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      For Whitney.

      I couldn’t love you more if you were genetically enhanced.

      (Sometimes, like when you ripped that bathroom countertop off with your bare hands, I think maybe you are.)
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      I’m a big fat coward.

      I’ve known this about myself definitively since one month before my sixth birthday. The night I lost my dad.

      Case in point: I’m just shy of seventeen. I’ve been in love with the same guy for almost three years. Even though I see Wesley a few times a week, I haven’t said a word. But tonight I have the perfect opportunity to do what I’ve always feared to try. Tonight, to celebrate our upcoming Path selections, all the teens in Port Gibson play a stupid, risky game.

      Spin the Bottle.

      I glance around as I walk toward the campfire in front of me. Only thirty-five kids turned seventeen in the past year, so of course I know them all. My best girl friend, Gemette, waves me over. I try to squash my disappointment at not seeing Wesley. When I played this scene in my brain earlier, I was sitting by him.

      “You gonna scowl at the fire all night, Ruby?” Gemette pats a gloved hand on the slab of granite underneath her.

      “You couldn’t have saved us one of those seats?” I point at the smooth, flat stumps on the other side of the fire. I sit down and shift around, trying to find a flat spot.

      “I think what you meant to say was, ‘Thanks, Gemette. You’re the best.’”

      Her straight black hair reflects the campfire flames when she tosses it back over her shoulder. It’s against the Council’s rules for hair to cover your forehead. Gotta make it easy to see anyone who might be Marked. Except tonight, no one’s following the rules. Everyone's wearing their hair down, and Gemette’s silky locks frame her face beautifully. I envy her sleek hair almost as much as I covet her curves.

      “My bum’s already hurting on this,” I mutter.

      “If you weighed more than eighty-five pounds soaking wet, it wouldn’t bother you so much.”

      Instead of curves, I’ve got twig arms and a non-existent backside. I shift on the huge slab, trying to find a position that doesn’t hurt. I arch one eyebrow, not that she can see it in the dark. “I weigh ninety-two pounds, thank you very much.”

      Gemette snorts. “That proves my point, you bony butt.”

      She leans toward the fire and picks up the glass bottle lying on its side. She tosses it a few inches up into the air before catching it again.

      “Be careful with that.” That bottle’s the only reason I’m sitting here, sour-faced, stomach churning.

      Slowly the remaining seats around the fire fill up. Wesley shows up last. There aren’t any seats left, but before I can convince Gemette to squish over, he grabs a bucket. He turns it upside down and takes a seat a few feet away from everyone else. I guess that’s fitting. His dad’s the Mayor of Port Gibson and a Counsellor on the CentiCouncil, so Wesley’s in charge by default tonight. He’ll probably take over for his dad one day, which isn’t as glamorous as it sounds since less than two thousand people live here.

      He looks around the fire, and his gaze stops on me. He bobs his head in my direction, and I shoot him a smile. I’m glad he can’t hear the thundering of my heart.

      Although we’re all huddled around a campfire, and I’ve known most of the kids here for years, we maintain carefully measured space between us. Tercera dictates our habits even when we’re rebelling. Which we’re only doing because it’s a tradition.

      Maybe Tercera’s made cowards of us all.

      “Are we starting?” Tom’s sitting to my left. His parents are both in Agriculture and he’s Pathing there, too. He has broad shoulders and tan skin from working outside most of the day. Gemette likes him, and it’s easy to see why. Of course, he’s nothing to Wesley.

      I glance across the fire in time to see Wesley stand up. He straightens the collar of his coat slowly and methodically, like his dad always does before a town hall meeting. Wesley loves doing impressions, and he’s usually convincingly good at them.

      “I’d like to take this opportunity to welcome you all to the Last Supper.” His voice mimics his father’s, and he touches his chin with his right hand in the same way his dad always rubs his beard. Wesley himself is tall and lean with long black hair that he’s wearing down, for once. It falls in his eyes in a way I’ve never seen before, and I feel a little rush. I want to touch it.

      Wesley smirks. “I know you may be less than impressed with the culinary offerings for our gathering, but as I always say, Tradition has Value.” He cracks a grin then, and everyone laughs. “Seriously though.” He drops the impression and returns to his normal voice, which I like way better anyway. “I know the food sucks, but this whole thing started with a bunch of teenagers who were sick of rules and ready to throw caution to the wind for a night.”

      I look down at the three or four-dozen nondescript metal cans with the tops peeled back, resting on coals. Another few dozen are open but sitting away from the fire. Presumably they contain fruit or something else we won’t want to eat hot.

      Wesley leans over and snags the first can, his gloves keeping him safe from the heat. “I hope you’ll all forgive me, but this was what we could find.”

      “This is a pretty crummy tradition.” Lina reaches down and grabs a can with mittened hands. Her dark brown hair falls in a long, thick braid down her back, like it has every single time I’ve seen her.

      “Traditions matter, even the silly ones. They help pull us together as a community, which is valuable when fear of Tercera yanks communities apart. We’re stronger when we aren’t alone. Thinking every man should look out for himself hurts all of us.” Wesley takes his first bite right before Lina. I grab a can of baked beans.

      The food really is as bad as it looks, but at least it’s not spoiled.

      Wesley talks while we eat.

      “As you already know, we come from a variety of backgrounds. Before the Marking, Port Gibson housed approximately the same number of people, but not a single person who lived here before the Marking survived. We cleaned out the homes, burned some to the ground and rebuilt, circled the city with a wall, and made it our own. The Unmarked who live here are Christian, Muslim, atheist, black, white, Hispanic, Russian, German and Japanese. I could keep going, but I don’t need to. Before the Marking, these differences divided humanity. Now, we know that what truly matters is what we all share. We embrace the traditions that bring us all together, because we’re more alike than we are unalike.”

      I swallow the last spoonful of baked beans from my can and set it down on the ground by my feet. I’m almost the last one to finish eating, but several half-full cans are scattered around the campfire. A few people grab a can of fruit. I prefer the stuff my Aunt and I process and can ourselves, so I don’t bother.

      I rub my hands together briskly. Even in mittens, my fingers feel stiff. It’s usually not too cold in Mississippi, even in January, but a late freeze has everyone bundled up. The Last Supper’s supposed to be a chance to rebel, but I’m grateful that everyone’s as covered as possible. It means I won’t look as cowardly for keeping my mittens on. My aunt is Port Gibson’s head of the Science Path, so I know all about how Tercera congregates first in the skin cells, even before the Mark has shown up on the forehead in some cases.

      The wind moans as it blows through the trees, and we all huddle around the meager fire. Even though the flames have died down to coals in most places, it burns hot. My face roasts while my back freezes. The bottle lies stationary on the weathered flagstones by the fire where Gemette set it, light glinting off of the dingy glass at strange angles.

      The quiet conversations die off and the nervous laughter ends. Eyes dart to and fro among the thirty something teenagers gathered.

      “So.” Evan’s voice cracks, and he clears his throat. “Who goes first?”

      “Thanks for volunteering,” Wesley says.

      I suspect no one else asked for just this reason. All eyes turn toward poor, gangly, redheaded Evan.

      Evan gawks momentarily. Even though he and I work in Sanitation together, I don’t know him well. I haven’t been there long enough to guess whether he feels lucky or put upon. He sighs, and then leans forward and tweaks the bottle. It twists sharp and fast and skitters to the right, spinning furiously.

      I really hope the bottle doesn’t stop on me, and I doubt I’m alone in that thought. Evan’s funny in a self-deprecating way, but he isn’t smart, and he definitely isn’t hot. I bite my lip, worried about what I’ll do if it does stop on me.

      It slows quickly and finally stops pointing to my left. I sigh in relief, which I belatedly hope no one heard.

      Tom gasps, and then in a raspy voice says, “No way. I mean, you’re nice and all Evan, but I’m not . . . I don’t . . .”

      “Yeah, me either. Chill, man.” Evan laughs. “So, does it pass to the next person over?” Evan raises his eyebrows and glances at me.

      I want to protest, but my throat closes off and I look down at my feet instead.

      Evan stands up. “So Ruby . . .”

      He may not have saved me a seat, but Wesley jumps in to save me now, thank goodness. “That’s not how it works. If you get someone of the same gender, and neither of you . . . well, then your turn passes to him or her. Which means you sit down Evan, and you spin next, Tom.”

      “Who made these rules?” Evan grumbles as he sits.

      Gemette smiles. “They make sense, Evan. I mean, it’s not spin the bottle and pick best out of three. Your way, you’d basically pick someone in the circle who’s close and kiss whoever you want.”

      Evan shrugs and glances at me again with a smile. “Sounds pretty okay, actually.”

      Tom snorts. “I don’t hear Ruby complaining about Wesley’s rules. I’d say that’s your answer, man.”

      I look back down at my shoes, but not before I see Tom’s wink. Jerk. Evan must feel idiotic, and I definitely want to sink into the ground.

      I bite my lip again, this time a little harder. Tom’s an obviously good-looking guy, but I have no interest in kissing him. I hope his wink was a joke about Evan and not some kind of message.

      Cold air blows past me as Tom leans forward to spin the bottle, his body no longer blocking the wind. One thing jumps out at me as he reaches for the glass bottle. In spite of the cold, Tom isn’t wearing gloves. He must’ve taken them off at some point. He’s either a daredevil or an idiot. I’m not sure which.

      Tom spins the bottle less forcefully than Evan and rocks back and forth as the bottle circles round and round. His eyes focus intently on the spinning glass as if he can somehow control where it stops. I wonder who he’s hoping for and look around the circle for clues. Andrea seems particularly bright-eyed. My eyes continue to wander. One gorgeous, deep blue pair of eyes in the circle stares right back at me. Wesley. I’ve looked at him a lot over the past few years, but this feels different somehow. A spark zooms through me, and I quickly stare at my feet.

      No luck for Andrea tonight, or Gemette. The bottle comes to rest on Andrea’s best friend, Annelise, instead. She and I were in Science together a long time ago. Her dark brown hair hangs loose, framing high cheekbones and expressive chocolate eyes. She frowns. Tonight doesn’t seem to be going right for anyone so far.

      “Now what?” Annelise’s voice shakes. “We just kiss, right here in front of everyone?”

      “No, of course not,” Gemette snaps.

      “Who made you the boss?” Evan frowns. Judging by his sulky tone, he’s still mad about losing his turn earlier.

      “Unfortunately, I’m the boss,” Wesley says, “and she’s right.” He points to a dilapidated shed at the top of the hill. “You two go up there.”

      “Romantic.” Tom rolls his eyes as he stands up. He rubs his bare palms on his pants. Gross. At least I know I’m not the only nervous one here. Tom and Annelise trudge a path through clumps of frozen brown grass toward the rundown tool shed.

      What a special memory for their first kiss.

      Gemette sighs and I pat her gloved hand with my own. I’d feel worse for her, but Gemette likes every decent looking guy in town, including a few boys a year younger than us. She’ll recover from missing out on a special moment with Tom.

      I glance again toward Andrea, an acquaintance from my time in Agriculture. She and Tom trained together for years. She may have liked him as long as I’ve liked Wesley. She looks into the fire while her foot digs a messy hole in the soil. I wonder how I’ll feel if Wesley spins and gets Andrea. Or worse, Gemette. I’ll have to sit here and twiddle my thumbs while I know he’s in there kissing a friend. My stomach lurches. Coming tonight was a stupid idea. I clearly didn’t think this through.

      No one speaks to distract me from my anxiety. The shed isn’t far. We could easily eavesdrop on them if the wind would shriek a little less.

      “How long does this take?” Evan asks.

      “Who the heck knows?” Gemette points at the bottle. “Impatient for another crack at it?”

      Kids around us chuckle.

      After another few awkward moments, Gemette grabs the bottle and gives it a twist. “No reason we have to wait on them.”

      “Sure,” Wesley says. “Whoever it lands on can go next.”

      “Wait,” Evan asks, “whoever it lands on goes next as in it’s their turn to spin? Or goes next as in Gemette’s going to kiss them?”

      The bottle stops before anyone can respond, pointing directly at Wesley. His perfectly shaped brows draw together under disheveled black hair. Gorgeous hair. His lips form a perfect “o”. His bright blue eyes meet mine again.

      My heart races and the baked beans sit like a lump in my belly. I shouldn’t have come. Of course Wesley will want to kiss her. Gemette’s gorgeous, curvy, and smart. Ugh. Am I going to have to sit here while my best friend kisses the guy I like twenty feet away? This is all my fault. If I’d only told Gemette, she’d beg off.

      I bite down a little harder on my lip and taste blood this time. I really need to kick this particular habit, especially with kissing in my future. Maybe. Hopefully. I’m such an idiot.

      Wesley clears his throat. “I think I’m going to sit this game out. I’m more of a moderator than a participant.”

      “No,” I blurt out. “You can’t. You’re here, you’re seventeen, you have to participate.” What am I doing? Why am I shoving him at my friend? But if I don’t make him play, I’m flushing my chance to kiss him down the toilet. I want to cry.

      “Well, then I guess it’s my turn to spin.” His deep voice sounds completely different than any of the other kids here tonight. My stomach ties in knots when I hear him speak, which is ridiculous because I’ve heard his voice a million times.

      I glance at Gemette. She looks disappointed and I want to cry with relief, but I don’t blame her. He could’ve kissed her but didn’t pursue it. I imagine most any girl here would be disappointed. He glances up and his eyes lock with mine again. Caught. I start to shiver and try to stop it. This look is different somehow from any before, like something shifted. Wesley clears his throat, looks down at the bottle, gracefully reaches over, and snaps it between his fingers.

      It spins evenly, not moving to the right or the left. It spins on and on, and I wonder if it’ll ever stop. It slows, whirling a little less with each rotation, the butterflies in my stomach swooping and swirling with each pass.

      Until it finally stops. On me.

      My eyes snap up reflexively, wide with shock. Wesley doesn’t even seem surprised. He simply stands and inclines his head toward the shed.

      “Isn’t it still...” I clear my throat. “Umm, occupied?”

      “We can wait over there.” He gestures at the hill to the right of the shed. One side of his mouth lifts in a smile and I feel an answering grin form on my lips. Which makes me think about what we’re about to do with our lips.

      Swarms and swarms of butterflies flutter in my chest.

      “Sure,” I say.

      I stand up and without even thinking, I wipe my palms on my jeans. They aren’t even sweaty and what’s more, I’m wearing mittens! I really hope no one noticed. Okay, more specifically, I hope Wesley didn’t notice. Gemette holds something out to me when I stand. I can’t tell what it is from feel alone thanks to my thick mittens, and in the dark I have to squint to make it out at all. A tube of something. “What—”

      “Lip gloss,” she whispers. “A gift from my mom. I was going to use it, but looks like you need it more, you lucky, lip-biting brat.” She winks.

      I’m glad Wesley’s still across the fire from me and that it’s dark. Maybe he somehow miraculously missed both the palm wipe and her wink.

      I walk as slowly as I can toward the old shed, partially to avoid tripping, but also so I won’t look overeager. I try to hide my face while I apply the fruit-scented lip-gloss so that Wesley won’t notice. It’s dark, but I don’t want him to be put off by dry, scratchy lips, or worse, dried blood. Gemette’s a good friend. I feel guilty for overreacting earlier when I thought she might kiss Wesley. Not super guilty, but you know, a little.

      Neither of us speaks a word, but I feel the eyes of the other teens follow us toward the shed. We’re only a few crunching steps away when the swinging door flies open and Tom and Annelise barrel out. I jump when it bangs shut behind them.

      Tom looks as ruffled as I feel, his eyes darting back and forth. He ducks his head and reaches down to take Annelise’s hand. They walk out and away from the fire and the rest of Port Gibson’s teens. I can’t tell where they’re headed, but somewhere far away from here.

      “Did you know almost a third of the couples in town trace their start to the Last Supper?” Wesley asks.

      “No way.”

      He shrugs. “We’ve only been an Unmarked town for seven years, so it’s even more impressive. Not all of them are matched up from a bottle spin, but I think the game helps people realize how they feel.”

      A thrill rushes through me. Does Wesley feel the same as me?

      My hand reaches for the door handle and collides en route with his. I’m wearing mittens, of course, and he’s wearing shiny, brown gloves, but a thrill runs through me when we touch, even through layers. He doesn’t move his hand away, but instead draws my hand in his and pushes the door handle back in one fluid movement. My heart skips a beat and time stops. When the door’s completely open, he slowly releases my hand. I lower my eyes and step over the threshold into the rundown little building.

      Although there’s clearly no power, and consequently neither heat nor an overhead light, the walls at least cut the wind. It’s at once both warmer and quieter. Two tall candles burn softly on a pile of rusted metal boxes in the corner. Someone prepared this dump, I realize. I wonder whether it was Wesley. The flames provide enough light that I can see his face. His dark brows are an even more startling contrast to his dark blue eyes than usual, accentuated by his hair falling in his face.

      “So,” I say. “Here we are.”

      Wesley looks at me from less than a foot away. The shed’s small and crammed full of moldering farm implements. The air around us practically hums, but that isn’t new. It’s always like the moments right before a lightning storm when he’s near. Supercharged almost, like the electrons around my body might fly off at his slightest touch. The difference is that here, away from the town’s work projects, away from my family and his, it feels like anything really could happen.

      Wesley’s so close I can smell him, the same citrusy, woodsy smell I’ve secretly savored for years. It’s even stronger tonight, like he put on more of whatever it is he usually wears. I breathe deep, and all the memories of him re-imprint on my brain. Scrubbing, sanding, painting, digging, cleaning, hammering. Projects his dad made him attend, but I suffered through to be near him. When I’m with him, I belong somewhere for the first time in a decade.

      When we become adults next week, Wesley’s mandatory attendance at work projects ends. Wesley steps into his role as an administrator, and I’ll become part of Port Gibson’s janitorial crew. It’s now or never if I want to make any kind of permanent place with Wesley.

      I never thought I’d be close to him like this, and I know I may never be again. I lean toward him and tilt my face upward, eyes closed, ready for what comes next. Maybe I’m even a touch impatient. I have waited for this for years.

      Except I keep waiting, and then I wait some more.

      Not a single thing happens. The trouble with being ridiculously small is that Wesley, who’s on the tall side anyway, towers over me. Even with my face angled up, his lips are pretty far away. I can barely make out his expression, but it looks guarded.

      Maybe he doesn’t know how to do it?

      No way. Wesley must know. I mean, it’s not hard, right? You just push your lips onto the other person’s mouth. Why isn’t he doing anything? This is the moment. THE moment!

      Until it passes. And then another moment falls on top of it, and another. All passing. Even the butterflies in my stomach get bored and go look for flowers elsewhere.

      I’m not sure exactly how much time has elapsed, but the seconds drag, heavy with my growing frustration. Soon, someone will bang on the door. “You’ve been in there forever,” they’ll say. “Make room for the next couple.”

      I want to smack them in their eager faces.

      I know I don’t have much time, and I want to say something, anything. I need to tell him how I feel, say the words, take a gamble. But like it always does, my tongue shuts down. My throat closes off. The words stick inside my throat. Why am I such a coward? Our perfect moment withers and dies. Tears well up in my eyes, and I can’t breathe.

      Wesley isn’t similarly affected. He steps back and says, “We don’t have to do this, Ruby. It’s not safe at all. I don’t know why my dad even lets these dinners happen.”

      “Why’d you spin the bottle in the first place?” I hear the desperation in my voice, but the words pour out in spite of myself. “I know you, and you know me. How’s it dangerous for us?”

      He takes another step back, his expression registering surprise. “People get Marked, Ruby. It still happens. Every few weeks, in fact. Maybe I’m Marked. You don’t know. It happens, even here, even with all our rules. It may take years to die once you’re Marked, but it’s inevitable.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well I’m not Marked, if that’s what you’re worried about.” I point at my forehead. “See? Clear.”

      “We shouldn’t be taking these risks.” Wesley scowls. “Not now, not right before our real lives begin. This whole thing’s supposed to be a time to say goodbye to being a kid, not act like an idiotic five-year-old, breaking rules for no reason.”

      Our real lives? Maybe he never thought it felt right, the time we spent, the way we are together. Maybe I never belonged with him at all. “Why’d you even come, then? Why follow me in here if you’re not going to kiss me?”

      Was he hoping for someone else? Was he stuck with me and looking for any excuse to bolt? Am I Evan in this scenario?

      I look up, but I’m too close. The hair cascading over his face obscures my view. I want to touch his hair; I want to kiss him; I want to tell him I love him, and that I always have. My fingers and toes and everything connecting them zings in spite of the bitter cold, in spite of the indifference of his words. Energy spins round and round in my body, a closed circuit with nowhere to go.

      “Look, Ruby, I don’t know what to say . . . but the thing is . . .” He sounds torn, confused.

      Suddenly, I don’t want to hear “the thing,” whatever it is. I’ve been talking to Wesley for years, talking and talking, and working alongside him, but I don’t want to talk to him anymore. I know what I want and I’ll never have a better chance to play things off as part of a game, if he feels like I now suspect he does. The notion of an excuse appeals to my cowardly heart. I can’t speak the words, but I won’t stand here and do nothing, not anymore, because he’s the real life I’ve longed for.

      I stop thinking and step toward him instead. He tries to step back and slams up against the back wall. I quickly take one more step and use my gloved hand to pull his head down to mine. I push my lips against his. In my haste, I push too hard and pull a little too fast. Our teeth smack into each other and my tooth knocks against my own lip, splitting it wide open again.

      It’s the opposite of magical.

      I look up at Wesley instinctively. He has blood on his mouth, but whether it’s his, or mine, I can’t tell. And if it’s not awful enough already, Wesley stiffens from head to toe like I mauled him, like I forced him into something torturous.

      A tear rolls down my cheek and I inhale deeply. I won’t cry over this. I can’t, because there‘s no way I can play it all off as a game if I bawl my eyes out. I turn away from him. If I can’t stop the tears, at least he doesn’t need to see them. When did this go so wrong? I should be calm, cool, in control. I need to laugh it all off and tell him friends can’t be expected to kiss well. Whoops.

      Except my heart won‘t listen to the screaming from my head. I’m not calm. I’m the opposite of cool. I’ve lost all control.

      He grabs my shoulder and tugs me around. I turn, but my eyes stay glued to the ground, too ashamed to meet his gaze.

      “Ruby, look at me.”

      He puts two gloved fingers under my chin and lifts. His head comes down then, but slowly, too slowly. My heart stops pumping and I worry it might never beat again. His lips brush mine gently, then with more pressure. I ignore the discomfort of my torn lip and lean into him, connected to him in a way I can’t explain. I need more air, but I want less, because that means more space between us. If this never ends, maybe it’ll erase the moments that preceded it.

      Suddenly, he lets me go and steps back. Emptiness fills the space where he stood. I reel again, sucking air in and blowing my breath back out to steady myself.

      When I raise my eyes, our gazes lock. All my sorrow from before is gone, replaced with a feeling like I’m flying, soaring, floating on top of the world. His sapphire blue eyes reflect candlelight back at me. He’s breathing as deeply as I am; he’s as affected as me. I can’t look away from his strong, almost hawkish nose, his square jaw, his flashing eyes and thick black lashes. I continue to stare as Wesley reaches up and brushes his unkempt hair away from his eyes.

      I almost faint.

      Such a simple movement. Small in the grand scheme of things, but also vast, earth shattering, all encompassing. My dreams crumble. My world spins out of control. He moves his hair off his forehead, and suddenly things make sense. His reticence to touch me, his skittishness, but also his quick recovery. Once he knew it was too late, he didn’t hesitate to kiss me.

      Because we’d already touched.

      A tiny rash mars his otherwise perfect forehead. Before the world died, it wouldn’t have mattered. Before the Marking, no one would have cared about a few bumps. It would be harmless: acne, a bug bite, or a reaction to hair product. It shouldn’t matter that his forehead has a blemish. It shouldn’t terrify me, but it does. Because that small rash means Wesley is Marked, and in under three years, he’s going to die terribly.

      And now, so am I.
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      I can’t breathe.

      I have so much to say that I don’t know how to begin. I spin around to escape the shed and reach somewhere with clean air, but Wesley grabs my mittened hand at the wrist, pulling me back, stopping me from leaving. Touching me, albeit through layers. Again. Except this time, there’s no zing.

      Only dread.

      The floodgates open and I yell. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you dare touch me.” I slap him. Then I slap him again.

      His hand snaps up and catches mine by the wrist. “You kissed me! What’s wrong with you tonight?”

      I shuffle backward until my legs hit something and I fall on my butt onto some kind of metal box. I finally open my mouth. “What’s wrong with me? You’re what’s wrong with me. You Marked me!”

      His eyes fly wide and his hand goes to his forehead. “No, I couldn’t have.” His head shakes back and forth as if he doesn’t believe me, but that can’t be. He has to know. It explains everything.

      I glance around the shed until I see something shiny. I grab the metal sheeting or whatever it is and rub it with the sleeve of my coat to clean it. I hold it up, angled from a candle so he can see for himself. “The Mark.”

      He looks at the sheeting, and then he lunges for the candle, bringing it closer. He curses. “I had Perimeter Duty today.”

      I look at him dumbly. “There wasn’t a raid. There hasn’t been in weeks.” I blink repeatedly, like my eyes are the problem. Maybe if I blink enough, if my eyes clear up, the Mark on his head will disappear. He shakes his head and his hair falls forward again, covering it up. If only it could truly disappear.

      But it can’t, because there’s no cure.

      “Not a raid, no, but a single girl.”

      Jealousy, hot and quick, burns through me. Wesley’s Marked, and I’m jealous because it means he touched her. A girl who wasn’t me.

      Focus, you idiot.

      “A girl?” I repeat dumbly.

      “She was so young and so very thin, obviously starving.” He turns away from me. “She was begging for food, scraps, anything. She stared at my roll with so much . . . longing.”

      He sits down on a wooden crate behind him. It shudders from his weight and I hope it doesn’t collapse, which is a stupid thing to worry about at a time like this. Why do small details pop out when something momentous happens? It’s like my brain can’t process the problem, so it focuses instead on every other thing that happens.

      When he doesn’t continue, I ask, “She just showed up out of the blue looking for food?”

      He shrugs.

      Marked kids’ begging is pretty normal, actually. We never have very much food, not anymore, but they have even less. What little extra we have, we leave for them at the designated drop spots. They pick up the food when they come for the hormone suppressants.

      My next words shoot out. “Was she pretty?”

      “Breathtaking,” he says.

      My heart breaks a little more.

      He looks up at me. “She only looked six or maybe seven, but she might have been older. It’s hard to tell when they’re half starved. Ruby, she looked so much like my little sister. Before.”

      Before the Marking. Before the illness spread, killing almost all humans. Before the whole world fell apart. We all had people then, a time we now refer to as Before. I’m not sure how, but I can always hear the capital B.

      “She was Marked, of course. The little girl, I mean. I knew she was Marked. I’m not a complete moron. She just looked so much like Adonnia that I had to do something. She wasn’t threatening me, or angry.”

      He closes his eyes. “She sat on the riverbank a few yards from my location north of Mulberry Street, her bony elbows and knobby knees visible through her tattered clothing. I turned and went inside, abandoning my post. I filled a basket with food and took it to her. I set it on the ground and returned to duty. She picked it up with wide eyes, marveling, I assume, that kindness in any form has survived, after all the death and devastation, in spite of walls and barbed wire, guns and bombs.”

      “Wait. You didn’t touch her?” My breaths become short and shallow. If he’s Marked without touching her, the virus has mutated. If that’s happened, we’re all doomed.

      He’s quiet a moment. “No. I mean, I didn’t think so, but I guess I must’ve.” He turns toward the sheeting again, looking at his Mark in disbelief.

      “Oh.” As I process that, I feel both relief that Tercera hasn’t mutated and become airborne and fury that Wesley touched a Marked kid, or at least knew he might have, and still came tonight, and infected me.

      He sighs, long and deep and sad.

      “How could you not know she touched you?”

      “She grabbed the basket and slung it over her gaunt shoulder.” He looks up at me, his eyes haunted. “I should’ve considered how she’d crossed the river in the first place, but I didn’t even think about it.” He runs a hand through his now messy hair. “She climbed up an enormous tree, the one clinging to the riverbank before the cutback. She scampered all the way to the top and set out over the branches. She was so young, so small. She couldn’t have weighed more than fifty pounds. The branches, even the highest, could hold her weight, but the basket of food was too much. She was too young to consider what would happen when she took it with her.”

      “Wait,” I ask. “How could she be seven years old? That’s not a typical kid on the suppressant.” She must’ve come from the Unmarked. Maybe her family lives here in Port Gibson. I rack my brain for someone who lost a young child in the past few years. I can’t think of anyone.

      Wesley shrugs. “I don’t know, but she was very small. Even malnourished, I don’t think she could be a normal kid stuck waiting for puberty forever. I doubt she was on the suppressant. She was younger than that, young enough not to consider that the branch would snap. She fell toward the river where the water was flowing fast. I wasn’t sure if she could even swim. I ran down the riverbank and finally dove in, desperate to save her, because it was my fault, all of it. I wanted to help her, and I killed her instead. I reached her, and I even grabbed for her hand, but she pulled my glove off and went under.”

      I remember he’s wearing shiny gloves I’ve never seen, and now I know why. He lost his in the river.

      He drops his head in his hands. “Now I’m Marked, and she died anyway.”

      I understand breaking the rules to give her food. I might have done the same, but to risk being Marked when she fell? That I don’t understand.

      “Why dive in the river?” I ask. “You didn’t know she’d go over the tree branches, so it’s not your fault.”

      “It was stupid, obviously, but I felt desperate not to lose her too.” He stands and paces the width of the shed, two steps in either direction. Back and forth, back and forth. “My sister Adonnia was only five years old when my dad left her with his sister. Aunt Valerie was Marked too. We didn’t know. We had no idea what would happen, but that was no excuse. He shouldn’t have left her.”

      No one knew at the beginning. That Tercera impacts children differently than adults. Within the first few hours of infection on anyone, a faint but noticeable rash appears, high on the infected person’s forehead. After that, nothing happens for more than a year. It’s transmittable as soon as the Mark appears, or sometimes shortly thereafter.

      It spread like wildfire in the first few weeks after it first surfaced, mostly because no one knew it portended something serious. In year two, infected people began to have sores on their skin. They started out small, but by the end of the year, the sores weeped and burned, or so they say. In year three, organs stop working slowly, and at some point during that third year the Marked die, usually from failure to process food. It’s a horrible and slow death.

      Unless you’re a kid.

      Kids get the Mark just the same, and they can transmit it too, but none of the second year symptoms begin until they hit puberty. By the time the world realized pre-pubescents weren’t progressing the same, almost every Marked adult was on death’s door. Most of the kids in their care died of starvation after the adults passed. It wasn’t pretty. A few of the older kids survived, the ones who could forage and fend for themselves. In many cases, starvation delayed the onset of puberty, prolonging their lives before anyone thought to intentionally suppress their development.

      Eventually, a team of scientists developed a hormone suppressant for the Marked kids that prevents the onset of puberty, extending their lives indefinitely. Of course, everything has a price. The goal at the time was to find a cure in a few years so all the kids could go off the suppressant. That part never happened, mostly because all the scientists working on it died. Those who are left, like my Aunt, are living in places so afraid of contamination they can’t study Tercera properly. The kids on the suppressant formed a Marked society that still exists today. They have a few leaders and a handful of laws. They aren’t thriving, but they’re alive. No one’s quite sure how many there are, but judging by the amount of suppressant they take, quite a few.

      “Maybe your sister’s still alive,” I say. “She could be on the suppressant.”

      “Yeah,” he says, “but she was only five when my aunt died. So probably not.”

      “You never looked?”

      “No,” he says. “I wanted to, but Dad refused.”

      His dad’s refusal probably saved his life. I don’t know anyone who has returned from a search and rescue trip. I hope it’s because no one can come back to rejoin Unmarked society with a Marked kid. I hope they’ve all found their loved ones and are living with them in the woods, but it seems unlikely we haven’t heard from any of them. Especially since we allow scheduled visitation over the wall once a month for loved ones who get Marked. They can’t rejoin us, but they can talk from fifty feet away. It’s not perfect, but we’re too afraid to do anything else.

      “I hated my dad for years,” Wesley says. “He still hasn’t ever tried to find her. I thought he was chicken, but now I wonder. Maybe he did it for us, for my mom and me. He couldn’t save Adonnia without abandoning us.”

      “Like you have to leave now?” I turn away from him and clench my fists. “Like I have to?” I breathe in and out and try to relax my hands, to stop the shaking. “Why’d you come tonight at all, Wesley? You know the rules better than anyone. If you get Marked, you turn yourself in and go to quarantine to say your goodbyes. You certainly don’t act like nothing happened. You leave and never return.”

      Never return. It feels like a knife in my gut. I’m Marked now. I’ve passed puberty so the hormonal suppressant won’t work on me. I have three years left, tops.

      Sickness and anger, terror and hatred, misery and fury flood me and I’m drowning. Wesley might not have been thinking when he grabbed the little girl, but that was hours ago, in the heat of the moment.

      “You Marked me.” I clench my fists until my nails bite into my skin through the knit of my mittens. “How could you?” I stand up and shove him back. It feels good to hurt him. Somehow, causing him pain eases mine. “You’ve killed me. Intentionally Marking someone’s a capital offense, ya know.”

      He looks like he wants to defend himself, which pisses me off even more.

      “What a joke, right?” I snort. “I wouldn’t punish someone standing in a freaking downpour with a bucket of water. If you’re Marked, you’re already dead.” I scowl. “Shooting you in the head would speed it up, but why should I? You’ve doomed me to a miserable and protracted death. Why not leave you to the same? Instead of shooting you, they should shoot everyone you infected and make you watch. That would be more just. That would be mercy.”

      “I’m sorry.” He falls to his knees in front of me. “I’m so sorry I came tonight. Sorrier than you’ll ever know, but it all happened so fast. I grabbed for her hand and she pulled my glove off.” He pulls a lone black glove, a familiar, worn glove, from his pocket. “I didn’t think she’d actually Marked me. I never felt her touch me, not my skin. I ran straight home, terrified I might have been Marked, that I might be doomed, but then three hours passed. I checked before I left and I was still fine. No Mark. I figured I was safe, that I was good to go.”

      “So you figured, ‘hey, why not? I’m supposed to be in quarantine, because I had contact with a Marked girl, but instead I’ll go infect Ruby, too?’ I hate you.”

      He flinches. “Look, you know my parents run the First Supper, so they weren’t home. They sent Frank by the house to make sure I was ready for the Last Supper.”

      “No one has to come to the Last Supper.” I shake my head and step away. “Even you.”

      “Yeah, right.” Wesley stands up and brushes off his pants. “Now who’s being an idiot? It wasn’t optional, not for me. My parents said I had to come and I swear, Frank was going to grab me and force me when I tried to tell him I wanted to sit it out.”

      “Why didn’t you tell him what happened? Report your incident? Follow protocol? They wouldn’t have made you come then.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know, okay? Because it didn’t feel real. Because I’m a jerk, I guess. I didn’t want to admit to myself that I might be Marked.” He runs his hands through his hair again. “I swear I didn’t think she’d touched me. Not my skin. How would I lose my glove, and her, if she had touched me? It’s like some cruel cosmic joke. She dies, and now I will, too.”

      “And me.” He flinches again, but I push on. “You came here, knowing it was possible, however unlikely, and then you kissed me.”

      He shakes his head, his boyish grin back. “Actually, I begged off, and I backed away. You kissed me.”

      I love his grin like a bear loves honey, but not right now. Right now I want to slap it off his face.

      “Don’t. Just don’t.”

      He throws his hands up as if defending himself from a physical attack. “I should’ve stayed home, okay? If I could go back and change everything I would, but I can’t. It’s too late now, and you know I didn’t kiss you. I told you we didn’t have to do anything.”

      “You should’ve told me why you didn’t want to kiss me. You should’ve stopped me.”

      “I had no idea you’d jump on me like that!”

      I blush. He’s not completely wrong. A jerk, inconsiderate, in denial, yes, but not completely wrong about the jumping bit.

      “The thing is,” he says, “I’ve been looking forward to tonight. Everything’s about to change. We choose our Paths in a few days.” He looks down at his hands and I can barely hear his next words. “I’ve been wanting to kiss you for a while, so when that bottle stopped on you, well, it seemed too good to be true.”

      The butterflies are back. Swarming. Swooping. I wave them off. Stupid butterflies. Go away.

      He looks at his boots and breathes in and out a few times. “Look, all of this sucks, but make the best of it . . . and come with me.”

      “What?” I ask, dumbfounded again. This whole conversation feels like a free fall. “Come with you where?”

      “To Marked territory. I have to go now, and I’m guessing you do too. I hear they have a whole society out there. Some of them have been taking hormone suppressants for ten years. They have leaders, scientists even. Maybe we can help them figure out the cure. You had years of Science, and I heard you were a natural, like a duck in water my dad said. You’d be invaluable.”

      I roll my eyes. I’m sure a sixteen-year-old wannabe scientist who washed out will crack the puzzle no one could solve. There’ve been rumors about a supposed cure as long as I can remember. Heck, my aunt and cousin are in charge of most of that research for the Unmarked, which is how I know we aren’t any closer now than we were a decade ago. The suggestion that maybe I’d come up with the magical solution in the next few years is complete delusion.

      “There’s no cure,” I say, “and there won’t be any time soon. I also know hormone suppressants won’t work for us. We’re both past that point.”

      “We have two good years to figure something else out, then,” he says. “Together.”

      My heart lurches. Together, me and Wesley, like I wanted. Almost what I wanted. “Right. You and me—neither of us actual scientists—are going to figure this out when millions of educated, funded, accomplished, and sophisticated researchers couldn’t do it with much better equipment?” I snort. “Thanks for that brilliant plan. I can’t wait to give it a go.”

      “It could happen,” he says. “I heard about you, before we ever met. You were a rising star before you quit Science. You had the best aptitude for it they’d ever seen. Some guy from Nashville came to talk to my dad about you, about how soon you’d be ready to move there for advanced training. Everyone always wondered why you quit.”

      I want to punch him again, as hard as I can. I’m shaking with anger. “Wesley, stop. You’re missing the point or changing the subject, and I’m not sure which pisses me off more. You knew you might be Marked, and you stood here and Marked me anyway.”

      There isn’t much light but I see the blood drain from his face.

      He reaches for my hand and I let him take it. No point in stopping him now, especially since we’re both still wearing gloves. There’s a tiny part of me, in spite of it all, that thrills at the prospect of being touched by him. I mash it down.

      “I’m sorry. Sorrier than I can ever say. It was never my intention to Mark anyone else, especially not you. I had no idea that coming here would . . .”

      He pulls away and presses both hands against his eyes. When he removes them, a single tear rolls down his cheek. “When the bottle spun and stopped right on you, I should’ve walked away, or begged off. But I thought, what if I’m not Marked, and I swear I thought I wasn’t, and what if you thought it meant I didn’t like you? This was my chance to finally kiss you, only when we came into the shed, I reached my hand in my pocket and felt my glove. I remembered that I wasn’t one hundred percent sure . . . ”

      He covers his face with his hands again. “I didn’t know you liked me. I hoped you liked me, but I had no way of knowing, and no reason to imagine that you’d leap up and kiss me. I stepped back, begged off like I should have to begin with, but then you grabbed me and pressed your lips to mine. It shocked me, but once you did, you were already exposed. It seemed stupid not to really kiss you. Although I’d be lying if I say I was thinking rationally at that point.”

      I don’t know if it’s his tone, my feelings, or the earnest look in his eyes and the tear track on his cheek. Maybe it’s all of it, but I believe him. I don’t entirely forgive him, but I believe he meant me no harm.

      “Please come with me,” he says urgently. “I’m leaving tonight. I’ll write my mom a note and pack some provisions. You don’t have to accept my apology, and you don’t even have to like me anymore, but at least we won’t be alone out there.”

      “Any port in a storm?” I ask, a little bitterly.

      “No.” He stands. “Not at all. I never meant to Mark you, but if I had to Mark someone . . . if I could pick anyone in the whole town to Mark, even in the whole world . . . this is coming out all wrong.” He pauses. “Do you remember that first day we met?”

      Of course I remember.

      “I knew then, three years ago. You were so intense, so smart and quiet. I felt drawn to you, like a moth to a flame.”

      I arch one brow. “At least I’m not the bug in this analogy.”

      Wesley rolls his eyes. “I couldn’t help but notice you that day because you sparkled, like some energy inside you was clawing its way out. Then you showed up at every single Special Project. At first I thought maybe you loved helping people. I was telling my mom how great you were last year, right after the perimeter fence repair project.”

      I stayed until long past dark on that one. So did Wesley.

      “I told my mom how your aunt and uncle didn’t make you go—that you signed up on your own. I told her you were this amazing human being.” He laughs. “That was the first time I thought you might like me, because my mom said, ‘I’m sure she’s great, but don’t you think she’s getting a little something out of it?’ Then she smiled at me.”

      “Why didn’t you say something then?” My heart aches with might-have-beens. If he’d been less unsure, if I’d been less scared, if we’d talked about any of this before now, maybe he wouldn’t have been so cavalier during Perimeter Duty. Maybe we wouldn’t be Marked.

      He clears his throat and I realize might-have-beens aren’t helpful. Reality is reality. We’re both dead.

      “I have to say goodbye to my family. I owe them that.” I think about it for a minute. “In fact, if I don’t go explain, they’ll probably come after us.”

      “I like the sound of ‘us’.” He smiles. “I’ll wait however long you need. Go tell them what happened.”

      “I’ll be put in quarantine. I’m following every rule. I’ll never, ever Mark someone else, not even by mistake.”

      Someone bangs on the door.

      A voice asks, “You guys alive in there?”

      I want to say, “Not entirely,” but I don’t. I keep quiet.

      “One minute.” Wesley turns to me. “Please meet me,” he whispers. “I’ll wait for you in the woods by the willow tree on the other side of the river. If you don’t show in three days, I’ll assume that means that somehow you didn’t contract Tercera.”

      “Sure.” I wipe an errant tear with one gloved hand and open the door with the other. We leave the shed to the sound of jeers and calls. I guess we deserve that. We were inside a long time. I walk with Wesley to the edge of the clearing. Gemette waves at me and I shake my head. I’m not sure what she’ll think that means, but I can’t go talk to her now. I won’t risk it.

      Before we part ways a few feet down the wooded path, Wesley squeezes my hand one last time. “I honestly hope I don’t see you again,” he says.

      If I somehow don’t have Tercera, he’ll leave without me. I’d probably never see him again, just like he said. I think about that second kiss and a life with Wesley, however short.

      I almost hope I do see him soon.
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      I climb up the tree behind our back porch and sneak into my own window so I have time to think about how to tell my family the news. It’s a waste of effort since it turns out no one else is even home.

      I stare at my forehead in the mirror of the bathroom I share with Rhonda and Job. Now that I’m infected, shouldn’t I feel different? A sense of my own impending doom, or tingling, or a sinking feeling in my stomach? I should look different, too, but no matter how long I stare, my forehead remains clear. No rash. It might be a little early to cue the celebration though, since it’s been less than an hour and it’s been known to take as long as three.

      I finally wrench myself away from the mirror and grab a bag. I slide my summer gloves on, and start throwing things in there, things I’ll want if I’m leaving to live in the wild. A pocketknife, hair ties, a toothbrush and toothpowder. Every bar of soap we have, which is a lot because we made a new batch last month. I’m not sure how organized the Marked kids are, or what they’ll have, but they never look very clean. Just because I’m dying doesn’t mean I need to smell all maggoty.

      I’m packed and tiptoeing down the stairs when it occurs to me I should check my Aunt’s office. Maybe I should take a few of her science texts with me. Wesley’s idea is far fetched, but who knows? With enough motivation, maybe he and I could make progress on a cure before we die. At least, unlike the Unmarked scientists, we’d have access to active viral cells.

      I pop my head in her office and start looking around. What should I take? I grab Clinical Virology, Principles of Molecular Virology and McKee’s Pathology of the Skin. I’m stuffing them into my shoulder bag when I notice a stack of dark brown leather books in the corner. I pick up the top one and flip it open. It starts with a date. After the date is a handwritten entry. The handwriting looks familiar, and I can’t figure out why until a word catches my eye on a line about a third of the way through the book.

      My name.

      Ruby choked today. I was worried she might die. It’s my own fault for letting her play in my lab. She was disassembling one of my molecular models and put one of the components in her mouth.

      These must be my dad’s journals. My dad, the renowned virologist. My aunt, his sister, is always telling me that if he had only lived, if he hadn’t been killed just before Tercera broke out, he’d have succeeded where everyone else failed. No one would’ve died.

      I glance down at the pile. There must be fifteen journals here. I might need them, and technically, they belong to me, don’t they? Maybe his research will help point me in the right direction. I can’t fit them all in my bags, so I take the four I can stuff inside, and head for the door. Maybe I thought about this wrong. Maybe instead of telling them now, I should go straight to the Defense office and turn myself in. They’ll figure it out when whoever’s on guard notifies them.

      I’ve almost reached the door when it swings open. I jump backward.

      My Uncle Dan walks through first. “Back so early, Ruby? Rhonda and Job were gone half the night their year.”

      My Uncle walks past me, almost brushing against me. I shuffle away so quickly he looks at me sideways.

      Aunt Anne breezes through the door next. “Is everything okay?”

      I can’t lie and say I’m fine, but I don’t know quite what to say. I understand Wesley more with every second that passes, and I pretty much know I’m Marked, whereas he didn’t believe he was. It’s easy to pretend everything’s fine when you don’t feel any different.

      My cousin Rhonda jogs through the doorway and into the kitchen, and her twin, Job, follows closely after. He pulls the front door shut. Rhonda yanks off her bright red knit cap with the little golden puff ball on top that I made her for Christmas years ago. It’s uglier than a hairless cat, but she wears it faithfully. She tosses it onto the kitchen table, and her straight, golden hair cascades down her back and fans around her face. She pulls out a chair and swings it around so she can sit on it backward, her chin resting on the chair back. “I wanna hear the details, all of them. Did you finally kiss the guy, or what?”

      “Kiss who?” Aunt Anne asks.

      “Yeah, we all want to know.” Job plonks down in a chair across from Rhonda and kicks a leg up on the one next to it.

      All eyes turn to me.

      Rhonda’s eyes travel from my coat, to the two bags and then narrow suspiciously. “You extra cold for some reason? What’s with the luggage?”

      “Well,” I say, “about that. There’s something I have to tell you.”

      “Please tell me you aren’t eloping,” Uncle Dan says.

      Aunt Anne rolls her eyes. “That’s not a thing anymore. There’s not even Vegas anymore.”

      “Just let her talk,” Job says. “What’s up?”

      “Are you changing Paths again?” Aunt Anne asks.

      Rhonda snorts. “Why would she need a bag for that?”

      “I don’t know,” Aunt Anne says, “but she’s obviously not a good fit in Sanitation.”

      I cough. This is not going well.

      We’re all ‘equal’ in the Unmarked community, but even so I’m the black sheep of the family because I can’t seem to find a place. Rhonda never tried anything other than Defense. She knew what she wanted from the start and advanced rapidly in the ranks of her chosen Path. Similarly, Job never wavered from Science. The presence of two prodigies in the family only highlights my inability to succeed at anything. Or even to fit anywhere at all.

      Of course, they don’t know my shortcomings have become irrelevant. It won’t matter that I never quite fit in once I’m gone.

      “Sanitation’s not a good fit for me, it’s true. I only tried it because I’d done everything else already.” I look down and examine my mittens. I need to spit it out already. “Actually, I think one good thing came from tonight.” I choke a bit and tears form in my eyes. “You won’t have to worry about me finding the right Path anymore.” A tear rolls down my right cheek, and I force my eyes up to meet Aunt Anne’s sky blue ones. She looks so much like my dad. His absence still stings at the strangest times.

      Aunt Anne’s brows draw together in concern.

      “I’m Marked,” I say.

      Pandemonium ensues.

      Everyone’s talking at the same time, so I can’t really tell what anyone’s saying. Job’s ranting about something to do with his research on the hormonal suppressant. My Aunt Anne yells back at him. They obviously disagree on some scientific fact. My uncle jumps out of his seat and checks the door and windows for some reason I can’t fathom, yelling about the teenagers and Marked raids.

      Rhonda sits perfectly still, so still that she catches me by surprise when she jumps up and reaches for my face. I shove away from her so frantically that I knock my chair over backwards, my feet kicking up and away. My head slams into the floor, but I scrabble backward anyway, desperate to keep her away. My arms wind milling, and my legs kicking furiously. I thwart her efforts to touch my face, barely.

      At least our scuffle shuts the other three up.

      Job grabs Rhonda, a little belatedly in my opinion, and pulls her back. He glances my way. “You okay, Rubes?”

      I sit up slowly, my head reeling, a sharp pain throbbing at the base of my skull.

      His question strikes me as funny. I fell on the floor and struck my head, but I feel fine. Other than the fact that I’m doomed to die in the next three or so years, sure, I’m great.

      I start laughing and can’t quite stop. “Sure,” I finally choke out. “I’m awesome.”

      Job holds Rhonda against him in a bear hug, practically pinning her against the stairwell. They both stare at me in a frightening way, like they’re eyeing a rabid dog who could pounce at any moment. Job’s trying to protect her from me when Rhonda was the one acting like a nut. What was she thinking?

      “I wasn’t going to touch you,” she whispers. “I just wanted to see your forehead. Has it appeared?”

      “No,” I say. “I don’t think so, not yet. I only got Marked an hour ago, or a little more.”

      She sags back in Job’s arms. “I was hoping it was some kind of prank. Some sick new Last Supper joke.” She starts to cry, great heaving sobs wracking her body. The last thing I can make out is, “How?”

      They all look at me, clustered almost at the bottom of the stairs, and for the first time it hits me. I’m going to have to tell them I kissed Wesley. It’s a stupid thing to be embarrassed about, but I don’t want our last conversation at home to be about my first, and possibly last, kiss. I choke up and can’t speak, so I shake my head instead. Finally I say, “Does it matter?”

      When no one else speaks, I lean over and grab my bag. I know they aren’t really my family. Aunts and uncles and cousins aren’t the same as moms and dads and siblings. I know that. I’ve always known that. Even so, I knew losing them would hurt. Nothing prepares me for feeling like I’ve been gutted when no one stops me from walking out the front door and into the night alone.
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      My aunt and uncle’s house is on the eastern edge of town by the Wintergreen Cemetery on College Street. It’s a quick walk to Church Street, and then a few blocks to the old Claiborne County Courthouse. Of course, no one goes to court anymore. The Mayor adjudicates all disputes himself, as part of running the town.

      Port Gibson isn’t very large, and has only one of everything, except cemeteries. Apparently, each religion needed its own cemetery Before, though I’m not quite sure anyone cares much once they’ve died. Dirt is dirt, after all. I think cemeteries are more for the living than the dead. One was even dedicated specifically for Jewish people. It’s the only original cemetery that still has space left. Pretty much everyone else, Christian or not, is buried outside of town in the New Graves Cemetery. Apparently Unmarked society doesn’t put much value on blessed dirt or creative names.

      I consider walking off into the night to meet Wesley right now. There’s a certain thrill to the idea of bypassing quarantine entirely. Of course, that would leave my friends and family unable to come tell me goodbye. The three-day quarantine rule was developed as more of a safe way for loved ones to mourn than anything else. The thought of watching my friends and family pity me, reliving all the sadness over and over, and suffering through rounds of questions about how it happened makes me feel queasy. It’s the first time I’ve felt sick since seeing Wesley’s Mark.

      My Aunt Anne catches me before I make a quick turn and walk out to Wesley, instead of heading up the steps to the Courthouse.

      “We handled that poorly,” she says. “I’m sorry. We all are.”

      “Thanks for coming to tell me that, but you don’t have to come with me to check in.” I meet her eyes.

      Aunt Anne holds my gaze. “I do.” She does love me, after all. I want to hug her, but I don’t, obviously.

      The Courthouse looms before us, two dozen steps to the front entry. I think the stately red brick building with raised steps leading up to the front door used to be some kind of church, but it was pretty enough that whoever was in charge of Port Gibson at the beginning claimed it.

      My aunt walks alongside me, matching me step for step on every stair. I raise my hand to push the door open, but Aunt Anne reaches the handle first and I jump back. I follow her through the entry and into the small office, where Barrett’s eyes widen and he leaps to his feet.

      He’s been over to the house for dinner a few times, so I know him fairly well. He has dark hair and eyes, like both of his parents. Of course, I know all of the guards since my uncle has been Defense Chief in Port Gibson for the past three years.

      Barrett shifts uneasily.

      “I’ve been exposed to Tercera,” I say. “I need to go into quarantine.”

      Barrett’s mouth turns down. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry.” He turns to Aunt Anne. “Unfortunately, you can’t stay while she’s processed.”

      “She’s a minor,” Aunt Anne says.

      Barrett crosses his arms, and pins my aunt with a forceful stare. His chocolate brown eyes don’t waver. “Talk to your husband. I only enforce his rules.”

      She stands with her shoulders slumped by the entrance while I follow Barrett’s broad shoulders upstairs to my designated cell. There isn’t much that needs to be done at the Courthouse anymore, so the upstairs was outfitted as a prison. It hasn’t ever held any prisoners that I know of, but the cells double as quarantine rooms. Once I’m in my room and settled, Barrett opens the small window and looks at me through the Plexiglas that’s been installed for this purpose.

      He asks me a lot of questions about how I got Marked and when.

      I choose not to answer any.

      What’s he going to do? We’re pretty sure you have to be touched to be Marked. We don’t know of any cases where someone has caught it through breathing the same air or occupying the same room, or even touching someone else’s belongings. It seems to require direct skin-to-skin contact.

      No one’s too keen on taking any chances.

      I lay down on the cot and close my eyes. I think about Wesley, shivering in the cold out under a tree. He should’ve come with me to quarantine. Of course, they might’ve punished him if he had. It’s a capital offense to Mark someone. I’d have argued against it, but I bet my uncle would be angry enough to push. Maybe it’s better he didn’t come. I try to sleep, but my thoughts return over and over to Wesley and our kiss. Not the first ghastly wreck, but the second one. Wesley’s Marked, and after two kisses, there’s pretty much no chance I’m not.

      I’ve told my family. I checked in officially. I’ve done everything right. Why should Wesley have to wait outside for me in the cold for three days? I’ve told Aunt Anne and Uncle Dan, Rhonda and Job. They can’t hug me, and all they’ll do if they come is frown through the glass and maybe cry. I want to say goodbye to my friends, but not if it means Wesley dies three years early of exposure. I’m understanding more and more why he didn’t come here.

      I hop up and glance through the glass. No one in the hallway, at least, not that I can see. I rummage around in my bag, hoping I have a hairpin inside. I don’t find a hairpin, but I do find a ballpoint pen. I twist the cap off and slide out the plastic guts. I poke the long skinny plastic tube into the hole in the doorknob and shove. It takes a moment, but I hear a pop.

      Not the best security, but then, this isn’t a real prison. It’s a quarantine room. I grab my bag and poke my head out the door. No Barrett in sight. I tiptoe down the back hallway. Still not a soul around. I open the rear exit door and slide through. That’s when I collide with a brick wall wearing a tight black t-shirt and a black leather jacket.

      My uncle’s Second in Command, Samuel Roth, reaches out and grabs both of my arms with black-gloved hands.

      Well, crap.

      “Ruby Behl.” Something about his low and raspy voice makes my stomach drop. “Where are you going?”

      He’s the worst person who could possibly have caught me—no chance I’ll slip out of town now.

      I’ve known Sam forever. He and his dad lived with us up in Nebraska for most of the time we were there, and we joined the Unmarked together. His dad ran Port Gibson for a while, but then he moved up in the Unmarked leadership and they moved away. Two years ago, when Sam chose Defense as his Path, he came back to town. He’s been working with Rhonda and for Uncle Dan ever since.

      He’s a completely awesome fighter and my uncle keeps promoting him. He’s also probably the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen, with beefy enough arms to counterbalance his stupidly pretty face. He towers over everyone else in town, with his dark blond hair, and bright greenish gold eyes. I might have even had a killer crush on him when I was a little kid, for like, five minutes. But he never talked to me, and he’s quiet and almost dopey, so I moved on. At least him ignoring me wasn’t personal. He doesn’t say much to anyone.

      He releases me. “You can follow me back to your cell.”

      I wonder whether there’s any chance I could outrun him. Even with his bulk, it seems . . .unlikely.

      “Your uncle called me in, but your forehead’s clear,” Sam says. “Why do you think you’re Marked?”

      I frown. I wish Barrett would come back. He’s easier to ignore. “I had contact with someone who was recently Marked.”

      “What kind of contact?” Sam walks to the back door, which locked behind me, and pulls out a key. He opens the door and gestures for me to follow him through, seemingly unconcerned that I might run. Or maybe he’s that confident he can catch me.

      “Does it matter?” I walk through the door and start back up the stairs toward my cell, stomping as loudly as possible. “I’m Marked, okay? I’m positive.”

      Barrett flies around the corner upstairs, his mouth dangling open, his eyes round as saucers. “How did you—”

      “She escaped while you were on watch,” Sam says. “For now, you’re relieved of duty. We’ll talk later.”

      Barrett flinches. “She presented voluntarily, and the door was locked.”

      Sam’s voice barely rises higher than a whisper, “You observe and contain.”

      Barrett salutes and practically runs downstairs.

      When we reach the door to my cell, Sam opens it. He inclines his head as a silent order for me to go inside.

      I toss my head. “I’m not a prisoner.”

      He meets my eyes flatly. “You’re to be held in quarantine for three days. You know that.”

      When I walk through, unlike Barrett, Sam doesn’t close and lock the door. He follows me inside.

      “Marking someone intentionally is a capital offense,” he says. “Your uncle takes that seriously. Defense Path mostly acts as guards against outside threats to our community, but we also police internally as needed. Tell me who Marked you so we can deal with it.”

      I visualize what will happen if I tell him. Sam tracks Wesley down like he would a deer, his eyes scanning boot prints in the dark, tossing leaves in the air and scenting him or something. Sam’s crazy like that. Then Sam catches him at the willow, and shoots him between the eyes.

      No thanks.

      “No one Marked me intentionally,” I say.

      “I have to write a report, Ruby. I can’t write ‘unintentional marking’.”

      “Why not? You’re concise.” That’s an understatement. He barely talks at all, and if I tell him, he’ll blame Wesley. I may be mad at Wes, but I don’t want him dead.

      “Give me a name. I’ll be concise with it.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Ruby.” Sam leans against the doorframe. “Your uncle’s not going to let this go, so I can’t either. We don’t have any reports of anyone else in town who’s Marked. Surely you understand why this matters.”

      “Not at this point,” I say. “It was someone from town who got Marked on accident on perimeter duty. He didn’t realize it, not until after he kissed me and I saw his Mark. You’ll find out soon enough, but I’m not telling you more.”

      Wesley’s parents will be wondering where he is by morning. He’ll be waiting by the tree, instead of heading for Marked territory. Even without coming in for quarantine, he may get shot for this.

      “If he had contact with Tercera, why didn’t he immediately turn himself in?” Sam almost growls when he talks, and I stumble back. I never realized it before, but Sam’s kind of a scary guy.

      “He didn’t realize he had contact.”

      It feels strange to be defending Wesley, but I kind of understand how the whole thing happened. My Mark hasn’t shown up yet, and it feels surprisingly surreal. I don’t feel sick at all, which I guess is the point. No symptoms other than the rash until year two. No debilitating symptoms until year three.

      “When did all this happen?” Sam asks.

      “During the Last Supper.”

      “Why Fairchild hasn’t abolished that absurd practice, I don’t know.” Sam starts to pace.

      I drop my bag on the floor and sit on the edge of the cot.

      He stops, suddenly. “I have records of which seventeen year olds had Perimeter Duty, but off the top of my head, I know Tom, Wesley and Robert were. Give me a name, Ruby, and I’ll leave you alone. We’ll know soon enough anyway.”

      “I can’t do that,” I say. “I’m going to meet him outside town when my quarantine ends. If I give you a name and you go kill him, then I’ll be all alone until I die. Do you really want that?”

      His jaw twitches. “Of course not, but we have to deter this kind of behavior.”

      “A death sentence without possibility of reprieve isn’t enough of a deterrent?” I roll my eyes.

      Sam says, “Some little jerk broke the rules and now”—he clenches his fists—“now you’re in here. He won’t have any symptoms for a year, and then he has a few skin sores. Minor. Two good years, and some decent time his third year, after breaking protocol and killing you? No, it’s not enough. But, if you tell me everything, I promise I’ll talk to your uncle and we’ll decide together when and how he needs to die.”

      “Good talk, but still no.”

      I flop backward on my cot and cross my arms. Sam asks more questions and even bangs on the wall once. The room shakes wildly and I worry the light on the ceiling will fall down and break, but it doesn’t. I force myself to ignore him until he finally leaves, slamming the door behind him. I don’t hear him lock it. I guess he knows that didn’t keep me inside last time anyway.

      I glance at the clock on the wall. It’s been more than three hours, now. The Mark should appear any minute. I touch my forehead. It feels the same. I stand up and walk to the mirror over the sink. I close my eyes, exhale, and finally force them open. I take a good hard look at my forehead.

      It’s still clear.

      This might be the last time I see it, unblemished, unmarked. I finally look away and glance at the rest of my face. We don’t have many mirrors in our house—only in the bathrooms. I have curly, blonde hair, but it’s almost always pulled back in a ponytail or a braid.

      My face is angular, my features all sharp. I’m bony in general, like one of those stick figures people draw with just arms, legs and a big round head. My hair sticks out from my head like I stuck my finger in a light socket as a baby. Tendrils escape from my ponytail, no matter what I do. I take one more look at my forehead and then look away. I can’t stare at myself all night waiting for a rash to appear. Maybe I should take a sleeping pill. My aunt makes them to help me deal with the nightmares. Since I was leaving home, I packed all of them before I left. I should take one, but I don’t want to sleep until I’ve seen the Mark.

      I pull out one of my dad’s journals and start reading. Most of the entries are pretty boring, but a few are about me, and a few are scientifically interesting. My aunt was right when she said my dad knew a lot about viruses. The first journal dates to right after he left his big pharma job to pursue his own research. He had less resources after he quit, but he charted his own course. I don’t recall the move we made from the East Coast to Texas because I was so young, but my dad talked about it sometimes.

      When Tercera hit, my dad had just died. My aunt took a leave of absence and we stayed at my dad’s cabin near Republican City. We hid in a tiny cabin with a big barn, near a lake, for years until our supplies ran out and most everyone was dead. We only left to join the Unmarked, for a chance at a community. I took more than three years of Science before I quit. I advanced quickly and was being taught the same things as the teenagers by the time I turned eleven. It gave me a pretty good understanding of basic scientific terms. Even so, some of these confuse me and I have to look them up in Clinical Virology. Good thing I snagged it, too.

      When I finish the last entry, I glance at my watch. It took almost three hours to read the entirety of the first journal. It’s been six hours since Wesley and I kissed, maybe closer to seven. I take a deep breath and walk over to the mirror.

      Still no rash.

      I should be elated. I don’t know how it’s possible, but it seems I might not have been Marked. The rash should’ve shown up within three hours, four at the most.

      Why am I disappointed?

      Being Marked meant I was doomed to die, but I finally felt free, like something good could happen, like the worst couldn’t fell me. With Wesley, I might have found a place, and someone to build something with. We spend so much time huddled inside Port Gibson behind tall, razor-topped walls, following scads of restrictive rules, that we aren’t even able to enjoy anything.

      It’s almost 2:00 a.m. when I reach down and grab a sleeping pill. I can’t wait all night. As I drift off to sleep, I think about Wesley, waiting by the tree alone, maybe forever.
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      The next morning, Sam’s gone and Barrett’s back. I wake up to the sound of Barrett sliding a tray through the flap on the bottom of the door. When I glance up, he glares at me. I look down at my breakfast and scowl right back at him. The tray holds a metal box, with lumpy gray blobs on it. Defense rations are disgusting, but this looks even worse. Barrett’s punishing me for escaping, which wouldn’t have been possible if he’d been doing his job. I eat a few bites until my stomach isn’t grumbling, but then I can’t force myself to eat any more. I wish I was home so I could pull some things from my greenhouse.

      I realize with a start that the disgusting breakfast distracted me. I hop up and run across the room to the mirror. I stare at my reflection, not quite sure I believe my eyes. Still no rash. I’m not sure what it means.

      I bang on the Plexiglas. “Barrett, I’m not Marked. Have you ever guarded someone in quarantine who was exposed, but the Mark never showed?”

      He coughs. “Nope.”

      “Very helpful, thanks. Feel like elaborating?”

      Barrett’s sneering face suddenly fills the small window. “You won’t tell me anything, then you run away, and now I’m on probation. What exactly did you expect? I’m the last one who’s going to run over to hold your hand and tell you everything’s going to be okay. In my experience, things are rarely okay.”

      “Well, I certainly hope that’s not how my husband taught you to talk to people in quarantine, especially individuals afraid their lives may end imminently.” Aunt Anne’s voice is crisp and clear, even through the window. She’s used to being obeyed and it shows. “Not to mention, she’s your boss’s niece.”

      Barrett jumps back, his face as white as the walls. I want to feel bad for him, but I can’t quite manage it. He brings this stuff on himself.

      My aunt’s smiling when she reaches the window, her irritation with Barrett already forgotten. “You aren’t Marked.”

      I rub my forehead. “I know.”

      Aunt Anne breathes in and out slowly. She must’ve come here from work. She’s wearing her typical dark pantsuit and pearls. My aunt’s a very put together woman. “As you probably remember, there are no known cases of a Mark appearing more than five hours after contact. It appears quite likely you aren’t Marked. Can you tell me why you thought you were?”

      I want to protect Wesley, but it’s not like she won’t be able to put the pieces together herself if I refuse. She knows I was at the Last Supper and every kid there saw us enter the shed together. Once his parents realize he’s gone, everyone will know anyway. “I was at the Last Supper. I kissed someone who was Marked.”

      My aunt gasps. “Why would you do something that imprudent?”

      “Obviously I didn’t know,” I say.

      “But he knew,” she says, “whoever he was. No one just waltzes around Marked without knowing it, and he had to have hidden it or you’d never have kissed him. Your uncle is going to shoot that little miscreant right between the eyes. Who was it?”

      I’d never realized how bloodthirsty my aunt could be. Maybe that happens when you’re married to the head of Defense and a former Olympic gold medalist in sharp shooting for twenty-five years.

      “Who, Ruby?”

      I sigh. “It was Wesley Fairchild.” I flinch at the fury in her eyes. “But it wasn’t like he meant to.” My words sound silly even to me. I’m still defending him, and honestly, maybe I should be. Turns out, he didn’t even Mark me.

      “He didn’t know he was Marked, not really, and he wasn’t even going to touch me. He told me we weren’t going to kiss, but I . . . I grabbed him and I kissed him, okay?” I drop my head in my hands. I’m such an idiot. Living through it was embarrassing enough, but telling everyone? Being Marked might be easier.

      “He should’ve turned himself in the moment he had any interaction with someone who was infected with Tercera,” my aunt says softly. Somehow, her soft tone scares me more than her yelling would. “Where did he go?”

      “I don’t want him harmed,” I say.

      My aunt ignores me. “Is he lurking around trying to Mark more people? I don’t care who his father is, he deserves to be shot.”

      I bang on the Plexiglas and she jumps.

      “Listen up. You aren’t me, and this isn’t your life. You don’t get to decide what to do. I don’t want Wesley shot, whether I’m Marked or not. Do you hear me?”

      Her eyes flash. “This isn’t just about you. He broke the law, and he’s still a risk,” Aunt Anne says. “He might Mark others. I can’t let him wander around. There are consequences.”

      I speak slowly and emphatically. “He didn’t even Mark me.”

      She steps back and her face blanks. “Are you sure he’s actually infected?”

      I nod my head. “I saw the rash. After.”

      “After you kissed him?”

      I nod.

      “Did you touch him, other than the kiss?” she asks.

      “Why does that matter?” I think back to last night. I did touch him, but . . . “We both had gloves on.”

      “We’ve been studying barriers to infection,” my aunt says. “For instance, if you used Vaseline on your lips right before you kissed him—”

      “I don’t even know what Vaseline is.”

      “I forget how young you were when the world fell apart.” My aunt shakes her head. “I know you bite your lip when you get nervous, and it looks puffy on the bottom where it’s split. Any chance you used something to cover that up last night?”

      Could my nervous habit have saved me? “Gemette gave me some strawberry flavored lip gloss when the bottle pointed at me, but our kiss was a little bit of a mess. We sort of collided. I’m pretty sure he ingested some of my blood.”

      “Which wouldn’t matter,” my aunt says. “Only if you consumed his. And even then, Tercera congregates first in the dermis, so if he was recently Marked, and because the contact took place only at the lips, there may have been a lower concentration. The epithelial cells carry a high load of contagious viral cells, but lips are membranous tissue. They wouldn’t have much at all until at least twenty-four hours post infection.”

      Wesley fails to save a girl from drowning, while wearing gloves, and somehow gets Marked, and I practically jump him and somehow, I don’t? I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      My Aunt’s lip turns up on the right side. “I think you got lucky.”

      I take a few steps back and sit down on my cot. When I do, it knocks one of my dad’s journals to the ground. I glance up at my aunt. When she sees the book, her eyes fly wide. I grab them and set them back on the cot, but my aunt’s gaze stays glued to them. Dates are written on the spine, and she turns her head sideways as if she’s trying to make out which journals I brought.

      “I grabbed a few of dad’s journals,” I admit. “I promised I’d meet Wesley today so we could join a Marked camp together. He and I were going to work on finding a cure. I know it was probably dumb, but you said Dad was a genius with viruses. I thought his notes might help.”

      And I wanted to take something of my dad’s with me.

      I pause, expecting her to laugh, but she doesn’t make  a sound. “I wish I could see your face a little better. I’m sure it sounds stupid to you—a kid thinking she could cure Tercera.”

      I wonder whether I’m about to hear the typical adult refrain from Before. My kindergarten teacher said it all the time. You can do whatever you put your mind to, kid. I’m not expecting what happens next.

      She opens the door and walks through it. She sits next to me on the cot. “You aren’t Marked. They won’t let you leave until the three day quarantine period is up, but you and I both know.”

      Even so, I slide as far away from her as I can.

      “You have two days in here. You have to choose your Path the day after you’re released. I know you’re in Sanitation now, but you had such an aptitude for Science. And now you’re talking about continuing your dad’s research. I don’t think it’s ridiculous, I think it’s right. It’s a family legacy.”

      When I don’t respond, Aunt Anne continues. “There are almost a hundred Unmarked communities in North America, most small like Port Gibson, but some much larger. In almost ten years, no one has shown the aptitude for science that you showed. You advanced through four levels in that first year, and five in the second. Each level was created to take a year for an average student. I still don’t understand why you left.”

      I look down at my hands. I can’t bring myself to tell her the real reason, because if I do, she won’t love me anymore. I already hate myself.

      “You don’t have to choose Science if you don’t want to, but I need you to know, your dad would be so proud of you. I’m glad you’re showing an interest in his work.” My aunt clears her throat and I glance up at her face.

      It’s greenish.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nods. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you for a long time. The thing is, you were so young when your dad died, that it was easier not to explain everything to you then, and now you’re older, well the moment never seemed quite right. You’re still so young, but you’ve handled all of this so well, and you’ll be an adult in a few days. I guess it’s time I tell you.”

      My heart rate speeds up. “Tell me what?”

      “We told you at the time that your dad was in a car accident.”

      I nod. They did tell me that.

      “It’s not true,” my aunt says. “He was murdered.”

      I nod again. “I know.”

      My aunt stands up and her hands fly to her face. “What do you mean, you know?”

      I look down at my feet, because I can’t look her in the eye. I just can’t. When I finally speak, the words come out as little more than a whisper. “I was there, Aunt Anne. I saw Dad get shot.”

      My aunt sinks back down on the edge of the cot and she’s blinking. A lot. She reaches her hand out and tries to put it over mine. I yank my fingers away and stand up.

      “Oh, Ruby, I’m so sorry. We found you at the daycare in the bottom of the building.”

      “I ran down there. After.”

      “We had no idea you knew.”

      I turn to face the wall so she can’t see the tear running down my right cheek. She’s going to ask; I can feel it. She’s going to figure it out.

      She walks up behind me and I shake my head. “Don’t get too close.”

      “You’re not Marked,” she says.

      I shake my head again. Tears run down my face freely now, so I continue to face the wall, willing her not to press me about it. “I don’t care.”

      She takes a step back and I relax a bit. Maybe she won’t figure it out. Maybe she won’t hate me like she should.

      “If you knew all this time, why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      My stomach ties in knots. I shake my head again.

      “Ruby? Why didn’t you say anything? That must’ve been a terrible burden.”

      When she steps close again, I can’t help it. I spin toward her with my palms out. “Don’t touch me, please. I didn’t ever tell you because I didn’t want you to know the truth.”

      My stomach fills with ice. Jackhammers dance inside my skull. She’ll figure it out, so I may as well come clean.

      “I was there, okay? I watched him get shot, and I had his cell phone in my hands, but I hid in the closet because…I’m a coward. My dad died because I was too afraid to save his life.”

      My aunt’s face falls and my heart breaks.

      I expect her expression to grow stony, her eyes sharp like flint. I expect her to back away, to shake her head, to look at me with horror. Instead, a tear forms in her eye, too.

      “You were six, Ruby. You didn’t do anything wrong. There’s nothing a six year old could have done to save him.”

      She doesn’t understand. I’m tempted to let it go, but this is the first chance I’ve had to stand trial. The judges and juries from Before are gone, but someone should know the truth about me.

      “My dad told me to hide in that closet, and he gave me his phone. I watched under the door crack while a man with a freckled nose walked in and they argued. I heard the gunshot and saw my father collapse, bleeding from his leg. I was supposed to stay quiet until the man left, and I did. But after he left, I could’ve done something. I should’ve called 911.”

      “You were six.”

      “You don’t understand. They taught us at school. I knew what to do, and I didn’t do it. I ran to the elevator and rode it downstairs to the daycare. They were all on the playground and they didn’t even realize I hadn’t been there all along.”

      Tears streak my aunt’s cheeks now. “You did exactly what your dad wanted you to do. I only wish you’d told me years ago.”

      “Do you know why I left Science?” I ask. “We were studying anatomy in Level Ten. That’s the day I realized it would have taken him over an hour to die from his gunshot wound. If I’d called for help, or if I’d been brave enough to tell anyone, your brother would still be alive.”

      Now she knows the truth.

      I killed my own dad.
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      My aunt hugs me. She ignores my protests, my complaints, and my attempts to pull away. She doesn’t let go until I finally hug her back.

      As she pulls away from me, she looks me in the eye. “You didn’t kill your father. Your dad’s biggest regret, wherever he is now, is probably that you’ve agonized over this for so long. It was not your fault.”

      It helps to hear her say it, even if I know she’s only trying to make me feel better. It’s what adults do for kids. They lie to us so much that it gets easy for them. I don’t argue with her because it would just prolong this . . . whatever this is.

      “Whoa!” Barrett bangs on the window. “What are you doing? You can’t be in her cell!”

      My aunt frowns at him before turning back to me. “I know you aren’t Marked, but I can’t get you out of here until seventy-two hours have passed.” My aunt presses her lips together as if she’s debating something. She sighs heavily. “I’ll bring you the rest of your father’s journals so you have something to do.” She turns to leave.

      “I’m going to have to hold you too now,” Barrett says.

      My aunt laughs as she walks past him. “I’d like to see you try, kid.”

      He doesn’t bother.

      Less than an hour later, a disgruntled Barrett slides my dad’s leather bound journals through my meal drawer one at a time. My dad dated all his entries, so I put them in order and start reading. At first, they’re a little boring and I almost stop. When I think about Wesley, alone in the cold, and probably headed for the nearest Marked encampment right now, I persevere. I hope he doesn’t think I was too angry to go with him. I still can’t believe I’m fine. It may be the first stroke of luck I’ve ever had, other than not dying in the Tercera apocalypse the first time around, obviously.

      Rhonda, Job, my uncle, and Gemette all come to visit me in quarantine. Mr. Fairchild comes too, which surprises me. Other than those visits, and eating as little as possible of the regular meals of mush Barrett pushes through my meal drawer, I read. I glance at the clock on the wall. I checked in just after ten the night of the Last Supper. It’s almost six p.m. now.

      I’ll be out in four hours.

      I pick up the last journal. It’s only half full, and it begins two months before Dad died. I wonder what he’ll say in his last journal. Probably nothing great. It’s not like you know they’re your last words when you’re writing them.

      The entries are all about a specific virus Dad was working on in order to create his super vaccination. I vaguely remember him talking about it. He combined the worst viruses on earth in order to create a virus for which he could make a vaccine with the intention of protecting mankind from everything with one shot. It’s nine-thirty when I reach the second to last entry. It’s dated only ten days before he died.

      I can barely breathe, because I remember that day. Dad promised we were going to play on the beach. The beach and ocean were visible from the window of our condo, and I pestered him to walk in the sand and splash in the water every day. He put me off a lot, but that Sunday we were going. Until he changed his mind at the last minute. He said there were too many jelly fish, but I saw the flag. It wasn’t blue, it was green. No jellies.

      I squash the memories down and force myself to read what he wrote; I want to find out what he worked on instead of spending time with me. I hardly believe what I read. He bailed on the beach because he had a breakthrough in a new viral treatment method.

      One of the things I learned at some point, but had forgotten, was how viral vaccinations work. All viral vaccinations take one of three forms: first, a live but weakened virus, second, inactivated or dead viral cells, or third, a partial virus. In each case, the idea is that after vaccination, the human body will prepare a defense to a less devastating version of the virus that keeps the person from getting sick if they’re exposed to the full strength virus. Of course, the most effective vaccinations use a live virus, but there’s a significant risk to the very young, the very old, and the sick members of the population, since even a weak virus can still do some damage. It creates better immunity, but it results in more substantial illnesses too, or in rare cases, even death.

      None of the three normal vaccination methods work with Tercera because it reproduces too quickly. The human body doesn’t even recognize it as a threat when it’s first introduced. It spreads like wildfire, and then sits inert for a long time. By the time Tercera starts attacking vital functions, it’s too late. The virus is already everywhere, shutting everything down. When it was introduced ten years ago, it spread so fast that most people couldn’t have been vaccinated, even if they’d had a working vaccine.

      His entries explain that my dad’s breakthrough isn’t a vaccine at all. In the process of splicing viruses to create a consolidated one, he spawned another virus—a more aggressive one. Instead of taking over human cells, or repopulating in the human body itself, the virus takes over other viruses, including malignant ones. It lays dormant until it encounters other viral cells in the host body, and then it gobbles them up, creating more of itself as it goes. It was more aggressive than Tercera, but if his notes are right, it’s less damaging to humans. The only side effect my dad identified in primates was a stimulation of brain function that reduced the need for sleep.

      He was preparing forms for government approval to move forward with human testing. It tested one hundred percent effective with no negative side effects in lab rats, sheep and monkeys. Why didn’t someone find his notes and do something with this after Tercera broke out?

      The next passage in his journal answers my question.

      I miss the resources of my big lab so badly that I almost called my old boss to bring them in as partner, but I already have one partner who adds nothing and creates problems. I don’t want another, even if Philip would pay the fees for this application in a heartbeat. If I hand it over to Pfizer, I’ll lose all control. I wish Jack had the money for the application right now. He thinks we should create a demand first, and then our requests would be expedited. I refused of course. Jack never worries about the human lives at risk.

      Create a demand first? As in release a disease that could kill people? Something that would need to be cured? My blood runs cold. Who was this partner Jack? Thank goodness my dad refused. What a monster.

      Jack’s a much bigger idiot than I realized. Even with him creating issues every step of the way, I’m going to get approval and release this. It will cure every virus that presently plagues the human race.

      Holy crap. If he hadn’t died, my dad would’ve saved the world. I force air through my nose and exhale through my mouth. I need to finish this entry.

      Despite the difficulties, I really strive to keep my work life separate from my home life. My father never let up and I resented him for it. I want to be there for Ruby. I didn’t want to bring work home at all, but my partner and I are at odds right now so I needed a place to work that he couldn’t reach. He wants to sell the Triptych virus. I used components of Variola, HIV and Influenza to make it, and modified them all. I even coded it to only impact human cells so it won’t be as likely to mutate, but you still need a loaded gun to invent a successful bullet proof vest.

      I only created it to formulate a durable vaccination, one that will prepare human cells for most anything. I created Triptych first, but now the hacker virus should render Triptych unnecessary. I built in a three-year waiting period so if it ever does get out, there’ll be plenty of time to treat for it before anyone dies.

      Unfortunately, that very thing makes Jack think we should release it. He says it’ll improve the market for the hacker virus. He even has a buyer lined up, a political activist who—it doesn’t matter. I refused him. I locked Triptych up so he can’t reach it. I’m only keeping it in case my hacker virus fails human trials. Then I may need to reopen Triptych to try again with my multi-faceted vaccine.

      I know we need money—I’m in debt up to my eyeballs—but Jack’s not thinking straight. He hasn’t been sleeping well, and I understand marital problems well enough to empathize. He says the vultures are circling. Since he does the books, I guess he’d know.

      He thinks we’ll have plenty of time to deal with the fallout if we sell. Since I work alone, no one will ever track it back to us. The scariest thing about selling Triptych is actually the quirk I engineered into it. Since it lays dormant for so long, any humans infected wouldn’t even know anything was wrong. It could spread to most of the world’s population before anyone realized what was happening. I set it up to pass from person to person through the epithelial cells like leprae, because I wanted the vaccination to do the same. I’m tired of big pharma making a killing on everything. I want to make the world better, not worse. But if it ever got out, it would proliferate unchecked.

      I engineered an early warning system so if it ever did get out, even by accident, I’d be sure to notice. At first I planned to use hair loss, but it was too hard to code so I ended up adding a facial rash. It’s innocuous enough that I don’t think he’ll notice it, but I’ll know if it’s ever released. Thousands of people with the same facial rash should hit the news.

      My dad created Tercera.

      He would’ve stopped it before anyone died, if he’d survived his partner shooting him. Ironically, if my dad had let Jack sell it, he wouldn’t have stolen it, and maybe my dad would have survived to disburse the cure. If my dad had been more of a villain, civilization might have survived.

      The final entry is short and dated the day of Dad’s death.

      Jack and I had another fight. He threatened to call Ruby’s mother if I don’t agree to sell Triptych.

      I almost drop the book. My mother died giving birth to me.

      The sky is blue. Tercera kills. We all need sleep to function. My mother died the day I was born. These are all things I know for a fact.

      My dad, my aunt, and my uncle have always told me my mom’s dead. I have one photo of her and my dad from years before I came along, and nothing else.

      If Jack’s threatening to call her, that was a lie.

      I still refused, and he knocked me out and removed the virus right out of my safe. I paid a fortune last week to put in a hidden safe that can only be opened by me and mine. He won’t steal from me again. No one will.

      I’m so close to the solution that would render this entire discussion moot. I’ve isolated the special mechanism by which Triptych passes. It builds up first in the epithelial cells so it transfers via simple touch. I only need to incorporate that transmission method for the hacker virus and it’ll be complete. Jack doesn’t want me to add it, because if I do it’s not marketable. Why would anyone pay for something that will be transmitted by touch almost immediately after it’s released?

      He’s missing the point. My goal was never to make buckets of money. It was always to create a new world—a better world. He accuses me of wanting fame. He may be right. I miss the renown of working at a big lab, the respect, but that’s not my only reason.

      If I’m being honest with myself, more than anything else, I want to come out of hiding.

      Come out of hiding? Why were we in hiding? I was so young when we moved to Galveston that it’s mostly a blur. I thought he gave up his fancy job to have more time to spend with me.

      I gave up a lot when Ruby and I ran, but more importantly, I want Ruby and her generation to lead a very different life than I led as a kid. She won’t get sick. Her body won’t betray her.

      He gave up a lot when we ran from what?

      I don’t know if the hacker virus will work against Triptych once I change its transmission mode, or what other side effects might manifest in humans. I can’t risk using it before it’s been tested, but I have the data, and the samples to develop antibodies for Triptych. It’s tricky because the human body won’t develop these on its own. The miserable virus I made knocks out the antibody response almost immediately.

      To combat that, I developed an extra zealous antibody here by reverse engineering the strands. The bad news is that it would be tremendously hard to administer, not to mention cost prohibitive. With the rate at which Triptych would spread, there would be no way to immunize everyone in time. I made the antibodies I reverse engineered self-replicating with contact from any virus so they’ll last indefinitely once injected. I have no idea how they’d react with the attack virus I’m working on. I’d be nervous to give the same person both.

      I’m putting the rest of my research somewhere safe. Somewhere only my blood can reach. If anything happens to me, Ruby will be safe. At least I know Ruby will have what she needs.

      A huge chunk of pages following the last entry are torn out. Nothing but blank pages follow. The clock says it’s ten minutes til ten.

      My mind spins furiously. My dad invented Tercera. He must have. His partner Jack stole it and infected people. Before Dad could cure it, someone murdered him. But how did all of that happen? What happened to the hacker virus? Did he put it in the safe and lock it up, and if he did, is there even a remote chance it might still exist?

      Highly, highly unlikely, but maybe his research shows how he engineered it.

      Except the rest of the pages he wrote are missing. These journals discuss the hacker virus, but don’t contain hard data. I glance at the clock. Five minutes.

      My aunt—the person who brought me these journals—including this last one, has had them in a stack in her office. They were just sitting on the floor in a pile, so it’s a safe bet she’s read them all. Which means she already knows about my dad’s research, and she knows my mom’s alive. She never said a word about either to me. I had no idea we were on the run, or why. It slowly occurs to me that my aunt never told me my dad had been murdered, either. She actively lied to me for more than a decade.

      What’s more, she knew about a cure to Tercera ten years ago, and did nothing. Maybe the reason she didn’t hate me for letting my dad die is that she allowed billions to die.

      My aunt’s a bigger monster than me.

      At ten o’clock, I barely make eye contact with Barrett as I walk out the door to head home. Aunt Anne owes me some answers. I may have failed my dad, and my aunt may have failed the human race, but I won’t let Wesley or anyone else die when there may be a cure.

      I’m going to fix the mess my Dad made if it kills me.
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      I prepare what I’ll say to my aunt the entire walk home. Three main things upset me. First, why did my aunt conceal that my mother was alive? After my dad died, shouldn’t she have contacted my mom? Second, why didn’t my aunt ever tell me my dad created Tercera? I get that it might be depressing or stigmatize us, but she should have at least told me. And finally, if she knew my dad cured Tercera, why didn’t she go to Galveston to recover the cure herself?

      I pause in front of the door, take a deep breath, and shove it open.

      “Welcome home, Ruby!” a large banner proclaims.

      “Welcome home!” my family yells.

      Rhonda, Job, Uncle Dan and Aunt Anne crowd around me. They don’t take turns hugging me, so it becomes a giant jumble of arms and legs. The smell of rabbit stew makes me smile, until I catch sight of what’s resting in the center of the kitchen table.

      An enormous cake with chocolate frosting! Cocoa beans only grow in Latin America and Hawaii, and we no longer communicate with or travel to either location. Cocoa is basically impossible to find, and I haven’t had chocolate in years.

      “How is that possible? Or am I hallucinating?” I glance at the cake and back at Rhonda.

      She smiles greedily. “The Fairchilds had some cocoa powder, and Wesley’s mom brought over an entire tin of it to apologize for the horrible ordeal Wesley put you through.”

      Wesley’s poor mother. Her only son is Marked, and she’s sending me an apology gift. A valuable one at that.

      I intended to immediately pin my aunt down, and not let up until she’d answered my questions, but now that I’m here, it’s hard. When Job stands up to start on dishes, I realize I can’t wait any longer.

      “Aunt Anne,” I say.

      She turns to face me across the table, and squares her shoulders. She gestures of Uncle Dan to sit at her side. “Job, please sit. The dishes can wait. We need to talk.”

      She brought me the journals. She knew exactly what I’d find, so she’s had two days to prepare.

      Uncle Dan reaches over and takes his wife’s hand. He clears his throat. “Kids, we need to tell you something that Ruby recently learned, but we’ve kept from you until now.”

      “What’s going on?” Job sits down and glances from his parents to me, and back again. “You’re freaking me out.”

      “It should,” Uncle Dan says. “This is big news. We’ve been waiting until you were old enough. We planned to tell you when Ruby turned seventeen.”

      I don’t know whether to believe them. It seems awfully coincidental that I found out days before they ‘planned’ to tell me.

      “Ruby’s dad, my brother,” my aunt says, “created Tercera.”

      Rhonda’s jaw drops. Job’s mouth quirks up in a smile, and I shake my head. Not a joke.

      “How long have you known?” It’s the most crucial of all my questions. If they knew all along, they really did let the world burn. Please have an excuse, some reason why you didn’t know until recently. Please.

      “We know about your dad’s development of Tercera from reading his journals,” Aunt Anne says. “We didn’t read those journals until it was too late to do anything about it.”

      I want to believe that. Badly. “Why didn’t you read them right away?”

      Aunt Anne and Uncle Dan share a glance, then Aunt Anne says, “All we ask is that you listen. Listen to our explanation of what happened first, and then make judgments later. Because Ruby already knows that’s not even the most shocking revelation.”

      Uncle Dan frowns. “It’s not. The worst part is that Ruby’s father also engineered what he believed was a cure.”

      “A cure?” Rhonda gasps. “That’s not bad, that’s good!” She glances at me. I can see when the realization hits her. She turns back to her mom and dad. “How could you sit on information like this? All those people died.”

      “Yes, millions died. Billions. You know that academically, but you don’t remember what it was actually like.” My aunt leans back into her chair. “None of you do. You don’t even understand why so few humans survived. We’re not sure exactly how Tercera got out, though everyone suspects World Peace Now released it.”

      World Peace Now, or WPN, pronounced like weapon by its detractors, is a religious cult that proclaimed early on that Tercera was more than a simple rash. They claimed it would end humanity. They secluded themselves right away and are currently the largest group of survivors in North America. The Unmarked have nearly one hundred small communities, most with only a few thousand survivors. No one’s quite sure how many Marked kids are alive out there, but we donate enough hormone suppressants for a hundred thousand a year. WPN has at least seven heavily fortified ports, with more than half a million citizens. They outnumber the Marked by hundreds of thousands, and they outnumber the Unmarked by a wide margin as well.

      “My dad’s business partner sold it,” I say.

      My aunt says, “Your father’s partner stole the virus and released it, yes, but we aren’t sure who Jack is, and we don’t know who he sold it to. It could have been WPN or one of its founding members.”

      “How do you know my dad wasn’t involved?” I need to know. He did something that sent him on the run, and later he did something that got him murdered.

      “From what we can tell, when Tercera emerged,” my aunt says, “your father had been dead for at least a week. He couldn’t have had anything to do with its release. The blood of millions is on his partner, or if they aren’t the same, possibly the man who murdered him.” My aunt’s eyes widen and she stares at me. “Who you saw. I hadn’t thought about it before now. Can you describe him?”

      He still stars in my nightmares several times a week. He stood taller than my dad, and thinner, too. His light brown hair was cut short, and angry blue eyes stood out above a strong jaw. Freckles sprinkled his long, straight nose, but his cheeks were smooth. His mouth never stopped moving, and his perfect, huge teeth flashed as he spoke. He talked smoothly and clearly, as though he could talk his way out of anything. Even in my dreams, his voice makes my skin crawl.

      “Wait,” Rhonda says. “Your dad was murdered and you saw it?”

      I nod. It’s strangely satisfying to know Aunt Anne concealed the truth from more than just me. “He had light brown hair and blue eyes. He was taller than Dad, and thin. He wore nice clothes, like a blazer and a blue button down shirt, with shiny shoes. He had freckles on his nose.”

      My uncle asks, “Was his name Jack?”

      I stand up and pace from one end of the kitchen to the other. “I’ve been trying to remember. Dad yelled on the phone a lot, and I remember him yelling the name Jack, but I don’t recall what Jack looked like. Dad met his partner at their main lab several times, but it was always while I was at school.”

      “So the freckle faced man could be Jack?” my aunt asks.

      I close my eyes and go over that night again. “I guess, maybe, but the more I think about it, the less sense it makes. Dad seemed surprised when he saw the freckle nosed man through that little hole in the door. He bundled me off to the closet and told me not to come out, no matter what. I doubt he’d have been shocked to see his partner, or made me hide in the closet. He would’ve been angry possibly, but not surprised.”

      My aunt exchanges a glance with Uncle Dan I can’t interpret.

      “Regardless,” she says, “it was bad timing that the one man who could’ve stopped Tercera died shortly before it spread.”

      “Bad timing?” My laughter’s about two octaves too high, but I can’t seem to stop myself. I force my mouth shut. “Dad created the virus that decimated the world. Weeks before it was released, someone killed him. You don’t think he had any culpability?”

      My aunt draws herself up in her chair and squares her shoulders. “Your father was a good man. He did his utmost to keep the dangerous parts of his research safe. In fact, I’m positive his attempts to stymie this Jack caused his death, though I can’t prove it.”

      I sit down hard on one of the wooden kitchen chairs, too numb to process any more. My dad was a giant among men, a genius, gifted, the perfect father, a devoted single parent. I’ve known all these things were true my whole life, but now I’m not so sure.

      And apparently he wasn’t a single parent at all—not really. “What about my mom? You haven’t mentioned her yet.”

      My aunt sighs. For the first time ever, my aunt looks old. She puts her head in her hands for a moment, and then she straightens up and meets my eye.

      “I should’ve told you this part years ago. My only excuse is that the days blur and somehow, in a way I can’t explain, I woke up one day and you weren’t a baby anymore. Or maybe if I told you your mom was alive, and confessed that I lied about it, you might hate me for it. It’s always felt like you were my daughter, ever since we lost Don. Admitting you have another mother, well. It hurt me. I guess it doesn’t matter. I should’ve told you years ago and I didn’t.”

      “Is my mom still alive?”

      My aunt reaches across the table and puts her hand on mine, but I shake it off.

      “She’s almost certainly dead now,” she says. “By our best estimates, Tercera wiped out more than 98 percent of the world in the first three years, closer to 99.9% in North America where it originated. But she wasn’t dead before that, no.”

      “Why were Dad and I on the run? Why did Dad lie to me at all?”

      My uncle clears his throat. “Your mother left your father. It happened a lot Before, people falling out of love. She didn’t want you when you were born, and your dad took you home from the hospital with her blessing, but your Mom and her new husband showed up a few months later and tried to take you away. Instead of fighting them in the courts, your dad decided to run from it. He couldn’t face the possibility of losing you.”

      “That’s insane,” I say. “Why not just share me? I had a kid in my kindergarten class Before who lived with her mom most of the time, but then went to visit her dad sometimes too. I could’ve done that.”

      My aunt reaches for my hand again, but catches herself and balls her hands into fists. “Your mom’s new husband wasn’t stable. Your dad didn’t think he was safe. The scariest part to Don was that the new husband had a lot of money and influence, and your dad worried that he’d lose you entirely.”

      The room goes utterly silent for one moment. Then another.

      Finally Rhonda asks, “Why didn’t you go after the cure, after you found out it existed?”

      My uncle says, “We read the journals too late. Years ago Don had a huge job with a very prestigious company, Pfizer. They made all the best vaccinations. To protect Ruby from her mother and abhorrent stepfather, he gave it up. He bought a tiny cabin in the woods with most of his cash, and planned to do odd jobs for cash around the area. Harvesting, woodcutting, handyman type work.”

      “Don was a terrible handyman.” Aunt Anne snorts. “He was bored, and it showed. It wasn’t a good enough life for him, or for you. You needed friends and social interaction. He found an investor to fund his work on an idea.”

      “Jack.”

      Aunt Anne nods. “He’d been talking for years about combining viruses to create one vaccination. Limit the exposure to these kids of all the toxins. Limit the incessant visits. One shot to stop it all. He kept the project quiet, but as it progressed he needed access to more sophisticated equipment. He gambled when he moved out to Galveston to be near UTMB, the University of Texas’ Galveston campus.”

      “It seemed to pay off,” my uncle says. “He told us everything was progressing perfectly. We didn’t know anything about his investor, not even his name. He said the identity of his investor was confidential, and we didn’t press. When Don was murdered, we knew the identification documents your dad was using for you wouldn’t hold up. The authorities would discover who your mother was and contact her.”

      My aunt stands up and starts to pace the same track I walked moments ago. “We flew to Galveston immediately. I left my hospital in the lurch, but I didn’t care. Your dad had given up everything to protect you. I wasn’t sure what to do, but I knew my brother didn’t want you to go to your mother. Besides, for all I knew, she was involved in his death. She’d been searching for you. I wanted to see what the police investigation turned up before I made any decisions I couldn’t unmake.”

      “So you took me back into hiding?” I ask.

      “I was grief stricken.” A tear rolls down my aunt’s cheek and she doesn’t bother to brush it away. “My only sibling, who was also my best friend, died. I needed time. We all did. I needed to identify the best course of action for all of us.”

      My aunt, the doctor, took me and ran, just like my dad. I actually felt sorry for my mom.

      My uncle’s voice is softer than I’ve ever heard it, almost gentle compared to his usual barked commands. “It might have been an imprudent decision. It might even have been rash. But running to your dad’s cabin in the woods in Nebraska saved our lives. All of us. It’s the only reason we didn’t contract Tercera. So while you’re tallying up your father’s crimes, remember that his running away with you, and his murder, and the weeks we spent grieving in Nebraska while we tried to decide what to do, are the only things that kept you alive, kept this family alive.”

      “How did we not come in contact with anyone?” Job asks. “I thought basically everyone had Tercera within a few weeks.”

      My aunt nods. “They did. When we ran, we ordered enough food for a few weeks. The cabin was already well stocked with long term supplies from when you lived there before, Ruby.”

      My uncle says, “Anne hated shopping, because the only decent store was over an hour drive. We’d been there about two weeks when we decided to replenish our supplies. That was about the time we started hearing reports of a strange rash. WPN started broadcasts before the news even picked up the story, but not many people gave credence to its claims that the strange rash on everyone’s forehead was a Mark of impending doom. Still, we worried. Life went on, but we thought, like others, that prudence was appropriate. After all, we were free of this Mark, whatever it might portend, and very few people were.”

      “We emptied out our retirement funds and used them to order more food. Large quantities.” My aunt reaches for Rhonda.

      Rhonda pulls away, too. I’m not the only one who’s upset.

      I’m tired of them delaying the answer. “When did you read my dad’s journals?”

      My aunt shakes her head. “Not for a long time. We didn’t even know we had your dad’s journals right after he died. The day we ran, we contacted his assistant. She hadn’t been paid in a month. We offered to pay her, if she’d send us all his things. We couldn’t risk being seen if the police showed up.”

      I close my eyes and think of Aunt Anne and Uncle Dan acting like criminals, sneaking around and having other people sneak for them.

      Aunt Anne continues. “Within a few weeks of the news picking up the story, Pfizer scientists determined that the Mark was the first symptom of a viral illness that would worsen with time, sort of like HIV progresses into AIDS. By that point, almost everyone alive was already Marked, and there were plenty of people willing to cater to the paranoid, as long as enough money was involved. Very few people credited WPN’s ranting about a plague, but Pfizer’s analysis had everyone nervous. John Roth joined us immediately. He and his son had been on a hiking trip, and when they returned, everyone was talking about it. He called me right away.”

      “And you just took them in?” I ask.

      Uncle Dan nods. “He’s my oldest friend. He brought his son Sam up to Nebraska the first week after the Mark appeared. He was more nervous than most, since his dad died from some bizarre illness after traveling to Africa twenty years before.”

      I remember Sam coming to stay with us. We hadn’t been in Nebraska very long, a few weeks, maybe a month. He seemed so much older than me then. I was six, and he was nine. “I remember, but what about—”

      “We had a little money, but John Roth had a lot. Without him joining us, we might have starved,” my uncle says. “But we made it that first year without being exposed. Once the sores started showing up in year two, the whole world went crazy. We kept people away any way we could. You were all so young, I don’t know what you remember, but we tried to make sure you stayed inside as much as possible, and even outside, the cabin was fairly isolated. Ruby, you were only seven then. Rhonda, you and Job were nine.”

      Aunt Anne stops pacing and reaches for Uncle Dan’s hand. She squeezes it tightly, like thinking about all this hurts. Maybe it does. “WPN predicted the sores would worsen and death would follow. People were listening by then, since they’d been right about the virus progressing. They insisted it would carry a one hundred percent mortality rate. People were terrified. Mobs formed, riots spread. By that point, almost every human on Earth was Marked and most of them were dealing with weeping sores. WPN’s followers weren’t. They had holed up in their compounds from the beginning, casting out anyone who got infected, but everyone else who wasn’t Marked was like us. Some combination of paranoid and lucky. Lucky enough to have a bug-out spot. Paranoid enough to have been cautious once the Mark appeared.”

      “WPN told the government they had a cure,” Job says. “I remember this part. They said it had to be taken within a month of the first sores appearing. It was all over the radio programs. There were debates over whether to believe WPN, whether to take their deal and get the cure, or keep trying to find one ourselves.”

      “WPN had terms,” my aunt says. “They argued with the government for over two weeks, but in the end there were only three days left for most government officials, including the President, to take it before they were outside of the window of efficacy. WPN demanded control of communications. They demanded weapons, food, and access to energy plants, tools, and resources. Their list went on and on. They claimed they needed it all to administer the cure effectively.”

      “It wasn’t a cure,” Job says. “I remember that, too.”

      “Right.” My uncle stares at the wall, his eyes glassy. “WPN somehow discovered a way to accelerate the progression of the virus. They fooled everyone so they could wipe out the only group that could’ve broken into their compound. As far as we knew at the time, there wasn’t a cure.”

      I look sharply his way.

      My aunt notices. “Even with your dad’s work there’s no guarantee, sweetheart. It seems very likely your dad created the Tercera virus that was released, but we don’t know for sure whether he completed his solution, or how the virus might have changed since its release. Even if a cure worked then, it might not work anymore.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “When did you find out? I keep asking, and you keep talking about timelines.”

      My uncle says, “The police conducted an investigation after your dad died that turned up no answers. It did, however, turn up the fact that he was on the run, and he wasn’t who he said he was. We only have the journals because his office manager snuck them out before the police cordoned the lab off. She shipped everything she could sneak out to the cabin, and it all got stacked in the garage, and then later, they got buried under the tons of supplies we bought.”

      “When did you read them?” I ask.

      My aunt looks at me for a moment, searching my eyes for something before she speaks. “We moved here, to Mississippi, a little more than three years after the Marking began, roughly two years after the acceleration of the government, and a year after the bulk of humanity died. Most people who had survived were starving at that point, and there was no one left to produce and prepare food, or to care for the sick except for pre-pubescent children. Everyone over the age of twelve or thirteen was sick. A lot of people committed suicide. All that was left were roaming bands of Marked kids, more desperate than ever, and slowly starving. There weren’t as many as before so it seemed safer to travel.”

      She closes her eyes, massages her temples and reopens them. “We’d heard rumors that a society was forming. A society of unmarked people like us were banding together. Instead of raiding decimated towns and braving trips out to empty houses looking for undiscovered food caches, these people supposedly grew their own food, defended themselves and most of all, had a sustainable plan, which we needed. We were running out of everything fast.”

      “We calculated we had less than a month of supplies left when we left,” Uncle Dan says.

      “Which meant the garage wasn’t so full?” Job asks.

      Aunt Anne nods. “Bingo. We sifted through our belongings to decide what was important enough to bring and what we would leave behind. We found the box of things from your dad’s office manager from three years before. The journals were in there, along with a briefcase and some files. When I realized what they were, I read them all. It had occurred to me before that if anyone might have leads on how to deal with a super virus, it would be your dad, but he was dead. I didn’t realize I had his research in my possession. By the time I read through to the end, it was already too late.”

      Rhonda hasn’t moved or spoken a word, but she looks up then. “Too late for what, Mom? What about all the children?”

      The children died by the billions, most of them starving when their parents died. Some of them starved slowly over a period of years.

      “Most of them had already starved, Rhonda. We were thinking about our children. You, Job and Ruby.” My aunt puts her hand on my head and I don’t shy away this time. “We couldn’t risk pursuing it. The journals don’t have any specifics about the virus or your dad’s solution. They contain no coding or information on where he started in his research. There’s not enough for me to work from. The mentions in it of the viral delay being linked to GnRH allowed me to develop the first hormone suppressant. I led the Unmarked initiative to make and distribute it.”

      “It’s not enough,” I say. “You could’ve done more. You should’ve done more.”

      Uncle Dan slams his hand on the table. “Stop. Your aunt’s not telling you the biggest reason we didn’t take action. You know where your dad’s lab was, Ruby. That’s why we couldn’t pursue it.”

      “Galveston, Texas,” I say. “WPN’s home base. Their main compound.”

      “The most heavily armed area in North America.” My uncle leans back. “Even if your dad’s lab hadn’t been controlled by WPN, there are hundreds of miles of countryside between here and there, most of it teeming with Marked kids, who we very much pitied, but we couldn’t risk traversing it with you three.”

      “We did ask you about it.” My aunt turns toward me. “You may not remember it, but we asked if you knew anything about your dad’s work, or where he would’ve stored important things. You said you didn’t know where he’d put secret stuff. Anything you knew at the time, back when your dad wrote this, you’d forgotten by the time we asked. We don’t know what he meant, but it was such a long stretch to think that we could’ve reached the lab, much less found anything once we arrived.”

      I remember lying to them about it, because I lied about anything to do with Dad’s death.

      Rhonda stands. “Why didn’t you tell the Unmarked when you arrived? Surely they’d have sent a team. WPN may be full of lunatics and zealots, but even WPN must want a cure for Tercera.”

      “We didn’t tell the leadership with the Unmarked because of a line in the journal,” my aunt says. “It implies that only Ruby can reach the cure. We didn’t want the Unmarked to take our child. We kept the secret to protect her.”

      I remember the line. “He says something like, ‘I’m putting the research somewhere only my blood can reach.’ That’s what you’re talking about?”

      My aunt nods. “But, I’ve been giving it some thought, and I think that statement may include me, too. We went yesterday to talk to Mr. Fairchild, who’s about as motivated as anyone can be. He’s passing word of this along to the Unmarked leadership in Nashville, including John Roth, and once we get approval, we’ll leave to pursue it. We’re only waiting to find out whether John might have ideas on how to initiate contact with WPN. Maybe they’d grant us permission to search. If John thinks it’s a bad idea, we’ll sneak in.”

      I square my shoulders. No more secrets. “My dad had a safe. I didn’t tell you about it because I was scared you’d make me go back. What if you get there and you can’t get it open?”

      “How can we be sure you even can ten years later?” my aunt asks. “It’s a risk either way, but we want you here. We’ve waited to act until you were safe. It’s time for us to take that risk. Not you.”

      “I remember my dad putting it in, and I can reach it. I’m the safest bet.”

      “Ruby, you can’t know for sure that you can open it,” my uncle says.

      “I’m his blood. I have the knowledge of where it is, and I need to do this.” I pause. “For Wesley.”

      My aunt and uncle both frown. “We’ve decided you’re staying. We leave tomorrow, or the next day at the latest.”

      “That’s not fair,” I say. “If—”

      A loud moaning sound fills the air, and I cover my ears. The Unmarked warning alarms sound across the entire city in one circumstance. The Mayor sounds the alarm when the perimeter’s been breached by hostiles.

      Port Gibson’s under attack.
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      Uncle Dan and Rhonda shoot out the door without comment, both presumably armed already. Aunt Anne and Job stand up and walk to their rooms to grab their guns. We all use guns on perimeter duty starting at age twelve, but a personal gun’s issued on each citizen’s seventeenth birthday. With my past experience, I haven’t minded the lack of one. Being left home in a crisis chafes, though.

      I put on my coat, and when they return to the kitchen I ask, “Maybe I can borrow one of Uncle Dan’s tranq guns? I’m old enough, and I’ve used them on perimeter duty a lot. I can help.”

      Aunt Anne stops. “You’ve been under supervision when guarding the perimeter at all times. You haven’t passed your certification for a real gun, so no. You can’t bring a tranq. The grim reaper spared you once this week. You’ll go to the Courthouse like protocol dictates, while Job and I report to our designated zone.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but cut off when she clenches her teeth. She never budges after that, and we don’t have time to argue.

      I follow her and Job outside, but when Job goes south toward the Medical Center, and my aunt heads for the middle school, I turn north. Back to the Courthouse, yuck. At least this time I won’t have to sit in a tiny room on the second floor and stare at the wall. I sit down on the front steps when I arrive, and put my head in my hands. Gemette won’t be here, because she turned seventeen a month ago. She already has her gun and a security assignment.

      Parents drop their kids off in waves and head for their assigned areas. Claire Hartford wipes her son Adam’s nose and tells him to be brave. Robert Emler can’t get his clinging toddler Colby to release his leg without yelling. Annie Bettin deposits several children, one of which only has one sneaker. When Tina notices the missing shoe, she starts to cry. She’s not the only kid sobbing, but I can relate to her distress. The tears began over missing footwear, but they’ve morphed into a reflection of her feelings of helplessness.

      Something’s wrong with the world, and we can’t do anything about it.

      I walk inside and squat down so we’re eye level. “Hey, Tina.” I grab the puffy sleeve of her coat with my gloved hand. “You remember me, right? I’m Ruby.”

      She nods.

      “Your dad loves to go fishing, right?” I pull her a little closer.

      She nods again and wipes at her tear-streaked cheeks.

      “Your mom and dad are doing some important stuff out there, keeping us all safe, but we get to do something really neat here. We get to play some games with all the kids in Port Gibson. And you don’t need a shoe for that. Look.”

      I take my shoes off and toss them toward the wall in the entry hall.

      When she sees my gray wool socks, she cries harder. Her nose starts to run. Great job, Ruby. “Oh, no, I—”

      “Did you say games?” A little girl with red pigtails peeking out from under her cap interrupts me.

      “Yes.” I turn toward the redhead. Distraction is the goal, so maybe she can help. “You were all in bed at home, right? Thanks to the alarm, we get to be up and out of bed. It’s basically a celebration. You don’t need shoes for a pajama party.”

      Two other kids take a few steps toward me and Tina’s bawling deescalates to hiccups.

      “Have you ever played duck-duck-goose?” I ask.

      Heads shake back and forth all around me. Pretty much every kid in the room inches closer. Tina’s still sniffling, but the rest listen quietly.

      “It’s a great game,” I say. “But you need gloves. Can you all show me your gloves?” I hold up my hands to show my gloves, and all the kids around me do the same. I sit down on the floor in the middle of the Courthouse foyer. “We all sit in a circle on the floor with your shoes off and your gloves on. Who wants to give it a try?”

      Within a few minutes, all of them are sitting in a circle, except the youngest who’s probably no more than two. She sits on my lap with her gloved thumb in her mouth. I play with them for a while, but eventually Maris, a twelve-year-old girl with long dark hair who’s training for Agriculture takes over. I slip gratefully off to a quiet corner. When the baby on my lap falls asleep, I lay her down on a cot and drape a blanket over her.

      I spent all day reading in quarantine, and then went home and argued with my aunt and uncle. Now it’s past 1:00 a.m. and I’m tired. I want to sleep, but I can’t with an attack underway. I hope my family’s safe. I wonder whether the Marked attacked. It seems more likely them than WPN, since their cities run along the coast, and Port Gibson’s a river port—nowhere near the ocean.

      I wonder whether Wesley’s found a place with the Marked. I hope he found the encampment that’s closest to us. I can’t imagine he’d join any kind of attack on his hometown. I listen for gunfire, my breath puffing out in front of me as I wait, almost like time has frozen around me. I sit outside for a while counting shots. Twelve so far. Ice crystals have formed on the weeds at the base of the steps since I came out. I ought to go back inside before I freeze, too.

      “You shouldn’t be out here,” a deep voice says.

      I turn toward Sam. He’s leaning against the doorjamb, arms crossed over his chest. How long has he been standing there?

      “You pulled babysitting duty?” I ask. “How sad for you.”

      I turn back and rest my chin on my arms. I hate that I’m sitting here like a kid, listening and vainly trying to figure out what’s going on instead of seeing it for myself. Less than a week stands between me and a security assignment. I’ve dreaded being issued a firearm for years, but with Sam watching me sit with the children, I dunno. I may finally be ready.

      “Why are you here anyway?” I ask. “Aren’t you my uncle’s top guy?”

      “Your uncle sent me. Ask him.”

      My stomach clenches suddenly. What if my uncle dies? Then who would go after the cure? I hear another gunshot. A lot of bullets are flying around tonight.

      “I hope he’s okay,” I say.

      “He was fine half an hour ago when he sent me here,” Sam says.

      That answers my question of how long he’s been standing there. I wonder how long he sat and watched me staring off into nothing before saying something. “What’s going on out there? Who’s attacking?”

      “The Marked,” he says. “Who else?”

      “But why? What do they want? They haven’t attacked in over a year, and that was during a drought. They were starving, which made sense. It was less of an attack and more of an emphatic petition.”

      He shrugs, then walks down the steps and sits next to me. He sits so close, I can feel the heat radiating off of him. Everyone seems big to me, with my slight frame, but he’s massive. He even makes Rhonda, at almost six feet tall, look delicate. I’m like a kitten next to a Rottweiler.

      We sit in silence for several minutes, both immersed in our own thoughts. I smell him, but not like I always smelled Wesley. Sam certainly isn’t wearing cologne. He smells like leather, gunmetal, sweat, and the woods, but for some reason, it isn’t gross. I almost like it.

      He obviously doesn’t feel the need to fill the space around us with words. I’d always thought of Sam as being kind of dumb, but after all the arguing that went on at home this evening, I have a newfound appreciation for silence.

      When he stands suddenly and without apparent reason, I feel bereft, cold, and alone. Several moments later, a patrol comes into view. How had he seen it that far out? When I stand for a better view, he moves in front of me so fast he’s a blur. The wall of his body blocks my view completely.

      “Who’s there?” Sam asks.

      “Trevor Stayley and Jonas Hill,” a high tenor says.

      “And how’s it going?”

      “They’ve pushed them back out beyond the wall. We still have to secure the perimeter and do sweeps.” When I lean around Sam, I can barely make out the short stocky man who’s talking in the dark. It’s Trevor. “It was definitely an attack, not a raid. They weren’t after supplies.”

      “I know. I was in Zone Six earlier.” Sam’s shoulders are tense, like he’s ready for a fight.

      “Is something wrong?” I whisper.

      He shakes his head slightly in response, then says, “Any orders?”

      Trevor says, “No, I think it’s almost over. They don’t have the resources to really push. Stay in place. Once the alarm sounds again, you can release the kids to their parents.”

      Sam’s shoulders relax, and he sits down. I circle around and sit next to him.

      He raises one eyebrow. “Minors stay inside. They could’ve been a threat.”

      I toss my head. “Oh, please. It’s not like they could even see me around your ginormous chest.”

      He cocks his head to one side and raises one eyebrow, but his eyes scan the street. That’s Sam’s problem. He’s always too focused on work. I should go inside. If nothing else, it’s warmer in there, but for some reason, I want to stay and see more. I’ve never seen him like this, and I scoot a little closer. Heat rolls off him in waves, like a furnace.

      “The Marked attacking without provocation is weird,” I say.

      Sam grunts.

      I wonder. “Who would be in charge of Defense for Port Gibson if my uncle were to leave? Temporarily, I mean.”

      Sam turns toward me. “Did it get approved?”

      My jaw drops. “You know about my aunt and uncle’s plans?”

      “Your uncle tells me most everything. He had to in this case, because I’ll be in charge while he’s gone.”

      “I should go with them,” I say. “If they insist on going, that’s fine, but it’s my dad’s research, and I know more about that condo and the safe he installed than anyone else.”

      Sam sighs. “Your uncle got a gold medal in sharp shooting at two Olympic Games. He’s the perfect person to run the ops on a trip down to WPN, and he has the best odds of getting through in a tactical op.”

      “I’m fine with letting him come. He can even run point, but they should bring me.”

      “Why?” Sam asks. “So you can feel useful?”

      Blood rushes into my cheeks. “They may need me, my blood, or my DNA or my fingerprint, to get into the safe.”

      “Your aunt is the Unmarked’s foremost medical researcher. If anyone can figure out how to crack a safe that’s biologically linked, it’s her. We receive training on breaking safes in Defense, too.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “When the CentiCouncil wants something hidden, who do you think pursues that?”

      “Defense?”

      He nods. “Besides. Even if your aunt couldn’t go or went and couldn’t extricate the information from the safe, your uncle can bring it back to Port Gibson. You can open it here, in safety.”

      “He’ll bring it how exactly? Rip it out of the wall?” I wonder about Sam sometimes. I really do. “You’re right. Tearing hidden safes out of concrete sounds simpler than letting me tag along.”

      He quirks one eyebrow at me.

      “You think I should sit here and wait for them to come back with the cure?”

      Sam glances back at the kids behind us. “You’re young and untrained. You should stay inside the walls of Port Gibson where we can keep you safe.”

      “Who’s we? You and Rhonda?”

      “She’s almost as good a shot as her dad.”

      I wonder whether anything’s going on between Rhonda and Sam. They’re in Defense together, and now that I think about it, Rhonda talks about him a lot. They’re both prodigies in every form of fighting, and they’re both so gorgeous it’s like a slap in the face to look at them. Besides, Sam may be the only guy in Port Gibson tall enough to date her.

      Why hadn’t I considered this before? And now that it’s occurred to me, why does it bother me? I need to know.

      It’s better to be completely clear with Sam. He doesn’t pick up on my subtle questions, or if he does, he ignores them. “How long have you been seeing Rhonda?”

      He glances my way, face scrunched up. “What?”

      “I’m pretty good at reading people, you know.”

      He laughs, full-throated and deep. Sam doesn’t laugh too often.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You talk a lot.”

      “You never say anything.”

      He rolls his eyes upward.

      “I can do this all day,” I say. “I’m like a squirrel with a nut.”

      Still nothing but a lopsided smile.

      I need to shake him up. “At least tell me if she’s a good kisser.”

      Sam looks gob smacked. “I would never kiss Rhonda.”

      My heart stutters. Why am I relieved? Wesley’s face flashes through my mind. I feel guilty for even talking to Sam when I should be inside instead. Which is stupid. Even if I did like Sam, which I don’t, I’d have no reason to feel bad about it. Wesley’s gone. He and I aren’t anything.

      “You wouldn’t?” I ask.

      “She’s like my sister.”

      “Oh.” Which makes me the annoying younger sister. We did all grow up together, so that makes sense.

      The alarm bells sound.

      “Wait until the kids are gone, and I’ll walk you home,” he says.

      Great. Sam thinks of me like his sister, and now he wants to walk me home to make sure I’m okay. “Are you crazy? I’m not a dog. I don’t need to be walked. They wouldn’t sound the alarm unless everything was clear.”

      He stares at me for too long. “Fine.”

      I run home as fast as I can. I want to talk to my uncle and convince them to take me along, but when I get home, no one else is there. I brush my teeth and change into pajamas. Still alone, I lay down on my bed and close my eyes.

      Memories of Wesley crowd my mind, jumbling my thoughts. He’s Marked, and my dad created Tercera. Dad’s partner released it, and I can find the cure, I just know it.

      Ten years ago, I hid in a closet while my dad got shot. I didn’t step out to defend him against the freckled man. I didn’t call the police or the paramedics. I was too cowardly to act, and the world fell apart. My aunt compounded the problem by thinking our safety mattered more than the lives of hundreds of thousands.

      No more catastrophically bad calls. My aunt and uncle want to go without me? Too bad. I’m leaving tomorrow headed for Galveston, with or without their permission.
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      The rumbling of my belly wakes me up. When I finally pry my eyes open, I glance out my window and realize I slept in pretty badly. I want to stay here, tucked inside warm blankets. Except I need energy to confront my aunt and uncle and demand they take me along. My whole body shivers with cold, and my stomach growls while I check on the chickens. I pump some water for them, fill their grain bin and take the eggs back inside. I fry the eggs and stick some crusty two-day old bread in the toaster oven. I wolf down several pieces of toast and three eggs before my stomach stops threatening to revolt.

      Now that I’m not starving, I wander around the house. Everyone else should’ve slept in too, but no one’s here. I look on the kitchen counter and breakfast table for notes. No luck.  I walk by the front door, and notice two pieces of paper jammed in the crack between the door and the doorframe.

      I pull them both out. The first is wrinkled and worn. I smooth it out enough to read it.

      Kids,

      In light of last night’s aggression, the CentiCouncil’s moving up our timetable. From what we gathered, they worry the hormone suppressants are failing. They’re not working at all for some and the side effects are worsening for others. We’re leaving this morning, bound for Galveston and the cure. Stay here, be safe, and trust in us to fix this.

      Love, Dad

      They left before I could even try to convince them? I crumple the note without thinking and realize Rhonda must’ve done the same.

      I open the next note.

      Ruby,

      Mom and Dad left early this morning. Rhonda and I thought you needed sleep. Besides, you don’t have to work today because your Path is due. Mom said you’re thinking of Pathing Science? I think that’s great. Just make sure your selection’s handed in by noon today. See you tonight.

      Love, Job

      Rhonda was probably as upset as me at being left behind. It looks like Job convinced her to wait it out. I’m not so willing to sit on my hands. If the Marked are attacking and things are desperate, now’s not the time to hope for the best. They need me to have the best chance of reaching Dad’s research.

      A razor wire fence surrounds Port Gibson, and guards are stationed around the fields of crops too. They keep people from coming in, but they also make it hard to leave without permission. I could stay here and Path Science like my family wants.

      Science among the Unmarked has two main tasks. Scientists create the hormonal suppressant for the kids who are Marked so they don’t undergo puberty. It keeps the Mark from progressing, but it doesn’t allow them to really live. They’re adults trapped in the bodies of pre-teens. It was a Band-Aid meant to be ripped off, only we never cured the underlying problem. The only other task for science is treatment of the population of the Unmarked. Pharmacists manufacture small batches of medicine, and physicians administer it. I don’t want to slap Band-Aids on the Unmarked, or the people of Port Gibson either.

      I want to fix the real problem. I need to go after my aunt and uncle, but how can I catch them? My uncle would’ve taken one of the Defense trucks. I don’t know exactly what time they left, but I’ll never catch them without comparable transportation myself. Luckily I learned the basics about automobiles during my time in Defense: driving, maintenance and basic repairs. Now all I need to do is locate one to steal.

      Uncle Dan should have the location of each Defense vehicle in Port Gibson written down somewhere. Defense protocol dictates they check and move them after every Marked attack since occasionally the Marked kids would find and hotwire one. Better to know it’s missing  right away than need one and be without. In fact, if I find a truck and escape, Sam and his people will likely assume it was stolen by the attackers.

      Of course, for my plan to work, I need to find the truck before the locations change. I run to my uncle’s desk in the shared office and rummage around. I don’t find anything in his drawers or file folders. The coordinates must be in the safe under the desk that’s bolted into the floor. I groan.

      I try my uncle’s birthday. It doesn’t work. I try his anniversary. No go. I try my aunt’s birthday. Still no luck. I try Job and Rhonda’s birthday and the light still blinks red. I slam my hand against the top of the safe. My birthday, the year Job, Rhonda and me were all born in order, Dad’s birthday, Dad’s death date, the date of the acceleration of the government. None of them work. I should’ve woken up earlier. I should’ve paid more attention to my uncle.

      I try the day we joined the Unmarked here in Port Gibson. When that works, I breathe a heavy sigh of relief. I pull out a stack of papers and shuffle through them until I find it. The list of cars. I scan it for an automatic truck. I learned to drive standard transmissions, but it’s been months since I’ve done it, and I sucked at shifting. I take the map to its location, and rummage around my uncle’s desk again until I find a map that shows all of Mississippi and Texas. I glance over the possible routes to Galveston from here. There aren’t many, especially since the smaller roads have almost certainly become so overgrown they’ll take forever. I need to make up time to catch them, not lose it.

      I dress for travel and start packing, tossing in anything that comes to mind. I head back downstairs to look for food. I empty out the last of the granola bars I made last week, wrap them in cheesecloth, and stuff them into my backpack. The rest of the pantry looks surprisingly bare, probably because Uncle Dan and Aunt Anne already raided it for food. I grab the end of the bread, a hunk of goat cheese, and a few packages of dried fruit.

      I duck out back and grab my rabbit snares from the shed. I usually only use them in the spring and summer to keep the garden pest free, but they might come in handy if I can’t reach Aunt Anne and Uncle Dan quickly. I snag a handful of small herb sacks too, in case I get stuck eating rabbits on the way. I pull up some potatoes and carrots from the greenhouse and zip up my mostly empty bag. I’m rummaging around in the fridge when I hear it.

      A knock at the front door.

      I jump and hit my head on the shelf above me. I run through a list of possible visitors before deciding not to answer. None of them would know what was going on, except maybe Mr. Fairchild, and no adult in town will ever allow me to leave, including him. Luckily, no one could see me from the door where I’m crouched. We have a big window in the kitchen over the sink and another in the breakfast room, but as long as I stay down low, they can’t see me from them.

      I turn back to the fridge and fish out a pack of batteries. Why keep batteries in the fridge? As far as I know, there’s no sensible science behind it. I bend back around to check the drawers at the bottom. A small early season tomato we picked before the freeze, and a single, shriveled bell pepper that survived the previously mild winter in the greenhouse. Rabbit stew’s looking more and more likely.

      Another knock, harder this time. Who would be this persistent? Gemette wondering what I’m Pathing? Job or Rhonda would walk through the door, not knock.

      “Ruby!”

      A voice I know. It’s Sam, of course it is. Uncle Dan probably asked him to look in on me since he sees me as a sister. Kids need checking on, after all. Ugh. Maybe if I stay the course, he’ll think I’m sleeping and go away.

      “You may as well answer, Ruby. I hear you moving around.”

      He’s lying. He can’t possibly hear me rummaging in the fridge from across the room, through a solid wooden door. Nice try, but no way. I check the last drawer. A handful of mushy strawberries and a squishy onion. I grab the berries and leave the onion, push the drawer closed, and shut the fridge.

      “Ruby, you’re digging around in your icebox. Answer the door.”

      I drop the berries. How could he possibly know that?

      He knocks again, harder this time. “Ruby. Door. Now.”

      Or what? No way I’m listening to some lecture. I suspect most of the adults in town would try to stop me from leaving, but I know Sam will. He’s trained to notice small details. If he comes in, he’ll notice my backpack, probably try to preempt my trip, and dump me in some kind of daycare prison. ‘For my own good.’

      I think about it. He may have guessed right, but he can’t have heard me, not really. I’m not afraid of him—he’s not going to stop me. I duck behind the island in the kitchen, prepared to wait him out.

      CRASH.

      What was that? When I peek around the corner of the island, Sam’s glowering at me from our entryway, the oak door hanging askew behind him.

      I hop up without thinking. “You broke our door down? What’s wrong with you? Why didn’t you just go away like a normal person?”

      “I’m abnormal?” Sam asks. “You’re hiding behind the island, holding . . . what is that?”

      “A honey pot, not that it’s any of your business.” I brandish it at him, which isn’t the best idea. Honey spills over and drips down my arm.

      “What would you do right now,” he asks, “if I meant you harm? Pray I had a honey allergy?”

      He steps toward me and he doesn’t look happy.

      “Do you mean me harm?” I put the honey pot down and put my hands on my hips, forgetting my right hand’s sticky. Drat. “Oh, stop glaring at me. I’m not the one who just broke into someone’s home, destroying his boss’s property in the process.” I look more closely at our front door. “You splintered the hinges right out of the wall!”

      “Sorry,” he says.

      “You’re sorry? What about offering to fix it? Apologizing profusely might help.”

      “I said sorry.”

      “You should be.” I narrow my eyes at him. “You will be, actually. I fully intend to tattle on you.”

      Sam rolls his eyes. “It’ll take like two minutes to fix. I’ll replace the hinges.”

      I look at the door again. Chunks were torn from the wall. Think again, Sam. This is a major repair, you big ox.

      “You never answered me.” I huff for emphasis, and lift my chin in the air defiantly. “Why are you even here? What do you want?”

      “Your uncle sent me.”

      “When?” I ask. “My uncle’s gone, so he couldn’t have sent anyone.”

      “He asked me to look in on you today. Before he left last night.”

      “Wait.” I put my hands on my hips. “You saw him after the attack? You knew he was leaving?”

      “Yes.”

      “Enough with the vague responses. What’s going on?”

      “Last night, after they released us and you ran away, your uncle came by. He made me promise to take care of you while they’re gone.”

      I stomp my foot. “I’m an adult.”

      “Not for a few more days you aren’t. And you aren’t going anywhere.”

      “Why would you think I’m going somewhere?” I kick my backpack around the edge of the island, covering the sound with a snort.

      “Why, indeed.” He strides past me into the kitchen and leans over, muscles in his back rippling visibly under his t-shirt. He picks up my backpack and dangles it from his index finger. “You usually pack a bag with,” he pokes around in the bag with his big ham hands, “garden snares, potatoes, and dried herbs for no reason? Maybe you meant to carry them up to your room. Are you planting a window garden or dealing with a rodent problem up there?”

      “I was going on a hike.” I huff. “I thought I’d set some snares while I was out to supplement my meals here for a while. I happen to love rabbit stew. The granola bars are in case I get hungry while I’m outside laying snares.” I reach toward him to take the backpack, noting he isn’t wearing gloves. He has enormous hands, which makes sense. Every part of Sam’s oversized. He doesn’t resist when I yank it back. I pull it open and shake the contents around as though he hadn’t just rifled through them. “Six granola bars, some water bottles, carrots and potatoes to lure the rabbits, and a snare. Hardly provisions for a long trip.”

      “Rabbits eat a lot of potatoes these days?” He cocks his head sideways and narrows his eyes at me. Intelligent eyes, eyes I can’t quite pin down as green or gold.

      “They do. They’ll eat most anything.”

      Sam rolls his eyes. “Or maybe your aunt and uncle cleared out your pantry when they left and that’s all you could find.”

      I sit down and throw my hands up in the air. “Fine, you caught me. I was about to make the most pathetic attempt ever to follow them. How could you possibly have known that? I didn’t decide myself until this morning.”

      “I’ve known you for more than ten years.”

      “Wait, you talked to my uncle. Did he say which direction they’re heading?”

      He raises one eyebrow. “Why would I tell you?”

      “You’re saying you knew me so well that you knew I’d try to follow them?”

      He shrugs. “I came to remind you that your Path choice is due today.”

      “Excuse me?” I stand up and put my hands on my hips. “I don’t need reminders. I’m not ten years old.”

      “You only have an hour and a half left.”

      I scowl. “I’m not a child.”

      “You are for three more days,” Sam says.

      I scowl at him mightily, but he doesn’t budge. I walk across the room and snatch my Path form off the entry table. I scrawl “Science” in the box and hand it to him. “Here. If you care so much, you can go drop it off.”

      Sam glances down at the form and both his eyebrows rise.

      “What? You expected me to stay in Sanitation?”

      He shrugs. “None of my business.” He folds up the paper and tucks it into his pocket.

      “No,” I say, “it isn’t.”

      He walks out the door and down the road. He glances back once, and I hurriedly duck, but not before he sees me looking and smiles. Once I’m sure he’s out of sight, I can leave. Rhonda or Job could come check on me next, and they won’t be as easy to redirect.

      I pull a knit cap down over my head and wrap a scarf around my neck and over the bottom half of my face. I don’t think anyone else will be looking for me, but covering up my most recognizable feature, my curly blonde mop, seems like a good plan just in case.

      I sneak out of the house, watching for Sam. He’s smarter than I thought, and if he only pretended to leave . . . but when I don’t see any sign of him, I take off at a jog. My uncle always had the emergency trucks moved from the closest in to town outward as a simple matter of expediency. The least likely truck to have been moved would be the one farthest away, which happens to be an automatic. I’d normally walk right through town to get to the northwest side, but today all the seventeen-year-olds have the day off and most of them are hanging out or celebrating. I’m surprised Gemette hasn’t come over, actually. It’ll be hard to explain my large backpack if I run into one of them, so I need to avoid that.

      An enormous wall surrounds Port Gibson, from McComb Avenue on the south side up to Bayou Pierre on the north. The Bayou isn’t walled off as consistently, because it’s used to water the crops, but guards are posted along every section with a gap, and the water itself forms a natural barrier. The wall runs along the outside of Bridewell Lane down from Bayou Pierre; on the west it runs down behind the middle school.

      The wall itself consists of a ten foot wooden fence, topped with razor wire. Behind that, on the Port Gibson side, there’s a second fence of chain link. I think that went up first, but then Mayor Fairchild didn’t want the Marked kids to be able to see what was going on, or where crops and buildings were located. We worked on the fencing by sections for years, and now we maintain it the same way.

      The easiest way to get down to Galveston would be to take a truck south out of Port Gibson and hop on Highway Sixty-one, but since I’m not approved to go and I’m basically stealing a truck, I need to avoid the Unmarked and the Marked. I also need the truck to still be where Uncle Dan last logged its location, which means I’m hiking way past the fence.

      That leaves me heading northwest, which incidentally means I didn’t lie to Sam. I am going for a hike. At least it’s all on the Unmarked side of things. Most Marked kids don’t seem hostile, the attack last night notwithstanding. They usually keep West of the Mississippi, at least down until Baton Rouge when they sprawl all over. They’d already staked the claim on Baton Rouge when the Unmarked asked for the east of the Mississippi.

      The roads around Port Gibson stay clear to allow travel to the other Unmarked cities. I think Oil Mill to Grand Gulf, followed by Sixty-one to Natchez Trace will work. Then I can circle around Port Gibson so I’m not stopped. It’ll eat up a lot of gasoline, and I’m not sure how much each truck has. I bite my lip, because there’s nothing I can do about that.

      I hike along the edge of town until I reach the first gap, where Bayou Pierre meets the wall. I pull my boots off and roll my pants up, then I wait in the bushes until shift change. As soon as Mark leaves, I sneak around the edge of the wall, sinking into the Bayou up to my knees. So much for rolling my pants up.

      Gah, the water’s freezing. I only pass undetected because they train us to watch for ingress, not departure. Once I’m through, I run to the closest thicket, wincing when I step on sharp twigs and rocks. I hide long enough to wipe my feet as clean as possible, and put my socks and boots back on. I can’t help my pants being soaked, or the fact that they’re now dripping annoyingly into my boots. I move up Oil Mill Road until I pass the abandoned Addison Elementary school. Weeds fill the grounds, and vines climb the walls. A deer bounds across the playground, startled by my presence.

      I spot the section of forest past the school where the truck’s supposed to be hidden, and I’m moving toward it when I hear a crackle somewhere behind me. Probably the snapping of a twig, but from what? I jump and spin around.

      “Who’s there?” I ask.

      Sam steps out behind me and grins. “You look just like that deer. The question is, can you run as fast?”

      “How long have you been following me?” I’m beginning to wonder whether he snapped that twig on purpose, so I’d know he was here.

      He shakes his head. “If I were following you, I’d have wet pants too.” He looks pointedly at my dripping jeans. “I came over the wall, not through the Bayou. I’m here on official business.”

      He’s moving the truck I’m headed for. Dangit.

      “My aunt and uncle left alone, but they’re gonna need me,” I say. “I need to go to Galveston.”

      Sam shakes his head. “Not in one of my trucks, and certainly not alone. It’s not safe right now, Ruby. The Marked are acting almost as crazy as you.”

      I clench my fists and refrain bite down on my lip so I won’t scream at him. This is already a long shot, and yelling won’t help my case. “You don’t need to watch me. This isn’t your problem. Just let me go. You can report that the truck was already gone. You said yourself you’ve known me for ten years. Do me one favor. Please.”

      Sam shakes his head. “I’m done talking about this. We’re going back. If I have to tie you up to keep you there, I will.”

      I square my shoulders and plant my boots shoulder width apart. “I know what I need to do and I’m going to do it.”

      Sam laughs, steps closer to me, and lowers his voice. “Look Ruby, I get that you want to help, but you need to let the adults handle it. People are getting Marked out there. Stay here.”

      I want to scream. “I am an adult, Sam. I won’t just sit here in Port Gibson while my aunt and uncle go alone. They need me.”

      Sam rolls his eyes. “Before your uncle left he made me swear an oath to keep you safe.”

      “Then come with me,” I say.

      Muscles work in Sam’s jaw. He seems to be weighing something and I wonder what. “What is it? Tell me.”

      “Your uncle left abruptly for a reason.”

      My stomach drops. “Don’t you mean my aunt and uncle left abruptly?”

      “Your aunt was Marked last night. She’s in quarantine.”

      No. “Why didn’t they tell us?”

      Sam shakes his head, but I already know. Because without my aunt, my uncle needs me to get into the safe. He knew I’d insist on going.

      “Where did my uncle go, Sam?”

      Sam sighs. “Your aunt needs the cure, but she made him promise not to tell you. She wants to keep you safe. Your uncle went to ask my dad for help. He thinks WPN will listen to my dad in a way they won’t if we just show up at the bridge.”

      “Uncle Dan’s asking your dad to petition WPN as leader of the Unmarked?”

      Sam nods.

      We’re finally about to leave to look for the cure, and my aunt gets Marked. We should have better communication channels set up with the Marked. Dropping messages with the hormonal suppressants is completely insufficient. Everyone’s too afraid to risk anything. What if they’re trying to get our attention, or tell us something that we need to know?

      I ask, “Why did the Marked attack?”

      “Your uncle didn’t give me details, and he made me promise not to tell you any of this. They’ll try diplomatic channels, and if that fails, they’ll send a tactical team.”

      I want to cry. “But there’s no way they can get into my dad’s safe, not without my blood or my aunt’s. I have to go, don’t you see?”

      Sam crosses his arms and sighs. “Diplomatic requests won’t get us anywhere. I requested to be on that team, Ruby. I’ll get the cure, if there is one. I promise.”

      A tear escapes to roll down my cheek, and I wipe it away. “Why can’t we go now? Before WPN knows anyone’s coming? We could get in and get out. When the diplomacy fails, if we go in with a strike team, it could spark a war.”

      “Our strike team would be disavowed. My dad might suck, but he’s a decent leader.”

      “He wouldn’t ever send his only son on a secret mission. Be reasonable, Sam.”

      He shakes his head. “You really don’t know my dad. Come with me to get the truck moved. We can keep talking, but I have orders to follow, Ruby. I don’t run the world.”

      It’s the best offer I’ll get. Sam sets out across the clearing and I follow.

      “So you’re in charge, but they still have you moving trucks?”

      “Port Gibson doesn’t have that many defense personnel. As you know, all citizens are required to help, but with your uncle gone and Roger injured, there aren’t many people with clearance to know vehicle locations. Emergency transportation’s important. Plus, I have an aptitude for hiding things.” Sam shoves a tree branch aside and I belatedly notice the truck. I might never have found it without him.

      He tosses me the keys and starts shifting branches to clear the way for us to move it.

      “We could take this truck and head out right now,” I say. “If you’re brave enough to risk doing the right thing, instead of following orders.”

      Sam sighs. “Sit inside with the doors locked until I finish clearing the way. Also, don’t beg. It’s sad.”

      “I’m not begging! I’m cajoling, sure, and maybe insulting a little, but not begging.”

      Sam slams me to the ground in the same instant I hear a gunshot. Does he have some sixth sense I don’t possess?

      He curses by my ear.

      “Get in the truck,” he growls.

      Another gunshot, closer this time.

      “Scratch that,” he whispers. “Follow me.”

      Sam crawls along the ground quickly, reaching the truck and sliding under it to the passenger side.

      “Stay on the ground behind the wheel.” He leaps up lightning quick and pulls a big black bag out of the truck bed.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “More ammo. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”

      “How many are there?” I ask. “And who is it? Do you know?”

      “I don’t know.” He swears again. “It’s probably Marked kids. They’ve all lost their minds.”

      “You can’t kill kids.”

      “They’re on the suppressant, Ruby. They’re probably older than either of us.”

      “They’re still people.”

      “People who want our truck and are shooting at us.”

      Sam pops up, gun in hand, and squeezes off half a dozen shots. He drops back down and spits in the dirt.

      “How many?” I ask again.

      “Way too many.”

      “Five?” I ask. “Ten?”

      “More. Forty, maybe fifty.”

      “Did you see anyone you know?”

      “Are you asking me if your aunt is out there?”

      I shake my head. I know she’s got to be back home in quarantine.

      “You’re asking about your boyfriend.”

      I want to know if he’s shooting at Wesley. I nod. “Is he out there? We can’t shoot forty people. Maybe we should surrender.” If Wesley’s out there, he’ll keep us safe. I know it.

      Sam shakes his head. “I didn’t see him.”

      I sigh with relief.

      “You’re wrong, though,” Sam says. “I can shoot them all.”

      “You can shoot forty people without being hit?”

      Sam doesn’t answer.

      “If you might be hit, that’s unacceptable to me.” I put my hand on his arm. “There’s got to be an option B. One that keeps us safe, and doesn’t kill forty of them. What about a tranq gun?”

      Sam grits his teeth. “I’m a great shot and I have perfect vision, but they’re out of range for a tranq.”

      “We could run.”

      Sam shakes his head. “We have a car that runs, and we have supplies, but they have guns themselves, and without some kind of distraction, we’ll never get in the car alive unless you let me start thinning the herd. Once I’ve killed ten or twenty, the others will run.”

      Another gunshot cracks behind us, and dirt sprays to my left. It startles me, and that gives me an idea. “Do you have any gunpowder?”

      Sam pops up again and shoots off a few more rounds over the hood. He slides the bag over to me. “Maybe. Why?”

      I sit up to rummage in the bag, but Sam yanks me down to the ground again. “Don’t give them a target.”

      “Sorry.” I look in the bag again, but this time I stay flat on my stomach. It’s harder, but I find it. A little keg of gunpowder for reloading. Perfect.

      “We need to get into the car and drive away, right?”

      “Right.” Sam fires off three more shots. I cringe. By my count, he’s pulled the trigger twelve times now. If I know Sam, that means a dozen hits.

      “You aren’t killing people, right?“

      He sighs. “I’m accurate, Ruby. To my knowledge, I haven’t killed any of our very precious attackers. Yet.”

      “Speaking of, you won the sharpshooter award, like, six times, right?”

      “What’s your point?” he asks.

      “My aim sucks, but my uncle did something on our trip down to Mississippi. Remember when he scared off that bear?”

      His eyes widen. “He filled a metal box with gunpowder and had my dad throw the box as far and as high as he could. Your dad shot it. The metal sparked from the shot and ignited the gunpowder. The explosion scared the bear and it ran off.” Sam eyed the metal keg of powder. “It might work, but there’s no way you can throw it far enough.”

      He’s right.

      “You can’t,” Sam mutters, “but maybe I can.”

      I shake my head. “Won’t work. No way I could hit it. I barely know how to shoot at all.”

      “I’ll throw it into a tree. If it lodges in the branches, I can shoot it. I need some armor piercing rounds though, or it’ll glance off.” He looks at me for a long moment. “How many kegs are there?”

      “Two.” I pull out the other one.

      “I can miss once,” Sam says.

      He holds out his hand and lobs the small keg into the air. It flies far and high and branches crash above the heads of the group of kids. Then I hear it thunk onto the ground. This time, it’s me that curses.

      He doesn’t speak. He just holds out his hand. My hand shakes when I place the last one in it, but his holds steady. He breathes in and out a few times and then throws it. It sails up far, too far, and high, too high. Leaves rustle as it passes, but then I can’t see anything else.

      “Crap, Sam, I can’t even see it. No way to hit what you can’t see it. I’m sorry. It was a dumb idea.”

      Sam ducks down and grabs a rifle. He places some rounds in a clip and snaps it into place. “I see it.”

      “No way. You threw it way too far.”

      Sam stands up and fires off two rounds. An explosion, followed by lots of shouting. Sam grabs my arm and hauls me into the truck. He slides over to the driver seat while I pull the door shut. The Marked kids are running the wrong way. They’re heading for Port Gibson, forming a loose group in the road blocking our path back home.

      Sam turns the key in the ignition and the truck roars to life. “Get down. We’re leaving.” He floors it and the truck lurches forward, slamming through underbrush and onto the main road. Gun shots fire behind us, but none hit the truck.

      We drive for a long time in silence, only stopping to clear the road when tree limbs or other debris block our path. He takes Grand Gulf Road like I planned to, but instead of taking Sixty-one South to Port Gibson, he takes Eighteen East toward Natchez Trace Parkway.

      “What’re you doing?” I ask.

      “The Marked are blocking Sixty-one, but we need to get south, right?” He glances my way, and raises one eyebrow. “I know some back roads that’ll take us down from Hermanville.”

      “Why would we drive to Hermanville?”

      He shrugs. “It’s on the way to Galveston.”

      I gasp. “You changed your mind?”

      “Your uncle made me promise to keep you safe. With the Marked kids acting insane, it’s not safe for you in Port Gibson.”

      But is Port Gibson safe without Sam?
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      We drive in silence so Sam can pay attention to the road. Potholes, rusted out cars that ran out of gas and coasted to the edge of the road, and debris clutter it up this far from town. Animals unfamiliar with the perils of cars periodically shoot across the road too. Sam guides the old, four-wheel-drive truck around branches, over crumbling sections, and through water over the road.

      Just before we reach the abandoned town of Fayette, about twenty miles away from Port Gibson, we encounter a trunk that’s too large to drive around. Sam shuts the truck off and climbs out. His eyes dart back and forth, scanning the woods around us, as though he’s expecting an ambush. Maybe he is. Sam squats near the largest part of the fallen tree and reaches around the trunk.

      “Wait,” I say. “I can help.”

      Sam doesn’t roll his eyes or scoff, which I appreciate. I jog around to the other end of the trunk. I throw my arms around it, but I can’t seem to grip anything very well. The trunk’s so large that my hands keep slipping. I’m still scrabbling at it when it lifts off the ground. Sam grunts and the enormous trunk slides back four feet. An exhalation of breath and it moves another three. I finally abandon any pretense of helping to watch as his muscles bulge, and the enormous blockade disappears from the road.

      Once the tree has been relocated, Sam circles around to the truck. Instead of getting in, he starts rummaging around in the bed.

