace. Wishing the man that killed Anna had killed her, too.

“I thought I’d find you here.”

My father. He sits down beside me.

“You’re too much like me, Meadow. You screw up and you want to redeem yourself, and it’s a pattern that never ends. Someday it will destroy you.”

“So let it,” I say. I put my hands on my knees and rest my chin in my hands. “I wish I was dead.”

“You’re more alive than I’ve ever seen you,” my father says. He sighs. “I’m sorry for what I said. I was angry. I was . . . scared.”

I finally look at him. There are dark circles under his eyes. He looks so tired. “You don’t know what it means to be scared.”

He laughs sadly. “I’m terrified of losing my children. I’m so afraid that I train you to hate me, just to see to it that you’ll be strong.”

“You said I’d never go into the city again.”

“You’re here now, aren’t you?”

I lean against his shoulder. He lets me. “I don’t know where Peri is. I’ve looked everywhere.”

“We’ll find her.”

He puts his arm around me and holds me, just for a second. Then he stands up, pulling me to my feet.

There’s a whistle as the train approaches. We wait for it to pass. For some reason, I can’t look away. There’s something about it. Something about how fast it goes, how effortlessly it glides across the tracks.

Trace’s voice comes into my head. She’ll never get to ride the train. I told her it was scary, but she didn’t care. She wanted to so badly . . .

“The train,” I gasp. Of course.

“What about it?” My father asks.

“They’re on the train.”






Chapter 20

My adrenaline takes over. My vision tunnels, and the train is all I can see.

My father reaches the train first. He leaps, all fire and fury, and climbs onto the back of the car. He reaches out to help me, but I don’t need it.

I land beside him. We climb the ladder to the top and crouch there. Wind whips me in the face as the train soars across the tracks. It passes the Graveyard, a massive mountain range of trash on the edge of the city.

“We’ll go car by car!” My father yells. His voice is nearly lost. “You take one, I’ll take the other!”

“And if we find them?” I yell.

The train veers to the left. I nearly fall off, but my father grabs my arm, steadies me. He looks me in the eyes, and in this moment, I know that we are both thinking the same thing.

“Kill the girl,” he says.

He lies on the edge of the roof and peers down, inside the open door of the car. “Not in this one,” he says. Then he stands up, runs and leaps onto the next car.

I follow. I’m shaking, and I’m terrified that the wind will throw me off. But I think of Peri, how afraid she must be, and it makes me brave.

I sprint for the next car and leap, just as my father did. My knees bang metal as I land. But I’ve made it. I crawl across the wide metal roof, grab the edge, and peer through the open door.

There’s a group of people, huddled together in the shadows. For a second, I think I see Peri. The girl looks up at me, and my heart sinks. It’s not her. I stand up, sprint down the car, and leap to the next one.

My father passes me. “No luck!” he screams.

The train is barreling across a bridge, heading toward Cortez. It will stop for a few moments, before it turns back around.

We have one car left.

She has to be there.

I leap, crawl to the edge, and peer inside.

At first, I think it’s empty. I slam my fist against the roof and scream, so angry I’m seeing red.

And that’s when a figure moves out of the shadows. Her hair is crimson. As red as fire. Beyond Trace, curled up on her side, is Peri. Her eyes are closed. She could be asleep. Or she could be dead.

I don’t think. I swing inside the car. I roll to my feet, and dive for Trace.

She screams as I slam her against the wall.

“You’re going to die!” I wind up for a punch, but she whirls me around so she has the advantage.

“I didn’t have a choice!” Trace screams. She punches me across the cheek and I taste blood. “She had to be kept safe!”

Peri is dead. Trace has killed her. But then Peri moves. She opens her eyes, blinking sleep from them. When she sees me, she smiles. “Meadow?”

I try to run to her, but Trace holds me back. “She’s not yours! You can’t touch Anna!”

I freeze. “Anna? That’s not Anna. That’s my sister!”

But Trace isn’t listening. She’s dragging me towards the edge of the open car. She’s going to try and throw me out. I struggle, but she’s too strong. She’s trained for this.

Where is my father? He should have been right behind me.

“Wake up, Trace!” I scream. “You’re delirious. That’s Peri. She isn’t your sister. Your sister is dead.”

I bite her hand, taste her blood, and she releases me. I whirl around, kick her knee from the socket. She falls, but stands back up, pops it back in place, and laughs. “I’m a better fighter. You won’t win.”

I advance. I grab my father’s dagger from my thigh, swing it wide, and miss.

“Pathetic!” she says. She spits out a mouthful of blood, and her eyes are wild. We circle each other like sharks. “You don’t deserve to have a family.”

“You don’t deserve to be alive,” I say. She freezes. Her eyes flit to Peri and back, and before I can stop her, she’s rushed to my sister and pulled her into her arms.

“Don’t touch her!” I scream.

But she grabs a knife from her belt and presses it to Peri’s throat. “Don’t move. If you come any closer, she dies.”

Peri whimpers. She’s got tears running down her cheeks, and her gray eyes are boring into mine.

My voice is hardly a whisper. “Don’t hurt her. Please.”

“When this train stops, I’m leaving. I’m taking her with me, and if you follow, I’ll slit her throat.”

“But she’s . . . she’s not Anna,” I say. “She’s got her own family. Just let her go. Anna wouldn’t want to see you this way, Trace. Stop. Please.”

“You don’t know what Anna wanted!” Trace screams. She presses the knife against Peri’s throat. A trickle of blood runs down my sister’s neck.

The train is slowing down. I glimpse a town in the distance. Cortez. I have seconds before we reach the station.

“You don’t have to do this, Trace,” I say. My fingers tighten on the handle of my father’s dagger. “You can let her go, and we can go separate ways. You can live.”

She laughs again, a cold cackle that makes my hair stand on end. “What are you going to do if I don’t hand her over, Meadow? Are you going to kill me?” She spits again, a mouthful of blood. “You don’t have the guts.”

The train comes to a stop. Trace edges closer to the exit, dragging Peri with her. “I’m leaving now.”

“You’re not going anywhere,” I say. This is the moment my father talked about. This is the moment where everything is about to change. “Peri. Close your eyes.”

I grit my teeth and throw the dagger. It whirls, handle over blade, and lodges itself in Trace’s throat.

She gasps. A fountain of red. She stumbles back, eyes wide, clutching for the dagger, but it’s too late. I hear her throat rattle, a final breath, before she sinks to the floor.






Chapter 21

Peri is strong.

She doesn’t cry the entire train ride home. She doesn’t even cover her ears when darkness falls and the alarm begins to wail.

By the time we are in the dinghy, halfway out to sea, she is sound asleep in my father’s lap.

The moon shines on her. She could be an angel, were it not for the barcode on her forehead.

My father breaks the silence. “You did it.”

I run my hands through my hair. “Where were you? I needed your help, and you weren’t there.”

“I had faith that you could handle it.”

“And by handling it, you mean murdering Trace.”

He sighs, focuses on paddling through the maze of boats. “You were born in this world, Meadow,” he says. “To survive in it, you must do things, sometimes, things you don’t like.”

I wipe away a tear, disgusted. Tears make people weak. “That’s just it,” I say. “I did like it. She deserved to die.”

He stops paddling. We drift for a while, rocked gently by the waves. In the distance, I hear a gunshot. Peri flinches in her sleep. I stroke her hair, and even though I just took a human life, everything feels . . . right.

“There are things in the Shallows that you will never understand,” my father says. I can see our houseboat on the horizon, a black shadow. “There are things you must do, people whose lives you must take, if you are to live to see another day.”

He looks at Peri.

“If that’s what it takes . . . to keep her safe,” I say.

“Kill or be killed.” He hands me his dagger. He had removed it from Trace’s throat and cleaned the blade. In the moonlight, it sparkles. “Take it.”

He holds it out to me, handle first.

“But . . . I failed the Fear Trials,” I say.

“It isn’t about the Fear Trials, Meadow,” he sighs. “It never has been. It’s about having the courage to do something, to take a risk, when it matters most. You saved your sister today, at great cost. You chose to save her life by taking another. You’re ready.”

I reach out, slowly, and take the dagger.

For the first time in my life, I feel strong.






Chapter 22

We celebrate all night.

Peri’s return, my passing the Fear Trials. They are reasons to be happy, to smile and dance and sing. Even for Koi.

My mother does not join in. She sits at the table, watching all of us, a smile on her face. It never reaches her eyes.

In the early morning hours, my father leaves for work. Koi and Peri curl up on the mattress and fall asleep. But I lie awake for hours, feeling different, like I am not myself.

Finally, my eyes grow heavy, and I fall in and out of sleep. At some point, my mother lies down beside me. She strokes my hair, and wipes tears from her eyes. I think they are happy tears. Tears of pride.