      I walk up behind him. “What are you doing?”

      He doesn’t pause in his search. “Checking our supplies.”

      “What do we have?”

      “The basics stored in every emergency truck. Fuel, tools, weapons, ammo. A mix of tranqs and bullets. Blankets and a tent, a hatchet. Water purification tablets and a little food.”

      “Good thing you have food, because all I’ve got is what you saw earlier. Granola bars, carrots, potatoes, and a handful of sad strawberries.”

      Sam climbs back into the truck. I follow his lead and circle around to hop in and slide up onto the bench seat.

      He says, “You won’t be impressed with Defense rations.”

      I remember. My stomach rumbles. “I think I’ll have a granola bar now. You want one too?”

      He holds out his black-gloved hand in response. I set a crumbly granola bar in it, careful not to brush my glove against his. “So you didn’t see anyone you knew back there with the Marked kids?”

      “Still worried about your boyfriend.”

      “He isn’t my boyfriend,” I say, “but no. You already said Wesley wasn’t with them, but I know you shot quite a few. I’m wondering if you knew any of them. Today or last night.”

      “I didn’t shoot anyone I’ve met either time.”

      “How can you be sure?” I ask. “They were pretty far away.”

      “I have excellent eyesight, and even better aim.”

      “You don’t know everyone I’ve met.”

      He eyes me sideways. “Don’t I?”

      I roll my eyes, but Sam isn’t looking, so it’s pointless. I glance at the road. It’s clear, but we aren’t moving yet. Maybe Sam needs some help navigating. I rustle around in my bag until I locate my map. I glance down at the road. “You just missed the turn off for thirty-three, but if we go back a half mile and take it south, I think we may get to Galveston faster.”

      Since I’m puzzling out the roads on the map, I don’t see him until he’s right in front of me. He’s leaning across the seat, his face hovering inches from mine, breathing my air. I smell him again, stronger than last night. Leather, metal, and something else. I breathe it in greedily. I should shove him away. I have no idea why he’s invaded my space, but I like it.

      The butterflies in my stomach swoop and swirl. I wonder whether he’s going to kiss me. I close my eyes.

      Then I hear a click. He buckled my seatbelt. The seat shifts when he slides back over to his side. I force my eyes open, when what I really want to do is sink into the seat and disappear.

      “Safety first.” He doesn’t even glance my way. “If we take thirty-three down, we’ll hit Baton Rouge before we hit I-10.”

      How humiliating. I closed my eyes. Is there any possible reason I would’ve done that while someone buckled me in? Maybe I had something in my eyes? I rub at them both.

      Why would I want him to kiss me, anyway? What’s wrong with me? The last time I kissed someone—scratch that—the only time I’ve kissed anyone, I almost got Marked.

      Plus I love Wesley, and when I get this cure, or figure one out from my dad’s research if we can’t find an actual cure, Wes can come back to join the Unmarked. So why would I want Sam to kiss me? Sam, who’s like a brother, like a big, quiet, maybe-not-as-dumb-as-I-thought brother.

      Maybe it’s because I’m mad at Wesley. I should be pissed, really. He was far too cavalier with my life. But I feel excited, giddy almost, every time I’m around Wesley and I’ve never felt anything like that around Sam.

      Not until today, at least.

      I shove my dumb thoughts away, tossing them right out the window. Why should I care if Sam thinks I’m an idiot who closes her eyes for no reason? I refuse to fret.

      Sam pulls back onto sixty-one headed south, but doesn’t speak at all. I wish he’d say something, if only to pass the time. It’s not a very smooth ride, and we slow down frequently to drive around stuff, and stop periodically to clear the road. I help with little branches, but Sam moves all the big stuff.

      After our third stop to clear the road Sam says, “You might want to try and sleep. I’ll drive as long as the light’s good, but when we stop for the night, if you’ve taken a nap, you can take first watch.”

      “We won’t drive after dark?”

      He shakes his head. “The roads are too bad to risk the tires.”

      I look down at the big bench seat. I’m huddled on the far-right side. Even though Sam’s massive, there’s a lot of space between us. His coat’s draped over the worn, cloth seat next to him.

      He sees me eyeing it. “Spread out. Use my coat as a pillow if that helps, but keep your seat belt on.”

      Maybe his suggestion triggers it, but a wave of exhaustion rolls over me. I pull on my seatbelt to loosen it and lean over, balling his coat up under my head. I shift my feet and I’m almost asleep when a big bump jolts me awake. “I’m not sure this will work.”

      “You’ve slept five or six hours in two days,” he says. “I know, because I’ve slept even less. Try harder.”

      I punch his stiff leather coat with my fist. It’s not a great pillow. It feels more like a rock.

      I slide out of my jacket and into Sam’s, and wad my jacket up under my head. “If I do fall asleep, promise you’ll wake me up when you get tired.”

      He quirks an eyebrow. “Do you even know how to drive?”

      I snort. “I took Defense, remember?”

      “I do remember, that’s why I’m asking.”

      He taught a class on self defense and I didn’t do very well. I slug his shoulder. “Rude. I might have bombed hand-to-hand combat, but I aced the section on automobile use, maintenance and repair. It was one of the only things I did passably. Maybe because cars are like the human body, if the human body always followed the rules.”

      Sam quirks one eyebrow. “The one area of Defense you liked was the one area that reminded you of Science?”

      “I guess so.” I close my eyes and this time, I actually fall asleep.
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      A sequence of large bumps jars me awake. I sit up and rub my eyes.

      “Sorry,” Sam says.

      The sun sits low on the horizon. I slept longer than I expected.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “We made good time.”

      “What road are we on now?” I squint at the road sign. “Does that say 165?”

      “I had to get creative in Alexandria. The exit ramp was in bad shape.”

      I sit up. “Creative? What does that mean?”

      Sam grunts.

      Whatever it was, it didn’t wake me up, so I don’t press him about it. We’re headed for Galveston like I wanted, even if Sam’s taking an odd route. We drive in silence until the sun sets. Vines, trees, and weeds have overgrown the abandoned houses and buildings we pass, checked only by abundant animal life. Sam slams on the brakes and swerves several times for deer, and once for a raccoon.

      He pulls off onto a small road just past a big sign for something called a Cracker Barrel. Did people really eat crackers from a barrel? Or maybe they sell barrels? The truck lurches over weeds, branches and twigs. The highways traversing from one settlement to the next aren’t entirely overgrown thanks to Unmarked efforts, but the smaller roads that haven’t been maintained are almost impassible.

      We drive a few dozen yards down the road before he jerks the wheel hard and we fly into the underbrush. He obviously isn’t worried about keeping the truck’s paint job pristine. Sam slams on the brakes and the truck halts abruptly. He hops out, grabs some branches and disappears down the path we drove to get here. He reappears a few minutes later, using the branches to smooth over the tire treads and his own tracks in the dirt, leaving the road behind him far less noticeable. My door is so tightly wedged against the underbrush, I’m not sure it will open at all. I squeeze out of the door he left askew instead, dragging my bags out behind me.

      “What can I do to help?” I ask.

      “Start hunting for branches and bring them to me. I’m going to refill the truck and then hide the gas tanks before I cover it over.”

      “Why?”

      “So no one steals them.”

      “People steal gas?”

      “All the time. Cars are easy to find. Clean gas, not so much.”

      “I was in Energy for a while. I know a little about gas production, but I didn’t realize people steal it.”

      Sam shrugs.

      Before I start gathering fallen limbs, I quickly lay my snares. Dusk’s a great time for rabbits.

      After that, I jog back with the branches in an attempt to make up for lost time. We work quietly. I forage, and Sam arranges branches. He has a real knack for it. I know the truck’s there, but I almost don’t see it until I run right into it with a new armful of sticks.

      I return from my final trip to find Sam stretching his bare hands over a small fire, now that it’s dark enough the smoke isn’t visible. Someone close might see it, but they’d have to be awfully close. Traveling at night’s a difficult prospect these days, so I’m guessing we’re fine. Humans may not have fared well the past few years, but wildlife’s prospering. Wolves howl in the distance and I shiver.

      A little pot rests on the coals.

      “You cook?” It sounds idiotic when I say it out loud. He lives alone. Of course he cooks.

      I can barely make out his grin with his face cast in shadows from the moonlight. “You eat? Dang it. Then I’ve probably miscalculated how much we need.”

      “Funny.”

      “I didn’t cook anyway. It’s stew from a can,” Sam says. “Only marginally better warm than cold. Still gelatinous, but the fatty chunks melt a little.”

      “Great.”

      “Are you mocking me with these short answers?”

      “No.” I suppress a smile.

      “Brat.”

      I sit next to him on the log and reach my hands out toward the fire, hoping to thaw my stiff fingers. Gloves have nothing on mittens for warmth, but mittens aren’t practical. I peel my gloves off so the heat can reach my skin.

      I lean in close to the fire and look into the pot. Sam’s right. It looks disgusting. I reach over and snag my bag. I pull out a few handfuls of herbs and roll them back and forth between my fingers, mashing the dried leaves. I crumble them into the stew. It smells a little better but still looks unappetizing.

      I stand up and click on my flashlight.

      “Where are you going?” Sam asks.

      “I thought I’d check my snares.”

      “Pretty unlikely you caught something in an hour.”

      I shrug. “We’re in the middle of nowhere and animals aren’t used to humans. It wouldn’t surprise me.”

      A little brown rabbit struggles in my second snare. “Sam!”

      He reaches me in three seconds flat. He moves wicked fast. “What’s wrong?”

      I shine the light on the wriggly little guy, then swing it back so I can see Sam’s face.

      “Nice work.” He shoots me a baffled look. “Why’d you call me?”

      “I’d rather not kill it. Would you mind?”

      He lifts one eyebrow. “Don’t you kill them at home?”

      “Never. If Rhonda isn’t around to do it, I go for a walk and let them go in the woods. I mostly set snares to keep my garden safe.”

      “What were you going to do alone?”

      “I figured if I got really hungry. . .”

      I can practically hear his eye roll. “I’ll do it.”

      When he pulls a knife from his boot, I walk away as fast as I can without looking like I’m running. Unsurprisingly, Sam’s pretty handy with his knife. I watch him skin the little critter and then roast it on a stick before passing it to me. I pick off the meat and drop it into our pot.

      Finally, Sam pulls out two big metal mugs and pours half the stew into a mug for me. It tastes surprisingly good. The meat’s a little gamey, but not terrible. Our little rabbit must’ve been doing pretty well on the grass and bushes around here.

      “I get half?”

      “Seems fair. I probably eat more, but you need the reserve.”

      I speak without thinking. “You do, too. I bet your body fat percentage is lower than mine.”

      Sam raises his eyebrows. I should not have gone there.

      I can’t help it. The firelight makes all the muscles flexing in his shoulders, back, and arms even more obvious. I remind myself that Wesley’s attractive in a completely different, and less physical way. More impressive in presentation, and less. . . bulky. I definitely like Wesley, not Sam. I figure I should repeat it a few times in case the moonlight and fire are confusing me.

      Wesley Fairchild makes my heart beat faster. Wesley Fairchild makes me laugh. Wesley Fairchild always says the right thing.

      Wesley’s gone, though, and Sam’s right here.

      Thank goodness Sam can’t read my mind. How he would laugh.

      I shovel my stew to distract me from errant thoughts. I usually eat slowly, but I haven’t eaten much in the past few days and as Sam mentioned, my body needs fuel. Plus, eating fast helps me pretend I’m not eating the cute little bunny Sam killed and roasted. I’m halfway done when Sam hands me a hunk of bread and a chunk of cheese.

      “Where’d you get these?” I ask.

      “They were supposed to be my lunch today.”

      I shake my head and hand them back. “That reminds me.” I set my mug down and reach into my bag for my hunk of bread and goat cheese. My hand brushes against something hard, and I remember the water bottles. I pull them out and pass one to Sam. My hand brushes his warm one when I hand it to him and he gasps softly.

      He sets the bottle on the ground, reaches over and takes my hand in his, chafing my icicle fingers between his beefy paws until they regain sensation. He does the same with my other hand, neither of us talking. The warmth spreads beyond my hands, but guilt comes with it. I wonder whether Wesley’s warm, and if he has enough to eat. Has he made new friends? Is he moving on with life, whatever that looks like? I doubt he’s sitting around thinking about me.

      Or maybe he is.

      I turn back toward the fire and use my bread to wipe out the dregs of my stew, gobbling the chunks of bread like a stray dog until it’s all gone. “How can I help clean up?”

      “No need.”

      “Seriously, I want to.” I stand up and brush at my pants.

      “I have a system.” Sam cleans up our meal quickly, and methodically.

      I stand around, shifting from foot to foot, wringing my recently warmed hands. Finally, it occurs to me to bank the fire. I’ve done that for years in our fireplace in Port Gibson.

      “Thanks for dinner,” I say.

      He doesn’t respond.

      “This is where you say, ‘you’re welcome.’”

      “Right,” he says. “You mentioned that earlier.”

      “What would your mother think?” The words fly out before I remember and wince. His mom’s dead, like I thought mine was. Like she probably is by now.

      He’s quiet for a moment and I want to curl up into the ashes of the fire and hide.

      “She’d probably be appalled,” he says. “She was classy, like you.”

      I never knew his mom, but I think about Sam for a moment. I might give him a hard time, but he’s a good guy. “I’m not sure classy fits me, but if she’s like me, I think she’d be proud. You saved my life. You made us dinner, and now you’re cleaning up. You may lack polish, but the essentials are there.”

      “Thanks.”

      He kicks dirt over my carefully banked fire.

      “Hey what’re you doing? Don’t we need that? You know, so we don’t freeze?”

      “We can’t risk someone taking the truck while we sleep. We’ll sleep in the cab.”

      “I thought we were taking shifts? One sleeps, and the other keeps watch?”

      “You’re a good guard, huh?”

      I scowl. “I have eyes, and I thought that’s why I took a nap.”

      “You needed the sleep. You don’t seem to listen to me unless there’s a purpose. I haven’t slept in more than twenty-four hours, and you actually didn’t sleep much in the car. I set some warning wires, and no one knows we’re out here.” He taps a black box on his belt. “They run around the perimeter about a hundred yards out. If they’re tripped, I know we have company. The truck’s the safest spot, though probably not the most comfortable. It’s camouflaged now, and we’ll lock the doors.”

      “Oh.”

      “We should move our supplies inside to be safe. I wouldn’t put it past any scavengers to pick our pockets while we sleep. It’s what I’d do.”

      “Alright.” I reach into the truck bed to pull out a bag. I tug on the handles, and then I tug a little harder. It doesn’t even shift. I alter my hold and pull one more time. Nothing. I move my hands to grab the bag to the right of it, hoping Sam hasn’t noticed my epic fail. I can’t lift that one either, though. I try the third bag and fail again.

      “Geez Sam. What’s in these bags? Rocks?”

      Sam leans over and snags one with each hand, lifting them from the bed and setting them on the floor of the truck cab carefully.

      A stupid show off, that’s what he is.

      He grabs the third one and tosses it in, too. They cover almost the entire floor of the cab. I climb up into the truck and slide over on the seat. My knees are hiked up to my nose because of the bags. There isn’t much room with all the supplies crammed inside. When Sam slides in, his feet barely fit under the steering wheel.

      “How’s this going to work?” I ask.

      “Well, that depends on you.”

      “What does that mean?” I lift one eyebrow.

      “Take off your coat,” he says. “Apparently mine makes a terrible pillow, so we’re using yours.”

      We’re using? I shiver.

      “Cold? Don’t worry. We’ll use mine as a blanket.”

      I pull off my coat and rub my hands up and down my sweater-covered arms. The sweater doesn’t block the wind very well, but it’s not so bad when Sam closes the door. He turns and pulls me against him, my back to his chest.

      “Think you can sleep like this?” His breath rasps against my ear and I shiver. He pulls me tighter.

      Ummm, heck yes, I can sleep like this.

      He takes my silence as consent and shifts, stretching his legs out and pulling my down coat under his head, a big puffy ball. His chest becomes my pillow, and it isn’t nearly as soft as my jacket.

      Of course, I’m not complaining.

      He pulls his heavy, brown leather coat over us both. His breath shifts my hair slightly, warm and constant. His arms tighten around my waist and he stretches again, settling in.

      Keep quiet, I think. Even if you can’t sleep, don’t keep Sam awake. I lie back and try to relax. I’m warm and safe. But, also guilty. This should be Wesley. If I’d left with Wesley like he wanted, we’d have three years, tops. It wasn’t my fault he got Marked and had to leave. But if I get the cure, Wesley might come home. Thoughts roll around in my head like tumbleweed in a barren field.

      Sam shifts.

      “Am I hurting your arm?”

      His only response is a low laugh I both hear and feel against my back.

      “Seriously, am I cutting off your circulation?” I try to turn around.

      He tightens his grip. “You can’t hurt me, sunshine. Shhhh.”

      Sunshine? I try to sleep. I really do, but I have trouble sleeping in normal circumstances and this isn’t even odd. It’s almost otherworldly. This time I shift. Then I shift again. I move my head.

      Sam sighs. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m sorry. I have trouble sleeping. Maybe I should’ve mentioned that.”

      He snorts.

      “I could take a sleeping pill.”

      “No, bad idea.”

      “Okay, well. Maybe you could tell me a story.”

      “Are you serious?” Sam asks.

      “No.”

      “You are. Okay, about what?” His breath blows pleasantly on the back of my neck when he speaks.

      “I don’t know.” I think for a minute. “Something from Before. Do you remember much?”

      He’s so quiet, I wonder if I asked the wrong thing. When he speaks, the words are so quiet that I almost can’t hear them. “I’ll tell you about the last time I saw my mom.”

      I tense, guilty about asking for a story now.

      “You mentioned her earlier.”

      “Never mind.” I sit up and reach for my bag at our feet. “I have sleeping pills right here.” Sam pulls me back against his chest.

      “You don’t want to be groggy if something happens.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s the last thing I remember before Tercera hit. My uncle, my mom’s little brother, was named Chaz. I don’t know what his real name was but that’s what we called him. Uncle Chaz. He wasn’t always the best guy, I guess. Anyway, he was in prison.”

      I shift a little to see Sam’s face while he talks.

      “My mom visited him every month, sometimes twice. When my dad was away on business, she’d take me and my little brother Raphael with her, even though my dad got mad if he found out. We lived in California, near San Francisco. My dad left that morning on a business trip and we were all supposed to go on vacation to Disneyland the very next day. He said he’d be back in time for us to leave. Since we were going for ten days, my mom wanted to see Uncle Chaz before we left. We got all dressed up that morning and I drew Uncle Chaz a picture. It was our family in front of Disneyland, and Uncle Chaz was standing with us.”

      “Mom drove us to the prison. I remember it was on the beach and it was pretty, you know, for a prison. The men all wore grey jumpsuits. They led us to a little cubicle and Uncle Chaz came inside like always. My mom was so happy to see him. I couldn’t really remember a time before he got locked up, but that morning, seeing how much my mom loved him, and how much she missed him, I asked him why he had to be in prison. He said he did something bad, and since I was only eight, I asked what. When he wouldn’t explain, I pushed. Mom got mad and I went to pout in the corner. That’s why I didn’t touch him.”

      A chill runs through me. Why should that detail matter?

      “That day he looked different. Raphael noticed it right away. He asked Uncle Chaz what was wrong with him.” Sam’s arm tightens around me, pulling me back against him. His entire body tenses.

      “What was it?”

      “He had a mark. Little red bumps that almost looked like a backwards number six.”

      I choke.

      “On his forehead.”

      I push up on one arm and turn to face him. “He was Marked?”

      “Yes, before that meant anything. No one had even heard of it then. He unwittingly Marked my mom and Raphael, too.”

      “How were you spared?” I ask. “And what about your dad?”

      “Like I said, I got mad at my mom for scolding me and went to the corner. When we left, she fussed at me even more for acting like a baby. I was so mad, I ran straight up to my room. That happened to be the very day some guy served my dad with divorce papers. She thought he wouldn’t get them until after our trip, but Dad flew home early and got served at his office.”

      “That’s a sad memory.” Sam’s dad, John Roth, is an imposing guy. Large, sure of himself, and decisive. I doubt he took the news well.

      “Dad charged in the door, eyes flashing, fists clenched, jaw muscles popping. He accused Mom of fighting dirty, but she shook her head. He took one look at her face and realized she was serious, I guess. He told Raphael and me to grab our bags and come with him. We both loved Mom way more, but I was mad at her, and I didn’t understand what any of it meant. When my dad promised me ice cream and said we could still go to Disneyland if we followed him, Raphael stayed with Mom.”

      Sam breathes in and out slowly. “I should’ve stayed, and with any other set of circumstances, I would’ve stayed. But that day, I went. After that Dad wouldn’t give me up. Even knowing I’d have been Marked, I’ve regretted leaving with him ever since.”

      Sam would rather be dead than be with his dad? I don’t know his dad that well, but that seems harsh.

      I lean my cheek against his chest and breathe in deeply. “I’m sorry I asked, and sorry you went through that. It sucks your dad’s a jerk too, but I’m glad you’re not Marked.”

      “I’m not sorry you asked. I’ve never told anyone else.” He pulls me tighter.

      I don’t think I’ll ever go to sleep—not now. I keep thinking of Sam as a child—the boy I knew. He seemed so big and brave, even then. After a few minutes, Sam’s breathing evens out and the rhythmic rise and fall of his breath lulls me to sleep too.
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      We get lucky that night.

      Not like that.

      No one trips Sam’s wires, and we pass the night undetected. We sleep until the light wakes us the next morning. Sam is the perfect gentleman.

      I wake warm, comfortable and finally rested. I blink my eyes several times to clear the sleep from them before I remember where I am. Sam’s arms still encircle me. My hand flies up to my mouth and I breathe a sigh of relief that it’s dry. No drool, thank goodness.

      The hand motion wakes Sam. His body tenses, and then a second later, he relaxes again.

      “Morning, sunshine,” he whispers against my ear.

      His arms rub up and down mine. Somehow his coat slid off during the night. “Cold?”

      “No, I’m okay. You?”

      “I’m great.” He stretches and with his arms around me, I see his forearms ripple as he moves. I shift up on one arm to take the weight of my head off his right bicep.

      “Sorry about squishing you all night.”

      “Stop already,” he says. “Don’t bring it up again.”

      “All right.”

      I wonder whether I upset him and turn to see. He smiles brightly at me in the early morning light. I duck my head.

      He reaches up and tousles my hair. “I like your hair better down like this than in a braid. It’s fun.”

      “Fun isn’t something I associate as a priority for you.” I smile at him.

      “I guess you don’t know me as well as you thought.”

      “I really don’t.”

      I sit up and he pulls back, swinging his legs out and over the supply bags. I yank my legs up next to my body. When he sits up, it strikes me again how much bigger he is than me. He gazes out the window peacefully.

      The moment’s so quiet that it startles me when he says, “I’m going to take down the perimeter wires. Can you start pulling down branches?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      Sam’s wires were so well laid, I can’t see them when I look. I force myself to stop watching him so I can take down the branches covering the truck. I pile the biggest ones into the truck bed.

      Sam raises one eyebrow at the pile when he returns.

      “I thought if we put your bags down over them in the back of the truck, maybe we’d save ourselves some time tonight.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s a good idea, but I don’t have twine and I can’t risk the bags flipping out the back. They’re heavy, but it could still happen with wind gusts. Plus, I’m not sure what kind of trees we’ll stop near, and the cover for the truck has to match or it won’t be very effective.”

      “Duh.” I’m an idiot. I hop up on the truck bed and start pulling the large branches out. He reaches over easily and grabs all but one remaining branch in a single, smooth movement.

      I pick up the last one just before he swings the bags from the cab back into the truck bed. I pull three granola bars from my bag and hand him two.

      “Breakfast. That I can handle.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Oh!”

      “What?” Sam asks.

      “My snares.” I hop up and run out to check them.

      Nothing else. I’m not too disappointed. I don’t relish the idea of a dead critter in the truck with us, or even worse, a live one stuffed in a bag waiting to die.

      I stuff the empty snares back into my bag and open the door to climb back into the truck cab. “We’re off now, right?”

      “Not yet. We left hot yesterday so I didn’t have time to stop for this. We’re still in a hurry, but it’s important.”

      “More important than surprising WPN to sneak in and then back out with a cure for the disease that almost eliminated humanity?” I ask.

      He reaches into the back of the truck and pulls a black box from one of the bags. He opens the box, pulls out a gun, slides a clip into it and holds it out to me. I’ve avoided guns pretty uniformly since I watched my dad bleed out from a gunshot wound. Even on guard duty, they always let me choose a tranq gun.

      I take a step backward. “I’m good. I passed basic training.”

      “Not with me, you didn’t. I need to know what you know.” He  holsters the gun, grabs a bag, and walks away from the truck and down a path toward a clearing.

      I jog after him reluctantly. “Assume I’m useless and maybe I’ll surprise you in a pinch.”

      He ignores me. “Because you’re so tiny, we’ll start with a twenty-two.” Once I reach him, Sam places it in my hands and wraps my fingers around it. “Normally you’d get a firearm of your own after you Pathed and someone from Defense would teach you a refresher and give you marks. Those marks ensure your basic aptitude and let us assign you an emergency security post. Since you haven’t had your evaluation, I need to see what you can do. I can’t have you running around without a gun anymore. Not if we’re going in tactically.”

      The black handgun’s heavier than I remember from basic. I try to recall what to do with it, but it’s been too long. I try to hand it back to Sam. “I hate guns, okay?”

      He looks at me flatly, ignoring my attempt. “You need to know how to use it.”

      “Show me with a tranq gun. I remember those details way better.”

      He shakes his head. “We have one tranq, which I will carry and use whenever I can. We don’t have two, so you won’t even have one. Plus, its range sucks and it’s harder to use, which is why I’ll hold on to it. If it’s safe to use a tranq, I will. Otherwise we use regular, old, bullet-filled guns. I’m not saying you have to fire this live. I hope you never do, but if it comes to it, it won’t be my fault you aren’t trained.”

      I try again to pass it back, spinning the gun around by the circular area near the trigger.

      Sam holds up his hands. “Whoa tiger, let’s go over a few rules first. Number One, always assume a gun is loaded. Number Two, never point this at someone when it’s loaded unless you plan to shoot them. They should’ve taught you that in basic.”

      “It’s been a while.” Plus, I tuned out most of what they told me. I turn the firearm toward the ground. “Is this loaded?”

      “Do I look stupid to you?” he asks.

      “You really want me to answer that?”

      Sam scowls. “You saw me put in a clip, but you didn’t notice the clip was empty. In any case, if you don’t know, you behave as though it is.”

      “I assume that means I need to load it first?”

      When it becomes clear I don’t know how, Sam shows me how to pull the clip out, put bullets in it, and put it back in. He makes me show him the safety and the trigger and pretty much all the other gun essentials. I remember some of them, but I stop him before he starts in on cleaning techniques. “Is this really critical?”

      “Not interested in cleaning, huh? Typical girl. Only the showy parts.”

      “Umm, I think you mean typical guy. I’m focusing on what matters.”

      “I think you’re ready to fire.” He reaches over and plucks the gun from my hands, keeping it pointed away from both of us. I follow him to the edge of the clearing. He circles behind me and reaches his arms around to place the gun back in my hands. Somehow, in those few seconds, he screwed something onto the end of it.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s called a silencer or sometimes a suppressor. Typically, you wouldn’t use one. It’ll mess with your aim, but I don’t want the report from the gun to attract anyone’s attention. We’re still annoyingly near Marked territory and they’re bizarrely aggressive right now.”

      “Okay.”

      He presses my hands back over the gun and moves his hands down to my hips. It’s hard to focus with him wrapped around me, but I’m grateful for the distraction. I do not want to be touching this thing.

      He shifts my hips gently. “Stand like this. Now, go ahead and shoot at that big tree whenever you’re ready.”

      He steps back, and I almost drop the gun. I need to learn, though. I’m tired of being a drain. I think about the kids shooting at us. I should be able to help defend us if we’re cornered again. And what if Sam’s in danger and he needs me?

      Ha. Yeah right. Focus, Ruby.

      I close my eyes and open them again before any nightmares can spring to life behind my lids. I breathe in and out deeply and pull the trigger.

      “I missed,” I say, disappointed.

      “No, you didn’t. Look right there.” He points, and I squint.

      “I missed.”

      “No, you hit right below that branch that juts off to the right. See how it’s dangling?”

      I bite my lip. “I wasn’t aiming at that tree.”

      He laughs. “All right. Let’s keep practicing.”

      I improve slightly. Sometimes I even hit what I aim at. “At least it should be easier to hit a person than a tree.”

      “Harder, actually. People move, plus you feel guilty about it your first few times.”

      “You don’t feel guilty?”

      He shrugs. “Not anymore.”

      My eyes widen. “Well, that sucks.”

      “Part of the job. Keeping Port Gibson safe means guarding resources, and food’s scarce. Energy, too.”

      “It’s a good thing I don’t want to path Defense, because even if I got over the guilt, I can’t hit the broad side of a barn.”

      He chucks me under the chin, which makes me feel about five years old. “You did great. Better than most.”

      Most? My head fills with images of Sam shifting lots of women’s hips and wrapping his amazing arms around them to do it. I’m surprised when my nostrils flare, my fists clench, and bitter words erupt from my mouth. “Train a lot of young women, huh?”

      “Young women, young men. They make the newbies do them all. I trained pretty much everyone for a year before Rhonda came along. New trainees have a tendency to follow the person who certifies them around like a puppy. It’s irritating.”

      I suppress a snort. “I think they might have imprinted on you for more than your adept skills at handling a gun. I’d think you might like the adoration, actually. Most guys would.”

      Sam’s brow furrows. “Why would I like it? Rhonda’s always trying to foist the training off on me. Says I’m better at it. Truth is, we all hate it, and she’d make up any excuse to get out of it.”

      He says it so nonchalantly, like it’s nothing. I guess it’s a routine part of his job. I’ve watched girls flock to him for years, and it never bothered me before. Why do I care now? I probably feel sorry for him, getting hounded like that. He obviously doesn’t appreciate the attention.

      “What part of the job do you like?”

      He takes my gun and unscrews the suppressor. “I like most of it, and I don’t mind the rest.”

      “You like shooting, right? Didn’t you get first in marksmanship in the Unmarked Games last year, and the year before?”

      Sam shrugs.

      “I didn’t realize you were so modest. You’ve taken it every year since you Pathed. That justifies a little pride.”

      I remember Sam winning medals year after year. He never even smiles when they award him. I want to know why he’s so stoic about it all, so I keep after him. “Your dad must be proud. You medaled in like, seven things that first year, right?”

      “Dad wasn’t proud. He said it doesn’t mean much to win against a few hundred thousand people. He medaled in the real Olympics. Before. The Olympics that mattered, competing against the entire world. Millions. Billions. I’m the biggest fish in a pet store tank, and he swam in the ocean.”

      “That’s a pretty crappy thing to tell your kid.”

      Sam shrugs again, but it doesn’t bug me. Not anymore. I used to think he thought he was better than everyone. Now I know he’s as modest as they come.

      “Is that why you transferred to Port Gibson? To get away from him? Nashville must be way more exciting. Since your dad’s the leader of the Unmarked, you could pretty much go anywhere. You could’ve stayed there, in the largest Unmarked city, the capitol.”

      “I wanted to get as far from him as I could,” he says. “And I know people in Port Gibson.”

      People, not just my family, or he’d have said he knows us. Which reminds me—Rhonda mentioned a week or two ago that he liked someone. Maybe he came to Port Gibson for a girl? Even though he denied liking her earlier, I wonder whether he came for her.

      “You wonder if what was for who?” he asks.

      I must’ve said that last part out loud. Ugh. “Nothing.”

      He looks at me funny. “What’re you talking about?”

      “Rhonda said. . .Nevermind. It’s just, I heard you liked someone. I was wondering who.”

      He looks away when I mention Rhonda’s name. I rack my brain trying to think of who I’ve seen with Sam, but I can’t think of anyone. He’s a serious loner. He comes to our house to hang out with Job sometimes, and he stays for dinner occasionally. Other than visiting our house and going to work, I never see him with anyone. Not that there’s much to do or be seen in Port Gibson. He could have girls over at his place every night and I’d never know.

      Finally, he speaks. “Rhonda told you that?”

      Now that he’s talking, I realize I don’t want to know. I don’t want to hear about the girl he likes.

      “No, she told me . . . never mind. I was teasing you, that’s all. It’s none of my business.”

      “You don’t want to know?” He opens his mouth and closes it again.

      “Definitely not. It’s none of my business, and I’m sorry I asked.”

      “Right.” He shakes his head. “Port Gibson’s pretty small. Hard to keep anything a secret.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve known all about your boyfriend for a while, for example.”

      “Then you don’t know anything,” I say. “I mean, Wesley’s—”

      “Your boyfriend.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      Why do I even care what he thinks? Maybe because Sam seems to be changing so much. Although, if I’m being honest with myself, Sam might not be the one who changed. I clearly made some snap judgments about him years ago and never took the time to check them out. I spent all my free time signing up for Special Projects, trying to get to know Wesley. How would I know what Sam’s really like?

      Maybe I’m the one changing.

      “He’s Marked now, so I guess that complicates things.” Sam walks back toward the truck.

      “Wait,” I say. “What about your turn?”

      “My turn for what?”

      “I want to see you shoot.” I put quite a few holes in it during my lesson. I wonder how much better he is.

      “We need to go.”

      “We have sixty seconds to spare,” I say. “You’ll be fast, and I bet I can learn something from watching you.”

      “I don’t use this caliber.”

      “I thought you were the best shooter the Unmarked has.” I put one hand on my hip. “Is the great Samuel Roth nervous?”

      Sam whips the gun out so fast that I step back reflexively. “I could fire off a few, I guess.” He loads the magazine and clicks it in place.

      “Wait,” I say. “You need the silencer.” I walk toward the box, but he waves me off.

      “I’m not using it. It ruins your aim, remember?”

      “Male pride.”

      He smirks. “We’re leaving, so we can risk a little sound. I’m not sure I’d ever live it down if you told people my aim sucked.”

      I roll my eyes. “Who would I tell?”

      He reaches into his bag and grabs two pair of ear covers. He hands me one. “Put these on. You’ll need them without the suppressor.”

      He slides his on while I do the same, then he holds the gun out, takes aim, and fires off several shots in quick succession. Before I can ask what he’s doing, he shoots several more times. They hit the trunk of the beech tree he told me to target earlier.

      “Go check it out for me,” he says. “See if any of them hit.”

      I raise one eyebrow, but walk across the clearing like he asked. When I’m close enough to see the tree, I gasp and run my fingers over the beech bark. It’s still hot around the new holes. His twelve shots fill in the blanks around the seven of mine from before. They transform my messy, erratic holes into the outline of a perfect heart. Unbelievable. I knew he was good, but not that good. I couldn’t even see the target clearly from so far away.

      “Holy crap, Sam. How’d you do that?” He didn’t just have perfect aim, he put it into a shape. When I turn back, he’s looking at me intently. I’d always thought of Sam as a cartoon cut out. A big, dumb, brawny kid who never spoke. I mistakenly assumed it was because he had nothing to say. Maybe I never let him get a word in.

      I turn back toward the trunk and touch it one more time. When he clears his throat right behind me, I jump. I’m beginning to hate how quietly he moves. I punch him on the arm and walk all the way back to the truck before noticing that he hasn’t followed. He’s leaning toward the tree for some reason.

      “You coming?”

      “I’ll be there in a second,” he says. “I ought to clean up all these casings. That’s why we have the reloading gear, right?”

      I have no idea what casings are, but I’m beginning to care about things I paid no attention to last week. Guns usually trigger nightmares of the night Dad died. But when I climb back into the truck and close my eyes, I don’t think about the freckle nosed man, or my dad in a pool of blood.

      I think of greenish gold eyes, and arms around my waist. And I smile.
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      “What made you smile, sunshine?” Springs creak Sam plops down on the truck seat.

      I open my eyes and shake my head. “Nothing.”

      “Okay then.” Sam turns the engine over, and puts it in gear.

      I glance around, my eyes caught by the Cracker Barrel sign again. Maybe it’s a supply depot. Maybe it refers to cracking barrels open. “Where are we?”

      “Close to Beaumont, Texas,” Sam says. “The Marked attack set us on a strange trajectory, but we’ve made it to I-10, so we’re back on track.”

      Trajectory? I can’t believe I thought he was dumb. “I still can’t figure that out. Two large attacks in twenty-four hours. Bizarre, right?”

      “They were looking for something the night they attacked Port Gibson.”

      “Really?” I ask. “Any guesses as to what?”

      Sam shrugs. “We don’t know exactly.” He glances at me and then looks back at the road. “Fairchild’s going to kill me for bringing you down here unless we return with a cure. I really hope your dad made one, and we can find it.”

      “Me too,” I say. “For my aunt and everyone else.”

      Sam glares at me. “Just say Wesley.”

      My eyes fly wide. “It’s about more than just him.”

      “Fairchild’s son is Marked, but if we don’t find the cure. . . this is bad. I should’ve circled back around to Port Gibson.”

      Regret. That’s a feeling I understand. “Don’t worry, I’ll tell everyone it was my fault. I take full responsibility, you know. Like you said, you were protecting me.”

      Sam snorts. “I feel so much better knowing the minor in my charge will defend me. Thanks, but no thanks.”

      I scowl. He’s acting like I’m a baby. “I’ll explain I was out on the road when the Marked attacked, and you had no choice but to keep me safe.”

      “After defending you, then what? You held a gun to my head while I drove you in Port Gibson’s emergency truck all the way down to Galveston? Maybe I should claim I couldn’t overpower you.” He shakes his head dismissively. “I don’t need your help. I can handle Fairchild.”

      “Will you be in a lot of trouble?”

      “I’ll be lucky if they don’t throw me in jail.”

      Guilt eats at me. “They won’t do that, right? My uncle told you to protect me.”

      “And I hauled you off across Marked territory and down to WPN country. Even if they don’t toss me in jail, I won’t keep my job. I’ll be sent back to the DecaCouncil for a hearing.”

      “Your dad’s in charge though, right? So that’s good.”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “It’s not good, but it’s also not your problem. I’m a big boy. I make my own decisions, and I can handle the consequences.”

      Talking about the repercussions back home doesn’t put either of us in a great mood. Sam’s quiet for the next few hours, rebuffing my every attempt at conversation. I press my nose to the glass, sulkily counting trees.

      “Should we stop for lunch?” I ask.

      “No. Defense rations are fine. There should be some jerky and crackers in the glove compartment. I don’t want to stop before we reach the island.”

      “Ok.”

      I fish out the last two granola bars and hand them both to him. Even with Sam in a funk, I marvel at the ease of our simple contact. Our fingers brush as I pass them to him. He doesn’t shy away and he hasn’t bothered putting on gloves. Which is strange.

      “Why aren’t we wearing gloves?”

      He looks at me, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “We’re blending in, don’t you think?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, your hair’s down.”

      I even scrunched it this morning, using the rearview mirror from the truck to fix the curls with a little water. He reaches up, pulls on a ringlet, and then lets go. He watches it spring back up before returning his gaze to the road. “It covers your forehead. You could be Marked.”

      I hadn’t even really noticed when we woke up that morning, but his hair’s down, not pulled back in a ponytail like usual. I mean, I noticed but I hadn’t thought about why. This Sam’s so different that individual oddities don’t stand out.

      “We’re blending in so if a Marked kid sees us, they’ll assume we’re one of them. That’s why you stopped wearing gloves.”

      “What did you think?” When he glances my direction, he looks confused.

      I feel ridiculous again. Of course he wasn’t leaving his gloves off so he could touch me. I’m such an idiot.

      The truck slows down, and I ask “Why are we stopping?”

      “Something’s wrong,” Sam says.

      I look at the dash. “Yeah, we’re out of gas.”

      “Right. Duh.”

      He pulls the truck over to the edge of the road and hops out, leaving the door hanging open. I notice it’s much warmer here than in Port Gibson. We should’ve opened the windows  and enjoyed the fresh air.

      With the door open, I hear every curse word Sam utters.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He swears more, and louder.

      “Sam?”

      “I forgot the gas cans, okay? I hid them last night and didn’t remember to put them back in the truck.” Sam kicks a rock and it flies into the thicket beyond the road.

      I rack my brain for a solution. I remember something from our section on cars during Defense training. “Can we siphon some out of other automobile tanks?” I gesture at the cars on the side of the road, and parked in front of businesses around us. I feel pretty good about my idea. I paid attention during that part of Defense. We’re in the middle of someplace with lots of houses. “Where are we? It looks like a city.”

      “We’re past Houston proper and into the sprawl beyond. It was a really big city Before.”

      “Great, lots of houses, lots of cars. Let’s find some gas.”

      “Ruby, I appreciate the idea, I really do, but most of these cars were abandoned after they ran out of gas. Even if we found one with gas in the tank, you can’t siphon gas from any old car. Once it sits for a while, the gas is garbage. Among other issues, since it’s muggy and humid here, water forms on the walls of the gas tank and drips down into the tank. That renders the gas useless inside of a year or two. Ten years later? Forget it. Why do you think there are so few functioning cars left on the roads? The abandoned ones are all trash without weeks worth of work. I drove off and abandoned all the gas for the trip to the island, not to mention our return trip. We’re screwed.” He kicks the tire.

      “Well, where are we exactly? I mean like, how far is Galveston from here?”

      “I think we’re almost to League City. Everything we’ve passed looks abandoned, but it might not be. We’re technically in WPN territory, which is why these roads have been so good.” He points. “See there? Someone repaired that pothole. If WPN sends maintenance crews out here, I really don’t want to be here longer than I need to.” He clenches and unclenches his fists. “Not that we have a choice. We’re going the rest of the way on foot.”

      I unzip my mostly empty backpack and start shifting defense rations into it.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Offloading,” I say. “What does it look like? Unless you intend to lug three enormous duffel bags full of stuff around for the next few days?” I raise my eyebrows at him. His face may be thunderous, but he doesn’t scare me.

      “I don’t have a monopoly on sarcasm, I see.”

      After a minute more of pouting, he leans down and starts helping. I’m happy to see him pull a backpack from behind the seat of the truck. It’s much larger than mine, but it’ll still be easier to carry than the cumbersome duffel bags.

      It’s hot enough that I peel my coat off and roll it up. The down jacket actually compresses nicely. I tie it to the straps at the top of my backpack.

      Sam takes his jacket off, too. He hasn’t packed much in his bag yet when he hands me the gun I used that morning, along with a very heavy box.

      “You need these. Make room.” After I take them, he holds out a gun holster. “Put this on so you can reach it quickly, and put the extra bullets in your bag. I know they’re heavy and I’d carry them for you, but you’ll probably only need them if we get split up. Without ammo, that gun’s nothing more than dead weight.”

      “I’d rather have tranqs.”

      “We only have one tranq. Would you rather I use the real one? I thought you wanted non-lethal force whenever possible.”

      “I don’t want to shoot anyone.”

      “I don’t want you dying,” he says. “Better you shoot someone than die yourself.”

      I shiver and he puts his hand over mine. “I don’t think we’ll get separated, but I plan for contingencies.”

      I don’t say anything as I shove the bullets to the bottom of my bag. I try to put the holster on but can’t figure out what goes where. It has a lot of straps and clips.

      “Um, that goes under your shirt,” he says, avoiding eye contact.

      I clear my throat so he glances my way, and I raise one eyebrow. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I’m trying to avoid awkwardness, but I’m actually not kidding. See?” He lifts his shirt a few inches to show me some similar black straps. I’m supposed to be looking at the holster and the inch of steel from his gun, but the line of his abs as it disappears into the waistband of his cargo pants eclipses the rest. My breathing becomes shallow, and I want to giggle for some reason, which is stupid. It’s only Sam. I’ve known him for years. Why do two inches of his skin suddenly bother me?

      I snap my mouth shut when I realize it’s dangling open.

      “You really do need to put it on under your shirt or it defeats the whole purpose. Accessible, but hidden.” He leans over and touches my lower back lightly. “The gun should rest here so it’s not immediately obvious you have it.”

      “Sure, whatever.” I wad up the holster and stuff it into my backpack with the ammunition.

      He grabs my wrist. “I insist you put it on. I’ll turn around while you do, of course.”

      “I don’t think I can put it on without seeing how it fastens first.”

      He looks at me for a moment. Without warning, he reaches down and peels his shirt up and over his head.

      Forget about his abs. He has the most beautiful chest and arms I’ve ever seen, not that I’ve seen many. Almost no hair, and lots and lots of beautiful skin. How does he have such a great tan in February?

      “Ruby?” I tear my eyes off his chest and look up at his face. His eyes sparkle, and I’m terribly afraid it wasn’t the first time he said my name.

      I blush. “It’s a lot of straps. I can’t figure out how they all fit together.”

      Because that’s what distracted me. The holster, not the skin, and the muscles, and the abs. The holster’s confusing, not my feelings.

      “It’s not that hard. It goes like this.” He tugs and the black straps crossing his back shift. He has two straps, one crossing from each side. They hold two guns apiece, for a total of four firearms strapped to his torso.

      “Mine looks different.” I’m great at stating the obvious today.

      “I can put it on for you if you want. It’s hard to buckle if you’re not used to doing it—even the single holster.”

      Fine. He’ll put it on for me, huh? I don’t warn him, either. I yank my sweater and shirt off as abruptly he did.

      His gasp is very satisfying. He’s as unable to look at my face as I was. The whole thing’s stupid, since we’re not showing any more skin than we would be swimming.

      I shake the holster at him. “I thought you were going to help me with this.”

      He looks up at my face and nods. “Right, yeah.” He grabs the holster and loops it around my shoulders. He spins me around and hooks it all up from behind. I have to give him credit. He doesn’t touch me a single bit more than necessary and his fingers never linger.

      If I’m being honest, it’s a little disappointing. So is the fact that when I turn around, he’s already put his shirt back on. Adding insult to injury, he’s facing away from me, and already back to packing his bag.

      I reluctantly pull my shirt back on and yank the light sweater down over my head for good measure. I’m not entirely sure I’ll be able to get to my gun easily now, but at least no one will see it. It’s not like I have any intention of using it anyway. I pull on my gloves since we aren’t in Marked territory anymore. Plus, it may be warmer than it was at home, but standing shirtless cooled me down quick.

      We finish packing in silence. Sam takes the lion’s share of the food, all of the weapons and almost all of the ammo over my half-hearted protests. I’m glad when he pulls two largish blankets out of somewhere. The temperature’s already dropping and the sun hasn’t even dipped below the horizon yet.

      “Where to now?”

      He starts walking in the direction we were driving. “We actually made good time, even with the unplanned detour north. We’re almost halfway between Houston and Galveston, about ten miles from League City. See?” He points at a sign that’s almost been swallowed by vegetation. It reads: League City 8.

      “So in Defense, eight and ten miles are the same? Seeing a little more why you didn’t choose Science.”

      He laughs, which is weird because my joke wasn’t that funny. Somehow that improves my mood.

      “Fine.” He snorts. “We’re eight miles away. Better get going.”

      “Hey, I’m not a defense prodigy. Two miles is a lot to me.”

      His face softens. “We don’t have to go the entire way today. We’ll see how far we can get in the next hour or so before full dark. Keep your eyes open for a good spot to spend the night.” He tosses me a flashlight, and I scurry to keep up.

      “I think my size is about to become a real nuisance,” I mutter. I’m pumping my legs as fast as I can, but I’m taking almost two steps to every one of his. It’s not sustainable.

      “Don’t worry, sunshine. If it comes to it, I really can carry you.”

      “That’s hilarious. You’re gonna carry me, my bag, and your pack?”

      He shrugs. “You weigh about the same as my backpack. I’ve carried more.”

      He’s kidding. I’m pretty sure he is.
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      We haven’t gone far when my right heel begins complaining. Loudly. I tell it to shut up, of course, but it doesn’t listen. I will ignore it, because I don’t want Sam to notice and get frustrated with my ineptitude. I’m proud of how I keep walking exactly the same, in spite of the pain.

      “What’s wrong?” Sam glances at my foot.

      His observation skills annoy me. “Nothing.”

      “Then why are you limping.”

      “I’m not.” I bite my lip and keep walking, without a limp.

      He stops.

      I continue on for a few yards more, then stop and roll my eyes. I huff. He still doesn’t catch up or say a word, so I turn back. “What? My heel hurts, that’s all.”

      “That’s all for now. We’ve gone two, maybe three miles. We have more than thirty to go before we reach the bridge to Galveston Island. It’s not a significantly long way, but if you hurt yourself, I really will have to carry you. While you don’t weigh much, we have supplies to consider. I think carrying all of it would put me at a severe disadvantage on a tactical mission.”

      “It’s fine.” I scowl. “You won’t need to carry me, okay? I promise.”

      Sam pulls his backpack off and looks in a side pocket. He walks over and crouches down to tap my foot. “Sit down so I can look at this.”

      “Oh, come on Sam. It’s a blister. What are you going to do for a blister? You’re a medic now?”

      He looks up at me with one eyebrow raised, totally undeterred by my barking and snarling. I finally sit. He starts to take my shoe off, but I yank my foot away, glare at him and finish unlacing it myself. I yank off the shoe followed by my not-so-fresh sock. Wonderful. Two-day-old sock smell hits my nose and I want to cry for some reason, which is strange because it’s not like Sam’s socks would smell any different.

      I hold out my hand.

      “What?” He pulls a ten inch hunting knife out of his boot.

      “Just give me whatever your miracle fix is for a blister.” I point at the reddish spot on my heel. “I’ll put it on myself.”

      “You got bristly in a hurry. Note to self. Cranky when injured.”

      I slug his shoulder, which hurts my hand and he doesn’t even budge. I want to punch him harder, but I’m guessing the result would be the same.

      He puts his knife back in his boot and hands me a sheet of thick, fuzzy pinkish fabric with plastic on the back. “That’s called moleskin. Go ahead, Sunshine. Rip off a hunk with your teeth and slap it on there. Or did you want to try a go with my knife?” He gestures at his boot.

      His serrated hunting knife, seriously? I’d slice my hand off. I doubt his magic moleskin would be as helpful for a blood-spurting stump.

      I bite at my lip for a minute and then lean over and pull out the scissors I brought, proud I’d thought to bring them. I cut a neat circle out of the fuzzy stuff and start to peel the plastic off the back.

      Sam’s hand stops me. “Cut another hole in the center of that one. Moleskin isn’t like a normal bandage. If you put it directly over the blister, it’ll rub more, exacerbating the issue. You need to put a piece or two around the blister so it relieves pressure on the spot that’s rubbing.”

      I follow his directions. By the time I finish, he’s put away the rest of his first aid kit, including the remaining moleskin. He waits a few dozen feet up the road, his eyes scanning the horizon. It’s cooled down in the last few minutes, and I put my coat back on before hurrying to catch up. Even moving at a brisk pace, my foot doesn’t smart anymore.

      “That feels a lot better, thanks. Sorry I got bristly and hit you.”

      Sam frowns. “You hit me? When?”

      “On the shoulder, you don’t remember?”

      “Oh. Right. Uh-huh.”

      He didn’t even notice I hit him. I’m like a tantruming toddler. Ugh. “Well, anyway, thanks.”

      Sam responds with a nod. The temperature’s not the only thing that’s gotten chilly.

      We walk on and on along a large road with consistent scenery. Brownish brambles cover most everything around, but I can make out old street signs now and then. The ones along our route prominently display the number forty-five. I should be preparing to see our home, thinking about Dad’s office and the safe, or maybe trying to recall details. Instead, I can’t stop staring at the knocked over, rusted, and vine covered signs. The sprawling weeds cover up so much death and devastation on either side of the road. Houses built close together in neighborhood after neighborhood. Stores and stores and stores. Clothing, hair care, repair shops, all empty and abandoned.

      I was so caught up in my own tragedy, and so isolated from the world eleven years ago when the Marking took place, that I missed most of the vast, horrifying reality of Tercera. I haven’t ever really thought too long or hard about how many people must’ve died, or how much wasteland was left behind. I never looked around at the world outside of Port Gibson, never confronted the skeletal remains of Before.

      As the sun sets, I think about how the monumental death toll is tragic, but not really the worst part. I was inconsolable when my dad died, but for a long time after, I was pretty numb. It’s not the trauma from the initial death of a loved one that wounds the living. It’s every single day after that, the days that pass, and pass, and pass. The light didn’t go out of the world when it went out of my life. And no matter how much it feels like it shouldn’t, time goes on. Life does too, and the one you care the most about just isn’t a part of it anymore.

      Muddling on alone hurts. I wanted to tell my dad about everything ten years ago, but I couldn’t, not anymore. He never heard about my ideas, my thoughts or my accomplishments. I rarely wish I could tell him things now, but when I do, it’s more of a dull ache than a sharp pain. What really guts me now in a way the sharp pain at the beginning never did is how time eats away at my memories and erodes the loss. Like moths gobbling up my aunt’s crocheted shawl. What hurts the most is that I don’t hurt anymore when I think about him. My memories of Dad are fading, and once they’re gone, he’s gone forever.

      Who am I without my dad?

      I walk past a beautiful neighborhood, full of large homes on enormous lots. Even here, even these stately mansions are being swallowed whole by trees, grasses, bushes, vines and weeds. Exactly as Tercera swallowed up all the people. Millions of people, billions, all gone now. There’s nothing left of them, their lives snuffed out. No one remembers them at all. The last rays of sunlight disappear, and even I can’t see the houses anymore.

      Even knowing the magnitude of the epidemic, if a genie made me an offer: save the world, or save your dad, I’d probably trade all of them to get him back. At the end of the day, I don’t know any of them, and I love him still.

      Humans are crappy when you think about it.

      “Hey, I think I see a decent spot—” Sam pulls up short. Suddenly he’s standing right in front of me, grabbing at my hands. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      I realize tears are rolling down my cheeks. Big, fat, girly tears.

      “Nothing,” I say, my voice depressingly wobbly. “I didn’t realize how awful the world outside of Port Gibson really is. All these people are gone.”

      He pulls me against him and strokes my hair with one hand. “You haven’t been out much.”

      I sob against his shirt until the tears dry up, but even then I don’t pull away. It’s been a long time since I felt safe. Finally, I push back, and wipe my cheeks with the side of my hand. “So where’s this place you saw somehow, in the darkness?”

      “Over there.”

      I squint in the dim light at a complex of buildings surrounded by a cracked and broken concrete parking lot. I follow as he veers away from the main road and toward a largish building. As we draw near, my flashlight reveals a sign that reads, “Happy Feet Floors.” It fell sideways sometime in the past ten years and now dangles at an angle, but the store looks mostly intact.

      Sam smashes the glass on the front door with a hunk of concrete, and shakes glass shards off his jacket.

      “Why this particular place?” I ask.

      “It was getting dark enough that visibility began to suffer. This looked like our best bet.”

      “Why’s it the best?”

      “Why a business, you mean?”

      “I guess, yeah. One of those huge homes would’ve had nice beds and sofas, but we’re smashing the door on a flooring store.”

      Sam reaches through and flips the lock. He tugs on the doorknob, but it doesn’t work, probably because it’s stuck. Sam jostles it, knocks some vines out of the way and tugs again. Finally, it creaks open.

      “Most people died at home, Ruby.” He steps through, motioning for me to follow.

      Oh. Right. Gross. I hadn’t thought about that. It made me think more of Rhonda for going on all those scavenging trips. How depressing.

      “When I’m looking for a place, I look for businesses with intact windows and doors, bonus if they’re covered in vines. Flooring stores frequently have piles of carpet. Not as nice as a bed, but better than concrete, dirt or tile.”

      Sam finally clicks on his flashlight, a brighter beam than mine.

      “You check that way.” His light motions right. “I’ll check left. Look for a decent spot for the night. Check walls and ceilings for animals. Locked front doors don’t exclude animal inhabitants.”

      I shudder. “What’s likely?”

      “Middle of winter? Mostly den critters. Raccoons, foxes, skunk. Coyotes or bobcats would be the most irritating.”

      “Skunks? Really?”

      I haven’t gone ten feet when my light encounters something enormous and I scream.

      After all the death and horrible sadness I’ve encountered, I shouldn’t be scared of a cockroach. But I’ve never seen one this size. It could eat a small dog and still be hungry, I swear it on Dad’s grave.

      Sam rushes over like I’m in peril for my life, and within one second, his gun’s trained on the cockroach. I kind of wish he’d pull the trigger.

      “A bug? All that noise for a bug? If you’re scared of insects, you’re in for a rough trip. Texas creepy crawlies come super sized.” He turns back the way he came, and I follow, not even a full step behind.

      “Ruby?” He stops and I bump into him. His hand reaches out to steady me, circling my waist.

      “Yes?”

      “You aren’t going to check that side, are you?”

      “Nuh-uh. No way.”

      “You’re seriously scared of cockroaches?” He holsters his gun.

      “It’s dark and that thing was bigger than a dog.”

      Sam snorts.

      I forget about the bugs. His hand on my waist and his breath on my hair demand all my attention.

      Neither of us moves at first, but I slowly sway toward him in the dark. His left arm tightens around my waist, and the hand holding his flashlight drops down to circle my waist from the other side, his fingers nearly meeting.

      A tingle zings up my spine and transforms into a shiver that has nothing to do with the cold. I turn my face toward him reflexively, like a flower to the light, but I don’t worry because he can’t see me in this darkness. I only know I’m facing him because his voice came from this direction. I lean even closer to the warmth of his broad chest. The blackness is freeing somehow.

      My kiss with Wesley springs to mind unbidden. I’d been giddy waiting for that, and impatient, even scared. I don’t feel any of that now. It’s like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff and I don’t know what might happen if I step off. Will I fly to the clouds, or fall and shatter? After my repeated stupidity over the past few days, I fear messiness in my future. But there isn’t a seatbelt to be buckled, not this time. There’s only Sam and me under a cloak of darkness.

      Sam’s breath on my face tells me he’s leaning toward me. He’s so tall, it ruffled my hair before. My heart stutters, and I reach a hand up to pull him closer, but he tenses and straightens before I can.

      “What was that?”

      He steps away quickly and quietly, and a bucket of ice water wouldn’t have shaken me more.

      Sam invented a noise to escape? I’m glad for the dark, because I’m blushing right down to my toenails. This is so much worse than the seatbelt. I leaned into his chest! He must think I’m a total moron.

      Until I hear it, too.

      An engine growls in the overgrown parking lot. The sound grows louder and louder and then quieter again. Finally, it cuts off entirely not far past our building. Sam didn’t make anything up. I exhale with relief.

      I shouldn’t feel relieved, of course. A roaring engine outside our location a few scant miles from WPN, is much, much worse than a cockroach.
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      I surprise myself by pulling out my gun. I maneuver my way over to where Sam now stands near the front of the store. I keep my flashlight angled toward the ground, but even with the filthy front windows, there’s enough moonlight to make out his shape. I lightly touch his back so he’ll know I’m there, and he doesn’t shift a hair. He probably heard me come up behind him since my version of quiet and his aren’t quite the same. I’m not shocked the gun in his hand is much larger than mine and most definitely not a tranq.

      He leans close and whispers in my ear. “Stay put. I’m going.” His hand finds mine and clicks off my flashlight. “No lights, and no screaming, even if a cockroach proposes marriage.”

      I muffle a laugh. “If I come, I might help.”

      There’s just enough moonlight for me to make out his expression. Incredulity doesn’t suit him. Okay, maybe it does, but I don’t appreciate it.

      “You said I was a decent shot.” I hate the petulant tone in my voice.

      “I can’t deal with them effectively while worrying about you.” His hand touches the side of my face.

      Worrying about me like he’d worry about a child? Or something else? I sigh. “Fine.”

      I’ll sit in here alone while creepy cockroaches crawl all over me, and Sam’s who knows where, watching people do who knows what. I shudder.

      He starts toward the door, and I try to stay put, but my body follows him automatically.

      He turns back abruptly. “If you come, it could ruin everything.”

      A bullet could not have halted me more effectively. I turn back and flee into the dark, dank store, stumbling over rugs and carpet, but not stopping.

      I finally reach a wall and lean against it for a few minutes, still smarting from Sam’s reprimand. When I don’t hear anything, I take a step to the side. My knee bumps something. It’s so dark I can’t see my own hand in front of my face. I could walk right into a badger den. No lights? Yeah right.

      I hold my shirt over my flashlight so it shines dimly into the room in front of me. I should at least be able to use it to find somewhere to sit so I can wait patiently. And wait. And wait. I don’t know how much time passes, but I figure something out.

      Waiting sucks.

      The longer I wait, the more of my boredom morphs into worry. What if something happens to Sam? I don’t want to ruin anything, but what if things have gone wrong? What if he really does need my help? Wouldn’t it be awesome if I saved him after he’d been such a jerk about it?

      I wait a little longer and listen as closely as I can. I don’t hear a thing. I look at my watch. It’s almost nine o’clock. Knowing the time isn’t helpful because I hadn’t looked at it before.

      Twenty minutes later, I can’t wait another second.

      I stumble toward the front of the store and shut off my flashlight before I leave. I might not move inhumanly silent like Sam, but I’m not so loud I’ll give myself away. I grumble (quietly) to myself as I walk. I wish I’d seen the car so I knew where to go, but then there aren’t many cars on the roads these days. Surely I’ll spot the only one in running condition.

      I walk a few yards past our little floor store and continue beyond another tiny building too. What if Sam really is in danger? He could be hurt or dying. Panic rises in my throat and my legs pump faster. I need to find him.

      I worried about spotting the vehicle, but when I round the corner, it becomes obvious. A van’s parked in front of the entrance to a large building and it’s in decent condition. The paint’s patchy, but there’s no rust. The real giveaway is that something drips from underneath it, puddling on the buckled pavement. The van doesn’t really draw my attention however, thanks to the lights shining out of the adjacent building. At least I know where Sam went.

      I circle around and creep up slowly from the south, keeping close to the side of the building all the way to the entrance.

      Unfortunately, the entire front of the building’s made up of windows. I recognize why when I read the sign. It used to be a grocery store, which really sucks. There’s a lot of accumulated debris in front of the windows, including several creeping vines, but they won’t block my movement if I walk past.

      Two men with guns talk to each other in the front part of the store. The shorter man’s belly hangs over his pants, which is rare these days. His red hair pokes up every which way. He walks back and forth in front of two big boxes. The taller man gestures angrily, and I realize they aren’t boxes at all. Two people are tied to chairs. They’re too far away for me to make out details.

      The light radiates from two gas lanterns, and the movement from the men waving their hands around casts strange shapes across the occupants of the chairs. One of the people tied up is bigger than the other, but big enough to be Sam? I doubt it, but I can’t be sure from this far away.

      I try to listen, but I can’t make out much. The sound I hear comes from a broken window a few feet away from me, near the center of the store. Since they’re located in one enormous room, I catch intermittent phrases depending on where the speaker’s standing. Something about cleansing, or maybe cleaning? Mention of a waste, but a waste of what?

      This is pointless. I have no idea what they’re saying from here. Unless I move closer, I can’t figure out whether Sam’s in trouble. It’s a risk because they have guns and two captives already, but I’m armed too, and they don’t know I’m barely competent. I click the safety off my twenty-two, and creep toward the broken window.

      I forget one critical thing when I begin creeping toward the window. Grocery stores had automatic sliding doors. In my defense, the gas lights didn’t indicate the building had power. I should have thought of it anyway.

      The doors slide open when I approach, which immediately alerts the guys with guns to my presence. So much for the element of surprise. I leap to my feet, gun pointed outward.

      “Put the gun down.” The portly redhead points his gun right at my face.

      Mine’s aimed at him, too. I think. We stare at each other, my hand trembling. The same image comes to my mind over and over. My dad’s face when he was shot. Surprise, pain, fear. I want to save Sam, but I can’t do that to another person. I can’t fire this gun. Lucky for me, this guy doesn’t know the truth or he’d already have fired.

      I let my dad down ten years ago. I let Wesley down last week. My uncle had so little faith he left without me, and set Sam to babysit me. All I ever do is disappoint the people I love. I want to do better, but I can’t shoot someone to do it.

      I lower my gun and set it on the tile floor.

      I’m lifting my hands in the air when two loud shots ring out and both men drop, blood pouring from identical holes in their foreheads. Who shot them? Both shot clean in exactly the same place. I think back to the clearing that morning. It feels like days ago.

      I glance behind me at Sam. Of course it’s him. He holds his gun out in front of him while advancing toward me slowly. I turn back, eyes drawn against my will to the two people he shot. The two lives snuffed out like candles right in front of me. Neither of them even twitch.

      “They might not have shot me.” I’m too shaken to be properly grateful.

      He doesn’t respond. He’s too busy scanning the inside of the building.

      “I mean thanks for saving me, but did you have to kill them?”

      “Yes.” He bobs his head toward the corner of the large room. “They were about to kill those two, but more importantly, you don’t wound someone aiming a gun at someone you care for. In that instance, you always shoot to kill.”

      He shot them in the head because of me. I close my eyes and try not to cry. Everything I do is wrong.

      A whimper from the corner draws my attention. The people on the chairs are gagged, their gloved hands bound behind them. One of them’s wearing a bright red, knit cap with a golden puff ball on top.

      I gasp.

      Now that I’m closer and not in imminent danger, I recognize the hat. I circle around the two of them and see familiar faces, too. Sam didn’t just save me. He saved Job and Rhonda as well. I run toward them, intent on removing the ties and gags so I can ask what they’re even doing here. I’m only a pace away from them when Sam yanks me back.

      “Ruby, no.”

      I look up at him. “What?”

      He doesn’t explain, but the sorrow in his eyes worries me. I thrash against him and smack at his chest with my gun. Why won’t he release me?

      He growls. “That safety better be on.”

      I click it on and thinking about a possible misfire calms me.

      “Put me down so I can free them.”

      He turns me around, but keeps one hand on my arm, shackling me against his chest. Job and Rhonda’s faces mirror Sam’s stoic one.

      I finally notice it high on their foreheads. Oh, no, no, no. Heaven and earth and everything in between, no. Not them, too.

      They’re both Marked.
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      I’m cursed.

      My dad created Tercera, and I let him die before he could perfect the cure. Now everyone I care about is contracting it, one by one. I sink to my knees a few feet away from the closest thing to a brother and sister I’ve ever known. They look fine, but now they’re dying slowly, just like Wesley, just like their mom.

      “What . . . How . . .” I don’t know what to say.

      Muffled sounds remind me of their gags. I start forward to release them, but Sam’s hand stops me again. “Gloves.” He’s wearing them, and I’m not. I left mine back at the carpet place with our other stuff.

      He walks around behind them and pulls the wicked looking knife from his boot. With a flick of his wrist the jagged edge meets the fabric and Rhonda’s gag falls into her lap. Job’s is only a second behind.

      “Thank you so much, Sam,” Rhonda says.

      Sam cuts the ropes binding their hands and feet next.

      “Seriously man, great timing,” Job says.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. “And why were they going to kill you?”

      Rhonda stands slowly, stretching. “Mom and Dad left, and then you and Sam left too. Port Gibson was in an uproar.”

      “The Marked attacked a second time, right after you left,” Job says. “The pressure’s on for a cure. Dad had some motorcycles stashed in case of emergency. Rhonda knew where they were kept. We thought we’d pass you on our way down. It’s pretty easy to make good time with motorcycles. Easier to avoid potholes. I guess we passed you without knowing it?”

      “How did we miss you?” Rhonda asks.

      Sam sighs. “Ruby didn’t convince me to leave until we caught what must have been the north end of the second Marked attack. A whole bunch of them had guns on us. We started out north and headed down a roundabout way.”

      Rhonda nods.

      “So, what happened?” I ask. “How’d you get—”

      “Caught?” Job asks. “We couldn’t figure it out at first either, but WPN must lay trip wires on the roads in from Marked territory so they know when someone crosses. It’s the only thing that makes sense. They set a trap and we fell right into it.”

      I meet Sam’s glance and know he’s thinking the same thing as me. How’d we make it through?

      “Where were they?” Sam asks.

      “A few miles from here,” Job says.

      Our bad luck might not have been so bad after all. Our truck must’ve run out of gas before the wires.

      “When did they catch you?” I ask.

      “Early this morning,” Rhonda says. “How’d you guys find us, anyway?”

      “Pure coincidence,” I say. “We heard the van. Why’d it stop here?”

      “To refuel,” Job says. “They’re using this place to store supplies for the . . . did you hear them? What they’re planning?” He rubs his wrists where the ropes were. They look raw.

      I glance at Sam, but he shakes his head.

      “Hear what?” I ask.

      Rhonda says, “World Peace Now plans to exterminate all the Marked in less than a month. They’re calling it the Cleansing. We knew the hormonal suppressants were failing, but what we see as a tragedy, WPN views as a threat. Apparently the Marked asked them to perform marriages for the ones who are pregnant after suppressant failure. Many want to get married before the babies are born.”

      “Babies?” My stomach turns. “Wait, is that how you got Marked? From kids who came for a wedding?”

      “Huh?” Rhonda asks. “No, I haven’t seen any.”

      “Then how—”

      Job smacks his forehead. “Duh. They wouldn’t know.”

      “Wouldn’t know what?” Sam raises one eyebrow.

      Job holds his hands out to me. His fingers are red. I glance up at his head. Where he smacked it, his rash looks strange, blurry.

      “But why?” Then I understand. Sam and I left our gloves off and let our hair down. They took the same idea one step further. I reach over and rub Rhonda’s forehead myself, and Sam doesn’t stop me this time. My fingertips come away reddish brown.

      “Of course,” Sam mutters.

      I feel such an overwhelming sense of relief that, although I don’t find the situation very funny, I laugh. Grief, fear, and exhaustion do funny things to me.

      “Sorry, I forgot all about that,” Rhonda says. “I’m so glad we found you. We were hoping to catch you before you reached the island.”

      “You found us?” Sam raises one eyebrow.

      Rhonda rolls her eyes. “Details.”

      “I can’t believe you let those idiots get the drop on you.” Sam shakes his head. “Pitiful.”

      “Now we’ll have two sets of eyes watching out for stuff,” Rhonda says. “It won’t happen again.”

      “No,” I say. “You two have to head back.”

      “What?” Job asks. “Why?”

      “Because,” I say. “When I saw you, gagged and tied, about to be shot, and then again when I thought you were Marked.” I inhale deeply because I finally understand Aunt Anne’s position. “I can’t do this with you guys along. I need to know someone’s safe back home, not risking their life to find this cure.”

      “It’s a tactical op,” Rhonda says. “You can’t run a tactical op without someone to provide cover. You need me.”

      I’m resolved. “No, there’s me and Sam. It’s enough. If he can’t get me in, an extra person won’t make a difference.”

      “That’s not true,” Rhonda says. “Sam knows it isn’t. I’m excellent at CQC. You’ll need that.”

      At my blank stare, she sighs.

      “Close quarters combat, and I got top marks on Advanced Combat Marksmanship too. I’ve done several operations, and I remain level headed under stress. We partnered on several ops together and we were like peanut butter and jelly. Sam’s better with me along, right?”

      Why’s she asking him? I’m the one going for the cure, and I’m the one who can get into my dad’s safe. I turn toward Sam, my jaw set, my eyes flashing. “We don’t need them with us, right?”

      “We shouldn’t make this decision here,” Sam says. “Maybe before we make travel plans, we should all eat dinner. It’s easier to think rationally with something in your belly.”

      I want to smack Sam. Except, I know from past experience it would only hurt my hand. “Are you saying I’m irrational?”

      Sam sighs. “We all are. Let’s get out of here before someone sends in back-up to check on these two.”

      I didn’t realize I was such a burden to everyone around me. I fume.

      “I’m starving,” Job says. “I’d love to eat, most anything really.”

      My head hurts and my hands shake. All I’ve eaten today is a granola bar and walking ten miles didn’t help. I glance  at the two dead bodies, and the rows and rows of shelves full of weapons and ammunition. It looks like an armory, not a grocery store.

      Sam crosses the room and walks down an aisle. He picks up guns and then ammo, his face like a kid in a candy store. He’s got a lollipop in both hands, only his lollipops kill people.

      “Really Sam?” I ask. “You don’t have enough already?”

      “I didn’t pick what we brought,” Sam says. “I got stuck with whatever was in the truck cache, plus my own normal handguns. This is a miracle sent to prepare us to retrieve the cure. We’d be stupid to ignore it.”

      I roll my eyes. “I thought we were in a rush?” I gesture at the dead guys.

      “Yes, we’ll be quick.” Rhonda grabs two weapons herself, and tucks them into a holster, already concealed under her shirt. She selects a third for Job.

      “What about me?” I ask.

      Sam frowns. “You’ve got one. That’s plenty.”

      I try not to pout when we walk outside to the van. A single key protrudes from the ignition. Job twists it and the engine starts, but the gas gauge points to empty.

      “Did they say where the gas was stored?” I ask. “We could take this the rest of the way.”

      Job shakes his head. “We can’t take the van. It’s not safe.”

      “We didn’t see their trip wire, even on a motorcycle,” Rhonda says.

      “Sloppy,” Sam says. “But even if we avoid wires, they could have video feeds, trackers in the van, or sweeping patrols. And if we avoid those, the van still ties us directly to these two.”

      Hello WPN, we killed two of your men. Can we pop inside for a moment to steal a cure from your island? We’d like to heal the thousands of people you’re planning to massacre.

      “We’re only thirty miles from the island.” Rhonda reaches into the van and rummages around. “Grab anything we can use and we look for a place to sleep. We’ll reach the island late tomorrow night if we leave at first light.”

      Sam’s lack of input tells me he wants Job and Rhonda to come.

      “Ruby?” Job asks.

      “I don’t want you two along,” I say. “But I thought we agreed to eat first.”

      “Yes,” Job says. “We did.”

      “But while you’re thinking about it, consider your boyfriend,” Rhonda says.

      I gulp. I think Sam wants them to come, but how can she know that?

      Rhonda puts an arm around my shoulders. “I know you’re worried about us getting Marked, or killed, or whatever, but if our help gets the cure, Wesley can come home.”

      Right. When she said my boyfriend she meant Wesley not Sam. Of course she did, because Sam and I aren’t anything. We haven’t even kissed.

      I think about when Wesley kissed me, and my fingers fly to my lips. I’d sort of shut down that whole line of thinking when I realized I wasn’t Marked, but what if we actually find a cure? I don’t want to risk Job and Rhonda, but I do want Wesley back, and my aunt. Rhonda hasn’t mentioned her mom, which means she probably doesn’t know. I should tell her, but if she’s this determined to go without knowing . . . I don’t want to make it worse until I’ve decided whether to bring them.

      “I’ll go get our stuff so we can leave.” I turn toward the floor store. I need to think without anyone badgering me, without anyone telling me what to do. It’s my dad’s cure, and my dad’s lab.

      I’m almost to the vine covered doors when I notice it. I don’t hear anything, but I feel something, or more accurately, someone. “Sam?” I spin around and see him, standing like a statue in the moonlight, as gorgeous as any carving I’ve ever seen.

      “I can grab our stuff. You didn’t need to come.” Except that’s completely false, I realize. I can’t even lift his bag.

      He shakes his head.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. “Are you mad I came after you? I’m sorry I did, but I thought maybe you were hurt.”

      “I knew you would eventually. It’s just hard for me. I have to keep you—” He stops.

      “Keep me what?” I ask.

      “I promised to keep you safe.” He looks at the ground and digs at a weed with the toe of his boot.

      I can barely make out his face, but I think he looks torn. Upset, even.

      I walk toward him. “There’s something else going on in there.” I tap his forehead. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Is it Rhonda? Is that why you’re being strange all of a sudden?” Anger bubbles up in my chest at the thought. One minute he’s leaning toward me in the dark, hands around my waist. The next he’s barely talking to me. The only difference is Rhonda and her insistence she be the peanut butter to his jelly. I love Rhonda, but I want her safe at home, not here with me. And Sam.

      Is her safety my real reason for wanting her to go home?

      “Why do you keep asking about her?” he asks. “Does it make you feel better?”

      “What?”

      “About him?” he asks.

      I have no idea what he’s talking about. “Him? Him who?”

      He turns away.

      “Welcome back, monosyllabic Sam. For the record, I didn’t miss you.”

      Sam grunts, and I think about what he said. Does it make me feel better about ‘him’? The only person he might mean is Wesley.

      “Are you mad I want to save Wesley? Because that’s freaking ridiculous. He’s dying, and I haven’t seen him since . . .” I was going to say since he kissed me, but I snap my mouth closed instead.

      “Since what?”

      “You did mean Wesley?”

      “No, of course not.” He paces. “I haven’t given him a second thought. He’s nothing to me.” He paces more. “But your aunt’s Marked and Rhonda and Job don’t know. You don’t want them to come, but they have a personal interest in that cure.”

      “I don’t want them to get Marked, too!”

      “Until Rhonda tells you it’s more likely that we can save Wesley. Then you change your mind.”

      “It’s not like that.” Except it kind of is. “If I tell them about their mom, wild horses won’t be able to drag them home.”

      I look up at him, the sharp lines of his face so pristine and perfectly symmetrical in the moonlight that I almost can’t stand it. His mouth hovers mere inches from mine. How did I find Wesley good looking? No one compares to Sam. He mumbles something I can’t hear.

      “What?”

      “If Rhonda might keep you safe, I want her along.”

      “You do want them to come?”

      He frowns. “Not for Wesley.”

      Is Sam jealous? I grin. “You don’t like him.”

      “No,” he says. “I don’t dislike him. I don’t care about him at all. I like someone else.”

      His hair falls around his face in soft waves. One arm moves behind me and pulls me close. The other cups my cheek as his lips move closer, slowly bending toward mine. My lip trembles, but I don’t even consider biting it. It should feel wrong, wanting Sam this way, when Wesley’s in mortal peril. But how can an anchor for my world be wrong? Sam’s arms surround me, and his face hovers above mine. For the first time since my dad died, in this moment, my world feels exactly right.

      “Ruby? Sam?”

      Except that.

      Job’s voice slides like an ice cube down my back in July. Sam almost shoves me over in his haste to put space between us.

      “Her eye,” Sam says.

      “What?” Rhonda, a step behind Job, looks totally lost.

      Sam clears his throat. “Ruby got something in her eye. I was checking it out, but it’s hard to see out here. At night.”

      Lame. No way they’ll believe that. It’s seriously dark, for one thing, so he couldn’t possibly have thought he’d see anything in my eye.

      Worst excuse ever.

      Except they buy it. I’m a little offended no one suspects that Sam meant to kiss me. This time I’m positive he did. No seatbelts, no darkness filled with giant cockroaches, and no WPN vans.

      “Are you okay?” Rhonda asks.

      I blink a few times in case they see better than me. “Sam got the dust out.”

      “Good.” Rhonda pats my arm as they walk past like nothing’s out of the ordinary.

      Job asks, “So do we stay the night here?”

      “Bad idea,” Rhonda says. “It’s too close. If someone comes looking for those two, they’ll find them and start searching from there. They can’t check everything, but we need to be further than this.”

      Sam and I grab our bags without delay, and we hike along the road in the dark looking for someplace close, but not too close. It gives me time to think, and I realize I need to tell them. Nothing good comes from deceit.

      “There’s something you need to know, guys.”

      Job stops walking. “What?”

      “Your parents left right after the attack for a reason,” I say.

      “Dad’s Marked, isn’t he?” Job asks.

      Sometimes I forget how smart he is. “No, but your mom is.”

      “We figured,” Rhonda says. “They left without warning in the middle of the night? Why such urgency, after ten years?”

      Job sighs. “A huge Marked attack, both of them on the front lines, and an early morning departure without even a check in?”

      Tears glisten in Rhonda’s eyes. Suspecting and knowing aren’t the same. I can’t send them home now, knowing exactly how they feel. They know the risk, and they want to come anyway.

      “Fine,” I say. “You can come.”

      Rhonda hugs me. “We’ll make it through this and out the other end. Then you can marry Wesley in a big, puffy white dress, and run Port Gibson together like you always wanted.”

      I roll my eyes and squeeze Rhonda’s hand. A second later there’s a loud crash up ahead. I’m pretty sure Sam broke a window.

      “What’re you doing?” Rhonda asks.

      Sam growls. “If people are looking for us, I want them to have some places to search.”

      “You could’ve warned us,” Rhonda says. “That scared me half to death.”

      “Sorry.”

      He doesn’t sound sorry. If I had to guess at his expression underneath the garish shadows from his flashlight, I’d say Sam looks pissed.

      Which makes me smile.
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      We walk one way for half an hour or so, smashing windows periodically, and then we turn around and walk another direction before backtracking and smashing more windows. We do this three times before we walk along a road without touching anything. By this point my blister’s smarting again. I resist the urge to kick every tuft of grass and throw every rock I stumble across.

      Eventually, Rhonda and Sam both agree to stop at a church across the big road Sam and I travelled along initially. Christus Lutheran something or other. Rhonda walks up to the front doors.

      “It’s kind of a shame.” She shines her flashlight on the front doors. “Smashing up all this beautiful glass.”

      “Don’t smash the front,” Sam says. “Let’s use a side door or window. They’ll be less likely to search if the building appears untouched.”

      We follow Sam’s lead. He wanders around a labyrinth of back doors and windows before choosing one. He wraps his hand in his jacket and knocks the glass out of the window. Then he shakes out his coat and lays it down over the jagged edges before climbing over. I scramble through after him, grabbing the arm he extends to lift me through and set me down. After I make it over, he picks up his coat and shakes it off.

      “There’s still glass.” Job points at the sharp edges.

      “Use your coat.” Sam grins and walks off into the depths of the church.

      It’s black as pitch inside. I shuffle along until I slam my shins on something hard. I shine my flashlight down belatedly. Pews. Of course.

      Sam reaches my side instantly. His glove-free hand slides over mine, interlacing our fingers. “Stay close.”

      Butterflies fill my stomach. He didn’t take off his glove to blend in tonight, not inside a cold, dark, church.

      I let him tug me along, happy to be near him.

      He releases my hand when Job and Rhonda approach and shines his flashlight around the room. “This is as good as anywhere. Sleeping up on the pews will be warmer than on the ground.”

      “Sure.” Rhonda holds her flashlight in her teeth and pushes two pews together, so they face one another, making a larger space.

      “What’re you doing?” I ask.

      “Making us a spot. The boys smell. Go find somewhere far away.” She wrinkles her nose at them.

      Sam walks over and hands me a blanket. A thrill runs up my arm when his hand brushes mine.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says, so softly I almost don’t hear him.

      Apparently boys can be taught.

      Sam opens some cans of stew and passes them around. Rhonda places the flashlights at intervals facing outward to provide a little bit of consistent light for our meal. We perch on pews to eat. Even now, hours later, I can’t quite get the image of that cockroach out of my head. It occurs to me while we eat that cockroaches are as likely to be on a pew as on the floor. I shiver involuntarily.

      No one speaks once we have food in our hands. Sam was wrong about the stew last night. It was much better warm. I try to ignore the blobs and swallow, but I’ve got several bites left in my can when the hunger pangs stop and it’s hard to force the rest down. Sam opens another round of cans, which Rhonda takes, but I decline. I barely finished the first. Sam shrugs and eats the one he offered me himself.

      Rhonda asks, “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

      “Depends,” Job says. “What do we know about World Peace Now?”

      “Not much.” I tick a few things off on my fingers. “They’re planning mass murder, so they must fear the Marked. They live in some kind of communal religious compound.”

      “They’re trying to repopulate the earth with Godly people,” says Job, “They think Tercera was God’s plan to cleanse the earth of the wicked, per our captors from earlier.”

      “Then why fear infection?” Rhonda asks. “If the Marked are still here, isn’t that part of God’s plan, too? And if only the wicked get wiped out from Tercera, how’s it a threat?”

      “A tool can be turned on its owner, or so they say.” Job finishes his second can of stew.

      “Good dinner Sam, thanks.” Rhonda leans over and pats his leg. “You can always count on good old Defense provisions, right? I thought I’d get a break from them on this trip. I thought we’d be scrounging, but we needed to hide, and I’m hungry enough I don’t care.” She laughs.

      “It was better last night. Ruby caught a rabbit.”

      “A bunny?” Rhonda turns to me with an incredulous look on her face. “You killed a bunny? You always let them go.”

      I blush. “Sam killed it.”

      “Ruby caught it. And she put some...” Sam rubs his fingers together, “some little leaves and stuff in the stew, too.”

      “Well, aren’t you quite the little traveling homemaker?” Rhonda snickers. “What exactly did you add?”

      “Basil and thyme,” I say. “Nothing fancy.”

      Rhonda raises one eyebrow. “Where’d you even get those?”

      “I brought some dried herbs with me. I’d put more—”

      Rhonda’s laughing too hard to hear me.

      “Why’s that so funny?”

      “Only you.” Rhonda wheezes. “Only you would bring dried herbs on a mission.”

      I frown.

      “Your cooking skills may finally be appreciated before too long,” Rhonda says. “When we get the cure and you get your boyfriend back.”

      My face turns bright red.

      “Is he her boyfriend, or not?” Sam asks.

      “Wesley’s Marked,” I say.

      “Until we get a cure,” Sam says. “What then?”

      “I don’t know.” I look down at the ground.

      “Ruby’s loved Wesley for years.” Rhonda smiles. “She didn’t realize he was pining for her, too. It was about the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. Sometimes I thought about telling one of them, but it was too much fun to watch. Now, with him being Marked, it’s a little Romeo and Juliette-esque.”

      Sam asks Rhonda. “What’d you bring?” He grabs for her bag and she snatches it back. They shove each other around a bit, both laughing. Finally, Sam gets it away from her and opens it up. “Jerky, smart. Crackers? Really? That’s it? I’m disappointed.”

      “I was in a hurry, okay? Besides, I don’t do the trading for the family. Ruby handles all that. I had to make do with what I found.”

      I bite my lip.

      “I did have some other stuff, but we already ate it. Soup, noodles, rice. We boiled it when we had a fire. We’re too close now, so I saved this stuff for the end.”

      “All right,” Sam says.

      “Besides, for a normal person, your stew’s too heavy to carry. I couldn’t have lugged it this far.”

      “We didn’t plan to leave,” Sam says. “We got what was in the truck.”

      “You don’t have to worry about things being heavy. You’re built like a bear.” Rhonda pats Sam’s arm again. I tear into my poor, innocent lip. I love Rhonda, but if she keeps touching Sam, I might claw her eyes out. I have no right to be angry. It’s not like Sam and I are . . . well, anything. I’m not even sure he really likes me. We have chemistry maybe, but it’s not like he’s kissed me. He drops my hand like it’s on fire when anyone else is around.

      And anyway, I’m not sure I like him like that.

      The exhaustion from the day crashes over me in a wave. I consider curling up right where I am. Sam looks my way, but I can’t read his expression. Everything’s confusing.

      “Let’s figure this out,” I say. “I need sleep. We walk to the bridge to Galveston, and look for a boat. The water in the West Bay’s calm. I’ve been fishing out there with my dad. I could point out the building we lived in from the coast; I’m pretty sure.”

      “Why risk stealing a boat when we might not have to? Why don’t we walk up and tell WPN we want to convert?” Rhonda asks.

      I shake my head. “There’s no guarantee they’ll believe us. And if we get in that way, how would we escape?”

      “Those are good points,” Sam says, “but if we go in tactically, we’re more likely to get gunned down. If they welcome converts, that’s our best bet.”

      I snort. “So we waltz up to the front gate and tell them everything? While pretending that we love God and want to join their loopy compound?”

      “I’m with Ruby,” Job says. “We aren’t even active Christians. We don’t know enough about WPN’s beliefs to fill a thimble, much less convince them we believe too. We’re better off playing to their fears. We say we approve of the Marked attacks if they ask, and suggest they should find the cure in case any of the righteous get sick in the cleansing they have slated.”

      “We walk up, say, ‘Hey by the way, we know about your plan to massacre the Marked kids, and guess what? We wanna join you?’ They’ll know we killed their guys and shoot us in the head,” Rhonda says.

      “I prefer my head hole free.” Sam smiles. “Maybe we don’t tell them we know about the Cleansing. Job’s right that we play to their fears, though. We tell them we hate the Marked. We think they pose a threat and want to eliminate them. The Unmarked kicked us out for taking radical but necessary positions. We heard WPN understands. No religion, just  half-truth.”

      “Not a bad plan,” Job says. “We tell them the Marked killed our family and we’re pissed.”

      It’s not even a lie, not really. I try not to think about Aunt Anne or I get weepy.

      Rhonda and Sam nod. This could go any which way. We have no idea how they’ll react to any of it.

      “We should make that our fall back,” I say. “First, we scope out the island. If there aren’t guard towers, we try to sneak around in a boat.”

      “What’s with you and floating?” Rhonda asks. “If we want to go in tactically, we cross the bridge.”

      “They’ll have it under guard,” I say.

      “I don’t wanna rely on something that one bullet might sink.” Rhonda scowls.

      “What’s the big deal?” I ask. “You can swim.”

      “Sharks,” Rhonda says.

      I roll my eyes. “They leave humans alone.”

      “We had this substitute at school once who didn’t want to do anything. She made us watch tv and the week she was there, some channel played this terrible marathon program. Shark Week.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “And?”

      She shudders. “Boats are out.”

      “So we go in tactically, and if that fails, we tell them why we’re there. That gives us options.”

      Rhonda sets her jaw just like her mom. “What do you guys think?”

      Sam shakes his head. “I’m more afraid of this discussion than a sea full of sharks.”

      Job snorts. “Ruby’s plan makes sense. Investigate and go from there. We can always come clean if sneaking in doesn’t work.”

      “Except then they can’t trust us.” Rhonda shakes her head.

      “Bullets do kill sharks, you know.” I walk over to Rhonda’s pews and toss down the blanket Sam gave me.

      “Most guns don’t work once they’re wet,” Rhonda says.

      I set my gun on the pew next to my backpack, safety on. “So we keep them dry.” I pull my little blanket out of my bag to use as a pillow and lay down fully dressed.

      Job pops his head over my pew a minute later. “You okay?”

      Job’s presence means Sam and Rhonda are alone together. Probably flirting. The two perfect physical specimens in the room, reminiscing about their shared Defense training. Complimenting each other’s skills. Rhonda’s telling Sam he’s super strong, like a battering ram, and rubbing his arm. Gah.

      Job’s being sweet, so I try to appreciate the gesture. “I’m fine, just tired.”

      “Long day, huh?”

      “Yeah, I need some sleep.” And he needs to get back over there to chaperone.

      He looks at me for a moment, but I don’t back down.

      “Message received, little sis. I’ll buzz off, but I wanted to make sure you weren’t lonely. I know Sam can be reserved, but you’re with family now. Everything’s going to be okay.” He kisses my forehead.

      He’s a good guy. “I’m glad to have your help, Job.” He squeezes my hand and walks back to help Rhonda and Sam clean up. I sigh with relief.

      I drop off to sleep quickly, but I wake before anyone else as a result. I don’t need an alarm clock or even sunlight, thanks to a very helpful cockroach perched on my nose, antennae twiddling. I consider it one of the crowning achievements of my life that I don’t scream. I swat it away and shudder violently. Rhonda shifts when I crawl out of the pews, but she doesn’t wake up.

      I grab my bag and walk convulsively outside. I feel a little better after I pee and brush my teeth. I’m headed back inside when I see Sam standing by the door, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “What are you doing?” I raise one eyebrow.

      “I had third watch, so I heard you leave. I figured you wanted to be alone, but I came out to make sure you were safe.”

      Great. Guy with supersonic hearing just listened in while I peed and gargled. At least I didn’t scream over that gargantuan bug. I hope he noted my bravery.

      “I didn’t know there were watches.”

      “We left you out. You looked pretty tired.”

      “Thanks.” I try to duck past him, but he grabs my arm.

      I feel a question coming that I’m not ready for. I deflect without thinking. “If you need to borrow some toothpaste, you don’t have to manhandle me. Just ask.”

      “Believe it or not, I have my own, standard issue. It’s more powder than paste, but it does the trick.”

      “Need me to check for you?” I say, flirting like an idiot.

      “No.”

      The bottom drops out of my stomach. What’s wrong? Yesterday he seemed playful. Into me, maybe.

      “Morning, guys.” Job pushes past us. “We really need to get going if we’re going to reach WPN in one day. Also, I’m starving. You got any food left, Sam? Rhonda’s been passing out dry oatmeal, which is gross, but I think she’s nearly out.”

      Sam leans close and whispers in my ear. “You have to talk to me eventually.” His breath really is minty fresh. Why’s he upset? Interruptions, or something else?

      I’m not sure I want to know. I push past Sam and back into the church, eager to escape the unknown, even if it’s only a reprieve. Light streams through the upper windows in the church, rendering flashlights unnecessary. Sam follows me inside and pulls more food from his magic bag. He shares out some kind of hard biscuits and dried fruit in little plastic packages.

      “Wow, MREs.” Rhonda laughs. “Meals rejected by everyone.”

      I take a package. “Are they that bad?”

      Rhonda nods. “So bad. Everyone in Defense hates them.”

      Sam’s face relaxes. “Meals rarely edible.”

      Rhonda smiles. “Meals rejected by the enemy?”

      “Morsels, regurgitated, eviscerated.” Sam taps his on a pew and it makes a knocking sound.

      The corner of Job’s mouth turns up. “Eviscerated? Use that in a sentence.”

      Sam shadowboxes Job in the gut. “I’ll eviscerate you for mocking me.”

      Job doubles over in feigned pain. “No need to disembowel me. I didn’t think you knew complicated words, that’s all.”

      Rhonda pats Sam’s arm. “Sam’s smarter than me. I think he wants people to assume he’s dumb.”

      Sam shrugs. “I just don’t care what people think.”

      Rhonda sighs. “Their dumb remarks annoy me, but if you don’t care, I guess I shouldn’t either. Thanks for breakfast.”

      I grit my teeth and gnaw on my biscuit. They’re right about one thing. This food sucks.

      Rhonda and Sam keep joking around like they’re best friends. Not to be petty, but Rhonda already has a twin. Everyone in the world can’t love her best. I busy myself with preparing to leave so no one will notice I’m sulking. I’m the first one done eating, the first one with my laces tied, and the first one with my bag packed. Of course, Sam’s ready seconds after me. A few minutes later Job’s got his bag in hand, eager to leave.

      “Where’s Rhonda?” I didn’t see her leave.

      “She found a bathroom.” Job rolls his eyes. “Apparently there’s even a mirror.”

      My hair must be a nightmare. I desperately need an excuse to head in there. “I’ll try to hurry her up.”

      “Girls.” Job shakes his head.

      I bumble down the hall, knocking into walls and benches. I should’ve brought my flashlight. The main sanctuary had windows, but the hallway doesn’t.

      “Rhonda?”

      “Over here.”

      She has her flashlight out.

      “Wow, you found a mirror?” I feign indifference. “I’m scared to look. I probably look like Medusa.”

      “Actually, your curls look great,” she says. “It’s too bad the Council makes us keep our hair in braids. Yours looks way better down.”

      I peek around her shoulder. She has mascara. Scratch that. She has an entire make-up bag. Why in the world would she put on make-up out here? She wasn’t wearing any yesterday.

      I can only think of one reason. A big, gorgeous ox of a reason.

      Rhonda already has a lot of things I don’t. Straight, smooth hair. Big dark eyes. Fitted, tough looking clothes. Knee high boots. Amazing skills. Athletic ability. Height. And most of all, a banging rack. Does she really need to widen the chasm?

      “What’re you doing?” I narrow my make-up free eyes at her.

      “Just putting on some mascara,” she says. “No biggie. You’re blonde, so you understand. If I don’t put on mascara, my eyes disappear completely.”

      Light. Keep it light, Ruby. I love Rhonda, maybe more than any other person in the world. If she likes Sam, I should be happy for them, because no one on Earth would choose me over her. I need to think of a way to shift the conversation that doesn’t give away how I feel, but encourages her to be honest with me.

      “Do you like Sam?” The words tumble out. So much for broaching the subject smoothly.

      Rhonda shines her flashlight in my face. I’m like a deer about to be hit by a semi-truck.

      “Do you?”

      I clear my throat. “Why else would you be putting on mascara in the middle of nowhere?”

      “You do.” Rhonda shifts the flashlight so it’s not blinding me anymore. Of course, I still can’t see anything. Retinal burn.

      “That’s why I kept pushing Wesley, you know.”

      “So, you do?” I hate that my voice wavers.

      “I’ve liked him for years, Ruby.”

      I want to puke, and ball up my fists and hit the wall, and collapse in a heap to cry. I can’t compete with Rhonda. I don’t compare to her for one, but liking someone she likes will break me. If Sam bizarrely did like me, it’d upset me because she’d be sad. When he likes her, I’ll be angry and petty. It’s a lose-lose.

      “You gave up on Wesley already?” Rhonda asks.

      “No, but maybe I’m mad at him for almost Marking me. I don’t know. Ever since we came on this trip, Sam’s been . . . different.”

      “It’s the first time you’ve ever been around him, just the two of you. He’s pretty intense,” Rhonda says. “People don’t slow down to notice.”

      I nod.

      “I’m not glad you like him,” Rhonda says, “but I get it. And—”

      “And what?” I ask.

      She exhales and clicks a button on the flashlight. The base lights up and low light bathes the small room. “He doesn’t like me like I want. He never has.”

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      “Because I do, okay? We’ve talked about it.”

      I’m completely floored. Rhonda’s perfect. “He’s crazy.”

      Rhonda shrugs. “It is what it is. If he likes you, I’ll be happy for you, I swear. But Wesley? I can’t imagine he’ll be pleased if he gets cured only to come back and find you and Sam together.” Rhonda pokes me. If she’s teasing me about it already, I hope that means we’ll be okay.

      “If we can cure Wesley, he’ll forget all about me in his joy at having his life back.”

      Rhonda shakes her head. “That boy thinks you hung the stars.”

      I look at the ground. “I don’t know how I feel about him anymore, but unless we find a cure it’s irrelevant anyway.”

      “How does Sam feel about you risking your life to save Wesley?”

      I shrug. “I don’t think he loves it, which is why—”

      “His tantrums whenever Wesley comes up are a good sign.”

      I shrug. I should feel excited that someone else noticed, but I feel sad instead. Or maybe guilty. “The boys are ready to go. You almost done?”

      Rhonda puts on one more layer of mascara and shoves it into the bag. “Yep.”

      “Actually, I’m blonde too,” I say. “Mind if I borrow the mascara?”

      “Like you need any help.” She rolls her eyes.

      My jaw drops. “Are you kidding? I look like a ten-year-old boy.”

      “You’re ethereal, innocent, and delicate. I’m like a she-man. . . Job with boobs.”

      Laughter erupts from my belly, filling the small space and reverberating. She’s as far from a she-male as possible, but the image of Job with boobs? Priceless.

      Rhonda places a hand on my arm. “I’m not upset you like Sam, because who doesn’t? If it has to be someone else, and believe me it does, I’d rather he end up with you than one of his fangirls.”

      Every year after the seventeen year olds Path, the Council reassesses each settlement’s needs. Port Gibson gets transfers, mostly new adults, but some older people too. For the last few years, Sam’s acquired a gaggle of doe-eyed followers after each transfer. I didn’t even like Sam yet and they annoyed me. I can only imagine it’s worse if you work with him . . . and have feelings for him.

      I put my hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Rhonda.”

      She sighs melodramatically. “Honestly, it’s fine. The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. You’re different enough to be interesting, and maybe you appeal to his desire to save people.”

      That stings a little, but I try to shake it off.

      “You okay?” Rhonda asks.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. “Just thinking about going back to my dad’s old lab.” Which actually depresses me, which is what sells it.

      “You were so young,” Rhonda says. “Will you really recognize where you lived? Were you actually right on the beach?”

      “Our condo was right by the water. It should be easy enough to reach by boat, if the building’s still standing.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be standing?” she asks.

      “Hurricanes are pretty common in Galveston. It’s been ten years. Who knows whether it’s even there anymore, and if it is, what kind of shape it’ll be in.”

      “Yeah, so even if your dad had a cure, this is still a long shot. Understanding my parent’s reticence a little more.”

      “Even if we do get past any WPN guards, and the building’s standing, we don’t know if the safe still works, and whether or not my blood will open it,” I say.

      “Where’s it hidden?”

      “Only my dad and I knew.”

      Rhonda’s perfect eyebrows draw together. “And?”

      I should tell her. If something happens to me, if anything goes wrong, she might need to know.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Rhonda says, “but it’s better safe than sorry. Especially with the location of the cure for a virus that wiped out almost everyone alive, for instance.”

      She’s right. “It’s behind a bookshelf in his home office. It’s about three shelves up on the right side, but you won’t see it without opening it. Even if you remove the books, it’s hidden by the seams of the woodwork in the bookcase.”

      “Okay.”

      “It wasn’t opened with a key or a combination or anything else. My dad had this Eiffel tower clock mounted on a built-in-desk next to the bookcase. He pricked his finger on it and some little mechanism inside registered his blood. If it was his, a wall safe opened. I asked him once why he’d want something that hard to open. He told me it was only for things so important he was willing to feel pain to keep them safe.”

      “You think your blood will work?”

      “In his journal, Dad wrote, ‘She can always find what she needs.’ What else could that mean? I must be able to reach the contents of his safe.”

      “Why’d he tell a six year old, if it was a secret?”

      “I saw him open it,” I say. “By accident. Some books fell out of the bookcase when a little door opened up behind them, and one fell on my foot.” I look at my feet now, so much larger than my little bare feet when the book landed on them.

      Rhonda asks, “What was in there?”

      She’s probably hoping I saw a vial labeled ‘the cure’ or something, but I couldn’t even read great then. “All I saw were papers.”

      And my mom’s wedding ring. Dad told me I could have it when I was old enough. That doesn’t seem relevant, so I don’t mention it.

      “That presents a problem.” Rhonda taps her lower lip with her flashlight.

      “Why?”

      “After you went to bed, we kept brainstorming. We thought maybe Job and Sam and I could go in, and you could stay with the supplies.”

      “You planned to leave me waiting, with no idea whether you even made it in alive?”

      “It sounds terrible when you say it like that.”

      I lift one eyebrow. “How did you mean it, then?”

      “We’d need our gear to get back home safely.”

      Rhonda hears how pitiful it sounds once she says it aloud and she winces.

      “So I’d be, like, watching the bags?” I raise both eyebrows.

      “Now I think about it, maybe you do need to come along.”

      “Yeah, maybe so.”

      “What if something happens to you?” she asks.

      I raise one eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “Anything. You could be injured, or detained.” She doesn’t say I could die, but that’s a possibility too. “We should have a contingency. That’s all.”

      “Like a blood sample?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I don’t want to get ditched. I’m not a little kid.”

      “We really do need someone to watch our stuff. Besides, me and Sam and Job can all offer to join their Marked elimination team if they catch us. You aren’t a good enough shot.”

      “How do you know?” I ask. “Sam gave me a lesson and I did okay.”

      “He’s the one who told me that. Last night.”

      Something’s pushing on my chest and it’s hard to breathe. They talked about me last night and Sam said I’m a lousy shot? “Fine, then. I guess you have almost everything you need from me.”

      I pull my sleeping pills out of my bag. I dump them out of their little glass bottle and into my jeans pocket. I’ve been so afraid to be groggy lately, I haven’t used them at all. I pull out my scissors and slice the pad of my thumb before Rhonda can protest, pressing it over the top of the bottle. I squeeze for quite a while before it looks close to full.

      “I don’t want to be left behind, even if you all think I’m a liability. But if we get separated, I’d hate for the mission to fail.” I think about my aunt, and about Wesley. “I doubt you’ll need that much, but it would really suck to get there and not have enough.” I shove the stopper in, and push the vial into her hand, warm and gross looking.

      She takes it and traps my arm while she pulls gauze and tape from her bag. She wraps my thumb tightly without saying a word, then squeezes my hand.

      “I’m not sure how long this will be good,” she says. “But it should last longer since it’s cold outside. We better get moving.” I realize I’m blocking her way out.

      I catch sight of my face in the mirror. I do look young and innocent like she says—the face of a little girl. It pisses me off.

      I step back, but throw one hand out. “I still need that mascara.”

      “Sure.” She hands me her whole bag and walks away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The guys don’t notice my makeup when we emerge, or if they do they don’t comment.

      Rhonda notices, though. “What’s with the Mark on your head? We’re past Marked territory.”

      I walk over to Job, dip my fingers in Rhonda’s pot of foundation and dab at his forehead, creating tiny bumps in the right configuration. His eyes widen, but he doesn’t stop me. I rub blush over the bumps to turn them pink and then carefully dab with the edge of my damp shirt to wipe off the excess.

      “What’re you doing?” Sam asks.

      I turn to him. “You and Rhonda are next.”

      “We’re headed for WPN,” Job says.

      “It’ll be pretty easy to tell, once we get close, which group we’re dealing with. You told me yourself, the Marked travel down here to ask for WPN to marry them. We can always wipe the Mark off if we need to, but we can’t put a fake one on once we’re spotted. If we run into WPN, we can claim we’re here to be married.”

      Rhonda balks. “We didn’t have time to wipe it off with the WPN patrol. They didn’t offer to marry us either. They almost killed us because of it.”

      “They were idiots,” Job says. “The fat one even said that King Solomon would’ve wanted us brought to him for questioning.”

      “Besides, we know better this time,” Sam says. “If it’s WPN, we can wipe immediately.”

      “Wait, who’s King Solomon?” I ask.

      “The idiot leader of WPN apparently started going by king sometime in the last few years,” Job says. “He did warn the world about Tercera before anyone knew what it was, and he negotiated the government into handing over everything valuable to him. He’s sort of their ultimate leader. Maybe it’s not an inaccurate title.”

      I gesture for Rhonda to crouch so I can apply her Mark. “If he’s some kind of absolute ruler, why didn’t the two WPN guards follow his commands?”

      “They were too scared of becoming infected themselves. Apparently they were wicked enough they didn’t believe God would protect them.” Rhonda shakes her head.

      “Do they really think God decides who contracts a virus?” I ask.

      “The man who saved them tells them that,” Sam says. “You can Mark me next.” He steps toward me, but I think about him telling Rhonda I’m a sucky shot. I imagine the two of them laughing at my ineptitude. Sam wanted me to stay and watch the bags while the three of them forged ahead.

      I shove the bag at Rhonda and walk away. Let her Mark him. I don’t want to be anywhere near him.

      They catch up with me before I reach the main road. Sam and Rhonda insist on slogging through the vegetation growing profusely alongside the road to avoid creating footprints WPN patrols might notice.

      With my short legs, I warm up pretty fast trying to keep up with them. Even Sam eventually works up a sweat. He and Job peel their shirts off an hour or so into our brisk hike, but I’m not complaining. It greatly improves my view where I bring up the rear.

      After a few hours, Rhonda takes the lead. Sam pulls a shirt on over his head and drops back by me. I wonder why he passes control off to her. It’s unlike him.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Sure. And in case you’re wondering, I’m not panting, just breathing heavy, which isn’t the same.”

      He smiles. “If you need a break, we can take one.”

      “I’m good, thanks.” I make a concerted effort to leave my lip alone. Rhonda gave me chap stick earlier, so it feels much better. I don’t want to backslide.

      “We should be about a third of the way there, so that’s good news.” He hands me some water. “How’s the heel?”

      “Fine.” It annoys me that he walks along so effortlessly, while I practically have to jog to match his speed.

      “Now who’s uncommunicative?”

      “Look,” I say, “don’t try to talk to me while I’m struggling to keep pace with three giants, okay?”

      “We’re hardly giants, and we slowed down. You didn’t notice?”

      “No, probably because slow for you is still fast for me. You’re all over six feet. Giants take giant steps.”

      “Rhonda’s not quite six feet, or I don’t think so.”

      “Close enough. I barely top five, which is probably why I’d be so great at watching bags.” I’m tired of talking at this point and growing crankier by the minute. My heel’s been stinging for over an hour, not that I intend to tell Mr. Amazing, especially since they’ve already slowed up for me.

      “About that,” he says. “I wanted to apologize. Rhonda and Job want you safe, just like me, but it’s not fair. I know that.”

      “It’s not.” I huff.

      “Plus, I was being kind of a jerk earlier and I wanted to make sure you weren’t mad. We haven’t talked about it but—” He tenses up, a deer sensing a hunter.

      That’s not right. No one would ever characterize Sam as any kind of prey. He’s far too eager and much too dangerous. A panther scenting another cat, maybe.

      He jogs ahead and taps Rhonda’s arm. She and Job stop walking. I notice Job put his shirt back on, too. I stand on my tiptoes to see what lies up ahead. A large road branches off from the one we’re walking alongside. Some kind of expressway, judging by the signs.

      Job points and shrugs as if to say he isn’t sure how much further. Sam holds up five fingers and makes an unintelligible swooping motion. Rhonda taps her arm and points another direction. I give up on trying to interpret. How the flip do they all know some secret hand language?

      I walk as quietly as I can to where they are and stand utterly still, waiting for something to be decided. Eventually Sam breaks away from the pow-wow and motions for us to follow. He screws on his silencer as he walks, and Rhonda does the same. I reach under my shirt to pull my gun, but Rhonda shakes her head vehemently. When I pull it out anyway, she walks near me and whispers in my ear.

      “We don’t want friendly fire, plus you don’t have a suppressor. Sam and I have this under control. Get yours out if you see Job draw his. Emergencies only.”

      They think I might shoot one of them! I pretend that doesn’t smart. We leave the road we’re on, the Forty-five something, and follow the expressway. The raised road we were walking along disappears from sight and I relax, assuming we’re home free.

      Until I hear a familiar sound, the whooshing that accompanies shots from a silenced gun. A muffled thud follows, and I turn toward the sound. Someone falls from a nearby tree and his gun slides from his gloved hand when he hits the ground. I whimper involuntarily at the sight. Sam glances sharply my direction, and I make as apologetic a face as I can manage.

      Sam scoops up his gun with a gloved hand, releases the clip and throws the gun and clip in opposite directions. I avert my eyes from the fallen man as we jog around him and continue down the road. Sam, Rhonda and Job run even faster now, jumping over tree roots and ducking under branches easily. I scramble and trip and stumble, moving as quickly as I can, but I fall farther and farther behind. Sam looks back intermittently, probably to make sure they don’t lose me completely. Within half mile, I bring up the rear by a fair margin. Sometimes, I lose sight of them entirely.

      Which is how I avoid the net that drops from a monstrously tall live oak tree to pin the other three to the ground.

      I’m the worst person to have avoided it. Sam would’ve freed the rest of us in two minutes flat. I pull my gun, aiming at the half dozen people advancing on the drop site, but they’re armed too.

      The net looks heavy, made of old rope almost as thick as my wrist. It knocks Rhonda, Job, and even Sam to the ground. Sam’s gun rests on the ground a few feet from him, on the other side of the net. Rhonda kept hold of hers, but she has the same issue I do. There are too many of them. She still might have been able to do something if she hadn’t landed flat on her face. She’s struggling to push up on her knees when one of our attackers speaks.

      “Weapons down,” says a thin man with black hair and an angry red scar crossing his left cheek. He’s skinny, like unhealthy, emaciated, and bony. Next to Scar stand two girls, one thin, one thick. The large one, with a reddish complexion, holds a shotgun. The other girl, lank hair drooping down into her face, holds a bow, an arrow notched and pointed at Rhonda.

      Rhonda lowers her weapon to the ground and Scar kicks it a few feet away. I’m ten feet from everyone else, far enough to shift my gun until it points at Scar, since he seems to be the leader. I glance at Sam for direction.

      He shakes his head tightly. What does that mean? Put it down? Don’t? I left Defense before the class on non-verbal communication.

      “You might get me blondie, like your buddy got Dax,” Scar says, “but my friends’ll take you out afterwards. Tweak is awesome with her bow. We’ll shoot the rest of you too, just cuz you pissed us off.”

      It’s Rhonda who saves us all.

      “We’re not the enemy,” she says calmly. “Look at us. We’re Marked. We didn’t mean to hurt any of you. You scared us. We sensed you in the trees and thought you were a WPN attack team.”

      Scar squints at her and spits at the ground.

      As a show of faith, I lower my gun. Sam manages to sit up and nods at me. Apparently, the head shake meant, ‘Put your gun down, stupid.’

      “You shot Dax. Why’d you do that if you were looking for us?” he asks.

      “I didn’t kill him,” Sam says. “He was in a position of tactical strength. I clipped his shoulder to keep us safe, but he’ll be fine. We ran into a WPN patrol earlier, and they were particularly eager to kill us. It made me jumpy.”

      “How do you know you didn’t kill him?” Scar asks.

      “I always hit what I aim for, even with a suppressor.” As if on cue, a bleeding Dax stumbles up to us, gun outstretched. He apparently found the clip, or wants us to think he did.

      “I don’t care what you fools say,” Dax says, “I’m shooting that one.” He aims his gun at Sam’s head.

      I don’t think, I react, jumping in front of Sam, blocking his body with mine. “You can’t! I need him.”

      Scar’s eyebrows rise. “You need him? For what?” He narrows his eyes and looks me up and down. “You don’t look pregnant.”

      My jaw drops, and my eyes widen. “I most certainly am not!”

      “She ain’t even old enough to be pregnant,” the beefy looking girl holding a shotgun says.

      “I’m plenty capable of having a baby,” I say.

      Job, Rhonda, and Sam all stare at me, wide-eyed. This entire line of questioning has gotten out of hand.

      “Look, I’m not pregnant. None of us—”

      “Then what,” Beefy asks, “are ya’ll doing here?”

      We don’t know what to say. Do we tell the truth or lie? I scramble for a lie that might earn us forgiveness for shooting Dax. The suppressant’s failing for some of them. If Marked kids are getting pregnant . . . and coming here for WPN to marry them . . .

      Wesley told me once that if you have to lie, stick as close to the truth as possible. “We all got Marked in the last attack on Port Gibson—thanks for that by the way—and now we’re dying just like you, only faster. Since WPN’s the only religious group left, and we want a wedding, we heard they would do them down here.”

      Beefy squints at me, and then glances over to Sam and Job. “Who’s gettin hitched?”

      I sputter. I can’t really say Sam and I are, and I don’t want to say Sam and Rhonda are. Before I can respond, Sam says, “We are.” He points at me.

      I grin ear to ear.

      Scar grunts. “Congratulations.” He coughs and turns to me. “Are you sure, though?”

      “Sure about . . .?”

      “Sure you wanna get married? You could try the suppressant. It only starts failing after ten years or so. You could have a decade ahead of you. If you marry that guy, it’s one or two good years, tops.”

      I want to scream. I got my period two years ago! Why does everyone think I’m a kid? I have make-up on! Since he’s still holding a gun, and my friends are all trapped under a net, I stay calm. “I can’t take the suppressant.”

      “Fine, marry the meathead. What do I care?”

      “No one’s marrying him. He shot me!” Dax waves his gun at Sam. “I don’t care if he’s one of us or not. He has to pay.”

      Scar shakes his head. “Calm down, Dax. He told the truth. He clipped your shoulder, and that’s all. We can’t shoot people for defending themselves.”

      “You have bigger problems anyway,” Sam says. “The WPN patrol we ran into told us they’re planning to eliminate the Marked population in a few weeks.”

      Scar raises one eyebrow. “Why would they do that now, after a decade of peace?”

      “Let my friends out of the net,” I say, “and we’ll explain.” This is getting ridiculous.

      “Don’t let them out,” Dax says. “Not that one. He needs to pay.”

      “How about restitution?” I ask. “He’ll give you a gun.”

      Scar growls. “How do you have so many weapons, anyway?”

      “The WPN patrol that attacked us dragged us to one of their storage facilities,” I say. “After we took them out, we took whatever we wanted.”

      “How bout you give us all them weapons,” Beefy says.

      “You aren’t in charge,” Scar says. “And we don’t want to leave them defenseless if they’re going to petition WPN.”

      I like Scar.

      “But I think they can spare more than one.” Scar motions to Sam. “We’ll let you out, but Dax gets a new gun, and so does each one of us.”

      Sam opens his mouth to argue, but I shake my head this time. He can deal with it. I saw him take several extra guns at the WPN warehouse. I’m not sure how many he has, but it’s enough to share.

      Dax leans over and picks up the gun Sam dropped when the net hit. “I’ll take this one.”

      “No way,” Sam says.

      I glare at him. “It’s fine, Dax. Go ahead.” A raindrop plops on my hand. I glance up. It’s overcast, but no downpour yet.

      Beefy slings her shotgun around to her back and picks up Rhonda’s. “This one’ll work nice.”

      The girl with the dirty hair, I think Scar called her Tweak, picks up my gun and smiles. She’s missing two teeth. “I’ve never had a gun. Does it work like a bow?”

      “No stupid, it’s way better.” Beefy scowls at the skinny girl before turning toward Sam. “You better got another one, cuz you still owe Sean.”

      “I have another in my bag,” Sam says, “but you’ll have to release the net, or I can’t reach it.”

      Scar, err, Sean, nods his head. Dax and Sean keep their guns trained on Sam and Job, while the two girls tuck their weapons in their waistbands.

      “Does water ruin it?” Tweak asks.

      “Does it ruin what?” Sean asks.

      “My new gun. I ain’t never had one, and it’s starting to rain.”

      Sean snorts.

      Sam says, “It won’t ruin it, but you’ll need to clean it well when you reach cover.”

      The lank-haired girl and Beefy cut the ties securing the net. Sam leaps free a nanosecond later, and helps Job and Rhonda extricate themselves.

      “If you could tell us the quickest route to wherever WPN performs the ceremonies,” I say, “we’d appreciate it.”

      Dax frowns. “I think they only do them on certain days.” He glances at Sean. “D’you know when?”

      Sean shrugs. “No, but they do them at St. Mary of the Miraculous Medal, I think.” He pulls a walkie out of his pocket. “We’ve got a party here, Marked, looking for a ceremony. Over.”

      Static. Then a voice, crackly. “St. Mary’s. Over.”

      “I know that,” Sean says, “but when? Over.”

      “They might catch one today. Then not for at least two days. Over.”

      Sean nods at Sam. “Maybe y’all should hurry. You might get lucky.”

      “Not much luck for me lately,” I say. “Or at least, not the good kind.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Sean says. “Marked this week, you said?”

      I nod.

      “It’s a big orange building over on Ninth Avenue by a lotta schools,” Beefy says.

      Sean nods. “Ya’ll got a map?”

      “We do, thanks. We’ll head that direction.”

      I glance at Rhonda. Her mascara’s running, making her resemble a raccoon, but she’s up and moving.

      I swear under my breath. More than her mascara’s running.

      My hand flies to my forehead. It’s wet, too. I catch Sam’s eye. “Sweetheart, we better hurry. We don’t want to miss them, but I don’t want to get married sopping wet, either.”

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      But it’s too late. Something in my voice must’ve alerted him, or maybe we were always doomed. Sean looks from me to Sam and then toward Rhonda and Job. He grabs his walkie. “They aren’t Marked,” he says. “I need backup.”

      Sam pulls two new guns so fast I don’t see the motion. We’re lucky he’s not pinned under a net anymore. “You will let us go, or I’ll do more than clip your shoulder.”

      Rhonda’s got a gun in her hand again too, and she’s facing off against the two girls.

      “Who are you?” Sean asks. “Why are you really here?”

      “We’re just passing through. We mean you no harm, that’s true,” Sam says. “Don’t make this into something bigger than it is.”

      “We’ve doubled our patrols lately,” Sean says.

      “Cuz we’re looking for someone,” Beefy says. “Someone that looks like that little girl, there.” She spits in the bush next to me and wipes her mouth on her shoulder.

      “I’m nobody,” I say.

      “Nobodies don’t say that,” Sean says.

      There’s a rustling in the brush behind us.

      Before I can turn to see what the noise is, Sam pushes me behind him and roundhouse kicks a newcomer in the face. Our would-be attacker collapses in a heap, but at least a dozen more appear. Dax, Sean, Beefy and Tweak are aiming our own guns at us.

      A tall man with mahogany skin and long black hair, clearly not on hormone suppressants, stands at the front with his handgun pointed at us. Sam holds a gun in each hand, one aimed at the tall black-haired man, the other aimed at Sean. I can barely make out the Mark on the tall man’s forehead, but it’s there. The Marked have us between a rock and an infected place.

      Sam says, “You may get me, but I’ll take all of you with me. That’s not boasting. It’s a fact.”

      “I believe you,” the tall man says. “You look like you know how to handle yourself, but it’s an unnecessary threat. We have no quarrel with you.”

      I peek out from behind Sam, despite his efforts to push me back.

      Sean lowers his gun. He doesn’t want to shoot me, I can tell. His voice is plaintive, almost wounded, when he asks, “Why pretend to be Marked?”

      “We mean you no harm,” the man says to me, taking a step toward us. “In fact, we’ve been looking for you. You’re the Promised. We welcome you.”

      The Promised? What in the world? They’re out of their minds. The Marked must’ve heard about my dad’s journal and somehow twisted that into me having the cure or knowledge of it. Ironically, their interference could prevent me from getting them the real deal.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m not the ‘Promised’ or whatever. I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. I really am no one special.”

      “Oh you’re her, all right,” the man says. “They’ve believed for years you’d come if only they were patient. There’ve been legends about you, but we didn’t know who you were exactly until recently. You fit the description perfectly. The boss knows someone who knows you himself, and he told me all about you. Bright blue eyes. Pale, thick, curly blonde hair. Thin. Gorgeous. Besides, who but the Promised would pretend to be Marked? Anyone else would be too afraid to be near us. It’s you for sure, and we have our orders. The boss was clear. Bring you to him alive, no matter what. We recently found out your name. Ruby Behl, right?”

      I gasp. That can’t be right. Who’s this boss, or the person he knows? What could he possibly want with me? How does he know me? It has to be related to my dad’s work. It’s too big a coincidence otherwise, and I don’t believe in coincidences. Or prophecies.

      “What? Who—” I say.

      Although the man speaks to me, he keeps his gun trained on Sam. “Come with us Ruby. Don’t resist, and we’ll let your friends go. We’ve got no claim to the rest of you, as long as you don’t fight.” He gestures at Job, Rhonda and Sam. “We only need the girl.”

      Before I can protest that they have things all mixed up, a voice rings out, clear and firm. “You’re wrong, all of you. She isn’t your Promised. I’m Ruby Behl. See for yourself if I don’t fit that description better. I’ll go with you, if you let my friends go.”

      Rhonda.

      Blonde hair. Thin. Blue eyes. Darker blue than mine, but apparently this boss didn’t specify. Undeniably beautiful—much more so than me. With our hair pulled back, who would know Rhonda’s hair isn’t curly?

      Rhonda’s gaze slams into me like a ton of stone. “Go,” she mouths the words.

      I appreciate her sacrifice, but this feels all wrong. She has my blood, so she can access the safe. They were planning to leave me behind anyway, an hour ago.

      All I have to do is tell them her hair isn’t curly. They already suspect me. Before I can, Sam pulls me against him, my face turned into his shoulder. I push against him, desperate to expose Rhonda as a fraud.

      Sam whispers. “They’ll Mark you for sure. They’re crazy. Rhonda knows what she’s doing.”

      “They said you could leave,” I say. “I’m staying.”

      Sam shakes his head. “We need you in Galveston. Rhonda told me.”

      Sam shushes me in time for me to see Rhonda walk across the boggy ground toward their leader. Two paces away, she pulls her gun out in one smooth movement. She holds it up and my heart flies to my throat. Who’s she shooting?

      Sam doesn’t shift. He expected this, whatever it is. He pulls me away, but I resist. I need to know what’s going on.

      Rhonda puts the gun up to her own temple. “You’ll let my friends leave now—right now—before you touch me. I won’t trust you otherwise, and I’m dead serious that I will put a bullet in my head if you don’t free them right now.”

      “No. No!” I scream, but it’s too late.

      Sam slings me over his back and runs. Job takes a few beats longer, but catches up to us within a few dozen yards. I watch Rhonda as long as I can, the rain sluicing down her perfect features, her eyes ablaze like a goddess, utterly unafraid. The tall, dark man watches us leave with a pained look, but he doesn’t stop us. My thrashing finally stops Sam a few hundred yards away.

      He finally puts me down when I almost slip out of his hands. His scowl makes me nervous, but I have questions.

      “Why did she do that? Why are we letting her?” The rain falls in sheets, making it hard to see or hear.

      “We have to keep moving,” Sam says.

      Job speaks, his voice dull and despondent. “We had to leave before they thought to detain us. They think you can’t be Marked Ruby, which means they think Rhonda can’t either. Once they’re proven wrong, they’d insist on testing you.”

      I shake my head and water flies into my eyes. “But why? Dad’s journal?”

      Sam shrugs. “They’re grasping at straws. The suppressant’s failing and they’re scared.”

      “We need to go back,” I say. “They might shoot her when the Mark appears.”

      “It would appear on you, just like her.” Sam doesn’t break stride. “Her only hope now is a cure.”

      “Or I can go back and tell them I’m Ruby Behl.”

      The anger in Job’s face pulls me up short. “She already sacrificed herself for you, so don’t bother pretending to be noble now. It’s too late. You’re not a heroine and no one expects it.”

      A slap wouldn’t have stung this badly. “I didn’t ask her to lie for me. I didn’t even want it.”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” Job says.

      Sam’s shove sends Job sprawling in the mud. “You’re a moron. I carried her off before they decided we were all a bunch of liars and Marked us all. I couldn’t have passed for Ruby or I’d have stayed in her place. Ruby wouldn’t have thought to threaten to kill herself so the rest of us could escape, but Rhonda’s been trained to think that way. Stop acting like a baby and get moving.”

      When Job stands up, his backside coated with mud, he glares at Sam, but doesn’t speak. In ten years, I’ve never seen them fight. It’s my fault, just like everything else.

      When Job stands still staring at his hands, Sam gets right in his face. “And if you ever talk to Ruby like that again, whether you’re her brother or not, I’ll permanently rearrange your face. We clear?”

      Job nods, and starts running. The rain falls all around us, churning up mud, but otherwise, washing the world clean. Even Job’s back clears off as time passes, but my mind can’t be repaired so easily. Job’s words haunt me. He knows I’m a useless coward.

      All the rain in the world can’t wash me clean. My sister willingly stepped into my place to die, and I let her. The raindrops repeat the truth over and over.

      Coward. Coward. Coward.

      They’re right.
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      We jog until my lungs burn, and then we jog more. On a normal day, I would’ve stopped. I would’ve thought I couldn’t go another single step. Today I revel in the pain, because I deserve it. Daggers stab me on both sides, and when I try to breathe, I suck in water from the downpour. I cough and splutter and ignore the sharp pains in my sides, the blisters in my heels, and the tears leaking down my cheeks.

      At least no one knows I’m crying.

      I have no idea how far we run before I trip over a rock and fall. As bad as my wind pains hurt, they’re nothing compared to the sharp spikes of pain in the heels of my hands where they make contact with the concrete. Blood paints the ground in streaks behind my palms, and I can’t look away. On top of that, I’m not sure when in the downpour the bandage on my finger came off, but the blow to my hand reopened that slice.

      Hands wrap around my shoulders and pull me up off the pavement. I’m expecting Sam, so when I look up at Job, my eyes widen.

      “I’m sorry.” He doesn’t meet my eyes, and I pull away immediately.

      I wipe my hands on my pants legs and immediately regret it. Pain shoots up my arms and I bite down on an involuntary sob. I force my feet to keep moving, until I hear someone clear his throat. Sam’s staring at Job.

      “Don’t bother, Sam. It’s fine.” I kick a rock out of the way and press forward.

      “Sam’s not making me say anything.” When I don’t turn back toward him, Job grabs my arm. “I really am sorry. I shouldn’t have said any of that. You aren’t a coward. Rhonda did what she always does, she took the risk on herself. That’s not your fault. That’s hers.”

      “No.” A tear rolls down my cheek, and I have renewed gratitude for the rain. “You were right, about everything.”

      “I meant what I said at the time.” My heart breaks, but he plows on, oblivious. “But I wasn’t mad at you, I was mad at myself. I’ve always been the smart one, the clever one, but where was that ingenuity when my sisters needed me? Why didn’t I come up with a way for you two to escape and me to take your place? I stood there dumbly while they threatened you, and again while Rhonda stepped up. I couldn’t save either of you. I just ran.”

      I look at him blankly, too numb to process his words.

      “You’re not at fault, Ruby. I’m the failure. I’m sorry for yelling at you, and for lying to myself. I took my shame, my inadequacy, out on you. Please forgive me.”

      I can’t look at Job without remembering hikes in the woods, family dinners, jokes about molecules, the sound of his wheedling voice trying to convince me to do his chores, games we played that I usually lost, and pranks he planned. How could big, brave, smart Job think he’s to blame?

      I exhale. “I won’t forgive you.” His face falls, and he stumbles back. “I won’t forgive you, because you didn’t do anything wrong. We were all upset, and you did what you had to do. You ran so we wouldn’t waste Rhonda’s sacrifice, same as me.”

      Job smiles then, and even if it doesn’t quite reach his eyes, it’s a step. We run more slowly, and eventually that slows to a quick hike. We intended to infiltrate, or if necessary, petition WPN today. I knew they wanted to leave me behind with the gear, but Rhonda’s capture set us adrift. No one takes charge, all of us unsure what to do next. The rain never lets up, and it feels like the earth cries around me when my tears finally dry up.

      The deluge keeps my eyes down, so when I finally look up, I’m surprised that the bridge to Galveston Island looms a few hundred yards away. I can barely make it out. With all the rain, it’s so overcast that nightfall barely registered, but the occasional star twinkles between the clouds.

      “We should make camp here. Rest and recover,” Job says, “and make a new plan in the morning.”

      I nod at Job, apathetic. The miserable cold, combined with the squishiness of everything on me, from socks to shoes to pants and even underwear, almost feels like penance. I haven’t slept much in the past few days. It’s actually odd I don’t feel more exhausted than I do. I keep thinking of Rhonda, her blue eyes blazing, charging me to take things from here. It’s my duty now to bring her the cure and make her sacrifice worthwhile. I have to believe she’s still alive.  Sean, at least, didn’t seem like an indiscriminate killer.

      We halt, facing the bridge to Galveston Island. The edges of the island are visible from where we stand, even through the rainfall. No humans are visible anywhere, although there are some buildings to our right, and a few more that branch out onto a tiny plot of land across a small bridge a few hundred feet before the main one. The one that leads to WPN’s island capital.

      Job’s shaking visibly, whether with cold or sadness I don’t know. “I’m going to look for somewhere to escape this rain.” When neither Sam nor I protest, he walks off toward the small bridge. He pushes past the first cluster of buildings and drops from sight.

      I slump to the ground, water logged and dripping head to toe. I pull my brush from my bag, and yank it through the knots in my curls, the ones I should’ve used to prove Rhonda’s statement false. I was too spineless to show them when it mattered. The water from my hair sluices into my collar and runs down my back. I shiver. I’ve been freezing cold and sopping wet for so long, things have probably gone permanently numb.

      I begin shaking uncontrollably, and Sam’s arms encircle me from behind. He’s so warm, so strong, and so good.

      Far too good for me.

      He’s a better fit for Rhonda, who would be here if it weren’t for me. I pull away. I’m a much better match for Wesley, come to think of it. The guy who’s so careless he almost Marked me, so selfish he’d risk my life for a kiss. I slump alone in the mud, freezing. Somehow, even though I can’t accept comfort from Sam, I feel better knowing he wants to provide it. He saw my weakness, and doesn’t despise me for it.

      Tears I thought were dried up completely leak down my face again. How he can tell in the rain that I’m crying, I don’t know, but he leans toward me and cups my face.

      “It’s okay,” he says. “We’re going to get the cure, and Rhonda will be fine. She knew it had to be you, since you’re the only one who can reach it. She told me about the journal entry.”

      I shake my head then, remembering he doesn’t know I gave her my blood. He doesn’t understand. That’s why he’s being so kind. Fear slices me in half, and I dissolve into the mud. I want to let him believe the best of me, but I can’t. He needs to know the truth. He needs to see the real me, even if he recoils in disgust.

      “I told Rhonda how to reach my dad’s safe at the church. It has a blood key, so I gave her a bottle full of my blood while we were there. That’s why my finger’s bleeding.”

      He pulls back in confusion. “What?”

      “There’s a safe in my dad’s lab that has a blood key. That’s why he said I could reach the cure. It must be in that safe, which is keyed to his blood, and presumably to mine too.”

      “See?” His eyes soften. “You need to be there. Rhonda did what she had to, to let you get there and open that safe.”

      “I gave her my blood, Sam. I shouldn’t have let her take my place. The Marked knew my name.”

      “How long would your blood sample last? A day? Two? We have no idea what we’ll find inside, or what reception we’ll receive from WPN. Besides, what if you’re wrong? What if some other little thing you know or remember ends up being important? It had to be you. Rhonda knew it too.”

      “She’s Marked because of me.”

      “She loves you, Ruby. She wasn’t afraid.”

      “I was. I always am.” I hang my head. I’m so ashamed, so completely disgusted with myself.

      Sam doesn’t argue, but he reaches over and pulls me close.

      This time, coward that I am, I let him. “Am I ever going to be brave?”

      “You already are,” Sam says.

      “No, I’m not. I always chicken out.”

      He pulls back and looks into my eyes, but there’s no judgment in his.

      “You aren’t a coward. Everyone’s afraid,” he says. “Even me.”

      “But you still do stuff—scary stuff—and you save people. You fight, always. I’m a total drain.” My voice drops to a whisper. “That’s why you wanted to leave me behind.”

      “I didn’t want to leave you. I wanted to keep you safe. We’re afraid of different things, Ruby. A guy with a gun doesn’t scare me because I know how to deal with it.”

      “What scares you, then?”

      Sam snorts. “You’re changing the subject.”

      He’s too smart, and it still annoys me. He squeezes me when I shiver.

      “You’re wallowing right now, and that’s okay. It’s a natural reaction.” Sam shifts me around until I’m looking at him. “You figured out the whole cure thing after reading your murdered dad’s journals. That took guts. I also watched as you calmed down all those kids the night of the Marked attack.” He smiles. “And you caught that rabbit.”

      “The one I couldn’t kill?”

      Sam shrugs. “I said you’re brave, not bloodthirsty. There’s a difference. But even before that, you kept me from killing the Marked kids with your gunpowder idea. You distracted the WPN guys in the grocery store so I could save Rhonda and Job. You made us Mark ourselves this morning, which saved us today from death under a net. You’ve done a lot more than you give yourself credit for.”

      “I’ve done way more wrong than right.”

      “Stop.” Sam touches my jaw with his hand. His eyes are full of compassion I don’t deserve.

      “I saw it.” I blurt it out, because I can’t keep my secret inside a moment longer. “I saw a man shoot my dad. A man with brown hair and freckles on his nose. Blue eyes, and a strong jaw. He talked to my dad first, talking and talking. Then yelling, so much yelling. My dad wouldn’t listen to him, so he shot him, and I was there. I saw it all with a phone in my hand. I was too scared to call 911 because the buttons made a tiny beeping sound.” I shudder. “I was too scared to save my dad’s life.”

      Sam doesn’t speak at first. He turns my face back toward him gently but firmly, whenever I try to look away. “You were only five.” His brow furrows.

      “Almost six. Old enough to know.” I look down. “I don’t deserve Rhonda’s sacrifice.”

      He pulls me closer and jounces me until I meet his eyes. “No one blames you. Your dad’s proud of you, wherever he is, probably up in heaven if it exists.”

      The rain continues to fall, its soft pattering the only sound I hear.

      When Sam speaks again, it startles me. “You think you’re worthless, so you act like someone worth nothing. You run and hide from scary things.” He pauses, but before I can contradict him, he says, “The worst part is that when you run, you miss the good stuff.”

      “I don’t run.” I shake my head. “You’re wrong.”

      “I’m not,” Sam says. “Your dad knew you were hiding, right? When he got shot?”

      “Yes.” I can barely breathe.

      “He knew, and he died protecting you. He didn’t yell your name or ask you to make a call.”

      “I guess.”

      Sam’s hand draws lazy circles on my back. “He sacrificed himself to keep you hidden and safe. Don’t dishonor his actions by blaming yourself. You’re only a coward if you keep shutting out the people who love you because of a tragedy a decade ago.”

      “What do you know about it?”

      “A lot, actually.”

      “Like what?”

      “My mom left my dad,” he says. “I mentioned that before, but I didn’t tell you what it did to him.”

      I realize something about Sam. “Not just your dad. Her leaving did something to you too.”

      He nods. “I guess so. I shut people out like he does. That’s why I left him, because he never loved me or anyone else, not since Mom. I don’t want to follow his example.”

      “You won’t.” I think about Rhonda saying they had a conversation and my stomach ties in knots. Is that why he shut her out? Is he realizing now how big a mistake that was?

      “I moved to Port Gibson for a reason, Ruby. You asked before.”

      He looks at me expectantly, but I can’t handle hearing about Rhonda, not today. I tell myself it’s because I don’t want to be to blame for his separation from her, but I’m not even sure I buy that.

      I change the subject, instead. “What I don’t get, what makes zero sense, is why the Marked knew my name. I’m sure Aunt Anne wouldn’t send them looking for me, and she didn’t go to join them anyway. She and my Uncle are probably around here somewhere, right? Plus they said ‘he’ when referring to the guy who told their boss about me, right?”

      I look up at Sam, expecting his face to reflect my baffled astonishment.

      It doesn’t.

      He didn’t seem surprised when they knew my name earlier today, either. I narrow my eyes and pull away. “Why weren’t you surprised?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Tell me, Sam.” I push away from him completely. I might be afraid of things, good and bad, but I’m standing alone now, and I want answers. “What do you know? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It’s complicated,” he says.

      “What is? Why are you lying to me?”

      “I haven’t lied.” He leaps to his feet in a dizzying blur. “I’ve never, ever lied to you. I wouldn’t, I swear. I never lie, especially not to you.”

      “Keeping things from me is a lie.” I bite down hard on my lip. Lately, every time someone keeps something from me, it comes back around to smack me in the face. Wesley, my aunt, my dad. I brace myself. What new horror is about to jump from behind a wall and slam me to the ground now?

      “Look, it’s just that, the night of the attack . . .”

      “The night my aunt got Marked, you mean? The night you didn’t tell me about it until after she left? That night?”

      “I didn’t even see you until after they left, but yes, that night.” He growls and runs a hand through his hair, pulling the rubber band out. His hair falls, wet and stringy all around his face. His sculpted features are even more achingly beautiful in the rain, and his eyes shine like twin flames, more gold than green in the moonlight.

      “They were looking for you that night, all the Marked kids. That’s why your uncle made me promise to keep you safe. He knew they’d come back for you.” He looks away, clenches his fists, and looks at me again. I can barely make out his next words. “I did lie, I guess. I told you I didn’t see anyone you knew, but I saw him that night, briefly.”

      “Who? My uncle? Tell me he’s not Marked, too. I can’t handle anyone else—”

      “No, not your uncle. Him. Your freaking boyfriend, Wesley. The Marked’s precious new boss, or maybe his best friend, I don’t know.”

      “Wesley?” I ask, incredulous. “He can’t be the boss. He’s been Marked for like a week!”

      “I know it seems unlikely, but it’s true nonetheless. He led the attack. Your aunt got Marked because he sent people after her specifically. He was desperate to find you, and he was raving.”

      “How do you know all that?”

      “Because I almost shot the little jerk, okay? I saw him just after some skinny little spaz Marked your aunt. He came alone, after the initial attack, and we captured him. I have no idea how he escaped. He had a lot to atone for, but someone freed him while we were out dealing with fallout from the attack.”

      “Why would he return? You said he asked for me?”

      “He came to reason with your aunt, who wasn’t handling being Marked very well. He kept saying that all they needed was you.”

      “It makes no sense.”

      “He said some ludicrous crap, Ruby. That they couldn’t survive without you.”

      “That, I mean, look . . .”

      “He gave me this for you.” Sam holds out a scrap of paper.

      I spread it out in the rain, but I can barely read the soggy words.

      Ruby—

      We need to talk. Our kiss changed everything. You could feel it too, I’m sure of it. You didn’t meet me like you said and I need you now, desperately. Turn yourself in to the Marked and I’ll guarantee your safety. I’m important with them. Trust me, and I won’t let you down, not again.

      Truly,

      Wesley

      I read it twice to be sure I didn’t misunderstand anything.

      “You’ve had this for days, Sam. Why not show me earlier?”

      Sam stands like carved rock, rain dripping over his perfect features, but not touching him, not moving him.

      “Tell me!”

      “Why? So you can run back to him? To that spoiled brat who almost Marked you?” Sam clenches his fists.

      “No, you idiot. Because I could’ve talked to the Marked and found out what they wanted. We’d know why they’re searching for me, why they’re attacking the Unmarked to find me. Who knows how many other people have been Marked, all because I didn’t know they wanted me!”

      “You can’t talk to them or turn yourself over to them! Your uncle saw that and everyone else on the Council agreed. It’s not like they’re going to be reasonable, or rational! They think you’re some Promised One! It’s ridiculous, Ruby. He’s convinced them all that you’re the panacea, that you’ll save them all, just so they’ll bring you to him.”

      “It’s not their decision to make, and it’s not yours either. I’m not a little girl anymore. I could’ve talked to Wesley, at least. He wouldn’t hurt me, Sam. I know he wouldn’t.”

      Sam grabs my arms and pulls me against him. “I know what he wants. Why don’t you?”

      I shake my head and water drips into my eyes. I blink it out.

      “He wants you. He gets Marked, and what does he do?”

      I stare at him blankly.

      “He knowingly goes to the Last Supper and tries Marking you. When that doesn’t work, he rallies his new troops and comes after you. He thinks you’re his, and he’s used to getting whatever he wants. He wants you so badly that he doesn’t care what happens to you or anyone else as long as he gets you back.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” I try to pull away, but he won’t release my arms. “Sam, it’s absurd.”

      “Did you read his note?”

      “That’s not what it says.”

      “Fine,” Sam says. “I know, because it’s what I’d want. It’s what I’d want to do if I were him. That’s why I hate that little jerk. He wants what I want, and I get it. You don’t want to hear this, but you’re going to. I moved here because I wanted you to notice me. You never did when we were younger, but it didn’t stop me from trying. The difference between us is that he’s willing to hurt you, and that I can’t forgive.”

      His words turn the world inside out. Sure, we’ve been flirting lately, and I think we almost kissed, but Sam moved back for me? My jaw drops.

      “How could you not know?” he asks. “When I moved to Port Gibson, I came over every day for weeks.”

      “I never saw you.”

      “You were always gone with him. You spent all your free time on projects with Wesley. I even signed up for a few, but you didn’t notice I was there. You only had eyes for him.”

      Sam’s emerald eyes bore into me, glints of gold burning me up. I was freezing a minute before, but heat floods my body. I want to reach for him, but I can’t. We stand like that, staring at each other, for a long moment. Then two.

      I shake my head. “You never talked to me, and you never came over when I was even home. I had no idea how you felt. You barely spoke to me, and when you came back, you were different. A man who had won every award the Unmarked offered, girls swooning at you from every angle. I didn’t know what to say to you.”

      “You know me now.” Sam pulls me against him, and this time his head lowers to mine without interruption of any kind. He crushes my mouth with his. I’m dry wood drenched in gasoline and he’s the spark. The flames reach the stars, impervious to the rain and the cold. I lean into him, pressing against him while his hand moves from my back up to my hair. His fingers cup the base of my scalp. He lifts me off the ground with his other arm, and I want to fly like this all night.

      He breaks the contact between us too soon and collapses cross-legged in a large puddle. I sway, standing alone. In that moment, I miss something I hadn’t even known existed. My heart slams against my chest. My fingers long to wrap around his neck.

      He reaches up with one hand and takes mine. He tugs until I let him pull me down next to him. I try to kiss him again, but he shakes his head.

      “Why not?” I ask, feeling a little broken. I want to forget everything again.

      “Ruby,” he rasps.

      I shiver.

      “What?” I tug his head back down toward my face.

      “No.” He wipes water from my lips and caresses my cheek. “We need to talk. We have too much to discuss, and too much to do.”

      “I don’t want to talk.”

      “Job will be back any minute,” Sam says. “I don’t even know how you feel.”

      I let the rain wash over me and think about my feelings. I like Sam. He’s smart, capable, caring. He’s almost hotter than my eyes can handle. But he’s a little too authoritarian. He always thinks he knows what’s best for me, and sometimes tries to make decisions without talking to me first. He keeps things from me.

      “I don’t know how I feel,” I say. “Frankly, I’m tired of people treating me like a child, and maybe a little sick of feeling anything at all. I’ve felt too much lately.”

      “I’ve put all my cards on the table. You have this boyfriend, the leader of the Marked, and he’s got a whole army following us. Rhonda says you guys are getting married, and I don’t know what to think.”

      Rhonda. Who likes Sam, and sacrificed her life for me.

      I shove another foot away from him and wind up in a mud puddle. “Why does everyone call him my boyfriend? He’s my friend. I had a crush on him for a while and we kissed, disastrously, one time. That’s it. I like you Sam, in case you hadn’t noticed, but I don’t always like the decisions you make.”

      He frowns. “What does that mean?”

      “You’re smart. You’re funny. You’re prettier than anyone deserves to be. You—”

      Sam coughs and his eyes bulge. “I’m pretty?”

      “Fine, you’re hot. Is that better? You’re hotter than anyone should be, and I feel safe with you. I like all of that. What I don’t like is how you make decisions without me that concern me. So, yeah, I don’t know how I feel right now.”

      “But you think I’m hot?” Sam grins.

      I roll my eyes.

      “It’s a start,” Sam says. “I’ve liked you for ten years, and you finally know. And you think you’re a coward.”

      “Are you saying you’ve liked me since we were kids?”

      “Well, not in the same way.” He grins. “But yeah. Do you remember when we first met?”

      “No.” I try to remember, but it feels like I’ve always known Sam. We didn’t meet on a certain day, nothing so tangible as that. He was just there at the beginning, and he’ll be there at the end.

      “My dad’s best friends with your uncle.” His hand reaches across the distance between us and holds his palm out to me. Sam would never hurt me. I know that.

      I take his hand.

      “My dad knew your dad, too. They worked together at some point. My dad took me out to Nebraska when your dad died. That’s the first time I remember seeing you, and you were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. But sad, like you thought the sun was gone forever. I’ve wanted to bring it back ever since.”