In those strange half-moments of sleep, I feel my mother’s hand on my wrist. She presses her lips to my forehead, the way she has always done. “You can’t escape destiny, Meadow,” she whispers. I lift my wrist, see the glint of silver. Her seashell charm.

I smile, and sleep finally pulls me away.

 

In the morning, my mother and father are gone. Koi and I sit on the deck, watching Peri play with one of my father’s fishing poles.

“You know what? It’s a good day,” Koi says. He looks up at the sun and smiles.

“Koi, you’re crazy.”

He shrugs. “It doesn’t matter. What matters now is that we’re together. All of us, and we won’t let anything like that happen again.”

He’s carving a seagull into the side of the cabin. It almost looks real, the way its wings are spread in flight, the way its head is cocked to the side.

“This world doesn’t offer us happiness,” Koi says as he works. “We have to create our own.”

I look at Peri, listen to her laugh. I look at my mother’s seashell bracelet, the way it glints under the sun. I think of my father. How he’s taught me to be strong, even if it means he doesn’t show love. And then there is Koi.

“I have all I need to be happy,” I say. And I mean it.

“Daddy!” Peri screams. She points at the sea, clapping and giggling.

“He isn’t supposed to be home, yet,” Koi says, looking at the sky. The sun is high. We have several hours until dark.

Koi and I rush to the railing. We watch my father paddle, his strokes fast and uneven. He’s paddling the dinghy all over the place, almost as if he can’t see straight.

When he gets closer, I notice he has something on the floorboards. A thick bundle of cloth.

We drop the ladder. My father docks, pulls himself on board, and collapses onto the deck. His eyes are bloodshot. He is gasping for air, he can’t catch his breath.

“What’s wrong?” Koi asks. “What is it?”

My father drops the bundle onto the deck, in front of my feet.

I kneel down. My heart starts slamming against my rib cage. This is wrong. I don’t want to open it. Don’t want to see what’s inside, because my father is shaking his head, saying “No. No, no ,no.”

I open the bundle.

I see my mother’s brown leather boots. The boots she wears every day, the ones she was wearing last night when she left the boat.

“Why do you have these?” I hear myself say.

But I know. I know because there is a dark stain on the boots and the cloth.

Crimson. The color of . . .

“Your mother,” my father says, and for the first time ever, my father loses it. He looks at me with cold, empty eyes. “Your mother is dead.






Excerpt from The Murder Complex

Read on for a preview of

THE MURDER COMPLEX,

available June 10, 2014

 

[image: ]





Chapter 1
Meadow

It is the key to survival, the key to life. My father’s old dagger.

“Peri!” I call out over the waves to my little sister. An old can bobs up and down in the water, mesmerizing me for a moment. Beyond the Shallows, the sea is packed with boats. Some of them are still afloat, with their masts stretching like arms to the sky. Others are half-submerged, shipwrecked and covered with moss.

Among the boats are other things. Old tires, half of a rusted car, plastic. A body lies facedown in the waves, her hair spread out like seaweed.

Behind me, in the city, the Night Siren wails. It starts low, then whoops higher and back down again. Everyone on the beach hurries into the shadows, knowing all too well what happens when the sun goes down.

It isn’t safe anymore. I call out to Peri again. “It’s time to go!”

She holds up a tiny hand and gives me the signal: two grubby little fingers held high above her head.

Two minutes. It is always two more minutes with her.

The sun is sinking, a massive orange ball melting into the sea. It sets fire to the sky, and everything is dancing in colors. Reds, oranges, yellows. It reminds me of blood, it reminds me of my mother.

Peri comes running up to me, kicking a spray of sand behind her. “I found a periwinkle!” she squeaks, sounding like a startled seagull. “Like me!”

“Yeah? Let’s see it.” I cast a glance over my shoulder, at the few people who still litter the beach, before kneeling down to her level. Peri’s big gray eyes, the color of sea foam, widen as she places the tiny shell in my outstretched palm. It’s twisty and fat, with a sharp point at the top. A mollusk sticks out. Though it has barely enough meat for anyone to eat, I’m still tempted to shove it into my pocket. But somehow the Initiative would find out. As sure as the tide comes and goes, the Initiative will always discover our secrets.

“It’s a good one,” I say, smiling down at her. “But we can’t keep it.”

The thick black numbers tattooed onto her forehead crease in frustration. 72050. Peri’s Catalogue Number, just one number different from mine. Our barcodes show the Initiative where we are, who we are, every moment of our lives. As Peri grows, it will grow, and it will never fade or wrinkle because of the healing nanites we all have in our blood.

“Tell you what.” I point the tip of my dagger toward the shell. “We’ll mark it. That way, next time you find it, you’ll remember.” I etch a small heart into the side of the shell. It’s crooked, and hardly legible. I drop the mollusk on the sand, let the waves take it away. Peri smiles triumphantly. She’s a miniature version of me. Silver hair that hangs in loose curls to her waist. Like our mother’s.

“Okay, time to go.” She grabs my hand and tows me along the sand, humming the tune to an old lullaby under her breath. Soft, so no one but the two of us can hear it. Peri knows the value of silence in the Shallows.

At the far end of the beach, a jetty of large rocks juts out into the ocean. Waves crash on the rocks, and we get soaked, but it doesn’t matter. The heat of the summer clings to me like fog.

Peri goes first, clambering on hands and feet up the jetty and over to the other side. I climb down after her and my breath catches in my throat.

Pirates.

They’ll do anything for extra Creds. The Initiative pays them to guard the shore and take care of minor problems, as well as find and report the citizens who break the four Commandments of the Shallows.

Commandment One: Honor the Initiative.

Commandment Two: Thou shalt not attempt to cross the Perimeter.

Commandment Three: Honor the Silent Hour.

Commandment Four: Thou shalt not harbor useful items from the days Before.

“Pay up,” one of the Pirates says. He stands from his spot by a blazing campfire. They are cooking fish.

We could never afford an entire fish. Whatever we gather is sent to the Rations Department, and mixed and pureed with other nutrient-rich foods for distribution.

“We don’t want any trouble tonight,” I say. I press Peri closer to my side. “We just want to get to our boat.”

The Pirate laughs, and the two men with him join in. They are all covered in tattoos. One of them has an Initiative tattoo—an open, unblinking eye—on his neck, just below his chin. “You want to go to sea, little girl, you gotta pay.”

My hand finds the dagger on my thigh. There are only three of them. If I were alone, I could end this at once. But Peri tugs on my shirt, and I see the fear in her eyes. I cannot risk her safety. Not now, when the Dark Time is so close. And I have nothing to give the Pirates, nothing to buy us passage.

But Peri does.

She wears a pair of too-large tennis shoes, and the laces are still intact. Something like that is precious, and it kills me that I will be the one to take them from her.

“I’ll give you the laces,” I tell the Pirates, pointing at Peri’s feet. “Then you’ll let us go.”

The largest man lets out a whistle. His breath is rotten. “I’m feeling generous tonight, little girl. Next time, you better come prepared. Understood?”

I nod my head. “Next time you might not get away with your life.”

He thinks it’s a joke.

I stoop to untie the laces. Peri frowns, but does not cry.

She’s strong, my little sister.

The Pirates snatch the laces and go back to their fish, laughing. Peri and I pass safely and run down the beach. We yank the palm fronds and seaweed from our boat. It is a tiny dinghy, large enough for only two people. I quickly untie the line, push the boat into the waves, and we leave the shore behind.

“Meadow? Will we eat tonight?” Peri asks me as I row, weaving through the maze of waste and litter. The wind blows her hair back from her face, and I notice how her cheekbones stick out, how her eyes are slightly sunken. She’s losing more weight.

“Yes.” I nod, looking away. The way she’s studying me, as if I am the only thing in the world worth loving, makes my heart fill with guilt. If she only knew what I do to make sure she can eat. To make sure that all of us survive.

Two miles from shore, I stop and stare out at the black sea, feeling my shoulders burn from the effort of rowing. The dinghy bumps up against our houseboat. It is quiet here, a still night, the waves lapping the boat, the same way they always have. When my mother was murdered, I thought the world would end with her. But it goes on.






Chapter 2
Zephyr

A number is a stupid thing to fear.

57809. Each time I see that one I shiver.

45860. I spin away, face flushed, fingers trembling.

23412. Guilt. Hatred. Anguish. I want to turn around and bang my head against a brick wall until it bleeds, until I black out and leave the world behind.

Wards shouldn’t have feelings. Especially the boys. We should be tough, able to fend for ourselves. At least, that’s what the Initiative tells us.

It’s stupid to fear a number.

But I do.

I do.
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