      I don’t remember much about those first weeks. “I’m sorry,” I say, “I—”

      “It’s okay.” He brushes my hair back from my eyes. The rain has slacked off, so it’s no longer pelting them. Of course, maybe that’s because Sam slid closer, and his body’s shielding me. “I don’t expect you to remember, but I recall the very moment I knew I liked you more than anyone else I’d met. You’d just found a tiny, wounded bird.”

      The bird I remember. “I’ll never forget that evil cat.”

      “You were such a little thing,” he says, “always. That cat was enormous. It caught a sparrow and was playing with it.”

      I shudder. I’d grabbed a stick and hit the big, shrieking, hissing cat, swinging the stick at it until it ran away. I’d taken the bird to my aunt, desperate to save it. I hadn’t saved my dad, but I could save that bird. I had to save it.

      And I did. Well, my aunt did anyway.

      “You fought that cat off and sat by that bird for days. Weeks, maybe. You fed it worms and bugs you dug around in the dirt to find.”

      Then it comes to me, and I remember Sam too.

      “You were there,” I say. “You brought me oatmeal.”

      “I told you to eat, and you protested. You told me you were fine.”

      “You threatened me. If I didn’t eat my breakfast, you’d bring me worms next. You’d force feed me like a baby bird if you had to.”

      “I said that, yes.” He chuckles. “You were so stubborn. And too thin, even then.”

      He squeezes my hand. “That’s when I knew I needed you. I’ve never doubted. It’s also how I know you aren’t a coward. You’ve always been courageous.”

      “For shooing off a cat?” I arch one eyebrow. “I wasn’t that small.”

      “Ha,” Sam says. “It wasn’t that part that impressed me. It was that you took a chance on that bird, knowing it might die. You stared death in the face and said ‘Screw you. You can’t take anyone else.’“ Sam squeezes me. “I wish you saw what I see. Nothing would stop you then.”

      I look up at Sam, at his gorgeous eyes, his chiseled jaw, and beyond it to the strength inside. If he’d shown me how he felt back then, I might never have noticed Wesley existed. “Why didn’t you ever talk to me?”

      Sam looks sheepish. “I wanted to, but I didn’t have much to say. You were always playing the piano. Dancing. Painting. Reading. Studying. I didn’t know how to talk to you. I didn’t have anything to offer. I’m not a science prodigy. I’m not creative or genius smart.”

      Neither am I, but I don’t want to fight about it. “So you ignored me instead?” I ask.

      “No.” He shrugs. “I hung out with Job. We had nothing in common either, but that doesn’t matter much to guys.”

      “I always wondered why you two were so close.”

      “Being Job’s best friend meant I had a reason to be near you.”

      As if on cue, Job’s head appears across the street. I really hope he found us someplace dry, because I’m sick of being wet, and I don’t need the rain anymore. I’m done with crying for a long time.
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      We have plenty of time to move further apart while Job walks up the road to where we are, but neither of us moves. I lean against Sam’s chest, my hand caught in his. Job’s eyes widen, but he only says, “I found a place.”

      When I stand up to follow him, the wind cuts through me like an iced arrow. I start shivering and can’t seem to stop. A cold front came in while we escaped in the rain, and even with my jacket on, I’ve forgotten the meaning of warm. Job leads us across the small bridge and past several roads before turning down a street. He motions for us to follow him into a sagging yellow house. Two shutters have fallen off, and another hangs at an angle. Bird nests line the porch overhang, and the steps sway when I climb them.

      I hesitate in the doorway, eying Job nervously.

      “It’s clear,” he says. “A lot of these homes were vacation homes, so no one died inside.”

      Sadly, this house is in the best shape of any on the small street. Too many storms hit the coast for buildings to fare well without regular upkeep and repairs. The humid, salty air destroys what the storms don’t. We follow Job through the doorway and around a corner to the kitchen. It isn’t much warmer inside.

      “I found some food that isn’t rancid or spoiled. I figure we should conserve as much of the food in our packs for the trip home as we can.”

      He points. Several open cans sit on the table in front of mismatched seats.

      “Where’d you put the bad ones?” I ask.

      He points to pile in the corner of bulging and warped cans, all unopened. “What about the ones that surprised you?”

      He points to a window that’s still open a crack. Better outside than in. We all learned a few things in the years after the Marking. One was how to spot cans that have gone bad. The bulging cans are obvious, but sometimes they look okay, and foam, or bubble or outright smell foul once opened. Extremes of heat and cold are the biggest cause of canned good spoilage, but time’s a worthy enemy, too. Usually by now, in relatively temperate climates, one in five cans has survived.

      I take the smallest chair, not much more than a stool. It doesn’t look like it could bear Sam’s weight or even Job’s. I squash a spider egg sack and sit down. The boys find seats on either side of me. Sam takes the wooden kitchen chair, displacing a lizard in the process, and Job sinks down on an ottoman, moved into the kitchen by way of the family room I assume. I peer into my can. Pork and beans. Gross.

      I must have curled my lip because Sam holds his can out to me. “Trade? I’ll eat anything.”

      I glance at his can. Chunks of chicken swimming in meat juice. Even worse. I shake my head. “No, thanks.”

      “I’ve got vegetable barley soup if you’d prefer that.” Job’s eyes still look sad, but only kindness is directed at me.

      “Thanks.”

      Job trades our cans with a small smile. “There’s more,” Job says, “but I grabbed the best ones first. I only had to toss three out the window, but the rain’s strong enough no one will notice.”

      I eat the soup and then scope out the remaining cans. Tomato sauce. Black beans. Green beans. Peaches. More canned chicken. Job did pick the best first. I crack the peaches, but tiny bubbles rise up through the juice. Bacteria. I’m not brave enough, or enticed enough by the options, to keep trying.

      Sam pulls jerky from his bag and shares it around. Job, undaunted, tries the remaining cans and finds two more good ones. “We have another can of chicken and a can of clam chowder. Any takers?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’ll take them both.” Sam slurps the chicken juice first, pours clam chowder over the remaining chicken and wolfs it all down.

      Some of my disgust must show on my face.

      “What? It takes a lot of fuel to maintain all this.” He flexes his pecs.

      I’ve never seen Sam flex before. I guess I’ve never seen him flirt before, either. It’s weird, but good weird. I grin. “I appreciate your sacrifice.”

      Job looks from Sam to me, and back again, understanding dawning. “What’s going on?”

      Sam shrugs. “I like your sister. I have for a while, actually. She’s trying to decide whether she likes me back.”

      If I expected a big reaction from Job, I’d have been disappointed. His eyes widen again, but after a moment, he simply scratches his head. “Maybe I missed something. What happened to Wesley?”

      Sam growls.

      Job turns his hands palms out. “Okay, sure. She could do worse.”

      “We’re good?” Sam asks.

      “As long as you treat her well.”

      “Great.” Sam pulls out more jerky and tosses some to Job, not unlike tossing a treat to a dog for good behavior. I wonder if he’d have whapped Job on the nose if he’d freaked out. The image makes me snort-laugh.

      Sam raises one eyebrow at me. “Let’s talk about tomorrow.”

      “Not much to talk about. At first light, we cross the bridge and tell them we want to join,” Job says.

      “You and me,” Sam says. “Ruby stays.”

      When I shoot up off my chair, it sways precariously. “No way. You were just saying the reason Rh—” I stop, suddenly unable to say her name. “You were telling me that I needed to go, that you needed me to be there to find the cure.”

      “Maybe we do,” Sam says, “but we can go scope out the situation first, and make sure it’s safe. It’s a recon mission, and we don’t need you for that.”

      “You’ll tell me to come in how, exactly? Smoke signal?”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk about.”

      “No,” I say. “Absolutely not. Only I can get into that safe.”

      Job looks confused. I fill him in.

      “That’s why Rhonda stayed behind,” Job says. “I wondered, but it makes sense. Rhonda’s always been a pragmatist.”

      I look down at the table.

      The boys hash out a plan. We’ll scope things out, search for a boat, and take it around the northeast side of the island, looking for the Palisade Palms. If we’re caught, we pledge our service to WPN.

      “I’m going to look for some buckets to catch rainwater,” Sam says. “Our canteens are almost empty. I’ve got treatment tablets, but I’d rather treat rainwater than puddle water.”

      Job says, “I searched for a boat today without luck, but tomorrow we can look a little further from the bridge. It’ll all go much easier if there is a boat close by.” Job leaves with Sam. I’m cold, so I stay put.

      I think about our plan. It’s not so great. We don’t know if my uncle has reached WPN yet. We don’t know what WPN knows about me, or about the cure. I’d like to think they know nothing, but somehow the Marked are out looking for me. It could be that Wesley’s desperate to find me like Sam thinks, but that feels wrong somehow. I’ve known Wesley for years. He’s never been controlling or manipulative. If I’d gotten that note sooner, I’d have gone to see him. I’m still a little pissed Sam kept it from me.

      But also, I get a little flutter in my belly when I think about him being jealous. Basically, I don’t know what I think about any of that.

      Whatever I feel for Sam, I want to keep him safe, and I love Job like a brother. Fear grips my belly and familiar ice floods my veins. Fear controls my life and I’m sick of it. If I’d simply called the police years ago, I could’ve saved my dad, and probably the whole world. If I’d read his journals sooner, instead of wallowing in guilt, I’d have insisted we do something to retrieve the cure. If I’d refuted Rhonda earlier today, I’d be facing the people who want me, including Wesley, instead of leaving my sister in my place. Each time, fear controlled my actions.

      Never again.

      In a moment of perfect clarity, I recognize that Sam and Job got me here, and they’re undeniably stronger, faster and more dangerous than me. But that might be exactly what we don’t need. WPN’s dangerous. Its population is armed to the teeth, and evil enough to plan the massacre of a bunch of kids who are already dying.

      I might have a better chance of getting the cure without Sam and Job along.

      The biggest problem is that I’m not sure how to get to the Palisade Palms precisely. I mean, I know where it is geographically, at least as well as any five year old could on an island the size of Galveston. I’m confident I’ll recognize the building if it hasn’t collapsed or been destroyed by a storm, but I have no idea where it is in relation to WPN’s power structure.

      I do have an idea about how to get in, but my plan won’t work for Job and Sam. I have something no one else has—a skill set that has nothing to do with my blood or my family. It’s all me. I have experience in Sanitation, a job no one wants, a work choice that disappointed my family so thoroughly.

      What’s the one job that goes everywhere? Janitorial. Everything gets cleaned. I spent the last eight months in Sanitation back home, so I know everything there is to know about disinfecting, boiling, cleaning, sanitizing, polishing and removing stains and filth.

      Surely WPN could use another person willing to do manual labor. Once they confirm I’m not Marked they’ll let me in. And I’ll get to the Palisade Palms, one way or another. The boys will never agree to send me in alone, but I’ve worked out the rudiments of a plan by the time they return. They find me rummaging in the pantry.

      “Any luck finding a boat?” I ask.

      Job shakes his head. “We weren’t even really looking. We did find buckets to collect rain.”

      “Still hungry?” Sam asks. “I found more food.”

      “Not really,” I say, emerging triumphant. “I wanted something special, and I found it.” I pull out a plastic container, and shake the lumpy, bumpy contents. “Sugar lasts forever!”

      Job rolls his eyes. “You and your tea.”

      “It’s been a bad day. Mint tea helps me sleep, and it’ll help you too. We all need good rest before tomorrow.” I lean over and pull out my dried herbs, hoping I brought mint. I did, thank heavens.

      “You have a plan to heat that, sunshine?” Sam asks. “Because otherwise, no offense, it’s going to be gross no matter how much sugar you add.”

      “Says the guy who ate cold chicken chunks swimming in congealed clam chowder.”

      Job chuckles. “I kind of like you guys together.”

      Sam’s grin splits his face from ear to ear.

      “I have a can of Sterno and a little rack for it. Hang on.” Job pulls out a tiny can from his bag and holds it out to Sam. He pulls it back when Sam reaches for it. “I’ll even let you use it if you promise to refrain from calling my sister pet names around me from now on.”

      “I’ve called her sunshine for years in my head.” Sam keeps grinning and then, fast as lighting, snatches the fuel out of Job’s hand. “How’s this for a counteroffer. I keep using ‘sunshine,’ and you realize it doesn’t bother you after all.”

      “Fine, but no putting your tongue in her mouth.” Job pretends to gag.

      Sam lifts his eyebrows. “I think bargaining with her brother about what I can do and say sets a bad precedent. Ruby?”

      I roll my eyes. “You two are absurd.” They both stare at me as I rinse three of the empty cans out and fill them with water from one of Sam’s canteens. Sam lights the little heater and I set one can on the rack over it, and dump the water and tea leaves in.

      Sam watches a moment longer before turning toward the doorway. “I’m going to look for a decent place to sleep. Dry bedding, maybe some dry clothes.”

      Job says, “I’ll come. No way are you making some little love nest and sticking me in another room.”

      I’m relieved they’re leaving, but I don’t want them to know that. “Well hurry. This won’t take too long and I don’t want the fire to burn out and the tea to get cold.”

      I fill two of the other cans a third of the way with water and drop a sleeping pill into each can. The pills are a little gooey from my wet pocket, but mostly intact. With any luck, they’ll dissolve fast. I add a second to Sam’s for good measure. He’s pretty big. One knocks me out, but I probably weigh less than half what he does. I stir as vigorously as I can without spilling the water. I agonize while the tea leaves steep. I stir in the sugar and heat each can for a bit to dissolve it. When it’s ready, I pour some of the water off into each of the other cans, and then reach into mine to pull out the soggy leaves before dividing the infused water. I finish seconds before I hear boot steps on the stairs.

      “No way,” Job says.

      “Look, it makes sense. Ask her yourself. The only safe room is the family room, and she’s gonna want to sleep next to me because it’s cold, and she’ll be warmer than if she’s sleeping alone.” Sam winks.

      I hope he isn’t kidding. That night in the truck was the best sleep I’ve gotten lately.

      “I do want to sleep by him.” Even if it makes it harder to sneak away. The thought of a few minutes, or even an hour with him before I walk like a sacrificial lamb to the WPN compound sounds heavenly.

      “Fine,” Job sighs heavily. “But don’t forget I’m four feet away. Ridiculous, both of you.”

      I hand Job a can.

      “Drink up, and calm down,” I say. “We need to get some sleep.”

      Job fumes. “She’s still sixteen, Sam. Don’t forget that.”

      Wait, what day is it? I mentally count.

      “Actually,” I say, “I’m seventeen tomorrow.”

      “Fan-freaking-tastic,” Job mutters.

      “Oh, relax.” Sam says.

      I hand him one of the other cans. Sam sits down on his chair next to me.

      “My intentions are completely honorable.” He leans over and whispers, “Happy Birthday, Ruby, a few hours early.”

      Job sips his mint tea and pulls a face. “This tastes strange.”

      No, no, no. They need to drink it. If I can’t get the sleeping pills in them, I’ll never sneak out without waking them up.

      “Too delicate for your girly constitution?” Sam smiles mockingly, but when he takes a swallow, he gags a little. “It’s got a real kick to it.” He turns to me. “How’s yours? Are we sure the sugar didn’t spoil? It’s kind of bitter.”

      “Sugar doesn’t spoil.” I sip mine, which tastes fine. That means it’s definitely the sleeping pills. I need another scapegoat. I make a face, too, and drink a little more anyway. “Maybe I didn’t rinse the cans well enough, but I was trying to conserve water. Mine tastes a little like chicken.”

      Job drinks more. “At least it’s warm. I think you’re right though, I can taste the chowder, which does not mix well with mint.”

      Sam shrugs. “It’s not awful, just a little bitter.”

      Thank goodness. They drink slowly, but they both finish.

      “Bedtime?” Sam asks, and my heart spins in a circle.

      “Sure.”

      “I think there may be some clothes you can change into upstairs,” Sam says. “In the bedroom at the top left. If you hear a sound, it’s a family of squirrels. Don’t worry though, they’re in the wall by the window. I think the dresser and closet are fine.”

      I grab my flashlight, a water bottle, and my toiletry bag. I’m delighted to find a veritable treasure trove upstairs, untouched by squirrels. A very girly girl lived here Before, and I droop a little, thinking that she must’ve died. I yank off my wet clothes, pulling and shimmying where they cling to me, trying not to let any of it rub on my abused palms or sliced finger. My skin pebbles in the cold air as I struggle with the holster. I consider calling Sam up to help me remove it, but I think of Job’s never-ending whining and reconsider. I dry off with a musty smelling towel and slide into dry underwear that actually fits.

      Clean underwear feels divine after walking in soggy panties for an entire day. I even find a pink lacy bra. Thankfully my benefactress and I wear about the same size. She doesn’t seem happy to be our size though, because it’s a padded, push-up bra. It lifts my very modest chest up more than I would have thought possible. I tug a shirt on over everything else and turn to look at myself in a cracked full-length mirror that hangs askew on the wall. With the help of my flashlight, I understand why she picked a push-up bra. Her scoop cut shirt looks awful, but I think of one positive side benefit.

      No one in the world will suggest I take the suppressant if I’m wearing this.

      I look nothing like myself. It’s like Rhonda’s staring back at me in the mirror, which I thought I’d like, but today it depresses me. I rummage around for another shirt, but they’re all the same, absurdly low cut. While I appreciate the dry underwear, my clothing cannot dry fast enough.

      I zip a windbreaker up over the shirt, and try on some jeans. Despite her taste in tops, her jeans are amazing. I towel off my hair with a hand towel from the bathroom in the hall. I put on some floral scented deodorant that only smells a little off, brush my teeth with the last of the water in my canteen, and reapply the mascara Rhonda gave me. I find some gel in the same bathroom and run some through my hair. It stings on my cuts a bit, but it still smells like peaches and cream, so I figure it’s worth it. I’m a new person. I take a handful of the toiletries down with me to stuff them in my bag.

      By the time I clomp into the family room, a fire roars in the fireplace. “Aren’t we worried about smoke this close to WPN?”

      “Not in this rain,” Job says. “We need something to help dry out these clothes and keep us from freezing in here. We won’t add any logs to it, so enjoy it while it lasts.”

      The boys pull both sofas and some chairs over near the fire, and then drape their wet clothes over the kitchen chairs to dry. I cross the room and put my clothes over the chairs too, finding open spaces where I can. I put my underwear on the far side where it’s less obvious. I notice the boys’ underwear on the ottoman and turn back quickly, curious what they’re wearing underneath the blankets wrapped around them.

      “Hey, you guys aren’t naked, are you?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Sam raises one eyebrow.

      “Eww.” Job glares at Sam and drops his blanket. Sam follows suit. Apparently, there was a male occupant of the home as well. My benefactress was the perfect size for me, but Sam and Job didn’t fare as well. The man of the house was quite small. The pants Sam and Job wear hit them at the knee, and the ankle respectively.

      I can’t help laughing. “You two look ridiculous.”

      Sam crosses the room in a flash and picks me up, tossing me up in the air and catching me. “Ridiculous, huh? Why are you wearing a coat in front of a blazing fire?”

      He reaches down and tugs it up and over my head in one smooth motion.

      “Wow,” Job says. “Everyone’s clothes are too small.”

      Sam stares at me, and not at my face.

      “Eyes up, compadre,” Job says. “And let’s put that jacket back on.”

      Sam’s gaze flies up to my face, and he blushes. My big, brawny Sam blushes.

      “Yeah, good call,” Sam mumbles. “Sorry.”

      I pull the windbreaker back over my head and Sam leans over and says, “You better not wear that to WPN tomorrow.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I lean against him, tucking my head under his chin. I’m still mad at him for not telling me about Wesley, but this feels divine.

      “You may be tiny, but we fit together perfectly,” Sam says.

      I sigh by way of response.

      Job groans. “Ugh, this is weird. I’m going to turn this way.” He lies down on his sofa and turns in toward the cushions. “But,” he calls over his shoulder, “that doesn’t mean I can’t hear you. Don’t forget that I can’t un-hear things. Don’t. Maul. My. Ears.”

      Sam winks at me and leans back on the sofa, pulling me down against him and stretching out. It’s a full-length sofa, but it wasn’t made for someone like Sam. He turns sideways and bends his knees to avoid falling off and brings me even closer, his front to my back. Deja vu. Not long ago, we slept like this in a truck. My world had recently changed drastically, and now it’s changed yet again. Mostly for the worse, but in this one thing, better too.

      He whispers in my ear, and shivers shoot through me head to toe. “We have all the time in the world. For now, sleep. I’m here, and you’re safe. I’ll always take care of you.”

      Just for a moment. I’ll let him hold me for a moment until he falls asleep. When his breathing evens out, I’ll slip away. It’s a good plan. Except that I’m so tired, I fall asleep too.

      Thankfully, I wake with a start sometime in the middle of the night. Sam’s smooth breathing and steady heartbeat make it hard to pull away. Job’s soft snores a few feet over reassure me that he’s asleep, too. Now’s the time.

      I shift, moving Sam’s arm so I can escape.

      Sam stirs behind me and whispers, “You okay, sunshine?”

      I shiver. This still feels unreal, and I have the strongest desire to curl back up and go to sleep next to him. “Yes, I’m fine. Sleep.” He nuzzles the back of my neck and shifts. I wait in agony for his breathing to even out again. Minutes drag, but after what feels like an hour, he finally sleeps again. This time when I move his arm, he doesn’t wake.

      I quietly gather my damp clothing and stuff it in my bag. I found some paper and a pen while riffling through the upstairs room. I scribble a note, messy because pressing down on the paper hurts my scraped palms. I leave it on the kitchen table.

      Boys-

      Don’t be upset. I realized something last night. I can go where you can’t. I have experience in Sanitation, and cleaning crews go everywhere. You wanted to leave me, but I’m the only one who really needs to be at risk. I’ll get the cure and meet you back here.

      Stay here. Be safe. Wait for me.

      In case you want to ignore me, don’t. I’m doing this to keep you safe, so please honor my wishes. I know you won’t want to listen so I’m telling WPN that I’m running from two guys I saw shoot some men in League City. I’m giving them your descriptions. If you follow me, they’ll shoot you on sight.

      Stay put. For once, it’s my task to complete.

      Ruby

      I’d never actually tell WPN anything of the sort, but it would defeat the whole purpose of my leaving them if they follow. They have to believe they can’t come after me. They’ll hate sitting around, but it’s what’s best for everyone. WPN would never suspect a little girl of trying to steal information. Heck, maybe I’ll get in and realize they’re as desperate for a cure as everyone else. Maybe this King Solomon’s reasonable after all. Maybe I can tell him what’s going on and he’ll walk me over to the lab himself.

      I can’t count on that, though. I always assume the worst and hope to be surprised. I rarely am.

      I sneak out the front door, walk down the street and move quietly toward the bridge from the mainland to the island. The moon overhead lights my way. I expect guards on the bridge, but for the first mile or so, it’s completely empty, devoid of sound, activity, and life.

      What a birthday. I’m running away from everything I love into the unknown, but at least I’m not sitting at home, alone and scared. I notice the first lamppost has a sign on it. The light from the post allows me to read the words. “Warning,” is printed in large block letters. “Intruders will be shot without exception.” I look up ahead to a brightly lit guardhouse fifty yards or so in front of me.

      I ignore the sign. It’s probably meant to scare away Marked kids or other threats. Surely the guard won’t perceive a lone girl approaching on foot as a major concern. About ten feet further, an identical sign is posted. Fifteen feet further along there’s a third. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up and my stomach sours. I can’t help anyone if I die alone on a bridge. I’m only twenty yards from the little guard hut. Surely he’ll see I’m unmarked, alone, and unarmed. Before I take another step, I hear a loud crack and a bullet hits the road a few paces away from my right shoe.

      I turn and run back the other direction. I run until my lungs hurt, until my legs cramp, and then I keep going until I run off the end of the bridge and right into a brick wall.

      Whump.

      A warm, familiar, breathing, brick wall.

      Sam.

      He’s as gorgeous as ever, but boy does he look pissed.
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      His hands clamp onto my upper arms like vises. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Obviously I’m headed back to find you.”

      “Now that you’ve been shot at, you mean?”

      I wince. “They have all these signs up on the other end of the bridge. I’m not sure we could’ve enrolled if we wanted to. They shoot at anyone who gets close.”

      Sam frowns, drops his arms from mine and takes a step back. “You dosed me.”

      “I was trying to be noble.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Maybe so, but you’re standing here when you shouldn’t be. Why didn’t it work?” I narrow my eyes at him, which he can see thanks to the backlight from WPN’s creepy shooter tower. “I doubled your dose.”

      Sam shrugs. “Job’s snoozing away.”

      “You aren’t.”

      “I have an unusually fast metabolism.”

      He should be passed out for hours yet. “Don’t think I’m dropping this, but maybe we better chat about this later.”

      Now that Sam’s stepped back and my heart rate has slowed, I realize he’s armed to the teeth. “You headed for war? Geez Sam, where’d you get all this?” I gesture at the clips covering his chest. He looks like Rambo, a character from one of my uncle’s favorite old movies.

      “Maybe war,” Sam says. “I was coming to save you.”

      I frown. “I left you to keep you safe, not so you’d storm after me.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Sam mutters.

      “You’ve said that, thanks.”

      “You left me behind to come on your own. You think your problem is that you aren’t brave and rushing off alone will make you a hero. What you don’t get is that you’ve never been a coward. Your problem all along has been trust, not fear.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Years ago, you didn’t call the police because you didn’t believe they could protect you if your dad couldn’t. You didn’t tell your aunt about any of it because you didn’t trust her to love you if she knew. Then your stupid aunt and uncle lied to you about your dad and mom, and now you think you were right. You think can’t trust people.”

      “Wow, I didn’t realize you’re a psychologist.”

      Sam shrugs. “It’s simple really, and you were right, for the record. You can’t trust people.”

      “I was right to ditch you?”

      He shakes his head and pulls me close, shoving cold and sharp clips up against my jacket. “I’m not people. People suck. I’m Sam, and I’ll never let you down. You can trust me. Your problem all along has been that you trust the wrong people.” When he leans down to kiss me, I don’t stop him.

      His lips on mine erases the last residue of fear. My heart swells, and I lose track of time. By the time he finally pulls away, I’m glad the sleeping pills didn’t work.

      “What do we do now? Spend all day tomorrow looking for a boat? We can’t just walk in. They’ll shoot us.”

      “I think you’re right, about walking in, and about leaving Job. Rhonda was an asset, but Job’s nowhere near Rhonda in accuracy and reliability. He’s never been in any operations, either. I don’t know if it’s occurred to you, but if WPN hasn’t heard about you yet, they may soon. The Marked have lost their minds. The sooner we go in, the greater our chance of actually reaching that safe.”

      “When do we go?”

      Sam sighs. “Probably now, if you’re up for it. If they send scouts because you snuck onto the bridge, we don’t want to be standing around, and Job’s safest where he is, asleep and quiet.”

      I feel a pang of guilt for forcing his hand.

      Sam touches my face. “You did what you did. Don’t regret it. I roll with momentum. My strengths lie in doing anyway, not as much in planning and strategy.”

      Sam crouches down and pulls out the maps I brought from my uncle’s office. I’m glad he grabbed them when we left the truck. He points at the island. “You said your old apartment was where?”

      I kneel down next to him and point to the right side of the island. “It was on the beach. When we crossed the bridge, we turned left. We drove a long way down that main road. I don’t remember much else, other than the name. The Palisade Palms.”

      Sam squints at the map, moving his flashlight quickly. “These maps are old, and it’s here. Look.”

      I peer down at where he points. “Palisade Palms, close to the Galvestonian.” Far east side of the island, like I said. “If they have guards all up and down the bridge, how will we get there? By boat?”

      Sam doesn’t respond quickly. He’s still studying the map. “We should have gone around the island to Eighty-seven and taken a boat down. I should’ve looked at these maps sooner instead of heading for the bridge. . . well, there’s nothing we can do now. The Marked holding Rhonda are smack in between here and there.”

      “Maybe we should head back to the house before the sun comes up,” I say.

      He curses. “We need to find a boat; something small, without a motor. Then we’ll have to hope we can make it from here to the island without being noticed. It doesn’t help that these maps are from Before. We have no idea what WPN has done since.”

      Sam starts to fold up the map, but I reach over and snatch it away. I spread it back down and extend my hand for the flashlight. “Before we go hunting for a boat and try to float in the dark, against waves and currents and who knows what, maybe we see what that is.” I point at a skinny line that runs parallel to the main bridge line.

      Sam peers down at the map. “Don’t you think the people who shot at you might notice us walking down that bridge? It’s not far from the forty-five.”

      I shrug. “I didn’t see it when I was walking. In fact, the closer I got to that lit up guardhouse, the less I could see around me. It’s called light and dark adaptation and it’ll keep the guards from noticing us on that side road, too. Or at least, I think it will.”

      “When this map was made, this Highway Seventy-five was already out of use. I have no idea if it’s safe.” He taps his lip. “We can’t risk a flashlight if we do this. I have great night vision, so maybe it’s worth a try. We can always backtrack and look for a boat to use tomorrow night.”

      Sam folds the map and puts it away. I worry that ditching him hurt our chances at being something. I put my hand on his. “I’m sorry I left without you.”

      He looks me dead in the eye. “You know about light adaptation, but this is what I do. I’ve been trained for it. When we get to the island, if we make it tonight, you’re going to do exactly what I say. No more gallivanting off.”

      “Did you just say ‘gallivanting’?”

      Sam grins. “I did.”

      I grab his jacket collar and pull him toward me. He presses his lips to mine, and I talk against them. “No more gallivanting.” The sensation of his lips smiling against mine sends my heart racing.

      I reluctantly pull away, and Sam and begin the walk down toward the retired bridge on the map. We backtrack for what feels like at least half a mile before turning down an overgrown road that must’ve been old highway seventy-five. Sam doesn’t move like a normal person. He’s quieter, more sure of himself, and agile in a way I can’t dissect. I’ve never felt particularly clumsy, but my feet stumble, my knees bob and I scrabble over tree roots, bumps, rocks, and shale like everyone else I know.

      Sam doesn’t stumble in the dark, he never slides on scree, and he doesn’t trip over weeds or roots, not a single time. Two sleeping pills, and he still woke up and followed me out here. He never misses a shot, and I saw him in hand-to-hand combat at the Unmarked Games. No one should move that fast. Something’s different about him. I just don’t know precisely what or why.

      Finally we reach the base of the bridge. A railroad track runs alongside a narrow metal road. The whole thing sits much lower than the Forty-five bridge, as though it had been built much earlier with less materials and more rudimentary technology. If it were summer, there’d probably be a lot of overgrowth, but for now, everything’s brown and dead.

      “I think this might work,” Sam says. “Give me your hand.”

      I reach for him in the dark. He turns toward the front of the bridge and pulls me along with him. Once we climb up onto the bridge platform, he places my hand on his lower back. “This’ll be annoying, but I don’t want you any further away from me than we are now. If we communicate at all from here out, it’ll be by whisper. Unless you hear me, don’t say a word. Keep close and do what I do.”

      It’s slow going for the first few hundred yards, but most of the dead vines and plant life disappear once we get fifty yards or so away from land. The metal road’s pitted and rusty, and in the moonlight it looks like the surface of an alien planet. At least it’s intact. We keep to the middle where there are less holes and gaps.

      A mile or so from the mainland, my foot punches through a hole and my entire body collapses toward the ground. The second my hand leaves Sam’s back he spins and grabs both my forearms, lifting me before I’ve even sunk all the way. We’re almost parallel to the guard station that shot at me, which sets my stomach churning, but our road has no light. We can see them, but I remind myself that they can’t see us. I wish I’d paid a little more attention to the details when I learned this principle.

      We pass the first guard house without incident, and then another. I figure we’re near the middle of the bridge when the road ends in front of us. If I squint, I can barely make it out. There’s a road . . . and then there isn’t.

      We’re screwed.

      We’re going to have to turn around and pick our way back. Trying again tomorrow’s our only option.

      Sam puts one hand over my mouth, and the other behind my head. He tilts my head to the side, toward a tower with a bridge reaching much higher, higher even than the Forty-five. The guard tower to our right casts a large pool of light on the main bridge parallel to our location.

      “How certain are you that they can’t see well around the guard towers?” he whispers faintly in my ear.

      I close my eyes to try and recall what I learned. I whisper back. “His eyes are using cones since he’s surrounded by a pool of light. He needs rods to see in low light, and they’ll be non-existent because they overlit their guard towers. It’s a security oversight.”

      Sam nods. He motions toward the tower at the edge of the road. It rises far above where we are, at least three flights of stairs above us. Sam shifts from the road portion, to the railroad tracks, and climbs over a concrete barricade, never releasing my hand. I let him help me over and stand at the base of what looks like a very unsound method of crossing. It’s almost like a giant ladder was tossed over the top of this old bridge, where a section broke and collapsed.

      “Was this on the map?” I ask, careful to keep my voice down.

      Sam shakes his head in the moonlight. “I don’t think so, but it was probably set up so when boats needed to pass through the channel, this section could lift up. This bridge sits much lower than the big one.”

      “But what about the road? Why does it disappear?”

      Sam shrugs. “Maybe by the time they had boats big enough to cause a problem, no cars used this anymore, so they only spliced the road for the railroad track.”

      It makes sense, but I don’t like it. I follow Sam up three slippery flights of stairs to the top of the bridge splice. The wind’s stronger here, and my hair whips my face where it has escaped my braid. The sea spray is warmer than the air near Port Gibson, but still cold enough to sting. The railroad tracks narrow, with large gaps between the iron beams we have to walk along. To make it even scarier, the entire thing’s slick with saltwater.

      I know I need to move, but I can’t quite do it. My hands shake, my heart pounds, and it’s hard to breathe. Sam whispers in my ear. “You’ve got this, and I’ve got you.”

      I slide one foot along the beam and my heart races. I force my eyes upward, focused on the beam in front of me, and Sam’s back. Not the drop. Not the drop. Besides, if I do fall, I can swim. I’ll be fine. That’s what I tell myself, anyway. I’ve barely taken twenty steps when my boot slips on a slick part, and I stumble forward, sure I’m about to nosedive into the gulf below. Sam’s hand wrenches my wrist, but he keeps me upright until I regain my footing.

      My heart leaps to my throat the second and third time I slip too, but I know Sam’s there, and I trust him. He never once missteps or even slides. I have no idea how he keeps his balance, let alone mine and his when I almost fall.

      I breathe a huge sigh of relief when we reach the other end. I practically slide down three flights of iron stairs to the barricade, my legs wobbly and my knees weak now that the adrenaline rush has ended. I practically leap across the concrete barrier to reach the corroded iron road again. That unstable metal road looks like the floor of my own room by comparison to that horrific metal beam in the sky. We creep past another guard station before we reach the end of the bridge. I glance over at where the Forty-five meets the island to the right of us. Sam continues to walk along quietly as we pass a huge guard tower, but I pause.

      He yanks me along, no apology, no backward glance. Probably because the sun will be up soon, and when that happens we’ll be in trouble. We walk along the bridge, hovering above land for a few hundred feet before the metal beneath us finally gives way to concrete. By the time my boots strike land, my neck and thigh muscles are cramping and my stomach aches with hunger. My fingers and toes throb with cold.

      Sam pulls me against him and squeezes my shoulder. “You did great. Can you make it a little further?”

      I nod, and we jog toward a few dozen metal railroad cars stopped on the tracks just past the water. As the sun’s first rays light the sky, Sam lifts me into an old rusty railroad car and slides the door closed behind us. We startle a fox and I insist on moving down to the next car. Sam kills a few bugs before laying down in silence and pulling my head onto his chest. We chew on the last of Sam’s jerky before collapsing into a pile to sleep.

      Sam shakes me awake in the middle of a great dream.

      I start to say, “What’s going on—” but Sam puts a hand over my mouth. He helps me stand, and I follow him out of the train car. My eyes fly wide at the sight of three men slumped on the ground outside. I glance at Sam, but he shakes his head and keeps walking. I stare long enough to confirm their chests still rise and fall.

      The sun sits low on the horizon, which means we slept for a while. I try not to think about how Sam handled those men, or what might’ve happened. If he wanted to tell me, he would have. We jog along the railroad line, but it isn’t too long before I lag behind.

      “I don’t see anyone around,” I say. “Can we take it easy? We aren’t being chased, right?”

      Sam slows slightly and speaks softly. “I was going easy. I forget how small you are sometimes.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      “This train track runs until Thirty-Seventh Street before cutting to the north, unless my map’s outdated. We need to turn and head south on Thirty-seventh to make it down south. It only gets us about halfway there. Those three men were looking for whoever left footprints off Highway Seventy-Five. When they wake up, they’ll go for backup, and be after us again.”

      “Why didn’t you kill them?” I can’t help asking.

      “I wouldn’t have felt guilty shooting them if that’s your question. I probably should have.” He stares at me for a moment, looking for judgment. He won’t find it this time. “If we get caught, it’ll be way worse for us if we’ve killed their people. If we keep moving, get in and get out, hopefully it won’t matter. People I knock out tend to stay that way for a good while.”

      “Why are we following the train track?”

      “It’s clearly not in use.” He points at several busted tie plates. No train could traverse that. “Also, there aren’t any houses on the map for the length of the tracks, probably because of noise when it ran. Unless WPN’s changed that, it makes this an easy way to create no footprints, and avoid people.”

      “How far does it run?”

      Sam grunts. “Looks like about eight miles.”

      Eight miles, and that’s only half way. Ugh. I’m really starting to hate my size, or maybe it’s that I’m out of shape. I don’t ask any other questions, and I try to jog as fast as I can, but I’m depressed. My feet hurt, I’m dirty and stinky, and I’m tired of traveling. The Palisade Palms looked much closer on the map. The sun sets as we reach the end of the track at Thirty-Seventh Street. The signs have been replaced, the white lettering bright and easy to read.

      We continue walking briskly along Church Street, past a park, a few houses, an abandoned brewery. The roads have been maintained here, and vegetation doesn’t engulf everything. Unlike the surrounding area, none of these buildings appear abandoned.

      We make good time and don’t attract much attention, until we reach Twenty-Fifth Street. Sam stops and eyes the road sign like it’s a viper about to strike. People come and go through storefront doors on both sides of the street now. Street lights click on while we walk past.

      “This is where it gets tricky,” he whispers. “I’m guessing we’ll be surrounded by people from here on out.”

      “Please don’t kill anyone,” I say.

      Sam nods but he doesn’t make any promises. Although he doesn’t have a gun in his hand, I can see the signs of weapons on him, bristling here and there like the spines of an angry porcupine. The outline of his holsters, the tip of a knife on his belt. At least his Rambo clip carrier is tucked beneath his jacket.

      He reaches over to casually take my hand, and I realize he’s passing me a small black firearm. I glance at the safety, which is on, and slide it into the waistband of my pants. Without my holster, I don’t have many choices. By the time I’ve stowed my new weapon, the outlines of weapons on Sam are gone. It’s an astonishing and impressive transformation, and I wonder how he hid them all so well.

      Sam takes my hand and whistles as we turn to walk down the street. Just a guy and a girl strolling along. We amble casually until Nineteenth Street, where the business district ends.

      “We’re going to stand out worse soon,” Sam whispers. “Try to smile.”

      I glance at his mouth. If that’s his attempt at a smile, he needs practice. People will think his foot’s stuck in a mousetrap. “Maybe drop the smile.”

      “Why?”

      “It looks a little creepy.”

      He shoots me a hurt look but drops the rictus of pain in favor of his normal scanning gaze. “Only eighteen blocks between us and Beach Drive. We might pull this off.”

      On the first block, a girl walks a yellow dog.

      On the second block, an elderly couple pushes a small child in a stroller. The little boy stuffs his face with popcorn, and points at Sam.

      On the third block, an old woman planting flowers turns and stares at us. She drops her spade.

      On the fourth block, a small dog barks and barks. The man who comes to retrieve it smiles at me, but scowls at Sam.

      On the fifth block, faces press against windows in at least four homes. No one leaves the house, and no one waves.

      By the sixth block, Sam grips my hand tightly and our brisk walk graduates to a jog.

      On the seventh block, men in black gear pour out of an alley and drop to a knee. I duck behind a tree, but Sam pulls me along. “Keep moving. Targets in motion are almost impossible to hit.”

      On the eighth block, Sam fires four times. Three men drop and another limps.

      On the ninth block, a huge black van turns the corner behind us, peeling out in a mad rush toward us. Sam fires one shot and it spins into a palm tree, metal crunching, men shouting.

      On the tenth block, Sam shoots a fire hydrant and the spray slams into the men closest to us. He shoots three more men, and they all collapse.

      On the eleventh block, Sam changes clips. He does it so fast I don’t even see the old one. He shoves me under a car while he clears the men behind us, and then we run another fifty yards.

      On the twelfth block, Sam slings me on his back and runs. I stupidly assumed he was kidding before. We move twice as fast this way. Sam holds a gun in each hand. A guy pops up from the left side, and Sam clips his shoulder so he drops his gun. Sam fires a second shot a millisecond later and a man on the second floor of a beach house screams.

      I’ve never seen anyone fire dozens of shots and not miss a single one. In the dark, while moving, and carrying someone. Not even the movies from Before depict anything quite so unbelievable. Except, I witness it with my own eyes.

      Three clips later, we’re only a few blocks away, but behind one of the men Sam shoots, a little girl crouches near a tree. She’s sucking on her thumb and holding a yellow blanket. Sam might be able to do this forever, and we might even reach the Palisade Palms, but how many will die? If I allow him to carve a path there, who are we?

      I’m not willing to risk lives like my dad. Sam’s good enough not to shoot children, but is shooting her dad, or her brother or her grandpa any better?

      I slide off Sam’s back and hold up my hands. I shout the words. “We surrender.”

      Sam’s eyes bulge. “We do not surrender.” He has a gun in each hand, and he glances right to left. “I can take you all down, one by one. Back off, or I’ll do it.”

      I reach out and put my hand on his chiseled arm, running my fingers over the veins popping out of his forearm. “At what cost, Sam? Civilians are everywhere.” I shake my head.

      He lowers his arms slowly, like it pains him.

      Three men in black gear rush toward us. Sam drops his guns to the ground, and the men grab them. They shove Sam up against a nearby car and handcuff his hands behind his back. They barely even notice I’m there.

      My gun’s still tucked into my waistband, and my hands aren’t cuffed when they march us back along Church Street, the same way we came. Along the way, the people Sam shot are being treated. Arm wounds bound. Leg wounds cleaned and splinted. Not a single body bag.

      “Were you aiming to incapacitate?” I whisper.

      Sam doesn’t look me in the eye, but he says, “You asked me not to kill.”

      “No one could be sure of where they hit anyone else in the dark, not firing that fast. You shot and shot without looking.”

      “I’m always sure.”

      I think back to our lessons, to the awards he’s won. I can hardly believe it.

      “Did you kill anyone?”

      “Not if they have competent medical care.”

      The men shove us both against the wall and pat us down. They find my gun, and eight other firearms, four knives and two throwing stars on Sam. Throwing stars? Really? Sam still won’t meet my eye when they shove us into a small empty storage room in an office building to wait. I wish I knew what we were waiting for.

      “Are you ever going to look at me again?” I ask. “I’m sorry I surrendered, okay? I didn’t know what else to do. I saw that little kid with the blanket, and I couldn’t. What if she got hurt? Or another little kid?”

      “What about all the Marked kids who are dying?” Sam asks. “Rhonda? Or Wesley? What about all of them? They’ll all die now.”

      I sigh. “Unless we get a chance to explain.”

      “That’s why we’re here. Someone in charge will question us.”

      “Oh, good. Maybe they’ll let us—”

      Sam grabs my arm and pulls me close. He whispers, “Let me do the talking. I know I failed you out there, but I have a lot more experience with this than you do. I also have a fallback.”

      “Wait, how did you fail me?”

      Sam looks away.

      “Are you being so weird because you think this is your fault? That you lost somehow?” I laugh, even though I know it isn’t funny. Nothing’s funny right now, but for some reason I can’t help it. “Sam, no one on earth could’ve gotten us closer than you just did. You might’ve made it all the way if I’d let you, unless you ran out of bullets. I have no idea how you did what you just did.”

      “It wasn’t enough.”

      I try to hug him then. I can’t because, handcuffs, so I sort of lean against him and squish my face against his. I hope he knows what I’m trying to do.

      A small grin surfaces on Sam’s lips and I take it as a win. Sam obviously had a terrible childhood if he thinks what he just did wasn’t enough. “That was the single most amazing thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life.”

      He doesn’t have time to respond before the door swings open. The man who walks in holds a gun trained, not on Sam, but on me. Five more men follow the first man inside. They all hold guns aimed at my head.

      A young man with blonde hair and sparkling, light blue eyes enters the room last. His face is young, not much older than me. Maybe the same age as Sam.

      “Who are you?” he asks Sam. “And why are you here?”

      “I won’t talk to you,” Sam says. “I’ll only talk to Solomon.”

      “King Solomon’s quite busy, and you don’t get to make demands.” The tall man’s wearing a grey uniform, with some kind of star on the lapel. “If you make any more, I’ll shoot your friend.”

      Sam doesn’t flinch. “That’s not how this works. I’ll give you a piece of information, and then you’ll scurry off to get your boss.”

      The man scowls. “What piece of information are you going to give me that will save her, now that you’ve pissed me off?”

      “My name,” Sam says.

      “Why should I care about your name?”

      Sam cocks one eyebrow. “Because I’m Samuel Roth. You’ll believe me because you’ll actually get information on what just happened before you interrogate me again. I shot seventy-nine people out there while on the move, and not a single one died. No one you know could do that. The five men you have holding guns on my friend wouldn’t be enough to stop me from killing you, if you did something stupid like shooting her.”

      The tall young man blanches, and leaves the room for a few minutes. When he returns, he’s much more deferential. “Mr. Roth, we’ve notified King Solomon. He’ll be here shortly.”

      A very thin man in a black suit enters with a tray. It holds a pitcher of water and two glasses. He sets it on the floor and the men all file out quietly after him.

      “What was that about?” I ask.

      “My dad leads the Unmarked,” Sam says. “Solomon knows that, and he’s probably heard some of the things I can do. In case he didn’t believe the person he’s holding really was Samuel Roth, now he has reasonable evidence. I’m pretty sure Dad’s been communicating with Solomon, at least a little bit, for years.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Sam clenches his jaw. “I wish. I saw a letter from a David Solomon to my dad last Christmas. He wouldn’t give me any information and seemed angry that I mentioned it at all.”

      “That’s creepy.”

      “It is,” Sam says, “but if it keeps us alive, it’ll be the first favor my dad’s ever done for me.”
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      The good looking young man in the gray uniform returns twenty minutes later to lead Sam into the next room. Sam doesn’t object, but it annoys me to be left behind. Why don’t I get to meet this King?

      David Solomon, what a pretentious name.

      He can’t be named after one famous Biblical king? He needs to be named for two? Pretentious, bloodthirsty, and nefarious. He wiped out the US government, after possibly releasing Tercera to begin with. And he’s planning to wipe out the kids who managed to survive his decimation of the world. Sam’s in the room with him while I’m stuck twiddling my thumbs.

      I’d especially like to meet him, because if he did release Tercera, odds are good he knew my dad. Maybe he knows Jack, or perhaps he’s actually the partner. There’s no way he was born with the name David Solomon, and then happened to become some bizarre religious icon.

      I may not be face-to-face with him myself, but maybe I can hear what they’re saying anyway. I run to the wall and press my ear against it. The words I make out now and again are too muffled to comprehend. I shift around and find a spot that’s a little better, but I still can’t understand most of what’s said. I look around the storage closet and see the tray with the water. I pick up one of the glasses and press it to the wall. This should help, if my understanding of acoustic coupling isn’t completely wrong.

      I hold my ear to the glass and grin. I may not be able to shoot eighty people, but science is awesome in its own way.

      Sam says, “I already told you. The girl lives or there’s no deal.”

      A light baritone voice I assume belongs to King Solomon responds. “I have eighty injured people, Sam. Eighty! It’s not about me. Surely you understand that. I have to give them something. Eighty people are going home with gunshot wounds. They have arms, legs, and shoulders that don’t work right anymore because of you. You haven’t even told me why.”

      Sam says, “The girl is the only reason it stopped when it did. Believe me, you can’t punish her and not me. The reason for our presence isn’t mine to tell, but I’m here for her. She lived here Before, and needs something of her father’s. I can’t tell you more than that. If you’ll let me retrieve it with her, I promise you my father will pay a handsome fee for my safe return.”

      “It must be valuable for you to risk your life and hers, not to mention the lives of all those people.” King Solomon lowers his voice and I can barely make out what he says next. “Especially since you could’ve had your dad send me a message about it instead. That means it’s either valuable, or it’s something you don’t want me to know about.”

      Sam says, “If you think I’d ask my dad to do me a favor, you don’t know him very well.”

      “Meet me halfway Sam. Tell me what you came to retrieve. I’m going to see it anyway if I let you go. Where’s the harm?”

      “I already told you. You don’t listen very well. It’s not my decision to make.”

      “You still maintain you’re the muscle, and she calls all the shots?” King Solomon laughs. “Your dad likes to brag you know. I’ve seen your aptitude tests, and you’re more than a sharpshooter. More than a gifted warrior. Your mind works differently than most people, but it’s faster, and quicker, just like everything else.”

      Sam doesn’t speak.

      King Solomon changes tactics. “Does your father know you’re here?”

      I don’t hear anything, so I assume Sam shakes his head.

      “How do you know he’ll pay me anything to rescue you from an unsanctioned mission?”

      Sam says, “I’m all he has.”

      “But the girl,” King Solomon says. “He won’t pay for her?”

      “She’s not important to anyone but me.” I have to admit, that stings a little, probably because it’s true. “Allow us to grab her dad’s belongings and I promise you, my dad will compensate you for your men’s injuries.”

      “I’m afraid we’re at an impasse. I obviously can’t make any deal without knowing what I’m giving up, and no matter who owned it Before, all of Galveston belongs to me now.”

      Sam growls. Two chairs scrape the floor as both men stand.

      “Only my girlfriend can decide whether to tell you about her dad.”

      I inhale sharply, but doubt anyone can hear me. I wish I’d been there to see his face the first time he called me his girlfriend. My heart leaps against my ribs, and I realize that for all my indecision, I’ve already decided about Sam. I want him as much if not more than he likes me.

      “Fine. Let’s ask her, then.” Footsteps sound in the other room. My eyes widen. They’re coming for me.

      I scramble away from the wall, but don’t have time to put the glass down before the door opens. The same five men with guns enter the room and circle me, firearms trained at my head again. It’s getting old. There’s barely any room left in the storage closet with us, but somehow Sam fits, and after him, another man does, too.

      The other man isn’t as tall as Sam, but he’s tall by anyone else’s standards. He isn’t old, and he isn’t young. He isn’t fat, but neither is he thin. He doesn’t have blonde hair, but it’s lighter than most people with brown. He has freckles on his nose, but nowhere else on his face. His large, straight teeth, and angry blue eyes stare straight at me.

      He’s a fairly memorable looking man, but I wish I could forget him the moment I see him. Unfortunately, he’s not someone I’ll ever forget.

      “What’s your name, girl?” he asks me.

      I recognize the voice as the man from the other room, the man I assumed was King Solomon. I can’t believe I didn’t recognize the voice earlier. I should have.

      Sam must sense my confusion, because he says, “Ruby, this is David Solomon, the king of World Peace Now.”

      I want to do something. I want to yell at him, or better yet, pull a gun and point it at his head. I’ve imagined this meeting over and over, dreamed of it even, but never under these circumstances.

      With five men pointing guns at me, instead of doing what I want, I mutter, “Nice to meet you.” I train my eyes on the floor so he won’t see the hatred burning in them.

      “I’m pleased to meet you Ruby. Sam’s been telling me all about you, and how you came to retrieve your dad’s old belongings. I thought you might be able to fill me in a little more. What’s worth risking both your lives, and shooting close to a hundred of my best people?”

      My mouth’s drier than sand in the desert, and my vocal chords knot up painfully. My hands ball into fists tight enough that my nails dig into the soft part of my palms.

      “Well, won’t you share? A successful compromise requires both parties to give a little.”

      When I finally look up at King Solomon, my chest fills with a rage I’ve never before felt. Sam’s expecting me to beg him to let me look for my dad’s journal. Or perhaps he thinks I’ll tell him how I thought my dad might’ve been on the cusp of a cure to Tercera.

      I don’t beg, and I won’t. Not if I stand here for a hundred years.

      Five men ready to shoot an unarmed girl. Seems like overkill, which doesn’t surprise me, not with him. I should be polite. I should be deferential, but I can’t. Not now, not looking into the eyes of this person, the one person I hate more than anyone else in all the world.

      Instead, I do the most measured thing I possibly can. My hands shake, my blood boils, and I say, “Go to Hell.”

      Sam’s eyes fly wide and King Solomon’s mouth falls open. The men with guns shift and mutter, and Sam tenses.

      “Excuse me?” King Solomon’s surely unused to people speaking to him this way.

      I clear my throat. “You didn’t understand me?” I look him right in the eyes this time. “I’ll enunciate. I told you to Go To Hell.”

      King Solomon turns to Sam. “Your girlfriend has lost her mind.”

      “I have not,” I say. “You may not recognize me, but I can’t say the same. Ten years ago, I hid in a closet. Ten years ago, I did nothing when you broke into my home with threats and a gun. I watched you murder my father more than a decade ago, but I’m not a little girl this time. My name is Ruby Behl. Does that name mean anything to you? I may not be able to shoot you now that you’ve disarmed us, but at least I can tell you to go to where you belong, with the demons and the fire and the never-ending penance.” I want to spit in his face, but . . . guns.

      I don’t know what kind of reaction I’m expecting, but it isn’t a smile.

      I flail like a fish when King Solomon pulls me tight for an embrace. I shove him off and clock him on the head with the glass I’m still holding in my hand. He slumps forward, and then stumbles back.

      The stockiest of the five men grabs me by the back of my neck and shoves a gun against my temple. The rest happens so quickly, I can’t follow it, but one minute there’s a gun pressed to my head, and the next, Sam has disarmed the guards, knocked three of them out cold and is holding a gun on King Solomon, who’s pressed against the back wall.

      I’m not sure my brain can process much more when the door to the storage closet flies open and a woman walks inside. She’s short with curly blonde hair and dark blue eyes. She has fine features, a small, pert nose, and a tiny frame. She wears a fitted blue pantsuit and a simple strand of pearls around her neck. Tiny crow’s feet crimp the corners of her eyes.

      Wrinkles aside, she looks exactly like me.

      “David, the perimeter guards turned up another intruder just off the bridge to the island. He’s young, too. He won’t tell us his name.” She glances around the room and her hand flies to her mouth. “What’s going on?”

      “Don’t worry,” King Solomon says. “It’s all a misunderstanding.” He smiles at the woman brightly. “Ruby’s alive!”
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      Sam still holds a gun to King Solomon’s head.

      “It’s not a misunderstanding,” I say to Sam. “I hate him.” I look at the gun in Sam’s hand. I hear bootsteps thundering toward us in the hall. This might be my only chance.

      “Give that to me.” I hold out my hand to Sam.

      “Are you sure?” he asks me. “I can do it.”

      I shake my head. “It has to be me.” He hesitates for a split second before handing it over. It’s a large gun and it’s heavy in my hand. I press it to King Solomon’s head. “You deserve this. You shot my dad.”

      “I probably deserve it,” he agrees. “But I didn’t shoot your father.”

      My voice comes out high and squeaky. “You deny shooting Donovan Behl?”

      Several more guards have reached us, and they’re yelling at me to put the gun down. With nine people already crammed into the small space, there isn’t any way for them to reach King Solomon, at least not without shooting us and stepping over our corpses. They’re thinking about doing exactly that, but they’re hesitating. Why?

      I can’t quite suppress a smile when I realize why. “They’re worried if they shoot me, I’ll press this trigger as a reflex.”

      The man standing nearest the door snarls. “We will shoot you little girl. Put the gun down now.”

      “Stop,” King Solomon yells. “No one shoots her, not even if she shoots me. Leave us alone.”

      No one turns to leave or even lowers a gun.

      Solomon’s face flushes and his nostrils flare. “GO!”

      “Your Highness, she—”

      King Solomon turns his head slightly, and his eyes spear the gray-haired guard. “Leave.”

      The guard grunts, but he turns and leaves. The other guards grab the unconscious ones and within thirty seconds, they’re all gone. Only the woman remains, a bewildered look on her face.

      King Solomon glances back toward me. “I shot the man you knew as Donovan Behl, Ruby, but he wasn’t your father.”

      The gun shakes in my hand. “That makes no sense.”

      “Ruby, Donovan Behl wasn’t even his real name. His name was Donald Carillon and I know he wasn’t your father because. . . I’m your real father.”

      The small woman standing in the doorway sobs.

      King Solomon frowns at her. “She was there, Joey. She saw me shoot Donovan that day. She was hiding in a closet.”

      I lower the gun. I don’t know what else to do. The woman looks exactly like me. It was the first thing I thought when she walked in.

      I barely hear the words she whispers, “Do you have a birthmark?” Her eyes shine through unshed tears.

      King Solomon smiles. “You had a small red mark behind your left ear when you were born. It looked exactly like a ruby. That’s why we named you as we did. Well, that and Proverbs 31:10.”

      None of this makes sense. I know my dad, of course I do. This man killed him.

      I shake my head and lift the gun again. “I watched you fight with him, and then shoot him. You killed my dad.”

      “Actually, my gunshot wasn’t what killed him. Didn’t you know about the fire? When I left, I called 911. They were en route and Don would’ve been fine. But by the time they got there, someone had lit his body on fire. They put out the fire, but Donald Carillon didn’t survive.”

      “Carillon?” I shake my head. “I’ve never even heard of a Donald Carillon.”

      The small woman takes a gulping breath. “He took the name Donovan Behl when he stole you from me. His real name was Donald Carillon. Carillon means bell tower in French.”

      “No.” It can’t be true. My father is Donovan Behl. He tucked me in every night, read to me, and fed me. I know he loved me. His name was Donovan Behl. This man killed him. “You’re lying.”

      “Check her ear,” King Solomon says to Sam. “You’ll see the birthmark.”

      Sam glances at him and then turns back to me. “Do you want me to check?”

      I don’t want him to do anything. I want to shoot this man, go and get the cure and go home. I shake my head. “No.”

      The woman who looks like me stares with undisguised longing in her face. “You look and talk just like Anne Carillon, his twin sister. Tell me, is she alive?”

      My heart stops and I’m the one taking gulping breaths. It can’t be true. It can’t. She can’t be my mother. I close my eyes and think back on the photo, the one photo I have.

      It’s her. The woman in front of me is the same woman holding Donovan Behl’s hand in that photo. My aunt and uncle lied to me about my dad, about his death, and his creation of Tercera. And about my mom being dead. Could they have lied about this, too? Was Donovan Behl a kidnapping monster?

      “Wait.”

      Sam holsters one gun.

      “Check,” I say.

      Sam takes one step toward me and gently moves my braid out of the way. He shifts my ear and his exhale, a tiny breath I normally wouldn’t even notice, guts me.

      There must be a birthmark, like they said there would be.

      “Your name’s Joey?” I ask the woman. I look at her, her eyes, her hair, and her small frame. I’m so much smaller than Rhonda and Job, smaller than my aunt and my uncle, smaller than my tall, broad shouldered father. So much smaller than everyone else in my family. But not smaller than her.

      “I’m Josephine Solomon. Before I became Josephine Solomon, I was married to Donald Carillon.”

      King Solomon grunts.

      She touches his shoulder. “I was married to Donald when I met your father. I fell in love with David, and divorced Donald. When he found out I was pregnant, he claimed the child was his. He didn’t believe that you were David’s. He went crazy over it, but no one guessed he might abandon his job and flee his entire life to kidnap a child who wasn’t even his. It took me completely by surprise when he showed up at the hospital. We searched for you everywhere.”

      I lower my hand, and King Solomon stands up and brushes off his pants.

      Sam gently takes the gun out of my hand and whispers in my ear, “Maybe it’s better if I hold on to this.”

      I want to curl up in his lap and pretend none of this happened. Except I can’t do that. “You didn’t search everywhere, obviously.”

      King Solomon says, “We tried milk cartons, news programs, every police station in the area. When you were five years old, almost six, we got a call. Donald’s business partner, a man named Jack, told me where you were.” King Solomon glances at Sam, and then back at me. When neither of us speaks, he continues. “He figured out who Donovan Behl really was, and felt we should know the location of our daughter. Donald threatened to release a deadly virus he’d created in the process of developing some kind of super vaccination, unless Jack kept your location secret.”

      Drums pound inside my head, and I can’t think straight. King Solomon knows my dad’s partner was named Jack. He knows Dad made Tercera. I bite my lip hard. I need to think this through. Aunt Anne always refers to Dad as Don, never Donovan. My dad and my aunt both have straight, dark brown hair. I knew my hair color came from my mom, and Rhonda and Job got their light hair from their dad, but now I don’t know what I know.

      Except that my Dad would never have released Tercera to keep me from my mother. Not in a million years. I read his journals. Jack wanted to sell it, not Dad. “You’re saying the man who raised me was a kidnapper, a liar, and he released the virus that wiped out the world? Because I’ve always heard the leader of WPN did that.” I cross my arms.

      “Why would we release a virus?” Josephine asks. “We rushed down here to find you, but we were too late. Your father shot Donald to protect you from him. An injured man couldn’t possibly continue to hide a child, but then we couldn’t find you. And it turned out Donald had already released the virus.”

      They know a lot of facts. I study each of Josephine’s features, and while I do she gazes at me tenderly. I should be delighted, but I’m not. I want to shred something, or smash a glass, or scream. She must be my mother, so why don’t I want to hug her or shout for joy? Maybe because I’m grown, and it’s the first time I’m seeing her. Or perhaps it’s because her story doesn’t line up, not quite.

      If Dad was such a monster, how could he also be a devoted and loving dad? Because he was. Not to mention, how did my dad release Tercera if he died weeks before the first documented cases? If they knew he created the virus, why didn’t they tell the authorities, and let them dig around for the cure? Something cold snakes up my spine. David Solomon wiped out the United States government, and I saw him shoot my dad. What if he has the cure, and kept it for himself? I need answers, but I also need to tread carefully.

      “What about Aunt Anne?” I finally ask. “Are you saying she’s a Carillon, and she knew my dad kidnapped me?”

      Josephine sighs and frowns. “Anne loved Donald, probably a little too much. It’s common with twins. She supported everything he did, even bad decisions.”

      “You knew her. You think she’d keep a child who wasn’t really her brother’s blood?”

      “Donald believed you were his child,” King Solomon says. “He and your mother tried to have children for years with no success. Your mother conceived you within a month of beginning her relationship with me. You are my daughter.”

      “You two have lots of other kids too?” I ask. “Do I have brothers? Or maybe a sister?” In the middle of this nightmare, this one thought fills my heart with hope.

      “No,” Josephine says. “We haven’t had any others.”

      “Then maybe you’re the one who’s infertile,” I say. “Maybe Donovan is my dad. You don’t know.”

      King Solomon slaps me across the face and I stumble back a step.

      Sam punches King Solomon in the nose, and grabs his arm. He twists it around his back until King Solomon cries out. Guards knock at the door a moment later. “Your Highness? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” he calls out tersely. “You aren’t needed.” King Solomon struggles against Sam.

      Sam lowers his face to King Solomon’s level. “This is my only warning. If you raise a hand against Ruby again, I’ll kill you. I don’t care whether you’re her dad or not, and I don’t care what your people will do to me. You do not hurt her. I shouldn’t have to tell you that, if you’re her Dad, but here we are. Do you understand?”

      King Solomon’s eyes flash and the muscles in his neck tense, but he nods. Sam releases him.

      King Solomon brushes his shirt off and shrugs his shoulders a few times. “This has been a lot to take in, for all of us. We’ve known for years and years about you, but seeing you in person. And thanks to Donovan,” he practically spits the name, “you’re just hearing all of this. You probably need some time to sort through it. I shouldn’t have overreacted, but it’s new to me, being a father. We’ll give you as much time and space as you need.”

      Blood drips from King Solomon’s nose down to his mouth, and onto his shirt. He wipes his face with his sleeve and winces. It’s enough for now.

      “We’re so happy you’re alive.” Josephine’s eyes well with tears again, and she takes a step toward me, arms extended.

      I shy away. She may be my mom, but I don’t know her. I don’t want her touching me now, seventeen years too late. And she’s married to this man who orders everyone around and slaps me.

      “I’m glad you’re happy.” I don’t know what else to say.

      Josephine drops her arms and steps back. “We want to make you happy, too.”

      I think about my dad, bleeding on the floor, and I’m not happy. I want to hurt her, like her husband hurt us. She left him, and she left me. She’s been alive all this time, and she never found me. “What if reclaiming my dad’s things, Donovan Behl’s belongings, and leaving with my boyfriend is what will make me happy? Sam’s more than capable of keeping me safe. I have a life and a home and a family already, and you aren’t part of it.”

      As much as I’d like to watch my mom’s face, I keep my eyes trained on King Solomon instead. If he has the cure already, he’ll know what I’m here to retrieve.

      His face doesn’t show a thing. “Your quick departure would break your mother’s heart, but we wouldn’t stop you if you truly wanted to leave us. Speaking of, why don’t we take you somewhere you can rest.”

      Rest. I haven’t truly rested since. . . I don’t know when. Even in the house on the outcropping, before we left Job and— Josephine mentioned they found someone when she came in the room. “Did you find my brother, Job? He’s tall, thin, and has blond hair like mine.”

      Josephine raises one eyebrow. “Brother?”

      I huff. “Yes, brother. Cousin by blood perhaps, but raised as a brother to me.”

      Josephine flinches. “The boy we found is tall and thin with dark blond hair. It’s straight and much darker than yours, but yes. I imagine it’s him.”

      I grit my teeth. Even if Job and I don’t share blood, and I’m not convinced we don’t, he’s more my brother than she is my mother. She doesn’t need to point out that Job doesn’t look as much like me as she does. I have eyes.

      “We’ll all share one room,” Sam says.

      “While I acknowledge she’s only just returned to my life, I’m certainly not allowing my daughter to share a room with her boyfriend.” King Solomon glares at Sam.

      Sam counters. “She’s only safe with me.”

      “There isn’t a soul at World Peace Now who would harm my daughter.”

      “Stop saying that!” I stomp my foot. “I am not your daughter. Sam and Job and I will all share a room. Nothing will happen with my brother in the same room. Even if it did, seeing as how you’re not meeting me until now—my seventeenth birthday—I don’t think it’s your place to dictate where I sleep, even if we do share DNA.”

      King Solomon’s nostrils flare. His hands clench and unclench. I don’t know whether my words pissed him off, or the fact that I’m dictating to him. I gather it doesn’t happen often.

      Josephine steps near him and touches his arm. She speaks softly. “It’s her birthday. She hasn’t seen us in seventeen years. Give it time.”

      “It’s fine for now.” King Solomon opens the door, and I notice the same young, blonde haired guard from before hovers outside. “Adam, take them to the palace and release the other prisoner into Ruby’s care. They’ll share the Blue Room. It has several beds.” He forces a smile. “It was designed for visiting families.”

      “It’ll be perfect for my family. Thanks.”

      As I leave, I notice a tear trails down Josephine’s cheek. My anger with her dissipates and my heart constricts. I try to imagine how I’d feel if I were her. She found her long lost daughter, and instead of expressing joy, her daughter called her a liar and yelled. No matter what else is true, it seems likely she’s my mother. I close the space between us and pull her against me. Hugging someone else as small as me feels odd, but it’s also reassuring somehow. She smells like peppermint, and I breathe in deeply.

      She holds on a moment too long, and I have to shake her a little to escape. Even that diminishes my anger. I’ve never had someone want to hug me so badly that I have to pull away. Isn’t that what a mom’s supposed to do?

      This time, when I duck into the doorway, Josephine’s smile brightens the room.

      I stumble along behind Sam and Adam in a daze, still processing what happened. My dad went on the run with me, I have a birthmark, and my dad created Tercera. On the other hand, I don’t believe he would’ve released it, and I doubt my dad would steal a child unless he was sure that child was his. He never yelled, he took good care of me, and I know he loved me. Besides, he had his own lab. The answer to my paternity was one genetic test away. Surely he would’ve checked. My aunt and uncle may have lied to me, but they’re some of the best people I know. I really believe the lies they told were to spare me confusion and sadness.

      None of what I’ve learned changes that I watched David Solomon shoot my dad. He doesn’t even deny it.

      Adam stops in front of a dark van. I glance at Sam, who still has at least two guns. The one he took from a guard, and the one he took from me. Sam checks the van before gesturing for me to enter. Adam doesn’t move to stop any of that. The van’s clean, shiny, and new. WPN’s either manufacturing new vehicles or maintaining the ones they have extremely well.

      The van rolls down the road smoothly. No potholes, large cracks, bumps or other interruptions hinder us. We pass house after house en route to the palace, which is apparently on the other side of the island. They’re all freshly painted. No trash clutters the streets, and the bushes and grass are all neatly trimmed. I don’t notice a single garden, which makes me wonder how all these people are being fed while living on an island.

      The van pulls up in front of an enormous white plantation home with eight white pillars, four on either side of the front doors. A stairway almost thirty feet wide leads up from a circular drive. The stairs climb and climb up to massive double front doors that hang open, presumably in anticipation of our arrival. I’m guessing they don’t have a major fly problem this time of year. Two guards stand on either side of the doorway.

      Adam climbs out of the van first and comes around to open the door. Sam leaps out and holds out a hand to help me. I don’t take it, because I’m not a princess. I’m perfectly capable of climbing out on my own.

      “Please follow me up the stairs, your Majesty,” Adam says.

      “No, no, no.” I frown. “Don’t call me that, please.”

      “I apologize for my poor behavior earlier. I didn’t realize who you were.” Without his haughty attitude from earlier, he looks no more than twenty.

      “I held a gun on your king. I’m still the same person. Don’t call me majesty or highness or princess, okay?”

      Sam snorts.

      Adam’s eyebrows draw together and his eyes widen alarmingly. “Your Highness, we must—”

      “I’m not anyone’s highness,” I say, stopping him. “If I’m not your king’s daughter, then I’m not a princess, and you shouldn’t call me that. And if I am, then you have to listen to me when I tell you not to call me that, right?”

      Adam nods stiffly. “We must show respect.”

      “Great, because Ruby is a respectable name, and that’s good enough. Just plain old Ruby.”

      Adam sighs. “This way your, er, Ruby.”

      He walks up the stairs toward the doors and Sam shrugs at me and follows him up. Two guards in front of us bow. I grit my teeth. News travels fast within WPN. I wonder how they conveyed the information so quickly.

      The floors of the palace are marble, and the entry way boasts even more columns. A chandelier glints and sparkles over our heads. Adam walks us up to a woman with a fluffy navy dress and a gray apron. “Ruby, this is Alice. She manages the palace and its staff. She’ll show you to the Blue Room.”

      Adam bows, turns on his heel and marches out. Alice beams at me. Her almost white hair has been twisted into a tight bun, but her face looks much younger. She’s thin and tall and her eyes light up when she speaks. “It’s such an honor to have you here, your Highness.”

      Sam snickers.

      I force a smile. “I’d really prefer if everyone would call me Ruby. I’m not majestic, nor am I high. In fact, I’m so short that being called ‘Highness’ feels like an insult.”

      Alice’s face falls. “Yes, milady. I’ll call you Ruby, milady.”

      Sam turns away to hide his smile. Milady is almost as bad as your majesty. What’s wrong with these people? We follow Alice down a vast hallway with dozens of doors, up a grand staircase, and down another, smaller hall. We finally reach the Blue Room.

      I walk through the doorway and look around. A large, upholstered, floral-print sofa sits next to two big, blue, accent chairs. I walk through a side door and find a bathroom that’s bigger than my kitchen back home. Notably, there’s no bed.

      “Uh,” I say, “King Solomon told me there were beds in here? As in plural?”

      Alice says, “Oh yes, there are, milady. This is the sitting room.”

      It should be called the Blue Rooms. She leads us through a door in the back into another room with blue wallpaper, a blue crystal light fixture, and blue carpet. Navy blue curtains hang on a four-poster bed, which fills the center of the room. Smaller twin beds with blue checked bedspreads flank the large one on either side. Job’s sitting on one of the twin beds when we walk into the room.

      “Ruby!” He jumps to his feet and runs over to give me a hug. When he pulls away, he’s frowning. “You left me.”

      “To be fair, I left Sam too,” I say.

      Sam clears his throat. “She came back for me because I’m so awesome.”

      I roll my eyes. “Someone shot at me. I ran from that smack into Sam.”

      Alice clears her throat. “Is there anything I can fetch for you, milady? Some refreshment perhaps?”

      Job’s eyebrows climb his forehead. “Milady?” He looks from Alice to me, and back to Alice. “Who are you talking to?”

      “I’m addressing her Majesty, Ruby Solomon.”

      Job coughs and coughs, and then starts choking. I have to get her out of here before Job chokes to death.

      “We’re good for now. Thanks, Alice.”

      Alice bows to me and leaves, closing the door behind her.

      “What the hell is going on?” Job asks. “First they act like they’re going to kill me. I’m tied up in a chair with a bright light in my face, and I swear the only thing missing were bamboo shoots under my fingernails. For no reason, a minute later, they bring me to this opulent mansion and plop me down in this room without a guard, or a care in the world. Now that woman’s calling you Ruby Solomon, and curtsying?”

      “You missed some stuff.” Sam pulls the curtains to the side and sinks down onto the four-poster bed. “Turns out, King Solomon thinks Ruby’s his kid.”

      Job laugh-snorts. “I’m sorry, he thinks what?”

      I try to explain. I’m skeptical of the whole story, but Job takes it a little further.

      “No way in hell is any of that true.”

      I sigh. “The woman sure looks like my mom, from the one photo I have.”

      Sam grunts. “She also looks a lot like Ruby.”

      Job paces. “Well, that’s certainly conclusive.”

      “I’m not an idiot, Job. I know it’s not proof, but she seemed to be as upset as I am, and there’s a lot to corroborate her story.”

      Job’s eyes flash. “My parents would not have been fine with Uncle Don kidnapping you, and they wouldn’t have lied about it. Not to you, or me, or the police.”

      “Right,” I say, “because Aunt Anne would never, ever lie to me. She’d never conceal, for instance, that my dad engineered Tercera. Or that he developed a cure before his murder.”

      “Maybe they didn’t tell you that because you were so young, but do you really think they’d lie about who you are? Do you think you aren’t even my cousin?” Job’s anger falls away and he slumps down on the bed like a puppet with his strings cut. “Do you think we’re not even related?”

      “I’m not saying that.”

      “What are you saying?” he asks.

      “I don’t know what I’m saying.” I collapse on the bed next to Job and drop my face in my hands. “I don’t know up from down, but I know I love you as much as a brother. Maybe more.”

      Job pulls me against him. “Are you happy? A little excited that maybe you aren’t an orphan?”

      I don’t know what to say, because I am. If it’s true, it means I have a family. Not a borrowed one, but a real family that loves me. I know my dad loved me, but he’s been gone a long time. I wish I knew whether this King Solomon was the villain I believe him to be. Slapping me in the face doesn’t give me much confidence, even if I was questioning my mom’s honor at the time.

      “How can we figure out whether they’re telling the truth?” Job asks.

      Sam’s voice rises up from where he’s lying on the four poster bed. “What do they stand to gain from lying?”

      I can’t think of a single thing.

      “Maybe,” Job says, “they know Uncle Don created Tercera, and they need you to find the cure. If they can get you on their side, they’ll finally get it.”

      I lean back against the headboard so it’s easier to talk. “It’s not zero sum. A cure would help everyone. But even if that’s true, why lie about me being their kid? That’s a bizarrely twisted way to go about it. They already had me in a storage room. They could’ve won me over way easier. Plus they didn’t have time to confer. Solomon announced ‘Ruby’s alive’ and they both started explaining. It couldn’t have been fabricated on the spot.”

      Sam sits up. “I agree. If it’s a lie, it’s one they both believe. It also explains why WPN’s headquartered in Galveston. If Solomon knew your dad, or you know, Donovan, or Donald. Man, if they’re telling the truth, this is strange. But if Solomon knew Donovan invented Tercera, he might have stayed here to look for anything he could parse together from the research.” His eyebrows draw together. “It might be how they figured out the accelerant WPN used to wipe out the government.”

      By all counts, King Solomon’s a sociopathic villain. He can’t be my father, can he?

      “Or,” Job says, in a voice so quiet it’s barely more than a whisper, “maybe they stuck around here to look for you.”

      This morning I was an orphan. Now I have too many parents to go around. I have no idea what kind of people they are, and I’m beginning to think the same about the man who raised me the first six years of my life.

      A knock on the door to the sitting room startles me. I walk out to answer it with Sam on my heels. Josephine stands on the other side. I guess my time to process my feelings has run out.
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      “Hello Ruby.” Josephine changed out of her power pantsuit and ditched her pearls. Now she’s wearing a light blue cotton dress with navy birds on it. “I thought you might be hungry.”

      My stomach growls and I smile. “Yeah, I guess I am.” Except she didn’t bring any food with her. “Uh, where would the food be?”

      “Your father and I thought maybe you’d want to eat a late supper with us?”

      I flinch. “Please don’t call that man my father. My dad was smart, funny, kind, and he loved me all the way to Jupiter. He told me every single night after he brushed my teeth, read me Green Eggs and Ham, and tucked me in. If you want me to spend any time here, you have to stop referring to David Solomon as my father. I watched him shoot Donovan Behl. He may be my biological parent, but he will never, ever be my dad.”

      “I’m truly sorry you saw that.” King Solomon appears from around a curve in the hall. He also changed clothes and is wearing light pants and a collared shirt. Obviously they dressed down to make me more comfortable. I’m not sure whether it’s manipulative or sweet.

      Josephine wrings her hands and I feel guilty for being so abrupt. Still, they deserve to know how I feel. At least this time no one slapped me. In fact, he didn’t even frown.

      “If you’re telling the truth,” I say, “then it’s a terrible thing that happened to you. Maybe that means my dad was kind of crazy, I don’t know. But to me, he’s still Dad.”

      “You don’t believe us?” Josephine whispers.

      “I don’t know what to believe,” I say honestly. “Did you even try to find me when my dad supposedly stole me?”

      “We were so shocked when it happened. We tried normal channels first,” Josephine says. “We hired a lawyer, requested a DNA test, and demanded custody legally. Donald didn’t show up to the injunction hearing, or any other hearing after.”

      “So you gave up?”

      “Of course not,” Josephine says. “But perhaps we can discuss this while we eat in your . . . in David’s office. Documents might help, and we have quite a few.”

      I glance back at Sam and Job, who are standing two steps behind me.

      “Maybe we could spend just a few moments alone,” Josephine says. “The office isn’t very large.”

      Sam makes a sound that closely resembles a growl. “She’s not going anywhere without me.”

      I bristle at his proprietary arrogance, but ultimately, I agree with him. “Not without Sam and Job.”

      “This is the cousin?” Josephine asks.

      Brother. I want to correct her, but figure she’s probably heard it enough already. “He came to help. He’s a scientist for the Unmarked.”

      King Solomon opens his mouth as if to argue, but Josephine puts her hand on his arm. He shakes it off, but doesn’t say anything to contradict me. He scowls at Job, spins on his heel and stalks down the hall. Josephine waves for me to follow. I take a step or two and glance back. Sam and Job aren’t far behind.

      When we reach King Solomon’s office, several women in gray uniforms follow us inside and set up trays in front of the chairs. King Solomon sprawls behind a monstrously large desk in a large wingback chair that closely resembles a throne. Sam takes a seat in the back of the room near the door where he can see all the exits. He pats the seat next to him and I take it. Job sits on my other side.

      Josephine unlocks a filing cabinet behind the desk and rummages around inside. She opens and closes several drawers before pulling out a green folder. Her eyes well with tears. She wipes them away and sets the folder on the desk.

      I stand up to look, trying to ignore the man sitting in the chair in front of me. His staring makes me uncomfortable. The paper in the folder reads: The City of New York, Vital Records Certificate, Certification of Live Birth. Below that, it lists my date of birth, and my full name, Ruby Ruth Thomas.

      “Thomas? Why’s my last name Thomas?”

      Solomon sighs. “Why are you showing her that? What does it prove?”

      “I’ll explain.” Josephine points at the bottom of the certificate.

      It reads: “Mother’s Maiden Name: Josephine Matilda Stefan” and just below that, “Father’s Name: David Thomas.”

      I quirk one eyebrow at Solomon. “How many dads do I have? I’m counting three at this point.”

      King Solomon grunts. “My given name was David Thomas, but when I decided to become a pastor, David Solomon was more fitting. I changed my name officially, legally. Not because I was on the run.” He points at the certificate. “That’s me.”

      I laugh. I can’t help it. “You’re telling me my dad’s real name is Donald Carillon. He changed it to Donovan Behl to steal me from you. But your name isn’t your name, either. You changed yours from David Thomas to David Solomon so people would associate you with a famous religious figure. So, who am I really? Ruby Carillon Behl Thomas Solomon? This is nuts. That paper doesn’t prove anything. That could be anyone.”

      King Solomon’s face turns red. He obviously doesn’t see the humor in this. He opens up the bottom right drawer of his desk and shuffles some things before he produces a small rectangular piece of plastic. He slams it down on the desk. King Solomon’s face smiles up at me, but the name on the small plastic card reads David Thomas.

      “I may have changed my name, but that’s the only thing I have in common with Donald Carillon. You are my daughter, not his. Ruby Ruth Solomon.”

      “Be that as it may,” I say, “I—”

      Boots on wooden flooring make a lot of noise. A lot of boots make more noise, enough to hear from pretty far down the hall. Several guards rush into the office, interrupting us. Adam salutes King Solomon. “Your Majesty, a significant number of armed Marked children are amassing near the bridge.”

      King Solomon’s eyes fly wide, and he turns toward me. “Do you know anything about this?”

      I’m not sure what to say. Rhonda almost certainly told the Marked about the Cleansing WPN has planned, but I doubt I should tell him that. Besides, I have no idea why they’re here. Maybe they’re here to look for me. I am their “Promised,” whatever that means.

      I shake my head.

      Josephine sighs. “Perhaps they’ve found out.”

      “Then we move up the time table. Adam, fetch General Kovar. We need to revise and expedite our strategy.” King Solomon turns back to me, his previous anger gone. “We may have to postpone our meal, but don’t worry darling. You’ll be perfectly safe. That’s a promise.”

      Don’t worry, Ruby. Your name-changing, face-slapping, possible biological donor plans to keep you safe by annihilating thousands of ill children, among them my sort-of-ex-boyfriend, my maybe-cousin, and my accessory-to-a-kidnapping aunt. Perfect.

      King Solomon whispers to one of the guards in the hallway. I can’t let him kill them out there if I can stop it. Even if I find a cure, it won’t matter if everyone I want to save is dead.

      I throw my cards on the metaphorical table. “Don’t do it. We heard about the Cleansing, and it’s a mistake. The suppressant’s failing, but we’re here because we think Dad may have developed a cure.”

      King Solomon spins around so fast that I stumble back. “Excuse me?”

      “We came to Galveston to find the cure. Some of Donovan’s journals mention it.”

      “Where are these journals?” Josephine asks.

      “My aunt and uncle kept them,” I say, “but I read them a week ago, and I might know where to find it. If it exists, you don’t need to kill the Marked. They won’t be a threat anymore.”

      King Solomon narrows his eyes. “They’re a threat right now, to my daughter and my people.”

      I appeal to his pride. “Imagine if the great King Solomon healed the infected masses instead of killing them.”

      “Ruby, we scoured the island for years and found nothing,” Josephine says.

      “Dad had a hidden safe,” I say. “I remember where it was.”

      “God works in mysterious ways. I’ve wondered for years why this happened to us.” King Solomon pulls Josephine under his arm. “Maybe our daughter’s suffering has been like Joseph’s sojourn to Egypt. Her path set in place to save these children.”

      Sam’s eyes widen. This guy’s cuckoo.

      “And the cure would be located?” King Solomon asks.

      “Back at our condo,” I say. “Is the Palisade Palms still standing?”

      Josephine nods. “It survived all three hurricanes since the Marking, a small miracle itself.”

      “God’s hand’s always working among us,” King Solomon murmurs.

      I can’t tell whether he’s posturing or whether he believes this crap, but it annoys me either way. “God’s plan began with letting almost everyone on earth die?”

      “When humanity becomes too wicked, God has no choice but to purify the population.” King Solomon’s eyes bore into mine. “He did it once with a flood. Is it so far-fetched to imagine He might use a virus?”

      “So everyone who died was wicked?” I ask.

      “Death isn’t a punishment in and of itself,” King Solomon says. “Many who died ascended to heaven, a blessing above anything we can possibly imagine. I do not presume to tell God who should live and die, or pass judgment on His methods.”

      I force myself to remain calm. “You don’t?” Sam squeezes my hand, but I can’t stop. “Accelerating the virus and killing the entire US government wasn’t your doing?”

      “No one took the threat seriously,” King Solomon says. “Without a cure, which no one had turned up in an entire year, our only hope was to isolate those of us who were uninfected. I did what I had to do to preserve the uninfected.”

      “You did it then? Not God?” I ask.

      “At his direction,” he says. “God has a reason for what he does, then and now.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I say. “Some of the best people I know died. If God was punishing them, then I want nothing to do with God.”

      King Solomon’s nostrils flare and he slams his hand against the doorframe. “Death is not the end. You’re a perfect little heathen, aren’t you?”

      Josephine steps in front of him. “We have time. For now, we can take her to the Palms to look into this cure. Before we take steps we can’t untake. She showed up just before the Marked began this assault.”

      “I find that timing curious.” King Solomon scowls.

      Josephine tilts her head. “You said yourself, perhaps this is God’s plan. He may want us to spare them.”

      King Solomon nods. “Very well. Give me time to make some arrangements. We’ll head to the Palms directly.”

      “All of us.”

      He stomps out of the office with Josephine at his side, leaving the three of us in his office unattended.

      “Are we finally headed for the Palms?” Job asks.

      I pick up the birth certificate. “David Thomas may be my father.” I slam it down on the desk. “But he isn’t my dad. I don’t know if Donovan Behl went crazy or not, but he loved me, cared for me, and tried to do right by me.”

      Job nods. “I agree.”

      “But I’m worried.”

      “About what?” Sam asks.

      “If my mom’s right, then Donald Carillon’s blood doesn’t flow in my veins.”

      “You’re still my sister,” Job says. “No matter what.”

      “I agree.” I wrap my arm around Job for a side hug. “But my blood won’t open that safe.”

      Sam swears.

      “A place only my blood can reach,” I say. “That’s what his journal said. I remember, because I wondered at the time whether that meant it had to be his blood.”

      “Are you saying we can’t get the cure after all?” Sam asks.

      I shake my head. “I think we can. Or, more specifically, I think Job can.”

      “Me? Why me?” Job looks around the room. “Do you think my mom’s secretly my aunt?” He smirks in a way only someone entirely sure of their lineage would smirk. The way I would have smirked yesterday.

      “No, idiot.” I pick up the birth certificate. “I may not have Donovan’s blood, but you do. You’re his twin sister’s son. Scientifically speaking, your blood is basically what I thought mine was.”

      “What do you want to do, then?” Job asks. “Tell them I need to open it?”

      I shake my head again. “That’s the thing. I don’t want that guy to know. He took my dad from me. Whether my dad really died from a fire or not, without that gunshot, he’d still be alive. Now it’s my turn to pay him back. I want him to suffer.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Sam asks.

      “I need to find something to hold some of Job’s blood,” I say. “Help me look.”

      I start opening drawers in the desk. Sam walks to the doorway and assumes a guard position. With his hearing, he’s the best one to tell us if anyone’s coming. Job’s looking in the skinny drawer at the top and isn’t paying me any attention. In the bottom drawer on the left, I find something strange.

      A tranquillizer gun.

      Two pouches full of darts rest next to the gun. One’s labeled T. The other is labeled A. I have no idea why, but I grab them and stuff them into the waistband of my pants over my lower back and pull my shirt and jacket out and down to cover them up. It might be helpful to have a tranq gun, depending on how things go.

      “This might work.” Job holds a fountain pen.

      “How’s that going to work?” I ask.

      “Like this.” He unscrews the whole thing and pulls out a small vial from inside the pen. “This one’s empty.” He stabs his thumb with the nib of the pen and squeezes his blood into the empty vial then screws it all back together and hands it to me. “Make sure you hold it up or it’ll pour out the end of the pen.”

      I’m stowing the vial in a torn spot in the liner of my jacket that I can reach through my pocket when Sam waves at me. I shove the drawers shut and walk around to my seat. Job’s already sitting.

      “Everything’s ready,” King Solomon says. “But if it yields nothing Ruby, please let me handle things with the Marked as I see fit. I’ve been protecting my people from unfathomable threats for over a decade. Believe me when I say, I don’t take fatal action lightly, and I’ve pondered and prayed about the Cleansing through long hours of study.” He turns on his heel and stalks down the hall.

      Josephine waits for me to reach her and falls in step next to me. She walks as close as she can without tripping over my feet. Whenever I glance her way, she smiles.

      A van idles at the bottom of the grand staircase. It’s gray, but otherwise looks a lot like the van we rode over in. The roads are smooth most of the way, but the closer we get to the far north side of the island, the bumpier the roads grow. No one speaks.

      “This is a Hail Mary,” Solomon says to Adam in a low voice as we arrive, “but sometimes those work. If it doesn’t, we have Plan B already in place.”

      Adam nods, but frowns as though he regrets it. It makes me like him a little. “We do.”

      “Good.” Adam exits the car first, but King Solomon follows closely behind.

      I look out the window as four other guards exit a car stopped just behind us. When I step out, the view of the Palisade Palms slaps me in the face. If any place from my childhood felt like home, this was it. Almost every one of my favorite memories took place inside this building, and the man standing next to me ruined them all that day.

      Since then, this building has starred in every nightmare I’ve endured. The two curvilinear towers shoot up into the sky a few steps from the beach, the same way I’ve dreamed about them a hundred times.

      We park to the left and walk past the basketball court. Two small boys are bouncing a ball on it. Their eyes widen when they see the five guards with us, and the ball bounces sideways and rolls away.

      “We lived in the east tower.”

      Josephine’s mouth turns up in what looks like sympathy. “I know, sweetie. People still live here, but we’ve kept your old apartment intact and uninhabited to preserve the evidence.”

      I can’t believe it. I’ve been preparing myself for it looking entirely different, but it’s going to look exactly the same. We ride the elevators in silence. I don’t realize my hand’s shaking until Sam reaches over and takes it in his. When he interlaces our fingers, my heart swells. I may be alone in this, but I’m not abandoned. Sam’s behind me, and Job too.

      The elevator dings and we step into the lobby on the twenty-seventh floor. I gasp. Everything looks exactly as it did. The carpet’s worn, but it’s the same light gray. The same beach landscape hangs on the wall, and the wire mesh trashcan sits next to the elevator, with an ashtray built into the top.

      The doorknob on my bright blue front door twists easily, the door swings open smoothly. I want to stop and take it all in, but there’s no time with an army at the bridge. So many sick kids might die if I delay. I tighten my grip on Sam’s hand and he follows me through our old entryway and toward my dad’s lab.

      The marble floors are dusty, but otherwise exactly as I remember them. I pause in the family room. There’s no blood on the floor in front of the fireplace where my dad lay after being shot, but there are burned tiles and blackened places. I shudder. Someone tried to clean it up, but there was a fire. My mom didn’t lie about that. Thinking about my dad burning alive, at the hand of yet someone else makes me want to collapse into a heap and sob uncontrollably. The army of Marked kids who Solomon might shoot is the only thing that keeps me moving.

      My mind reels when I pass the coat closet where I hid. My feet turn toward my room, but I’m not a little girl, not anymore. I force my feet to walk toward the heavy wooden door to Dad’s home lab. I only went inside a handful of times, because dad’s lab wasn’t safe. Entering without permission was against the rules.

      I breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth twice. I tune out the sound of shifting feet, impatient sighs, muttering and whispers. I lean forward and turn the knob.

      It should disturb me to see my dad’s place without my dad in it, but it bothers me less than the rest of our old home. He died in the family room. I hid in the closet. I lived in my room. I made food in the kitchen with him, and we ate together in the dining room. I have memories most everywhere, but only a few here. The beakers, test tubes, and machines that whirred and buzzed gather dust now, transforming them into something foreign. Something I don’t recognize at all.

      A vast mahogany bookcase spans the far-left wall. A built-in desk sits just to the right of it. I close my eyes and think of the time my dad and I were eating ice-cream cones. He suggested we make play-doh. I was so excited that I practically ran to the lab ahead of him. We made the dough in flasks over a controlled fire, but in the end, it was so thick and hard to stir that I collapsed on the floor, whining. Dad took over.

      I was sitting on the floor playing with purple and green play-doh when I heard a whump. I looked up just in time to watch another book fall off the bookcase and land on my foot. I began bawling, loudly.

      “Don’t cry, dumpling,” Dad said. “I’ll show you a secret.”

      I shake off the memory and gulp some air to keep from crying. I cross the room to the built-in desk and the Eiffel tower clock still resting on the top of it.

      “This is it,” I say. “This little decoration is the key.”

      “The key to what?” King Solomon’s brow furrows. “That clock contains the cure?”

      “I hope it’ll reveal the cure. The tip of the tower has a small reservoir.” I reach into my pocket and slide my hand into the hole in the liner. I slide the fountain pen out and unscrew it. At the same time, I blow into the tip of the Eiffel Tower clock to distract everyone else. Dust flies up into my eyes. I wipe them off and blow on it again, and again. The third time, no dust flies out. “If my blood matches my dad’s, this safe will open.”

      Sam keeps King Solomon and Josephine near the back wall with a looming stance, giving me the space I need. Adam and four other guards array themselves on either side of King Solomon, glaring at Sam and Job. I press my finger to the top of the reservoir, but I don’t press down hard enough to break my skin. Instead, I squeeze on the pen until blood squirts through the nib. I turn my face toward the bookcase full of battered, scientific treatises and journals expectantly.

      Nothing happens. My heart pounds in my ears.

      I came all this way. I’ve lost so many people—Wesley, Aunt Anne, Rhonda.

      All for nothing.

      Then it happens. Books fall from the bookcase several shelves up as the safe door swings open. I catch two of them, but the third falls to the ground right next to my foot. Heart in my throat, I crouch down to look inside the open safe.

      A hardback leather journal, larger than the ones I read back in Port Gibson, rests in the safe. A small wooden box sits on top of it. My heart constricts—Mom’s ring box. I forgot about that in my fervor for the cure. I open the box.

      The enormous diamond heart, surrounded by canary yellow diamonds, sparkles up at me, undimmed by time or dust.

      “My ring,” Josephine says.

      I turn to look at her as if for the first time. She really is my mom. I smile at her and she beams back. I’m not sure whether the journal holds the cure, but I feel like it was almost worth the trip, just for this moment of connection.

      Then I think about Rhonda, Wesley, and Aunt Anne and I feel guilty for ever thinking it.

      I’m completely shocked when King Solomon grabs me by the back of the neck and shakes me like a terrier shaking a snake. Before I can guess his reason, what with my brains being scrambled like eggs, he’s grabbed my mother by the shoulder.

      “A slut and her whelp.”

      He shoves us both toward the door and we sprawl to the ground. The ring skitters toward the wall and I lunge for it, forgetting entirely about the journal that slid under the desk. I hear Sam struggling with the guards and hope he’s okay.

      “You told me you hadn’t been with him,” King Solomon says. “You swore there was no possibility that Ruby was anyone’s daughter but mine. You’re a lying whore.”

      Solomon kicks my mom in the ribs. She doesn’t make a sound. She should’ve cried out. Why doesn’t she? I tuck the ring in my pocket and watch my mom. Solomon kicks her again, and this time she curls into it, still not making a peep.

      This isn’t the first time he’s beaten her.

      I stand up. “Leave her alone, you filthy pig.”

      He turns toward me. “Or what? Your boyfriend can’t help you.”

      One glance shows me he’s right. Adam and his men press guns to Job and Sam’s temples.

      King Solomon’s been in absolute power in Galveston for so long, I don’t think he even considers that I might not curl up into a ball and accept whatever he orders. Like his guards. His people. My mom. He’s missed every part of my life, so he doesn’t know one major thing.

      I am nothing like my mother.

      I pull the tranq gun out of my waistband and pull out a pouch, the one labeled T. “I don’t need my boyfriend.” I put a dart in the gun.

      “No!” Solomon leaps backward, slamming into the bookcase in his efforts to back away.

      “If your guards take those guns off of Sam and turn them on me for one second, Sam will kill you all.” I smile. “But what’s the big deal? It’s just a tranquilizer. It’ll wear off and you’ll be fine.”

      “That’s not a tranq,” he rasps. “It’s Tercera.”

      I look down at the dart with horror. T for Tercera. He keeps a gun with Tercera darts in his desk to infect people at will?

      “You wouldn’t dare to question God, huh?” I ask. “Because you play God already. Is that it? You infect anyone you don’t like, anyone who questions you?” He shakes his head, but I ignore it. “You beat my mom. You shot my dad. You murder whoever you want, and you plan to murder all the Marked? You’re irredeemably evil.”

      Then I realize that if T means Tercera . . . what does A mean? Antidote? Or Accelerant?

      “Do you already have the cure? Or do you infect people and then accelerate the disease?” He either uses Tercera to execute people, or he’s been sitting on a cure all this time without sharing it. I don’t know which explanation is worse.

      “What, no answer?” I lift the gun. “Then let’s find out.”

      My mom cries out, but it’s too late. I shoot the dart, and my aim’s true. It hits Solomon squarely in the chest. His eyes fly wide and his hands claw at the edge where it protrudes. My mom lunges for me, but someone stops her. I glance sideways. Sam used the distraction to disarm the guards, all of them. Job leaps across the room and stops my mom from touching the newly infected King Solomon.

      I pull out the other pouch.

      I load a dart marked A into the gun, and aim it at King Solomon. “Which is it, Daddy? Will this cure you? Or accelerate your death, like you accelerated thousands?”

      Before he can answer, I fire the second dart. King Solomon raises one arm to block and the dart hits his forearm.

      I smile darkly. “Now tell me again about how the people who die fulfill God’s will.”

      King Solomon begins to froth at the mouth. I’m guessing that’s not the effect of an antidote. I turn and walk out of the room.

      By the time I reach the elevator Job appears, forcibly hauling my mom with him. She struggles against him, pulls at his shirt and cries pitifully, but he gently tugs her toward the doors all the same. Sam’s only a step behind him, the leather journal safely under one arm.

      Bless him. Sam does everything right.
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      By the time we reach the elevator at the bottom of the building, my mom’s sobbing wordlessly on Job’s shoulder. At least it’s mostly quiet.

      Sam slides into the driver’s seat, so I take shotgun. He wastes no time putting the van in gear and driving down Beach Drive toward Seawall. I hold my dad’s journal in my hands. For a moment, I can’t bring myself to open it, but after we hit Seawall, I crack the cover.

      I discover pages and pages of unintelligible notes and equations. Great. It might contain the cure, but how will I know? Panic grips me. We can’t leave the island without it. If we make it out of here, there’s no coming back. Impatient and scared, I flip to the end.

      There it is, the last entry, just like before.

      I’ve done it. Ever since I developed that disgusting virus in my attempt to create a universal vaccination, and my partner decided he wants to sell it knowing it had a long lead time, I’ve been desperate to formulate a solution. Recently, I tested my designer virus against it. The Triptych virus transmits by touch, and it replicates fast, faster than any other virus I’ve seen. My new virus doesn’t replicate as fast and it doesn’t transmit by touch, not yet anyway. It requires a blood transfer, but my new virus eats the old one up.

      I know because Jack and I got in a fight and a vial broke. I caught Triptych myself. I thought I might not catch it when the vial broke because that strain needed to bind to blood to operate properly, but because I’d cut my finger, the sample I had bound to mine. I could’ve infected the whole world. The strange mark I coded into it appeared on my forehead within half an hour of exposure, just like I intended. Ruby was watching TV in the other room. She came in when I cried out, in spite of my warning.

      I’ve never been so afraid.

      I dosed myself with my attack virus. I almost dosed Ruby too, but it hasn’t been properly tested. I don’t know what side effects it may have. After my blood tested clean again, I dosed a frantic Ruby with the antibodies I developed first. I made them to protect her from Triptych, but they’ll boost her immune system across the board. It should be enough to keep her safe forever. I gave her triple the load I calculated she would need to be safe. She had a pretty bad reaction last night after I dosed her, but she’s fine, now. I know my actions were paranoid, but I can’t help it. Since her mother left me, she’s all I have.

      Jack called me a few minutes ago, irate. He’s calling my bluff. The funds from selling Triptych will fund our ongoing research he says, including fine-tuning the cure. He knows I’ll work night and day if he does release it. Jack knows nothing about my success with the antibodies I gave Ruby. He only knows I’ve been formulating a cure, not the form it takes. I told him I’ll never agree to sell, no matter what, but it may not matter. He stole a sample of Triptych before I installed my new safe. I told him if he sells it, I’ll report him, even if it means they come after Ruby and me.

      It might have been a lie. I don’t think I can risk her. I don’t care whether Ruby’s my biological daughter, so I never checked. I took her to punish her mother at first, but I kept her to protect her from the monster that stole Josephine from me. That awful action, the worst thing I’ve ever done, has filled my life with light. She’s the best thing I’ve ever taken part in. She’s everything to me. Her blood now carries something that’s more mine than any DNA. She holds something I made to protect her. And I’ve hidden the key to Jack’s mess in the one place I value above all others. In the body of my daughter.

      I drop the journal and it slides to the floor of the van.

      I’ve been the cure all along. That’s why Wesley’s kiss didn’t Mark me. It wasn’t lip-gloss—of course it wasn’t. I should never have believed that.

      I could’ve saved Wesley, Rhonda and my aunt. I gasp when a horrible thought hits me. If my dad hadn’t been murdered, or if I hadn’t been stolen, or if my Aunt and Uncle hadn’t run and left his research, or if any of those things hadn’t happened, they could’ve used my blood to keep the world from dying. My cowardice killed my dad, and my dad’s death doomed everyone in the world, even more than I already thought.

      My breathing accelerates, and I close my eyes and focus on slowing it. I can’t hyperventilate until after we’ve escaped the island.

      I focus on the good news. David Solomon has no idea what this journal says. If we get off this rock quickly, he never needs to know.

      Sam reaches over and takes my hand with his big, strong one. Sam’s my rock, and he’s with me. Job’s safe, and hopefully Rhonda and Wesley will be soon. And after seventeen years without her, I found my mom. We freed her from the monster—who might actually be my biological father.

      As much as I wish we’d known what Dad hid in my blood all along, for the first time in a decade, today’s a better day than the one that came before it. I have Sam, my mom, my dad’s journal, and we’re leaving Solomon to die in the same way he’s doomed so many others to suffer.

      I’m still scared, but I know how to move past that fear and do what needs to be done. For now, maybe that’s enough.
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      More than a decade ago, I hid in a closet while a madman murdered my father. My dad’s twin sister and her husband swooped in soon after and relocated me along with their two children to my dad’s secluded cabin to mourn.

      Unbeknownst to six-year-old me, the move also ensured my biological mother couldn’t find me. In the weeks that followed, a deadly virus transmitted through simple touch spread across the world like wildfire. Less than a million people in North America survived. My family only escaped infection because my aunt took us all into hiding.

      In a way, my dad’s kidnapping of me from my mother saved us all.

      Of course, before I give him too much credit, I have to factor in the fact that good old Dad engineered the virus that wiped out most everyone. It’s a travesty that he didn’t tell me before he died that he injected me with what amounts to a vaccination for the virus the night before his murder.

      We only know about the vaccination in my blood because of the journal in my hands. A journal I stole from the leader of the world’s largest and most secure political and economic group. Unfortunately they’re also fanatical religious zealots. Right after I stole this journal, I shot the leader with the Tercera virus, which he totally deserved. I found the dart I used on David Solomon in his own desk drawer, for heaven’s sake.

      I wish I’d known what was in my blood a decade ago, when I could've used that information to save some of the billions who died. Or last month, when I could have saved my long time crush, and best friend, Wesley. Or last week when my aunt contracted Tercera from raiding Marked kids. If I’d even known three days ago, I wouldn’t have left my cousin Rhonda to take my place with a posse of angry Marked kids.

      I hope I’m not too late to save Wesley, Rhonda and Aunt Anne.

      I glance back down at the leather-bound journal I retrieved from a hidden safe in my dad's old lab in Galveston. I could barely make sense of his cramped handwriting in the best of circumstances. With the bumping and jouncing from the van that's tearing down the road toward the bridge off this island, I’m struggling to put a dozen words together.

      “Geez Sam,” I say, “how fast are you driving?”

      “Why are you so crabby?” Sam asks.

      “I’m not crabby,” I say.

      “Well,” Sam says, “After everything we risked, is there any good news or not?”

      I nod. “Good news, yeah. You could say that. Maybe not the silver bullet we were hoping for, but the journal describes a cure of sorts.”

      My cousin Job, who's more like a brother after being raised by the same parents for a decade, sits up straighter. “It says there’s a cure? Does it say how to recreate it? Is it hard? Is that the reason for all the weird breathing and muttering?”

      “I’m not muttering.” I scowl at him. “I haven’t had time to pore over the scientific equations, or technical notes. The bad news is, the journal doesn’t mention details on the virus Dad mentioned, the one he called the hacker virus. Or at least, it doesn’t in the passages of commentary. The notes I’ve read at the end focus on something else entirely.”

      I don't know how to tell them it has been inside of me all this time. It feels like it's my fault we didn’t know all along, like I should’ve realized it somehow. It’s like I’ve been sitting on a box full of food in the middle of a horrible famine, so I can stuff my face after everyone else has perished.

      The bridge from Galveston to the mainland looms in front of us. I glance at the backseat where my mom stares out the window despondently. She's no longer crying, but her mouth is slack, and her shoulders are slumped. She's probably in pain from the beating her awful husband just gave her, but I'm worried the worst damage isn't physical. Bruises will heal, but I don't know how to even start to repair the damage I can’t see or study under a microscope. David Solomon deserves to pay. I hope he suffers.

      “This is it,” Sam says. “But we've still gotta get past the first guard tower, and then the other two.”

      Josephine sits up and blinks repeatedly as though she's just woken up. “You may need my help to do that. They'll have questions that won’t be easy to answer.”

      I hope she's able to help. I'd really hate to get gunned down now that we have my dad’s last journal. Although I guess there’s never really a great time for being gunned down.

      Josephine taps the window with her index finger. “The guards know we were headed to the Palisade Palms with David. He notified his security team, because they keep tabs on his location at all times. They'll want to know why he isn't with us, and where he is. If we tell them he’s still there, they’ll be alarmed that they’ve lost communications.”

      My mom's sadistic husband rules this entire island with an iron fist.

      “Tell them he’s sending you out as a delegate to speak to the Marked who are gathering,” Sam says.

      “That will be a hard sell. I haven't left the island by car in years. When we travel, we usually go by boat. They'll want to know why David would risk my safety by sending me toward a dangerous mob of Marked children.”

      She sucks at improvising. “You’re a queen, though. Tell them King Solomon sent you to deal with the Marked that have gathered, but his plans are top secret and you can’t divulge details. You’ll be negotiating on his behalf, and he’s sending your daughter to learn from watching you.”

      She shakes her head. “David doesn't negotiate, not with Marked children, or anyone who comes to make threats.”

      I shiver. He doesn't negotiate because he just kills them. In fact, he's got a “Cleansing” planned, in which he intends to wipe them off the face of the earth forever. He sees the children on the hormone suppressant as a plague to be eradicated.

      Sam slows the van, and turns around to face her. “Josephine, I need to know if you can handle this. You don’t have to say we’re negotiating. Say you're taking a message for the Marked from your husband, or that you’re delivering an ultimatum, or that you’re painting their fingernails. I don’t care, as long as they believe you and they let us past.”

      She frowns. “They’ll never believe I’m headed over to paint their nails. That doesn’t even make sense.”

      I roll my eyes. “The point is that you tell them something and you’re firm about it. Anything you think will get us past. Can you do that?”

      Josephine folds her arms under her chest. “Nothing will make this seem normal.”

      Sam growls. “Tell them you baked cookies that cure Tercera, or that you're going to teach them to read because God commands it. Tell them anything, I don't care, as long as you don’t tell them we left your husband, infected with Tercera and lying in a pile of unconscious guards. Guards I knocked out. Got it?”

      My mom starts shaking, and I wish I was sitting in the back seat so I could put my hand over hers. I try to make eye contact, but she drops her gaze to her lap.

      She needs reassurance, but Sam barks at her instead. “Can you keep Ruby safe? That’s what this comes down to. You lost her when she was a baby, and never found her, not in seventeen years. She’s survived entirely without a mother. Now that she has one, will you shelter her, or are you a liability?”

      Josephine stares at her hands for three full seconds before looking up. “I will keep Ruby safe.”

      “Good.” Sam drives up to the guard tower slowly and rolls down his window. A tall, thin guard with a carefully trimmed goatee walks over to the van. He's holding a clipboard and a pencil, but the men behind him are armed. They look at us with narrowed eyes and twitchy fingers. Sam glances at the clipboard dismissively and turns his eyes back to the road. “We're headed off the island on King Solomon's direct order.”

      The guard looks at Sam and frowns. “I’ve never seen you before, and there's an army of infected infidels on that side of the bridge. Maybe you hadn’t noticed them.”

      Sam doesn't even glance his way. “We're aware.”

      Goatee shakes his head. “I have very clear orders. No vehicles in or out.”

      “Orders change.” Sam glances back at Josephine, but she stares straight ahead without saying a word.

      Goatee follows Sam's gaze and this time his eyes widen, and he bows. “Queen Josephine, you're planning to leave the island?” He steps even closer, close enough that I see my own reflection in his shiny buttons.

      He taps on the window, but when Josephine doesn’t react, he looks her up and down. His eyes narrow, probably because he’s noticed her empty eyes and disheveled appearance. The right side of her face is puffy and red, and her dress is torn.

      Goatee clears his throat. “Your Majesty, would you please step out of the vehicle while I call for confirmation? I want to make sure I understand King Solomon’s instructions and we’re all on the same page.”

      He opens the side door and gestures for Josephine to step out. At the same time a shorter, squattier guard in an identical navy-blue uniform with the same row of shiny gold buttons appears on the other side, just outside of my door. He yanks the door handle and opens my side before I can think of a reason to object.

      He motions for me to exit the van, but I shake my head dumbly. “We're under specific orders to leave the island and approach the Marked. You have no right to detain us.” And yet unless Sam’s willing to mow them down, we aren’t driving past them.

      “I am not trying to detain you, merely to ensure you're safety,” Squatty says. “On whose orders are you leaving?”

      “Are you deaf as well as short?” Sam asks, “We just told you. Queen Josephine is here, and we’re all following King Solomon's direction. Right, Your Highness?”

      Josephine nods, but counterintuitively exits the car as they asked. Something comes over her when she leaves the van, as though being around all these soldiers fills her with the confidence of command. Her shoulders straighten, her back stiffens and she walks straight ahead with assurance. I wish I knew why she was walking briskly past the guard tower, and the grouping of guards in navy-blue uniforms. I scramble out of the van, Dad’s journal clutched in one hand, and jog to catch up to her. Sam and Job exit the van too, and fall in behind us quickly without saying a word.

      Squatty and Goatee both call out for us to stop, but Josephine ignores them, so I follow her lead. Eventually they stop calling us, but I notice they’ve picked up the phone and are calling for direction. Not good.

      We walk quickly toward the second guard tower where four other guards are standing. Their faces are full of uncertainty. I glance at a black phone on the side of the guard tower, relieved it's not ringing, and none of them have thought to pick it up.

      One of the four men next to the guard tower reaches for Josephine as we pass, but a sharp glance from her and an inhalation of air, and his hand drops to his side. “Your majesty, are you sure you want to leave the island? And do you really mean to proceed on foot?”

      She glances his way, eyes snapping in a way I've never seen, and he falls silent. We all follow her lead, walking past them as though they don't have any authority to detain us. Once we've gone more than a few dozen paces away, she whispers, “Never allow an inferior to believe they have any control over your actions.”

      We walk steadily along, but I really wish we hadn’t been forced to leave the van behind. Does she mean for us to walk the entire length of the bridge? We’ve gone more than a mile, and there are several more to go. I want to ask, but no one else seems to be concerned. I glance back at Sam and widen my eyes, but he just shrugs. We can't very well argue with Josephine in front of so many armed men.

      Thirty yards past the second guard tower, Josephine slows down. I keep walking fast initially, hoping she'll match my pace, but she doesn't. It occurs to me belatedly that she might be in pain. King Solomon beat her brutally when he thought my blood unlocked Donovan Behl's safe, confirming in his mind that I wasn’t really his child. King Solomon thought he was my father, and sadly he may yet be. Donovan's safe has a blood key, so only someone of his bloodline could open it.

      After reaching Galveston and discovering my mother was alive, I sort of fell apart. I didn't want to deal with any of it, so I borrowed some blood from my cousin Job, who is undeniably Donovan Behl's twin sister's son, plain and simple. I knew his blood would work, and it did.

      Of course, David Solomon thought it was my blood that opened the safe, which would mean that I was Donovan Behl's daughter after all. He didn't process the news well, beating my mother brutally until I stepped in to stop him.

      I touch her arm gently. “Are you okay?”

      She looks up at me with eyes wide with sorrow and a quivering, swollen lip.

      I repeat my question.

      “You shot him,” she says. “I don’t understand why you shot him. He wasn’t hitting me anymore.”

      When I stole the tranquilizer gun from his drawer, I assumed the dart would only incapacitate him. It was labeled with a capital T. “I stole that gun from a drawer in his desk. The only reason he’s infected with Tercera is that he had it hidden in a drawer. King Solomon obviously used it to infect other people. Otherwise, I never could have infected him to begin with.”

      “Either way, now he's going to die because of what you did. There's no cure.”

      I don't remind her that I hit him with the accelerant too, also taken from King Solomon's own desk. It was labeled only with an A. I wasn't sure at the time whether it was an antidote or an accelerant. If I'm being honest, I'm glad it was the accelerant.

      Tercera kills slowly, far too slowly for the man who killed my dad and beat his wife for at least the last decade. During its normal progression, other than a minor rash on a patient's forehead, there are no other symptoms for the first year. The sores start in year two, worsening throughout the year, and organs stop working properly sometime during year three, eventually leading to total organ failure. It's a miserable way to go, but slow. Very, very slow. With the accelerant, which I'm pretty sure King Solomon developed himself, he shouldn’t make it more than a week. Two at the outside limit. Our only real gauge is that he used the accelerant a decade ago to wipe out hundreds of thousands of people—the entire US government. He killed them all so he could seize control, so I'd call being hit with the accelerant himself poetic justice.

      Seems like my mom, who inexplicably still loves him, might not agree with me.

      “I thought it was a tranq at first, but the bigger question is, why do you think he even had that stuff? Was he infecting people with Tercera for the last ten years?”

      Why isn’t she wondering why he had it? Why isn’t she upset at him for hiding a deadly virus and using it for. . . Actually, I have no idea what he'd use it for. Perhaps to eliminate rivals or threats? The entire situation is disgusting.

      “Why would you shoot him at all?” Her voice wavers and her hands flutter up and down.

      “Let's review. First of all, he undeniably shot my dad, while I watched. He hasn’t said he didn’t do that. In fact, his only defense is that Donovan Behl isn’t my biological father, which I don’t think we know one way or another.”

      “Don hid you from us for years.”

      I nod. “Which is actually really sad if I’m David Solomon’s daughter. But even so, killing Donovan seems excessive.”

      “You can make that determination once you’ve lost a child,” Josephine says, the steel in her voice surprising.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen any real strength in her.

      “I’ll give you that one, but Solomon doesn’t contest that he wiped out the government, and let the world burn while he hid here in Galveston. He’s basically a dictator.”

      “He keeps our people safe and prosperous.”

      “History shows that the people frequently love their dictators, but it doesn’t mean their people are free. But even if we allow all of that, I watched him beat the crap out of you. He kicked you in the stomach over and over with no sign of stopping until I stopped him. You didn't even seem shocked, so I'm guessing this isn't new behavior.”

      “And?” She frowns.

      “He deserved to die by Tercera. If I’d had a regular gun with regular bullets, I’d have used that instead.”

      “I deserved the beating he was giving me. I made him angry.”

      My jaw drops.

      “Don't act self-righteous here, young lady. Wouldn't you be angry if you learned your wife had been unfaithful to you? If you believed she lied to you, you would react poorly as well.”

      “Mom, you were married to Donovan.”

      She shakes her head. “I was, but we were separated when I met David, and I was faithful to him. I swear I was. If we go back, I can explain to him.” She looks down at her hands, staring blankly at her empty palms. “There's a misunderstanding somewhere in all this. It isn't true that you're Donovan's daughter. You're Solomon's child, I know it in my heart.”

      I draw my eyebrows together and really look at her. My mom's still shuffling along, eyes fixed on the ground beneath our feet. “If you were married to Donovan when I was conceived, I don't understand how you can be so sure I'm Solomon's daughter.”

      “I was married to Donovan.” She sighs. “But I know you're David's daughter. I knew it then, and now that I've met you, I know it now.”

      “I look just like you. I look nothing like either of them.”

      She tsks. “It's in your eyes and your smile. Even your sense of unyielding certainty and your intelligence all speak to me. You're David's child, you must be.”

      I growl. “So what? Who cares whose daughter I am? Even if he thinks you lied seventeen years ago, do you really think you deserved to be shoved and kicked, Mom? No matter the reason?”

      “I let him down. His anger and disappointment and frustration was justified, yes. We all must atone for the things we do that are wrong, and what I did was wrong. I should pay for that. Don't you agree?”

      I grab her arm and she stops walking and turns toward me. “You didn't do anything wrong! Geez, I'm not even sure I am Donovan's daughter.”

      My mom yanks her arm away, her eyes wide and clamped onto my face with burning intensity. “What are you talking about?”

      She needs to keep walking. Why did I say anything? I glance behind me and notice the guards. Even with the wide space between us, I can tell they're shifting and watching us. “Nothing. Let's go.”

      She grabs my arm tighter than I'd have imagined possible with her waify, delicate frame. “I demand you explain yourself, young lady.”

      I sigh, and whisper, “I used Job's blood to open the safe, not mine. He's Donovan's nephew, so I knew his blood would work. I wasn't sure whether mine would at that point, and I wasn’t ready to find out.”

      She shakes her head. “I watched you use your own finger.”

      “It was a trick, okay? I don’t understand why you’re fixated on this so much, because no matter whose blood I have-” I think back to my dad's words in his journal. Her blood now carries something that is more mine than any DNA could ever be. My dad didn't think I was his daughter, not biologically, and he didn't care. My mom's sure Solomon is my dad. I shiver. “Donovan Behl is my dad, okay? Not your sick, twisted husband.”

      My mom's face flushes red. “If you didn't use your blood to open that safe, you are his daughter, Solomon's flesh and blood after all. He'll forgive me, he’ll forgive both of us, I'm sure he will.” My mom smiles then, so wide it nearly cracks her face in two. “We must tell him right away.” Her fingers dig into my arm, and her eyes take on a feverish light.

      I shake her hand off my arm, barely succeeding. “He isn't going to hear it, Mom. He's dying, remember? Quickly, since I hit him with the accelerant too.”

      Mom turns toward the guards, and they notice she’s intent on them, even from this far away.

      “Stop! Mom, there's nothing for you back there.”

      “No.” Her eyes widen in terror. Her hand shoots back out to grip my wrist. “He mustn't die. You said there's a cure, when we were in the van headed this way. I heard you say it. What is it, and where can we find it? You have to help him, he’s your father!”

      I grit my teeth. “I'm not going back. I’ve been over this and over it. He deserves to die. He killed the only real father I ever knew.”

      She stops walking and raises her voice. “If we don't save him, he'll never forgive us.”

      I don't point out the absurdity of her statement. Sam and Job flank us now, keeping one eye on the guards and one on me. Sam doesn't say a word, but I know he's wondering how I want to play this.

      I glance back toward the World Peace Now, or WPN, guard tower and notice the guards aren't confused anymore. I'm surprised to see they're moving backward, but it's purposeful. My eyes track ahead and I notice the tallest guard is heading for a large truck.

      This is bad, very bad.

      “Mom, we'll talk about it once we've reached the other side, I promise.” I point at the mass of bodies we can barely make out just out of range of the final guard tower, near the end of the long bridge, still more than a mile away.

      “Those are Marked kids, Ruby. That's why the guards didn't want us trying to leave. Why would you run into the arms of infected children when you know King Solomon’s your father?”

      I yank my hand free again and stomp my foot. “You aren't listening. It's like he’s broken your brain, and maybe he has after all these years of beatings. That man may have donated DNA to my body, but he shot my real father. He’s a monster, do you hear me? He's planning on killing a bunch of innocent people because they're infected with a virus that for all we know, he unleashed on the world! He isn't my dad and he never will be. My only real regret is that I hit him with Tercera back there instead of an actual bullet.”

      Mom's face drains of blood, and her hands shake. “You shouldn't speak that way about a man you don't even know. If only my ex hadn’t gone mad, you’d have been raised by your father and me and none of this would be happening. We’d be a happy family right now.” She glances down at the leather journal I'm holding, and before I can guess what she plans to do, she snatches it from my hands, spins on her heel and sprints backward toward the black truck that's now barreling our way.

      I'm so shocked I don't even move for a moment, but Sam, perfect Sam, never misses a beat. He jogs past me, pursuing my mom. Only his concern for her well being keeps him from tackling her to the ground I imagine, but eventually he circles around and blocks her progress with his body. He yanks the journal away, and holds it over his head. Unfortunately, the truck full of guards has nearly reached them.

      He glances toward me and then back to my mom, as if trying to decide what to do. She's obviously been brainwashed, but I don't understand why she'd run back to Solomon, now that she's nearly free. Sam tries to pull my mom back toward me and Job, but she struggles.

      I call out. “It's okay, Sam. If she won't come, just leave her.”

      So many guns pointed in their direction. I want Sam headed toward me, not fighting with my insane mother. My heart crumples a little bit, but I'd pick Sam a million times over between him and a crazy woman I barely know. She didn't care enough about me to even track me down seventeen years ago, or any time in the years since.

      My mom spins around and points at the journal clutched in Sam’s strong hands, and idiot that I am, I'm surprised when I hear her yell at the approaching guards. “King Solomon's injured. He needs that book. You must get it to him. Fire freely, as long as you don't hit the book.”

      The guards react immediately, not even exiting the truck first. Their guns, clasped in uniformed hands, point out of the truck windows like antenna from some malevolent bug. Six shots fire in quick succession. Sam's body shakes, blooms of red sprouting on his chest. My heart races, and I feel dizzy. My body slumps forward, and only Job's hand keeps me upright.

      I breathe in one jagged lungful of air and try to step toward him, my hand outstretched.

      Job stops me. “Don't go. You can't help anything, not now.”

      Six gunshots. Sam should be lying in a heap on the ground, but he isn't. I blink back tears, shake myself free of Job and run faster than I've ever run before on my way back toward him. Even running at my fastest, Job passes me a second later. I hate this tiny body I'm stuck inside.

      Sam pulls his gun out, and stumbles down the road toward Job and me. We're two hundred feet apart, then just a hundred and finally, only fifty. Usually Sam runs twice as fast as I do, but not now, not soaked in blood. He's barely stumbling toward me, and he’s close enough that I can focus on his gun shot wounds. All six are in his torso, and if I had to guess, I'd say heart, lungs, stomach, liver and maybe a glancing wound over his ribs.

      In my concern for Sam, I'm not watching my mom, and neither is he. She runs up behind him and snatches the journal back, just as the truck barrels up behind them. Brainwashed or not, abused or not, broken or not, I'll never forgive her for this. My mother deserves Solomon.

      Motion behind Sam draws my eye. More vehicles full of armed men roll toward us behind the first, but the first stopped twenty-five feet from Sam. I need to get there faster. My lungs scream, my legs shake, but I push harder still. He's too far away.

      Sam fires three rounds over his shoulder before collapsing. The three men who just exited the truck collapse like puppets with cut strings. Job stops and crouches near Sam for a moment, his hand on Sam's neck checking for a pulse for one moment, then another. Time stands still when Job stands upright and runs toward the truck. Why isn’t Job dragging Sam back to us?

      Job opens the door and jumps in, and then he drives the truck to where I still stand, dumbfounded. Job motions to me, and I climb inside the cab.

      “Are we taking the truck back there?” I ask. “Was he too heavy for you to carry?”

      Job shakes his head.

      I turn back, expecting Sam to straighten back up. Maybe Job’s giving him a break, distracting the guards until Sam can get the strength for one more push.

      But Sam never moves. And suddenly, I realize that Job wasn’t planning to do anything else for Sam. He’s leaving him.

      “No!” I yell. “NO!”

      I leap from the truck and run toward Sam again, my eyes drawn inexorably to the blood pooling around him. He looks exactly like my dad did that day, more than a decade ago. Except the pool of red is bigger, so much bigger from the six shots instead of just the one. I can’t even see the pavement anymore. His body's an island amidst a lake of red.

      I've closed half the remaining distance between us when Job grabs me, but this time he doesn't try to take my hand. His arms encircle my waist and he lifts me into the air. My arms pinwheel and my legs flail as he carries me to the truck and stuffs me inside. I can't breathe, and my hands are shaking so bad that at first, I think that's why I can't open the door. I claw at the handle over and over, cursing and shouting. “It’s broken. Why is this broken?”

      “It's locked, Ruby. You can't get out. There's nothing we can do, and they're coming. We have to go.”

      I hear a gunshot then. It hits the back of our stolen truck. Job locked the door and he's putting the truck in gear.

      I claw at the handle in despair, and look desperately for a lock to lift. Ignoring my efforts, Job slams on the gas, and the truck peels out, wheels screeching against concrete. I look behind us and I can barely make out Sam's shape. I watch in horror as the pool of red grows larger and larger around him, and as we drive away, his body shrinks.

      I try to call for him, but my words emerge as a croak. “Not again,” I try to yell. I can't fail someone I love again.

      If I can't open the door, I'll stop the driver. I claw at Job's hands on the wheel. I clear my throat and force words, though they're hoarse. “Stop the truck. Stop it, please! We have to go back.”

      Job doesn't hit the brake or even slow down. He speaks clearly, detached, and his words sound foreign to my ears. “He had no pulse. You took anatomy Ruby, so you know I'm telling the truth. You can't survive gunshots like that, no one can. Not even Mom could help him now.” He chokes up, barely getting the words out. “Sam's gone, but we still have a chance, and without that journal, what's in your brain may be Mom and Rhonda's last hope. I won't let you throw your life away and theirs in the process. Besides, there's a war going on in case you didn't notice.”

      I slump into the seat. Job doesn't know how right he is. My blood's the cure. I can't risk the one thing that might save all the Marked to go after Sam's corpse. That truth sinks deep into my soul, and I know what Sam would say, what he'd tell me to do, but it hurts so bad I can't breathe. Job is still talking, trying to soothe me I think, but with my heart exploding inside my chest, it's hard to hear anything else.

      I look ahead at the line of people standing near the midpoint of the bridge. Hundreds upon hundreds more stand at the land near the edge of the bridge. As we draw closer, the Marks on their foreheads stand out starkly. I may be the cure for all of them, and it’s earth shattering and miraculous.

      Except, I don't care anymore.

      I only want to save one person, and he’s the one person I can't do a single thing for. I suddenly feel a little empathy for my dad, for Donovan Behl. He didn't save the world, but he saved me, and maybe in the end that was enough for him.

      I bang on the door and pull on the locked handle again, but this time, I don't pull as desperately or as hard. Job won't let me out, and I can't even see Sam anymore. Josephine has Dad's journal, and I guess that means my mom doesn't care about me, because no one's following us. Dozens of trucks have reached the part of the bridge where Sam was shot, but none of them have driven any further.

      I pull one last time, half-heartedly, on the handle of the door. It still won't open, and I can't get out. I'm stuck on the truck seat, fingernails bloody and broken, sobbing wordlessly. I can't let him go too. I can't.

      But I don't have a choice.
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      I'm utterly unprepared to greet anyone when we reach the Marked kids. My eyes are puffy, I croak when I try to talk, and tear stains streak both my cheeks.

      Job stops the truck in front of a line of kids who are all pointing guns at us. I'm sick of people pointing guns at me. I stop crying and hiccup a time or two. “What's going on?”

      “I doubt they can see through the windshield, with the sun at our backs. They probably think we're from WPN.”

      Job unlocks the doors and opens his. He steps out with his hands up, palms forward. “We mean you no harm. We barely escaped WPN ourselves.”

      Not all of us escaped. I choke on a sob.

      “Job!” His twin sister Rhonda rushes forward and hugs him. Even knowing I can cure him, I still feel sick at the thought that he's hugging someone who's Marked. When she lets go, I peer at her face through the front windshield of the truck.

      I blink several times to make sure, but she isn't Marked. I jump from the unlocked truck, startled into action. “Why aren't you infected?”

      “You left me a vial of your blood, remember?” Rhonda smiles.

      My heart constricts. “How did you know that would help?” I ball my hands into fists to stop the shaking. Somehow Rhonda knows what I only just discovered in my dad's writings. How can she already know what Sam died to find out?

      My breathing accelerates again and I need to hear her answer, but I don't want to hear it at the same time. I want to run away screaming, or tear off down the bridge toward Sam's body. I missed my dad's funeral, and now I won't be at Sam’s, either. Will they even hold a funeral for the boyfriend of the girl who shot their king?

      Before Rhonda can answer, a tall young man with dark hair steps forward and waves at me shyly. “You're a hard gal to catch.”

      Wesley Fairchild.

      I was in love with him for three years, or at least I thought I was. What did I know about love? Seeing him today, I barely recognize the face I spent so much time dreaming about. He's still tall and just as handsome. His hair is longer, but that's not the real difference. I can't put my finger on why, but he looks closer to twenty-five years old than he does to seventeen. I'm sure the events of the past few weeks, from leaving his home, his family and me, haven't been easy on him. One thing I don't see on his familiar but different face is a Mark. And I clearly saw the telltale rash the last time I saw him.

      I shake my head in disbelief. “How are you Unmarked too?” I hoped I could save Wesley, Rhonda, and Aunt Anne, but it never occurred to me they wouldn't even need my help.

      “I was Marked. I saw the rash myself,” he says, “after you told me it was there. I scrubbed on it and rubbed at it and it was real. After that I waited for you at the tree like we agreed. When you still didn’t appear after a few days, and patrols started circling, I ran. By the time I reached the Marked encampment, I hadn't seen my own face in days. With my hair down over my forehead, none of them questioned me when I said I'd been Marked.”

      “But you weren't?” I look from Rhonda to Wesley and back again. “I don't understand.”

      “I was Marked Rubes, but your blood cured me.” He lowers his voice. “Do you remember our kiss?”

      I blush and then I look down at my feet, flooded with guilt for some reason. Which is stupid because I had barely talked to Sam at that point. I'd known him for years, but we didn’t speak much.

      Wesley steps closer, his voice barely more than a whisper. “Once we realized I wasn't Marked, even after living among the Marked for days and days, we knew something must've happened. How could I be immune?” Wesley steps aside and a new boy, not quite as tall as Wesley, steps toward us.

      He's strikingly handsome, this new young man, with a strong jaw and beautiful green eyes. His russet hair is spiked up in a mohawk, at odds with his classic good looks. He grins at me like we aren't standing on a bridge in enemy territory, like there's still good in the world, like the person I care most about didn't just die. Of course, he knows nothing about Sam.

      “Hello.” His voice is far too deep for someone on the suppressant. The voice matches the intensity of his eyes, but not the coltish body. His arms and legs are too long, too gangly, and too thin for the timbre of his voice. “I'm Rafe.” In fact, even from just a few words, his voice sounds familiar for some reason, but I can't figure out why. I wrack my brain for memories of a Rafe, trying to remember if maybe I knew him back at Port Gibson. Maybe he was someone's son. I glance at Wesley, but his face shares no clues.

      Rafe's nearly as tall as Wesley, and he carries himself with a quiet assurance. The other Marked kids watch him, waiting for some kind of reaction. They track his movements in much the same way David Solomon's people watched him, waiting to see how he greets me, observing how he treats me. No one has said so, but I'm positive that Rafe's their leader.

      “I might never have pieced it together,” Wesley says, “without Rafe. My Mark appeared, and then you and I kissed. You split your lip, remember? I must've ingested your blood. Somehow, something about your blood cured me.”

      Job grunts. “A lot's happened since you left. Ruby sat in quarantine for days. She read her dad's journals, and discovered that her father created the virus we know as Tercera many years ago. That's why we came to Galveston. To find his research and to figure out whether he finished the cure he began.”

      Wesley raises his eyebrows. “I could've saved you all the trip. I tried to tell you, several times, actually.”

      Job cocks one eyebrow. “Are you saying her dad did something to her? That we didn't need to deal with WPN at all?”

      Rafe tilts his head sideways. “Rhonda told us about Ruby's father. What did you find at his lab, or did you make it there at all?”

      “We did,” Job says, “but I'm not sure exactly what we found. Ruby was reading the journal, but her mom-”

      “Wait, Ruby’s mom?” Rhonda shakes her head. “Are you kidding?”

      “No, we found out her mother survived the Marking, and Mom and Dad probably guessed at least that much. Then her mom helped us off the island until she realized Ruby switched our blood for the test, and then she grabbed the journal and ran, but Sam stopped her-”  Job makes a choking sound, probably not quite ready to follow that thought through. My mom screwed it all up and Sam died. Plus, we don’t even have the journal anymore. Job clears his throat. “The point is, I don't know exactly what the journal said. Ruby?”

      “It said that my dad. . . Well, you're right, Wesley, that I—”

      “Maybe this isn't the best place to talk.” Rhonda glances behind me and I turn to look.

      No one's driving our direction yet, but WPN troops are milling around the second guard tower. I glance back at the truck we took and notice several bullet holes in the truck bed, and back window. I only recall hearing one. How out of it was I for that last mile?

      Rafe nods. “We need to move, but tell me something simple first.” His eyes lock on mine, lit by a strange light. Again, I'm reminded of someone, but this time something clicks inside my brain and I finally realize who.

      Sam.

      Which makes no sense at all. I shake my head. I'm tired, and scared, and desperately sad. This boy looks nothing like Sam, my Sam. Tears spring up again, and before I break down in front of them, I say, “What? Just ask me.”

      Rafe looks around at the other kids. They've slowly inched closer to us and I can feel them all hanging on his words. “Did you find an answer? Is there a cure?”

      These kids have lived their entire lives hand-to-mouth, taking hormone suppressants that lock them inside of children's bodies they should have long since outgrown. They've been frozen in hell on earth. Sam’s gone, and I feel numb, and cold, and shaky. I want to collapse in a heap never to move again, but they deserve the answer. They deserve a little hope after a lifetime of despair.

      “Maybe. I think we may be able to figure something out.”

      The cheer that goes up around me from the two dozen kids close enough to hear is almost deafening. Clusters of kids from here to the base of the mainland begin to cheer as well. I wish Sam could hear it.

      For the first time, it hits me that if I'd been brave enough, if I'd insisted on telling the truth, the Marked would have taken me and not Rhonda. We'd already have known without going into Galveston that my blood healed Wesley, if not quite why. And if we didn't go to WPN, I would have no idea that my biological father might be the awful David Solomon. I could have avoided Galveston entirely, and if we did that Sam would be alive right now.

      He died for nothing.

      Actually, the worst part is that, like my dad, like millions of people around the world, Sam died because of me.

      My heart cracks in two, and my breathing speeds up. Before blackness consumes me and I feel my body sink away, strong arms catch me. And then nothing.
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      When my eyes flutter open, the world around me overpowers my brain. I blink rapidly against the rays from the setting sun.

      “I think it would help her to see it. We should wake her up.” Rhonda's voice is soft, but urgent.

      “I agree,” Wesley says. “She should see what's at stake if she's as devastated as you say. It may help her to recognize the joy that she’s bringing along with her.” He knows about Sam. He must.

      I choke a little and push myself up in what turns out to be the backseat of the truck we stole from WPN. I know because I can see the clawed plastic that mars the front door handles, where I tried to escape when they were locked. When I try to speak, barely a whisper emerges. It’s like I swallowed jagged glass shards. Or like I screamed it raw when I lost someone, I suppose. I wince in pain when I clear my throat to try again. “Where are we going?”

      Rhonda's head swivels like an owl. “You're awake, oh that’s good. I'm so sorry about Sam.” Her eyes well up and I know she's as broken up as I am. “It wasn't your fault, you know. It really wasn't. None of us knew about you, or about your immunity I mean. We all did what we thought we had to do so you could reach Galveston and find your father's lab.”

      I nod, too numb to do anything else. “I did know Wesley was looking for me.”

      This time it's Wesley's head that swivels. “So he finally told you?”

      The car jerks left until Job reaches over and steadies the wheel. “Easy Wesley. Watch the road.”

      I open my mouth to ask how Wesley knows Sam didn't tell me right away, but Wesley grins.

      He knows me well enough to answer before I can even ask. “I knew he didn't tell you he saw me right away, or you'd have come to find me immediately.”

      The truck hits another patch of bumps and I bounce in the seat like a rag doll.

      “Watch the road, man. Seriously.” Job scowls.

      “We're almost there,” Wesley says. “It's fine.” He turns his attention back to the road anyway, and I ignore his implied criticism of Sam. I won't talk about any of it right now, I can't.

      Instead I ask, “Where's there?”

      “You heard what they said about the suppressant failing back when I pretended to be you, right?” Rhonda asks.

      I nod.

      “Well it’s more widespread than I thought that day,” she says.

      “No one in Port Gibson had heard anything about it,” Job says. “They should have heard right away when it happened, since we were the ones supplying it, but I hadn’t heard anything about it. It’s not something Mom would have kept from me.”

      Wesley scowls. “Rafe says they left messages at the drop location, but I swear my dad never mentioned it either. How could none of us have known?”

      Rhonda sighs. “Between six months and a year ago, it stopped working for sporadic groups of Marked kids, becoming progressively more widespread with time. Now that their bodies are actually. . . developing, well. There are uncontemplated ramifications.”

      “I still don't know where we're going.” I glance out the window at the freeway. It looks like every stretch of land between Galveston and Port Gibson. We could be anywhere. Except I recall the number forty-five. We’ve got to be at least somewhat close to Galveston. I doubt I was out for very long.

      “Sorry, it’s so easy to get sidetracked.” Wesley sighs. “When the suppressant failed, the hormones wore off. And as you can imagine, people who have loved each other for a while, well, things got complicated quickly.”

      Job snorts. “We're making a stop at the Marked maternity ward that they set up out here. It's close to WPN because your crazy father was sending priests to perform weddings for them, the kids whose suppressants failed. A lot of them wanted to get married. That means Solomon knew the suppressant was failing, and that was probably why he came up with his plans to exterminate them.”

      My jaw drops.

      “Wait, her father?” Rhonda asks, at the same time Wesley says, “Hold on. Solomon is Ruby’s what?”

      I sigh. “Turns out, Donovan Behl was married to my mom, but she left him for the leader of WPN before he was leader of anything. David Solomon stole my mom from Donovan Behl. He's a horrible person, and for all I know, Josephine may be too. She let me get kidnapped, possibly because she wasn't sure who my dad even was. Dad stole me from Josephine and David Solomon as they left the hospital, which sucks I guess, but after seeing Solomon, I kind of get why. I can’t even imagine being raised with him as my father.” I shudder.

      “It's been a long few days,” Job says.

      Understatement of the year.

      “Ruby, can you tell us,” Job asks, “what exactly the journal said? Or at least, any details you can remember?”

      Right. Because I passed out last time they asked.

      “It was full of equations and notes, which I'm sure we could really have used.” I close my eyes. Focus on the journal, not what happened when we lost it. I breathe in and out a few times. “But once I skimmed past those, I found a passage that explained how Dad injected me with antibodies. He didn’t dose me with the hacker virus he wrote about before. I know we expected to find information about that, like how he developed it, or where his samples went, but that's not what I read about. The part I read talked about how my blood contains a cure of some kind.”

      “It didn’t list the virus as the cure?” Job sounds disappointed.

      He can join the club. I have my doubts about the antibodies curing everyone else. At least, from what I know of antibodies, it's going to be problematic. “I was hoping for more about that, too.”

      Job turns back toward the road, as disappointed as me.

      I lean forward, poking my head between Rhonda and Job. “My turn to ask a few questions. If Wesley was cured by my blood and he isn't Marked, why haven’t you used his blood to cure everyone else?”

      Job sighs. “That's why I was hoping you saw something about the virus. Antibodies are great at preventing infection, but they aren’t a very effective cure. Occasionally they can, as they did in Wesley's case, stave off a brand new infection. Think of it like Tetanus. It's bacterial, but the idea is the same. A super shot of antibodies directly after infection might knock the virus out, but an injection once the virus has taken hold… well.”

      Wesley's hands grip the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles are white. “To answer your question, we tried my blood. It didn't do anything, at least not that we could see.”

      I lean back. “If my blood worked, yours should too. You'd have an active immunity, which should be stronger than mine, because mine's always been passive.”

      I think about the journal entry. My dad said he injected me with a triple dose. Mine was strong, and Tercera was designed not to set off warning bells. Instead it spreads and lays dormant. I curse under my breath. “Dad mentioned a virus in the other journals, but in what I read, he said he was exposed to Triptych, his name for Tercera, and he injected the hacker virus in himself, but not in me. He wasn't sure what type of side effects to expect and wouldn't risk it on his daughter. I imagine he thought the antibodies wouldn't be as effective for him.” My stomach turns. We may not have a cure after all.

      Rhonda taps the window. “For someone who doesn't speak science, can you tell me what exactly this means, like the Science 101 version?”

      Job knows way more than I do, but I might be able to explain it more simply because of that. “Job can stop me if this is wrong, but essentially antibodies are little proteins that run around in our blood. They help boost our immune system. None of them respond to Tercera, because it's not perceived as a threat at first, not for a long time really. Dad created a monster virus with a huge incubation period. It lays dormant for quite some time so if it ever did get out, there would be plenty of time to treat any patients before symptoms hit. He spliced together pieces of lots of awful things, so he could create a vaccination to treat them all at once.”

      “He made something bad to do something good?” Wesley asks.

      “Exactly,” I say. “He wanted the virus to be passed by touch so he could use that same methodology to pass the vaccination by touch. He had almost finished his equal and opposite immunization when he died. I guess he'd made some of the opposite antibodies too, a sort of passive vaccination if you will, for Tercera. It was meant to work for any of the sub-viruses he used to create it as well. Essentially a vaccination for Tercera would keep you safe from Ebola, Varicella, Leprosy and on and on. You follow me so far?”

      “Sort of,” Rhonda says.

      Close enough. “Antibodies hunt for foreign proteins or chemicals and attach to them so they can destroy them. While researching Triptych, Dad happened upon a tiny little virus that attacked other viruses. One of his friends was trying to develop it into something that would eat cancer cells. But Dad took it and fostered mutation until it attacked other foreign viruses. In that way, it was even better than an aggressive antibody, and smarter too. The night before he got murdered,” I choke up a little, the image of my dad lying on the ground making my hands shake, “he was exposed to Tercera. His business partner came and they fought. I remember the shouting.”

      “Wait,” Wesley says. “You were there?”

      I close my eyes tightly. “I wish I could remember what his partner looked like.” I recall that they spoke a lot on the phone. Ever since Solomon told me that his partner, or someone else came back and finished my dad off, and knowing it might be total rubbish, I've been desperate to recall what the man looked like, but I can’t think of any time I actually saw him.

      “Do you remember anything?” Rhonda asks.

      I shake my head. “I’m sure he must have met with him, and I must’ve seen him. I just can’t think of a single time it actually happened. Why can’t I recall anything about him?”

      “Not to digress,” Job says, “but you said your dad was exposed to Tercera? Could that have been how it got out?”

      I sigh. “No, I don't think so. According to the journal, he dosed me with antibodies after the exposure, but only after he dosed himself with the virus. His rash disappeared, and he limited any contact with me until he could verify that it worked. I guess there's no way to know much about its effectiveness since he died the next day. I doubt he infected anyone else, though. Especially since he had contact with David Solomon, who's obviously not infected, and I remember seeing him that last day. His forehead was clear.”

      “So that's a bust.” Job swears this time.

      “Dad did mention the only other live strains of the hacker virus. He said there were two, and that they were stolen by whomever stole Tercera, probably the partner I can't remember.”

      “Ruby's blood is the closest thing we have to a cure, then?” Rhonda asks.

      I sigh. “It looks that way. And I'm worried if Wesley's blood didn't work...”

      Job groans. “Yours may only work on the recently infected or to prevent infection by the currently healthy.”

      I slump in my seat. “Exactly.”

      “Well,” Wesley says, “we have a recently infected baby, or we should quite soon. Her mother was in labor when we left the maternity ward to head for WPN. No time like the present to test out your theory.”

      Wesley pulls up in the parking lot of a hospital and cuts the engine. “We're here.”

      The sign out front looks surprisingly clean, its lettering recently painted. It reads: Mainland Medical Center. I do a double take when I notice there's an entire pasture full of cows next to the parking lot, which several kids seem to be shooing toward trailers.

      “Cows?”

      Wesley opens the door for me and whispers. “Most of the mothers die shortly after giving birth.”

      The cows are so the babies can survive their mothers’ deaths? My eyes well up with tears. I wish I’d never even heard about this. “How exactly is seeing this firsthand going to bring me joy?”

      “Follow me and I'll show you.” Wesley takes my hand to guide me out, and I yank my fingers away without thinking, pulling away from him as though his touch burns me. I may be immune to Tercera, but the feeling of his fingers reminds me of the hand I can't ever touch again. My knees weaken, but I breathe in and out deeply and force myself to stand up on my own two feet.

      When I glance up at Wesley, his eyes are wounded, his spine stiff. “This way.”

      Rhonda and Job climb out and follow us without speaking. We walk past two dozen cows, and the five kids trying their best to herd them into metal boxes on wheels. After we walk through the front door of the medical center, cries, whimpers and mews from babies accost me from all directions.

      “How many newborns are there?” I ask.

      Wesley shrugs. “Even before the suppressant failed, some people went off it voluntarily. It's depressing taking something that freezes your body as a child while your mind grows and ages. For some of them it became too depressing. This maternity ward has been here for a while. Most of the babies have been born in the last few weeks, but there've been babies here for years now, always accompanied by a sibling or friend who was still taking the suppressant. The friend would care for the baby after its birth.”

      Wesley coughs, and I realize what he's thinking. For years, moms have died shortly after having a baby, while someone else cared for their children. That explains the existence of the starving young girl who exposed Wesley. But now without anyone on the suppressant, with it failing across the board, all these babies will be left without caretakers. I think back to the years after Tercera tore through America, and kids were all left with no parents, and no guardians to help them fill their needs.

      The babies and young children will all starve to death.

      The horror in my eyes matches the despair in his. “Unless you can cure them, they'll all die. They're hoping you'll cure the mothers and the fathers as well as the newborns, but even if you can't because of the advanced progression of the virus, if you can at least cure the babies, it’s something. Rafe’s hoping if the babies aren’t infected, the Unmarked might take them in.”

      “And you already tried your blood?” I ask.

      He nods his head solemnly. “It didn't work.”

      I close my eyes to process what he's asking of me. If my triple strong blood can heal these babies, their parents will die with the hope that someone else might keep their children alive. I hate this virus down to the tips of my toenails.

      “We need to find your mom,” I tell Job. “She might know how we could supercharge my antibodies enough to heal everyone.” I wish we still had that journal. I suppress the pang in my heart when I think about what else we lost.

      “I agree,” Job says. “Mom's our best bet.”

      “She's Marked.” I turn toward Wesley and Rhonda. “Do either of you know where she is?”

      Wesley shrugs. “I haven't seen her, but Rafe doesn't tell me everything. We can ask him tomorrow.”

      “We'll see him tomorrow?”

      Wesley nods. “It's dark, so we'll sleep here tonight, but tomorrow the entire camp's evacuating. We can't let Solomon exterminate us, not now that we have hope. We're pulling back with as many cows as we can manage, and all the mothers and babies who are able to travel.”

      “You tried your blood on Rafe too?” I ask Wesley.

      He nods. “Duh.”

      I sigh. “Just thought I'd check.”

      Dozens of heads turn and stare when we walk down the hall, mouths opening, some gaping like fish, all with desperate eyes, all staring at my clear forehead. I notice one familiar face. The boy has dark hair falling in his face, and an angry red scar crossing one cheek.

      I smile at him. “Hey Sean.”

      He smiles and waves, and the whispers pick up. I hear the phrase. “Promised one,” and “Ruby” and “cure” over and over. I'm going to fail all of them just like I failed my dad and Sam. If this doesn't work, their wonder and their hope will turn to hatred, anger, and disgust.

      I'll deserve it, too.

      “Hey,” Wesley says. “Are you okay?”

      Job and Rhonda turn toward me, and Wesley waves them forward. “Go and see if Libby's ready for us.”

      Rhonda hugs me tightly, and Job squeezes my hand, but they leave like Wesley asked.

      I don't need a pep talk, so I need to head this off at the pass. “I'm fine. I'm sorry. I just-” I can't explain it to Wesley. He won't understand, because he's always thought the best of me. He won't blame me, even when things really are my fault.

      “I want you to know how sorry I am about what happened to Sam today on the bridge. I know you've been friends for a long time. Losing people who are close to us is always awful. Believe me, I’ve become an expert on that in the last few weeks. Even more than before.” He reaches for my hand again.

      This time I pull my hand away intentionally and shake my head to drive it home. “Don't Wesley, please.”

      “Rubes,” he says softly, “I'm not Marked, and even if I was, you can't be infected.”

      I spin around and stare at him. He needs to understand all of it, exactly what’s between us now. “It's not that, Wesley. When you left I was devastated, and I felt so guilty that I was fine and you were Marked.”

      “I was relieved when you didn't come,” he says. “Honest, I was. A little lonely, but so relieved that I hadn't doomed you. You don't need to feel guilty at all.”

      I shake my head. “It's not that either. Let me finish. I read my dad's journal while I was in quarantine and discovered he created Tercera. I knew I had to go for the cure, but it was in Galveston. My aunt and uncle refused to take me, and I didn’t think Rhonda and Job would help either. Actually, they’d already left without me, although I didn’t know that yet. I was all alone, and I had no one to help me track down my dad's lab. Until I convinced Sam to help.” I hold his eyes until he understands the subtext. Sam and I set out as friends, but we became more. I'm not mourning a family friend, I'm mourning family. The only family I really had left, or maybe the only family I ever had.

      “Oh.” Wesley's face closes off, his eyes wounded, his mouth pressed into a firm line.

      A huge lump rises in my throat and I can barely breathe, let alone talk, but I need to say the words. Wesley has to understand. Somehow now that it comes to it, subtext isn't enough, not for Sam, not to convey what I’m feeling. Wesley means a lot to me, and he deserves to know. “Sam wasn’t perfect, and it was brand new between us, but somehow on that trip, I fell in love with him.”

      “Wow. Well, I guess I'm really, really sorry for your loss, then.” He looks at the ground and kicks at a chipped tile. His eyes flash and his fists clench. He opens his mouth to say something, but I don't want to hear it, not now.

      “I can't deal with your teenage angst, okay? Not right now.” I brush past him and through the door Job and Rhonda opened earlier. I know I'm not being fair to Wesley. He has feelings too, and he had no idea how things changed between me and Sam. He wasn't there to see it, or understand what happened. I know he's confused and his feelings for me haven't changed. The worst part of all of this is that Wesley's expectations are being crushed through no fault of his own.

      In fact, he's probably processing the fact that Sam's gone, and thinking maybe if he's patient, I'll eventually get over Sam. I wonder whether he's thinking about how long it might take before things can go back to normal for me and him. If so, he's wrong.

      Things will never go back to normal for me.

      I look up from my inner turmoil and into the face of a worried mother. Mothers should be older than me, and wiser than me. They shouldn't, aside from more pronounced curves, look exactly like me. The suppressant clearly isn't a great way to live, in stasis, no progress. But it kept them alive.

      This new mother, with her wavy blonde hair and delicate features, looks as much like me as Rhonda. Maybe more. That would probably mean more before I found out Rhonda probably isn’t related to me at all. When I glance down into this new momma’s lap, a white-swaddled bundle wriggles. I focus on the tiny thing, one itsy-bitsy, pinkish hand waving in the air, and a button nose scrunched into an apple-sized face. A tiny wisp of strawberry blonde hair curls onto her forehead, but what really draws my attention aren't her delicate features or her beautiful curl. It's the tiny rash on the perfect baby skin.

      I gasp.

      “My name’s Libby. Can you help my baby? Can you help Rose?” Libby’s voice shakes with fear and her eyes shine with hope, but it's the desperate longing that kills me.

      I shrug, trying not to get her hopes up, as if that's possible. “I'll try.”

      Job offers up a needle and I cross the room to where he's standing. “Oral, like Wesley?” I ask. “Or intravenous? I assume that's better.”

      “It should be.” Job shrugs. “There are quite a few viruses that pass via the intestinal tract, so it makes sense the immunity can too, like the kids' flu vaccination, but it's still more effective when given intravenously. We’re lucky you’re O Negative. If you weren’t a universal donor, we’d need way more equipment right now.”

      I try not to look at Libby and her baby while Job draws blood from the cradle of my right elbow, but I can't help it. The fingers on Rose’s hand are delicate, with perfect, miniature nails at the end of each one. She whimpers, and the sound makes me want to curl my arms around her and rock her. I want to fix everything, and she's not even my baby. “Why did you name her Rose?”

      Libby smiles ear to ear. “I wanted to give her an R name to honor you, but my mother's name was Lily, so I wanted to name her after a flower too. Gardens and blooms have survived the destruction of Tercera and still bring beauty and joy into the world, just like I hope my Rose will.”

      “Try dosing Libby too,” I say when Job finishes.

      Libby shakes her head so violently that the baby cries out. “No, give all of it to her. The more she gets, the better her chances, right? I'll give her my entire dose.”

      I frown. “Draw another syringe full. They can each have one.”

      Libby sets her jaw and I know she's planning to refuse.

      “Believe me,” I say, “This is far, far more than Wesley got, and look at him.”

      Wesley smiles. I can tell it's forced, but Libby probably can't.

      “Alright.” She slumps forward and when she looks down, I notice rings under her eyes that signal more than exhaustion. Before Job can approach her, Rhonda takes the syringe, widening her eyes meaningfully. “You haven't been inoculated yet, Job. Let me.”

      While Rhonda treats Libby and Rose, I walk across to find another syringe. I draw my own blood, which I'm proud I can still do. It's been years since I practiced this in Science. I hand the syringe to Job and whisper to him. “Time to dose yourself. Can't have my star scientist going down with the ship.”

      He glances at Rose and Libby, clearly feeling as selfish and guilty as I do, but he injects himself without arguing. “Thanks.”

      Baby Rose cries when she's injected, but calms quickly when Libby feeds her a bottle. I'm not sure what I expected, really. Maybe I thought the Mark would magically disappear when Rose got my blood, but of course it's a physical rash. Even if the antibodies are doing their job, the rash will take time to resolve.

      After watching them for a moment, both noticeably calmer than when we entered, I stand up.

      Wesley hasn't said a word since we entered, but he puts a hand on Libby and squeezes her shoulder as we prepare to leave. Once we reach the hallway, he walks us to a room and points at the door. “This is where you and Rhonda will sleep for the night. Job will be next door. There should be bowls of soup waiting in the rooms. I asked them to leave you some of what we made for the new mothers. Please let me know if you need anything else.” He inclines his head stiffly, which I've never, ever seen him do before, and then spins on his heel.

      “That boy is depressed,” Rhonda says. “What did you say to him?”

      “That boy doesn't even understand true suffering. He'll survive,” I say instinctively, and then it hits me all over again.

      Wesley will survive, but Sam didn't.

      My shoulders shake first, and I fly into the room and throw myself down on a bed before the curious people up and down the hall can witness my complete collapse. I'm not sure how long I cry into the pillow. However long it is, when my tears dry up, I know it wasn't nearly long enough.

      The bed creaks when Rhonda sits down next to me. She reaches her arm around my shoulder. “I know it's hard right now, because I can barely breathe when I think about him, but for the first time in a long time, things really are better in the world now than when you went to sleep last night. We have a, well, sort of a cure for Tercera, once we get some help from Mom to iron out the kinks.”

      I know Rhonda's right. The world's brighter today, and humanity has a future again. I should be happy. Maybe if I keep repeating that over and over, I'll start to believe it myself.
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      My eyes open and I look around for Sam. I want to see his half smile, touch his hand. My foggy, early morning brain finally processes what I know, and the realization I’ll never see Sam again hits like a load of rubble.

      I don’t even have a photo of him, much less the two of us.

      It’s a stupid thing to worry about, but once the thought reaches my core synapses, tears well up. I imagine his face in my mind so clearly now, but how long until it fades? How long until I can’t quite recall the way his eyes aren’t quite green or gold, but a mixture of the two? How long until I can’t get the details right of how he stands when he’s scanning the surroundings? How long until I can’t remember how his hand touches the side of my face, and his eyes soften before he kisses me?

      I sob into my pillow so I don't wake up Rhonda, and for the first time in my life, I want to roll back over and never get up. Except that would negate the benefit of his sacrifice, so I do get up. I put one foot in front of the other until I find myself standing a dozen doors down, peering around the corner at Libby. She's awake, and cradling her perfect little baby in the inside of her elbow.

      The smooth, clear skin of Rose’s forehead almost breaks through the sorrow-saturated fog that's taken residence in my brain. My blood did that, killed Tercera, saved a baby. My dad's research and his triple shot of antibodies allowed me to heal this tiny life, a child who would surely have died two days ago, but now might live to adulthood.

      When I glance up at her mother’s face, I almost can't breathe. Libby’s Mark is fading. I try to tamp down my hope, because the shrinking of her rash may mean nothing. Libby has sores on her arms, which also look improved, but she's been off the suppressant for quite some time. If she's had a baby, she's been off for over a year, and there's no telling how far the viral progress of Tercera has gone.

      Even knowing it’s a long shot, even knowing that positive signs may mean nothing, my lips turn upward. I need a smile like a drowning man needs a floaty.

      “I know.” Libby's eyes are red-rimmed from crying, but her own mouth breaks into a contagious grin. “It's a miracle. Thank you, a million times thank you.”

      Her expression is different when she looks at Rose this time, and I easily recognize why. For the first time in a decade, hope has outpaced fear. She might survive to see Rose's first steps. She might hold her daughter and rock her, and sing to her, and hear her speak her first words. She might be there for Rose for more than a month or two, or three. Libby might be there to see it all, to care for her own child. She might be able to do something the world took for granted ten years ago. But today, the hope of many tomorrows is a miracle today.

      And I'm part of it.

      That thought pulls me through the next few hours as I dose the newborns and their mothers in turn, and then as we begin the more mundane tasks of helping the pregnant girls, the new mothers and their partners, siblings and friends pack up to flee. I personally help Wesley load two more cows into the back of our stolen truck, but there's only enough transportation for seven cows beside those two. That means we'll have to leave more than fifteen behind. Rhonda let the Marked know about WPN's plans to exterminate them, and they don’t want to wait around this close to the threat.

      My infection of King Solomon turned him into a ticking time bomb as well, and we can’t even guess how his illness might change those plans. We’re all positive we’d rather not be around to find out.

      I try to ignore the worried glances from caretakers and mothers alike at the cows being left, because there's nothing we can do about it. Hopefully the nine we're taking will make enough milk for the babies whose mothers are sick or dead.

      When no one's watching, I ask Wesley, “Do you know how much milk these cows make?”

      He sighs. “We're taking the top producers with us, but on average two or so gallons a day. They used to feed milk cows grain Before and they made several gallons per day, but we don't have much of that to spare. They produce way less milk when they're eating mostly hay and grass.”

      By my count, there are fourteen babies, and forty-three pregnant girls. “How much does a baby drink?”

      He frowns. “Ruby, we're taking care of this. You don't need to stress. One cow can feed eight babies, or maybe ten if we need them to. Besides, some of the moms can nurse. Especially if we cure them before...”

      Before their bodily functions shut down and they die. Ugh. I thought this through already. It takes six months or so from the suppressant failure for their bodies to develop to the point of sustaining a pregnancy, I assume. At least nine more months to grow a baby. At that rate, they're well into year three before the baby is born. The stress of pregnancy advances the disease course, which means these moms have months left at most, if not weeks. Looking around at the strength, or lack thereof, for each of these mothers confirms that I'm right.

      One mother has bright yellow skin: jaundice. One mother has swollen ankles: heart failure. One mother looks rail thin. I can't believe she's sustained this pregnancy. I'd guess her intestines aren't processing food correctly, which means the newborn will almost certainly be low birth weight. I shake my head and try to think of something else, because Wesley's right. Worrying won't help us right now, but I really wish my aunt was here.

      Rafe’s talking to a mother-to-be a few feet away about the same things I was worrying about. “I know the cows take a break each year. I know that makes you nervous, and you need to trust me.” He raises his voice. “We'll come back for them, okay? Make sure they have food and as much water as we can provide, and ensure the fencing is secure, but you mothers are our priority. Cows can be replaced.”

      Every time I turn around, Job hands me another glass of water. “Drink.”

      I drink whenever I'm told, and try my best not to feel like a walking blood bank. It gives me some insight into the life of these poor cows.

      The worst part isn't worrying, and it's not loading cows, or even dealing with their bodily functions. The worst part is saying no. At least twenty of the forty pregnant mothers beg me for blood. I always agree, because how can I possibly say no?

      Wesley, who otherwise ignores me, stands over me like a guard at the now defunct Fort Knox. He shakes his head each time, putting a hand on theirs, or an arm around their shoulder. “I know it's hard. I know you don't want to wait,” he says. “But you know we have to make a plan for all of this, and our top priority right now is research. We need to figure out what works and what doesn't so we can treat everyone as quickly and safely as possible.”

      After the first few, Wesley frowns when he walks back over to me, and mutters under his breath. “You shouldn't have given any blood to Libby, you really shouldn't have. Rafe's orders are there for a reason. Other than brand new births, no blood from you until we've run tests and made some kind of plan. Your blood isn't limitless, but the people clamoring for it. . . they are. You won't do anyone any good if you die of blood loss.”

      He's right. I know he is, but if I die at least the pain will stop.

      I try not to think that way because I know I shouldn't, but it's hard. When armed guards supervise our departure, I think of Sam. Every gun reminds me of him. Things as mundane as cans of food bring to mind making tea with Sam. When Rhonda repacks her backpack, the defense rations remind me of his jokes. I'm so pathetic that I even think of Sam whenever I see Rafe turn the right way, or smile, for some inexplicable reason, and Rafe looks nothing like him.

      By the time we all climb into the black WPN truck, weighed down with people, supplies, and cows, I breathe a heavy sigh of relief. Wesley drives again, but this time Rhonda sits in the back with me.

      “Where exactly are we going?” I ask.

      “The Marked encampment outside of Port Gibson isn't very large. We're headed for their home base near Baton Rouge. WPN sticks to port towns like Galveston and New Orleans, so the Marked set up a little more inland.”

      “How long's the drive?” Job asks.

      Wesley shrugs. “Depends on roads. We'll take I-10 past Lake Charles, just like we would if we were headed to Port Gibson, but then instead of branching North, we continue east. The scariest part of the trek is crossing the Atchafalaya, for me at least. So far one side of the bridge is fine, but it's a long bridge and no one maintains it.” Wesley shudders. “Assuming all is well, the drive should take seven hours give or take. We've got to move slower than normal with the cows in the back.”

      The Marked are a lot more organized than I expected them to be.

      After two hours Job takes the wheel, Rhonda moves up front, and Wesley climbs into the back with me. Rhonda and Job are chatting and laughing about the last time we had this many people in a truck, our trip up north when they had to make reports to the DecaCouncil. Job had an upset stomach, and we spent the whole trip with the windows down, stopping every twenty minutes. It's funny now, but it really stunk at the time, like literally. Listening to them bickering back and forth and reminiscing, I almost forget all the things that are wrong. I lean my head against the side window and close my eyes.

      I almost forget Wesley’s sitting next to me until he speaks.

      “Do you feel lightheaded or tired at all?”

      His voice is caring, kind, and familiar. It's just the wrong voice. I know it's not Wesley's fault Sam's gone, and it's not like Wesley can be Sam. Even so, I fake exhaustion. “Yeah, tired for some reason. I may try to take a nap.”

      As I say the words, I notice a big tree with a Cracker Barrel sign right in front of it. I freak out a little bit, the screams breaking free from my throat against my will. “Stop, wait, stop the truck. Pull over!”

      “Umm that little fit of yours just took a year off my life,” Job says. “What in the world is wrong?”

      “Pull over! Just pull over!”

      Job slows the truck and swerves onto the weedy, cracked edge of the road. I notice that several other trucks have stopped behind us since we're caravan-ing east to Baton Rouge. I should care that they’re all being inconvenienced, but I don't. They can wait a few moments. I race down the dirt path Sam and I stopped on that first night on the road. The pile of branches he dumped out of the truck bed still lies on the edge of the clearing, but the tire tracks are almost gone, along with our footprints. I shift some of the branches and find the gas cans, the ones Sam forgot that left us stranded. He was so angry at himself, at the world. Of course, if he hadn’t forgotten them, we’d have been caught by WPN and we couldn’t have saved Rhonda and Job. Even Sam’s missteps worked out in the end.

      Except for the last one.

      I point at the gas cans and Wesley and Job glance at me with identically baffled looks.

      “I left these here last time I was on this road,” I say. “Hopefully the lids are tight enough that the gas is fine. You should take it to the truck.”

      Gas is precious. Maybe they'll think that memory is the reason I made us all pull over. My throat closes off, and I can't talk any more. I stumble toward the clearing where Sam and I ate our first dinner around a campfire.

      I sit on a stump near where he cooked the little rabbit on a spit. I think about the story he told me that night, about his uncle, about his parents. I almost welcome the pain, because it's a connection between us. I bend over silently while the agony claws at my heart, shredding ventricles, destroying my aorta.

      When I straighten, I see the trees off in the distance, where Sam taught me to shoot. I remember that he shot around my bullet holes, transforming my erratic shots into the shape of a heart. Showing off for me, even then. I walk toward the tree slowly, remembering how he taught me to shoot, shifting my stance, his hand on my hip. He loved guns so much, and I hated them equally. If possible, I like them even less now. They took my dad, and I felt adrift for years, never quite fitting in, never quite having a family. Then I found Sam, and now guns have taken him too.

      I reach out to trace the heart in the tree trunk and notice he did something else. He must've done it when he said he was picking up shell casings. He connected the gunshots with a knife, so it looks like a connect-the-dots picture. He carved something inside the heart, a sequence of letters. SR+RB. Sam carved our initials into the heart he shot. He hadn't lied. He'd loved me all along. And now because I dragged him all the way to WPN for no reason, he's gone forever.

      Everyone I love the most dies.

      I sink to my knees, and sob.  If half the world's population wasn't relying on me to be their living blood bag, I'd never get up from this spot. Rhonda must've followed me, because she clears her throat, crouches down next to me, and pulls me against her chest.

      “It's okay.” She rocks me back and forth, and back and forth, again and again. “Or at least, it will be okay eventually.”  She smooths my hair away from my face and keeps rocking.

      “It's not okay.” I hiccup. “It'll never be okay. The world won't ever be right again.”

      “I know it feels like that,” she says.

      “You don't know,” I say. “You don't understand.”

      “Then tell me,” she says. “I've known Sam as long as you, and loved him too. If anyone can understand a little bit of what you feel, it's me.”

      I shake my head. “You have Job and your parents. My dad's gone, and now that Sam's gone, I've got no one.”

      Rhonda pulls back far enough to look down into my eyes. “You have me and Job, and our parents, too. I've always been more a sister than a cousin to you.”

      I look away. “We're probably not even related.”

      A sharp exhalation of breath draws my attention. Rhonda's cheeks flush bright red, as though I slapped her. “You're my family, do you hear me? You'll be my family until the day you die, and then after that too. Who knows what happens after death? For all we know, Sam's sitting right there.” She points at the tree. “He could be watching you right now. So stop talking nonsense.”

      I appreciate her assurance, I really do, but she'll never quite get it. She and Job are like two sides of a shiny quarter. I'm like a dirty penny they found on the side of the road. I'll never be the same as them, and I'll never really have a place. Sam was my shot at making a home in this messed up world, and now that's gone with him.

      But the world needs the antibodies my dad shoved into my veins, so I stand up inch-by-inch, without anyone's help. I walk back to the truck by moving one foot at a time. I climb back into my seat, forcing my limbs to move, my lungs to work, and my heart to keep beating. This isn't about me, not anymore, and that keeps me going forward. Maybe somehow I can find a way to redeem myself or redeem my Dad. If there is life after death and either Sam or my dad are watching me, I can’t let them down. Not again.
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      Wesley and Job load the gasoline into the already full truck bed, shifting the cows into yet a smaller area. They moo and moan and stomp their feet, but the world doesn’t pay them any more attention than it does me. No one mentions my outburst, and we pull right back out on the road.

      A few miles down the road I see it, the bridge over the Atchafalaya swamp.

      It spans miles and miles. I don't know quite how many, but it stretches ahead of me as far as I can see, and behind me into the horizon.  My stomach flips and flops, looking at the enormous drop from the road as we drive. Cypress trees and their knees, Spanish moss, enormous cranes, bullfrogs and even alligators live riotously in the swamp below. Our truck, suspended more than thirty feet above the standing water underneath, plows ahead, and my heart rests uneasily in my throat. At one point when I glance to my left, I see where the bridge on the other side crumbled away. The rest of the drive it’s had two more lanes, probably intended for the traffic going the other direction, but the concrete pilings holding it up gave way. I think about the concrete pilings underneath us now, just as old as those and subject to the same conditions below. I wonder how many alligators, snakes and other creeping things would swarm us if we plunged into the swamp.

      I shudder.

      Wesley must feel the same way, because we don't stop at all over the Atchafalaya. I breathe a hearty sigh of relief once we clear it, and we do stop several times to clear vegetation after we pass back onto dry land. With so many people to help, the blockages are cleared quickly. We reach the edge of Baton Rouge almost exactly seven hours after we left Texas City.

      I expect to see a few thousand Marked kids in the city, a city I've never seen before. I'm wrong by a wide margin. Tens of thousands of kids work, play, rest and interact all around us as we drive past. So many more than I expected. I'm accustomed to seeing kids with rashes, kids who are likely not kids, but who resemble children nonetheless.

      I'm not accustomed to seeing young adults sporting the same rash. These Marked look older, taller, and less like kids than I imagined they would. Even knowing the suppressant is failing, it's a bucket of ice-water dumped over my head. I knew a lot of people were relying on me, but I didn't have a good feel for the time pressure we’ll be working under.

      They're sicker than I anticipated as well. Some are up and walking around, cleaning, tending animals or gardens, visiting with each other, but many of them are lying down. It's cold, but even covered in jackets and coats, I notice some of the sores that appear in the second year. These kids are dying.

      We have a lot less time than I thought.

      Wesley pulls up in front of a huge building with large windows and a spacious parking lot. He parks the truck at the front of the lot, near a sign that reads 'Baton Rouge General Medical Center'. I suppose that makes sense. Ten years ago, the kids would have started out here tending for sick loved ones, so it probably organically became their home base from there. When we climb out, cheers go up all around us. Some kids hobble over, and some run. Some eyes widen in awe, many clutch their hands in desperation, and some faces light up with joy. I try not to flinch at the raw expectation. They know who I am, or at least, they know who they want me to be.

      The Promised.

      I hear them whispering, talking, and even a few shouting the same phrase over and over. I've never heard of any prophecy, and I'm quite sure I'm not part of some grand plan. In fact, I don't feel like the Promised at all. That sounds far too optimistic. I'm definitely less than that. I fear I'm doomed to disappoint them all.

      I close my eyes and imagine Rose's face. Hope may be gone in me forever, but I try to summon up every last bit of compassion left inside to channel as I face them. I'm worried they'll spot my fear, my pessimism, and they'll wilt. I want to be what they need. I want them to live and work and love and laugh without fear. I want to fix the mess my dad made and restore a future to all the kids looking at me with longing.

      I wish I knew how to fix everything.

      While I'm wishing, I really miss Aunt Anne. She'd know what to do. I'd rest easier if she were running this show. Where did she go after she was Marked? Why isn't she here with Wesley and Rafe?

      Deep in thought about my aunt, I barely notice when the first Marked girl touches my jacket.

      “You're really here?” she asks, her hazel eyes soft. A sore the size of a cherry tomato weeps fluid on her exposed forearm. It's chilly enough that I hope she takes my involuntary shiver as a reaction to the cold air, and not what it really is. Revulsion.

      When another hand tugs gently on my hair, I glance behind me and notice they're converging. A large hand takes mine and tugs me forward, and my heart rate spikes. Rhonda's hand goes to her gun and Wesley throws an arm out, shooing the boy who took my hand and a tall girl back a few steps. But more of them press toward us, murmuring quietly, reaching and grabbing.

      “Give her some room to breathe,” Wesley says, his voice firm.

      “I need help now.” The pale boy who grabbed me whines. “My brother can't even get out of bed. He's in bad shape.”

      He wipes at an oozing sore near his left eye, and I wince.

      I want to help them all, but there are so many. Even if they only need a drop of my blood apiece, even if I knew my blood would actually cure them, I'd die long before they all got treatment. When I glance from face to face, I realize they know it. They're running out of time, but by the looks of things, I might be too.

      Rafe's voice cracks like a whip from the roof of a truck behind us, and a cow moos beside him. “Back to your chores. I've given you a moment to celebrate and welcome our new visitor, but you will not mob her, and you will not frighten her. Back away from her right now. We have a lot of work to do, and we need to figure out how best to make our new discovery available to everyone. You trust me, you know me, and I will work night and day to make this happen for all of us, not just a select few. I haven’t had a drop of her blood, nor will I until the rest of you have all been treated.”

      I finally pinpoint the similarity between Rafe and Sam. Rafe's face and hair are different, but I've seen the same look in Sam’s eyes, the air of command. Rafe and Sam share the same set of their jaw, a uniform confidence of purpose.

      When Rafe climbs down and crosses the street to where I'm standing, the Marked kids disperse like cockroaches fleeing the light. He certainly commands easily, which must be hard when you barely look thirteen years old. I wonder how old he really is.

      Rhonda glances around warily and shifts from foot to foot. “Who runs security around here? You must have someone in charge of that. Kids are running around with guns all over the place.”

      Rafe nods. “Todd and Marco handle most of that.” He pulls a black walkie talkie from his belt. “Necessito seguridad aqui pronto.”

      “Spanish?” I ask. “Why in Spanish?”

      Rafe shrugs. “Did you understand what I said?”

      I shake my head.

      “That's why.”

      The tall man with the mahogany skin who tried to detain me before we headed for WPN jogs over to where Rafe is standing. He's never been on the suppressant, or I'll eat my gloves.

      “What's wrong?” His eyes scan the surrounding areas twice before circling back around to Rafe's face.

      “Our guests wanted to meet you, Todd.” Rafe motions toward us. “This is Rhonda, who you've met briefly, her brother Job, and Ruby—”

      “Who I nearly caught. It would have saved us all some time, if this one,” Todd tosses his head at Rhonda, “hadn't lied and tricked us.” Todd pointedly returns his gaze to Rafe, which isn't necessary. We all know exactly how he feels about us. “Well, if there's nothing more you need from me.”

      Rhonda puts her hands on her hips. “Nothing we need?” She shakes her head. “How about a baseline level of competency? WPN was planning to eliminate the entire Marked population, and you had no idea. Your people almost swarmed Ruby just now, ready to suffocate her with their desperation, and Rafe was standing right next to her when that happened. I can only imagine what they'll do over the next few weeks as symptoms worsen and we work on developing this into something we can manage. If I've learned anything, it's that science takes time. Nothing happens overnight.”

      Todd's eyebrows rise. “I'm not even going to address most of that, because you have no idea what life here is like. You have no concept of what my job entails. But as to the rest, why would it take weeks to parse out her blood to all of us?”

      “How could it not?” Rhonda asks. “First of all, Ruby doesn't have a cure so much as an immunity. Trying to extrapolate that into a treatment will be difficult, even if we were doing this in Unmarked territory in my mom's lab. It might be impossible even then, but here? Even if Ruby's blood was the cure you people seem to assume it is, there's only one of her, and in case you hadn't noticed, she's tiny. Blood cures do not grow on trees.”

      Todd's scowl deepens. “I've seen Libby. We all have. Her Mark's gone, and her baby’s head is clear too. So you can say what you like, but Ruby has cured you, Libby, and pretty boy here.” He points at Wesley. “The rest of us want our shot. That's not a security issue, that's the reality of our situation.”

      My heart sinks. I should be happy to hear that Libby's Mark is gone. I should be pleased that my blood can cure them, but based on what I know about antibodies... the improvement doesn't seem likely to last, not in the long run.

      “The disappearance of the rash doesn't mean someone has been cured,” Job says. “Many people conflate the two, but it's more of an indicator of symptoms than anything conclusive.”

      “What about this?” Todd yanks up his sleeve. “What does this mean?”

      Near his elbow, there's a small sore.

      “It means you've entered year two,” I say. “Symptoms have begun to manifest, which means your immune system is weakening. Eventually Tercera will begin to attack your entire body, but you probably have a year or so until that happens.”

      Todd spits. “I'm doing better than most, little girl. You may be small, but you're the first hope we've had in a long time. You better not let us down.”

      I shiver.

      “Why don't you have any sores, Rafe?” Rhonda asks.

      Rafe frowns. “The suppressant stopped working in the far flung areas first. It only stopped here a few weeks ago.

      Job's eyes meet mine and he nods.

      “You said it failed,” Job says. “As in, you kept taking the pills, but they stopped working like they did before. Are you sure that's what happened?”

      Rafe tilts his head and folds his arms. “We took our pills, if that's what you're asking. We may look young, but we aren't stupid.”

      The Unmarked provide the suppressant. Our scientists developed it, and Aunt Anne spearheaded those efforts. It's not possible, what Job's thinking. She may have lied to me, but she was trying to protect me. Aunt Anne would never have allowed this, she’d never have sent out faulty suppressant.

      “He didn't mean to imply anything like that,” I say. “We're exhausted, is all.”

      Job grunts. “It seems odd the meds would stop working in certain places instead of for certain people, varying based on how long they've taken it, and how their bodies respond.”

      Rafe blinks rapidly. “We assumed it was the climate in each place, or something about the differences in what they ate. You think it stopped working because of something else?”

      I shake my head. “We don't know what to think, but it might not be a bad idea if you provided us with whatever information you might have on the dates, locations and times the suppressant began failing. Once we've had time to review them, we can let you know.”

      Rafe frowns. “Your mom asked for the same thing.”

      Job and Rhonda both step toward Rafe, and I have a momentary feeling of vertigo, like I'm seeing double. They both ask, “My mom?” at the same time.

      Twins are whack.

      Rafe nods. “She and your dad found the same camp Wesley originally joined, and they sent word asking for that information. I sent it on, but I never heard back. When I sent a message asking about her, they said your dad left first since he wasn't Marked, and your mom left a few days later.”

      Aunt Anne refined the initial suppressant and then spearheaded the efforts to manufacture it for the Marked population. She's the reason I can't imagine that the failing suppressant had anything to do with the pills provided by the Unmarked. Aunt Anne would never allow a failure of that magnitude, and the idea she might intentionally provide a faulty product is inconceivable. But if she knew the failure couldn’t have come from the Unmarked side, why would she ask for any information the Marked kids had? Wouldn't she know the pills themselves were fine?

      I glance at Job, and he shakes his head by way of response. He doesn't know what it means, either. I intend to find out, but the quickest way will be to ask Aunt Anne. We'll need her help to make sense of my antibodies and figure out how we can use them to save all these people too. That should be our top priority, really.

      Rafe points at Todd. “Rhonda raises some good points. You need to review plans for security around the plasma center. We're using it as a home base for this whole operation. Why don't you take Rhonda with you? Now that she's one of us, we should be making use of her expertise. Work with her, that's an order.”

      Todd stares at Rafe for a moment, and I wonder whether he'll argue, but eventually Todd drops his eyes and grunts. “This way.” He heads back up the road the same way he came, and Rhonda glances at me.

      I nod. “It's fine. Go see what you can do to make things safe for us.”

      She trots off behind him.

      Marco, whoever he is, never showed. I think about asking Rafe why he didn't, but a throat clears behind me, and I spin around. At first I think maybe it's Marco with a tag-along. Two people walked up behind me so quietly, I had no idea they were there. A boy and a girl, with almost identical long noses, sloping brows, and weak jaws. They stand at almost an identical height, about four inches taller than me, but their facial expressions couldn't be more different. The boy's eyes are wide, eager and welcoming. When I look at his face, he waves shyly. The girl slaps his hand down and sighs in disgust, frowning at me with suspicious eyes and crossed arms.

      Rafe walks from the middle of the road to the edge of it so he can stand near them. “Amir and Riyah are siblings. They run our Science division. I asked them to set up a place for you.”

      I smile at them and Amir smiles back. His sister doesn't spit at me. That may be as good as it gets with her. I study her face, her eyes as bitter as a green lemon, her mouth twisted into a scowl.

      “Wonderful to meet you both,” Job says. “I can't wait to discuss my thoughts. I'm assuming you've already heard that the 'cure' is really a triple shot of antibodies Donovan Behl injected into Ruby, here. Obviously antibodies like Ruby's dad's journal says he provided shouldn't have lasted quite as long as they have.”

      Job pauses for input. When they don’t reply, he continues. “My initial thought was that exposure at some point boosted them, or that maybe her dad had an agent that bound to them to keep them around. But when I thought about that, I figured what happened, probably, was he stimulated the CpG oligonucleotides, which activated the protein inside B cells called the TLR9. There was some great research about that Before, and I think it was coming out of England. My mom had an article I read on it, but as a leader in his field, Donovan would've been abreast of everything like that. That would explain how she has such a strong immunity a decade later, but it might be problematic as far as a cure since passive immunity is usually short lived without a CpG stimulation, which we don't have the capacity to replicate.”

      Riyah opens her mouth, her brows drawn together, her hip cocked, but before she can speak, Amir cuts her off. “We don't really do a lot of research, exactly. The Marked science team mostly handles things that better our lives in the here and now. Our parents ran a dairy for a company called Horizon Organic Before. They home schooled us and loved actual books, so when Tercera hit, we had a food supply, basic knowledge of how to maintain it, and books that held some answers.”

      Job closes his mouth with a click. He glances from Amir to Riyah and back again. “Well, I'm glad to have your help here, anyway.”

      “Me too,” I say. “We all want the same thing. To figure this thing out and end Tercera.”

      Riyah raises one eyebrow. “Sure. We're basically the same. Except, our dad didn't create it in the first place, and none of us are immune. Which means you can't die, but we all will, and soon. Thanks to your dad.”

      I can't swallow past the lump in my throat, so I look down at the muddy toes of my black boots. “Yeah.” People here either seem to love me for no reason, or hate me for something I didn't even do.

      Wesley takes my hand and his support makes me choke back a sob. What's wrong with me?

      “Ruby was six when her dad's work was stolen. He was murdered for his refusal to weaponize Tercera. Neither Donovan nor Ruby had anything to do with its release. The next time you want to carve something with your sharp tongue Riyah, feel free to take it up with me. I don't appreciate you attacking her, and I won’t allow it. You can be replaced, and you will be if you prove unable to work with us. Is that clear?”

      Amir clucks. “My apologies. Riyah's had a hard day. Her best friend Peter was one of the first suppressant failures. He's not doing well. If you'll forgive her sharp tone, you'll find she's quite capable, and motivated to help. There's an old plasma donation center we thought might work out well for your research. When we got word from Rafe that you were coming, we started cleaning it up.” Amir makes eye contact with me when I look up and then points down the road. When I nod, he steps down the path he indicated.

      Wesley lets go of my hand when I start walking, but he stays next to me, almost close enough to touch. I've almost forgotten in all my grief that Wesley was my friend first. For years I thought it was all we'd ever be. Somehow, one kiss confused me and I forgot that. When he jumped in to defend me, it bridged a gap I didn't even realize was there. My exhaustion, and depression, and fear still crowd around me, but I'm a little less alone.

      I've only taken a few steps when something bounds out from behind a tree and leaps into the road in front of us. I stand transfixed, afraid if I move it will flee.

      I barely whisper the question for Wesley, “Is that what I think it is?”

      He grins. “I don’t know. Do you think it’s a kangaroo with a baby joey in its pouch?”

      My jaw drops. “It looks just like I imagined it would.” It bounces away, pivoting mid bounce and disappearing into the trees that line the road. I can’t quite help the note of wonder in my voice. “What's it doing here?”

      “Baton Rouge boasted an awesome zoo Before. After the Marking someone freed the animals. Seeing kangaroos and wallabies, who have apparently thrived in the wilds of Louisiana, is awesome. Let me know if you feel the same when you hear wolves howling, or watch a tiger take down one of our cows. My least favorite critters are the gators in all the waterways, although from what I understand they're indigenous.”

      Job jogs up to stand on my other side. “Was that a kangaroo?”

      I grin. “Yep.” Pretty cool.

      We walk down the main street and around a corner, and once the ambient noise dies down, I notice another set of footsteps behind us. I turn and notice that Rafe's walking a few steps back.

      “Oh,” I say. “I didn't realize you were coming.”

      Rafe arches one eyebrow. “I'm here to make sure you're safe and that you have what you need. I may not have the history with you that Wesley has, but seeing this through is sort of the main focus of my job for the foreseeable future. That and preparing for this Cleansing, I guess.”

      I nod and turn back to the path. The sun's setting, so if I don't pay attention, I might fall flat on my face. Three buildings down, we reach a one-story, red brick building with a sign that reads: Life Share Blood Center.

      A few windows are boarded up, presumably where the glass was smashed or broken, but several are intact. When we walk inside it looks relatively clean. Someone took the time to clean the windows enough that the last rays of the sun's light streams through. I only notice two cockroaches in the corner, and I'm pretty sure they're both dead.

      Rafe turns to Job. “Will this work?”

      It annoys me that he's asking Job instead of me. It annoys me that I'm going to be living in a plasma center now, as though I'm literally a walking blood repository.

      But most of all, it annoys me that I'm so irritated by everything instead of taking charge of things myself. I clear my throat and before Job can answer, I do. “Will it work for what? A dance party? My walk in closet? A roller skating rink?”

      Rafe forces a laugh. “Job mentioned you'd need to run some tests, and of course when more babies are born, or for the very ill-”

      “Oh.” My hands clench into fists. “You meant will this work for draining me of my blood until I'm nothing more than a dry husk?”

      Job frowns. “Antibodies should be in the plasma, which replaces—”

      I cut him off. “Every 48 hours. You may be a few years ahead of me, and I may have taken some time off, but my understanding of blood and viruses is pretty solid, Job.” I spin on my heel and glare at Riyah. Her friend's dying. Well, get in line to be pissed, lady. Everyone here's dying soon. We're running out of time, and I'm expected to wave a syringe over my arm and fix all of it.

      She raises one eyebrow at me.

      “How much blood will it take to atone for my father's mistake, in your estimation? By my calculations, I should have about eight pounds of blood in my body. I'd say I've given less than an ounce in the past few days, all told. Will eight pints of blood be enough for you? Or will it take ten? Fifty? None of it will bring back the billions who have already died.”

      Wesley clears his throat. “No one requires any more of your blood tonight. I hope we all feel better tomorrow morning.”

      Rafe nods. “I've ordered beds to be placed in the office in the back for you and Rhonda. I assumed Job would feel better being on site, as well.”

      “Oh good. I've guilted you all into backing off. But see, that wasn't my goal, not really. I'm as eager as you to see what we've got to work with. It's not even dinner time yet. I imagine Job's fingers are itching to throw my plasma under a microscope.”

      The gleam in Job's eye answers that.

      “I am too, and there's no reason to wait. There's nothing magical that dinner will fix.”

      I sit down by the apheresis machine. The Marked kids may not know much about science, but there's a stocked cart next to the machine. They all want what my dad hid inside of me, and they may never have heard of gamma globulins, but they knew enough to put me in a place with plasma machines instead of a straight up blood donation center.

      “Well?” I look over at Job. “Do I have to do everything myself?”

      Wesley shakes his head. “You just got here. You don't have to do this right now.”

      I point at Riyah. “Don't I? People are sick and they're dying. There isn't any time to waste.”

      Job grabs a needle and opens the hermetically sealed pouch. He turns to Rafe. “Is there any power? The only light in here is coming from that window.”

      Amir smiles and takes a step closer. “We have generators, and I made sure one was allocated for this building. That's the kind of science we spearhead. Propane and gasoline are both hard to come by, but the Unmarked have actually provided a lot of information on that type of thing over the years. We only have one manufacturing plant for each, so we use energy very sparingly, but we do have enough fuel for this type of thing. We've already hooked the generator up outside.”

      Riyah walks toward the door. “I'll get it going.”

      Job preps my arm with nearly dry alcohol wipes and uses a rubber band to help emphasize my vein.

      Wesley exhales loudly. “I'm going to find some kind of food for you to eat. This rush is ridiculous. We won’t fix anything by forgetting what it means to be human.” He storms out the door.

      Job draws two small vials of blood while we wait for the tell-tale hum of the generator. When we hear it, he turns on the machine and punches on some buttons. “It appears to be working properly.” He grabs another kit, this one with the double flexible tubing and connects it to the machine. “I'm excited to compare the blood and the plasma components. I'm hopeful the plasma will provide what we need, but it'll be good to consider each separately.”

      I watch as the wide-bore needle goes into the vein in the inside of my right elbow crease. A tiny pinch. I see my blood flowing out of my body and into the machine. Job presses some buttons and I realize what he’s doing, calculating total blood volume. The volume to remove is usually based on weight. He turns to me. “You're what? A hundred pounds?”

      I nod. “Ninety-two when I left Port Gibson.”

      He shakes his head. “If anything, it looks like you've lost a few pounds on this trip. Better stay on the low side.” He programs it to take less than half the normal amount of plasma.

      Yet again, I underperform. If Sam were here, he could give half again more than a typical person.

      I think about all the people we saw on our way into the center of Baton Rouge. Even if I donate plasma twice a week for the next six months, it won't be enough. Maybe we can stimulate the healed or boosted individuals like Wesley, or Rhonda to make antibodies if Job can reverse engineer what he thinks my dad did. Even so, I can't help the despair that creeps inside and curls around the empty places inside my chest. I wonder if my dad foresaw this when he realized Tercera was stolen and injected me with the antibodies—that I'd become the mop used to clean up his mess.

      Once the machine starts with the first blood pull, Job takes the vials over to the table that's been set up with a microscope and other tools. I close my eyes and try not to think about any of it. Of course, that's hard to do when the freezing cold saline starts to flow back into my arm along with my recycled red blood cells. I try to suppress the shivers that start as my body temperature drops from the infusion of room temperature saline. I learned how this process works a few years ago, but it’s my first time to experience it myself.

      The Unmarked don't allow donations until the age of seventeen, so even if I were back home, I might be doing the very same thing right now. The machine pulls whole red blood cells out and the centrifuge spins it around. Then the plasma's collected and the red platelets are added to saline and sent back into my arm in the flip side of the same wide-bore needle.

      I breathe in and out while listening to the beeping and whirring of the blood draw. Every time I glance at Riyah, who came back in silently after turning on the generator, I have to look away. If she hates me this much, you'd think she would ask for someone else to be assigned to this position. When the door bangs open and two figures enter, too backlit to make out, I sit up quickly. I bend my arm without thinking, forgetting about the needle. I straighten it back out quickly, and fall back to the chair with a whimper.

      “Are you alright?” a female voice asks. I rack my brain to place the voice.

      Libby walks around to the side of my chair and I look up into her face. Her completely clear and blemish-free face. She beams at me, a tear sliding down her cheek.

      “I begged Wesley to let me bring your dinner. I needed the chance to thank you from the bottom of my heart.” She sets a bowl of some kind of stew on a little table next to my left arm, the one not stuck with an IV. “Thank you, thank you, thank you—” Her voice cracks at the end, and I take her hand in mine, something I'd have been too afraid to do last week.

      “You're welcome.”

      After a few more moments of gratitude, Wesley leads Libby out.

      While Job is bent over the microscope and Rafe's busy talking to Amir and Riyah, I lean over the machine and press the buttons that will double the amount of plasma it's taking. Surely I can at least give the normal amount of plasma, in spite of my size. It's not like I'm giving blood. Plasma refreshes in 48 hours. If anything has become clear to me today, it’s that some of the people out there can't wait.
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      I must have dozed off, which makes sense, given how tired I was.

      When I open my eyes, I'm not in the plasma center anymore. I know because it's bright, so bright I can barely see. I'm not hooked up to the IV either, but I'm cold, even colder than the saline made me. I sit up in bed, rub my arms, and breathe onto my hands. I look around, surprised to see I'm in a clean, white room, sitting up now on a small, white cot. I didn't expect the Marked to have cleared out an old office quite so effectively. I blink my eyes several times to make sure I'm seeing things right. Wasn't I supposed to be in the plasma center? The entire room is clean, bright, and white, and sunlight streams through a window high on the smooth unadorned wall.

      I sit up straighter, swing my legs over the side, and slide off the cot. I'm wearing a white, sleeveless nightgown in the middle of winter. Geez, no wonder I'm freezing. The room’s so empty that there’s nothing else I can put on to cover myself up. In fact, other than a second cot that’s empty, a small metal table that's bolted to the wall, and chairs that are bolted to the floor, I don't see anything else in the room.

      “Rhonda?” I call out quietly at first, but when no one answers, I raise my voice. “Rhonda?”

      No answer.

      I cross the room, one shiny white tile at a time, my bare feet gobbling up the space between the white door and me. My hand looks pale when I reach for the knob. Why am I so pale? Probably because I upped the amount of plasma a little too high. Goosebumps stand out on my arms, and I remember that when your blood volume is too low, your body has trouble regulating your temperature. Maybe in two days when I can donate again, I'll keep the settings where Job says they should be.

      I shake my head again to try and orient myself, and turn the knob. It does not open onto anything resembling where I was when I closed my eyes.

      I am not in the plasma center, or anywhere near it.

      A chill runs up my spine, and more goosebumps pebble my skin. I step into the empty hallway beyond, and look at door after closed door running ahead of me as far as I can see. “Rhonda? Job?” I call out loudly this time, as loudly as I can. My voice echoes in the hallway, but there’s still no answer.

      I spin around and see the same thing the other direction. My heart rate spikes. Where the hell am I?

      My bare feet slap on the alternating black and white tiles as I run the length of the hall. I reach for the closest knob on the closest door, but before I even touch it, I already know. It's locked. My hands begin to shake. I pivot on my heel and sprint for the door I exited a moment before.

      Also locked.

      I choke back the sob that threatens to escape my throat. I'm alone, in a bizarre building, without anyone to help. I'm cold, and volume depleted, and locked in a never-ending hallway in a white nightgown that doesn’t cover enough and won’t keep me warm. I cross my arms over my chest and force myself to breathe.

      I will not panic. I will not collapse. I will be calm, and logical in this situation that I don't understand. I need to pick a direction and keep track of doorways, counting as I go. Even so, I can't keep my pace from escalating as I walk past doorway after doorway, checking each knob with growing panic. Locked. Locked. Locked. Always locked.

      I've passed a hundred and twenty-seven doors when I finally see it fifty yards ahead of me. One black door.

      I can't explain how I know, but I do. Someone is behind this door, someone who is no longer alive. A dead person waits behind that dark painted door. When I close my eyes, I can picture a casket as dark as ink, shiny, and long. My heart sinks. I don't want to see a corpse. I don't. I can't. But I walk toward the door, strangely unable to stop myself, my hand reaching for the knob involuntarily. When I finally reach it, the knob turns like I knew it would, and I leap back as if burned by fire. I slip on the slick tile and fall on my backside on the unforgiving tile. I scrabble backwards until I feel the wall behind my back, staring all the while at the door in front of me.

      The ominous black door.

      My hands are stiff now, arctic, ice-cubes covered by my skin. Even blowing on my fingers doesn't help. For the first time, I wonder. Maybe that door doesn't have someone dead behind it. Maybe it's for someone who's dying. Maybe that's why I'm here. Maybe that's why I'm so cold. Maybe that's why I'm all alone.

      Maybe it's for me.

      The ventricles in my chest ice over one by one, as the frost reaches the middle of my body. Frozen, my heart doesn't hurt nearly as much. I force myself to stand, stiff and cold, and shuffle toward the door. I think about death.

      My dad's dead, murdered by my, well, by my bio father. Probably. I could've saved him and I didn't. My biological father will be dead soon because of my actions.

      Millions and millions, maybe billions, are all dead because of my cowardice. If I'd saved my dad, he could have saved them all. And then, I held the key to saving them all after my dad died, but I was too dumb to figure it out.

      I couldn't save my mom, or Aunt Anne.

      Sam.

      I refuse to think about him. I can't. My heart will stop beating if I do, I know it. I reach for the knob, turn it and walk inside, ready to let it all go. The black door, the death door, where my casket awaits me.

      I welcome it.

      Except when I walk inside, there isn't a casket as dark as sin, as shiny as a mirror, as long as a bed. In fact, there's no casket at all. There's just a bed that’s much nicer than the cot I woke up in. It’s a single bed, sized for one person. I finally remember where I've seen beds like that. In hospitals, including the one Libby lay in just last night.

      I'm so caught up in identifying the bed, that I don't immediately realize it's occupied. The one room that's open and there's an actual person lying on it. This person is covered by a sheet and a blanket, but I can see the chest rising and falling, steadily. He's sleeping. Why do I think it's a male? Because of the broad shoulders under the sheet, and the wide frame. I walk closer, one agonizing step at a time, and as I do, I make out more details. High cheekbones, golden skin, a chiseled jaw, full lips, and long, blond hair.

      “Sam!” I shriek.

      No casket, but not a hospital either. Lying on a bed behind a door of death. My icicle hands are so stiff I can barely move them, but I rush to Sam's side and place my frozen claw on his cheek, expecting it his skin to feel like mine, devoid of life, devoid of heat.

      It doesn’t. His skin is warm like the wind on a sunny day, like a seat in front of a fireplace, like a cat curled on my lap. His eyes, his beautiful, soul searching eyes open with a start and stare into mine for two full, glorious seconds. His hand lifts from the bed to cup my cheek. “Ruby, why are you so cold?” His voice is heroin for my ears. My lips are so numb that I can't make them move to respond.

      Why am I so cold?

      The more I struggle to answer, the more I can't make a peep. My field of vision narrows, from the entire room to just his bed, and then down to the curves of his face. I'm being sucked into some kind of black hole, and I can't shake away from it. I reach for Sam with my other hand, cupping his face with both shaking hands, and his eyes widen, but I can't stop it. I'm drawn inexorably down until...

      I wake up to the sound of my name like the pop of a balloon, like the crack of a gun.

      “Ruby!!” Job calls out hoarsely, as though he's used up his allotment of noise for the day. His brows are drawn together as though some equations he's working on don't align the way they should.

      I blink my eyes repeatedly to bring the details of his face into focus.

      “Why am I here?” I moan. “I'm not supposed to be here. I'm supposed to be. . .” I want to say dead, because I'm pretty sure that's why I had to leave Sam. I'm not dead. I can't stay with him, but I want to go back. I don’t want to be here in the land of regret and shame and pain.

      I want to scream and cry and race back to him as fast as possible. It felt so real, and wherever it was, I want to be with him again. I don't want to be alone anymore, alone in this world without Sam in it.

      “Ruby,” Job says, “try to focus on my voice. Can you hear me?”

      I nod.

      “Ruby.” He snaps in front of my face and moves his hands back and forth, checking whether my eyes will track across the midline. “Did you change the settings on the apheresis machine?”

      I nod, vaguely remembering. My brain feels stuffed with cotton candy. I'd love some cotton candy right now. I try licking my lips, but my tongue is so dry it hurts.

      “You did change the settings? Did you make the machine take more blood?”

      No cotton candy. I sigh. “There are so many people. So many who need my antibodies.”

      A string of curse words behind me draws my eye. I can barely make it out by the two candles lighting up the room now that the sun's gone down, but Rafe's fists are clenched, and his face is flushed red.

      “What happened?” I ask. “Why am I so cold?”

      “You doubled the withdrawal,” Job says. “That put you into hemorrhagic shock. You should’ve known it would do that. You're a scientist.”

      I shake my head. “I only changed it to a pint, which is a normal amount. Plus, it's plasma not blood, so it's fine.”

      Job swallows hard. “You've lost weight Ruby, and given blood several times in the past few days. You're volume depleted, and possibly already in shock from Sam's death. Do I need to go on?” As he speaks his voice softens, but his eyes are still flinty.

      I try to swallow but my throat is full of sand. “I’m sorry, okay?”

      “I'm going to get some blankets.” He points at the machine and talks to Rafe. “Make sure she doesn't touch anything else.” The reproof in his tone stings.

      I look around as my head clears. Rafe's the only other person I can see. “Where's Amir and his sister, my number one fan?”

      “They have other work to do. They left.”

      I hear Job in the hallway, slamming cabinet doors, and I roll my eyes. “He's acting like I tried to kill myself or something.”

      Rafe folds his arms and stares at me. “Did you?”

      I snap at him. “Are you kidding me?”

      “I don't make jokes.”

      “No, okay? I didn't try to kill myself. Geez.”

      “Riyah's not the only one who doesn't like you, but I'm trying really hard to rise above it. This kind of stupid behavior makes that hard, honestly.”

      My jaw drops. “You don't like me? Why? What have I ever done to you?” I ignore the voice that tells me how easy my life has been compared to his, compared to every Marked kid in America. I mean, my dad's dead, and my mom, well, I thought she was dead, but that can be said of every single one of them. Plus, they didn't have an aunt or uncle to pick up the slack. Or if they did, they all died too.

      “I met Wesley a few weeks ago now. He's a good guy, and I like him. He's smart, he knows how to get stuff done, he's funny, and he's worked flat out since he got here. He's done everything I asked and more. He lost his mom, his dad, his home, and a girl he loved, and he did it without whining. Even so, he spent every spare second telling me about this girl, a girl he described as prettier than anyone he'd ever met. He said she was kind, generous, and the smartest person he'd ever met. He said she acted ten years older than she was. I don't have many friends, but I count Wesley as a friend, and no matter how depressed he's been, he never once gave up. And if he quit, his surrender would only impact him. Yours would doom us all.”

      I struggle to sit up. Instead of helping me, Rafe holds out one hand, and thumps me with two fingers right in the middle of my forehead. “Sit back, princess. I know you think I'm being unfair, but I ain't done yet, so you can listen until I am.”

      I breathe in though my nose, and out through my mouth like my uncle taught me, but I can't quite school my expression into a calm one. He's monstrous.

      “Your boyfriend and I had to talk quite frankly about your first kiss, and how it made him feel. It was more than I wanted to know, but I do know it. And then you finally show up a few weeks later, and he's right. You've got something in your blood that stopped Tercera cold. He's immune, but for some reason his blood doesn't do nothing for us. Talk about highest highs followed by lowest lows. We put all our resources into finding you because we're dying. Not like in the future, at some point, possibly, maybe, but literally, dying right now, in front of my eyes. My friends, the only family I have left are covered in festering sores, and their organs are giving out.”

      “I know,” I say, “but—”

      “No, princess. Not your turn yet. We finally find you, running away like a sad little girl from WPN, an army at your back. Wesley gathers you up, so worried, so concerned, and do you run, sobbing, into his arms? Nah, not you. You recoil from him like he's your dirty uncle trying to grope you at Thanksgiving dinner. Turns out, in the past few weeks, you dropped Wesley like a hot potato, and you're in love with some Sam guy. Well, here's the thing. There's absolutely no chance that you're so devastated you can't go on, not for some guy you didn't love three weeks ago when Wesley got Marked to begin with.”

      I open my mouth, but Rafe shakes his head.

      “My take is that you didn't love Wesley and you don't love this guy. You're a spoiled little girl who's used to getting whatever she wants, and now you're seeing the world for the first time. Entitlement at its finest.”

      I collapse back against the pillows. He thinks I'm a whiny waste of space. What if he’s right?

      “Oh, now you've got nothing to say?”

      I look at my hands, because I can't meet his eyes. My fingers are still stiff with cold, but they're warming up as I huddle under the blanket, and the lost volume flows back into my body.

      “I wanna like you, honestly I do, but we've got literally hundreds of thousands of lives hanging in the balance here, and your little broken heart doesn't matter to me. If it hurts your feelings that we see you as a blood bag and not a person, well, I ought to be sorry about that too I guess, but I couldn't possibly care about that either.”

      Job stomps over next to me, and glares at Rafe. He drapes a blanket over my legs, tucking it under each of them. “Feel any better?”

      He's talking to me, but Rafe smiles and answers him. “Actually yeah, I do. How about you princess? You gonna survive your latest temper tantrum turned suicide attempt?”

      “I'm always glad to know where I stand with people.” I pull the blanket up to cover my chest.

      Rafe glances at the apheresis machine. “Even so, maybe keep that far enough away she can't reach the control panel, huh?” He spins on his heel and marches out the door.

      “I'm sorry, Ruby. I only caught the end, and I was upset  with you too, but you didn't deserve any of that.”

      I collapse bonelessly against the pillows and close my eyes again. “Actually, I think I did. I knew not to increase the volume. You can't power through blood loss.”

      Job sits on the edge of the bed and puts his hand on mine. “Your heart was in the right place. It always is. And you've never been one to throw tantrums. He doesn't know you at all. You love Sam, and it wasn't some kind of girlish infatuation. I know that, and if he doesn't get it, or if Wesley doesn't, then screw them both.”

      Job does not know how to talk angry, but his indignant defense of me brings a smile to my face anyway.

      “Do me a favor?”

      I nod. “Sure.”

      “Don't touch the machine again, okay?”

      I snort. “Smart aleck.” I eat the stew Libby brought me, and even cold, it tastes better than Defense rations. I'm swallowing the end of it when a knock booms on the door, and two guards enter, guns in holsters on their hips. I recognize one of them.

      “Sean?” I ask. “Right?”

      He grins at me. “We asked to be assigned to watch you, along with a hundred other guards, but Rafe thought you might appreciate a familiar face. I knew you were special last week from the moment I saw you. It wasn’t coincidence that you evaded that net.”

      I roll my eyes. Everyone wants things to be preordained, but we make our own luck. “What are you here for?”

      “Routine check, boss's orders. We'll be checking every morning and every night, and we'll be standing guard around the clock. Not always me, of course, but I’ll take my turn.”

      I bite my lip. “That sounds miserable, I'm sorry. I don't think that's strictly necessary.”

      Sean says, “People are excited you're here, but they know there's only one of you, and that can be a hard thing to stomach. It can do weird things to people.” He gestures to the guard next to him. “This is Dax. You'll remember him too, I imagine.”

      I bob my head. “Hey Dax. How's your shoulder?”

      He frowns. “It's healing up nicely, thanks. I'm sorry to hear that guy who shot me didn't make it back.”

      It's big of him to say it. I know he wasn't a fan of Sam. “Thanks.”

      “We're gonna do a sweep of each room, if you don't mind,” Sean says.

      I shrug. “Sure. I'm kinda stuck here for now. Sorry I can't help.”

      “Not your job.”

      Sean and Dax stomp from one room to the next while Job fusses over me, forcing another glass of water down my throat. I collapse back and close my eyes, trying to ignore the noise for a moment. I'm warmer, but still shaky and light-headed. My new guards wave bye and head for the door, which slams shut a few times as they exit. I sigh in relief and lean back against the pillows behind me.

      The sound of heavy boots approaches and my eyes shoot open again. Rhonda's stalking toward me. I didn't hear her come in over the generator’s humming, but I hear when she stomps close enough. She sounds like an elephant with a sore tusk. Maybe I'll actually see one of those around here if I ever get out of this plasma center. “What's this I hear about you trying to kill yourself?”

      I roll my eyes. “Rafe's exaggerating.”

      Job shrugs. “Well.”

      Rhonda shoves him out of the way and swings her legs up until she's laying down next to me. The machine beeps to signal it's done, and Job circles to take out my IV. Rhonda doesn't speak while he's removing the needle and tubing, but when he wheels the machine away, she whispers. “What's going on, kiddo?”

      I mean to explain to her how I wanted to help, and I saw Libby and I wanted there to be more of my plasma to work with, as many antibodies as we can pump out. I want to help the people dying all around me. I wanted to do something good. I open my mouth to say just that, but when I look in her eyes, the lies die on my tongue.

      A gasp wracks my body. “I know I'm whiny, and a spoiled princess, but it hurts so bad Rhonda.” The tears flow again and I hate myself for them. I'm not Marked, I'm not dying, I'm not even sick, but I kind of wish I was. Because then I wouldn't be at fault for everything, and left with nothing.

      Rhonda pulls me close. “Oh baby, I’m sorry. I'm so sorry. It’s all been so fast and you don’t have time for any grieving. It’s not natural, and it’s not fair.”

      She's stroking my hair when I whisper again. “I dreamed of him when I fell asleep—well, I guess when I passed out. I thought I was dying, and he was waiting for me, and I. . . I didn't want to come back.”

      She pulls back to look at me. “Oh Ruby, no.”

      I shake my head. “Or maybe it wasn't that, I don't know. It was so strange, like I was in a hospital, or maybe a prison, or a psych ward from Before or something. I had to look and look, and run until my heart nearly burst before I found Sam, trying one locked door after another, but finally I found him, and Rhonda, in my dream he wasn't dead. He wasn't in heaven, either. He was warm, and gorgeous, and . . .alive.” I close my eyes. “I know how the Marked feel when they see me. My heart filled with so much hope, so much desire, and it all collapsed like a house of cards when I woke up and realized it was some stupid dream.”

      Rhonda stares at me one second too long this time, and I see it in her eyes. Doubt.

      “What Rhonda? You're not telling me something.”

      “No, I'm not hiding anything,” she says, “I'm just so sorry you're hurting.” She tries to pull my head back toward her, but I resist. Her eyes looked just like this when Job and Sam ate my candy and she guessed. Her lips pressed in the same thin line when I dropped Aunt Anne’s ring in the lake and she tried not to rat me out. Her nose scrunched exactly the same when she knew that Job broke my telescope, but he tried to blame a bird.

      “Tell me right now. What're you unsure of?”

      She puts her hand to her face and rubs her lips. “It's nothing, I swear.”

      I squeeze her hand. “What?”

      “I don't want to get your hopes up, and Sam wouldn't have wanted me to tell you, not now.”

      “Tell me what?” My voice cracks, and I think about Sam's eyes, so real, his hand, so warm. “What is it? You have to tell me. I'm sick of people deciding what I should and shouldn't be told.”

      She wrings her hands. “Sam wasn't normal.”

      I narrow my eyes, ready to defend him. “What does that mean?”

      “He... he was part of some experiments.”

      “What kind of experiments?” I narrow my eyes at her.

      “Defense teamed up with Science. Mom and Dad spearheaded it. They should've experimented on us, Job and me, but they were afraid. They couldn't do it. John Roth volunteered for the trial. Losing his wife and his other son did something to him. He wasn't the same again, Mom said. He was cold and mean after his wife left. He wasn't much of a father to Sam, I don't think.”

      “Back to the point,” I say. “Sam's dad John volunteered to be part of the experiments? How does that impact Sam?”

      “John was too old. But Sam wasn't.”

      I grind my teeth. John Roth offered his only surviving child?

      “I'm not sure what Mom and Dad did exactly, but Sam's fast, really fast, and strong. He's stronger than he should be, even for his size. He's also quiet when he wants to be, like freaky quiet. And his reflexes are out of this world amazing.”

      “I sort of already knew all that. I'm not sure how that helps, though.” His speed and agility didn't help him evade my mom’s shots in the back. I saw the blood, so much blood.

      “That stuff was all a side effect of their real goal. They were trying to find a way to boost the human genes enough that they could fight Tercera.”

      “It didn't work, I assume.”

      “No,” she says. “Or I guess they don’t really know. They scrapped the whole initiative. They had several test subjects other than Sam. One of them came in contact with Tercera, and before you ask, I don't know whether it was by accident or not, but either way, it didn't work. The little boy died even with their enhancements.”

      I close my eyes. They die when we try to treat for Tercera, and they die when we don’t. So many little boys dying here now with the suppressant failing. Dying slowly is supposed to be a mercy, but watching all these kids with sores and desperate eyes, I’m not sure I believe it. “Beyond depressing.”

      “Sam had already changed when they shut down the program.”

      “Changed how?” I ask. “Just the speed and strength?”

      “He heals super fast, Ruby.”

      My stomach falls and my breathing picks up. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “I saw Sam get shot once,” Rhonda says, “during a training exercise. He was teaching a new girl how to shoot. The kid thought the safety was on when it wasn't, and she shot Sam in the foot at point blank range.”

      I bite my lip. “And?”

      “Sam was out running laps with the rest of his patrol a week later.”

      When I don't respond, Rhonda says, “Ruby, he should never have walked again. That's the only reason I know about any of this. I confronted him, and he told me to talk to Mom. He wouldn't say anything else, so I asked her over and over, finally threatening to ask John Roth before she finally caved.”

      My hands fist into balls so tightly that my nails cut into the skin on my palms. “You're telling me he survived on that bridge?”

      “Six gun shots to his chest?” She shakes her head. “I don't know, Ruby. If it were anyone else, I'd say no way.”

      “But it's not anyone else. It's Sam.”

      “I didn't mention it before for a reason, even at the tree, when I wanted to tell you so bad.”

      “If you told me earlier, I'd never have left Texas City. I'd never have gotten into a car headed this direction, away from WPN, away from Sam.”

      “Sam's a fighter, Ruby. If he survived, he'll escape himself. I know it.”

      “And go back to the Unmarked, with no idea we're here in Baton Rouge.”

      She shakes her head. “He's not stupid. He'll search for us here, and he'll find you. He knew the Marked thought you were the Promised, and he knew they were gathered at the bridge. I don't know what happened between you two, but he's different than he was when he’s around you Ruby, more complete somehow. I saw that much, even if I tried to ignore it. If he feels for you even half of what you do for him, he'll torch the earth to find you. If he's alive, he will make it back to you.”

      “I can't sit around hoping he turns up like a lost dog.”

      I know the alleged stages of grief: Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance. After my dad died, I talked and talked and talked about them with a friend of my Uncle Dan. We spoke on the phone at least once a week for six months, before Tercera burned the world to the ground. In the last twenty-four hours, I skipped right over Denial and ran straight to Anger. After all, I saw Sam die. Denial didn't have much of a toehold.

      Until now.

      “You have to help me, Rhonda. Promise me you'll help me go after him.”

      She shakes her head. “You can't leave here. Your blood, it's too important. We can't risk you for some ill-fated rescue mission.”

      “I agree.” Job walks around, sets a glass of juice down on the table near me, and pulls up a chair. “I knew Sam was... different. I've seen the signs for years. I saw him slice his leg on a branch once, and there wasn't even a scab the next day. It healed entirely overnight. I wondered about it yesterday, but I know he would never have wanted us to stick around and get caught. Besides. Even healing fast, six gun shots?” Job sighs heavily. “In any case, Rhonda's right. You can't leave, not now. You have to stay here. I can't leave either, as much as I might like to. Maybe we can send Rhonda.”

      I shake my head, but I'm not going to bother arguing with them tonight while I'm recovering from hemorrhagic shock. In fact, if they won't support me, maybe I'm not going to argue with them at all. I can go alone. I will do exactly that if I have to, just like Sam would come alone for me if I were still stuck in Galveston.

      “You coming to bed?” Rhonda asks. “I can help you walk to the back if you want.”

      I hold up my hand. “I’ll be back in a minute. I think I’m entitled to a few minutes to sip my apple juice in peace while I process the information you two both had and didn’t share.”

      “To be fair, Sam didn’t share that information either,” Rhonda says.

      I pretend that doesn’t sting.

      Rhonda and Job both head back to the two rooms in the back of the building. I should sip my apple juice as quickly as possible and head back to the room I'm sharing with Rhonda, but I can't, not yet. I close my eyes and think of Sam, my Sam. He might still be alive. How could I have left him? How could I have given in so easily?

      When I open my eyes, a movement near the door startles me. Wesley stands up, and takes a step toward me, his features hard to make out in the light of a single candle.

      “They may not be willing to help you, but I will.”
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      My heart stutters. “How long have you been sitting there?”

      Wesley grins a sideways smile. “I snuck in just before Rhonda returned, and with Dax and Sean doing their sweep, well. I didn't feel like you needed more people to deal with just then.”

      I bite my lip. At least he didn't hear Rafe tell me I'm a waste of space, but he sat quietly while I described my dream, and how much I longed for Sam to be alive. Of all people, Rhonda and Job won't help me return to Galveston to save Sam, but Wesley will? Why would he do that?

      He crosses the room slowly, his dark hair falling into his eyes. My hand itched so badly to shove it back that night during spin the bottle. It feels like years, but it wasn’t even a month ago.

      He gestures at the chair. “Okay if I sit?”

      I nod.

      “I ran over to make sure you were alright. Rafe wasn’t very reassuring. I don’t mean alive, but alright. When Rafe stormed into the main office, fuming, and said you tried to kill yourself—” Wesley chokes. “It took a lot of restraint not to punch him when he told me what he said to you.”

      I think of all the times Wesley’s taken care of me. Bringing me something to drink on work projects, making sure I reapply sunblock, helping me with my greenhouse plants. I haven’t been fair to him, not even a little bit.

      “I wanted to talk to you, but Rhonda reached you first and you were sort of huddled. I thought I'd give you a minute to recoup. I followed Rhonda all the way over here at a jog, but I don't think she even noticed me. Given the way things are between us, I figured she’d do you more good anyway.” He looks down at the floor and my heart constricts. I haven't been fair to him.

      I reach out and put my hand over his. “You've always been my best friend, Wesley. I'm sorry I've been... distant. That was wrong of me. I know the past few weeks have been awful for you.”

      When he turns toward me, the wound in his eyes pricks at my conscience. “Can you answer one question for me?”

      I nod.

      “You've been mourning Sam. Everyone can see it, and I understand why. But when I saw you last, you were telling me you'd liked me for years. You told me if you were Marked, you'd meet me.”

      I bite my lip. “Was there a question?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry. When you weren't Marked, and I left without you, I was basically dead to you then. Did you mourn me like this? Were you devastated, and I don't know, broken?”

      I shake my head. It's not a fair question, but then nothing in life is really fair. Nothing's black and white. That's the biggest lie we tell children, that there's a right and a wrong, when really life is about darker and lighter, and doing the very best you can while painting in shades of gray.

      Even so, I can’t lie, not to him. “No. I didn’t.”

      He flinches and nods his head a little too many times.

      I can at least explain. “You weren't dead, Wesley. You were sick, and I thought I was sick, but you weren’t dead. You had years ahead of you, and I was galvanized to make progress toward something that might save you. I read my dad's journals frantically in quarantine as you know, and I discovered he created Tercera. For the first time I found evidence there might be a cure. You're the reason I was so desperate to leave so I could find it. I wanted to go after it right away and no one would help me.”

      “No one except Sam.”

      I nod. “If you had died instead of contracting Tercera?” I shrug. “I don't know. Maybe I would’ve mourned the same way, or maybe not. For what it's worth, I'm glad you aren't dead.”

      “If I'd been there, and he'd been Marked, I'd have helped you too. I've always believed in you.”

      Even when I kept changing sections, and I had no idea what path to take, Wesley supported me. He never cared about my indecisiveness, about my hopping around. He never badgered me or minded my indecision. “I know you would have.”

      He bobs his head, pleased I've acknowledged it.

      “But I don't get it. Why help me with this? Rafe won't like it, and he’s not the only one. Even if you aren’t Marked, aren’t they your people and isn't he kind of your boss?”

      Wesley's cheeks turn red. “He's the Marked leader. Like you just pointed out, technically I'm not Marked.”

      “That's not really the point,” I say. “You know what I mean.”

      He rubs his forehead, pushing his hair back. “Yeah, I do. Rafe's gonna be pissed. They all are, if they find out their magical cure slipped their cage. I'll help you, but Rhonda and Job are right. It'd be way easier to send Rhonda and a team or something.”

      I shake my head. “That won't work. WPN won't let anyone else in.”

      Wesley lifts his chin. “What makes you so sure they'll let you inside?”

      I shrug. “My mom knows I lied about the blood key, which means I might still be Solomon's daughter.” I shudder. “I doubt he'd kill me outright, even though he's pissed.”

      “Paternal concern?” Wesley's eyebrows rise. “Didn't realize he had much.”

      “No, he doesn’t.” I bark a laugh. “I've been thinking about it since we left. He didn't give a crap whether I lived or died, not really. He had an idle curiosity maybe, and a mild desire to see his bloodline continue, perhaps. But no, I'm not operating under the mistaken impression my sadistic, possible biological father cares about me. I know he doesn't, but I think torturing and punishing people is more his way than outright murder, and he still thinks he can mold me into what he wants, assuming I really am his blood.”

      “That's messed up. And not reassuring me that helping you to go back is smart, if I'm being honest.”

      “The main reason he won't kill me is that I infected him with Tercera before I left, and then I shot him with the accelerant.”

      Wesley slaps his forehead. “Once you tell him you have the cure, he'll let you inside.”

      I shake my head. “It's more complicated than that, and simpler at the same time. I've been thinking about how he kept Tercera in his drawer, along with accelerant. He's maintained power over WPN all these years, multiple ports with their respective leaders, and he’s consolidated and maintained control over sophisticated regimes with limited communications and mobilization. I imagine there have been numerous power grabs. He's claimed he has a religious right to rule, and he talks about God's will a lot. According to him, the spread of Tercera was God's will, to eliminate the wicked. How handy would it be to have a bit of God's own will that you could use to remove anyone who violated your will from the power structure?”

      Wesley's lips part as he thinks and then he exhales heavily. “You think he darted anyone who got in his way, and then denounced them?”

      “I imagine if we poked around, we'd find that some of the darted individuals made their way here, if any survived at all.”

      Wesley nods. “I think we might. Todd came from WPN. He never talks about who he was or what he did before, but he's remarkably competent and well-educated. I could see him being ambitious enough to require elimination.”

      I shrug. “Either way, I doubt King Solomon will tell anyone he's been Marked. I imagine he'll be hiding in his rooms, laid up with an unnamed illness.”

      “Because if he's been Marked. . .” Wesley spreads his hands melodramatically.

      “That means God's forsaken him, by his own rhetoric.”

      “In that case, his troops won't care if you're the cure. They won't even know he's Marked.”

      “Ah,” I say. “That's where you're forgetting a piece of the puzzle. My mom took my dad's journal. King Solomon won't need to be told that I hold the cure in my own body. He'll have read that book, and when I show up, his people will welcome me back with open arms by his own edict. I'll even have some leverage to get Sam back if he survived, or even if he didn’t,” I choke a bit, “to demand my dad's journal. I imagine David Solomon will do most anything right now to gain access to a little of my precious blood.”

      Wesley leans back in his chair. “It's not a bad plan, but it starts with part B.”

      I groan. “I know. I've got to get out of here first.”

      “Which isn't going to be easy to do, you know. That's why you'll need me.”

      “Why would you help me?” I ask.

      His mouth turns up in the way it always has whenever he's going to make fun of himself. “Yesterday, Sam was dead without a doubt. The day before that, I didn't even know you liked him. I thought he kind of annoyed you, which made me happy because he's like some kind of god to the people in Port Gibson. It bothered me he was so close to your family for a while, but you never mentioned him except in passing.”

      I think about how I saw Sam a month ago, two. More. “He did annoy me. Actually, maybe I was jealous of him.”

      Wesley tilts his head. “Huh?”

      “He was Job's best friend, and he worked with Rhonda. We all grew up together, from before we joined the Unmarked. Our families go way back.”

      “And?”

      “Well, Rhonda and Job were close, like this matched set. When my dad died and I went to live with them, I never quite fit in, not like they did. Then Sam showed up, and he wasn't even related to them, but he slid into the family like a duck into water. He played outside with Job, digging forts in the dirt, and shooting rabbits and squirrels. He and Rhonda ran and jumped and fought with wooden swords.”

      Wesley taps his mouth with his index finger. “I can't see you doing any of those things.”

      I shake my head. “I read inside mostly, or played piano, or studied with my aunt, and played with the animals. I cultivated plants, even then. I'm not a warrior, Wesley, and I'll never be a warrior. I'm too tiny, and too uncoordinated. Sam though, he did everything they did easily. I was always the odd one out.”

      “You wished you fit in with Job and Rhonda like he did.”

      “Yep. He never talked much, which aside from piano and reading was kind of my thing. He never played games with me and Job. That was the only area where he sat out, and I interacted with the family on my own terms. I assumed he skipped games because he didn't want to lose. That's probably why I never thought he was very smart, if I'm being honest.”

      “But he is?”

      I blush this time. “He's smart, yes. He was nervous around me I guess, and he doesn't talk casually, even now. I almost have to pry opinions out of him.”

      Wesley frowns. “You asked me why I'd be willing to help. That's why. You have a lifetime of memories with Sam, and a week or two of actually thinking of him romantically and being with him. Those memories are new which makes them all fond and sparkly. You'll probably start to forget anything annoying, and focus on the amazing stuff that never had time to tarnish more and more and more.”

      I open my mouth to contradict him, but he holds one hand up. “I'm not trying to pick a fight with you. I'm telling you that even though he's gone, he'll never really be gone if he's dead. Pair that with the fact that you're mad at me for nearly Marking you, and I don't have a prayer.”

      I shake my head. “I'm not mad about that, I swear. I forgave you before I even realized I wasn't Marked, and once I wasn't Marked, I had no reason to be mad.”

      He puts his hand over mine. “You may not even realize you're still upset and that's okay. You're right to be mad. It was careless of me to go to the Last Supper at all, and worse still for me to interact with you in any way. Selfish, careless, unfeeling. I was an idiot, and your resentment is justified. Believe me, I'm angrier with myself than you could ever be. With Sam gone, but remembered through the lens of a hero, I'd be up against a truly undefeatable foe.”

      “Sam isn't your foe, Wesley. Alive or dead, he's not your enemy.”

      “Oh you're wrong there, Rubes. Dear, smart, quiet, strong Sam is my enemy, because we both want the same thing. And I really hope he's alive, and we can save him. Because if he's here, boots on the ground, it's a fair fight, and one I hope I can win. Real men forget their socks on the floor of the bathroom. Real men fill the sink with tiny hairs when they shave. Real men eat a sandwich in bed and scatter crumbs that irritate and frustrate. I can't compete with a ghost, but I can compete with a man, even if he's a super human, genetically enhanced, ridiculously good-looking one.”

      I flop back against the pillows behind me. “Wesley, this isn't a contest. You're wrong about that. Sam and you and me, we're all on the same side. I want you to help me save him, but not if you're doing it so you can badger me with how annoying he is later on, or lord it over his head that you had to save him.”

      “I promise not to lord anything over anyone, but that's all I'm going to promise. Haven't you heard, 'all's fair in love and war?' Well, in case you didn't notice, we're at war with WPN, and I'm in love with you. I'm not planning to lose on either front, no matter what that takes.”
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      I barely sleep. I want my sleeping pills so badly. Every time I close my eyes, I dream of Sam, or Wesley, or Sam with Wesley's face, or Wesley with Sam's voice. I walk to the bathroom to pee several times, and almost trip over Job every time.

      “Oh, it’s you,” he says each time, as though he’s not watching my every move.

      When the sun's first rays finally light the sky, I sit up in bed and throw the covers back. I need to get out of here and start back toward Galveston. The only problem is, I haven't had a single idea for how exactly I can escape with guards posted everywhere.

      Even worse, Rhonda and Job are watching me like squirrels guarding the last acorn tree. They came out and checked on me three times last night before I walked back to my room to sleep. And finally, if I do miraculously escape all the guards and my cousins, there's still hundreds or maybe even thousands of Marked kids tracking my every move. The guards are on duty as much to protect me from overzealous fans as to keep me put.

      I sure hope Wesley had some ideas while I tossed and turned.

      When I leave my room and walk down the hall, I notice Job's already hunched over a book, making notes on a yellow notepad. That guy's a machine.

      “Morning,” I say halfheartedly.

      He bobs his head, but doesn't look up.

      “What can I do today?”

      He points at a stack of books. “I'm going to look through those this morning for anything about antibodies in treatment of active viruses, and the suggested treatment methods.”

      “Wow, you’re a nerd.”

      He turns back to grin at me. “Nerds are in right now, or hadn’t you heard?”

      “And we have approval on all this academic studying? I had the distinct impression Rafe wanted us to start trials posthaste.”

      Job shrugs. “He just left, actually. I told him this afternoon we'd have a decision on a number of participants for our first clinical trial, as well as specifics on how far along we want each group in terms of disease process. I'm thinking with the amount of antibodies we have, we need three patients per category, maximum of eight categories, recently infected like newborns or like Wesley, infected in the last two months, infected over a year, and suppressed for years, all varied by the age of the participant, and the amount of the dose.” He scribbles down a few things, and then turns to face me. “Any input on my categories? Do you think gender matters?”

      “Uh, I haven't looked at any figures on antibody load or Tercera's viral load, so I can't really say how much we should plan to give them. Are you looking at one treatment versus several small injections?”

      He beams at me. “Exactly, yes. Standard protocols, but the numbers are making my eyes cross. I'm going to check Libby and Rose's blood later today. I've compared mine and Rhonda's to yours already. For some reason, even several days out for Rhonda and thirty-six hours for me, with virtually continuous exposure to the virus, your blood still has ten times the antibody load of ours. I need to figure out what exactly your dad did to make yours so much higher, and to keep it that way. I keep coming back to the article Mom showed me about the stimulation of CpG oligonucleotides, but of course, that article's back in Port Gibson.”

      “It’s almost hard to listen to,” I say. “You sound exactly like her.”

      He raises both eyebrows. “Her?”

      “Your mom.”

      “Thanks!” He grins like I proclaimed him the smartest man in the world. I guess I kinda did.

      I roll my eyes, and walk toward the door.

      Job hops up, hands in his pockets like that will somehow make him look like he’s taking a stroll and not making sure I’m not making a break for it.

      “You don’t need to play jailor,” I say. “I’m only headed out to look for breakfast. I’m guessing eating is still on the list of items I’m allowed to do, my nutrition being key to my body’s replication of said antibodies…”

      Job has the decency to look chagrined. “They have a mess hall around the corner on the main street. It’s for the Marked leadership mostly, but Rafe said we're welcome there. Probably because we’re busy doing administrative, or, you know, scientific work.”

      “I’d be welcome even if I planned to sit around and stare at the ceiling. After all, we’ve gotta fuel my body’s miraculous work, right?” I roll my eyes heavenward. “Should I bring you food? It doesn’t look like you’re even stopping to pee.”

      He shakes his head. “I ate almost an hour ago. A pack of adult diapers would be awesome though, if you see a pharmacy. That was a brilliant idea.”

      I shake my head as I walk toward the front door. He’s kidding, at least I’m pretty sure he’s kidding. Something about Job's not quite right. I like making sense of things as much as the next researcher, but he's obsessed. Like mother like son, I guess.

      I've always assumed my aptitude with science came from my dad. With an uncomfortable pang, I wonder where it came from. What if I picked it up from being around them, but I'm not really like them at all, because we aren't really related? Maybe that's part of the reason I left Science.

      What if I'm actually genetically pre-destined to hatch, not medical viruses or their cures, but in fact, evil plans, murderous attacks and abusive torture of my loved ones? I shove my thoughts into the back corner of my head and walk out the door into the freezing cold air of Baton Rouge’s winter. I wave at the two armed guards, who fall in a half dozen steps behind me. What’s the protocol here? Do I chat with them? Is it rude not to? Or is fraternizing distracting them from their job?

      The skin on my arms pebbles in the cold air. I should've grabbed my coat before launching from my new, homey, guarded plasma center hotel. I'm sure that's the reason I'm shivering as I reach the long brick building, and not because I’m worried about my conspicuous honor guard and my morally bankrupt parentage.

      I wrap my arms around myself and push through the front doors. My lip curls when the smell of burned oatmeal assaults my nose, but my traitorous stomach growls anyway.

      “Hungry?” Amir waves the guards away and offers me a bowl.

      I reach out and take it, almost equally grateful for the dismissal of the guard and the food. “Thanks.”

      A groan from behind him draws my eye. Riyah hands him her bowl. “Oh don't worry about me. I'll go back and wait in line again so you can fangirl in peace.”

      Amir looks upward briefly as if asking for divine help in being patient. “Don't mind her. Seriously.”

      I follow him when he starts walking toward a table. “Why does she hate me? I didn't ask for your breakfast, I didn't even know there was a line.”

      He sets his newly acquired bowl down. “She's tired of us all hoping for some kind of way out of this. Riyah was born a pessimist and life has confirmed that worldview almost every day of her life. She thinks you're more false hope, since even if your blood can cure us, there won't be enough to go around. She thinks we'd be better off without you here.”

      I understand that sentiment, actually. It's exhausting to know so many people have pinned their hopes on me. False hope is more dangerous than no hope in many ways.

      And yet, almost every face in this cafeteria casts pleading glances my way. “What do you think?”

      Amir shrugs. “I think the world surprises you sometimes.”

      “How so?” I ask. “Flooding, famine and plague?”

      Amir snorts. “Sure, I guess all that is true.”

      “What did you mean?”

      He smiles. “My parents thought they'd never have kids. They were in their forties when my mom got pregnant, and then after they had me, Mom got pregnant with Riyah two months later.” He throws his hands up in the air.

      “And then they didn’t even get to watch you grow into adults.”

      Amir frowns. “That’s true I suppose. We can make plans all day long, but no matter what plans we make, we can't know how they'll turn out. Kids when you know you can't have any, and that miracle happens twice? My parents saved money like fiends, worried they'd die before we got married, or made it through college. And then they died when we were barely nine years old, but not from old age like they feared, or cancer. They died along with everyone else on earth, from a virus that killed everyone who had grown out of adolescence.”

      “How does that not scare you? You’re like the only optimist left in a world full of pessimists. Except we aren’t even pessimists. We’re realists because when the world surprises us it’s always bad.”

      He shrugs again. “I don't think there's such a thing as false hope, not really. There's just hope and despair, and we get to choose each day which one to cling to. I always choose hope.”

      I wish I chose hope. I wish I thought the world was full of possibility, as much good as bad. “The world needs more Amirs.”

      He smiles at me and I’m a little lighter for it. Amir eats his oatmeal quickly and stands up. When I start to stand, he holds out his hand. “No, please don't rush. I have another batch of new cows to integrate back into a local herd, so I can't stay. Such is the glamorous nature of the science affairs we manage.”

      “Hey, does that mean the other cows made it back safely?”

      Amir nods. “All but one. WPN's strangely quiet right now. Our sentries say no one's leaving or entering. We've been preparing for an attack, but they seem to be hunkering down.”

      Almost like their leader is incapacitated. I take another bite to hide my smile. The oatmeal’s flavorless, and burned flecks are spread throughout, but it's food, and I'm glad to have it. I stand up. “Maybe I can help you? Or learn about your operations, at least.”

      He shakes his head. “Please, eat another bowl, and maybe drink a little more.” He points at the line. “We're all allocated one drink per day, but I'm sure they'd be happy to give you as much juice as you can drink. Not all of us have succumbed to our worst fears. Most of us are overjoyed to have something, anything, to hope for.”

      For the first time, even though someone's encouraging me to eat and drink so I can make more plasma, more antibodies, more of the cure, I don't feel like he sees me as some kind of walking medication incubator. I don't have room in my stomach for any more fluids right now, but I appreciate his concern.

      “Thanks, Amir.”

      I stay seated until he leaves the cafeteria. Once he's gone, I stand up to leave.

      Wesley's voice stops me. “Done already?”

      I shake my head. “I was going to look for you.”

      His smile makes it easier to breathe than it has been for days. “Here, take mine. I'll grab another bowl.”

      “Nah. I've already eaten, but I'll sit with you.”

      He hands me a glass full of juice. “Surely you've got room for a few sips.”

      “That's yours.”

      He raises one eyebrow. “You afraid you'll get cooties from me?”

      I think about our kiss and feel a little jittery. “No, but—”

      “Relax goof, I was kidding. I haven't had any of it. I'd rather you drink it.”

      “You'd think I was sick, not the other way around, with how everyone's treating me.”

      He grins. “Can you blame them? Everyone wants to keep you healthy. Try to enjoy the special treatment.”

      I slide over next to him and whisper. “Have you had any ideas of how we might escape?”

      He takes a big bite and chews slowly. I'm convinced he does it just to annoy me, because you don't need to chew oatmeal.

      “Well?”

      He nods. “Actually, we've had a stroke of luck. Rafe gave me an assignment to return to Texas City in the truck you stole from WPN. It's our most reliable vehicle, and I'm supposed to bring back the last cache of supplies left at the hospital. Rafe thinks we might need them here in the near future. And there's one more cow that had its calf yesterday. He didn't want to move them both until today.”

      That is a stroke of luck. It puts Wesley headed down to right near where we need to go anyway. “How can you take me with you? Think Rafe would allow it if we ask?”

      Wesley throws an arm around me and shakes his head. “Not a chance. He's not letting you out of his sight.” He whispers in my ear. “But if you pretend to get upset with me right now for being too friendly, yell at me and storm out, I could act upset and leave with another girl. Maybe one who's wearing a hoodie and who people can't quite place. As long as you were somewhere isolated, researching maybe, or reading when I leave, who would suspect?”

      I'm not a great actor, but I give it my best. I shove away from Wesley and stage whisper as best I can. “Stop acting like you're my boyfriend. I don't like you like that, not anymore.”

      “Yeah well, the guy you liked for a whole entire week died, okay? You need to get over it, because I'm still here, and he's not coming back. Not ever.”

      My jaw drops for real. Wesley would never, ever say something like that. Lucky for me, no one here really knows him well enough to guess. “You may as well be dead for all I care. Leave me alone from now on, okay?”

      I spin on one foot and march out, keeping my eyes on the door. If I focus on my path out, maybe I won't stumble and look like an even bigger idiot. I ignore my two guards, and all the other eyes on me as I walk the two chilly blocks back to the plasma center. At least none of them approach or touch me, maybe because of the guards. I shudder. I need to get away from here. I feel guilty about risking myself when they need me, but I don’t see another way around it.

      Job glances up when I walk inside. I grab three books off the top of his mountain of resource material. “I'll take these, okay? My head kinda hurts, so I'm gonna read them back on my bed. Can you just tell anyone who asks that I'm tired?”

      “You can take a nap, Ruby. I've got this, really I do.”

      I shake my head. “I want to help.” I couldn't sleep if I wanted to. I don't wanna see the Wesley and Sam show, not again. I carry the dusty tomes back to my room. Luckily, Rhonda's gone when I go inside. I glance at the window, and I notice it looks out onto another parking lot in the rear, probably the employee parking or the bay where trucks made deliveries of plasma donation supplies Before. At least I won't be seen sneaking out of a window as easily as I would from the main road.

      Speaking of being seen, my coat has a hood to hide my uncommon mop of hair, but I worry the coat itself will be too noticeable. Everyone watched as I marched through town yesterday in my puffy, down coat. Unfortunately, it's all I've got and without a coat I'll be even more eye-catching.

      I force myself to read through the table of contents of the first book to identify anything we might use. I slog through the four most promising chapters without finding anything helpful. I have no idea when Wesley's coming exactly, so I may as well try and make myself useful. I begin skimming the second book with a groan, but a few chapters in, I uncross my eyes in relief when I hear a tap on the window.

      I wave at Wesley so he knows I heard him, and then walk to the door in the little office area I'm using as a bedroom. I poke my head out and call out to Job. “Nothing in this first book. The second has a few spots that have potential.”

      Job says, “Keep me posted. I've found a few good studies we can use to model ours, I think. And I have enough plasma to start now. It should last us at least three rounds with sixteen participants each. I'll want you to check my math, of course, but we won't likely need to pull more plasma this week. I think after yesterday you need a substantial break.”

      “I guess.” I don't think the people living here in Baton Rouge will agree a “break” from the antibody farm is a good plan, but now doesn't seem like the best time to argue since I'm planning on ditching them entirely.

      Satisfied Job won't check on me for a while, I grab my as yet unpacked backpack and cross to the window. The hinges on the window creak noisily when I lift it the first inch. Wesley and I both freeze, nose to nose, separated only by the dirty glass. A split second later Wesley ducks down, presumably in case Job heard and came to check on me.  After a count of ten, I assume Job isn't coming and start to lift the window again. Every whining, scratching sound the window makes causes my heart to beat a staccato rhythm, but eventually I lift the window high enough that I can crawl through the gap. Wesley steadies me as I emerge.

      He also holds out a darling, sapphire colored peacoat.

      “What's that?” I ask.

      He cocks his head and lifts an eyebrow. “I thought you'd want to change your outerwear. That huge down coat is totally last season.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Seriously, I imagine people will recognize that puffy thing.” He glances at my dingy old coat disdainfully.

      For some reason it annoys me that he's solving a problem I had already identified. I know it's irrational, but I yank the gorgeous coat out of his hands crabbily, and stuff my puffy jacket back through the window. The new one fits me perfectly, and the bright, combed wool, with a double row of shiny wooden buttons transforms me into a new person. It's even topped with a hood that will cover up my hair and face. In spite of my baseless annoyance, I manage to squeak out, “Thanks. I really like it.”

      He shrugs and takes my backpack.

      “Where's your bag?” I ask.

      “Already in the truck.”

      We walk along the alley until we reach the main road. Wesley reaches his hand out and holds it over mine, hovering suspended in air. Close, but not touching. His eyes seek mine out and he angles his head, as if to make sure I remember the plan. “Go ahead. I remember I'm supposed to be your new, pity girlfriend. Whatever.”

      His warm hand covers mine, and our fingers interlace smoothly. It feels right, like popsicles in the summer, like popcorn and an old movie on a Saturday night, like the sound of generators whirring, like swimming in the big drainage-basin-turned-pond off Bridewell Lane. Like everything about home that I miss now I’m here in Baton Rouge.

      If Wesley wasn't Marked. If I had gone with him. If my dad hadn't created Tercera, and I hadn't gone off to try and save Wesley, maybe we'd be walking down main street in Port Gibson right now, on our way to our respective Paths, respectable Unmarked citizens. Maybe Sam would still be there too, and I'd never think about how he doesn't have much to say, but he's thinking about everything all the time. I'd never want to let go of Wesley's hand to ease the guilty ball forming in the pit of my stomach. I wouldn't have to grit my teeth and hold onto it anyway.

      I need to do this to get back to Sam, so I do it.

      I'm not paying attention to anything around us, but I feel Wesley's hand stiffen and he swears.

      I look around, but I don't recognize anything concerning. “What's wrong?”

      “My friend Mike's walking up ahead. He helped me out when I first arrived, and he's gonna want to know who I'm holding hands with. He’ll recognize you for sure.”

      My hand shakes, and my breathing picks up, until Wesley spins me around and pushes me back against the concrete wall of the paint store we're walking past. His head leans down and I realize what he means to do. He's going to kiss me, because his friend won't interrupt that. If we're kissing, they won't look too closely, they'll walk on by, and hound him for the details later. Wesley's face lowers over mine, hovering in front of mine exactly like his hand did. Asking permission without asking. Time stands still. His hair falls forward in the way I used to swoon over.

      He won’t push it. I can stop him. I should stop him, because it's not Wesley's beautiful mouth I want on mine, not anymore. I should turn my head, or say no, or come up with another plan like tying my shoe. I should stop him right now before his lips touch mine. Before it’s too late.

      I don't stop him.

      I think about how last time he kissed me, I prepared first. I spent days dreaming of it, imagining it, and then that night, I did my hair, picked my outfit, and I even borrowed lip gloss. Shiny lips, and gobs and gobs of expectations. This time, I know this isn't going anywhere. It's not important how I look, or what I'm wearing, because this means nothing. Except when his lips meet mine, a shiver runs from my mouth down to the pit of my belly. Instead of kissing me, and then letting me go, like he did in that dark shed, we're standing in daylight on a busy street. When Wesley's mouth opens a little, mine follows his lead. His arms wrap around me and draw me closer, and I sigh into him.

      For some reason, his words from last night zing through my head. “Sam is my enemy, because we both want the same thing,” and “I'm in love with you.”

      He meant those words, I can tell. His lips aren't simply pressed against mine in some game of make-believe, they're worshipping me. His arms aren't wrapped around me, they're cradling me. His body isn't next to mine, it's molded against it, supporting it.

      I wrap my arms around Wesley's waist and for a moment, just a moment, I lean into him. I let myself kiss him back. It feels good not to think about anything else for one short second, but then I realize it's been more than a minute or two. I’ve let the world disappear for too long.

      I push on Wesley's chest and he stumbles back, his eyes hooded, his lips swollen. He glances up and down the road, and then a lazy smile takes shape. “I guess they're gone.”

      I cock one eyebrow. “I guess they are.”

      He gestures up the street. “Well, should we be on our way?”

      I stuff my hands in my pockets this time and start walking. Wesley doggedly follows, sliding his arm through the crook of my elbow. A moment later we turn a corner and head down a side street. “Truck is right up here. I don't know why you're so pissy. We gotta maintain appearances or we won't get out of here to save dear old Samuel.”

      “Oh?” I ask. “Is that what you were doing back there? Worrying about saving Sam?”

      “Is that what you were doing?” He shrugs. “Can I help it if I'm talented and convincing? There are no small roles, you know, only small actors. I'm not a small actor, and I always rise to the occasion.” He smirks.

      Before I can craft a biting retort, I notice movement up ahead, a mother sitting in a rocking chair in front of a picture window, holding a swaddled baby. It's pristine, like a print from Before. The mother leans over the child, a tiny hand clasped around a single finger. When I notice the mother is Libby and the child is Rose, something in my heart eases.

      Until Libby looks up at us. When I saw her last night, the Mark was gone, her forehead beautifully clear. The sores on her arm and neck were healing up, the weeping gone, the skin turning the shiny reddish-pink of new skin. Today, the Mark's back. My eyes shoot frantically to Rose, whose forehead is still free of any rash. But the fact remains, even with a liberal dosing of my blood, Libby isn't cured. She's still dying.

      I stop dead in my tracks and shake my head.

      I left Sam back at WPN because I thought there was nothing I could do to save him. I knew if I escaped the island, I could help the people here. Now Sam might be alive, and nothing on earth could have made me leave his side if I knew that at the time. But I'm here now, and if he were able to talk to me, I know what Sam would say. He'd tell me that he can take care of himself. Or even if he can't, my duty isn't to any one person, not now, even if that person is him.

      My head begins shaking, and my mouth dries up like a tumbleweed. I couldn't speak a word if I wanted to, but Wesley understands.

      He pulls me against him and our fingers interlace again. His hand squeezes mine tightly. His breath ruffles the hair on the top of my head when he finally says, “You aren't going with me to Galveston today, are you?”

      I'm so sorry, Sam. I'm always sorry, always a disappointment. But no, I’m not.

      The babies here need their moms, and I'm their only hope. As much as it pains me, and as much as I love Sam, and I really do, I can't walk away from them, no matter the pain it causes me.
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      I hear shouting before I even walk through the door of the plasma center, which isn't a good sign.

      “-could you not know where she is? And you didn’t think to mention that Ruby thinks her boyfriend isn't dead until now? Once she's already missing? Your recklessness borders on stupidity. Frankly, I’m assuming you’re involved in her escape.”

      Rafe whirls around when Wesley and I walk through the door. He stands with his booted feet spread wide, and his fists clenched at his side. His head pivots around and when he recognizes me, he breathes a huge sigh of relief and his hands unclench.

      “I haven’t escaped.” I frown. “You can pull the bamboo shoots out from under their fingernails, oh esteemed leader.”

      Rafe fumes. “Where have you two been? Job said you were in your room, but your window was wide open and your bag was gone.”

      Wesley holds his hands up, palm out. “You need to calm down, dude.”

      Rafe steps toward Wesley, the muscles in his arms quivering. He should look silly with his mohawk, his combat boots, and his baby face, but something about his eyes frightens me. Resolve maybe? Determination?

      Rafe enunciates each word. “I am calm.”

      Wesley’s shoulders square and his hands ball into fists, which really isn’t helping anyone cool down.

      What's wrong with boys?

      I step in between them. “We were leaving, Rafe. There's no point in lying about it. Wesley was going to give me a ride as far as Texas City. Sam might be alive, and I couldn't let that go, not without going after him.”

      Rafe grabs my arms and shakes me. “You stupid little princess. Even knowing how badly we need you, knowing you may be the only person who can save all of us, a hundred thousand people relying on you, and you'd risk your life?” His grip is tight, and in addition to rattling my teeth, my arms ache where his fingers press into them. “You'd risk all our lives because your boyfriend might not be dead?”

      Wesley throws the punch over my right shoulder and when his fist connects with Rafe's face, his hands release me. Rafe flies backward and slams into a metal table covered with instruments, which clatter noisily to the ground. Seconds later, Rafe launches himself at Wesley. I jump back against the wall, trying to stay clear of the two brain-dead idiots pounding on each other.

      “Job!” I point at them in frustration. “Do something.”

      He throws his hands up in the air. “What am I supposed to do about it?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, “but you’re a guy. Don’t you know what to do?”

      Job splutters. “I’ve never hit anyone. I have too much sense for that.”

      We both look on, horrified, but unsure how to stop it.

      Rafe handles himself well, but Wesley's got thirty pounds on him. He's wiping the floor with Rafe's ridiculous mohawk when the door opens and people stream inside. Rhonda, combat boots thumping on the tile floor, followed by Todd, eyes wide as saucers as they take in Wesley pounding Rafe to a pulp on the tile. Three more people follow, and two boys I don't know in black coats and black pants stand on either side of a thirty something man with a neck tattoo. A tattoo of a cross, of all things.

      Wesley drops Rafe and sits back. “Uh, we were having a minor disagreement, but I don't think we needed all of you in here.”

      Rafe sits up and wipes the blood from his lip on his sleeve. He spits red all over the floor. “What's going on?”

      Todd glances from Rafe to Wesley and back. He shakes his head once and rolls his eyes. “We have a messenger from WPN, sir.”

      “Sir?” Neck Tattoo scoffs. “This kid's your boss? How the mighty have fallen.”

      Todd swears and steps toward him menacingly. “One touch and you can stay right here with me.”

      Neck Tattoo flinches backward satisfyingly.

      Rafe stands, leans against the wall, crosses his arms, and glares at Todd. Rafe’s going to have an impressive black eye, but somehow it makes him look tougher. “What's the message?”

      Todd shrugs. “He won't tell me. He said his orders are to talk only to the leader of the Marked.”

      Neck Tattoo looks down at Rafe, and for the first time I understand the phrase ‘looking down your nose’ at someone. Neck Tattoo stands a few inches taller than Rafe, which means he towers over most of the Marked kids, literally looking down at them. He thinks because he looks his age and he's healthy, that he's better. Which means he buys into David Solomon’s propaganda, that WPN citizens are somehow chosen of God, and anyone infected with Tercera deserves it.

      He's a moron.

      The Marked may look like kids, but they're really late teens or early twenty somethings. They watched their parents, their caretakers, the government, and the leaders of the world die. The ones who survived picked up the broken pieces of what remained and crafted a world out of it. They look like kids, but they run their own organization, one that feeds and clothes and cares for hundreds of thousands of people. They grew up fast, but their bodies don’t reflect that growth, not physically.

      Rafe isn't a kid. He hasn't been a kid in a decade. But this guy can't see past his body, his stature and his disease, which is what makes Neck Tattoo the smallest, sickest person in the room.

      “King Solomon would like to make you an offer. He's holding the prisoner known as Samuel Roth, whom you left for dead.”

      My heart lurches in my chest, but I bite my lip so I won't speak. This message is for Rafe, not me.

      Neck Tattoo continues. “Our excellent healers worked a miracle to save his life and continue to care for him, even as we speak. His father runs the Unmarked. They're willing to provide a handsome ransom for him, but King Solomon doesn't want a ransom. He doesn't care about the Unmarked, and WPN doesn’t need their money or their resources. King Solomon wants for nothing.”

      Rafe stares at the man, eyes wide, head cocked sideways. I expect him to say something, but he doesn't open his battered mouth, or even so much as grunt. I already know how he feels about the idea of wasting resources or risking my life to save one person, even if it's a person who's dear to me and strategically valuable.

      And at the end of the day, the Marked might benefit from supplies, but the only thing they all desperately need is my blood.

      Even so, hoping Sam's alive and hearing that he is are vastly different. My heart cracks in my chest and then knits back together. Hope soars inside of me that it might be true, but despair follows closely on its heels. Because if he survived, that means I really did abandon him. He's being 'cared for', which probably means he's being mistreated horribly. He's valuable, but that doesn't guarantee anything, not with Solomon. I believe that he doesn't care one iota about a ransom, and I’ve seen firsthand that he wants for nothing.

      Actually, that's not quite accurate, although Neck Tattoo has no way of knowing. Solomon wants something badly. He wants me, and not because I’m his daughter.

      I wonder how quickly Rafe will turn him down.

      “And?” Wesley asks. The left side of his jaw is puffy and the knuckles on his right hand are bruised and swollen.

      Neck Tattoo cocks his head sideways and shifts his gaze to study Wesley. “Who are you to be asking me questions? I don't answer to you.”

      Rafe growls. “Out with it, idiot. What does your king want from us?”

      Neck Tattoo frowns. “King Solomon offers you two boons today, as he's in a generous mood. He's willing to release this Samuel Roth into your care. You can trade him to the Unmarked for whatever supplies and materials you may need. He's also willing to cancel all plans for the Cleansing, or the ritual removal of all Marked persons from the Earth. He believes God may be willing to grant you a reprieve. His daughter actually pleaded for clemency for the Marked recently. After careful prayer, he wants to offer you that opportunity.”

      Rafe lifts his chin, his eyes flashing dangerously. Faster than I thought possible from anyone but Sam, he whips a gun out and crosses the room to where Neck Tattoo stands. He shoves the barrel up against Neck Tattoo's head. “I've heard about this Cleansing. Your boss intends to murder every single one of my people. He's doing this to make the world pure again, to remove the virus that threatens your more valuable lives. Your boss thinks we’re nothing, and that if we don’t agree to his terms, we'll just roll over and die, does he?”

      Neck Tattoo swallows slowly and we all watch as his Adam's apple bobs. “He doesn’t believe there’s anything you can do to stop it, no.”

      “Is that so?” Rafe cocks his gun. “Is that what you think?”

      Neck Tattoo narrows his eyes and his nostrils flare. “I think you can shoot me, a lone man who came to deliver a message, but that's not the same as facing off against an entire army of properly equipped and well-nourished men bent on ending a threat to their families and livelihood, especially since God stands with us.”

      I watch the muscles in Rafe's arm work as his finger tightens and releases on the trigger, but after two more big breaths, he steps back and lowers his arm. “Your precious king offers us these two boons . . .if what?”

      Neck Tattoo swallows again, eyes darting intermittently toward the gun resting at Rafe's side. “King Solomon will promise not to proceed with the Cleansing, and will give up any plans to do so in the future.”

      “Not much of a sacrifice since we’re all dying anyway, but you’ve mentioned that. Get on with it.” Rafe angles his hand to showcase the gun, cocked and ready even if it’s not shoved against Neck Tattoo’s temple anymore.

      “He will also surrender Samuel Roth.”

      “Are you a wind up toy?” Rafe snorts. “You’ve said all this. Solomon won’t try to kill us without provocation, and he'll give us a prisoner we can trade in exchange for a few muffin tins, or some cases of supplies.” Rafe shakes his head in disgust and steps back. “For those great prizes, what does he want in return?”

      “Something small,” Neck Tattoo says. “Something easy. He wants a face-to-face meeting with his only daughter who you stole from him. Ruby Solomon got into a fight with her mother and ran off a few days ago, and you snatched her on the bridge before she had time to consider what she was doing and come back home.”

      I'm staring right at this idiot and he has no idea who I am.

      Rafe quirks one eyebrow. “Why would she run away with Marked kids, and if she did, why would he want her back? Won't she be Marked?”

      Neck Tattoo shakes his head. “Her father prayed for her safety, and he's sure she’s remained unharmed, even in the midst of this terrible affliction and danger.” Neck Tattoo gestures around the room. “His power and faith are that great.”

      “Apparently the Mark only appears on people God has forsaken.” Rafe growls.

      Neck Tattoo shrugs. “I only know what King Solomon says.”

      I choke off a laugh so I can form words. “I'm confused about why this little princess would fight with her mother and run away from a chance to be heir to such wealth and power. Perhaps your king isn't as wonderful as you think.”

      Neck Tattoo smiles a toothy smile at me, but there's no joy in it. “Clearly you’ve never met her. The daughter's an ingrate and a brat. King Solomon recently found out she's alive, and he showered her with presents. Unfortunately, she couldn't follow basic rules. I think he's better off without her, but the King wants what the King wants, and only God can fully understand at his level. He wants to help her, maybe it’s to do God’s will. Or it could be because his wife couldn't have any more kids, so he's got a soft spot for this one. God spared her life in all this madness, so there must be some kind of purpose in it, even if I can’t see it.”

      I can’t even. “So it's an fair trade in your mind? King Solomon's daughter, for a random prisoner, who we can ransom to the Unmarked for a small fortune?”

      “He’s hardly a random prisoner. He’s the best marksman we’ve ever seen and God worked a miracle in sparing his life. Possibly to get King Solomon’s daughter back. I don’t know.” Neck Tattoo squints at me, finally glancing up at my forehead. He curses. “You're her, aren't you? You aren't Marked. Even though you’re here, in this place, and His Royal Highness said you couldn't get it. He said his prayers would keep you safe, and thank the Almighty, they worked.”

      Solomon’s so full of crap, I can barely believe anyone listens to a thing he says. I roll my eyes. Rhonda barks a laugh.

      Job bangs the table before laughing heartily. “Her father's certainly keeping her safe, and he's probably up in heaven. Maybe Solomon's not so much delusional as truth challenged.”

      I love Job.

      “You're right, Neck Tattoo,” I say. “Your King Solomon thinks I'm his kid, the ungrateful brat who doesn't accept any discipline. My name is Ruby, only I prefer the last name Behl to Solomon.”

      Neck Tattoo's entire demeanor changes now that he knows who I am, or who he thinks I am. “One clarification, your highness.” He bows to me, like he literally bends his body in half. “He doesn't require your commitment to stay in Galveston with him. He wants to talk to you in person, but that's all. After that you're free to go. He said you care about this Samuel. You can leave Galveston with him, but only if you talk to King Solomon personally first. He wants the chance to apologize to you. He knows your life has been hard, and he might have come down a little too sternly. He wants a chance to get through to you, to explain. He wants you to know what he’s offering for your future.”

      “He’s trading someone he knows is important to me as a prisoner and demanding I return. And he’s doing all that so that he can show me how much he loves me?” My face couldn’t be full of any more skepticism, and still Neck Tattoo seems to notice none of the inconsistencies.

      Rhonda crosses the room to the door. “Is that the entire message?”

      Neck Tattoo glances at me. “Should I answer her, Your Highness?”

      Oh good grief. “Yes, yes, answer anyone who asks anything.”

      He nods. “That is the entire message. Your father wants me to stay with you to ensure your safety and your speedy return. I'm entirely at your disposal until we reach Galveston safely.”

      My safety? More like Solomon wants his walking cure to make it back alive, at which point good old Wannabe Dad will be the biggest threat to my survival. Will Neck Tattoo help me against him? I think not.

      “I have one more question,” I say. “When does my loving, devoted father require my presence?”

      “I don't understand,” he says.

      Wesley grunts. “She’s asking how long we have to decide.”

      “He sent me with a vehicle, and the trip shouldn't take more than eight hours. He will allow two days for the Marked rabble to make up their minds. If he doesn't hear from them within three days time, he’ll assume you're being held against your will, and he'll launch the Cleansing now. The new primary aim will become freeing his daughter. The destruction of the infected will be a secondary, albeit important, goal.”

      “So basically,” I say, “send me and he'll give the Marked a little present of my boyfriend. Don't send me and he'll come take me. That sounds about right.”

      “You don't know him well enough yet to interpret his meaning, Your Highness. I assure you that he has your best interests at heart. Once you hear him out it will all become clear.”

      Arguing with Neck Tattoo is pointless. I shake my head at Rhonda.

      “I'm sure this will require some discussion, which will not be improved with your presence,” Rhonda says. “I'll show you out.”

      Neck Tattoo bows. “If I’m allowed, I’ll stay with Her Highness to ensure her safety. I promise not to say a single word.”

      I laugh out loud. “You most certainly aren't needed for that. As you already mentioned, I'm protected by God himself. I'm sure additional body guards aren't necessary. Follow Rhonda, please. And I can't bear to think of you as Neck Tattoo for another second. Please tell us your name.”

      He bows. “My name is Arthur Fenton, Your Highness.”

      “Stop calling me Your Highness,” I mutter.

      “As you wish,” Arthur says, “but I'd rather stay, if you'll allow it. Better safe than sorry.”

      I shake my head. “I won't allow it, and I spend all my time being sorry lately. I'm used to it.”

      Arthur's brows draw together. “I don't understand.”

      “Oh forget it. Just get out, I don't need you here.”

      After a few mournful glances my direction, he finally follows Rhonda outside.

      No one speaks for a full minute after he leaves. Not that it matters. I already know Rafe's position on this particular point. Solomon's word isn't at all reliable, so his assurances he won’t Cleanse the Marked are useless. The only thing we stand to gain is Sam, or from Rafe’s perspective, whatever ransom his dad will pay. My stomach lurches at the thought of what Solomon might do to Sam if we turn him down, but I know Rafe won't care.

      When I think about Libby's Mark returning, I can't even blame him.

      “Obviously we aren't going to take his deal,” I say. “And I know you were pissed earlier, but Wesley and I came back because I saw Libby, and her Mark is back.”

      “What?” Job leaps up. “When?”

      I shrug. “It was gone yesterday. We all saw it. I doubt she has a lot of mirrors, but when we walked by today, we saw her rocking Rose. Rose's forehead is clear, but Libby's Marked. Again.”

      Job closes his eyes. He looks as sick as I felt. He pinches the bridge of his nose. “Well, that's why we're going to set up a study group. We're going to test various treatments and see what we can develop. In the meantime, we'll work with Rhonda's blood, Wesley's and my own as well, to see if we can boost our antibodies so we'll have more than one person's immunity to work with. Even now, we might be able to distill enough antibodies from our plasma to boost our trials.”

      Job paces back and forth so frenetically I can barely follow what he’s saying. “This is a setback, sure, but we knew this was complicated. We still have a lot to learn, but we'll do whatever it takes. Right Ruby?”

      I nod because I will, but it hurts to think of Sam waiting for me to come for him. What will Solomon do when I don't? Will he really attack us, or will he die before he can make good on his threat? Three days... plus the last two. How long can he survive with the virus and accelerant administered in quick succession? I wish I knew.

      Can the Marked withstand a well planned attack from several sides? And the question I worry about the most, will Solomon kill Sam when Rafe refuses, or ransom him to the Unmarked? My heart pounds so loudly, I can hear it in my ears. I do know one thing for sure. Sam would never forgive me for leaving these people to die when I might otherwise be able to save them.

      “Solomon’s infected and dying. Wounded animals lash out, so we need to assume he's going to attack immediately when we deny his request,” Rhonda says. “Todd, what plans do you have in place? If I were Solomon, I'd use fire to flush you out of the city. Do you have an evacuation plan if he does? It's a dry year.”

      Todd grunts. “Baton Rouge is surrounded by waterways. We should prepare for the possibility, because you're right, that does sound like him, but I don’t think it’ll come to evacuation.”

      Rafe walks to the door and reaches for the handle, but his hand hovers over it. After a moment, he drops his hand, turns back around slowly and faces us. “We should prepare for an attack, because Solomon can't be trusted. But you're wrong in your guess about my decision. I'm not willing to give Ruby up, but with a large enough escort, and with Solomon’s public assurances she doesn't need to stay, I think it's worth the risk to send Ruby to Galveston.”

      Wesley puts his hand up to his ear. “I'm sorry, I must've misheard you. I thought you said we should take Ruby down to see Solomon like he asked. You did know she shot him with Tercera, right? He's Marked. He wants her blood to heal himself, plus he still believes she’s his daughter. He might say he won’t detain her, but that lunatic does whatever he wants whenever he wants to do it, even when he doesn’t have what he believes to be a justifiable claim.”

      Rafe nods, “There are risks for sure. Even so, I think the upside is worth the danger. Solomon can have a vial of blood straight from her arm if he must, but he can't keep her. Surely once he’s healed, he will understand we need her back.”

      “You think this will really stave off the Cleansing?” Rhonda asks. “Because I think we've got fifty-fifty odds that his death halts the cleansing, and if we send Ruby like he wants, he might not die.”

      “If his word is good, and we can avoid an all-out war, that's great,” Job says. “But I agree with Rhonda. We should let him die. The longer he waits, the sicker he gets, and the less likely he can make good on his threats. His death will cause total chaos within WPN, and they're unlikely to attack us in the wake of something like that, at least not anytime soon.”

      Rafe shakes his head. “If we risk sending Ruby back, we have a guarantee he won’t attack. Even if his word isn’t worth much, his people must hold him somewhat accountable.”

      Wesley drags his hand through his hair. “That’s the beauty of using God, right? He can change his mind whenever he wants and claim it’s God’s will.”

      Rafe sighs heavily. “I’ve made my decision. You can keep debating the benefits back and forth, but for me, the risk benefit scenario has shifted.”

      “Why?” I ask. “Twenty minutes ago you were pummeling Wesley because we thought about doing what you’re planning to do now. Why the reversal?”

      Rafe scowls at me. “Everyone calls me Rafe. It's been my name ever since my mom died, but my real name is Raphael.”

      A memory bumps at the corner of my mind. “Raphael. I know that name.”

      Rafe’s smile is grim. “My given name is Raphael Roth. You’ve been talking about Sam for days, and I never realized . . . Samuel Roth is my big brother.”
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      “I hate to be the voice of reason here,” I say. “Believe me, I do. But did any of you hear what we said earlier? Libby's Mark is back. My antibodies didn't heal her. I may have the key to immunity against Tercera, and we may even be able to develop my antibodies into something that works as a treatment, but we may never find out if I traipse right into crazy King Solomon's hands and you never see me again.”

      Rafe raises one eyebrow. “He says he only needs to talk to you.”

      I snort. “Snakes bite, it's what they do. You can't believe a thing his talking puppet says, because you can't believe a thing he says. He's beaten his wife for years, and she goes running right back to him.” I shake my head. I can't talk to Rafe with all these people around, not about Sam, not like I need to. “Why don't you step into my office for a minute.”

      “What can't you say out here in front of everyone?” Rafe narrows his eyes at me.

      “Remember I offered you the courtesy of discussing this alone,” I say. “You've completely flipped your position on this since learning Sam's last name, and if you're making this decision because you finally have family, if this is a personal decision for you, then you're the worst kind of hypocrite.”

      Rafe flinches.

      “You don't even know if we're talking about the same person,” Rhonda says. “You look nothing like the Sam we know.”

      Rhonda's wrong, but I don't correct her.

      “A simple test would tell us whether it's the same Sam,” I say. “He told me about his brother. He said Raphael left with his mom, and Sam wished he had, too, but he stayed with his dad.”

      Rafe's jaw drops. “That's right.”

      I collapse into a chair. It's been a long day and it's not even close to lunch yet. “He said you went to see someone just before that, someone special to your mom. Who was it?”

      Rafe's mouth forms an O. “He told you about that?”

      I nod. “You think I want to save Sam because of a childish infatuation. You think I’m flighty. You think I’m a spoiled princess. You’re entitled to the decision, but as a flighty princess whose life will be on the line if you deliver me wrapped in a bow back to my wannabe birth dad, I’d like to make sure you’re actually pursuing your brother. Who did you go to see that day, the day your mom filed papers against your father?”

      Rafe's face drains of blood. “We went to see my Uncle in prison, a prison on the beach. My mom loved him a lot, but he wasn't a very good man I don't think. Now you tell me something notable about that day.”

      I know what he's asking. “Your Uncle was Marked. He touched you and your mom. Sam got in trouble for asking Chaz a rude question, and he was pouting in the corner. That's how he escaped being Marked, and why he went with your dad instead of staying with you and your mom. He went to Disneyland and you and your mom…”

      Rafe closes his eyes. “He'd be Marked if he hadn’t acted so rotten. Except he wouldn’t be here with me. He was too old. He’d be dead.”

      “Look, I don't mean to be patronizing here,” I say, “because I'm sure you know a lot about your brother, but eleven years is a long time. And if I know anything about Sam at all, it's that not much can stop him when he makes his mind up to do something. If he really is alive, and I trust Solomon so little that I’m still not positive, he probably won't need our help to escape. He's going to heal as much as he can, and then he’ll escape. But he'll be smart about when and how he attempts it so he is positive it will succeed.”

      “Now that I actually support you going, you've changed your mind?” Rafe glances at Wesley and then back at me. He frowns and mutters, “Your girl's not very devoted is she, Wes?”

      Wesley looks at Rafe's black eye, which has swollen up pretty badly by now. “You really aren’t making good decisions today. Feel like going a few more rounds, huh?”

      Job raises his hand, honest to goodness, like he's in class and wants the teacher to call on him. I grin a little bit. No one else even notices him in the back of the room. “What’s up, Job?”

      “Uh, I know no one's mentioned this, but I've been thinking about it. Ruby told me this morning that I sound like my mother, and I'm trying to fill her shoes as well as I can. It’s hard because she trained me, but at the end of the day... I'm not her. She's so much better at all of this stuff. Any chance she might show up sometime soon?”

      We need her badly. Job and I are the best we have, but we're way out of our depth.

      Rafe sits down and puts his head in his hands. “I sent a team to our settlement at Hermanville, but I don't expect to hear from them quickly. I don't have many vehicles and I didn't have enough to spare for that. They took horses.”

      Job groans. “This should be our top priority. My mom should have all of Donovan's other journals too, and without those—”

      My dad’s last journal. It's the piece I forgot about in my zeal to do what Sam would want, not what I want.

      I leap from my seat. “That's it, you're right. We should go to Galveston, but not just for Sam. We may not know where Aunt Anne is, but we need my dad's data. His journal’s full of his notes and equations and technical details from his work on my antibodies. I only had time to really read the last paragraph. But he mentions that virus that eats other viruses, which became his main focus after he found it. Maybe it has more in there about that, like how he developed it, or where he found it initially.”

      Job's eyes light up. “Worst case, it should contain something about how he boosted your antibody production, and maybe details about how he created the antibodies in the lab in the first place.”

      “So voilá, we're all in agreement?” Rafe asks. “We're going to Galveston?”

      “Heck yes we are,” Rhonda says.

      “Umm.” Rafe clears his throat. “We are, but you aren’t. I need you and your brother to stay here. Job, so he can start the tests he's been working on, and you Rhonda because I need the two of you as insurance.”

      I scratch my head. “Insurance against what?”

      “I can't have you rejoining the Unmarked while my back is turned,” Rafe says. “I know you say you want to help, but I know how we look. Now that you’ve been here, you’ll be wondering whether we’re a lost cause. You said yourself, your blood would keep every Unmarked citizen safe, and immunize them from Tercera. You could do that right now. Eliminate the threat that's hung over them for more than ten years, and do it at your leisure. Your blood works perfectly as a passive immunity, but not so well as a cure. Plus, it’s home for you.”

      I clench my fists. “You think I'd abandon you, all of you? Leave you to die and run hide in a hole somewhere?”

      Rafe shrugs. “You and Wesley snuck away this morning.”

      “I did sneak away.” I scowl. “You didn't catch me, but I came back on my own.”

      He nods. “You did. Still, just in case you have second thoughts, or would that be third thoughts? If that happens again and Libby and her baby aren't on hand to guilt you into doing the right thing, well. I think I'll keep your cousins here to make sure you don’t get confused about the right decision.”

      Wesley puts his hand on my arm. “Ruby always does the right thing.”

      He doesn't know how wrong he is, but I appreciate the support all the same.

      “When do we leave?” Wesley asks.

      Rafe grins and glances at Todd. I had forgotten he was even here. “That's cute. He thinks the two of them are going alone.”

      “I figured that, too,” I say. “Who else is coming along?”

      Rafe says, “Oh, just me and about fifty other soldiers.”

      “We can hardly sneak up on WPN with fifty people,” I say. “They'll be watching that bridge closely.”

      Rafe sighs. “Fine, twenty. We can fit that many in two vans.”

      “What about my new guard dog?” I ask. “I think we're supposed to take him along.”

      “Indeed you are. For the record, this would be far easier if he didn't already know who you are.” Rafe shakes his head. “I guess we'll make do. He's not going anywhere. We'll keep him locked up, and borrow his big, new truck.”

      I glance at Wesley. “We'll be taking the borrowed vehicle, and you'll bring your men behind us somehow?”

      Rafe sighs. “Something like that, except you'll be riding with me. Your decoy will ride in the borrowed vehicle. Your dad may be a diabolical genius, but I didn't get to where I am by not thinking.”

      Wesley and Rafe work with Todd and Rhonda on the details, and I spend the rest of the day holed up with Job, trying to do the most I can to help before I leave him. Again.

      I'm exhausted when Wesley and I climb into the van heading for Galveston the next morning. Waking up before the sun even rises makes me crabby. Wesley and I sit shoulder to shoulder, surrounded by some of the toughest kids I've ever seen. I wish Rafe's tactical team prioritized showering a little higher, but they seem nice enough otherwise.

      The warm press of bodies, combined with my early start, and the lull of the car over the bumpy road proves too strong to resist. I fall asleep against Wesley's shoulder at some point, and wake with a jolt when the van stops moving.

      “What's going on?” I ask.

      “Pit stop,” Wesley says. “Refueling the vans. You should get out and stretch your legs while you can.”

      I glance out the window and already a handful of guys are peeing into the weeds along the side of the road. Luckily their backs are to me. Eww. I think about staying in the van, but ultimately the urge to move prevails.

      I climb out and look around. A sign for the Lone Star Alligator Processing Plant proudly proclaims it's the ‘Best Meat Processing in Texas.’ I shudder. Did people Before really eat alligator? I guess a few things have improved.

      '“Where are we, anyway?” I ask.

      Wesley leans against a tree. “Near Winnie, Texas, or so they say. It wasn't much more than a blip Before. It's a ghost town now.”

      The sun's almost directly overhead. Its rays warm my face enough that I optimistically slip out of my coat. My skin immediately pebbles in the cool air, but I close my eyes and breathe in and out slowly. The sunlight eventually heats my arms and the goosebumps dissipate.

      “Did you get a nice nap?” Wesley asks.

      I nod. “Sorry about falling asleep on your arm.”

      He shrugs. “Why were you so tired? We didn't have to get up that early.”

      I open my eyes. “I stayed up most of the night with Job, helping him wade through some research he found on oligonucleotides. They're pretty complex and it was a bit of a struggle for both of us. I wish we knew where Aunt Anne was. I feel bad they’re stuck with the B team. The Marked deserve better.”

      “I know you feel pressure,” Wesley says, “but you don't have to stay up all night. You won't do anyone any good if you work yourself to death.”

      “It’s nice to do something other than provide bodily fluids.” I glance back at the kids stretching all around us, and when I speak, it comes out as a whisper. “They’re all circling the drain Wesley, and we’re running out of time.”

      “You’re acting like it’s your fault somehow, and it’s not. It might be your dad's fault, either dad actually. It might be your aunt's fault even, since she sat on the information she had about your dad’s lab for so long, but any way you slice it, none of this is your fault.”

      “If I saved my dad ten years ago like I should have, or if I'd remembered anything about what he did to me when he injected me. If I'd listened to you earlier and never gone to WPN, if if if. There are so many ifs, and all of them touch on me in some way. Maybe no one thing is my fault, but it’s hard to shake the feeling that if I had done better in any way, this might have gone down differently.”

      He leans against a tree trunk. “You can't live your life like that. You can't change the past, none of us can.”

      “I know that, but I can't help thinking about my parents, and how I might have been doomed from birth.”

      Wesley slides down next to the tree and pats the ground next to him. “What does that even mean?”

      Of course he doesn't get it. “Your dad loves you and he loves your mom, and he's a little hard on you maybe, and you have struggles, but he has his crap together. He runs Port Gibson as well as he can, serving others and providing for you guys.”

      “I guess so.” Wesley's eyebrows draw together. “But what does that have to do with—”

      “Your mom's a great lady, too. Dedicated to your dad and to you. She spends all her time working to better the lives of everyone in Port Gibson.”

      “I won't argue with you there. My mom's the best.”

      “My mom, on the other hand, is a mess. She lets her husband beat her, and she chose him over her own daughter when she had a chance to do the right thing. Not to mention, she left her first husband and got pregnant in the process. No one knows for sure whose baby I am.”

      “You could get a blood test, you know. We've lost a lot of tech since the Marking, but I'm sure Job could test your blood or hair against Solomon's. Or his own, for that matter.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “I don't know whether I even want to know. My options are a wife-beating, sadistic and probably sociopathic dictator who undisputedly annihilated hundreds of thousands of government workers to grab power, leaving millions and millions without guidance or resources. He uses God to suppress his people, for heaven's sake. Or, if door one isn't appealing enough, behind door two, I have a mustache twirling scientist who developed a virus, and possibly released it. That virus wiped out the majority of the population of the Earth over a period of just a few years. Don't even get me started on how he almost certainly stole me from my mom, and potentially my dad to spite them, and kept me in hiding for six years. I've been over it a million times and I honestly can't decide which father would be worse. I'm leaning toward David the name-changing Thomas-wannabe-Solomon, but Donald Carillon slash Donovan Behl is a disturbingly close second. Taking a kid who isn't yours. . . I mean. These are my options for parents, Wesley. How could I not be profoundly messed up?”

      Wesley takes my hand in his and squeezes it. “You aren't your parents. You're nothing like any of them actually, other than the scientific brilliance bit.”

      “You haven't met her yet, but I'm the spitting image of my mom.”

      “Wow, she's good looking. If you end up saving Sam and reuniting in a blissful sea of romantic contentment, it's good to know I have options. . .”

      I slug his shoulder and he winces and rubs it. “Go easy on my gorgeous body, lady. You already broke my heart.”

      “Knock it off,” I say.

      He shrugs. “All I'm saying is, that fake kiss yesterday was about the happiest I've been since. . . Well, since the day I got Marked. Which should've been a crappy day, if you think about it. Instead it's one of my best memories.”

      “Doesn't hurt that you didn't actually stay Marked.”

      He shakes his head. “I didn't know then that your blood would save me. I thought my life was ending, and I still walked around smiling like a moron.”

      “Until I didn't show up at the tree.”

      He shivers. “That was a cold few days. I waited two full days, you know, even though at that point I was grasping at straws. I'd have waited a third, but I heard some guards talking. They said you weren't Marked even though I was. I'm selfish enough that it was a very low day.”

      I close my eyes and lean my head back against the tree. “I'm sorry I hurt you Wes.”

      “No.”

      When I open my eyes, Wesley's face is only a few inches from mine. He pokes the space between my collar bones with his finger. “You're lugging around this Santa Claus sized sack of guilt. I won't have any part of it. I refuse to allow you to add me to that burden.”

      His blue eyes, full to the brim with care and concern for me, crack a corner of my heart I didn't realize was still intact. I’ve felt nothing but pain for so long, the idea of feeling something good pulls at me, tugging and tugging. A few weeks ago, Wesley was my world. A few weeks ago, he was the only thing I wanted.

      I move toward him slowly, so slowly, and this time he's the one who has the opportunity to pull away, or to stop me. He doesn't take it either. When I press my lips to his, his large hands grab my shoulders and pull me up to my knees, bringing our bodies together from mouth to knee.

      He deepens the kiss, and I moan.

      A throat clearing behind us brings me back to my senses like a curtain thrown back in a dark room at mid-day.

      “Pardon me if I'm confused here, but weren't you just in the pits of despair over my brother's absence?”

      I feel the full force of Rafe’s contemptuous scowl before he turns on his heel and heads back toward the van.

      I collapse forward, hands clasped, arms pressed against the cold ground. “I really am just like my parents.”

      Wesley puts his hands on the back of my shoulders and tugs me back up. “You aren't, and that's the problem.”

      “What?”

      “You're one of the best people I know Rubes, but you're seventeen. It's too young to know who you are yet, much less who you love to the ends of the earth. You've been through a lot in the past few weeks, and you blame yourself for all of it. That's why until further notice, my lips are off limits to you.”

      I know Wesley's face well, probably better than I know my own. He's smirking, but he's serious too.

      “What are you talking about?”

      He shakes his head. “You kissed me because you feel guilty and you're trying to punish yourself by ruining your life. I should’ve pulled away, because you only kissed me to inflict pain. I'm selfish enough that I ignored what I knew, because I wanted to kiss you.”

      I shake my head. “I wasn't punishing anyone.”

      He grins, but his eyes don't look happy. “You still don't see how fantastic you are, and until you do, until you want to kiss me because you think we'll be epic together, I'm locking these babies up.” He pretends to turn a key over his lips and tosses it over his shoulder.

      “You're crazy. Besides, when he hears about this, I doubt you'll need to worry about Sam anymore.”

      “See? What you just said proves my point. My favorite thing from Before was fireworks on the Fourth of July, and that kiss we just shared, that was better for me. My heart is all aflutter, and you're only kissing me to ruin your life. I love you, Ruby, I swear I do, but that's messed up.”

      He stands and walks back to the van leaving me to stew.

      Somehow, I managed to upset three guys with the same kiss. The one I kissed, the one I'm going to have to tell about the kiss, and his long lost little brother. Ugh. When I reach the van, I climb into the row behind Wesley. It's a more comfortable place to sit, stinky kids or not. At least none of them psychoanalyze me.

      The sun passes mid-day and begins its descent. Rafe's plan is to have two crews of ten on either side of the meeting spot, just on the mainland side of the 45 bridge over to Galveston. The problem is, WPN randomly places trip wires on the 45 leading up to the island. To avoid them, I’m afraid we'll be doing a lot of walking. Sam and I missed them by accident when our car ran out of gas the last time I came down. We're hoping to avoid them intentionally this time.

      “Hey Todd,” I ask, “how will you know where to stop the caravan?”

      “I've seen them placed as close as twenty miles from the entrance to the bridge,” Todd says. “Once we get just past the furthest I've seen, we'll hide the vans. We'll go the rest of the way by foot. We have until tomorrow morning to reach our places, because that's when fake Ruby and fake Wesley are gonna drive the last fifteen miles.”

      A fifteen-mile hike in one day?

      I groan.

      Rafe smirks. “It's gonna be fine, princess. You'll see.”

      I always wished I had a little brother or sister, but I'm really starting to hate him. Maybe I wasn't so deprived after all. After we hide the vans, we all grab backpacks with basic supplies, first aid, and camping gear.

      “Let me take that one.” Wesley's voice surprises me, since I figured he was still mad.

      He takes the bigger bag from me. Each pack has a sleeping bag, but the larger ones hold tents too. “It's heavy and you've been giving blood lately. You shouldn't try to carry it. You can share with me, and I promise to be a perfect gentleman.”

      I probably ought to insist on carrying my own, but I'm tired just thinking about fifteen miles, and I really don't want to sleep under a tent with kids I don't know. “Thanks.”

      The first few miles aren't so bad. My heels are calloused by now, and they don't bother me a bit. But my pack is heavy even without the tent, and eventually my shoulders start to ache. The sun beats down on us, and when we take a break around the halfway point, I take off the new blue jacket Wesley gave me and knot the sleeves around my waist.

      Last time I made this trip, Sam and Rhonda practically ran circles around me. Wesley's in almost as bad of shape as me. He's panting in between swigs of water. “You need to drink.” He points at my canteen. “We'll refill tonight, but if you don't drink enough...”

      I haven't needed to pee in seven hours so I know he's right. “I know, my blood matters, my plasma matters, volume depletion, blah blah blah.” I yank my canteen over and take a drink. “I hate being some kind of blood bag for everyone. I feel sorry for cows.”

      “Cows?” Wesley cocks one eye.

      “I'm sure when they don't make enough milk, farmers are like, 'here, drink, eat, rest up. Try to do better when I come juice you in the morning.' I know exactly how they feel.”

      Wesley glances down at my chest and chuckles. “You do, huh?”

      I throw my canteen at him.

      He catches it, which isn't very satisfying.

      “My point is, I miss people wanting me for, I don't know, for myself I guess.” Which sounds idiotic. I mutter, “Not that anyone did.”

      “I always wanted you for you. I still do.”

      I blush. “You know what I mean. I wish my dad didn't make Tercera, and no one died, and that I had nothing to do with the cure.”

      Wesley nods. “Hopefully we can leave the world a better place for our kids than our parents did for us.”

      “I sure hope so. I don’t think we could mess it up worse, at least.”

      Before he can badger me to drink any more, Todd shouts for us to get moving again.

      The last five miles are horrific. Only watching Wesley struggle keeps me going. His bright red face, hair soaked through with sweat, and dragging feet inspire me. If he can keep going, so can I. When inspiration strikes, I can't help myself. I scoop up a handful of pebbles and stuff them in my pocket. Every few hundred yards I toss one at his leg or his arm. He brushes at his extremities like he's been stung every time, glancing around spastically for the culprit.

      It gives me something else to think about, until he catches me doing it just as the sun's setting.

      “You little punk. I should've known it was you.” I have no idea where his energy comes from, but he takes off chasing me. I've got zero left in my tank, so I barely run twenty steps before I'm winded.

      His hand swings out at me and snags my arm, and he spins me around toward him. My body crashes into his, but he doesn't go down. The setting sun's rays bathe his face in golden light, his hair falling over his eyes, his strong jaw jutting out in defiance. “You owe me an apology. This hike was hard enough without thinking an army of disappearing cockroaches were trying to eat me.”

      “Disappearing cockroaches?” I shudder. “Thanks, now I won't be able to sleep at all.”

      “I'll protect you from them. I mean, didn't you see my moves? I'm gifted, clearly.”

      I think about him, jumping right and left, swatting at the air, and spinning around to see where the pebbles were coming from. I giggle.

      “You think it's funny?” His head leans down, moving closer to me, his arms holding me tight against him.

      The corner of my mouth lifts. “Yeah, it was funny. Thanks for distracting me.”

      “I'll distract you anytime, any place.”

      A shiver runs down my spine, and I realize I shouldn't be standing here, not now. Not with Wesley. I stiffen up and step backward. “I think we're getting close. We better not fall too far behind, though.”

      I jog to catch up with the others, but now I'm intensely aware of Wesley jogging beside me. When we finally reach a spot Rafe and Todd agree on, I practically collapse where I'm standing. I offer to help Wesley put up the tent, but when he shakes his head, I don't press it.

      “You two are sharing a tent?” Rafe lifts his eyebrows, but doesn't offer any other opinions.

      If I maintain a careful distance between Wesley and me while we eat dinner, and if I lay my sleeping bag down as far from his as I possibly can, even if it's only ten inches away, well, I hope he doesn't take offense. At least he doesn't comment.

      The only good thing about walking fifteen miles is how exhausted it leaves me. Even plagued with doubts about seeing Solomon tomorrow, and guilt over kissing Wesley, I drop off to sleep minutes after I lay down.

      I dream about Sam again that night, stuck in a room with a black door. I bolt upright in the middle of the night, but before I can lay back down, Wesley's sitting up next to me, one arm thrown over my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      I nod wordlessly.

      “Bad dream?”

      Another nod.

      He pulls my sleeping bag next to his and pats it. I lay back down and go to sleep, back to back with Wesley. I don't remember any dreams after that.

      Dawn, as usual, comes too early. My eyes burn a little bit when I wake up, either from exhaustion or the campfire smoke, I can't tell. We're all up and headed for the bridge right on time. We find a good spot, behind an old house on the bay, and settle in to wait.

      It’s not too long before the truck Solomon sent his messenger down with drives up to the edge of the bridge. Of course, now it's loaded up with my decoy, the Marked girl named Amanda, and fake Wesley, actually a kid named Robbie. Wesley taps his fingers on the side of the stilts of the house while we wait.

      I don't know what Solomon will do when he realizes they aren't me. The muscles in my neck tense up, and I use my left hand to massage them. I hope Amanda and Robbie aren't shot because of me. Shooting the messenger seems like something he'd do.

      If he sends people to seize them, there isn't a lot we can do, either. We can pursue, but we'd be headed right into the lion's den if we do. No, Rafe will make me stay here either way. If I knew Solomon a little better, I'd have a closer guess, but I have no idea what nefarious plan he's laid in place.

      Eventually a single, red pickup truck heads down the I-45. I can't hear what anyone's saying from here, but a man climbs out of the truck after it stops and approaches Amanda and Robbie. He knocks on the window. He talks to them, and then gestures wildly. A moment later, a woman in black pants, and a thick black coat with the hood up climbs out of the car. She crosses to the truck and waves her hands around wildly too.

      Amanda passes her walkie talkie to the woman. I guess they've discovered she's not really me.

      I hear the distinct bleeping noise of the call from the walkie talkie.

      “Rafe here. Over.”

      “Rafe,” a familiar voice says over the walkie, “My name is Josephine Solomon. While I understand your reticence to trust us, we meant no harm to any of you. We very much mean to honor our offer. Whether you believe us or not, I'd very much appreciate the chance to speak with my daughter. Is that possible?”

      Rafe holds the walkie out to me, but his eyes are full of questions. The biggest one is, do I want to talk to her?

      I don't quite know the answer. Part of my heart lurches at the sound of my mom's voice. I'm surprisingly glad she's okay. I worried Solomon would kill her when she went back. Another part of me, though, that part rages. Sam may not be dead, but she didn't know about his miraculous healing powers. My own mother didn't care whether she caused my boyfriend's death. She was in such a hurry to abandon me and rush back to her abusive husband, she didn't care who she hurt. The broken hearted part clashes with the furious part and I freeze while my heart locks up in a stalemate.

      Rafe beeps the walkie. “I've made the request. I'll let you know her answer in a moment.”

      I appreciate that Rafe never rushes me. He doesn't even look at me. He leaves me this choice at least. Eventually pragmatism wins the day, and I reach for the walkie.

      “Hi Josephine.”

      “Ruby, darling, I'm so happy to hear your voice.”

      As conflicted as I felt when I was trying to decide whether to talk to her, once the conversation starts, anger and bitterness grab the wheel. “Wish I could say the same.”

      “I'm sorry, so sorry sweetheart, that your friend was injured in the confusion.”

      I roll my eyes. My friend? And injured is such an insufficient word to describe being shot six times in the chest and left in a pool of his own blood. “We have a counter offer to present.”

      Silence for a count of ten. “What do you want, Ruby?”

      “I'll give your abusive husband what he wants.” I refuse to call him my father. I will not. “I'll give him a blood sample, straight from my arm if you insist on seeing it, and in exchange I'll take Sam and your assurances there will be no Cleansing. In other words, you'll return my boyfriend to me, the one who survived your brutal and unprovoked shooting. I don’t even want to hear about the miraculous nature of your healing, as I'm sure you know it had nothing to do with his survival. But giving my boyfriend back, and agreeing not to butcher hundreds of thousands of innocents isn't really enough for what you want from me.”

      My mom's vowels are clipped. It's hard to tell when talking through a walkie, but she sounds upset, terse even. “If I caused your boyfriend's injuries, then certainly you'll own up to causing your father's. In any case, I'm not sure what more we can offer you. What else do you want?”

      “I need my dad's journal. You stole it, and I want it back.”

      “You dropped it when you ran away from the awful thing you did to your own father.”

      She yanked it out of my arms. I grit my teeth. I'm not going to argue about this with her. “It doesn't belong to you.”

      “It doesn't belong to you either, darling. He isn't really your dad, you know.”

      Wesley puts a hand on my arm.

      “What?” I ask him.

      “You said you infected your... er, Solomon, with Tercera, right?”

      I nod.

      “And the accelerant?”

      I nod again. “I don't know how it will really work back to back like that, but yes.”

      Wesley shrugs. “I doubt he has much time left. We could wait until he dies. Your mom might be more reasonable without him.”

      Rafe shakes his head. “If he dies, our leverage dies with him.”

      True. The only thing they want from us is my blood. If the person they want it for dies. . . Sam's caught in the middle. I hate this whole thing, and David Solomon for putting me in this position.

      I press the button on the walkie. “Will you give it to me, or not? It's a small request, and he needs my blood. You know that.”

      The truth is, I have no idea whether my blood will heal Solomon or not. He's been infected for days, not minutes like Wesley, or hours like Rhonda. With the accelerant added to the mix, well, I don't know. But I know he's desperate. I hope it gives me enough bargaining power to outweigh the risk.

      “Has your blood worked to heal Tercera on anyone else?”

      I sigh. I don't like lying to my mom, but strictly speaking, this isn't a lie. “Yes.”

      Josephine says, “I need to check with him.”

      Of course she does. Apparently seventeen years of marriage and complete devotion for that entire time don't buy her much autonomy.

      “Fine,” I say. “We aren't the ones on a timeline.” Also not strictly true, but want her to know she's the one asking for favors here.

      We watch as she walks back to the truck she arrived in, and drives back down the bridge.

      As the sun climbs in the sky, we wait, and then we wait more. Finally, an hour or so shy of midday, a truck returns. I think it's the same one because it's red, but other than the color, all WPN trucks look the same.

      A woman all in black with her hood down emerges. It looks like my mother. When I hear the beep of the walkie, I lift it back up.

      “Your father agrees to give you my ex-husband's journal, since he assumes you want it in order to help your new friends. He's a man of God and of course he supports anything that might heal those children.”

      “Did you bring it?”

      “He has one stipulation, darling. He wants to see you himself. If you come to the island to give him the blood sample, he'll let you and Sam leave without pursuit this time, with the journal safely in hand.”

      I can't help shuddering every time she calls me darling. Thankfully she can’t see me through the walkie. “Solomon doesn't believe I'll give him my blood?”

      “It's not that he doesn't trust you, darling, it's that he wants the chance to see you, to make amends. We both want to explain things. We've had so little time with you, and so many intervening factors, confusions, and deceits. We don't blame you for any of this of course, and we'd like an opportunity to make things up to you.”

      Every time she says we, I want to jump through the walkie and smack her in the face.

      “Will you give us one last chance to see you, to apologize?”

      I turn toward Rafe, who shakes his head. No. Todd shakes his head, too. Wesley grabs my hand and shakes his head so emphatically, his hair flies into his eyes.

      They may all agree it's a bad idea, but I know Solomon well enough to know, if I turn this down, he'll send his armies out to force us. I could jump in the truck we stole from WPN and tear down the road, but we can't all fit in that truck. Solomon will kill anyone he can reach, possibly even me. And if I die, there's nothing to prevent him from carrying through with his initial plan to pursue and kill every Marked kid left. Although, if I die, it might be a moot point for them anyway.

      In the end, it's an illusory request my mom's making. We don't have a choice, not really. Thanks to Rafe's wise plan, we're stuck here without transportation, near the most powerful and vindictive man alive.

      “Sure Josephine. I'll come, but only for the day.”

      “Of course, darling.”

      I hand the walkie to Rafe. “In my experience,” I say, “if you really treasure something, you don’t need to say it.”

      The more she calls me darling, the less I believe it.
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      I stomp my foot. No one's listening to me, and they're all wrong.

      “I'm going in alone. Trust me, Solomon is erratic and dangerous. Anyone who comes with me is disposable. If you're Marked, they think God found you unworthy, which means you shouldn’t be kept alive. They're afraid of you too, and they'll be itching to pull a trigger. In fact it’s worse than disposable. You’d be a liability.”

      Todd nods his head slowly. “She’s right. If you go onto the island Marked, you may as well say your farewells now.”

      Wesley's voice is so soft I almost don't hear him. “I'm not Marked. And if I'm risking my life, well you already saved it once. You aren't going to face that man alone.”

      Rafe scowls. “I still think I should go. Wes doesn't look very formidable.” He lifts his shoulders. “Sorry man, nothing personal.”

      Wesley smirks. “Says the kid with a mohawk? I've got forty pounds on you, and I'm better with a gun.”

      Rafe's utterly earnest tone sends a shiver down my spine. “You've got no idea the things I'm capable of. She'd be safe with me.” He’s never reminded me more of Sam. “But I'm Marked, and she's right. I'm no use to her with a bullet in my head.”

      “Besides, the Marked need you,” I say. “But I'll take Wesley.”

      Wesley smiles, and I can't help notice the irony. He's smiling that he can go with me somewhere we may both die. He's smiling at being able to help me retrieve my boyfriend.

      Ultimately, he's only coming so I won't have to face my personal nightmare alone, knowing there’s nothing but danger and misery in it for him. Rafe’s right. I don't deserve a friend like Wes.

      Rafe tries to hand him a silver handgun, but I put my hand on Wesley's arm and shake my head. “The first thing they'll do is take away any weapons we bring. It's pointless. If you insist on coming, you need to know it's only for moral support. You still okay with that?”

      “Of course.”

      There isn't much else to do, so I incline my head toward the bridge and Wesley nods. Before I've taken two steps, Rafe clears his throat.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      He looks at my shoes and shuffles.

      “Rafe, did you need something?”

      He makes eye contact and then kicks at a dead tuft of grass on the ground. He looks like an armed fugitive one moment, and a scared child the next. “Just in case something goes wrong, or you know, whatever. Can you tell my brother I love him, and I'm not mad anymore?”

      “Of course.”

      Rafe sighs in relief and holds up one hand. “Good luck.”

      When I turn back toward the bridge, I think about how many people's lives are resting on this trade going well. It's a lot of pressure. If we get that journal, it’ll be worth it. If we don’t, well I don’t envy Rafe the task of returning to the Marked empty handed. We didn’t exactly announce our intentions when we left.

      “Just breathe,” Wesley says. “It's going to be okay.”

      I wish I believed him. My mom looks as nervous as Rafe did by the time we reach the base of the bridge. She steps toward me, arms outstretched. She's lost her mind if she thinks I'm going to rush up and hug her. A memory of the smell of peppermint and her arms around me like a vise grip surfaces from the last time I saw her. My heart lurches dangerously, so I shove the stray memory away.

      She glances at Wesley curiously. “Who's this? Another boyfriend?”

      I roll my eyes. “Wesley's been my best friend for years. He insisted on coming for moral support.”

      She frowns. “You don't need that to visit your own flesh and blood, Ruby.”

      “Pardon me Josephine if I don't quite see it that way. When I last saw you, you ordered your men to shoot my boyfriend. Six gunshots in the chest later, here we are.”

      She flinches. “I didn't.”

      “Okay.” This isn't going well, and this is the Solomon I like best, the reasonable one of the two. When no one moves or speaks, I raise my eyebrows. “Are we going somewhere?”

      Josephine jumps as though I startled her. “I'm sorry, you're just so beautiful. I get distracted looking at you, thinking of all the years I missed.” Her face flushes and her voice drops to a whisper. “Thank you for coming.”

      I'm not saying you're welcome, because she isn't welcome. I don't want to be here. She twisted my arm, and I resent it. Maternal feelings seventeen years too late don’t change that. “I'm ready to go when you are.”

      She sighs dramatically and gestures to the truck. I walk over to it and Wesley follows me. We won't all fit on the front seat, so I climb into the back and Wesley climbs in right next to me.

      “Our driver today is Peter. What's your friend's name?” Josephine asks.

      Oh good. I guess she's decided I need to be enrolled in Proper Manners 101. “Wesley Fairchild. His dad runs Port Gibson.” I have no idea why I added that last part, except she seems to put a lot of importance on power and influence.

      “Wonderful to meet you, Wesley.”

      “Nice to meet you too, Mrs. Solomon,” Wesley says. “Your daughter told me you look alike, but nothing prepared me for this resemblance. You're practically twins.”

      Josephine blushes. “What a lovely compliment. I like your friend, Ruby. He's certainly much politer than your other boyfriend was.” She frowns.

      Was? Why would she say was? “Where is he? Sam, I mean.”

      She turns back to face the road. “I'm sure you're both starving. We're going to meet your father for lunch.”

      She acts like we came all this way for a garden party. “I'm not here to lunch with you. I'd rather skip the niceties and get on with it. I want to see Sam, give Solomon some blood, and get the heck out of here.”

      “Be patient, darling. All in good time.”

      I clench my fists, but Wesley places a hand over mine. I force myself to breathe in and out.

      Eventually the truck crosses the bridge, turns right, and slows in front of the same enormous, white colonial David Solomon drove us to last time I came to Galveston. The four pillars on either side of the double front doors are even larger than I remember.

      Wesley lives in the biggest house in Port Gibson, but even his jaw drops at the sight of this monstrosity. “What a spectacularly beautiful mansion.”

      “It's not a palace,” Josephine says, “but we find it comfortable.”

      I didn't need the subtle reminder that her husband considers himself to be a king. Wesley hovers a few inches behind me as we climb the long stairway up to the front porch. “I'm not going to fall,” I whisper. “Stand down lieutenant Wesley.”

      “I'm being supportive,” he says.

      I scowl. “Quit it.”

      Ignoring me entirely, he catches up and walks alongside me toward the doors.

      Josephine hands her dark coat to a lady in a gray uniform and turns toward us. Without the jacket to obscure her form, her fitted black slacks and pink sweater set showcase her trim figure. Pink pearls circle her neck. She clasps her hands in front of her stomach, and waits for us to surrender our coats as well.

      Josephine says, “We'll be taking lunch in the garden room, Ralph.”

      Oh good grief.

      We follow a man in a full suit, presumably Ralph, around the corner to the right, and down a hall toward the ‘garden room.’ I’ve never been in a palace, but naming rooms seems like a palatial thing if I ever heard one.

      Ralph stops outside glass doors, opens them and says, “Her Royal Highness, Queen Josephine Solomon, Her Majesty Ruby Solomon, and Her Majesty's companion, Wesley Fairchild, son of the ruler of Port Gibson, an Unmarked Settlement.”

      I can't possibly roll my eyes far enough back in my sockets. He's announcing us? For real?

      Sam will be sitting in this room, I know it. I wring my hands, unaccountably nervous as I walk through the doors, and my stomach ties in knots. I expect to walk into a room full of people, but when I finally enter, other than two walls full of windows and blooming plants on every surface, only one person sits in the room. It’s decidedly not Sam.

      “Darling.” Solomon smiles when we walk in the room. “It's so wonderful to see you again.” He's wearing a suit like his butler, also black, but with a red tie. My heart falls when I notice his cheeks are pink, and his eyes bright. I hoped to find him on his deathbed, lips white, skin pale, and sores weeping everywhere. I notice he's wearing a crown, and it comes down just far enough to cover up any Mark he may have on his brow. Maybe he's putting on a show, barely holding it together. Perhaps he can't stand up without help.

      He rises to his feet smoothly, and I suppress a muttered curse.

      “I hope you found the ride into town comfortable?” he asks.

      Did that dart even work? Or maybe my dad's journal provided another cure? Is he sick at all? Maybe we never had any leverage, and I walked into his stronghold like a moronic lamb to the slaughter.

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “I was saying, I hope your ride onto the island was a pleasant one. I trust Arthur took good care of you?”

      My mouth drops open. Solomon's acting like I arrived in a carriage, and this is some exciting affair of state. “I came as quickly as I could, but you know, these royal balls take up so much time. The princes all fell madly in love with me of course, but not a one of them could slay a dragon, so here I am, still single.” I bat my eyelashes and fan myself melodramatically with my hand.

      Solomon frowns. I doubt he's accustomed to being mocked.

      Josephine's voice is a little too high when she says, “Isn't she hilarious?” Her fake laugh cheese-grates across my nerves. She crosses the room and sits next to King Solomon. “Look, darling, we've saved you a place right here near the head of the table.”

      “Glad to hear you saved it for me, with so many people clamoring for a seat.”

      Wesley clears his throat and whispers, “A little politeness might not hurt.”

      I shove my anger down a little, grit my teeth and lie. “What I meant to say was, thank you so much, Your Royal Highness. I'm so happy to be here again, and I'm absolutely famished. I can't say how pleased I am to eat lunch with you.” Because if I did that would be a big fat lie. I hope my smile isn’t too forced looking.

      I walk toward the front of the room, and try to pull a chair out, but Ralph beats me to it. I stumble back, unbalanced a bit by him shifting the seat in front of me.

      “Uh, I'm sorry. I thought I was supposed to sit there, but I don't do fancy parties much.”

      Solomon's eyebrows lift. “He's pulling the seat out for you, my darling. It's done in polite company, or didn't the royal ball you recently attended have butlers?”

      I blush, which I hate. That's probably why my anger slips free again. “The ball I went to prized female empowerment over outdated formalities.” I bite my lip. This man still has Sam, who I haven't even seen yet, and Solomon doesn't look a bit ill. Either way, he could end me if he chooses. I need to remember that. I sit down, and lower my voice. “Thank you for having patience with my learning curve. It's a lot to take in. New family, new house, new people, new rules.”

      Wesley circles the table and sits to my left. “I'm delighted to meet you, King Solomon. I've heard a lot about you, and I'm absolutely dazzled by the idyllic community you've created here.”

      “God created everything you see here son, but I'm happy to hear you recognize the majesty in it.”

      Wesley smiles and it doesn't even look forced. He's much better at this than me.

      “Ralph, please tell them to bring the first course,” Solomon says. “I think we've all worked up an appetite.”

      I want to demand to see Sam, but I bite my tongue again. “What are we having? It smells delicious.” I really hope it's not roasted baby ducks, or some other villainous food. A mental image of Solomon carving chunks off a bleating baby goat and eating them raw has me shaking my head to clear my thoughts.

      “Clam chowder,” Josephine says. “We recently got some clams in from our port city in Tampa, and they're delightful. Have either of you ever had it before?”

      “Never with fresh clams. I can't wait to try it,” Wesley says.

      I try not to think about the hundred thousand Marked kids starving while Solomon eats soup made from shellfish shipped from the east coast. I try to act normal, excited even, but my hands shake slightly with barely contained rage.

      “How about you, Ruby?” Josephine asks, while women in grey uniforms place bowls in front of each of us. “Have you ever eaten clam chowder?”

      I think about the gelatinous cream based mush I've had in the past from old cans. I don't think it really counts. I shrug. “Not that I recall.”

      She claps. “Oh what fun. I get to watch one of your firsts.”

      She missed my first steps, first words, first everything. Part of me seethes that she's acting like she's actually a mother, but part of me softens. She seems genuinely excited to experience something with me. That kind of joy is hard to fake.

      Turns out, I like clam chowder, and the crusty bread they bring with it is even better.

      Solomon wipes his mouth with a napkin and sets it on his lap. “Ruby, all joking aside, I owe you an apology.”

      This should be good. “You do?”

      “I overreacted badly when I thought your opening of the safe meant your mother had been unfaithful to me. I should never have let my anger take over like that. Although I know this doesn't excuse my behavior, I think it was a case of an old wound that hadn't quite healed. I hope you'll accept my apology. Although I didn't physically harm you, I did harm to your mother in front of you and I’m sure that was quite upsetting and distressing to watch.”

      “I’d say she had it a lot worse than me.”

      He compresses his lips. “I can never make that up to her. Luckily, she's a Godly woman and has been generous enough to forgive me. I don't know what I did to deserve her, but I've been blessed.”

      It’s godly to forgive the unforgivable? I don’t think I’ll ever be Godly. “She is a forgiving woman.” It’s the best I can manage.

      “Better than I deserve,” Solomon says.

      A lecherous hag would be better than he deserves. I meet his eyes. “We agree on that.”

      He clenches his napkin. “I'm sorry you felt you needed to act as you did. Of course I don't blame you for defending yourself and your mother. It was exactly what you should have done. In hindsight, I recognize the nobility in your behavior.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “I was raised to stand up for myself.”

      “Although.” He blots at his lips. “If you hadn't deceived me, none of that would have happened.” He takes a bite of soup. “But I'm sure you weren't taught any better, and your mother has helped me to see that.” He inclines his head. “So, I've forgiven your rash actions. I think your education is more to blame for that than the Devil's influence.”

      “Uh thanks,” I say. “I'm glad to know the Devil hasn't taken full control of me quite yet.”

      He stares at me intently, but incorrectly decides I'm not mocking him and nods. Apparently in his mind, the matter is now settled.

      I make small talk about the commerce and trade channels of the various WPN ports until the second course arrives, grilled swordfish. I take a dutiful bite, and it's better than I expect, but I've waited long enough. I try my hardest to be diplomatic this time.

      “This swordfish is fantastic,” I say. “I really wish Sam could try it. Any chance he could join us? If there isn't any more, I'm happy to share the rest of mine.”

      “I'm delighted you like it,” Solomon says. “It makes people who aren't accustomed to eating seafood sick from time to time.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “How are you feeling, Dad? You seem fine. Swordfish agrees with you?”

      “I've been better.” He glances around the room. Ralph's standing near the door. “Please leave us, Ralph. I'll call for you when we're ready for the third course.”

      Ralph bows and exits, pulling the doors closed behind him.

      “Now that you ask, darling, I can tell you. Thanks to your assault with that dart, I've contracted Tercera.” He removes his crown, exposing the rash on his forehead. He leans toward me, and places his hand on mine. As he extends his hand, his suit coat pulls back and I notice the edge of a sore on his forearm. So he is sick, and it's progressed to the point of second year symptoms. “You don't seem nervous at the prospect of my touching you, darling. Why is that, I wonder?”

      I snatch my hand back and roll my eyes. “Ready to talk for real at last? Then no, I'm not nervous. My dad made sure I couldn't contract Tercera.”

      “Yes, thanks to your carelessness in fleeing after you assaulted me, you left Donald’s journal. We know you've been supercharged with antibodies. What we don't know is whether it will treat my illness now that it’s established. Do you happen to have the answer to that one?”

      I'm walking a fine line here. I wonder how long they'll insist I stay after he takes my blood. “We've treated a handful of individuals, and they have all responded positively to the antibodies in my blood. Wesley here was Marked prior to treatment. He was the first recipient of my blood, ingesting it actually, and he's been clear of any rash for weeks, despite constant contact with those actively infected with Tercera.”

      Solomon's eyes fly wide. “You knew about your immunity before you came looking for the safe?”

      I shake my head. “I didn't, no. His treatment was. . . inadvertent.”

      Josephine sighs. “I bet that's an interesting story.”

      Wesley grins. “Let's just say I was Ruby's first kiss, and we got off to a bumpy start.”

      Solomon frowns. “Now I want to hear the details. And I'd like to get to know you a little better too, son.” He places his fork on his plate. “And I'll admit that I'm confused. I thought Samuel Roth was your boyfriend?”

      “It's complicated,” Wesley says.

      “I see that,” Solomon says. “Luckily, we have some time to sort through all of this.”

      Uh, no we don't.

      “No offense,” I say, “but we're actually in a hurry. One of the reasons I asked for Donovan's journal is that Job's running tests on my blood as we speak. The data in that journal would help a lot. I'm happy to come back for a longer visit soon, but I'm needed to aid in a solution to the infection of the Marked as soon as possible. I'd love to donate some blood to you, collect Sam, and head back to Baton Rouge. Some of them are quite sick, and with the suppressant failing, they’re running out of time.”

      “Yes, yes, we are aware of their problems,” Solomon says. “Young people are always in such a rush. For now, try to enjoy the sliver of time we've got together.”

      I slam my hand on the table. “Enjoy my time here?”

      “I assure you, we'll provide the best food and accommodations,” Josephine says.

      My hand fists on the linen tablecloth. “I've asked and asked, and no one's answered. Where's Sam? Is he being treated? Is he on a respirator? I'm a big girl and I can take it, whatever his status, but I don't want swordfish, or chowder or steak, or a big, fat slice of chocolate cake. I want to see him. Right now.”

      Solomon sniffs. “I don't believe I've heard any kind of apology from you yet for your role in all of this.”

      I stiffen. He wants me to apologize for what? Making him beat my mom? I seethe inside, but I remind myself he's holding all the cards.

      “Uh, I am sorry. I shouldn't have deceived you with my blood swap.”

      Wesley says, “Ruby told me she was scared, afraid to face the truth of her paternity. After what she learned about Donovan Behl, she was afraid, and she thought Job's blood would surely open the safe. She didn’t want to know whether her own would yet.”

      Solomon takes a bite and chews slowly. “Is that true, Ruby? Were you afraid to face the truth?”

      I nod. That much at least is true. “I still am, if I'm being honest.”

      “Honesty is good,” Josephine says. “But I assure you that I have no doubt. I never have.”

      “Why did you think my blood would open the safe, then?” I ask. “Or did you assume I'd fail?”

      “I thought you'd fail,” Solomon says. “But I planned to remove the safe forcibly afterward.”

      Josephine shakes her head. “I assumed it would open. Donald was a geneticist. He'd have known you weren't biologically his after a simple test, and he might have added your blood sample to the safe, allowing you access. That's what I assumed happened when your blood worked. Or when I thought it did.”

      Solomon beams and reaches for his wife's hand, pulling up short when he realizes he’d Mark her, presumably. He sets his hand down and settles for saying, “You're so brilliant, darling.”

      I frown. Why hadn't either Solomon or I thought of that possibility that night? He could have given things a lot more thought before beating Josephine. Although in the journal entry, Dad said he didn't know if I was actually his daughter biologically, and he didn't care.

      I realize Solomon's sidetracked me again. “No distractions this time. Where's Sam?”

      Solomon shoves his chair back from the table and reaches below for a black box. “Call me paranoid, but I think I'd like my blood sample first.” He sets the box down next to his gold ringed salad plate, and opens it. A silver syringe rests inside a velvet lined box. How perfectly, melodramatically corny, like everything in his opulent and impractical life.

      He reaches for my arm, but Wesley stands up, reaches over me and blocks his hand. “Where I'm from, we were taught to ask permission before assaulting someone's body.”

      Solomon shakes Wesley's hand off of his arm with a snarl. “My, my, you certainly have found plenty of boys willing to threaten violence on your behalf. Perhaps you should recall that an entire city stands ready to act at my beck and call.”

      “Would that be true if I knocked that crown from your head in front of them?” I ask.

      Solomon’s cheeks flush bright red.

      Before he can repeat the beating from a few nights ago on me, I reach over and pull the elastic band out from the box, where it rests under the syringe. I shove my sleeve up and loop the band around my own left biceps, knotting it tightly. I grab the syringe next and plunge it into my own vein in the same hole I used for Libby, Rose and Job.

      I have easy veins to find, or so I've heard. I ignore the pain, and pull back on the loop with my thumb slowly, filling up the entire thing. I rip the elastic band off with my teeth, and pull the syringe back out. I slam it down into the case and shove a napkin against my arm as tightly as I can manage. “How's that? Satisfied?”

      Solomon nods. “Do I inject it in my arm?”

      I shrug. “We've had some success with oral transmission, but only in early cases. I'd recommend intravenous, myself.”

      “Do you mind helping me?” Solomon asks.

      I do. I mind a lot. This much blood could be used for dozens of tests. It seems wasteful to let this monster have even a single drop. I can’t exactly say that.

      “I’d be happy to help,” I say, “but I would like to know where Sam is. Any chance you'll ever answer me? It was part of our bargain. And I've fulfilled both my parts. I'm here, and I've given you my blood.”

      “After you've injected me, I'm happy to take you to see him. He's not in good enough shape to come and sit through a meal with us, I'm afraid.”

      I bite my lip. “Will I be able to take him home with me?”

      “Oh you'll be able to take him wherever you'd like once we're through with our visit.” Solomon's smile seems oddly sincere.

      “Can you help me tie this?” I ask Wesley, indicating the linen napkin on the inside of my elbow.

      He rolls his napkin into a long line and I remove mine, recoiling at all the wasted blood soaking it. He ties his long, skinny one tightly around my elbow. The puncture wound is small enough. It should be fine soon.

      Once the makeshift bandage is secure, I hold the syringe out to Solomon. He shrugs out of his jacket, and rolls up his sleeve. There are two sores on his arm. The one I saw is quite small, but the one near his elbow is larger and already weeping. It looks painful. I suppress a smile.

      I inject Solomon's arm with my blood, begrudging him every last drop. After I finish, he sits back in his chair and sighs. “How long until we'll know whether it's working?”

      I think about Libby and Rose. “The others showed significant improvement within twelve hours. None of them had been accelerated, and I'm not sure how that will impact the results. I've never seen any data on it.”

      He grunts, and then yells out quite loudly. “Ralph, call Adam, Dave, Paul and Derek. I'd like my daughter and her friend escorted to the Grey Room, please.”

      Sam.

      My hands shake, but I stand and smooth my hands down my jeans. I breathe in and out deeply. If he's okay, this was all worth it. The apologizing, the blood donation to save a monster, the long trip, leaving Job alone to work on the cure, all of it.

      Four men in matching grey uniforms with hair cropped close to their scalps walk through the door, salute and bow to Solomon. I notice he's donned his crown and suit coat again. I assume none of these men know their precious king is Marked. It wouldn't do for them to think he'd fallen out of favor with God, I suppose.

      The men aren't military, but they look like they’re formed from the same mold. I imagine an assembly line like they used Before, plopping men out, both soldiers and guards, some going down a line for grey guard uniforms, some for dark navy military uniforms. Same hair, same build, same training, different color clothing. I shake my head. I need to focus.

      I stand up, my chair legs scraping on the wooden floor. Wesley stands too, but his chair makes no sound. He's had more practice with fancy furniture and fine flooring.

      “I'm ready. Thank you for taking me.”

      The four men bow to me as well. As I leave the room, I notice Josephine and Solomon have both risen and are following. “Oh, don't let my eagerness ruin your meal. Please stay.”

      Solomon shakes his head. “I wouldn't miss this.”

      Josephine's twisting her napkin in her hands frenetically. It worries me, but I have no idea what it might mean. I close my eyes and imagine the worst. Sam on a ventilator, Sam barely breathing, his heart damaged, pale and sickly.

      He's still Sam. I won't care. I didn't only like him because he was strong. But  if he survived six shots to the chest, he can survive anything. I'll do whatever it takes to get him home safely.

      No one speaks as we walk down the halls, and then leave the enormous house via a back door. We climb down a large set of stairs behind the house.

      I glance back at Josephine. “This is the right way to the Grey Room?”

      She swallows and nods nervously, glancing at Solomon as if for confirmation.

      “Uh, okay. Where are we going, exactly?”

      “Just up here Ruby, don't fret,” Solomon says. “He needed care and equipment we couldn't provide as easily in our home.”

      That makes sense.

      We walk across a two lane road behind the non-palace, and fifty feet down another small street. It's only a hundred steps to the ocean from here, and I don't see another soul anywhere. Quite a difference from the bustle of the other WPN streets I saw last time I came. Finally, we stop in front of a long, brick building with only one window on the front, high enough that I couldn't reach it, even if I jumped. No sign, no address, no mailbox, nothing to indicate it's an active residence of any kind.

      What is this place? “This is it? Sam's in there?”

      “You'll find what you're looking for inside,” Solomon says.

      I fold my arms. “And if I say I don't want to go in there? Will you bring him out to me?”

      “Ruby, be reasonable. If you want to be stubborn, I'm more than capable of taking you inside forcibly. I thought you wanted to see him, and were prepared for whatever you might face.”

      “I do and I am.” I listen quietly for any sign of medical care. Beeping machines, whirring, or the sound of nurses walking up and down the hall. I hear nothing. A tweet of a bird, the wind in the palm trees. Distantly, I can make out the sounds of waves crashing. Maybe it’s sound proofed so the patients aren’t disturbed. Maybe they keep it secluded for that very reason.

      Something feels wrong, but Solomon's right. If he means me harm, there's not much I can do about it. I'm weaponless, and so is Wesley. Plus, he's already got my blood. “Fine. I'll go inside.”

      Solomon inclines his head and one of the guards unlocks the door. Why is the door locked from the outside? My heart jumps into my throat, but it’s hammering so hard at the prospect of seeing Sam I ignore it.

      I rush into the doorway, expecting a hospital bed with Sam lying prone on top of it. Wesley cries out, but with four guards, even if I hadn't already run through the doorway, there's nothing I can do. I stare down a white hallway, the only light in the building streaming in from the open doorway behind me.

      It's the hallway from my dream. Rows of doors stretch out in front of me, all of them white. The tile under my feet alternates white and black, just like the floor that went on and on in my nightmare.

      I spin around. “Where's Sam? Where are we?”

      A short, stocky guard with greying hair shoves Wesley inside behind me. He puts an arm around me and drags me further inside.

      “I thought you might benefit from some time in WPN's prison block, such as it is,” Solomon says. “As you can see, you have the place to yourself right now. We have very little crime in Galveston. We raise devoted, God fearing people here. The only crime comes from outside forces.”

      I shake my head and pull away from the guard, who stinks like body odor. “Josephine, what's going on?”

      She frowns. “Your father didn't find your apology very convincing, and I'm afraid I didn’t either.”

      “Why bother lying about your plans to let me go? You obviously had no intention of doing that.”

      “You're so melodramatic. What they say about teens isn't the slightest bit exaggerated, sadly,” Solomon says. “As to the lying, I will let you go if you still want to leave, once you understand what it means to be my daughter. If you can learn to behave properly, you’ll be free to go.”

      “What about Sam?” I ask. “Is he even here?”

      Solomon barks a laugh. “Sam's dead, my dear. I can't believe you haven't figured that out yet. He had enough value that when he still had a heartbeat on that bridge, we tried to save him. Extraordinary measures and all that, but six shots to the chest? No one could survive that. I'm delighted you believed me, though. Perhaps I can convince his father, and get a ransom from the Unmarked too.”

      I collapse to my knees. “Why? Why make me sit and eat lunch with you, believing he's alive all that time? Why the charade, the lies?”

      “Two reasons, really. A punishment for your poor behavior, of course, but also a fatherly lesson. You’ve been lacking in guidance for seventeen years, so I have a lot of ground to cover. Pay attention. I abhor teaching the same thing twice. Disappointment stings more when it follows on the heels of hope.”

      “You’re a maniac,” I say.

      He sighs. “Not at all. Merely brilliant and dedicated to repairing the gaps in your education. I’ve illustrated this for you in a way you'll likely never forget. You see, you're far more upset about Sam’s death now that you believed it had somehow been avoided. Elevated disappointment follows when hope is squashed.”

      “I hate you,” I say.

      He grins. “You’ll need to work on more creative attacks if you want to wound me. That one’s pretty cliché.”

      “Hand me a weapon and call off the guards and we’ll see how creative I can be.”

      He snaps. “You are my daughter, you know. I knew it the second you tricked me back at the Palisade Palms. I've always been too clever for my own good. It's my primary failing. I spend a lot of time on my knees asking God's forgiveness. But don't worry. I'll discipline that cleverness out of you, now that we have you back. There's a bonus lesson in here for you too, you know.”

      I want to spit on him. Or shoot him with a real bullet this time.

      “The second lesson is in betrayal. Familial betrayal cuts the deepest, of course. You reminded me when you tricked me and then shot me. I needed that reminder not to trust anyone, other than the Almighty.”

      He points and two guards grab me. One grabs my right arm, but the other grabs me at the base of my neck, pinching me and pulling my hair at the same time. I cry out, and Josephine winces. They drag me through the first door on the left side and toss me onto a white cot. The one who held onto my neck yanks out a chunk of hair when he finally releases me. I whimper and curl into a ball on the cot, one hand to my stinging scalp.

      Solomon's voice carries through the walls. “I think you need the time alone, but your mother worries about you. She insists you have the nicest room, the one with a window, and two cots. She's a good woman, so I've decided to humor her.”

      Two more guards drag Wesley into the room, and toss him on the other cot.

      The door shuts with a clang and the guards lock it behind us.

      I should be furious with Solomon, with my mom, and most of all, with myself.

      I should be, but my heart has no room for anything but despair. I collapse into a heap and sob. You'd think I'd be used to it now, but somehow, losing Sam the second time hurts even more than the first. I hate that Solomon’s right. Disappointment is worse on the heels of hope.
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      I'm not sure how long I cry, face down on my cot, before Wesley finally approaches me. I'm guessing a while. He doesn't say a word, but he does sit down next to me, put an arm around me and pull me against his chest.

      It helps to know someone else understands, and that someone else cares. But as soon as the hurt eases, I feel worse for taking comfort from someone Sam can't stand. Sobbing and crying and whining are things I usually detest, so I breathe in and out and in and out and I force myself to stop. I sit up and wipe my eyes, breathe in and out a few more times and downshift my gasping sobs to streaming tears. Eventually the tears transition to hiccups.

      I didn't make the selfish decision to come for Sam alone. Rafe wanted to save him too, and Wesley, for his own reasons, agreed. We all knew I might be held here, and it was a risk we took. My job now isn't to cry and moan, and throw a fit. That's the sort of juvenile behavior Solomon expects from me. I need to do something he won't expect instead.

      “Can I say something. . . controversial?” Wesley asks. “I’m really not trying to stir things up again, believe me, but I feel like I need to ask.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Do you believe him? I mean, if we take him at face value, he lied about Sam being alive to get you here. What if he's lying again now? He might not even think it’s so bad, since it’s a lesson or whatever.”

      I shake my head. “I don't know. I don't think we can believe anything he says, and I'm not sure where that leaves us. He had a reason to lie about Sam being alive. To get me here. He has no reason to lie about him being dead, at least, not that I can think of.”

      Wesley shrugs. “To hurt you. Or in his twisted mind, to teach you a lesson?”

      I flop back on the cot. “Let’s assume initially that he’s telling the truth. If he is, our major issue is that we’re prisoners now. The Marked need us, and we can’t get away.”

      Wesley nods. “True enough.”

      If I focus on getting out of here, I can stop thinking about Sam long enough to be useful. That’s a far cry better than sitting around bawling.

      “We only really have two weapons in our arsenal. First, Solomon may need more of my blood at some point, and he wants to keep me alive for that. Second, none of his people know he's Marked. He may not be Marked by tomorrow, and may in fact be immune hereafter, but he'd have some explaining to do if someone sees him with a rash, especially since he didn't tell anyone about it.”

      Wesley grunts. “That doesn’t even address the fact that he became Marked by the Tercera he kept on hand for who knows what nefarious purpose.”

      “Sadly we don’t have a way to prove that. I left the dart guns and darts at the Palms. I doubt his people will be keen on trusting my word, not based on his messenger Arthur’s opinion of me.”

      “We'd need to be able to reach his people for that to matter at all.” Wesley taps his lip with his index finger. “And once his rash is gone, no one will believe us.”

      “These guards certainly won't believe anything I say.” I frown. “I think the first thing on our list should be checking out of this prison cell. We were stupid enough to walk right in here, without any proof Sam was alive or even present. Maybe we're smart enough to sneak back out.”

      We both stand up and examine our surroundings. WPN doesn’t have many prisoners, which means this cell hasn’t ever been tested. The only window is ten feet or so above the ground floor. I leap up in the air toward it and Wesley snorts.

      Even standing on a cot, I doubt Wesley could reach it. The room itself is small, with only two cots, a small table and two chairs. The table protrudes from the wall on an iron arm. The chairs are bolted into the tile floor on all four feet. A small door in the corner leads somewhere other than the main hallway.

      I open it, and the door itself barely clears the edge of the toilet. A roll of toilet paper sits on the top of the toilet tank, and a small, metal sink opposite the toilet is the only other thing in the bathroom. No soap, towel rack or towels. I step back out. I suppose I should be glad we have a toilet in a separate room with a closing door.

      “We seem to be alone in here,” I say. “What about the window?”

      Wesley squints. “We might be able to smash it, possibly with a leg from one of the cots, but I'm sure there's a guard outside, if not in the hall. If we go that route, we need to be ready to deal with an immediate, and possibly lethal, response. Though I doubt your sweet father would give them orders to kill you, at least not until his rash is gone for good.”

      I swear.

      “They've gotta feed us, I assume,” Wesley says. “That may be our best way out.”

      I shake my head. “Sneaking out won't help. There's an island full of ignorant zealots between us and the bridge. What we need is an ally here who will help us. Someone we can convince to side with us by telling them about Solomon’s duplicity. Someone close enough to see and believe us.”

      I wrack my brain, but other than the guards, no one comes to mind.

      Wesley sits in one of the chairs, tapping his fingers on the table now instead of his lips. “What about your mother?”

      I groan. “Relying on her help is like asking a dog to bite its own master. Useless idea. Or maybe you've forgotten that her betrayal is what got Sam shot?”

      Wesley stands and begins pacing. He's tall and the room's small, so watching him pace reminds me of my aunt's Newton's cradle, four little metal balls that swing back and forth on a pendulum. Nowhere to go, nothing to do but click and clack, click and clack tirelessly.

      “One of the things I had to learn in Administration,” Wesley says, “was how to identify and spot women and children suffering from abuse. They don't act like you or I would, and it's not their fault, either. If Solomon's been abusing your mother for years, well, she could've wanted to help you, but maybe she couldn't help herself much less anyone else. In fact, she might not even know that he’s wrong.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “See? Useless.”

      He shakes his head. “Not useless. I wish I'd paid better attention, but actually there are a few things I remember about what motivates abused women to finally escape their abuser. Things that might help us if we could somehow foster the occurrence of one of them.”

      “Like?” I ask.

      “First, a truly awful assault, one that leads a victim to believe they might actually die at the hands of the person beating them can result in the victim fleeing.” Wesley runs his hand through his hair. “We can't really count on that, though.”

      I sigh. “I really doubt she'll help me, and I think he's too smart to do anything very awful to her right now. I’ve drawn too much attention to it.”

      Wesley sits down next to me. “It's not about smart or dumb. It's about trained behaviors. His brain is warped, and it's twisted hers up, too. The next thing I remember likely won't help either. Sometimes women leave if they discover the man's having an affair. Beatings they may feel they deserve, but they frequently won't tolerate infidelity. And for some reason, men who abuse physically are commonly unfaithful.”

      “Ironic, given she left my dad for him.”

      “Yeah, that's true. But people rationalize things, right? Anyway, there were others, but I can only think of three. The first two are hard to manipulate, but we may be able to use the last thing I recall. The number one impetus for abused women to flee an abuser is fear of irreparable harm to their child.”

      That hits me like a slug to the gut for some reason, and tears spring to my eyes. Again. I wipe them away. I won't cry for her, not right now, not when her concern for me has only gained me two things. A cell with a window, and a cellmate to plot with. She doesn't deserve my compassion or my pity.

      Besides, Wesley's wrong. She doesn't give a crap about me. The last time she had to choose between us, she raced back to Solomon. “She doesn't even know me, Wes. Besides, Solomon brought me here, by his own words, to hurt me. If my mom was against him harming me, she'd have done something then.”

      Wesley sits on his cot. “Technically he said he brought you here to teach you a lesson. He didn't bring you to do you physical harm. In fact, has he physically harmed you a single time since you met him?”

      I nod. “He slapped my face minutes after we met.”

      Wesley nods. “There's a difference between beating someone and disciplining them and I wonder whether that crossed the line. Or at least, she’ll see things like that, right? Abusers spin things, and rewrite the narrative, all while undermining a woman's sense of worth. The abused women rewrite history frequently, especially strong personalities, because they can't accept they might be . . . Well, weak, or easily taken advantage of, I guess.”

      “Okay, which makes our plan what exactly?”

      Wesley shrugs. “I don't have one, not really. But if we wanted to get your mom on our side, Solomon would have to beat her within an inch of her life, which I know isn't ideal, or cheat on her, which seems unlikely to happen or be revealed out of the blue. The only other option is. . .”

      “He'd have to beat me, severely. So that it’s clearly not a matter of discipline, but an actual attempt to physically harm me.”

      Wesley winces. “I guess so, yeah. I’m just spitballing here, obviously.”

      I guess if my options are to take a beating by a dictator, or rot slowly in here while a hundred thousand Marked kids waste away and die, well. It's not gonna be fun, but bruises and broken bones are still better than widespread death and destruction.

      I drop my face into my hands and mumble. “At least it shouldn’t be hard to get him to beat me senseless. I seem to have a natural affinity for pissing Solomon off.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Josephine brings us dinner in a basket later that night. Several kinds of sandwiches, soup in a ceramic tureen with a lid, several kinds of fruit, and a large carafe of ice-cold milk. I think about refusing all of it, but if we do get out of this, Job's going to need my blood. I need to be eating as well as I can so I can produce all the antibodies the Marked may need upon my return.

      Wesley, Josephine and I eat in painfully awkward silence.

      Wesley widens his eyes at me several times, suggesting I bond with my mom. After all, unless she cares about me, she’s not going to flee my dad for hurting me. I want to win my mother over, but I don't know how to do that. It’s not like I’ve ever studied how to be charming to a parent.

      “It’s too bad you don’t have a piano in here,” Wesley says.

      “Oh?” Josephine raises her eyebrows. “Do you play?”

      He shakes his head. “Ruby does, and she sings.”

      I close my eyes. It’s like a horrible chapter out of Pride and Prejudice. Next thing I know, he’ll be telling her I’ve got four thousand pounds a year.

      “I’d love to hear you play once your father lets you out.” Her smile is forced and I make myself return it.

      After I've eaten one turkey sandwich and another roast beef sandwich, and drunk a full container of milk, Josephine shoves a bowl of orange slices into my hands.

      “Oh, thanks,” I say. “But I think if I eat another bite I might pop.”

      “You don’t eat nearly enough,” Josephine says. “You look as fragile as a bird, like one good yank could break your wrist.”

      I’m heartily tired of people calling me puny, scrawny, and commenting on how I must not eat enough.

      “She’s always been like that.” Wesley’s eaten even more than me, but he stuffs the end of his second banana into his mouth with a grin. “There’s never quite enough to go around in Port Gibson, and she always shares whatever she has with everyone else.”

      “Not here,” Josephine says. “Here we have more than enough, so eat up.”

      I eat the orange, one section at a time, savoring the burst of tangy juice as it explodes on my tongue.

      “Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Solomon. I appreciate it,” Wesley says. He pats his stomach, right on top of his six-pack, and I can't help rolling my eyes. “I can't remember the last time I ate this well.”

      “Speaking of that.” With a grin on her face, Josephine pulls out a box from behind her back. When she lifts the lid, I see two slices of dark brown cake.

      I gasp. “Is that chocolate?”

      “Ruby, darling, we took over ocean ports. One of those is in Tabasco, Mexico. That region has always been responsible for more than seventy percent of Mexico's chocolate. That's why we travelled so far to re-settle it. Most of the trade takes place by ship, but your father and I fly down at least once a year. I'd love to take you the next time we go. It's a beautiful place.” She runs a hand over my hair, pausing to pull on a curl. I want to bat her hand away, but I don't.

      As stuffed as I am, I’d never turn down chocolate in any form. Josephine hands a plate with a large slice of three layer chocolate cake with chocolate frosting to me, and another to Wesley.

      I lean back on my cot, trying to make room in my overfull belly. Even though she said cocoa isn’t rare here, chocolate’s so valuable in the rest of the world that suspicion takes hold.

      “Why are you bringing us cake?” I ask. “Is there some kind of hidden lesson in this? Did you secretly make it using cockroach flour, or lace it with some kind of laxative? I can already anticipate the moral Solomon will mouth over me while I’m cramping in misery. ‘Gluttony always results in misery’.”

      Josephine shakes her head, but I plow ahead. “Or maybe you’re just trying to keep my energy up in case Solomon needs more blood?”

      Josephine frowns. “I'm your mother Ruby, and I love you.”

      “Oh, and that's why you let Solomon toss me in a cell? As long as I get to keep my friend along and there’s a window, it’s fine? I can definitely see how much you two love me.”

      Wesley says, “I think Ruby's wondering whether King Solomon knows you're here with chocolate cake and sandwiches.” What I really want to know is whether there’s a crack into which I can drive a wedge.

      “I told him I was bringing you food.” Josephine’s eyes look anywhere but at mine, and I know she’s not telling me everything. I doubt Solomon knows she’s treating us to the best meal we’ve had in weeks, aside from the chowder and swordfish banquet from earlier today.

      Wesley puts one hand on hers. “Did he know you were bringing us cake? Oranges? Of course neither of us would like him to . . . Well, we'd hate if this made him mad at you.”

      She tries to scoot her chair closer to mine, and frowns in dismay when it won't move. “Darling no, don't worry about me. You're in a cell, it’s true, but try to think of this as an extended time out. You're our only child. We want you to have the world, such as it is now. Your father hasn't had any practice with teaching and managing children. We're doing the best we can with limited experience all around.”

      In Josephine's mind, locking me in here is evidence of some kind of tough love. Draw a firm line with the new daughter, because she’s an errant, ignorant child who needs direction. What does that make Wesley? My security blanket?

      I exhale heavily. “I don't need a time out Mom, and I am your child, but I’m not actually a kid anymore. You may not have seen me grow, but I’m an adult.”

      She beams at me. “Every time you call me Mom, I just. . .” She sits up straighter and adjusts her sweater set. “I know you aren't a child, I do.”

      “You sure? You cut the crust off my sandwiches.”

      She frowns. “I’ll admit I still mourn for some of the things I missed, but I know you’re grown.”

      “You need to treat me like an adult.”

      “You did throw a tantrum and infect your dad with a deadly illness a few days ago.” She clucks. “We're trying to help you here, but we need you to meet us halfway.”

      I throw my hands in the air. 'We' this, and ‘us' that. She'll never pick me. This entire plan is doomed.

      “Thanks for dinner, really, but I don't need fancy meals, or stern talkings to. I need to get out of here and get back to the hundred thousand kids who are dying because of a mess you and dad, and Solomon, or his nefarious partner, or whoever else was involved, created.”

      She shakes her head. “We just want some time with you, and we need to make sure your blood cured your father, before we can even consider you leaving.”

      I groan. “How long before you’re convinced?”

      “Give us two weeks, okay? What difference will a few weeks make to those children?”

      “That’s at least two rounds of clinical trials,” I say. “Job’s been developing a plan, and I have no idea how much my absence will set them back.”

      “Clinical trials?” She shakes her head. “I’ve already missed seventeen years with you, and now you begrudge me two little weeks.”

      “Then come with me! Do you understand any part of what I'm saying? This isn't about you or Solomon, or making up for lost time, or teaching me lessons. This is about an entire group of people surviving or dying.” I almost choke on the word, thinking of Sam, but I shove that thought away. “If you can't see the urgency in this, in my speedy return, we'll never, ever have a chance of seeing eye to eye.”

      Josephine sighs. “Ah, youth. I miss the passion, the certainty about everything. I do understand that you want to help them, darling. I even get why you’re in such a rush. I'll talk to your father and see if I can help him remember what it was like to be young, to feel like if something didn’t happen right away, you’d explode. How about four or five days instead of fourteen? Would that be an acceptable compromise?”

      Because there's no way they'll release me until they can be reasonably sure Solomon's healed from my darts.

      Which is what this is really all about at the end of the day.

      My mom may care for me, and she may even love me in the way a little girl loves her favorite doll, or a beloved dog, but she doesn't love me like a daughter, because she has no idea what that even means. And Solomon isn't going to let me go until he knows he's healthy again.

      “Just answer one question for me, please?” I ask.

      She bobs her head.

      “Is Solomon going to kill the Marked kids, or not?”

      She frowns. “He gave you his word he wouldn't if you came.”

      “He promised me Sam could leave this island with me, too.”

      Before Josephine can answer, I hear a commotion outside, and the door to my cell bursts open.

      “I did promise that, didn't I?” Solomon's wearing jeans and a dark sweater instead of a suit. “You don’t forget a word do you? Even though I only included that promise to bring my daughter back to me, so I could fix the mess she created with her interference, her terrible temper and her insolence.” He glances at Wesley. “I hoped when you brought this one along, it meant you’d replaced the Roth boy. If you had, I hoped you might eventually let the past go, and be willing to give your mother and I a chance.”

      I glance at Wesley, and he shakes his head. He's come to the same conclusion as me. My mom's not about to change course, no matter what I do. And yet, I can't quite give up on her, knowing what Wesley told me about abused wives. She may not have known me long, and I may not have a lot of faith, but something deep inside me longs for her to love me more than this man, this awful, terrible man.

      I want to be enough.

      “You never know,” I say. “I do look just like her, maybe I take after my mother in other things, too.”

      Solomon's eyes snap toward me. “What does that mean?”

      I stand up. “She hadn't even divorced my dad yet when she decided to take up with you, right? Isn't that what landed us in this mess to begin with?”

      Solomon scowls. “You know nothing. About anything.”

      Josephine's face pales and her hands fist into balls on her lap. I change tactics. After all, Josephine's not the one I'm trying to upset.

      “Although, she seems certain you're my father. You're the one who doesn't know. I've heard that people who cheat are the most paranoid about others doing the same. Is that why you're so quick to judge her? How many women have you slept with since calling yourself a king? I bet your subjects adore your crown.”

      His slap surprises me, knocking my face to the side in a bright flash. My eyes momentarily can’t see and after I blink them several times and vision returns, my left cheek burns.

      Wesley jumps up, but I hold out a hand. He’s going to need to do far worse than slap me if we hope to make any progress. I glance at my mom. Her hand covers her face, but she's shocked, not upset.

      Not yet.

      “Watch your mouth. I won't allow anyone to talk like that about me, not even my daughter.”

      “I'm not your daughter.” I sneer. “I'm nothing like you.”

      He barks a laugh. “Thank you for that perfect segue. I came down to share the good news. My guard took a hair sample from you as I requested, and the lab results are already back.”

      That guard did yank a chunk of my hair out, apparently on Solomon's orders. My stomach turns. Solomon's crowing.

      No, no no.

      “My wife never lied to me. She's been faithful to me for all these years, just as I have to her. You're my daughter, clever mind, filthy mouth and all.”

      I shake my head vehemently. “I don't care what the DNA test shows. There's no part of me that has anything to do with you. I'm Donovan Behl's daughter through and through. If I could scrub any trace of you out of my body, I'd scratch my skin off to do it. If it left me permanently disfigured, well, I'd count it cheap.”

      This time he slaps one side of my face, and then the other in quick succession. When I bring my hands up to block him instinctively, he knees me in the stomach. I double over, and then slump slowly to the ground. I don't try to disguise my moans. I want my mom to suffer right along with me.

      “Daughter or not, speak to me that way again, and I won't be as forgiving.” Solomon spins on his heel.

      Josephine crosses the room and takes my face in her lap, stroking my hair gently. “Shhh now. I'm so sorry, darling, but you must be more careful not to anger him like that. He can't help himself when you're so disrespectful. You mustn’t talk to your father that way.”

      “Joey.”

      Josephine stiffens and pats my cheek one last time. She slides away from me and stands up, glancing back apologetically.

      “I'll bring you breakfast in the morning,” she whispers, and then she scurries after Solomon.

      So much for galvanizing Mom.

      Wesley rushes to my side and picks me up, laying me back down on my cot. “What can I do? Anything?”

      I'm still curled in a fetal ball, the pain radiating out from my stomach, but after a moment my stomach doesn't hurt nearly as bad, and I pull myself into a sitting position.

      I bring my knees up under my chin. “Well, the way Plan A played out genuinely sucked. Feel like working on Plan B?”
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      Wesley's laugh warms my heart. “I love you, you know that? You quite literally took those punches and kept on swinging.” He shakes his head. “Plan B, huh?”

      I love him, too. I don't feel the same way about him as I do about Sam. As I did about Sam. Or as I do.

      I'm a mess.

      But I do love him. Wesley's always been there for me, and he and I are the same in so many ways. He doesn't wallow, he's a pragmatist, and he keeps looking for ways to deal with things.

      Wesley's not the only one who's there for me, either. There's Rhonda, Job, Aunt Anne, Uncle Dan, and a whole host of friends back in Port Gibson. My heart aches for home, for my house, and my room. Why did I think I didn't have a place? Now that I've found my biological parents, all I want to do is flee as fast as possible and never look back.

      Does Josephine really think chocolate and trips to Mexico compensate for who Solomon is inside?

      “About that window,” I say.

      Wesley snorts. “I thought we ruled out the cot-stacking-window-smashing plan?”

      “We did, but then my dad slapped me silly and my mom told me I needed to be more careful not to make him angry.”

      “True,” Wesley says. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

      “The only thing we still have going for us, writ large, is that no one knows Solomon's Marked, right? And everyone knows I'm his kid. He finally has an heir, albeit a disappointing one who needs quite a bit of spit and polish.”

      Wesley nods. “I'm with you there.”

      “So maybe if we smash the window and incapacitate the guard, we can walk right out of town.”

      Wesley scrunches his nose. “I think Plan A has more promise, if I'm being honest.”

      “Plan A crashed and burned. We’re lucky we climbed out of the wreckage.”

      “I know.” He pulls me close. “I don't think I can stand around and do nothing while he hits you again anyway.”

      I roll my eyes. “Look, I know it's not a great idea to try walking out, but it's all I've got, and I can't just sit here, not anymore. If my mom offers me one more piece of chocolate as if that makes up for the way he treats her…”

      “Sneaking out the window isn’t going to work,” Wesley says. “And it's just gonna piss Solomon off even worse.”

      “How much angrier can he really get? Besides, if we make him truly furious, we're back to Plan A, right?” I grin.

      “Fair point.”

      I climb off the cot and cross the room to the bathroom.

      “Good thinking,” Wesley calls after me. “We should pee now, before we try to race across town.”

      “Oh shaddup, smart aleck. I can't remember if there's a mirror or something shiny in here. I'd like to know how bad my face looks before I try and convince people we run into that I'm Princess Ruby and they should let me do whatever I want to do instead of trying to stop me.”

      No mirror. Of course not. A mirror could be smashed and used as a weapon. I curse.

      Wesley grins at me. “Don't worry. You don’t look so bad.”

      “Okay, if you had to pick one, does my face look like I'm too old to be climbing trees, or like I was shuttlecocked in the eye in a round of badminton?”

      He laughs. “Shuttlecocked? I have no idea what that means, but it doesn’t sound good. To answer your question, Rafe looks bad after our fight, but you look fine. Your cheeks look pink, but so far, no bruising.”

      That's good. “I guess my dad would be an expert at inflicting pain without leaving substantial marks.”

      “Next question,” Wesley asks. “How do you plan to break the window, and once we do, how do we incapacitate the armed and presumably annoyed, if not outright angry, guard?”

      Sam would never ask me any of these questions. He'd leap to the ceiling, kick the window out, and then use a bunch of weeds as a garrote to strangle the guard before he had a chance to breathe, much less cry out. Tears spring to my eyes, but I shake them off. I can't think about Sam. He's not here.

      Wesley and I have to figure this out without ninja skills or super human strength. I rifle through the basket full of leftovers my mom left in her rush to abandon me when Solomon whistled.

      “That soup tureen looks heavy.”

      Wesley sighs. “I doubt it'll break that window, though.”

      I shake my head. “Not for the window, but it should knock that guard out.”

      “Good call. Now about the window.” He kneels down by one of the cots, arms braced to try and pull it apart.

      “Wait, if we disassemble the cots to break the glass, how will we reach the window?”

      He sits back on his heels and swears. “I guess you could stand on my shoulders?”

      I imagine us wobbling back and forth, and ultimately falling to the tile floor in a crash. “I dunno, that seems. . . unreliable. Besides, how will you get up after I do?”

      Wesley sighs. “Have you ever tried stacking cots? I doubt that will work any better.”

      “Let's say I do stand on your shoulders, smash the window, and then crawl over the shards to the other side.”

      “Okay.”

      “How,” I ask, “do you think you're gonna get out?”

      Wesley exhales. “If you take out the guard inside, too—”

      “As opposed to bashing just the one in the head and sneaking off?”

      Wesley throws his hands up in the air. “This isn't really my strong suit, escapes and whatnot. I'm more of a managing people and troubleshooting political minefields kinda guy.”

      I collapse on my wobbly cot. This is so not my thing, either. I refuse to think about Sam, though, because a meltdown hovers on the other side of that cliff, and it won’t help us.

      “I guess we can wait, and hope that once he's cured, God-loving Solomon will let us go? Maybe Mom can even convince him to do it in just five days.”

      That sounds stupidly optimistic, even to me. I don't think he'll kill me, at least not right away, but I doubt he's sending me back to donate blood for Marked kids either. Besides, if his Mark comes back, all bets are off. I wouldn't put it past him to keep me in this room forever for regular blood transfusions to hold his Mark at bay.

      “What about the pipes for the sink?” Wesley asks. “Aren't they metal?”

      “Pipes? What are you talking about?”

      “For smashing the window. I know a lot about problems that crop up in town,” he says. “Once I followed Mr. Edwards around all day.”

      Mr. Edwards is one of Port Gibson’s two plumbers, the better one, in my opinion. I know them both from my time in Sanitation. “Why'd you follow him?”

      “I think he wanted Dad to appoint him as head plumber. He spent all day complaining about Phil Nyugen's work. But the point is, I know what a P trap is. Do you?”

      I shake my head. “I never studied plumbing. I was only in sanitation for a few months, but I actively avoided anything to do with pee.”

      “Not pee, but the letter P. They make the pipes in a certain way to trap sewer gas, and. . . Actually, you don't need to know all of that. It's gross. The point is, it’s designed so that a normal person can take this part of the pipe off to check for hair and junk. I might be able to get it off, even without any tools.”

      I point at the bathroom. “Less talking, more plumbing.”

      Wesley ducks inside and closes the door to muffle the noise. Even so, I hear a clang and glance at the main doorway. If the guard hears us and comes to check, we're screwed. I bang on the door myself to cover the noise.

      A moment later, a deep male voice asks. “Yes, Your Majesty? What can I do for you?”

      Uh. What do I say now?

      “Are you the jerk who yanked out my hair?”

      He makes a choking sound. “No Your Majesty, that was Edward.”

      Another clang from the bathroom. I try to cover it up by banging on the wall again.

      “Your Majesty, I’m right here. There's no need to bang on the wall.”

      “Uh, I'm upset. I want to talk to Edward. My scalp still hurts where he ripped out my . . . er, royal hair.”

      “Your royal hair?”

      I laugh before I realize I shouldn’t. I turn it into a cough.

      “I’m sorry about your royal hair, Your Majesty, but Edward's stationed outside and must maintain his post.”

      Wesley pokes his head out, large pipe in hand and throws me a cheesy thumbs up with his other hand.

      “Okay well, I have some select words I’d like to say to him.”

      Wesley points at the door and mouths the words, “What are you doing?”

      I sigh. “That will be all, umm, non-assaulting guard whose name I don’t know.”

      “My name is Adam, Majesty.”

      “Wait,” I say. “You sound a little familiar, Adam.”

      “I showed you around your first trip here,” he says.

      I close my eyes. He was pretty nice. His steps recede slowly, and I hope I don’t need to bash him over the head.

      “Why would you call him over?” Wesley whispers. “I thought we decided we weren’t going to win any of them over.”

      “I didn't call him over. You made so much noise in there that I had to cover for you. All I could think to do on such short notice was bang on the wall.”

      He slaps his forehead. “Nice cover, Your Majesty.”

      I slug him in the arm. “I’m sure you’d have come up with something far better in this room, where we have nothing.”

      “Yes, your Highness. Whatever you say your Royal Fanciness.”

      I snatch the pipe from his hand. “Oh, and bad news. There’s definitely a guard stationed outside, in addition to the one in here.” The good news is that I won't even feel guilty when I bash Edward’s stupid, hair snatching skull in.

      Wesley grabs my cot and carries it over next to his. “So much for sneaking away. Do you want me to try and get out first so I can do the smashing?”

      I shake my head. “I think he'll be less likely to shoot me, what with all my majesty and pomp. Besides, I have a score to settle with Edward. He yanked out a fistful of my hair.”

      “You ready to do this, then?” he asks.

      I nod.

      We stack the cots on top of each other. It's harder than I expect. The top cot keeps sliding, and at one point, the bottom cot collapses entirely.

      “Everything okay in there?” Adam’s deep voice makes me jump.

      “Uh, yes,” I say. “Just playing a game.”

      The guard clears his throat. “Well, keep it appropriate, or I'll have to come check on you. King Solomon wants me to put anything odd into my report.”

      “I'm sorry,” I say. “I promise we'll be less . . . rowdy.”

      Wesley smirks, and I thump his shoulder again. He falls back on top of the cots with a crash, and I swear. There's no way Adam’s walking away now.

      Wesley shoves my cot back to the floor, and kicks the pipe underneath his. He sits down on his, tucking his feet underneath him to cover up the pipe. I hop onto his lap, and not a second too soon. Adam opens the door and stares from Wesley to me and back again.

      He’s tall with blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. Even with his broad shoulders and dark tan, he’s not as beautiful as Sam, but he’s awfully close.

      “No funny business,” Adam says. “Your dad specifically ordered that. Your mom wants your friend here only for moral support. I'm authorized to move him one cell over if I think anything improper is underway.” He narrows his eyes at Wesley pointedly.

      I leap from Wes’ lap and nod my head in what I hope is a penitent way. Adam glances from me to Wesley and back again, and after a moment, steps back out and locks the door.

      We wait a half hour or so, until the light starts to disappear from the window. This time we stack the cots on top of one another, and Wesley braces them in place while I climb up on top. The whole thing wobbles alarmingly when he hands me the pipe.

      “You scurry up first,” Wesley says, “and try to smash the window as quietly as you can.”

      Quietly smash a window.

      I sigh heavily. This plan is idiotic, but sometimes dumb things do work, right? At the end of the day, it’s our only idea and I can’t sit around and hope everything will all work out.

      I stand up and for the first time, I'm eye level with the window. I raise my arm to smash the glass, and I'm bringing the pipe down forcefully when a face appears in front of me. I stumble back and fall off the cots, only spared from crashing to the ground by landing unceremoniously in Wesley's lap.

      I might not have been so shocked by the appearance of a human face in the window I was preparing to smash if the enormous, beautiful, golden-green eyes I saw hadn't belonged to a dead man. The glass from the window shatters and shards fall all over me, the two collapsed cots, and a concerned Wesley.

      I look up into Sam's gorgeous face. He's sitting on the windowsill, booted feet dangling into the room. My eyes search every inch of his body looking for damage, bandages, or some sign of injury. He's wearing a blue t-shirt that stretches across his broad chest as perfectly as it ever did.

      “Sam!”

      He grins back at me, his eyes twinkling.

      “You look . . . completely fine,” I say. “How's that possible?”

      He shrugs. “I heal fast.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “I'm saving you, of course.”

      Seeing him is like discovering the sun hasn't set after all. Warmth spreads through my body.

      “What else would I be doing?” Sam glances behind me and I know the very second he recognizes Wesley. “What the hell is he doing here?”
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      “Ruby was under the clearly mistaken impression that you'd been shot six times in the chest a week ago,” Wesley says. “I came back with her to see if we could save what was left of you.”

      Sam leaps from the window, dropping a good eight feet to land in a crouch on the tile floor a few inches in front of Wesley and me. His landing doesn't make a sound.

      “Why'd you jump down, man?” Wesley moans. “How are we supposed to get back up there now?”

      I slide off of Wesley's lap and scramble to my feet. Sam stands at the same time, and quicker than a blink, his arms encircle me, lifting me up off the ground, swinging me around and setting the world back on its proper axis.

      “I thought you were dead,” I whisper. “And then I thought you were alive, and then dead again.” My eyes tear up, even though I’m happy.

      He snorts and his breath ruffles my hair. “I'm hard to kill, sunshine.”

      My heart sprouts wings and soars. “I'm so glad you’re here.”

      I pull my face back from his chest and look up into his. He’s so beautiful I might weep. His hair is back in a ponytail again, but a few blond strands have escaped, and sweep across his chiseled jaw. I reach up to brush them back, and he leans down to kiss me.

      His lips brush mine, and I sigh against him.

      “How are you here?” I whisper.

      He kisses me again, this time more firmly, and I mold against him, my hands curling against the hard planes of his chest, my heart beating in time with his.

      “There are some things I should have told you,” he says. “I’ll explain later when we’re away from here, but the short version is that I heal fast.”

      “I’m so sorry I left you,” I say.

      He shakes his head and puts one finger on my lips. His eyes follow his finger and his head bows back down toward mine. His lips graze mine gently, and then more insistently.

      Wesley clears his throat. And then he clears it again.

      “Not to break up this delightful reunion, but remember how the shattering of glass would bring down the wrath of not one, but two armed guards? Might we want to expedite the escape process?” Wesley's standing behind me, hands in his pockets, eyes on the wall.

      “Why'd you bring this guy again?” Sam asks. “And wasn't he Marked?”

      “Funny thing about that. Turns out me and Ruby's epic kiss healed me.” Wesley turns around to face us so we can see his smirk.

      Sam stiffens against me, and I want to smack Wes. “It wasn’t our kiss. It was the blood from the split lip that resulted when our faces banged against our teeth.”

      Wesley shrugs and grins. “Oh fine, details details.”

      I shake my head. “Another detail. My dad injected me with antibodies, so I've been immune to Tercera all this time.”

      Sam cups my face in his hand. “I'm glad to hear you're safe.” He leans down to kiss me again and I melt inside like butter on a hot day.

      Wesley sighs melodramatically. “Really with the kissing again? Your attention span is not long. Guards, man. We gotta get out of here. Didn't you say you came to save her, as opposed to say, joining us in chains?”

      Sam straightens up and pulls me tighter against his chest. “It's been a long week. I think I'm entitled to a moment. I took out the guard in front before coming in through the window.”

      “Which still leaves another guard,” Wesley points out.

      “I try not to annoy people by repeating things. You might try to emulate me,” Sam says.

      “Excuse me if I get hung up on little things like armed guards.” Wesley frowns.

      Sam reaches behind his back and pulls a gun from his waistband. “I could take out that guy with my eyes closed.” He tucks the gun back into his waistband.

      “If you could have taken him out with your eyes closed, why not keep your eyes open, just for kicks, and take that second guy out? Then you could have come through the door, instead of leaping down through the window and stranding us all in this tiny box full of glass shards?”

      Sam frowns.

      Wesley throws his arms in the air. “But what do I know? It was just a thought.”

      Sam raises one eyebrow. “It upsets Ruby when I shoot people I don't strictly need to shoot, and we know the second guard. He was very polite to us on our last trip here.”

      I clear my voice. “I’m glad you didn’t shoot Adam. He’s nice.”

      Wesley gulps. “Fair enough. No one seems to care what I think, but I vote for leave now, smooch later.”

      Sam glares at him, leans over and kisses me one more time, lingeringly, before he straightens and drops his arms. “Ruby, you ready to leave?”

      I smile. “It's probably a good idea. We were gonna stack these cots, and use them to—”

      Sam pulls his t-shirt off, and I completely lose my train of thought. This time, it's not only his beautiful chest that distracts me. It's the six bright pink circles on it that I can't look away from. How could they have healed so perfectly in less than a week?

      “Seriously, I feel like we're filming one of those old soap operas my mom loved,” Wesley moans. “What possible reason could there be for you to take your shirt off? And can we talk about why you aren't wearing a coat? It's winter, for heaven's sake.”

      Sam bites the collar of his shirt, leaving his hands free, and leaps four feet vertically in the air. He pulls up to the window sill, and drapes his shirt over the glass, and then he drops back down to the ground. “The shirt is so Ruby doesn’t get cut up crawling through the window.”

      Wesley sputters. “I'd have loaned you my jacket, you insane body-building high-jumper. But I guess, any excuse to get naked, right?”

      Sam ignores him. “You were saying about the cots, sunshine?”

      “Uh,” I say, “We were gonna stack them and try and climb up to reach the window. It was working, for the record.”

      Sam grins, and picks me up. He sets me easily on his shoulders like I'm a toddler. “If you stand up, I think you can scramble over. They built this holding facility at the end of the inhabited area since they like to pretend everyone here is so perfectly behaved. The upshot is that very few people are around. I doubt anyone will notice you climbing out, but I'll be right behind you if someone does.”

      “What about me?” Wesley asks.

      I climb up to the window and glance back at Wesley and Sam. They're glaring at one another like dogs, circling slowly as though they're about to face off gladiator style. Even the thought of the two of them fighting makes me giggle. “Sam, can Wes climb the cots like we planned?”

      Sam grunts.

      “We aren't leaving him here, so don't even suggest it.”

      Sam grits his teeth. “No cots.” He grabs Wesley, who's skinny, but still has a good foot and seventy pounds on me, and tosses him up to the window ledge.

      I scramble to the side, and dangle from my hands, ready to drop into the bushes outside, but Wesley's voice carries faintly. “Uh, what now?”

      “Pull yourself up kid, geez. Don't tell me you can't do a single pull up, because that would be pathetic.”

      I drop to the ground, the bush simultaneously cushioning my fall and scratching my calf. I bite down on a whimper.

      Wesley's bright red face appears over the edge of the window, and I breathe a silent sigh of relief. Apparently he can do at least one pull up. He drops down more gracefully than I did, which makes sense. He has twelve inches less to fall, after all.

      A moment later, Sam leaps down after him. He crouches near me and lays a hand on my knee. “Where are you hurt?”

      “How could you possibly know that?” I ask.

      He grins down at me and kisses my nose. “You whimpered when you landed, you’ve got a slightly elevated heart rate, and there’s a faint smell of iron from your blood.”

      He pulls my jeans up and looks at my scrape.

      “You can hear my heartbeat?”

      Sam shrugs.

      “That hardly seems fair.” I yank my pants leg back down. “Apparently I have no secrets, but I’m fine.”

      “That's my girl,” Sam says.

      “Rubes, you ready?” Wesley asks.

      I stand up and nod. “Let's go.”

      I head down the road in front of the prison, slowing down to check out the slumped figure of Edward, the hair pulling jerk. He's unconscious, but breathing. Sam's a few paces ahead of me, and I jog to catch up to him. He takes my hand in his, and I suppress a ridiculously girly giggle.

      Sam heads up the street purposefully. He's right, there's no one else around. In fact, the only other lights anywhere near come from my parents' palatial white house. If it weren't for a nearly full moon, we'd be stumbling around in the dark, or at least I would be. Sam guides us down near the water, a solid fifty yards from the house. “Hopefully anyone who sees us will assume we're out for a romantic evening stroll.” He winks at me.

      “What will they think I'm doing?” Wesley asks.

      “I forgot you were there.” Sam shrugs. “Huh. Maybe they won't notice you. But if they do, they'll probably feel bad for us. Third wheels suck.”

      I squeeze Sam’s hand. He needs to cut Wesley some slack.

      A few blocks past Solomon’s palace, Sam cuts down an alley way, and toward the main road.

      “What's the plan here?” Wesley asks.

      “I thought we'd head back to the abandoned bridge Ruby and I used to get here.”

      “How do you know your way around so well?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” Wesley asks. “Haven't you been in a hospital bed for the last week?”

      “I heal fast,” Sam says. “I've been for a few walks around town, and I have a good mind for directions.”

      “You haven't been a prisoner?” I ask. “Solomon lured us here with an offer. He'd trade a visit with me and a dose of my blood for your safe return.”

      Sam frowns. “I haven't seen Solomon, but your mother reassured me I was a guest. I was treated quite competently for my injuries. I still have a bed in the hospital.”

      “How'd you know to rescue Ruby, then?” Wesley asks.

      “I heard a rumor that Solomon, who everyone believes is your dad, by the way, had imprisoned you as some kind of discipline. I knew you Marked him, so I had my doubts about the nature of it.”

      “I think in his mind, he’s trying to teach me proper behavior, or at least that’s the story he’s publishing to the community at large. It probably doesn’t look great to say the king is tossing his daughter in jail. Mostly though, I think he's holding me until he's sure my blood has healed him.”

      “I can't believe they're giving Sam free rein, and they locked you and me in a cell,” Wesley says. “They told us when they locked us up that the offer was a lie, and you really were dead.”

      Sam stops, and pulls me close, under the light from a streetlamp. “That’s what you meant by dead, then alive, then dead again?”

      I nod, mutely.

      He crushes me against him again. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I’d do if I thought you died.”

      My heart stutters remembering how I felt.

      “I may not have been behind bars, but I don't really have free rein, either.”

      “At least you weren’t being tortured,” I say. “I wondered about that, once we heard you were still alive.”

      He cups my face in his hand. “I'm sorry, sunshine,” he whispers. “That you had to go through that. I told you I'd keep you safe, and I meant it.”

      “I never should’ve left you.” I shake my head against his chest. “I never would have if I thought there was any chance you'd pull through.” Tears fill my eyes again. I blink to clear them, but one snakes down my cheek anyway.

      He lifts my chin and wipes my tear away. “Job was right to flee when he did. You're an easier target than I am. I just wish you’d known I would come find you. If you hadn’t come back, I would have escaped in the next few days.”

      “If I had known, I’d have stayed put and we could’ve left together,” I say. “I’ll never leave you again.”

      He grins. “That’s a better plan. Plus, if you'd stayed on the island with me, we wouldn't have a gangly tag along.”

      Wesley harrumphs. “I'm still her best friend, oaf, even if you're the boyfriend.”

      Sam leans down and kisses the top of my head.

      A shrill voice startles me. “Who is she, and who's the boyfriend?”

      I look past the pool of light surrounding us, and squint at the shape beyond. A tall, thin woman with long, dark hair, wearing a long white coat strides into view.

      “I said leave now, smooch later,” Wesley mutters, “but does anyone listen to me?” He shakes his head.

      Sam steps away from me with a guilty look on his face. “Claudia, this is Rhonda, my sister. Oh, sorry, where are my manners?”

      He gestures to me. “Rhonda, this is Dr. Flores. She's the one I was telling you about, who took such good care of me. She's the reason I'm still alive.” He widens his eyes before turning back toward Claudia with a smile.

      I hate her on sight.

      Her ruby red lips part in surprise, and I realize my jaw has dropped. I snap it shut. Wait, did he just introduce me as his sister and say my name was Rhonda? What the heck is going on?

      Then it hits me. Everyone's heard about Solomon's daughter Ruby, so he can't very well tell her who I am. Not unless he wants to march me back to my cell.

      Dr. Flores puts a hand on her hip. “Mílagro, you're from the Unmarked, no? How's your sister suddenly standing next to you in the street all the way down here in Galveston?”

      “I had no idea she was coming.” Sam puts an arm around me, and pats my shoulder. “I guess there's trouble back home, with the Marked. You've heard the suppressant is failing, I assume.”

      “You never mentioned a sister.” Dr. Flores arches one eyebrow. “Not in many hours of conversation.”

      Many hours? I clench one hand into a fist and stifle the desire to punch the perfectly groomed physician who nursed Sam back to health. I should be thanking her, but that's not happening anytime soon.

      Sam shrugs. “We weren't that close growing up.”

      I grit my teeth. That hits a little too close to home.

      Dr. Flores smiles at me, but it's forced. “Who's this man with her?”

      Sam sighs. “That's her boyfriend, Wesley. He came with her to find me. He's more like a puppy than a boyfriend, honestly. I'm always tripping over him.” Sam bares his teeth in what I believe he thinks resembles a smile.

      Judging by the smile on Wesley's face, he's really enjoying this. I wish I found it half as funny as he does. “We were so worried about you, Sam. Rhonda literally cried herself to sleep every night, snuggled up next to me. In fact, she had a nightmare about you once. I calmed her down eventually, but I don’t think she’s ever curled quite so close to me.” Wesley’s smile splits his face. He waves brightly at Dr. Flores. “It’s wonderful to meet you. How fantastic that dear old Sam had such an attractive physician to take care of him.”

      “Your girlfriend doesn't look much like her brother, does she?” Dr. Flores looks from Sam to me and back again. “She’s so small and pale.”

      “I’ve always thought they look strange together,” Wesley agrees.

      “She does look awfully familiar to me,” Dr. Flores says. “You said you both came from the Unmarked settlement in Mississippi? Has she ever visited World Peace Now? I feel like I’ve seen her at some point.”

      I hate when people talk about me like I’m not even present. I narrow my eyes at her, but she's got to be thinking of my mother. We look so much alike, I should have known people would recognize it. What if she won’t let it go?

      “I’ve never been here before,” I say.

      Dr. Flores raises one eyebrow. “It really feels like I’ve seen you somewhere.”

      I panic, but Wesley winks at me.

      “She and Sam don’t look much alike, and they weren’t close mostly because,” he lowers his voice and Dr. Flores leans in to hear him. “no one talks about it much, but they have different fathers.” Wesley smirks. “Sam’s dad is kind of a big deal with the Unmarked, you know.” Wesley whistles. “But Rhonda’s dad, well, he’s small and somewhat unimpressive after Sam’s father. Everyone was surprised. It was kind of a scandal.”

      “You don't say.” Dr. Flores smiles at Sam as if seeing him anew, and then raises one carefully plucked eyebrow again. “You said you were going on a walk, Samuel. How'd you even find your half-sister?”

      “That's my fault,” I say. “I heard he was in the hospital, and we were headed over there when we saw him on his walk. We should've insisted that he return to his room right away. I know he’s recovering, but I've never seen the ocean, and he said he felt good enough to walk us down there. It's so beautiful in the moonlight.”

      Dr. Flores presses her lips together and glances at Wesley again. If she saw Sam kiss my head, she's struggling to process how we all fit together. I can't say I'm pleased Sam never mentioned me, but this is where we are. I notice a man in a beanie, and a woman with a blue scarf glancing in our direction, and I think about Edward slumped on the ground. As soon as Adam checks in and realizes we're gone. . .  We need to get moving pronto.

      “I'm so glad Sam's alright,” I gush. “But we'd never have made it all the way down here to find him without my darling Wesley.” I take his hand in mine and pull him close.

      He looks around in confusion, but when I squeeze his hand, he catches up. “Anything for you, sunshine.”

      Wow, he's really enjoying this. He leans down and I realize he's about to kiss me. In front of Sam.

      “Gross you two, I don’t think I can handle any more PDA.” Sam practically growls.

      “Oh, mílagro, let them kiss. Young love is a beautiful thing.” Dr. Forbes bats her lashes at Sam and smiles.

      Wesley's a cat with an entire bowl of cream. He pulls me close, and I whisper, “You said your lips were locked.”

      He smiles. “That was before I saw you with Mr. Soap Star himself. I'm declaring my mouth open for service again.”

      He dips me, bringing his lips to mine slowly, so slowly I feel every heartbeat pounding like the beat of a drum. When his lips finally touch mine, my heart skips a beat, just like it did during our second kiss. Wesley presses my lips open, but before he can do anything more, Sam swears.

      “I can’t watch some stick figure maul my baby sister, okay? I think that's more than enough.”

      Wesley stands back up, pulling me up under his arm. “Relax, man, she's an adult. And believe me, it's consensual.”

      I roll my eyes. Enough idiocy. “Sam, we need to get going.”

      Dr. Flores clucks, “Going where, Samuel? You aren't cleared to leave, not yet.”

      Sam reaches his hand out for the stunning doctor, and takes her fingers in his. It doesn't look like the first time he's held her hand, and I can't help wondering whether he's kissed her.

      Now's not the time to worry, Ruby. Drop it.

      Sam says, “You know I'd love to stay, but Rhonda and Wesley need me. Rhonda thought I died, but once she got word I was alive, she made Wesley bring her straight here. They need my help. The Marked are attacking our town back home. I lead the Defense Path there, and without me, Port Gibson's falling apart.”

      Dr. Flores sighs prettily, her lips drawn into what looks like a practiced pout. “Samuel, you can't leave yet. Not until I can get the proper approvals. You know that.”

      I hate the way she says Samuel, in three evenly spaced syllables, like she’s saying a prayer, or something.

      Sam pats her face and I force back a snarl. “I appreciate all you've done for me, you know I do. You've bent the rules to let me go for walks, which I can't thank you for enough. You and I both know that God's worked a miracle, and I'm healed up. Please do me this one last favor. Let me go without waiting on all the paperwork. That could delay us days, if not more. You said yourself that while I couldn't let on how much I healed or how fast, I was entirely back to normal. You know I'll be fine.”

      “You're my mílagro, Samuel. I'll never forget it. You were my first answer to prayer, but sneaking away is a mistake.” Dr. Flores shakes her head and her hair shimmers in a waterfall down her back. “You should all stay here where King Solomon will protect us.” She frowns at Wesley and me. “All of us.” Her voice goes flat, “Even your never-before-mentioned sister.”

      Sam tilts his head, his eyes pleading with her silently. A moment later she sighs. That I understand. I’ve never been able to resist that look, either.

      “Fine. If you insist on leaving, I won't stop you. Please take better care of yourself this time. There's no guarantee of a second miracle, Samuel.” She leans forward and presses a kiss to his cheek and I fume, but I don't move from where Wesley's arms hold me.

      Sam steps away, and bobs his head down the way we were headed. “Thank you, Claudia. I'll take better care of myself, I promise.”

      Wesley uses the weight of his arm around my shoulder to drag me down the street toward Sam. “Close call,” he whispers in my ear. “It’s a really good thing not everyone here recognizes your royal countenance or we'd be toast.”

      I roll my eyes, but I don't pull away. Sam doesn't even notice, practically jogging ahead of us. Wes and I pick up the pace and still seem to fall further and further behind.

      Sam's given up the pretense of us taking a stroll. His eyes scan the streets as he moves from one corner to the next.

      Wesley drops his arm as our jog transitions to a run.

      “Does he always move this fast?” Wesley huffs when he speaks, and I don't blame him. We've gone nearly a half mile since the good doctor left, and we aren’t Sam. Normal people can’t run flat out for a hundred miles without breaking a sweat.

      I moan.

      Wesley groans right back at me. “I don't know how much longer I can keep up this pace before people start to wonder whether I'm about to pass out in the street. I'm pretty sure if they call a medical alert, our cover will be blown.”

      “I think he's worried about how much time we have left. That conversation with Claudia took awhile, and drew too much attention our way.”

      “Yeah, girlfriends are a real drag.” Wesley wheezes. “If you weren’t so hot, I might dump you.”

      Sam scowls at Wesley from way ahead of us. I forget how good his hearing is.

      I whisper to Wesley, “Stop baiting him.”

      Sam glances back and motions for us to catch up.

      “Short legs, remember?” I mutter under my breath, “We can't all have legs that never end like Doctor Flores.”

      Wesley rolls his eyes. “Oh, please. Are you jealous?”

      I refuse to answer.

      “Rubes, he was cozying up to her to get out of here. He used her to get out for his walk earlier, the one he took over to the prison to rescue you, remember?”

      “I know that, duh. It doesn't mean I have to like her, though. Especially if he kissed her as part of this ruse.”

      “You'd be pretty hypocritical to be upset, since we kissed too.”

      I scowl at Wesley. He doesn't realize Sam can hear every word he's saying. “No, and I'm sure he won’t be mad about that. It's his own doctor girlfriend's fault that we had to kiss.”

      Wesley shakes his head. “I'm not talking about that kiss, Rubes. I'm talking about before we even came here.”

      Sam stops dead in his tracks.

      I glare at Wesley.

      He throws his hands up in the air. “Umm, why'd Sam stop?”

      “He heals fast, Wesley. And he's super strong, and guess what else?”

      Wesley scrunches up his nose. “Super hearing?”

      “Bingo.”

      When Wesley and I turn to face Sam, I feel like a truant child whose dad is angry she stole a cookie.

      Before I have time to explain anything, a red dot appears on Sam's forehead.

      “Ruby, darling, do you see that little red dot?” Solomon steps out from behind a parked car. “That's from the laser sight of a sniper rifle. Both your boyfriends have several well-trained snipers aiming at them right now. I can't tell you how delighted I am that you slowed down to argue over who you’ve been kissing so we could line up their angles.”

      Solomon turns to face Sam. “I'll take your gun, if you don't mind.”

      Sam growls, but he hands Solomon the gun he took from Edward.

      Solomon lifts one hand. “Men, please. Come on out.”

      I watch in horror as a dozen men surround us, handcuffing Sam and Wesley.

      One of the men glances at me questioningly.

      “No, not her,” Solomon says. “My daughter adores her boyfriends. Unless she's got a third I haven't met yet waiting in the wings, I'm sure she'll be quite polite while we've got them in custody.”
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      Maybe if Solomon had been there for my tantrums as a toddler. Maybe if he'd been there for my stubborn refusal to eat anything other than Cheerios at the age of three. Maybe if he'd seen me devolve into the Tasmanian Devil when anyone else tried to tie my shoes for me before I left for pre-school. Maybe if he'd packed my lunch and put my hair in pigtails before sending me off to kindergarten. Maybe if he'd been there to clap at my kindergarten graduation, or to kiss my forehead before my first date.

      Maybe if David Solomon had been there for these typical father-daughter moments, he might not have felt the need to lock Sam and Wesley in shackles in a cinder-block walled interrogation room at the back of the prison we just left, dismissing the guards so he could punish me without accountability.

      Maybe he’d have loved me like a father should. Maybe, but I doubt it.

      Solomon doesn't strike me as an average father in any sense of the word. There's no doubt in my mind that he's seething right now. Even though he has cause to celebrate, because he's not wearing a crown, and his forehead is Mark free. Even though his errant daughter stands next to him, cowed and penitent. Even though he rules half a million people, and flies to Mexico to eat decadent chocolate cake while the rest of the world has gone to hell.

      Even with all of that, he's still not happy.

      “Sit.” Solomon points at a wooden chair he's placed between Sam and Wesley's shackles on the wall. I wince at the sight of their ankles and wrists bound by steel bands.

      When I don't immediately move, Solomon glares at me. He's holding a gun, so I shuffle over to the chair and sit down.

      “You should be celebrating, Your Highness,” I say. “My blood has cured you.”

      His fingers fly to his forehead.

      “Aren't you at least a little relieved?”

      He frowns. “You don't seem the least bit penitent for breaking loose and running away. Again.”

      I drop my eyes. “I am very sorry, Your Royal Highness, I really am. If I wasn't sure you were cured, I'd never have dreamed of leaving Galveston, but there are so many other people who need my blood. They’re all waiting on a cure, and with as advanced as their cases are, we don’t have much time.”

      He shakes his head. “They don't need your blood. They're Marked and they're dying, but you didn't infect them. It's not your fault. Why should you be a guinea pig, or worse, a walking blood bank in Baton Rouge for a bunch of rabble? You're a princess, the heir to my throne. Royalty doesn’t open her veins for the common folk.”

      My eyes fly to his. “Did you ever intend to release me?”

      “Ah, now you see. You're my daughter, my only heir. I have great plans for you, for us actually, but none of them include sending you to slit your wrists regularly for a bunch of deformed, sore-covered, perma-children.” He spits on the ground and begins to pace.

      “They aren’t deformed, and they aren’t children,” I say. “And they don’t need to be removed.”

      “How would you describe someone who should grow, but doesn’t?” He shakes his head. “The Cleansing wasn't born of fear, or hatred, darling, but from compassion. Those poor things are like mangy dogs, eking out an existence they never should have been condemned to maintain. The Unmarked scientists didn't do those children any favors when they developed the suppressant. They’ve forced them to suffer for a decade instead of dying as God intended, that’s all.”

      I think of baby Rose, and her sweet mother. I imagine Todd’s competence, one of Solomon's own former guards, and sweet Sean, with his scarred face and haunted eyes. Rafe’s face rises in my mind, his mohawk bobbing in the sky, the rebellious act of a kid whose dad left him alone, and his mom and aunt died when he was far too young, leaving him to fend for himself in a horrifying world gone haywire.

      They created something from the ashes of the world. Rafe protects his people, and he's made communities, and homes for them.

      Solomon thinks they’re deformed? He thinks they’re mangy dogs? I shake my head. “What you don't get is that family isn't about blood. You think it is, but it's not. It's about choices.”

      He raises one eyebrow. “What does that even mean?”

      A door opens and Josephine slips through. “Oh, you found her. I'm so glad.” She sighs and presses her hand to her chest.

      She's glad he found me? Why? So he can punish me more? So he can beat me into the shape he prefers, like he's done to her?

      I didn't want to hurt her when I was stuck in a cell, but now I do. “You shouldn't be glad he found me. I'm not. You aren't my parents, and you never were.”

      Her eyes widen, full of pain. “How can you say that?”

      “Because I don't choose you, either of you.”

      Solomon scoffs. “You’re such a baby. You can’t choose your family.”

      “Maybe not usually, but my Dad gave me a chance. He knew the kind of person you are, and he stole me away. I’m grateful he did what I couldn’t.”

      Solomon’s face flushes. “You are my blood, you ungrateful wretch.”

      “I’m nothing like you, and I don't want to be. I want to be like Donovan Behl, and his twin sister Anne, and her husband Dan. I want to be like their kids, Job and Rhonda. I want to be like Samuel Roth, and Wesley Fairchild. They're my family in a way you never will be.”

      Solomon's nostrils flare. “You will not insult your mother or me anymore. We’ve given you a lot of leeway, and I've tried to be calm about your attitude and your behavior, but that ends today.”

      “It does? How?” I ask. “Tossing me in a cell again?”

      He shakes his head. “You've earned quite the punishment, and I’ll pair it with a teaching moment. Today's lesson will be on consequences. When you misbehave, your punishment is the consequence. You can't blame me for administering it, when you caused me to do this by your own actions.”

      He grabs the back of my chair and swivels it around, shoving it a few feet away from the cinderblock wall so I'm looking at Wesley, Sam, and Solomon simultaneously.

      “Let's talk about cause and effect. It may be the most important lesson I'll ever teach you. See, I could spare the Marked like I have for a decade, and they'll continue to plague me and my people. They hinder the repopulation and development of New America. Your mother has encouraged me to spare them, calling it mercy, but God has opened my eyes.”

      I have no words.

      He continues. “It's not mercy to spare them, but it would be mercy to end their suffering. God clearly Marked them, and they deserved to suffer, but the term of their suffering has been fulfilled long since.”

      “I'm sorry,” I say, “but I don't quite understand. What exactly did hundreds of thousands of young children do to deserve this suffering?”

      Solomon grins. “That's an astute question, darling. I despise your attitude, but your wit, at least, does you credit. You see, unfortunately the sins of the fathers often fall to the children. The Bible's rife with examples of this, but Deuteronomy 5:9 springs to mind. 'I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, and on the third and fourth generations of those who hate me.’”

      I shake my head.

      “You disagree?”

      I shrug. “I don't know the Bible, which I'm sure disappoints you, but I do know that a child isn't to blame for what her parents do.” I stop short, blinking quickly. The words I spoke sink into my mind like sugar sinks into tea.

      For the first time in my life, a weight lifts from me, like a spotlight shines directly on my heart. Those Marked children don't need to pay for their parent's mistakes, if their parents even did anything wrong, because they were children. They aren’t culpable. The light fills me up inside, lifts me up, and I feel free, clear, and buoyant.

      I wonder whether this is what God feels like, because in this moment, I know it truly wasn't my fault, any of it. My dad made some bad decisions and trusted the wrong people, but those people made the wicked decisions that led to his death, and to the subsequent release of Tercera. I didn't kill my dad, and he doesn't want me to carry that misguided guilt around anymore.

      So I let it go.

      Because Solomon's wrong. I'm not to blame for either of my father's actions, not his, and not Donovan Behl's. I'm not responsible for Josephine's mistakes, either. We've all been handed a world our parents broke, and we're stuck repairing the damage as best we can. That doesn't mean it's our fault, and if God exists, and if he's the light I'm feeling, he'd never punish a child for the mistakes of their ancestors. The Bible got it wrong if it says otherwise.

      Solomon, oblivious and uncaring about my epiphany, says, “There's passage after passage that says the same, from Jeremiah 32, to Isaiah 65. I'll be sure to show them all to you. Lucky for you, your father's a man of God, so you have very few sins of mine to atone for.”

      I don't roll my eyes, but I want to.

      “Those children, however, their parents were part of a modern day Sodom and Gomorrah that was consuming the world like a snake eating its tail.”

      That's when it hits me. “No matter what I said or did, no matter what things you promised me, you always planned to move ahead with the Cleansing, didn't you?”

      Solomon smiles. “Now you understand. I'm not a monster, you know. Children need discipline and rules, they excel in a stable environment. I can eliminate the suffering of the Marked, while providing those things for more than a half million of our people. They deserve a world free of the blight of Tercera. Do you understand?”

      I nod. I do understand. “That's why you'll never administer my blood to your people. And you’ll keep a few dozen live samples of Dad’s virus for yourself hidden somewhere inaccessible. That way if anyone questions you or defies you in any way, God can take care of them?”

      “That wit.” He shakes his head. “You're very bright, you know. You take one and one and put it together and come up with three. But how do I surgically remove the attitude, while leaving the wit intact?” Solomon lifts his gun and holds it to Wesley's head. “I think I've had an idea. This will be just the lesson for you, my smart but ignorant child. My witty and bright, but misguided and confused offspring.”

      Solomon glances down at Wesley. His eyes stare straight ahead, but the muscles in his arms and legs strain.

      Solomon sneers at me. “You've been behaving poorly, hurting your mother's feelings, and acting out. It doesn't seem to help when I beat you, but you're empathetic, that's clear. You care a great deal for a bunch of riff-raff you only just met who would burn you at the stake if it would take away their just afflictions.”

      “They really don't care about you,” Josephine says. “Not like we do.”

      “It's because we care about you that I was going to beat your boyfriends in your place,” Solomon says. “I felt it might hurt you more to watch them suffer than to be harmed yourself.”

      I look at Sam's face, calm, clear, and unconcerned. Sam would gladly take a beating for me, I know it in my bones.

      One glance at Wesley and I see the same look in his eyes. He'd rather take a beating than let me endure one, too.

      Solomon’s right, though. It will hurt me more to watch them.

      “Don't,” I say. “Beat me instead.”

      Solomon smiles. “I thought you might say that, which means I chose well, but I've had a bit of additional clarification from God while we stand here. A beating isn't a strong enough punishment. It won't make the lasting impression you need. You deserve swift and just punishment for your insolence, and your disregard for my authority.”

      He lifts the firearm and shifts it to his other hand. “Did you know I'm ambidextrous? It comes in handy sometimes, especially in cases such as this. It makes it easy for me to watch your face and inflict this punishment at the same time, without moving around and wasting time.” He presses the gun against Sam's temple. “One of your boyfriends will pay the price for your poor behavior, and because I'm a charitable man, I'll let you choose which one dies and which one lives.”

      Wesley groans. “I've heard of shotgun weddings, but this is ridiculous. I'm not even her boyfriend, and you already shot that guy, like six times. Maybe we call it square.”

      Solomon drops his hand and raises both eyebrows. “So which is it? The funny one? Or the one who already almost died for you?”

      In a moment of clarity, Wesley's words come back to me. An abused woman only takes action when she fears for her own life, or that of her child. Solomon, in his dark and twisted way, actually seems fond of me. He's killing Sam or Wesley to teach me a lesson, and to prove the lengths to which he will go, I assume. Slaps and knees to the stomach notwithstanding, he hasn't threatened me with any lasting or permanent harm. There weren't sniper rifles pointed at my head, or at least not that I know of.

      I lunge for his gun without warning, and snatch it from his hand. I think about shooting Solomon, but if my mother freaks out and tells everyone we murdered their king, we'll never make it out alive. No, I need to get her on my side, squarely and completely. I think I know how to do it.

      I step back and aim the gun toward my own temple. “I choose option C. Myself.”

      Solomon's lip curls up. “Go ahead. Your theatrics have gone too far. You value yourself far higher than I do.”

      I smile at him. “I'm your only heir. Try again.”

      He tilts his head and the corner of his mouth turns upward. “My only legitimate heir, yes. I have several other children, mostly younger to be sure, but also less recalcitrant. You're valuable as my legitimate heir, but ultimately like everyone else other than me, you’re disposable.”

      Josephine gasps.

      “Now that I'm cured, go ahead, Ruby. Save me the trouble of retraining you and shoot yourself. It will be a real tragedy, but I'll rally and move on. My people will be so proud that God is my strength.”

      My hand drops to my side. “Those children are illegitimate.”

      “Only while Josephine lives, which is what made you more convenient. I am quite fond of your mother, you know. She's so forgiving, so useful in many ways, and she’s maintained herself impressively. She strikes a lovely figure at public functions, and she keeps my life steady, comfortable, and consistent. But if you force my hand, I can go back to my former plan. Your mother's aged quite nicely, and marrying a younger woman is such an embarrassing cliché. I've always planned to dispose of her after she passes her expiration date, and marry one of the mothers of my other children. Then voilá. Ready made heir. An heir I’ve controlled from start to finish no less.”

      “You're disgusting.”

      He leans casually against the wall. “I know just what I'll tell my people. My daughter, exposed to Tercera and buoyed up by my prayers for so long, finally succumbed due to her own wicked, rebellious heart. After she contracted the illness, I was prepared to perform a ritual sacrifice and ask God for a cure, but the virus has mutated. It drove her quite mad.” He lifts one eyebrow. “Didn't you hear? It's got new neurological side effects in year one, now. People lose their minds and make rash decisions, including sometimes tragically taking their own lives.”

      My suicide would expedite the Cleansing, not to mention eliminating the Marked kids' only real hope for a cure in one fell swoop. Solomon's like a slippery eel, shifting and twisting every which way, but always on top. Except Josephine, my poor, abused, kicked-puppy of a mother, has crept up next to me while we talk. To Solomon she's nothing more than a prop, window dressing in every conversation. She's not a threat and never could be, but he hasn't been watching her face like I have.

      Solomon just hit the trifecta of reasons an abused woman might finally leave her abuser. Threat to her child, risk to her own life, and prolonged and extensive infidelity.

      I lift the gun back to my temple, keeping one eye on Josephine the entire time. Wesley's smiling at me from the back wall, proud of what I've done.

      Josephine's pale white hand snakes out and grabs the revolver out of my hand. She looks at it with a mixture of fear and disgust, as I imagine she views herself. Slowly, so slowly, she turns it toward Solomon, her hand shaking violently, her lips parted.

      Solomon straightens up, suddenly sensing the danger. His people may be right outside the door, but they trust this woman implicitly. She's been Solomon’s unblinking left hand for more than seventeen years.

      “Joey, what are you doing? Put the gun down, or hand it to me.”

      She shakes her head. “Not this time, David. I don't believe this is her fault. Maybe none of it is, and you've gone too far this time. And how could you cheat on me? How? After all the times you questioned my fidelity.”

      I only need her to hold Solomon still long enough that I can grab the keys from his belt and release Sam, who will eagerly finish off Solomon now that Josephine has shifted sides, but before I can creep toward him, it happens.

      BANG.

      Solomon reels back, the bullet hole in his chest leaking far less blood than I expect as he collapses to the ground. Time slows and it feels like I’m moving through water, the sounds distorted, the motions delayed.

      I try to look away, but motion draws my eyes. Josephine walks toward David Solomon slowly, stands over him for a moment, staring at him blankly. The gun dangles from her fingers. I half expect him to reach out and grab her leg, taking the gun away. My heart races at the prospect, but I'm frozen in place. Unable to stop it, unable to react.

      My mom’s stricken face paralyzes me. What if David takes the gun back? What if he stands up and shoots us all? Who would stop him, with Sam and Wesley chained to the back wall?

      I shake myself like a dog. Looking at my mom with a functioning brain again, I recognize the early signs of shock. Pale skin, rapid breathing, enlarged pupils.

      The guards knock on the door, and Josephine doesn't respond.

      “We're fine in here,” I say.

      “Sire?” a guard with a deep voice asks. “Should we come inside? Did you fire the weapon? Are you alright?”

      Solomon doesn’t answer, which gives me hope.

      I sprint to the door and lock it from the inside, and then I scramble over to Solomon's body. I fumble with the keys on his belt as the banging on the locked door grows louder.

      “Sire, why is the door locked?”

      I reach down and press his chest, sticky with warm, wet blood. I recoil in disgust, but I need to check for a pulse. I force my shaking hand back, and feel around on his neck until I realize I can’t find it because Solomon's heart isn't beating. I pull the keys out, gently take the gun from Josephine's limp hands, and cross the room to where Sam’s being held.

      “Sure,” Wesley says, “unlock him first. I guess I know who you'd have chosen if it came to it. Although, I feel like you should have chosen him to be shot. I mean, if anyone was going to survive the tender ministrations of your insane father, I think we know who it would have been, and it's not me. It takes me a week just to heal from a paper cut. I'm just saying.”

      I unlock Sam while Wesley prattles on about how long it took him to heal from a broken finger. “I couldn’t even carry the firewood for two months,” he says.

      “Shaddup, Wes.” I sound annoyed, but my lips curl into an involuntary smile. I’m so relieved I want to collapse on the floor and cry, but there isn’t time. Not yet anyway.

      Sam takes the gun from my hand and crosses to the door. I unlock Wesley's hands and pass him the key to unlock his ankles. Josephine huddles near Solomon, tears streaming silently down her face. She holds his hand in hers, and rocks back and forth, murmuring something I can't make out.

      Just as the banging and shoving on the door becomes so loud I expect the door to give way, Sam unlocks it. I watch as Sam blurs, using the gun's handle to knock the first guard's hands down. He kicks the gun toward me, and moves to the second guard. He disarms him too, fighting as quietly as he can, presumably to avoid drawing more attention. When I hear the boots of a third guard stomping down the hall, I'm sure Sam will need to fire a shot, and I resign myself to the entire militia coming down upon us.

      I glance at Josephine to see whether she might be ready to make a statement, or calm them down. Sam's amazing, but no one person can take out an entire army.

      Sam stands flush with the door, gun pointed just inside of the doorframe.

      Solomon's voice shocks me. “Put your gun down before you enter, soldier.”

      I spin around, confused and horrified. How could he have risen from the dead? He didn't have a pulse.

      A grinning Wesley smirks. I recall with overwhelming relief how much time Wes spent working on impersonations at home. Why couldn't he have done that when the guards came to the door to begin with?

      The guard enters the room, his gun down at his side, and Sam strikes his arm, forcing him to drop the weapon. Within moments, the three men are bound and gagged with strips Sam tears from Wesley's jacket.

      “Sorry about your coat,” I say.

      Wesley lifts the side of his jacket, surveying the damage. He'll need a new jacket for sure. “That's okay.” He shrugs and points at Sam. “I'm just proud as peaches this guy kept his shirt on. It’s already been a long day, what with being called the funny one, and a stick figure, and Ruby picking Sam to unlock first. I’m not sure I’d have made it through the self-esteem nose-dive that ensues when this one strips.”

      Sam rolls his eyes. “Let's go.”

      Josephine still huddles over Solomon. I’m surprisingly peaceful about his death, relieved and giddy even. In spite of my feelings, my heart goes out to her. I touch her shoulder softly. “Mom, we need to get out of here.” When she doesn't acknowledge me, I repeat the words, louder.

      When her face turns toward me, her eyes are glassy. “Ruby, darling, is that you?”

      I swear. “Sam, can you carry her?”

      “We might need his hands free,” Wesley says. “She can't weigh more than 100 pounds. I think I can manage.”

      Sam lifts one eyebrow, but doesn't comment.

      “I don’t even want to hear it,” Wesley says.

      Sam shrugs. “I didn’t say anything.”

      Wesley scoops my mother into both arms, and lifts her. She moans in protest, extending one arm, but doesn't stop him. The boys walk to the door to leave, but I need to check one more time. I can't handle Solomon haunting my dreams for the next ten years. If he pulls a Lazarus, I'm gonna burn down every church I can find, I swear. I stoop over him and press my fingers to his throat. Still no pulse anywhere.

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “We need a truck, or something,” Wesley says. “I can't carry her very far. And our last expedition on foot didn't end as well as we'd hoped.”

      Sam grunts. “You're right about that.”

      No trucks are parked helpfully in front of the prison, but I see one a few hundred feet down the road, just behind Solomon's big, white palace.

      Sam sees it too, and sighs. “I'd rather circle wide around his home base, but that might be too far.”

      I glance at Wesley, who's already perspiring. “What do you say?”

      “Unless you wanna trade places and trust to my marksmanship skills, we need to find some wheels soon.”

      Sam nods.

      “Oh!” I grab Sam's arm. “We can't leave without my dad's journal.”

      His eyes widen and he groans. “No, we can’t. That thing’s what got us into this mess in the first place.”

      I start walking toward the large, non-palace.

      “Where do you think it is, exactly?” Wesley asks.

      I point at the back door. “It's gotta be in Solomon's office, right?”

      Sam whistles. “How are you planning to get in?”

      “I was sort of hoping one of you had an idea.”

      Sam shakes his head.

      “I’m the brains of this operation,” Wesley says, “so I understand your reasoning, but I've got nothing.”

      “I guess we’ll have to wing it,” I say.

      My mom shifts with a sigh, and Wesley’s shoulders slump. “I was worried you were going to say that.”

      My mom's nearly catatonic form gives me an idea. “It's not much of a plan, but it’s better than just waltzing in the back door like we own the place and rummaging around. Sort of.”
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      I crouch in the winter skeleton of a butterfly bush at the base of the flowerbed next to the back door of my mom's house.

      Wesley climbs the stairs as quickly as he can, shouting. “Help, help me! Quick, someone help!”

      The back porch light was already on, but it takes less than ten seconds for someone to answer the door. I watch as Wesley’s rushed inside. I hear a voice I don't recognize yell. “Call for a doctor!” Someone else says, “The queen! She's ill.”

      Sam walks through on the periphery of all the chaos. He glances down at me briefly before closing the door. He'll have left it unlocked for me. I tried to convince him to take my place, hiding and then sneaking in while everyone's distracted to grab the journal, but he felt he didn't have the best history with going back to retrieve the cursed thing. I can't fault him for that. Besides, I have the third most recognizable face on the island, so staying hidden as much as possible makes sense.

      I count to one hundred, and then sneak up the stairs. I slide through the back door, and try to recall exactly where the office is in relation to the back door. I bumble into a library, full of rows and rows of leather books, and a music room with a grand piano, a cello, a violin, a harp, and an assortment of horns, but luckily no one's inside either room, thanks to the hubbub coming from the front of the house.

      Wesley's voice rings out clearly above the rest. “She's in shock. She needs something to drink, and a warm blanket.”

      Sam's voice sounds more like a rumble than anything else, but I can make out a few of his words here and there, too. “Yes you, go get it!” and “Not in five minutes. Now.”

      I silently express my gratitude to God, if he really exists, that Sam and Wesley seem to be keeping everyone busy.

      Third time really is the charm for me tonight. I stand at the threshold of Solomon's office, remembering the first time I snooped in here, when I found his dart gun with Tercera and the accelerant. I cross to the dark, heavy wooden desk and pull out several drawers before I remember the locked one. That's probably where Solomon would keep something small and valuable like Dad's journal. I pull a paperclip out of the top drawer, and straighten it out. My brief stint in Defense finally pays off. I can't shoot a gun with any accuracy, and I couldn't take down a ten year old kid with my roundhouse kick, but I know how to pick a basic lock. It takes three tries, and I break two nails, but finally I hear the click and grinding, and the drawer slides open.

      The paternity test Solomon told me he performed rests on top, declaring in bold print that I'm his daughter, just as he said. My fingers grip it tightly, and I want to shred it into bits, and deny it forever. Once he's gone and his body's buried or burned, no one could prove he's my father ever again. This one little action, and it would be like we aren’t related at all.

      If the past has taught me anything, it's that lies rarely make things better.

      Ostriches may stick their heads in the sand, but everyone laughs at their huge, feathered bodies just the same. I slide the paper into the top, skinny drawer of his desk. Beneath that paper are quite a few ledgers detailing wealth, favors, and debts owed to him from the leaders of the other WPN ports. Beneath that rests a dark, blood red book. I flip it open and discover lists and lists of secrets. Disgusting things, embarrassing things, criminal things. I shut the book and shove it to the bottom. Which is where I find a dark, hard bound, leather journal. I yank it out so fast that a stack of paper bound with twine flies out, too. The packet of papers slips to the glossy wooden floor with a plop.

      I pull one of the papers in the bundle loose and realize it's a letter. I recognize Aunt Anne's handwriting. I look around the room for something to carry the journal and letters with. A tan messenger bag hangs on a hook near the door. I stuff the journal and the bundle of letters into the bag and slide it over my shoulder before walking back out the door. Here's where my pseudo plan loses its momentum. I have the ball in hand, but how do I get it across the finish line without being tackled?

      I walk quietly to the back of the home, and rap on the back doorframe three times. The hope is that, even with all the chaos in the front over my mom, Sam will hear me. He and Wesley are supposed to sneak back so we can escape in the truck parked out back.

      Sam may have heard my knocking. He may be on his way right now, but unfortunately he's not the only one who heard me.

      A pissed off Edward, with a giant bump on the side of his head, turns a corner and locks eyes with me.

      “Well, well, what are you doing back here?” He grabs my arm and yanks me down the hall after him. “Let's see what exactly you're trying to take when you disappear this time.”

      He wrenches my shoulder, and I whimper.

      “You're hurting me,” I say.

      He stops. “I'd say you deserve it, given your poor behavior, Your Majesty.”

      I lift my chin. “Is it your place to decide that?”

      He frowns. “No it's not, but I imagine your father doesn't know you're wandering the halls. He said he had some lessons to teach you tonight. I heard him bragging about the lesson he’d teach you, after I woke up and had to report you'd escaped.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Was he pleased with you, when he discovered you let me escape?”

      He shakes his head. “How'd you get out? We can't figure it out.”

      I smile. The longer I stand here talking, the more likely Sam or Wesley will head down this hallway. “I used the p-trap from the sink to smash the window.”

      “How'd you get to the window in the first place?”

      I shrug. “Stacked the cots.”

      He looks at me dubiously. “Stacked them? Those flimsy cots? They're made to collapse when weight isn’t evenly placed on top. We tried for two hours to stack them before deciding they were safe in that room.”

      I smile even bigger. Without Sam, Wesley and I would never have both gotten out, but I’m not telling this guy that.

      “Stop smiling like that. Even if you figured out how to climb those cots, what about me? I didn't hear glass or anything. Something just clocked me in the head, and everything went black.”

      I cycle my arm, trying to get him to loosen his grip. “I have a pretty good throwing arm.”

      “You threw something at me?” he asks. “What was it?”

      “Soup crockery.” I grin again at my fiction. “Pretty good, huh?”

      He shakes his head. “I can't get over the fact I didn't even hear the glass break.”

      “Well, I'm sorry about the bump on your head, but I’m not escaping this time, in case you hadn’t noticed. I’m at home, in my own palace.” I raise one eyebrow in what I hope is an imperious fashion.

      Edward frowns. “You shouldn't apologize to me. I'm a guard. You're the princess.”

      I sigh. “Where were you just dragging me, again?”

      He lets go of my arm, and bows. “My apologies, Your Highness, but your mother is unwell in the front entryway.  May I escort you to her side?”

      Crap. I guess I can't really say I don't care to be there for that. “Uh, sure, yes.”

      Every step I take away from the back door feels like a step toward the executioner. These zealots are not going to take the news that their king was shot very well, and with my mom in shock, we look guilty. Really guilty.

      “Not so hasty,” a familiar, shrill voice says. “He's my patient. He and his sister's boyfriend brought her into this house, or so I've been told. Why are you acting like he's a suspect for some crime?”

      I turn the corner and see a guard with gold stripes on his grey uniform facing off with Dr. Flores.

      “Here's the daughter,” says a gruff-voiced man with grey hair. “Let's see what she knows.”

      A dozen people turn to face me when I enter the absurdly large front entryway, Wesley and Sam among them. I glance around. My mom's lying on a settee with Dr. Flores standing at the foot of it. The men in uniform and the two women bow and murmur, “Your Highness.”

      The guard with gold stripes bows, and then bellows. “What happened to your mother, Your Highness? There seems to be some confusion. We can't locate your father, either.”

      “Who are you speaking to?” Dr. Flores asks. “That girl isn't the princess. She’s Samuel Roth's sister, Rhonda.”

      The gold striped guard chuckles. “I don't know who you've been talking to, young lady, but this most certainly is Ruby Solomon, and we need some answers.”

      Dr. Flores shakes her head and opens her mouth, but Edward opens his mouth and speaks over her. “I escorted the Princess with those two an hour past.” He points at Wesley and Sam. “King Solomon was with them. He dismissed us at the prison, but he was questioning the three of them when we left.”

      An older man with streaks of grey in his hair purses his lips. He smacks when he opens them again to talk to me. “Princess Ruby, my name is General Kovar. I'm your father's right hand man for all military operations. I assure you, we'll do whatever we can to help. Please tell us, what happened to your mother, and where is your father now?”

      I glance at Sam, who wraps one hand around his back where I know he's got at least one gun tucked, silently asking whether he should go on the offensive. I do some mental math. Sam has at least three guns he took from guards at the prison, probably all stored behind his back. There are eight armed men in the room. He can likely take them out before they could react, but they'd all die. The two maids, and the doctor would be at risk, too.

      I shake my head.

      I open my mouth to tell them where they'll find Solomon and confess that he was killed at my hand, but before I can say a word, the front doors burst open.

      “Seize them, all of them.” One of the guards Sam knocked out stands at the front of the room. He and a cadre of other grey uniformed men stride into the entry hall, filling every available space.

      General Kovar raises his voice. “I command the entire military, including the palace guard. You'll all heed my orders, or you’ll face a court martial. Now Arnold, what are you talking about? Why should we lay hands on the Princess and her companions? Did His Royal Highness order it?”

      Arnold stutters. “H-h-he's dead!”

      The room erupts in fifteen different conversations, and two guards seize me, one on each side taking my forearm roughly. Sam disarms three guards and makes it across the room to stand just behind me. I can barely hear his whisper. “This doesn't look good, Ruby. It'll be easier to take them out and leave now, than after a trial. Say the word.” I want to get out of here, but I cringe when I contemplate the death toll.

      Even if Sam kills a thousand people to get me out, it might be worth it. After all, if I die, a hundred thousand Marked kids are doomed.

      I glance at my mom, stupidly hoping she'll come to, and do something. Anything. She stares off into space as though she hasn’t a care in the world.

      I exhale painfully. “Fine,” I say. “Get us out.”

      Sam’s body tenses and his arms reach for guns, ready to eliminate my captors first, I assume.

      Before he’s fired off a shot, Josephine shifts on the silk covered settee. She glances around, dazed, and I shout at Sam. “Wait.”

      Josephine raises her voice louder than I've ever heard it. “Release my daughter, right this second. Stand down, every last one of you.”

      General Kovar, Edward and every other soldier in the room salutes and drops to a knee.

      General Kovar looks up at Josephine and barks his question, “What's going on, Your Royal Highness?” His voice quivers, but he pushes ahead anyway. “Is King Solomon really dead?”

      Josephine stands near the silk settee, having finally roused herself to action, but unable to move due to the crowd of people cluttering up the entryway.

      “My husband was infected with Tercera as part of a conspiracy orchestrated by one of his enemies. We're still investigating who, but all of you have heard about the failure of the hormone suppressants. Right alongside that disturbing news, we've discovered that Tercera is mutating, and it manifests with erratic neurological symptoms in the first year.”

      Dr. Flores gasps. “Why were we not informed?”

      Josephine turns a frosty glare on her, and the doctor shrinks. “I don't answer to you. We used medical care we trust, care we're certain isn't influenced by my late husband's enemies. You transferred from Miami, if I recall.”

      Dr. Flores frowns, her brow furrowed.

      “Then it's true,” the General asks. “King Solomon is dead?”

      Josephine hangs her head. “The symptoms resulted in paranoia and erratic behavior. He threatened his daughter and it terrified her. She tried to escape him, and he hauled his own daughter, her boyfriend, and her best friend into restraints. I couldn't reason with him. When he came to himself, and he realized he had almost shot his only child, along with both of her companions, he turned the gun on himself. Before I could stop him, before any of us could, he ended his own life.” She brings one hand to her mouth, and the tears that leak from her eyes in that moment are real. No one could doubt this woman is grieving a devastating loss.

      Her entire performance is brilliant, moving even. She stole Solomon's own lie to cover up her murder. I see my mother in an entirely new light, and I'm not sure quite what to make of her. Perhaps in this, Solomon was the perfect tutor.

      “Go now,” she orders the guards who burst into the room moments before. “Retrieve my husband's body, but take care. You'll see sores on his arms and legs, and other indications of his sickness. In light of that, he would want cremation immediately, no time to spare. I can't bear the thought of anyone seeing his body ravaged by the Mark, or the sores that appeared only days after infection.”

      “Your Majesty,” the guard who called for my arrest says, “he was shot in the chest.”

      Josephine nods. “He was trying, even in his death, through the Tercera induced fog that clouded his mind, to kill himself quickly, to end the reign of terror of the disease that drove him mad.” She shakes her head, and closes her eyes, clearly gutted. “He won't want to be remembered this way. We tell the people, his people and his devoted disciples, that he became gravely ill, and was called home by God. Honor his memory, even as I will seek vengeance from his enemies.”

      I can't keep myself from smiling. Without her tyrannical husband shoving her down, my mom's kinda magnificent. She's going to be a much better ruler than Solomon ever was. I'll need to make sure she's not moving ahead with the Cleansing before we leave, but she's so much more reasonable, I'm sure we can work something out.

      Sam slides his hand into mine, and I lean my head on his shoulder. He kisses my forehead and I close my eyes in relief.

      “You aren't Samuel's sister.” Dr. Flores' voice is flat, her eyes flinty.

      I smile at her. “What in the world makes you think that?”

      She glances at our interlocked fingers, purses her lips and lifts one eyebrow.

      “Why are you talking to my daughter in that fashion?” my mom asks. “You have no right to interrogate her. In fact, you have no right to speak to her at all, unless she's sought your professional opinion. You'll show her the proper respect. Immediately.”

      Dr. Flores' eyes widen and she inclines her head. “Yes, Your Royal Highness, as you say.”

      “Your services are no longer necessary here. You may leave.”

      Dr. Flores splutters, but bows and turns awkwardly to leave. I suppress a smile of smug satisfaction. It wouldn't be very royal. I may only be a princess for another day or so until we leave, but I ought to enjoy it while I can.

      Josephine turns to address a small man wearing a black suit and spectacles. He combs his thinning hair with his fingers obsessively, as though it might have been blown out of place by a gusty wind.

      “Robert, I'd like the coronation to take place immediately. We'll hold a memorial for my husband the morning after next. The coronation should follow the evening after. Send word to the Heads of Port, and let them know their presence will be required in two days, at sunrise. Tribute for my husband's widow, oaths to their new queen, and a coronation pledge will be expected. Let me know when you receive responses.”

      The small man bows and turns to leave, presumably to send word immediately. He stops and turns back before exiting. “Your Majesty, I only ask because I know they'll ask. What evidence do we offer to support the new queen's claim?”

      Josephine's eyes flash. “Other than my word, and that of my late husband?”

      He lowers his eyes, and I can barely make out his reply. “Your Majesty, while that is enough for nearly everyone, the Heads of Port may require. . . more. Nevertheless, I will do as you command.”

      Josephine seethes. “Very well. I have evidence, as it happens. A paternity test is in my husband's desk, clearly naming Ruby Solomon as his only blood heir. Don't offer the evidence unless the Head of Port requests it, and I'd like a list of everyone who demands proof.”

      Robert nods and departs.

      Something doesn't add up for me. “Mom.”

      Josephine turns and takes my hand in hers, smiling at me. “What a trying night, darling. Dear, sweet Marisol can lead you to a room. And of course, you can share with your friends.” She smiles at Wesley and Sam in turn. “Or you can each have your own lodgings, whichever you prefer. I swear you'll be safe here from now on. I won't sleep until things are in order for the coronation.”

      “Thanks. We'll all share one room, I think.” I glance at Sam, who frowns at Wesley. I roll my eyes. “Yes, the blue room we had last time will be fine.”

      “Wonderful.” Josephine kisses my cheek and pulls me tightly against her. “I'm sorry I checked out on you there for a moment. I think I may have been a little dazed, or perhaps overwhelmed by it all. I didn't know I had that in me, but I'm glad now. It’s like I shoved an anvil off my chest, and I'm rising up toward air for the first time in two decades.”

      I smile at her. “Oh Mom,” I say, “I'm proud of you.”

      She hugs me tightly against her, and the smell of peppermint surrounds me, just like I remember. When she releases me, her eyes still stare into mine intently.

      “I am exhausted,” I confess. “But I have a question first, if you don't mind. If I don't ask, it'll bother me all night and I won't sleep a wink.”

      “Of course darling, what?” Mom pulls me down onto the settee next to her and takes my hand in hers.

      “Why would the Heads of Port, or whoever, ask for 'proof'? Why does a paternity test for me have to do with anything?”

      She squeezes my hand and speaks in a low voice. “Darling, don't fret. I know your father’s raving about other heirs, and my talk of enemies was distressing, but really, though your father had rivals, no one was unhappy. No one will threaten you, and no one knows a thing about any other children, nor will they.”

      “I still don't understand,” I say.

      Josephine glances from me to Sam and then to Wesley, clearly confused herself.

      Wesley clears his throat. “I think Ruby's asking, who exactly is being crowned queen in three and a half days?”

      Josephine's eyes widen. “Well you are, of course.” She giggles. “I'm certainly not Solomon's heir.”

      I look from Sam, whose eyebrows almost meet his hairline, to Wesley, who drops into a deep bow.

      “Well,” he says, “let me be the first to wish you well, Your soon to be Royal Highness. May your reign be long and fruitful.”

      I wish I'd shredded that infernal paper when I had the chance.
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      I collapse on the four poster bed after eating dinner and taking a shower, finally clean and wearing clothes Josephine brought me from her own closet. Somehow she procured appropriately sized clothing for Sam and Wesley, too. When I flop backward, the fluffy duvet rises on either side of me, partially blocking my view of the room.

      “Are you sure you don't want your own room?” Wesley asks.

      “Actually,” Sam says.

      “Ewww,” Wesley says. “I didn't mean the two of you. I meant, Rubes, would you like some space? It's been a long day. Or actually, it’s been a long few weeks.”

      I sit up. “No, I don't. I want you both close. Josephine's assurances aside, I don't know who we can trust.”

      Sam sits in a chair next to the bed, making no move to be nearer to me. I feel the space like a tangible object between us, and I hate it. I think about what he heard just before Solomon's men captured us. About Wesley and I kissing, before the lip lock he had to watch to reassure stupid Dr. Flores.

      We might need some private time, after all. Maybe that’s why I was so quick to agree to the shared space. I’m not ready to deal with this conversation.

      “We have time,” I say.

      A muscle in Sam’s jaw works, and I realize that may not be true.

      “Actually, maybe you should sleep in the anteroom Wesley, so Sam and I can talk. Do you mind?”

      Wesley sighs. “Does that make me the canary?”

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      Sam snorts. “Miners used to bring canaries in cages into coal mines. They sing almost constantly, which is apropos.”

      “Shaddup,” Wesley says.

      Sam shrugs. “You said it.”

      “I still don’t get it.”

      “Because the canaries were so small, any toxic gases that existed in pockets in the mines killed the canary first. When it stopped singing. . .” Sam draws a finger across his throat.

      I roll my eyes. “You aren't the canary, Wesley. No one's coming to kill us.”

      Wesley mutters, but he stands up and walks toward the door. Sam may be able to understand him, but I can't.

      “Good night,” I say. “Thank you for all your help and support over the past week. It means more than you can possibly understand.”

      He bobs his head and forces a half smile. “Night Rubes. Please get some sleep.”

      I grin. “I promise.”

      After the door shuts behind Wesley, I shove all the way back against the headboard, lean back against it, and gesture for Sam to come sit by me. He meets my eyes for a moment, but doesn't move.

      “Sam, please talk to me. I can't read your mind, so I won't know what you're feeling unless you say the words. I could barely tolerate monosyllabic Sam. I fell in love with a man who knows how to use his words.”

      His implacable facade cracks then, and the hurt in his eyes stabs my chest.

      I pat the bed beside me again and he stands, crosses to the bed and hops up next to me.

      “You kissed Wesley before you came to Galveston?” He shakes his head. “Why?”

      My head’s pounding. I slept on the ground last night, then faced off with my sadistic father, donated blood to him, got locked in prison, had a chunk of hair ripped out of my head, escaped the cell, ran through a foreign city, confronted Sam's possessive private physician, got caught again and threatened, and learned my bio dad wouldn’t bat an eye at shooting me, since he has kids all over the place. I threatened suicide, and then watched my mom shoot my biological father dead. Oh, and I almost unleashed Sam on an untold number of innocent people.

      Why was all of that easier to face than this?

      “It wasn't a big deal Sam, I swear. Everyone knew you were dead, okay? We all agreed no one could survive six gunshots.”

      “You sure moved on fast.”

      Tears well up in my eyes. “I didn’t move on. I struggled with it a lot. It was a rough few days for me, dark days, desperate days. Until Rhonda told me what she saw.”

      “What she saw?”

      “She told me you'd been shot before.”

      Sam leans back against the headboard. “I should've told you before that I was a lab rat.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I don’t tell him it hurt me, that Rhonda knew it about him and I didn’t. I don’t admit that I felt betrayed, that I felt like I didn’t even know him.

      “I didn’t want you to know,” he says.

      I hate the whiny note in my voice. “Why not?”

      “I'm not. . . normal, okay?”

      I twist around until I’m looking up into his eyes. His abnormal, golden greenish eyes. “I don't like normal. Normal’s boring.” I take his hand with mine and interlace our fingers. “And you're not a lab rat. Actually, I've been thinking of a few names, but so far my favorite is Super Sam.”

      He smiles at me, and it reaches his eyes this time. “Super Sam is corny. You’ll be trying to stuff me into a lycra suit next.”

      “Your cape fitting is scheduled for tomorrow at noon. I was thinking black and red. Manly colors.”

      Sam laughs. “No cape, no matter the color, is manly.”

      “Healing from those bullet wounds was miraculous.”

      “It still hurt.”

      I lay my face down on his chest. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry you thought I was dead.”

      “I wish you’d told me,” I say.

      “I should have. I guess Rhonda told you how our parents experimented on me, and said I healed quickly?”

      I nod my head. “Freaky fast, which explained a lot, actually. Your speed, your strength, your accuracy, your hearing and eyesight.”

      He shrugs. “I'm not sure anymore which of the things I can do came from the enhancements, and what I might've done without them.”

      I release his hand and turn it over, palm up. I trace his fingers, one by one. “I don't care, you know. Every part of you is perfect to me. I just want to know each part of you.”

      Sam leans toward me, our lips drawing nearer. My heart accelerates like always. I wonder whether he can hear it. I hope he can. His perfect lips hover an inch from mine, so close I can smell him. Leather, gunmetal, sweat, and the woods. I breathe it in hungrily, but instead of closing the space between us like I’m dying for him to do, Sam turns away.

      “If you think I'm so perfect, how could you kiss him days after you thought I died?”

      I should come clean. I should tell him I kissed Wesley twice, and that once, the second time, there was no compelling reason. I had no real excuse, and I should be honest about it. Lies never help, and I know this.

      But my head hurts, and I can't face a fight tonight. I can't deal with him leaving me, not now. I need Sam. I need things to be okay with us. I can't face a coronation, and a hundred thousand Marked kids dying, and everything else I have to do alone. I can't.

      So I lie.

      “It was for you, you big goofball.”

      His eyebrows rise. “What does that mean?”

      “We hadn't gotten word from Solomon yet. I only had Rhonda's story about you healing from a gunshot in a week. I had no reason to believe you'd survive, other than an insane story and my own desperate hope, but I knew.” I press my fist to my heart. “As soon as she said you'd been enhanced, I knew I never should've left. I should've thrown myself from the truck that day on the bridge, and crawled my way back to your side. But the blood. There was so much blood.”

      I choke back tears and push ahead. This is about me kissing Wes. “I told Wesley the next morning that I thought you were alive, and he agreed to help me escape.”

      Sam frowns. “Escape from what?”

      “The Marked were pretty excited when I turned up. In fact, if not for Rafe, I'd probably have been torn to shreds by all the people who were desperate for my blood.”

      “Who's Rafe?”

      I pause. Do I tell him now? Or wait? I decide tonight's not the best time. “He's the leader of the Marked. But the point is that, while they're good people, and I think they really are, they weren't about to let me wander off on a suicide mission. They need me there for blood tests, and research studies and whatnot.”

      Sam nods. “And?”

      “Right. Wesley said he'd help. He brought me a new jacket so I could keep the hood up and sneak off. He'd been sent to gather the last cow or two-”

      At Sam's raised eyebrow I chuckle. “That's a story for another day. But the point is, he had transportation, and he was willing to risk Rafe's anger to get me to you. That should earn him a little credit.”

      “You kissed him as a thank you?” Sam sounds dubious.

      “Sam, let me finish. We were sneaking away, holding hands because everyone knew I had yelled at him pretty loudly that morning to leave me alone. We planned that, too. Anyhow, everyone was supposed to think he'd found a revenge girlfriend, who obviously wasn't me since we'd gotten in a fight. It would fall apart if anyone took a good look at my face or saw my hair, but it was working. Until we saw his friend Mark or Matt or something walking down the street toward us. He pulled me up against a wall and kissed me, so his friend didn't stop us and ask any questions.”

      Sam frowns. “Had this guy met you? Would he know who you were? Did you even know that he really was Wesley's friend?”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “Sam, let it go. I kissed him to escape so I could come to you.”

      “You didn't need to do that,” Sam says. “I would've escaped and found you without any heroics on your part. It would've been easier than this mess, probably.”

      “Oh, please. I had no idea if you were even alive, and either way I needed the journal. Beyond that, if you did survive and were so badly injured you couldn't move, you'd have needed my help. And without me, the Cleansing would still have hung over our heads,” I say.

      “Solomon was dying before you came along. After he croaked, Josephine wouldn't have moved ahead with it.”

      “I don't think she'd even have been the next monarch. These Heads of Port sound like bad news. In fact, I think tomorrow—”

      Sam takes my face in his hands and whispers. “You need to trust me more.”

      My heart aches. I should tell him. I kissed Wesley because I was afraid. Because I don't know what I want, or whether I'm good enough for him. Maybe Wesley's right. Maybe I was trying to ruin things.

      Either way, I need to tell Sam the truth.

      His golden eyes burn into mine, and something in my belly tightens. I can't lose him, not Sam, not my Sam. It was one kiss. It doesn't even matter. Why does he even need to know?

      Slowly, one millimeter at a time, Sam brings his face down toward mine. When his lips finally cover my mouth, the butterflies inside my heart take flight, and the tightness in my chest eases. My heart speeds, and the exhaustion stretched over my entire body dissipates like water on a hot pan. I pull him closer and deepen the kiss. Sam groans satisfyingly.

      “Not in a bed, Ruby, I can’t kiss you in this bed. Not tonight, not with all of this hanging over us like a fog. I can't. Not if you want me to stay here and sleep with you, and I want you near me. I want to know you're safe tonight.”

      I exhale, frustrated, but he's right. I need sleep, and so does he. I put one hand to his chest. “Are you really alright?”

      He smiles. “Wanna see?”

      “Without Wesley here to complain?” I ask. “Absolutely.”

      He lifts his shirt over his head and tosses it on the floor. My fingers reach out, tentatively at first. When my fingertips touch the first of six pink circles, Sam inhales sharply. I move slowly from one entry wound to the other, brushing each gently, one at a time.

      Two went into his lungs on the right side, and one into his lung on the left. One hit his sternum, and one hit a rib and glanced off, based on the shape of the scar. But the last. I gasp and touch the hole on the left side near his sternum, but not quite. “Did this one hit your heart?”

      He takes my hand in his and pulls me up against his chest, my head resting against his pectoral muscle. When he talks, I hear the words, and feel the exhalation of air at the same time. “It nicked the top corner, or so Claudia says.”

      I lay my ear against his chest and listen to the beating of his heart, steady as a drum. “I'm glad you're okay. Actually, glad doesn't even begin to describe what I felt when I saw you again.”

      He beams at me. “Me, too.”

      I look downward, away from his eyes when I ask this, an unfair question I'm not sure I even want to know. “Did you kiss her? I won't judge, I swear.” I cross my heart with my fingers. “But I think I want to know the truth.” Even though I don’t deserve it.

      Sam shakes his head. “She tried a few times, but I feigned a leg cramp once, and trouble breathing the other time.” He grins sheepishly.

      I frown. “Why didn't you just tell her about me?”

      “I needed a way out, Ruby. I could tell she was infatuated with me. I’m pretty sure she found me attractive,” he says.

      I roll my eyes so hard I worry they might get stuck inside my eye sockets. “Ya think?”

      “But more than that, watching my body heal was like a religious experience for her. She thought God worked through her to save me, and it made her willing to help me in ways she shouldn’t have been. I planned to use her to escape, so I had to flirt with her, encourage her fascination. I actually felt a little guilty about it, but it was the easiest path back to you.”

      I lay my head on his chest. “I'm glad we made it back to each other. We belong together.”

      “Yes,” Sam says, “let's not part again, okay?”

      I agree entirely. I fall asleep that way, my face pressed to his chest, listening to the rhythmic beat of his solid, healthy, heart.
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      I joked about Sam’s cape fitting, and I shouldn’t have. Karma sucks. Since the Marking, we’ve lacked many things, but clothes aren’t one of them. When everyone began to starve, no one cared about their wardrobe. Entire stores full of clothes are free for the taking in every city and town.

      Even so, my mom stuffs all of us into actual fittings with seamstresses. Honest to goodness seamstresses who measure our waists, our thighs and our bust. Clucking and chirping. Later we have to go back and let the same women pin fabric around us, poking us occasionally.

      Wesley grins his way through tuxedo fittings, food tastings, china and flower selections, and program details the next day. I actually enjoy watching him in his element, making decisions right and left with confidence and excitement. I'm delighted someone else wants to handle things. If one more person asks me about the colors, textures, or flavors for the coronation celebration, my head might explode.

      Apparently preparing a coronation gown usually takes months, so cramming it into three days results in a gaggle of panicked dressmakers. I finish my second fitting of the day and practically sprint for the Blue Room. Wesley may love this, but I'm beginning to feel like an overfed fox with starving hounds on my tail.

      I duck into my room and nearly stumble over a brown messenger bag on my way to the bathroom. A book slides out when I kick it. My heart leaps into my throat. How could I have forgotten about my dad's journal? I only read the last entry once, and I glossed over it in my panicked escape last week. I pick it up and clutch it to my chest.

      I wish Dad was here to answer my questions. I have so many I'll probably never find an answer to, but if this has the answers we need to glue the world back together, I'll never complain about his absence again. Or I’ll try not to complain at least.

      I open the first page and flip one by one through equation after equation, looking for any mention of a hacker virus, or anything like it. If my antibodies don't work, this virus my dad made that eats other viruses may be our only hope. Dad's last journal mentioned he dosed himself with it, and I desperately hope it wasn't his only sample. And that any others he had weren't destroyed after his death, or in the police investigation.

      Two-thirds of the way through the book, I find one paragraph of narrative among the scientific notations.

      Breakthrough today. The attack virus I made will now bond to a blood key, which is the first step to adding the epithelial transfer mechanism. I want this to be as communicable as the Rotavirus or Malaria, because unlike those plagues, this virus will heal humanity. Once infected, no other virus will be able to find a foothold. It will transform the health of the human race, freeing us from fear, from despair, and from dependency on big pharma. I may call it the hacker virus, because Pfizer and the others are going to hate this more than the FBI hates cyber hackers when it succeeds.

      For now, it's only transferrable via blood infusion. I have three samples here, and of course they'll replicate fast once I get the green light for human testing. I called Jack and he's going to expedite the approvals. He's planning to come over and check out my progress tomorrow. I can't wait to show him these samples.

      I flip through the rest of the pages, but other than the last entry, which I already read, there's no mention of the attack virus or where it went. I'm sure a lot of the notes deal with the development of it, but I have no idea how to go about recreating a virus that was spliced from the guts of several others. Just the prospect of trying to splice live viruses scares me. Maybe Aunt Anne could do it with the proper equipment? What we really need to do is figure out who this partner is.

      We need to find Jack.

      He stole Tercera, and I'd gamble every dime I have, including all of WPN's wealth, that he stole the other two samples of the hacker virus. But what did he do with them? Why not share them when Tercera spread, even if it had to be passed by a blood injection?

      A knock at the door startles me, and I slam the book shut and shove it back into the messenger bag.

      I stand up just in time to see my mom's head peek through the doorway. “Darling, there's a group of Marked kids, including a demanding one with a bright reddish mohawk, asking for you on the end of the bridge. They're threatening to attack if we don't prove to them you're safe.”

      I chuckle. “Well, maybe now's a good time for Sam to meet his brother.”

      Josephine raises one eyebrow. “His brother’s Marked? Doesn't he know?”

      I shake my head. “His brother isn't just Marked, he's the outspoken, irritating, mohawked leader of the Marked. But I need to talk to Sam about it first, okay?”

      “Sure darling, that's fine. I still don't think it's a great idea for you to leave Galveston just now, though. I know you want to help the Marked, but you must see how much you're needed here.”

      I knew this was going to be a battle.

      “The thing is, Mom, the Marked need me too, and not just in the general way that they need help. They need me specifically. You know Dad injected me with antibodies, but it's more than that. I've studied science under his sister, and my cousin Job is all alone right now. You met him, and at this very moment he's working on figuring out what we can do for them with my antibodies. Right now they're only fixing people who were recently infected, but we're hoping to improve on that, and we don't have much time.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because your lie was partially true. Tercera hasn't mutated that we know of, but the hormone suppressants started failing a year ago, and people are dying already.”

      Her shoulders slump. “Oh no.”

      I nod. “Many of those kids are entering their third year. They're dying Mom, and I can stop it, I think. And if I don't go, or maybe even if I do, when they start dying, they're going to get desperate. Not to mention, they're barely feeding themselves now, and it's going to get worse when most of them can't work anymore.”

      She frowns. “This only makes me more convinced that you shouldn't go. They're getting desperate? It sounds like a lost cause. Please tell me you aren't planning to leave your people here so you can what? Give blood out there?”

      I nod. “I am, exactly that. There are babies being born, Mom, babies my blood cures.”

      “Why not bring the newborns and the research here? We can provide supplies to help them, and our facilities are much more sophisticated, I promise you that. You wouldn’t have to work with only your cousin for support. You’d have an army of people to command.”

      I bite my lip. Could we do that? Would it work? “I doubt Rafe will hand Job and Rhonda back to me, but I'll talk to him about it. Maybe we can reach a compromise.”

      Josephine nods.

      “You aren't going to argue with me?”

      She steps into the room and slings one arm around me. “You hated him. I understand that, but your father wasn't entirely evil. He had some beautiful talents and strengths, and you're like him in several ways. Notably in this case, I know that if I argue with you, you'll just dig your heels in deeper.”

      “Mom, I'm nothing like him. I'll never hit you, for one thing, and I always listen to ideas, no matter who they come from.”

      She smiles, but her eyes are sad. “If you say so.”

      I want to lay down and rest before someone else can find me and poke me, or prod me, or quiz me, but I need to find Sam and deal with Rafe before this escalates. Can't have a war on my first day as queen, can I? What kind of message would that send?

      I square my shoulders and leave my room, and run right into a brick wall that still smells like gunmetal, leather and man.

      “Sam.” I smile.

      He pulls me against him and breathes into my hair. “Where have you been hiding?”

      “Hiding?” I ask. “Me?”

      He frowns. “You created a new title, and stuck me with it? Really?”

      I beam at him. “Best idea I've had yet.”

      “Chief of Military and Strategic Defense.” He’s scowling mightily, but he's never looked more handsome.

      I reach up with one hand and trace his jawline. “They're making you a uniform, too. With one more stripe than that pompous Kovar guy.”

      Sam scowls. “I'm not wearing a uniform.”

      “Did I mention how attractive I find men in uniform?”

      “Well,” Sam says, “maybe I could wear it sometimes, but tell them I don't need fittings. I've already been stuck with a dozen pins today.”

      “Good thing you heal fast.” I wink. “Maybe distracting the seamstresses with your enormous, gorgeous muscles has its drawbacks. How sad for you.”

      He wraps his arms around me and pulls me close. I snake my arms around his waist and squeeze him right back.

      “Is this what you needed?” He grins and kisses my nose and then my forehead, and then he leans down and kisses my mouth. I sway against him.

      “Huh?”

      His breath brushes against my curls. “Josephine said you needed my help with something?”

      Oh, right. “Actually, there is something I thought you'd like to know. I probably should’ve told you last night, but I was exhausted and I didn't want to deal with it.”

      His arms tense and I think about Wesley. About our kiss. I should tell him. He's expecting something bad. I should deal with it right now. “What's wrong?”

      I meet his eyes, his exquisite, green-gold eyes, and I want to erase that worry forever, not add to it. “Nothing's wrong, Sam. Stop being such a pessimist. This is good news, I think.”

      He lifts one eyebrow. “Good news? What's that?”

      I snort. “How'd you like to see your little brother again, Raphael?”

      Sam frowns. “That's not funny, sunshine.”

      “It's not a joke. He's the leader of the Marked, only now he goes by Rafe, and he's waiting for you on the edge of the bridge. Of course, officially, he's there for me. I'll let him explain how he decided to risk the Marked people's greatest asset by sending me back to Galveston just because Solomon offered up his brother's life in trade.”

      Sam's hands tighten on my arms, but not too tight. He's always so careful with me. “Raphael's alive? You're sure it's him?”

      I beam at him. “I'm sure.”

      Sam's answering smile makes up for all the poking and prodding and headaches I've had to deal with today. I forgot how much fun it is to share good news.

      “How'd you like to go give him a hug?”

      Sam frowns. “If he's Marked, I can't do that.”

      Now it's my turn to beam. “I happen to know someone whose blood will immunize you.”

      “I love you, Ruby.”

      “I love you, too, Sam.”

      In that moment, even though the world's still broken, it feels like the two of us together might be strong enough to fix it.
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      For Isadora Elizabeth, my darling daughter

      May you ever be as brave as Ruby and know that you are a daughter of God.
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      I watch through thick glass while my biological father's body burns into ash.

      No tears well up in my eyes. No sorrow swells in my heart. I didn't cry when my mother shot him, either. It probably means I'm broken inside. Although, to be fair to myself, he was a narcissistic, abusive sociopath whom I didn’t know existed until last month.

      Even so, his half a million subjects loved him fanatically.

      “I hope you've prepared something appropriate to say at his funeral tomorrow,” Josephine Solomon says. In spite of being the one who shot him, my mom harbors mixed feelings.

      “How’s this?” I ask. “David Solomon is dead. I'm really hoping he won't haunt my nightmares any more, now that I've watched the flames incinerate his body into powder. I’m planning to dump the ashes into the sewage processing plant where they’ll fit in with the other filth. Succinct enough, you think?”

      Josephine frowns. “He was a great man in many ways, you know.”

      I shake my head. “You keep saying that, but I haven't seen much evidence.”

      “The point,” she says, “is that as the new queen of World Peace Now, you'll need his popularity to transfer to your rule. Things will go much easier for you if the people like you half as much as they loved him.”

      I snort. “No one needs to like me. They only need to obey.”

      “Spoken like someone who's never ruled a day in her life.”

      I grit my teeth. “I don't want to be a queen at all. You wouldn't know this since we just met, but I never played princess growing up. I didn't have make believe crowns, and I freaking hate dresses, with or without princess puffs.”

      In fact I'd love to walk away from all of this. The only thing I'm dreading more than David Solomon's funeral is my coronation the following morning. I'd gladly run and never return to World Peace Now (usually called WPN), or Galveston ever again.

      Unfortunately if I leave, the new leaders of WPN will carry out my biological father's plan to massacre the hundred thousand or so people infected with the Tercera virus. My delightful bio father, the late great monarch, planned to “cleanse” the earth of the plague that almost destroyed humanity more than a decade ago. He believed killing the infected kids, who were struggling to survive on their own, was a small price to pay to ensure the bright future of his half a million subjects.

      Actually, he told me killing them was mercy on his part. He said God infected people to punish them for their sins. As for the infection of children, well, they were paying for the sins of their parents, and he was dispensing God's mercy by killing them and ending that just suffering.

      See? Sociopath.

      “If you really can't think of anything to say, I can write something for you,” Josephine says.

      “Yes,” I say. “That's a good plan, but I'm not much of a public speaker. Maybe keep it short.”

      Behind me, Wesley chokes on a laugh.

      I scowl at him over my shoulder. “Why's that funny?”

      “I've heard you speak in public, is all,” Wesley says.

      “I'll keep that in mind,” Josephine says. “Since I now have two speeches to prepare, I'd better get started. I do expect you to write your own coronation address.” After dropping that bombshell, my mother walks down the hall and turns the corner toward the exit.

      I turn to race after her and argue, but I’m met by a tall man with blonde hair and sparkling bright blue eyes. I pull up short, taking in the standard issue gray uniform of the palace guard. Two gold stripes run down each shoulder, which tells me he’s near the top of the pecking order. He approaches and salutes.

      Once I look at his face, I recognize Adam, the first WPN guard I met when Sam and I were caught looking for the cure. He breezes past the four guards on duty without even acknowledging them, reinforcing my impression that he now holds a reasonably high rank. He stands a few inches taller than Wesley, which puts him about the same height as my boyfriend Sam. His shiny, short hair is combed sideways, not a single strand out of place, and his uniform accentuates his broad shoulders and deep tan. He probably surfs whenever he's off duty. Galveston might have a few things to recommend it when compared to Port Gibson, the perks of beach living among them.

      Stuff like that might matter if I were thinking of staying, which I'm not.

      He straightens and says, “Your escort's ready, your Highness.”

      Sam may be the hottest guy I've ever seen, but this guy's face is nearly as pretty. I assume a gaggle of girls probably follow him around too, like they always did Sam back home. “I'm sorry, my escort where?”

      “To the bridge, Your Highness.”

      “Right, an escort intended to keep me safe while I drive a mile out onto a bridge.”

      Adam frowns. “A bridge currently under attack by infected hostiles.”

      Hostiles I trust more than my head guard, not that I mention that to him. I glance around. “Uh, where’s Sam?”

      The tall guard's eyebrows draw together. “Samuel Roth? Your Highness’ recently appointed Chief of Military and Strategic Defense?”

      I nod my head. “Sure, yep, that's the Sam I mean.” I forgot about the title I created so Sam could tell people what to do and come and go as he pleased.

      “Your Highness, he has many important tasks to complete. He can't be around to escort you from place to place like a common palace guard. He's in a meeting reviewing security for the coronation at present. My name's Adam Forsythe and you may not recall, but we've met before. I've been voted in as the new Chief of the Palace Guard. Your safety is my number one priority and I assure you I take it very seriously.”

      I bite my lip before I can swear, since that doesn't seem very queenly. I didn't expect Sam to actually need to do anything with his stupid made-up title. “If you’re going to be around a lot, maybe we should review the Your Highness thing. You don’t need to call me that. Like at all. Ruby is fine.”

      Adam’s mouth drops open but before he can speak, Wesley throws a hand up and waves it at Adam Forsythe, catching his attention and then shooing him backward. “Hang on a second, pretty boy. Ruby already has a boyfriend, the Sam guy she asked about. And she has a back up boyfriend.” He points at himself. “The last thing she needs is another genetically perfect model looking guy following her around all day, flexing, or whatever you’re going to do to keep her safe. I'm sure the four guards that already create a tripping hazard whenever we turn around are more than sufficient.”

      Adam glances from Wesley to me, and back again. “I don't understand.”

      Wesley rolls his eyes. “I'll enunciate. Go. Get. Sam. And while you're down there at central command, tell them we want the fugliest soldier they have to replace you as Chief of the Palace Guard. Got it?”

      “Appearance does not factor into a guard's performance review on any level,” says Adam.

      I laugh. “You can ignore Wesley. He thinks he's funny.”

      “You appear to agree.”

      I roll my eyes. “Most days.”

      Adam raises one eyebrow. “If you believe my performance to be sub par, I will request the selection of a replacement.”

      I shake my head. “No, it's fine. We wouldn't dream of interfering with the way you select your positions or evaluate performance. But I do need you to send someone to let Sam know we're ready to go. One of the main reasons we're traveling down to the end of the bridge is so Sam can meet with the Marked leader.”

      Adam’s eyebrows rise. “In his capacity as Chief of Mi—”

      “Yes, yes,” Wesley says. “As Head Poomba he needs to coordinate with the Marked.”

      Adam scowls at Wesley, but he walks back to confer with my four guards. One of them sets off down the hall at a trot, presumably to tell Sam we're ready to go when he is.

      I glance at the incinerator. My father's body will burn for quite some time yet, but he's surely past the point of resurrection. Hopefully I'll sleep a little easier at night having witnessed that fact myself.

      Wesley walks beside me down the hall, and the guards take up positions in front of and behind us, Adam filling in for the one who took off. Having four guards in attendance at all times is super annoying. We walk the half a mile from the Crematorium back to the palace-that-isn't-officially-a-palace in silence, which is strange for Wesley. He generally talks even more than me.

      “Are you okay?”

      He shrugs. “I'll be glad when this coronation business is past us so we can shut down the Cleansing and actually focus on developing a cure that works.”

      I only spent a few days in Baton Rouge, the largest Marked community, and I can't stop thinking about baby Rose, the newborn we saved using the antibodies in my blood. The face of her sweet mother springs to mind often as well. Sadly Libby's still Marked, probably because the Tercera virus in her system had already entered the active phase. Antibodies work well to prevent disease, but aren’t usually effective once it's entrenched. Unlike me, Wesley lived with the Marked for weeks. He's made friends there and feels even more pressure than I do to save them.

      Of course, it's not like his dad engineered the deadly virus, which I know because my dad did. Not the psychopath burning in an oven, but the man who raised me as his own. If David Solomon was right and God punishes children for their parents' sins, I may as well reserve a house down in purgatory. I have quite a list of things for which to atone, coming from both good old dad and my biological father.

      “If we’re lucky,” I say, “maybe Job's already made some progress.”

      “Except he probably needs more antibodies from you to continue his testing at this point,” Wesley says. “We’ve been gone way longer than we expected.”

      I bob my head. “I know. I feel bad that I only gave plasma once.” And I’m so thin that it wasn’t very much. Not nearly enough.

      When we reach the palace I sit down on the steps to wait for Sam. I pointedly ignore the gesturing and pointing from my guards and the butler. If I'm really their queen, I can sit where I want, including a pristine porch step made of white marble. I kind of want to lay down and roll around like a puppy, just to see what they’d do.

      Wesley puts his hand on my shoulder. “Even if we were still in Baton Rouge, you'd have needed some time to recover before they drew any more blood. Don't feel too bad about a delay in their testing.”

      I shrug. “But if I were there, I could help Job with interpreting the data and research.”

      “You're doing the most good here for right now.” Wesley starts to sling his arm around me, but then shifts at the last minute and acts like he was stretching.

      I glance around, because that kind of oddball reversal usually means Wesley noticed Sam.

      And I'm right. I stand up and my mouth stretches into a smile in spite of myself.

      “Hey sunshine.” Sam's wearing a navy blue military uniform with four bright yellow stripes on each shoulder.

      “Glad you're back, oh great and revered War Chief. The new Boss Guard says they're ready to take us out on the bridge.”

      “I'm ready to go.” Sam’s grin showcases perfectly white teeth. His impossibly handsome face becomes just a little more unbearably beautiful when it’s smiling.

      “Wow,” I say, “I thought you said no uniforms.”

      He lifts one eyebrow. “I did. Until this girl I know said she had a thing for them.”

      “She did, huh? Who is this girl? I already dislike her.”

      Wesley clears his throat. “Those buttons look hard to do and undo. If it means you keep more clothes on, I'm all for a uniform. Not that anyone asked for my opinion.”

      I roll my eyes at Wesley and then turn toward Sam. “Are you ready to go see Rafe?”

      Sam reaches down and takes my hand in his. He squeezes it tighter than he normally would. If meeting Rafe makes my brawny, scientifically enhanced warrior nervous, well, that's about the cutest thing ever. Rafe, also known as Raphael Roth, is the leader of the Marked. He’s also Sam's previously lost little brother. They haven't seen one another since before Tercera ravaged North America, a time we usually refer to as Before. Eleven years is a long time between family reunions, even for me.

      “Come on.” I tug Sam toward the bridge and he lets me pull him along. I know he lets me, because there's no way my ninety-pound self could drag his two-hundred-and-thirty pound brick wall body anywhere he didn't already want to go.

      My new captain of the guard strides quickly toward us, falling into step alongside Sam and me. “Samuel Roth, I'm Adam Forsythe, the new Chief of the Palace Guard. Ensuring the safety of Her Royal Highness Ruby Solomon is my top priority. I'll be taking frequent rotations in her personal guard to make sure I stay abreast of everything about her preferences and schedule.”

      Sam looks Adam up and down and nods. Samuel Roth's a man of few words, but this is terse even for him.

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm,” I say. “Congratulations on what I assume was a promotion, but out of curiosity, why did the job need to be filled? What happened to your predecessor?”

      “He was fired, of course. Under his tenure your father was infected with a deadly virus by a rival and went mad, taking his own life. Peter Richelieu should have taken measures to prevent both occurrences. I assure you, no such harm will come to you on my watch.”

      Sam releases my hand as we approach the van and opens the door for me. “I'll be with Ruby twenty four seven from here on out. Your services will be superfluous.”

      “You can't be with her twenty four seven, sir. Everyone sleeps.”

      Sam raises one eyebrow. “That’s true.”

      “Uh, well.” Adam looks from Sam to me and back again. “In any case, when you have meetings or are otherwise occupied, you can rest easy knowing she's in good hands.”

      Wesley snorts.

      “I'm your boss, right?” Sam asks.

      The muscles in Adam's jaw tighten and his cornflower blue eyes bulge. “Yes sir.” He watches as Sam sits down next to me and puts an arm around my shoulder.

      Wesley catches my eye as he climbs into the van and whispers, “This is so awesome.”

      I roll my eyes. At least neither Adam nor Sam have beat their chests or roared yet. I hope Adam lets it go, because I haven't met anyone who could take Sam out. I'd hate to see Adam take a beating his first day at a new job. Besides, it can't be good for morale.

      Adam climbs into the van and tells the driver to go. I told them we didn't need any guards and that the Marked who have gathered are friends, but it was a futile effort. Three other vans full of armed men drive alongside us anyway. I hope Rafe doesn't see this as an act of aggression.

      When the Marked come into sight, I lean forward and place a hand on Adam's arm. “I'd like to go by foot from here.”

      Adam frowns. “It's safer to have vehicles close.”

      “But it indicates hostility,” I say. “I know the Marked who are gathered. I won't scare them or have them thinking this is a show of force. That will only escalate things.”

      Adam opens his mouth to argue, but Sam cuts him off. “I have six guns on me with enough rounds between them to take out every kid on that bridge. It's fine; you can actually obey the orders from your future queen. If anything comes up, I'll be there to keep her safe.”

      “That kind of arrogance is dangerous,” Adam warns.

      “It's not arrogance. It's fact.” Sam raises his voice. “Stop the van.” The driver stops.

      Oh, good grief.

      Adam orders the other vans to stop as well with his walkie. I don't wait for anyone to open my door, because I need to escape this puddle of testosterone before I drown in it. I grab the handle, swing it open, and hop out. I've barely gone two paces before Sam falls into step next to me and Adam slides alongside me on the right.

      “Don't worry guys,” Wesley says, “I've got the rear covered. Nothing back there will make it through me.”

      I snort. Freaking Wesley.

      As soon as the Marked kids see my hair, curly and windblown into my telltale fluffy blonde mop, they start walking toward us. I can't make out the details of his face from here, but I can tell Rafe's at the front because I recognize his hair. No one else has quite the same spiky, russet colored Mohawk.

      When we draw near enough to see faces, I notice Rafe and the dozen men with him have guns trained on us. So much for my hopes of a nice, friendly meeting.

      “What's going on?” I shout.

      “Back away from Ruby slowly,” Rafe says, “and no one will be shot. We need her, and we won't leave without her.”

      I shake my head. “You don't understand Rafe, it's fine. I'm not being held against my will. Put your gun down.”

      “I will when they do,” Rafe says.

      “No one's holding a gun on you, you blind idiot.” I turn my head toward my people and exhale heavily, because I'm a big, fat liar. Even Sam's pointing a gun at them. “Put. Your. Guns. Down. That's an order.”

      Everyone but Sam listens.

      “How is it that you're giving them orders?” Rafe asks. “And who's the meathead who won't put his gun down?”

      “That gorgeous blockhead is your big brother. Sam, stop aiming your gun at Raphael's head. It isn't polite.”

      “Wait.” Rafe squints, his head tilted and his body tense. “That's Sam? Seriously?”

      He's wearing a uniform. Duh, I should've thought about that. It's been a weird couple of days. “How about this? Wesley, Sam and I will meet you in the middle. Your people and our people will all walk back forty paces on the count of five. Yes?”

      Rafe nods.

      I turn to Adam. “Okay?”

      Adam says, “Yes, but I'm staying too.”

      “No, you're going and I'm done arguing. You take orders from me, not the other way around.”

      Adam scowls, but when I count to five, he walks back with the others. If he stays a half dozen feet closer to us than the others, well, I'll cut him some slack. It's his first day and his boss is meeting with a bunch of armed soldiers infected with the same deadly disease that he thinks killed the last boss. Of course, no one from WPN knows that I'm immune.

      Rafe could lick my face and I wouldn't catch Tercera.

      Luckily, I've inoculated Sam and Wesley with the antibodies my dad gave me years ago, so they're also safe. Even so, since WPN doesn't know that, it's best if we maintain our distance. Rafe walks toward us slowly and I take a few hesitant steps toward him too. Sam holsters his gun.

      I coo a little, because I can’t help needling them. “I am so proud of you boys, both of you sheathing your claws for this little meet and greet. Rafe, meet Samuel Roth, my Chief of Military and Strategic Defense. Sam, this is Raphael Roth, leader of the Marked, and your long lost baby brother.”

      If I expected them to hug, I'd have been disappointed. I know Sam well enough to have guessed that wasn't going to happen, which will make things easier when we head back to the island anyway. I'd rather not have to explain to my new people that while my blood could certainly immunize them from ever catching Tercera, I'm saving it instead to use in a last ditch attempt to somehow cure the imminently dying.

      I'm not sure they'd appreciate my priorities.

      “It’s actually you.” Sam smiles. “I'm glad to see you.”

      That’s it. More than ten years since he saw his brother, and Sam’s exclamation of affection is less than ten words. I exhale heavily.

      Rafe's grin makes his eyes match the rest of his body for once. He actually looks like a tall twelve-year-old should. “I straight up can't believe you're alive, Sam! You look amazing. Man, I wonder if I’d look like that if I hadn’t been on the suppressant for all these years. And Dad?”

      Sam shrugs. “He's as big a jerk as ever.”

      Rafe's grin widens. “I wish I could see him.”

      Sam raises his eyebrows. “No you don't. Seriously, if you do it’s only because you’ve forgotten what he's like.”

      “Maybe. Is he really running the Unmarked?”

      “Yep,” Sam says. “Are you surprised?”

      “Not really, no.” Rafe glances at me. “So what's with ordering people around? I thought they'd taken you hostage when you didn't come back.”

      “They did. Long story short, they tossed me and Wesley in prison.”

      “Yes, and thanks for your great concern over my welfare by the way,” Wesley says. “I was thrown in prison, almost shot by ten snipers, shoved into shackles with a gun to my temple, and basically mistreated every way possible. Yet here I am, and no one’s even mentioned me.” Wesley puts his hand to his heart, and shakes his head. “I’m wounded, honestly.”

      Rafe shrugs. “You're wheezing and complaining as much as ever, which means you're fine.”

      “I basically saved the day,” Wesley says. “In case that wasn’t already obvious.”

      All joking aside, he's kind of right. Wesley's not tough in the way Sam or Rafe or even Adam are tough, although he's fit and a competent shot, but his knowledge of abused women did bring Josephine over to our side. Without him, we might not be standing here.

      I clear my throat. “He’s joking as usual, but Wesley did save us in point of fact. He helped me convince my mom to take action against Solomon.” I lower my voice. “Josephine shot her husband and now, in the twist of the year, it turns out—”

      Wesley bounces up and down like a toddler who needs to pee.

      “Fine,” I say. “You can tell him.”

      Wesley beams. “She’s his heir! They're crowning her queen day after tomorrow. Crazy, right?”

      “That is crazy,” Rafe says. “And also, it’s not happening. We need you in Baton Rouge now. You can't stay here and be queen of the Bible Belt.”

      “They're planning to eradicate you and everyone you know,” I say. “Maybe I should stay long enough to put the kibosh on that. Or have you decided WPN's well armed and enormous army isn't actually a threat?”

      “I worry about the snake that's about to bite me before the one in the tree.”

      “Triage,” I say, “I'm familiar with the concept, but a few days here could eliminate the threat of WPN forever. They'd kill you faster than Tercera, even with the suppressant failing. Besides, there are other reasons it might help you. I can come back next week and bring supplies, including food. Good nutrition will strengthen your people for their fight with the virus, you know.”

      Rafe scowls. “Why should I believe you'll come back at all?”

      Wesley grunts. “Like I told you before, Ruby does the right thing. Always.”

      Sam growls at nearly the same time. “We'll come to Baton Rouge, I swear it.”

      “Pardon my lack of faith that you'll come for me big brother, but it's not like history supports your promises. It's doubly hard to believe you when you've gone native.” Rafe stares pointedly at Sam's uniform.

      “Mom wouldn't take any of Dad's calls, which I don’t blame her for, but then the grid shut down. Dad and I had no reason to believe you survived,” Sam says, “or any idea of where to look even if we wanted to.”

      Rafe shrugs. “Where did you start looking, then?”

      Sam's face falls. “I'm sorry Raphael. I really am. I failed you.”

      I take Sam's hand. “You most certainly did not. You were eleven, twelve at the most when your mother would've died. There was nothing you could’ve done. You'd have died if you tried to find him, as Rafe well knows. By the time you were old enough to hunt for him, the suppressant wouldn't have worked on you.” I spin around on Rafe. “You were willing to risk the lives of all your people to get your brother back. Stop acting like a spoiled brat and show him some of what you really feel.”

      Rafe's face collapses and my heart twists in my chest. These poor brothers. So much love, obscured by so much emotional constipation. I decide to throw them a bone.

      “Rafe, Sam loves you. I care about you and all the Marked kids who have hovered on the fringe making their own community. Relying on the generosity of others might have kept the hormone suppressants coming, but it hasn’t taught you to trust. I know the Unmarked didn’t provide much aid. I know they weren’t reliably supportive, but I’m not your dad, and I’m not the Unmarked leaders. I won't abandon you like everyone else did.”

      “Even if I believe you, I need to be able to convince my people. A week is too long after all the time I’ve already been gone.”

      Wesley groans. “You’ve got to be more flexible, man.”

      I huff. “How about this? I’ve been thinking that we should establish a care center locally, near WPN. If WPN provides materials in the old Marked maternity ward in Texas City, I can drive out each day and work with Job. Then I could donate plasma as needed and keep order here in Galveston too. That way WPN will be on tap to provide food and any other support the Marked need. WPN's organized and has plenty of grain, meat, and medical supplies.” I look at him flatly. “Things the Marked don’t have.”

      Rafe scowls at me. “We have meat and we have grain.” He glances back at my guard. “You kind of like the idea of being queen, huh?”

      I frown. “Actually, no. I hate it.”

      “Uh huh,” Rafe says. “I just bet you do.”

      “I'm thinking of what would be best for the Marked, nothing more.”

      “What's best for us would be you honoring your word. Come back like you said you would before we brought you down here to save your boyfriend and retrieve your daddy's journal. You know, the one that was only lost because you left it.” Rafe peers around me to look at the vans. “Where is that journal, by the way?”

      “I have it,” I say. “Back on the island. I'm reading it now.”

      “Uh huh, well, how's this for some incentive to do what you already promised?” Rafe asks. “Wesley said the coronation's Friday, which is the day after tomorrow. I'll give you one day after that to get things in order, and one extra day to drive out to Baton Rouge. If you haven't arrived by sunset on Sunday, I'll execute Rhonda. The day after that, I'll execute Job. Before you say I won't, remember that he's no good to me without antibodies to work with.”

      I clench my hands into fists. What if something comes up? What if a bridge collapses, or a car breaks down?

      “You're acting like an insane person.”

      “No,” Rafe says. “I'm acting like your presence is a life and death issue to us. Because it is. Every day you delay means a day we can't work toward a solution. That means more of us die.”

      “Fine. I don't want to leave WPN until I'm sure things are stable and they won't kill you all, but if you don't mind that possibility, so be it. I told my people that my cousin needs my plasma due to a bleeding disorder. I set up a plasma draw for later today so you can take some of my antibodies back with you. At least stick around for that, so Job can continue the clinical trials while he's waiting for his own execution.”

      “Fine.” Rafe waves at Wesley and Sam, spins on one heel, and starts toward the mainland.

      “You know, I told my WPN guards not to worry about me during this meeting. I told them you're a friend and not a threat. I guess that was a lie.”

      Rafe pivots. “Sam's my brother and Wesley's my friend, but you're not my friend. You’re a necessity, nothing more.”

      I pretend I don't care. “Fine, whatever, but before you leave, at least tell me if you ever heard from my aunt.”

      “She must've gone back to the Unmarked. She disappeared a few days ago, or so my people tell me. There at night, gone the next morning. When she joined us her husband didn't want her to stay. He kept insisting she could live in quarantine indefinitely. We’re assuming she got sick of bad food and bailed.”

      That doesn't sound like my aunt. She would've wanted to stay where the infection was and truly study the live virus like she couldn't before. Even if it meant she had to eat burned oatmeal every morning.

      This time when Rafe turns to leave, I don't stop him.
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      After dealing with Rafe and his ultimatums, I figured the rest of the day would be a breeze. It's harder than I anticipated to convince Josephine to find me an aphoresis machine to donate plasma for Job’s fake bleeding disorder. She plies me with all kinds of questions.

      “Why can’t someone else donate?” “How long has this been going on?” “Why are you a match, if you’re not really related.”

      “Because I’m O-neg!” I finally yell. “I match everyone.”

      Maybe I shouldn't have mentioned to her that the last time I gave plasma, I passed out when I upped the amount the machine was set to pull. This time I sit patiently while it pulls half the average amount due to my stupidly small size. Being tiny sucks.

      An hour later, thirsty and a little woozy from donating plasma, I sway during yet another fitting for my coronation gown. This time when a clumsy apprentice pokes me with a pin, I don't grit my teeth and bear it. I whimper. Not that anyone notices or cares. And despite Sam's reassurances that I'd never be alone, I'm on my own in here.

      After the third poke I throw my hands up in the air. “I'm done with this. Get it off me.” I pull at the fabric surrounding me in great swaths. “Now.”

      “I'm sorry this is taking so long, Your Royal Highness,” Melinda says, “but we still have a few more modifications to make. Sewing a gown of this quality in only two days. . . well.” My mother's private seamstress clucks. “Some might say it can't be done, but we'll prove them wrong.”

      I groan. “You'll have to make do with what you've got.” I glance at the clock. “I have a meeting in twenty minutes with the Port Heads, and I can't be late. I doubt you want me wearing this to see them.”

      Melinda's eyes bug satisfyingly. “No indeed. We'll wrap it up.”

      I've been dreading having to welcome my biological father’s cronies, but I'm almost excited for it now. Being poked and prodded with pins while holding absolutely still for the pleasure gives me a new outlook. All my friends in kindergarten who pretended to be princesses should've spent a day being fitted for a ball gown. They'd have changed their minds. From what I can tell, being a princess involves a lot less ordering people around and a lot more being shoved into doing things you'd rather avoid. Every time I blink someone's asking me to do something, and I have no choice about what.

      Once Melinda and her cadre of helpers clear out, I change into a button down white shirt and a pair of khaki dress slacks. I'm drinking a glass of water when my mother knocks and walks in, Adam right beside her. Good thing I was dressed.

      “The Port Heads are waiting for you in the Garden Room,” Josephine says. “I've called for a tea service. I hope you don't mind.”

      “Not at all. I love tea.” I think about my little greenhouse at home. With Job and Rhonda in Baton Rouge and Aunt Anne who knows where, I wonder whether anything's still alive. The downside to a greenhouse is that without someone tending to it, it won't get any water. My poor mint plants have certainly died by now.

      I follow Adam down the hall and a few steps from the Garden Room, Sam turns the corner. He's not wearing his uniform anymore. My comment about uniforms was true, I do like them. But on Sam, his typical black shirt, this time with a collar, looks even better. The cotton fabric hugs his pecs and tightens over his biceps and I remind myself not to stare, even if he is my boyfriend. The dark jeans he's wearing fit perfectly and class his shirt up even more.

      He grins at me and takes my hand before gesturing toward the door. “Can't let you tumble into the lions' den alone.”

      I smile. “Nice reference. Mom says these Port Heads are the religious, political, and economic leaders of WPN's Port cities, essentially ruling them like fiefdoms.” That's going to have to change, and I doubt they'll like it. Baby steps.

      Sam narrows his eyes at Adam, who's standing quietly by the door. “I told you I'd be supervising her private security at all times. You shouldn't have brought her without me.”

      Adam frowns. “You were still being fitted and she indicated she was ready to go. She's perfectly safe under my supervision.”

      “Not your call.” Sam says.

      “Uh, but it is my call.” I toss my hair and Sam has the decency to look chagrined.

      He tugs me along behind him and away from Adam. We walk through the doors and into a room filled with windows and plants. The last time I entered this room I was hoping to see Sam alive. Now I'm walking in with him by my side, and my heart is a thousand pounds lighter for it. Chairs scratch against the floor when Sam and I walk inside, presumably so everyone can stand.

      “No, no, please stay seated,” I say. “I'm not one for formalities.”

      Wesley doesn't listen, walking around the table to greet me. He was here the last time I came to the Garden Room, and I'm relieved to see him again, this time sporting a dashing new suit. I guess when you're more patient with interminable fittings and stand still as long as they want, there are some payoffs. Nothing's been finished for Sam or me yet.

      My request for informality notwithstanding, Wesley bows when he reaches my side. “Your Royal Highness I'm so glad you're here, although that means I won't have the attention of these amazing women and men all to myself anymore.” Wesley widens his eyes at me meaningfully, and I almost pity him. He's so good in crowds that sometimes I forget how exhausting it must be to act gracious and convivial all the time.

      The seat my biological father occupied last time I was here is conspicuously empty, as are the seats to its left and right. I walk purposefully to the front of the table and rest my hands on the back of my bio father's chair. Sam and Wesley flank me.

      “Thank you Wesley for entertaining these fine men and women until I could be here myself.” I smile at each person around the table in turn. Five men and two women, all wearing dark pantsuits, all seated as I asked. I hadn't realized there was some kind of uniform for attendance today. I glance at my white button down shirt and sigh. Too late to change now.

      “I'm Ruby Solomon, daughter of David Solomon. Welcome to Galveston. I'm sure you've all been here many times before, but it's my first chance to welcome you all into my home.”

      I glance at Josephine, who has taken an empty seat on my left at the far end of the table. Even she should be satisfied by my reference to Solomon as my dad. I hope the reminder’s worth the nasty taste in my mouth from saying the words. I force a smile as I sit and gesture for Wesley to take the seat to my left. Sam takes the one on my right.

      “You've already met Wesley Fairchild, son of the leader of Port Gibson, and also my dearest friend. This is Samuel Roth, son of the leader of the DeciCouncil of the Unmarked, Jonathan Roth. He's also my new Chief of Military and Strategic Defense. Now if you wouldn't mind, could you please introduce yourselves?”

      The man seated next to Sam stands. He has a full head of white hair and deep smile lines crease his weathered face. “My name's Sawyer Blevins, your Royal Highness. I'm Port Head in New Orleans, which also makes me your closest geographic neighbor. Your father was my first cousin, which means we're first cousins once removed.” He extends his hand, and I reach forward to clasp it in my own. His smile seems genuine. “We provide more oil and gas than any other port, as well as an abundance of corn, strawberries, and peaches. I'd love to have you out for a visit. You'll adore beignets and gumbo, I just know it.” He sits.

      I relax a little. My mom's talk of the Port Heads demanding proof of who I am and her claims that my father's enemies killed him had me nervous about meeting them, but it's hard to fear someone who's smiling at me warmly and telling me we're related. Although, blood relation to David Solomon doesn't exactly leave me optimistic about his goodness.

      I shift my gaze to the heavy-set woman next to him wearing a floral print blouse under her suit jacket. She stands up and licks her dark pink lips. “I'm Dolores Peabody, and I'm Port Head in Mobile, Alabama. We may not be related by blood, and Mobile isn't the closest to you geographically, but you'll find that we're quite useful to WPN. In fact, we manufacture and process nearly all the coal and most of the chemicals that supply every WPN settlement.” She inclines her head, and I'm grateful I don't need to reach across two chairs to shake her hand.

      “It's wonderful to meet you. I'm sure we're all grateful for the products you provide.” I look around the table, making eye contact with each Port Head. “But of course, I want to make it clear that this isn't a competition.”

      “Isn't it?” Dolores asks. “You don't know much about the role any of us play in the interconnected web that creates WPN's commerce.” She doesn't quite scowl, but her iron gray hair twisted in a tight bun, combined with tightly compressed lips doesn’t exactly convey a sense of welcome. “I'm pleased to meet you, happy to educate you, and I look forward to many years of working smoothly together.”

      Josephine gasps, and I have no idea why. I glance at Wesley. He leans toward me and whispers. “You're queen. She works for you, not with you.”

      Good grief. This was exactly the type of pettiness I dreaded. “You're happy to educate me? Well that's fine, but we won't be working together, will we?” I raise one eyebrow and look at her pointedly.

      Dolores bows. “Pardon me, your Majesty, I meant working for you. It's been a long trip on short notice. Please excuse my inaccuracy.”

      I hate word plays, slights, and politics. I want to run back to Baton Rouge now, and let Rafe deal with the Cleansing if it comes. If I do that, the blood of any Marked kids who die will be on my head. I grit my teeth and wonder whether I'm doing permanent damage to my molars. I glance at the man sitting next to Dolores so he'll realize it's his turn.

      There aren't many fat people alive today. In Port Gibson, for example, Dolores would stand out as quite large, and she's only carrying twenty or thirty extra pounds. I vaguely remember people who were much, much, larger Before, and I've even heard that some people had surgery to reduce their stomach's ability to process food. Since the Marking, there simply isn't enough food to go around. Everything we eat requires dedicated work and is carefully divided.

      When the man next to Dolores heaves himself upright, I can't keep my eyebrows from rising. He looked a little heavy from where he sat, but when he stands up his belly sticks out far enough that I could set a dinner plate on top and avoid using a table entirely.

      “Quentin Clarke,” he says. “Pleased to meet you. Port Head for Savannah, Georgia. We provide nearly all the chicken, and much of the pork you'll eat. We also provide all the paper goods.”

      “Well, I'm sure we're all grateful,” I say. “After all, who doesn’t like bacon? Pleased to meet you, Quentin.”

      He bobs his head, his face mottled and red, his hair thinning on top. He collapses back into the chair and breathes a sigh of relief. He seems to dislike this whole business as much as I do, and my heart goes out to him. I imagine it was a long trip on short notice for him too, just as Dolores claimed.

      The woman next to him stands, and smiles at me warmly. “My name is Rosa Alvarez, Port Head for Miami, Florida. We provide thousands of tons of citrus and most of your cattle. We also build almost all of WPN's ships. I would love to have you out for a tour anytime, you know. I can show you how to Salsa.”

      I glance at Wesley. “Isn't salsa a condiment of some kind?”

      Rosa's laugh starts in her belly and fills the room. “A condiment? You've never had salsa?”

      I shake my head, my cheeks flushing.

      “It comes in so many different flavors and varieties that you'll be amazed. It's the most delicious sauce you'll ever taste,” Rosa says, “but I was referring to the dance. It's wickedly fun. I'm delighted to meet you and I'm excited to welcome our first female monarch.” Her eyes dart quickly to Josephine. “No offense your majesty.”

      Josephine smiles back. “None taken, Rosa, por supuesto. I understand your meaning.”

      “I think it's my turn to introduce myself.” The tall man with dark brown skin sitting next to Wesley stands up and offers me his hand. No one in Unmarked society would shake hands, not anymore. I wonder whether it's recklessness, trust, or pride that prompts them to shake barehanded. I can't catch Tercera, so I shake the extended hand without fear. “My name's Terry Williams and I'm Port Head for Tampa, Florida.”

      “Wonderful to meet you,” I say.

      “Since everyone appears to be playing a game of one up, I'll just mention that Tampa produces more fish-”

      Rosa snorts. “If you like catfish, the cockroach of the waterways.”

      Terry pretends he didn't hear a thing, but he does elaborate. “We catch substantial quantities of lobster, shrimp, grouper and clams. But we also provide citrus and sugar, as well as the best fertilizer of any port.”

      I reach forward and take the sugar tongs in my hands, putting two lumps of sugar in my teacup. “I'm delighted that you make sugar, Terry. Perhaps it’s a good time to suggest that everyone enjoy some tea while we continue the introductions. I've been an abominable hostess. Please do pour yourselves something to drink and help yourselves to some snacks.”

      Two serving maids in grey uniforms, Melinda and Greta I think, walk from the back wall and begin pouring tea into teacups.

      A thin man with a shock of bright red hair stands up next to Terry. “My name's Steve Young, and sadly I have no football talent myself.”

      I glance at Sam to see whether he understands. He shakes his head. Wesley shrugs.

      “Never mind,” the man says. “I forget how young you all are. It's an old joke from Before. I'm named after a famous football player and everyone used to laugh about it given that I'm so skinny and uncoordinated.”

      “Ah,” I say, “well it's nice to meet you.”

      “The pleasure's all mine,” he says. “I'm Port Head for Jacksonville, Florida, and we manufacture all the automobiles, movies, and electronics for WPN.”

      “I've been wondering whether the automobiles were made recently or exceptionally well maintained. I'm very impressed that you’re still manufacturing them. Nice work.”

      “Thank you. I'm happy to hear you’re pleased with our work. We would love to host you as well, anytime you'd like. And I'd be happy to sit down and take down design notes and ideas for your next shipment. We’d be flattered if you’d place a custom order for whatever car you might want, personally. It’s actually my coronation gift to you.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “Maybe I can do a tour and visit each port soon. I'd be happy to see Jacksonville.”

      Murmurs of agreement come from around the table.

      “And I'm the last one to introduce myself,” says a man with dark, curly hair and a thick Spanish accent. He stands and opens his hands wide. “Which is fitting because I live the furthest away. I'm Jose Fuerte, Port Head for La Ciudad del Carmen in Tabasco, Mexico. Cars, fish, chemicals?” He scrunches his nose. “Even salsa does not compare with what we bring to you.”

      He reaches under his chair and Sam tenses beside me. I'm positive he's holding a gun in his hand under the table.

      Jose pulls a box out, and places it on the inlaid wood surface of the dining room table. “We manufacture many things, and grow many more, from bananas to sweet potatoes, and even coconut. But we are most appreciated for our chocolate. I've brought you my wife's specialty, a box of chocolate-coconut truffles.”

      “Tomorrow's the day for tribute,” Dolores says. “This is a violation of protocol.”

      Jose chuckles. “This is not a tribute nor would any truffles be a fit tribute for a monarch. This is merely a gift from a dear family friend.” He stands and reaches over Steve and Terry to pass the box to Wesley. “Your father gave me my first job in America many years ago. He supported me and helped me to build a business that was a great success here. It fed my family and I sent much of the money I made back home. I was devastated when you were stolen from him at the hospital. We put pictures of you on boxes of chocolates for years in the hopes someone would have seen you. I'm overjoyed he was at least able to see his beautiful daughter before God called him back home. It is my pleasure to serve you, Your Royal Highness, in anything you may need. Felicidades.”

      “Wow,” Wesley whispers.

      I lift the lid on the box and gasp. Gold bars aren't as rare these days as the beautiful, rich, coconut flake encrusted dark chocolate balls stuffed into this container. I want to eat one now, but then I'd have to share with everyone in the room. I hand them to Sam who tucks them under his chair. “That was a very thoughtful gift Jose, thank you.”

      He bows his head and shoulders before sitting down.

      I might have worried for no reason. Other than Dolores, the Port Heads all seem to be quite welcoming, if a little competitive amongst themselves.

      “Thank you all,” I say. “After tomorrow's coronation, I'd be delighted to invite you to a dinner to discuss my plans for the future of WPN. You've done a lot with my father's guidance, and I know as God fearing men and women you'll be delighted to hear about the charitable efforts I'd like to undertake to help the Marked population. They’re currently struggling mightily. Their hormone suppressants are failing, but they're making great strides with new information they received about a cure. In fact—”

      Sam squeezes my hand under the table at the same time as Wesley stomps on my foot.

      “Oof.”

      “Excuse me?” Dolores asks. “Oof? In fact what?”

      “I didn't quite understand you either,” Terry says.

      Sam and Wesley both stopped me from telling them about my role with Tercera and the cure. It might be for the best, but now how do I recover from almost explaining it?

      “In fact,” I say, “uh, I hope, uh, you'll all agree to join me for dinner tomorrow. I can't wait to elaborate more on my plans then.”

      I smile and they all smile back. My heart lifts. Perhaps it will really be that easy to prevent the Cleansing and gain the support of WPN's local leaders. I imagine Rafe's shocked face when I show up with a hundred of Quentin's fat chickens or a case of Jose's chocolates. Or better yet, a few of Steve's new cars!

      “We're all delighted to accept your invitation,” Rosa says. “But for now we feel we better leave you be. After all, your Trial of Faith starts in only five hours. We announced that it will be open to the public and we're expecting quite the turnout. I'm sure you have some last minute preparations to complete.”

      The smile drops off my face, in spite of my efforts to keep it. “Um, I need to prepare for my what in five hours?”

      “Yes,” Josephine says, “what are you talking about?”

      Dolores tilts her head, “Why the Trial of Faith, my dear. Your husband issued the edict only last week. It stipulates that any heir to the throne of World Peace Now must complete a Trial by Faith to prove their worthiness unto God prior to any coronation. Each of us have done our part and completed our list of questions.”

      “What questions?” Wesley asks. “We haven't heard a thing about this.”

      Rosa glances around the table. “I can't speak to the others, but the topic I chose for my scriptural doctrine questions is that of prayer. I'll be asking Her Royal Highness about the proper order of prayer, according to the words of the prophets in the Holy Bible.”

      Heads bob all around. “Mine focus on the Psalms of God,” Sawyer says. “I figured they'd be the easiest thing for you to answer, darling Ruby, since those were David's favorite chapters. Even though you knew him for a short time, I'm positive he set you to read those at least.”

      “Of course.” Josephine's eyes bug out a little, in spite of her forced smile. I know her well enough now to recognize that buggy eyes indicate agitation. Extreme agitation.

      “What time did you say it was happening again?” I ask.

      “Five hours from now,” Rosa says.

      “And since we've obviously never heard of this,” I ask, “can you tell me? What happens if I don't pass this Test? Who's chosen to rule if I fail?”

      “Oh you'll choose, of course,” Quentin says. “Through the Divination of Ashes.”

      “Uh huh,” I say, “Well at least now I know. I'll be sure to be ready.”  I glance at the clock and add five hours. “At seven o'clock sharp.”

      Wesley makes small talk with the Port Heads. Most of them don't even sip their tea or nibble any of the sandwiches before they leave. Probably because Josephine simply stares at the wall like a crazy person, ignoring anything they say.

      I lean back in my chair and close my eyes after the last one has finally gone.

      “Ruby, this is bad.” Sam swears. “Is there any chance you know anything about the Bible? Have you ever read it? Like, any of it?”

      I look him in the eye. “It's long, and it's about a guy named Jesus. That much I know.” I shake my head. “But otherwise, nope.”

      “We're so screwed,” Wesley says.

      “Maybe there's like a summary I can read or something,” I say. “Mom? You’re the expert here. Any suggestions?”

      When she finally turns around and I can see her face, it's as pale as the cream on the tea service tray.

      “Hey, are you okay?” I ask.

      “You need to leave right now,” she whispers.

      “Uh, excuse me?” I glance at Sam and then Wesley. “They said it's not for like hours, still.”

      Adam clears his throat and looks down his nose at Josephine. “I believe she's suggesting you leave Galveston. That you run away.”

      “Why would she suggest that?” I ask. “Even if I fail, I can choose the Port Head I think is most likely to be a good ruler. Maybe I even have time to talk to a few and get a feel for who has sympathy for the Marked.”

      “No,” Adam says, “you won’t be choosing one based on your personal preferences. To contain the spreading of disease and utilize limited secure space as well as we can, we cremate all persons who die.”

      “Uh, weird time to share that,” Wesley says. “But duly noted.”

      Adam frowns. “The Divination of Ashes is the ceremony in which your ashes are scattered on the winds. God will use the wind to direct your ashes toward whichever Port Head He desires for His next monarch.”

      This time when Sam curses, Josephine doesn't even scowl at him.
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      Josephine takes my hand. “We have to get you out of here right away.”

      “You have very little faith in God's plan,” Adam says. “Why not stay, study and have faith that God will direct her. She's obviously His chosen.”

      “Obviously.” Wesley turns away from Adam and smirks at me.

      “Mock if you'd like, but it's clear to those of us who have been watching. She appeared, alive, after a kidnapping and a plague. She knew nothing of her parents and found them anyway. She went to the headquarters for the Marked, and returned still Unmarked. God protected her at the request of his servant King Solomon, when he failed to protect the King himself. Clearly God was ready to pass the mantle of leadership to you.”

      “Umm, well, that's all technically true. I am grateful that the work of my father kept me safe.” I suppress a laugh, since Adam doesn't know it wasn't David Solomon who kept me from being Marked. It was Donovan Behl. Or, er, Donald Carillon. The whole dad thing's gotten pretty confusing, even to me.

      “So,” Wesley says. “Mom votes run. Head guard votes stay because God will keep you safe. I'm going to go with, how about we look at this edict dear old dad sent and see what it says. Maybe there's a little wiggle room. A loophole through the ashes that might not require complete abandonment of this plan—“ Wesley looks at Adam. “Er, this path that God has set you on.”

      “Good idea.” I stand up and walk toward the door. “I'm going to try and find one of these Port Heads and ask for theirs.”

      “There should be a copy of all the correspondence that went out in the last month in David's office,” Josephine says. “I'll look for that one.” She ducks out the door before I can even respond. Copies of all of David Solomon's sordid correspondence are in his desk? I should probably be reviewing all of it. I wonder what’s in that pile. An invoice for eye of newt? An edict ordering wives be beaten weekly? Maybe a tax to pay for a larger throne?

      “What do you know about the Bible, your Royal Highness?” Adam draws me out of my macabre musings.

      I bite my lip. “I wasn't kidding before. Basically nothing.”

      Adam crosses the room and picks up a large book bound in black leather, with gold edged pages. He carries it across to the room and sets it on the table in front of me. “If you grew up here, you'd have been studying this book  at least thirty minutes a day for your entire life. As it is, you may need to rely on God's guidance.”

      I glance at Wesley, who shrugs unhelpfully, and Sam who shakes his head.

      “Umm,” I say, “what does that mean? Like, it's an open book test and God will help my finger find the page with the answer on it?”

      Adam points at the Bible. “God's prophets teach that if we listen to God's voice, He will tell us what to do in our mind and heart.”

      I close my eyes and try not to cry. My insane bio father wants me to be his heir, or ya know, die if I’m not up to speed on the Bible. Being guided by God’s word in my heart isn’t promising as far as plans go.

      “We should still review the main verses on prayer, of course, since Port Head Alvarez indicated that she would ask about them, and also Psalms, in light of Port Head Blevin's comment.”

      “How's your short term memory?” Wesley asks me.

      “It's not bad,” I say, “but. . . five hours, guys. There's no way I could even learn enough to get ten percent right in five hours, and I'm guessing that's not a passing score.” The heft of the enormous, leather bound tome sinks my hopes of crash-studying it.

      “How can you not know anything about the Bible?” Adam asks. “Your kidnapper really was godless, huh?”

      “The man who raised me while I was apart from David Solomon,” I say, “was busier studying the way the world worked and trying to eliminate disease. If this test was on scientific principles, well, I wouldn't need to cram right now.”

      “There's room in the world for both kinds of knowledge, you know,” Adam says. “Religious and scientific don't have to be at war.”

      “Maybe we can debate that later, and focus on this test for right now. Prayer I've heard of, but what's this soms thing I'm supposed to study?” I ask.

      Adam opens the book and places it on the table, pointing at the heading on one of the pages. “Psalms with a Ps is a book written by a Jewish king named David.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Him I've heard of. He killed Goliath, right?”

      He smiles. “I’m glad to find that you do know some things.” He points to the page. “He later made some mistakes and had to, hmm. I guess he tried to get God's forgiveness. He wrote Psalms as a request for atonement.”

      “What did he do?” I ask.

      Adam looks down at his feet. “He fell in love with another man's wife.” He clears his throat.

      I can actually see some similarities between that guy and my bio father. “Go on. To atone for that he wrote some poems?”

      Adam swallows. “It got a little worse. Since he was a king, he had the power to send the man into battle.”

      “Okay.” Wow, this David guy was kind of a villain. “And?”

      “He sent him to the front lines and the man died. David married the widow he created by his own manipulation.”

      I'm starting to think maybe my biological father's first name, David, was appropriate. I flip through the pages and pages of Psalms and realize there are a hundred and fifty different chapters. I groan. “I only have five hours.” I start to flip through, skimming, and drop my hand in frustration.

      “This is a waste of time. If I have to pass this test or die, we should be planning an escape right now, not reading chunks of this gibberish in the hopes some of it will stick. I mean, number 119 has all these little sub-headings. Aleph, Beth, Gimel, and on and on. They could ask about any of this, and I think they will, the sadistic nuts. They have an incentive to make sure I fail, since one of them will rule after I die. Trying to prepare for taking this test is utterly hopeless.”

      “You don't need to run.” Sam’s voice drops ominously in volume to a whisper. “If all the Port Heads die, this goes away.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes, massacring their leaders sets the perfect tone for how I'll rule my subjects in the new job Solomon foisted off on me. I appreciate the offer Sam, really I do, but I think that's a firm pass on Operation Kill Them All. Rafe wanted me to come straight back and maybe we should do that.”

      Adam frowns. “I'm sworn to protect you. Knowing nothing of this edict, the Palace Guard has already sworn our vows to you. It'll be difficult to honor those oaths while you sneak you off the island. The Port Heads will be watching, and they'll have brought their own retinues.”

      Josephine enters the doorway, crosses the room, and places a sheet of paper in front of me on the table.

      David Solomon's psychopathic edict.

      It is hereby decreed that I have a new Heir, my daughter Ruby Solomon. My beloved wife and I have not raised her, but she is intelligent and resourceful. I believe I can teach her all she will need to know in order to competently rule in my place when I die.

      However, it is my wish that should I fail in my attempt to remediate her education, should she not love God and the good word as much as she ought, should she be unable to govern my people under God's direction, should God not desire her to rule in my stead, the rule of my people shall not fall into her hands.

      To that end, I entrust you each with a sacred obligation. Test my daughter upon my death by asking her ten questions about the Bible. Ten questions per Port Head, for a total of seventy questions. She must answer more than seventy percent correctly in the standard manner. Failure will prove she doesn't know God. God may then use her to accomplish his Divination of Ashes so that my predecessor may be chosen by my bloodline, from among my dearest friends, as God wills.

      As with all things, I trust this matter into God's hands. He shall decide.

      David Solomon

      Josephine sighs. “I hate the idea of leaving my home. I would slap David if he were still alive for this insanity, but I don't see another solution. We have to run.”

      “We?” I ask.

      Josephine takes my hand. “I missed the first seventeen years, but that wasn’t my decision. I’d have given up everything to have had the chance to raise you and I won’t miss another day. I'll come with you wherever you go.”

      My heart swells. She may be fractured or even downright broken, and she may have failed me over and over, but she does care about me. Late actually is better than never.

      “Wait,” Sam says. “You're right, this is insanity.” He glances quickly at Adam and then back to me. “Could he have already been under the influence of Tercera when he sent this?” He raises his eyebrows.

      Wesley shakes his head. “No, look at the date.” He glances from me to Sam and back purposefully. “It's a good thing he wasn't, because that would undermine Ruby's right to rule, if when he wrote the very document in which he proclaims her his Heir, he was already mentally unsound.”

      “Right,” Sam says.

      “Look, I want to prevent the Cleansing. That's the only reason why I'm even here,” I say. “And if I need to pass some quiz Solomon set up with this secret last minute edict, well. I could try, but—”

      “No.” Sam slams his hand on the table.

      “I agree,” Wesley says. “The downside should you fail, which you likely will, is far too high.”

      The tap at the door might have gone unnoticed, but for Sam's hearing. He crosses the room quickly and opens it.

      Sawyer Blevins, my dearly departed father's first cousin, pokes his head around the frame. “Ruby, darling, may I come inside?”

      Calling me darling reminds me of Solomon and I flinch. “What do you want?”

      “Pardon me if I'm speaking out of line, but I've been worried about you.” He steps through the door. “You were with your father for such a short time, and he indicated he planned to update your education, but I doubt he had time to do much. And you looked. . . surprised when we mentioned the Trial by Faith.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Why are you here?”

      “I was talking with a few of the other Port Heads, and we don't think it's fair that you had so little notice. We thought you might like a. . . Well, a study guide, so to speak, for the questions we plan to ask.”

      One of my eyebrows lifts, because this is too good to be true. Dad always taught me that when something seems too easy, it usually is. Sawyer Blevins, loving and considerate first cousin once removed, who has never seen me in my life prior to today, offers me this gift on a silver platter? I don't think so.

      “And in return?” I ask.

      He grins and I almost cringe when I see David Solomon in it. “Nothing really, a trifle. We only want to guide you and help you recognize God's path, since you've had no real training of your own. When major decisions are made, let us vote on the decision, after careful prayer of course. We have a brief edict of our own that would be your first act as a monarch, turning the burden of certain things over to a vote of a council of Port Heads, which would include you as well.”

      “So I wouldn’t be queen? I’d be part of a council, like the Unmarked?”

      He shakes his head. “Not at all. We're only suggesting this council to help you. Governing is hard enough with years of experience and education. I can't imagine how daunting it seems for someone as young as you.”

      Under his proposal I'd be alive to rule, but I wouldn't really decide anything. It's more than I could achieve on my own with this test, that's for sure. And they'd all be assured a larger slice of the power, instead of taking a risk on having no power at all. Wind's a fickle way to gamble on your new monarch, especially if you don't really believe God's guiding it.

      “It's a generous offer and I appreciate your familial concern. You remind me so much of my own darling father,” I purr. “How I miss him.” I force a smile. “Let me confer with my advisors and I'll send one of them to find you in a few moments with my answer.”

      Sawyer nods his head and ducks out. Sam shoves the door closed behind him.

      “Do it,” Josephine says. “It's better than running or dying, and those are our other options.”

      “I'd be a figurehead,” I say. “And that's pointless, because the only reason I even wanted to rule was—”

      “To stop the Cleansing.” Josephine practically spits the words. “I know.”

      “Rafe was fine with rolling the dice on that earlier. He wanted me to head straight for Baton Rouge. I have what we came for. Sam's safe and Dad's journal's in my room.”

      Josephine touches my hand. “Why give up so easily? They can't really make you issue an edict after that Trial by Faith. Why not take their answers, pass the test, and then shred their edict on the spot?”

      I shake my head. “They'll be administering the whole thing, Mom. The people know them. They have their own troops. Besides, if I lie and cheat to pass this test, how am I any different than David Solomon?”

      “You're different because of why you're doing it,” Wesley says. “If you lie, it's not for power or wealth. It’s to make things right.”

      That’s probably exactly how David Solomon started out, rationalizing what was and wasn't right. I'm sick of all of this. “All I ever wanted to do was right the horrible wrong that Dad and Solomon set in motion, along with Dad's crappy partner Jack. That one mistake still controls everything, ruining and ending lives every day. But I don't know what to do about it anymore. Right and wrong are getting all confused.” I sink onto a chair and drop my face in my hands.

      Josephine scoffs. “You're worried about one small thing. Life's about more than Tercera. Young people are so short sighted. You have all these noble ideals and plans, and you want to do one good thing and then race off on a white horse with a javelin. Life doesn't work like that. If you're truly a good person, and I believe you are, you'll do so much more good here running the government that controls the lives of over a half million people. Much more good than you can do working in a scientific lab. Think of how long the good you do here will last. This isn't about a few Marked kids. It's about shaping the world and power structure of humanity for centuries to come, and you can only do that if we take this deal and figure out how to keep you in power.”

      I bang on the table. “I don't care about the world power structure or my legacy. I have no desire to stay here and mold the future of humanity. I’m here for the people no one cares about. The Marked kids who have nothing because the world took it away when they were too small to matter. I can't help them if I'm the only one who cares and I'm voting against seven selfish jerks just like David Solomon. He made all the rules, set up this entire game, and we're still stuck playing it.”

      “If you don't want to accept the offer from Port Head Blevins, and you don't feel you can answer the questions on your own,” Adam says, “there is another option.”

      I jump in my seat. I almost forgot he was here. “Yes, I recall your idea that I channel God’s voice or something, but Adam you don't know me. There's absolutely no chance that God will speak the answers in my mind. Trust me on this one, okay?”

      Adam shakes his head. “I don't mean that. I've gathered your lack of faith in His love for you. I'm referring to an option that has existed with WPN since the beginning.”

      “What's that?” I ask.

      Adam points at the paper on the table. “The edict mentions scoring in the standard manner.”

      Josephine inhales sharply. “No. She should take Blevin's offer. It's not that bad, and we can work with it.”

      Wesley leaps up from his chair and picks up the edict. “We need to change the rules of this game, and I think Adam may have an idea of how to do that. What does that mean, the standard manner?”

      Adam says, “In trials, King Solomon sat on his throne in the Assembly Hall and heard cases, but when he was sick or couldn't attend Judgment, the Port Heads sometimes filled in. When they did they determined what to do in the standard manner, a set of rules King Solomon set in place to settle things. If one of them disagreed the majority would vote. In the edict, it means they can vote on each answer, determine whether it's right or wrong if they disagree with the answer created by the person who proposed the question. Sometimes the answers aren't as clear as you might think.”

      I nod. “Okay, but so what?” I glance at Josephine. “Why's my mom freaking out?”

      Josephine's nostrils flare. “Adam hasn't gotten to the point yet. All petitioners and accused individuals are offered two sets of options in the standard manner. They may request a hearing to mediate their dispute, or one of the individuals may request a Trial by Fire. It's common when someone has been convicted of a crime, or if one of them disagrees strongly with a ruling.”

      “I don't like where this is going,” Sam says. “I still vote that I should remove the source of the problems one by one.”

      I roll my eyes. “What does a Trial by Fire involve, exactly?”

      “When wicked men forced a king to throw his beloved Daniel into a lion's den,” Adam says, “God shut the mouths of the lions and the next morning, Daniel was fine.”

      “Except, fire version?” Wesley asks. “So we what? Stick Ruby in an incinerator and if she doesn't burn, she's God's chosen?”

      Adam shrugs. “The accused may select the method of death, as long as it's something that’s inconclusively fatal.”

      “Game changer.” Wesley grins.

      I realize what he's thinking. “God may very well choose the next ruler.” I smile at Adam. “Your advice has been transformational, thank you. Please deliver a message for me personally. Please go and tell my darling cousin Sawyer Blevins that while I appreciate his generous offer, God has directed me not to take it. In fact I feel specifically guided down another, fierier path.”
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      Once I've explained my plan to everyone in the room and sent Wesley off on his errand, it occurs to me. Tricking the Port Heads and all my subjects will probably solve my problem. Which will allow me to be crowned queen and prevent the Cleansing. I can even send aid to the Marked population.

      It's also exactly what my biological father would have done if he were in my shoes. I look down at my feet and try to ignore the heartburn that thought produces.

      “What's wrong?” Sam takes one of my hands in his.

      “This is what he would have done in my place,” I whisper. “And I'm risking the lives of all those Marked kids on the belief that my plan will work. It's selfish and deceitful.” My voice drops even lower. If it were anyone else, I doubt they could hear me, but I know Sam will. “I'm like him whether I like it or not.” Bile rises in my throat. I can't do it. I'll have to run after all.

      “You're nothing like him.” Sam sits down on the chair next to me and pulls me up onto his lap. I should feel like a child, but somehow I don't. I sink back against him, my stress, my fear, and my guilt pouring out of me. “You're doing this for the right reasons, and it's a risk you should take. You're not even worried about your own life. If I'm being honest, that's my only real concern. Instead you're doing this to help people, including my little brother.”

      “You are doing the right thing,” Josephine says quietly, “even if it requires a lie.” She sits down on one of the dining chairs, her hand to her mouth. A single tear runs down her face. “For years I've prayed, begging God for your safety and asking him to tell me why. Why He let you be taken from me, why He allowed a madman from my past to steal my darling daughter.”

      Off the top of my head, if I really believed there was a God sitting up in heaven who was controlling this stuff, I'd think maybe it was to spare me from her abusive piece of crap husband. But I don't mention that aloud. It hardly seems helpful.

      “I finally have an answer. In the Bible, Joseph's the youngest, a beloved child of a great man, a prophet renamed Israel by God. Through no fault of his own, Joseph's brothers were jealous of his father's preference for him, and they sold poor Joseph into slavery. He spent many years doing the right thing, but no matter what he did, things became progressively worse and worse for him. He was thrown in jail, tempted and tormented, and no matter who he helped, he was forgotten. Even so Joseph never forgot God, and when the time came, God used Joseph to save his entire family. He was in a position of power in Egypt and he ultimately fed the entire nation of Israel. Without Joseph's ordeal the whole house of Israel would've starved.”

      Like the Marked kids will die, starving slowly as Tercera shuts down the function of their gastrointestinal tract. “Are we thinking that story's going to be on the test?” I ask.

      Josephine takes my hand. “No darling, that's my answer. It’s yours too, if you’ve ever wondered why your mother was taken from you. You don't need to feel guilt about what you're planning. You were taken from me for a reason, so that you'd be prepared to take over and lead our people when the time came. You're a present day Joseph. God wants you to rule, and He always provides a way to accomplish His designs. You and your friend Wesley were smart enough to see it. I still mourn the years with you I lost, but I know this is divine will.”

      Hmm. Well, that makes one of us.

      Once we've worked out the rest of the details I head to my room to change. Adam takes up his position at the door and Sam follows me through the doorway.

      “It's inappropriate for you to stay with Her Royal Highness,” Adam says. “You'll start rumors.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sam stays with me at my request. I trust him.”

      Sam pauses and turns. “It's inappropriate for you to question Her Royal Highness, isn't it?”

      Adam lifts one eyebrow. “You don't scare me, sir. My vows are to Her Majesty Ruby Solomon. I speak only out of concern for her well being. You may demote me or challenge me or whatever you choose, but I will speak when I believe it is in her best interest that I do so. Otherwise I would be failing in my duty.”

      Sam grins. “I can respect that.” He shuts the door in Adam's beautiful, self-righteous face.

      The second the door closes, Sam snags my hand and pulls me against him. “Say the word and we'll leave right now. My cursed uniform will get us out of here, I promise. You don't need to risk your life on this sunshine. No one would blame you, even your saintly but misguided mother.”

      “It's fine,” I say. “The plan’s solid.”

      Sam leans toward me and brushes his lips against mine, lightly. Too lightly. “It's a good one,” he murmurs against me, “but every time we turn around those maniacs have some extra hoop for you to jump through. I'm an inch away from breaking all their prideful necks.”

      “I'm pretty sure murder's worse than pride.”

      “Is it?” Sam asks.

      I snort. “Actually, that’s the problem, right?” I start laughing and for some reason I can’t seem to stop. “I have no idea.”

      Sam smirks. “You're so going to fail this test.”

      I’m still laughing. “Totally.”

      He kisses the smiles off my face and I think that’s the one thing better than laughter. Kissing Sam.

      We're both late by the time we’re dressed and ready to go, and I don't even care. Josephine's waiting for me outside, tapping her foot. Her eyes widen when Sam comes out hand in hand with me. I consider explaining that I changed in the bathroom, but she doesn't say a word so I leave it alone. Sam's in his uniform and I'm wearing the deep blue silk ball gown Josephine had made for me. The bright golden embroidery is embellished in places with sparkling rubies.

      Josephine's hand flies to her face when she sees me. “Oh, you look striking, Ruby. This color perfectly matches your eyes and your hair, just like I knew it would. I'm so glad I had it commissioned the day after we found you again. They only finished it two days ago you know, on the day your father—” She cuts off and swallows slowly. Watching how sad she gets when she thinks about David Solomon's death hurts me, but I still can't regret it.

      I force a smile. My mom cares about these things, so I should try to care too. “It's a great dress Mom, really. Thanks. Now if you'd only thought to sew in a pocket for hiding the answers to Bible trivia, it might be helpful as well as ornamental.”

      Josephine's hands flutter around my face, finally settling near the crown of my head, smoothing my always twirly and fluffy hair back. “This is the first time most of your subjects here in Galveston will see your face. I wish we'd had time to put your hair up, but this will have to do. At least the curls are unique and lovely. Nearly ten thousand people have come to watch tonight, and many of them are visiting from the far-flung Ports. You father built the Assembly Hall specifically so his people could all come to his Sunday sermons in three simple sessions, but our population has grown so fast that it now takes ten or more sessions to accommodate everyone. He only held the full ten sessions it took for everyone to attend on special holidays.”

      There's no way I'll ever teach a Sunday sermon. Absolutely no way, but I don't mention that to Mom. Again, what’s the point?

      Sam holds my hand as we walk down the steps to the front drive. No black van today, not for this. A shiny white limousine waits for us. A guard I don't know holds the door open, and Sam helps me climb inside, arranging my skirts with a half grin.

      I hate dresses and the puffier they are, the more I hate them. At least I'm not wearing a blasted tiara. Not yet, anyway.

      Sam sits on my right side for the drive to the Assembly Hall and Adam sits on my left. I miss the constant jabber from Wesley and I wonder where he is. He should be back by now. I glance out the window repeatedly, but there's no sign of him yet. My foot taps on the floorboard of the car until Sam rests his hand on my knee.

      “He'll do it,” Sam whispers.

      I breathe in and out. I hope he's right or my ashes will soon be blowing on the wind, dooming all the Marked kids to death.

      The limousine pulls around the back of a huge sandstone building. Adam speaks into an earpiece and ushers me out. Sam doesn't hold my hand on the way in because boyfriend Sam is gone. Luckily, I recognize this Sam too. Tactical Sam scans the crowds as we enter the Assembly hall. He monitors the exits and listens to conversations. When I climb the steps and step out onto the raised dais, the crowd falls silent. The seven Port Heads are already seated at two tables, angled out toward the crowd with a podium between. I step away from Sam and toward the podium. When I glance back at Josephine, she's beaming at me.

      I wish I had her faith.

      Or any faith at all, really.

      I think about my dad. I do have faith in two things thanks to him: science and people. I haven't seen Wesley but I believe he'll come. I know exactly what things fire will burn and what it won't. Thanks to Dad's teaching I have faith my plan will work. I glance at the back hall. I meant to simply announce my intention to request a Trial by Fire immediately, but I can't, not yet. I need to buy Wesley more time. As long as I make my request before the completion of the test, it should be fine. I think.

      I walk slowly toward the podium in what I hope is a stately manner. Really I'm trying not to trip over my absurdly puffy skirts while walking in the obscenely tall shoes that came with the dress. I reach the podium and rest my hands on the angled, wooden top, which I can reach thanks to the shoes. “I'm happy for the opportunity to meet all of you today, but saddened by the circumstances that brought us here.” That's true enough, even if I’m not sad for the reasons they think.

      The audience cheers so loudly I grab the podium for support to keep from stumbling. I wasn't sure what to expect. I'm a young girl they've never before seen. In spite of what Josephine said, I worried they'd boo me off the stage.

      A throat clears in a microphone and I glance at the tables to the right and left of me, unsure who's drawing attention to themselves and why.

      “Welcome, young Ruby Solomon,” Sawyer Blevins says. “And welcome to all of you fine citizens who have gathered to witness this Trial of Faith our beloved King asked us to conduct to ensure his daughter was prepared for the grave duty he has entrusted into her care.”

      “Yes, welcome to all of you,” Rosa Alvarez says. “Many of you have traveled from quite a sizable distance to be present on this auspicious day. The Port Heads take the request of our former monarch quite seriously. World Peace Now has thrived in terrifying times because we've hearkened to the counsel of a loving God, a God who was forced to take action because the world had rotted, but He sought to preserve a righteous people. We have been that righteous branch, and now we must ensure our leader is the most virtuous among us and hearkens unto God’s will.”

      I school my face to neutrality to cover my disgust. She's implying that all the people who died from Tercera were rotten and deserved to die. Can she possibly believe that's true?

      “We've prepared ten questions each,” Quentin Clarke says. “We hope you'll all consider during this test whether you can answer these questions yourselves. All of us can stand to spend a little more time learning God's ways. And I'm sure we'll all remember and be conscious of the fact that darling Ruby spent only days with her father before he was taken from her. In light of that, I'll start by asking her the first question. Mine are more questions of faith than of trivia so that we can all see where her heart lies.”

      My heart swells a little at his words and I wonder whether I might actually pass this test. Wouldn’t that be something? Quentin, at least, doesn’t seem to be trying to wrest control out of my hands.

      “After Port Head Clarke begins, we'll each ask a question in turn, one at a time, circulating ten times, for a total of seventy questions,” Sawyer Blevins says. “Per her father's edict she may not miss more than thirty questions, or she will be ineligible to rule. Are you all ready to begin?”

      The Port Heads nod and Sawyer turns toward me. “Your Royal Highness?”

      I lean toward the microphone. “Yes.”

      Quentin Clarke shuffles a paper in front of him. “First I'd like to ask you what approach you plan to take when you’re inevitably confronted with a difficult decision to make for the people of World Peace Now.”

      I rock back on my heels. How will anyone decide whether my answer’s right? “Um, well, first I'd ask the advisors close to me what they think. Obviously that would include religious advisors like the Port Heads. Then I'd think about it for myself and maybe consult the Bible, if there are applicable parts. Then I'll really ponder it and ask God if he thinks it's right. I'm not expert on that yet but I think He can let me know when I'm on the right path.”

      Quentin smiles. “I find that to be an acceptable answer.

      I beam.

      Rosa Alvarez says, “My questions deal with the last part of your reply, Your Royal Highness. Prayer. Specifically, my first question is a simple one. Please recite the Lord's prayer.” Rosa smiles, but it doesn't reach her eyes.

      The audience boos, and I don't understand why.

      “Well, it sounds like the Lord's prayer is a specific prayer, and I'm sorry to say I haven't memorized any prayers in particular. But I imagine if the Lord was praying, he'd pray for his people. So maybe something like “Dear God please help your people to do what's right and be good like you. And thank you for what you've done.”

      Rosa sighs and shakes her head. “I'm sorry Your Royal Highness, but that's not the Lord's prayer, which is actually more of an instruction for us on how to pray.”

      The audience boos again, and my hands begin to shake. Where's Wesley? I glance at Sam but he shakes his head.

      “My question,” Terry Williams says, “is how many days did it take for God to create the earth?

      I lean too close to the microphone and my words boom into the room. “Oh I know this one.” I pull back from the microphone. “Sorry about that. I guess I have as much experience with speaking to a lot of people with a microphone as I do governing.” The audience chuckles. “But it's seven, I think. It took a week. First light and dark, then water and land and animals and plants, and then stars or something like that. Right?”

      Terry frowns. “Almost. It was six days.” The audience boos again.

      I sigh. The people already hate me because I'm an idiot. “Because he rested on the last day, which is why we have Sunday. Whoops. I'm sorry. I really did know that.”

      Dolores Peabody asks the next question. “My questions will have to do with the order of the Bible and its creation. What are the two separate books in the Bible called, and how are they different?”

      “Oh good,” I say. “A two part question. The simple one part questions were a little too easy for me I thought.” The audience laughs and I grin. “Well, I think there's the old bible and the new bible, and the old one is from Jewish people? And the new one is from. . . Jesus? Maybe?”

      Dolores presses her lips together. “Old and New Testament, but I'll give it to you.” The audience cheers again and I realize they might be supporting me and booing the Port Heads. I did not expect that. “And how do they differ?”

      Didn't I already answer that part? “Well, I think the older one is from Jewish people like I said, and it's like their stories of how things sucked before Jesus came. And the new one is about when Jesus came? So the Jews didn't like that one because when he came, they didn't think it was really him or something.”

      The audience cheers and Dolores shrugs. “I suppose that's close enough.”

      Steve Young says, “My questions relate to timing. When was Jesus born?”

      “He reset the clocks. He was born at zero. That's why BC means Before Christ. I used to think AD meant After Death, but that would leave like thirty years of dead space in between so I found out it’s actually it's Latin. It means anno domino, or something like that.”

      Steve grins. “Anno domini, which literally means 'in the year of the Lord.' I'll give you credit for it.” The audience hoots and hollers this time.

      Jose Fuerte clears his throat. “Your father gave me a second chance when I didn't have any hope so my questions will be about Christ's lessons on forgiveness.”

      “Oh good,” I say. “Does that mean if I fail this test I'll get another go at it? Maybe in a week or two, after I've had time to study?”

      The audience goes wild.

      “Uh,” Jose looks around. “Well, no. Actually your father made provision only for the one test.”

      “But he didn't specify a time you had to administer it, did he?” I cock one eyebrow.

      Sawyer Blevins leans toward his microphone. “He didn't but we all agreed it needed to take place before the coronation, which I'm sure you can understand.”

      The audience boos, but I bow my head. “I'd be agreeable to postponing the coronation, but of course I understand that you're only trying to do what's best for the people.”

      “Exactly. We’re doing this for the people.”

      The crowd boos.

      Dolores frowns and taps the microphone. “Please ask your question, Jose.”

      “My first question is,” Jose says, “in Matthew 18, how many times does the Lord tell Peter to forgive?”

      I scrunch my nose. “A whole lot?”

      Rosa speaks into the microphone. “Unfortunately, that's incorrect. It's a very specific verse. It states Peter must forgive seventy times seven times.”

      I whistle. “Wow, I only get to miss thirty questions, even though you're supposed to forgive four hundred and ninety times?”

      The audience stands up to cheer this time.

      Rosa rises to her feet and takes her microphone in her hand. “You're not a supplicant asking for forgiveness, but possibly our new leader. God will forgive the mistakes we make, but that doesn't mean we qualify to manage God's people. I hardly think quips and joke provide evidence that you're prepared and able to lead us in difficult times.”

      Sawyer Blevins leans forward in his seat. “And yet, a sense of humor can help us through difficult times and can be a real blessing. How about we proceed with the test and see how she does?”

      Rosa frowns and sits down. I don't think I'll be scheduling a trip to go dancing with her in Miami any time soon.

      “The last question for your first round is this,” Sawyer says. “Many of the Psalms are called 'Messianic.' What does that mean?”

      Messy? Anic? I raise my eyebrows. “They aren't clean when you read them, or maybe that means they aren't clear? Because I read some this afternoon and I had no idea what they were saying.”

      Sawyer shakes his head. “I’m sorry but that’s not correct. It indicates they relate to Christ and his mission as the Messiah.”

      The next few questions don't go my way either. Even though Quentin and Steve try to lob me some softballs, it's clear I don't know anything about the Bible. I try not to make jokes, but sometimes the audience laughs anyway. They don't stand and cheer, not since Rosa's reprimand, but it's almost like I know them and they're pulling for me.

      Twenty questions later I've only answered two more right, for a total of five correct and twenty-two wrong. I'm definitely doomed.

      The fabric around my armpits is darker than the rest of my dress from sweat. Ugh. Not that it will matter when I'm headed for the same incinerator I fed my biological father to this morning. I'm supposed to wait for Wesley, but I can't wait any more. It's time. I'll have to trust that he comes through so I can pull this off.

      Sawyer Blevins opens his mouth to ask my next question, but I talk over him. “This all happened too fast for me to prepare for a test like this.”

      Rosa says, “Your father made no proviso for timing.”

      “True,” I bark, “and you lot jumped at the chance to do it immediately, knowing that the time was up to you. Knowing that if I fail this test, of which you are the authors, I will die and the scattering of my ashes will name one of you to rule in my place. Regardless, this isn't about my lack of knowledge of Bible trivia or even Bible basics. David Solomon's edict states that the purpose of this test is to determine whether God has chosen me, and whether I will bend to God's direction when it matters.”

      “That is true.” Rosa raises one carefully manicured eyebrow. “And so far I'd say you've indicated you're not very receptive.”

      Something inside my heart expands and words pour out unchecked. “God doesn't care about trivia. I can't say I know God all that well, and I certainly haven't prayed very often in my life. I’ve read the Bible even less as you’ve made abundantly clear. But the night my father died, we discussed the state of affairs in our world. We talked about the future of those children who were Marked, and the ones who had survived by suppressing their bodies' natural processes. Children who were left parentless, resourceless, and without guidance.” I turn to face the audience. “Children my father left to starve and die.”

      I pause and stare into the faces of my people. No one is laughing now. The Port Heads don’t say a word either.

      Finally I continue. “My father intended for those children to die at WPN's hand. He called his plan a Cleansing. He may have been God's instrument at one point and he may have led you all to where you are now. You’re safe, prosperous, and healthy and I’m sure that’s a good place to be, comfortable even. I honestly don't know about all of that because I wasn't here. I laud him for saving all of your lives, but King Solomon was dead wrong in his plan to kill a hundred thousand people. If God decided it was time to replace him, that’s the reason.”

      Again, I scan the audience. Every face is solemn. No one is mocking me, no one is laughing, and no one is booing.

      “God very clearly spoke to my heart that night. Those children aren't guilty for their parents' decisions, whether they were right or wrong. They deserve our pity and our help, not our condemnation. After I'm crowned there will be no Cleansing. Instead we will provide help and support to those who have been Marked. The suppressant's failing and they're dying soon. I know it's scary to all of you, like having a rabid dog at your door. Your fear tells you to put the dog down any way possible. Shoot it between the eyes if you have to, but these Marked children, they aren't dogs, they're people just like you and me. If we can find a cure for their illness, and I believe we can with God’s help, we'll work to distribute it. If not, we will not put them down. We'll ease their suffering as God wants us to.”

      Sawyer stands, his face bright red. “The Cleansing was revealed as God's will to all of the Port Heads. We are God's chosen leaders. We are administering this test, and as much as it saddens me to see my own first cousin once removed performing so miserably, I think the results of this test have been clear. You're in over your head and you didn't take the offered lifeline from any of us. You lack the experience, the knowledge, and the humility to lead these people by God’s direction.”

      I toss my head. “Do I? God protected me when I was taken by the Marked recently. My father prayed for my protection, and God listened. I walked among them and as you can see, I am unmarked still. I didn't contract Tercera then, and I can't contract it now because I'm God's chosen. Instead of this test constructed by power-hungry men, I demand a Trial by Fire. And when I survive it, God will tell me which Port Heads are still listening to him so I can replace the ones who aren’t.”

      A gunshot sounds outside the Assembly Hall and all heads turn toward the back doors.

      Adam speaks quietly into his walkie. “Yes, bring them inside.”

      The back doors open. Wesley, bless him, walks through them, perfectly timed.

      “Your guards refused to let me inside until I threatened them rather dramatically, but there's a Marked child here who has a message. He claims it's for the ruler of WPN and he claims it's urgent.”

      I point at Wesley. “Move aside and let him speak.”

      When Wesley steps aside, I'm surprised to see a young man with hair black as night and skin as pale as bread dough. Where's Rafe?

      “Your majesty,” a small, high voice yells. “I had a dream last night and an angel told me to come across the bridge and deliver a message to you. He said I was supposed to touch your face, and that God would keep you safe. He said you needed me to help you so you could help all of us.”

      Josephine walks up the steps and onto the stage. She looks from one end of the Assembly Hall to the other. “I believe my daughter is entitled to a Trial by Fire, and I believe it should be performed by exposing her to Tercera. It may not kill as quickly as fire, but it burns through the body's defenses and kills just as surely as flames. If she remains healthy and uninfected in spite of the contact with someone infected, God's will is clear. Do you agree?”

      The audience goes wild.

      The young boy walks up the aisle slowly, the people around him bending as far away from him as they possibly can. This young boy is brave, with a stronger heart than the one that beats in my chest. He faces straight forward and walks, step by small step toward me, never looking to the side, never flinching. He walks up the steps at the front of the stage and past the tables. Here on the raised platform though, he turns.

      He looks at each Port Head in turn. “Would you stand still while I touched each of you, trusting in God's power to protect you? Would you survive a Trial by Fire?”

      He reaches his hand toward Sawyer's face, and grand old Port Head Blevins scrambles backward, knocking his chair over. He turns toward Quentin, who holds up both hands and shakes his head. When he reaches for Rosa, she shrieks and claws at the table to shove away from him.

      The young boy turns toward the audience. “Remember this, that Ruby Solomon has more faith than any of these educated and polished Port Heads.”

      I cringe a little when I hear him say my name is Solomon, but I’m sure any onlookers assume I’m nervous about being touched, so maybe it’s good. Obviously Wesley told him to call me that, to remind the people whose daughter I supposedly am, to help transfer their inexplicable love for him to me.

      He turns and walks the last few steps to reach me. He points at his forehead. “This is my Mark. I've had it for ten years now.” He shoves up his sleeves and holds up his arms. “You can see that I've progressed to second year symptoms. I have sores on my arms, my legs and my torso.” He turns back toward me and reaches out tentatively. His palm hovers inches from my face, but I don't fear his touch. I may not trust in God, but I trust my father. I lean toward his hand and press my face into it.

      The audience lets out a collective sigh.

      “How will we know whether she survives this?” Terry Williams asks. “It's not like fire or lions, where tomorrow morning will make her fate clear.”

      I smile. “It's not, that's correct. If you're all satisfied that this brave young man is Marked, I recommend we release him to return home with gratitude for his willingness to answer God's request.”

      The Port Heads nod. They can't get rid of him fast enough. Only now, they're looking at me the same way. Like I'm infected, like I'm dangerous, like they might die from breathing the same air as me.

      “I'll walk carefully to whatever hospital you'd like to designate and wait until an appropriate amount of time has passed. You may draw my blood and examine it, or scrape my skin cells and examine those, to verify that I am not infected.”

      “Three days,” Sawyer Blevins says. “The Unmarked quarantine people for three days, don't they?”

      I nod.

      “I'm happy to extend the seven of you the time you didn't offer me before this test.” I turn toward the audience. “In three days' time, on Saturday at eight in the evening, you'll have your answer. In the meantime, I'm afraid this means I won't be present for my dear father's memorial tomorrow.” I suppress a smile at my cleverness in escaping that torturous event. And I realize with glee, no one will be doing a fitting on me between now and then either. “I look forward with great joy to my coronation, which I'll reschedule for Sunday morning.”

      The Port Heads nod and the crowd cheers. “See you Sunday,” one voice calls out. “Long live Queen Ruby,” another yells.

      I walk down the steps and back toward the limousine, maintaining careful distance from all of my guards, Sam, and my mom. It's a tight fit in the car with me on my own row. I doubt Sam and Adam will ever want to talk about how close they sat to one another, but we make it work. Wesley rushes toward us before Adam can close the car door.

      “Wait, let him inside,” I say. “He should likely be quarantined too, with as close as he was to the Marked boy.”

      Wesley nods, and slides over next to me. “I think that went well.”

      I smile. “Me too. You had me sweating, though.”

      Wesley whispers. “When I got there, they were all gone.”

      “Is that why you didn't bring Rafe?”

      Wesley nods. “Cleared out. He's back in Baton Rouge already.”

      I swear.

      “What's wrong?” Sam asks. “You know you're safe.” He glances at Adam. “I mean, we have faith that God will protect you again.”

      I nod. “I believe that, I really do, but without Rafe here . . .”

      Sam curses when understanding dawns.

      “You'll never make it to Baton Rouge by Saturday,” Wesley says. “You won't even be crowned until Sunday.”

      I managed to outsmart the Port Heads and thwart David Solomon's attempt to reach out and stop me from the grave. I can finally stop the Cleansing and get the Marked the help they need.

      But if Rafe doesn't see reason, my cleverness may cost Rhonda her life.
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      Quarantine’s a nuisance, and the irony of being in quarantine with Wesley this time isn't lost on me. “You know.” I play an ace of spades and take his king. “I had to sit in a stupid room like this all by my lonesome last time, reading my dad's boring old journals thanks to you.”

      Wesley takes my five of diamonds with a six.

      “That's just rude.”

      “I don't make the rules, I only win by following them better than you.” Wesley grins. “That feels like years ago, not weeks. I'm sorry you got stuck in quarantine alone. I screwed up a lot back then.”

      “Not anymore?” I roll my eyes.

      “Well, I wasn't going to toot my own horn, but now that you mention it. I went to find Rafe, as ordered, and found a whole lot of nobody. Did I panic? No, I did not. I calmly raced over to the maternity ward, and luckily found a small team scavenging for medical supplies they’d left behind. And I think he handled the story I fed him with aplomb. The kid could be an actor if we get them all healed up.”

      “I am glad you didn't throw in the towel when you realized Rafe was gone. I'd be a pile of ashes a bunch of power hungry nut jobs were diving for instead of playing spades while skipping David freaking Solmon’s memorial service. Thanks for that.”

      Wesley beats me, again, but this time when he starts shuffling, I stand up. I pace from one end of the room to the other. “I can't play another hand of cards.”

      “Wow, I never knew you were such a poor loser,” Wesley says.

      I spin around. “I can't stand it, sitting here while Rhonda's staring at a clock, hoping Rafe doesn't kill her. I'm sure she's wondering where I am. I don't understand why the physicians can't just test our blood and see that we're not infected.”

      “You know why we haven't pushed for that,” Wesley reminds me.

      Because if they find the antibodies at ten times the normal level in my blood, that might lead to questions. If they find my dad's journal, which I'm unwilling to destroy, well the whole thing might come out and we'd likely all be shot for deception. Or lack of faith in God. I'm unsure which one they'd consider to be more egregious.

      “You need to calm down and be patient,” Wesley says.

      “I can't be patient. I thought I killed her once before when Rafe's goon Todd captured us. She stayed in my place then, and I can't let her die for me again.”

      “She didn't die then, and she won't die now. Rafe's an angry guy because he has reason to be, but he's not stupid. He needs you and shooting your sister isn't going to motivate you, not like he wants.”

      “He's desperate and if he doesn't kill Rhonda, we'll know he won't kill Job. He can't bluff the first hand, Wes.” I bite my lip and bang on the wall.

      Wesley, unconcerned about my fear, flops back on his twin bed. “Don't be so melodramatic.”

      We're lucky this time. Our room has actual beds with thick, fluffy mattresses, which is a significant improvement over the cots in Port Gibson. Actually it’s much better than what we had in this room only last week when loony David Solomon locked me in with Wesley for being insouciant. It feels strange to be in the very same building where Solomon tried to teach me a lesson about discipline. This one's outfitted differently, with a Plexiglas window we could draw curtains on for seeing people who come to visit, and a tray on the floor that can slide open for the provision of food.

      I stomp. “My frustration isn't melodrama Wes, it's an appropriate level of drama for the situation.”

      He sighs. “We sent a messenger explaining the details and Rafe will be reasonable. Obviously you can't control what WPN decides you have to do before the coronation. He's impatient and he wants to make progress toward a cure, but he's not going to kill Rhonda. You may dislike Todd, but the guy is smart and Rafe listens to him. He used to work for Solomon, actually. He'll talk Rafe out of shooting his leverage.”

      “He'd still have Job.” I continue to pace in the small room, walking from the foot of my twin bed back to Wesley's. They offered us private rooms in case we worried about cross contamination or wanted privacy, but we both wanted company. “Rafe meant what he said. It wasn't a threat.”

      When I hear tapping coming from the large square Plexiglas enclosure in the wall, I turn. Sam waves. The low rumble of his voice is muffled, but it penetrates well enough for me to understand him. “I hope my little brother isn't that insane. Rafe's been through a lot, but I really hope Wesley’s right this time. You did the right thing, so try to stop fretting about it.”

      Sam's not pleased that Wesley and I are stuck in quarantine together, but Wesley had to find the Marked kid to be on hand for my Trial by Fire, and that means he had to “save” him when the boy followed him back to the island. Wesley was exposed, according to what they know, and might be Marked.

      Sam tried to wait with me in here too, but Wesley appropriately pointed out that we need someone on the outside making sure things are moving ahead properly. Josephine's competency has improved dramatically since shooting her husband, and she seems to genuinely care for me. She's even come around on the subject of the Cleansing, but she's not very decisive or capable in a crisis. As Chief Fancy Pants of the military, or at least interim Chief Fancy Pants, Sam has access to nearly everywhere on the island. Plus he’s Sam, so people listen when he talks.

      Josephine's head pops up next to Sam's, which tells me the funeral service has ended.

      “I hope the proceedings were touching and provided everyone the closure they needed.” I don’t care actually, but she won’t realize that.

      Josephine probably means for her smile to be encouraging, but it makes her look a little unhinged. I don't think she spent much time smiling over the past twenty years. Maybe she's forgotten how, or perhaps her jaw's rusty from disuse.

      “It was a beautiful service.” She wipes away a tear. I'd be impressed with her acting skill, except I know she's not acting. She really does mourn her late, and very abusive, husband.

      “I'm glad you enjoyed it.”

      Josephine puts her palm to the glass, and I wonder if she imagines I'm going to place mine next to it, like I'm longing to share in some form of mutual grieving over Solomon's passing. If so, she's going to be sadly disappointed. I’m not grieving and I don't need comforting, at least, not over that.

      “I'm happy to report that everything's coming along nicely for your coronation,” she says. “The extra few days have been a Godsend, honestly. I think you'll absolutely adore the flowers we're having sent from a hothouse in Miami.”

      I couldn't possibly care less about flowers, or any other coronation details, if I'm being honest. I can't believe she thinks any of this matters. Rhonda may die, but at least I'll have some lovely memories of the time they handed me a crown I didn't care about, to rule a bunch of people I don't know, in a bower of flowers from I don't care where. “Wow, well, that's really . . . wonderful, I guess.”

      Adam's face edges its way into the corner of my window. His smile looks more natural than Mom's at least. “I'm sorry you missed your father's service. I do hope you're finding your lodgings acceptable.”

      Adam and I fought yesterday, and he's been super weird ever since. He wanted to prepare rooms for me in the huge white house everyone still insists isn't a palace. I told him a typical quarantine room in the holding facility was fine. I'm tired of them trying to convince me I should be using silk toilet paper. He gave in gracefully enough after I bit his poor, misguided head off. If I close my eyes, I can still see the shocked look on his face when I told him that my poop smells just as bad as his.

      “Your Royal Highness,” Adam says. “I hate to interrupt your time with your mother, but several Port Heads have requested the opportunity to speak to you.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Which ones?”

      He sighs. “Sawyer Blevins.”

      I grimace. David Solomon's cousin is probably my least favorite of all, even worse than the sour-faced Dolores. Every time he calls me darling my skin crawls as though Solomon’s actually back.

      “Also Rosa Alvarez and Steve Young. Initially all seven requested entrance. I informed them the window into your room only has space for three faces.” Adam offers me a half smile. “I think you made them nervous when you threatened to eliminate Port Heads God tells you aren’t doing his will. Now that no Mark has appeared, they’re nearly frantic. Do you wish to speak with them?”

      “Not really,” I mutter. “But when has that mattered lately?” I speak loudly enough for Adam, Sam and Josephine to hear me. “Go ahead and send them in.”

      Sam says, “I'll verify none of them are armed or harboring any ill intent.”

      Adam narrows his eyes. “I already performed a thorough search.”

      “Your version of thorough and mine aren't the same.” Sam walks out of view with Adam on his heels.

      “I've got an appointment with the dressmakers,” Josephine says. “Can you believe they're making me fill in for your fittings?”

      It makes perfect sense, actually. My mom’s almost exactly my size. After she walks off, I stand up and brush off my white button down shirt. I pick a piece of imaginary lint off my jeans and push my hair back behind my shoulders.

      Wesley stays flat on his back, staring up at the ceiling. I doubt he'll move when they appear, either. “You don't need to impress them you know. You beat them and now you can fire them all.”

      I could, but it’s more complicated than that. Who would I put in their places? “I have a feeling anything I try to do will lead to a fight. If I were my father, I'd have them all executed and appoint new ones. Or you know, if I was Solomon and I had any interest in doing anything here other than preventing the Cleansing and leaving as soon as possible.”

      Wesley shrugs. “Firing them all isn't a horrible idea, actually. You can appoint anyone else you like as a new Port Head, and they'll all be terrified of you and simultaneously grateful for their new position. If that's the kind of inspiration he had, maybe there's a reason Solomon ruled for so long.”

      Adam's face appears at the window. With me stuck in quarantine, like a sitting duck in Adam's words, he's doing double duty as guard and butler. “Your Royal Highness Ruby Solomon, may I present the Port Heads of New Orleans, Miami, and Jacksonville. Sawyer Blevins, Rosa Alvarez, and Steve Young.”

      Rosa's face appears, her bright red lipstick and perfectly curled hair taking up more than her fair third of the window. Sawyer brushes at her hair with frustration. Steve walks calmly into view, practically ignoring the other two.

      “Thanks Adam. Hello Sawyer, Rosa, and Steve. What can I help you with today?”

      Sawyer opens his mouth, but before he can speak Rosa says, “We came to help you, actually. It's been almost a full day since your Trial and no Mark has appeared. We first wanted to express our delight that God has protected you. Congratulations on finding His favor. That was a bold move you made.”

      I sit on the edge of my bed and lift my chin. “Not bold so much as desperate, since I was obviously not going to pass your test.”

      “In any case,” Sawyer says, “we're happy to see how well you're doing.”

      I exhale. “Are you?”

      Steve's jaw drops. “Of course we are, Your Royal Highness. How could we not hope for your success?”

      I lift my eyebrows. “Well, seeing as one of you would've taken over for me if I failed, and by failed I mean died, I did wonder whether your loyalty to me might have been shake-able.”

      Wesley whistles.

      Sawyer and Rosa narrow their eyes at him. “Why are you whistling?”

      Wesley sits up enough that they can see him shrug. “You underestimated my girl, Ruby. She's never been a leader before, but clearly she has more skill and gumption than you expected.”

      “You've developed entirely the wrong impression,” Sawyer says. “We want to help you in any way possible. Clearly God's chosen will be crowned on Sunday, and you’ll be leading the largest group of people still living in the Americas. For those unfamiliar with pondering and understanding God's will, it can be . . . complicated.”

      “As you’ve mentioned.”

      Sawyer clamps his mouth shut.

      “I do appreciate your willingness to help,” I say. “What sorts of things did you want to help me with, exactly?”

      Steve says, “King Solomon had to approve each of the trade agreements between the various Ports. This was to ensure fairness and equity, and also to verify we were paying the proper tributes to the crown. I was an accountant Before and sometimes the agreements were hard to understand, even for me. I'd be happy to review the proposals with you, at your convenience of course, and help advise you on what's fair and what isn't.”

      Sawyer clears his throat. “I'd be happy to help with that as well. Two sets of eyes are nearly always better than one.”

      “Do you mean three sets are better than two?” I ask. “Or do my eyes not count?”

      Sawyer's eyes widen. “Three, yes, that's what I meant. But in addition to helping you navigate the monetary and trade issues, we can help with managing your people and their expectations.”

      “And I can help you prepare your Sunday sermons,” Rosa says. “We women must strike a different tone. The men can bang on the podium and yell, brimstone and whatnot, but the people respond differently to females.”

      “I'm going to stop you right there,” I say. “I won't be giving a Sunday sermon.”

      All three jaws drop.

      Rosa splutters. “Who will administer the word of God on Sunday? It's an excellent time for you to get a feel for your people's wants and needs, and for them to get to know you. And understand your goals and desires too, of course.”

      Wesley says, “You make the Sunday sermon sound like a political rally.”

      Steve closes his eyes, exhales and opens them again. “It's not a political rally, but the people need to be reminded of what matters and why. Religion binds us together as a community and reinforces you as their leader. Surely you can see that, Your Royal Highness.”

      “As you may have noticed yesterday, I lack both religious knowledge and the desire to manage people.”

      “And yet,” Sawyer says, “God chose you, and the people absolutely love you.”

      I clench my fists. “I'm sure the people will be happy to hear from someone I appoint to share the word of God with them.”

      Rosa presses her lips together. “Well, I'm sure any of us would be happy to suggest qualified ministers for the role. It's certainly one way to go.”

      “I really appreciate your good intentions,” I say, “but it's nearly dinner time and I'm starving. I'd hate to make you watch me chew and swallow my dinner through a Plexiglas window, so maybe you can wrap things up.”

      “Absolutely,” Steve says.

      Rosa glances at him sharply. “Actually, we did have one more thing we wanted to discuss. All the Port Heads were concerned after what you mentioned yesterday.”

      “Oh?” I ask. “What was that?” This should be good. I’m ready for them to beg me for their jobs.

      “You mentioned that your father was wrong,” Rosa whispers. “Which is a dangerous enough thing to say on its own for reasons we can discuss in greater detail later.” She glances sideways as if trying to ensure none of my guards can hear her. “But you also stated quite clearly that the Cleansing was, well, off the table so to speak. You said we should try to cure the Marked children, and only if that fails would we ease their suffering.”

      I nod. “All of that's true. I don't know what precisely about any of that concerns you. Was there a question, or maybe a clarification you wanted?”

      Sawyer smacks his lips so loudly I can hear it through the window. “I believe Rosa thought she implied our issue. To contradict royalty, especially someone chosen of God, is problematic. It undermines your authority at a baseline and throws all your future decisions into question, at worst. But even beyond that, to counteract your father's last plan, when your own intentions don't make sense—”

      I step toward the window, one hand on my hip. “What part of 'provide aid in seeking a cure, and ease their deaths if necessary' is nonsensical to you people?”

      Sawyer throws his hands up in the air. “There is no cure. We've looked, and the Unmarked have looked, and presumably the Marked have looked for over a decade. At this point the final option you mentioned, easing their suffering, that's our only viable solution.”

      “They aren't dying in a week or two,” I say. “It's not like they've been hit with the accelerant.”

      “Precisely,” Rosa says. “But the suppressant is failing. The status quo has shifted. If they had been accelerated, that would be more merciful. As it is they will slowly die, and when that happens, their community, such that it is, will break down. They'll begin scavenging and wandering, the ones healthy enough, and that's when they become a real threat to all of your people.”

      I bob my head. “Because they're just like the rabid dog I mentioned. They're doomed, and we may as well put them down before they can bite us while trying to steal our food.”

      Rosa's face lights up, but so do Sawyer and Steve's. “Yes, exactly,” she says. “You're finally getting it. The thing is, when they aren't ready, before they've gotten desperate, it's the perfect time for us to Cleanse the earth of this wretched disease once and for all.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “What about providing them with the food and supplies they need?”

      “Why should we have to provide for them? We need our resources for our people.”

      “Right,” I say. “So a simple bullet to the head for each of them would be merciful and conserve resources. Is that what I didn’t understand?”

      Sawyer frowns. “Well, we were thinking to drive them together with a series of controlled fires—”

      I slam one hand into the Plexiglas. “We should roast them alive because you greedy tyrants won't share your food? Quentin needs more food, does he? Dolores needs more roast chicken? You, Rosa, you need more salsa? You people are a disease. You'll be lucky to stay alive, much less be Port Heads when I'm crowned. Do you hear me?”

      Rosa flinches. “You think we're selfish and greedy. But it's not a bad plan to keep your own people safe from a very real threat, one that can kill us all. It has already killed almost every human on earth. We're all that's left, and we didn't survive by providing for every sick person we could.”

      I very nearly growl. “As far as I can tell you haven’t done a single thing for any of them.”

      “We never proposed the Cleansing lightly,” Steve says.

      “Anytime someone suggests taking someone else's life on their own terms and calls it an act of charity or mercy, it's problematic. But you're all missing the point. I think we may be able to save them.”

      Steve inhales slowly. “Why do you think we'll find the cure now, after we've come up with nothing in eleven years?”

      I should tell them, but then they'd know it wasn't God who chose me and I won't stay queen, and these maniacs will kill all the Marked kids. I could tell them about my dad and how he created Tercera, but I'm sure that would come around to bite me in the tush, too.

      “Because God told me so. I’m a scientist. Did you know that?”

      Rosa and Sawyer and Steve all shake their heads.

      “My foster mother among the Unmarked was on the cusp of solving this when I left. As soon as I'm crowned, I'm going to visit her and we'll provide her whatever facilities and resources she needs to reach the finish line. We've allowed this plague to threaten us for too long. It needs to end now, but I won't have my rule as queen begin with a mass slaughter of children. If I haven't been clear enough, let me say it again. There is literally nothing you can say or do to change my mind. We will not Cleanse the earth of these children. We will petition for God's aid in saving them. Is that clear?”

      Sawyer's lip curls. “And if you can't? If they die anyway?”

      “Then they'll die in the nicest beds, with the best food that we can provide for them.”

      “Why would we do that?” he asks.

      “Why indeed, you ask?” I stand up and walk toward the window, my face inches away from theirs. “A man of God is asking me why we should provide charity to children? If I know anything about the Bible, it's that Jesus was humble. He gave and gave and gave. He didn't sleep on ten million thread count sheets. He didn't dine on freshly made chowder. He ate what he needed and shared whatever was left. If I have to grind your face into the ground and take your fancy bed away to make you see that, well. Consider it done. You can thank your lucky stars I’m not my father, because if I was, I’d cut your heads off now.”

      Rosa and Sawyer exchange a glance before nodding slightly and begging my leave to depart. Steve merely stares at me thoughtfully.

      “I believe my dinner of loads of imported and rich food is on its way,” I say. “You better leave so I can eat it. But don't get too used to yours.”

      Adam sees them out and returns with a tray for me. One of the other guards has a second tray. Adam slides the first through, and then on the second, he whispers through the slot. “You need to be careful, Your Royal Highness. You're making some powerful enemies, and you're not in the safest of spots right now.”

      I sigh. “Sam will keep me safe, Adam.”

      Adam puffs out his chest. “You mistake me. I'll keep you safe. I'd simply prefer not to have to kill too many people in the process if I can avoid it.”

      I smile. “Good to know. We're in agreement on that.”

      Wesley and I set our trays up on our laps since there isn't room for a table and chairs now that the cots have been replaced with beds.

      Wesley takes a bite of a crusty roll and sighs. “I'm with you on everything you said. Bravo.” He chews and swallows. “But do we really have to give away all the good food, even the chocolate cake?” He stuffs a huge bite of cake with frosting into his mouth and moans.

      I roll my eyes, but before I can tell him to shut up, someone bangs on the window.

      Sam.

      I smile at him. “I wish you could come in to eat with us.”

      He shakes his head. “There's news.”

      I set my tray aside and cross the room to the window. “What is it?”

      Sam frowns and my chest tightens. He holds up a piece of paper, shoving it flat against the Plexiglas so I can read it.

      Your Very Esteemed and Royal High-ney:

      I regret to inform you that your request for additional time has cordially been refused. I was quite clear when we spoke not two days ago. I told you that we don't care about WPN or its plans. We are quite capable of protecting ourselves.

      The longer you spend dealing with their problems, their tests, and their demands, the longer they will make them. The only way to end the threat of WPN and the Unmarked and everyone else who fears us is to CURE us.

      I don't care whether you're the Queen of WPN or the Queen of Sheba. We're running out of time. If you don't report here tomorrow as I initially demanded, I will execute your cousin Rhonda. Or actually, I guess she's not related to you after all. In that case, you may not care.

      We'll find out where your priorities are tomorrow I suppose. Stay and get a crown from your daddy's people, or come save your not-cousin.

      Either way, the deadline's still sunset tomorrow.

      Rafe

      My eyes turn toward Sam’s so he knows that I've finished reading the letter.

      His face reflects the horror in mine.

      “I can't leave and go to Baton Rouge, and then simply come back a week or two later to be crowned. The Port Heads are insane, and I just yelled at and threatened them. They'll seize control for sure.”

      Sam frowns. “Maybe it won't matter. Did they even care about the Cleansing?”

      I collapse on my bed, my face in my hands.

      Wesley crosses the room. “I take it Rafe declined your request for an extension?”

      Sam nods.

      Wesley runs his hand through his hair. “Well that really blows, because Stalin and Pol Pot were just telling us how stupid it is to allow the rabid Marked kids to continue foaming at the mouth near enough that the people of WPN might get sick.”

      “Who are Stalin and Polpot?” I ask.

      Wesley shakes his head. “My dad made me read a lot of history texts. Never mind. Look, this really sucks, but we don't have much time to decide what to do.” Wesley's voice drops to a whisper. “If Sam's breaking us out of here, he's got to do it tonight or we won't make it in time for Rafe's deadline.”

      I close my eyes. If I leave tonight and we're successful for the first time ever in actually escaping from somewhere, I can't return. If I walk away from these people, with the seven Port Heads here to spin my actions as a betrayal, well, that's it. If I do leave, Sawyer and Rosa made it quite clear how they feel. They'll eliminate every Marked kid from here to Canada, and I think they have the means to do it, whatever Rafe thinks.

      I glance from Sam to Wesley and back again.

      “You know her,” Sam says.

      I do. Blood relative or not, I know Rhonda better than anyone else except maybe Job. I know her well enough to know what she would tell me to do if she was standing right here next to me.

      “Ruby.” She'd shake her head. “Don't be emotional and don't be an idiot. My life weighed against the certain death of a hundred thousand children? Don't end their extra lease on life before it's begun.”

      Tears well up in my eyes, and I shake my head to clear the image of ghost Rhonda. I can't handle the thought of her really being gone. I need her sass and her verve and her confidence. I need Rhonda to be alive and well.

      “But Job and Uncle Dan and Aunt Anne.”

      Sam's eyes are sad.

      Wesley looks at the floor.

      It doesn't matter how often I say their names aloud. It doesn't matter if this decision is agony. It doesn't matter, because if I do this and Rafe doesn't budge, they'll never forgive me. I know that because I'll never forgive myself.

      Even so, I'm going to stay right here, and do something I never wanted, something I still don't want. I'm going to be crowned Queen of friggin’ Sheba to try and save Rafe's ungrateful and unworthy neck. And if he follows through on his threat, I may have to wring it myself.
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      Friday and Saturday are both boring. No Port Heads come to yell at me, and none try to assassinate me. I almost wish someone would, if only to give me something to think about other than Rhonda and Rafe's impending deadline.

      I suck at cards compared to Wesley, so by Friday afternoon I refuse to play another single hand. Why bother losing at anything else?

      Adam tries to help keep me company. It turns out he plays a pretty mean game of Would You Rather. While Sam works with Josephine on last minute details of my coronation, I learn that Wesley would rather be alone for the rest of his life than be surrounded by annoying people. Adam would rather know how he's going to die, instead of when.

      “Would you rather,” I ask, “have the general public think you're wonderful while your family knows you're a terrible person, or have the general public hate you, but your family be proud, because you treat them right?”

      Wesley furrows his brow. “This one's easy. Obviously—”

      “Ah, ah, ah,” I say. “It's Adam's turn.”

      Adam bites his lip. “Well, it's not much of a question, really. In one scenario I'm a good person, and in one I'm not, right? I think regardless of who thinks you're good, you should want to be a good person at heart.”

      I shake my head. “The question doesn't address whether you're actually good or not. You could be good or bad in either scenario. You're you. The question is, which set of people's opinions do you value? The general public? Or your family and close friends?”

      Adam shakes his head. “Let's assume I am a good person, then—”

      “It's not about truth, Adam. Focus here for a moment. It's about whose opinion matters to you. Which is it? Family or the world at large?”

      He shrugs. “I don't have much family. My parents are both dead, and I don't have any friends. I guess the general public.”

      My heart wilts a little bit. “No family and no friends?”

      He shrugs. “My mom and I were really close, but she died of cancer two years ago. I enlisted right after that.”

      I close my eyes. “I'm sorry, Adam. I haven't known you long but for what it's worth, I consider you a friend.”

      He beams at me. “Then maybe I'll pick friends instead of the public.”

      “Oh come on,” Wesley says. “This handsome, muscled dude flirts with you all day, but the second I say anything about kissing or relationships—”

      Adam splutters. “I would never flirt with Her Royal Highness.”

      “Woe is me,” Wesley says. “I have no friends and no family, which is why I focus on intrinsic goodness, and perfecting my six pack abs. Since I inevitably have time left over, I better work on making my biceps the size of cantaloupes. My perfect hair and Adonis-like facial features can't quite drown out the sorrow of my life.” Wesley snorts. “All you need is a puppy and an orphan child you're raising on your own, and you'd be ready to go trolling on the beach.”

      Adam turns toward me. “I have no idea what he's talking about most of the time. Trolls? There aren't any trolls, and if there were, they'd certainly not be walking anywhere near a beach.”

      Wesley slaps his forehead. “I was saying that you flirt with Ruby all day long, but if I even so much as think about telling her she looks amazing in those jeans and that t-shirt, which you do by the way, Rubes, then—”

      Sam clears his throat.

      “See?” Wesley sighs. “Lover Boy shows up to scowl at me and flex his muscles and generally stomp around.”

      Adam smirks. “I think Lover Boy knows I have no intention of ever wooing Her Royal Highness.”

      “Wooing?” Sam asks. “And can I just say how happy I am that Wesley's stupid nickname for me is catching on?” He places his hand on the glass, and for Sam I stand up and walk over to place my hand against it.

      “I miss you.” I whisper, “Especially at night.”

      Wesley covers his ears. “La, la, la. Come on you two, knock it off.”

      Adam smirks. “I'll go fetch dinner trays. Do you plan to stay and eat?” he asks Sam.

      Sam shakes his head. “I can't. I'm due at the Assembly hall in a few minutes for a last run through on security and protocols. I swung by to make sure Ruby's okay.”

      “I'm taking good care of her,” Adam says. “She's perfectly safe.”

      Wesley rolls his eyes. “He doesn't mean physically, Mr. Literal.”

      I think about the time. Dinner. Which means close to sunset. Rafe's deadline on Saturday night. My knees give out and I fall back onto the edge of my bed. Rafe might be shooting Rhonda right this minute.

      I could have stopped it and I chose not to.

      I close my eyes, but I don't sleep. Not then, not after dinner, not all night. Every time I drift off, Job or Aunt Anne or Uncle Dan take turns pulling guns on me, or roasting me over a spit, or slapping my face.

      Wesley's eyes are bright and clear when the physician comes to examine us. At least it's not Dr. Flores. I couldn't deal with her shiny, immaculate beauty, not today. I've already been to the bathroom and seen the terrible dark circles under my eyes, and I’m well aware of the state of my unwashed hair.

      Luckily, in spite of my ghastly appearance, the physician pronounces our survival a miracle. I’ve been cleared.

      Sam's already wearing a black tuxedo when he pulls me in for a hug outside the quarantine room door. Adam's standing behind Sam and to the left wearing a fancy uniform, full of stripes and medals. He may not have been a guard for too long, after all he barely looks older than me, but he's earned plenty of accolades. After Sam releases me, I reach over and squeeze Adam's hand. “I hope you'll stand near me for the ceremony.”

      Adam beams.

      “Why do you like that guy?” Sam asks when we walk down the hallway a few paces. “He's a terrible suck up. If I have to hear him call you Your Royal Highness one more time . . .”

      “Is it the Royal that bothers you?” I ask, looking at him from more than a foot away, “Or the Highness?” I wink.

      He leans down and kisses me quickly. “You look tired.”

      “Just what every princess wants to hear on her coronation day.”

      He frowns. “You know what I mean. Couldn't you sleep? Or were you up late talking with Wesley?” Sam glances behind him and Wesley throws him two thumbs up.

      “My lack of sleep had nothing to do with Wesley. Does he have rings under his eyes?”

      Sam squeezes my hand. “I'm sorry.”

      When we reach the white non-palace, swarms of ladies descend. Within a few moments, they've shoved me into the shower, dried me off afterward—which was unspeakably awkward— before they applied makeup, and my hair’s been twisted up into a complicated, curly mass of tendrils on top of my head. Tiny, sparkly, red beads are threaded throughout next, which takes even longer than I worried it would.

      When I hear a knock at the door to my anteroom, they're busy stuffing me into an ivory sheath dress. Again, tiny rubies have been sewn into the bodice, this time into the shapes of delicate flowers. I have almost no curves naturally, but when I glance in the mirror they've suddenly appeared. This dress might have been worth the million and one fittings.

      When the door opens, Josephine gasps. “Darling, you look absolutely stunning.”

      I flinch. “Maybe don’t say darling anymore?”

      She frowns like she never realized it was creepy. “I’ll try to remember, but sometimes I might forget. Like when I see you and you look more beautiful than I ever imagined something could.” Her hand flies to her heart and she inhales and exhales slowly.

      “It's like you think I'm getting married or something.”

      Josephine cups my face with her hand. “One day, dar—” she cuts off, and closes her eyes. When she opens them, she smiles at me. “It’s a hard habit to break, but I will.”

      “Thanks, and I’m in no rush on the marriage thing, you know.”

      She nods. “I figured, but one day it will happen, and that’ll be a happy day for me. For now, you're doing something even bigger in its own way. You're pledging before God to care for His people. You're promising those people that you'll make sure our community stays safe and things will run smoothly. This matters.”

      I don’t bother telling her all people should be God’s people, or that I don’t want to make any pledges of any kind. I don’t say a word about any of it on the ride over to the Assembly Hall. It feels like I never talk to my mom about anything of substance, but we’d hardly have time for a fruitful conversation here.

      When the van pulls to a stop, I close my eyes and breathe in and out a few times slowly. The enormous building looks exactly the same on the outside, but when we walk inside it’s barely recognizable. Gone are the podium and tables, replaced with baskets and bins of roses. Lilies and birds of paradise spill from vases, and tumbling wisteria flows over the edges of nearly every inch of the formerly bare stage. I thought I wouldn't care about the flowers, but I spent way too many years in charge of our greenhouse not to be a little filled with awe. Some of the flowers I’ve only ever seen in picture books.

      Unfortunately, when I really look around the white lilies remind me of an arrangement that we took with us after my father died. We didn’t stay for his funeral, which I now know was because we were on the run, but that arrangement bumped and jounced along in the car with us for hundreds of miles. It makes me wonder whether Rhonda will need a funeral service. And then I think about whether anyone will bring flowers to that.

      My throat closes up, and I can barely breathe.

      Luckily the ceremony begins, so I don't need to speak to anyone. For most of the time I stand as still as the hothouse flowers. When my mom walks toward me with a heavy-looking golden tiara resting on a pillow, I start, my eyes blinking, adrenaline pumping through my veins. This is about to happen. I repeat the words they give to me, a pledge to uphold the word of God and establish His order among His people. Then everyone in the room bows and mutters a different oath back to me in unison. To serve, protect and obey.

      After they all rise, I'm supposed to walk to the front of the stage and say a few words. Josephine said I'm supposed to reassure them that I'll lead them wisely and under the direction of Providence.

      My feet move but when I reach the microphone stand at the front of the stage, all my ideas of what to say have fled. I look slowly from one end of the room to the other. The assembly hall usually holds nearly ten thousand chairs, but for today, the chairs were removed and there are more than twice as many people, all standing. Many of the faces swimming before my eyes are tear streaked. Most of those are female.

      A female monarch and a young one at that.

      Every face turns toward me with longing and hope. They may not be my people, but they aren't villains, either. These people aren't David Solomon or Sawyer Blevins. These faces in front of me want to do what's right. They need guidance in finding the right path, but they’re looking for it. Inexplicably and undeservedly, they're looking to me for that guidance. I won't preach Sunday sermons, but I'd be a fool to miss the chance to tell them the few things I do know.

      “Thank you, every one of you, for coming today and honoring me with your presence. Even with the removal of the chairs, it's my understanding that only a small fraction of the residents of Galveston were able to attend. And even if all of the Galveston Island residents could be here, there would be many, many more citizens from seven other Ports and many other settlements who are still unable to attend. I owe the same duty to each of them that I do to you, a duty of care, a duty of equality. A duty of faith. I want you to know that I don't take that duty lightly.”

      I lift the crown from my head and turn it around until I'm looking at it, the jewels sparkling in my hands from the lights directed at the stage.

      “This crown shouldn't be mine. I’m not better than any of you.”

      The crowd gasps.

      “A crown on my head makes it look like I'm somehow more important than you. It makes it seem like you're honoring me for some reason when really, my only job is to keep all of you safe, well fed, happy and healthy. And doesn't each of us have a duty to make the world a better place for ourselves, for our families, for our neighbors and for our children? We should aim to leave them a legacy of which we can be proud. My goal today and every day is to clean up the mess we made, or the mess our parents made. I want to leave something better than this for our children, something cleaner, and something brighter. A world where we don’t huddle behind closed walls, where we don’t see everyone different from us as a threat to be eliminated. I think if you'll all trust me, if you'll all follow your excellent hearts, we can march toward a more Godly community every day, one small step at a time.”

      I place the crown back on my head.

      “If you happen to run into me on the street, or see me here on Sunday and I'm not wearing this crown or any other, because I hope I never am, I want you to know why. It isn't that I don't respect what you've fought to establish here. It’s not that I’m not grateful for the respect and trust you’ve shown me. It's that I don't want to be different or better than any of you. I want us to all be pulling forward together. Sometimes you need one person in the front, directing the efforts to make that happen. It helps keep everyone going the same way, but it doesn't mean I'm better or that God loves me more. The same is true for our brothers and sisters living in Baton Rouge and in every Marked settlement. It's also true of the people living in Unmarked cities, towns and settlements. We're all human and we're all valuable to God. If you'll help me, we can set things straight again. A few days ago I indicated that I felt my father made a mistake.”

      I glance behind me at the Port Heads. I make eye contact with Sawyer, and with Rosa, smiling broadly. I turn back to the assembled citizens.

      “I want you to know that David Solomon was not perfect. I am not perfect. I'll make mistakes, just like you do. If we didn't make mistakes, we wouldn't need God to forgive us. But we all do need that. The important thing is that when we make mistakes, we own up to them. I promise I'll admit when I'm wrong and I hope you'll all forgive me. If you will, if we all pull the same direction, I doubt there's much we can't do. Together we're stronger.  United we're enough. Equal, one and all.”

      I take the crown back off and hand it back to Josephine. Then I lean toward the microphone.

      “I’ll have my mom hang on to the crown for me. We don't need riches and fancy flowers, no matter how pretty they may be. I'll do the work if you will. Together, United, Equal.”

      The crowd cheers wildly, and I walk off stage. Instead of heading for the limousine out back, I slip past Sam and Adam and a few other guards and walk toward the front. People reach out their hands for me, touching my hip, my thigh, my hands, my arms, and my shoulders. Others step back, or bow, or crouch down low.

      I lift them up, one at a time. I look them in the eyes.

      I spend over an hour meeting the people of Galveston, because I need to see the faces of people I'm using to help the Marked. I need to make sure they’re behind me, and right now, while Rhonda may have been sacrificed, I need images in my mind of people who won't load up guns and drive to Baton Rouge. Identities of people who will care and serve instead of hate and kill. I need to believe that if Rhonda did die, as I fear she may have, that death means something.

      I'm exhausted after the Coronation, but there's too much to get done for me to take a break. Once we reach Josephine's white-columned home, I walk to the stupid Garden Room, which has become our informal conference room of sorts. Wesley, Sam, Josephine and Adam trail me.

      I wave everyone else out of the room, including maids, guards and butlers. Once they're all gone, I take a seat. “Sit everyone, please.”

      Sam sits to my right and Wesley to my left. Adam and my mom take the seats on either side of them.

      “Why are we here?” Wesley asks.

      I force a smile. “Funny you should ask, because Wes, I need a favor. A big one.”

      He points at me. “You want to leave me here, don't you?”

      I shrug. “You're the only one who has experience as a ruler. None of the rest of us know what to do.”

      Wesley barks a laugh. “You're kidding, right? I've never led so much as a book club. Your mom, on the other hand, has ruled for over a decade.”

      Josephine frowns. “I never ruled. David handled everything that mattered, from meetings to ceremonies.”

      “All of which you've been present for and observed first hand, which means you know a million times more than any of us.” Wesley shoves his chair back from the table. “I don't want to stay. There must be a better option. Besides, you need my help managing Rafe, and, for the record, no one here likes me, not like they like you. Speaking of, where in the heck did all that come from? The last time you had to speak in public, you tripped on your shoelace and ate a handful of gravel.”

      “I guess I needed a topic that mattered to me.”

      He shakes his head. “You were amazing, but none of those people want me. I’m not their glorious, egalitarian leader.”

      I place my hand over his. “But you're her best friend.”

      Wesley exhales heavily.

      Adam raises his hand and I suppress a laugh. He's got to be older than me, but I swear he acts like a little boy sometimes and I just want to hug him. “Yes, what Adam?”

      “Why are you talking about who's staying? Staying where?”

      I sigh. “I brought you in here because I trust all of you.”

      Sam squeezes my knee, clearly not ready to include Adam, but I brush his hand off. I can’t distrust everyone forever.

      “No one wants me to trust you Adam, but for some reason I find that I do. People I have faith in are in short supply. What I haven't confessed to anyone here in Galveston yet is that I stumbled across some very promising research. We think it could be used to develop a cure for Tercera. As you know, the suppressant has failed for most of the Marked. Time is of the essence, and sadly only my cousin Job and I know enough to decipher and replicate the research.”

      Adam bites his lip. “You're saying only a seventeen year old girl knows enough to replicate this research? Pardon me for questioning you, Your Royal Highness, but how is no one else better prepared for this task?”

      I shrug. “The man who raised me, who I thought was my father until very recently, was the foremost scientist on viruses in America, Before. It's his work we plan to pursue. His sister, my cousin's Job’s mother, would do a better job, but she's gone missing. Wesley's right that we might need his help to find her, or at least his dad's help. Until we do locate her, my cousin and I are all we've got. The Marked kids' only hope, so to speak.”

      “You're planning to leave now? The same day you were crowned?” Adam's eyes judge me.

      Get in line, buddy.

      “If Wesley won't stay here in my place, I'll have no choice but to make my mom a regent.” I turn toward Josephine and look her in the eyes. “I need you to rule for me until I can get this sorted.”

      Josephine shakes her head. “They won't listen to me. I've sat along the sidelines for too long. I won't do you any good.”

      I'm worried she's right. I've seen how the Port Heads look at her. I look up at the ceiling, exasperated. “Wesley, you have to do it. There's no one else.”

      “What about Sam?” Wesley asks.

      Sam cocks his head to the side. “You're going to keep her safe while she travels?”

      Wesley fumes. “This is so unfair. I know nothing about WPN, nothing about being a regent, and nothing about the beach.”

      He's grasping at straws. “You've trained to lead people your entire life. You're smart, you're resourceful, you're funny and you're a natural leader.”

      He fumes. “I hope my dad's willing to help you find your aunt without me there to encourage it.”

      I do wish he could come with us, but my mom can't do this alone.

      We need someone who understands WPN, the political structure, the major players, and their belief system. Someone who can hold his or her own against the Port Heads. Someone I can trust to make sure the Cleansing doesn't happen. If my position crumbles the second I leave, then I wasted my time here.

      Then I risked Rhonda's life for nothing.

      Everything around me is a house of cards, one sneeze away from collapse. Sam clears his throat and I glance his way. He tosses his head toward Adam.

      He's from here and he knows the players. I trust him. He's sworn vows to me he seems to take seriously. He doesn't know everything, but he knows enough.

      “Adam,” I say. “What about you? Could you stand in as Regent?” He's good looking. The girls certainly like him.

      His jaw drops. “I'm a guard. I couldn't possibly.”

      “You're the Captain of my guard, voted in by the confidence of your co-workers in spite of your youth. Sworn to protect and obey me.”

      He shakes his head. “I can't. I won't.”

      “Why not?” I ask.

      Adam looks down at his hands. “I should've told you right away.”

      My eyebrows draw together. “What should you have told me right away?” I hate secrets. If anyone ever throws me a surprise party, I might spit on them.

      He exhales heavily. “Because I didn't quite rise in the ranks on my own merits, not entirely.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      He frowns. “A long time ago, when my mom was young, she found out she had pancreatic cancer. The doctors couldn't do anything and told her it was terminal. She tried a lot of treatments. She was so young. Ultimately, she met a man who claimed to be a faith healer.”

      Josephine gasps and something in my stomach feels a little queasy. Where's he going with this?

      “He healed her and she was grateful. So grateful, she, well, let's just say he took advantage of her gratitude. She thought they would eventually get married, but a year or two after I was born, he met someone else. Someone from a reputable family. Someone classy, with money and a pedigree.”

      Adam won't meet my eyes. “What are you saying?”

      He looks up, his light blue eyes meeting my own. “My father married your mother instead of mine.”

      “What?” I ask. “I don't understand. You're saying David Solomon's your dad? And that he healed your mom?”

      He shakes his head. “I've looked into it. I think Mom was misdiagnosed and really only had chronic pancreatitis. It improved some when he changed her diet. She credited him with healing her, but she suffered from pain and malnutrition her entire life.”

      “So, that means . . .”

      He nods. “I'm your older brother.”

      “Instead of admitting you were his son, he did what? He made you a guard?” I ask.

      “He didn't even do that, not at first. When Tercera showed up, he called Mom and told her it was a real threat. He sent her money from time to time. She was one of the first to join his community out here.” Adam looks at his hands. “He visited us regularly. When my mother finally passed a few years ago, he made sure I had opportunities to advance.”

      I turn toward Josephine, searching her face for confirmation. She stares at the window, her eyes glassy.

      “Why should I believe you?” Solomon said he had other children, illegitimate ones, but for some reason I assumed they were young. Younger, at least.

      “You didn't have much time with him and he wasn't himself, since he was infected. Even so, it was probably enough.” Adam meets my gaze, his eyes ice blue, angry, bitter. “David Solomon beat my mother regularly. He came to visit and if everything wasn't perfect, if the tea was too cold, or if Mom said the wrong thing.” He shakes his head. “He'd take my mom into another room and close the door. I realized what was happening when I was six. Mother told me not to say a word and never to tell anyone she knew him. I didn't know he was my father until I was older, much older.”

      Josephine turns toward Adam, her eyes teary. “I'm sorry. I swear I didn't know.”

      He looks back down at his hands. “I grew nearly a foot in between most of his visits. They weren't frequent and they grew even less common as my mother grew sicker. By the time I was sixteen, mother was bedridden. I met him at the door when he showed up. I told him if he didn't turn around and leave and never come back, I'd tell everyone I knew about his visits. I'd tell them about Mom's bruises, that they weren't from her illness. No one would believe me, but I meant what I said. I would've told them.”

      He's lucky Solomon didn't kill him.

      I look into Adam's eyes and something passes between us, something I can't describe in words. It's like looking into a mirror that shows the future and the past at once. It's enough to convince me that Adam's telling the truth. I glance at Josephine, and I realize she believes him too.

      For the first time it hits me, really hits me. Adam and I have more siblings out there. Siblings I may never even know. I shake my head to clear that train of thought. No time to deal with that yet, but I do send up a small prayer to God that maybe, just maybe, some of them will turn out like Adam and me, and not like their father.

      “I hate to say this,” Wesley says, “because I like you, Adam, I really do. Even more now that I know you're Ruby's half brother, but Rubes. You can't leave a legitimate heir to the throne behind to rule for you. It's not a good plan.”

      “Why?” I ask. “Because I have so many other options?”

      “Fine,” he says. “I could've helped locate Anne or navigated things with the Marked, but I'll stay. Because otherwise, odds are he'll be wearing that crown when you return. The Port Heads aren't fond of you and they'll jump at the chance to replace you.”

      Adam shakes his head. “I know you don't know me, but—”

      I stand up. “I do know you, actually. You grew up just like me, without a dad. And recently, without a mom too. You learned as you grew that your father wasn't who you hoped he was. Instead of caring for you, he broke you a little inside every day. But I also know that those things don't define us. Which is why I'm leaving you to rule in my place. I trust you to prevent the Port Heads from attacking the Marked, and I trust you to serve the people here and prepare to help the Marked, whether we can cure them or not.”

      Wesley shakes his head. “This is a mistake.”

      “Then leave us jointly in charge and let Adam help me.” Josephine stands up, squares her shoulders and lifts her chin.

      “One of you can deal with the Sunday sermons?” I ask. “Those seem to be a big deal.”

      Josephine smiles. “I've handled one or two before when David was ill.”

      “I don't like speaking in front of people,” Adam says, “but I know the Bible well enough to prepare something.”

      Josephine puts her hand on my upper arm. “I'll be the official Regent, and Adam can be my Co-Regent so you don’t even need to announce your relationship, not until you’re ready. How's that? Between the two of us, we'll take care of things.”

      I shrug. “And Adam, if you turn out to be better at public speaking than you think and you love ruling? Well, I still don't want a crown so maybe we can make this permanent.”

      He shakes his head. “No thanks. I'd rather no one ever know about my dad. I wish I didn't know about him.”

      “All I'm saying is, don't massacre anyone and we'll be just fine. If this gig grows on you, we can talk. Deal?” I hold out my hand to shake.

      Adam walks around the table and pulls me out of the chair and into his cantaloupe-sized arms. My brother hugs me for a good thirty seconds. For the first time since Rafe's message, I actually feel a flicker of joy.
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      “We need to leave right now.” I stomp.

      I want to leave the second everything’s settled on Sunday night, but Sam insists driving all night isn't very safe.

      “With the state of roads these days, it’s an unnecessary risk,” he says. “I won’t trade your life for Rhonda’s.”

      “Besides,” Wesley says. “I hate to point out the grotesque, but if Rafe decided to kill her for missing a deadline it’s already done. Tonight or tomorrow won’t make a difference.”

      I go a few rounds, but ultimately my heart isn’t in it. They’re right. It’s already too late. I made my decision and I have to live with it. I spent all afternoon meeting with Port Heads and sending them scurrying out with an earful that was appropriately tailored to their individual brand of nonsense. I swear, each request they made was more idiotic than the last. Now that’s done, if I’m not leaving right away,  I may as well pack. My mother comes in to help me.

      The last time I left Galveston, I didn't make it out with so much as a stick of gum. This time Josephine wants to load me up with an elephant, six leaping lords, six cars and the trunks to load them all down.

      “It's too much stuff, Mom. I don't need any of this.” I lift a billowy, blood red ball gown off the bed and shove it at her. “I don't even know where this came from, much less what I might ever do with it.”

      “You always need at least one ball gown. You never know what event might necessitate its use.”

      I throw my hands in the air. “Where do you get this stuff? Is there some kind of book? One that’s called A Princess's Guide to Overpacking? I will never, ever need a ball gown again. Period.”

      Josephine frowns. “You don’t want to be a monarch, I know. You’d rather pretend that you’re a nobody with no power, and then you can do as you please. I’m glad you show the insight that this job shouldn’t be about perks but about works. But I will share one truth that you’re going to disregard at your peril: you never know when you might need a ball gown.”

      I huff. I puff. My mom does not budge.

      I could've packed in fifteen minutes on my own. With Josephine's help it takes me two hours, and even so, the next morning I realize I almost forgot my dad’s journal. I shove the messenger bag I took from Solomon's office into my huge duffel at the last second. There’s barely room thanks to the stupid ball gown. Sam and Wesley are loading our stuff into a huge white jeep with large, chunky-treaded tires when I notice movement from the corner of my eye.

      Adam's walking toward me in full uniform, with twelve more guards behind him. They look like a flock of geese, and I do not want to talk to him because I know exactly what he’s going to say.

      Everyone always told me siblings were annoying and I thought they were crazy. But now that I know Adam's my brother, he listens to me less and he’s far more persistent when I tell him no. As the Chief of the Palace Guard, he insisted on four guards keeping me in their sight at all times. I figured since he was staying in Galveston, I could leave without any uniformed shadows in attendance. I'm tired of tripping over people every time I turn around.

      “Adam.” I shake my head preemptively. “You better not be about to say what I think you're going to say.”

      He shrugs. “Have a nice trip?”

      I frown. “Why do you have all those guards with you? I already have four here, and I wanted to talk to you about that. I don't need guards where I'm headed. In fact, anything that draws attention to who I am will be bad. It'll make me more unsafe.”

      Adam acts like he didn't even hear me. “You'll need to take enough that they can take shifts, obviously. I wanted fifty soldiers, but Sam thought that would stand out.”

      My jaw drops. “You think? Have you lost your mind?”

      Wesley clears his throat. “I'm with Ruby. The less people notice us, the better. Especially since we’re headed for Marked territory and they know you guys were thinking of wiping them out. A small army of gun toting zealots might be poorly received.”

      Sam’s completely nonplussed, his voice calm, his eyes steady on mine. “I’m glad to hear you two are now experts in security.”

      I put a hand on my hip. “I was right about Marking our foreheads when we left that church.”

      Adam’s eyes dart from Wesley to Sam, and then over to me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You Marked your forehead? Why?”

      I sigh. “I’ll catch you up on our long and eventful trip out here later.”

      “We do have a lot of catching up to do.” Adam’s mouth turns up into a half grin and I almost lean over to hug him.

      I’m not sure why it’s so much easier for me to like Adam than Josephine. I want to like her, but it’s complicated.

      “I did speak to your mother last night,” Adam says.

      My eyebrows rise. “About?”

      He bites his lip and I realize he’s nervous for some reason. “I’d like to come with you myself.”

      I exhale. “We’ve talked about this.”

      “I find that I’m more worried about keeping you safe than I am about retaining your power here,” Adam says. “And your mother agreed. She feels competent to look after the affairs of state while we’re gone.”

      Sam walks up behind me, his arms wrapping around mine. I smile and lean back against him. “I will be safe,” I say. “Sam will be with me.”

      Adam nods. “I’m relieved to know he will, but no one can be everywhere all the time.”

      I lean forward until my mouth is only a foot away from Adam’s ear. “Not to impugn you guys in any way, but Sam could have taken out your whole base. And he took six gunshots and kept on swinging.”

      Adam’s eyebrow rises. “If lying in a puddle and nearly dying counts as swinging. . .”

      “Look,” I whisper, “your men make me insane. I trip over Frank every single time I get up to go pee, I'm not kidding.”

      Adam barks a laugh that sounds almost like a cough. “I'll talk to him or if you insist, I'll replace him, but you can't leave everyone here and sneak off. You’re the queen of World Peace Now, whether you like it or not.”

      “Wait,” Wesley says, “she's queen of World Peace Now? Or did you mean to say that now she's the queen of world peace? Because being queen of world peace would be kind of awesome, I’m just saying.”

      Adam and the other guards standing behind him all frown.

      Wesley leans against the side of the jeep and rolls his eyes upward. “Nobody appreciates comedy here. It's a confusing name, that’s my point. It would be so much easier if you said WPN, plus it sounds like weapon, which is cool with you guys, right? “

      Adam turns toward me. “What's he talking about?”

      “I'm trying to point out a few small improvements you could make around here while we’re gone,” Wesley says. “You'd think people would be grateful. Once you’re around it enough, you stop noticing what things sound dumb.”

      I can barely see it over my shoulder, but Sam’s grinning at Adam in a way that unsettles me. It’s like Sam genuinely likes him.

      “It's good to have someone else around,” Sam says, “who gets how annoying Wesley is. Ruby, for some reason, finds him charming.”

      “Enough distracting me, all of you.” I huff. “Quadrupling the guards because I'm leaving makes no sense. We're trying to move quickly.”

      Adam says, “Two vehicles will arrive just as quickly as one. Like I said, you're queen. You have solid, reliable equipment now.”

      “Yes, I am queen, and that means I'm the boss, so what I say goes. And I only want Sam, Wesley and I to head for Baton Rouge. Alone.”

      Adam stomps his black combat boot, almost like a toddler, if toddlers wore uniforms with semi-automatic weapons in their holsters. “I'm the one who has to answer to the Port Heads when they ask for updates on your charitable mission. You’re supposed to be determining what aid needs to be rendered to the Marked. Which means I don't care whether you want them along or not. There's no way I can mollify the Port Heads unless I can assure them you're adequately protected.” He lowers his voice to a whisper. “Besides, they know you're leaving, and I don't trust them not to try something themselves. I'd send several hundred men, myself included, if you'd let me.”

      “Oh good grief.” I scowl.

      Sam lets me go and steps back. “He has a point. I'm good, but I can't do much if one of them sends a small army, and whether you want to be queen or not, you are now. People noticed so acting like it didn't happen isn't realistic.”

      “So fifty people?” Adam asks.

      I open my mouth to argue.

      “Twelve is fine,” Sam says. “But make sure they’re your best.”

      “Plus the standard four, for a total of sixteen?” Adam purses his lips before saying, “It’s my final offer.”

      “Whatever,” I say. “That’s fine.”

      “It’s because I care about you.” Adam steps closer, and his arms reach out for me. “I just got a sister. I don’t want to lose her.”

      I stiffen when Adam pulls me in for a hug, but he’s my brother. The only good thing Solomon ever did for me was give me family. I soften a little and squeeze Adam around his ribs as tightly as I can.

      “You be careful here too, okay?” I pull back and look at his face.

      He nods. “I’ll be fine.”

      “So will I.” I climb into the jeep and close the door, but I poke my head out of the window. “But Frank’s not coming right?”

      Adam laughs. Why does he laugh? I figure it out when Frank climbs eagerly into the jeep next to me. I glare at Adam and he only smiles back at me. I’m too embarrassed to kick Frank out myself.

      Once we start down the road toward Baton Rouge, all the packing and guard negotiation behind us, I wish I could go back and do it all over again. With no one to snarl at or cajole, I have nothing else to think about.

      Except Rhonda.

      Did Rafe kill her like he said he would? Did he spare her? If he did has she been punished? Rafe likes her and he's basically a good person, right? He wouldn't really. . .  I try not to think about it. Wesley knows I'm fretting and Sam must too, because they joke and laugh and tell stories in the front seat, while I mope and stare at the trees out the side window from the back seat.

      “Are you hungry or thirsty?” Frank asks.

      I grit my teeth. “I’m fine, thanks.” Then I feel guilty for being annoyed. I can’t even describe what bothers me about him, but he sets me on edge.

      The drive itself is uneventful. We navigate around potholes and debris. With eight guards in the van in front of us, we don't even have to clear tree branches or other blockages. We just sit and wait until they've cleared the area. Periodically one of the seven guards in the van behind us waves at me. I roll my eyes and wave back to show them I'm fine.

      We stop halfway to eat the sandwiches we brought with us and let everyone stretch their legs. Sam leans against a tree and I lean against him. After I've finished mine, I close my eyes and snuggle into his chest. With his arms wrapped around me and his breath in my hair, I almost forget about Rhonda. Almost.

      “Is everyone done eating?” Wesley asks.

      When heads start nodding, I hop up to go pee. I've gone ten feet when I notice a guard following me. It's friggin' Frank, of course. “Umm, I'm going to pee. I might want to do that alone.”

      He salutes and turns back to the group. Being a queen sucks.

      Frank won't meet my eyes when I stomp back to the jeep. “Hold on for a moment.” I shout so the men will all hear me as they're loading back up into their vans. “We're headed into Marked territory, and while I'm impressed by your bravery, and willingness to risk infection, I want to prepare you as well as possible beforehand.”

      Sam smiles.

      I pull out the set of syringes I made Adam bring me at the last minute when he insisted on sending all these soldiers. “God told me that if I'll share a bit of my . . . uh, my blessed blood with you, he will protect you too.”

      Wesley chuckles and I ignore him.

      Once the sixteen guards have been inoculated, we load up for the rest of the drive to Baton Rouge. I feel like I'm driving to my own execution, watching the miles roll by one at a time, biting my lip and tapping the window in intervals. I wish God did talk to me, or even better, listen to me. Maybe then I'd feel better about Rhonda. As I stare off into the trees flying past, I notice something that's most definitely not a tree. It's a man, waving wildly at us from the underbrush. At first I ignore him. Lone individuals in the wilderness aren't common now, and they almost never carry good news.

      Except I recognize him. It's Uncle Dan.

      “Stop the car,” I say.

      Wesley glances behind me and then Sam does too. Their eyes widen.

      “How'd I miss him?” Sam asks.

      “I imagine he was hiding until he realized who we were.”

      “How could he know?” Wesley asks.

      Sam pulls the Jeep over and twists around in his seat. He reaches back and pulls on one of my ringlets. “Not many people have hair like this.”

      The van ahead of us slowed when we did, and now it spins in a terrifyingly tight circle to loop back around. The guards pour out of both vehicles when I open my door. Every one of them has a gun drawn, all of them aimed at my uncle. He slows his run toward me and holds up both hands, palms out.

      “Calm down.” I say. “He's my uncle. He means us no harm.”

      Uncle Dan walks slowly toward me and one by one, my overzealous guards turned soldiers lower their weapons. Once we're within a few paces of one another, I can tell that his forehead's clear. I breathe a sigh of relief and jog the last few steps. He pulls me into a huge hug and for the first time in weeks, I feel completely safe. Now that he's here, he can take care of everything. Uncle Dan's always been larger than life, or death for that matter. Two time sharp shooting Olympic gold medalist. Owner of a booming security firm Before, and head of Defense in Port Gibson since he arrived. Everyone either loves him, fears him, or respects him. Sometimes all three. If anyone can make things right, it's Uncle Dan.

      About ten seconds into my stupidly long hug, I remember that he's going to hate me as soon as I tell him about Rhonda. I pull away, bracing myself against his reaction. I wrack my brain, looking for any way to explain things that he might possibly understand.

      Before I can figure out where to begin, he opens his mouth. “I need your help.” His voice cracks on the word help and I take a good look at my unbreakable uncle. His lank hair falls in his face. His jacket's torn, his gloves are missing and his nails have been bitten to the quick. His pants are muddy almost up to his knees, and he's got a knapsack slung over his shoulder but it looks almost empty. No wonder my guards freaked out.

      My uncle has always been a granite slab: solid, cool and firm. Only, now it's like his slab cracked. Tiny fissures threaten to break him into pieces. I almost can't process his words. My uncle, the superman who raised me in the middle of an apocalypse and never faltered, is begging for my help?

      The world doesn't make sense anymore. I want to collapse into a huddle and cry, but I don't. Because that's not who I am, not anymore. I survived the discovery that my dad was a liar and a kidnapper. He created the virus that killed the world. And I powered through the bombshell that he wasn't really my father, and the news that my mother didn't die in childbirth and is in fact still alive today. I survived Marked attacks, an abusive biological father and recently I outsmarted his power hungry political enemies.

      I can do whatever my uncle needs too. My voice doesn't waver when I ask, “What's wrong?”

      My uncle looks even more pathetic when his shoulders slump, which I hadn't realized was possible. “Your aunt, she was Marked in that attack back in Port Gibson.”

      I nod my head. “I know. Sam told me.”

      Uncle Dan reaches out and clasps Sam's gloved hands in his own bare ones. “Thank you for taking care of her Sam. I can never repay you. Never.”

      Sam shakes his head.

      “What you don't know,” my Uncle says, “is that we travelled to the Marked community near Port Gibson.”

      I nod. “I did know that, actually. You found some anomalies there. The hormonal suppressant was failing, but not in a way that makes any sense.”

      Uncle Dan's mouth clicks shut. “Yes. How did you—”

      “I've been to Baton Rouge,” I say, “and we met Rafe. I think Aunt Anne noticed the same thing that Job and I did.”

      “Wait,” Uncle Dan's head swivels wildly. “Where's Job? Is he here?”

      I shake my head. “He's still in Baton Rouge. We're headed back there now.” A lump rises in my throat and I can't say anything else.

      Sam takes my hand in his. He understands.

      Wesley clears his throat. “Hello, sir. I was in Baton Rouge too, with Rafe, but never in quite the same place as your wife. I haven't seen her since that night in Port Gibson, but I heard she requested records and samples of the suppressant that stopped working. When last we were in Baton Rouge, Job worried the suppressant wasn't really failing. He suspected that somehow the suppressant was tampered with or replaced prior to delivery. He knew his mother would never do that.”

      My uncle digs the toe of his black boot into a clod of dirt. “Of course she wouldn't. But she saw the pills, and they weren't the ones she made. Someone switched them for prenatal vitamins for some reason, and she felt there might be time yet for a handful of the children to go back on if we could locate enough of the real suppressant. She rushed back to tell someone in Port Gibson.”

      The muscles in his jaw tighten and loosen, tighten and loosen. “They charged her with assault with intent to infect when she tried to talk to someone in town. When she begged them to find me, they charged her with a felony. She's already been tried and they found her guilty. No one would even listen to why she returned, and they didn't care that she never touched anyone. She's being executed in five days.”

      Wesley exhales and rubs his eyes with his hands. “My dad?”

      Uncle Dan nods. “And after I never pursued you when you almost Marked Ruby.”

      Wesley swears.

      Uncle Dan says. “Sam, you have to come back with me and talk to your dad for us. He's the only one who can stop this now. Please, I'm begging you. She didn't do anything wrong. She didn't touch anyone. She was only trying to help the Marked kids.”

      Three days to save Rhonda. Three more to save Job, one of which is already gone. And the reason for Rafe's pressure weighs even heavier. I have no idea how much time we have left before my antibodies won't be able to help these kids. The further they progress, the less my blood can do for them.

      I'm needed in Baton Rouge.

      But there are only five days until my aunt dies. Sam needs to plead for clemency with his dad. If there is a God, he has a terrible sense of justice and an even worse sense of timing. I'd like to tell him a thing or two.

      “We can't go with you.” I try to say it loudly, but it comes out as the barest whisper.

      “Why not?” Uncle Dan glances around, as if really registering the men surrounding us for the first time.

      “Are these soldiers from WPN?”

      I sit down on the edge of the road and put my face in my hands. I need to tell my uncle what's going on, but I can't have these guards listening in. “I need some privacy, guys. Why don't you secure the perimeter for a minute?”

      Braden, the broad shouldered, raven-haired guard Adam put in charge, salutes me. He barks out commands, and the men follow, ducking away one at a time.

      Uncle Dan watches quietly. “Sixteen WPN guards follow your commands?”

      “You never mentioned that WPN's leader was my biological father. Did you know?”

      Uncle Dan frowns. “Your dad told us that was a lie.”

      “You knew his wife was my mother?”

      Uncle Dan sinks down next to me. He rubs his hands across the bristle covering his jaw. He clears his throat, but finally he says, “Yes.”

      Sam walks around us and sits down on my other side.

      “You knew she was alive,” I ask, “because you saw her on broadcasts?”

      He nods.

      “You didn't think I might want to know who my mom was and that she survived Tercera?”

      He throws his hands in the air. “What a child wants, it’s not something you worry about much when you’re trying to keep them alive. When you’re raising them.”

      I fume.

      “You have a right to be angry with us,” Uncle Dan says, “But we concealed the information from you with a purpose. Anne didn’t want to tell you about her while she was still with him. Don told us he was the worst kind of man. Ill-tempered, manipulative, deceitful, and even abusive.”

      “Dad was right. Although his name was Donald Carillon. You could’ve been honest with me about that, at least. My own last name?” I shake my head.

      Uncle Dan’s brow furrows and I feel guilty for being angry. “It all sort of ran together and to maintain the pretense, we had to remember all of it.” He runs his hand through his hair. “I don’t know if what we did was right. I suppose only you can decide that, but we thought it was right at the time. You've met your mother, I take it?”

      “I have and she hasn't had an easy time. Dad was right. David Solomon was. . .” I whistle.

      “Was?”

      Sam sits close enough that our thighs touch. His support buoys me.

      “Josephine shot him,” I say.

      Uncle Dan's eyebrows rise. “And now the guards are following you around because?”

      “Unfortunately because I'm their new queen. Look, the point is—”

      Uncle Dan splutters. “I'm sorry, did you say you're the new queen? Of WPN?”

      I sigh. “Yep, I am.”

      He looks from Wesley to Sam and back to me again. “I don't understand.”

      “It's a whole long story, but the point is, we did find my dad's old study the first time we went, and Dad did have another journal there. The headline news is that Dad injected me with a powerful shot of antibodies which render me immune to Tercera.”

      Uncle Dan beams. “That's great. You can cure Anne!” He cranes around to look at Wesley. “I assume she already cured you?”

      Wesley bobs his head. “She did. Which is why we were attacking, trying to tell you guys. It’s why we kept asking for her. I was her first save at the Last Supper, among other firsts.” He winks at me, joking about being my first kiss.

      Sam's body stiffens next to me, and he scowls at Wesley.

      Wes has got to stop poking Sam’s buttons.

      “I wish we’d listened to you instead of seeing you as a threat.”

      So many things could have been avoided. So much time could’ve been saved. If Wesley hadn't Marked me and I hadn't healed him and he hadn't tried to reach me, my aunt wouldn't be Marked. Actually, none of this would have happened. It's horrifying to realize how each of these small events led us to where we are now. Again, I've got some things to talk to the man upstairs about, if he's really up there. And if he really listens, which seems monumentally unlikely given the state of the world.

      But I’d never have met my mom or Adam. Solomon would still be terrorizing everyone, and probably eradicating Rafe and all his people in the next few days. Maybe some of it happened for a reason.

      “You have five days to save Aunt Anne,” I say. “And we want to help you, but I need to tell you something else first, because this isn’t our only deadline.”

      Uncle Dan's eyebrows draw together and his eyes focus, as if he’s putting puzzle pieces together finally. “Where are Job and Rhonda again?”

      I try to swallow the lump that forms whenever I think about Rhonda, but it's not working.

      Sam clears his throat. “The leader of the Marked is a guy named Rafe. Incidentally he's also my younger brother.”

      Uncle Dan's eyes widen. “Really?”

      Sam nods. “That's not relevant, though. Or I don't think it is.” Sam goes on to explain how I escaped Galveston the first time and then why I went back. He tells Uncle Dan about Rafe's ultimatum, and why I stayed on the island in spite of it to prevent the Cleansing.

      When Sam explains about the Test and David Solomon's edict, Uncle Dan closes his eyes. “Something happened and it took more than three days.”

      I nod, but his eyes remain closed so he can't see me. I force the lump down so I can speak. “Yes.”

      “Rhonda?”

      I force the words out. “I sent a messenger to Rafe, asking him for more time.”

      Uncle Dan opens his eyes. “And?”

      I shake my head.

      “Surely he wouldn't really kill her?” he asks. “What kind of leader would do that?”

      “A leader who thinks he has no other choice.” Wesley says. “A leader who started making hard decisions at the age of ten. He's all alone and no one's ever helped them.”

      “We go to Baton Rouge first,” Uncle Dan says. “And then we head back to Port Gibson. Sam, will you help? Your dad will be there for the execution.”

      Sam wraps one arm around my shoulder and kisses my forehead. “I won't leave Ruby and I doubt Rafe will let her leave Baton Rouge.”

      Uncle Dan frowns. “Amidst all these details, you didn't mention that the two of you are . . . well, what are you doing?”

      “Ruby's my girlfriend.”

      Uncle Dan glances at Wesley in confusion.

      Wesley snorts. “Don't look at me. I was as shocked as you.”

      “Well, okay.” Uncle Dan scratches his head. “I hope we can reason with your brother, Sam. Let's go find out. We haven't had a lick of luck in weeks. I think we're due.”

      Frank agrees to ride in the rear van so my uncle can ride with us. We reach Baton Rouge an hour before sunset. Armed guards stand near a barricade. Rafe's taking precautions. I'm glad, but I worry about the men Adam insisted I bring. I order them all to stand down and they actually listen. Without Adam around to countermand my every order, they're fairly well behaved.

      The Marked guards take their guns, but they don't take Sam's. Then they wave us through. Sam, under Wesley's direction, drives first this time, the Jeeps trailing after.

      Marked kids gather to watch us, exactly like the last time. But I recognize some of their faces today, and that almost makes it worse. Even though I see a few I know, I can't read their expressions. If I had to describe their set jaws, their dour brows and their flinty eyes, I'd say they look grim. I hope it means they're mad at me for taking so long. I hope it means they're scared the cure won't work. I hope it means anything but what I fear.

      Wesley points and Sam pulls up in front of the same hospital we parked near last time. When I see a reddish brown Mohawk moving toward us in the distance, my stomach ties in knots. It's Monday and I was due back Saturday. Rafe said he wouldn't wait. Was he lying?

      He walks straight over to the driver’s side window, but he doesn't walk up to Sam. He knocks on the glass separating me from him. I roll my window down.

      “Your Royal Highness,” he says. “So glad you condescended to come all the way down to Baton Rouge. I can see you brought an honor guard.”

      I frown. “I'm sorry it took so long, but I came as quickly as I could after ensuring the Cleansing wouldn't be pursued.”

      Rafe nods. “You did what you felt needed to be done.”

      I sigh with relief. “Oh good.”

      “I did what I had to do, too.”

      He didn't.

      Rafe turns on his heel and starts to walk down the main road. He calls out over his shoulder. “Please follow me. I see you have more people with you this time. We can bring some cots for everyone to the plasma center, or we can find them somewhere else to sleep. Up to you.”

      I open the door and practically run after him. “Don't do this. Don't play games with me Rafe. It's beneath you. Just tell me. Is Rhonda alive?”

      Rafe's words are clipped when he says, “I'm not playing games, and I won't apologize. This may feel like make-believe to you, but to the rest of us finding this cure is life and death, literally. I don't think you quite comprehend that.”

      I grab his hand. “Where is Rhonda?”

      Sam walks up behind me, and Uncle Dan too.

      Rafe lifts one eyebrow. “I don't make hollow threats, and I told you what would happen if you delayed. I executed Rhonda Orien at sunset on Saturday.”
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      I spit at Rafe. “What kind of monster are you?”

      Rafe wipes the spit from his face, and turns around to continue on his way as though nothing happened. Todd and the other six armed men walk right alongside him. I force myself to look at them, but I don't recognize anyone other than Todd. I'd feel more betrayed if Sean or some of the guards I met on our trip down to Galveston had been facing off against me.

      Sam’s voice is low and the words seem to sink into the ground around us as he speaks. “You really are our father's son, aren't you?”

      Rafe's shoulders stiffen, but he doesn't turn around, and he doesn't slow down.

      Sam's words remind me that I'm not the only person devastated by this news. I turn slowly toward Uncle Dan. I've never seen him cry. I've never even seen him angry. Aunt Anne screeched and squawked when I spilled coffee on her desk. She ranted when I forgot to clean my room or failed to water the garden. She cried when a chicken or a goat died. Uncle Dan only shrugged when Rhonda knocked the glass case off the mantel and it shattered, his Olympic gold medals sliding across the tile floor. Earlier today, when he told me Aunt Anne was being held, he looked fragile, human for the first time. I realized he might actually be susceptible to fear, to pain and to loss.

      He collapses to his knees now, hands balled into tight fists, tears streaking his face. His head shakes almost imperceptibly, and I realize he's not fragile anymore, he's not cracked. No, Uncle Dan is shattered. The desperation, exhaustion, and helplessness have travelled deep enough to decimate the core of who he was.

      “Why isn't he angry?” I whisper. “I was worried he'd attack Rafe.”

      Sam pulls me against him. “Rafe still controls Job. And if Dan attacks him, your uncle will be Marked too. Then he can't go back to save Anne. The strongest men know when to fight and when to fold, but it doesn't mean it's easy to do.”

      Why didn't I inoculate my uncle before we came? I can't even bear to look at him right now. I'm sure he blames me for Rhonda's death, because I blame myself.

      Something niggles at the back of my mind. A memory from last week before all the real chaos began. Solomon told me Sam was dead once when he wasn't. Maybe this isn't true either. Maybe Rafe's punishing us with this, making us think he killed Rhonda. He's a leader, a tough man, and although it would piss him off, he's not entirely unlike David Solomon.

      “Do you think he really did it?” I glance from Sam to Wesley. “Or could he be lying?”

      My hope withers on the vine when Wesley won't meet my eyes, but it's not entirely dead. No one knows him better than Wesley, but even he’s only known him a few weeks.

      I sprint down the path after Rafe, my desperate hope giving wings to my feet. Boots behind me drumming against the pavement tell me Sam, Wesley, and the guards are chasing after me. Good grief. I slow down until they catch up. Uncle Dan forces himself to his feet and hobbles along after us too. He looks ten years older than the man I remember in Port Gibson. At least catching up to me has given him purpose, and he's moving instead of slumped on the ground.

      By the time we catch up to Rafe, we're nearly to the plasma center.

      “Raphael.” I figure using his full given name might remind him that we know him, we know who he is, and his brother's here with us. His answers matter here.

      He stops moving, and spins on his booted foot. He raises one eyebrow.

      “I came to help you of my own volition,” I say. “I've been a friend to you and I offered whatever you needed. I only stayed longer in Galveston because it was the only way to ensure your people would be safe from WPN. I notified you with a messenger of the delay and my reasons for it. I risked my life that day to pass the test so I could end the threat of the Cleansing.”

      Rafe coughs. “My army protected you when you escaped Galveston. Without our help, you'd have been vulnerable to Solomon's pursuing guards. When you escaped, Sam was shot what? Six times? Without my men, you'd never have survived the day. After which, knowing your blood was our only hope, you still tried to sneak away from our camp. Only your guilt brought you back, and you jumped at the chance to return to Galveston to procure an allegedly valuable journal the following day.”

      “Allegedly valuable, yes, and I went back with your blessing. To save your brother.”

      Rafe sighs. “I'm glad Sam's here and relieved he's still alive.” He doesn't even glance at Sam and he shouldn't, because Sam loved Rhonda too. Sam's as angry as I am.

      “How could you do it?” I ask. “When you knew the reason for the delay? Did your heart stop beating when Tercera kicked into year two?”

      Rafe spins around, his eyes flashing. “You want to pretend your time in WPN wasn't the least bit motivated by power or luxury? You stayed for yourself, and you have only yourself to blame.”

      “I wanted to run from those insane lunatics after they told me I had to pass some Bible Exam. They would've killed me if I failed, which they set me up to do. I only stayed to help your people, you impatient, erratic, egomaniacal lunatic! Your rigid unwillingness to wait is on you.”

      Rafe steps toward me. “No one ever helps us. No one. They never have, not since the Marking. You aren't the perfect angel you imagine you are.”

      “We sent you the suppressant for years,” I say. “And supplies. I know because my aunt, the mother of the girl you shot, made that suppressant every month.”

      Rafe snorts. “The suppressant was a Band-Aid. The cure has never been a priority. The worst thing about Tercera is that it kills us too slowly. We all know we're dying, but there's never any rush, so the poor Marked kids never, ever come first. You've tossed pills at us from behind your walls for a decade, ignoring the fact that we're barely surviving. When we break an arm, we have to read outdated textbooks that detail how to set it, and bind it and then we have to muddle through the execution on our own. If that arm never works again, well that’s too bad. When one of us gets an infection, we guess which antibiotics to take, antibiotics we scrounge from old pharmacies, long since expired. No one cares about us, no one helps us, and that's how it's always been, so don't act like some kind of saint.”

      “I'm sorry the Unmarked ignored you. I'm sorry no one has helped you, and I don't claim to be a saint, but I've been trying. Basic triage rules require the most pressing issues to be prioritized. That's what I did a few days ago, knowing you might be insane enough to shoot my cousin. I did it because it's what Rhonda would've wanted.” I choke up and cough to clear my throat. I wipe my eyes and press on. “I'll continue to do the same now, even though you have clearly lost your mind. We have five days to save my aunt. She's going to be executed for trying to alert the Unmarked about the failure of the suppressants that kept you alive. She thought some of you might still be able to go back on them, if we could figure out where they were exchanged. She was tried for her trouble and is awaiting execution.”

      Rafe frowns. “We don't want to go back on the suppressants. I'm sorry she's awaiting execution. It's unfortunate, but it's one person. There are a hundred thousand of us.”

      My mouth drops open. “Unfortunate? It's tragic. And one life may not matter to you in general, but hers should. She may be the one person who could actually take my blood and create the solution I’m beginning to think you don’t deserve.”

      He shakes his head. “You aren't leaving, not for any reason.”

      “Rafe, I did what I did because we only had a few weeks to prevent the Cleansing, and we have months yet to figure out how to use my blood as a cure. My aunt has days. You must see that there's a difference.”

      “Wrong,” Rafe says. “Your aunt isn't the only person at risk right now. My people are dying every day. My friend Paul died on Saturday. Morgan died this morning. You don't care about them, but I do. I'm sick of everyone else's emergencies, every other person's problems mattering more than ours. We're your top priority today and every day until we have a solution. I did what I did because you need to understand, all of you. We are done waiting, done being patient. Done with being shoved to the end of the line, and if my actions make me a monster, so be it. If I’m a monster, maybe people will actually listen to me for once.”

      I glance at Wesley, who looks as confused as me. “You said you 'did what you did'. Are you talking about Rhonda? Did you really shoot her?”

      Rafe nods. “My ultimatum got you here, which is what my people need.”

      Sam says, “We were already coming. Your actions ensured that every single one of us hates you more than anyone else alive.”

      Rafe flinches. “I did what I had to do.”

      “Well young man,” Uncle Dan says, his voice deep, but still shaky with grief, “you did what you needed to do, and I'll do what I need to do. Tomorrow morning I'm taking my son and my remaining daughter and returning to the Unmarked. I need them to help me halt my wife’s execution. We also need Sam to petition his father to hear the appeal of her case, and then we'll all testify on her behalf. Job's testimony is absolutely critical, as is Ruby's. With Sam's petition, we're hoping his dad will reverse the ruling. We will return as quickly as possible.”

      Rafe laughs. “My dad only cares about himself. He won't reverse anything.”

      Dan squares his shoulders. “Your father has been a dear friend of mine for many years. He may not be perfect, but he loves Sam and he cares about me. He might reverse the ruling and ask for a new trial because I've asked him, but he certainly will if his son begs.”

      “I'm his son and he hasn't done a single thing for me, not ever.” Rafe walks the last few steps and opens the door to the plasma center. “If you're relying on my dad's help, you're wasting your time.” Rafe steps inside.

      Uncle Dan calls out loudly. “It is my choice to make, and my time to waste. I'll be gathering my children and taking them with me.”

      “Well then.” Rafe's voice carries from inside the one story, red brick building. “Come on in and see what Job's working on.” Todd and three Marked kids I don't know follow him inside.

      I look at my surroundings for the first time. The Life Share Blood Center looks the same, down to the armed guards standing on either side of the entrance, but there's far more activity surrounding it. The formerly empty building facing Jasmine Boulevard behind it, and the tall, striped, concrete and columned building to the left of it are both busy, people standing outside and talking, others ducking inside.

      “What's going on?” I ask.

      “You sent more plasma back,” Todd says. “Job found some way to amplify it or replicate it, or something. He's doing some tests using antibodies from his blood too. We've expanded his clinical trials and cleaned up the surrounding buildings to make space.”

      I walk slowly to the doors and step inside. The last time I came inside, Rhonda stood next to me. My next breath is ragged, but I force myself to keep walking. Sam, Wesley, and eventually Uncle Dan follow me through the door. Frank's on their heels, followed by Stan. I hold out my hand. “My guards will all wait outside.”

      Frank opens his mouth to argue, and Sam cuts him off. “You'll listen to your queen.”

      “Queen?” Job's smiling when he stands up. “I thought Rafe was kidding about that. Is that what took so long? I'm glad you sent some extra with Rafe, but we're out of your plasma again. I need more right away. Why didn't you come Saturday?”

      Why isn't Job angry, sad, or at least upset? He crosses the room purposefully and pulls me into a quick hug. “Glad you made it.” He turns toward Sam, still smiling. “And you! It's amazing to see you standing here. How'd you survive six shots to the chest?” He hugs Sam, too. He does a double take when he sees his dad.

      “Dad!” He leaps the two remaining steps that separate them, and pulls his dad into a hug. When he lets go, he looks around expectantly. “Wait, where's mom?”

      Uncle Dan sighs. “She went back to Port Gibson to look for information on the suppressant failing, but she didn't get a message to me before she was caught. They tried her for risking Marking the Unmarked on Friday.”

      Job frowns. “She would never Mark anyone else.”

      Uncle Dan shrugs. “Fairchild didn't see it that way, probably because of all the Marked attacks. There've been seven people Marked in the last few weeks. He found her guilty. We have five days before the sentence is carried out.”

      Job turns to Rafe. “The twins can handle the trials for a few days. They're up to speed on all the protocols and requirements.”

      Rafe shakes his head. “Job, you know I want to help you and you've made it clear your mother would be a real asset, but I can't risk the one person I have who can run these.”

      Job breathes in once and then back out slowly. “Ruby knows nearly as much as I do.”

      Rafe says, “She can't leave either because we need you both. I'm sorry.”

      “You aren't sorry.” I cross my arms and scowl at Rafe. “And I don't think you even told Job.”

      Job's brow furrows. “Told me what?”

      Rafe swallows and looks at the ground.

      “You've been working in here non-stop,” I say. “Right? Day and night?”

      Job nods.

      “Rafe gave me an ultimatum last week.” My hands clench into fists so tightly that my nails score my palms. “He said I had to return to Baton Rouge by Saturday evening.”

      “And?” Job looks around in a daze, from Wesley to Sam and back to me.

      “It's Monday,” I say quietly.

      Job glances at Rafe. “What did you say you'd do if she was late?”

      Rafe's jaw clenches.

      Sam grinds out the words. “He executed Rhonda.”

      Job snorts. “No way. Rafe wouldn't do that.”

      Rafe looks anywhere but at Job's face. His boots shift, and he shuffles toward the door. “I rule among the leaderless, the cast offs, because my people trust me. I keep every promise I make. I'll let your father leave to try and prevent the death of your mother.” Rafe shoulders square. “I'll even let Wesley or Sam go with him to plead with our father if you’re delusional enough to think it might help, but I need at least one of them as leverage to make sure Ruby focuses.”

      “You want me to focus?” I ask. “Say what you mean. You need someone here you can threaten to kill if our results are sub par. Isn’t that the truth?”

      Rafe doesn't flinch, not this time. “It's non-negotiable.”

      I've been so caught up with my own anger that I didn't watch Job or notice his reaction to the news about Rhonda. A small whimper catches my attention. Job has collapsed to the floor, his knees folded against his chest, and he’s rocking back and forth. Tears flow freely down his cheeks. Uncle Dan walks over to him and pulls Job against his chest. He pats his back, finding some hidden reserve of strength left with which to comfort his child, Rhonda’s twin.

      I almost hope Job's useless now. I hope Rafe broke his mind, temporarily at least, and has to watch as all his people die because of his own rash, unfeeling, sociopathic actions. He deserves that. Besides, the Marked don't deserve to live if this is how they operate.

      Libby's sweet face looking down at little Rose rises in my mind. Sean's scarred face, always smiling, flashes through it next. The twins, one brusque and rude, and the other helpful and grateful remind me that people are complicated, but we’re still people. All of us have value.

      The Marked aren't all like Rafe and I can't blame them for his actions. Even so, anger fills nearly every inch of my body to bursting and despair fills in the cracks, all directed at Rafe. How could he kill Rhonda? I think about her beautiful face telling me my Path doesn't make me who I am. I think about her brushing my hair and braiding it for me. I remember when she taught me to set snares, and in the same moment I recall when she sacrificed herself for me, being Marked in my place. I think about how she liked Sam, but she didn't begrudge me my good luck when he liked me instead. How she comforted me when I thought he died, and how she supported me when I left to save him.

      The more I think about Rhonda, the greater my hatred for Rafe grows. He needs to pay, and I'm the only person here they can't shoot. I'm safe while others pay for my decisions, because of my stupid blood. I leap at Rafe, hands clenched in painfully tight fists. When my right fist connects with Rafe's nose, I hear a crunch and my heart accelerates. For the first time, I understand this side of Sam, the desire to control someone around me, to defeat them. Rafe deserves to pay, and I'll make him do it.

      Blood pours down Rafe's face, his nose bent at an angle. My right hand screams at me, so I swing with my left hand next, arcing toward his jaw this time. Rafe's right hand catches my left fist before it can connect and he twists. My entire arm screams from my wrist to my shoulder, and he presses harder until I sink to my knees in front of him. “Your anger with me is a defense mechanism, you know.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “You're angry to keep from feeling guilty. Rhonda's death is your fault. You could have prevented it, if you weren't such a power hungry little—”

      Sam's fist slams into Rafe's jaw in a way mine never could have, and Rafe flies across the room like a rag doll. I scramble away to avoid being kicked in the head.

      Todd and Rafe's three men stood still when I attacked him, but they move now. Suddenly Sam's fighting five people, not just his little brother.

      I've never stood idly and watched Sam fight and I find that I'm transfixed. Todd's the biggest man here, excluding my uncle and Sam. He trained with WPN before being Marked, so when he rushes Sam from the front, I actually worry. The three other Marked guards who followed Todd inside try to sneak around behind Sam while he's focused on Todd. Rafe's on the floor with Sam's boot on his chest. Todd tries to put Sam in a headlock, but Sam ducks and slams his elbow into Todd's chest. When Todd stumbles back, Sam steps closer to Todd and snags two guns from his holsters. He slams Todd in the face with the butt of one of them.

      Two of the Marked guys have guns aimed at Sam from several feet away, their backs to the wall. Sam fires from each gun, his shots hitting both of them in their gun holding hands. They each drop their firearm and clutch their hands. One of the dropped weapons fires when it hits the ground, and the bullet flies past Wesley to hit the wall behind him. I sneak around the back of the room toward the discarded guns. I'd like to remove them from play before someone gets injured or one of Rafe's men picks one of them up.

      A banging comes from the front door. Apparently someone locked it.

      Sam swears. He tucks one of his guns into the back of his pants, leaps across the room, and kicks the third guy's gun away. It flies across the room and into the cart for the aphoresis machine with a clang. Sam punches the third guy rapid fire. The man drops into a heap when Sam stops.

      Rafe climbs back to his feet. He wheezes when he calls for reinforcements. “Doug, call for Marco. We need support in here. Now.”

      Sam shakes his head. “You're done issuing orders, Raphael. You suck at it.” Sam grabs Rafe by one shoulder and shakes him like a dog with a rat. “We're all leaving. Ruby, me, Dan, Job, and Wesley. We're going to Port Gibson and you'll wait to hear from us. If Ruby decides to return, which she probably will because she is the saint you think she isn't, we'll return. If not, I won't force her to take one step this direction. Is that clear?”

      Rafe's eyes flash. “You aren't in charge here Sam. You're nobody. Even you can't defeat thousands of us.”

      Sam snorts. “I've got their leader right here. That'll be enough.”

      “You won't hurt me. You can't. You've never been able to harm anyone you love. Even if you think I'm evil, even if you're angry, you still care about me so you won't do a thing.” Rafe pulls a gun from his holster and places it against his own temple. He stares at Sam. “Do it. Take this from my hand and pull the trigger. If you do that, my men will let you all walk away, including Ruby.” Rafe glances at Todd and Todd nods.

      “Do it.” Rafe stares at Sam. “Or stop acting tough and defending your girl and join me instead.”

      Sam takes the gun and shoves it against his brother's head. The veins in his arm pop out and his arm shakes.

      “He deserves it,” I say. “He shot Rhonda.”

      If I had that gun, I'd pull the trigger. I wouldn't even feel guilty, but it is his brother. I can't ask him to do that. I know Sam well enough to know he'd never forgive himself. “But I don't expect you to,” I say. “It's okay, Sam. I love you no matter what.”

      Sam holds steady, his arms taut, his jaw working, his hand on a gun pressed against his little brother's temple. After a full ten seconds he drops his hand and his brother.

      Rafe smiles. “I knew you couldn't do it. We're family, you and me. That's stronger than any feelings you might have for some girl.”

      Sam shakes his head. “Don't mistake my inability to shoot my mother's son in the head for something it isn't. You shot Rhonda who I consider to be like a sister. I sincerely hope that's the girl you mean. If I had to choose between the two of you, if shooting you would save her, we wouldn't be having this discussion. But you didn't give me that chance and I don't think two wrongs make things right. They only make bad into worse. But if you meant Ruby when you said our connection is stronger than me and some girl? I'll choose Ruby over you a million times and not regret it.”

      Rafe flinches.

      Sam shakes his head. “I'm sorry you've been alone all these years, more sorry than you can possibly know. I'd go back and change that if I could, but I love Ruby and I'll always love her.”

      Boots pound on the pavement outside the building. A lot of boots. I hear yelling. Frank and my other unarmed guards are shouting outside. I want to tell them not to risk themselves. I want to make sure they're safe but I can't, not right now because I see something in Rafe's face that holds all my attention. He wants to hurt Sam, but more than that, he wants to hurt me, and I realize he has the means to do it.

      Rafe scowls at his brother. “Why would you pick her over me? She was kissing another guy a few days after she thought you died. She doesn't deserve your protection or your devotion. If her insane dad hadn't injected her with some kind of supercharged antibodies, I'd shoot her right now and not regret it.”

      Sam rolls his eyes. “You're trying to drive a wedge between us, but it won't work. She told me already. She kissed Wesley to keep from being discovered when she was trying to escape your camp. She did it because she wanted to try and save me.”

      Wesley's eyes meet mine until I close my eyes. Why didn't I tell Sam then? I should have come clean that first night.

      Rafe barks a laugh. “Is that what she told you? I didn't even know she kissed Wesley that day. She's even worse than I thought. But brother, I assure you there was no thought of you running through her head when I caught her and Wesley kissing alone, leaning against a big tree at night, right by the bridge over to Galveston. I have no idea what happened inside the tent they shared that night, but she didn't kiss him to save you, that’s for sure.”

      Sam's eyes widen and cut to mine.

      More than a dozen men pour through the doors a second later, and I'm almost relieved to put my hands up in the air and surrender.
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      “I'm glad to hear the twins have things well in hand here,” Rafe says. “That way I don't feel bad about securing the rest of you.”

      Rafe tells his men to take us to a holding facility a few blocks away. He points out the machines they'll need to transport in order to draw plasma from me regularly. Rafe may be evil, but his people don't seem to mind and they jump when he gives orders. Sean, a Marked kid I first met on the way to Galveston, enters on Rafe's command. His hair falls in his face when he reaches my side, and he swipes it back with one hand, a gesture that reminds me of Wesley.

      “I'm sorry to do this.” When Sean frowns, the scar crossing his face from temple to chin pulls tight. I wonder whether it still hurts. “Orders, though.” I don't struggle when he zip ties my hands.

      More notably, my uncle, Wesley and Sam don't struggle either.

      Thunder booms outside. A rainstorm complicates any travel we might try to make. Five days. “What about Aunt Anne? Are you still going to release my uncle and either Sam or Wesley at least? You said you would.”

      Rafe smiles. “I imagine Sam will be happy to leave.”

      Sam shakes his head, lips pursed, eyes downcast. “I'm staying with Ruby.”

      Rafe snorts. “You're like a dog whose owner died, but he just keeps waiting. Stupidly loyal. She's not worth it.”

      “You know nothing about me and even less about her,” Sam says. “So shut your mouth.”

      Rafe walks to the door. “Fine. Release Wesley Fairchild and Daniel Orien. Provide them with transportation and supplies to reach Port Gibson. They have business there, and they'd like to get out ahead of the storm.”

      Sean cuts the zip ties from Wesley's hands, and Wesley knocks his hands away. “I can’t believe you’re here Sean, taking orders like a soldier.” Wesley crosses the room to stand near my side. “I don't want to leave either. Not now, not with all this up in the air. I'm not even sure what I could do to help. It's in Roth's hands at this point. I feel bad about my dad's role in it, but you still need me.” He whispers. “Maybe more than ever.”

      I feel Sam's eyes on me, and I know he can hear every word.

      “Go,” I whisper. “Just go, okay? Save her for me if you can. She needs you much more than I do.”

      “You're my top priority, always,” Wesley says. “And that was messed up, how that went down back there. Rafe had no context, and he sat on that like it was a bomb or something, using it to hurt you when it would do the most damage.”

      I close my eyes. It's my fault it even could go down the way it did. I lied when I didn't tell Sam the whole truth and I deserve his anger now. “I caused this Wes, and I'll get myself out of it.”

      “I was there too, you know. It wasn't all your fault.” Wesley touches my arm.

      I shake his fingers off like they burn me, but I'm not prepared for the hurt in his eyes. I want to reach up and brush his hair back. I want to keep him with me, but I can't. Not if I want to fix this, and I do. Every part of me wants to fix things with Sam.

      “It's okay Wes. Please go help Uncle Dan save my aunt. No matter what it takes.” My voice drops so low I can barely hear it myself. “I can't lose anyone else. I can't.”

      Wesley closes his eyes and nods slightly. “Fine. But if you get hurt—” He glances at Sam.

      Sam growls. “Whatever happens, I'll always keep her safe better than you ever could.”

      “Rude.” Wesley shakes his head. “And moody. There’s more than physical safety, you know?” He keeps shaking his head, but he walks toward the door and waits there quietly. Uncle Dan says something softly into Job's ear that I can't hear, and then he stands up and crosses the room to where I’m standing.

      I'm afraid to look into his face, worried that anger lurks there, or reprimand. Or worst of all, blame. I deserve all that and more.

      “Before you leave, please let me give you some blood. A few drops, even.” I turn to Rafe. “If you have any regret over what you've done, let me set this right. Uncle Dan's been exposed today. If he winds up Marked, they won't let him inside and my aunt's dead for sure. If you're going to let him head back, let me do this.”

      Rafe frowns at me, but he nods.

      After the blood draw, I breathe a huge sigh of relief. At least I've made Uncle Dan as safe as I can. He leans toward me and presses a kiss to my forehead. “It wasn't your fault. You need to listen to me about that and be safe, as safe as you can anyway.” He glances at Rafe. “I know we never talk about God and we don't really believe in all that, but if you don't think it sounds too stupid, maybe say a prayer for me and Wesley. It can't hurt, right?”

      I don't tell him that I'm not sure I believe in prayer, and I have no idea how to pray. Instead, I nod and choke back tears when Uncle Dan and Wesley walk out the door.

      Flashes of lightning, followed by crashes of thunder, punctuate the sky when Job, Sam and I leave the plasma center bound for our new holding cell. I'm getting sick of being locked in rooms. I'm tired of people being stupid. I'm sick and tired of death and viruses and all the rest. But mostly, I'm exhausted from dealing with the results of my own stupidity coming back to bite me.

      Sean keeps one hand on my upper arm while I stumble along, tripping over rocks and rubble as we walk down a wide road. Signs say we're on the Acadian Thruway, not that I care where we're going. Thunder sounds all around me, but no rain falls yet. Every new flash draws my eye. The six men guarding Sam start and jump right along with me, which makes me nervous since they have their guns drawn. Job only has two guards assigned to him. I wonder where my WPN guards are. Maybe they'll go with Uncle Dan and Wesley.

      Wesley.

      Why did I kiss him that night? Only a few hours stood between me and my walk down the bridge to Galveston to save Sam. I'm such an idiot. I'm sure that Sam's angry, but worse, I bet he's hurt. I should've told him about this days ago when I had the chance. I should've talked it out with him, but instead he hears it from his brother in front of a crowd of people, including my family. Rafe used the knowledge like a weapon to attack Sam, to make him look stupid, and to undermine Sam's faith in us.

      Sam's hurt and Rhonda's dead, and one is way worse than the other, but they both hurt and they're both my fault. Not a good week for Ruby.

      I don't resist when Sean leads me through the front door of a small, rundown, flat-roofed building with peeling white siding. The glass in the front door frame is split by a long crack, the paint someone slapped on over the siding curls away along the sides of the panels, and the sign squatting above the front door reads “Cash America Pawn.”

      “A pawn shop?” I ask. “Really?”

      Sean shrugs. “It's got two secured sections, bars on the windows, and cages around each section. What can I say? I guess pawn shops had to protect their stuff, so it was an easy place to secure.”

      The six men escorting Sam argue over how to enter, but eventually two of them duck inside first. Two of them shove through sideways, each with a hand on Sam's arm. The other two shoot through afterward. If Sam really wanted to leave, none of them would stop him. Job follows with his two guards right after.

      “Two sections?” Sam asks Sean after we're inside.

      “You can share with Job,” I say. “I get it.”

      Sam shakes his head. “I'd rather be with you.”

      My heart lifts until I try to look into his eyes. He won't meet my gaze.

      “I told Wesley I'd keep you safe and I will.”

      I want to curl into a ball but I don't, because that's not me anymore. You can't fix anything when you’re huddled and scared. You only fix things by forging ahead. Of course, it’s hard to forge in leg irons, literal or figurative.

      Sean leads me past a fairly large front room filled with glass cases. Most of the displays have been smashed, jagged glass edges forming a macabre decoration around the frames. At least someone cleaned up all the glass shards. Clearly this place has been used before. Job walks in a trance, eyes straight ahead, each step small. He doesn't even react to the thunder, which has me worried. Flinching at those loud crashes should be an automatic response.

      I'm stepping through the doorway into the back of the building when a large whamming sound, followed by cursing comes from the doorway. My head pivots like an owl's to see what's going on.

      A girl and two boys struggle with the aphoresis machine. I know two of them. Amir and Riyah, the twins who are helping run the experiments. I guess they'll be running them alone for a while, at least as long as Rafe keeps Job and me locked up in here.

      “Hey Ruby,” Amir says. “I'm so sorry about Rhonda. I wish I could have done something.” He lifts the back end and pulls the cart fully inside.

      Riyah doesn't meet my eyes, which is strange for her. Usually she'd be glaring and hissing at me.

      Not ten seconds pass after they enter before another loud crash of thunder sounds, and the sky opens up and begins dumping buckets of water outside. Riyah hops over to the door and yanks it shut. “We made it just in time.”

      “I wish we could have said that,” I mutter.

      Amir's shoulders slump. At least someone here realizes how wrong Rafe was.

      A moaning sound comes from Job and his two guards shove him through the doorway into the back room. When I walk through with Sean, they're already shoving Job into a five by five cubicle. Shelves line three sides and large iron bars close off the front. No bathroom, no bed, no chair. Filthy concrete floor. The two boys don't cut the ties on Job's hands, so he sinks to the floor, hands bound behind him, pulls his knees up against his chest and drops his face against his thighs. He looks like a broken puppet with its strings cut, discarded in the corner of the room.

      Sean guides me into a cubby on the other side. It’s larger than Job's makeshift cell. Ten by five feet, give or take. Shelves line the walls on three sides with bars across the front, the same as the other side. Sam's guards zip tied his hands behind his back before we started out of the plasma center too, but I guess they decided that wasn't enough. Somewhere they found handcuffs. A particularly eager kid clips them around Sam's wrists over the zip ties.

      Still not satisfied, they lash his feet together. Finally, they shove him into the same cell as me and slam the door shut. I hear the lock catch. All of the guards other than Sean move into the front room. I wonder how many will stay at the Pawn Shop to keep an eye on us. Probably most of them, since we're Rafe's prize possession.

      Now they're gone, there's enough room to breathe. Amir drags the machine through the narrow doorway and into the three-foot aisle between Job's cell and mine. He rolls it alongside where I'm sitting with my arms still bound behind my back.

      “If you promise to behave yourself, we'll cut your zip ties,” Amir says.

      “You'll cut them either way,” I say flatly, “because you need my plasma.”

      He smiles. “True. We do.” He pulls a knife from his boot and holds his hand out. I scoot around and push my hands over to the bars. “I am truly sorry for all this nastiness. You have always tried to help, and this hardly seems the best way to repay you.”

      I turn away because even though I like Amir, I don't want to make polite conversation. Not now, not with anyone here.

      If I thought giving plasma the last two times was uncomfortable, I had no idea what discomfort really meant. My arm goes to sleep while I reach through the bars of the cell and let them hook a wide bore needle to the vein inside my elbow. My butt goes numb on the concrete floor. Around and around, I watch the blood flow out, the machine circulate it, and the red blood cells flow back inside.

      On the third rotation, something louder than rain happens in the front room. I can't tell what's happening, and when I shift to try and look, the needle jabs painfully into the crook of my elbow. I don't want to blow my vein.

      “Don't hurt yourself, princess. It's just your bags. Rafe ordered they send them over.” Sean jingles the keys. “Of course, they've gone through them to make sure there's nothing dangerous in there.”

      Riyah ducks through the door, and comes back with a black backpack. Sean opens the lock on Job's cell first, and tosses it through the cell door. Job doesn't move.

      “He's not even shifting. Even if your scientific background focused on cows, you should recognize the signs of shock,” I say. “He needs medical attention.”

      Amir shakes his head from where he's standing against the doorway. “We've all lost family. He'll survive it.”

      “You idiot, I don't mean he's surprised by his sister's death or even sad about it. Sometimes cases of extreme grief, like the loss of a twin,” I glare pointedly at Riyah, because Amir should understand this, “can cause physical symptoms. Medically speaking, shock means there isn't enough blood flow in the body. Having his hands bound behind his back while sitting in a heap on a concrete floor certainly isn't helping. With insufficient blood flow, organs can die. The heart tries to overcompensate for the lower volume, and it makes things worse. One in five patients die of shock.”

      Technically that's true. I don't explain that statistic applies to medical shock and Job isn't suffering from that, because I want them to undo his zip ties. He doesn't deserve this. He's worked tirelessly to help save them, so they shoot his sister, tie him up, and lock him in a cage? I clench my hands and the blood flows out even faster. My machine begins beeping when it over collects and Amir glares at me.

      Sean's opening Job's cage and cutting his ties when someone else I know walks through the door. I always called her Beefy in my head, and I'm embarrassed not to recall her real name. She's a large, heavy set, ruddy-faced girl who had a crush on Sam. She was with Sean when they almost caught me on my way to Galveston the first time. As much as she liked Sam, that’s how much she disliked me. She sucks on her teeth and lifts my large black duffel bag. It looks much lighter than it was before. I wonder what they removed and why.

      “Rafe thought you might need something in here. He didn't figure you'd need that fancy crown with the sparkly gemstones.” She lifts one eyebrow and spits on the floor.

      Good riddance.

      “But he left you that fancy red dress. Figured you might wanna put it on for his brother to try and win him back.” She chortles, and I glance at Sam.

      He pays her no attention at all, and it’s the kind of behavior he wouldn’t have tolerated two hours ago. I want to curl up like Job and pretend nothing matters. Old Ruby would have done it.

      Sean closes Job's cell door again and I glance over, hopeful. In spite of the removal of his restraints, Job hasn't even shifted, his hands still clasped behind his back. I offer up a silent prayer. Please God, if you're there, keep him alive and safe.

      Sean walks over to the far end of my cubby where Sam sits on the ground, knees up, hands bound behind him. “I'm going to open this door, alright?”

      Beefy points a gun at my head. “I'll shoot her if you try anything Sam. You hear me?”

      Sam's face doesn't show a single emotion when he responds. “You wouldn't shoot her if I sliced your friend up into a dozen pieces. You need Ruby too much.”

      “Fine.” Sean grunts. “We'll shoot that one. Briggs.” Beefy, apparently also known as Briggs, swings her gun toward Job.

      Sam rolls his eyes. “You need him too, but if the threat makes you feel better.”

      Sean opens the door and tosses my bag into the space between Sam and me, then he slams the door shut again. “Hey Briggs, where's his stuff?”

      She shakes her head, the corners of her mouth turning up in admiration. “Rafe said his bag was full of weapons. Nothing we could bring to him.”

      I smile. That's my Sam alright.

      A puddle is forming around my bag. Clearly they didn't get it here before the deluge began. I hope the rain didn't ruin any of my stuff. The clothing should all be fine, except maybe that stupid red ballgown. I roll my eyes. Now that I actually have one, I realize parents are ridiculous.

      Oh man, my Dad's journal!

      I use my toe to pull the bag closer to me, cursing the stupid needle in my arm. Once I finally pull it close enough, I unzip the bag and rummage around with my right arm. I finally find the messenger bag and open it. The journal's gone. I throw the messenger bag against the wall with a shout, and swear loudly.

      Sam's eyes follow my actions, but he doesn't speak. Why doesn't he say anything? I want to talk to him about it, but I don't know what to say or even how to broach the topic.

      Eventually, Riyah crosses to where I'm sitting, crouches down and disconnects the needle from my arm. She binds the entry wound carefully. Before she stands up, she passes me a bottle of water. “Stay hydrated. We'll have food sent over soon.” She meets my eyes and for once, hers aren't angry. They aren't full of hate. At first I can't figure out what I'm seeing. She pulls something from her pocket and passes it to me.

      “One of my friends loves to take pictures. She had this on her wall and I thought you might want it.”

      It's a Polaroid photograph of Rhonda from our first day in Baton Rouge.

      My eyes well with tears. “Why would she take this?”

      “She took several of you on the day you arrived.” She rolls her eyes. “She took that one as a contrast, the savior we thought and the one we really got.”

      I bite my lip. Everyone would be better off if only Rhonda and I could've traded places. She'd have made the right decisions and she'd have been stronger, faster and better at making them. Why couldn't I have died instead?

      I stare at the image, Rhonda's high cheekbone clear because her face is turned toward the sun. Such a gorgeous face and I'll never see it again. “Thank you.” The words come out in a whisper. When I meet Riyah's eyes, I recognize what I couldn't before. Now that Rhonda's gone, Riyah doesn't hate me anymore.

      She pities me instead.

      Riyah and Amir gather up the plasma machine and accoutrements and push them through the door. Sean looks from me to Sam and back again. He clears his throat. “If I loved someone and I lived in a world where there was no guarantee of tomorrow. And if that person always tried to do what was right, well I might forgive them for most anything.”

      Sam raises one eyebrow and tilts his head.

      Sean stretches and yawns. “Not that any of that has to do with either of you. But I think I'm just going to rest my eyes for a minute on the other side of this doorway. I'll be able to hear anything louder than say, a strong cough. So don't try anything, okay?”

      I would hug Sean if I could. But part of me also wants to yank him back in here. Clearly I don't know what I want. Except once he’s gone I have no idea what to say, so I sit helplessly on the concrete floor and stare at Job's still form.

      Seconds pass, or maybe they're minutes. I don't know. I can't count them because my mind spins like a top, like the bottle from that fateful night at the Last Supper. The night when all I thought about was Wesley and our first kiss. Only now I don't want to kiss Wesley. I only want to kiss Sam. I realize what I need to say, and I'm not sure why it took me so long to find the right words. They're so simple, so universal, and so necessary.

      I whisper the words, but I know he can hear me. “I'm sorry, Sam.”

      No response.

      I scoot across the floor until I'm only a foot away from him. “Are you ever going to talk to me again?”

      “Why?” Sam's eyes are closed.

      At first I think he's asking why he'd talk to me again, but then I realize what he's really asking. He wants to know why I did it. Why did I kiss Wesley? Or maybe he’s asking why I didn't tell him.

      I look at his face, his breathtaking face. Large square jaw covered in blonde stubble, and full, thick golden hair, a few strands falling forward over his cheekbones. Flawless golden skin. Full lips, barely parted to show large, straight white teeth. And his eyes are closed, so I don't know whether they look greener or more gold in this moment. I'm not even sure which one I prefer.

      He's everything I want, and everything I've lost by my stupid indecision.

      “I don't know why. I think I kissed him that night because, well, maybe I felt like I didn't deserve you. I left you on that bridge to die, but you lived through it. I gave up on us when I never should have. You suffered because of me, and I felt guilty about it. You're so much better than me, stronger, faster.” I shake my head. “I didn't deserve you then and I definitely don't now. I guess I knew that already and I figured—”

      Sam's eyes open and he shakes his head. “I don't care about that. You hoped I was alive, but you thought I wasn't. I get it and I don't really care that you kissed him.” His jaw clenches. “Or I'm trying not to anyway. Either way, I get it because I know you, Ruby. I knew you'd feel guilty about leaving me.” He chokes. “I can get over that. What hurt me most was that you lied to me. Why you didn't tell me when I asked you that night? Why lie about it?” He leans his head back against the shelf and closes his eyes. “There's only one reason I can think of and it's not a good one.”

      My stomach sinks. I want to cry but I can't hide behind that, so I blink back the tears. Sam isn't even upset I kissed Wesley? I should've told him that first night. I take a deep breath to tell him I lied because I was afraid to lose him, because I need him to survive. I'm still a big fat coward, even now, even after everything else. My mouth opens to confess the words, but then it closes again. He says there's only one reason he can think of, and it's not that. Sam doesn't think I'm a coward, and if I'm being honest I don't either. Not anymore.

      I can't lie to him now, which means I can't lie to myself anymore. The only other reason I'd have kissed Wesley right before discovering whether Sam was alive was if I wasn't sure Sam was the one for me. If I wasn't positive, and I wasn't ready to commit to being Sam's girlfriend, maybe I’d want to preserve another option. If I wasn't ready to end any possibility with Wesley, then I couldn't admit to its existence in the first place.

      My voice sounds small, even to my own ears. “I don't know.”

      Sam grunts. “I do.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “It means I know why, and you know too, and you don't have to say the words.”

      “Then does that mean you'll forgive me? What can I do?”

      Sam shakes his head. “I don't need to forgive you, Ruby. You haven't done anything wrong.”

      I scoot closer, and lean against his arm. “What are you saying? I don't understand.”

      His greenish-gold eyes stare into mine. “You're still so naive sometimes. You think everything is black and white, but black and white don't exist in real life. The entire world’s drawn in shades of grey. I love you and that means I choose you every minute of every day. With everything I say and everything I do, I choose you again and again. It's a conscious choice. People think love is like a gift, or a one-time decision, but it's not. It's something you do over and over and over, like Sisyphus rolling the rock up the hill. As soon as you stop, the rock rolls away, and you either keep pushing or walk away. If you really love someone, it takes work and you make the choice to do it every single day. You have to choose to be whatever that person needs.”

      “Who's sissy fuss?”

      Sam sighs. “It's a Greek thing. Never mind. I'm hurt Ruby, not angry. If you're kissing Wesley and keeping things from me, that means you aren't choosing me back. It means you aren't sure yet, and that's not something you need to apologize for, it just means we aren't in the same place like I thought we were.”

      I take his hand in mine. “I do choose you. We are in the same place.”

      His mouth smiles, but his eyes are still sad. “When you're forced to choose, you pick me. But when no one's asking, you're not sure. The thing is, you're still so young. You're supposed to have time to make these decisions. I don't want you to take this the wrong way, because it's really a gift.”

      “What is? I don't want to take anything the wrong way, because that sounds ominous. With the day we've both had, let's not do anything we'll regret.”

      “Ruby, I'm dumping you. We’re through.”

      I thought my heart was already as broken as it could be after Rhonda. I didn't think it could hurt more, but it does. When I hear Sam say we’re through, my heart splinters into a million pieces, and they burrow down into my chest cavity. I scoot away, pull my legs up into my nose, and wrap my arms around them. Tears leak down my cheeks. “Don't, don't do it. You said you aren't even mad. You don't mean it.”

      Sam sighs. “I'm not breaking up with you because I'm hurt. I kept things from you before, like Wesley's message, and I've regretted that decision every day since. I'll never do that again because you're my one constant. But it's not enough for me to be sure.”

      I gasp. “I choose you too. I said that.”

      Sam sighs. “You don't, not yet anyway, and that's okay. I shouldn't have pushed you before. It was wrong. We've been under a lot of pressure and you don't need more, not right now, so I won't push you again.”

      I bump him with my shoulder. “I want you to pressure me. I do, because I need us to be okay. The world's upside down, and we're locked up again, and I need us to be alright. Something in my life has to be good.”

      Sam strains his arms, muscles bulging, veins popping. A small pop followed by a larger one. He rotates his shoulders and brings his arms around to the front. “I can't be with you because you need something good, like a lifeline for someone who's drowning. You need to be okay on your own before we can ever be okay together. We all live in prisons of our own making.” He reaches toward me and I gasp. His wrists are bleeding.

      “Sam.”

      He puts one finger on my mouth. “Shhh, it's fine. They'll heal in the next few minutes. I didn't want to break them because it'll make them even more nervous around me, but you need to know this, Ruby. I'm all in. You aren't sure what you want yet, and that's okay. If you love Wesley, and I know you do.” Sam swallows and his hands shake, but he stills them. “If you do love that wise-cracking idiot more than you love me, well, I'll be alright. I'll always do my best to keep you safe, even if I get frustrated or annoyed. My support for you isn't contingent on your picking me.”

      “Things are almost okay,” I say. “The world's so close, if people will just stop being stupid long enough that we can fix it.”

      Sam pulls my head against his chest. “Oh, Ruby. You're so absurdly hopeful sometimes. We can't ever 'fix' the world, because Tercera isn't what broke it. Humans broke it, and they won't stop even if we fix this problem, and the one after this. And the one after that.”

      I exhale and shift, turning toward Sam, trying to savor this moment and the knowledge he isn't mad. I may not be sure yet why I kissed Wesley, or exactly how I feel, but I know I love Sam. I know I do.

      “I don't want us to be broken up,” I say.

      Sam presses a kiss to my forehead. “When you can tell me why you kissed Wesley and promise me it will never happen again. When you can tell me you don't need me, but you want me, then we can be together. Until then, I'm not going anywhere. I'll still keep you safe, and I'll try my best not to bash Wesley's idiotic head in every time he touches you. And if you want to kiss him.” His arms tense and a vein pops in his temple. “If you kiss him I’ll turn the other way. You’re free and you have time. That’s why I’m dumping you.”

      I don’t know if I’ll ever see Wesley again. My gaze lowers to the messenger bag, slumped on the bottom shelf. At least the journal didn't get wet if Rafe took it out before bringing the bag to me. I notice something white poking out from the edge of the bag and squint at it. What is that?

      I push forward and crawl across the floor toward the white paper poking out. I open the biggest pocket in the bag and shake it. A packet of letters slides out. I forgot those were on top of the journal. I shoved them into the bag that night back in Solomon's office, right after my mom shot him.

      Sam says, “What is it?”

      I crawl back over and lean against him again. “Some letters were bound up next to my dad's last journal. They weren't in the safe, so I guess Solomon got them from somewhere else. I forgot I even had them. Rafe took the journal, but he missed these.”

      They're letters from Anne Orien, my aunt, to her twin brother, my dad. Most of them are about their kids. The last one, though, it's not to my dad, and it's not a letter, not a traditional one anyway. It's an email that's been printed off, and it's short.

      Michelle:

      I will mail you the amount of your final paycheck as promised, but I need something from you first. The police will lock the home and office down in the next few hours. I need the financials, all the journals from my brother, and any other documents you can find. A lot of them are probably in Don’s briefcase. Send me everything to this PO Box. I'll arrange to have it collected in a way that won't lead anyone to us. Delete this as soon as you receive it and empty your cache.

      Best,

      Anne Orien

      I sit up and gasp. “We're trying to use my blood to do something my dad never intended. He knew it would only work as a preventative, not a cure. But he had a cure, and it wasn't my antibodies. His cure was the hacker virus. Only, that was a dead end.”

      “I know,” Sam says.

      “But what if it's not a dead end? What if we could identify the partner of my dad's, the one who might have set him on fire, the one who must have stolen the final two strains of the hacker virus?”

      Sam tilts his head.

      “My Aunt has the financial files, like the partnership agreement. She must have them because this email says so. I've read the journals, but I wasn't sure where the hacker virus went until I saw my dad's last journal, the one from his safe. It said the last two samples were in his lab, which means his partner stole them after killing him.”

      “We need to go and get it,” Sam says. “Rafe will have to agree. We need to get to Port Gibson right away.”

      “If we can find this partner and locate the hacker virus,” I say. “Then—“

      Sam interrupts. “We could finally cure every single Marked kid on the planet, including Rafe.”

      Yes we could. We could even save Sam's horrible little brother.
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      Sam uses the handcuffs on his wrists to bang on the bars. After Sean runs through the door, his eyes widen. “Why are your cuffs off? What's going on?”

      Sam's dealing with Sean, which gives me time to watch Job. He doesn't move a hair, not even an involuntary flinch in response to the banging Sam’s doing and Sean's reactionary yelling. I'm going to insist on medical treatment when Amir shows up.

      “Technically, my cuffs aren't off.” Sam shakes his hands, and the cuffs spin around his wrists. He only snapped the chain connecting them.

      “It's not what you think, okay?” I hold up a letter. “I read some old correspondence and discovered something Rafe's going to want to hear.”

      Amir shakes his head and leaves. Sean presses his lips together before exhaling heavily and ducking back out of our holding room.

      A few moments later, Rafe's signature Mohawk bobs through the door. “What's so important that you need to see me?” he asks.

      “First, Job is not alright. After murdering his sister, you could at least take precautionary measures to ensure that he doesn't die too.” I point at where he's still as a statue, arms no longer bound behind him but still held together near his lower back. His head's down and no part of him moves. “He's in shock and I'm worried about him. His blood flow is bad. Look how pale he is. If he dies of grief I'll kill myself, I swear I will. I'll find some way to do it, and every last one of your people will die.”

      Rafe snorts. “Stupid melodrama. I should've known.” He shakes his head. “I'm leaving.”

      Sam speaks softly. “We called for you because we know where to find the hacker virus. It's an actual cure, not a shot in the dark. Not kids trying to conduct science experiments that are way over their heads.”

      Rafe snorts. “How stupid do you think I am? You've found a pie in the sky and you want me to what? Let you chase after it? Oh I know, the information you need is back home in Port Gibson? The very place you recently asked me to let you go?”

      Sam frowns. “I don't think you want me to answer that question.”

      “You aren't going anywhere to search for some miracle cure I hadn't heard of before I threw you into a cell,” Rafe says.

      “I told you about it before,” I say, “or if you read through the journal you stole from me, you'll read where my dad talks about it. It's a virus that consumes other viruses, but isn't harmful to the human body. My father had been testing it with no negative side effects on animals, and was requesting human trials. He was confident enough in it that he injected himself with it when he caught the virus he called Triptych. We now call that virus Tercera. And the hacker virus ate Triptych up and spit it out. It healed him.”

      “It took you two forty-five minutes to come up with that story?” Rafe rolls his eyes. “Or was that just how long it took for my pathetic big brother to forgive you?”

      I slam one hand into the bar on my cage. “You deserve to die Rafe, but your people don't. I'm trying to help them and I'm not lying about this. Read the journal. We're not making it up.”

      Rafe grins. “Let's say this is true and there may be evidence of some other cure somewhere. What are the odds it survived ten years without anyone realizing it? If it's a virus, it's long since dead. I'm not going to sit back and watch as the best lead we've found in ten years walks away from our camp.”

      “I am your best bet,” I say. “But not because of my blood or my plasma. I'm your best bet because for the first time in a decade, I'm digging up answers to what really happened back then. Answers that explain how we can fix the nightmare that started when my dad's greedy partner killed him. Sticking me in a cell is like anchoring Christopher Columbus to the ocean floor a hundred miles from the Americas. Or not letting him sail beyond Puerto Rico.”

      “What exactly do you want me to do, your royal whatsnot?”

      “First and foremost, I want a medical kit for Job and the chance to treat him. Sean cut the ties on his hands and he didn't even move. He's not a threat to anyone but himself right now, and you know it.”

      “Correction,” Rafe says. “He wasn't a threat before you told him about Rhonda. Now he's a wild card who, for all I know you concocted this plan with as a way to attempt to break out.”

      “You are so bad at reading people,” I say. “But in any case, Job's no good to you dead. He's also your head scientist unless my uncle frees my aunt and they're crazy enough to come back and try to help you after what you've done.”

      “You want me to take care of Job? That's it?”

      “It's a start,” I say. “We also need something to eat and maybe some blankets. Potty breaks would be nice, too.”

      “Potty? Like the training of a two year old?” Rafe leans against the doorway. “And if I give you food, and potty breaks, and take care of Job, you'll sit here contently and let my people draw blood whenever they want?”

      I nod. “Yes, I will. But you're moronic if you don't follow this lead.” I hold the letter up so he can see it. “This is an electronic message from my aunt to the lady who managed my dad's business affairs. Aunt Anne asked her to send every piece of information from my dad's office and computer to her home. The woman wanted to be paid, so she did it.”

      “So what?” Rafe asks.

      “That paperwork must be with Ruby's aunt in Port Gibson,” Sam says. “Donovan's journals make it clear his partner stole Tercera, but we're virtually certain he also stole the hacker virus. If we can find paperwork saying who he is, we can track down where it went.”

      “What are the odds the partner’s even alive?” Rafe asks.

      “Good,” I say. “If he stole the cure. I don't know why he didn't sell it, but I want to find out.”

      Rafe sighs. “I was young when Mom died and I hadn't gone to much school, but she taught me things in her final year, as much as she could. And she made me read. Just last week I read this phrase: a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. It means if you caught a bird, you shouldn't trade it for two that are loose, because they'll probably just fly away and leave you with nothing. This magical virus you're talking about, even if what you're saying is true, could be gone. Or it could not be effective against Tercera, or it could have been initially but not in the long run. The partner could be dead already, and any cure he had long lost. Who knows whether this will amount to anything at all, even if you follow it to the end of the line.”

      “You'd rather not know?” I ask.

      Rafe grins. “I think I'll hang on to my two swallows, thanks. You aren't going anywhere, not for a very long time.” He walks toward the door, but turns back with a smile. “I'll think about those potty breaks, but I imagine things will get pretty uncomfortable for you two if I refuse. And with the way I feel about you, Ruby, I like that idea.”

      I want to slap the grin off his face.

      Food shows up an hour later. Job doesn't touch his because he still isn't moving. An hour after that, Sean brings a bucket and drops it in front of our cell.

      “It finally stopped raining,” Sean says. “Boss said to take you outside.”

      “What's the bucket for?” I ask.

      Sean opens the door and waves me out. He tosses the bucket inside the cell. “Bucket's for the one we think might break free. You get that potty break you wanted.” Sean walks me outside to squat in the bushes in front of a crumbly apartment building, but at least he turns away while I go. The sun's setting on the horizon, and between that and the rain, the temperature’s dropping. I wish he'd stand more than five feet away, but it's better than a bucket twelve inches from Sam.

      “This sucks,” I say.

      Sean frowns. “I know and I'm sorry.”

      “Help me,” I say. “We've got a chance to find an actual cure, but Rafe's too blinded by anger to listen.”

      Sean shakes his head. “I think the way he's treating you is unfair. My guess is that he's jealous of how much his brother cares about you and that's clouding his judgment. Even so, I don't disagree with him about the virus. We've got something right now that's treating Tercera. Why chase after some unicorn?”

      WHOMP.

      Sean and I both turn toward the noise like a muted explosion that came from far west of the city.  We run under a tree to take cover. Whomp, whomp, whomp. Objects slam into the ground around us, the closest only a few feet away. Hundreds of tiny objects fly across the sky in front of us, illuminated by the setting rays of the sun.

      “What's going on?” I ask.

      Sean shrugs. “I have no idea, but it looks like we're under some kind of attack.”

      The tin can looking object that landed on the ground nearby hisses, and orange gas seeps out alarmingly fast, spilling out around us and mushrooming to fill the space around our ankles in a twenty-foot radius. Sean drags me toward the pawnshop and pulls me inside. Neither of us talks and I assume that like me, he's holding his breath. Of course, with a broken window in the front room and a cracked door, being indoors doesn't help much. Orange smoke slowly filters into the interior of the building. Sean unlocks the cell and shoves me inside.

      Sam pulls his shirt up over his face, and reaches over to pull mine up, too. “Don't breathe any more than absolutely necessary.” He steps up on a shelf. “Get up as high as you can. The gas is sinking down toward the floor.”

      I nod and do as he says. Sean does the same, climbing up on a stool outside the bars. I notice Job still hasn't moved.

      “Sean, open his cell. I'll bring him into ours, but we've got to get him off the floor!”

      I hop down from the chair and walk toward the door.

      Sam lifts me from behind and sets my feet back up on the shelf. He shakes his head at me and then turns to Sean. “Move.”

      Sean's eyes bulge with fear, but he hops down and unlocks Sam's door. Sam slams Sean in the face with his elbow and Sean crumples.

      I scamper to follow Sam, orange smoke swirling around my legs. Sam lifts Sean up as easily as I'd lift a sack of potatoes, and sets him on the top shelf of the large built in bookcase in our cell. He lifts the hunting knife out of Sean's belt sheath and closes the door, locking Sean inside.

      Sam opens Job's cell and tosses him over his shoulder. Sam inclines his head toward the back of the room. I grab my duffel in case I need that email or anything else, and throw it over my shoulder.

      I shake my head. “We can't get out there. There's not even a door.”

      Sam grins, and when we reach the back of the room, he kicks the wall repeatedly until it crumbles away amid a chorus of chirps and squeaks. “Rat nest. I could smell it and I knew they'd weaken the wall.”

      I shudder, but I shove my duffel through first, widening the gap. Then I hunker down and climb through the hole Sam kicked out. The smoke's actually clearing already outside, and I hope we didn't doom Sean to a miserable death by locking him inside. Sam pushes Job's arms toward me, and I drag him through slowly, a few inches at a time, heaving and yanking.

      Once I finally get him through, I prop him up against the wall of the building and pat his cheeks. “You've got to snap out of it Job. I need you.”

      Job's eyes rise to mine. “What do you need?”

      “We need to go now. Rafe's trapped us here, but we need to help your mom. She's in trouble. Do you understand?”

      Job nods and stands up.

      Sam crawls through, tossing a squirming rat aside when he stands.

      I gag. “Let's hope that orange gas isn't toxic and that we don't catch leprosy or something from those rats.”

      “Any idea what it is?” Sam asks Job.

      Job inhales deeply, and I thump his chest. “Don't try to breathe it, idiot!”

      He shakes his head. “It doesn't smell. That's a good sign. Mustard gas is sweet and spicy, according to victims of World War One. They smelled it when it evaporated. That's where it got its name. Most blister agents smell good.” He stands up. “Other gases, blood agents, almost all smell bad like rotten eggs, apples or garlic.”

      “Carbon monoxide doesn't have a smell,” I say.

      “It wouldn't hurt anyone like this, where it can quickly diffuse.” Job shakes his head. “No, the real risk here is a nerve agent. Most of them are odorless, but we'd also have started twitching already with all the ones I've heard of. I don't know what it is.”

      “I do.” Rafe steps out around the front of the building. “It's an air-borne accelerant. Looks like Ruby's extra days didn't stop WPN after all. We've all got about a week left, I'd say.”

      “How could you possibly know it's accelerant?” I ask.

      Rafe walks around the corner, and I follow. He picks up the can Sean and I fled from. He tosses it at me.

      I miss, but Sam's fast. He reaches down low and snags it. Sam rotates the can to show me the side of it, which reads: Dying slowly is a curse the accelerant will free you from.

      “You got what you wanted,” Rafe says. “You can leave. Look for the hacker virus, or don't. We're dead either way.”

      I shake my head. “This is not what I wanted, none of this is. But we will find my dad's partner, and once we do, I'm hoping we'll find that virus. If we do, we'll race back with it. Not to save you, but for your people. That's a promise.”

      “Who do you think did this?” Sam asks.

      Rafe shrugs, his eyes lifeless, his countenance devoid of any emotion. My heart orders me to hug or comfort him in some way, but my mind refuses. He killed Rhonda. He deserves this and more.

      I shouldn't say it, but I can't help myself. “I might have left WPN too soon.”

      Rafe meets my eye and nods. “Maybe you did, and if so that's on me. Either way this is my fault.”

      The admission doesn't satisfy me. Actually, it feels like I imagine it would feel to kick a baby goat.

      “I hope this didn't come from WPN,” Sam says.

      Because if it did, it means Adam and Josephine aren't managing very well. I only just met my brother and mom. “I hope everyone is okay back in Galveston.”

      Sam nods. “Me, too. Losing family sucks.” He may mourn the loss of family and Rafe’s impending doom, but he doesn't extend comfort to Rafe either. After a long, awkward pause, Rafe turns around and walks away.
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      Not everyone in camp takes the news as calmly or quietly as Rafe. The shouts and crying don't drive me out of town, but if I weren't already leaving they might. One person we pass isn't crying. She isn't shouting, or pulling her hair out, either.

      “Ruby,” Libby says.

      My heart expands. Libby's holding baby Rose, the first baby my blood ever cured. Her sweet face is unmarked, clear. Her tiny pink hand is in her mouth, drool covering her fingers and running down her arm. It sounds disgusting, but the rightness of it fills a hole in my chest.

      “Libby and Rose. I'm so sorry about all this.” I reach out and touch Rose's strawberry blonde head, stroking her tiny curls.

      Libby shakes her head. “It's not your fault. In fact, I didn't think I'd last a week after Rose's birth. I'd been off the suppressants a long time and here I am, a few sores but otherwise okay. Your blood might not have cured me, but it saved my baby, and it knocked Tercera back on its butt. I'm forever grateful.” A tear runs down her cheek. “You gave me the one thing I had lost any hope for. Time with my daughter.”

      “May I?” I ask.

      Libby passes Rose to me and I worry she'll cry. Rose squirms a little and her face turns red, but then she toots and her face returns to newborn pink. I laugh. “She seems to be doing well.”

      “I've been able to nurse her, even,” Libby says. “I was worried at first, but she loves it and so do I.”

      I thought holding her would feel like holding a football, or a bag of beans. She weighs about the same, but the difference is indescribable. Rose is warm and she coos, and holding her wraps a bandage around my battered heart. This is the reason I waited, for Rose. I need to help her and her mother and the other Marked kids. Rafe was wrong to shoot Rhonda, but I’m right to keep helping the Marked anyway. My biological father and his minions wanted to wipe them all out, but we still need to give them the best shot we can at a good life. Even now, reeling from Rhonda’s loss, I’ll race after any chance we have at a cure as fast as I can.

      “We aren't running away.” For some reason, I feel the need to clarify.

      Libby smiles. “Of course you aren't. I was very, very sorry to hear about Rafe's threats, and even sorrier to hear he shot your cousin. I know people were scared and angry, but I begged him not to do it. Rhonda didn't do anything wrong, and neither did you. I’m so sorry.”

      I lean down and kiss Rose's perfect forehead. The smell of her hair fills me with hope.

      “We're looking for a virus,” I say, “one that might consume Tercera. If we can find it, we hope the accelerant won't matter anymore. It's a long shot, but don't give up, okay?”

      When I pass baby Rose back to her mother, Libby catches my hand. “Ruby, even if you fail, you gave me more time. If this doesn't work, remember it's not your fault.”

      I nod my head, but I can't speak another word as I watch Libby walk back toward central Baton Rouge. Typically we'd wait until morning to leave on any sort of trip, but we don't even discuss a delay, not after seeing Libby, not after the accelerant bombs. We're literally the last hope for tens of thousands and seconds matter right now. Rafe gave Uncle Dan and Wesley an old broken down truck, so all three of our vehicles are waiting for us, along with my stressed out and overwrought guards. Frank's so relieved to see me safe and sound that he races toward me, spins me around, and pulls me close for a hug. I stiffen involuntarily and then he won't meet my eyes.

      “I'm so sorry Your Royal Highness, but I'm just so relieved that you're okay.” Frank's eyebrows pull together and his hands close and open, close and open.

      I'm lucky to have people who care whether I'm alive or dead. I hug Frank and this time I don't stiffen when his arms squeeze me. I don't think he even notices the tear I wipe away when I finally let go. Sometimes you need a hug, even when you don't think you do.

      When we load up into the vehicles, I don't argue about Frank sitting in the jeep with Job, Sam and me. I do finally understand why Sam never wants to drive in the dark. He insists on taking point this time and the guards, too shell shocked from our time in Baton Rouge and the recent attack, don't argue. The shiny, new jeep from WPN jounces and jolts over potholes, logs and other debris that even Sam can't spot quickly enough to entirely avoid. We wouldn't have risked this at all, except that we've got brand new cars, but I hope we don't bust a drive chain. The vans struggle a bit more than we do, but they don't slow us down too much. And every time Sam needs to stop, the guards pour out quickly to lend a hand.

      It's nice to have their help, but I miss our drive down from Port Gibson, when it was only Sam and me. Rhonda was alive, and I thought she and Job were safely back at home. Things seemed so much simpler then. I wanted the cure to help Wesley, but no one I knew was imminently dying if I didn't find it. None of the bad things were my fault yet. My dad's fault and his partner's fault yes, but I was simply Donovan Behl's child, daughter of a scientist who got confused and was killed for his efforts. I'm still his daughter, I remind myself. And we do have a chance to fix things, even if the grains of sand are slipping through an hourglass too quickly while we crawl along this road in the dark.

      It should only take about three and a half hours to Port Gibson, according to Sam's estimates. It’ll take another few hours to search my old home. If we locate the documents, and they name the partner, then we’ll have to develop a time estimate on finding this Jack. I'm assuming that if he's alive, he can probably be tracked from Galveston, since most of the survivors started out there and spread to the other Port Cities slowly. That's another full day, or a day and a half's drive, but at least I have a little pull with them. I’m sure if he’s alive and still with WPN, we can locate him.

      I close my eyes and attempt my first ever prayer. I think if there really is a God, he doesn’t need fancy churches or impressive words. He’s got to care mostly about what’s in my heart, right? Surely? I whisper the words as softly as I possibly can.

      “Please God, if there is a God, let Dad's partner be alive, and maybe in Galveston so I can do something about finding him. Too many people have already died. I can’t handle more.”

      If God exists, he doesn’t bother answering me, but I feel a little calmer. Maybe that’s the point.

      Once I've mapped out a mental timeline for finding the hacker virus before the Marked die, I fret about my mom and Adam. “The accelerant couldn't have come from anywhere else? Or could it?”

      Sam sighs. “We know WPN has the accelerant. We don't know whether others have it too.”

      “Could the Unmarked have done it? Do you have any reason to believe your dad might have meant the Marked kids harm?”

      Sam shrugs. “He certainly would take that kind of action if there was a purpose to it, if that's what you're asking. He wouldn't have qualms about killing them, but I can’t think of a way it benefits him. My dad does nothing without a reason.”

      I bite my lip. “Would Adam have done it? Did I misread him entirely? Maybe he was in the Port Heads' pocket all along.”

      “I genuinely doubt it,” Sam says. “But we don't know him very well. I suppose anything is possible.”

      Or there could have been a coup already. Or one of the Port Heads could have simply taken action themselves. I close my eyes and massage my temples. I wish I had a spy network or something.

      “Your mother didn't oppose the Cleansing when David Solomon was alive,” Sam says.

      “No, she didn't. Do you think Adam could've convinced her to reverse positions when it was the one thing I told them not to do? I don't know what's worse. Having my mom and brother betray me like that, or thinking the Port Heads have seized control and they're in danger.”

      “I think the most likely answer is that one of the Port Heads acted unilaterally,” Sam says. “Technically it wasn’t an attack. They didn't take a single life. If one of them had a cache of accelerant, he or she might’ve decided to fix things on their own.”

      “Which means I let Rhonda die for nothing.”

      I glance back at Job. He's still staring out of the window, with no sign he's even hearing anything we say. His eyes are glazed, his hands tapping the glass rhythmically. Because I'm looking back at him, I notice a small campfire off the side of the road. It wasn't visible from our northern route, but looking backward the flames shine brightly.

      “We should check that out,” I say.

      Sam glances over. “A single campfire?” He shakes his head. “Absolutely not. Too dangerous to stop at night.”

      “It can't be more than one person. They could need help, and I'm sure they're cold if they've risked a fire.”

      Sam shakes his head again and panic inexplicably floods my body. We should press on but for some reason, I need to stop. We may be unable to save anyone else, but we have to help him or her.

      I put one hand on his arm. “Please Sam. I can't explain it, but I feel like we should.”

      He groans and pulls the jeep over. I reach for the door, but he slides over and yanks me back. “I'm doing what you asked, but you do not get out, do you hear me?”

      I want to argue, but I don't waste my breath. Sam climbs out of his side and signals the guards to follow. I count slowly to ten. Sam and the guards have circled the campfire, but they don't seem to have found anyone. I can't see what's happening from here. Sam's going to be annoyed, but I gave him a head start.

      “I'm following them,” I say to Job.

      No response. Job's still staring out the window despondently. Apparently unless I need him imminently, Job has checked out.

      I bite my lip. I've waited and waited. Sam knows me well enough by now to expect this. I hop out and run up behind them. A brand new sleeping bag lays near the campfire, but it's conspicuously empty. He must've heard us coming. I glance around, hoping the traveller will come out, whoever he is.

      “Gone,” Sam says.

      Frank nods. “Ran off. Probably hiding from something or someone. If they don't want to be found, it's for the best we leave them be.”

      Sam orders the guards back to the cars. “Time to go, sunshine. Can't help someone who doesn't want it.” He takes my arm and I let him lead me back to the jeep.

      Something catches the corner of my eye, a flash of gold. I turn back and my breath catches when I see the red knit cap, poking out of the top of a nondescript black backpack. A gold puffball adorns the top. It's absolutely hideous, but my heart surges in my chest when I see it. Because I made that cap.

      “Rhonda!” I scream and spin in a circle. “Rhonda, it's Ruby! Come out!”

      Sam covers my mouth with his hand. “Stop that right now. You'll alert anyone within miles to our presence. After that accelerant attack, the Marked are volatile. Plus their attacker could be out here, waiting to see how they react.”

      I point at the red cap poking out of the open pocket of the backpack and Sam lets me go, his eyes scanning the darkness with newly found excitement. “Maybe someone took if after,” Sam says. “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      A stick cracks behind us, somewhere deep in the pitch-blackness of the woods and my heart races.

      “Ruby?”

      Rhonda emerges from the woods, her boots crunching twigs and dry foliage underfoot. I barrel toward her as fast as my legs can propel me. I want to spin her around and throw her up in the air, but I'm not strong enough. I settle instead for clinging to her like a baby koala. Tears stream freely down my face. “You're supposed to be dead.”

      Rhonda pats my back. “Rafe had to execute me. His people were losing faith. They were talking about choosing a new leader, about storming the Unmarked towns or attacking Galveston in real numbers. He had to show them he was taking action and would soon be making progress.”

      I shake my head, and swipe at my wet cheeks. “But you're alive.”

      “He insisted on doing it himself,” Rhonda says. “He took me out past the old Baton Rouge Zoo and held the gun to my temple. He shook his head back and forth, clearly agitated.” She sighs. “I actually felt sorry for him. Or, you know, I would have if I hadn't been tied up and defenseless, waiting for my brains to be blown out.”

      “And?” I ask.

      “A wild hog burst through the underbrush, barreling straight toward us. Rafe shot it, and then he got a strange look on his face. He yanked his belt knife off and sliced it open. He wiped blood on his arms and cut my ropes. He made me swear never to come back to Marked territory, and then he made me run. He said I couldn't stop until I ran past Baker. Ten or fifteen miles, I'm not sure. I don't know what he would have done if that pig hadn't surprised us, and I don't know what he did after that, but I'm guessing he didn't tell another soul exactly who or what he killed that day.”

      I close my eyes. The things I said to him, the fight between Sam and his brother. I can't take any of it back and he didn't even do it.

      Sam smiles. “I'm glad you're okay.” He pats Rhonda's arm, and she pulls him against her for a hug, all of us laughing at his awkwardness.

      Job never left the car, apparently not even recognizing Rhonda's name amid our shouting. When I realize that, I sprint back to the jeep. “Job.” I tap on the glass.

      He stares at me blankly.

      Last time he only focused when I needed him. “Help me, Job. I have a problem.”

      His eyes orient and meet mine. “What's wrong?”

      “Get out of the car right now.”

      Job opens the door and looks around frantically. “Why'd we stop? What's wrong?”

      I point behind him and Job's eyes follow my finger. When he sees Rhonda, his jaw drops, his eyes widen and his hands shake. Rhonda jogs toward him, and when she slams into him, she looks so much like a golden retriever puppy that I'm surprised when she doesn't lick his face. Even with the time constraints we're under, the minutes ticking by while I watch Job with his twin don't make me anxious or impatient. They're entitled to take a breath to recover, especially Job.

      I catch Rhonda up on what's happened while we drive toward Port Gibson. By the time 33 dumps onto 61, she's up to speed. Of course, that's when my nerves kick into overdrive. I haven't seen Port Gibson in weeks, and the previously familiar surrounding areas look alien to me now.

      When we pull up to the checkpoint, I recognize the guard.

      “Hey Barrett,” Sam says.

      Barrett's chocolate brown eyes widen as they take us all in.

      “Will you let us through?” Sam asks. “The vans back there are with us. They're from WPN, but they answer to me. I'll vouch for all of them.”

      Barrett coughs. “I doubt you can really vouch for anyone. You're in a lot of trouble, Sam. Mayor Fairchild isn't pleased you left when you did.”

      “My departure ended the Marked attacks though, didn't it?”

      Barrett runs one hand through his short, dark brown hair, leaving it sticking up all over. “There was one more, but then yeah, they stopped. How'd you know?”

      Sam sighs. “Let me past.”

      Barrett’s fingers fidget on his clipboard.

      “It's me here in the back, Bar,” Rhonda says. “I'm sure you saw my dad pass through not long ago with Fairchild's son. His no-longer-Marked-son.”

      Barrett nods.

      Rhonda smiles. “You aren't sure what to do because that already caused a lot of unrest.”

      Barrett nods again.

      “Trust me, okay. Sam was your boss, but I'm a friend. We're here for a good reason and we're all healthy. You can let us in.”

      Barrett takes a deep breath. “Okay, you can pass.” He points behind us. “But they have to wait outside.”

      Frank is not going to like this.

      Sam agrees to Barrett’s terms, and he and I walk back to ask them to wait outside the city wall. I worry Paul's head is going to explode, but ultimately none of them can take Sam in official rank, or physically if it came to that. Eventually, they agree to set up camp just past the southern barricade. It's a good thing we brought some supplies from WPN and that Rafe left their food and tents in the vans.

      “I think we should head straight for your house,” Sam says after we climb back into the jeep. “I'm guessing Dan and Wesley have at least been there.”

      We all agree. When we pass the Claiborne County Medical Center, it looks smaller somehow, less impressive now that I've seen bigger facilities. When we turn on Greenwood Street, my hands begin to shake. I expect our house to look different too, smaller or shabbier, but when we turn onto College Street and it comes into view, it looks exactly the same. Partially enclosed front porch, freshly painted light blue siding that probably needs to be replaced soon. Two stories tall with a tiny window at the very top that looks out from my bedroom. My greenhouse looks the same from the outside, but I'm sure all my precious little plants are already dead.

      No vehicles are parked out front. Rafe said he gave Wesley and Uncle Dan a red pickup truck. Shouldn't it be parked here? When I glance at Sam, he shrugs. I hold out my hand for him when we walk up to the front door, but he doesn't take it. Rhonda frowns at me and lifts one eyebrow.

      I shake my head. I'll have to explain later. I wish being dumped didn't hurt so much.

      I grab the knob, but the door's locked. Job grabs the hide-a-key from under a family of stone owls that live in our front flowerbed and unlocks the door. When it swings open freely, I wonder who repaired the damage Sam did the day we left. The day he handed in my Path for me, and I fled my home of almost nine years.

      “Uncle Dan?” I call. “Are you home?”

      Silence.

      “Wesley?” Job yells as he walks up the stairs. “You here?”

      Nothing.

      My heart rate accelerates when I jog toward my aunt's office, but not because of the exertion. Job's feet clomp back down the stairs, and he and Rhonda follow behind me, eager to help. I start with the office drawers, while Job begins with a bookcase, and Rhonda opens boxes that are stacked in the corners.

      “Where should I look?” Sam asks.

      “Maybe you should find Uncle Dan,” I say. “I'm sure he'd love to know Rhonda's with us.”

      Sam shakes his head. “We aren't splitting up. I have no idea what reception your uncle found.” He doesn't mention that it's not promising that Uncle Dan isn't home. He doesn't have to. We all know.

      Sam dives into the second box next to Rhonda.

      Two hours later, minutes until midnight, we've searched every piece of paper in the office and checked my aunt and uncle's closet. We even rummaged around in the garage without success.

      “No one has seen a single thing that could’ve been Donovan Behl's?” I ask. “Or Donald Carillon's?” My dad assumed a fake name when he stole me from my mom and ran, which makes me wonder how many of his papers I might have seen without even knowing they were his.

      Rhonda and Job shake their heads.

      “How can that be?” I groan. “It was all sent to Aunt Anne, I'm sure of it.” I rock back on my heels, deflated, borderline depressed.

      “It's possible they left it in Nebraska, isn't it?” Job asks. “Didn't Mom say they only looked through the boxes right before they left? Maybe they didn't think financial paperwork was important enough to bring.”

      Aunt Anne's words rise up in my memory. “She found boxes of journals and his briefcase.” I look around the room despondently. “No briefcase. I bet they left it.”

      I want to curl up and sob. All those kids. I was counting on finding the name of Dad's partner with time to track him down.

      “Mom and Dad had to travel with me and Job, you, and Sam. That’s four kids for just three adults, the two of them and Sam’s dad. I would've left boring financial paperwork behind too,” Rhonda says. “If I was headed into the unknown. Especially if I was already hauling a box of cumbersome old journals.”

      “We're wasting our time here.” Uncle Dan hasn't come home by midnight, and I need to know why. “Your dad might remember whether they left that stuff.”

      Job and Rhonda look at each other and nod. “Fairchild’s our best bet for finding Dad.”

      I sigh. Wesley's house isn’t too far. Wesley came with Uncle Dan, and his dad's the one controlling Aunt Anne's fate.

      As quickly as we arrived, we load back up in the jeep headed for Wesley's house. It's almost midnight, which isn't exactly an ideal time to be knocking on the Mayor's door. During the drive, I wonder whether Mr. Fairchild has seen Wesley yet. I wonder whether he's amazed and excited, or just relieved. I hope he's in a better mood. Maybe he'll be pleased enough about his son's return to release my aunt. I hope my blood helps her, or if not, that we can find this hacker virus. My foot taps a staccato rhythm on the floorboard.

      Rhonda lays a hand on my arm. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I wish I believed her, but too much is piling up. Too many problems, too many fears and too many people I love in danger. A red pickup truck is parked in front of Wesley's house, as well as a large white Range Rover. Sam pulls up behind it and cuts the engine.

      “Mayor Fairchild got a new car?” I point at the white Range Rover.

      “Maybe.” Sam's voice wobbles. I've never heard his voice sound like that, almost nervous. What could make Sam nervous?

      “Who else could it be?” I narrow my eyes, because I suspect he knows.

      Sam shrugs. “Anyone, I guess.”

      We all sit still for a moment, as though none of us really want to go knocking on Mr. Fairchild's door. He's nice enough I guess, but kind of scary too. Light streams out of the glass in the front door, and the windows in the front room, but it's not bright, and I don't see any shadows so there’s no indication of movement. Maybe they left a candle burning. It's a violation of rule 23, but who's going to turn in the Mayor?

      I grab the jeep's door handle and force it open. I've known Mr. Fairchild for a long time. I don't mind waking him up, not when my aunt's life hangs in the balance. Rhonda and Job stride up, one on either side of me. I feel Sam more than hear him behind me. The three of us up front all lean forward and pound on the wood together, electing not to use the huge metal knocker.

      There's no pause before boot steps clomp toward the door, which means at least someone was awake. The solid oak door swings open with a creak. I expect to see Mr. Fairchild, a tall, thin man with a black, grey-streaked beard. I wouldn't have been surprised to see Wesley's mom, an equally thin, and nearly as tall woman with a kind face. Her shiny, dark brown hair is always swept up into a high ponytail, like she never quite gave up on the style after high school cheerleading ended.

      The man standing behind the door looks nothing like Mr. or Mrs. Fairchild, except perhaps for his prodigious height. He stands several inches taller than Rhonda, and maybe only an inch or two shorter than Sam. His golden eyes stare into mine, then shift slowly to Job, then Rhonda, and finally lift over our heads to Sam. He’s as old as Mayor Fairchild, but better looking, much better.

      “Hello son. I've been wondering when you'd turn up.”

      “Can't say I'm glad to see you,” Sam says. “You'd know that was a lie.”

      My eyes widen and my eyebrows rise. I don’t remember Sam disliking his dad this much. At least, they never fought back in the cabin I don’t think.

      Job says, “Well I'm glad to see you, sir. We're sorry to knock at such a late hour Mr. Roth, but have you seen our father?”

      John Roth leans against the doorframe. “Hey Job. I’m glad you came. Your dad said you were being held by a group of insane Marked kids. He’s inside.”

      Rhonda smiles in relief. We don’t know Mr. Fairchild well, and Sam may not like his dad, but at least we know him. “May we come in, sir?”

      John smiles warmly. “Rhonda.” His eyes crinkle when and he exhales deeply. “Dan thought. . . well, he’s going to be ecstatic to see you.”

      “We all thought she was dead,” I say. “The Marked leader told us he executed her.”

      John steps back and gestures for us to walk past. Job and Rhonda run ahead, but John's hand shoots out and his fingers circle my wrist. “Little Ruby isn’t quite as little anymore. I've heard a lot about you lately, and even more about your late father. I'm glad to see that you're healthy and whole. Last I heard you were being held by the Marked kids too, as a lab rat.”

      “We bring some news about that actually,” I say.

      Sam walks past his father and keeps walking into the family room. He ducks behind Job and Rhonda and out of my view.

      “What news?” John Roth asks.

      “Someone hit Baton Rouge with accelerant in tin can bombs. The Marked have been gathering there since the suppressant started failing. There were ten thousand or so who hadn't arrived yet, but the majority of them had reached the city. Everyone present now has less than a week to live unless we can find the cure.”

      “I thought you were the cure,” John Roth says.

      Wesley's voice comes from the stairs. “I told you she wasn't. Her blood is more of a preventative.” He runs down the stairs, a smile on his face when he looks at me.

      “Worked well enough for you,” John Roth says. “But you did mention it wasn't effective for those in advanced stages.”

      Wesley starts down the stairs. “It worked for me because I ingested Ruby's blood around the same time my Mark showed up.”

      “Yes, I heard the story on that. You two kissed at the Last Supper if my sources got it right.” John Roth lifts his eyebrows. “And now I hear you're dating my son.”

      Sam glances back at me sharply. He shakes his head.

      “Uh, no sir,” I say. “We aren't together. Not anymore.”

      John Roth frowns. “Not anymore? My, my, I can't keep up with you young people.”

      “You're not the only one.” Wesley smirks from the bottom step.

      Shouts from the family room draw my eye. Uncle Dan's arms wrap around Rhonda and my heart lifts as he spins her in a circle like I wanted to do. Now we just need Aunt Anne back. John Roth walks into the family room, but before I can follow him, Wesley steps off the stairs and jogs over to where I'm standing in the foyer. He reaches out and pulls me into a hug.

      He's standing so close to me that his words ruffle my hair. “I heard about the accelerant from upstairs. I'm so sorry, but I'm glad that maniac let you go.”

      “I actually almost felt sorry for him after the attack, and I still thought he'd killed Rhonda at the time.” I shake my head, but there's too much to deal with to waste much time on relief. “Wes, they're all dying. Every single one of them.” I pull away and look up into his dark blue eyes. “Speaking of. Have you guys talked about Aunt Anne yet?”

      His brows draw together. “I better let my dad explain.”

      I follow him into the family room, but everyone's already moving toward the kitchen by the time I get there. Mr. Fairchild stands next to Job by the wooden table, gesturing at a document.

      “What's going on?” I ask.

      Job meets my eye. “Dad said Mom was charged with assault on an Unmarked person, and initially she was. Fairchild convicted her, just like Dad said, but after she was convicted and before Mayor Fairchild could reconsider, she confessed.”

      I shake my head. “That's not legal. She could've been under duress. And anyway, why would she do that?”

      “Not to the assault,” Rhonda says. “She confessed to something else, something entirely different.”

      I stalk toward the table, noting the slump of Uncle Dan's shoulders, and the downward cast of Rhonda's eyes. I glance down at the paper.

      I, Anne Carillon Orien, hereby swear that the following statement is a true and faithful representation of the facts as I know them. In early June I discovered some of the Marked children had voluntarily ceased taking the hormone suppressant. Failure to take it allowed their bodies to develop. Several of them became pregnant. I grew concerned with this change and notified the proper authorities. I believed then, as I do now, that such action would result in a perpetuation of the Marked threat, with no indication of a cure in sight.

      When the leadership chose not to take action, I took the problem into my own hands. I substituted the hormone suppressant for sugar pills with the intention that the Marked children would die out naturally as they should have years go. This would finally terminate the ongoing risk that they pose to all the Unmarked, including my own children.

      I attest this is a true statement, and it was written in my own hand.

      Anne Carillon

      It's in her handwriting, but I don't believe a word of it. My aunt would never have done that, any of it. Besides, the suppressant wasn’t replaced with sugar pills. It was replaced with prenatal vitamins. My aunt would know that, since she investigated it firsthand. Even so, it's hard to petition for an appeal when you're staring at a signed confession for a more egregious crime.

      “If she weren't already slated for execution on the grounds of criminal assault,” John Roth says, “I'd be forced to sentence Anne Orien to death on the grounds of treason.”
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      “This paper is a lie. The suppressant wasn’t changed for sugar pills, for one thing. I demand to see her.” I slam my hand down on the paper. “Aunt Anne would never write that. If she caused the suppressant failure like this says, why would she freak out when she found out about it? And why come rushing back to try and save them? It’s clearly fabricated and it makes no sense.”

      “Guilt does strange things to people,” Mr. Fairchild says. “She told me she exchanged the suppressant because the Marked kids were slowly starving. That's exactly the reason my Wesley got Marked, you know. His big heart saw a starving girl and tried to help. But when your aunt saw those starving children, and realized some were having babies, babies that would perpetuate this horrifying cycle, she felt guilty. Or she fled because she was overcome with shame and used that fictitious purpose as a pretense.”

      I shake my head. “She wouldn't have changed the suppressant without telling anyone. She's not devious. She would have explained her reasons to the Council.”

      “Not devious? She held on to her brother’s journals all these years without sharing that she even had them,” John Roth says. “She never told you the truth about your father or your mother.”

      I frown. He's right. Uncle Dan pulls out a chair and sits down, his face downcast. Something doesn’t add up, but I can’t think what.

      John Roth pats my shoulder. “Sometimes we least understand the people we love the most.” He glances at his son.

      I shy away from his hand because he's wrong. I know my aunt, and she didn’t do this.

      “I'm not trying to hurt you,” John Roth says. “I love your aunt too. She's a good person. These are terrible times we live in. I heard from your uncle that you survived quite an ordeal down in Galveston, and then to be captured by the Marked and locked up again? You must be exhausted.”

      I pull out a chair and plonk down in it, my eyes still transfixed by the alleged confession. He's right though, I am exhausted. Maybe I'm not as rational as I should be.

      “You should be back there now,” John Roth says. “In Galveston, where you can actually do some good. My son can go with you and keep you safe as I hear he's done several times in the past few weeks.”

      “You want me to take Sam and go back to WPN? Actually go back down to rule as their queen?”

      John Roth shrugs. “They have resources, tools, and advanced tech that we've lost the capability to reproduce and maintain. It could be quite the positive partnership, to work with them instead of against them. Cooperation between us could change an awful lot of lives among the Unmarked for the better.”

      A month ago I had no idea what Path to choose. I was literally collecting garbage and cleaning toilets in Sanitation. Now it's like I'm a prize mare, or even worse, a character from an insipid Jane Austen novel. I hate everything about it.

      “I have no intention of ever ruling in Galveston, just so you know. I met my half brother while I was there. He's older than me, he's lived there all his life, he actually believes in God and he doesn't mind giving the people the preachy sermons they want. I left him to run things temporarily, but I’m planning to make it permanent as soon as I possibly can.”

      John Roth frowns. “As you know, I try to maintain open communication with as many of the WPN leaders as possible. Multiple lines of contact help keep them honest, and they help us assess the possible benefits to trade and other cooperation, versus the threat of violence or attack. I recently received a letter from a Port Head indicating you survived a Trial by Fire and were crowned queen.”

      I exhale. “That's technically true.” I scrunch my nose. “Which Port Head wrote you? Sawyer?”

      John Roth shakes his head.

      “Rosa? No, wait, I know. Dolores.”

      John Roth smiles. “You're a persistent little thing, I'll give you that. And it was a stroke of brilliance to demand a Trial by Fire and request the method of death be infection by Tercera. It only worked because you rather prudently failed to share that you're immune, but whatever works with lunatics like them. I admire that you didn't run when threatened with death, but changed the rubric instead.”

      John Roth never spoke to me when I was a kid and we lived for years in the same cabin. It was like he didn't even see me back then. I wish I could revert to that. “Um, thanks. The thing is, I think we have more pressing issues right now than who's wearing a crown down in Galveston.”

      “Like what?” he asks.

      “My dad's old journals mention that in addition to the antibodies, there's a virus Dad was working on. He called it the hacker virus because it gobbled up other viruses and made them into more of itself. He worried his partner would sell Tercera, which obviously he did, and he said there were two more doses of this hacker virus.”

      “But there's no way the virus could have survived this long, right?” Mayor Fairchild asks.

      I shake my head. “No, but if the partner stole the cure too, and we can find financial documents that show who my father's business partner was, then we can find him. If he has the cure, we can use it to save the Marked kids.”

      Mayor Fairchild whistles. “You're hoping to save all those poor kids? Ninety or a hundred thousand kids are dying this week, and you think you really might find the key to saving them all? After eleven years of this horrible virus stumping every scientist in America?”

      I scowl. “We know it's a long shot, but if we can find the paperwork, at least we can try. No one ever solved a problem by giving up.”

      “Don't you think if this partner had the cure he'd have done something with it?” John Roth asks. “He could’ve sold it at any point for an astronomical price, I imagine.”

      “We don't know any details, and only he can answer that,” I say. “What if he did have it and sold it to another country?”

      “Then finding him would hardly help,” John Roth says. “In that case, it would be beyond our reach.”

      I shake my head. “WPN has boats. We might not get it in time to save the ninety-thousand who were accelerated, but what about the other ten?”

      “Without locating the partner, we'll never know,” Wesley says. “It's knowledge we undeniably need. For instance, if the partner planned to wait until things were desperate to drive up the price and he waited too long, perhaps he missed his window. By the time the government was wiped out, traditional money had no meaning. The whole world shifted.”

      Mayor Fairchild beams. “We're so happy to have you home. You're developing quite a fine head for this sort of reasoning.”

      Uncle Dan rolls his eyes. “Or maybe he didn't know what he had. The point is, until we know who the partner is, we can't track down the answer. That's the point.”

      “We thought the records would be at the house,” I say. “An email from Aunt Anne indicates they were in some kind of briefcase. Do you remember anything like that?”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head. “No, but we focused on bringing all the supplies we could carry. Other than obviously practical things, all we made room for were your dad's journals. We still hadn't read them at that point. If I'm being honest, Anne and I have worried several times that we might have left a journal or two behind.”

      “We have to go back,” I say. “If there's any chance we might find out something we can use, we have to go to Republican City.”

      John Roth laughs. “That's twenty hours away by car, if the roads are even passable anymore. I can't imagine that cabin survived eight years without upkeep. No, the better bet is to search the documents and materials down in Galveston. You've got total control there. You can turn your dad's office, home and lab upside down, not to mention combing through any police and government evidence. David Solomon was a canny man. I imagine he saved everything related to Donovan Behl and his work.”

      “We need to focus on saving my mom first,” Rhonda says. “When can we talk to her?”

      Mr. Fairchild sighs. “She's already been sent to Nashville. All executions take place there.”

      Uncle Dan puts his head in his hands.

      “If you need someone other than her husband, I'll formally petition for an appeal,” I say. “I don't believe this confession one little bit, and I demand you rehear her case and question her about why she’s falsely confessed. Try her on both charges if you insist, because I'll bet she can clear herself of both. Besides, what's the downside for her? She still dies?”

      John Roth's voice is low, and reminds me of both his sons. “I'm sorry little Ruby, but I already explained this to your Uncle. I walked in at the end of Anne’s interrogation and I watched her write the confession myself. It's real, as much as I wish it wasn't. I have to deny the appeal. We must keep order and I can't pardon people because they're my friends.”

      “Why not?” Sam asks. “It's not like it would set a bad precedent. You don’t have many.”

      “We'll talk later,” John Roth says. “We have a lot of things to discuss, but I'm not changing my mind about the appeal. I can't afford a vote of no confidence right now, with the Marked threat and a regime change in Galveston. It would be catastrophic, especially with Counselor Quinn questioning everything I say and do.”

      I don’t even bother asking who Quinn is. John’s reasons for having a weak spine don’t interest me. We never had a chance to appeal my aunt’s sentence. We were doomed from the start, just like we were in Baton Rouge. Like every attempt I make to fix things, I've failed again.

      “One thing I’ll never understand,” I say, “is Unmarked society’s rush to expedite the death of people already on death row.”

      Mayor Fairchild coughs. “Excuse me.” He clears his throat. “I do want to apologize for how the entire thing happened. It was a terrible business for all of us. I’m sorry for my role in it. But Ruby, if you don't plan to return to WPN and search for documents, we'd love to coordinate with you on preparing something to inoculate the Unmarked here in Port Gibson. You and Wesley could work on the protocols together, with Job's supervision of course. I'm happy to offer Job his mother's position, er, once it's officially available that is.”

      Which will happen when Job's mother is executed. Because of Mayor Fairchild's ruling. At least he has the decency to recognize what an awkward place his eagerness to use my immunity has shoved him into. “But for now, I'm sure we all need to sleep. My brain is so foggy I can barely string two words together.”

      “I agree with you. We all need sleep,” John Roth says. “But it's something to consider, Ruby. If you decide not to return to Galveston, I'm sure all the communities of the Unmarked would do whatever you might need to facilitate the development of an inoculation. It may be too late for all those children, but we can at least ensure this dreadful plague dies with them.”

      Everywhere I go, people want to pen me in, tie me up and pump blood out of my body. I'm like the dopey virgin teen with perfume smelling blood in one of those bad vampire movies everyone loved Before.

      I think about Adam and Josephine back in Galveston. I hope the Port Heads haven't taken over, but at a baseline I fear one of them has gone rogue. I need to go back and find out who. If I can't help Rafe, Lily, and Rose, at least I can make their murderers pay.

      “I'll go back to WPN,” I say. “That doesn't mean I don't want to help, but I need to resolve some things there, stuff I left without addressing fully.”

      “My son will accompany you,” John Roth says. “I can smooth things over here on his behalf. It won't hurt for me to report that he's been placed in a key position there. Chief of the Army, or some such, huh?”

      “I'd dearly like to know who you're talking to,” I say.

      John Roth’s only answer is a non-committal shrug.

      “Did your contact mention anything about my regent?”

      John’s eyes rise. “Your mother, I believe.”

      I nod. “Nothing else?” Like whether there’s been a coup.

      John Roth shakes his head. “No other details, but I’m sure if there is any unrest, my son can take care of that for you.” He pats Sam’s shoulder and I notice that big, brawny Sam flinches.

      I want Sam to come with me, of course I do, but being told he's coming with me by his smug father and that Sam will fix all my problems for me, well it pisses me off.

      “I wouldn't dare impose on any part of your family any further. Sam's risked his life for me over and over and apparently it’s landed him in some trouble with you. The good news is that I brought a substantial number of guards. They’re waiting for me just outside of Port Gibson, and they’re more than adequate to safely escort me back to Galveston where my mother's waiting for me.”

      Sam's eyes are pained when they meet mine, before he looks away.

      “We can talk about the rest of any details back at home,” Uncle Dan says. “We've imposed long enough.”

      “Indeed.” Job's eyes flash. “Don't let us keep you awake any longer with our vain pleas that you consider saving our innocent mother's life.”

      Job, Rhonda, and Uncle Dan stand up and walk toward the door. I glance at Wesley, who shrugs, so I stand up too. He squeezes my hand before I can leave. “I'll be over as soon as I can.”

      I don't acknowledge that I heard him. I square my shoulders and walk to the door. After my family has walked through the doorway, I turn back. “Mr. Roth, something to consider. I'm returning to WPN imminently. I haven't decided whether to rule, or pass my rule off to someone more capable, but either way it won't help the Unmarked if they recently killed my aunt, who I love like a mother. It might even make me hang on to the position, out of a desire for revenge.”

      John Roth's mouth turns up, but the smile doesn't reach his eyes. “You’ve caught on quickly, haven't you Ruby?”

      I shrug. “Just an observation. I might be persuaded into a friendly trade position with the Unmarked one way or another, but once my aunt is dead, any hope of that dies with her. You'll have made an enemy. And one more humble observation if you don't mind. WPN outnumbers the Unmarked by at least two to one, and we've got far, far superior firepower. Even if you can't pardon your friends, you might consider what you could conceivably do in exchange for a political alliance, or if things got really ugly like they might with falsified confessions, to prevent a war.” I turn on my heel and walk out.

      “She’s a real fireball, isn’t she?” I hear John Roth asking as I slam the door.

      Rhonda and Job are sitting in the red truck with Uncle Dan, which I don’t fault them for. Even with the news about Aunt Anne, it’s got to be exciting to Uncle Dan to have Rhonda back.

      I climb into the jeep alone and pull the keys out of the glove box where Sam left them. Uncle Dan starts the truck and heads home, but I wait on the street for at least five minutes for Sam to emerge. Finally, I see movement from behind a bush on the side of the house. A dark figure runs toward me. I turn the key in the ignition. The figure opens the car door and my heart flutters with excitement.

      My heart plummets when I realize it’s Wesley.

      “Oh,” I say. “Hi.”

      “You look surprised, and maybe even disappointed. I'll pretend that doesn't sting. You were hoping for Sam, I take it?”

      “Forget it.” I pull out onto the road and turn toward home.

      Wesley sighs. “What happened? Sam broke up with you because of what Rafe said?”

      I nod.

      “You know what they say. Big genetically enhanced pecs . . .tiny brain. I was jealous for a while, I'll admit. But I'm actually grateful right now that I can't melt metal objects with my laser beam vision.”

      I roll my eyes. “He snapped his handcuffs earlier with nothing more than a simple flex and pull movement.”

      Wesley groans. “Fine, I lied. I am still jealous.”

      I snort. “It's okay. I am too. I can barely pop the top off of cans.” I pull up in front of my house and park the car on the road.

      “Look, if you go and apologize really soundly, I bet he'll forgive you,” Wesley says. “He's obviously still gaga for you. You were busy fighting with his dad, but Sam alternated between brooding and staring at you longingly the entire time you were at my house. He was basically Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights. Wealthy Heathcliff, not the young insecure one.”

      “Of course.” I open the car door and climb out.

      Wesley closes his door and walks alongside me.

      “The thing is,” I say, “Sam's waiting on me, I guess. To be completely sure. He wants me to be totally ready to commit to him.”

      “Ready to commit for what?” Wesley shakes his head. “To bear him beefy boys?”

      “Gross, Wes. Eww.”

      “I’m kidding, but I swear that guy isn't making my job easy.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “He's not leaving any socks on the floor. That's what I mean. If he'd be a little more annoying or a little less noble.” Wesley opens the front door for me. When I walk through, he drops his voice. “If I'm being totally honest, I actually like him, Rubes. I wanted to hate him, but he treats you really well and he makes you happy. When he’s not dumping you over principles. Stupid, noble, kind of gentlemanly principles.” He runs one hand through his hair. “I can't believe I'm saying this to you, but as your best friend and not a jealous wannabe boyfriend, I'm duty bound to admit that you could do worse, like way worse. He's not as great as me, but he's not horrible either. I guess that's the gist of what I'm saying.”

      Wesley's candor and his obvious care for me remind me why I liked him for so many years.

      We walk in the door quietly.

      “You're back. Finally.” Uncle Dan paces. When he notices Wesley, he says, “I didn't expect you here.”

      “My parents think I'm asleep.”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head. “Maybe you should be.”

      Wesley says, “Not if Rubes needs me, and I'm pretty good with making plans. We were slow coming home because Ruby took it upon herself to threaten the big man himself. She told our Chancellor that WPN has more weapons, and more people and he oughtn't get off on the wrong foot by executing the new queen's aunt who she loves like a mother.”

      Uncle Dan’s eyes widen. “What did he say?”

      “He didn't respond other than to say he was impressed with my initiative,” I say. “But I'm not letting it go so easily. I have no idea what's going on down in Galveston, but maybe with a formal request from WPN I can pry her free. I've decided to head back tomorrow. Roth's right. My best hope for finding the paperwork that lists Dad's partner is in Galveston. Besides, I'm worried about Josephine and Adam. That accelerant never should've hit Baton Rouge.”

      “Are you sure it came from WPN?” Rhonda asks.

      “No,” I say, “I'm not, but I know Solomon had it, and who else had motive?”

      Rhonda throws her hands up in the air. “My mom had no motive at all to trade out the suppressant, but for some reason everyone believes she did that.”

      Wesley sits down in our big blue armchair. “I don't think she did it at all. Rafe said she was upset, like genuinely upset when she discovered the pills weren't the same. She rushed back here to investigate knowing she'd have difficulty communicating with anyone. Why would she do that if she had substituted them herself?”

      “But who else could’ve done it?” Job asks. “That's been my hang up all along. My mom was my first suspect too, and would be still if I didn't know her so well.”

      The beginnings of an idea form in my head. Tiny clues, so small I can't trust them. “I wonder whether, and bear with me here, could Rafe have done it?”

      Job snorts. “Why in the world would he?”

      I perch on the edge of the sofa. “Think about it. His people were going off it voluntarily, at least some of them. They were sick of side effects, sick of their lives being on pause. And some of them wanted children. Libby told me she wanted to be a mother and she wasn't even sure if she could be thanks to ten years of hormone treatments. Their own parents left them, and they knew they'd be doomed to leave their own kids, and they did it anyway. That sounds like despair, or maybe just garden-variety depression. I don't know which, but Rafe was already captaining a sinking ship.”

      “Side effects are better than dying,” Uncle Dan says. “So what if a few kids voluntarily stopped taking it?”

      I shake my head. “Something he said struck me as super odd. He said ‘that was why he did what he did.’ I assumed he meant with Rhonda, but it felt strange at the time. Knowing he didn't even shoot Rhonda, I wonder whether he meant something else entirely. Like swapping the suppressant to get them some attention.”

      “No one ever prioritizes them,” Wesley says. “That's what he was talking about when he said he 'did something about it.' I remember you looking at me and I knew you heard it too.”

      I nod. “Could he have meant that he did something about them being ignored? He eliminated the permanent time out? Forcing us to deal with their impending death instead of throwing pills at them indefinitely?” I bite my lip. “After the accelerant hit, when we were leaving, Sam said it was Rafe's fault for making us leave WPN too soon. Rafe said either way it was all his fault or something like that. I wonder if he blames himself because without going off the suppressant. . .”

      “The accelerant wouldn't have done a thing,” Job says.

      “Monumentally stupid move if it was him,” Uncle Dan says. “I actually feel bad for him. I know what it feels like to ruin everything while trying to help.”

      So do I.

      “The other option is someone set Mom up,” Rhonda says. “Someone within the Unmarked.”

      “Sam and Rafe both hate their dad,” I say. “Could John Roth have forced Aunt Anne to sign that confession? Could he have changed out the suppressants for some reason? Maybe he saw a chance to pin it on someone else and took it.”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head. “He's a tough enough guy to do that, even to a friend. He's done some things that were hard, but I don't think John would do that to us. We aren’t really just friends. We’re more like family. We’ve been best friends for twenty years, since we were in the Olympics together. And we lived with him through the end of the world.”

      Maybe, but there’s something about John Roth I do not trust. “He’s been ruling the Unmarked for a while, and you don’t see him much anymore.”

      Uncle Dan collapses on the sofa. “We don’t see him as often, it’s true. But he has no motive. Why would he swap the suppressants? And if he did, who would ever hold him accountable for it? He's not a dictator, but no one's truly challenged his leadership in . . . well, ever. So why set up a dear friend to take the fall for something that no one would blame him for?”

      “Except for this Quinn,” I mutter.

      “What?” Uncle Dan asks.

      “Never mind,” I say. “But I don't trust him.”

      Uncle Dan leans on his arm. “I do like him and I do trust him. If you give him a solid reason he can use, I think he'll pardon her. He's canny enough he might actually have refused to help her and made up some crap about a political rival so he could come back and argue for concessions from WPN. In fact, the more I think about it, I think he was probably angling toward this all along.”

      I grit my teeth. “Your dear friend would allow you to suffer psychological pain of unknown quantity in order to negotiate with me?”

      Uncle Dan shrugs. “Maybe. In his mind it’s not real harm.”

      Some friend.

      Wesley nods. “I was wondering the same thing. He knew an awful lot about Ruby's new position, and she's new, like really, really new. I doubt everyone living in a WPN city or settlement even knows her name yet. I bet Roth's been planning to spare Anne, but figured he might as well get something out of it.”

      “Would he really bait me that way?” I ask. “What if I didn’t think of threatening him?”

      Uncle Dan snorts. “He would have led you there if he had to.”

      “I told you I didn't like him.” I fold my arms and lean back in the sofa, breathing deeply of the smell of home.

      “I think the WPN angle's our best bet to save her,” Wesley says. “Plus, John Roth is right about one thing. If there's evidence of your father's partner anywhere, there's probably some kind of copy in Galveston. Maybe we can even fire up some old computers or something.”

      A dark thought occurs to me that I can't even mention to Job, or Rhonda, or my uncle. But what if there isn't any evidence of the partner. . . because my aunt already destroyed it? I sit up and prop my chin into my hands. What if Aunt Anne was my dad's partner? She had money as a physician and also from my uncle's endorsements. She could’ve invested in her brother, and if things went south she might’ve needed cash badly. Would she have threatened to release a virus? Could she have pulled the trigger?

      Dad calls his partner Jack, and always says 'he', but what if he promised he'd keep no records of her involvement or what if Jack was a nickname, or a code word for Anne? I wouldn't recall ever meeting “Jack” since when I saw Dad's partner, I'd really have been seeing someone I knew already as my aunt.

      Except she's Marked now. If she was the partner, she should have the hacker virus and be immune, right?

      Unless it didn't work or she lost it. Or sold it. Or any of a million other bizarre answers that might explain how this partner let the world burn. I know she knew a lot she didn’t share, about Tercera, about my dad. About my mom.

      I sink back down into the couch and stuff my face into a pillow. We don't know enough and it all happened too long ago. I'm grasping at straws at this point. Tomorrow I'll be thinking maybe a dragon incinerated the partner and ate the hacker virus.

      Wesley sits next to me. “You're exhausted. You need to sleep.”

      I sit up straight. “You're all as tired as I am, and we're still planning because we're running out of time. Any hope of saving Rafe and his people disappears if we can't figure out who my dad's partner was soon. And we need to save Aunt Anne somehow too. With those as our goals, let’s talk options.”

      Job nods. “Yes goal one is to save Mom. Goal two, save a hundred thousand Marked kids. Options as I see it, if we save Mom right away, we can talk to her about your blood. Maybe there's something I'm missing, a way to boost the antibodies immediately. You'd have to book it down to Galveston and send an official edict to John Roth and the Unmarked demanding her release.”

      “Assuming Ruby's not walking into a coup,” Rhonda says. “In which case Ruby might die and WPN won't be sending any kind of statement to the Unmarked.”

      Job curses. “How did everything get this bad this quickly?”

      I shake my head. “I don't know. But option two is going to Nebraska on the off chance that briefcase was left there and hoping it contains the financial info we need. Once we know who Dad's partner was, and assuming he's still alive, we can try and track him or her down and maybe get the virus or try and trace it back to the origins.”

      “I lied earlier,” Uncle Dan says quietly. “I remember a briefcase, but I didn't want to go into it in front of Mayor Fairchild. I'm sorry Wesley, but I'm struggling with how he could convict my wife and sentence her to death for doing exactly what you did to my daughter. I don't trust him.”

      “No offense taken. I'd be way less calm than you are if it were Ruby in Nashville. Do you remember what was in the case by chance?” Wesley asks.

      Uncle Dan shrugs. “Papers? I didn't pay attention to any of it. I'm sorry. The police were handling the murder investigation, or you know, mishandling it, I guess. They didn't find a single lead. Which is actually criminal, when you think about it. Donovan stole a baby! Anne and I worked hard to cover that one up, but you'd think the police could have uncovered it when they started digging around to find his murderer. And beyond that, he had enemies from his last job. Plus how could they not have realized the partner was a villain?”

      “Well, to be fair to the investigators,” I say, “you had the journals that outlined the partner's flaws. Without that, maybe they didn't realize the partner had a motive. Actually, they may not have even known there was a partner at all.”

      “I guess,” Uncle Dan says.

      “As I see it,” I say, “option three is to stay here while I try to broker a deal for Aunt Anne with John Roth directly. He obviously knows it may not hold if there's been some kind of revolution back in Galveston, but he might release one person on the chance of promising trade channels or tech. And if you're right and he's looking for a reason to save her. . .”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head. “It probably would've worked, but you told him about the accelerant and he’ll think that through. An attack by a Port Head means you’re not in control, at least not fully. I doubt he’ll broker a deal unless he knows whether you have the authority to authorize it.”

      I mutter under my breath.

      “Galveston's closer and easier to reach than Nebraska,” Wesley says. “And the people will recognize you. They love you already. Maybe if Adam and your mom are in trouble, we can help them.”

      “Or maybe we split up,” Rhonda says. “I don't like the idea, but it makes the most sense. If we have two options, we should try both. Dad, Job and I go to Nebraska. Ruby, you and Wesley take your guards and head for Galveston. Our goal in Nebraska would be saving the Marked kids, even though we want to focus on Mom, because we can do it while you head for WPN. Your goal is to save Mom, because that’s the best way to negotiate for her release.”

      My stomach sinks at the thought of splitting up again. The last time we did that Aunt Anne got Marked and I went all the way to Galveston where Sam almost died. And this time, I'm not at all sure Sam's even coming. I told John Roth that Adam's assigned guards were just as good, but I don't feel nearly as safe about the thought of going without him.

      “What about Sam?” I ask.

      “He's in trouble,” Uncle Dan says. “He left his post without permission. There's going to be a hearing tomorrow. That's why he didn't follow you tonight. Unless he left at his father’s bidding with you, and you said you declined the offer, he won’t be free to leave.”

      My heart sinks. He told me this would happen back in the truck that first morning. I forgot all about that conversation, our first fight. He said his dad wouldn't let it go that he took me to Galveston. I thought he was giving me space but really, Sam's in trouble. And it’s my fault.

      “We had no choice when we left. The Marked kids caught us out in the open and we had to escape. I need to go tell John Roth.”

      “You’re going to tell him that you and his son had to flee. . . all the way down to Galveston?” Rhonda raises one eyebrow. “They had every other path blocked?”

      “If leaving was so wrong, why didn't John Roth hold me for a hearing?” I ask.

      Uncle Dan sighs. “First of all, you were a minor when you left so you aren't accountable. Secondly, the real decision fell to Sam. But beyond that, you're the Queen of World Peace Now, and he wants to maintain a good relationship with you if he can. Charging you or trying you for leaving could start a war at this point. He’ll take his pound of flesh from Sam.”

      I stand up and walk to the door. “Well, Sam's my Chief of Defense and Guards or whatever. He can't be charged without causing a fight either. I'll go tell his dad that right now.”

      “I'd suggest you leave it alone. This particular hearing is more between a father and a son than a leader and subordinate,” Uncle Dan says. “John won't let them kill Sam, but he's going to make things miserable for him. And maybe he should.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “Sam shouldn't have taken you down there alone. I told him to keep you safe here.”

      I snort. “Nothing is safe, not anymore. Aunt Anne got Marked right here in town, remember?”

      Uncle Dan stands up and shakes his finger. For the first time since I saw him on the side of the road, he looks like himself. “Sam disobeyed my direct order, and your aunt and I were worried we'd never see you again. He must be held accountable.”

      Wow, I hit a nerve.

      “Fine,” I say. “Then I guess it's settled. Wesley and I head back to Galveston with my sixteen tweedle dees and dums, and you three make the trek to Republican City.”

      Uncle Dan sighs. “I'd like to go to Nashville and try to see my wife. But if she were here, she'd tell me to do anything I could to find Don's partner and save those kids.”

      “Wait,” Wesley says. “You read the journals way back when, or at least your wife did. You knew the partner was pressuring Don. Wouldn't you have seen him as a risk for releasing Tercera and murdering Donovan? Wouldn't you have looked over the financials in that briefcase before you left to figure out who he was?”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head. “You're confusing the timeline. When Don died we assumed it was Solomon who killed him. Don told Anne he was worried about being found. We hadn't taken the time to read through all the journals, so the thought of a partner hadn't entered our heads.”

      “It was David Solomon who shot him,” I say. “He never even denied it. Solomon said Dad shouldn't have died from it, but I don't know whether I believe that.”

      “Your aunt and I assumed David Solomon shot Don, so we didn't worry about other leads. We couldn’t pursue that one without being sure, because testifying about his motive exposed that you weren’t our niece. Or that you might not be.”

      “Which is why you ran.”

      Uncle Dan nods. “The partner has to be someone he knew from Pfizer or through his connections there I'd think. Someone who knew how brilliant he was and had enough money to take a gamble on it. By the time we read the journals, years had passed since the Marking. It didn't much matter then who released Tercera, only that we escaped infection. We were way past trying to pin this on someone, not that we'd have been able to do anything about it if we had been able to prove blame.”

      “Why didn't you want to locate the hacker virus?” I ask.

      Uncle Dan tilts his head. “You're tired Ruby and you need some sleep. We didn't know the partner stole it. You found that information in the journal you recovered in Galveston.”

      Duh.

      He's right. I'm tired, probably too tired to be making any big decisions, but we don’t have time for a siesta.

      “We all need a few hours sleep,” I say. “But I don't want to sleep until we’re on our way. Then we can take shifts. Uncle Dan, can you draw me a map to get to the cabin in Nebraska? Mark the route you're taking for me. I hate the idea of splitting up, but this way if anything comes up, at least we know where you're headed.”

      Dan nods. “Good plan. Rhonda and Job and I will leave now and drive in shifts. John Roth may not let us leave if we wait for morning. He’s wrong about the twenty hours. It's a fifteen-hour drive with good roads, but I imagine it'll take us much longer. Probably even more than the twenty John mentioned.”

      “Yeah the roads are going to suck this time of year,” Wesley says.

      “I'll have the guards drive Wesley and I in the vans,” I say. “You can take the jeep since it's in way better shape than that crappy truck, and it's still got three full gas tanks in the back. That should be enough, or at least close to enough.”

      Uncle Dan nods. “I've got another tank or two for emergencies. Combined it'll be fine. Please be safe.”

      I smile. “I'll be okay. I outmaneuvered the Port Heads last time, and I'll do it again. I hope we can find something useful. Solomon mentioned he had the police file. Maybe it'll say who Dad's partner was.” Could it be that simple? Was the answer at my fingertips down there and I didn’t even think to look?

      Wesley and I have to hike down south of the city, but Uncle Dan tells us exactly where to walk to avoid detection. It's nice to be leaving with his blessing for once.

      “Your dad's going to be mad,” I say. “Do you feel a little guilty about leaving so soon?”

      Wesley shakes his head. “My dad's a good person, but he gets confused a lot. He should never have convicted Anne. I think he was upset because I got Marked and you didn't. He took it out on her unfairly. He told me he wished he could take it back, but it was too late.”

      “But still, he's going to be upset you left. He may have done some dumb things, but we all do. At the end of the day, he's still your dad.”

      “If they'd do what needed to be done instead of hiding back here.” Wesley frowns. “We wouldn't have to do this if he would listen to me. Or if any of them actually cared about the Marked kids. But they haven't met them or seen what we've seen, so it doesn't feel real to them.” He squares his shoulders. “The answer is, I do feel bad about leaving my mom, but this is important.”

      “It's going to wreck her when she realizes you’re gone again.”

      “At least this time I’ll be coming back.” Wesley walks in the dark without stumbling or tripping. “What about you?”

      “What about me?” I ask. “I'm headed back to see my mom.”

      “I mean, how do you feel about Sam?”

      I stop moving. “I think I should do something to try and help him, but if I do the wrong thing, it could make everything worse. I should probably let him give me space like he said.”

      “What does that even mean?” Wesley asks. “Space, like you want a restraining order?”

      “I think it means he's trying to put no pressure on me. Life has been boxing us in, and he doesn't want me to be with him just because I don't feel like I have any other choices.”

      “Um lady, I think you know what your options are.” Wesley grins. “But his suggestion doesn't make sense. Deciding things in a floating cloud of no pressure and no hard calls is a precious idea, but we don't show who we really are until we're being crunched.”

      “True, but you can’t make the best decision if someone’s rushing you either.”

      Wesley kicks a rock. “Nah, those are the decisions that matter. Think about it. Let's say there's some guy and he seems pretty nice. He wants people to like him, so he says please and thank you, and drags his neighbor's trash out to the road. Only, the neighbor has a nicer house, a motorcycle, and an amazing book collection. One day Guy Smiley finds his neighbor on the edge of a cliff, dangling by one hand. He can save him or shove him off. Or even less sinister, he can simply watch while the neighbor's fingers slowly loosen and he falls over the side. He didn't do anything wrong, but he didn't save him. Now Guy Smiley can take the fancy house, the book collection, and the motorcycle. Or he could save this fantastically blessed guy who makes him jealous. What does Guy Smiley do? That decision tells you more about who he is than you'd learn from a year of Sunday dinners and hand holding and slow kisses on the porch.”

      “Wow, I'm glad I don’t have a motorcycle or a fancy book collection,” I say.

      “Yeah, all you’ve got is a pile of tiaras and ball gowns laced with rubies.” Wesley bumps my shoulder with his. “My point is, when there's pressure you know what you want and your desires define you. When you thought Sam died, you left the island and completely ignored me. You were devastated. Once you realized he might have survived, all you wanted was to return to him. When Sam caught you running away, he should have hauled you back by the ear. Even after the Marked attacked, he should’ve turned right around and tossed you back into your house like your uncle told him, like his boss ordered. Instead, he drove you down to Galveston. He saved you on the way, and then rescued you when your attempted rescue failed.”

      “What's your point exactly?” I ask. “Because that’s a lot of jabbering.”

      Wesley grabs my hips, one hand on either side, and pulls me toward him until our bodies are flush from my thighs to my shoulder. He leans down slowly, his eyes meeting mine, calm and sure. He closes the gap between our heights, his lips moving toward mine, his eyes flashing. “No matter what, no matter the pressure, you’re all I want.” He lowers his head further. “And this is my point.” His mouth closes over mine, his lips warm in the cool night air.

      My heart lurches, but not in a good way. I can't be doing this, and I don't want this. I love Wesley, but not like this, not anymore. I shove him back. “Wes I'm sorry, but I can't. It’s wrong.”

      Wesley smiles, but his eyes are sad in the moonlight. “I know you can't. It kind of pisses me off, but it's so obvious. You don't need space. You just need to accept that you need Sam. It’s scary to need someone, and if you’d lost a lot of people and had no one to rely on, you might struggle with doing that. But it doesn’t mean you should give up.”

      “Then I can't leave him here,” I say. “I can’t let him be tried as a criminal for helping me out.”

      “You can't waltz in and save him either,” Wesley says. “He'd resent you for thinking he needs to be saved. You spend all your time saving everyone else, but you can't go save him. Not this time.”

      “That's stupid,” I say.

      “Boys are stupid.”

      I swear.

      “Besides, we've got to get to Galveston and make sure Adam and Josephine are okay. And then figure out how to apply pressure to save your aunt. And dig up the police file so we can see who your dad's partner might have been. Wow, we have a lot to do.”

      It hits me then, a thought I would likely have had earlier if I'd been less exhausted. “The police file won't help us.”

      “Huh?” Wesley runs his hand through his hair.

      “Think about it. The police investigation turned up nothing because Dad's dumb secretary sent everything to Aunt Anne. They would've pursued any leads on a partner, at the very least apprising Aunt Anne that they interviewed him. Uncle Dan said they did nothing, which means they knew nothing, which means. . .”

      Wesley stops dead in his tracks. “The police file's useless. Solomon would’ve told us the partner's name if he knew, and he'd have known if it was in the file.”

      I nod my head. “If our main goal is saving those kids, we're going the wrong way.”

      “What about your aunt?”

      I smile. “We send my guards back to deliver a message to Mom and Adam telling them about Aunt Anne. If they don't know about the accelerant, my message will alert them to the possible problem. If there's been a coup, well my sixteen guards wouldn’t have made much of a difference, and at least I won't die down in Galveston before we can try and help the Marked kids and my aunt. But if everything there is fine and the accelerant came from somewhere else. . .”

      “Then what?” Wesley asks.

      “I’m going to order Adam to send a formal message to the Unmarked. Release Anne Orien into the custody of their queen and negotiate a trade agreement, or WPN declares war.”

      Wesley’s eyes widen. “Are you sure?”

      I smile grimly. “Only because it would be so very lopsided that I know what John Roth will say. The Unmarked can’t withstand a fight with WPN and they know it. They’ll hand her over. No one is worth that possible threat.”

      “And after we dispatch your guards?”

      “John can't know I didn't head for Galveston with them.”

      Wesley frowns. “How's that going to work?”

      “I'm going to need a little favor.”

      “What exactly did you have in mind now?”

      I try to smile my prettiest smile, but I'm afraid I might look like a deranged beauty pageant contestant. “Your dad is on cloud nine right now. He’d forgive you of most anything, right?”

      Wesley huffs. “I don’t like where this is going.”

      “How do you feel about breaking Sam out of your house and stealing his dad's Range Rover?”
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      “Not very good,” Wesley says. “Actually, I'd say I feel terrible about that idea. It's got to be the worst suggestion I've heard in weeks. And things have been whack, so you're being compared to like, replacing hormone suppressants with prenatal vitamins. It's a high bar, but you've managed to clear it.”

      “What's your brilliant plan then?” I ask. “We've got to help Sam without letting his dad know I'm not en route to Galveston. Plus, somehow we need to get up north to Nebraska. My jeep's already gone, and the guards need the vans... so.”

      Wesley mumbles the entire walk south of Port Gibson. He grumbles while I convince Frank, Paul, Greg and Demetrius, the four commanders, to sign off on my plan to send them back to Galveston while I travel on without them. To Nebraska. Wesley mutters while we sneak back to College Street, where of course the jeep is already gone.

      I lean on the old red truck. “Sam's already in hot water. How much worse can it be?”

      “Stealing the car that belongs to the head of the Unmarked's DeciCouncil won't help him. Plus, they might actually hunt us down like dogs and shoot us.”

      “Fine, then we take this.” I kick the tire of the truck Rafe gave Uncle Dan. “It runs fine, mostly. And really we only need to catch up to Job and Rhonda. After that, we'll all fit in the jeep.”

      “So we aren't taking Sam?” Wesley asks.

      I swear. “Only five seats in the jeep.”

      Wesley nods.

      I sigh. “Okay, we take this the whole way. It's a good idea to have two cars anyway, in case something happens.”

      “How are you planning on breaking Sam out?” he asks.

      “I have no idea. Think he's still at your place?”

      Wesley shrugs. “There or in a cell.”

      I really hope his dad didn't lock him up.

      “I guess we'll go to your house, see if he's there, and kind of go from there. I figured he'd be there, and we'd tell him the plan, and we'd all hop in his dad's car and go.”

      “Yeah, I'm not going to be an accessory to presidential grand theft auto, but we could take this old rust bucket. Let's say we do find him, and he can Sam his way out. What about gas?” he asks. “Rafe gave Dan and I a full tank, which got us here, but it's half gone. It won't go fifteen hours up and another fifteen back.”

      Wesley's turning into a real pain.

      Not that any of this is his fault. I'm just so tired that I don't want to deal with anything. I want to go inside, curl up, and take a nap. But we can't. In one week, every kid in Baton Rouge will be dead, including Sam's little brother. I don't even know whether Sam told his dad about Rafe. Would that change John's mind? Possibly?

      I have no idea.

      I flog my tired brain. My problems are gas for the truck, and finding Sam, because I need him. I've got to tell him how I feel and convince him I don't need space. I only want him.

      Solutions. Come on, brain. Work. Frank and Paul had extra gas in the vans, but it won't help us now. They've already left. My uncle had some extra, but he took it. Even if we find Sam, he won't know where the Defense trucks are anymore.

      “We'll steal some gas,” Wesley says. “My dad has some in his garage, I think. I'll risk that even, but again, we are not taking John Roth's car.”

      One problem solved! I smile and lean against Wesley. “Fine.” He wraps one arm around me to keep me from falling over. It's good to have a best friend, but I wish I was leaning on Sam instead. I need to open my eyes so we can get moving, but it feels so good to close them. Just for a moment, to pretend nothing is wrong. My body relaxes and I'm almost asleep.

      “Looks like you're enjoying your space,” Sam says.

      I shove away from Wesley, stumble over the curb and fall flat on my bottom. In a mud puddle. Sam leans down and offers me a hand, but I wave him off. He looks far too put together in jeans, a black shirt and a dark jacket, with a backpack slung over his shoulders. I've been imagining him suffering in a cell, when he was clearly taking a shower and freshening up. Me on the other hand, I'm wearing the same clothes I've had on for days, now coated in mud.

      I refuse both of the offered hands and stand up without help.

      “Actually,” Wesley says. “We were brainstorming how to come break you out of a cell. We aren't quite the brain trust of tactical maneuvers you might have hoped for, as it turns out. It appears you took that one off our plate before we could swoop in to save you.”

      “What were your ideas?” Sam asks.

      “Well, Ruby thought we should threaten your dad,” Wesley says. “Tell him WPN demands the release of its head of Defense.”

      “And your idea?” Sam asks.

      “Actually, I hadn't had one yet. But she had a fall back. I was going to sneak back into my own house and do some recon on where you were being kept. Then Ruby thought she could pelt the window with pebbles until you broke yourself free. Which is sort of what happened, minus the recon and the pebbles.”

      I wipe my muddy hands on the red truck. It makes a mess on the truck and my hands don't look any cleaner. So basically, it was as good an idea as I’ve had tonight.

      Sam says, “Good plans. I'm impressed.”

      “Oh, shut up Mr. Perfect,” I say. “We've been focused on other stuff, like figuring out where to go next.”

      “And where are we headed?” Sam asks. “Galveston? Or Republican City?”

      I want to throw my arms around him as tightly as I can and never let go. I want to tell him I don't want any space between us now or ever, but Wesley's a foot away, and it doesn't seem like the right time. Also, I need to change my pants. A shower wouldn't be the worst thing.

      “Neither,” Wesley says. “Nebraska.”

      Sam rolls his eyes.

      “Republican City's the town in Nebraska where we lived,” I explain to Wesley.

      Sam grins. “I think that's the right call. If there was any information in Galveston, you'd have heard it from Solomon or seen it yourself. I don't think you'd find any answers there.”

      I don’t point out that it took me an hour to come to the same conclusion he just reached in three seconds.

      “I'm going to go change,” I say, “but we need gas if we're taking this truck that far.”

      Sam shakes his head. “We're not taking my brother’s junker. I have a much better idea.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Wesley won't steal your dad's Range Rover. I already asked.”

      Sam whistles. “Wow, that's a monumentally bad idea sunshine. Besides, Range Rovers break down regularly and parts are impossible to find. My dad’s an idiot for driving it. No, I thought we'd take Port Gibson's tactical ops vehicle.”

      “The Land Cruiser?” Wesley asks. “It's hidden and you can't possibly know where.”

      Sam shakes his head. “Can't possibly? I spent the last few hours in the Mayor's house. I bit my tongue while my dad alternated between yelling at me and interrogating me. I swallowed my pride and apologized to him every time I could see he wanted me to. When he finally went to bed, I broke into your dad's safe. Pathetic security measures, by the way. I stole the location, and it’s close enough that we can hike to it easily.”

      This time I do hug Sam. “I'm so glad you're back.”

      His whispered words tug at my heart. “You weren't going to leave without me, were you?”

      “I didn't know what to do. I'm so tired.” I lean my head against his chest.

      “Go change and we'll go get the Land Cruiser. Then you can sleep.”

      “Aren't you tired?”

      “I'll be fine.” Sam pulls back and I reluctantly walk back to the house to change.

      “Do I have time for a shower?” I ask.

      “Wesley can catch me up while we wait,” Sam says.

      One cold shower and a pair of dry pants later, I'm much more awake as I run down the stairs. Wesley and I follow Sam out of town, leaving via the same blind spot Uncle Dan showed us before.

      “If you know about these, why not deal with them?” I ask.

      “For exactly this reason,” Sam says.

      Wesley says, “Ah yes. You leave the weaknesses in our defenses so people can steal town resources to attempt a rash cross country trip in the vain hope of locating evidence that will lead us to the man who stole a hacker virus that might save your long lost little brother. That makes a lot of sense.”

      “Have I told you lately,” Sam says, “how much I enjoy your company, Wesley?”

      “I don't think you have.” Wesley grins. “But it's always good to have a fan.”

      At least the sarcasm's better than the sniping. It keeps me awake until we reach the Land Cruiser, which is right where Sam said it would be. Wesley climbs into the backseat without comment, and I open the door on the passenger side.

      I stay awake long enough to hand Sam the map, take off my coat, and ball it up by Sam's thigh. Sam stretches his jacket out over me, and buckles my seatbelt.

      When I finally wake up to the sound of a chainsaw, the sun's already high in the sky.

      I rub my eyes. “How long did I sleep?” Once I look around, I realize no one's in the car to hear my question, much less answer it. I smooth out my jacket and slide my arms into it, because it's gotten much chillier. I stretch and look around.

      Sam's moving a tree trunk, the muscles rippling in his back as he drags Wesley along with it. I've been there, dragged along and feeling useless. I open the car door and the cold air hits me like a wall, stabbing my lungs as I take a deep breath. I grab Sam’s coat and jog over to take it to him.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      Wesley grins at me. “You're awake.”

      Sam scowls. “I told you the chain saw would wake her up.”

      “And I told you the truth. We weren't going to move this trunk without cutting it.”

      “I feel great.” I hand Sam his coat. “I want to help.”

      “Tell him to sleep, then,” Wesley says. “Or he's going to pass out and kill us all.”

      I snort. “Sam, even you need to sleep sometime.”

      Sam nods. “I told them I would when you woke up.”

      “Wait, who's them? Or is Wesley finally acknowledging his other personalities?”

      I turn around to see Rhonda waving at me from behind the wheel of our WPN jeep. I breathe a sigh of relief. We met up with them, and the sun is high. It's been at least seven hours. Now if one of our cars dies or gets stuck, we can still get back.

      Sam jogs around the car to the passenger side, since he's not driving anymore, and I follow him over. He reaches for the handle, and I step even closer. Mere inches separate us.

      Sam says, “You're driving, right?”

      I nod.

      “Great, but Dan and Job are going to take point.”

      His breath warms my face, and I struggle to think clearly. “Why? You think I can't navigate?”

      “You can't clear most of these limbs and trees, even with Wesley's help.”

      “Oh,” I say.

      Sam whispers. “I'm trying to give you space sunshine, but you're making it hard.”

      “What if I don't want space?”

      Sam's eyes search mine slowly, almost in a daze, and I realize just how tired he is. This isn't the time, not yet. “You need to sleep. We can talk later.”

      He grins at me. “We will. And as soon as we hit snow, you wake me up.”

      I pull the car door open and slide inside. He follows behind me as I scoot over to the driver's side. “We haven't hit any yet?”

      Wesley's already sitting in the back seat. “We've been lucky, or so Sam says. I slept through a few hours of it.”

      I look around us, but I don't see anything that identifies our road. “You never answered. Where are we? How long did I sleep?”

      “We're on Interstate 40, almost to Fort Smith in Arkansas. We've been driving for nearly ten hours, which is pretty good considering we had to stop about a dozen times in the last hour.”

      But we have at least another ten hours to go, and the roads are only going to worsen. As far as we know, no one really lives up here. In spite of the weather and disuse of the roads, the drive passes uneventfully. Sometimes we go fifty miles without needing to stop. Sometimes we stop a dozen times in a mile. Since I'm not clearing the road, I do a lot of sitting.

      A few hours in, I glance back and realize Wesley's asleep, too. Probably for the best.

      It's sleeting when we reach Wichita, and I shake Sam.

      He sits upright immediately, eyes alert.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I didn't want to wake you up, but it's sleeting. I figured you'd count that as snow.”

      Sam's eyes look more green than golden when they first meet mine. His dad's are such a bright golden color, and Rafe's are pure green. I wonder what his mother's looked like.

      He yawns. “I'm glad you did.”

      I pull over on the side of the road and Sam jumps out of the car. He doesn't even shiver when he jogs up to talk to Uncle Dan, his breath puffing out in a big white cloud as he speaks.

      Wesley stretches and yawns as well. “Sorry I fell asleep again.”

      I shake my head. “I was fine and I'm glad you did. It's not quite the same in the car as it is in a bed. It's been a long few days, and I doubt it's going to get easier. We should all sleep whenever we can.”

      When Sam comes back, he jogs around to the driver's side. I slide over so he can get back in.

      “We're taking point again,” Sam says. “Hope you brought a rain coat, Wes. It's cold out there.”

      We're still at least an hour away when the sun begins to set. “It's a miracle we haven't hit any real weather yet,” I say. “Right?”

      Sam sighs. “Coincidence, luck, whatever you want to call it. Sure, it's a practically a miracle.”

      Thirty minutes later, we turn off 81 onto 24 and our luck runs out. It's not snowing, but piles of snow lie in drifts all over. The jeep gets stuck just before the turn onto 36. It takes Sam, Dan, Wesley and Job nearly an hour to get it out. When the boys climb back in the car, they're shivering and Wesley's lips are blue.

      “Maybe we should take one car,” I say. “If this one's better, we can all pile up?”

      “It was plain bad luck they got stuck,” Sam says. “I think these cars are evenly matched, so we're better off if we keep going with two in case one of them suffers any real damage.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      When we reroute to avoid crossing the dam on county road 1815, the jeep gets stuck twice, and our Land Cruiser gets stuck once, too. Finally, when the Land Cruiser lodges high center on a drift right before West Road, on the 706 past Naponee, even all four boys together can't get us out again.

      “It's only a few miles from here,” Uncle Dan says. “Let's take the Jeep.”

      “I'll go in the back,” I say. “I don't mind.”

      We move most of the remaining gas and supplies from the Jeep into the beached Land Cruiser. “Maybe we can get it on the way back out,” Sam says. “But you don't need to breathe all those fumes back there.”

      The last few miles take us past fields and roads I vaguely remember. When we finally turn down Cedar Point Road, I try to recall the visits I made here with my dad. I think about why he bought this place, the real reason. To hide me away from my birth parents. We may finally find out what kind of awful person would sell Tercera to a foreign government just to make a buck, and possibly the identity of my dad's true murderer.

      My heart races and my hands tingle.

      Uncle Dan's driving with Job sitting shotgun. Sam, Rhonda and Wesley all sit on the back seat.

      Sam turns and takes my hand. “Are you cold?”

      I shake my head.

      “You're shivering.”

      I can barely talk past the lump in my throat. “Nervous.”

      Sam reaches his whole arm over the seat and wraps it around my shoulders. “You're okay.”

      I want to talk to Sam about us so at least one thing in my life is solid, but I can't. Not with Wesley and Rhonda ten inches away, and Job pretending not to notice, but periodically glancing back at us.

      Job finally says, “Are you two broken up or not? I can't keep up, and frankly you're acting super weird right now.”

      Wesley smirks. “You aren't the only one who's confused, but I’m thinking they may be waiting to DTR when we aren’t all in the car staring at them.”

      “DTR?” Rhonda asks.

      “You know, define their relationship. It’ll go something like this.” Wesley adopts a falsetto. “Oh, Samuel, your arms are so big and so strong and I need them in my life. I just love to rub them.”

      Sam frowns, but my heart lifts a little.

      Wesley continues, this time sticking his lips out and talking gruffly. “But my love muffin, buff arms are not enough. You need to want me for my brains, too. How else will I trust you won’t leave me for that guy with the amazing hair who makes you laugh?”

      Sam’s shoulder stiffens. “This is—”

      Wesley cuts him off in his falsetto. “Because, my big hunk of a meathead. Even with his fabulous hair and hilarious mannerisms, all I can think about is you. Just kiss me already and we can make up.”

      I giggle, my stress and anxiety melting away. I can’t help it, and I notice Sam’s grinning too. Wesley’s so stupid, but we needed something stupid. Some kind of distraction from the anxiety.

      I smack Wes on the shoulder as Uncle Dan pulls into the driveway. The headlights on the Jeep cast eerie shadows across the red log cabin and the big white barn, but they both appear intact. I wait for everyone else to climb out, and slide over the seat. We all scramble over dirty piles of snow, and scraggly, dead vegetation to reach the front door.

      Uncle Dan tries the knob, but it's locked.

      Sam shoulders his way past my uncle and rams the door twice without success. Thankfully it gives way on the third slam.

      “I guess I know who to thank for the shattered hinges at home,” Uncle Dan mutters.

      Sam shrugs. “It’s already fixed.”

      “You owe Mr. Nyugen a favor,” Uncle Dan says.

      I can't help my snort. “Told you he was going to be pissed.”

      Job hands me a flashlight as I near the front door. “There will be animals inside, Ruby. Every building with a roof that hasn’t collapsed will house a plethora of wild residents.”

      Sam says, “I can clear them out first, but it might take a while.”

      The wind gusts cut through my jacket like a thousand frozen needles. “I'll take my chances. I might freeze solid if I wait.”

      Sam checks the basement, Uncle Dan takes the bedrooms, and Rhonda and Job look in the family room and kitchen. Wesley shines his flashlight on my face. “I'm the only one who hasn't ever been here. Where should we look that they aren't already checking?”

      “It’s not a very big place. The barn and garage are the only places left, and paperwork wouldn’t be in the barn. We only kept animals in there.”

      “Lead me to the garage, then.” He waves his flashlight at me and bows with flourishy hands.

      An opossum lives in the garage. I don't scream, but the bones in Wesley's hand grind a little when I squeeze them.

      “Sorry.” I shine my light at Wesley's face. “That scared me, but I didn't mean to grab you so hard. Are you okay?”

      Wesley grimaces. “It's a good thing your boy has super healing powers.”

      I roll my eyes, not that he can see it. We displace another furry something, but at least there aren't cockroaches this far north. Or I don't remember seeing any when we lived here.

      “Here's a box.” Wesley pulls a rectangular shape out from under a pile of cans.

      I shine my light inside it eagerly, but it sadly contains years and years of tax returns.

      “Who's Russell Charzewski?” Wesley asks.

      “Look at the address,” I say. “It's for this house and those are super old. I'm guessing they've been here since before my dad bought it.”

      He sighs. “Yeah, probably so.”

      I knock over a box of screws, trip on an extension cord, and search through a bin full of snow boots, displacing a nest of mice.

      “I think we either need to wait until morning,” Wesley says, “or call it good in here.”

      I sigh. “I'm glad some living things are thriving, but if I'm being honest, I'm sick to death of finding critters all over.”

      “It's dry in here and warmer away from the wind. I can't really blame them.”

      I walk toward the stairs back up to the door into the house, and stumble on something. I shine my light down hopefully.

      “An air pump.” Wesley says.

      I roll my eyes toward the ceiling, and that's when I see it thanks to Wesley's bobbing flashlight. Wedged between the top shelf of a metal storage rack and a light fixture rests a black leather briefcase.

      “Look there!” I hop down from the steps and shove my way past some fishing poles and a mop.

      Wesley boosts me up and steadies the wire shelving while I climb. I cling to the gaps in the rack with my left hand and the fingers on my right hand close around the briefcase handle. I tug, but it doesn't budge.

      “It's stuck.”

      “Of course it is.” Wesley grunts.

      I let go of the shelving and grab the handle with both hands. I yank it as hard as I can and the handle flies off. I tumble to the floor, landing squarely on Wesley. It reminds me of the last time we were in a cell together, right after I saw Sam alive for the first time since he got shot. I was so happy he was alive that day. This time when I collapse on top of Wes, my stomach's churning. If we can ever get it down, the key to all of this might be hiding inside that little rectangle of dead animal skin.

      Wesley and I brush ourselves off, and I tuck a screwdriver I found on the floor into my waistband before climbing up again. The entire rack shakes and shivers each time we move up a shelf. Once I’m within arm’s reach of the briefcase again, I wedge the screwdriver between the ceiling and the black leather. I pull it toward me and it pops the briefcase loose. It falls to the floor with a thump. I almost wish we could collapse in a pile again, but this time we climb back down as slowly as we scaled it. One wobbly shelf at a time.

      My heart races, my pulse hammers in my throat, and my fingers stiffen, making my fingers even fumblier than usual.

      Wesley and I both cross to where the black briefcase lays on the filthy concrete floor. Wesley holds his flashlight on the latch, and I try to open the case.

      “The handle’s so rotten it flies right off, but the lock’s completely functional.” I roll my eyes. “Of course it is.”

      My hands shake, and my breath puffs in front of me as I key in my dad's birthday. It doesn’t work. I try my birthday. No dice.

      I swear. “Why won't this open? What other number would he use?”

      Wesley hands me the flashlight. “Maybe it's the right number, but it's sticky. It has been in this nasty garage for more than ten years.”

      Wesley picks up the briefcase and whams it against the concrete floor once and then twice. He pushes on the release buttons.

      The latch clicks open.

      I reach for the documents inside with stiff fingers. The first page is a letter to a Xander Smith. I lift it up. The next page is an invoice for supplies. The next is an equipment rental statement, then a lease document. Both of them list the partnership name, Jack-of-All-Trades. Cute. My dad signed for each one as Donovan Behl. My hands shake as I lift page after page, but every single one lists either Jack-of-All-Trades, or Donovan Behl on the recipient line.

      Wesley puts one arm around me and uses his other hand to wipe away a tear I didn't realize had leaked out. “It was always a long shot.”

      I shake my head. “No, we have to know. The answer has got to be in here somewhere. I wish I knew more about businesses.” I look through the papers again with no luck. I slam the briefcase with my hand, and my frozen fingers cry out in pain. A yellow paper slides out from somewhere. An invoice for mice.

      I poke at the interior and realize there's an inside pocket that adhered to the lining of the briefcase. I reach inside and pull out a thick, stapled bunch of papers. A yellow post-it note still clings to the front with the words, “Chuck, let me know what my options are to get out of this” scrawled on it. The handwriting is my dad's.

      The first page says “Jack of All Trades Partnership Agreement” in bold letters. I can't breathe. My shaky, numb-with-cold fingers flip too many pages and I have to flip them back slowly, painstakingly.

      Wesley runs his hand through his hair. “I think this is it, Ruby.”

      Thank you, Captain Obvious.

      I finally reach the second page. My eyes scan the legal language. This Partnership Agreement, dated blah blah. I skip ahead to the names of the parties.

      Donald Carillon, and Jonathan Roth.

      Wait, Sam's dad was my dad's partner? My mind spins. How could it be John Roth? The partner's name is Jack, not John. No one ever called him Jack.

      “It can't be right,” I say. “We’ve known John for years and years. If he had the cure, he’d have done something about it, obviously.”

      Wesley's jaw drops. “I never even thought of this, but Jack's a nickname for John sometimes.”

      “When?” I ask. “That makes no sense. They're the same length, Jack and John. Nicknames are shorter. Besides, we've always known him. I'd have recognized John Roth if he was Dad's partner.”

      Wesley shakes his head. “No you wouldn't. I mean, you'd know who he was, but that explains why you don't remember seeing your dad's partner come over. You didn't see a partner. You saw an old family friend, someone who your dad knew. And you'd have seen him so many times before and since, in totally different capacities, that if you did ever think of him as a partner for your dad, any memory of that evaporated because he had other, more important labels in your mind.”

      I can't stop staring at the paper. It can't be right.

      “This is good news, actually. It means we know who has the hacker virus. We can reach him, and maybe we can even save Rafe. Obviously he'll want to save his own son.”

      I don't think anything is obvious with Jack Roth. My dad's partner would have known what Tercera was. If the hacker virus worked, he'd have known how to cure all those people. He didn't say anything, and that’s the bajillion dollar question.

      Why didn't he do or say anything?

      He could have saved his wife and his other son. He could have saved the world. He should’ve come clean. Why didn’t he?

      I recall Sam's story, that his mom's brother was one of the first infected. The first person I’ve heard of being Marked was a man Jonathan Roth knew and actively disliked. A man he didn't approve of. A perfect test subject, in a limited contact environment. An inmate in a prison.

      After the Marking, it would've been safe for John to travel, but he hid in a cabin in Nebraska with us instead. Somehow, between then and now, he's taken over leadership of the Unmarked. I shake my head. We've vastly underestimated my dad’s partner for years and years.

      My breathing becomes choppy and too frequent when I realize we told him where we planned to go. I need to warn the others right away. My knees wobble, but I force myself to my feet, paper clamped between clumsy fingers. “I have to be the one to tell Sam.”

      “Okay,” Wesley says, “but I don't think he's going to be that upset. He doesn't like his dad much anyway.”

      I race up the stairs with Wesley only a step behind me. I fling the door open and my stomach drops when I stare right into familiar golden eyes.

      “Well, well, little Ruby Behl. Or should I say Carillon? You're supposed to be in Galveston. Someone needs to teach you to obey.” Black boots, black pants, and a black coat seem fitting for John Roth, now that I know who he really is.

      I shove the paper behind my back as I glance around. Three men with guns pointed at my head stand behind him, but I don't see Sam, my uncle, Rhonda or Job.

      John tsks, and leans toward me. Faster than anyone I've seen except maybe Sam, his hand shoots out and snatches the papers out of my hands. Another man holds a lantern up so he can read. “It looks like that moronic secretary did send our partnership agreement to your aunt after all. I couldn’t really ask about it, not without alerting them to its importance.”

      I can barely force the words out of my lips. “You stole Tercera. You killed billions of people.”

      John frowns. “I didn't kill them, and I didn't kill your father either, no matter what story Solomon concocted to ease his conscience.”

      “You have the hacker virus,” I say. “Why didn't you share it? Why not release it?”

      John Roth lifts his chin. “It’s kind of cute that you think you have any standing to be asking questions.”

      “Where's Sam?”

      Jonathan Roth's laughter is the last thing I hear before his fist knocks me on the temple and everything goes black.
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      Someone slaps my face. Whap, on the right. Whap on the left.

      I moan and mumble, “Stop.”

      The slaps let up and I open my eyes, but it's so dark I can't see my attacker, or anything else for that matter. My hands are tied, but at least they're in front of me this time. I reach out, but my fingers touch only frosty air. I'm sitting on icy concrete, my legs extended out in front of me, and a rushing sound fills my ears. My ankles aren't tied, so I shift one knee up and rest my face against it. I pull back immediately, because the right side of my face throbs when I touch it, like I took a beating. The last thing I remember is. . .

      Jonathan Roth is Jack. He stole Tercera and sold it, laying waste to the world.

      Sleet laced wind lashes my face and hands. I struggle against the rope, but it doesn't make a difference. I blink repeatedly, trying to adjust to the pitch black.

      “Ruby?” I can barely make out Sam's voice over the sound of roaring water, but I think he's only a few feet away.

      I shift myself one icy, bum-bruising hop at a time toward the sound of his voice. “I'm here. Are you okay? Where are we?”

      “I'm not sure,” he says.

      I bump into something solid. My eyes have adjusted enough that I can see Sam's coat. I reach my hands out, and he takes mine in his huge paws.

      “I found the partnership agreement,” I say. “It was in the garage.”

      “It was my dad.” Sam's voice cracks. “I should've known. How did I not see it?”

      “No one did.” I squeeze his hands. “Can you undo the rope?”

      Sam shakes his hands and I hear a faint jingle. I shift my fingers up to his wrists and feel handcuffs. He broke those before. I shift my hands further. A second set of cuffs. I slide my hands up a little further. A third.

      “Your dad knows what you can do.”

      Sam grunts. “He's the reason I can do it, so yes, he knows.”

      “You should be thanking me.” John Roth's boots step into view next to my thigh. There's a whumping sound, and then a humming noise as a bright light floods the area.

      I close my eyes and blinding, circular, retinal burns cover my line of sight. I blink, even though I know that doesn’t clear them any faster.

      John says, “If I hadn't enrolled you in those clinical trials, you'd be as average as your mother. I've made you spectacular. I'm the only reason little Ruby likes you in the first place. You think she'd have liked boring, shy, unimpressive Sam?”

      When I reopen my eyes, I can actually see the asphalt beneath us. Sam's booted feet stick out in front of him, tied together with the same type of rope as my hands. His shackled hands still rest over mine, thawing my fingers slightly. His father stares at us pensively.

      “Where are we?” I ask.

      “Not far from the old cabin. Harlan County Dam,” John says. “I made sure when the grid went down that two spillways were left open. For a while, your uncle and I pulled electricity from the flow and kept the area clear of debris. It's held up pretty well, thanks to the extensive remodel that took place a few years before the Marking. We're standing above the open spillways now, and they're still running. I'm delighted with how well it's weathered the apocalypse, actually. I thought it would've become backed up with sediment and overflowed by now. If it had, we couldn’t be sitting right here. I didn't even imagine this road might still be passable. Remarkable feat of engineering, really. It's quite lovely during the day I imagine. I’m thinking of sending some Unmarked here, re-settling it. It’s a shame to let this free electricity go to waste.”

      “Where's everyone else?” I ask. “Wesley? Rhonda? Job? My uncle?”

      John smiles. “Just arriving. I'm not usually one to make a big production out of things, but you don't just shoot your oldest friend and his family in the head and leave them to be eaten by wild animals. Besides, the dam was so close it was practically begging me to bring you here.”

      “You're shooting my aunt in the head when you get back home,” I say.

      John snorts, which I can see but can't really hear. “Not at all. Her mind, like your dad's, is far too fine to waste. It's more complicated to keep her around now that she's Marked, but as you’ve figured out, she can't infect me. I'll receive a formal request from the Queen of WPN and pardon her, and then I'll tuck her away in my private research facility in Nashville. Who knows what she might come up with in the next few years.”

      “You killed my dad, even though he was producing.”

      Several men in camouflage coats and pants walk along the bridge, pulling Rhonda and Job. I presume Wesley and Uncle Dan are behind them, but I can't make them out yet.

      John Roth’s face contorts in anger. “I most certainly did not kill Donald Carillon, and I’m sick of being accused. I would never have done that.” When John Roth paces, he looks exactly like his son.

      “David Solomon told me that he shot him, but that his gunshot wound wouldn't have killed Dad. He said you came after he did, and you set him on fire—”

      John's eyes flash. “That's ridiculous. I found your father laying in a pool of blood, and I couldn't feel a pulse. I should never have called your real father in the first place, but I was trying to motivate Donald. If I'd had any idea how that would play out, I never would have—” John shakes his head. “The point is that from the moment Solomon showed up on the scene, everything that could go wrong did. He shot your dad, instead of threatening him or calling the police, the two logical actions I prepared contingencies for. When I showed up and checked his pulse, your father was already dead. I'd left fingerprints on him, and a neighbor had alerted the police, so I didn't have time to clean things up rationally. I searched the office for any paperwork implicating me, grabbed other essentials, and cleaned up my tracks by setting the papers on fire underneath a fire alarm. I wiped his body with alcohol, to clean off my fingerprints, and I guess that caught fire somehow. I never intended to set his body on fire, but I guess it happened. Trust me when I say, he was not alive. I’d have called 911 immediately if there had been any hope of saving him.”

      “You released Tercera,” Sam says. “Almost wiping out the human race.”

      Two men in camouflage walk toward us, each carrying people over their shoulders. The first one dumps the body next to Sam, and blonde hair spills from a red cap. Rhonda.

      I gasp. “Is she okay?”

      “They're fine for now,” John says. “We knocked them out, same as you. It took me a good five minutes to wake you up, and I only completed that onerous task so my son would stop badgering me.”

      The next guard dumps another body. I crane my neck until I can make out Job’s nose and mouth.

      Two more men walk Wesley and Uncle Dan past me and toss them to the concrete like bags of rice. Wesley shifts with a groan, and then collapses face down a foot and a half away from me. Uncle Dan slowly sits up, his arms flexing and releasing, like he's testing the strength of his ropes. His feet are lashed like Sam's. The four guards line up behind John Roth, guns in hand, eyes on us.

      “Should we wait for them to wake up?” I ask. “Wouldn't want them to miss the show.”

      John rolls his eyes. “I doubt they'll miss much.”

      “I don't know,” I say. “You were just going to tell me why you released Tercera and destroyed the world. I've wanted to know the answer to that for a long time.”

      John crouches down on the concrete so we're on eye level. “I'd like to blame the terrorists, but I suppose technically it was me. I found a motivated buyer who was willing to pay, but he wanted a demonstration.”

      Sam’s voice is flat, almost emotionless. “You demonstrated on Uncle Chaz.”

      John smiles. “A stroke of brilliance, really. Did your mother ever tell you why he went to prison?”

      Sam frowns.

      “She called him to complain any time our marriage hit a snag, no matter how small. One night she called him about steps I'd taken to curtail her frivolous spending. Chaz turned up drunk on my doorstep after that call and tried to kill me. He had a knife, which I easily divested him of, but his attempted assault crossed the line. I couldn't simply let that go. What if I'd been sleeping? No, I pressed charges and he pled guilty. Any regret I felt evaporated when he swore in the courtroom to kill me in vivid and imaginative ways. He told me he'd make contacts in prison that you can't buy on the outside, and thanked me for the networking opportunity. Releasing Tercera in a prison provided the demonstration I needed, ensured I infected people who deserved to die, and eliminated a threat all at once. An elegant decision, don't you think?”

      “You deemed any visitors, guards, and other personnel to be acceptable collateral damage, I suppose?” I ask.

      “I warned Jaclyn not to visit him,” John Roth says. “I told her he was dangerous and begged her to stop on multiple occasions. She ignored me, and she and Rafe came home Marked that day. Her process server had handed me divorce papers an hour before she returned home, so I let her go.”

      Uncle Dan coughs and coughs, and then he wipes his mouth. “Why didn't you sell the hacker virus? You could've made a fortune. Or even if you didn't feel good about selling it, how could you let everyone die? I don't understand.”

      John laughs bitterly and crouches down in front of me and Sam. “That's the question everyone wants answered, I'm sure. I can only say that Donald Carillon was as magnificent a liar as David Solomon. I stole the two remaining syringes from Don’s lab, along with the sheath of papers and notes he kept with them. I knew he'd been working on a cure. He told me all that remained was perfecting the delivery mechanism. He said it was nearly ready, and the only difference was, it needed to be injected so it could bind to the recipient's blood at present, and wouldn't pass via touch.”

      “And?” I ask. “You refused to sell it because it wasn't easy to manufacture?”

      John glares at me. “Yes. I've always been a sadistic mass murderer. All my initial attempts at wiping out humanity were foiled, but this one... this one finally succeeded.”

      My eyes widen.

      “Of course not.” He shakes his head in disgust. “I’m sure it’s easier to believe that someone planned the apocalypse. But I injected myself with one of the doses I stole before dosing Chaz with Triptych, and kept the other to replicate and sell. When the virus spread as indicated, I dosed some prisoners with the accelerant, which Don developed to allow quicker lab testing on the progression of the virus. After all, if we had to wait years on each round of trials, we'd have died of old age before we could take it to market.”

      “And your buyer found the death toll satisfactory?” Uncle Dan shakes his head.

      “Yes, they did. They paid me a significant sum of money, which I used to pay off my debts with plenty left over. I knew I'd make even more on the back end with my cure. I meant to put some into a trust for little Ruby, actually.”

      “But you got so caught up twirling your mustache and counting your money that what? You forgot?”

      “Your dad lied to me. He didn't formulate a cure. I took the papers that accompanied the doses I stole to another virologist, a qualified one, Don's former boss. He told me that what I thought was a cure only worked on me because I was healthy when dosed. What I stole was some kind of reverse engineered antibodies that self-replicate. Not a cure at all. There was no way to ever spin what I stole into a cure, thanks to the makeup of the Triptych virus. It would only ever work as a preventative. Don's boastful lie killed the world, not me.”

      I can't speak, because I can't even think. We found the partner, but there's still no hacker virus? What was my dad writing about then? It doesn’t make sense. I slump where I'm sitting. Aunt Anne will die. All the Marked will die. Our hope was false all along. Why would my dad lie about something like that? Especially in his own journals?

      Unless his partner stole the wrong syringes? Surely John couldn't be that stupid, but I don't believe my dad would lie about having a cure when he didn't.

      “You may call him boastful, but my dad never wanted Triptych released,” I say. “He died because you insisted on selling it, literally over his dead body.”

      John leans toward me. “Your dad was such a pathetic guy, so laser focused on his work to the exclusion of all else that he lost your mother to an abusive sociopath. He went crazy after that and stole you from your rightful parents, which I didn’t discover until years later. He lied to me about the progress of the project I financed, which I discovered he was secretly planning to give away instead of sell if it ever actually worked. He robbed Josephine of her child, and he planned to rob me, and he deserved everything he got. He's the one who doomed the world, and he's the one who led us all where we are. It's his fault I'm forced to do another horrible thing in a long sequence of actions I never wanted to take.”

      “Then don't do it,” Uncle Dan says. “You're right that this wasn't your fault. We're dear friends, and we've been through a lot. You can still fix this, John. Do the best you can with the information we have, and let us go. We may not be able to save the Marked children, but we can ease their suffering.”

      John stands up. “Ease their suffering? They've got less than a week before it's permanently concluded.”

      I assumed David Solomon somehow developed the accelerant, and I never suspected my dad or his partner. But John said he had the accelerant, which means it might not have been a Port Head at all.

      My eyes widen. “You accelerated the Marked settlement. But why did you want them all dead?”

      “They're a threat to my people,” John says. “Same as they were to Solomon's. We've discussed it for years, going back and forth on whether they help us by creating fear that unites our people, or endanger us by their very presence. That kind of ongoing threat undermines our rule if it continues too long. Leadership is a balancing act, and they've been teetering between helpful and damaging for years. Ultimately, now that the suppressant's failing, they're a wild card. That shoves them over into the liability column.”

      “They're humans, not the bottom line on a financial statement,” Uncle Dan says.

      “Those humans keep the possibility of another outbreak alive, and we've feared the virus would mutate for years. If Tercera goes airborne.” John shudders. “They've already survived far longer than they should have.”

      Longer than they should have?

      “Wait, did you change out the suppressant?” I ask. “And set up my aunt to take the fall?”

      John stands back up. “If I'd changed out the suppressant, no one would've been able to tell the pills looked different. Using prenatal vitamins was sloppy. I don't know who botched that, but it certainly wasn't me.”

      “But the accelerant,” Sam says. “That really was you?”

      John rolls his shoulders. “This is tedious now. Of course that was me. The Marked were getting restless, rebellious even. It was time to knock their numbers back. We only hit Baton Rouge where most of them had gathered thanks to the bungled leak of Solomon's plan to Cleanse them. They ran to Baton Rouge like rats huddling together. Safety in numbers isn’t a bad idea, except you're also an easier target.”

      “Dad,” Sam says, “the leader who consolidated the Marked, the one who made them dangerous.” Sam closes his eyes. “It's Raphael.”

      John shakes his head. “That's impossible.”

      Sam turns away. “You abandoned him once, and now you've killed him outright.”

      John swallows once and his eyebrows draw together. “Your little brother died with his mother. I couldn't locate them.”

      Sam says, “Which means nothing. He survived, which I know because I saw him. I hugged him, and punched him in the face a time or two when he did something stupid. The Marked call him Rafe, but it's my brother, without a doubt.”

      John glances at me, and then turns to Uncle Dan. “You would've said so earlier. You're lying.”

      “You’re the only one here who lies,” I say.

      John kicks me, his boot connecting with my hip. Pain shoots up my side.

      Sam's jaw muscles tighten and he strains against his restraints. “Don’t touch her again.”

      John tilts his head. “Or what, Samuel? You’ll make up more ridiculous stories I won’t believe?”

      “You’ll believe what you want Dad, but I didn't tell you earlier because you were too busy yelling and threatening me. I assume the others didn't tell you because they didn't want to intrude on our family news as a courtesy. I was trying to decide whether I should tell you, if we couldn't find a way to save him. Ironically, I didn't want false hope to cause you any pain.”

      “I already dealt with that pain.” John Roth swallows and I see uncertainty in his eyes.

      “It isn't a story. Real life is more unbelievable in this case. Your brilliant son, the born leader, the one who was exactly like you?” Sam leans forward, spitting out each word. “He is alive. You still sure you don't have that cure? Because it would really come in handy right now to clean up your mess.”

      “I've been cleaning up messes my entire life. Speaking of.” John holds out his hand to one of his guards. “Firearms, please.”

      The tallest guard, the one to the right of him, hands him a large black gun. I'm sure Sam would know what kind it is, and how loud, and how powerful.

      “The thing about cleaning up messes. If you aren't careful, they leave a stain.” John turns to the other men. “You three, step back.”

      They step back.

      “Put the safeties on your guns and toss them to the ground.”

      The three of them look at one another, and then glance at the tall guard. He shrugs.

      “Don't listen to him,” I say. “You're the stain he's about to clean.”

      John sighs. “Yes, listen to the captive instead of your leader.” He rolls his yes. “It's a demonstration, boys. And Jeremy, come back here by us. You can help me with this part.”

      Jeremy walks back to where they're standing, and the other three toss their guns to the ground. Because they're well trained.

      Well-trained morons.

      I exhale heavily and close my eyes, because I don't want to see this.

      Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam. Four shots. Four bodies. John drags them over and pushes them off the lake side of the dam one by one. I can't even hear their bodies hit the water, it's so far down.

      “If you train your men well, messes are easy to clean up. I can't risk them telling anyone what happened here, or what they heard. Unfortunately,” John says, “I trust you lot to keep quiet even less than I trusted them. You’re not as well trained and you have scruples. Far too many scruples.”

      Uncle Dan whistles, and I can barely make it out over the water cascading behind us. “You've gone over the edge like those boys you just shot. What's the plan for us? Six more bullets? Six more deaths on your head? I suppose once you've killed billions, ten more seems insignificant.”

      John says, “Nothing so inelegant as bullets, my melodramatic friend. I don't really want to do this, you know. I wish there was some other way.”

      “Let us go,” Uncle Dan says. “If there's no cure, there's nothing we can do. You haven't done anything wrong, other than shooting those guards, and Rhonda, Wesley and Job didn't even see that.”

      John kicks Wesley's still form where he lies next to me. “Poor little Ruby, couldn't choose between this pathetic wretch and my son?” He shakes his head. “Embarrassing, really.”

      Wesley moans and sits up. He glances at me, blinking repeatedly, blood running down the right side of his face.

      I put my fingers to my mouth.

      John tucks his gun in his waistband like Sam does when he has no holster handy. “You've noticed it's cold, I'm sure. I've kept you all bundled up, so 35 degrees doesn't feel too deadly yet. You're shivering, sure, but you can stop the physical reaction if you want. The shaking hasn't become involuntary.”

      I'm shivering like he says, but when I try, I can still my body, which means hypothermia hasn't set in. I'm not mumbling, and my thoughts still track. I stretch upward as far as I can and look over the edge. There’s nothing but inky blackness outside of the pool of white from the floodlight.

      “That water's barely above 32 degrees. Warm enough it's not frozen, but cold enough to kill you quickly. You won't last more than ten minutes in there, fifteen if you're really lucky, and you'll be too numb to move, much less swim effectively. When you add to that the bindings on your hands, well. You get the point. Zero percent chance of survival, but it's not a bad way to go.”

      “Wait, are you saying we’ll die from drowning or hypothermia? I need to know which one to prepare for,” Wesley says.

      I snort, and somehow his joke makes me sadder this time. I'm so sorry I let him come. I turn my head his direction. “I’m so sorry Wes. I should've made you stay with your mom.”

      “Oh come on,” John says. “With his mom?”

      I turn toward John Roth. “You are the worst person I know, and I killed David Solomon, so that's saying something.”

      John shakes his head. “That reminds me. With you and Solomon both tragically killed in such close proximity, I imagine your mother will be dreadfully depressed. She might need some consoling. I've heard she's still a lovely woman, and accustomed to doing as she's told. A visit to WPN to take your regent the news of your death might be in order.”

      I struggle to my feet. “You will not touch my mother. Not ever.”

      “Little Ruby struggles to her feet, making her our first volunteer,” John says. “Maybe you can let us know which option’s better. Wesley's apparently dying to find out.”

      “You disgust me,” I say.

      “You bore me,” John says simply.

      Sam jumps up behind me, wobbling slightly from the tight bindings on his ankles. “You will not kill her, father.”

      “Why not?” John pulls his gun out and trains it on his son. “I don't want to shoot any of you, but if you force my hand, I will.”

      Sam steps around me. “Shooting, drowning, hypothermia. No matter how you do it, it's still murder.”

      John sighs. “I have to kill them. We've been through this.”

      “Them? What about me? You'll really kill your own son in cold blood?”

      “Actually,” John says, “you're the one person I'd risk keeping alive. Promise me that you'll keep your mouth shut, promise me you'll do as I say when we return home, and I’ll spare you.”

      “What about Ruby?” Sam shakes his head. “I won't let her die.”

      He couldn't possibly be willing to go along with his dad in exchange for sparing my life.

      John sighs. “So noble and so stupidly in love. Ruby can't survive. She's too uncompromising. She won't lie for me. I'm not even sure she believes most of what I told her tonight, and I have no reason to lie. Besides, she's technically queen of WPN, and my contact tells me the people love her more than they loved her lunatic father.”

      “Think of the possibilities, with her and I ruling together in Galveston.”

      John frowns. “You've gotten cleverer. I'd have loved that yesterday, but now I can't allow it. In fact, the only way I can trust you is if you push her off. Shove her over the edge, and you come back home with me. We'll never speak of any of this again.”

      Sam's hands fly forward to strike his father. If it were anyone else, I'd bet on Sam. But John won two Olympic Gold Medals in boxing. He may not be genetically enhanced, but he's fast, well trained and accurate. Sam's hands are triple cuffed and his feet are hogtied.

      John ducks and Sam sprawls forward, barely raising his hands in time to avoid face planting into the icy concrete. The momentum of his fall carries him across the slippery ground quickly, until he rams into the safety rail on the edge of the dam.

      “Pathetic attempt. You can't even see straight with her around. Perhaps she's not a good test of your loyalty.” John leans over and grabs the back of my coat, bunching up the fabric behind my neck in his hand. When he lifts me into the air, I flail around, hands swinging, legs kicking. Sam slips and slides, trying vainly to get to his feet, but John's angry and Sam's winded, numb with cold, and bound. John strides purposefully to the edge of the bridge and shoves my shoulders out past the guardrail, my feet hooking on it. I don’t dare thrash anymore, unsure whether I’d free myself only to fall to my death.

      Sam scrabbles over to John's feet, and grabs my ankle.

      “Let her go, son. I'm doing you a favor. She's an anvil around your neck. You can't see it like I can, because you're too close.”

      Sam's hands encircle my leg above my shoe, but John lifts up his booted foot to kick them away. I claw at the zipper of my coat, trying to take it off so I can slip out, but my fingers are so numb they won't comply.

      As John’s boot comes down on Sam, a figure flies past me in a blur, slamming into John and knocking John and the blurry person both into the guardrail. In his shock, John releases me and I collapse in a heap on the ground. Without my weight to keep him balanced, John loses his footing and he and his attacker topple over the railing. The floodlight points the other direction, and my eyes strain to see through the metal mesh of the guardrail. Someone dangles from the icy concrete, holding on by the fingertips of two closely placed hands.

      Who is it? Is it John? Do we even consider saving him? I try to slide my fingers under the space on the railing, but with the rope binding my wrists, my hands won't fit through.

      When I stand up to look over the edge, my heart leaps into my throat. The hands belong to Wesley.

      “Wes!” I swing my left leg over the rail, determined to get to him. Sam's hands circle my right ankle before I can cross over. I shake and shake my leg, but he holds on just as tightly as he did a moment ago.

      “Sam!” I shriek. “Let me go.”

      Wesley's eyes widen. “Don't, it's too icy. You'll fall. Ruby, I love you, remember that.”

      “Stop it, Wes. You’re not dying.” I kick at Sam's hands until he loses his grip and I swing my right leg over, balancing on the icy edge of the bridge.

      Wesley says, “You idiot. You can't help me without falling yourself. Don't feel guilty. This was my choice. You’ve always been my choice.”

      He lets go and falls into the darkness.
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      My feet slip and I almost follow Wesley over the edge. My fingertips on the rail are the only things keeping me on the bridge, and I consider letting go. Maybe if I fall, I can help Wesley swim to the edge. Sam's hands yank me back over to the top of the bridge, and I land hard on the unforgiving cement.

      I bite at the rope on my hands. “Maybe we can drop a line to Wesley. We've got loads of rope between all of us, and your feet, too.”

      Sam hops to his feet and leans over the rail. “That's more than a hundred feet down.”

      “So?” I tug on the rope with my teeth, working it loose as quickly as I can.

      “You probably have ten feet of rope there. If I have ten on my feet, and your uncle has twenty, and Job and Rhonda each have ten, by the time we tie them together, we're only looking at fifty some-odd feet.” He shakes his head. “It's not enough, Ruby.”

      Fear, anger and frustration flood my body and carve their way out through my throat as I scream at the top of my lungs. “No! There must be something we can do.” I jog down the road into the darkness. The sleet stopped, but wind whips at my jacket and freezes my face. Maybe if I reach the shore, and if Wesley survived the fall, and somehow swims to the edge of the lake, maybe then. How far is it? I close my eyes and force my brain to work.

      A long way.

      We lived on the bend near the Cedar Point ATV trail. It's at least a mile from the bridge to the trail, and at least twice as far to cross the bridge. The bridge follows the line Wesley would have to swim to reach the shore, and he'd be swimming against the current flowing from the dam gates to reach it. After surviving a hundred foot fall into thirty-two degree water with his hands tied. And he doesn't know the area at all.

      My boot strikes a pile of rubble and I stumble forward. My hands, still bound and numb with cold, come up to break my fall, but not fast enough. My wrist wrenches sideways and the right side of my face, the side where John knocked me out, the side that already hurt, collides with the ground. I skid along the icy rubble of the path face first. I lie on the ground for a moment, dazed. When I push upward, my injured wrist howls at me in agony, but my face doesn't even sting, which isn't a great sign. I may be colder than I thought.

      I turn on my side, and curl my legs up against my body to think. A fall into water at 100 feet. A human can't survive a fall to the ground above fifty feet. To survive a fall of 100 feet into water, he'd have to fall just right. Even so, he'd likely break his ankle, maybe more. But if he didn't break anything, and if he can untie his hands while kicking with his feet, maybe he could swim for shore.

      I sit up on my side and scream. “Wesley! Wesley, if you can hear me, swim toward my voice. Wesley!” I scream until my throat is raw, and then I keep screaming.

      I wonder if he can hear me. And if he can hear me, should I worry about John Roth? His hands aren't bound, he's a former Olympic athlete, and he wasn't injured. If he can make a one-mile swim in freezing water while fully dressed, he could pull up on shore, wet and freezing. I'm calling him to me like a beacon.

      I think about the logistics of swimming a mile and run the math in my head. No one can swim a mile in less than fifteen minutes, especially not fully dressed, and factoring in time to remove his clothing, he'd be way over fifteen minutes. John Roth, healthy, unbound and whole, will be dead from the cold long before he could reach this shore. He can't possibly survive to reach me, even if he survived the fall uninjured.

      Which means Wesley can't survive either, even if every single thing goes right.

      I collapse back down to the cracked cement path, my face resting on chunks of ice and rocks while heaving sobs wrack my body and tears leak down my face. Why couldn't Wesley have shoved that maniac over without falling himself? Why did it have to be Wesley? It should've been me, to set right the wrongs my dad and biological father started. Or maybe even Sam, to fix what his dad did. But not Wesley, who only came along to keep me safe.

      Which is exactly what he did, but the price was far too steep.

      “I wish it was me and not him, too.” Sam sits down next to me. “It should've been me. My dad caused all this, and I should have stopped him, but Wesley did what I couldn't. Don't cheapen his choice by refusing to accept it.”

      When I process Sam's words, I realize he's right. Wesley chose to save me, and he knew what he was doing. He only let go because he was worried I'd fall, too. “If I hadn't tried to climb over, or if I'd untied my hands instead, maybe I could've used that rope.” I close my eyes and replay the scene over in my mind. How could I have saved him?

      The ground beneath me is hard, bumpy, and cold, but Sam's arms are warm and strong when he gathers me close to him. He unzips his coat and pulls me next to his chest. The heat radiates outward and I sink against him.

      “It took me several minutes to get your Uncle's ropes off,” Sam says, “and several more for him to use pieces from the floodlight rack to pry my handcuffs loose.”

      My hands feel for his wrists, and when I find them I gasp. The skin all around both wrists is torn and bleeding.

      “You couldn't have done anything in time,” Sam says. “If you had leaned forward, you’d have lost your balance. Besides, his fingers were already slipping when he let go. The edge of that bridge is icy and wet. It's a miracle he held on with bound hands for the few seconds he did. It went the only way it could've gone, the best way any of us could have planned. If my dad had thrown you over the edge, I'd have killed him, probably by dragging him down, and you've done the math on that equation. No one could survive the combination of the fall, the ice water, and the distance. We'd all have died.”

      Someone clears his or her throat, which startles me. My eyes search and find Uncle Dan standing a few feet away. I hadn't even realized he was near. “We may not be able to save the Marked kids without the hacker virus we all hoped for, but we can still save Anne.”

      Rhonda stumbles along behind Uncle Dan, with Job trailing a few feet further yet, slowed by the weight of the floodlight he's dragging.

      “How much further to the cabin?” Rhonda asks. “I should remember, but I'm too tired to spell my own name, and my head feels like it's been stuffed with cotton batting.”

      I mumble, “Maybe a mile?”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head. “Closer to two, and we better hurry. We've been out in the cold for too long, and thanks to the sleet we're all soaked. We need dry clothes, food and sleep.”

      “I'm not leaving until we've swept the shoreline for Wesley,” I say. “We have three days for Aunt Anne still.”

      Uncle Dan doesn't argue, and neither does anyone else.

      We trudge home and dry off. I chew and swallow the jerky and dried biscuits Sam hands me, but it all tastes the same. I finally collapse on our dusty old family room sofa, my back to Sam's chest. I offer up a prayer of thanks that we survived, in case God really exists and listens to us. Then I ask God to tell Wesley I miss him. Stupid and superstitious, but what could it hurt? As Sam's breathing evens out, my mind shuts off and I drop off to sleep.

      I wake up at first light, pull my damp boots and soggy coat back on, and trudge outside. Sam and Job are no more than two steps behind me, and Sam's carrying a gun. We walk the shoreline for more than two hours with no luck. We could've shot a thousand different kinds of birds, but we don't see a single person until we reach the trail off the lakeshore toward our cabin. A flurry of birds fight and dive and squawk a hundred yards down the shoreline, and Sam runs toward them. I sprint to try and keep up, which I only manage because it's so near. Sam stops abruptly and holsters his gun, and when I realize why, I have to turn away.

      The birds are shredding a ration pack lying alongside a single black boot.

      “We should go,” Job says. “I really don't want to see a bloated corpse.”

      I can't block the image of Wesley, his body swollen and stuck underwater somewhere, being eaten by fish, or birds. I bend in half and vomit chunks of jerky into the silty dirt of the shoreline.

      “His parents would want his body.” I wipe my mouth on the sleeve of my jacket, stand up and keep walking.

      Three hours later, Uncle Dan finds us and begs me to stop looking.

      I can't meet his eyes.

      “Ruby, it was a fifteen hour drive to Nashville Before. It'll take us twenty if we're lucky. Anne's execution, without John Roth to halt it, will not wait for us.”

      I know it's childish, but I don't want to stop thinking about Wesley and start trying to save Aunt Anne yet. It feels wrong somehow, like I didn't care about him.

      I shake my head. “Not even two days ago I told him I didn't love him, not like he wanted. He's been my best friend for years. We did everything together, and now he dropped a hundred feet into freezing water to save me. I can't abandon the search for him less than twenty-four hours later.”

      I can't.

      Except Aunt Anne's still alive, and she can't wait either. It's like I told Rafe a few days ago. Triage rules apply. I have to mentally block the pain from Wesley's death until we've done what needs to be done. If Aunt Anne dies from my childishness, I'll never forgive myself for that either. Uncle Dan doesn't argue with me. Rhonda and Job don't beg me to let it go. Which is how I know that I need to.

      “Fine. We head for Nashville.” I clench my mittened hands into fists and begin walking toward the cabin.

      “What's the plan when we get there?” Job asks.

      “John Roth didn't grant a stay of execution, and they have a signed confession,” Rhonda says.

      “Which is clearly a lie John either forged or made her write,” I say.

      Sam nods. “My dad won't be coming back, which no one in Nashville will know. We can file an appeal with the CentiCouncil, and if we can find a few supporters, it'll buy us some time. We'll need to identify where the new charges related to the suppressant issues originated, and make sure they don't resurface. Shouldn't be too hard, since they weren't formally filed.”

      “Do we tell them what happened with your dad or go into his involvement in . . . Well, in everything?” I ask. “They know about my dad's journals. If we show them the partnership paperwork, they'd probably believe us.”

      Uncle Dan holds the papers up. “I grabbed them, but it's Sam's decision. It's his dad.”

      The toe of my boot catches on a rock and I stumble forward.

      Sam's arms catch me and swing me up against his chest, his arms cradling my back and underside of my knees. “I need to think about it.”

      Sam's dad died, and Wesley was his friend too. I shouldn't be relying on him so much, but I can't help it. I tuck my face against his collarbone and close my eyes. He carries me inside and sets me on a sofa while the others prepare to leave. We load up in the jeep again and drive to the Land Cruiser.

      I hop out to try and help free it, but after wringing my hands uselessly for ten minutes, I climb back in the jeep. At least being inside cuts the wind.

      Sam, Uncle Dan, Rhonda and Job eventually free the back tires on the Land Cruiser, and Sam and I switch into that again. After we've divvied up the remaining gas, Rhonda, Job and Uncle Dan pile into the Jeep. I don't remember much about the first ten hours in the car, except how depressing Kansas City is with no one living there. Deer bound across the freeway, birds swoop from the tops of buildings and the few remaining upright power poles. Weeds and spindly trees grow everywhere, transforming normal sights into alien ones. I should be grateful the roads are mostly clear, but I'm too numb to recognize any emotions other than desperation and sorrow.

      The temperature's risen by almost ten degrees, and everything around us melts. That's probably why we don't get stuck in ice or snow. When we stop for blockages and downed trees, Job and Sam clear the roads quickly. Sam doesn't ask me any questions along the way or try to initiate a conversation. He holds my hand when I want reassurance, and leaves me alone when I can't bear the guilt of being comforted. We drive, we ponder, and we grieve.

      It's enough.

      St. Louis takes longer to navigate past because it's an active Unmarked settlement. We stop a few miles out to coordinate our stories. Uncle Dan explains that we went on a mission for John Roth up north to recover some data. He tells the guards we're headed to Nashville to make sure the Council gets the data it wanted, and to ensure the execution of Anne Orien is halted. As close to the truth as we can manage.

      They ask us all a lot of questions, and I try my hardest not to sound like a zombie. They let us pass and even refill our gas tanks, so I must've succeeded.

      We drive past the Arch, a tall, metal structure that bends up, up, up into the sky, and then bows and comes back down. I marvel that such a thing exists, and that it somehow survived the decimation of the world. I'm still peering out of the window when we drive past a street marked Rose Street. The next road down is Liberty.

      Libby and Rose. I wonder who'll care for Rose when Libby dies. We can't save the Marked, but we need to get down there and make sure the babies I inoculated don't die too.

      How could there not have been a cure? My dad was infected, and he used it on himself. Was that false? Did he die infected? I think about that night, about his face, but it was clear, no rash.

      My mind whirls furiously trying to recall everything I've read between the original journals, the journal we found in the safe, and the letters I've seen since. I think about dad's entries, as many as I can remember, one by one. They included a lot of technical information focused on his conclusions and interspersed with personal notes, introspection and reflection. The journal we recovered in Galveston was different. It came from his lab, and consisted almost entirely of dense scientific notations. Rafe stole it, but when we left in pursuit of this Hail Mary play, he gave it back.

      I scramble over the seat and dig it out of my bag.

      “Everything okay?” Sam asks.

      “Yeah, I'm just thinking about what your dad said. I can't make sense of why my dad would lie about having a possible cure in his personal account. He wrote in his journal that he injected himself with the hacker virus after exposure and the injection worked. It doesn't make sense for that to all be a lie. Wouldn't he be scared, at least of infecting me or others?”

      I flip through the pages of the one I have and like before, I can't really digest a lot of the notations. Hopefully my aunt will be able to. Maybe she can figure out how to boost my antibodies into a cure. Maybe. But not in two days. Even Aunt Anne can't turn water into wine on a moment's notice.

      If only John Roth had stolen the hacker virus. A weight presses on my chest when I think about his monumental stupidity in stealing a virus and unleashing it on the world when a cure wasn't yet prepared and verified. I keep coming back to the same question over and over.

      Why lie in his own records?

      Dad might've lied to Jack because he was freaking out about money. Maybe Dad wanted to convince John not to rush into anything or do anything hasty. But there's no reason for him to lie to himself. Unless he thought Jack might steal his journals? But even then, what would be the point? He’d have had to lie about a lot. About injecting himself when he was infected, about his hopes. It’s too convoluted. When all other things are equal, the simplest solution is usually the correct one. What simple explanation can there be?

      I close my eyes and think about the last journal I read, the one I finished in the last few moments of quarantine. It revealed that I could reach the place where important things were kept. 'Ruby can always find what she needs,' or something like that. I always assumed it was the safe, but maybe he meant because he injected it into my blood?

      Either way, that wasn't actually the end of Dad’s entry. A chunk of pages were torn out after that statement. I assumed my dad wrote more about the virus, or details about the cure. I wondered at the time whether maybe he explained more about me or my mom, and Aunt Anne didn't want me to see it. She insisted she never saw the pages, and if that's true, who would have removed them? His office manager? Maybe David Solomon, or John Roth if they found something they wanted to keep a secret. But if they'd seen it, they'd know I housed the antibodies, and neither of them knew. What else could’ve happened?

      Maybe none of them tore them out. Maybe Dad did.

      If Dad had the epiphany about reverse engineering the antibodies at home, and scrabbled the parameters of the solution out there in his personal journal, and if he read the article about stimulating the CpG oligonucleotides in our condo and realized he could apply the same principle, he could've written down the process on whatever paper he had handy. But he'd need the sophisticated equipment at his lab to implement the idea. Dad might have ripped the pages out himself, carried them to his own lab in the black briefcase, and possibly even shoved them into the bio safe to make sure no one else saw them.

      Until John Roth found the notes lying on top of the syringes he stole.

      What if John assumed the notes documented the contents of the syringes? Maybe the notes had nothing to do with the contents of the syringes. Maybe the syringes contained the hacker virus, and John really had it all along without knowing it? What if he only shared the notes with Dad’s old boss?

      It's an awful lot of maybes.

      I bite my lip. I wish I could go back in time and ask my dad. And I'd really like to hug him, too.

      “What's wrong?” Sam asks. “Did you think of something?”

      “I'm not sure. I'm sad and tired and I might be grasping at straws. Crazy, crazy straws.”

      “Want to walk me through it?” he asks.

      “It might help to go through it out loud. Last night your dad said he didn't have the cure. He said he took the notes about what he stole to an expert, and what he took was really just a roadmap for how to reverse engineer antibodies. That's essentially what my dad dosed me with.”

      Sam grunts.

      “That's what you heard John say, right?”

      Sam says, “Yeah something like that.”

      “You know your dad better than I do by a long shot. Let's say he dosed himself with one of the doses like he said and then he administered Tercera. He didn't contract it, so he knew it worked. Then he wanted to replicate the cure so he could be ready to sell it. He has one dose left to use, and some notes. Would he have taken notes and the one remaining dose for testing? Or would he show up at the meeting with only notes?”

      Sam frowns. “He would definitely have started with just the notes. He’d want to meet the guy, take his measure, and figure out whether he could trust him. He wouldn't work with anyone unless he had some kind of leverage. He called it necessary collateral, knowing something damaging that he could use to force partners to comply.”

      “Which is exactly what he had on my dad—knowledge that Dad stole me from someone. I wonder how he found out about that to begin with.”

      Sam says, “He paid a lot of people to investigate any possible partners. He said digging up dirt was his due diligence, which I didn't realize was a business joke until I was much older.”

      Poor Sam. “What if he didn't trust the scientist, but he was too paranoid to take the actual syringe? Might he have only ever taken the notes?”

      “He would've been nervous to tell someone what was really going on. They could've reported him. Tercera would already have been out at that point, even if no one knew how bad it was yet.”

      “What if the paperwork he had, the notes, were from my dad's journal, but they weren't reflective of what was in the syringes?”

      Sam glances back at me. “What are you saying, Ruby?”

      “My dad's journal mentions he had three doses of the hacker virus, but he took one himself, so he should've had two left, just as your dad described. According to my aunt, the police didn't find anything like that in my dad's lab or home office. No viruses in cold storage, no syringes. I assumed Jack stole the last two doses of the hacker virus before Dad died.”

      “But my dad says it didn't exist.”

      “What if your dad didn't know what it was? Maybe he only knew it stopped Tercera. If I'm right, and Dad put the notes he had from home in the same place as his remaining two samples, maybe your dad took the notes he found with it, which were actually detailed instructions explaining how Dad made what he injected me with. Your dad thought they diagrammed what he stole, but what if they didn't? What if John Roth really did steal the hacker virus, but he never knew it because he didn't have the last dose itself examined?”

      Sam whistles. “Either way, he would've been safe.”

      I climb back over the seat. “I think he might have had the cure all along and never realized it.”

      “Would the remaining dose still be alive after all these years?” Sam asks. “I know where my dad keeps stuff that he values. Or at least, where he did last time I was in Nashville. I could probably get into his safe.”

      I think about our trip from Nebraska to Port Gibson the first time. I shake my head. “No, he didn't have any items he carried in an unusual way.” A live virus couldn't have survived without special measures.

      Sam curses. “Dad's dead now, so even if his body did contain the hacker virus, it's gone too. He's done nothing but ruin things from start to finish, including dying when we might actually have gotten something of value from him. No redemption of any kind, not from Dad.”

      I bite my lip. “One thing I will say for John Roth that I can't say for David Solomon is this. He loved his child.”

      Sam scowls. “You're wrong. He detested me.”

      “I’m frequently wrong, but not this time. This time I'm right.” I place my hand on his. “He wanted to save you, to take you home with him, against his better judgment. He took care of you all these years and made sure you were safe. He sucked at expressing it, but he did love you.”

      “He manipulated me constantly, enrolled me in clinical trials, and kept me aware at all times of my many failures.”

      “Things he thought would make you stronger and better. In his twisted way, I think he loved you deeply.”

      Sam says, “What's your point?”

      “There were two hacker virus syringes if I'm right, and he thought they were antibodies that would prevent infection from Tercera, a virus that was running unchecked throughout the world. That left one dose of preventative, and not something that he could easily sell without questions. Or maybe he could have, but it wasn't as valuable as he thought. Maybe it wasn't worth the risk that news of the identity of who released Tercera in the first place might get out.”

      “You think he dosed me?”

      I shake my head. “I don't know if any of this is true. It's all a complete hypothetical, even if I'm right about the hacker virus existing and your dad not knowing. Even if that’s true, he still could've sold it to someone who was really wealthy.” I think about the years I spent with Sam growing up. “Your dad was never sick. Never caught a cold. Never had the flu.”

      “So?”

      “Neither were you, Sam. When was the last time you puked or ran a fever?”

      Sam's eyebrows draw together. “I don't remember, maybe two years ago.”

      “What was it?” I ask. “Cough, temperature, body aches?”

      Sam shakes his head. “Sore throat. Doctor in Nashville said it was strep.”

      “A bacterial issue. Bacteria are much larger than viruses, and they operate differently. Viruses need a host, and they steal other cells to live. According to my dad, the hacker virus attacks and consumes all viruses that enter the human body immediately. If I'm right, your body shouldn't have ever suffered from the effects of a virus.”

      “And if you are?”

      “I need to ask you something. I think it's something you don't like to talk about, because you've never mentioned it to me. We've had an insane past few weeks, but even so, after spending hours on end in the car, you've never mentioned it once.”

      “Just ask, Ruby.”

      “What exactly happened in the genetic modification trials your dad signed you up for?”

      Sam's hands grip the steering wheel tightly enough that his fingers turn white. “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s start with the basics. How many patients were there?”

      “Twelve.”

      “And what did they do to you? Injections? Radiation? Chemical therapy? Gene sequencing? What?”

      His jaw muscles clench. “They put us in machines a lot, but whether it was a treatment or to run a test, I don't know. It was loud. There were injections, and a lot of pain followed each one. They did some kind of light therapy. It lasted months, round after round, and then after that, multiple blood draws a day, combined with physical fitness and abilities tests. Run a mile as fast as you can. Run as far as you can without breathing. Run blindfolded. Listen to and identify sounds, attacks, and smells. Jump over a hedge, a fence, and then over razor wire topped enclosures. Lift your maximum weights.”

      “It sounds miserable.”

      “Some of it was fun, like a contest. Some of it wasn't. They cut us and monitored our healing. They exposed us to cold, to heat, to light, and to dark. They tested our reflexes.”

      I nod. “You're faster and stronger than you should be. Your senses are heightened, and you're better able to heal.”

      He bobs his head.

      “How about the others? Did you all have the same benefits? I heard one of them was exposed to Tercera.”

      Sam grits his teeth, and I wait.

      “Some of them improved in some areas, and some didn't. One or two of them healed quicker. A few were fast, but not as fast as me. No one else had the same outcome, especially not in multiple categories. In the end, I was the only success in the trial.”

      “How did they define success?”

      Sam stares straight ahead, eyes blank, but his hands are still white on the steering wheel. “I survived.”

      My jaw drops. “Wait, are you saying?”

      “Only one died from Tercera. The others—” He shakes his head. “Clayton died after the light therapy. Greg didn't survive the third round of injections. Lydia contracted Tercera, and before you ask, I don't know whether they intended her to be exposed.”

      “Were you close to them?”

      He shakes his head. “I wasn't close to anyone other than your family, and they didn't encourage us to befriend one another. They fostered competition so we'd try our hardest. But even so, we shared something miserable and that bonded us. After the sixth round of injections, the remaining eight participants became sick, really sick. Fevers, coughing, diarrhea, and cramps that left them folded over for hours, moaning incoherently. Within a few days of the last shot, they all passed.”

      I take his hand with mine. “I'm so sorry.”

      “I had zero symptoms. I didn't suffer at all.”

      “It's hard to be the one who survives, especially if you're the only one.” I close my eyes and think about my dad's death and how often I wished I'd died with him. And now Wesley. Fresh tears stream down my face.

      Sam squeezes my hand. “I guess you understand.”

      “I think you survived because of the hacker virus, Sam. Do you recall your dad injecting you with anything, after your mom left?”

      Sam’s eyebrows furrow.

      “He wouldn’t have told anyone else, so it would have had to be your dad injecting you. That might have seemed strange.”

      After a moment, Sam shakes his head. “Not that I recall.”

      I bite my lip. “Even so, I think we may have had the cure all along. You'd think we'd have thought of that, after what we discovered in Galveston about me.”

      “How will we know?” Sam's eyebrows furrow. “Can you see it in my blood?”

      “Well, not exactly, but if we can find a scanning electron microscope, we can sort of see it, maybe. We could also test your reaction to other viruses. Our fastest way to test my theory would be to dose Aunt Anne with your blood and see what happens to the Tercera cells. The microscope kills the samples, but we could see the viruses at varying levels.”

      Sam grunts.

      “The extensive testing they did is my biggest reservation.”

      “Why?” he asks. “Could they have killed it?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “But that's not what has you worried.”

      I shake my head. “No it's not. If my aunt did all that testing on you, and you had a viral cure in your body, how could she have missed it?”

      “They did say they couldn't figure out how I survived.”

      “Maybe they weren't looking small enough. Viruses are much smaller than bacteria.”

      I hope for the sake of Libby, Rose, Rafe and all the others that I'm right. And if I am, I hope there's enough time to do something about it.
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      We don't make very good time once the sun finally sets. Sam sleeps for short breaks after I insist on driving, jolting upright without cause. The night drags on and on, and it feels like we'll never reach our destination. Finally though, a few hours after the sun rises, we see signs for the city. Fifty miles outside of Nashville, we stop to coordinate our plan.

      “I don’t think we should tell the Council about John Roth's involvement,” Sam says. “Not yet, and not because I want to preserve his good name.”

      Sam's never cared much about that kind of thing. “Then why?” I ask.

      Sam sighs. “If we tell them what happened up there, I'll go under review and they'll lock me down. But beyond that, have you interacted with the DeciCouncil? They don't move fast. They'll take days and days to work through everything, including hearings and nominations for the new Chancellor. My dad was their leader, but they’re almost the opposite of WPN where there’s one leader and the people love him. In some ways, the average person is way more invested with WPN. Most normal Unmarked citizens have no idea what’s going on, and this handful of rulers run things. If you want to pursue your hunch, we need to focus this so it’s only about your aunt.”

      “What, what hunch?” Uncle Dan asks.

      “I think the hacker virus still might exist.”

      I explain the details as quickly as possible.

      “It makes sense to me,” Job says. “When you told me what Roth said, it sat wrong. I couldn't put my finger on why, but I didn’t like it. I should've thought of this possibility myself, but I never read Uncle Don's journals back home.”

      “If we want to figure out whether I'm right and reach Baton Rouge with any time to administer a possible cure,” Sam says, “we can't give them any reason to detain us.”

      “Which means we need to keep things as simple as possible, and leave your dad out of it if we can.” I nod my head. “Should you wait outside then? I don’t see how we can avoid the topic of your father if you come into the city with us.”

      Sam frowns. “I don’t like the idea of you going in without me, but you might be right. Everyone in Nashville knows who I am.”

      “Even if we leave Sam to wait on us,” I say, “we still need to discuss our approach. Do we ask for an appeal of her sentence, knowing John Roth isn’t there to grant one, or should I request a diplomatic pardon as queen of WPN?”

      Sam and I both look toward Uncle Dan. She’s his wife, so these are ultimately all his decisions to make.

      He scratches his head. “There are too many variables to know how this will play out. Sam’s always an asset in a bad situation. If they ask about your dad, we tell them the truth. There’s been enough lying, but if we can avoid getting into all that, we will. Let's start by filing a simple appeal. If that doesn’t go well, Ruby can make a formal request as Queen.”

      “Will slinking in under the radar undercut the likelihood of them believing I really am the new Queen of WPN?” I ask. “Maybe we should lead with that?”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head. “You’re not going to slink in. Job and I will go in first to file an appeal. Job can attest to the need the Marked have of Anne’s very targeted knowledge. I have a friend who will notify Rhonda at the edge of town if there’s a problem, and she’ll come for you. Sam will keep you safe, and he’ll come with you if we end up needing to threaten them.”

      “And then I’ll what? Waltz in wearing ratty jeans and a t-shirt, and tell them I’m a queen?”

      “It won’t look ideal,” Uncle Dan says. “But we’ll make do with what we have. You have that huge bag in the car. Maybe change into something cleaner. But ultimately, John Roth won't be the only one with connections to WPN. Someone on the Council will be able to verify your claim, I’m sure of it.”

      Something hits me then. I glance back at the huge duffel bag my mom foisted off on me.

      “This might be a good time to show up in a ball gown with a tiara.”

      Uncle Dan’s jaw drops. “You have a tiara and a ballgown in there?”

      I close my eyes momentarily. “My mom insisted I bring them. She said I never knew when I might need it.”

      “Seems your mom might’ve been right. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Uncle Dan says.

      Uncle Dan and Job head for the center of Nashville to make their formal appeal, and I pull my stupid ball gown out of the duffel bag we’ve been dragging around. It’s pretty rumpled. “I can’t believe I may have to wear this.”

      Sam’s half smile breaks my heart. “If it frees your aunt, you’ll have to thank Josephine for making you bring it.”

      I shake my head. “This was a stupid idea. If I put this on, I’ll look worse than I do now. I’ll look like a little girl playing dress up.”

      “You’ll look beautiful.” Sam leans over and picks up a rock the size of the end of his thumb. He tosses it once in the air. “How many of these could we hide in the sash of that dress?”

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “If we have to talk to the Council, they won’t let me take any weapons.”

      He rummages through his bag and pulls out an extra pair of socks. He slides one into each pocket.

      “What are those for?” I ask.

      He shrugs again. “You never know what might come up.”

      Uh, okay. Sam’s acting super weird.

      “You might want to get your dress on,” Sam says. “If Rhonda comes to get us, she’s going to be in a hurry. She won’t want to stand around while you get that on.”

      I eye the fluffy pile of red silk and sigh heavily. May as well get it over with. Sam takes the sash from the dress and begins tucking rocks into it at intervals. While he’s turned away from me doing that, I struggle into the dress. Except I can’t quite get the back of it laced up. The icy air whips at my skin and goose bumps ripple up my arms.

      I clear my voice.

      Sam turns around. “Need help?”

      I nod.

      He reaches me quickly and his huge fingers deftly lace up the back of my dress. Then he ties the sash around my back, tucking another stone or two into the place where he ties the bow.

      “What’s up with the rocks?” I ask.

      He smiles but doesn’t answer. Now that he’s done, I expect him to step away. Between his father and Wesley, it just hasn’t been the right time to talk about us. It still isn’t. But Sam doesn’t step away. He opens up his coat and pulls me against his chest, the warmth from his body enveloping me.

      I tuck my head below his chin and breathe in the smell of him. I’ve missed this, his strength and his touch. “I need you, Sam.”

      He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I need you too, sunshine. More than ever.”

      I turn my face toward his and open my mouth to tell him I don’t want space, or time or anything else. All I want is him. But before I can say the words, the Jeep careens into the clearing behind us, nearly crashing into the Land Rover. Sam’s arms tighten around me.

      Rhonda leaps from the driver’s side. “We need you right now, Ruby.”

      Apparently things are not going well with the appeal.

      Sam and I jump apart, and icy air traps me again. Sam tosses me my coat, the one Wesley gave me. My heart trembles, but we race over to the jeep. I snatch the old, dilapidated black briefcase of my dad’s and climb inside. I open the back door, and Sam circles around and climbs in next to me, leaving the front passenger seat empty. Rhonda glances at me meaningfully but doesn’t say a word, mercifully.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      Rhonda shakes her head and throws the car into gear. “Apparently Mayor Fairchild showed up yesterday, furious that Wesley was gone. He demanded John Roth explain his departure and his son’s disappearance, assuming John took Wesley with him and Sam. He told them everything, from your antibodies to the coronation. He even told them about the acceleration of the Marked.”

      I whistle. “Which means all the council doesn’t know is that John is Jack, and that Wesley’s—” I choke up.

      “Yes, that’s right. And since John’s not in Nashville to explain himself, or the disappearance of Wesley, Sam, and the rest of us, the CentiCouncil was at odds with the DeciCouncil. Dad burst in there, telling them he couldn’t wait days to be heard since Mom’s scheduled for execution tomorrow.”

      “Surely they offered him a continuation,” Sam says.

      Rhonda nods. “We need her now if there’s any hope for Rafe. He declined.”

      Now he’s created a mess and wants us to wade in there and reinforce his story. The Council thinks Aunt Anne switched the suppressant, effectively murdering a hundred thousand innocents, when in fact we need her to save them. What a tangled heap.

      If I’m right and Sam might have the hacker virus, we don’t have time to argue over my aunt’s release. It would be way easier to figure this out with her, but the hacker virus should attack Tercera on its own. If Sam really does have the virus, delaying could mean that everyone dies pointlessly. If we go without my aunt, we may only save a fraction of the people we could with her help.

      I suck at making these decisions. Why do they keep getting thrust upon me?

      “Stop the car,” I say quietly.

      Rhonda slows down. “Why?”

      “Maybe we leave your dad to fend for himself. Surely they’ll delay Aunt Anne’s execution and talk this into the ground. I can give you the paperwork proving John Roth is the Jack my dad mentions. They have Dad’s early journals already. I’d love Aunt Anne’s help with the Marked, but if we go in there, we risk never getting down to Baton Rouge with Sam. If the hacker virus really is inside him and we go south now, maybe we can save a lot of them with rudimentary injections. It’s better than nothing.”

      Rhonda punches the gas. “No. Mom will help tremendously once we free her. Besides, I’m not willing to risk her again.”

      Having just lost Wesley, I understand her point. I don’t argue any further. A tall, white-haired man in a suit waits by the guardhouse. He nods at Rhonda and the gate opens. She barely even slows down before flying through the gap.

      “That’s Dad’s friend,” Rhonda says. “I wish Dad had connections outside of Security, though. Other than Mayor Fairchild, he doesn’t know anyone on the Council.”

      And if Uncle Dan told him what happened with his son, he’ll be out for blood.

      Heads turn toward us on every street as Rhonda shoots down them like a pinball, bouncing unchecked through town. She finally skids to a halt on a red curb in front of a stately old building. The Unmarked set up their administrative offices in the former Tennessee State Office building, an imposing structure of limestone that rises five or six stories high. I’m nervous to enter a place that, as far as I can tell, will be full of arguing Port Heads. Sam's face looks like it always does, perfectly beautiful and completely calm. I reach for his hand and he doesn't hesitate to take mine.

      It's such a simple connection, palm-to-palm, fingers interlaced. It shouldn't ground me. It shouldn't center me. It shouldn't give wings to my heart. After all, I'm strong, I'm capable and I don't need Sam to save me. I'm a queen for heaven's sake.

      But knowing Sam sees me, that he loves me for the good and accepts the bad, well. It gives me the energy to hold my exhausted, Medusa-haired head high as we climb the steps into the State Office building. I don't need Sam, but there's no one I want to be with more.

      Rhonda marches in front of us, her booted feet pounding up the stairs straight for the entrance, like a missile headed for an unsuspecting grain silo. We’re stopped at the entrance by two armed guards.

      The tallest one, his dark hair slicked back, scowls at Rhonda. “You can’t park there. You’ll have to move that car.”

      Sam steps around Rhonda. “I’m Samuel Roth.”

      The black haired guard’s eyes widen. “My apologies, sir. Please go ahead.”

      I hear him speak into his walkie as we move past them.

      “I just admitted Samuel Roth. He has two women with him, both blonde, one in a fluffy red dress, over.”

      Static, followed by a loud voice. “Detain him. Over.”

      I expect Sam to knock the guards out in half a second. He surprises me by splaying his boots on the ground and holding his hands up.

      The guards won’t meet our eyes. They take Sam’s weapons: twelve handguns, four knives and a throwing star. The shorter guard pulls a sock from Sam’s pocket.

      “Uh, what do I do with this?”

      “You’re confiscating spare pairs of socks now?” Sam chuckles. “I haven’t been gone that long, have I?”

      The black haired guard shakes his head and the shorter man hands Sam his sock back. The taller guard reaches over to pat me down, while the shorter man with light brown hair searches Rhonda.

      Before the guard’s hand touches me, Sam grunts. “Mike, don’t tell me you’re going to do a body search on the Queen of World Peace Now, because that’s a terrible idea.”

      “Uh, I have to. Sir.”

      Sam shakes his head slowly. “Touching her is a capital offense with WPN. They believe she’s God’s chosen.”

      Where’s he going with this? Maybe he’s worried they’ll notice his rocks.

      Mike glances from me to Sam and back again. “I’ve been ordered to detain you,” he says to me. “I need to search you as a part of that order.”

      I hold out my dad’s old briefcase. “You’re welcome to look at this.” I lift one eyebrow. “But touching me is considered by World Peace Now to be an act of war. I offer you my assurances that I do not have a single knife, gun, bullet or throwing star on my body.”

      Mike searches the briefcase, which he can barely pry open. Then he turns toward me. “Uh, I don’t know—”

      A deep voice interrupts the uncertain Mike. “You disarmed Samuel?”

      I turn toward the voice. A tall man with flinty eyes wearing a dark brown uniform faces us, flanked on either side by half a dozen soldiers. All of them have guns trained on Sam.

      “I did, sir.”

      “That’s sufficient, thank you Private Collins. I’ll take custody of them from here.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam says, “why am I being taken into custody?”

      The man in uniform smiles. “Significant charges were recently leveled against your father.”

      Sam’s eyebrow lifts. “I’ll ask again. Why am I being taken into custody, Drake?”

      “Commander Drake,” the flinty-eyed man says with a smile. “You’re being taken into custody because I deem you dangerous and you’ll stay there until the Council tells me to do otherwise.”

      I expect Sam to argue. He shrugs his shoulders and nods, looking for all the world like he’s chosen to walk alongside fourteen armed guards, rather than being taken into custody by them.

      As we walk down the hall, my dad’s old briefcase safely clutched in my arms again, my mind races. Uncle Dan surely caught them all up. Which means they know John Roth is Jack. They know the Marked are dying en masse, and soon. Rhonda says they know I’m queen of WPN.

      Do they know Sam may be able to save the Marked? Do they even care?

      “Where are we being taken?” I look around me. We’ve nearly reached the far left side of the entry hall a hallway opens up to the left and  to the right. To the right the building opens up and a set of large, heavy double doors are shut. To the left, sunlight shines from a glass door. To the outside.

      “You’re all going to holding cells,” Commander Drake says. “Offsite. Until the Council decides what to do with you.”

      “I’m about done with holding cells,” I mutter so only Sam can hear me. “I’ve been stuffed into one like every few days for the past few weeks.”

      Sam nods at me, and I know he’s ready.

      Commander Drake turns left ahead of us, but if we turn right, we could walk right down the hall to those double doors. I’m pretty sure that’s where the Council is meeting. I hear raised voices coming from that direction and I strain to hear what they’re saying. I narrow my eyes at the Commander and slow my pace. “Where exactly is the Council making these decisions?”

      Commander Drake turns toward me, but before he or I can say anything else, Sam trips me. There’s no doubt in my mind he did it on purpose. Sam’s far too coordinated to trip me accidentally. I stumble forward, dropping dad’s briefcase, and fall on my face, cursing loudly.

      Before any of the soldiers can help me, Mike shouts, “Don’t touch her. It’s a violation of WPN protocol. It could start a war.”

      While the guards scramble backward, one of them retrieving the black briefcase, Sam ducks toward me, his hands wrapping around my waist. He lifts me up, and sets me upright. I notice that my sash is lighter now. Several rocks lighter than it was before.

      Commander Drake scoffs. “Where did you get that idiotic idea?”

      Mike’s eyes widen. “From her! She’s the queen of WPN, that’s what they said.”

      “This little girl?” Commander Drake snorts. “Why do you think that? Because she’s wearing a tiara?” He shakes his head. “Could you be any more idiotic?”

      Sam grunts. “Actually, Ruby is the queen of World Peace Now. Also, I don’t like your tone.”

      The next part happens so fast I’m not entirely certain how it goes down. It looks like Sam swings a sock full of rocks in a circle, slamming Commander Drake and four other guards in their heads and knocking them to the ground. Rhonda disarms Mike in the upheaval, while Sam kicks another guard’s weapon away.

      The guard right behind me tries to put me in a headlock, but I’m learning. I elbow him in the stomach and then I duck. While he’s groaning, I snatch his gun and point it at his head. “Uh, uh. I’m not going to any more cells.”

      By the time I turn around, Sam’s holding two guns with who knows how many more tucked away, and fourteen guards are clutching their heads on the ground. The walkie closest to me on the ground crackles.

      “Wade? Where are you guys? Shouldn’t you be outside with Samuel Roth by now? Over.”

      Sam kicks it away and turns to me. “I think you’ve got something to talk to the Council about,” Sam says.

      Rhonda bobs her head toward the door. “I don’t think we have much time before someone checks on good old Wade.”

      I hear loud shouts coming from inside the double doors, and I start toward them. It’s time the Unmarked hear WPN’s demands.
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      I retrieve my dad’s briefcase, pull the partnership paperwork out of it, and walk toward the double doors, Sam and Rhonda on my heels. I shove the doors open a little too hard and they fly back and clang against the wall loudly. I gulp when more than one hundred sets of eyes turn my way. I square my shoulders and straighten my head, the weight of the crown my mother insisted I bring resting heavily on it.

      “I am Ruby Carillon Behl Solomon, only biological daughter of the now deceased David Solomon, Queen of World Peace Now. I’ve come to demand the release of my aunt, Anne Orien.”

      I notice out of the corner of my eye that Uncle Dan and Job are standing, hands behind their backs, at the edge of a raised dais at the front of the large room. Rows of tables with high backed chairs, a wide column between them, lead up to the front. A man with a thick shock of white hair tilts his head and purses his lips.

      “If you’re planning to try and detain my uncle, Daniel Orien and his son Job, I’ll be clear right now. They’re all coming with me. We will leave in the next few hours, because your former leader John Roth sent a strike team to Baton Rouge, accelerating the death of almost all of the Marked kids who are still alive.”

      The man with all the white hair frowns. “Welcome to the CentiCouncil of the Unmarked, Ruby Carillon Behl Solomon. I’m sure we’re all pleased to welcome an Unmarked citizen, one whom I understand recently turned seventeen and became an adult.”

      I don’t repeat that I’m queen of WPN. I also don’t ask who he is. Doing either thing would weaken my position, but I do offer this man a half smile. “I brought evidence with me, evidence that your Chancellor John Roth, worked with my father more than a decade back and was ultimately the man responsible for the release of Tercera.” I hold up the partnership document.

      I take a step forward, and the man at the podium inclines his head to the side.

      Before I realize what’s going on, Sam fires a dozen shots. Men all around the room fall to the ground, clutching their legs. Rhonda jogs around the room, collecting firearms from injured guards. Shouts fill the room, as well as the sound of chairs scraping on tile. The squawks and beeps from walkies, and groans of injured men surround me, but Sam steps up to my side. “Counselor Quinn. As Queen Solomon’s Chief of Military and Strategic Defense, I obviously couldn’t allow you to harm her.”

      “This girl walks in here threatening war. Does that mean you’re a one man army now Samuel?” Counselor Quinn sneers. “Will you shoot us all? If this girl and her raving uncle are to be believed, your father caused the death of millions upon millions. I suppose you’re primed to follow in his footsteps, starting with the murder of everyone in this room if we oppose you?”

      My eyes flash. “Sam merely shot the men you planned to have take me out. We aren’t killing anyone.”

      One voice rings out over the cacophony of the room. “But you killed my son, didn’t you, Queen Ruby?”

      I turn slowly to face Wesley’s dad. His red-rimmed eyes meet mine and his mouth twists. “You and your insane uncle killed John Roth and my son when he wouldn’t go along with your plan. You were desperate to free your aunt, and no story was too absurd, no action off limits.”

      I shake my head, no longer worried about anyone else in the room. “A few weeks ago, I’d take that blame you’re laying at my feet. I’d wallow in it and punish myself for it. You know I didn’t kill Wesley, and you know that because you raised your son. He’s a hero and he was my best friend and he died to save me. Saying I killed him lessens his decision. When a bad man, John Roth, tried to do a bad thing, killing all of us because we’d discovered his long-buried secret—” I choke up and take a big breath so I can continue. The room has fallen utterly silent. “When John Roth tried to kill me, and Sam couldn’t save me, Wesley dove over the side of a bridge, taking John with him. In that moment, with no time to think, Wesley Fairchild showed his true colors, proving himself a hero and saving my life.”

      Mayor Fairchild’s face falls, his eyes locked on mine. He shakes his head, very slightly.

      A single tear runs down my face. “Wesley has been my best friend for years, sir. I would do anything to bring him back to you. I wish he hadn’t sacrificed himself for me, but he did.” I look around the room at the men and women gathered here today, deciding the fate of Rafe and all the other Marked kids. Deciding how the world will look in a week, a month, and a year. “I am leaving with my aunt and uncle and their two brave children, and we’re going to try and set things right. We believe we may have found a cure to Tercera. We won’t know until we have time to run some tests, but if we have even the slightest chance to cure the Marked kids who are on death’s door, we need to take it.”

      “We can’t free a confessed criminal.” Counselor Quinn bangs his hand on the podium. “In the absence of our Chancellor, and in light of the charges laid against him, I call for a vote of no confidence.”

      “Let me be very clear,” I say. “Your first vote will be with regard to my aunt. And if you vote against freeing her and try to hold me here, you will be declaring open war with World Peace Now. They have tanks, they have jets with missiles, and they have a standing army that will consume the Unmarked government whole. Don’t worry though. After we’ve wiped you all out, I’ll be happy to step in and clean up the mess.”

      A tremendously large sound, one unlike any I’ve ever heard, starts from the south and grows, culminating with a whooshing sound overhead. The chairs shake, the floors vibrating beneath me. I hunch down while all around me Counselors duck and huddle under the tables.

      “What was that?” I ask Sam.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know, but it’s not something the Unmarked ordered.”

      Banging at the double doors startles me.

      “Answer that,” Counselor Quinn orders.

      The man closest to the door turns toward me.

      “Don’t look at her,” Counselor Quinn shouts. “She’s nothing to you.”

      “Respectfully sir, her Chief of Defense is holding the only active firearm in the room.”

      “You can open it,” I say.

      I brace myself for hundreds of armed Unmarked soldiers to pour into the room. Sam turns and aims his guns at the door, his hands steady and his eyes flashing.

      When the man opens the door, and I catch my first glimpse of the soldiers on the other side, I almost stumble back. “Frank?”

      Frank’s face lights up when he sees me. “Your Majesty!” He bows deeply and then straightens. “Your mother and brother sent us to relay your message. I’m so glad to find you here.”

      A tight little knot I didn’t even realize existed in my chest eases. Josephine and Adam are okay. I breathe in and out once, then twice. Frank bows deeply and the men standing behind him do the same. I cross the few steps that separate us and hiss. “Stand up.” More loudly, so the rest of the room can hear, I ask, “How many of you are there?”

      Frank glances around the room. “Only fifteen hundred soldiers came, Your Highness. Adam didn’t want to frighten the Unmarked, but we wanted to make sure you were safe. Also, he sent two fighter jets. They’re flying above the city now, waiting to see whether you require an airstrike.”

      I turn toward the front of the room and put my hands on my hips. “How about it, Counselor Quinn?” I spin around, making eye contact with men and women across the room.  “CentiCouncil? I have evidence.” I wave the partnership paperwork at them. “I’ve got witnesses.” I point at Frank, Sam, Rhonda, my uncle and Job. “And I have an army. All I’m asking for is that you release my wrongfully accused aunt. Do we need that airstrike, or can you see reason?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      The CentiCouncil unanimously votes to release Anne Orien and remand her into my care. They also readily offer the supplies I need and access to the equipment I want, but only on condition that I send the army directly back to Galveston. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars.

      Frank and Paul don’t like it, but they reverse direction and head back, making plenty of threats to return immediately if I don’t quickly follow. I tell them to have Adam send me aid in Baton Rouge as soon as he can.

      Counselor Quinn releases Dan and Job and signs Anne Orien’s pardon, and we’re ready to depart. I spin on my heel and almost slam right into Mayor Fairchild.

      I pull up abruptly, Sam’s hands bracing me on either side.

      Mayor Fairchild’s eyes follow the motion and I feel guilty about Sam. I shouldn’t because I had Wesley’s blessing, but I do. Maybe I always will in my heart of hearts.

      “I don’t think I can ever really convey how sorry I am. About Wesley.” My eyes well with tears again and my hands clench into fists, my nails digging into my palms. “It shouldn’t have been him.”

      “Wesley always said you reminded him of a gale force wind stuffed into a teakettle,” Mayor Fairchild says. “I never saw it. You were so timid around me, so soft-spoken and unsure.”

      I look down at the ground, my feet not even visible in this stupid ball gown.

      “I saw it today, Ruby. I saw what Wesley always saw in you, from the very beginning. And you’re right.” Mayor Fairchild’s lips compress and his hands shake. “I dealt with losing Wesley last month when I heard he was Marked. It felt like a knife sliced up my insides that day. Horror, sorrow, and an underlying feeling of guilt, because I knew he had Marked someone else. You.”

      I shake my head. “It was an accident, a misunderstanding. And I’m fine.”

      Mayor Fairchild shakes his head. “He told me when I saw him again that it was the worst mistake he ever made, not going to quarantine, his greatest regret. He told me you were the miracle that redeemed him from it. He told me that about you, right before he snuck out and left with you.”

      Tears stream silently down my face, and Sam’s arms wrap around me from behind.

      “Wesley loved you, and I’m not surprised he did as you say. He was a hero, and I’m free to be proud of him again. Unreservedly proud. He wouldn’t want me to blame you or be angry with you, and I don’t want to lessen his decision.” He nods stiffly. “I need some time to be as gracious as I should, but I’m going to try not to be angry at you. Now go save as many of those kids as you can.” He whispers this last part. “And tell those kids about my son and his sacrifice when you do it.”

      “I will,” I promise.

      We leave the Jeep behind so that Uncle Dan’s friend can load it up with the supplies we need. Rubbing alcohol, syringes, fluids, and bandages. Rhonda explains where he should go to retrieve the Land Rover, too.

      Pardon in hand, we all jog past the old Tennessee State Senate building and the Musician's Hall of Fame, its front doors now wide open, all the artifacts long since looted. By the time we cross the James Robertson Parkway, my hands are shaking. I’m sick of wearing this ball gown, especially now that it makes it even harder for my short legs to keep up with everyone else’s long ones.

      “We should've insisted on taking the car,” I mutter.

      When we finally walk up the steps to the white brick holding facility, I bite my lip. I can't wait to see my aunt again. Since I last saw her she's been Marked, and I found out she lied not only about my dad's involvement with Tercera, but also about who I really am. How different could my experience in Galveston have been if I'd known who I was before I crossed that bridge?

      How different would my life have been if I’d known she wasn't really my aunt all along? Would I have felt more left out and unloved? Or would I have known each and every day that even though we weren't biologically linked, she had chosen me? Would I have grown up happier, knowing my dad gave up everything to keep me, instead of being stuck having to raise me alone after my mom died? Would the truth have broken me or given me wings?

      I'll never know, which in the end is why I have to forgive her.

      When we walk through the door, a short guard with thinning black hair sits behind a desk playing solitaire. Sam isn’t the most patient guy to begin with, but today we’re all impatient.

      “I'm Samuel Roth. Your name is?”

      The guard's eyes bulge, and he stammers. “St-St-Stuart.”

      “Nice to meet you Stuart.” Sam leans on the desk and his jacket falls open, displaying the gun resting on his hip. The balding man shoves his chair back. I knew Sam was a legend at the games, but I didn't realize people were scared of him here.

      Sam slams the pardon down on the desk and grunts. “This pardon for my girlfriend's aunt, Anne Orien, is pretty clear and quite simple. We’re here to collect her.”

      Stuart’s eyes widen and he points at the elevator bay. We all start for it when Stuart clears his voice. “I meant to say that, ah, the, well.”

      “Spit it out, Stu,” Uncle Dan says.

      We’re all a little crabby, too, it seems.

      “The elevators are broken.”

      Sam rolls his eyes, which may be the first time I’ve seen him do that, and pivots on his heel. I follow him to the stairwell and when we turn toward it, Sam reaches for my hand again. Grouchy, threatening Sam is gone in a blink. My heart rate slows, and my shaking abates.

      It doesn't take long to locate my aunt on the second floor in one of the locked quarantine rooms.

      “Anne.” Uncle Dan rushes to the window and presses his hand to the glass.

      She places her hand on the opposite side and I sigh. I was lucky people as good as them raised me instead of David Solomon. I learned love instead of torture. I followed their example to a healthy, strong guy who supports me in making hard decisions. I shudder to think how I would have turned out if I’d followed Josephine and David’s example instead.

      The guard monitoring the halls of the second floor unlocks the door for us after one glance at the pardon. Sam and I linger in the hallway to let Dan and her kids greet Aunt Anne first. Uncle Dan swings her around and kisses her full on the mouth while the guard looks on, horrified.

      “He’s immune,” I say.

      The guard practically chokes.

      Uncle Dan catches her up, telling her how Dad injected me with antibodies. He explains that now they've all been inoculated, so she can touch them without fear.

      “Where's Ruby? Didn't I see her?” Aunt Anne's voice drifts toward me.

      “I'm here,” I say. “I thought I’d give you a minute with your family first.”

      Aunt Anne's been Marked, joined the Marked community, investigated suppressant failures, attempted to notify Port Gibson, suffered through a trial, and then been stuffed into a cell to await her own death with no real hope for a reprieve. In spite of all that, she looks exactly the same as the last time I saw her. Her clothes are neat and tidy, a light brown pants suit, and her hair is pulled back, not a strand out of place.

      Her heels clack on the tile floor when she walks toward me and pulls me against her chest.

      “Nonsense. Ruby, you are my family. I should've told you the truth before, but I didn't want you to ever think—”

      “It's okay,” I say. “I’m pretty sure I understand.”

      As we explain the rest of what happened, she wastes no time reaching the right conclusions. “You don't want to try and cure me with your blood, even if it's not too late, because we need my blood to test Sam's on.”

      I nod. “If I'm wrong, Sam's blood won't help. If I'm right. . .”

      Aunt Anne calls out to the guard who unlocked her door. “Randall, I'm going to need access to some of the testing equipment. You guys have it all in storage on the third floor, don't you?”

      “Yes ma'am, we do,” he says. “I can take you upstairs, or we can bring it down.”

      Aunt Anne works out the details with Randall, who treats her more like a friend than a detainee. Sam and I follow her upstairs, Uncle Dan, Job and Rhonda close on our heels.

      “Missed me, I take it?” Aunt Anne laughs. “Why don't you three see if you can gather up all my things so we can leave as soon as possible? I promise not to disappear in a poof this time, okay?”

      Uncle Dan frowns, but they head back downstairs.

      Once we reach the largest room on the third floor, Aunt Anne croons. “What a beauty. Look at this! The doc who owned this practice didn't scrimp. You're lucky the Nashville quarantine rooms were set up in a Pathology lab. Otherwise we'd need to go hunt one of these down.”

      “See this?” She waves at a desk looking thing with a huge box beginning on the floor and extending nearly to the ceiling on the left. The largest part has a sequence of white boxes and cylinders over the main mechanism with an interconnecting series of containers. It's the column for electron beam generation, the specimen chamber, and the vacuum pump of a scanning electron microscope. I know because I've used one before as part of an experiment in Science.

      “Does it still work?”

      She nods. “I used it last year after I came here for a presentation. It hasn't been perfectly maintained, but it's been rehabbed well enough.”

      Aunt Anne sets me to cleaning off the electronic console and display monitors.

      “I need a few options for a negative stain.” She glances at Sam. “Viruses are small, and Ruby says Don described this one as quite small. I'll need a special stain to see it. Which is probably why we never saw it, if it existed during your clinical trials.”

      Sam nods.

      Once we're ready, Aunt Anne draws her own blood, and then hands me the other syringe.

      “You want me to draw his blood?” I ask.

      She says, “Sam would probably prefer that I never draw his blood again.”

      The corner of Sam's mouth turns up. “She's not wrong.”

      I draw it, marveling at his big, easy to find veins. We mix up several samples to test various stains.

      My aunt puts the first two samples under the microscope, and turns it on. Once the image finally comes up, she uses the tracking ball to shift it until one of the samples comes into view. She magnifies and shifts, magnifies and shifts. She shakes her head over both. When she replaces them with two other options, I close my eyes and say a little prayer. If there's something to see, please God let us find it so we can figure out how best to replicate it fast enough to save these poor kids. A few minutes later, the image appears, and Aunt Anne magnifies and shifts, magnifies and shifts. Then she exhales loudly, and her hand waves me over.

      I squint at the monitor, not sure what I'm seeing.

      “These viruses are dead now, killed by the electron blasts, but look here Ruby.” Aunt Anne points at several tiny puffy spots, frozen in time. “I think that's Sam's virus.”

      My heart speeds. “You think there is one, then?”

      She nods. “Look right there.” She points.

      Sam peers over my shoulder, which makes me smile.

      “This is where Tercera has invaded my cells.” There's a big blob with what appear to be short noodles clustered around it. Her cell, invaded by Tercera. The squid-like shapes surround her cell, their largish heads attaching to the cell wall, and long tentacles spreading away, hijacking it. “Tercera resembles Ebola sort of, but look here.” She points at the edge, where the tiny puffy spots converge on the end of the tentacles. “I think your virus is eating Tercera, just like Don said it would.”

      Once we've found a successful stain, we wait and scan more images, giving Sam's virus more time to work. At two hours out from the combination of Aunt Anne's blood with Sam's, the Tercera virus has been entirely replaced by the hacker virus. “It outnumbers Tercera four to one once it's consumed the larger virus. What an efficient little bug.”

      “Can we start creating more while we travel to Baton Rouge?” I ask. “We're running out of time.”

      Aunt Anne shakes her head. “It's harder than that. Viruses can't be grown in a nutrient broth like bacteria can. They require living cells. I need to run more tests to determine exactly how large a dose of virus we'll need to give each patient.”

      “Can we run those numbers while we drive?” Sam asks. “Because those kids are out of hope. I worry what they might do, or even once we reach them, how much time we have.”

      I call Job up from below, and he helps his mom and I for about three more hours. Aunt Anne runs tests and does calculations, and Job and I direct Sam, Rhonda and Uncle Dan on which things to load up in the cars. Aunt Anne injects herself with five ccs of Sam's blood before we leave.

      “Are you worried about blood types?” I ask.

      Anne shrugs. “Sam’s O positive, so I’ll be fine. It’s not really a universal donor, not like you Ruby with your O neg, but it’s awfully close.”

      “You’re A, right?” I ask.

      Aunt Anne nods. “I am, so O positive is fine for me. And if my numbers are right, I should be entirely cured and ready to donate hacker virus riddled blood to the cause myself by the time we arrive.”

      “I'm happy to be injected as well,” I say. “Then we'll have more people ready to donate.”

      Sam shakes his head. “I've had quite enough of you getting your blood drawn, thanks.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Don had concerns about mixing the hacker virus with your super shot of antibodies. I'd rather test that under a microscope before we try it on you.”

      “Ruby gave me her blood already, for what it's worth,” Sam says. “And I felt fine.”

      Anne shrugs. “Still, better safe than sorry. I'd expect any issues to show in the reverse. Have any of you not been given antibodies?”

      Uncle Dan shakes his head.

      “Very well.” Aunt Anne sighs. “I hope there's a microscope there I can use in Baton Rouge.”

      Job smiles. “I'm sure we can find one. It's a big town. I have a pretty decent microscope at my lab, but it's not an electron microscope. Once we get there I'll talk to my team, whoever’s still functioning, and we'll find what you're looking for. You're bringing the sodium silicotungstate, right? I doubt we'll find a lot of negative stains there. Not readily in any case.”

      Aunt Anne smiles and pats his cheek. “I was born at night, but not last night. I've got it packed to take. I'm also bringing some of the neutral phosphotungstic acid, just in case. I didn't have time to check it, but it does quite well with viruses that dissociate at low pH, even if the contrast isn't quite as good.”

      We leave for Baton Rouge at sunset, routing away from New Orleans, because there's no way I want to bump into my dear cousin Sawyer. Not yet anyway.

      Luckily the roads are fairly well maintained, and we make good time even though we're driving at night. We stop briefly in Birmingham to deliver a message for the leadership there from Interim Chancellor Quinn, who appears eager to drop the 'Interim' from his title. I don't really care who leads the Unmarked, as long as I don't have to get involved. And anyway, this Quinn guy can't be worse than John Roth.

      We don't take the time to check the cars or their gauges, but we should have. I'm asleep while we're driving past Meridian, Mississippi, but a few miles past the town, Sam's swearing wakes me up.

      “What's wrong?” I rub my eyes.

      Job bangs his fist on the dash. “Stupid car died. Electronics went out.”

      “Could be the alternator, maybe.” I climb out of the warm spot I've made on the backseat bench, and circle around the car to aim my flashlight under the hood. “Yep, I think it is.”

      I look around us. Nothing for miles.

      “We need to find a compatible alternator.” I read the specifications and repeat them a few times in my mind. “We can't fit all the junk in the back, plus you, me, and Job in the jeep with Rhonda, Aunt Anne and Uncle Dan. We need all that stuff, right Job?”

      He nods.

      “Well,” I say. “I'm going to start hiking. An alternator we salvage shouldn't be ruined from ten years of disuse, necessarily. I'll look for one, or maybe we'll get lucky and see a parts store.”

      I'm about a hundred and fifty yards from the Land Cruiser before Sam reaches me in the Jeep.

      “Where's everyone else?” I climb into the passenger side.

      He reaches for my hand. “Thanks for getting me out of my funk. It just seems like everything is going wrong.”

      “We had good weather for the most part between here and Nebraska,” I say. “WPN showed up just in time, and you do have the hacker virus inside you.”

      Sam sighs. “You’re right. Some things are working. The others are gonna try to sleep for a little bit until we find something. It didn't make sense to split up, and no reason to go hiking on foot, since we still have one functioning car.”

      We don't find a parts store, but we do locate a Toyota truck with an alternator that works ten miles or so away. I'm feeling pretty good about my resourcefulness, right up until I try to help replace the alternator and it pinches the meaty part of my thumb.

      “Ouch,” I complain.

      “Okay that's it, you're done.” Sam takes the screwdriver from me and hands me the flashlight. “You hold this.”

      Once he loosens the bolts and yanks on the alternator to remove it from the mounting bracket, his hand slams into the hinge. He exhales and I glance down. Blood covers his knuckles.

      “What a waste,” I say.

      He frowns. “So now I'm the walking blood bag, huh?”

      “I hated it, too.”

      Sam shrugs. “I don't mind, actually. If this works to save some of them, I won't mind at all.”

      I know what he means.

      We finally reach Baton Rouge right before noon on Friday. Almost four full days after the accelerant bombs exploded. Rafe doesn't meet us at the barricades. In fact, no one does. The once busy streets are empty: no work noise, no laughter, no shouts, and no peering faces.

      I hate the silence.

      We drive up to the main hospital where Wesley parked almost two weeks ago, and a wave of sorrow crashes over me. Please let us not be too late for all of them. By the time Sam and I open the car doors, Aunt Anne has already climbed out, bag in hand. She prepared more than a hundred doses on her way here, ready to begin immediately.

      We walk toward the entrance, my heart beating a staccato rhythm. Where is everyone? Are they already dead? All of them? I think about baby Rose and Libby and bite back a sob.

      When a short kid with blonde hair meets us at the door of the hospital, I almost clap with glee. “Oh, you're alive. Where is everyone else?”

      The boy looks up at me from under the fullest eyelashes I've ever seen. “Rafe called for all of us, everyone who wasn't accelerated, to come here and take care of them that was.”

      “And you all came?” Aunt Anne asks. “How wonderful.”

      The boy shakes his head. “Not everyone, but some. We've been trying to feed them that would eat, and make sure they have water.”

      “We need to see Rafe right away,” I say. “Can you take us to him?”

      The boy nods.

      “What's your name, son?” Aunt Anne asks.

      “Brayden, ma'am.”

      “Thank you Brayden. Before we go inside, I need to ask one more favor. I've got something here that will help you. Something we need to inject you with. Will you allow it?”

      Brayden steps backward, his eyes darting from my aunt to me and back. “Who are you? Does that mean poke me with a needle? Why do you need to do that?”

      Aunt Anne hesitates and glances my way. I'm sure she doesn't want to say it's a cure, lest it create some kind of frenzied panic.

      “You know Rafe was working on a solution,” I say. “Well, we were part of his plan. We left to get something we needed and we're back. This medicine should make you stronger, and you can help take care of the rest of them more effectively.”

      He looks at each one of us in turn. “You people ain't Marked, but you're standing here with no fear?”

      “Yes Brayden, we want to help,” I say. “No weapons, no threats. Just medicine. Will you allow it?”

      He lets us inject him and becomes our first patient. We follow him to Rafe's room, almost at the end of the long hallway.

      “Why inject him now?” I whisper. “Shouldn't we save the doses we have for the worst cases?”

      “We need to inject as many healthy-ish ones as we can on the front end,” Aunt Anne says. “Hopefully within a day we'll be able to use their blood to treat others. The weak ones will probably be useless for treating others.”

      I'm glad Aunt Anne's here to think about these things. I hated being Job’s backup. Now I’m not the B team, I’m a far distant C team.

      I'm even happier when we walk into Rafe's room. I would've punched him in the nose and never looked back on Monday night. Today I can barely handle the sight of him lying on a hospital bed, his face so pale it almost blends with the bed sheet, his arms limp at his sides, and sores on his cheek near his right temple and on his hand. I look away.

      “Rafe,” Sam says. “You're still alive.”

      Rafe shifts and tries to sit up. “You came back.” His words state a fact, but his eyes shine with hope.

      “We did,” Sam says. “And we think we have a cure.”

      Aunt Anne crosses the room purposefully and injects Rafe with one of her prepared syringes. “This should help. Quickly, I hope.”

      “How much do you have?” Rafe mumbles.

      “We have ninety-eight more doses right now,” I say, “with more to come.”

      “Ninety eight?” The corners of his mouth droop and his hands shake. “That's all?”

      “We're preparing as much as we can, as quickly as it's safe,” Aunt Anne says. “We'll treat the healthiest patients first in order to culture more of the cure. Then we'll triage everyone and prioritize the sickest patients.”

      He nods. “It is a cure, then?”

      Aunt Anne says, “As soon as we locate the proper equipment, we'll confirm that Tercera's gone from my system, replaced by my brother's hacker virus. We do believe it is, yes.”

      Rafe collapses back against the bed, his eyes closed, but a smile on his lips.

      Aunt Anne turns to me. “We have a lot to do. First and foremost, we need to find someplace that has a scanning electron microscope. If I can see how quickly the hacker virus takes over Tercera at the volume I'm injecting, it will tell me what doses to plan. Then we can prepare the doses, test the children for their blood type and isolate which doses to give to each child.”

      I lay my hand on Aunt Anne's arm. “These kids are going into total organ failure right now. We don't have time to refine this. We need to take our cues from the patients, not the microscope. And if someone gets a few ccs of the wrong blood type, what’s the worst that happens? Because if we have to blood type the kids before we can treat them.” I shake my head.

      Aunt Anne's nostrils flare. “I hate that we have so little time, but you're right. I've grown so used to research that I'm running this like an experiment, and it more closely resembles a trauma code. A few ccs of blood that’s the wrong type might not be good, and it varies widely by person and blood compatibility, but it shouldn’t do more than make them ill. When you compare it to death. . .”

      She spins on her heel and marches into the hall. “You there.” She points at Brayden. “Bring me nineteen of your friends who aren't accelerated. Immediately.”

      “How much blood can we take from Sam, maximum?” I ask. “It's ten percent of blood volume, right?”

      Aunt Anne shakes her head. “Sam, are you okay with being weak and maybe even sleeping for a while?”

      He glances at me and I nod. “But I'm not alright with him being at risk of dying himself.”

      Aunt Anne says, “What's your weight and height? Two-twenty, and six-four, right?”

      Sam says, “Two-thirty, close enough.”

      Aunt Anne closes her eyes, her lips moving silently. “That's around six and a half liters, total volume, right Job? Check my math.”

      Job's lips move, and his fingers tap his thumbs on both hands. He nods. “Yeah, six point seven five, I think.”

      “That means ten percent is a little more than half a liter,” I say.

      “He'll survive higher, like twenty or thirty percent at least,” Aunt Anne says.

      “No, he lost half his blood volume two weeks ago. We can’t risk that, not again.”

      “It’s me,” Sam says. “I’m fine.”

      “We already drew a quarter unit for testing and those initial doses.” Aunt Anne taps her lip with her finger. “We can draw another liter probably, without doing any permanent damage, maybe a liter and a half.”

      Job frowns. “That's enough for what? Eight hundred doses.”

      She nods. “Twelve hundred if we draw a liter and a half. It's what we can do right now.”

      “Draw more,” Sam says.

      “No.” I take his arm, visions of him lying in a pool of expanding blood flooding my brain. “Stop being heroic and be smart. This is triple the typical maximum draw. It's enough.”

      Brayden arrives with more Marked kids and I count. Twenty-four.

      “She said nineteen,” I say.

      He shrugs. “I asked for some volunteers and this is who came.”

      Aunt Anne nods. “You did great, son. Job can you please administer the doses to them immediately and keep them all here? Brayden, how many Marked patients do we have?”

      He looks down at his boot. “We aren't sure, honestly, but we think close to eighty-thousand were accelerated.” His voice drops to a whisper. “A few thousand have already died.”

      My aunt's face remains impassive, but her shoulders droop and her hands shake. No matter what we do, we can't save that many. Not even close.

      John Roth will have a lot to atone for if there's an afterlife.

      “Brayden, I need your friends to come with me so we can test you near Job’s lab. We're dosing all of you first so that you can help us grow a cure for everyone else. The accelerated kids won't be able to donate, not while their organs are recovering. Only those of you who answered Rafe's call and weren’t accelerated have a hope of saving them now.” Aunt Anne turns to me. “We'll need to give every other dose of the initial rounds to the unaccelerated volunteers. The bigger the volunteers are the better, because the blood volume will be higher, which means greater blood draw capacity later.” She turns back toward the Marked kids who answered the first call. “Go and call as many of the friends who came with you as you can, but don't tell them why. We can't risk a panic. Can you do that?”

      When Brayden nods, she turns toward Job. “Please take your father and Rhonda and find me supplies. We have syringes by the truckload, but we need more bandages and rubbing alcohol. We really need to find a functioning electron microscope too, so I can determine when their blood can be used to treat others.” Aunt Anne wrings her hands. “It’s like I’m doing this blind. If only I could test my progress. I'm twelve hours ahead of them, so we could get a read on the twelve hour mark immediately.”

      Over the next two hours, Aunt Anne sets up camp in the Life Share Blood Center and teaches me to prepare doses. We draw a liter and a half from Sam, and I convert them all into doses of the hacker virus. Brayden brings round after round of volunteers, and I inject them one at a time. We instruct them to report back in twelve hours. We dose the first hundred and fifty quickly, but then twenty minutes pass before we see Brayden again.

      “What's taking so long?” I ask.

      He frowns. “I found all the volunteers that are close, but now I'm having to walk further and further away to find them.”

      “I'll get you some keys to one of our cars and you can use it to bring people faster.”

      “I don't know how to drive,” he says.

      I roll my eyes heavenward. “Alright, then wait here until my cousins come back. I'll have one of them ferry you around.”

      In the meantime, I run more numbers.

      “Aunt Anne, check me on these figures,” I say. “If these kids are roughly half Sam's size, we can draw approximately half as much blood, so half to three quarters a liter each.”

      Anne nods. “That might be a little aggressive, but we can shift that down a bit. Go on.”

      “If we use the same ratio as we did with Sam's blood, and we won't know until we check the blood whether that's viable, we would have enough for sixty-thousand doses from the hundred and fifty we've already dosed. Hopefully within twelve hours.”

      Aunt Anne looks over my numbers and sighs. “It's rough, but you're not far off. We're close. Perhaps we should start dosing the roughest looking of those who are accelerated with the rest of Sam's donation. That will start to give us an idea of what sort of recovery to expect.”

      The door slams open. Job pants and leans over, resting his hands on his knees.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      He holds up one hand. “I'm fine, just excited. I found a microscope, and the room that housed it was interior. It wasn't exposed to anything other than dust and even that's minimal. I think it still works!”
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      Sam's asleep, so I jot down a quick note telling him where we've gone. I tell Brayden to hold off on finding new recruits for the time being, and I take a sample of his blood to test. Once we have everything ready, Aunt Anne and I race out to the car. She checks the back to make sure she has her negative stains and specimen containers, and then we drive toward Job's find.

      He pulls up in front of a dark stone office building more than five miles away from the blood center.

      “How'd you find this?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “I found the address on a brochure advertising to pay for subjects for a research study. We got lucky, I hope.”

      “What are we going to do about power?” I ask.

      “I sent Rhonda to find a portable generator,” he says. “Rafe has some and I told her where he kept them.”

      We race upstairs to the fourth floor and sure enough, there it is. My aunt sighs.

      By the time Rhonda arrives, we've cleaned up the microscope and prepared the samples. We boot it up after the generator goes online, and the console lights up. I whoop with joy, and so does Job. Aunt Anne smiles calmly. She places the samples of her blood, and the sample from Brayden's blood, inside the specimen chamber. The three minutes it takes to process the scan creep by, feeling more like an hour. My eyelids drift closed. I haven't slept well in days, and it’s catching up to me in a big way.

      The noise of my aunt's hands moving on the tracking ball jolts me awake and I focus on the screen, blinking my eyes to clear them. I don't see any tentacles poking out of the cell. Fluff balls float all around it, though.

      For the first time in my life, I hear Aunt Anne whoop for joy.

      It's probably best she doesn't repeat that, but Job and I drown her out with our cheers. We check Brayden's blood next, at the three-hour mark.

      The sample includes fourteen cells, and only four of them still have Tercera tentacles remaining. The sample shows dozens of hacker viruses floating around, and on two cells they're already actively attacking one of the tentacle viruses.

      “Fourteen hours out and no sign of Tercera, three hours out and it's on the run.” Aunt Anne's eyes well up. “My brother found the cure. Now let's go treat as many kids as we can and hope their organs can recover from whatever damage was already sustained.”

      The time between our discovery and sunset passes too quickly. Job doses the patients closest to us with the rest of Sam's samples and the samples I make from Aunt Anne's blood. We segregate those treated with my aunt’s blood for signs of an allergic reaction. Rhonda and Uncle Dan bring in a steady stream of syringes. My wrists ache, my back throbs and my head pounds, but I keep going.

      Poor Aunt Anne rests after her blood donation for all of half an hour, sipping water quickly, before she climbs off of the cot and begins to check on each patient one at a time, assessing organ damage and watching them for reactions to her donation.

      We push on into the night, notifying the infected and identifying and locating as many as we can. When the alarm sounds at ten a.m. signaling the twelve hour mark from first injection team, a cheer goes up in the blood lab. Brayden reports to have his blood drawn, and we test it on the microscope as quickly as possible. It looks just as good as my aunt's did. Aunt Anne and I work as quickly as we can to convert his blood into new doses. I slap my face every twenty or thirty minutes to keep awake, and try and avoid making any mistakes. Even so, a few of the doses are doubled, wasting precious resources.

      Just after one a.m. Sam puts his arms around me and pulls me back. “You need to take a break.”

      I shake my head. “I can't.” My voice drops to a whisper. “Job told me they've found five hundred more dead since we arrived. I literally kill people if I sleep.”

      “I heard that. He also told me it was to be expected. Eighty-five thousand kids in varying stages of the viral progression were accelerated. Some of them weren't going to make it no matter what you did from day two on.” He kisses my forehead. “You can and should sleep, at least a few hours. This process needs to be handled right and quickly, and to do that you need a two hour nap. Your aunt does too.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but Sam scoops me up and carries me over to a cot. “Ten years ago, I threatened to force feed you. This time I'm threatening to sit on you until you pass out if you won't go to sleep of your own volition.”

      I nod and close my eyes. “Two hours, Sam. Not a minute more.”

      His hand strokes my hair once, and I don't recall anything else until his hands gently shake my shoulders to wake me up.

      I roll over and bat at him. “Go away. Too tired.”

      “You made me promise,” Sam's voice says. “Two hours. It's been almost three, because you wouldn't even open your eyes at two.”

      When I force my eyelids up, my eyeballs feel like they've been scrubbed with steel wool. I smash my face with the heels of my hands until my eyes start processing light again, and shove up into a seated position. My neck screams, my back shouts and I want to take some acetaminophen and lay back down. Until I think about Liberty and Rose, who we still hadn't located when I went to sleep. They can't be dead already. They can't, and I need to keep working so we can save all the Libbys and Roses out there.

      “I'm up, I'm up, I promise.”

      Aunt Anne's already drawing blood from one of the Marked kids, a small, dark-skinned little girl, who can't possibly weigh eighty pounds.

      “Don't take too much,” I say.

      Anne snorts. “Thanks for the helpful advice, Rip Van Winkle. I looked up the right amount. I'm too tired to estimate properly.”

      She and I prepare more doses while Job, Rhonda and Uncle Dan administer them. I almost drop the syringe I'm filling when the shouting outside begins.

      I stumble out the front door, Sam at my heels.

      The last thing I expect to see in the hours before dawn is Adam's handsome face. “Ruby!” He runs toward me and pulls me into a big hug.

      “Adam, what are you doing here?”

      Four huge, military looking trucks are stopped so that their headlights blind us. The dull roar of their engines running in the street behind him would’ve alerted us to their presence before the shouting if only we'd been awake enough to notice it. When I pull away from Adam and squint in their direction, I make out men with guns drawn peering out from the windows of every truck.

      “We left as soon as I got the message from Frank and Paul.” Adam sounds annoyed.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, but I figured you’d send aid, not come yourself.”

      He shakes his head. “I’d have been here before you if the idiots had sent the jets ahead with a message. As it was, the jets arrived and told us they weren’t needed. No one told me you were headed here instead of back to us or that you needed supplies until Frank returned.”

      I hug Adam again, happier than I expected to see him alive. I hardly know him, but I trust him already. And now he’s come through for me twice. “You really saved me back there in Nashville.”

      “Your guards arrived explaining what you went to Nebraska to find.” He shakes his head reprovingly. “They also said you sent them all out of concern for my safety. That’s sweet, but if I really were in danger, I’d have wanted you to keep as many of them with you as possible.”

      I shrug. “I’ve got Sam.”

      Sam reaches down and takes my hand in his.

      “You didn’t need to worry. Everything’s safe and well in Galveston, but I figured if you were coming back to Baton Rouge, you might have located the one in a million cure you hoped for. I’ll admit.” Adam ducks his head sheepishly. “I wanted to see for myself.”

      “We did find the cure, and not a minute too soon.” Even through my bone deep exhaustion, a smile tugs at the corner of my mouth.

      “If that’s true, why do you look so awful?” He wrinkles his nose. “And not to be rude, but you stink pretty bad.”

      I snort. “Minutes matter right now. In fact, I shouldn't have stopped even to talk to you. To say we're understaffed would be the understatement of the week.”

      “Good thing I’m here with reinforcements, then.” He waves at the trucks, and the men drop their guns and climb out. Frank and Paul are some of the first men who reach us, and I grin at them both. They salute me, and thankfully this time they don't bow. They're learning.

      Once the men are out, they begin unloading the backs of the trucks. Food, IV fluids, IV kits and bags, boxes and boxes of medicine, and case upon case upon case of liquids. Water, juice, and soda.

      “I brought a half dozen nurses, and two physicians as well. I thought you might need some people with medical training.”

      “Adam, if you weren't my brother and I didn't love Sam so much, I'd kiss you right now.”

      “I'll settle for one more solid hug,” he says. “We have a few hundred of those to catch up on. I've only had a sister for a few weeks, but I missed you a lot when you left. More than I thought I would.”

      I wrap my arms around him as tightly as I can, but when my eyes begin to drift closed, I straighten up and pull away. “Well, we better get them started.”

      Dr. Claudia Flores exits the truck in the very back, surveying her surroundings with a scrunched nose and a glare.

      “Oh good grief,” I say. “Did you have to bring her?”

      Adam's eyebrows rise. “You don't like her? She's the best physician we have. The staff calls her Mílagro trabajadora or something like that. It means miracle worker—”

      “I know what it means.” I exhale heavily and turn toward the lab. “Better tell them all to come in. We don't have any time to spare.”

      We inject the new recruits who I didn't formerly dose with antibodies with the hacker virus immediately, and start a timer for them. Another three-dozen donors might come in handy. Since they'll be exposed to Tercera non-stop for the first while, the hacker virus should replicate almost as quickly in their blood as it has in the Marked kids.

      Aunt Anne places Dr. Flores in charge of treatment of the recovering patients and focuses herself on identifying which patients to dose next.

      “You should sleep a few more hours,” Sam says, “now that help is here.”

      I shake my head. “We're on day five since the acceleration. If we want any hope of saving the remaining infected patients, it has to be now, before the damage to their organs is irreversible. For many of them, it already is. The next ten hours are the most critical. I'll sleep after that.”

      He sighs. “Fine, but I can't stand around doing nothing any more. I’ll ask Dan put me to work bringing patients in.”

      I grab his wrist. “You can't do that. You're not standing around like a bum. You're supposed to be recovering like all of them.” I point at Brayden and the other early volunteers, all convalescing with IVs now that we have fluids. “You had almost three times as much blood drawn as you should have and even you will take time to recover from that loss.”

      Sam smiles. “I love that you're worried, but it's me. I'm completely fine.”

      I shake my head. “Samuel Roth, you push too hard. It's one of the things I love about you, but I want to keep loving it so. Go. Lay. Down. Right now!”

      “I didn't want it to be this way, you know,” Sam says.

      I set the measuring tools down and turn to face him. “What way? What are you talking about?”

      He sighs. “We can talk later. I don't want to distract you when you can’t even take a shower.” The sorrow in his eyes when he stands twists something in my heart.

      “I can spare a few minutes. Please sit.”

      He glances at the nurses and another physician, Dr. Blackwell, who Aunt Anne's training.

      “None of them will pay us any attention,” I say.

      “I believe you love me, but I know you were trying to decide between what you felt for me, and what you felt for Wesley.” He sits on the stool again and runs his hands through his hair, pulling it out of its ponytail. It falls around his face like the hair of a Spartan warrior. “I didn't want to be chosen by default. I genuinely liked Wesley, and I'm sorry about what happened.” He looks down at the ground. “It should've been me that died, not Wesley. I promised to protect you and I failed.”

      I take Sam's hand and wait until he meets my eyes. “Sam, you have never failed me in your life. You’re tremendous and amazing, and—” I choke up. “If we'd had time, I would’ve talked to you before we reached Nebraska. You gave me space and I appreciate that, but I didn't need it, not really. I only needed to see that even though I do rash things and miscalculate, and even though I'm wrong sometimes, I'm good enough for you.”

      “You're better than me in almost every way,” Sam says. “You always have been.”

      I snort. “Not even close, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      “If Wesley hadn't died—”

      I shake my head. “Wesley loved me, and I cared for him a great deal. Before I learned more about who I am and what I wanted, I thought he and I would be perfect. I had this lovely dream, this image of a fanciful future featuring domestic bliss in sleepy little Port Gibson. Life happened, though. Dreams don't withstand reality, but love survives and thrives among the real.”

      “If I could knit, I’d knit that into a pillow.” Sam grins. “Love survives and thrives among the real.”

      I laugh out loud. “You can’t knit something into a pillow.”

      “You can’t?” Sam lifts one eyebrow. “You mean you don’t know how? Or that it can’t be done? Because I’m pretty sure it can.”

      I roll my eyes. “Knitting is for like sweaters. Look, the point is that Wesley knew, ever since you and I made that trip down to Galveston, that there's only been one man for me.”

      Sam's eyes are greener than ever before. He squeezes my hand.

      “Wesley regretted almost Marking me from the very second he did it. He wished he was more of a warrior, more like you I think. He finally realized after we reached Port Gibson again that none of those things, not your healing abilities, or your fighting skills, or even your impossible-to-handle good looks were the reason I loved you more than him. You're still here with me, in spite of being shot six times. In spite of attacks, journeys, imprisonment, and my confusion about who I am and what I want.”

      “You picked me because I’m hard to kill?” Sam squints at me. “That’s not very flattering. Cockroaches are hard to kill.”

      I swat his arm. “No, just listen. You're still here in spite of it all. Your brother told you I kissed Wesley and you didn’t freak out. You were calm, so calm. You're my rock in a stormy sea. I love you because you're the other half that makes me whole, and because you get me, even when I don’t get myself. I might have been happy with Wesley, if I'd never woken up and seen the real Sam, but I did. And from that moment when I sat next to you on the night of the Marked attack.” I look down at my hands, and then up into his eyes. Eyes I wish I could never look away from. Eyes I trust, eyes that draw me in every single time I glance at them. “From that moment on, there’s only been you for me.”

      Sam leans down and his lips brush mine. My heart pounds and the butterflies swoop and swirl in my chest.

      I whisper, “I chose you, Samuel Roth, long before Wesley saved us all on that bridge. His choice may haunt me, actually it may haunt us both, but it doesn't change how I feel about you. It doesn’t shift my feelings about us. We belong together, not apart, now and forever. That's my choice, and I'm ready to choose it over and over, every day, no matter what comes.”

      Sam's lips cover mine, and my arms reach up to circle his neck. He scoops me onto his lap and deepens the kiss. My hands run over the muscles in his shoulders and then his chest.

      “Excuse me,” a shrill voice says. “Anne Orien told me you could show me the syringes.”

      Sam shifts and I see Dr. Flores, toe tapping, eyes sparking, staring down her nose at us.

      “I thought you were managing the patients who've been dosed already?”

      She exhales heavily. “I am, but I need to know the basics of the process, so that I know what stage they're at and how the underlying method works.”

      “You don’t know what a syringe is?” And she’s WPN’s best physician? I stifle a giggle. I want to tell her to shove off, but I think about sweet baby Rose and her mother. I lean my forehead against Sam's chest and breathe in and out once, and then I sit up and slide off his lap. Sam swats my backside before he goes looking for Uncle Dan to be put to work.

      I walk through the process of how we prepare the doses with Dr. Flores, but she doesn't seem to care much. As I suspected, she just didn't want to watch Sam and I making out. My distaste for Dr. Flores aside, Adam's people are expediting things exponentially. If that means I need to suffer through tense interactions with Claudia Fancy Pants Flores, well, so be it.

      After I've prepared the doses for the current blood draws, I decide to check on Rafe. It's been more than twelve hours since we dosed him, closer to eighteen actually, but we haven’t seen him. I hope he's improved dramatically.

      I wind my way down the street, watching the flurry of activity that had all but died off before we arrived. I hope it only increases over the next twelve hours. When I reach the hospital entrance, a sullen looking Marked girl in all black stops me. “State your purpose.”

      “I'm an aid worker, same as everyone. I need to talk to Rafe.”

      “Rafe's in a meeting with his chief security officer at present.” The girl tosses her hair over her shoulder and rests her hand on a gun at her hip.

      “He’s meeting with Todd?”

      Her eyes widen.

      “I'm Ruby Behl, and I brought the cure here. I think he'll want to talk to me.”

      Sean turns a corner down the hall. I wave to catch his attention, and the sullen girl pulls her gun on me.

      “Stop that Pam,” Sean says. “Let Ruby through. I'll take her to see Rafe.”

      I roll my eyes at the overeager gate attendant. “I'm glad to see you up and walking. When were you dosed?”

      Sean smiles, and it pulls at the skin of the enormous scar that covers his gaunt cheek. “Not quite ten hours ago. I felt good enough to eat a few hours later, and now I'm ready to dance.”

      I almost laugh until I realize he's not kidding. Compared to how he felt before, he's energized enough to dance a jig or something, which is exciting. I smile at him. “I'm so glad, Sean. Hopefully you'll be Mark and Tercera free in another day. It looks like your organs didn't suffer any permanent damage.”

      He nods. “I'm one of the lucky ones, I know.”

      I follow him down the hall and around a corner. Then we head up an elevator, and down another hallway.

      “How many doses will you be able to make?” Sean stops in front of a door, his eyes cast downward, his boots shuffling when he asks.

      “We plan to dose every single Marked patient in the next twelve hours. It's simply a matter of locating them all. There weren't a lot of protocols placed on where people chose to live.”

      He shrugs. “We did what we could.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “I know you did. You did really well. We're going to save every single person we can.”

      Sean meets my eyes. “I know you are. I'm sorry we locked you up. I should've let you go, and I'm sorry I didn't.”

      “For what it's worth, Sam's sorry he knocked you unconscious,” I say.

      “No he isn't.” Sean smiles.

      I shake my head. “No, he isn't.”

      Sean says, “Dax still hates him for that gunshot, but Sam does what needs to be done and doesn't feel guilty about it. It's necessary right now, impressive actually. I admire him for it, because guilt eats at me all the time.”

      “Me too.”

      Sean pushes the door open. “Rafe, Ruby wanted to check on you.”

      Rafe and Todd sit across from each other, intently focused on some papers on the round table in front of them. “Ruby. Come in.”

      Rafe's hair isn't spiked and it looks inexplicably bizarre falling softly around his face, like he’s a normal person now and not a punk rock cartoon. He's dressed in fresh clothes and he's taken a shower, which is more than I can say for myself. Todd looks almost exactly the same as he did the last time I saw him.

      “How do you feel?” I ask. “Both of you. When did you get dosed, Todd?”

      Todd looks pointedly at Sean. “Thanks for bringing her to us, but if you're up to it, you should resume your post.”

      Sean ducks out and closes the door behind him.

      “I was dosed an hour or two after Sean,” Todd says. “I feel amazing too. I hadn't progressed as far as most because I was in my first year. No second year symptoms yet when the accelerant hit.”

      “How did you get Marked?” I ask. “I don't think I ever heard.”

      Todd grimaces. “I was the leader of one of David Solomon's border guards, tasked with keeping the area near Galveston clear of Marked individuals. When a Marked kid jumped from a tree and landed on my back, my entire unit turned on me. They were going to shoot me like they shot my attacker. The honorable thing would’ve been to let them.”

      “Are you saying you aren't honorable?” I ask.

      He tilts his head. “I'm saying that when my circumstances changed, my allegiance shifted.”

      “I'm glad you joined us,” Rafe says. “Your training and guidance was invaluable in getting us through some difficult months.”

      I bob my head. “Well, I'm happy to see you both feel better. Have you eaten anything yet?”

      Rafe nods. “Soup and crackers. Juice. It was nice of you to have WPN bring us supplies.”

      I want to growl at him and say I told you so, but I don’t. “My brother did that. I asked for aid with no way of knowing whether it was coming. It’s called faith.”

      “Interesting concept,” Rafe says. “Maybe it’s one I’ll come to understand in the coming months. Thank him for me, please.”

      I nod. “Since you're both doing so well, I'll head back to work on preparing more doses.”

      “I'm glad you saved your aunt,” Rafe says. “I hear she's been instrumental in administering this.”

      “She has.” Am I imagining things, or does Rafe look guilty? “Do you know what the charges against her were?”

      Rafe's brows draw together. “Wasn't it assaulting the Unmarked when she went to ask them about the suppressant?”

      I watch his face for any sign that he might have been involved. “Yes, that was one of them.”

      “There was more than one?” Rafe asks.

      “The other charge was that my aunt, who has devoted her life to trying to fix her brother's mistake, after a decade of making and ensuring delivery of the hormone suppressants to the Marked, suddenly decided it was time for all of you to die. Someone forged her confession stating that she substituted the pills she made for the last few years with sugar pills. And we know they were actually substituted for pre-natal vitamins, which is quite odd. Of all things.” I shake my head. “Why would she be stupid enough to use pills that don't even resemble the ones she made? And if she was, why would she confess to the wrong kind of pill? Or ask you about the pills everyone was taking when the suppressant failed, if she made them herself?”

      Rafe frowns. “Why would she?”

      “Why indeed.” I step toward Rafe, my eyes locked on his. “It made me wonder, since I knew she would never have done any of that. I knew she'd been working on a cure to Tercera for years. I thought, who else might have swapped the suppressant? It wasn't David Solomon, because he would have confessed proudly. No, he only planned the Cleansing because of the failure, not the other way around.”

      Rafe shoves back in his chair. “What are you saying, Ruby? We may not always have gotten along, but you’ve always been straight forward, which I appreciated.”

      My blood boils. I'm glad Rafe's fine, but he needs to know it's in spite of his stupidity, not because of it. “Fine. You want me to be clear? Did you get sick of waiting for someone to help your people? Were you tired of watching all your friends lose faith and go off the suppressant voluntarily? Maybe your girlfriend went off of it. Maybe she died and you freaked out. I don’t know what precipitated it, but I think you swapped the suppressant yourself, because you were sick of waiting and you're a gambling man. With a timeline, maybe the Marked would finally be a priority.”

      Rafe's eyes flash. “I would never gamble with the lives of my people. Never.” He sits back, his mouth open. “But—”

      I glance to the right at Todd who's holding a gun on Rafe.

      “What's going on?” I ask.

      “They weren't really my people, were they?” Todd asks. “All of you kids could live indefinitely. A miserable existence it's true, but you had time. An adult who contracts Tercera doesn't have years and years to wait on a cure. And no one cares about the fate of one single person, especially if he’s a former WPN guard. But an entire community of children dying imminently? That would attract attention. Giving you all a timeline that matched mine was my only play.”

      “You're cured now,” I say. “Put the gun down.”

      Todd shakes his head. “I'm cured, but now that you know I did it, every single death in this entire city will be laid at my feet. Thousands if not tens of thousands. No one will acknowledge that the cure only got found when I applied pressure. No one will thank me, which they should. No, I think I'll kill you two and take my chances.”

      Bam, something crashes to the floor and clatters against it.

      We all turn toward the doorway where the sound originated. Sean stands, both hands on a black firearm, his nostrils flaring, and he pulls the trigger. Inside the hospital, the report from the gunshot reverberates loudly. I cover my ears a moment too late.

      Todd drops his gun and stumbles back while a red circle blooms on his chest.  “What?” Blood dribbles from the corner of his mouth. He falls back, and lands on the chair, his hands on his chest. His breath is ragged.

      Sean says, “Pam sent me back up with some food. She thought you'd be ready for it, Rafe. I reached the doorway, and heard Todd threatening you.”

      “You did the right thing,” Rafe says.

      “I can call Aunt Anne,” I say. “She might be able to stop the bleeding and maybe even repair the damage.”

      Rafe shakes his head. “We will do nothing for him. He's right. Every death in Baton Rouge is on his head, and when he realized I'd connect the dots to the truth, he was ready to kill all of us to keep his secret.” Rafe walks around the table and stares Todd in the face. “I hope there really is a miserable burning rock somewhere in the afterlife, so you can go where you belong. Tell my dad and Ruby’s we don’t say hello.”

      Todd's eyes close.

      Rafe walks to the doorway where Sean dropped the plastic tray and picks a sandwich up off the ground. He takes a bite. “You can go back to work, Ruby. You don't need to worry about me. We're all healing as well as we can.”

      I nod and walk through the door, but when I reach the lab, I send a nurse to make sure Rafe isn't suffering from shock. I want to tell Sam what happened, but he's out hunting for Marked people we’ve missed. I settle for doing as much as I can to distract myself. I'm flying through the preparation of doses and helping direct triage for the patients Adam's men locate when the door swings open with a bang so loud that we all jump.

      Sam's carrying a prone figure, and Uncle Dan enters behind him holding something small. I take a few steps toward them before I recognize the woman he's carrying, her blonde hair dirty and stringy.

      Libby. Which means Uncle Dan must be clutching baby Rose.

      A single tear escapes and slides down my cheek. “Is she?”

      Sam shakes his head. “I can't find a pulse.” He lays her down on a cot. “They were in a house alone and no one realized they were there. Not enough volunteers to find everyone. I only found her because I heard the baby.”

      Aunt Anne rushes to Libby's side and presses a stethoscope to her chest to search for a heartbeat. After a moment, she turns away.

      Sobs wrack my body, and I slump onto my chair. We risked everything. Wesley died. We convinced the Unmarked and freed my aunt and still, so many people are dying. We can't save them all, and every new death is like a dagger to my soul. If there is a God, he's not very good at his job. I ball my hands into fists, anger replacing sorrow, my nails digging into the flesh of my hands. The pain helps me withstand my guilt, but I stop when I hear it.

      A tiny mew, barely recognizable.

      Baby Rose. I leap to my feet and cross the room. I peer down at her tiny, unmarked face. Her hand shifts, and her eyes open. If baby Rose can survive this, maybe God hasn't totally forsaken us. “Someone find a bottle.”

      One of the nurses darts out the door, and a few minutes later he returns with a bottle. Little Rose latches on with zeal and I sit down to feed her, her fuzzy head nestled in the crook of my arm.

      Milk sprays her face as she greedily sucks, and I coo. “Not so fast. We're here now, and you'll never be alone again. Ruby's got you, and I’ll take care of you forever, I promise.”
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      Seven long days later, the Unmarked send a dozen truckloads of supplies. I guess they were waiting to see whether we survived long enough to need them. I wish I could go back and order that airstrike, but I guess done is done.

      Adrien Kang is the Unmarked delegate who's directing disbursal of the supplies. He looks up from checking numbers on his clipboard, his black hair blowing down flat against his head in the wind. “How many Marked children have been treated?”

      “What's the final count?” I shiver as a gust cuts through my coat.

      A bone weary Dr. Flores stands in attendance so that the Unmarked will take note that WPN provided personnel and supplies far before they did. She looks down at her paperwork and purses her lips. “We dosed sixty-two thousand, four hundred and nineteen people during the thirty-six hours following Samuel Roth and Ruby Solomon’s arrival. Another fourteen thousand, one hundred and four were dosed in the next twenty-four hours.”

      “And how many have survived the week?” Aunt Anne asks.

      Dr. Flores glances down again. “Seventy-one thousand, eight hundred and twelve.”

      I sit down and close my eyes, my mind choking on the number that wasn’t listed. That of those we lost. Sam places his hands on my shoulders. So many died that we could have saved, if only we'd known the location of the hacker virus sooner. Every time I think about it, I see Libby's face while she's holding tiny Rose, squeezing her tightly swaddled form with a smile on her lips.

      Rafe clears his throat. “We have more Marked people to treat, but thanks to WPN's support we are well on our way to a protocol. By our estimates, all individuals infected with Tercera should be cured within the next thirty days.” He grins at his brother. “They provided the miracle we had given up on.”

      Adrien smiles and I can't help stare at his big, shiny white teeth. “We're glad to hear that our expedited pardon and release of Anne Orien, as well as our willingness to free you all from further questioning allowed this phenomenal success. I've brought a list of supplies we have here, and Interim Chancellor Quinn has provided a checklist of items we are able to provide upon your request, Mister, uh, Rafe, is that right?”

      Rafe lifts one eyebrow. “Raphael Roth. Rafe to my friends.”

      Adrien's eyes widen. “Roth? As in—”

      “My brother,” Sam says, “and John Roth's youngest son, yes.”

      Adrien says, “That is a strange coincidence indeed. I also have a proposal from the Unmarked CentiCouncil offering a plan of integration for all of you into our settlements. A few of you originated in an Unmarked community, and some of our citizens are hopeful that they might find and reunite with lost relatives. We have had a pattern of cooperation over the years.”

      “If you call chucking meds at us from over the river cooperation. Now that we're healed you're hopeful, but before you wrote us off as a lost cause.” Rafe folds his arms and glares.

      This isn’t super helpful. I decide to throw Adrien a bone. “I'll show you to a place you can stay the night, Mr. Kang. Once you've gotten settled, you can come back and review the lists with Raphael.”

      Adrien bobs his head in agreement, but pauses. “May I have a moment to speak with you first, Sam?”

      “I'll walk with you and Ruby,” Sam says. “You can say anything you have to say to me in front of her, I assure you.”

      Adrien frowns, but follows us when we start walking down North Boulevard. Once we've made it more than a dozen yards away from everyone else, he says, “You met Interim Chancellor Quinn briefly in Nashville last week.”

      Sam nods. “Ruby did. I, unfortunately, have known him for years.”

      “He plans to attempt to take over the leadership of the Unmarked now that your father's gone.”

      Sam shrugs. “I don't know him very well. I know my dad disliked his ambition and the moves he made to take control of the Unmarked, but my dad's disapproval isn't really a mark against him, is it?”

      Adrien glances my way.

      “I don't mind if you two talk without me, Sam,” I say. “You can show him to his room, and I'll go check on Aunt Anne.”

      “It's fine.” He glares at Adrien. “Please continue.”

      “When Quinn announced I’d be bringing the supplies to you, more than a dozen members of the CentiCouncil approached me. They don't trust Interim Chancellor Quinn, and they worry his ties to your father. . . Well, they'd rather not have a repeat of the same problems as before.”

      Sam stops walking and turns to face Adrien directly. “I am John Roth's son.” He lifts one eyebrow. “Are you suggesting these Council members want me to replace my father because Counselor Quinn has closer ties to him than I do?”

      Adrien stumbles backward. Sam's full attention will do that to you. He swallows and says, “Yes, they did suggest I talk to you about replacing Interim Chancellor in a permanent capacity. I think you'd find the support you need to be voted in. The Council trusts you, in large part due to your heroic actions, your tremendous success here, and the safety it brought to our world. Beyond that, they also appreciated your honesty and bravery at the recent hearing. And of course you’re hugely popular with the people because of your wins at the Games and well—”

      I suppress a giggle. Adrien doesn’t want to say it, but everyone loves Sam’s gorgeous face. I can’t blame them.

      Sam closes his eyes and shakes his head. He opens them again and says, “How could they possibly want to replace my dad with his son?”

      “The son who hates politics, you mean?” Adrien smiles. “The son who swept every event at the games for several years, becoming an Unmarked icon? The son who deposed his own father and then risked his life to cure a hundred thousand Marked kids because it was the right thing to do? Is that the son you mean?”

      Sam rolls his eyes. “For precisely all of those reasons, that son has zero interest in being involved in anything relating to the governance of the CentiCouncil.”

      “We need a strong leader to help integrate the Marked, who, coincidentally are led by your brother.” Adrien looks at Sam purposefully.

      I giggle and Adrien looks at me. “You're the queen of World Peace Now, and we’ve heard that you're Samuel Roth's . . . girlfriend?”

      Sam's face looks pained for some reason.

      “Uh yes,” I say. “Technically, both those things are true. Although, to be perfectly honest, I’ve talked to my brother Adam. I’m going to transition my rule to him and he’s going to dissolve the monarchy slowly. Once they know the truth about David Solomon, I think the people will understand and support our reasons for transitioning WPN to a democracy.”

      I stop myself from telling this delegate of the Unmarked every single thought in my head. “My point is that my control of WPN will be quite short-lived. If there was a word that meant the opposite of ambition, that would describe how I feel about ruling in Galveston.”

      Adrien shrugs. “Desire to rule and obligation based on circumstances aren’t the same. You two have a lot to think about, but the vote for the new Chancellor happens in thirteen days. We can nominate new candidates for the next eleven. Think about how much good you could do in that position, and how much harm the wrong person could inflict.”

      I force a smile. “We will definitely think about it.”

      By the time we're done showing Adrien around, I'm eager to get back to the blood center, which has become our home base. Aunt Anne hands Rose off to me the second I walk through the door.

      “She's been crying for the past two hours.” The bags under Aunt Anne's eyes and the halo of fuzz around her head back up her claim.

      “Come here, Rose. What's wrong?” The second I take her in my arms, she quiets. Her big blue eyes blink and she sighs and burbles.

      “She's too young to have a preference for you already,” Aunt Anne says. “It's ridiculous.”

      Sam leans over my shoulder and beams at Rose. “Yeah, ridiculously cute.”

      “If you've got her, I'm going to take a nap,” Aunt Anne says.

      I nod. “We've got her. Dr. Flores said she'll take care of the kids who are still on medication until six tonight, so you're fine. Go sleep.”

      Aunt Anne walks down the hall and ducks into my little room, pulling the door closed.

      Sam swivels a chair around next to me, and once Rose finishes her bottle, he takes her and puts her up on his shoulder to pat her back. He’s a whiz at burping babies, as it turns out.

      “You've gotten pretty good at that,” I say. “Impressive, for someone with hands like a ham hock.”

      “I love pork, so I'm taking that as a compliment.” Sam coos when Rose burps loudly. “Good job tiny girl. Making me proud.”

      I laugh. “In my wildest dreams and fantasies, I never imagined you taking care of a baby.”

      “So you're saying you fantasize about me.” Sam finishes burping Rose and hands her back to me. “We need to talk more about that later.”

      I'm surprised when he passes her back so soon. “You don't want to hold her any more?”

      He kneels down in front of me. “It's not that I don't want to hold her. It's that I do.”

      “Huh?”

      “This is not how or when I meant to do this,” Sam says, “because I know you’re still really young. But I think you know I'll do anything and everything that you need me to do, no matter when it comes or what it is. If that means raising a baby with you, or ruling WPN, or leading the Unmarked, or completely abandoning all leadership and building a cabin in Wyoming, I'll do it. As long as you're doing it with me.”

      I realize Sam's not kneeling. He's kneeling down on one knee.

      I gasp. “Uh, what are you saying right now?”

      “It’s what I’m asking. Ruby Carillon, er Solomon, or Behl, whether you’re a scientist, a janitor, an adoptive mother or a queen, I love you. Every inch of you, every variation of you. Will you marry me and save us all the name confusion by changing your last name to Roth?”

      I swallow. “Uh.”

      “Or I'll change mine if you prefer,” he says. “But you'd have to pick one. Either way. Or since it's a brave new world, maybe we should make up a name. Your dads didn't seem to mind doing that.”

      I lean forward and kiss him lightly, making sure not to squish little Rose in the process. “Sam, I would love to marry you, but we're both suuuuuper young.”

      “If I'm going to help with Rose, it'll be way easier if we're living together, and I think. . .”

      The door from the back room opens and Aunt Anne walks in, hands on her hips. “Sam I love you, but that's a horrible reason to propose. You don't need to worry about the baby. Ruby may not know this, but I always wanted a house full of children. There were complications when I had the twins, and I couldn't have any more. I should've called David Solomon and told him I had his daughter when Don died, but I couldn't give you up. You were my daughter from that very first minute, and now I feel the same way about little Rose, even if she cries more with me right now. Let me raise her, and then you don't need to feel such pressure. You're young. Be young.”

      “And in love,” Sam says. “I don't care if we're not engaged, as long as we're still in love.”

      I kiss his nose, and then his lips. “I most definitely love you, you big goofball.” I lean down by his ear. “And if my aunt hadn't intervened,” I whisper, “I would've said yes, in case it comes up again in, I don't know, maybe a year.”

      A knock at the front door startles Rose and she starts to cry.

      “Here, let me try,” Aunt Anne says. “I couldn't really take a nap anyway. Too much running through my brain.”

      Sam crosses the room and opens the door. It may be the first time anyone's knocked. Frank stands at the door, official guard uniform on, hair covered by a stupid looking grey hat with a little black brim.

      I stand up. “What are you doing here? I thought you went back with Adam two days ago.”

      Frank bows, and straightens. “Your Royal Highness is correct. I did return with him, but he sent me back with a message.” He reaches his hand into the inside of his uniform, pulls a white envelope out, and extends it to me.

      I sigh and take it.

      Dearest sister,

      I hate to bother you, as I'm sure you're quite busy setting things right in Baton Rouge. However, it's my duty to inform you that disturbing rumors have arrived regarding our beloved first cousin in New Orleans. He isn't pleased the Marked are healed, and means to block any attempt we make at integrating them here in Galveston or other port cities.

      I will do my best, but I feel your presence could eliminate the need for violent conflict. The people like you even more than they liked our father, if that's possible. Please let Frank know what you plan to do, and whether you'll be returning any time soon. If you do not plan to return, please direct Josephine and I so that we can carry out your wishes to the best of our abilities.

      Yours truly,

      Adam

      I hand the letter to Sam. He scans it and meets my eye. “Well sunshine, we cured Tercera. That's what we set out to do, but like I told you before, humans were the real problem all along. At least life around you won't ever be boring.”

      “I could use a little boring, honestly,” I say.

      Sam grins. “Maybe someday. But for tomorrow, what's the plan?”

      I don't have one yet, but together we'll figure it out. Sawyer Blevins might have scared little Ruby Behl, but now I know the truth. I've accepted parts of what I learned and overcome the rest. He doesn't scare me, not anymore.

      “Tomorrow's the memorial for Wesley, but after that I think Rafe, Uncle Dan and Aunt Anne can manage without us for a few days.”

      I grab a piece of paper and scribble a message for Frank to take to Adam.

      Don't worry about Sawyer Blevins, big brother. I'll see you in two days. I’ll head that way to help you clean up this latest mess, and then we need to talk transition. Cuz I’m done with people calling me Your Highness.

      Love, Ruby

      Sam pulls me into his arms and kisses me until my toes curl and my heart sprouts wings and flies. When he finally lets me go, he whispers against my mouth. “You’ll always be my queen.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s the only title I ever wanted in the first place.” I lean my head against Sam’s chest. “How do you feel about taking a little trip down to the beach?”

      Sam groans. “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not really. Now that we’ve fixed our parents’ mistakes, mostly, we’ll just have to make sure we don’t make too many of our own.”

      Sam pulls me close and I realize, no matter what comes, we’ve got this.

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      If you enjoyed the Sins of Our Ancestors series and want more, don’t worry! I just finished a new book, Already Gone. It’s YA romantic suspense. You can read a preview of the first chapter next.

      
        
        Please sign up for my newsletter! I’ll send you bonus content, updates on upcoming releases, and promotions from my friends.

        Visit: www.BridgetEBakerwrites.com to sign up!

      

        

      
        Finally, if you enjoyed reading Redeemed (or Marked, or Suppressed!), please, please, please leave me a review on Amazon!!!! It makes a tremendous difference when you do. Thanks in advance!
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        Lacy

      

        

      

      Time’s a fickle trickster.

      If I'd been born a few weeks earlier, I'm pretty sure it wouldn't have happened. If my vivacious little sister had been born a few weeks later, it might not have taken place. If Mason had shown up just one day after he did, it probably could've been avoided. If the principal had waited a few minutes that day, well, I don't know. Sometimes I think if I could’ve scraped together a handful of leftover seconds, we could’ve saved her.

      She might still be alive.
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        * * *

      

      It’s Hope’s fault that I’m here, but I can’t focus on that, not right now.

      I’m supposed to sign in when I arrive at the shrink’s office. The little white sheet with blank spaces stares at me accusingly, like it knows what I’ve done. I want to sign in with a beautiful curly script, as if somehow that will make things better. I can’t do it though, because there isn’t a pen or pencil in sight. What kind of crappy, rundown office doesn’t have a pen by the sign in sheet?

      When I lean over to pull one out of my backpack, I unzip the front pocket too far. Pens and pencils scatter all over the faux-wood, scuffed laminate floors.

      I want to swear, but I bite my tongue instead. Who knows what this secretary might tell the doctor? I really need him to write a positive evaluation for the court. Pens and pencils scattered all over the place, one shiny yellow number two pencil broke about a third of the way down. I stare at it dumbly, transfixed.

      I broke it. Like I break everything.

      The secretary walks around the counter to help me, and I notice she’s wearing the exact same orthopedic sandals as my grandma. I wish Granny could still work in an office, instead of just laying in bed in a nursing home.

      “Oh dear,” the secretary mutters. “I do this kind of thing all the time. Here, let me help.”

      My conscience kicks me when she crouches down and starts gathering my clumsily scattered pens and pencils. I don’t deserve her help. I don’t deserve anyone’s help.

      I lean over to pick them up myself. “It’s your fault this happened. Who doesn’t have a pen out for the sign in sheet?”

      She straightens up and glares at me. “Excuse me for helping.”

      I sigh. I should be thanking her, not yelling at her. My hands shake as I gather up the rest of my writing utensils, but I can’t force out an apology. It’s a good thing my mom’s not here. She’d be furious.

      I pick up the broken pencil and scrawl my name on the white sheet with it, scrunching my fingers to make the little nub work.

      “I am sorry I didn’t have a pen out.” The secretary holds out a blue ink pen and when I reach for it, she smiles. I notice she has lipstick on her teeth. I tap meaningfully on my tooth with the pathetic shard of my yellow pencil while she’s looking at me. She inhales quickly and rubs on her tooth. “Did I get it?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’ll just duck into the bathroom for a second.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her leaving me here unsupervised but don’t stop her. After all, I know I’m not really a lunatic.

      While she’s cleaning the lipstick off, I glance around. The larger, shattered end of my pencil lies on the floor alone. I ought to pick it up and stick it in my bag. With a little sharpening, it’ll be fine.

      I wish people could be repaired as easily as writing utensils. Resharpened when we get dull, a little pink cap slapped on our heads when our factory erasers run down. I could use a little sharpening, too. In their own way, humans are more fragile than a pencil, and when we break, you can’t just sharpen the shards and keep on writing.

      The desk plaque for the younger-than-Granny secretary reads: Melinda. There’s a stack of office supply order forms in front of her and I think about checking a box for some new pens as a joke. When I lean over it, something beneath it catches my eye. It pokes out from under the order forms, and I can barely make out the font at first. When I tilt my head, I realize it’s a rèsumè, Melinda Brackenridge’s résumé. I know why I want to escape this tiny office, since my butt was court-ordered to come in the first place, but why does she want to leave?

      I hear the bathroom door and jump, straightening guiltily.

      “How long have you worked for Dr. Brasher?” I ask to distract her from the guilty trembling of my hands.

      “Oh, years and years now. First we were at a group practice, but they made him take a lot of patients he wasn’t too happy with. He likes helping kids and teens. He started his own practice so he can do what he wants. You’ll like him. Everyone does.”

      Somehow I doubt if he left a group practice to be a do-gooder. I bet he got fired or something and tells people he left to help kids. Sounds a lot better. “So he’s what? A saintly shrink?”

      Melinda’s eyebrows draw together and her lips compress. “Dr. Brasher is the best child psychiatrist in the state.”

      “Then why do you want to leave him?”

      Her jaw drops.

      I point at the résumé.

      Her face blanches. “I don’t want to leave, I swear. Please don’t say anything. He’s such a good guy, and an amazing doctor.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “I haven’t had a pay raise in years and my son, well, I need a raise.” She gulps.

      If she meant to say that out loud, I’ll eat my broken pencil, but I kind of like her more now. “Family should always come first.”

      She nods.

      Family is complicated.

      If it weren’t for my little sister Hope, I doubt I’d be in this fusty old office, waiting on a shrink whose evaluation will determine whether I'm capable of being released into the world as an adult. And yet, the thought doesn’t make me nearly as angry as it would have last week. I don’t think I realized how much time I wasted being angry with Hope.

      So many seconds thrown away. I wish I could gather them up and hug them close. I wish I realized then that you can’t hug people forever.

      Melinda snags the clipboard and reads my name. Or she tries to, I think. So much for making a good first impression. “Angelique Vincent?”

      I clear my throat. “Umm, I should be on the schedule. Lacy Shelton? I have a three-thirty appointment.”

      She squints at the tiny words on her paperwork. “Shelton. Yes, there you are. Let me see if he’s ready.” She ducks through the doorway that I assume leads to Dr. Brasher. When she opens the paneled wooden door again, she waves me over.

      Melinda looks frazzled and guilty when I walk past, which is one emotion I recognize easily. It’s obvious she doesn’t want to quit, and I’m guessing she can’t bring herself to ask for more money either. I wish I could help, but I don’t have time to worry about her problems. Mine are about to slap me between the eyes.

      For a moment Dr. Brasher meets my eyes silently. I stare right back. He's a tall man to be wearing that particular sweater vest. Before he sits down, I notice it isn't quite long enough. His hairy belly isn’t something I particularly wanted to see, but I imagine he spends all day staring at people he’d rather not. I guess we all do junk we don’t want to.

      He looks down at a file sitting on his desk, and I follow his gaze to a photo of me and Hope, both of us smiling on a blanket on the beach. It’s torn down the middle, and taped back together. I know who taped it. And I know she’s gone now, never to return. Like a pencil in a wood chipper, irreparably damaged.

      All my fault.

      I gulp and sit down on the hard wooden chair across from Dr. Brasher’s desk. My eyes veer away from the photo and right into a pink notebook. Hope wouldn’t use a black and white speckled composition book, no. She made mom buy her a special English journal, with sparkly bling and a splashing dolphin. Sometimes she acted like she was nine years old.

      My heart stutters. Why does Dr. Brasher have Hope’s stuff? Did the judge send it here? My fingers itch to reach for it, but nothing I do seems to go right, so I force my hands into fists at my side.

      This has to go right.

      “Ah, I see you’ve caught me,” Dr. Brasher says. “I was just studying up on your case, a little last minute maybe.”

      I start to speak, but I can’t quite get words past the frog lodged in my throat. I cough to clear it and then force myself to croak a few words. “Why do you have Hope’s journal and that photo?”

      “Please,” he says. “Sit down.”

      I do, but I can’t help another pointed glance at the journal.

      “Does it bother you that I have it?”

      I stomp down on the surge of emotion. I just have to survive the next hour. “No, I’m just curious.”

      “I see in the file that you’re only eleven months older than her. Irish twins, as it were.”

      I’ve explained this so many times, the words fall out without thought. “Since I was born in early fall and she came along the very next year at summer’s end, we started kindergarten the same year.”

      “That’s awfully close in age. Did you mind having a sister when you were little? Were you ever jealous of her?”

      I don’t snort at him, or tell him to look at the photo. I don’t tell him that everyone was jealous of Hope. I don’t tell him she ruined my life. I don’t tell him I hated her sometimes. And I don’t bother telling him I loved her, too. I loved her enough to keep giving and giving when all she did was take take take.

      “Even if I was jealous, that’s normal, right?” I ask. “Textbook, even. Half the kids in America are jealous of their new baby brother or sister.”

      He holds up the photo, one side of it flopping forward along the scotch tape fault line. “She looks a little different than you do.”

      Thank you Doctor Obvious. My brown curly hair looks nothing like Hope’s long, blonde locks. Our eyes are the same shape, but different colors. My pale, lightly freckled arms and legs inspire vampire jokes galore. Her limbs are tanned and muscular from swimming. My angular face and bony body look even more gaunt when compared to her perfect curves.

      I guess it's safe to say Hope didn't steal my looks, but she's taken most everything else I've wanted over the years, sometimes without even trying. When we were babies, she snatched pacifiers I wasn’t ready to give up, my favorite stuffed animals, my snacks, and even my cutest clothing. As we grew, so too did the list in my head of stolen goods. I kept track of them all.

      Not that I plan to confess that in an interrogation ordered by a judge.

      “You’re right. Only our face shapes look the same.”

      “Can you describe your relationship?”

      I glance at the clock. “We’ve only got an hour, right?”

      He smiles. “We have as long as you need, Angelica.”

      I shudder. “Don’t call me that. My name is Lacy, okay?”

      He makes a note on his yellow pad. It doesn’t inspire confidence that he needs to write down my name, like he knows he won’t remember it otherwise. Or maybe wanting to use a nickname tells him something about my brain. What does it tell him? I want to stand up and demand that he tell me. I want to know what’s going to happen. I want to take everything back. Instead I clench my fists and try to school my face into a façade of calm.

      I can’t survive much more of this mock serenity. My head will explode. “For today we only have an hour, right?”

      He nods. “I have another patient scheduled after you, but you can come back tomorrow and the next day, for as long as we need. We may be seeing each other a lot for the next few weeks.”

      My heart rate spikes. Weeks? I don’t have that much time. Why would this take that long? I always finish tests in the first fifteen minutes. I write five page papers in half an hour. Why would it take that long to be evaluated?

      Then it dawns on me. “Shrinks are all paid by the hour, right? So the more time it takes for you, the more money you make. Got to pay for that Porsche for the wife somehow, am I right?”

      He shakes his head. “My wife drives a Subaru, and she paid for that herself. Would it interest you to know that psychiatrists are actually the worst paid doctors in America?”

      I shrug. I don’t really care much one way or another, but that might explain Melinda’s dilemma.

      “Speaking of,” I say, and then stop. She asked me not to say anything, but maybe Dr. Brasher could do something about it. He might want to do something. It’s not like I promised her I’d keep quiet. Things that can be fixed should be fixed. Before it’s too late.

      “Did you have something to tell me, Lacy?”

      I look down at my feet and then back up to meet his eyes. “Do you like your secretary, Melinda?”

      He raises just one eyebrow. “How is that related to psychiatrists being poorly paid?”

      “I’ll explain, but I need to know. Are you happy with her work?”

      “Of course I am. I’ve been working with her for years. She’s my secretary and also my office manager. She keeps things running.”

      “I get that you’re not well paid, but she needs more money. She’s got a son who’s, well, I don’t know exactly what his deal is, but if you don’t give her that raise you can’t afford, you might be looking for a new office manager.”

      Melinda’s face had bleached white when we spoke earlier, but Dr. Brasher’s doesn’t grow pale. His cheeks flush crimson.

      “Look, if it helps, you can write down that we spent as many hours as you want. I won’t say a word.” Happy shrink, better eval, right?

      Dr. Brasher splutters. “I would never falsify my hours. And how could you know that Melinda needs money?”

      I shrug. “I notice things.” At least, now I do. “You only get one shot to get things right sometimes.” Familiar tears well up in the back of my throat, my eyes misting. I take a big, ragged breath to head them off. “But whatever. You’re the one with the fancy degrees, so I’m sure you know better than I do.”

      He steeples his hands in front of him and studies me. “Now you’ve gone all teenager on me, but you don’t need to. I have an MD, yes, but I still appreciate insightful advice from any quadrant. Your file says you’re in line to be Valedictorian, and I can see why. I feel as though I should set the record straight. For court-ordered evaluations, I’m paid on a flat fee basis.”

      Great, and my suggestion that he pad his bill makes me look like an idiotic teenager at best, a chronic liar at worst. Another spastic misstep. Heat floods my chest and spreads up to my cheeks. “That sucks for you, but it means you want to wrap this up as fast as you can, right? I’m on board with that.”

      “It takes as long as it takes,” he practically growls.  This could definitely be going better. He breathes in and out a few times before saying, “How did you feel about your little sister when you were growing up?”

      “I loved her, of course. Everyone loves Hope. I’m pretty sure it’s involuntary, like pupil dilation, or breathing.”

      Dr. Brasher scoffs. “Pupil dilation?”

      I shrug. “I got tired of being the smart one sometimes, okay? It sucks, being the plain one, the boring one, but it's not like I could do much about it. If I bleached my hair and tried to swim or something, I’d have looked like a pathetic wannabe, a disappointing, washed-out clone. So I focused on my strengths and just tried to love her for hers.”

      “Did you ever like the same guys?”

      My hands start to sweat. I didn’t expect him to have her journal. I have no idea what it says in there. I don’t like unknowns in mathematics, and I despise them in real life.

      “Hope was on homecoming court, okay? She’s swim team captain, so she meets a lot of jocks. The kind of guy who likes her is usually good looking, funny, smart, athletic, or popular.”

      Basically, anyone who's breathing.

      “And what about you, Lacy? What kinds of guys like you?”

      “Up until this year, the closest I got to having a guy's undivided attention was when I read Hemingway or Chaucer.”

      “What changed this year?” He steeples his hands again.

      It’s starting to annoy me. “I bet you’ve already read all about it.”

      “I don’t know your side of things,” Dr. Brasher says. “That’s why you’re here.”

      “If I walk you through what happened and you write your report, then we’ll be done, right?”

      He nods.

      “Where should I start?”

      “Where do you think it all started to go wrong?”

      He already knows what happened and he’s got Hope’s journal, so he’s probably figured out that it’s all my fault. Things went about as wrong as they could have gone. Fights. Missed school. Police. Drugs. Juvie. Possible expulsion. And the one bad thing no one ever seems to want to talk about.

      I can barely breathe and I look away. Sniff and wipe my eyes.

      She died.

      The rest of the stuff doesn’t even matter compared to that.

      But looking back on all that mess, in the cluster my life has become, no one's asked for my side of the story. Not the judge, not a single teacher, not my best friend Drew, no one. It’s like they’re all afraid of the answer.

      And maybe they should be.

      It all started the day I met Mason. Is it ironic that the first truly great day of my life was probably also the very thing that set in motion the events leading up to the worst? Or does life always work like that? Mom lost Dad right after Hope was born. Maybe bad always nips at good’s heels like a moronic, overeager puppy, shredding everything and peeing in the corner.

      Dr. Brasher still stares at me expectantly and I realize I haven’t spoken a word. "I guess it all started with Mason."

      Dr. Brasher rifles through a pile of papers on his desk and then he looks back up at me. "Mason Montcellier?"

      I nod my head, impressed when he pronounces the difficult last name correctly. "Yep."

      "Why don't you tell me about him."

      I bite my lip. I don't want to talk about Mason. It hurts.  Not crippling pain, like when I think about her, but thinking about Mason hurts in a different way. Plus, I honestly don't even know how I feel anymore. I cared for Mason more than I thought possible, and now I have no idea how to feel about him. Do I love him? Do I blame him? Do I feel anything at all?

      I clear my throat. "It was your typical story, I guess. Outrageously attractive boy meets nerdy girl. It was the 'happily ever after part' where things started to break down."
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      If you enjoyed this sample, please check out the full book here.
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